
In tobacco-dependent Bath, some worry about the future, and some plan it 
 
By Allison King 
Rural Journalism, Univ. of Kentucky 

 
OWINGSVILLE, Ky. -- In the quiet 

towns of Bath County, Kentucky, locals 
gather to talk about the many changes 
that are taking place. 

Some share stories of their successes 
in tobacco and tell how they still think it 
will be a profitable industry, but others 
share their concerns of what is to come 
– not just for tobacco, but for this 
tobacco-dependent county.  

Charlie Kissick and his family, like 
many in Bath County, have been 
involved in the tobacco industry since 
the beginning of the 20th Century. But 
changes in the tobacco industry mean 
that Kissick’s family will not be 
participating in any aspect of it for the 
first time in more than 100 years. 

“It feels unusual knowing that nothing 
is happening on the farm,” said Kissick, 
vice president and chief lending officer 
of Owingsville Banking Co., who made 
decisions about the family tobacco crop.  

Others in Bath County have noticed 
that things are changing, due to the end 
of the 65-year-old tobacco program, 
which set quotas to limit the amount of 
tobacco farmers could grow but 
supported prices for the crop. 

Even before the end of the program, 
some farmers had found it hard to 
depend on tobacco for their livelihood 
because of cuts in quotas that followed 
the 1998 settlement of states’ lawsuits 
against cigarette companies. 

John Rogers of White Oak said he is 
full-time tobacco farmer, and has been 
raising tobacco since he was big enough 
to walk.  He said that the decline of 
quotas has hurt his family, but he still 
plans on growing tobacco. 

“I would raise other crops but I don’t 
have enough of a profit to, or the land to 
grow it on,” Rogers said. 

He said that also keeps him from 
expanding his tobacco crop on their 
hillside farm, because no one else is 
willing to lease them additional land   

Former Circuit Judge Jimmy 
Richardson of Owingsville has a 
positive outlook on the future of 
tobacco farming in Bath County, but not 
for small farmers like Rogers. 

“Things will be tragic for about three 
years, but in four years tobacco will be 
back.  The tobacco companies need the 

burley to get the taste of e the 

tobacco 
tobacco,” said Richardson.  Burley, the main 
variety in Kentucky is essential for the 
blending of American cigarettes. 

Richardson said farmers will have larger 
contracts with the tobacco companies, but 
there will be fewer farms.  This will hurt the 
small farms, which have been the backbone 
of the county, he said. 

Bath County’s location and topography 
make it a great spot for tobacco farming.  It 
has been a community centered around 
agriculture in general and tobacco in 
particular. 

J. Morrow Richards, president of the 
Owingsville Banking Co., said that over the 
past 50 years, the heyday of the federal 
tobacco program, small farming became a 
comfortable way of living for many 
residents of Bath County. 

The heritage of tobacco runs deep in the 
county, where the hills of the Outer 
Bluegrass Region join the Daniel Boone 
National Forest. According to the Kentucky 
Long-Term Policy Research Center, it is one 
of the counties most dependent on tobacco 
production. 

When Charlie Kissick’s grandfather was 
living, Bath County was even more 
dependent on tobacco.  Kissick said his 
grandfather was an active tobacco farmer 
until he died at the age of 97 about a year 
ago, and found the changes difficult to 
accept.  

Kissick said it wasn’t easy for him to 
decide not to take part in growing tobacco 
because it had been such a big part of his 
family history, but he foresaw the changes 
coming as far back as the Clinton 
administration, which tried to regulate 

nicotine as a drug, and knew that his 
family could no longer continue in the 
industry. 

Kissick said the main reason he does 
not plan on raising tobacco any more is 
the drastic decrease in profits from the 
crop. In the past 10 to 15 years, Kissick 
said his profits dropped more than 50 
percent.  He blamed this on the 
decreases in quotas after the 1998 
settlement.  For him, the tobacco 
industry, which was once considered to 
be a dependable source of income, had 
become a questionable industry. 

Kissick said most people in tobacco 
foresaw the possible changes within the 
industry.  He also said younger people 
are less interested in farming and do not 
want stay at home to help on the farm, 
which forces farming families to look 
for other sources of help.  The extra 
money spent for hired help can be too 
significant for some to handle, therefore 
causing them to look for other sources 
of income, he said. 

Even before the tobacco industry ran 
into trouble, many local residents began 
working in surrounding counties.  
Recent surveys show 28 percent of Bath 
County residents work outside the 
county. 

