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The University of Kentucky Economist Will Snell recently wrote a paper 

giving his view of the burley outlook for 2016. Below is that writing. 

T he global burley supply and demand balance has improved greatly over the past year 

resulting in modest changes in U.S. burley contract volume for 2016, following sig-

nificant reductions in 2015. Smaller crops in South America, Africa and the United States, 

coupled with a surprising modest increase in U.S. cigarette production helped offset the 

impacts of a strengthening U.S. dollar on U.S. burley international competitiveness. 
 

Global production 

  Globally, world burley production is forecast to be down around 20 percent over the past 

two years. The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA’s) march 2016 planting inten-

tions report did indicate U.S. burley tobacco growers are expected to increase planted 

acres 5 percent in Kentucky but were flat across Tennessee and the entire U.S. burley belt. 

Assuming average yields, the planting intentions report would yield a crop around 165 

million pounds, which would likely be in the neighborhood of anticipated U.S. burley leaf 

export and domestic use. 
 

Price schedules 

  United States burley contract price schedules vary among the buyers but generally indi-

cate slightly lower contract prices for the 2016 crop. United States 

burley prices have averaged around $1.95 for the past two growing See Snell on page 3 
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seasons, com-

pared to $2.06 

in 2013. Ac-

counting for inflation, U.S. burley grow-

er prices have declined by more than 20 

percent relative to the pre-buyout era. 

Although the value of the U.S. dollar has 

weakened slightly in recent weeks it has 

more than doubled its value relative to 

the Brazilian real since 2012 resulting in 

a significant reduction in U.S. burley 

competitiveness versus the all-important 

Brazilian leaf. 
 

Labor costs 

  Fuel and fertilizer prices will be lower for the 2016 growing season, 

but labor, which accounts for nearly 50 percent of production costs) 

continues to increase. Higher labor costs, coupled with anticipated flat 

prices will require better yields and quality leaf to insure profits for the 

2016 crop. 

  Labor reform remains an important issue for tobacco growers but 

don’t anticipate any policy action in this Presidential election year. 

Other key items to monitor are changes in the U.S. exchange rate, the 

Food and Drug Administration (FDA) action on tobacco regulations, 

federal crop insurance reform, and how tobacco leaf and products are 

treated in U.S. trade agreements. TN 

Snell 

Continued from page 1 
Burley Planting Intentions 

 

State  2015 Acres 2016 Planting Intentions Percent change 
 

KY  58,000  61,000     +5 

TN  12,000  12,000       0 

PA    4,700    4,000    -15 

VA    1,300    1,200      -8 

NC    1,000       950      -5 

U.S.  78,900  79,150       0 
 

Source: USDA Prospective Plantings Report (March 31, 2016) 

Buyer purchase differences 
 

Buyer         Grade 
       1    2    3    4 
 

A   $1.97 $1.87 $1.69 $1.02 

B     2.06   1.97   1.89   1.24 

C     2.04   1.99   1.86   1.48 

D     2.04   1.98   1.88   1.45 

E     1.98   1.87   1.69   1.23 

F     1.96   1.83   1.62   1.09 
 

 

2016 Avg.    2.01   1.92   1.77   1.25 
 

2015 Avg.    2.02   1.93   1.77   1.32 
 

2014 Avg.    2.05   2.01   1.89   1.40 
 

2016 vs. 2014   -0.05  -0.09  -0.12  -0.15 
 

Chart courtesy of Will Snell, University of Kentucky 

Walgreens, the largest U.S. drugstore chain, told sharehold-

ers in January it has no plans to emulate CVS Health by 

pulling tobacco products from its shelves, the Chicago Trib-

une reported. Executive Chairman James Skinner says pol-

icy on selling tobacco products is reviewed on a regular ba-

sis. Tobacco Journal 
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BeltWide-produced trays wick better 

and reduce disease pressure 

Trilogy fertilization program 

A n effective fertility program to grow tobacco transplants in the greenhouse starts 

with taking a water sample before even the first seed is sown. 

  When Mike Harrington and his father, Sam, and his brother, Jeff, switched to black 

plastic Trilogy float trays from Styrofoam trays, he was advised by Ray DeBruhl, a 

salesman with BeltWide Inc. in Tampa, Fla., to follow his recommended Trilogy ferti-

lization growing program. 

