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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 & Drought NEWS

Soil Moisture Good News for N.C. Corn: Wetter conditions in Lenoir, Greene, and Jones counties have corn emerging early, and agricultural agents in the counties are hoping that cotton, peanuts, soybeans, and tobacco follow suit.  Even though there is sufficient ground moisture, things could change.  Rainfall throughout the summer will be needed to keep crops on schedule.  According to a recent map from the National Drought Mitigation Center, Jones and Lenoir counties are currently under “moderate drought” conditions.  Greene County is “showing abnormal levels of dryness.”
Washington NEWS
Fighting for N.C. Sweet Potato Industry: U.S. Congressman Mike McIntyre (N.C.-7) is leading an effort in the upcoming Farm Bill to include language that would make sure the North Carolina Sweet Potato Commission can collect information about who is growing sweet potatoes and where they are growing them. Additionally, the NC Sweet Potato Commission must be able to gather grower information to collect the commodity assessment that pays for needed marketing and research.  N.C. is the largest producer of sweet potatoes in the country with over 47 percent of the sweet potatoes in the U.S. being produced on an N.C. farm. The sweet potato industry in N.C. has expanded nearly 118% in the past decade alone. Currently, the collection of this information is made allowable by a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the NC Sweet Potato Commission and the USDA Farm Services Agency (FSA). Specifically, the MOU allows FSA to provide the NC Sweet Potato Commission with the name and address of farmers growing sweet potatoes along with a detailed crop location and percent share of farms producing sweet potatoes of within the state of North Carolina.  However, this MOU is set to expire at the end of 2012.  Twelve of the 13 members of N.C’s congressional delegation have signed a letter to House Ag Committee Chairman Frank Lucas and Ranking Member Collin Peterson requesting the MOU remain allowable without the necessity of an MOU in the upcoming Farm Bill.  U.S. representatives signing the letter include:  G.K. Butterfield(N.C.-1), Howard Coble(N.C.-6), Renee Ellmers (N.C.-2), Virginia Foxx (N.C.-5), Walter B. Jones(N.C.-3), Larry Kissell (N.C.-8), Patrick McHenry(N.C.-10), Mike McIntyre (N.C.-7), Brad Miller (N.C.-13), Sue Myrick (N.C.-9), David Price (N.C.-4),and Heath Shuler(N.C.-11).  Click here to read the letter.

McIntyre, Ellmers Push for Exempting Farmers From CWA Permitting: U.S. Congressman Mike McIntyre (N.C.-7) and U.S. Rep. Renee Ellmers (N.C.-2) have become co-sponsors of the Preserving Rural Resources Act. This legislation is aimed at reducing the regulatory burden on farmers so that they may focus their time, money, and resources on improving agriculture and increasing production. The Preserving Rural Resources Act would clarify Congress’ intent to exempt farmers and ranchers from the permitting requirements of Section 404 of the Clean Water Act if they are conducting normal activities to prepare or maintain their lands for agricultural production. However, the EPA and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers interpret the Clean Water Act in such a way that they require farmers to go through the general permitting process resulting in loss of production and money for farmers in rural communities.  Congressman McIntyre, a senior member of the House Agriculture Committee, stated, “I will continue to stand with the American farmer to prevent unnecessary regulations that result in a loss of production.”
USTR Heeds Call FOR NOW Re: Tobacco Text in TPP: The United States Trade Representative informed Congressman McIntyre late last week that they will delay the introduction of tobacco related text to give industry stakeholders a greater opportunity to weigh in on the proposal. Congressman McIntyre has been in regular communications with the USTR on the treatment of tobacco in the TPP has pledged to continue to push United Trade Representative Kirk to draft a trade agreement that does not unduly harm N.C. agriculture.  Congressman McIntyre stated, “I am pleased that the USTR is taking more time to consider this proposal carefully by gauging the impact that it will have on the economy of North Carolina and the nation. Including a safe harbor provision in the trade deal will treat tobacco unfairly, and the Administration needs to hear from the farming and business community that opposes this effort.”
Congress Members Ask DOL to Withdraw H-2B Rules: Members of Congress have written a letter to Labor Secretary Hilda Solis expressing the deep opposition of dozens of members of Congress and business leaders to the Department of Labor's flawed H-2B rules.  The letter asks the DOL to withdraw the “Wage Methodology for the Temporary Non-agricultural Worker Employment H-2B Program” and “Temporary Non-agricultural Employment of H-2B Aliens in the United States” rules.  U.S. Reps. Renee Ellmers (NC-2), Virginia Foxx (NC- 5), Walter B. Jones (NC-3 ), and Sue Myrick (NC-9) have signed the letter. Click here to see the full letter.   Also related to this request is H. J. Res. 104, a resolution disapproving the new rules submitted by the Department of Labor relating to Temporary Non-agricultural Employment of H-2B Aliens in the United States.  The Resolution was referred to the Subcommittee on Immigration Policy and Enforcement on Feb 28, 2012. So far, U.S. Reps. Sue Myrick (NC-9), Walter Jones (NC-3) and Virginia Foxx (N.C.-5) have signed on as cosponsors to the resolution.
Farm Bill Energy Title Programs: The Senate Agriculture Committee took an important step to support America’s farmers, renewable homegrown energy, rural development and national security by funding core energy programs by including mandatory funding for the Energy Title programs. However, in the House of Representatives, Farm Bill hearings continue as the House Ag Committee continues to hear from national agricultural stakeholders advocating for policy priorities. The House could act on a bill by June.  A bipartisan Dear Colleague letter led by Rep. Tom Latham (R-IA) and Rep. Sanford Bishop (D-GA) is being circulated in the House calling for the House Ag Committee to renew and include the core energy title programs (REAP, BCAP, and BAP) in their version of the Farm Bill markup.  
Senators Introduce Tobacco Tax Legislation: U.S. Senator Dick Durbin (D-IL) was joined by Senators Frank Lautenberg (D-NJ) and Richard Blumenthal (D-CT) to introduce the Tobacco Tax Equity Act, which would establish the tax rate on all tobacco products at the same per unit level as cigarettes. Under current law, small cigars and RYO tobacco products are taxed at the same level as cigarettes; however, cigars, smokeless tobacco, and pipe tobacco are taxed at a dramatically lower rate. Because pipe tobacco is taxed at a lower rate than cigarettes, some companies have begun offering the option of purchasing pipe tobacco and allowing customers to roll their own cigarettes.
Campaign NEWS