In recent years, most tobacco farmers 
in the county of 11,000 have held full-
time jobs away from the farm and used 
tobacco as a supplemental source of 
income rather than a primary one. 

Many have recognized that with the 
uncertainty of the tobacco industry they 
need a more reliable source of income, 
as well as one that offers health-
insurance benefits, said Gary Hamilton, 
Bath County extension agent for 
agriculture. 

With the lack of available industrial 
jobs in Bath County, residents look to 
surrounding counties for employment 
opportunities. Montgomery County, the 
home of Cooper Tires and other 
industries, employs a large number of 
Bath County residents.   

“Cooper Tires pays their employees 
well and they also have great benefits,” 
said Kissick.  A high school diploma is 
all that is required for employment, so 
to many Bath County residents this is 
one of the best jobs they could possibly 
find. About 60 percent of local adults 
have high-school educations. 

Charlie Kissick (Keith Smiley photos)



 
Currently, the two largest employers 

in Bath County are the county school 
board, which is the largest employer, 
and Custom Foods, which employs 
around 100. Conditions of the water and 
sewage treatment plants in the county 
seat of Owingsville have left the county 
unable to support larger industries or an 
expansion of Custom Foods. 

The city is working to upgrade both 
plants, but some in the county, such as 
Paula Wyatt, former president of the 
Owingsville-Bath County Chamber of 
Commerce, say these changes should 
have occurred a long time ago. 

Wyatt says Bath County is no longer a 
farming community.  “People have 
come to realize that tobacco is over,” 
said Wyatt.  
   Not only have the farmers struggled 
because of the decline of the tobacco 
industry, Wyatt said, but so has the 
community as a whole.  Many small-
town businesses were dependent upon 
the money that came their way after 
tobacco sold.  Without this money being 
brought into the town, these small 
businesses have been forced to 
close.Wyatt said that she could 
remember when the town once had four 
grocery stores, three clothing stores, and 
most families farmed full time, but 
things have changed. 

This is partly due to the locations of 
larger businesses, such as Wal-Marts, in 
the surrounding towns of Morehead, 
Flemingsburg, and Mount Sterling.  
With these large businesses, trade has 
been drawn away from Bath County. 

Owingsville is seen as a satellite of 
Mount Sterling, she said, and more 
stores in Bath County close on 
Saturdays around noon because 
residents tend to travel outside the 
county to do their shopping.  

“We’ve grown kind of pessimistic 
because we’ve lost so many types of 
businesses,” said Wyatt.  

Considering all the changes that have 
affected them, Bath County residents 
have been resourceful and will be able 
to handle the loss of the tobacco 
program, said Kissick.   

Some residents have looked for 
opportunities in farming outside 
tobacco. The main form of agricultural 
diversification has been cattle. 

The beef cattle industry has boomed 
over the past few years and became the 
leading source of agricultural income 
for Bath County in 2000, when cattle 

prices rose and helped make up for lower 
tobacco prices, Hamilton said.   

“About 90 percent of farmers in Bath 
County who grew tobacco now raise 
cattle,” Hamilton said. 

Roger Stephens, manager of Southern 
States Cooperative in Owingsville, said he 
keeps selling more cattle feed.  “Everyone 
puts on as many cattle as possible,” he 
said. 

Though many have high hopes that 
cattle could be the answer to the decline in 
the tobacco industry, others have a 
pessimistic outlook on the subject. 
Richards says that he does not think that 
high cattle prices will last much longer. 

Though diversification has helped some 
farmers, others have doubts that anything 
will be able to replace the once-dominant 
tobacco crop. Tobacco growers wonder if 
the crop will ever be as profitable crop 
again, or whether it is worth it to put the 
extra time and money into growing a new 
crop. 

These are just a few of the questions 
running through the minds of Bath County 
tobacco farmers.  Some feel that it is time 
to say goodbye to their farming days, 
while others continue to hold on to 
tobacco.   

Tobacco is, for the most part, an easy 
crop to grow, said Kissick.  It takes a lot 
of work at certain stages of the growing 
process, but once those are completed 
there is not much else to maintain.  With 
other crops there is much more to 
maintain and more workers are needed. 

“There is nothing else you can work for 
in this short of time,” and make a decent 
profit, said Kissick. 

