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This week’s issue of the AgNews Update is sponsored by The NC Growers Association (NCGA), a non-profit cooperative that consists of approximately 750 North Carolina grower-members who grow a wide variety of diversified crops from flowers, turfgrass, and Christmas trees to tobacco, cucumbers and sweet potatoes.  NCGA provides its members a labor force via the H-2a program, which is a legal guestworker program, authorized by the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986. H-2a enables farmers to secure a legal and adequate labor force that is available and capable of assisting with the seasonal/temporary manual labor associated with some agricultural crops. In order to utilize the H-2a program, growers must certify with USDOL they have first engage in independent positive recruitment of US workers through the local employment security commission, word of mouth with other growers and by placing ads in newspapers and on the radio, as well as soliciting the return of any former, qualified workers.

Washington NEWS
Sequestration and Its Effect on Ag: The Senate voted 51-49 on the Mikulski-Murray-Reid bill to replace the across-the-board automatic budget cuts (sequestration) of $85 billion for the current year and reduce the deficit by $110 billion.  The measure failed because under Senate filibuster rules, a simple majority is not sufficient and a 60-vote super majority is needed to pass most bills.  A Republican alternative to the Mikulski-Murray-Reid bill failed by a vote of 38-62.  U.S. Senators Richard Burr (R-N.C.) and Kay Hagan (D-N.C.) voted against the bill. The Republican proposal would have kept sequestration in place but provided greater flexibility to the Administration to determine what to cut and by how much. As of Friday, sequestration went into effect. If Congress does not revisit the issue, sequestration will remain in effect for the next nine years.  Congress, however, could come back at any time to either eliminate the across-the-board cuts or modify them in any number of ways. The sequester will reduce farm bill spending by over $6 billion over the coming years, with the largest amount of cuts from commodity programs and the second largest from conservation programs.  Both food stamps and crop insurance are exempt, the former by statute and the latter by administrative decision. USDA Secretary Tom Vilsack illustrated the impact of these coming cuts for the rest of this fiscal year: a $35 million decline in farm loans, the biggest slice of which go to beginning farmers to help them get started in agriculture; a decline in conservation technical assistance that will result in 2,600 fewer farmers getting conservation plans; a $60 million cut in agricultural research. Vilsack also noted in an interview with Reuters that meat supplies could be impacted due to furloughs of inspectors but that the government would try to reduce the impact by staggering the layoffs. 
Coble, Ellmers Honored for Conservative Votes: U.S. Rep. Howard Coble (N.C.-6th) and U.S. Rep. Renee Ellmers (N.C.-2nd) each received the American Conservative Union's 2012 Award for the 112th Congress. The award is based on their conservative voting records.  The ACU examined 25 House votes in 2012 on issues ranging from health care, energy and missile defense to federal spending and environmental legislation. The ACU is the oldest and largest grassroots conservative organization in the nation.

Hagan Urges Approval of Keystone XL Pipeline: U.S. Senator Kay Hagan (D-N.C.) joined a bipartisan group of senators in sending a letter to Secretary of State John Kerry urging him to act quickly to approve the Keystone XL pipeline. The State Department, which has authority over cross-border pipelines, received the new route approved by the state of Nebraska on January 22 but has yet to make a final decision process public. “We believe that you and the president should remain committed to reaching a decision within the first quarter of this year,” the senators wrote in their letter to Kerry. “Further delay will continue to hurt job creation and may damage our relationship with Canada.” In November, Hagan and a bipartisan group of senators wrote to the president reminding him of the importance of swift action on Keystone XL. In early 2012, Senator Hagan voted for a bipartisan amendment to require the president to allow the pipeline to proceed. That amendment did not get the 60 votes required for passage.