  DeBruhl’s program that was first developed while he ran Transplant Systems years 

ago consists of three key recommendations: (1) collect a water sample and have it 

analyzed (2) based on the water analysis, select the right fertilizer and (3) select 

the proper media. 

  “After a grower gets his water analysis, fertilizer selection—which is based upon the 

water analysis—and then selects the proper media, he’s got an excellent growing pro-

gram,” DeBruhl says. “If you get those three right, you’ve done everything you can do 

to grow a quality transplant. Now, there’re other factors like environmental manage-

ment and clipping management. You’ve got to do those right too. 

  “A grower that does not get a water analysis done is using fertilizer with no label on 

it,” DeBruhl points out. “He doesn’t know what’s in the water. In other words, you 

could not sell a grower fertilizer to put in 

his greenhouse if it didn’t have a label on 

it. But they do it every day. It’s equivalent 

to buying a bag of fertilizer and not 

knowing 

what’s in it, 

W hen Coastal AgroBusiness sales-

man Bobby Bowers pitched a new, 

sturdier greenhouse tray, Sam Harrington 

and his sons Mike and Jeff listened be-

cause their old 288-cell Styrofoam trays 

had seen their best lifecycle. Bowers, who 

works out of the Benson, N.C. office, says 

old Styrofoam trays somehow tend to 

leave pieces of Styrofoam on finished 

tobacco, which he believes tobacco com-

panies frown upon. 

  Coastal AgroBusiness owns, markets and 

distributes black plastic Trilogy trays pro-

duced by BeltWide Inc. of Tampa, Fla. 

When Bowers sought out customers for 

these trays, he immediately thought of the 

Harringtons, who are flue-cured growers 

in Sanford, N.C. “I knew they were pro-

gressive growers that adopt new technolo-

gy, so they were one of the first ones that I 

talked to about these trays.” 

 

Something better 

    The Harringtons were looking for 

something different that offered more effi-

ciency. They wanted a tray that was stur-

dier, didn’t leave debris on transplants, 

would wick better than their old 

Styrofoam trays and would last longer for 

their tobacco operation. They also wanted 

a tray that would not promote Pythium 

disease and other diseases. Bowers says 

the Harringtons had battled Pythium for 

years. With the Trilogy tray, they received 

all four of the above benefits and more. 

  After much consideration and effective 

salesmanship from Bowers, the Harring-

tons decided to replace their old 288-cell 

Styrofoam trays in three, 300-foot green-

houses with 338-cell Trilogy trays. 

  “It seems like the plants grew off quick-

er,” says Harrington, who seeded about 

Feb. 20 this year and received a 95 per-

cent or greater germination rate. “They 

wick fast, and then there’s a lot more root 

ball. In about six to seven days, they were 

all up.” 

  Bowers confirms that the Trilogy trays 

wick way faster than Styrofoam trays and 

give transplants a solid foundation for 

growth. “These transplants have got a 

great root system,” he says. “I’ve never 

seen a root system in Styrofoam trays like 

these.” He adds that the Trilogy trays pro-

duce a more robust transplant than the 

Styrofoam trays and encourage faster 

growth after transplanting. He suspects 

the poor wicking of Harrington’s old 

trays was due to dry cells. 

 

Eliminating the need for gas 

  Yet another reason for the change 

was that the popular gas—methyl bro-

mide—used to sterilize trays in the 

past is no longer available, so growers 

must find other methods for steriliza-

tion. “We were going to have to buy a 

steamer,” Harrington says, “and a 

steamer is big money.” 

  Bowers estimates a steamer costs 

about $15,000 or more. “I guess it was 

good timing for them,” he says. “They 

had been battling Pythium disease in 

those Styrofoam trays, because they 

trap the disease in those trays. You 

can’t completely clean them up, even 

if you do steam them with methyl bro-

mide, wash them in Clorox and all 

that.” 

  He says the Trilogy trays don’t trap 

disease; don’t need gassing, steaming, 

and are easy to clean. Just wash with a 

topical See Trilogy trays on page 6 

Mike Harrington (forefront) of Sanford, N.C., proudly 

shows Bobby Bowers, a salesman with Coastal Agro-

Business, his flue-cured transplants grown in a Trilo-

gy tray. 

