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More than a century ago George Vanderbilt chose a picturesque setting in the Blue Ridge Mountains of Western North Carolina to create his home.  His vision for Biltmore was one of a progressive, self-sustaining, working estate that would benefit the community and the land. Although George did not plant Biltmore’s vineyards in his day, the vineyards and winery are an interpretation of his original vision, which was perpetuated in 1978 when the first wines were produced at Biltmore.  Today, Biltmore’s vineyards comprise 94 acres on the west side of Biltmore Estate where Chardonnay, Riesling, Viognier, Cabernet Franc, Cabernet Sauvignon, and Merlot varietals are grown.  Winemakers Bernard Delille and Sharon Fenchak craft award-winning vintages from more than 15 different varietals.  Most might be surprised to realize that America’s most-visited winery isn’t located in California but rather in North Carolina.  Welcoming nearly one million guests each year, Biltmore strives to accommodate those who are new to the world of wine and food as well as the connoisseur in search of a distinctive varietal.  Learn more about Biltmore Wines at www.biltmore.com.

Washington NEWS
Permanent ‘Death’ Tax Passes House:  A bill that would make the 2009 estate tax level permanent — 45 percent and $3.5 million per person exemption — has been approved by the House of Representatives. The bill passed by a 225-200 vote, with all Republicans opposed. Under current law, the estate tax is scheduled to go away in 2010, but revert to a 55 percent tax rate and a $1 million/person exemption in 2011. The legislation faces an uncertain future in the Senate.
EPA Clears Way to Regulate Greenhouse Gas Emissions:  The EPA on Monday formally declared greenhouse gasses (GHGs) a threat to public health and the environment, clearing the way for federal regulation to decide whether or not climate change legislation currently being considered in Congress is passed.  EPA also announced it found that greenhouse gas emissions from on-road vehicles contribute to that threat. The agency's endangerment finding covers emissions of six key greenhouse gases, including: carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, hydrofluorocarbons, perfluorocarbons and sulfur hexafluoride.
Campaign NEWS
Marshall Committed to Senate Race:  Secretary of State Elaine Marshall said Wednesday she is committed to next year's U.S. Senate race despite the death of her husband and a key national group's backing of another candidate.  Marshall lost her husband, William Holdford, on Nov. 28 to cancer. Marshall said she was not put off by the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee's recruitment of former state Sen. Cal Cunningham of Lexington into the race. Chapel Hill lawyer Kenneth Lewis is also seeking the Democratic nomination. 

Hoyle Leaving:  Sen. David Hoyle, D-Gaston, longtime co-chair of the Senate Finance Committee, announced Wednesday that he won't be seeking another term in 2010. Hoyle, 70, who is serving his ninth term, said he looked forward to a life where meetings in Raleigh didn't always beckon.  Hoyle said one factor in his decision was how difficult and increasingly nasty campaigning had become. Considered the most pro-business Democrat in the Senate, Hoyle nevertheless faced several tough races in a district that leans Republican. Rep. Wil Neumann, R-Gaston, announced last month that he would run for the Senate seat in 2010. 

Foy Not Running:  Chapel Hill Mayor Kevin Foy has decided not to seek the Democratic nomination for the U.S. Senate next year. Foy, 53, had been exploring a Senate bid for several months as he prepares to end his tenure as mayor of the college town. There are already two Democratic Senate candidates: Secretary of State Elaine Marshall and Chapel Hill attorney Kenneth Lewis. 

No Rematch for Mumpower:  Outgoing Asheville City Councilman Carl Mumpower said that he has decided not to run for Congress again in 2010. Mumpower won the Republican nomination in 2008 and challenged incumbent Heath Shuler, D-Waynesville. Shuler handily defeated Mumpower, garnering 62 percent of the vote. 

