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Abstract

The introductory part of the paper entitled " The place and significance of tobacco in Macedonia – from the past to the present ", is focused on the fact that tobacco occupies a special place in the structure of agriculture with enormous socio-economic significance for our country and in the past decades, the production of tobacco, and especially oriental tobacco in Macedonia, is characterized by enviable quality and world reputation.

Taking into account the importance of tobacco, its production should be directed towards obtaining higher income per unit area and of course higher quality raw material. The agricultural sector in Macedonia is of great importance for the development and advancement of the economy and, together with forestry and fisheries, is the third largest sector (after services and industry) in the country.

The starting point for constructing the theoretical part of the paper will be the reports from the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Water Management of the Republic of Macedonia, the State Statistical Office, data from the World Bank database, etc.

In the empirical part, the scientific method will be used - statistical analysis conducted on data obtained from survey questionnaires, whereby the data analysis will be carried out with the method of descriptive explanation of the results obtained from the research, with the mandatory application of the comparative method.
In the concluding observations, the socio-economic importance of tobacco for the country, the importance of good organization, planned production and the strategic management approach are highlighted.
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Introduction
From an economic perspective, tobacco production holds significant importance for our country, which is known as a producer of high-quality oriental-type tobacco. This fact alone highlights how crucial tobacco cultivation is for the economic development of the nation and how deeply tobacco is embedded in the economic growth projections and calculations for the country.

The economic and social relevance of tobacco production is further underscored by the fact that around 30,000 families rely on it as their primary source of livelihood. In this context, it is essential to continue with the established strategy - namely, the ongoing policy of subsidizing tobacco, intensifying negotiations and discussions with foreign investors who could enter this market to bring in knowledge, production technology and incentives to increase the quantities produced, as well as to boost demand for tobacco. This would help improve market conditions and the price agreed upon between producers and buyers.

The entry of major cigarette-producing companies such as Philip Morris and Imperial Tobacco is highly significant for Macedonia. These companies never invest in countries randomly - they base their decisions on detailed analyses that ensure expected returns. Such analysis has revealed to them that Macedonia has strong potential for producing high-quality tobacco, particularly oriental types, and that our country takes care of both tobacco growers and the tobacco industry. This stands in contrast to many European countries where cigarette manufacturing plants are being shut down.

Macedonia must remain focused on developing this sector, which brings over 120 million euros in annual foreign currency inflow. For this reason, a coherent and comprehensive vision for the development of agriculture and rural areas is needed - a well-designed strategy for agricultural development in all its segments, including tobacco production. This means the primary focus should be on institutional development, a new approach to organizational and managerial operations, and technical-technological changes and innovations. Technological advancement and innovation continue to be vital for agricultural and rural development, but they must be supported by appropriate management structures in the sector. In other words, it is necessary to design, implement, and continuously revise the specific measures of economic and agricultural policy that are essential to support investment in agriculture, including:
· Maintaining healthy and stable macroeconomic and trade policies that encourage investment in agriculture;

· Improving the functioning of markets for input production factors (labor, agricultural land, and capital) and outputs at the local, national, and international levels;

· Strengthening and improving the quality of human capital through appropriate education and access to productive resources;

· Establishing a strong institutional environment that enhances market access, ensures the dissemination of information, defines standards and provides an adequate legal and regulatory framework;

· Providing research services that develop productive technologies;

· Improving marketing, transportation and communication infrastructure to support timely access for agricultural producers to seasonal and long-term capital and production inputs, as well as providing strong incentives through agricultural product pricing policies;

· Protecting natural resources and the environment.

The adherence to and implementation of these measures - supplemented and adjusted according to current trends and conditions - would represent a guiding framework for the development of tobacco production in Macedonia.

Results and Discussion
Macedonia is a country with over 200 sunny days annually, making agricultural production - including tobacco cultivation - highly feasible due to favorable climatic conditions.

