[image: image3.emf]

April 27, 2009

To All Senate and House of Representative Members of the North Carolina General Assembly:

The North Carolina Growers Association strongly supports the AgRELIEF Act – House Bill 1364 and Senate Bill 881 and encourages all members of the North Carolina General Assembly to support the AgRELIEF Act as well.
The North Carolina Growers Association (“NCGA”) is a non-profit (501c) growers’ cooperative that consists of 750 growers from across the state of North Carolina who grow a diverse portfolio of labor intensive agricultural commodities, including watermelons, vegetables, Christmas Trees, commercial flowers, tobacco, pickle cucumbers, sweetpotatoes, apples, etc.  NCGA members are unique because of their participation in the federal H-2A farm worker program, their progressive labor management practices, and their high level of compliance with labor, immigration, housing, and worker protection laws and regulations. 

NCGA and its 750 members strongly support the AgRELIEF Act because we know, first hand, how expensive it is to comply with the myriad of state and federal laws and regulations that govern the employment of agricultural workers.  Modern farming is a high capital, high risk enterprise and unfortunately all North Carolina farmers do not strive to comply with the law with the same high level of commitment as NCGA growers.  However, in an era when government seems to prefer the punitive approach of offering only “sticks” to the regulated community, the AgRELIEF Act acknowledges excellence by offering the support of “carrots” for growers who strive to meet the regulatory and statutory obligations imposed on farmers 

The AgRELIEF Act, a “first in the Nation” pilot program, is a positive and pro-active measure that recognizes and encourages farmers who grow our nation’s food – and who make significant contribution to our local economies -  do so in a socially responsible way.  Without seeking any funding from state tax payers, the AgRELIEF Act creates enabling legislation that will be used as a vehicle to seek non-state revenue (ie. grants and private donations) that will assist in keeping NC farmers who utilize the H-2A program viable and sustainable.  To participate in the program growers are required to submit tangible evidence that they provide inspected and approved housing, workers’ compensation insurance, minimum levels of vehicle insurance, compliance with pesticide worker protection requirements and US worker hiring preferences, among other things.

Labor costs are consistently among the top two costs of production in labor intensive crops and on most farms it is the number one cost.  At a time when labor inputs continue to increase, the 50% reimbursement for up-front costs associated with participating in the federal H-2A program provided for by the AgRELIEF Act will allow many growers to continue with their high levels of compliance and encourage others to consider the program in the future.

It is no secret that the majority of North Carolina farm operations continue to be small family operated businesses.  These families are the backbone of agricultural production in our state and they are job creators.  For every seasonal/temporary farm worker employed in North Carolina, farmers help create 3-4 additional US worker jobs in the broader economy.

The AgRELIEF Act is precedent setting legislation – demonstrating once again North Carolina’s leadership in the nation in terms of labor intensive agricultural production.  Further, NCGA believes the AgRELIEF Act symbolizes our states political leaders’ commitment to the sustainability of our state’s number one industry - Agribusiness.
Thank you for your support of the AgRELIEF Act. 
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Stan Eury, Executive Director
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