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Most bales from most growers are free of NTRM. So, when NTRMs are detected, that tobacco stands out noticeably. And 
unfortunately, a bad apple or two has the potential to spoil the whole lot, since tobacco from multiple growers is blended 
and packed together. The individual grower’s reputation is clearly at stake, but so too is the reputation of U.S. burley 
growers in general in the global market if NTRMs are not prevented. Thus, we must all work together to prevent NTRMs. 
This must be a standard practice for all growers all the time. It’s that important.

Now let’s talk about some specific NTRMs and their prevention. First, do not put floor sweepings in the bale box. You may 
pick up whole leaves from the stripping room or barn floor, but sweepings do not go in the box. Sweepings contain dirt, 
suckers, stalk pieces, stick pieces, twine, and other types of NTRM. Second, do not put throw out leaves in the middle of 
a non-throw-out grade bale. That’s called nesting. Third, make sure that all workers take breaks and eat meals in an area 
away from the tobacco handling areas. Why? Because otherwise there is a greater probability that NTRMs such as food 
and snack wrappers and drink cans or bottles will accidentally get in your tobacco. 

Fourth, make sure that clothing items and tools (such as gloves, wrenches, hammers, etc.) are not left on the stripping 
bench, grade boxes, or baler. Fifth, workers should not carry items in front pockets of shirts or coats when handling 
tobacco, because front pocket items can easily fall out into the tobacco.

Sixth, remember that all rubber, plastic, foam, 
and styrofoam are NTRMs. So are feathers. 
Furthermore, grass, weeds, straw, and hay are 
NTRMs. And, all metal, glass, and electronic 
devices. 

It can be an accident that NTRMs get into tobacco, 
but it is not an accident that tobacco is NTRM-
free. NTRM prevention is an intentional and 
ongoing part of your daily operation during market 
preparation. And whether in tobacco accidentally 
or not doesn’t change the fact that the NTRM 
is there. The consequences are the same. We 
sincerely appreciate your efforts and commitment 
to delivering NTRM-free tobacco. This is in your 
best interest and the best interest of the U.S. burley 
industry in the global marketplace. Thank you!

NTRM IS SERIOUS BUSINESS continued

•  Tobacco is the most grown crop in 
the world that is not used for food or 
feed.

•  Cultivation of tobacco is considered 
to have begun around 6,000 BC in 
South America.

• Twenty pounds of eggplant contain 
as much nicotine as a cigarette.

•  A single tobacco seed capsule (from 
one flower) can produce as many 
as 3,000 seeds. With the possibility 
of several hundred flowers on one 
plant, more than a million seeds can 
be produced by a single tobacco 
plant.

Tobacco 
Tidbits

BSC lost a great leader on July 31, 2017 with the 
passing of Mr. George Marks, President.

George was born November 21, 1944, to the late 
Arthur and Cynthia Patch Marks in the Hickory Point 
community near Clarksville, TN. George graduated 
from Clarksville High School and received a Bachelor 
of Science degree in agriculture from the University of 
Tennessee.

If there was ever a man born to be a farmer, it was Mr. 
Marks, as he was a man of the earth and loved farming. 
He operated a dairy and grew corn, beans, wheat, and 
tobacco on his century farm. He was active in many 
agriculture organizations, serving as the Past President 
of the Tennessee Farmers Co-op and as a former board 
member of the Montgomery County Co-op. He was 
also a Board Member of the Montgomery County Farm 
Bureau for many years and a committee person with 
the Farm Service Agency. He served two terms with the 
Montgomery County Planning Commission. George 
was a member of the Excell Baptist Church and a charter 
member of the Blue Wing Hunting Club.

Mr. Marks will be remembered for his relentless 
sacrifice of his time and constant efforts to work to 
improve the lives of burley farmers through his nearly 
30 years of service as President of BSC. Mr. Marks was 
a gentleman and a kind man that was well received by 
the industry worldwide. He was a prudent businessman 
and was always thinking big and thinking to the future. 
He was responsible for opening many markets around 
the world to BSC growers.

Mr. Marks showed persistence and compassion as he 
guided BSC through the most tumultuous period of 
time for the industry, including the push for the tobacco 
buyout and the necessary reorganization that followed. 

He will be greatly missed and we are thankful to his 
family for the time he spent with our organization and 
the leadership he provided.

TRIBUTE TO
GEORGE MARKS

As the 2017 burley marketing season draws near, growers often ask about the potential strength of the 
upcoming market and what to expect for 2018. Since 2014, burley growers worldwide have been suffering 
from an overall oversupply of burley. While there has been a lot of news lately about the potential impact 
of significant new policy efforts to curb smoking and new products designed to replace cigarettes, we 
have witnessed an improvement toward a more balanced supply and demand for burley.

