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TONY MARX: Good evening. I’m Tony Marx, the President of the New York Public Library, I want to welcome you all to this magnificent building and to the Schwartzman Building and the Bartos Forum, and welcome to all of our guests who are watching us online and on video. The theme of Howard G. Buffett’s book 40 Chances resonates deeply with the mission of the New York Public Library. We are the open center for the free dissemination of knowedge. More people come to the New York Public Library in a year than in every cultural institution and professional sporting team in this town combined. (applause) 

The life of the mind and of imagination and of aspiration is far from dead in New York or in America or in the world at large. This is the place where people come for their first chance to accomplish something, something great, and to find inspiration in the accomplishments of others. That’s why the New York Public Library last month launched an after-school program that will address the needs of twenty thousand students in this city. It’s why this library system is the largest free provider of English-language instruction to a town of immigrants and why we’re going to increase those programs tenfold. It’s why we are the leading free provider of computer skills training and will increase that sixfold. It’s why we now make directly available to 1.2 million public school students in this town access and delivery to any of the 17 million circulating books in our collection, and it’s why we aspire to make everything in the library, every book, every document, every map, every archive, available online to all the creators of knowledge throughout the world. It’s a great moment for the library and a great honor to have you with us tonight. We thank our sponsors Morgan Stanley. We thank them for their support of the library, we thank you for your support of the library. And now join me in welcoming the Director of LIVE from the NYPL, Paul Holdengräber.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. Thank you, Tony. Thank you for your trust and your unmitigated support. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and as Tony said, I’m the Director of LIVE from the New York Public Library. As all of you know, my goal here at the library is quite simply, it’s to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when successful to make it levitate. 

Not since LIVE from the New York Public Library featured Jay-Z, Keith Richards, and President Clinton, has there been such a tremendous and immediate response—we sold out in less than an hour—to an event as tonight for Warren Buffett, Howard G. Buffett, Howard W. Buffett, and Tom Brokaw, so one might say that Jay-Z, Keith Richards, and President Clinton are in good company tonight of the Buffetts and our moderater Tom Brokaw. 

I’m happy to announce two programs we recently added to our list. On November 5th, at the Morgan Library, I will be speaking with Lou Reed about Edgar Allan Poe. There’s a wonderful exhibition at the Morgan on Poe with many of the items on loan from our special collections housed in the Henry W. and Albert A. Berg Collection of English and American Literature here at the New York Public Library. The Morgan and the New York Public Library house two of the most important collections of Poe materials in the United States. On November 12th I will be interviewing Mike Tyson, who is releasing his memoir, Undisputed Truth, and recently as many of you know had a one-man show on Broadway produced by Spike Lee. You may be interested to note that the New York Public library also has one of the largest collection of books and journals on boxing in the country. As David Margolick wrote in Beyond Glory, his intensely interesting book about the historic fight between Joe Louis and Max Schmeling, “In all of my explorations, the New York Public Library was the mothership. It is one of mankind’s towering achievements.” Be sure also to join us this coming Tuesday, October 29th, when Nico Muhly and Ira Glass, the host of This American Life, a copresentation with the Metropolitan Opera of Nico Muhly’s new opera, Two Boys, which is now at the Met. I highly recommend you go and see it. Nico is the youngest composer, thirty-two years old, to have an opera featured in the venerable institution that is the Met, so kudos to the Met.

I am pleased to welcome LIVE from the New York Public Library’s first-ever season-long presenting sponsor, Morgan Stanley. We are thrilled to have them onboard for the entire fall season and are grateful for their support of LIVE and the Library. In particular, we’d like to thank David Dwek, Michael Gallery, Heather McHatton, and all of Morgan Stanley for their help making such a successful collaboration, (applause) and I’m sorry for my mispronunciation of some names, but with a name like Holdengräber . . . 

We’d also like to thank Ann Kelly and Robert Lalka of the Howard G. Buffett Foundation for all their help making tonight’s event possible and I would like to thank the Producer of LIVE from the New York Public Library, Aisha Ahmad-Post, for making sure tonight runs smoothly and elegantly. So thank you. (applause) As you heard we are live streaming this event tonight and welcome those of you watching at home to join the conversation online using—I’m not sure what I’m saying—the hashtag #LIVENYPL. (laughter) For those of you in the audience here in the Celeste Bartos Forum please join us after the event for a book signing with Howard G. and Howard W. Buffett after this conversation.

Now tonight’s event. In 2006, Warren Buffett posed the following challenge to his son: “If you had the resources to accomplish something great in the world, what would you do?” In response, Howard G. Buffett set out to help the most vulnerable people on earth: nearly a billion individuals who lack basic food and security. And he gave himself a deadline: forty years to put more than three billion to work on this challenge. 40 Chances: Finding Hope in a Hungry World chronicles his journey through forty stories set in his own backyard and in some of the most difficult and dangerous places on earth. 

Now, over the past seven years, as many of you know, I’ve asked my guests to give me a biography of themselves in seven words. A haiku of sorts, or if you’re extremely modern, a tweet. Warren E. Buffett gave me these seven words: “Bargain hunter. Value keeper. Ukulele player. Chairman.” (laughter) Howard G. Buffett gave me these seven words: “An optimistic pessimist who farms and shoots.” Howard W. Buffett: “A regular guy with an amazing family.” Now it is a pleasure for me to welcome back Tom Brokaw, who I had the pleasure to interview some two years ago, when The Time of Our Lives: A Conversation About America came out. Back then, Tom Brokaw’s seven words were: “Curious, talkative, impulsive, impatient, forgetful am I.” His seven words for today are: “Lucky if not wise. Married extremely well.” Please help me to warmly welcome Tom Brokaw together with three generations of Buffetts to the LIVE from the New York Public Library stage. Thank you.