County Judge-Executive Walter Shrout, 
who raises tobacco, said diversification is 

not a viable alternative for many 
farmers.  He said tobacco will continue 
to be raised in Bath County, but at a 
smaller level. 

Some county farmers are looking for 
alternative means of income other than 
cattle and tobacco. Some have turned to 
vegetables such as corn, peppers, and 
mushrooms, while others are taking 
new ventures into aquaculture, such as 
raising shrimp, and have found a little 
success.   

Kissick and his cousin took a venture 
into growing grapes, but it has not been 
as successful as they had hoped.   

“We set out two acres, or 1,000 grape 
vines, but it was very labor intensive,” 
said Kissick.   

The grapes took constant care and 
upkeep, the chemicals used on the 
grapes were very expensive, and there 
was a lack of workers who knew how to 
work with grapes, he said.  Another 
drawback is a delayed return on 
investment. 

He said it takes three years to get only 
a half a crop of grapes and it is 
recommended that you wait until the 
fourth year to actually sell a crop.  By 
the fourth year, Kissick had earned 
around half of the profit he first 
expected. 

“This had me on the ropes until my 
cousin bailed me out,” he said. 

With the help of his cousin, Kissick 
plans to continue growing grapes.  He is 
now in his fifth year growing and says 
the enterprise looks more promising. 

Bath County’s Chamber of 
Commerce, composed of 55 volunteer 
business professionals, is trying to 
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encourage local citizens to look for 
means of income outside of tobacco. 

“The chamber is trying to encourage 
people to do different things,” said 
Wyatt, a volunteer for the organization.  

Carole Risen, a Bath County 
extension agent for 29 years, said 
residents of the county are coming 
together to build a new agriculture 
center.  The Bath County Agricultural 
Educational and Marketing Center will 
include a farmers’ market, a processing 
kitchen, a meeting facility, and possibly 
a retail center. 

This new center, which was a local 
concept, has been in the works for six 
years and will be largely completed this 
year. The processing kitchen, which can 
serve as a incubator for 
commercialization of agriculture 
projects, is expected to be completed by 
September.  

The center has been funded by a 
variety of sources, such as the state 
Transportation Cabinet, the Rural 
Development program of the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, the local 
extension boards, and the $1.5 million 

in state agricultural diversification funds 
from the national tobacco settlement.   

Bath County has had a farmers’ market 
for 20 years, but the center will allow it to 
expand. It is located on Interstate 64, 
which should draw traffic. Risen is hoping 
that many residents and non-residents will 
take advantage of the center. 

Risen said she expects the center to be 
successful, but she fears local producers 
will not have the supply to meet the 
demand. 

Before breaking ground for the new 
center, residents of the county looked 
around the country at other farmers’ 
markets.  They found a market in Ohio 
that has brought in several million dollars 
to its community; this is what the Bath 
County residents are hoping their new 
center will do for community, Risen said. 

Moving away from the tobacco market 
is something farmers are having problems 
with because it was such a successful and 
dependable market.  “No one thing will 
replace the tobacco market,” said 
Hamilton, who also stated, “the more 
marketing opportunities the better.”  For 
Bath County there will be two new 

marketing opportunities within the year, 
the farmer’s auction and the produce 
market.   

Things are changing in Bath County, 
but sometimes change can be good.  
Folks such as Risen have hopeful spirits 
about what the future holds for their 
community.  Though it has been 
difficult for some to say goodbye to the 
tobacco industry, many are looking 
ahead to the changes. 

 “The Bath County Agricultural 
Educational and Marketing Center will 
have a big impact on the economy of 
Bath County,” she said. “The potential 
is great and it is our choice for what we 
do with that potential.” 

  
The Bath County Extension Service 

Web site is updated daily on the 
changes occurring with the new center 
and other events to come for Bath 
County, at  www.ces.ca.uky.edu/Bath. 

 
UK Rural Journalism student Sarah 
Lutz contributed to this story, which 
was published in the Bath County 
News-Outlook.

 
 
 

A sale card from the 
last auction at a 
Maysville tobacco 
warehouse, where 
many Bath County 
tobacco growers 
sold their burley 
before the end of the 
federal quota and 
price-support 
program did away 
with almost all 
auctions after 2005, 
and left almost all 
tobacco growers as 
direct contractors 
for U.S. cigarette 
manufacturers.  
 