Unfortunately, this improvement is not because of stronger demand but rather the result of growing 
challenges in some production areas around the world. In Africa, growers faced significant weather 
challenges in several countries and had much lower volumes of production. Malawi, the world’s largest 
producer of burley, ended up producing nearly 40 percent less burley than last year. Additionally, much 
of the prior-crop inventories in South America and Africa have now been sold, resulting in a much better 
opportunity from the supply side.

While production levels in other countries affects the short-term opportunities for burley producers in 
the USA, the overall decline in demand for burley will continue in the long term, due to reductions in 
cigarette sales. But, while the market is getting smaller, it still remains quite large with more than 5.5 
trillion cigarettes to be consumed worldwide in 2017. 

Besides the weather, which is never predictable, much of the uncertainty in the long-term outlook for 
burley hinges government regulations of the industry. 

Perhaps the most concerning news recently was from the United States Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA). At the end of July, the FDA announced a new plan to regulate nicotine in cigarettes to “non-
addictive levels”. The FDA is exploring a plan to eventually reduce nicotine levels in cigarettes by 90 
percent or more while at the same time implementing regulations that encourage smokers to switch to 
new electronic nicotine delivery devices, such as electronic cigarettes, vaporizers, and heat-not-burn 
products. This is a policy shift that will significantly affect growers as other regulatory bodies around the 
world follow suit.

Additionally, one of the world’s largest companies has been talking about creating a “smoke-free future” 
by encouraging its customers to stop smoking and switch to smoke-free products, going so far to seek 
support from governments to phase-out cigarettes in exchange for new “smoke-free” devices. Not only 
is public sentiment about vapor and heat-not-burn products changing, but now there is also a strong 
push from the manufacturing side, and this will expedite change. It is still unclear how the adoption of the 
heat-not-burn products will impact producers of flavor burley like that grown in the USA, but it is certainly 
more positive compared to vapor products, since much more tobacco leaf is used in the production of 
heat-not-burn products.

So where does this leave us for the 2017 marketing season? While the long-term outlook remains 
uncertain, the burley market is definitely in a more balanced position than it was at this time last year. 
The 2017 USA burley crop will likely end up in the range of 150-160 million pounds or just over 13.5 
percent of total world production. It appears that world production of burley should total just over 1.1 
billion pounds for 2017, more than 15 percent less than 2016. Based on current cigarette production, 
approximately 1.2 billion pounds of burley are currently needed worldwide to satisfy demand, resulting 
in a slight, short-term shortage. To be sure, African volumes will rebound quickly and any shortage that 
results in increased sales of flavor burley should be satisfied by the end of 2018.

BURLEY MARKET  OUTLOOK
By Daniel Green, BSC 
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How you grade your tobacco has a direct impact on its 
value in the marketplace. Specifically, the market for 
us buying your tobacco and us selling our purchased 
tobaccos to customers.

The premium flavor characteristics associated with 
U.S. burley vary with the different stalk position grades. 
So proper grading is very important. Mixed stripped 
tobacco (improperly graded) will have mixed flavors and 
thus be challenging to include in premium blends. Mixed 
stripped tobacco is therefore of reduced value because 
premium flavor grades are the reason tobacco companies 
are in the U.S. burley market. Non-premium or filler style 
tobaccos can be purchased more economically from 
other sources.

Help Needed
You personally cannot grade 100 percent of your 
crop (unless your crop is very small). You depend on 
additional labor to help you. These workers (whether 
family members, neighbors, seasonal local, or seasonal 
migrant) must understand how you want your crop 
graded. You’ve got to train them and monitor their work 
during the day. Their work reflects on you. You are 
responsible for their work. So, take the time to show 
them how you want them to strip your tobacco. Barn by 
barn or whenever the tobacco changes.

Grade Separation
Some crops will have 4 grades, some 3 grades. If your 
tobacco has 4 distinct grades, please make 4 grades. 
Flyings or trashes, cutters, leaf, and tips (or red leaf). 
Otherwise, make 3 grades. Cutters (with perhaps a few 
flyings), leaf, and tips (or red leaf).

A 4-grade crop will have 3 “grade breaks” or points on 
the stalk where one grade transitions to another grade. 
A 3-grade crop will have 2 grade breaks. Where you 
make those grade breaks is the key to proper grading. 
It’s where you need to closely evaluate your tobacco to 
get correctly calibrated on how to strip it. And how then 
to train your workers.

Grade breaks or changes from one grade to the 
next involve leaf characteristics such as body, color, 
soundness, and sometimes size. Quality can also come 
into play with crops having issues with undesirable 
characteristics such as houseburn, green, frost or freeze 
damage, excess mud, etc. In these cases, you may need 
to make a throw-out grade to maximize the value of the 
unaffected leaves.

In general, leaves on a burley tobacco plant become 
heavier bodied and darker colored going from the 
ground leaves to the top of the plant. The grades you 
make should reflect this.