(applause)

Everyone on stage: Thank you.

TOM BROKAW: Ladies and gentlemen, a historic first, the first time that three members, generations of Buffetts have been on the same stage at the same time. This will be Howie 1, you know Warren, obviously, and Howie 2, for purposes of our discussion.

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: I’m the sequel.

(laughter)

TOM BROKAW: May I also say that this has a decidedly Omaha tilt to the evening. The three of them obviously with their roots there. It was the first place that Meredith and I stopped in our long married journey. We went to work in Omaha in 1962 but after a couple of years I looked around and I said, “You know, Meredith, I don’t think it’s possible to make any money in Omaha, (laughter) so maybe we ought to think about moving on.” The coda to that story is that Meredith taught at the favorite high school of the Buffett family in Omaha, Omaha Central, and one of her favorite colleagues was Warren’s aunt, Aunt Alice, who taught English, so our continuing line has been, “When we lived in Omaha, we knew the Buffett who could diagram a really good sentence. We didn’t know the Buffett who was making half the state very rich at the same time.” 

We are very pleased to have all of you here tonight, and I must say, without any prompting from you, this is a remarkable book, and it really is, and because it’s personal, it gets at issues that we all have to be thinking about, and it shows a side of your family and the uses of wealth that I think this country has to be thinking about every day, but let’s talk first of all about the number. Forty chances, you just didn’t come up with that number.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: No, actually, I was at a—in the winter of 2001, I think, I was at the John Deere dealership, which is a dangerous place for me to be go—

TOM BROKAW: You want to buy a combine.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: I definitely shouldn’t say this in front of him, but I will. The John Deere dealership says that I’m his best customer per acre. I try not to let Devon hear that, but we went down to what they call planters’ school, which is to teach farmers how to do better planting, which is a key thing, and he said, “You know, you guys are going about this all wrong,” and that got my attention. He says, “You think about every cycle and every year as a cycle, one after the other, you need to think about the time your dad climbs off, unless you or your sister his son or daughter climb on, you really get about 40 Chances, or forty crops, and forty opportunities to do the best job you can.” It actually made me think about farming a little bit differently but I immediately thought, “Well, I’ve wasted at least ten, so I need to get serious,” and, you know, forty years is about what you get, prime, forty, other than he’s got eighty, but, you know, forty years is what most people have by the time they get out of school, get a little experience to reach their goals, to build a legacy, whatever it is they want to do. That should instill several things in people when they think about that and the most important one is urgency—we don’t have a lot of time to do this. 

TOM BROKAW: I want to know about how you found your way from your early interest in agriculture to where you are now with your foundation and your philanthropy. Warren, when you were watching him grow up, did it surprise you that he had this interest in agriculture and tilling the soil, in part because I’ve always thought your idea of a really bumper harvest is more Dilly Bars at the Dairy Queen probably being sold.

WARREN BUFFETT: Everything he did surprised me. As you can read in the foreword to the book, for the first few years we were seriously considering putting him up for adoption. I mentioned there that our first child was a girl, and seventeen months later or so Howie came along. But after he came along we decided to wait awhile before we had another one. He was a bundle of action right from the beginning. I would say that farming does not surprise me. I mean, he’s always liked machinery, he just liked activity. I wouldn’t have predicted that he would have ended up in farming, but it does not surprise me. One gift my father gave to me was he said, “I’m for you whatever you do.” He said, “I’ve got great faith you can do anything, whatever you pick out,” you know, so a hundred percent with me, and that meant a lot to me, and my wife and I tried to pass that same philosophy on and attitude on toward our children and so on. I’m delighted that he not only became a farmer but he looked at farming as something to be taught to people around the world and make their lives better and he’s been doing it.

TOM BROKAW: In fact it is a calling, especially in the world in which we now live. There’s a phrase that’s going around these days, Warren, that food is the oil of the twenty-first century. Do you think that’s the case?

WARREN BUFFETT: That makes a lot of sense, that makes a lot of sense. It’s very hard to talk to people about anything else if their stomachs are empty. We know a lot about growing food, a lot more than a couple of hundred years ago. But there’s still so much of the world that is really not making the most of the soil under their feet, so I think Howie’s working on the right thing.

TOM BROKAW: Howie 2, which is how I’ll refer to the two of you tonight, you had a foot in each camp. You knew about Omaha, but you grew up in America’s heartland in Decatur, Illinois. Do you think that your generation has an appreciation of the place of agriculture and the production of food and what is required now going forward, especially with the big agribusiness that seems more corporate and seems so impersonal in many ways?

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: You know, Tom, I’ve been pleasantly surprised by how many peers of mine get really excited when I talk to them about farming. Even when I talk to them about soil, they actually light up because they’re not hearing about it otherwise. I think that we’ve got a long ways to go. I think we’ve got a lot of youth that we do want to continue to get interested and engaged in where our food is coming from, whether it’s from a health perspective or from a productivity or sustainability aspect of it, but spending time in Decatur and more importantly to me in Omaha, Nebraska, I’m running into peers all the time who love agriculture, they love the values of hard work and productivity and of being stewards of the land and I can only hope that that continues to grow.

TOM BROKAW: Howie, let’s get to the meat of it if we can. In high school debate you would always define the terms when you began the debate session.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: I was a debater.

