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North Carolina

Tomato Growers Association

April 20, 2009
Erica Peterson

Executive Vice President/CEO

NC Agribusiness Council, Inc.

2500 Regency Parkway

Cary, NC 27518

Dear Ms. Peterson:

The North Carolina Tomato Growers Association would like to send this letter of support for the AgRELIEF Act [Ag (Agriculture) Reimbursement of Expenses for Legal Immigrant Employees in Farming], which includes H. 1364 and S. 881.
 

We understand that H.1364 and S.881 are companion bills and that they are identical and following are some of the facts:
· The AgRELIEF act is enabling legislation to establish a cost-share program to assist farmers with the upfront expenses required in order to use the H-2a program. 

· The AgRELIEF act is a "First in the Nation" pilot program and represents a positive, pro-active step for State government to encourage and assist farmers with hiring legal farm workers. 

· The AgRELIEF cost-share fund will be "housed" with the State Treasury Department (Secretary Janet Cowell), who has the highest fiduciary responsibility and credibility in the state.  

· The AgRELIEF cost-share fund will be funded through private donations and grants. There are NO plans for state funding.  

· The AgRELIEF act will cover up to 50% (with a cap of $50,000) of the "up-front" expenses paid by farmers for each worker including up to $300 for all round-trip transportation and subsistence costs for workers; up to $325 for all processing charges and administrative fees and dues; any state department visa fees and border patrol crossing fees; any US consulate application and appointment fees. 

· The AgRELIEF act requires farmers to provide documentation for approved housing, workers' compensation insurance for workers, proof of insurance for vehicles transporting workers, pesticide training, compliance with all federal requirements to ensure no legally authorized US worker is available, able and willing, valid H-2a visa. 

· The AgRELIEF act provides for an advisory committee to be established to solicit and review applications and process application based on date of submission as long as funding is available; and to submit a report to NC House and Senate Joint NER appropriations subcommittee. 

· The AgRELIEF act will assist farmers who are already bearing the high expense to use legal farm workers; and hopefully will encourage farmers who have been resistant to using the program due to the high "up-front" expense to re-examine the program 

Please contact me at 828-526-3989 if you should have any questions concerning this matter and thanks for your consideration of our request.

Sincerely,






Melinda James / els
Melinda James, President

North Carolina Tomato Growers Association

MJ/els

2491 St. Paul’s Road, Hendersonville, NC  28792
(828) 685-3989, ellen_moss@yahoo.com, www.nctomatoes.com