Don’t Mix
You want to avoid mixing leaves of one grade with leaves 
of another grade. Keep your grades distinct —consistent 
within a grade and distinctly different among the different 
grades based on the leaf characteristics just mentioned. 
The saying “put like with like” makes sense here: like in 
color, body, soundness, size, etc. 

Right Speed
Market preparation requires the most labor in growing 
burley tobacco. So, you need to be efficient. You want to 
cut costs.

But, you can’t afford to not grade the crop right. Improperly 
stripped tobacco, tobacco not properly separated by stalk 
position characteristics, is expensive to you because it 
reduces the value of that tobacco. 

Making sure your tobacco is stripped properly should be 
your first priority. Then, after your workers are calibrated 
and stripping the crop properly, focus on efficiency and 
speed. Speed without proper grading is counterproductive. 
Proper grading without speed costs you money. Speed 
without proper grading costs you money and reputation. 

Please contact any of us at BSC if you have questions 
about stripping your 2017 crop. Pay attention to stripping 
this crop. It’s very important. Thank you.

Delivery Time
Time does fly. We’re fast approaching the day everyone looks forward to —Pay Day! 
You’ll be receiving a letter in the mail soon with our receiving dates. You don’t want to 
hurry the crop. Taking down and stripping too soon may not allow a good color to come 
through, and if you’re big baling, a few wet midribs can create a world of moisture and 
quality issues that will lower your returns on the crop. Here are a few reminders for you 
to make the delivery process work better for all of us:

Included with the receiving schedule you’ll get in the mail, you will receive 
the production summary sheet to fill out and bring with your first delivery. All 
the information we’re asking for should already be in your production record 
book. The basic information we are requesting helps us identify things —good 
and bad— that may need attention across the growing area to help everyone 
maintain and improve the quality of tobacco being grown. Some of you will 
also be asked to bring your full record book so somewhere between housing 
and stripping make sure everything is in a neat package.

BSC will take both big and small bales, but, like last year, there is an 8 cent per 
pound charge (discount) to cover the additional labor and materials involved 
in our handling the small bales. If you’re still using small bales this would be a 
good time to check with some neighbors who may have a big baler you could 
use or consider going together with some other smaller growers to purchase 
and share a big baler. 

Stripping and Baling
Grading and NTRMs is covered in other articles in this newsletter, but it bears repeating: 
mixed grades cost you money, and if the tobacco has foreign materials it could even 
be rejected. “Keep it clean” carries a lot of importance in the challenging markets we’re 
dealing with today.

Bale Size
Small Bales: 12” wide X 36” long X 24” high tied with 3 lengths of uncoated 
steel wire equally spaced around the bale. Weight should be 75-100 pounds. 

Big Bales: 42” wide X 40” tall X 40” long bound with a minimum of 4 steel wires. 
Weight should be a minimum of 575 pounds and not exceed 750 pounds.

Bales with flyings may be lighter due to their thin nature. You may need to 
make more presses with the press head to be sure the finished bale is solid 
and sound.

Moisture
When beginning to strip, the first possible 
problem is tobacco that is too high in order. 
Try to wait for a natural season. If you do have 
to water to get it in handling condition go light 
and slowly. Don’t take tobacco down during a 
prolonged wet, and it’s better to take tobacco 
down when it’s going out of order, not when 
it’s coming in. Getting the moisture right the 
first time is a lot easier than trying to break 
and dry bales rejected for high moisture.

Acceptable moisture is 21.9 percent. Tobacco 
that does not exceed this moisture level and 
does not show hot or wet spots in the bale 
will be bought at full price for its grade. If you 
run across fat stems when stripping, it’s best 
to throw those leaves on a sheet or in an open 
box to let them dry out. A few wet stems can 
ruin a bale.

If a moisture reading is between 22 and 22.9 
percent moisture it may be purchased at a 
5 percent discount if deemed to be in good 
keeping order. 

Tobacco at 23 percent or higher moisture will 
be rejected. High moisture tobacco doesn’t 
just lose quality and weight in the bale. 
Tobacco leaf chemistry, which is increasingly 
important to our customers, also takes a 
major turn for the worse when baled tobacco 
heats up.

When it’s time to strip and prepare for delivery, 
the tobacco crop should be the top priority. 
Try to have at least a big part of your crop 
scheduled for delivery before the Christmas 
break, and if you have any questions or 
problems be sure to call us.

DELIVERY PREPARATION REMINDERS
By Bill Maksymowicz, BSC

MAKING THE GRADE
By Don Fowlkes, BSC
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What makes the greatest impact on the revenue you get from your tobacco crop – 
price or pounds?

Both are important to you and to us. Price is a reflection of value or quality. You need 
quality to get the most from your tobacco. We need quality to sell the tobacco we buy, 
but pounds are important, too. You need pounds (yield/A) to maintain profitability. We 
need pounds to remain a reliable supplier in the marketplace.

