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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.

Weather NEWS

Annual State Drought Meeting Set: The N.C. Drought Management Advisory Council will use its annual meeting April 18 to discuss the drought and dry conditions North Carolina is experiencing and expected impacts in the coming weeks. The 9:15 a.m. meeting will be at the Gov. James G. Martin Building at the North Carolina State Fairgrounds in Raleigh. Eight counties are experiencing a moderate drought and 31 counties are abnormally dry for this time of year, according to the latest drought map, which is posted to www.ncdrought.org. Last year at this time, 53 counties were in a moderate drought and 35 counties were abnormally dry. To watch the presentations and listen to the meeting live, click here. If you have questions,  contact Bob Stea, chairman of the N.C. Drought Management Advisory Council, at 919-707-9035, or at bob.stea@ncdenr.gov.
Washington NEWS
Bill to Reform Ethanol Mandate Introduced in House: Reps. Bob Goodlatte (R-VA), Jim Costa (D-CA), Steve Womack (R-AR) and Peter Welch (D-VT) introduced the Renewable Fuel Standard (RFS) Reform Act, which eliminates the conventional biofuels mandate, beginning in 2014, and rescinds the requirements of blending up to 15 percent ethanol into the fuel supply. "I commend Congressmen Goodlatte, Costa, Womack and Welch for their leadership in introducing this legislation that will provide much needed relief to U.S. chicken producers and family farms that raise chickens," National Chicken Council President Mike Brown said. Brown noted that since the RFS was enacted, chicken producers alone have incurred $35 billion in cumulative additional feed costs. Also, Rep. Steve Womack (R-AR) and Rep. John Garamendi (D-CA) introduced a separate bill, the Renewable Fuel Standard Amendments Act, which would solely zero-out corn from the RFS. 
N.C. Legislative NEWS

Governor Announces Changes for Commerce Department: N.C. Governor Pat McCrory announced plans to create a separate nonprofit corporation to center economic development functions for the state. A board of directors, chaired by the governor, will oversee the partnership and have governance of all recruitment and retention activities. The functions include small business development, entrepreneurship, international investment and import/export, along with travel & tourism. The new partnership will leverage existing state funds to get the private sector more involved in economic development. According to the governor’s office, in the long run, fewer state dollars will be needed to run the programs currently operated by the N.C. Department of Commerce and several non-profit organizations receiving state funding. Over the next 45 days, the Department of Commerce will develop a plan for the public-private partnership that includes organizational structure, budget and cost projections, as well as a timeline for implementing the reform. Bill Elmore, vice chairman of Coca-Cola Bottling Co. Consolidated, has volunteered to lead the effort in the department's restructuring review. The group will also be meeting and seeking input from various stakeholders in the economic development process. Bipartisan legislation will be introduced to help shape these changes and get them in place before the end of this year.

Corporate Tax Breaks Unveiled in Senate Committee, Introduced in House: The N.C. Senate Finance Committee is reviewing a GOP-backed tax proposal that would reduce corporate taxes. The legislation would gradually drop the corporate tax rate from 6.9 percent to 6 percent by 2016.  In addition, corporations would be taxed only on sales within the state and not property and payroll as current tax law requires.  N.C. currently has the highest corporate tax rate in the region. The committee did not vote on the measure since the plan is just part of a tax overhaul Republicans are pushing.  Full tax plan revisions are expected later in the month.  [image: image2.png]


In the N.C. House, a similar bill was introduced that would make N.C.’s corporate income tax the lowest in the Southeast. HB 642 would drop the corporate tax rate from 6.9 percent to 4.9 percent. 

Fuel & Energy NEWS

Biofuels Center Awards $600K to Boost Renewable Fuels: The Biofuels Center of North Carolina recently awarded $684,058 for six projects to accelerate the renewable fuels industry in western North Carolina. Funding was awarded to the following projects: $156,898 awarded to NCSU to determine the capacity for short-rotation woody crops  to produce cellulosic feedstocks in different climates and soils in N.C.; $143,787 awarded to NCSU to educate farmers and Cooperative Extension agents through demonstrating the best economic and agronomic data for energy grasses; $250,003 awarded to Mountain Horticultural Crops Research and Extension Center to  develop high-yield sugarcane and giant miscanthus hybrids that can be established with vegetative propagation;  $67,648 awarded to Carolina Land & Lakes RC&D to assess the economics of a feedstock depot to serve current industries and the biofuels industry in western N.C.; $65,722 awarded to Appalachian State University to assess the economic viability of using municipal solid waste generated in the 32 counties of western N.C.
Campaign NEWS

Rouzer to Run Again: Former state Senator David Rouzer announced he will run again for the U.S. Congressional District 7 seat currently held by Democrat Mike McIntyre. Rouzer lost to McIntyre last year by a very narrow margin.  Bob Rosser, long-time North Carolina campaign and media consultant, and Brock McCleary, a senior strategist with the National Republican Congressional Committee (NRCC) in 2010 and 2012, will serve as general consultants for Rouzer’s 2014 campaign.  

