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J.R. 'fearful’' over tax hike

Cheaper cigarettes could lure discount retailer's customers to other states

By PEGGY LIM, Staff Writer
CORRECTION

A story Friday on Page 1B incomectly reported that J.R. Discount Cutlet in Selma sells Cuban cigars.
J.R. does not sell cigars made in Cuba. It describes its cigars as "Cuban altermatives.”

ik

SELMA — J.R. Tobacco's red, white and blue billboards along Interstate 95 yell at drivers: "Waming:
Lowest Prices on Earth!" "Discount Cigarettes.” "Lotsa Neat Stuff 4 Cheap." "Get off now!"

The company, which bills itself as the largest cigarette dealer in North Carolina and the world's largest
cigar dealer, has about 100 signs along the interstate near Selma. They draw about 2 million cars each
year to the company's Selma store, J.R. Discount Qutlet, according to J.R. officials.

J.R.'s business has done so well in Selma that the company expanded, opening stores in Statesville in
1993 and Burlington in 1988. Not only are the company's three outlets in the state, but North Carolina
also is the home of its mail-order cigar business and warehouses.

But as the state tax on cigarettes increases - from a nicke! a pack now to 30 cents a pack in September
and 35 cents a pack in July -- some in Johnston County fear J.R. will lose customers and flee North
Carclina.

Advocates of the tax increase say it will help fill a hole in the state's budget and pay for rising health-care
costs. But it also means that North Carolina will be surmounded by states with lower cigaretie taxes.

J.R. officials say they aren't planning to relocate yet but are concemed about the impact of the tax
increase.

"We're fearful," said Luther Starling. a Smithfield lawyer and J.R.'s lobbyist. "We don't know what the
effects are going to be."

Some J.R. customers, such as Colby Cain, 29, an iron worker from Maryland, say the higher tax will
push them to other states, where cartons will be $4 to $6 cheaper. Cain, who has visited J.R. six times in
the past two years, said he will probably stock up in Virginia, where the tax is 30 cents a pack, or South
Carolina, where it is 7 cents.

"I've even driven 40 to 50 miles to Virginia to get a discount from Maryland,"” said Cain, who stopped
Tuesday at J.R. on his way 1o visit his mother in Myrile Beach, 5.C.

J.R. plays an important role in Johnston's tourism. Combined with the Carolina Premium Outlets just
minutes away in Smithfield, J.R. has helped make outlet shopping the No. 1 attraction in the county, said
Doug Fisher, communications manager for the Johnston County Visitors Bureau.

The Selma outlet contributes about $2 million a year in state and local tax revenues from cigarette sales