During the marketing season, we hear lots of conversation about prices, price 
schedules, and prices received. Let’s take a look at the impact on gross revenue from 
changes in price (quality/grades) and changes in pounds (yield/A). 

To do this, we need to make a few assumptions. We will use two crop examples: one 
having tan leaf and one having red leaf, using B-grade prices and R-grade prices for the 
leaf stalk position. We will use 2nd quality prices for all grades in both crop examples, 
for ease of comparison. For crop throw percentages, we will use the following: 30 
percent cutters (C), 50 percent leaf (either B or R), and 20% tips (T). Prices will be 
from our 2017 schedule. 

Tan Leaf (B) Example   Red Leaf (R) Example
C  30% x $1.70 = 0.51 C  30% x $1.70 = 0.51
B  50% x $1.80 = 0.90 R  50% x $2.00 = 1.00
T  20% x $2.05 = 0.41 T  20% x $2.05 = 0.41
Average Price     1.82 Average Price     1.92

Note from these two examples that the red leaf grade resulted in an increase of 10 
cents per pound average price compared to the tan leaf grade. 

Now, let’s add yield to our examples. We will use 4 yields: 1,800, 2,200, 2,600, and 
3,000 lbs./A. We will use the same 2 crop throw examples and prices already cited. 
This will highlight the impact of yield or pounds.

 Avg. Price Yield Gross Revenue
Crop Grade ($/lb.) (lbs./A)  ($/A)  
C-B-T 1.82 1,800 3,276
  2,200 4,004
  2,600 4,732
  3,000 5,460

C-R-T 1.92 1,800 3,456
  2,200 4,224
  2,600 4,992
  3,000 5,760 

 
The average gross revenue across all 4 yields from the crop with tan leaf was $4,368/A. 
The average gross revenue across all 4 yields for the crop with red leaf was $4,608/A. 
A difference of $240/A. Which is significant.

However, look at the impact of yield on gross revenue. Averaging the revenues from 
the 2 crop throw/grade prices, we see that each 400-pound increase in yield resulted 
in a revenue increase of $748/A. 

lbs./A $/A  $ Difference from 1800 lbs./A
1800 3,366   ----
2200 4,114   748
2600 4,862   1,496
3000 5,610   2,244 

The bottom line? Both price per pound and pounds per acre are important. But, you 
make your profit on yield much more so than on price. Maybe we should be talking 
more about yield?

Editor’s Column: PRICE AND POUNDS 
By Don Fowlkes, BSC

NTRM IS SERIOUS BUSINESS
By Don Fowlkes, BSC

NTRM is an acronym standing for Non-Tobacco Related Material. Material refers to 
anything and everything in your tobacco which is not tobacco leaf (lamina and stem). 
Anything that is not tobacco leaf, which could possibly get mixed into your tobacco, is 
a potential NTRM. 

NTRM prevention is not a new topic. It has been frequently discussed every year 
since company-grower contracting began in 2000. Before then there were awareness 
programs such as “Keep Tobacco Clean” and others.

So why are we still talking about NTRM? Because the message is still relevant. We still 
find NTRMs in the tobacco we buy. The cost of finding and removing NTRM remains 
high. And the risk of NTRMs that do not get detected and end up in the packed leaf 
product or consumer product is extremely great.

To be clear, most growers take NTRM prevention seriously and keep their tobacco free 
of NTRMs. To you, we extend our thanks and respect. You take personal pride in your 
tobacco. You manage your operation closely. We sincerely appreciate your commitment 
to doing things right. 

But a few growers still haven’t gotten the message. This is not to say that any grower 
intentionally puts NTRMs in his/her tobacco. And to be sure, an occasional NTRM 
can accidentally get in tobacco from any grower. The point is that NTRM-free tobacco 
doesn’t just happen. It requires an intentional management program or set of steps that 
is implemented and followed every day by every worker who handles your tobacco or 
who is in the areas where your tobacco is handled during all market preparation tasks. 

This means that you must daily monitor and supervise all workers and work sites where 

your tobacco is taken down, 
stored, stripped, baled, stored, 
and delivered. NTRM prevention 
is not a one-time training at 
the beginning of the stripping 
season. It has to be an everyday 
monitoring (and re-training if 
needed). Your workers must 
adopt the same mindset you have 
and take ownership for helping to 
prevent NTRMs. 

NTRM prevention really is serious 
business. In 2017, we did not 
renew contracts of some growers 
because of repeated NTRMs 
found in their tobacco. And that’s 
not a decision we want to make or 
take lightly. 

Prior to company-grower contracting, there was a mindset among some that 
tobacco could not be traced back to the grower once sold or that there would be no 
consequences if NTRMs were detected. Those days are gone. Today, we inspect every 
bale we purchase as it enters the processing line at the stemmery. Each bale is opened 
and observed. Whatever is inside the bale is revealed. And the grower ID bale tag is still 
with that tobacco. 



