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A Normal Season?
Perhaps we can say that 2016
was a “normal” growing season.
Unfortunately, this means it has been
very challenging. This seems to be
the new normal. In general, middle
Tennessee and western Kentucky
were too wet. And east Tennessee,
southwest Virginia, and western
North Carolina were too dry.
Budworms were plentiful this year.
Black shank was much worse than
usual. Target spot and frogeye leaf
spot caused serious leaf loss (mostly
lower stalk). Bacterial soft rot also
caused some late season leaf drop.
As a result of these growing
conditions, the stripping season
will be crucially important. How you
grade your 2016 crop can enable
you to get the best value you can out
of this crop. Or it can result in loss
of value.
The articles in this third edition of
our “best burley” newsletter focus
on grading this crop properly. We
ask you to make four grades if your
tobacco has four grades. Whether
four grades or three, grade it by
stalk position based primarily on
uniformity of leaf soundness, body,
and color. Pay attention to moisture
and NTRM.
Water damage, firing, and disease
could make the grade distinctions
between X’s and C’s or between
C’s and B’s less obvious. But the
differences will still be there. So keep
a close eye on your stripping crew
and make sure they are following
your instructions.
We at BSC sincerely appreciate
all your management efforts in
struggling through this challenging
growing season. We understand
how frustrating this has been. Don’t
let up now. This stripping season is
extra important. Let us know if you
have questions. And good luck with
all your 2016 market preparation
efforts. We’ll see you soon at the
receiving station.
Don Fowlkes, Editor

MANAGING

MOISTURE
By Don Fowlkes and Bill Maksymowicz

Proper grade separation and
NTRM prevention are “value
adding” practices. And so is
moisture management.
Moisture content directly affects the value
of your tobacco. To you and to us. We
obviously don’t want to purchase tobacco
that is not going to keep due to high
moisture. Tobacco we purchase may not
be processed at the stemmery for several
weeks. High order/case tobacco will heat
up and damage, and become unusable,
during that length of time.
This is why we encourage you to deliver
tobacco that is not too high in moisture.
We don’t want to buy excessive water or
tobacco that will not keep well or maintain
its integrity in the marketplace. As specified
in our marketing agreement (contract),
tobacco with a moisture content above
22.9% will be rejected.

Therefore, it is very important that you
make decisions about take down, storage,
stripping, and baling of your tobacco with
these moisture levels in mind. Especially
in the early part of the stripping season.
When the stalks are still green and high in
moisture. Just because the weather allows
take down of a lot of tobacco, it’s probably
best not to take down more than you
can strip in a couple of days or so. Your
experience and situation is your guide. Do
you take down and prep for stripping off or
on the stick? On the stick is less likely to
heat up quickly.
Do you take down even if you suspect the
tobacco may be “iffy” or too high? Burley
tobacco should have a distinct “rattle”
sound when the moisture is ok. If no rattle,
it’s almost always too high.
Most of the time, a B-grade stalk position
leaf, when folded twice along the length of
Continued on Page 5

CURING LATE SEASON BURLEY
By Don Fowlkes

Late season tobacco is often at risk from less than ideal curing weather. Your ability to
manage the in-barn curing environment enables you to minimize this risk.
Cooler fall weather often accompanies periods of low humidity. These conditions can
cause tobacco to cure green or with a green cast. In that kind of weather, closing the
barn tight will be helpful. Just be ready to re-open the barn when the weather turns
humid/rainy.
This is especially true during the first 2-4 weeks of curing.
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GRADE SEPARATION:

By Don Fowlkes

Proper grade separation adds value to
your tobacco. Manufacturers use U.S.
burley for its flavor characteristics.
And those characteristics vary by leaf
position on the stalk. This makes onfarm grading a very important step
in delivering quality tobacco and
maximizing its value to the industry.

When these changes occur, be there and show your workers
how you want that tobacco graded. This is an adjustment or
recalibration to maintain consistency of grading when the
tobacco changes in some way.

