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Kentucky agriculture has moved beyond tobacco

LIAM NIEMEYER
KENTUCKY LANTERN

CLARK COUNTY, Ky. — Ken-
neth Anderson’s father taught him
what to look for in high-quality
tobacco, cured for weeks in the
rafters of a Clark County barn.
How to “grade” or rate the quality
of the different parts of the plant,
looking for slight variations of
the deep brown color of the dried
leaves.

“Tobacco’s always been a crop
that you survived on,” Anderson
said as he drove his truck over the
rolling hills of his land on an early
September morning. “Tobacco
paid the bills. It paid for the farm.
[t sent kids to school.”

Growing the cash crop is a
part of a family tradition that’s
stretched across four generations
for Anderson. He first rode a
tractor when he was six years old.
By the age of 14, he was high in the
tobacco barn rafters himself as he
placed plants along tobacco sticks
to be cured in the fall.

In high school, he’d go on to win
ribbons in county and regional to-
bacco competitions through Future
Farmers of America. Just this year,
he won several tobacco contests at
the state fair.

Growing up was a time when
“every farm had a small acre,
small acres” of tobacco, Anderson
said. In 1978, a few years after
he graduated from high school,
more than 700 of the 962 farms
in Clark County grew the crop,
according to federal data. [t was a
crop — dark tobacco traditionally
grown in Western Kentucky and
burley tobacco grown elsewhere
— that dominated the state’s farm
economy, bringing in on average
about a quarter of approximately
$3.4 billion in annual revenue for
Kentucky farms each year during
the 1990s.

But Anderson, now 69, also
believes change is inevitable. That
change has been dramatic over the
roughly two decades for the crop
he’s grown to know so well. Near-
ly 60,000 farms grew tobacco in

the 1990s to now less than 1,000
as of 2022, according to federal
agriculture census data.

By his estimate now, there’s less
than 10 tobacco growers left in
Clark County.

“I didn’t foresee it, the changes
that have happened,” Anderson
said in his soft-spoken voice. “I’ve
always heard it said, ‘You may not
want to be the first to change, but
you don’t want to be the last.””

Anderson pulled up in his truck
next to a tobacco barn, where one
of the last few tobacco growers
in his county was having migrant
workers from Mexico hang the
plants in the rafters. Anderson
doesn’t grow the crop anymore,
but he leases his land to 45-year-
old Jeremy Jones, who grows it on
contract for a tobacco company.

The laborers, hired as seasonal
labor through H-2A visas, worked
to music as they lifted themselves
on the beams high in the barn
to do the labor of “housing” the
tobacco. Over several weeks, the
air will cure the tobacco, draining
moisture from the plant’s stems
and wrinkling the leaf into a dark
an.

“You see it from start to finish.
You’ve touched it. You’ve done it.
You know, it’s a sense of pride in
the end to know that you’ve started
it and completed it, and that’s what
you do to make your living,” said
Jones, standing inside the barn.

For the farmers who still grow
it, there’s a feeling of accomplish-
ment with raising the labor-inten-
sive crop from a seed as small as a
“pinhead.”

But even as Kentucky agriculture
has moved beyond reliance on the
crop, some of those farmers also
wonder what’s been lost — com-
munity, culture and learned prac-
tices and knowledge handed down
by generations — as the number
of tobacco farmers continues to
dwindle in the state.

A sea change in Kentucky agri-
culture

University of Kentucky agricul-
ture economist Will Snell points to
multiple reasons for the dramatic

decline of Kentucky tobacco, some
reasons more evident than others.

Rates of smoking and tobacco
consumption across the country
have fallen drastically over the
decades, driving down demand
for domestic tobacco. The falling
rates coincide with nationwide
efforts to discourage smoking and
tobacco consumption, cited by
the American Lung Association
as a driving reason why Kentucky
remains among the top states for
new cases of lung cancer. Newer
products with nicotine — vapes,
nicotine pouches — generally use
little to no nicotine from Kentucky
tobacco.

That trend of falling demand for
tobacco, along with competition of
cheaper tobacco grown overseas,
led Congress in 2004 ending the
federal price support program for
tobacco farmers that had been in
place since the Great Depression.
'The program controlled how much
tobacco each farmer could grow
in an effort to manage the supply
and selling price of the cash crop.
Farmers received more than $9
billion in buyout payments when
the program ended; Kentucky
received about $2.5 billion in
payments.