How you grade your tobacco has a direct impact on its 
value in the marketplace. Specifically, the market for 
us buying your tobacco and us selling our purchased 
tobaccos to customers.

The premium flavor characteristics associated with 
U.S. burley vary with the different stalk position grades. 
So proper grading is very important. Mixed stripped 
tobacco (improperly graded) will have mixed flavors and 
thus be challenging to include in premium blends. Mixed 
stripped tobacco is therefore of reduced value because 
premium flavor grades are the reason tobacco companies 
are in the U.S. burley market. Non-premium or filler style 
tobaccos can be purchased more economically from 
other sources.

Help Needed
You personally cannot grade 100 percent of your 
crop (unless your crop is very small). You depend on 
additional labor to help you. These workers (whether 
family members, neighbors, seasonal local, or seasonal 
migrant) must understand how you want your crop 
graded. You’ve got to train them and monitor their work 
during the day. Their work reflects on you. You are 
responsible for their work. So, take the time to show 
them how you want them to strip your tobacco. Barn by 
barn or whenever the tobacco changes.

Grade Separation
Some crops will have 4 grades, some 3 grades. If your 
tobacco has 4 distinct grades, please make 4 grades. 
Flyings or trashes, cutters, leaf, and tips (or red leaf). 
Otherwise, make 3 grades. Cutters (with perhaps a few 
flyings), leaf, and tips (or red leaf).

A 4-grade crop will have 3 “grade breaks” or points on 
the stalk where one grade transitions to another grade. 
A 3-grade crop will have 2 grade breaks. Where you 
make those grade breaks is the key to proper grading. 
It’s where you need to closely evaluate your tobacco to 
get correctly calibrated on how to strip it. And how then 
to train your workers.

Grade breaks or changes from one grade to the 
next involve leaf characteristics such as body, color, 
soundness, and sometimes size. Quality can also come 
into play with crops having issues with undesirable 
characteristics such as houseburn, green, frost or freeze 
damage, excess mud, etc. In these cases, you may need 
to make a throw-out grade to maximize the value of the 
unaffected leaves.

In general, leaves on a burley tobacco plant become 
heavier bodied and darker colored going from the 
ground leaves to the top of the plant. The grades you 
make should reflect this.

Don’t Mix
You want to avoid mixing leaves of one grade with leaves 
of another grade. Keep your grades distinct —consistent 
within a grade and distinctly different among the different 
grades based on the leaf characteristics just mentioned. 
The saying “put like with like” makes sense here: like in 
color, body, soundness, size, etc. 

Right Speed
Market preparation requires the most labor in growing 
burley tobacco. So, you need to be efficient. You want to 
cut costs.

But, you can’t afford to not grade the crop right. Improperly 
stripped tobacco, tobacco not properly separated by stalk 
position characteristics, is expensive to you because it 
reduces the value of that tobacco. 

Making sure your tobacco is stripped properly should be 
your first priority. Then, after your workers are calibrated 
and stripping the crop properly, focus on efficiency and 
speed. Speed without proper grading is counterproductive. 
Proper grading without speed costs you money. Speed 
without proper grading costs you money and reputation. 

Please contact any of us at BSC if you have questions 
about stripping your 2017 crop. Pay attention to stripping 
this crop. It’s very important. Thank you.

Delivery Time
Time does fly. We’re fast approaching the day everyone looks forward to —Pay Day! 
You’ll be receiving a letter in the mail soon with our receiving dates. You don’t want to 
hurry the crop. Taking down and stripping too soon may not allow a good color to come 
through, and if you’re big baling, a few wet midribs can create a world of moisture and 
quality issues that will lower your returns on the crop. Here are a few reminders for you 
to make the delivery process work better for all of us:

Included with the receiving schedule you’ll get in the mail, you will receive 
the production summary sheet to fill out and bring with your first delivery. All 
the information we’re asking for should already be in your production record 
book. The basic information we are requesting helps us identify things —good 
and bad— that may need attention across the growing area to help everyone 
maintain and improve the quality of tobacco being grown. Some of you will 
also be asked to bring your full record book so somewhere between housing 
and stripping make sure everything is in a neat package.

BSC will take both big and small bales, but, like last year, there is an 8 cent per 
pound charge (discount) to cover the additional labor and materials involved 
in our handling the small bales. If you’re still using small bales this would be a 
good time to check with some neighbors who may have a big baler you could 
use or consider going together with some other smaller growers to purchase 
and share a big baler. 

Stripping and Baling
Grading and NTRMs is covered in other articles in this newsletter, but it bears repeating: 
mixed grades cost you money, and if the tobacco has foreign materials it could even 
be rejected. “Keep it clean” carries a lot of importance in the challenging markets we’re 
dealing with today.

Bale Size
Small Bales: 12” wide X 36” long X 24” high tied with 3 lengths of uncoated 
steel wire equally spaced around the bale. Weight should be 75-100 pounds. 

