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OMAHA: The bil l ionaire f inance guru Warren
Buffett, who complained recently that he did not
know where to put his money, said Saturday he has
invested billions of dollars so far this year, even as he
took jabs at Wall Street. Buffett, 91, took questions
for five hours at the much-anticipated annual share-
holder meeting of his holding company Berkshire
Hathaway in Omaha, Nebraska, its first in-person
gathering since before the COVID-19 pandemic. He
did so along with his r ight-hand man Charl ie
Munger, who is 98.

The event, dubbed a “Woodstock for Capitalists,”
draws thousands of shareholders from around the
world to hear the investment wisdom of Buffett,
revered among investors as the “Oracle of Omaha.”

As markets vacillated since the start of the year,
Berkshire Hathaway spotted bargains and bought
shares worth more than $51 billion from January
through March. For example, it raised its investment in
oil company Chevron from $4.5 billion in late 2021 to
$26 billion in late March. Chevron is now among the
top four of the holding’s investments, along with
American Express, Apple and Bank of America.
Berkshire Hathaway also acquired a 14 percent stake
in Occidental Petroleum.

It bought an 11 percent stake in computer maker
HP, as well, and increased its share of video game
maker Activision-which is being acquired by
Microsoft-to 9.5 percent. Berkshire sold shares worth
$10 billion over the same January to March period.
Bottom line, Berkshire’s war chest of cash on hand
dropped from $147 billion to $106 billion. But Buffett
said investors need not worry because Berkshire “will
always have a lot of cash” to weather hard times.
Joining him and Munger on the podium were vice
president Greg Abel-at 59, he is Buffett’s designated
successor-and company executive Ajit Jain.

Profits down 
Buffett took some pot shots at Wall Street, saying,

“They make a lot more money when people are gam-
bling than when they are investing.” He said the fact

that his company acquired 14 percent of Occidental
Petroleum in just two weeks shows that “overwhelm-
ingly large companies in America, they became poker
chips.” Of cryptocurrencies, he said: “Whether it goes
up or down in the next year or five or 10 years, I don’t
know. But the one thing I’m pretty sure of is it doesn’t
produce anything.” The question of succession at
Berkshire Hathaway is a big one because of the age of
Buffett and Munger, but neither said anything about
retiring. Before the meeting, Berkshire said its net
profit plunged by 53 percent in the first quarter due to
a drop in the paper value of its investments. Berkshire
listed net profits of $5.5 billion, down sharply from the
$11.7 billion of the year-earlier period.

Operating profits of companies owned by the con-
glomerate-ranging from insurance companies to ener-
gy providers and even frozen desserts-remained
essentially unchanged, at $7.04 billion. A drop in
profits from insurance companies was compensated
by profits from rail lines, energy firms, manufactur-
ing, services and retail sales, said a statement from
Berkshire Hathaway. But the value of its investments,
which can be volatile from one quarter to the next,
plunged amid the year’s market weakness, leading to
a paper loss of $1.58 billion. Buffett regularly advises
his shareholders to ignore quarterly fluctuations,
whether positive or negative. The value of Berkshire
shares themselves has held up well-rising seven per-
cent since the beginning of the year, while the S&P
500 index, representing the 500 biggest Wall
Street-traded firms, lost more than 13 percent.

Earnings slump
Berkshire Hathaway, the holding company of billion-

aire businessman Warren Buffett, saw its net profit
plunge by 53 percent in the first quarter due to a drop
in the paper value of its investments, it said.

The announcement came as the corporation pre-
pared for a much-anticipated annual shareholder meet-
ing Saturday in Omaha, Nebraska, its first in person
since before the COVID-19 pandemic. The event,
dubbed a “Woodstock for Capitalists,” draws thousands

of shareholders from around the world to hear the
investment wisdom of the 91-year-old Buffett, revered
among investors as the “Oracle of Omaha.” Berkshire
listed net profits of $5.5 billion, down sharply from the
$11.7 billion of the year-earlier period.

Operating profits of companies owned by the con-
glomerate-ranging from insurance companies to energy
providers and even frozen desserts-remained essentially
unchanged, at $7.04 billion. A drop in profits from insur-
ance companies was compensated by profits from rail
lines, energy firms, manufacturing, services and retail
sales, said a statement from Berkshire Hathaway. 

But the value of its investments, which can be volatile
from one quarter to the next, plunged amid the year’s
market weakness, leading to a paper loss of $1.58 bil-
lion. Buffett regularly advises his shareholders to ignore
quarterly fluctuations, whether positive or negative.