Snell, who was working at the
University of Kentucky at the time
of the buyout, calls the roughly 20
years since the buyout in Kentucky
agriculture to be the largest “struc-
tural change of any ag economy of
any state.”

“We’ve lost about 80% of the
market, maybe 90% of the grow-
ers,” Snell said about Kentucky to-
bacco. He compared it to if Illinois
lost 80% of their corn production,
or if Wisconsin lost 80% of their
dairy production.

“How in the world would they
survive?” Snell said.

But overall, Snell said Kentucky
agriculture economy has been able
to largely rebound from a past
reliance on tobacco.

In the 1990s, according to
federal data compiled by Snell,
Kentucky’s farm economy aver -
aged about $3.4 billion in annual

revenue, with tobacco making

up about 25% of the revenue.
Tobacco now accounts for only a
little more than 2% of revenue in
2025, according to a University of
Kentucky estimate. But agriculture
revenue is now up to $S8.3 billion,
with livestock — poultry, cattle,
horses — making up over 60% of
the state’s revenue. Cattle farmers
in Kentucky have grappled with
their own financial challenges
while dealing with tariffs, compe-
tition from abroad and the loss of
farmland.

He said diversification of the
agricultural economy in the wake
of the tobacco buyout, with help
from the state in the form of grants
to farmers encouraging diversifi-
cation, is a large part of the state’s
success in moving beyond tobacco.

Republican Kentucky Agri-
culture Commissioner Jonathan
Shell told the Lantern that various
boards and efforts, ranging from
the Kentucky Agricultural Finance
Corporation to the Kentucky Agri-
culture Development Board, have
helped with providing farmers
more options.

Shell also believes there’s still an
opportunity to support Kentucky’s
remaining tobacco farmers, one
way through stronger tariffs
against foreign tobacco imports, to
bolster the demand for domestic
growers. He said even with efforts
to tax “out of existence” cigarettes,
tobacco farmers still “deserve the
same representation as everybody
else” in the agriculture commu-
nity.
“I think that there is potential,
maybe not for growth in the indus-
try, but at least for the hemorrhag-
ing to stop, to where the farmers
feel like their profitability has
increased, or they’re able to raise
enough to where that they can
sustain their operation,” Shell said.

But that does not mean ev-
ery farmer made it through the
massive transition. Snell said
smaller tobacco farmers in Eastern
Kentucky couldn’t compete by
growing smaller plots of tobacco
after the buyout when competing

with other farmers who could
win larger contracts with tobacco
companies to grow more.

Another organization that small
tobacco farmers relied on was the
Burley Tobacco Growers Coop-
erative, founded in Lexington in
1922. The late writer Wendell
Berry, whose father helped co-
found the cooperative, praised the
organization for making small to
mid-sized tobacco farms viable by
setting production quotas for each
farmer and stable pricing for the
crop; Berry argued that stability
supported the larger economies of
agrarian communities.

That cooperative dissolved in
2020 after struggling to find its
footing, including making a failed
investment in growing hemp,
following the 2004 buyout.

Robert Bach, a 80-year-old
farmer from Bath County who
helps his son raise beef cattle, was
one of those Eastern Kentucky to-
bacco farmers. He still keeps a few
burley tobacco plants growing in
his backyard garden, even though
his wife says they take up too much
room.

“It’s just part of Kentucky histo-
ry. [U’s just it’s hard to give history
up for me anyway,” Bach said.

Bach grew up in Northern Ken-
tucky and moved to Bath County
in the late 1970s after serving in
the Vietham War, helping his
wife’s family grow tobacco and
raise cattle. He said growing burley
tobacco was one of the main ways
to make a living in Bath County;
the tobacco check helped buy
Christmas gifts.

He said tobacco companies are
still providing contracts to those
who can grow larger acreage of
tobacco. But for him, he bowed out
of the industry a few years after the
buyout, keeping the tobacco plants
in the garden to remind people of
the past.

“We’ve had a couple people
come visit us and wanted to know
about what a tobacco plant looked
like because they hadn’t seen any
of it. I just take them out to the
garden,” Bach said.