WARREN BUFFETT: He was a debater.

TOM BROKAW: We’re going to define the terms.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: All right.

TOM BROKAW: In Africa, when we talk about hunger and about the underappreciation of the agriculture and the potential for it in that continent, the richest continent in the world. Give us not just a snapshot but give us an understanding of what we’re talking about and what the consequences are in the not too distant future.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: Well, you’re talking about a lack of infrastructure, a lack of budget commitment to build rural roads and rural electricity. You’re talking about a system that is difficult to navigate because of corruption and a lower sense of governance that needs to be in place, but one of the things that is a really big challenge specific to agriculture is the lack of capacity for learning and teaching and bringing farmers up to a higher level of productivity. The consequences, and I might, I have to add also, you know, Africa is the most weathered continent in the world in terms of soil, so they got cheated to begin with, if you want to think about it that way in terms of what their productivity capacity was from the beginning, and then they’ve employed a popular approach to to be able to acquire more land, which is called slash and burn, which is where you cut and burn and there’s a lot of environmental destruction, destroys the soil to some degree. And so 75 percent of their soils are degraded. There’s a long way to come back in this story, this is not easy. 

The consequences are mixed, with all the things from that we are watching today in Libya and Egypt and Syria, which is disruption and a public that finally literally takes to the street because they’re hungry because they’re dissatisfied and frustrated. More easily than people realize we could see a very radical Islamic government in East Africa with a few things that would happen that most people don’t even think about. And when people are hungry they do what they what they need to do. There’s a story in 40 Chances about a guy, a young boy named Little Chromite, and when we—you can read the whole story there, I won’t tell it now, but the ending that he asks us, he was a former child soldier in Sierra Leone and he said, “Can you get me to Somalia?” And I said, “Why do you want to go to Somalia?” He’s the only guy that ever asked me to go anywhere other than the United States, honestly. He said, “Because they’ve got a war, and I know how to fight, and they’ll give me a meal, and I’ll be able to eat, sleep, and fight,” and you know when that’s what your life boils down to, that’s a tough challenge.

TOM BROKAW: Warren, I think that it’s fair to say that there’s a certain amount of Africa fatigue in this country. A lot of money has spent on the continent, a lot of checks have been written, the NGOs have made an enormous investment over there, but if you ask the average person on the street, with good reason, they’re going to say I don’t see any difference between now and say, ten years ago. You have funneled your money to the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, where they have an enormous investment in Africa and doing a lot of good work, not just in this area but in medicine and health care generally. Did you have any reservations about that investment going to Africa?

WARREN BUFFETT: No, the basic principle that all of the five foundations that I contribute to follow, is that all human lives have equal value and it’s going to be a long haul on most projects. We didn’t get in these conditions in a day or a week or a month, and there has been progress made. If you look at the number of children that die each year under five, I mean, that number has gone down dramatically. There’s been lots of progress made on various diseases. Now there’s this big attempt to really finally wipe out polio, for example. Well, we won’t know the results on that for maybe five years or something. But these are big projects and I encouraged, I wrote the letter to my three children, and the letter’s up on the Web site, BerkshireHathaway.com, I told them, “If you don’t fail at a number of things I’ll be disappointed. I do not want you to take the easy course of action and just do the small things, which are fine, but you’ve got the chance to swing for the fences, and tackle the important problems, and if you tackle the tough ones you’re going to fail sometimes, but even a single success, you know, can change the lives of people decades from now.”

TOM BROKAW: Howie 2, we’re coming up on the fiftieth anniversary of the assassination of John F. Kennedy, a lot of reflection on who he was, what he meant to this country, and inevitably we come back to the Peace Corps, that he mobilized a whole generation of young people to go out in the world and spread the American dream. Do you think that the time is right to have a reactivation of something like that again and that Africa ought to be a big target, but this time with specific goals in mind about what we want to achieve by whatever date?

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: Well, I will cut anyone in the audience off by saying, “I am no John F. Kennedy,” but I will say that there’s no question that we need a renewed call to action and I found that inspiration in my grandfather and my father and what we’ve done with 40 Chances but what I go back to quite often is actually a quote of John F. Kennedy’s, which is that all of our problems in the world are man-made and therefore they can be solved by man. And I have never seen proof of that more clearly than in these two role models up on stage right here and what they’ve been able to accomplish in a single lifetime, and for me that is what gives me hope, and that’s what I hope can give hope and determination to young folks all over the world to go and dedicate their time and energy, whether it’s in Africa or Afghanistan or Asia, wherever it might be.

TOM BROKAW: Howie, give me a specific program that you have either been witness to or deeply involved in through your foundation in which the metrics have worked, and at the end of a fixed period of time you can say that works, we ought to replicate that wherever we can, or on the other hand, we went down the wrong road there and we’ve got to change?

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: Well, I can give you both. Josette Sheeran’s here tonight, who was a great partner when she was executive director of the World Food Program, and really the two of us partnered on something that was a little risky for her at the time and I got very excited about and it’s called Purchase for Progress, and it’s a way to try to bring farmers that are below the line that can today be in the value chain to try to pull them into the marketplace and we have a very successful program with them, which the metrics are working and can be applied in other countries and can probably be applied at a much larger scale. We’ll bring fifty thousand farmers in four different countries in Central America into the marketplace. That permanently puts them out of poverty and that works. 