Cunningham to Challenge Burr:  Cal Cunningham, a Democrat, said that he will challenge U.S. Sen. Richard Burr and said in a statement that he wants to fight against special interests in Washington.  Cunningham had long been considering a run against Burr but said last month that he would not, calling it "the wrong race at the wrong time for me and my family." He didn't immediately return a call from The Associated Press seeking comment Monday. 
Broadcaster to Challenge Kissell:  A former North Carolina television sports broadcaster has entered the run for Congress. Retired WSOC-TV personality Harold Johnson has announced he'll run for the 8th U.S. House District currently held by Democrat Larry Kissell. He's one of four announced Republican candidates to date. Johnson lives in Statesville and said he'll move to Cabarrus County to live in the district. 

Commodity NEWS

States Cut Tobacco Prevention Funding:  States cut funding for state tobacco prevention programs more than 15 percent this year, according to a report that a coalition of public health groups has released. The states will spend $567.5 million in addition to another $62 million in federal grants on programs to prevent tobacco use -- about 17 percent as much as the $3.7 billion the federal Centers for Disease Control recommends, the report says. North Carolina ranked 24th in terms of percentage spent on programs compared to the CDC's recommendation. In the most recent fiscal year, the state spent $20 million on prevention programs. That was about 19 percent of what the CDC recommended the state spend, almost $107 million.
Russia Expands U.S. Pork Bans, Threatens Full Market Closure:  Russia on Thursday expanded its ban on U.S. pork imports to include four more plants and said it may close its market entirely if Washington doesn't comply with its quality standards. The latest action, effective Dec. 18, includes two more Smithfield Foods slaughterhouses, one in Monmouth, Iowa, and one in Clinton, N.C., the report said. That makes seven Smithfield-owned pork facilities banned since late November. The other two plants suspended in the latest ban are Pork King Packing in Marengo, Ill., and Hatfield Quality Meats in Hatfield, Penn. USDA's Food Safety and Inspection Service had yet to update its list of eligible exporters to reflect the reported changes. Russia cited findings of oxytetracycline as the reason for the latest bans. 
USDA Raises Corn Stocks, Soybean Price Forecasts:  USDA cut its corn export forecast by 50 million bushel, which raised corn ending stocks by 50 million bushels to a projected 1,675 million bushels in the 2009/2010 marketing year which began Sept. 1. In its World Supply and Demand Estimates report, the agency left its average corn price forecast unchanged at $3.25 to $3.85 per bushel. USDA raised its soybean export forecast by 15 million bushels to 1.34 billion reflecting the record export pace in recent weeks and higher projected soybean imports by China. USDA boosted its average soybean price forecast to a range of $8.75 to $10.25 from $8.20 to $10.20 last month. The soybean meal price is projected at $260 to $310 per short ton, up $10 on the bottom of the range.

USDA Sees Lower Meat Production, Higher Exports:  USDA lowered its production forecasts for beef, pork and poultry in 2010, while raising its export forecasts for beef and pork during both 2009 and 2010 in its latest World Agricultural Supply and Demand Estimates report. For 2010, the agency said it expects cattle slaughter to be unchanged but carcass weights to be lower in the first quarter. USDA expects reduced hog slaughter on lower expected hog imports from Canada. Growth in broiler and turkey production are expected to slow, as hatchery data show few signs of expansion.  USDA raised its beef export forecast for 2009 to 1.846 billion pounds from 1.825 last month and raised 2010 exports to 1.985 from 1.925 billion based on expected economic recovery in a number of markets. The agency raised 2009 pork exports to 4.176 billion pounds from 4.135 billion last month and raised 2010 exports to 4.6 billion from 4.45 billion, noting fourth quarter 2009 exports were stronger than expected and improved economic prospects in several markets.
Drought NEWS