See Fertilization on page 6 

The Trilogy growing program consists 

of three key recommendations: 
 

Take a water sample 

Select the right fertilizer 

Select the proper media. 
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Now is a good 

time to advertise 

in Tobacco News 

because your water supplies nutrients. 

It’s either deficient in nutrients, or it’s 

got too much nutrients. The Trilogy 

growing program addresses all these issues.” 

 

Water analysis 

  Every good grower’s transplant growing program should start 

with a water analysis, DeBruhl says. That is so they can deter-

mine what nutrients are present in the water and at what quantity. 

You can’t grow a good set of roots if you don’t address all the 

nutritional needs, and you can’t address the nutritional needs un-

less you start with a water analysis because water is a major con-

tributor of nutrients to the growth of that plant. If you grow a 

good set of roots, the plants will stay in the tray. If the plant has 

better roots, the plant will probably have a bigger stem. Bigger 

stem = great benefits at out planting. 

 

Fertilizer selection 

  Once growers take a water sample and has it analyzed, they can 

choose the right fertilizer to use based on the analysis’ results. “If 

the bicarbonate content of the water exceeds 100 parts per million 

(ppm), then we calculate how much acid they need to use to neu-

tralize the excess bicarbonates back to 80 [ppm],” DeBruhl says. 

“The range we want to see the bicarbonates in is 60 [ppm] to 80 

[ppm]. 

  “Now, similar parameters determine which fertilizer they’re 

going to use,” he continues. “If a grower goes over 100 ppm al-

kalinity and has to acidify, then it’s recommended that he use a 

20-10-20. We narrowed it down to just two fertilizers. One is 

based on his alkalinity. Over 100, he gets 20-10-20. If his alka-

linity is under 100, it’s recommended that he use the 16-5-16.” 

  DeBruhl says other grades will make a good fertility program, 

“but we had to keep in mind that in order for this program to be 

administered it’s got to be easy on the grower and easy on the 

dealer. What I mean easy on the dealer is if we require him to 

inventory five different analysis fertilizers and he gets stuck with 

fertilizer left over, he’s not going to want to administer this pro-

gram. From a dealer perspective, you’ve got to keep in mind that 

you’re the ones supplying the components, and we’ve got to 

make it simple for them so they don’t get stuck with inventory.” 

  Besides determining the acid needed to neutralize excess bicar-

bonates, DeBruhl says he also determines the level of calcium, 

magnesium and sulfur in the water. “Since getting back involved 

in this, I’ve read hundreds of water analysis, and I would go so 

far as to say 90 percent of every grower’s water analysis that I’ve 

read is deficient in calcium. 

 

cleaner. This 

tobacco season, 

he says they 

have grown some “great plants” in the 

Harrington greenhouse. 

  Harrington says when he switched from a 

288-cell Styrofoam tray to a 338-cell Tril-

ogy tray, he experienced more accurate 

seeding. “It seemed like to me that when it 

was seeding, we seeded eventually every 

seed,” he says. “With the Styrofoam trays, 

they shrink from year to year. A plastic 

tray is not going to shrink. With this plas-

tic tray, the dribble was right there in the 

middle.” 

  When buying the trays, the Harringtons 

switched to a 338-cell tray because they 

also wanted to sell about 60 acres to cus-

tomers. Bowers says the 338-cell tray pro-

duces about 75 acres more in the Harring-

tons’ three greenhouses than the 288-cell 

tray. 

  Another benefit to the Trilogy trays is no 

special seeding equipment is needed. 

“They work in any other conventional 

seeder that’s out there for 288s or 338-cell 

trays,” Bowers says. “They will run 

through whatever seeder a guy has been 

using with Styrofoams.” 

  During the germination process, Harring-

ton cautioned that the dirt in the black 

plastic Trilogy trays appeared hotter than 

in the old Styrofoam trays. With the older 

trays, he just turned on the exhaust fan to 

control the temperature inside the green-

house. With the Trilogy trays, he had to 

pull down the curtains a little to circulate 

more air. 

 

Long lasting 

  BeltWide has indicated that the plastic 

Trilogy trays, stored out of sunlight, have 

been tested and have received the certifi-

cation that states the trays have UV re-

sistance that exceeds 25 years, which is 

much longer than typical trays. “It’s sup-

posed to be the last we ever buy,” Harring-

ton says. 