You know, we started something really about seven, over seven years ago, called the Global Water Initiative, and that’s an interesting mix of things, because there’s a lot of failure in it, but in the end we just kept adjusting the line as we met, and we would have small successes within the Global Water Initiative, and built some great partnerships with people, but it’s a case where we put too much money and time into something not to see more, but it’s helped us understand how to try and—we made a ten-year commitment, and we’re going into the sixth year this next year, and we have changed the goalposts, changed some of how we’re going to do it, and the partners have worked very hard to do that, so I think, you know, there’s—

And I’ll give you one more example, we’re working in Eastern Congo now, we’re doing stuff nobody else would do. Which is what I love to do, I love to go in and do something that you can’t find somebody else that’s going to do it; that usually means it’s quite risky. We’re going to build the largest power plant in Eastern Congo, or we’re going to fund it, as an—it’s an experiment. We’re going to try—we’re doing that and a number of other things. We’re going to try to use that as a tool to help force a peace agreement and the theory in the past has been you’ve got to wait until there’s stability, and you’ve got to wait until there’s peace, and then you go in and invest, we’re investing right now, and we’re investing a lot of money, and we believe in the people there and the people we’re working with. So we’ll see what happens. It’s a big risk but it’s a huge payoff if it works and we’ve actually got a chapter in the book about the guy that we work with doing it.

TOM BROKAW: And a model around the world for successful agriculture and production is obviously this country, there is no—

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: It’s a model for this country. That’s not a model for Africa, that is absolutely not a model for Africa. Africa should not look like the United States. If I could have a map that no one has the ability to produce today that said in Nigeria and Zambia and Malawi, here’s the areas that work very well, like South Africa, parts of South Africa, where you can have high-productive, high-yielding agriculture, the stuff I love to do, that would be an amazing help, because you’ve got about 600 million farmers in Africa that aren’t going to reach that. Some aren’t going to reach it ever and some won’t reach it for twenty or thirty years, and the other point is if they can reach it, let’s get them there because that will help but it’s not going to be that simple.

TOM BROKAW: Warren, there’s no hotter political hot potato in this country than farm aid, than writing checks to successful farmers, not just those who need the help financially but at the end of the year. You live in Omaha, you have to deal with this. Should we just eliminate farm aid in America?

WARREN BUFFETT: Well, I don’t know about eliminating farm aid, but my guess is it could be done a lot better. But, we have a system where there’s two senators per state and that gives disproportionate relative to the population in many rural states and you know their voices get heard, and so you get subsidies for certain products that I don’t think really make much sense to be subsidizing and Howie would know a lot more about this than I do, but I’m sure it could be improved a lot, but I don’t know the details.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: Actually in the book is disclosed how much federal subsidies I’ve received. I thought that if I was going to talk about them, I better fess up, so—

TOM BROKAW: So what is your take on federal farm subsidies, Howie?

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: Well, I think that, you know, other than the fact that almost anybody sitting in this audience, you know, walks into the supermarket and their kids are going to think that’s where food comes from, so there’s a huge disconnect about where food does come from and what it takes to produce it and produce it well. And so I think that you want a system to make sure we have the kind of food safety, the kind of food accessibility that—the lowest food prices as a percentage of income than anywhere in the world. Those just don’t happen. I mean, you know, that takes a lot of policy and a lot of work. We need to maintain those. The problem that we’ve got now I think under our current policy is we’ve got a—primarily we rely on crop insurance to ensure that if there’s a bad year, you know, I don’t go broke, or I don’t pay the bank back, or I do whatever it takes to stay in business. There’s a difference between being a floor that’s a safety net and something that’s gold-plated, and we have a bit of a gold-plated crop insurance programs and when my neighbors, and last year this did happen, when my neighbors make more money from a crop failure than if they had an average crop that they brought in and sold for an average price, that’s not quite where it should be.

TOM BROKAW: Let’s talk about Africa and its short and long-term future when it comes to food and to starvation. Population rising steadily there. It was what twenty years ago that we were witness to those devastating droughts that were in Eritrea and the Sudan—

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: Ethiopia—

TOM BROKAW: Started We are the World, an enormous consciousness raising that went on. That seems to have faded since then. How great is the danger that we could have a replication of that kind of natural disaster again in which we would be witness to even more starvation?

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: Ethiopia went through one that was close even a few years ago and that’s, you know, there’s some very basic fundamental things and one is you’ve got to have—and this is going to answer your question—you’ve got to have land ownership and land tenure, because if you look at any successful country in the world with agriculture, they have been able to build a system using land as an asset, and people invest in what they own, they don’t invest in what they don’t own. That’s an important thing that is lacking across all fifty-four countries on the continent. You’ve got to have resiliency in agriculture. That takes huge capacity building. That’s why Ethiopia continues to have a problem, not at the magnitude of the seventies and early eighties, but, you know, if you’re not taking care of your natural resources, eventually you start to have a big problem. 

In this country, an amazing statistic is we’ve lost more soil since 1970 than we did in the dust bowl years, but we don’t think about it. So Africa you don’t quite think about it the same way, either, because you see different things and you have different things happening, but there’s a serious threat that if we don’t address some of the very basic fundamentals and the very beginning of that is land ownership and protection of soils and water. If we don’t do that in Africa, you’re going to see a lot more conflict, and you’re going to see more Egypts and more Libyas and more Syrias, and they aren’t all from hunger, but hunger has driven a lot of that conflict, so it’s a serious threat.

TOM BROKAW: Howie 2, one of the things that you’re an authority on is the best use of philanthropy and the management of philanthropy in this country. You look at Africa, from the outside looking in, it seems like there are a lot of people who are rushing to the continent who are engaged in philanthropic exercises, but they’re going on separate paths. Is there enough coordination between the NGOs in terms of what their objectives are and the best way of getting it done and sharing that information?

