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Good morning, Mr. Chairman and members of the committee. Thank you for inviting me here today to talk about a topic I know very well.

I grew tobacco in Guilford County, North Carolina, for more than 30 years. I dealt with dry weather, wet weather, the steady decline of quotas, and the end of the federal price-support system.

As North Carolina’s Commissioner of Agriculture, I have seen tobacco production bottom out following the end of federal price supports. And I have seen it rebound.

North Carolina produced nearly 385 million pounds of flue-cured tobacco on 171,000 acres last year. We are still the nation’s leading producer of flue-cured tobacco, despite the fact that we now have less than 3,000 tobacco farmers. That might seem like a lot, but in 2002, we had 8,000 tobacco farmers.

When it comes to tobacco, I have seen a lot. But I have never seen the situation facing North Carolina’s tobacco farmers today.

Tobacco farmers are under siege. First, Congress raised the excise tax on cigarettes by 62 cents a pack. Now many states are lining up to do the same. In North Carolina, Governor Perdue has recommended raising the tax on cigarettes by $1 per pack.

The consequences for our farmers will be severe. The increase in the federal excise tax hasn’t even taken effect yet, but it has already impacted North Carolina farmers. Cigarette companies have reduced 2009 contracts with our farmers by as much as 50 percent.

If the state excise tax goes up, too, our growers will be hurt even more. And, this increase could also lead to job losses in the manufacturing sector.

Tobacco manufacturing employs more than 10,000 North Carolinians and pays average wages of more than $86,000 a year. That’s more than twice the state’s private industry average of $39,000. The last thing North Carolina – or any state – needs right now is more lost jobs.

In addition to higher taxes, Congress is considering regulating tobacco. Congressman Waxman’s bill would put tobacco under FDA oversight. This is ill-advised. FDA’s focus right now should be, and needs to be, on food safety. Expanding FDA’s mission would dilute its effectiveness in protecting our nation’s food supply.

Chairman McIntyre and Indiana Congressman Buyer have introduced a bill that would create a new agency within the Department of Health and Human Services to oversee tobacco products. One of the things I like about this bill is that it would not subject farmers to additional regulations on the way they grow tobacco. That’s good.
North Carolina growers increasingly rely on export markets. In fact, tobacco is our most valuable agricultural export, valued at more than $1 billion. Additional regulation would put our growers at a competitive disadvantage in international markets.

Agriculture is by far North Carolina’s largest industry, with a $70.8 billion economic impact. Tobacco manufacturing represents almost $24 billion in added value for North Carolina’s economy.

On average, a single tobacco plant is worth 71 cents in revenue for a U.S. farmer. That same plant will yield an average of $15.74 in state and federal taxes on tobacco products. This money supports a variety of economic and health programs. A decrease in tobacco revenues will ultimately hurt states’ ability to carry out programs that benefit many citizens.

In closing, I want to say that farmers must endure many hardships. They have to deal with the weather and manage their input costs amid fluctuating commodity prices. As I’ve said many times though, the single greatest factor in a farmer’s ability to make a living isn’t the weather, but government policy.

I urge you to make wise policy decisions concerning the future of our nation’s tobacco farmers. Your decisions will ripple throughout the states, in communities both large and small. If you regulate and tax U.S. tobacco farmers out of business, America will become reliant on foreign tobacco that is not subject to the same high standards. The situation will be no different from the many problems with imported foods that our nation has experienced in recent years.

Please choose wisely. Thank you.
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