Big Bales: 42” wide X 40” tall X 40” long bound with a minimum of 4 steel wires. 
Weight should be a minimum of 575 pounds and not exceed 750 pounds.

Bales with flyings may be lighter due to their thin nature. You may need to 
make more presses with the press head to be sure the finished bale is solid 
and sound.

Moisture
When beginning to strip, the first possible 
problem is tobacco that is too high in order. 
Try to wait for a natural season. If you do have 
to water to get it in handling condition go light 
and slowly. Don’t take tobacco down during a 
prolonged wet, and it’s better to take tobacco 
down when it’s going out of order, not when 
it’s coming in. Getting the moisture right the 
first time is a lot easier than trying to break 
and dry bales rejected for high moisture.

Acceptable moisture is 21.9 percent. Tobacco 
that does not exceed this moisture level and 
does not show hot or wet spots in the bale 
will be bought at full price for its grade. If you 
run across fat stems when stripping, it’s best 
to throw those leaves on a sheet or in an open 
box to let them dry out. A few wet stems can 
ruin a bale.

If a moisture reading is between 22 and 22.9 
percent moisture it may be purchased at a 
5 percent discount if deemed to be in good 
keeping order. 

Tobacco at 23 percent or higher moisture will 
be rejected. High moisture tobacco doesn’t 
just lose quality and weight in the bale. 
Tobacco leaf chemistry, which is increasingly 
important to our customers, also takes a 
major turn for the worse when baled tobacco 
heats up.

When it’s time to strip and prepare for delivery, 
the tobacco crop should be the top priority. 
Try to have at least a big part of your crop 
scheduled for delivery before the Christmas 
break, and if you have any questions or 
problems be sure to call us.

DELIVERY PREPARATION REMINDERS
By Bill Maksymowicz, BSC

MAKING THE GRADE
By Don Fowlkes, BSC

2 3

bscleaf.com bscleaf.com

continued on page 4

What makes the greatest impact on the revenue you get from your tobacco crop – 
price or pounds?

Both are important to you and to us. Price is a reflection of value or quality. You need 
quality to get the most from your tobacco. We need quality to sell the tobacco we buy, 
but pounds are important, too. You need pounds (yield/A) to maintain profitability. We 
need pounds to remain a reliable supplier in the marketplace.

During the marketing season, we hear lots of conversation about prices, price 
schedules, and prices received. Let’s take a look at the impact on gross revenue from 
changes in price (quality/grades) and changes in pounds (yield/A). 

To do this, we need to make a few assumptions. We will use two crop examples: one 
having tan leaf and one having red leaf, using B-grade prices and R-grade prices for the 
leaf stalk position. We will use 2nd quality prices for all grades in both crop examples, 
for ease of comparison. For crop throw percentages, we will use the following: 30 
percent cutters (C), 50 percent leaf (either B or R), and 20% tips (T). Prices will be 
from our 2017 schedule. 

Tan Leaf (B) Example   Red Leaf (R) Example
C  30% x $1.70 = 0.51 C  30% x $1.70 = 0.51
B  50% x $1.80 = 0.90 R  50% x $2.00 = 1.00
T  20% x $2.05 = 0.41 T  20% x $2.05 = 0.41
Average Price     1.82 Average Price     1.92

Note from these two examples that the red leaf grade resulted in an increase of 10 
cents per pound average price compared to the tan leaf grade. 

Now, let’s add yield to our examples. We will use 4 yields: 1,800, 2,200, 2,600, and 
3,000 lbs./A. We will use the same 2 crop throw examples and prices already cited. 
This will highlight the impact of yield or pounds.

 Avg. Price Yield Gross Revenue
Crop Grade ($/lb.) (lbs./A)  ($/A)  
C-B-T 1.82 1,800 3,276
  2,200 4,004
  2,600 4,732
  3,000 5,460

C-R-T 1.92 1,800 3,456
  2,200 4,224
  2,600 4,992
  3,000 5,760 

 
The average gross revenue across all 4 yields from the crop with tan leaf was $4,368/A. 
The average gross revenue across all 4 yields for the crop with red leaf was $4,608/A. 
A difference of $240/A. Which is significant.

However, look at the impact of yield on gross revenue. Averaging the revenues from 
the 2 crop throw/grade prices, we see that each 400-pound increase in yield resulted 
in a revenue increase of $748/A. 

lbs./A $/A  $ Difference from 1800 lbs./A
1800 3,366   ----
2200 4,114   748
2600 4,862   1,496
3000 5,610   2,244 

The bottom line? Both price per pound and pounds per acre are important. But, you 
make your profit on yield much more so than on price. Maybe we should be talking 
more about yield?