No other worldview holds
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seem, materialism contra-
dicts itself, suggesting that it
cannot be the one true worl-
dview but instead something
logically false. Therefore,
in the words of the apostle
Paul, there is “a more excel-
lent way” (cf 1 Cor 12:31).
The final step in Pearcey’s
worldview comparison
model is to present the
rationality and coherence
of the Christian worldview.
No doubt, we have been
at length uncovering the
tell-tale signs that all false
worldviews exhibit when
compared with Christianity.

To be sure, it is only the
Christian worldview that
starts with an all-powerful,
all-knowing, and all-loving
God who created the whole
of mankind as spiritual be-
ings in His image and after
His likeness. And it is be-
cause of that spiritual image
shared between Creator and
creature that imparts ever-
lasting and infinite value to
all human beings rather than
reducing them to impersonal
conglomerations of atoms
and molecules.

The notion that all men are
created equal under one God
is not a human-contrived
concept attributed to God,
but rather God’s design
inherent in all humans.

a higher view of human
equality and dignity than
Christianity. In truth, it is
only within the Christian
worldview that true uni-
versal human rights can be
established and grounded in
something higher than man
himself.

That is not all. All
non-Christian worldviews
fail to explain at least some
aspects of the human ex-
perience. As an inevitable
consequence, these worl-
dviews sit in contradiction
between what they profess
and what we know about
the world. The Christian
worldview, however, does
not hold any tenets that

contradict our experiences.
For instance, Christianity
not only validates the exis-
tence of the physical realm
that we see in nature (atoms
and molecules), but also the
immaterial realities of the
mind (consciousness, ratio-
nality, free will, etc.) that
the materialist worldview
denies. Christianity, then, is
not compelled to deny one to
save the other.

Finally, it is only the
Christian worldview that
does not self-contradict
what it holds to be true. It
does not argue that some-
thing does not exist (such
as the materialist’s denial
of human free will), all the
while they live life as if it

does. At some point, all oth-
er worldviews do this—they
are internally contradicto-
ry, rendering them false.
Uldmately, using Pearcey’s
worldview comparison
model, all other worldviews
are found to be built upon

at least some false premises.
For these reasons, one can
only conclude Christianity
stands as the one and only
true worldview.

Ty B. Kerley, DMin., is
an ordained minister who
teaches Christian apologet-
ics and relief preaches in
Southern Oklahoma. Dr.
Kerley and his wife, Vicki,
are members of the Waurika
church of Christ, and live
in Ardmore, OK. You can
contuct him at dr.kerley@
isGoddead.com.
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Peter wrote, “That the
genuineness of your faith,
being much more precious
than gold that perishes,
though it is tested by fire.”

The heat of the trail will
show us our need for growth
and refining. The key to
the test s that Jesus already
knew what He was going
to do. The key to our faith is
to recognize that the Lord
already knows the answer

before He asked. It wasn’t
long that Phillip, with the
other disciples, stood in
amazement as they saw
thousands fed by a little
boys’ lunch.

Jesus, sleeping on the boat
during the raging storm as
the disciples were in panic,
is another example of this
truth. Jesus knew they were
going to make it to the other
side. As the hymn states,
“Trust and obey, for there’s
no other way to be happy in
Jesus, but to trust and obey.”

Paul wrote, “Being confi-

dent of this very thing, that
He who has begun a good
work in you will complete

it until the day of Jesus
Christ.” Trusting Him with
our past, present and future
is true peace. “For [ know
the thoughts that I think
toward you, says the LORD,
thoughts of peace and not of
evil, to give you a future and
a hope.”

During the trials and test
of life, we can have confi-
dence that God’s thoughts
toward us are the best. He’s
the only one that can go out

into our future and come
back and tell us everything’s
going to be all right.

PUBLIC NOTICE

Alpha Recovery and Repair LLC
1439 Old HWY 90 Bronston, KY
42518 606-416-7755.

The following Vehicle will be
auctioned off or scrapped if not
claimed within 14 days.

2008 Ford F-150

VIN# 1FTRF12218KB62861

Owner: LAWSON, Joseph H
Lien

Holder: A+ LOANS, LLC

LOST

She is extremely skiddish.
Spayed and has had puppy shots.
Orange lead may be attached.

Lost near Dudley Hill Ramp
$500 Reward for safe return.
TEXT OR CALL 859-547-9010