Among Berkshire’s most important holdings are
shares in American Express, Apple, Bank of America
and Chevron. The value of Berkshire shares themselves
has held up well-rising seven percent since the begin-
ning of the year, while the S&P 500 index, represent-
ing the 500 biggest Wall Street-traded firms, lost more
than 13 percent. Berkshire appears, moreover, to have
taken advantage of falling share prices to scoop up
some bargains, spending more than $51 billion to
expand its portfolio. It sold shares worth $10 billion
over the same period. During the meeting Saturday,
shareholders will have a chance to put their questions
to Buffett, the company’s CEO, as well as his even old-
er right-hand man, 98-year-old Charlie Munger.
Joining them will be vice president Greg Abel-at 59,
he is Buffett’s designated successor-and company
executive Ajit Jain. — AFP 

Berkshire quarterly earnings slump as shareholders gather

OMAHA: A woman looks at the screen with a live view of Berkshire Hathaway CEO Warren Buffett (left) and Vice
Chairman Charlie Munger  at the Berkshire Hathaway Shareholders Meeting at CHI Health Center in Omaha, Nebraska
on April 30, 2022. — AFP

LILONGWE, Malawi: Staff of a tobacco buyer and processing company record details of purchased tobacco at the
Lilongwe Auction Floors in Lilongwe.— AFP

NEW YORK: In this file photo taken on April 01, 2022,
Union organizer Christian Smalls speaks following vote
for the unionization of the Amazon Staten Island ware-
house in New York. — AFP

Warren Buffett details spending 
spree, takes jabs at Wall Street

As tobacco burns 
out, Malawi 
looks to cannabis
NAMBUMA, Malawi: Under a scorching sun at a
trading post in Malawi, Chikumbutso Chekeni and his
wife head to their tobacco sheds to dry their newly
harvested leaf. Nambuma, 35 kilometers (20 miles)
northwest of the capital Lilongwe, used to be a thriv-
ing farming town, buoyed by vast tobacco farming
businesses. Today, even during harvest season the
town is sleepy, leading some farmers to think about
switching from tobacco to the newly legalized mari-
juana. Malawi is one of the world’s poorest countries
but a major tobacco producer, ranking first in the
world for burley and seventh for overall production.

No other economy is more dependent on the
leaf. Government statistics say over 70 percent of
the nation’s export income comes from tobacco.
“The main challenge we face as farmers is the issue
of low pricing, which is really killing us,” said
Chekeni, who has been farming tobacco for 22
years. Returns from tobacco, dubbed the ‘Malawi’s
Green Gold’, have dwindled over the past decade
due to declining global demands driven by anti-
smoking campaigns. Despite the low prices, he sees
no other option but to continue farming. This is the
only business he knows.

This year has particularly been bad. Low vol-
umes and low prices at the auction floors in
Lilongwe forced the Tobacco Commission to cut
trade to three days a week. Even on those three
days, sales last only an hour. “The future of tobacco
farming is bleak,” said grower Yona Mkandawire.
“By now we should have a lot of tobacco in the
warehouses and more trucks at the receiving bay,
but there is a lot of empty space here.” Despite a
sharp decline of tobacco earnings over the years,
Malawi’s government still calls it a “strategic crop”
and defends the country’s continuing investment in
its production. Last year tobacco earned Malawi
$173.5 million, down 27 percent from the year
before, the Tobacco Commission said. 

‘Malawi Gold’ 
Tobacco Commission chief executive officer

Joseph Chidanti Malunga told AFP that this year’s
harvest will be 50 million kilograms short of what
the buyers are looking for. But he insisted Malawi
needs tobacco because it’s the only crop earning
foreign currency. “We cannot abandon this no mat-
ter how,” he said. “All we do now is to make sure
that we produce tobacco that is compliant with
what the customers want.”

During the first week of sales, prices were down
more than 20 percent from last year, according to
local media. The price drop has seen some farmers
try out new crops, including the recently legalized
cannabis.

Malawi legalized cannabis farming for medicinal
and industrial use in February 2020. Falice Nkhoma,
who is part of the Tilitonse Cooperative for
Cannabis Growers, has dumped tobacco because of
falling prices. “I have been growing burley tobacco
from 2014... but with very little benefit because the
prices were always low,” said Nkhoma. She has little
to show for producing the so-called green gold. “So
this year, when I heard that some people would be
growing cannabis, I was really excited. I have
bought the seeds, and hopefully cannabis farming
will bring me good returns,” she said.

It’s about time Malawi diversified its economy,
said Betchani Tchereni, economics professor at the
Malawi University of Business and Applied
Sciences.

“We just have to restart the economy. If it’s soya,
then let’s do soya. If it’s cannabis, then let’s concen-
trate on cannabis,” he said. But cultivation licenses
could be prohibitive for some aspiring farmers.
Growers, who operate in groups of around 30, have
on average to cough out $10,000 per collective in
farming license fees alone. Easing the process of
obtaining cannabis licences would give farmers an
immediate boost.

“It takes just about three months to mature, and
then boom, we have the forex,” said Tchereni.

“Licenses can’t be this expensive.” Cannabis
growing is not new in Malawi, but has yet to devel-
op to industrial scale. According to a 2011 World
Bank report, Malawi’s hemp, known locally as
‘chamba’ or ‘Malawi Gold’ is among “the best and
finest” sativas in the world. —AFP

Christian Smalls, the 
unlikely union leader 
who took on Amazon
NEW YORK: In his colorful jacket emblazoned with the
slogan “Eat the rich,” Christian Smalls is accosted from
all sides as he walks by the bus stop where he spent
countless hours trying to convince Amazon employees
to form a union. The president of the Amazon Labor
Union (ALU), which caused a stir in early April by
becoming the e-commerce giant’s first union in the
United States, walks the sidewalk he knows so well in a
New York industrial area. He will soon learn if, after the
win at the JFK8 warehouse, he has convinced employees
of the sorting center located across the street, LDJ5, to
unionize. The vote took place from April 25 to 29, and
the counting will begin on Monday. “There are good
vibes,” he says.

