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• Although tobacco is grown in more
than 100 countries, just four coun-
tries -- Brazil, China, India and the
United States -- account for two-
thirds of total global production.
Only two countries -- Malawi and
Zimbabwe -- are significantly
dependent on export earnings from
tobacco.1 

• Only 18 countries derive more than
1% of their total export earnings
from tobacco. In only four of those
18 countries do tobacco exports
account for more than 5% of total
export earnings.2

• Imports of cigarettes and other
manufactured tobacco products
deprive many countries of badly
needed foreign exchange. Out of
194 countries surveyed, two-thirds
imported more than they exported in
1998. Ten countries lost more than
$100 million, including Lebanon,
Russia and Vietnam. And, of the 
62 countries which had a positive
balance of trade in manufactured
tobacco products, half earned less
than $20 million, while three (the
United States, United Kingdom, 
and the Netherlands) earned over
$1 billion.2

•  The tobacco industry estimates that
globally, 33 million people are
engaged in tobacco cultivation.
However, this figure includes not
only farmers who rely entirely on
tobacco, but also farmers who grow
other crops besides tobacco, sea-
sonal laborers, family members and

other part-time workers. Of these 33
million, approximately 15 million are
in China and 3.5 million in India.3

Industry Manipulation 
of Tobacco Growers
Cigarette companies have sought to
publicly link themselves with tobacco
farmers as a means of putting a
“human face” on the industry. By try-
ing to convince tobacco farmers that
the public health community and the
World Health Organization (WHO) are
out to destroy their source of liveli-
hood, the companies hope to enlist
farmers’ opposition to sensible tobac-
co control regulations. 

• A 1985 report from Philip Morris
details the company’s efforts to
“enlist the help of our natural allies
such as the…growers” to oppose
tobacco tax increases and other
anti-smoking measures. The docu-
ment states that the company has
“already helped organize growers
in a number of countries” including
Malawi, Zimbabwe, Thailand and
Argentina.4 Another Philip Morris
document from 1989 suggests the
creation of a “global agro-lobby”
citing as some of the benefits the
“purity of the agro-lobby” and “use-
ful Third-World bias” and noting
that agricultural issues are the
“weak flank of WHO.”5

In the past year, the tobacco industry
and its allies have repeatedly warned
that the proposed Framework

Convention on Tobacco Control
(FCTC) is a “potential economic
catastrophe for many tobacco grow-
ing nations” and have been trying to
mobilize growers to oppose it.6

• According to the World Bank, even
under the most optimistic tobacco
control scenarios, global tobacco
consumption is projected to
increase over the next three
decades. If current trends continue,
the absolute number of smokers will
increase from the current 1.1 billion
to 1.6 billion in 2025 (due in part to
an increase in global population),
even as overall prevalence falls in
some countries. While future
declines in consumption will clearly
reduce the number of tobacco farm-
ing jobs in the future, this will occur
over many generations. There is
simply no realistic scenario under
which anyone farming tobacco
today will be put out of work as a
result of the FCTC. 7

A much greater threat to the viability
of tobacco growers are the practices
of the tobacco companies. By
encouraging more and more coun-
tries to cultivate tobacco, by pressur-
ing for the elimination of price sup-
port systems, by spending tens of mil-
lions of dollars designing cigarettes
containing less tobacco, and by play-
ing off countries against each other,
the companies are attempting to drive
down the global price of tobacco leaf
in order to ensure continued profits.8
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Tobacco Companies Profit 
at the Expense of Farmers
•  In a number of developing countries,

tobacco companies provide farmers
with loans, equipment and technical
assistance. Many of these farmers
find themselves heavily in debt to the
companies and, since the companies
control the price of tobacco, are
unable to extricate themselves from
tobacco cultivation. In Brazil for
example, officials predicted in 1998
that approximately 35% of the tobac-
co growers would finish the harvest
owing more money to the companies
than they earned. The companies
are “strangling the growers,”
according to a local official. “Each
year they come up with a new way
to squeeze the growers tighter.”9

• Between 1990 and 1998, Philip
Morris’ international tobacco profits
more than tripled, from $1.3 billion to
$4.97 billion.10 At the same time,
tobacco company executives have
seen their salaries soar. In 1999,
Philip Morris Chairman Geoffrey
Bible collected $20.6 million in
salary, bonuses and stock options.11

Tobacco farmers for the most part
have not shared in this wealth. In
1998, the average U.S. tobacco farm
had a net income of only $19,597.12

• From 1980 to 1998, the tobacco grow-
ers’ share of each dollar spent in the
United States on a pack of cigarettes
dropped from seven cents to about
two cents, while the cigarette com-
panies’ share increased from 37 to
49 cents. Since then, the tobacco
growers’ share has shrunk even fur-
ther, while the cigarette companies’
share continues to grow.13