Making the Grades

The two most fundamental divisions or groups of the cured
leaves on a burley tobacco stalk are based primarily on
relative leaf body. These two groups are sometimes called
“thins” and “bodied.” Thins are thin bodied leaves and come
from the lower part (approximately lower half) of the stalk.
Bodied leaves are medium to heavy bodied and come from
the upper part (approximately upper half) of the stalk. The
break between thin and bodied grades generally occurs at
or slightly below mid-stalk. (But it may fall above mid-stalk
in some cases.)

Managing Your Stripping Crew

Whether your stripping crew
is family, neighbors, local
workers, crew leader workers,
H2A
workers,
or
some
combination thereof, you need
to ensure that these workers
are accurate and consistent in
grading your tobacco. Whether
your stripping system is relay, non-relay, or a mechanized
stripping aid such as the wheel, stalk conveyor chain, or
stick conveyor chain. Monitor the grading itself and the
graded tobacco in temporary storage containers and/or
bales. Demonstrate and talk about the grades and grade
breaks on the stalk. Make sure your workers understand
what you want. Make sure they are dialed-in and calibrated
to your instructions.

Each of these two major leaf groups can be further divided
into two subgroups. This results in the four stalk position
grades commonly used today. The thins can be divided
into 1) flyings, sometimes called trashes, designated by
the letter “X”, and 2) cutters, designated by the letter “C”.
The X’s are the ground leaves and the C’s are immediately
above the X’s.
The bodied leaves can be subdivided into 1) leaf grades,
designated by the letter “B” for tan leaf or the letter “R” for
tannish-red or red leaf, and 2) tips, designated
by the letter “T”. Tips are the leaves at the top of
the stalk. Leaf grades are immediately below
the tips but above the cutters.
In terms of number of leaves, a typical burley
plant usually has more C-leaves than X-leaves.
And more B/R-leaves than T-leaves. Only a few
leaves at the very bottom of the stalk may be
flyings or X’s. Only a few leaves at the very

Recalibrate

Whenever the tobacco changes, you need to make sure
your workers properly adjust their stripping practices to the
changed tobacco. The tobacco may change because
of a barn change. A field change. A variety change.
A transplant date change. A disease incidence
change. Anything that can change how the
leaves look or feel (color, body, soundness)
up and down the stalk.
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top of the stalk may be tips or T’s. By definition, tips are no
more than 16 inches long.
The leaves above the X’s and below the T’s usually comprise
the majority of the plant’s leaves. Among these leaves, the
thinner bodied lighter colored ones will be cutters or C’s.
The more bodied darker leaves will be either tan leaf (B’s)
or red leaf (R’s).

How Many Grades?

BSC prefers you to make four grades. Flyings, cutters, leaf,
and tips. This optimizes the value of your tobacco to the
industry. So always begin with the plan to make four grades.

Crop Throw

Your BSC 2016 Marketing Agreement (contract) specifies
target ranges for the distribution of grades by the stalk
positions. This distribution is commonly called crop throw.
Crop throw ranges are given as percentages by weight for
flyings (X), cutters (C), leaf (B), and tips (T).

Stalk Position Grade

Range

X – ﬂyings

0% - 15%

C – cutters

15% - 35%

B – leaf

30% - 65%

T – tips

5% - 20%

These crop throw ranges are intended to give a broad
sense of what our general expectation is for most crops in
most years. Just a few flyings. Just a few tips. With the bulk
of the tobacco falling into the cutters and the leaf groups.

We recognize, however, that not all tobacco will actually
have four grades. Some tobacco won’t have true flyings
– those bottom leaves that are fluffy and tissuey, overripe,
slightly weathered but sound, and sometimes spotted from
maturity or disease. These X-leaves are usually buff to light
tan in color, and are lightweight and “fly away,” thus the
name flyings.

Crop throw targets
also underscore that
we need all grades.
As mentioned, every
crop is different and
must be stripped
according to what it
is. Not haphazardly
or by a rigidly set
leaf number. If your
crop or portion of
crop has only 3
grades, that’s not a problem. We don’t expect you to make
something that the crop doesn’t have. But we do want you
to make 4 grades if your crop has 4 grades. Just grade the
crop properly and don’t focus on crop throw numbers.