  A Styrofoam tray that costs $2.40 a piece 

can end up costing $3.00, once additional 

costs for cleaning and steaming are added 

versus an $8.00 Trilogy tray with no re-

placement cost and a minimal washing 

cost. 

  Bowers says the Trilogy tray will last 

two to three times longer than Styrofoam 

trays. The long life and price of a Trilogy 

tray will offset what it costs to upgrade or 

replace hundreds of damaged Styrofoam 

trays. He sees the Trilogy trays as a long-

term investment because growers will 

benefit from the hard plastic sturdiness, a 

better root system, and the ability to cut 

down on disease and reduce steaming 

costs. In the short run, Bowers believes 

growers will pay a little more, but they 

will benefit in the long run and may even 

save them money in the long run. To avoid 

high upfront costs, he points out that farm-

ers can finance Trilogy trays over a five-

year period through Cameron Financial. 

  Of course, they will immediately benefit 

from the excellent wicking, high percent-

age of germination and healthier root sys-

tem. TN 

Trilogy trays 

Continued from page 4 

Fertilization 

Continued from page 4 

See Trilogy growing program on page 7 
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Media selection 

  An important part of DeBruhl’s pro-

gram revolves around selecting the 

proper media that goes in each tray. He says selecting the right 

media is not about brand name, even though he would prefer 

growers use BeltWide’s The Gold media. “It’s about selecting the 

media that’s best for growing in the 

float system,” he says, “and that 

media can be any soil mix that has 

a wide range of particle-size distri-

bution. If the soil mix has got a 

wide range of particle-size distribu-

tion, it’s going to be coarse in tex-

ture. If it has a narrow range of 

particle-size distribution, it will be 

fine in texture.” 

  Why use a soil mix with a wide 

range of particle-size distribution 

that is coarse in texture like Belt-

Wide’s The Gold? DeBruhl ex-

plains that a fine texture mix has 

more soluble salt issues than a 

coarse mixture because the surface 

area of the soil mix “is greater than the surface area of a coarse 

texture. Even though the particle size is smaller, it’s the sum total 

of the surface area of these particle sizes that’s greater than the 

sum totals of the particle surface area of the coarse texture. If it 

can hold more nutrients, it can have a higher soluble salt level, and 

growers get into problems with soluble salts relating more to the 

soil they’re using than they are the amount of fertilizer they put 

in.” 

  He says another good reason for using a soil mix with a wide 

range of particle-size distribution is because it offers a higher 

degree of air porosity than one with a narrow range of particle-

size distribution. DeBruhl stresses, “In the float system and 

growing in these [Trilogy] trays, air porosity is king.” 

  Two questions that he asks growers in his presentations are 

ones which they can relate to on a personal basis: If your tobacco 

is just knee high and a hard, packing rain falls the night before, 

what is the first thing you will do as soon as you can get back 

into the field? About every grower will answer—to cultivate it, 

to break the soil’s hard crust. Next, he asks them, why? Again, 

about every grower answers—to get some air to the roots. 

  “Air is just as important to that root in the greenhouse as it is to 

that plant in the field after a hard, packing rain,” DeBruhl says. 

“You’ve got to get air to those roots. The only problem is: In the 

field, you can cultivate it to get air to it, but in the greenhouse 

there’s nothing you can do to get air to it, except one thing. That 

is select the soil mix that’s got a high degree of air porosity, and 

the only soil mix that’s going to have a high degree of air porosi-

ty is a soil mix that’s got a wide range of particle-size distribu-

tion, a coarse texture mix. 

 

Addressing grower issues 

  The Trilogy fertilization growing program gives BeltWide deal-

ers the opportunity to administer the program. They can contact 

DeBruhl in order to address any issues that may come up in the 

greenhouse. “We don’t go in and shoot from the hip,” he says. 

“We don’t make an assessment until we’ve got all the facts.” 

  Part of obtaining those facts involves the dealers taking samples 

for analysis. For instance, 

DeBruhl says they take a 
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Trilogy growing program 

Continued from page 6 

See Addressing issues on page 8 
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B iotechnology company 22nd Century filed a Modified Risk 

Tobacco Product (MRTP) application with U.S. tobacco 

regulators for a cigarette packed with what the company says is 

the world’s lowest nicotine tobacco. 22nd Century wants to sell 

the product with packaging and marketing that informs consum-

ers the cigarette has almost no nicotine (less than 0.6 mg per 

cigarette with a less than 0.05 mg nicotine yield), the company 

said. 