Photo from Maysville 
Ledger Independent 
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Family gains from mushroom raising, Entrepreneurial Coaches Institute 
 
By Sarah Lutz 
Rural Journalism 
University of Kentucky 
 
This story was published in the Bath 
County News-Outlook. 

 
SALT LICK, Ky. – Some farmers are 

not seeing as much money in 
agricultural- diversification projects as 
they did in tobacco, but the Webb family 
of Bath County created a successful 
diversification project and hopes it can 
set an example for others. 

The University of Kentucky and the 
Kentucky Agricultural Development 
Board, which uses money from the 1998 
tobacco settlement to develop the state’s 
agricultural economy, are promoting 
alternative crops such as shiitake 
mushrooms. 

When Bill Webb was working for the 
Kentucky Economic Development 
Cabinet a few years ago, he had to attend 
meetings that promoted shiitake growing. 
That made his previous interest in 
shiitakes grow, and made Webb wonder 
if he could make in mushroom farming. 

But he was skeptical about the advice at 
least one expert was giving, so he began 
his own research about growing 
mushrooms.  His main source of 
knowledge was Paul Stamets, author of 
Growing Gourmet and Medicinal 
Mushrooms. After reading it, Webb said, 
he realized that there was a better way to 
produce high-quality shiitakes than the 
way being promoted by the state. 

Webb and his wife, Becky, took classes 
from Stamets in Oregon, which built on 
scientific knowledge they already had. 
Webb said he has a masters’ degree in 
hazardous-waste management, was a 
naval explosives expert. They met in 
Bloomington, Ind., when he was at 
stationed at nearby Crane and she was 
working on her Ph.D. in kinesiology. 

Webb said he decided to get into the 
mushroom business because he has a 
large family to support, and mushroom 
farming is safer and healthier than 
working with hazardous waste or 
consulting for businesses that may be 
unable to pay him at the end of his 
research.  Also, he thought creating a 
mushroom farm could show other 
farmers it is possible to create a 
successful diversification project from 
scratch.    

 

 
The Webbs started growing mushrooms in 

2001 in Salt Lick, Ky., on 70 acres he leased 
from his father. He invested a quarter of a 
million dollars a facility to grow and store 
mushrooms -- which he said is one of five of 
its kind in the country, and the only one in 
operation. 

“The lights are on here, but they aren’t in 
the other buildings,” he said, adding that the 
others apparently have not found the right 
method for making their businesses succeed.   

Webb’s facility has 10 inches of insulation 
as well as separate rooms to grow and store 
the shiitake and oyster mushrooms at 
different temperatures, humidity levels, and 
air content.  

Inside the facility, mushrooms are grown 
on wheat bags packed with organic, 
chopped, pasteurized straw, and cottonseed 
hulls that have been soaked in water. 
Mushroom spawn, or seed, are mixed in, and 
holes are pierced through the 10-inch-
diameter bag. 

At the first sign of mushroom growth, bags 
are removed from the spawn room and taken 
to the grow room where temperature and 
humidity are controlled.  When the 
mushrooms consume the available nutrients, 
the dark-brown bags turn yellow, and the 
mushrooms are on the outside of the bags 
where a hole once used to be.  The 
mushrooms are then picked off and put in a 
storage area that is kept at 35 degrees 
Fahrenheit. 

Shiitakes are also grown on sawdust 
blocks, an alternative to the traditional 
method of oak logs. The blocks produce 
shiitakes more quickly and year round, 
unlike the oak logs.  

Webb gets his sawdust from a saw mill 
in Frenchburg in adjoining Menifee 
County. He can create 40 blocks a week 
in his small pressure cooker but with is 
getting a larger cooker that will make 400 
per week.  The blocks are created by 
combining sawdust, rye grains and 
shiitake spawn in the cooker. 

Outside the facility, mushrooms also 
grown on 18,000 oak logs, stacked crib-
style in sets of 20. Each log, four to six 
inches in diameter, has been drilled on 
each side with four one-inch holes that 
hold the spawn – which is covered with 
hot wax to prevent contamination. 

The logs soak in a water tank for up to 
16 hours. Each log is put in the tank 
every 10 weeks, and Webb puts 100 to 
120 logs in the tank each day. To the logs 
stay damp after removal from the tank, 
and prevent the mushrooms from rotting 
if it rains, plastic is placed over the log 
with a canopy at the top of the logs to 
keep rain from sitting on the top of the 
logs and help sunlight reach the logs. 