A week before the result, seasoned trade unionists
want to take their picture with him, journalists assail him
with questions, and members of his team ask him about
the organization. He has just shared the podium with two
stars of the American left, Bernie Sanders and Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez, and is preparing to lead a new rally.
Smalls, 33, unemployed, worked in the JFK8 warehouse
until March 2020. With the outbreak of the Covid-19
epidemic, and faced with a still little-understood and
devastating virus, he protested against the lack of pro-
tection and called for a walkout. The protest did not
draw crowds but it did gain attention, at least at Amazon.
Smalls was fired two days later, officially for quarantine
violations.

Meals, cannabis and bonfires 
According to an internal memo that leaked to the

press shortly afterwards, a senior Amazon official said
that Smalls was “not smart, or articulate,” and that he
should be made “the face of the entire union/organizing
movement” “I demonstrated that,” Smalls told AFP two
years later. In the meantime, he protested outside several
residences of Amazon founder Jeff Bezos to defend the
rights of essential workers during the pandemic.

He also went in the spring of 2021 to support activists
trying to form a union at an Amazon warehouse in
Alabama. It was after that trip that he and his small team
decided to try their luck in New York, on their own
terms and without support from a traditional labor
organization. Smalls became a mainstay at the bus stop,
where he waited for shifts to change so he could chat
with employees. Others-his friend Derrick Palmer and a
few employees persuaded of the need to fight, as well as
a handful of activists who deliberately got hired at
Amazon to join the struggle-worked the break rooms.
They listened, tirelessly explaining what a union is,
bringing in food, distributing a little cannabis. To reach
the night shifts, they sometimes lit bonfires.—AFP

Russia says could 
seize assets of 
‘hostile’ countries
MOSCOW: Russia suggested Sunday that it could
seize the Russian-based assets of countries it deems
hostile in retaliation for a US proposal to sell off
Russian oligarchs’ assets and pay the proceeds to
Ukraine. “As far as companies based in Russian terri-
tory are concerned whose owners are citizens of hos-
tile countries and where the decision has been taken”
to seize Russian assets, “it is fair to take reciprocal
measures and confiscate assets,” said the speaker of
Russia’s lower house of parliament, Vyacheslav
Volodin. “And the proceeds from the sale of these
assets will be used for our country’s development,” he
said on his Telegram channel. Volodin accused “a cer-
tain number of hostile countries-Lithuania, Latvia,
Poland and even the United States”-of flouting inter-
national law and “resorting to pure theft”.

Volodin said that “today, Russian businessmen are
buying foreign companies operating in Russia, and
purchasing the shares of partners who want to quit our
market”. He urged “hostile” countries to “act in a civi-
lized manner and respect international law.”

Volodin’s remarks came after US President Joe
Biden announced a proposal to ratchet up economic
pressure on Russia, with enhanced seizure and forfei-
ture procedures allowing oligarchs’ seized assets to be
“sold off” to “remedy the harm Russia caused and to
help build Ukraine.” “A dangerous precedent has been
set, which could boomerang back on the US itself,”
Volodin said. “This decision won’t affect our country’s
economy. The yachts, villas and other assets of rich
(Russian) citizens contribute nothing to the develop-
ment” of Russia, he said. — AFP

Germany slashes 
energy reliance 
on Russia
BERLIN: Germany said Sunday it has made progress
in sharply reducing its reliance on Russian energy, a
strategic shift Europe’s biggest economy has
embarked on since Russia invaded Ukraine. Russian
supplies now make up 12 percent of Germany’s oil
imports compared to 35 percent previously, the econ-
omy ministry said in a statement. Coal from Russia has
also been slashed to eight percent compared to 45
percent of Germany’s purchases previously.
Dependence on gas remains substantial, but Europe’s
biggest economy had also reduced its Russian sources
to 35 percent of the total compared to 55 percent
before Russia’s aggression in Ukraine.

The government had in March laid out plans to
halve oil imports from Russia by June and to end coal
deliveries by the autumn. Germany is also expected to
be able to largely wean itself off Russian gas in mid-
2024. “All these steps that we have taken require an
enormous effect from all players and they also mean
costs that are being felt by the economy and con-
sumers,” said Economy Minister Robert Habeck.

“But they are necessary if we no longer want to be
blackmailed by Russia,” he stressed. The reliance of
Europe’s biggest economy on Russian energy has
been exposed as an Achilles’ heel as Western allies
scramble to penalize Vladimir Putin for his attack on
Ukraine. The export giant has since been racing to find
alternative energy suppliers to replace Russian con-
tracts. — AFP