  The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) allows the 

MRTP category but has yet to grant reduced-risk status to a to-

bacco product. 

  “Unlike so-called ‘light’ or ‘ultra-light’ cigarettes, which terms 

are not banned by the FDA from labeling and marketing in the 

United States, 22nd Century’s proprietary Brand A cigarettes are 

designed to deliver greatly reduced ratios of nicotine to other 

smoke components,” the company said.  Tobacco Journal 

water sample from the water source, a 

water sample from the floatbed, a soil 

sample, and tissue sample. Then the 

samples are sent off to a private lab in Richmond, Va. for a quick 

and comprehensive analysis. Every water sample will vary among 

growers. The lab copies him on the results. He reads the analysis, 

develops a standard plan of action, makes a recommendation, and 

sends it to the BeltWide dealers. DeBruhl says these steps give 

him a roadmap to what the greenhouse problem might be, wheth-

er that deals with the water source, soil texture or plant-tissue 

issue. Next, the dealer returns to his customer with the recom-

mendation in hand and stresses that he follow it closely. 

 

False sense of accomplishment 

  Over the years of working with tobacco growers, DeBruhl con-

tinues to see a false sense of accomplishment among growers. 

“They think that if the plants look good on top and they’re mow-

ing them, then they’re happy with what they’ve ended up with,” 

he says, “but let me tell you something: I can take a sorry-looking 

house of tobacco plants, and after I’ve mowed it twice it’s pretty 

because when you’re mowing them they all look the same. It 

looks like a green carpet. So once they get to that point and it 

looks pretty, they think they’ve done a good job, but in essence 

they haven’t. They’re not addressing all the issues that their water 

quality says they have. They’re not growing a good root system. 

  For example, he remembers one grower with just this false sense 

of accomplishment. DeBruhl walked into the grower’s green-

house and saw 

a beautiful 

house of trans-

plants that 

were clipped. 

The grower 

was happy. He 

had accom-

plished what 

he set out to 

do—grow nice 

looking trans-

plants. “But if 

you part the 

plants and 

look down in 

them, you’ll see crooked stems because he waited too late to start 

clipping, and they stretched on him.  

  “I can take 99 farmers out of a 100,” DeBruhl adds, “and they 

never look at their root system. They look at the top of the plant, 

but it’s what’s beneath the ground that’s important. They’re not 

growing a good root system because they don’t have a good fer-

tility program. They don’t have a good water quality program.” 

 

Harrington’s program 

  Upon DeBruhl’s well-advised recommendation, Harrington fol-

lowed his advice and took a sample of his water supply before he 

sowed his tobacco seeds, which in this case was the use of county 

water, says Bobby Bowers, a salesman with Coastal AgroBusi-

ness. When they received the water analysis, they learned that the 

Harrington water supply showed a low level of magnesium, sulfur 

and calcium. Based on the analysis, DeBruhl advised to make a 

slight adjustment by adding a little bit of battery acid to the water 

“because the alkalinity was a little high,” Bowers says. “Then we 

added some Epsom salt and some calcium thiosulfate upfront 

too,” to take care of the magnesium, sulfur and calcium deficien-

cies. 

  Bowers says the battery acid used by Harrington and other 

growers is just virgin battery acid that is found in most auto parts 

stores. 

  DeBruhl also advised the Harringtons to switch from a 16-5-16 

transplant fertilizer to a 20-10-20 fertilizer. Bowers says the 20-

10-20 “is more acidifying than the 16-5-16. Since their alkalinity 

was a little high, we went with 20-10-20 this year; whereas, they 

were using 16-5-16 last year. 

  “Taking a water sample for a greenhouse is like taking a soil 

sample in the field,” Bowers adds. “You need to know what 

you’re starting with so you can amend the soil, amend the water 

in the greenhouse just like you’d amend the soil if it needs lime 

or whatever else.” 

  Harrington says he hadn’t taken a water sample and had it ana-

lyzed in a long time, and DeBruhl convinced him to take them 

each year because the water alkalinity can change from one year 

to the next. 

