foreign tobacco is responsible for the
decline of U.S. tobacco. Foreign
tobacco has improved dramatically with
the introduction of technological
advancements and time.

Snell explained to his Shelby county
audience that, “Quality is something we
have always had over these countries.
Now they are catching up to speed and
selling their product at costs more
appealing to the tobacco companies.”

Isaacs explained essential book-
keeping practices that growers will have
to learn if they are to remain in the
business.

Since the late 1930’s, the federal
government was responsible for
determining their costs of production in
order to set the level of federal price
supports. The federal government made
the life of a tobacco farmer more
comfortable and reassuring. But when
the buyout legislation became final, the
federal government shed itself of all
financial responsibility, other than
delivering checks to compensate
farmers for their lost quotas.

Keeping detailed records appears to
be a new idea to the majority of tobacco
farmers. When Issacs asked his Shelby
County audience how many actually
practice record keeping, only five or six
people out of the 200 raised their hands.

Extension realizes the importance of
teaching the states tobacco farmers the
essential book keeping skills needed to
maintain an organized tobacco
operation.

Edelson said, “It’s very individualized
because everyone’s financial situation is
different. We will spend the next year
making sure that the people are aware
of all their costs.” She will focus her
efforts towards helping people “to
understand things like labor costs versus
blanket costs.”

Henning has been in UK’s extension
program for 14 years and stays loyal to
the profession because he said he enjoys
getting the chance to help people. “It’s
the concept of taking the University to
the people. It really, really works and
that’s the exciting part! When
livelihoods are on the line, people come
to us.”

Henning said one of the biggest
challenges has been to cater to the needs
of highly tobacco dependent counties,
especially areas located in northeastern
Kentucky. Counties like Mason,
Fleming, Lewis and Henry have been
forced to think about alternatives. New
efforts like the New Crop Opportunity
Center and an entrepreneur program
were designed by extension to encourage
and educate people from tobacco
dependent regions about the various
opportunities that exist as an alternative
to farming tobacco.

The New Crop Opportunities Center
was made possible by a special grant
from the United States Department of
Agriculture. It was created to provide
production and marketing information
about new crops and value-added
versions of new crops to people around
the state.

The entrepreneur program was
established to encourage youth, like
those involved with the 4-H program, to
stay in their hometowns after high
school and college while increasing their
economic situation. The program
teaches youth certain skills, tools and
knowledge that are necessary to become
successful in both business and life.
Today’s youth leave school without
having learned important life skills and
the entrepreneur program teaches such
skills and encourages the youth to
consider making a promising life for
themselves in their hometowns.

County extension agents sometimes
struggle to find farming alternatives for
their people that involve very little risk.
But through new diversification projects
and the creation of the Kentucky
Agricultural Diversification Fund,
people have joined forces in finding
Kentuckians solid alternatives to
tobacco farming.

The fund was created by the 2000
General Assembly to distribute half of
the state’s monies received from the
1998 Master Settlement Agreement
with cigarette makers, to promote
agricultural development in the
commonwealth. The board invests
money in promising innovative
proposals that it thinks will increase net
farm income and help tobacco farmers,
tobacco-dependent communities and
agriculture around the state. It also
works to stimulate existing agricultural
product markets, by adding value to
Kentucky agricultural products and the
board explores new opportunities for
Kentucky farms.

Although problems constantly arise,
Turner says, “I don’t like to think about
the problem. I’d rather discuss new
opportunities.”

While Turner aims his concern
towards the well-being of tobacco-
dependent counties, Snell doesn’t seem
to be worried about such communities
being unable to compete in the post-
buyout era. Instead, “I concentrate my
attention on working with policy
makers and farm groups, trying to
develop safety net provisions for future
tobacco growers.”

For the first time in their lives,
thousands of tobacco farmers have to
face the new reality of making their
own choices that will ultimately
determine their financial futures.

Lori Garkovich has faith in
extension’s efforts. “In a period of
multiple uncertainties, stress increases”,
she said, “But so does creativity and
innovation. The challenge is balancing
these two processes.”

Note: Larry Turner died in August
2006, in a plane crash in Lexington.

After cutting burley tobacco in a field in
northern Fayette County, workers spear it
onto sticks and load it onto a wagon for
hauling to a barn, where it will air-cure
for several weeks before leaves are
stripped from the stalks, baled and
sold.(Photo by Matt Baron, University of
Kentucky Agricultural Communications)