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: No, there’s definitely not enough coordination. First and foremost, I don’t claim to be an expert in anything, but I have observed a lot and taken a lot of shared observations from my father as well, and the fact that one of our frustrations stems from that exact point that there’s a lot of duplicated activity, there’s a lot of funds that are raised that aren’t used nearly as effectively as they could, and there’s a lot of needless suffering that continues as a result of that. So I think that coordination specifically and looking at ways that organizations can create a more of—a value chain perspective when approaching problems and filling in gaps in those chains is something that needs to be looked at a lot more closely in places all over Africa, actually.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: And Tom, if I could just add—if you look at a lot of things that are happening in Africa today and in other places in the world—we spent a lot of money learning this lesson. This is a painful lesson. A lot of things are based on activities, not based on outcomes, and that’s what we’ve been doing for forty years, and so it takes a mind-set change, and that’s what we wrote this book for, is to think about, you know, taking risks, being innovative, and part of it—this might not be the most popular thing to say here, but, you know, part of the challenge is, as a private foundation, as long as I don’t make him mad, you know, I’m okay. If you’re a public charity, you’ve got donors that want certain things, and they want success, and they want to see that what they’re investing their money in has impact. We do so many things we can’t measure the impact right now, because we’re willing to take that risk. We can do that. A lot of public charities can’t do it. We don’t have to come home and have a fund-raiser to get the money. So we need a mind-set change even with donors, because it has to be more about letting people fail with your money than expecting and demanding that everybody succeed each time.

TOM BROKAW: That’s a very tough turn to make, Howie.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: It’s a tough turn, but you know what, we will not be successful in this world as we see it today, when we’re talking about the issues we’re talking about, unless that change gets made.

WARREN BUFFETT: The market system works wonderfully in terms of determining what products and services are delivered to people, and no place has seen that more than the United States, but the market system is not operative in philanthropy. You can go on—as long as you have the funds, you can go on doing things that really don’t make any sense.

TOM BROKAW: But part of the problem, Warren, in Africa, especially, the pervasiveness of corruption at the top in the governments and whenever you have a step forward there’s someone there to take it away and line their own pockets with it, and certainly in every section of the continent, and when there is no corruption, that is really the exception, not the rule, is it not?

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: Oh, it’s the exception but you know we’ve found presidents like President Kagame, who is very serious about the kind of commitment to make his country look different. We’ve found people like Tony Blair. There’s a chapter about Tony in there about his African Governance Initiative. You know, he can stand toe to toe with anybody on the world stage, any prime minister, any president in Africa, and he’s doing this where he is invited to do it and he is starting to really make a difference in that very issue.

TOM BROKAW: Warren, I know that we all know that you’re the best value investor in the history of investing, and that you look at every prospect very carefully in terms of not just what’s going on today but down the road. Do you look at Africa at all when you’re making big judgments about what the consequences could be if it turns in the wrong direction, in a global economy?

WARREN BUFFETT: No, in terms of the specific businesses we will buy or how we operate, the answer is no.

TOM BROKAW: Do you worry about it in terms of—because we’re in such a global economy now and one brick falling could cause a lot of bricks to fall—that’s not on your radar screen?

WARREN BUFFETT: Well, I worry—this country’s going to do—our future is terrific. What you have to worry about is both from the standpoint of rogue governments or rogue individuals, chemical, nuclear, biological, and cyber threats, and they will be forever with us, and people can do a whole lot more damage if they envy us or hate us than was the case fifty years ago and, you know, Einstein said four days after the atomic bomb in August of 1945, he said, “this changes everything in the world except how men think.” So we live in a world where that danger will never go away, and, you know, in cyber they tell me that the offense you know may well have the edge on the defense over time, but that’s the real threat to America, and we do not have any threat in terms of our ability to deliver more and more goods and services over time per capita in this country.

TOM BROKAW: I’m not going to leave this topic, but I know this audience is also interested in what it’s like growing up Buffett in Omaha, and the relationship between the three of you and how your childhood played out. First of all, I think we should pay tribute, and it’s easy for me to raise it, to your great mother and wife Susie, who was an extraordinary woman that we all cared about a lot. She had a big impact on your early life because of the students who came through your household.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: She probably kept me out of jail. (laughter) I think that she—thank goodness she did lock me in the room a few times. You know, she had the biggest heart of anybody I’ve ever known, by far. There isn’t anybody that she would meet that she wouldn’t just openly accept, for whoever they were, for whatever they were, and she really gave all three of us, you know, Peter’s here somewhere tonight, I can’t see anybody. You know, she gave all of us a set of values and really goals in our life that we wouldn’t have had without her and clearly has been the biggest impact of anybody in my life, next to my father, and I mean that complimentary, but you know she also taught me the—and I really mean this seriously, she taught me the importance and the value of women. If we had more women—I mean, if you want to talk about Africa, you put women in leadership positions in Africa, you will see more change faster than anything else that you can do, and I believe that.

(applause)

TOM BROKAW: I think I can speak for Warren when I say the two of us even at our age, certainly at our age is no one has greater appreciation for the role of women in our lives than the two of us do. In your generation, Howie 2, I’ve been going around saying I believe that every century is marked by one catchphrase. The twentieth century was the American Century. I really believe that the twenty-first century is going to be the century of women, if you look at the changes that are already under way and the possibilities and the need to get on that. Is that shared by your generation as well?