Comment on FDA Produce Rule: On Jan. 4, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration announced a proposed rule focused on measures that produce farmers and packers should take to prevent the contamination of fresh fruits and vegetables. For the first time, produce growers will be subject to FDA regulation on the farm. The rule proposal is a result of the federal Food Safety Modernization Act. The FDA is collecting comments about the rule before finalizing it. The deadline for comments is May 16. You can comment on the proposed rules here.
NC Legislative NEWS

N.C. Utilities Commission Appointment: Gov. Pat McCrory appointed an engineer to fill the only open seat on the N.C. Utilities Commission.  Don M. Bailey is an energy engineer at ATI Allvac in Monroe.  Bailey has also served as a director for the Carolina Customer Utility Association since 2002. Bailey’s appointment must be approved by the N.C. Legislature.  The Commission will have two additional vacancies in July. 
Fracking Bill Passes Senate, Heads to House: 2013-02-28T00:00:30ZThe N.C. Senate passed a bill to allow fracking in the state.  The bill allows permits to be issued for drilling as early as March 2015 and establishes taxes on energy production. The bill now goes to the House.
Campaign NEWS

Challenger for Hagan’s U.S. Senate Seat: Dr. Greg Brannon announced his candidacy for the U.S. Senate seat currently held by Democrat Sen. Kay Hagan.  Brannon, a Republican and pro-life obstetrician from Cary, will likely be one among several contenders for the seat in the 2014 election.  There is speculation that N.C. House Speaker Thom Tillis and President Pro Tempore Phil Berger will run, as well as U.S. House Reps. Renee Ellmers, George Holding, and Virginia Foxx.
Business NEWS

N.C. Has Lowest Unionized Rate: N.C. has the fewest unionized workers in the country, according to the financial news website 24/7 Wall St. Of the state’s total employment, 2.9 percent, or 111,482, were unionized.  That figure has decreased 1.3 percent over the last decade. In 2012, unionized private sector workers in N.C. comprised 1.8 percent, only South Carolina and Arkansas had lower percentages.  Of public workers, 8.8 percent were unionized, the lowest rate in the U.S. 
Fuel & Energy NEWS

Report Reveals Flaws in EPA’s Economic Impact Analysis of Regulation: A new report released by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce challenges the EPA’s claim that regulations create jobs. The report, commissioned by the U.S. Chamber and written by NERA Consulting, studied EPA’s proposed economically-significant rule makings between 1995 through 2011 and found that the approach on which EPA based many employment forecasts was flawed, considering only part of the potential overall impacts and ignoring the effects of regulatory compliance costs. “Instead of using the most complete models to provide a true forecast of how regulations impact employment, EPA instead used either incomplete computer models, or in other cases, chose to perform no analysis at all,” said Bill Kovacs, the Chamber’s senior vice president for Environment, Technology & Regulatory Affairs.  The report concluded that the correct approach for assessment of the overall economic and employment impacts of rules with large economy-wide costs is to model the impact of regulation compliance cost through a “whole-economy” model.  This approach takes into account the cascading effects of a regulatory change across interconnected industries and markets nationwide. For example, When NERA applied the whole-economy approach to EPA’s cross state air pollution rule, the impact on worker incomes was equivalent to the annual loss of 34,000 jobs from 2013 through 2037, compared to EPA’s claim of 700 jobs per year gained. To read the full report, click here.
Commodity NEWS
N.C. Corn Expected to Increase: In 2012, N.C. corn growers had a good year, and N.C. Ag Commissioner Steve Troxler thinks that corn production will increase for 2013. N.C. production in 2012 increased 40% over the previous year, according to USDA’s year-end report.  With the lingering drought in the Midwest, increased worldwide demand, and high prices, Troxler expects N.C. growers will likely plant more corn in 2013.  Currently N.C. only grows about one third of the state’s corn feed needs, according to Troxler, but researchers are working to get half of the state’s corn grown locally.  
February Farm Prices Received Index Decreased 20 Points: According to USDA’s National Agricultural Statistics Service, the preliminary All Farm Products Index of Prices Received by Farmers in February decreased 20 points (9.2 percent) from January. The Crop Index is down 20 points (8.0 percent) and the Livestock Index decreased 3 points (1.8 percent). Producers received lower prices for lettuce, corn, broccoli, and wheat and higher prices for hogs, celery, rice, and oranges. The February Index of Prices Paid for Commodities and Services, Interest, Taxes, and Farm Wage Rates (PPITW) is down 1 point (-0.5 percent) from January but 8 points (3.8 percent) above February 2012. Lower prices in February for complete feeds, concentrates, feeder cattle, and supplements offset higher prices for diesel, gasoline, nitrogen, and other services. To read the full report, click here.
NCDA NEWS