The logs can producing 200 to 300 
pounds of shiitakes a week, but their 
harvest season is only six months, from 
April to October.  From November to 
February, new logs are cut and prepared 
for the new season. 

Many mushroom farmers don’t make it 
because they grow a large quantity of 
mushrooms without anyone to sell them 
to, Webb said. “You sell it, and then you 
grow it,” he advises. 

Webb said his main customers are 
restaurants such as Portofino’s, Rossi’s 
and other restaurants in Lexington and 
Louisville.  He said he delivers orders 
regularly to 32 restaurants and has done 
business with 44, and will soon be selling 
to the Wild Oats organic grocery. 

Oyster mushrooms come in several 
different types, offering restaurants a 
wide choice of looks and flavors. 

They include the Hu Oyster, which is a 
delicate white; Grey Dove, a pale gray; 
Blue Dolphin, a slate blue grown in the 
fall and winter; Pink, a tropical, 
fluorescent pink grown only in the 
summer; Golden, bright yellow; and the 
Italian, also bright yellow but with a 
sweeter flavor than the others. 
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The oyster varieties grow to different 
sizes, but nothing too large, the Webbs 
say, because their Sheltowee Farm 
practices quality and not quantity. 

Producing so many mushrooms, and so 
many types, required money. “There are 
many nights were Becky and I will stay 
up till two or three in the morning 
researching grants that we can apply for 
to get money,” said Bill. 

The Agricultural Development Board 
recently made a forgivable loan of 
$37,750 to Sheltowee Farm, to expand 
production and teach would-be 
mushroom farmers how to enter the 
business. Webb said Stamets will teach 
there. 

Webb said he hopes to encourage 
tobacco farmers to learn more about 
mushroom farming. “It is harder to teach 
the older generations,” he said, but 
“maybe we’ll teach them something.” 

Becky Webb is also learning. She is a 
student in the Kentucky Entrepreneurial 
Coaches Institute, which the Agricultural 
Development Board funded for the 
University of Kentucky. 

The institute is teaching people how to 
coach entrepreneurs in Bath and 18 other 
counties of northeastern Kentucky, the most 
dependent tobacco area of the state. 

The coaches are learning how to show 
people what it takes to make a living from a 
diversification project, and how to help 
entrepreneurs find startup money and give 
them management advice. They promote 
diversification, agri-tourism, and 
technology-based projects. 

Webb said her experience as a coach has 
shown her that people do not want to 
change.  “No one out there to coach, no one 
doing innovative crops. The same people are 
doing the same things and something needs 
to be done.” 

But the Webbs themselves could 
inspire other Kentucky farmers to 
diversify. They said their Sheltowee 
Farm it not just about them making a 
living, but about educating other farmers 
and create possibilities for them to help 
Bath County and Kentucky.   

Farmers need to be able to look at a 
diversification project as a chance to 
grow as a person and to help others, they 
said. Bill Webb said their project worked 
because he can handle the physical aspect 
of farming, has scientific knowledge to 
apply, and has the etiquette and sales 
skills needed to go into the cities and 
make deals. 

People and farmers in Bath County 
need to embrace change and look to the 
future, he said. 
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Extension agents help farmers, communities cope with post-buyout era 
 
By Lindsey O’Donnell 
Rural Journalism 
University of Kentucky 
 

SHELBYVILLE, Ky. -- After nearly 
65 years of willing participation in the 
federal government’s efforts to control 
and support tobacco prices in the United 
States, Kentucky’s quota owners and 
growers are walking into a new era of 
uncertainty, with questions that are in 
need of educated answers. 

The federal tobacco buyout became an 
anticipated reality in January of 2005.  
Around the same time tobacco farmers 
started to consider their options and 
started asking extension agents around 
the state for educated advice and 
answers.   

Kentucky’s tobacco growers are 
making decisions that will ultimately 
affect the state’s economy.  The future 
of local economies of tobacco-
dependent communities will primarily 
depend on how the farmers choose to 
spend their buyout funds.  Will they 
choose to invest the money into their 
local economies to enable long-term 
benefits?  Or will they splurge and 
purchase that brand new Dodge Ram    
they’ve been admiring from afar?  But 
where do these people go to get the 
advice and information necessary to 
make a short term or long term 
investment? 