  “Yeah, it doesn’t matter whether you’re on county water or well 

water, you still need a sample,” Bowers says. “A lot of growers 

will say, ‘I don’t need samples because I’m on county water,’ but 

that’s not the case.” TN 

Addressing issues 

Continued from page 7 

These clipped tobacco transplants almost look mani-

cured and healthy, but if growers don’t inspect them 

closely the roots might not have been fully developed. 

These transplants above with a good, healthy root system were grown by 

flue-cured grower Mike Harrington of Sanford, N.C. He followed Belt-

wide’s Trilogy growing program that consists of three important steps: 

take a water sample, select a fertilizer based on the water analysis, and 

select the proper media. 



 
9 



10 
 

In a paper written in February 2016, Will Snell, Steve 

Isaacs, Laura Powers and Bob Pearce, all with the 

University of Kentucky, looked at prices, yields costs 

and net returns of burley tobacco. Tobacco News 

wanted to share this information with our readers and 

it is below. 
 

I n the midst of a turbulent outlook for the Kentucky farm econ-

omy, tobacco growers, as well as a few tobacco companies, 

have been inquiring about current burley tobacco production costs 

and returns. Unlike grains, where input parameters (excluding 

land rent) are fairly consistent across farming operations, many 

tobacco budget parameters (labor hours, H-2A versus domestic 

labor wages, big versus small bale, yields, fully depreciated ver-

sus relatively new equipment/infrastructure, contract versus auc-

tion sales) do vary considerably among growers. As a result, it is 

really a challenge to come up with a precise estimate of the cost 

and returns on a “typical” tobacco operation. Consequently, we 

have always encouraged individual growers to develop their own 

budget analysis to match their particular operation. Let’s first look 

at some historical trends on prices, yields, costs and returns before 

we provide some estimates for the 2016 burley crop. 
 

Prices 

  The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has not released 

their official average price for the 2015 U.S. burley crop, but it 

will likely be near the 2014 average of $1.94 per pound. Despite 

ample global supplies entering the 2015 season, along with 

slumping global blended cigarette sales, a strengthening U.S. dol-

lar and crop quality concerns, prices for the 2015 burley crop held 

up fairly well in response to relatively strong U.S. cigarette sales, 

an improved U.S. burley trade balance, and quality/quantity con-

cerns over the 2016 South America and Africa burley crops relat-

ed to El Niño weather patterns. Recent U.S. burley grower prices 

in the $1.95 per pound to $2.00 per pound range result in actual 

(nominal) prices returning to pre-buyout levels, but real (inflation 

adjusted) prices have declined by more than 20 percent relative to 

2004. 
 

Yields 

  While other crops/livestock enterprises have achieved steady 

improvements in yields/rates of gain over time to help offset de-

clining real prices, burley tobacco trend yields have remained 

relatively flat. Average yields were expected to show some im-

provement during the post-buyout era with the exit of marginal 

managers and lower yielding land which could not survive in a 

more competitive marketing environment. Along with some 

weather and disease challenges, burley yield gains have likely 

been hampered during the post-buyout era by the movement to 

larger scale of production units (reducing management intensity), 

a change in the labor supply away from family labor, production 

incentives by the companies which reward certain grades, and 

abuse of the federal crop insurance program. 
 

Costs 

  According to USDA input cost indices, fertilizer prices have 

increased 107 percent since the passage of the buyout, while 

chemical prices are 28 percent higher. While changes in fertilizer 

and chemical prices receive attention, these two input groups 

account for a relatively small share of burley production expens-

es. Tobacco costs and returns are driven primarily by changes in 

yields, labor efficiency, and wage rates. Labor efficiency for 

most growers has improved 

over time with the adoption 

Burley tobacco costs and returns: 

pre-buyout versus post-buyout 

See Costs and returns on page 11 
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More states may raise minimum age for 

buying cigarettes to 21 

of labor-reducing practices, (e.g., purchasing transplants, bale package, housing design/practices) but most 

burley farmers are still using approximately 150 to 200 labor hours per acre. Tobacco budgets clearly reveal 

that labor accounts for 50 percent or greater of the cash expenses associated with burley production. The 

Kentucky H-2A wage rate increased from $10.28 per hour in 2015 to $10.85 per hour for 2016 and is 42 percent higher since the pas-

sage of the tobacco buyout. Accounting for transportation, housing, utilities, worker compensation insurance, fees and other expenses 

associated with H-2A labor, the total wage rate for H-2A guest worker program in 2016 is likely in the neighborhood of $13.00 per 

hour to $14.00 per hour. 
 