Board of Agriculture Actions: The N.C. Board of Agriculture met Feb. 26 and took the following actions: Approved a recommendation from the NCDA&CS not to classify Arundo donax as a noxious weed. The cane-like perennial grass has been proposed for commercial production of biomass in the state; Approved a request by the N.C. Small Grain Growers Association to conduct a referendum on continuing a half-percent assessment on sales of wheat, barley, oats, rye, grain sorghum, canola and rapeseed; Adopted sections of the Code of Federal Regulations pertaining to the production, storage and transportation of shell eggs and testing requirements for antifreeze.
Spring Nitrogen Application Is Critical for Wheat: The NCDA&CS reminds growers that properly timed nitrogen applications are essential to the growth and development of wheat. An estimated 960,000 acres of wheat were planted across the state this winter. To get a quick and accurate recommendation of how much spring nitrogen to apply, agronomists advise submitting two samples of wheat leaves to the department’s Agronomic Services Division for testing. One sample will be used to measure plant nutrient content, the other to measure biomass. Both tests are necessary to obtain the most precise recommendation. N.C. growers wanting more information about this method should contact their NCDA&CS regional agronomist, county Cooperative Extension agent or other agricultural adviser. Contact information is available online.
USDA NEWS

USDA Report on Rural Resources Raises Eyebrows: USDA released a report, The Role of Food Hubs in Local Food Marketing, that provides a look at the economic role, challenges and opportunities for food hubs in the nation's growing local food movement.  With an increasing demand for fresh, local, foods, the report finds that the success of food hubs is rapidly expanding, with well over 200 food hubs now operating in the United States. USDA's working definition of a regional food hub is "a business or organization that actively manages the aggregation, distribution, and marketing of source-identified food products primarily from local and regional producers to strengthen their ability to satisfy wholesale, retail, and institutional demand". Chairman Frank Lucas and Ranking Member Collin Peterson of the U.S. House Ag Committee expressed their concern over the report, which was required by the 2008 Farm Bill to assess how the various definitions have impacted rural development programs and to make recommendations on ways to better target funds. “The report offers useful insights into issues such as how municipal entities are defined in various regions. But, we are disappointed in USDA’s proposals to shift funding away from the most rural areas by inflating the definition across the board. This will result in smaller communities competing with larger and more urban areas for funding,” said Lucas and Peterson in a released statement. To view the full report click here. 

Commodity Credit Corporation Lending Rates for March: USDA's Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC) announced interest rates for March 2013. The CCC borrowing rate-based charge for March is 0.125 percent, unchanged from February 2013. For 1996 and subsequent crop year commodity and marketing assistance loans, the interest rate for loans disbursed during March 2013 is 1.125 percent, unchanged from February. Interest rates for Farm Storage Facility Loans approved for March are as follows, 1.375 percent with seven-year loan terms, up from 1.250 in February; 2.000 percent with 10-year loan terms, up from 1.875 in February and; 2.250 percent with 12-year loan terms, up from 2.125 percent in February. The maximum discount rate applicable for March 2013 for the Tobacco Transition Payment Program is 5 percent, unchanged from February. 
Mark Your Calendar
To see all upcoming events - click here for the AgCalendar.
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