McHenry Won’t Run for U.S. Senate: Rep. Patrick T. McHenry, (N.C.-10) announced that he will not run against Democrat U.S. Sen. Kay Hagan next year. The GOP has hopes of gaining another Senate seat, and Hagan is seen as one of the most vulnerable senators. McHenry said that he has too much work to do in the House.  Other possible challengers include U.S. Rep. Renee Ellmers (N.C.-2),U.S. Rep. George Holding (N.C. 13)  state Speaker Thom Tillis, and state Senate President Pro Tem Phil Berger. Ellmers recently said she wouldn’t make a decision until June. 

Business NEWS

Food Manufacturer to Create 149 Jobs in Robeson County: Trinity Frozen Foods, a frozen food manufacturing company, will locate its operations in Robeson County.  The company plans to create 149 jobs and invest more than $15 million over the next three years in Pembroke. Trinity Frozen Foods, with management offices in Charlotte, will construct a sweet potato processing facility in Pembroke and has initial plans to produce 12-15 million pounds of sweet potato fries annually.  The company plans to expand eventually to produce 50 million pounds of sweet potato fries each year.  N.C. is the nation’s leading grower of sweet potatoes. The project was made possible in part by a performance-based grant from the One North Carolina Fund of up to $500,000.
Environmental NEWS

EPA Final Paper on Stakeholder Review of Pesticide Registrations: EPA is announcing the availability of the final paper describing enhanced opportunities for stakeholder input during its review of pesticide registrations under the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA) and associated consultations under the Endangered Species Act (ESA). The paper was jointly prepared by EPA, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), and the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) in the U.S. Department of Commerce and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) in the Department of Interior. The paper describes significant changes to EPA's registration review process intended to facilitate ESA pesticide consultations and coordination across these Federal agencies and calls for a greater role for USDA. EPA accepted public comment on the proposed changes for 60 days and then reviewed the comments received. Subsequently, the paper was revised to outline specific roles and responsibilities for each agency, and to provide clarifying information on focus meetings and the timing for public input. For more info, click here.
Immigration NEWS

Arizona-Style Immigration Bill Introduced in N.C. House: An immigration bill similar to Arizona’s has been filed in the N.C. House. The Reclaim N.C. Act, HB786, allows local law officials to check someone’s immigration status and requires a limited driver’s permit for unauthorized immigrants. In addition, the bill makes it harder for an unauthorized immigrant to post bail. Contractors and subcontractors would be required to use E-Verify in order to do business with cities and counties.  The legislation is the result of hearings recently held by a special N.C. House immigration committee. 

Online Training for New Form I-9: A new federal I-9 form, which was released March 8, will go into effect on May 8. Alabama Cooperative Extension System has released online training to help employers navigate the revised forms.  Click here for instructions.  You may also find more information at USCIS. 

Commodity NEWS
N.C. Biotech Crop Acreage: Last year in N.C., the following biotech crops were grown: biotech cotton was grown on over 576,000 acres in the state (96% of total acres); biotech corn was grown on over 756,000 acres in the state (85% of total acres); biotech soybeans were grown on over 1.5 million acres in the state (93% of total acres).

N.C. Strawberries Feel Cold Weather: Weather and a virus will affect N.C.’s strawberry crop this year. The cold weather will likely push the peak of strawberry season to mid to late April.  In spite of the later start, growers say they expect a great crop this year. Lisa Rayburn, an agriculture agent with the N.C. Cooperative Extension office in Onslow County, says that blueberries will be a little behind schedule as well due to the cold temperatures.  In addition, some strawberry plants purchased from Canada were infected with a virus that stunts growth. The News & Observer reported that about 12 percent of the state’s strawberries will be affected by the virus.    

USDA NEWS

USDA Announces Program to Facilitate the Export of Further Processed Eggs and Egg Products: The USDA, in collaboration with the U.S. FDA, has developed a program to certify processed eggs and egg products for export, providing new opportunities for U.S. food exporters. The USDA's Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) will certify a wide range of products containing eggs, including omelets, frozen egg patties, crepes, hard boiled eggs, mayonnaise, and food containing egg extracts. The total market for U.S. exports of further processed eggs and egg products worldwide is estimated to be $500 million. Once AMS verifies that a company meets the established certification requirements, the company will be listed as eligible for export by product and country. An eligible company would contact AMS for an export certificate covering accepted product and identify the foreign country. The certificates and verifications will be completed by AMS on a fee basis. For more information please contact: Dean Kastner, Director, Poultry Grading Division at (202) 720-3272 or via email at Dean.Kastner@ams.usda.gov; or Will Stone, International Trade Specialist, Standards & Technology Division at (202) 720-3100 or via email at William.Stone@ams.usda.gov. 

USDA Seeks Applications to Promote Rural Businesses: Applications are being accepted from qualified non-profit and public organizations (intermediaries) to provide loans to support rural businesses and community development groups. Funding, which is intended to spark business expansion and create jobs will be made available through USDA's Intermediary Relending Program (IRP). The Intermediary Relending Program is USDA Rural Development's primary program for capitalizing revolving loan funds. USDA lends money to economic development intermediaries (nonprofits and public bodies) who in turn re-lend the funds as commercial loans to rural businesses (ultimate recipients) that might not otherwise be able to obtain such financing. The repayment of the ultimate recipients' loans allows the intermediary to continue to make more loans to new recipients. For more information about the Intermediary Relending Program, and to learn about application deadlines, visit http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/BCP_irp.html.
Mark Your Calendar
To see all upcoming events - click here for the AgCalendar.
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