Net returns 

  Prior to the end of the federal tobacco program in 2004, USDA would annually update tobacco costs of production as a variable in 

determining the average price support level. However, beginning in 2005, USDA suspended calculating tobacco costs and returns. The 

table below summarizes the pre-buyout USDA burley costs and returns reports from the 2003 and 2004 crops and projected estimates 

for 2016 from University of Kentucky and University of Tennessee burley budgets. The University Kentucky budget assumes a higher 

yield (2,200 pounds versus 2,100 pounds for the University of Tennessee budget) but also higher hired wage rates ($12.50 per hour 

versus $10.00 per hour for the University of Tennessee budget) to conservatively reflect the wage rate of an increasingly used H-2A 

labor force. In this analysis, we only consider “cash” costs, excluding the value of quota (for pre-buyout calculations), land costs and 

operator labor expenses. The analysis  reveals that net cash returns have declined from more than $1.00 per pound in 2003 and 2004 

(using actual average yields below 2,000 pounds per acre) to an anticipated 40 cents per pound for the 2016 crop (using average yields 

of 2,100 to 2,200 pounds per acre). This represents the cash left over to compensate the operator for use of his own labor, management 

and land. Accounting for these inputs, results in both budgets leaving virtually no cash remaining to encourage infrastructure invest-

ment for future crops or to encourage younger farmers to replace an aging tobacco grower base. TN 

Costs and returns 

Continued from page 10 

Pre-buyout USDA 2003-04 burley costs and returns/projected 2016 estimates 
 

2003¹  2004¹  2016²  2016³ 
 

Price ($/lb)   $1.98  $1.99  $2.00  $2.00 
 

Average yield (lbs)  1,920  1,945  2,200  2,100 
 

Gross value of   $3,801  $3,863  $4,400  $4,200 

production ($/acre)  
 

Total variable cash  $1,389  $1,485  $3,032  $2,806 

expenses ($/acre) 
 

Total fixed cash   $350  $356  $500  $502 

expenses ($/acre) 
 

Net cash returns4 ($/acre) $2,062  $2,021  $866  $892 
 

Net cash returns4 ($/lb)  $1.07  $1.04  $0.39  $0.42 
 

 

¹Tobacco Production Costs and Returns ERS/USDA, August 2006, http://www.ers.usda.gov/media/861710/tbs26001.pdf 

²Data from 2016 UK Burley Budget, forthcoming 

³Data from 2016 UT Burley Budget, http://economics.ag.utk.edu/budgets/2016/Tobacco/BurleyTobaccoBudget2016.pdf 

4Excludes land, quota, and unpaid (operator) labor/management costs 

 

Chart courtesy of Will Snell, University of Kentucky 

M assachusetts and Pennsylvania are among states contemplating raising the minimum age for purchases of tobacco products to 21 

after Hawaii became the first state to do so on Jan. 1, various media reported. House Bill 1628 in Pennsylvania would raise the 

smoking age to 21, the Associated Press reported. 

  Massachusetts State Senator Jason Lewis has proposed hiking the age to 21 

for all tobacco products, according to the Boston Globe. 

  In Maryland, the Frederick News-Post urged the state General Assembly to 

reconsider its rejection last year of a bill to raise the age. More than 100 

cities in nine states, including News York City, Kansas City and Cleveland, 

Ohio, have boosted the purchased age to 21, according to Tobacco21.org., a 

Website operated by the Preventing Tobacco Addiction Foundation. Data 

cited by the Website show persons aged 17-20 smoke about 25 billion ciga-

rettes annually.  Tobacco Journal 

Bill Nuckols, manager 

Southern States Chatham Coop. 

Cell: 434-251-6861 · Email: bill.nuckols@sscoop.com 
 

Chatham Store     Gretna Store 

P.O. Box 347, 968 Halifax Road   306 N. Main Street 

Chatham, VA 24531    Gretna, VA 24557 

434-432-4201     434-656-2233 

Fax 434-432-8765     Fax 434-656-8085 
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UT names associate director 

Burley tobacco check-off 

funds support projects 

Office: (434) 447-7603 

Mobile: (434) 774-1785 

Residence: (434) 374-2342 

Agronomic Products/Services 

David Brankley 

Facility Manager 

P.O. Box 64 
South Hill, VA 23970 

T he Burley Tobacco Growers Cooperative Association 

(BTGCA) utilizes the Kentucky burley tobacco check

-off funds for research, education and promotion projects 

to benefit the burley tobacco industry. 