Crops without at least 2 leaves of flyings per stalk can be
considered to not have flyings, for practical purposes.
Unless you want to make a flyings grade from 1 leaf per
stalk. The choice would be yours. Of course, some crops
can have 3 to 5 flyings per plant.
So, you will make either 1 or 2 grades of thin bodied leaves.
Either a grade of flyings and a grade of cutters, or just
cutters. As always, the tobacco itself dictates this. If your
tobacco has a true flyings grade, we prefer you to separate
those from the cutters.

Grade Breaks

Now to the upper portion of the stalk. You should have 2
grades from these leaves. Either a tan leaf grade (B) and a
tip grade (T); or a tan leaf grade (B) and a red leaf grade (R).
And sometimes a crop will have a red leaf grade (R) and a tip
grade (T). Size, body, and color will determine whether the
top leaves grade a red leaf or a tip. By definition, tips are 16
inches or less in length. Regardless of grade designations,
you will have 2 grades from the top half portion of the stalk.

The term “grade break” refers to the place on the stalk
where the leaves change from one grade to another grade.
A 4-grade crop will have 3 grade breaks. A 3-grade crop
will have 2 grade breaks.
Specifically, 4-grade crops require you to make a grade
break between flyings and cutters, cutters and leaf, and
leaf and tips. With a 3-grade crop, one without a true flyings
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grade, you are making a grade break between the cutters
and leaf and between leaf and tips (or red leaf).

as leaves which are rank green, set green, frozen, etc.
Please check with us if you have questions about this when
stripping your 2016 crop.

Why Important?

Labor Management

These grade breaks are important. Why? The different
grades have different smoke flavor characteristics. They
must be separated properly on the farm so the tobacco can
be bought-sold-used to make products having carefully
controlled blends. Blends which give that product the
characteristic and consistent traits expected by consumers.

Market preparation – everything from take down to bale
storage – is the most labor intensive, time consuming
component of raising burley tobacco. So you want to be
efficient. You want to “save labor” wherever and however you
can. You want to minimize the cost in market preparation.
Labor is expensive.

Tobacco that is not stripped according to its’ naturally
occurring grade breaks is actually mixed strip tobacco.
Mixed strip tobacco does not allow the tobacco to be used
as described above. And so is of reduced valued in the
industry.

But – you do want to be able to pay for that labor. You do
want to make as much from your crop as you can. Point: yes,
save labor wherever you can, but don’t take shortcuts. Don’t
sacrifice quality for speed. Don’t compromise the value of
your crop, which you worked hard for all growing season,
by not paying close attention to the stripping of that crop.

Transition Leaf

The crop, the tobacco itself, dictates where the grade
breaks are. And thus how many leaves go into which grade.
Sometimes there is a distinct point on the stalk of change
from one grade to the next. Most of the time, however, there
will be 1 or 2 “transition” leaves at the grade break point.
Where the plant is transitioning from one grade to the next.
This transition leaf (sometimes two) could be put in either
the grade below or the grade above it, and be considered
properly graded either way. It’s a matter of preference.
We’re not going to “argue over one leaf.”

Yes, speed and efficiency are very important. All we’re
saying here is that the first priority should be to strip it/grade
it correctly. Get it right, then do it as fast and efficiently as
feasible. To focus only on speed and just hope the workers
are doing it right can cost you money. Even though you are
trying to save money.

Train Your Workers

Come stripping time, take time to train your workers.
Whoever they are, whatever your arrangements with them.
Show them how you want your crop graded. Make sure
they understand. Help them make adjustments if needed.
Communication here is essential.

However, if clearly
more than just a leaf
or two is being put
in the wrong grade,
the tobacco is
mixed stripped. Its’
value is diminished.

Monitor

After you have trained your workers, be sure to monitor their
work often. If you are not part of the stripping crew, check
in frequently to ensure that the stripping operation is being
done properly. Recalibrate whenever necessary. Based on
the tobacco and on worker performance.

Remember, since
the
crop
itself
dictates where the
grade breaks and
grades are, you will
need to look at your
crop closely. Calibrate the grading to match the tobacco
being stripped. Make adjustments as called for by the crop.
You will not go wrong if you follow the old adage “put like
with like.” Grouping together the leaves that are alike for
color, body, length, soundness.