On the other hand, the significance of tobacco production as a branch of agriculture is immense and irreplaceable, as it involves 10-12% of the population, and together with the tobacco processing industry, accounts for 16-18% of the total working-age population in Macedonia.

For this reason, it is essential that Macedonia respects and follows its strategy for the development of tobacco production, which is aligned with the directives of the European Union - the integration into which remains our strategic goal.

This strategy includes the following measures: 

• Measures for support and state aid (subsidies) to agricultural holdings engaged in tobacco production;
• Ensuring the continuous and sustainable development of tobacco production;
• Increasing competitiveness and maintaining the traditional reputation in the tobacco market.
Chart 1. Three Pillars of the Tobacco Production Development Strategy
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According to the potential of Macedonian tobacco, along with the measures undertaken by the state from various aspects, it is expected that in the foreseeable future these will have positive effects on the tobacco sector in Macedonia.

Experts working on tobacco production and its development, based on their projection methods, foresee an increase in tobacco production in the coming period. However, it is important to also emphasize the intentions of the other side. All governmental and non-governmental organizations and associations at the global level that, through their analyses, hold an anti-tobacco stance.

To mitigate these anti-tobacco pressures, the European Union and global progressive policies require that tobacco production in the upcoming period comply with established standards related to public health, the health of agricultural crops, environmental protection and animal welfare. Additionally, it is particularly important for agricultural land to be maintained in good agricultural and environmental condition. This means producing high-quality tobacco that is in market demand, while simultaneously preserving the environment from pollution caused by excessive use of fertilizers, agrochemicals and various waste materials.

In the European Union, if farmers fail to meet these standards, the amounts of direct payments are reduced or completely withdrawn for the year in which the standards are not met.

Based on the demands of the global market, the scientific and technological advancements in the world, and the available natural, productive and human (labor) potentials, it can confidently be stated that today - and even more so in the future - there will be an increasing need for:
● Raising the quality of tobacco production to a much higher level, taking into account the demands of buyers;  

● Efficient and effective production, where emerging and potential problems can be more easily identified and organizational entities can effectively manage them;
● Increasing motivation and job satisfaction among employees (engaged personnel) through better utilization of technical and technological advancements, greater use of tools and mechanization, which largely replace physical labor and reduce the time required for production operations and processes;
● Guaranteeing the quality of tobacco and tobacco product production and ensuring secure market placement;
● Continuously developing research, educational, and advisory activities to raise awareness for the proper implementation of Good Agricultural Practices (GAP); 

● Raising awareness of quality in overall operations among all individuals involved in the company or farm;
● Integrating economic and environmental goals - i.e., increasing income while preserving the environment, maintaining healthy crops and supporting the favorable existence of all living organisms;
● Developing opportunities to create alternative (combined) income through expanding tobacco production with other supplementary products or services;
● Taking care of environmental protection through a publicly declared policy;
● Establishing systems to monitor tobacco production - i.e., developing continuous monitoring mechanisms;
● Developing a program to minimize harmful environmental effects caused by the organization's activities;
● Establishing a system for achieving set goals through data monitoring, internal audits, etc.
Tobacco production in Macedonia, after the transitional period - especially during the last decade of the 20th century - has remained relatively stable in terms of the production of oriental tobacco, which continues to be cultivated without major disruptions. The fluctuations in primary tobacco production that occasionally occurred before and after the transition are the result of a characteristically dry decade, as well as issues related to privatization, economic policies and pricing policies toward this crop.

Due to these causal factors influencing the oscillations in tobacco production, concrete measures are being taken - particularly in the form of subsidies - which apply to agricultural production as a whole and to tobacco growing as a part of it.

The tobacco-producing region in Macedonia is characterized by commendable quality and a globally recognized reputation. Efforts are needed to further develop the production and economic policy through the implementation of a development strategy, which includes a pricing policy as a necessary stimulus for tobacco production.