Conditions Normal for First Time in Almost Three Years:  No county in the Tar Heel State is experiencing drought or abnormally dry conditions for the first time in nearly three years, according to Thursday’s map released by the U.S. Drought Monitor.  The last time North Carolina experienced normal conditions was Jan. 30, 2007.  A copy of the drought map can be found at www.ncdrought.org.  North Carolina has seen great improvements since then, as above average rainfall helped replenish streams, rivers and reservoirs to normal and above-normal levels. The past month has been unusually wet across North Carolina, with many locations experiencing record-setting rainfall amounts.  Asheville, Chapel Hill, Durham, Elizabethtown, Greensboro, Hickory, Kinston, Lewiston, New Bern, Plymouth, Raleigh, Roanoke Rapids, Whiteville, Wilkesboro and Wilmington were among the wettest based on the one-month period ending Dec. 9.  The last counties moving from abnormally dry conditions to normal conditions this week are in the Sandhills region.
Business NEWS
NC Utilities Panel Agrees to Duke Energy Increase: North Carolina regulators have signed off on a plan in which Duke Energy Corp.'s 1.8 million electric customers in the state will see their bills go up next month and rise 7 percent on average over the next two years - nearly half the increase originally sought by the utility.  The North Carolina Utilities Commission approved a two-step agreement to let Duke Energy raise rates Jan. 1 by an average 3.8 percent, followed by a 3.2 percent increase in January 2011.  Residential customers on average would pay a little more - 7.5 to 8 percent over two years. Other customers will see increases from 4.8 to 7.4 percent, Duke said.
People NEWS

Poole Resigns From Golden Leaf:  Ruffin Poole, a top aide to then-Gov. Mike Easley, has resigned from the board of the Golden LEAF Foundation. Poole's resignation from the foundation board comes just as Gov. Beverly Perdue is expected to issue an executive order that would remove members of state boards and commissions if they are indicted or if they refuse to cooperate in a criminal investigation.   Poole refused to testify in October during a public hearing that was part of an investigation by the State Board of Elections into the campaign fundraising of Easley. 
NCDA NEWS

NC State Fair Wins International Awards:  The North Carolina State Fair recently won six awards from the International Association of Fairs and Expositions.  The State Fair, which competes against other fairs with an attendance of 500,001 to 1 million, took home a first-place communications award for its Web site. The fair also won second-place honors for television commercial, third place for best use of social media and third place for black-and-white newspaper advertisement. In the agricultural competition, the State Fair received second place in the new green program category for its Green NC exhibit. The Got to Be NC Festival, which takes place on the State Fairgrounds in May, won second-place honors in the category for non-fair agricultural event or program.
USDA NEWS
NC Receives Grants:  USDA is awarding more than $14 million in grants to organizations throughout the country that will provide training and assistance to socially disadvantaged farmers and ranchers. Also, USDA's Food Commodity Contracting Opportunities for Rural America initiative is designed to enable rural economic growth by increasing small business contracting participation in rural areas of the country. USDA intends to help small farmer-owned cooperatives and small rural businesses to better compete for government and commercial contracts. NC Agricultural and Technical State University received $300,000 and Operation Spring Plant, Inc., Henderson, N.C. received $275,800. 

USA Today Story Blasts USDA School Lunch Standards:  USA Today on Wednesday published a story that questioned the efficacy of USDA standards for the meat and poultry purchased for school lunch programs, saying the agency's testing regimes and purchase criteria fall short of those implemented by fast food restaurants and some retailers. To read the article, go to www.usatoday.com/news/education/2009-12-08-school-lunch-standards_N.htm.
Mark Your Calendar

The Environmental Review Commission will meet on Thursday, Dec. 17 at 9 a.m., 544 Legislative Office Building.
Mt. Olive Pickle Company, Inc. will hold the 11th annual New Year's Eve Pickle Drop Thursday, December 31, 2009 in Mount Olive, NC. The New Year’s Eve Pickle descends down the flagpole at 7 p.m., which also happens to be midnight Greenwich Mean Time.  For more information, contact Lynn Williams at 919.658.2535, ext. 3628 or by email at lwilliams@mtolivepickles.com.

The Southeastern Regional Fruit & Vegetable Conference will be held in Savannah, Ga., on Jan. 7-10, 2010, at the Savannah International Trade and Convention Center.  Early participants receive a discount if registered by Dec. 15. Space is limited for select programs.  For more information about registering for the conference go to www.gfvga.org.
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