Editor’s Column: PRICE AND POUNDS 
By Don Fowlkes, BSC

NTRM IS SERIOUS BUSINESS
By Don Fowlkes, BSC

NTRM is an acronym standing for Non-Tobacco Related Material. Material refers to 
anything and everything in your tobacco which is not tobacco leaf (lamina and stem). 
Anything that is not tobacco leaf, which could possibly get mixed into your tobacco, is 
a potential NTRM. 

NTRM prevention is not a new topic. It has been frequently discussed every year 
since company-grower contracting began in 2000. Before then there were awareness 
programs such as “Keep Tobacco Clean” and others.

So why are we still talking about NTRM? Because the message is still relevant. We still 
find NTRMs in the tobacco we buy. The cost of finding and removing NTRM remains 
high. And the risk of NTRMs that do not get detected and end up in the packed leaf 
product or consumer product is extremely great.

To be clear, most growers take NTRM prevention seriously and keep their tobacco free 
of NTRMs. To you, we extend our thanks and respect. You take personal pride in your 
tobacco. You manage your operation closely. We sincerely appreciate your commitment 
to doing things right. 

But a few growers still haven’t gotten the message. This is not to say that any grower 
intentionally puts NTRMs in his/her tobacco. And to be sure, an occasional NTRM 
can accidentally get in tobacco from any grower. The point is that NTRM-free tobacco 
doesn’t just happen. It requires an intentional management program or set of steps that 
is implemented and followed every day by every worker who handles your tobacco or 
who is in the areas where your tobacco is handled during all market preparation tasks. 

This means that you must daily monitor and supervise all workers and work sites where 

your tobacco is taken down, 
stored, stripped, baled, stored, 
and delivered. NTRM prevention 
is not a one-time training at 
the beginning of the stripping 
season. It has to be an everyday 
monitoring (and re-training if 
needed). Your workers must 
adopt the same mindset you have 
and take ownership for helping to 
prevent NTRMs. 

NTRM prevention really is serious 
business. In 2017, we did not 
renew contracts of some growers 
because of repeated NTRMs 
found in their tobacco. And that’s 
not a decision we want to make or 
take lightly. 

Prior to company-grower contracting, there was a mindset among some that 
tobacco could not be traced back to the grower once sold or that there would be no 
consequences if NTRMs were detected. Those days are gone. Today, we inspect every 
bale we purchase as it enters the processing line at the stemmery. Each bale is opened 
and observed. Whatever is inside the bale is revealed. And the grower ID bale tag is still 
with that tobacco. 
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Most bales from most growers are free of NTRM. So, when NTRMs are detected, that tobacco stands out noticeably. And 
unfortunately, a bad apple or two has the potential to spoil the whole lot, since tobacco from multiple growers is blended 
and packed together. The individual grower’s reputation is clearly at stake, but so too is the reputation of U.S. burley 
growers in general in the global market if NTRMs are not prevented. Thus, we must all work together to prevent NTRMs. 
This must be a standard practice for all growers all the time. It’s that important.

Now let’s talk about some specific NTRMs and their prevention. First, do not put floor sweepings in the bale box. You may 
pick up whole leaves from the stripping room or barn floor, but sweepings do not go in the box. Sweepings contain dirt, 
suckers, stalk pieces, stick pieces, twine, and other types of NTRM. Second, do not put throw out leaves in the middle of 
a non-throw-out grade bale. That’s called nesting. Third, make sure that all workers take breaks and eat meals in an area 
away from the tobacco handling areas. Why? Because otherwise there is a greater probability that NTRMs such as food 
and snack wrappers and drink cans or bottles will accidentally get in your tobacco. 

Fourth, make sure that clothing items and tools (such as gloves, wrenches, hammers, etc.) are not left on the stripping 
bench, grade boxes, or baler. Fifth, workers should not carry items in front pockets of shirts or coats when handling 
tobacco, because front pocket items can easily fall out into the tobacco.

Sixth, remember that all rubber, plastic, foam, 
and styrofoam are NTRMs. So are feathers. 
Furthermore, grass, weeds, straw, and hay are 
NTRMs. And, all metal, glass, and electronic 
devices. 

It can be an accident that NTRMs get into tobacco, 
but it is not an accident that tobacco is NTRM-
free. NTRM prevention is an intentional and 
ongoing part of your daily operation during market 
preparation. And whether in tobacco accidentally 
or not doesn’t change the fact that the NTRM 
is there. The consequences are the same. We 
sincerely appreciate your efforts and commitment 
to delivering NTRM-free tobacco. This is in your 
best interest and the best interest of the U.S. burley 
industry in the global marketplace. Thank you!

NTRM IS SERIOUS BUSINESS continued

•  Tobacco is the most grown crop in 
the world that is not used for food or 
feed.

•  Cultivation of tobacco is considered 
to have begun around 6,000 BC in 
South America.

• Twenty pounds of eggplant contain 
as much nicotine as a cigarette.

•  A single tobacco seed capsule (from 
one flower) can produce as many 
as 3,000 seeds. With the possibility 
of several hundred flowers on one 
plant, more than a million seeds can 
be produced by a single tobacco 
plant.