Brittany Edelson, an extension agent 
from Shelby County, is concerned with 
how the farmers will choose to spend 
the money they receive from the 
buyout.  “You can lead a horse to water 
and that’s what we’ll try and do through 
education, but people will make their 
own decisions in the end.”  Edelson 
does not try to tell the people how to 
spend their money.  Instead she 
provides the farmers with options and 
opportunities. She said, “We can preach 
all we want but, the people will 
ultimately invest their money however 
they please.”    

This nation’s Cooperative Extension 
network consists of thousands of people 
who work to serve the daily needs of 
millions across the country.  Kentucky 
is home to 80,000 farms and about 400 
extension agents who work in 
agriculture, horticulture, and design and 
operate programs focusing on family 
and youth. 

The cooperative extension service was 
created in the early 1900’s to cater to 
people’s agricultural needs, at a time when 
the American economy was chiefly 
agriculture. The purpose was to develop 
practical applications of research knowledge 
and offer instruction to people seeking 
educated guidance; these efforts were 
financially supported by federal, state and 
local governments.  It was a plan to bring 
the university to the people, and today the 
educational service has professionals in 
every state.   

The University of Kentucky extension 
service tries to fulfill its mission and 
remain effective by adapting to fast-
paced changes and emerging challenges.  
The country has gone through a 
complete makeover since the 
establishment of the cooperative 
extension service in the early 1900’s.  
Agriculture is no longer the most widely 
practiced occupation, but it remains 
important to Kentuckians.  Larry Turner, 
UK’s associate dean for extension, said, 
“Kentuckians have a unique desire to 
stay on the land.  We need to help those 
folks who want to maintain an 
agricultural lifestyle.” 

Will Snell, the extension economist for 
tobacco, said in early 2005 that the 
biggest issue facing UK’s extension 
service is the tobacco buyout.  Snell has 
spent the last seven years preparing for 
the buyout to become a reality -- a 
reality that became effective in 2005. 

 It’s a situation involving America’s 
tobacco growers and quota holders, the 
federal government, state governments, 
the big tobacco companies, financial 
institutions and cooperative extension 
agents. 

Snell feels the buyout is probably the 
most significant and far-reaching piece 
of agricultural policy legislation for 
Kentucky farmers and rural communities 
since the development of the federal 
tobacco program in the 1930’s. 

The issue remains on the front burner 
with Kentucky’s extension service 
because so many people and so many 
communities are tobacco dependent and 
therefore dramatically affected by the 
recent events.  

For many people, it’s all they know.  
But Turner expressed his confidence in 
Kentuckians when he said, “People are 
very tied to the state of Kentucky and 

have an allegiance to the state, and are 
very capable people.” 

Kentucky farmers will receive $2.5 
billion from the federal buyout in the 
next decade, and will have to distribute 
the money accordingly to 160,000 
growers and quota holders. Some 
farmers will receive payments 
exceeding $1 million while other small 
farmers will receive less than $2,000.  

Many feel that the buyout amount is 
less than desirable, the loss of Phase II 
payments is inexcusable, and the 
extinction of the federal program will 
cause great insecurities among those 
who have never had to maintain 
accurate records of their farming 
operations. 

For many tobacco farmers, it’s a new 
world that offers few guarantees.  But 
extension worries about how people 
will choose to spend the money they 
receive from the buyout.  They 
encourage the idea of investing the 
money into the local economy, 
especially the economies of tobacco 
dependent regions. 

Various extension leaders have 
expressed their concerns about farmers 
making the decision to buy that brand 
new truck or splurge on a tropical 
family vacation.  These types of 
purchases won’t prove economically 
beneficial in the long run. 

Turner wants the service to provide 
alternatives to people and make them 
take the long view.  He said, “I don’t 

UK Associate Dean for Extension 
Larry Turner 
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think we’ve got the right to tell them 
what to do….That’s one of the strengths 
of extension-our unbiased nature and 
the credibility we have through that.”   

David Beck, executive vice president 
of the Kentucky Farm Bureau, agrees 
that Kentucky is going through a 
transition, but he is less concerned with 
how farmers choose to spend their 
buyout money. 

 “Some people are underestimating 
the tobacco farmer and it’s almost 
disrespectful,” Beck said. “They are 
good business people-they are 
survivors.”  

Beck said the driving force in 
growers’ decision-making process will 
be the future of their families and farms.  
“If they do choose to purchase that new 
F-150, that will also have an impact on 
the economy.”      