Quality is more than a matter of how your tobacco grew and
cured. Quality is also a matter of how you have graded it.
We sincerely thank you for your commitment to grading your
tobacco properly.

Throw Out Grade?

If some portion of your tobacco contains inferior leaves, you
will need to either discard those leaves or make a “throw
out” grade for them. If the inferior leaves are just occasional
and few and far between, you may choose to discard them.
You don’t have enough of them to make a full bale grade,
but they are inferior enough that you don’t want to keep
them in your main grade for that stalk position and risk a
quality reduction. On the other hand, if the inferior leaves
are numerous enough to make a bale, you may choose to
separate them out and make a throw out grade. An exception
to this would be if the inferior nature is such that the leaves
would not be usable and would not be marketable. Such
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Clean Up Time

By Bill Maksymowicz

Clean up? What do we need to clean up
this time of year? And where would we
find time to do it anyway?
finest leaf are working to comply with and
go beyond best production practices in
a manner that is environmentally, legally
and socially responsible. It’s not just doing
“what’s right.” It’s also having a record of
what you’ve done so you can document
those practices.

Important to any part of your farming
operation is the record keeping. Often
considered a nuisance or “make work”
by someone who doesn’t have any idea
of what life on the farm is all about, it truly
is an important tool to learn and improve
economic efficiencies.

Having a good set of records can give you
a history of field selection, fertilizer and
CPA usage, and even labor efficiency to
see if there are areas you could fine tune
to optimize profits during times of narrow
profit margins. A daily log book by field
allows you to revisit practices and problems
to help you better see what’s working and
what isn’t, and give you some ideas of how
you may change things.

Yes, there are more requirements for
detailed records about production and labor
practices growers are having to comply
with for their contracting companies.
It’s not about trying to get into anyone’s
business. And it’s not about asking about
things you may not already have, know
or be doing. It is about having a record
to show that the growers of the world’s

At some point we will likely want to review
your records with you. The easiest way
to do this is to compile your records in
a standard format (GAP Connections
records, for example) that make them
simple and easy to review. Customers
of your leaf want this type of information,
so it’s in everyone’s best interest for all
participants in the tobacco business to

work together to provide this. This is an
industry wide endeavor.
Looking at this as a tool to use rather than
just another form to fill out. This approach
may surprise you with how much you can
gain by building a history you can look at,
review, and get ideas from to fine tune your
operation for improved profitability.
In addition to the production summary that
you will receive when our sales schedule
is announced, some of you will also
be receiving a “Self-Assessment” form
to complete and bring to us when you
deliver. This will help us to better identify
areas where education programs or
demonstrations can help us all maintain
our reputation for delivering the best quality
burley.
So what’s the “Clean Up?” Like that old
saying, the job isn’t finished until the
paperwork is done. Take some of the
weather breaks between cutting and
stripping to put your paperwork in order.
While it’s still fresh in your mind and in your
keeping places.

Managing Moisture Continued from Page 1

the stem, and is squeezed
and released, should start
to unfold immediately.
Not unfold completely,
but at least just a little bit.
If the leaf does not begin
to unfold immediately, the
moisture content is likely
to be greater than 21.9%.

bale heating up – if that tobacco was baled at borderline
high to high moisture. Especially early in the stripping
season. Check those stored bales, and if you find hot spots,
open up and dry out those bales.
If dry or cold weather forces you to condition some tobacco
to handle it without shattering, use caution when misting or
steaming. Tobacco can go from too dry to too high quickly,
especially good quality tobacco. Working it on the “dry
side” makes more sense than working it on the “wet side.”
So condition tobacco slowly and a little at a time.

Also, you can hold a stalk of tobacco straight out from you,
parallel to the ground. If all the leaves droop downward,
chances are that the moisture content is too high to strip.
Another test is sometimes called the spoon test. Take a leaf
and bend the spoon end or stalk end of the stem about 2
inches from the end. If the stem bends instead of snapping
or breaking, that tobacco is almost always too wet.

So, please pay close attention – not only to grade separation
and NTRM prevention – but also to moisture content this
stripping season.
As always, we appreciate your business and your
commitment to management details. We look forward to
seeing you this fall and winter at the receiving station.