  The co-op is pleased to announce $50,000 of burley to-

bacco check-off funds have been contributed toward re-

search projects with the University of Kentucky Depart-

ment of Agriculture. These funds will support tobacco-

applied research for the benefit of U.S. tobacco growers. 

The projects funded from the Burley Tobacco Growers Co-op Fund are listed below: 
 

Interactions Between Algae and Pythium Root Rot in the Tobacco Transplant Greenhouse. Researcher is Emily Pfeufer. 
 

Optimizing the Integration of Annual Forages into Tobacco Systems. Researchers are Ben Goff, Robert Pearce and Erin Haramoto 
 

Influence of the Systemic Suckercide, Maleic Hydrazide on Global Changes in Tobacco-Gene Expression. Researchers are 

Sitakanta Pattanaik, Ling Yuan and Robert Pearce. 
 

Enhancing Burley Tobacco Production Labor Efficiency. Researchers are Robert Pearce, Larry Swetnam and Will Snell. 
 

Topping Height of High-Leaf Potential Hybrids. Researchers are Colin Fisher and Robert Pearce. 
 

Addition of Blue-Mold Resistance to KTTII Burley Tobacco Varieties. Researcher is Robert Miller. 
 

Evaluation and Control of Ground Sucker Formation in Burley Tobacco Varieties. Researcher is Robert Miller. 
 

The Effects of Pre-harvest Quercetin Application on the Accumulation of Tobacco-Specific Nitrosamines. Researchers are Anne 

Jack, Jasmine Kurepa, Colin Fisher and Huihua Ji. 
 

The Effects of Cytokinin Application on the Accumulation of Tobacco-Specific Nitrosamines. Researchers are Anne Jack, Jan 

Smalle, Colin Fisher and Huihua Ji. 
 

Sample Preparation for TSNA Analysis. Researchers are Anne Jack, Colin Fisher and Huihua Ji. 
 

Evaluation of the Efficacy of HP400 in Reducing TSNAs. Researchers are Anne Jack, Colin Fisher and Huihua Ji. 
 

Marker Design Based on Genotyping by Sequencing for Blue-Mold Resistance in Tobacco. Researchers are Shengming Yang, 

Robert Miller and Dandan Li. 
 

Varieties and Production Practices to Maximize Nicotine to be Utilized in Emerging Tobacco Products. Researchers are Richard 

Mundell, Huihua Ji and Anne Jack. 
 

  For more information about BTGCA, visit the Website www.burleytobacco.com. TN 

 

Rocky Womack Communications 
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T he University of Tennessee (UT) has named Barry 

Sims as its new associate director, and he will as-

sume his duties on May 1, 2016. 

  Sims, who has spent the last 18 years as center director 

of the Highland Rim AgResearch and Education Center 

in Springfield, Tenn., will provide leadership tot eh uni-

versity’s system of AgResearch and Education Centers. 

He will focus on construction and facility projects at the 

10 centers, along with coordinating faculty research at these sites. Other 

responsibilities include the organization of field days, special events and 

employee training programs. 

  “I am looking forward to my new role working closely with the 10 

AgResearch and Education Centers, as well as AgResearch and Extension 

faculty and staff in carrying out the mission of the UT Institute of Agri-

culture,” Sims says. 

  Sims replaces John Hodges who is retiring following more than 40 years 

of service to the UT AgResearch. 

  Before joining the UT AgResearch, Sims worked for the University of 

Missouri as an Extension specialist. He has also worked as a field re-

search biologist in the private sector. He holds a doctorate in agronomy 

and weed science from the University of Arkansas. Sims is currently the 

national president of the Research Center Administrators Society and a 

former president of the Southern Weed Science Society. 

  A native of Tennessee, Sims grew up on a farm in McNairy County. He 

and his wife, Amy, have three sons. 

  “With Barry’s background and experience, he can provide valuable 

guidance and direction to our AgResearch and Education Centers as they 

facilitate research projects that advance agriculture and natural resource 

management,” says Bill Brown, dean of UT AgResearch. TN 