Compared to neighboring countries, Macedonia, as a traditional producer of oriental tobacco, maintains relatively stable production. The country possesses exceptional potential for the cultivation of high-quality, small-leaf, aromatic types of tobacco - that is, oriental tobacco, which enjoys a high degree of global demand and is essentially its own sole alternative.

In the period from 2000 to 2005, there were no major fluctuations in the production of either oriental or large-leaf tobacco types such as Virginia and Burley, which emerged during that time and did not exceed 6% of domestic production.

Chart 2. Structure of Tobacco Production in the Republic of North Macedonia in the period from 2000 to 2005
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Source: State Statistical Office – MAKSTAT Database, FAOSTAT, World Bank

The future of tobacco production will always depend on various factors, but the favorable soil and climate conditions, along with the long-standing tradition, form a basis for greater development and year-on-year growth.

In the 2005 harvest, 8,741 hectares were planted and 27,691 tons of tobacco were produced, while the average for this six-year period amounted to 23,600 tons of tobacco. 

In the period from 2006 to 2010, a trend of increasing both the number of tobacco producers and the cultivated tobacco areas is evident in Macedonia. Namely, from 15,808 hectares in 2005, the area planted with tobacco increased to 18,846 hectares in 2010.

In 2010, 30,280 tons of tobacco were produced in Macedonia, with an average price of 136.6 MKD, while the average for this analyzed period was 19,764 tons of tobacco.

According to research data from the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Water Economy, the State Statistical Office and the MAKSTAT database, the changes occurring in the global strategic development of the tobacco sector in our country can be observed. The increase in land under tobacco cultivation, as well as the growing number of tobacco producers, indicates that year by year, interest in tobacco production is rising, establishing it as a key economic crop that enables employment and generates profit for the Macedonian population.

Furthermore, buyers are seeking continuous tobacco production in order to focus more on purchasing prices and to increase the foreign currency inflow into the country, which protects this so-called "yellow gold."

Chart 3. Structure of Tobacco Production in the Republic of North Macedonia in the period from 2006 to 2010        
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Source: State Statistical Office – MAKSTAT Database, FAOSTAT, World Bank

In the period from 2011 to 2015, despite fluctuations in global tobacco production, Macedonia stood out among countries in the region by having the highest number of tobacco producers per capita. The tobacco sector engaged around 16% of the working-age population. This highlights, above all, the social dimension of tobacco production, which employs a large labor force and remains a labor-intensive process. It has a greater capacity to absorb workers than any other industrial crop.

Chart 4. Structure of Tobacco Production in the Republic of North Macedonia from 2011 to 2015
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Source: State Statistical Office – MAKSTAT Database, FAOSTAT, World Bank
When it comes to the quantity of Macedonian oriental tobacco in relation to the total global production of oriental tobacco, it can be concluded that our role in this area is quite small. However, our priority must be quality. We must not allow any deviations in quality, nor in the typological and varietal purity of our tobacco. If we want to maintain our exports and retain traditional buyers-especially in this time of misinterpreted varietal liberalism-it is essential to adhere to the legal regulations and acts governing tobacco production and tobacco as an industrial crop.

Global policy and the strategic development of the tobacco sector in Europe are closely interconnected. As a candidate for European Union membership and an active participant in the global tobacco market, our country must follow the guidelines and principles of the European integration framework for agricultural development.

In the period from 2016 to 2020, Macedonia was affected by a series of socio-economic, political and economic turbulences which led to uncertainty in the agro-complex. 
In the 2016 harvest, according to data obtained from the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Water Economy of the Republic of North Macedonia, 16,379 hectares were planted and 25,443 tons of tobacco were produced; in 2017, 22,885 tons of tobacco were produced; in 2018, 25,547 tons of tobacco were produced; in 2019, production amounted to 26,234 tons of tobacco; while in 2020, it amounted to 26,112 tons of tobacco. The average for this period is 25,244 tons of tobacco, which represents an increase compared to the average of the previously analyzed periods and is a good indicator of the progress of the economic policies for tobacco in Macedonia.