Remember, too, that the longer you will store bales on the
farm before delivery, the greater the risk of the interior of the
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NTRM PREVENTION

IT’S EVERYBODY’S JOB
By Don Fowlkes

So you regularly monitor your stripping crew to make sure they are properly grading your crop. You also
need to regularly monitor the stripping crew to make sure they are helping you keep NTRMs out of your
tobacco. NTRM stands for Non-Tobacco Related Material. Foreign matter. Anything not tobacco that is in
your tobacco.
the stripping room, material like suckers, stalk pieces, hay
baling twine, pieces of broken tobacco sticks, gloves – all
these are NTRMs if they get in your tobacco.

Step by Step
The goal must be to prevent all NTRMs. To achieve this, you
need to think about the various steps involved in producing
your crop. The places and surroundings where its grown,
harvested, cured, stripped, baled, stored, transported. The
equipment used. Tools used. Clothing worn. More broadly,
what items or materials are in those areas where these
tasks are performed? Items or materials that could therefore
unintentionally come in contact with and get in the tobacco.
Before, during, or after its baled. You may find it helpful to
make an NTRM checklist of these places or points of potential
contact with or exposure of your tobacco to NTRMs.

Food and Drink Containers
Commonly found NTRMs include food and candy wrappers,
drink cans, styrofoam cups. NTRMs can be expected in your
tobacco if your workers are allowed to snack, take breaks,
or eat meals in the same areas that the tobacco is being
handled. Not that workers put these items in your tobacco on
purpose. It just happens. Frequently. So we encourage you
to create a designated area for your workers to eat and take
breaks. An area which is away from all areas where your
tobacco is handled. This one step will make a big difference.

Clean Stripping Room

Plastics and Other Synthetics
Plastic material is another serious NTRM. So is rubber
and foam/styrofoam. How might these materials get in
tobacco? Do you store or cover your tobacco with plastic?
Do you have any stripping room partitions, walls, ceilings,
or windows covered with or made of plastic? Is there any
exposed insulation (blown or rolled) in the places where you
store or strip tobacco?
Greenhouse Trays
Do your workers wear gloves? Are the gloves accounted for
at the end of the day? Do you store greenhouse trays in the
same areas that you handle cured tobacco? Styrofoam is
one of the worst NTRMs. Imagine what just a small piece of
float tray styrofoam does when not found and is threshed

Start the stripping season with a clean stripping room. And
keep it clean. The only thing in the stripping room/area
should be tobacco, people, and what is needed to properly
strip and bale the tobacco. Tools, gloves, drinks, food, and
all other items need to be kept away from the stripping area.
Back to your NTRM Checklist
From the field, weeds like morningglories, field bindweed
and honeyvine milkweed (all weeds, actually) are NTRMs
if they are in the baled tobacco. From the barn, do birds
roost in your barn? Bird feathers are a serious NTRM. From

with a factory silo full of tobacco. Countless styrofoam
beads mixed throughout the tobacco render the entire silo
unusable. This is not hypothetical. It has actually happened.
And it is very costly.
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perhaps a co-worker) need to change. Awareness of NTRM
risk and how to prevent them is so important. Most NTRMs
get in tobacco accidentally. Steps to minimize the exposure
of your tobacco to potential NTRMs will prevent a lot of
actual NTRMs.

Storage Areas
Where do you store taken down tobacco? Where do you
store your baled tobacco? What are the conditions in those
areas? Think about what might possibly fall on or otherwise
get in tobacco stored in these places. Feathers? Plastic?
Gravel? What about contaminants like water, oil, mud? Keep
baled tobacco in a place protected from the weather and not
placed directly on dirt or gravel. If your storage area does
not have a concrete floor, a layer of plastic on the ground
and pallets on top of the plastic will help prevent NTRMs.

Floor Sweepings
We occasionally find a different sort of NTRM. Sometimes
floor sweepings and trash are put into the bale box. Whether
this is accidental or intentional, the result is the same problem
for us and the same accountability for the grower. Simple
point: be sure your workers know not to put floor sweepings
and other trash in your tobacco. And make sure you have
trash cans in the stripping area.