UK’s extension service works to 
answer a multitude of questions from its 
clients but various barriers sometimes 
prevent the service from getting 
necessary information. 

Turner was surprised at how fast the 
buyout occurred.  He said in early 2005, 
“We don’t have all the answers.  At 
times it’s difficult for us to get the 
information needed.  We give people 
options relating to the information that 
is known.”   

When the legislation passed in 
October 2004, agents worked to figure 
out the parameters of the buyout, 
including the effects it would have on 
the players involved in tobacco 
production. 

“People wanted to know how they 
would be affected and agents had to 
scramble to try and understand the 
production contracts being offered by 
tobacco companies and to help their 
clients put the pencil to the paper as to 
whether the price offered would be 
profitable or not and under what 
conditions”, explained Lori Garkovich, 
a professor of community and 
leadership development in UK’s 
College of Agriculture.  “They want 
simple, authoritative answers that are 
not always available.”   

  Snell is the recognized expert on 
tobacco in Kentucky and many high- 
stressed farmers came to him for 
answers. 

He said, “It’s not our role to tell 
farmers how to spend their buyout 
money. My main concern is that the 
tobacco program over the years has 
provided a means to provide a steady 

stream of income to many individuals 
and to lots of relatively poor, lower 
educated communities. 

“My hope is that individuals will 
invest this money in a manner that will 
maximize their benefits over a long time 
frame. Investment could be into future 
tobacco production, alternative 
agricultural enterprises, non farm 
enterprises, stock market, retirement, 
education, et cetera.”  

Many people are seeking advice from 
extension agents because the majority of 
tobacco farms in Kentucky were small 
operations that stayed in business with 
the support of the tobacco program. Now 
that the program is non-existent, people 
want to know what the future of tobacco 
farming holds and many are curious 
about possible alternatives to tobacco 
farming. 

“It is challenging to meet the needs of 
everyone, but we do what we can to 
answer everyone’s questions”, explained 
Turner. “It is our job to take the 
University to the people and serve them 
hopefully improving their quality of life.  
It’s our obligation to help people 
understand the opportunities and 
consequences.” 

UK’s cooperative extension service is 
a popular resource of information for 
millions of Kentuckians. Beck said the 
University of Kentucky has always been 
well connected with the people. 

“Over the last 30 years I have 
interacted with many members of 
extension,” Beck said. “They have 
always been involved in tobacco 

production benefits by researching 
tobacco varieties and disease control 
methods.”  

Beck explained that UK’s extension 
service has continuously introduced 
new marketing techniques to tobacco 
farmers, providing them with 
information that will hopefully increase 
success.  “Extension has a strong 
relationship with the farmers because 
they listen to the farmers.  He said, 
“They look into the future of tobacco 
farming.”   

Over time and countless projects, 
extension has earned credibility by 
providing the people with unbiased 
information. Turner said, “We aren’t 
selling a product -- we’re providing 
options for those in need.”   

A great deal of time and effort has 
been dedicated to helping those affected 
by the buyout. The service began 
preparing in February 2002 for the it. 

So how does it measure their success 
when dealing with an issue as big as the 
tobacco buyout?  Jim Henning, assistant 
director of extension for agriculture and 
natural resources, said it will be 
determined by the number of people 
who decide to diversify their 
agricultural operations.   

Snell and Steve Isaacs, an agricultural 
economist from UK, have contributed 
to the decision-making of tobacco 
people all around Kentucky by holding 
dozens meetings throughout the state in 
2004 and 2005 to evenhandedly discuss 
the future of tobacco farming with 
groups of concerned and frustrated 
farmers.   

The farmers came to the meetings to 
listen to Isaacs and Snell discuss what 
has happened, what can be done and 
take note of their predictions regarding 
the future economics of tobacco 
farming.   

At a gathering of nearly 200 tobacco 
farmers in Shelby County in February, 
Isaacs opened the floor to questions and 
one farmer said, “Maybe our best 
alternative is to invest in a lot of rolling 
papers and then just smoking our own 
tobacco.” 

 Isaacs responded calmly by saying, 
“We have been dealt a deck of cards 
and it’s up to us to decide how we play 
them.” 

Snell grew up raising tobacco on his 
family farm and realizes the economic 
impact that the golden-leafed crop has 
always had on Kentucky.  He helped the 
farmers understand that the purchase of 

UK extension tobacco specialist 
Will Snell 
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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) 
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