If all the measures continuously offered by the European Commissions for the protection and advancement of agriculture, as well as the IPARD funds, are utilized, they will greatly contribute to the developmental course of tobacco production in our country.

In Macedonia, in 2018, 14,802 hectares of tobacco were planted, 34,104 contracts were signed with 9 purchasing companies, and 23,430 registration forms were issued. The total agreed quantity for purchase amounted to over 29,000 tons of tobacco. Compared to the 2017 harvest, 57 more registration forms were issued for tobacco production in 2018, and over 4,700 more contracts were signed. There was also an increase in the planted area of tobacco - by 387 hectares.
In 2019, 14,127 hectares were planted, while in 2020, there was a slight decline to 11,936 hectares of tobacco. 
Chart 5. Structure of Tobacco Production in the Republic of North Macedonia from 2016 to 2020
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Source: State Statistical Office – MAKSTAT Database, FAOSTAT, World Bank

The trend of stabilization in tobacco production in Macedonia continues in the following years, specifically from 2021 to 2024, which is clearly visible in Chart 6 below.
Chart 6. Structure of Tobacco Production in the Republic of North Macedonia from 2021 to 2024
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Source: State Statistical Office MAKSTAT – database, FAOSTAT, World Bank

The data in the chart shows a stable trend in tobacco production, with the exception of 2023, when there was a decrease in produced quantities to 14,412 tons. To maintain stability in production, it is necessary to continue the policy of subsidies and incentives by the state. Macedonian tobacco production, supported by government subsidy policies, should increase in the future since production in Greece, Bulgaria, and Turkey will continue to decline - the trend in production of this type of tobacco in Balkan countries shows a further linear decrease. Albania and Serbia have very small and almost negligible quantities of oriental tobacco.
The main strategic priorities of the state regarding the development of tobacco production should be: initial capital, human resources, modern mechanization, consultations with scientific institutions and organizations, and of course, market policy and pricing policy.

Increasing capital investments will contribute to greater socio-economic development of tobacco production in Macedonia. Most of the unemployed population, especially in the Pelagonia region, make their livelihood precisely through tobacco production. Economic and social factors have a particular influence on tobacco production in our country because the ultimate goal of every farming activity is to achieve an economic effect.
In other words, the goal of every state is greater economic and strategic success in the field of active farming of those crops that generate the greatest profit but at the same time create the most employment for the population. Through proper management, huge success is achieved in the work of entrepreneurs and a reduction in production costs, and simultaneously an increase in tobacco productivity as a crop that brings the greatest economic benefit, which flows into the state budget.
Conclusions
The previous elaborations indicate the fact that efforts are directed towards proving that tobacco production, specifically the production of oriental tobacco, has real developmental potential over a long-term period, viewed from the perspective of global demand for the presence of oriental tobacco types in tobacco blends used in the production of quality cigarettes, as well as for other, broader needs for this type of tobacco on a global level. Additionally, tobacco production in our country provides a condition for improving the social and economic status of a large part of the population, engaging nearly all family members, creating work habits (of course, within the framework of preventing child labor abuse) among young people, thereby possibly steering them away from bad habits and addictions, as well as generally improving the financial benefits for our state.

From a future perspective, tobacco production, with certain fluctuations, shows a stable trend of movements, with slight upward trends in global production, which our country must follow and adapt to accordingly.

For the population oriented towards agricultural production, and especially tobacco production, it is of primary importance to create and build a perception of security and future in this sector, which requires developed management of all activities and appropriate motivation. Positive stimulation and motivation will ensure greater efficiency and effectiveness in operations, reduce production costs, increase productivity, and improve business results.

The Republic of North Macedonia should not foresee measures to reduce tobacco production because, due to the sensitivity of the socio-economic aspect, this issue should be left for resolution in the future period, after the possible accession of Macedonia to the EU, when tobacco production plans will be aligned with the regulations of the European Union.
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