Hauling

Notes
1) NTRMs are traceable to the grower. The sale ticket
remains on the bale up to the point where it is opened and
examined on stemmery conveyor lines. 2) NTRM prevention
training cannot be a one-time event. We all need reminding
every day about many things. So with you and your workers
concerning NTRM risk points and NTRM prevention.
Remind them every day about NTRMs. NTRM prevention is
everybody’s job.
Last Point: Nesting
Nested tobacco is not technically an NTRM, because it
is tobacco and not non-tobacco. But it creates similar
problems in that we have to find it and we have to throw
it away. That makes it costly. Nesting means that some
amount (large or small) of tobacco that is inferior to the
tobacco on the outside of the bale is intentionally hidden in
the better tobacco around it. This creates not just a financial
problem for us, but a trust problem. Financial losses may be
recouped; undermined trust is more difficult to restore. Even
if a worker did the nesting and the grower was unaware of
it at the time, the responsibility and accountability rests with
the grower. So make sure you know your workers as best
you can. And that you know what they are doing with your
tobacco.

When transporting your tobacco to the receiving station, do
you protect it from the weather? Are you using a plastic tarp
(typically blue in color) that wears into breakaway threads
which easily become NTRMs? We want you to cover your
valuable tobacco when hauling it. But we prefer you to use a
non-plastic tarp, such as canvas or similar quality material.
Make sure your wagon, trailer, or truck is cleaned out before
loading your tobacco. No manure, no mud or dirt, no water,
no NTRMs.
So, anything not tobacco in tobacco is an NTRM. Organic
materials, metals, rocks, glass, feathers, synthetic materials
like plastic, rubber, foam, styrofoam. The list is long. A visit
at a tobacco processing plant would quickly show that large
quantities of NTRMs are still being found in our tobacco.
It’s good that NTRMs in tobacco are being detected and
removed. Even though it is expensive to do so. But NTRMs
not found cannot be removed; and ones not removed pose
a huge risk in manufacturing facilities and worse in the
consumer marketplace.

This doesn’t happen often, but we still sometimes find
nested tobacco. We mention it simply to make sure all our
growers are monitoring what is going on in all aspects of
their tobacco market preparation. It can be a risk not to.

Solution Strategy
But, the most effective, easiest, and least costly NTRM
solution is to prevent them from ever being in the tobacco in
the first place. This is where we need your help. Where we
need to work together for a common good. Start by making
a checklist of all the possible places and potential NTRMs
in those places, for all steps in your tobacco operation.
Minimize as many of these exposure risk points as you can.
Such as sealing off exposed insulation. Making a dedicated
lunch and break area for your workers. Whatever the NTRM
risk reduction steps may be for your particular situation.
Enlist the Help and Buy-In From Your Workers
Remind your workers every day to think about NTRM risk
and prevention. They may discover a behavior that they (or
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TOBACCO TIDBITS
The most recent USDA crop size estimate was released
in mid-August. The 150 million pounds estimate for
the 2016 US burley crop was higher than expected.
Especially given the water damage to the crop from
excessive rainfall in the western portion of the burley
region, and the drought concerns for the crop in the
eastern portion. Some areas have had decent rainfall
patterns, but most areas have been either very wet
or very dry. Hopefully the curing season will be more
farmer friendly.

USDA Crop Estimates – August 2016 Report
Tobacco

KY

TN

VA

NC

US Total

(million lbs)

114.0

21.0

2.3

1.5

149.9

Dark Fire-cured

25.7

22.2

0.6

—

48.4

Dark Air-cured

11.2

3.2

—

—

48.4

—

—

50.4

363.0

476.4

Burley

Flue-cured

We anticipate a lower crop size estimate in the next USDA report.

Lest We Forget

The dominant type of burley tobacco grown before the Civil War was actually a
dark air-cured type known as “red burley.” The related strain of “white burley”
– the burley we grow today – was a natural mutation of red burley discovered by
discerning farmers in Brown County, Ohio in 1864.

The use of brand or trade names in this newsletter is not to imply recommendation of such by BSC to the exclusion of others which may be comparable.