Case Study: Brazil
Brazil is the world’s largest exporter of
tobacco. Two U.S.-based companies,
Universal Corporation and Dimon Inc.,
have contracts with nearly half of
Brazil's tobacco farmers, while Souza
Cruz, a subsidiary of British American
Tobacco (BAT), contracts with most of
the rest. Farmers must sign a contract
in advance promising to only sell their
crop to one company and then are
legally bound to purchase seeds, fer-
tilizers and pesticides from that same
company. The companies determine
how much land will be cultivated and
how much of each type of fertilizer
and pesticide must be used. Company
inspectors make regular visits to the
farms to make sure their guidelines
are being followed. Even though
Brazilian leaf sells for about half the
price of U.S.-grown leaf, this has not
satisfied the companies.14 In the past,
prices for different grades of tobacco
fluctuated according to supply and
demand. Following a growers’ strike in
the late 1980s, however, the compa-
nies “tightened the pricing noose” by
banding together. In an effort to keep
production costs even lower, the
tobacco companies now “decide
prices among themselves, and punish
growers heavily should they decide to
sell elsewhere....the big companies
join together to estimate the growers’
cost of production plus a modest 
margin. To help enforce their control,
the companies hold back a share of
the farmer’s payment until the entire
harvest is delivered.” Farmers who try
to withhold their crops over grading
disputes often have their crops seized
by police acting on behalf of the 
companies.15

Other Issues

Child Labor
Although the tobacco sector is not
unique in its use of child labor, the rig-
ors of working the tobacco crop
places the health and physical devel-
opment of children at risk. The use of
child laborers in tobacco production is
widespread in the major tobacco pro-
ducing countries including Argentina,
Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, Malawi,
the United States and Zimbabwe.16 In
Brazil, for example, some 520,000 chil-
dren under the age of 18 work on
tobacco farms, 32% of whom are
younger than 14.17 Those companies
(mostly foreign) that purchase Brazil’s
tobacco have reportedly asked that
school schedules be rearranged so
that children would be available to
work in the fields.18

Health Hazards
In many countries, people working in
the tobacco fields are continually
exposed to dangerous agro-chemi-
cals, many of which are provided
directly by the tobacco companies. An
instruction leaflet given to tobacco
farmers in Kenya, for example,
includes the recommendation that dur-
ing the three month period from
seedbed to transplanting, there should
be 16 separate applications of pesti-
cides.19

The risks begin during the preparation
of the soil, where highly toxic fumi-
gants such as methyl bromide are
often used to kill nematodes and other
soil organisms. During the course of
cultivating the crop, tobacco workers
are directly exposed to chemicals
such as aldicarb, butralin, and endo-
sulfan which can cause damage to
eyes, skin, internal organs, and are
potentially carcinogenic and muta-
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genic. Exposure to these chemicals
poses a considerably higher risk to
children than adults since exposure in
the early years can lead to a greater
risk of cancer, damage to the child’s
developing nervous system and cause
immune system dysfunction.20

Workers picking tobacco have been
reported to experience green tobacco
sickness (GTS), a type of nicotine poi-
soning which is caused by the absorp-
tion of nicotine through the skin.21 GTS
is characterized by symptoms that
may include nausea, vomiting, weak-
ness, headache, dizziness, abdominal
cramps, difficulty in breathing, as well
as fluctuations in blood pressure and
heart rates. Researchers in the United
States have found that moisture on
tobacco leaves greatly increases the
severity of GTS because it enhances 

the absorption of nicotine, a toxin, by
the skin. Since harvesting often
occurs under wet conditions, including
morning dew, avoiding exposure is dif-
ficult.22

Recent Developments
•  In recent years, tobacco growers

and the public health community in
the United States have established
on an ongoing dialogue on issues of
mutual concern. This could perhaps
be replicated in other countries.23

• Many scientists believe that the
tobacco plant can be genetically
engineered to produce vaccines 
and medicines. This holds great
potential as an alternative source 
of income for those currently culti-
vating tobacco.24

Resources on the World Wide Web
Tobacco Briefing Room (United States
Department of Agriculture, Economic
Research Service)
www.ers.usda.gov/briefing/tobacco

Eric Lindblom, False Friends: The U.S.
Cigarette Companies’ Betrayal of
American Tobacco Farmers
(Washington: National Center for
Tobacco-Free Kids, 1999)
http://tobaccofreekids.org/reports/
falsefriends/

Panos Institute, “Tobacco: The Smoke
Blows South” (1994)
http://www.oneworld.org/panos/
briefing/tobacco.htm
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