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: It’s certainly shared by me, there’s no question about that. My father gave me the most important advice in my life and he started when I was young. And that was that—

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: I started before you were born.

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: That’s true, yeah. He said the most important decision I will ever make in my life is the woman that I marry, and my biggest regret in life is not having married Lili earlier and having not found her before I did, because she has really transformed who I am, and I have grown up watching my grandfather and my father say the same thing about the women that they married as well, that it’s just there’s nothing more important than who you share your life with.

WARREN BUFFETT: It’s one of the things that makes me so optimistic about the United States. I mean, look how far we came not using half of our talent and even after the Nineteenth Amendment. (laughter/applause) Even after the Nineteenth Amendment was passed in 1920, it was another sixty or so years before a women went to the Supreme Court, so we were like, you know, an engine operating on half of its capacity for a long time and yet we did pretty well. And now I think you know we are finding more and more it’s just, it’s just smart to give everybody the same chance.

TOM BROKAW: When we moved to Omaha in 1962, I had kind of stumbled out of college, got a job right away. Meredith graduated with honors, couldn’t get a job, because, “Oh, honey, you’re going to get pregnant,” you know, not even a telephone operator. Thank God for Omaha Central, she had teaching credentials, and she was able to go there. When you were growing up in Warren’s household, he was your father, and he was already a renowned investor by the time you were coming of age. Did you give him an allowance or any advice on how he should spend his money?

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: Well, I was constantly trying to figure out how to spend his money. But, you know, we had a—

TOM BROKAW: What was the financial relationship between the two of you?

WARREN BUFFETT: Not much.

(laughter)

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: The answer is not enough.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: I can tell you he was very clever. You know, we got an allowance of something like fifty cents a week, we might get a dime raise every couple years, but, you know, and fifty cents a week, and we had things we had to do—take the trash out, wash the windows, you know, clean up after certain things. He was really clever. Tom, you’ve seen this, I’m sure. He used to put up in our attic a slot machine and it took quarters, so he paid us in quarters—

WARREN BUFFETT: Dimes—

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: He paid us in dimes, so we could go up there, and we could keep thinking that we’re going to get those three cherries in a row, you know, (laughter) so our allowance ended up back in his pocket. (laughter) So if you want to know the true financial relationship, we didn’t come out so well, but we did later, we did later—

WARREN BUFFETT: Any allowance you want as long as it’s in dimes. And it was the lowest payout slot machine that I could find. 

(laughter)

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: I think he rigged it beyond that.

WARREN BUFFETT: Eight thousand characters.

TOM BROKAW: But the manner in which he raised you and the appreciation he gave you for the wise use of money and the use of money and how it affects relationships, did you pass that along to Howie 2?

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: Actually, it skipped a bit of a generation. I didn’t get the reputation that I have with tractors and farming for no reason at all, but Howie’s tight. I can get him to buy me an ice cream cone or something once in a while at Dairy Queen, but he is much better than I am, which makes me proud.

TOM BROKAW: But you are a farmer, and they do like to spend it—it comes in and—

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: That’s my excuse, anyway.

TOM BROKAW: Warren, is there enough financial literacy in this country in families, not just like yours but across the board, especially given what we’ve just been through here in the last ten or twelve years? We talk a lot about doing better in algebra and science and technology, but one of the things that I feel very strongly about is we’ve got to raise financial literacy in America as well.

WARREN BUFFETT: Sure, and I get letters every day from people that, you know, made mistakes and the mistakes that shouldn’t have been made. I’m actually involved in something called the Secret Millionaires Club that directs some of these lessons to the young people.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: I’m trying to get into it but I can’t.

WARREN BUFFETT: I really, I do believe in that, you know, that getting people very young. I was lucky I grew up in a household where it was just part of the lexicon, you know, and we talked about it around the dinner table. But so many people, you know, they get hooked one way or another and paying high rates of interest or whatever it may be, and they get behind the eight ball and that shouldn’t happen. I do think there’s some really good efforts including this one I’ve worked on with this fellow on the West Coast, that’s developed we’re teaching people young, when they’re young, the more you learn, the more you earn, all that sort of thing, simple ideas, but important ideas. 

TOM BROKAW: I also have the impression, Howie, I’d be curious to know what your reaction is, I have the impression that the millennials, the new generation coming along, are looking at the searing experience of the last ten years, their parents lost a job or lost a house, got themselves highly leveraged, and we had what, 110 percent of debt at some point to net worth and they’re changing their way of life. I’ve heard about contractors talk about taking rooms off houses, a lot of consignment sales going on, do you see that as you move among your friends, a different kind of consciousness about what’s important?

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: I’ve seen some interesting developments over the years for sure. One of our partners with 40 Chances is a group called the Network for Teaching Entrepreneurship. They’re based here in New York City. They do actually, they do a lot more than teaching financial literacy—they teach presentation skills, how to write a business plan, marketing, everything across the board, I don’t know if Steve Mariotti was able to make it tonight, but he’s the founder of NFTE, and when I’ve spent time with the students, and the children who are involved in NFTE and seen the way that they come up with the most amazing solutions to challenges that we have. We put out a set of 40 Chances challenges with NFTE. I am blown away by the perspective that they have and the appreciation they have for the stewardship of money, no matter what amount it is.

TOM BROKAW: Warren, we’ve just been through another political trauma in Washington, D.C., with the shutdown in the government and everybody running in separate directions. Do you see any easy way out of this political gridlock?