Dalton Gaining on McCrory: The race for N.C. governor shows the divide between Republican Pat McCrory and Democrat Walter Dalton growing narrower.  A new poll shows McCrory with a six-point lead.  In early March when Dalton was in the middle of  fighting fellow Democrat Bob Etheridge in the Democratic primary, Dalton trailed by 11 points.  Public Policy Polling’s new poll has McCrory leading Dalton 46 to 40 percent. The race  is expected to be close. According to a poll taken earlier in the year that pitted a generic Republican against a generic Democrat, 46 percent favored a Republican versus 42 percent favoring a Democrat. 
Legislative NEWS

Gov. Perdue Appoints Graber to 10th District Court Bench: Gov. Bev Perdue appointed Erin Mulligan Graber to the District Court bench for the Tenth Judicial District, which covers Wake County.  She will fill the vacancy created by the retirement of Judge Jane Gray. Graber is currently in private practice in Raleigh, focusing on family, juvenile and criminal law.  
Environmental NEWS

Public Hearing Scheduled to Gather Input on Changes to Groundwater Standards: The state Division of Water Quality and Environmental Management Commission will hold a public hearing later this month to gather input on three proposed options to change the groundwater standard for 1,1-dichloroethylene – changes that could impact the way the division establishes water quality standards in the future. The public hearing will be held on May 23 in Raleigh in the Archdale Building Ground Floor Hearing Room, located at 512 N. Salisbury St. The hearing will begin at 6:30 p.m.; registration for speakers will begin at 6 p.m. Written comments can also be submitted to: Sandra Moore, Water Quality Planning Section, 1617 Mail Service Center, Raleigh NC 27699-1617, or by email to sandra.moore@ncdenr.gov. The comment period ends July 2, 2012. For more information, including a summary of the options and the proposed rule changes, visit the DWQ website.
Commodity NEWS
Pests in Tobacco Greenhouses: There have been reports in Wilson County of two unusual pests in tobacco greenhouses.  Hannah Burrack, North Carolina Extension Entomologist, reported that tobacco splitworm mines and splitworm pupae were found in two Wilson County greenhouses.  Insecticides can be effective in treating splitworms. The splitworm is also known as potato tuber moth when feeding on potatoes. Harder to identify were the black cutworms found in another greenhouse.  Growers are advised to scout for insect damage so the pests don’t infest fields.

Record Corn Crop: USDA’S May 10 World Agricultural Supply and Demand Estimates report projects corn production for 2012/13 at a record 14.8 billion bushels, up 2.4 billion from 2011/12. A projected 5.1-million acre increase in harvested area and higher expected yields, compared with 2011/12, sharply boost production prospects. Despite the lowest expected carryin in 16 years, corn supplies for 2012/13 are projected at a record 15.7 billion bushels, up 2.2 billion from 2011/12. Total U.S. corn use for 2012/13 is projected up 9 percent from 2011/12. Feed and residual use for 2012/13 is projected up 900 million bushels reflecting a sharp rebound in residual disappearance with the record crop and an increase in feeding with lower corn prices and higher expected pork and poultry production. Projected corn use for ethanol is unchanged on the year as weak gasoline consumption limits domestic blending opportunities. Corn exports for 2012/13 are projected 200 million bushels higher than in 2011/12 on abundant domestic supplies, lower prices, and higher expected China demand. 
Business NEWS
Krispy Kreme Signs First Development Agreement in India: Krispy Kreme Doughnut Corporation announced that it has signed its first development agreement in India, a regional agreement with new franchisee Bedrock Food Company Pvt., Ltd.  Under the new agreement, Bedrock Food Company is expected to open 35 stores over the next five years.  The stores will be located in six states in the North region of India.
Record Level of Exports From N.C.: Gov. Bev Perdue announced that exports in 2011 surged to a record high with increased global demand supporting job growth in the state.  North Carolina’s merchandise exports grew 8% (or $2.1 billion) to $27 billion, surpassing the peak of $25 billion in 2008. N.C. saw growth in most of its export sectors with manufacturing continuing to dominate.  N.C.’s top ten exports accounted for 79% of its total shipments in 2011.  The largest exports for N.C. are chemicals, machinery equipment, transportation equipment, computer and electronic products, and textiles and fabrics. Textiles and fabrics accounted for $2 billion.  N.C.’s top five trading partners are Canada, China, Mexico, Japan, and Germany.  
USDA NEWS 
Approaching Sign-Up Deadline for 2012 DCP and ACRE: Enrollment for the 2012 Direct and Counter-Cyclical Program (DCP) and the Average Crop Revenue Election Program (ACRE) ends on June 1, 2012. Producers who choose to participate in either the revenue-based ACRE safety net or the price-based DCP safety net must enroll their farms each year. For more information on DCP or ACRE, contact a nearby FSA Service Center or visit the FSA website at www.fsa.usda.gov/dcp.
Mark Your Calendar
To see all upcoming events - click here for the AgCalendar.
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