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Carthage, NC –   This is a tobacco town in the middle of a tobacco state.  Carthage is also the county seat of Moore County, but its major significance is the presence of several tobacco warehouses servicing the surrounding area.  The daily collision of competing economic forces within these buildings ultimately affects every American who smokes – or who pays federal taxes.
Billy Carter owns and operates one of these warehouses.  This is not the peanut farmer, named Billy Carter, from Plains, Georgia with a formerly famous President-type brother.  This Billy Carter is pure North Carolina.  His father and grandfather before him both owned and operated tobacco warehouses here in Carthage.

This Billy Carter lives tobacco.  His livelihood depends on the weather and his ability to deliver for local farmers what is painted in large letters across the front of his warehouse:  HOME OF THE TOP DOLLAR.  What also affects Carter’s income, and that of the entire farming community which he serves, is federal policy made in Washington, and corporate strategy made in the boardrooms of the major tobacco conglomerates.

In early August this year piles of tobacco in Carter’s warehouse were being auctioned at prices ranging from $1.00 to $1.95 per lb., depending on the quality of the leaf.  One pound of tobacco produces an amazing quantity of cigarettes under modern processing techniques.  The tobacco companies now use everything, including ground up stems, and, according to farmers’ estimates, turn that pound of leaves into nearly 100 cartons of cigarettes.  You can do the math on the potential profit for the tobacco companies, which, of course, deny these statistics and treat the exact conversion figure as a state secret.

Nearly one-third of the tobacco sold here last week went to the Flue-cured Tobacco Stabilization Corporation, a federally-funded price support program, funded by you, the taxpayer.  If a farmer’s tobacco is of sufficiently high quality to be graded by an inspector, “stabilization” guarantees the farmer a support price at a rate set by the federal government.  This tobacco is then stored, dried, and later offered for sale to domestic and foreign corporate buyers, sometimes at a profit, but often at a loss.  No one knows exactly how much this process costs the American taxpayers – whether smokers or not.
Some of the large tobacco companies have recently created a new alternative for themselves.  They have purchased large tobacco farms in Brazil and are now growing their own tobacco for return shipment to the U.S.  This tobacco reaches the company plants at a cost of about 65 cents per lb. As you can imagine, this development enrages Billy Carter and all American tobacco growers because they see their livelihoods directly threatened - even more than by the government’s programs to discourage smoking. They blame the federal government as much as R.J. Reynolds, et.al., because the government sets the low quotas on the amount of acreage allowed for tobacco production.  This keeps domestic tobacco prices artificially high.

As in so many other areas, federal intervention in the marketplace has provided a degree of stability and protection to an inherently risky and volatile situation.  The cost, however, is enormous, both in terms of tax dollars and, in the long term, ultimate harm for the farmers and the entire nation.  Stabilization destabilizes normal competitive pressures and results in a gross distortion of free enterprise.  The ultimate irony is that tobacco, the crop which enabled many of our original colonies to become economically viable, may soon become predominately an import from abroad.

I thought you might like to know.
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