WARREN BUFFETT: Well, I think we will get out of it. I actually think there’s some chance that we came so close to the most extreme of foolishness and there’s such revulsion against those acts and the people that were part of it, I wouldn’t be surprised if we make some real progress in the next even few months in terms of both sides sitting down and deciding they can accomplish more by giving a little on each side than taking some foolish position like saying, you know, we’re going to jeopardize the financial reputation of the United States, which has only taken 237 years to build.

TOM BROKAW: When do you go to Africa do people look at you and say, “How can you be giving us advice? Look what’s going on in your own country.”

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: Well, the best example I have of that, I did tell this the other day somewhere, is I was in Ghana when they were counting the little tabs, whatever, the hanging chads in Florida for Gore and Bush. I’m driving through rural Ghana and there’s some radio station on, and Robert Mugabe comes on the station and he says, “America, I can show you how to run an election, I can show you”—(laughter) and I’m going, “Wow, if this is what it’s come to, this is sad,” and, you know, I never forgot that, and you know, it’s very hard when you stand with a guy like President Museveni, who’s a very clever man and doesn’t forget anything and start trying to talk to him about governance and he can look you right back in the eye and he will have a very clever way of asking you, “How is it your business to talk to me when you can’t get your stuff straight at home?” And it doesn’t bode well for the United States. You know, there are always people who want to see the United States fail because they’re jealous, or, you know, a few other reasons, but most people in this country, in this world, want to see the United States be successful because if the United States is successful, everybody else is more successful, and it’s been that way and we hope it can stay that way, and that’s the kind of thing that’s being put at risk and it’s really unfortunate that it’s as partisan as it is today and that people have chosen to pick subjects that are unrelated to this kind of importance and try to use it as a bargaining chip. It’s not good politics.

WARREN BUFFETT: Tom, if you were in the womb today, where would you pick to be born?

TOM BROKAW: Well, I’m going to ask Howie, I have a question for him and we’re going to get to that, I want to ask Howie about his generation and public service. Because when we’re looking at Kennedy, for example, that was at a time when public service was honorable, and people felt the call to it when your father was growing up, it was something a lot of people wanted to do, run for the senate, run for the governor, run for the city council.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: The county board.

TOM BROKAW: County board, Pottawattamie County and Douglas County. Young people that your friends, do they want to run for office?

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: I’ve seen a growing level of discouragement, I really have. And it also discourages me as well, we had a spike of a bit of hope among a lot of folks my age in 2008. It’s interesting to see individuals my age and the way that their opinions have shifted over time, but I’ll say that one of my earliest memories actually was when I was about five years old and my father was running for county board, and he decided that I would be the best campaign prop, I think was the way that I turned out to be.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: He was cheap!

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: I was very cheap and at five, you know, he dressed me up, I had a bow-tie on, and, of course, my name was also Howard Buffett. So he would drop me off at a fund-raising event before he’d get there and he’s send me in—

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: That’s an exaggeration!

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: I’d run around yelling, you know, “vote for Howard Buffett,” because I thought I was the one running for office. (laughter) It was a touching experience and it got it out of my system, which was nice. That alone really showed me that determination and a commitment to improving your local community is invaluable. I just—I hope that we can instill more of that kind of inspiration in folks my age.

WARREN BUFFETT: He asked to put his name on the ballot in small letters so that he could say he was the Buffett with no capital.
(laughter)
HOWARD G. BUFFETT: Tom, Tom, I don’t know if Howie remembers this or not—it’s true of course—I don’t know if Howie remembers this or not, but we were standing on the steps of a church in South Omaha, and an old guy walked up and he says, “Howard,” this is really true, “Howard, it’s so good you’re running for office again,” and Howie looks at me, “Dad, what’s he talking about?” And I said, “just be nice,” and I said, the only thing he’s confused thinking it’s his father running for office or something. You know, running for office taught me a lot, and you didn’t ask me the question quite the way you did him, but if you asked me to run for office again today, I’d say, “heck, no.” You know, it’s not fun. It’s a stalemate all the time, and it’s so polarized.

TOM BROKAW: Have we made it too hard by forcing too much disclosure from the candidates? 

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: No.

TOM BROKAW: Just the arena? Just the arena?

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: I think that disclosure is a good thing. I think that transparency is a good thing. It’s all the things that we complain about that doesn’t happen in Africa, it ought to absolutely happen here, and, you know, when you talk about campaign finance reform, you’re asking people to vote for it that—I didn’t write this in the book, but, you know, you’re asking people to vote on something that affects them, and it’s an inherent conflict of interest. We do need to make some adjustments.

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: Tom, I think the real problem is is that all we have today is politics and what we have no longer is public service. I mean, that is what is really lacking in so many folks who—

(applause)

TOM BROKAW: Warren, it’s not hard for me to guess that you have people coming to you, especially people of considerable wealth, and now have organizational skills as well saying, “We need to start a third party. We need your help.” Do you have people talking to you about that?

WARREN BUFFETT: It comes up sometimes but I don’t think it’s feasible.

TOM BROKAW: It’ll never happen?

WARREN BUFFETT: No, I don’t think so. You know and everybody knows this problem we have in terms of the gerrymandered districts and the fact that the primaries are what really count.

TOM BROKAW: You were an early and enthusiastic supporter of President Obama and recently I read and I want to check to see if this true, you thought when it comes to Obamacare, which is going through a terrible trauma at the moment with its online program, you thought maybe they ought to either go in and take it apart and put it back together again.

WARREN BUFFETT: No, that’s not true at all. It was an organization that put that out. That’s not true.

TOM BROKAW: What do you think is the best approach, Warren, for Obamacare given what they’re going through at the moment?