Tobacco 
Tidbits

BSC lost a great leader on July 31, 2017 with the 
passing of Mr. George Marks, President.

George was born November 21, 1944, to the late 
Arthur and Cynthia Patch Marks in the Hickory Point 
community near Clarksville, TN. George graduated 
from Clarksville High School and received a Bachelor 
of Science degree in agriculture from the University of 
Tennessee.

If there was ever a man born to be a farmer, it was Mr. 
Marks, as he was a man of the earth and loved farming. 
He operated a dairy and grew corn, beans, wheat, and 
tobacco on his century farm. He was active in many 
agriculture organizations, serving as the Past President 
of the Tennessee Farmers Co-op and as a former board 
member of the Montgomery County Co-op. He was 
also a Board Member of the Montgomery County Farm 
Bureau for many years and a committee person with 
the Farm Service Agency. He served two terms with the 
Montgomery County Planning Commission. George 
was a member of the Excell Baptist Church and a charter 
member of the Blue Wing Hunting Club.

Mr. Marks will be remembered for his relentless 
sacrifice of his time and constant efforts to work to 
improve the lives of burley farmers through his nearly 
30 years of service as President of BSC. Mr. Marks was 
a gentleman and a kind man that was well received by 
the industry worldwide. He was a prudent businessman 
and was always thinking big and thinking to the future. 
He was responsible for opening many markets around 
the world to BSC growers.

Mr. Marks showed persistence and compassion as he 
guided BSC through the most tumultuous period of 
time for the industry, including the push for the tobacco 
buyout and the necessary reorganization that followed. 

He will be greatly missed and we are thankful to his 
family for the time he spent with our organization and 
the leadership he provided.

TRIBUTE TO
GEORGE MARKS

As the 2017 burley marketing season draws near, growers often ask about the potential strength of the 
upcoming market and what to expect for 2018. Since 2014, burley growers worldwide have been suffering 
from an overall oversupply of burley. While there has been a lot of news lately about the potential impact 
of significant new policy efforts to curb smoking and new products designed to replace cigarettes, we 
have witnessed an improvement toward a more balanced supply and demand for burley.

Unfortunately, this improvement is not because of stronger demand but rather the result of growing 
challenges in some production areas around the world. In Africa, growers faced significant weather 
challenges in several countries and had much lower volumes of production. Malawi, the world’s largest 
producer of burley, ended up producing nearly 40 percent less burley than last year. Additionally, much 
of the prior-crop inventories in South America and Africa have now been sold, resulting in a much better 
opportunity from the supply side.

While production levels in other countries affects the short-term opportunities for burley producers in 
the USA, the overall decline in demand for burley will continue in the long term, due to reductions in 
cigarette sales. But, while the market is getting smaller, it still remains quite large with more than 5.5 
trillion cigarettes to be consumed worldwide in 2017. 

Besides the weather, which is never predictable, much of the uncertainty in the long-term outlook for 
burley hinges government regulations of the industry. 

Perhaps the most concerning news recently was from the United States Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA). At the end of July, the FDA announced a new plan to regulate nicotine in cigarettes to “non-
addictive levels”. The FDA is exploring a plan to eventually reduce nicotine levels in cigarettes by 90 
percent or more while at the same time implementing regulations that encourage smokers to switch to 
new electronic nicotine delivery devices, such as electronic cigarettes, vaporizers, and heat-not-burn 
products. This is a policy shift that will significantly affect growers as other regulatory bodies around the 
world follow suit.

Additionally, one of the world’s largest companies has been talking about creating a “smoke-free future” 
by encouraging its customers to stop smoking and switch to smoke-free products, going so far to seek 
support from governments to phase-out cigarettes in exchange for new “smoke-free” devices. Not only 
is public sentiment about vapor and heat-not-burn products changing, but now there is also a strong 
push from the manufacturing side, and this will expedite change. It is still unclear how the adoption of the 
heat-not-burn products will impact producers of flavor burley like that grown in the USA, but it is certainly 
more positive compared to vapor products, since much more tobacco leaf is used in the production of 
heat-not-burn products.

So where does this leave us for the 2017 marketing season? While the long-term outlook remains 
uncertain, the burley market is definitely in a more balanced position than it was at this time last year. 
The 2017 USA burley crop will likely end up in the range of 150-160 million pounds or just over 13.5 
percent of total world production. It appears that world production of burley should total just over 1.1 
billion pounds for 2017, more than 15 percent less than 2016. Based on current cigarette production, 
approximately 1.2 billion pounds of burley are currently needed worldwide to satisfy demand, resulting 
in a slight, short-term shortage. To be sure, African volumes will rebound quickly and any shortage that 
results in increased sales of flavor burley should be satisfied by the end of 2018.

BURLEY MARKET  OUTLOOK
By Daniel Green, BSC 
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