WARREN BUFFETT: Well, we have an enormous problem with medical care in this country. I mean, we are spending 17 percent of GDP on medical care and most of the competitive countries are spending roughly 10 percent. Well, that’s seven points of disadvantage in terms of competitiveness. We don’t have more doctors per capita, we don’t have more nurses, we don’t have more beds. So it’s a tapeworm eating at the economy. On the other hand, we’re spending 2.6 trillion dollars, and just like every line in the tax code has a constituency, 2.6 trillion dollars has a constituency, too. I mean, there are an awful lot of people who aren’t going to want to change that system. It’s got to be addressed. There are very, very few research physicians working on making healthcare cheaper. I mean, they’re looking for new solutions to this and that, but they’re usually more expensive. We have a real problem but and we have not we have not bent the cost—although actually health care costs did not go up very much in the last year, but it’s something that has to get addressed. I don’t know enough up about it to come up with the solutions.

TOM BROKAW: How concerned are you about entitlements? 

WARREN BUFFETT: Well, I think that there can be some improvements made in that. What I would hope, frankly is that Patty Murray and Paul Ryan would go in a room, not talk to their colleagues for three or four weeks, not talk to the press, work on something that neither one of them liked very well but that they were wiling to sign on to and it would involve some change in entitlements, it would involve some change in taxes, and bring it out and have an up or down vote on it. I think maybe the public is ready for that.
(applause)
TOM BROKAW: In your work in Africa, in your work in Africa, you’re dealing both short term and long term. Give me hope for the long term.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: I think hope for the long term—

TOM BROKAW: Is there generational hope is really what I mean—

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: yeah, we actually have six or seven chapters in the book that talk about the hope. There’s people that I consider modern-day heroes. Joe DeVries is running a program that Rockefeller actually started called PASS, which is a seed-production program that builds entrepreneurs rather than gives things away, when you give things away people don’t value them. There’s guys like I mentioned, Tony Blair, but I got to mention it again, because this is a guy who is dedicated now to take the public service that he provided in his own country and take the best of that and try to provide it in any country that is willing to really make change. 
You have some change in leadership. There are some presidents that are coming along that I think have a different vision and want to see things that are different. You can’t blame things on colonialism forever. They had an impact, they had a lot of negative impact, they did a few positive things—that history is history, so we’ve got to move forward, and I think there are leaders in Africa today that believe that and are embracing that. And there’s a different discussion around agriculture today and there’s other players in agriculture today that really want to get it right, that have more flexibility and more freedom to do things differently, so there is hope in the long run but it really is going to take an urgency. I believe—one of the things we came away with—Howie has said it more often than I have—from 40 Chances is you know let’s just everybody think that we’re going to be out of business in forty years. We’re going to be out of business in forty years. We set that date, and we set it when we walked out of here in 2006, but if you think you’re going to be out of business in forty years, you do things a lot differently, and we need to change the mind-set of how we think about it or we’re not going to get there.

TOM BROKAW: Unfair to ask you to characterize a whole generation but I’m going to do it anyway because that’s what journalists do—

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: Because you can.

TOM BROKAW: The greatest hope for your generation as you talk to your friends and as you look forward as think about where you want to end up especially given what you’ve just been through in the last eight or nine years with college leaving people with enormous debt and not a skill set to go into the modern workforce. What is it that concerns them most and what gives them the greatest hope?

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: This is not an easy question.

HOWARD G. BUFFETT: He didn’t get to sit in that seat.

HOWARD W. BUFFETT: I’ll answer it very briefly. And I will say that my greatest hope for my generation is that we do an extremely good job of learning from past mistakes. That is a number one priority for us. It’s a pretty big theme throughout 40 Chances, but for folks that have an unbelievable access to information, unprecedented, we had ten, twenty, thirty years ago. If we can’t see what has happened across the board, and see where we’ve come from and where we need to go and do it quick, then we’ll be in trouble, but I do think that the folks that younger than me, older than me, it doesn’t matter, they’re so passionate about wanting to make the world a better place. I mean, I draw my energy from those folks. I have friends who are in the audience here that I think about and they give me energy about wanting to make the world a better place, and I think that as long as we keep that and as long as we continue thinking forward about what can we make better, then we’ll make it.

TOM BROKAW: Warren, we’ve talked about this in the past, and it’s a two-part question really: how concerned are you about the wealth differentiation in this country, people at the top really doing well, creating more millionaires, billionaires, now is just accepted, and at the same time the disappearance of the American middle class, but then give me the other side of this—what’s going on out there that we don’t hear enough about in your judgment?

WARREN BUFFETT: The Forbes 400 list this year had a total wealth of 2 trillion, 20 billion. If you go back to 1982, the first, I think it’s ’82, the first year they did it, it was around 90 billion, so that’s 22 or 23 for 1. If you go back just ten years, the number was half what it is today. There has been more and more inequality. There should be inequality in the world, there’s no question, inequality in terms of the talents that get paid by a market system, but that degree of inequality, I think is, I think it’s outrageous, basically, and it’s not going to stop unless politicians behave differently and unless we figure out ways to better employ people whose talents aren’t well-adapted to a market system. You know, this system works wonderfully for me, by accident. I’m wired a certain way and it pays terrifically. You know, some fellow that goes off to Afghanistan, the market system hasn’t worked so well for him, even though what he is doing for his country may be just as important as what I am doing for my country. We have to address the fact that a market system as it becomes more and more specialized will deliver more and more of the output to the people at the very top, and I don’t think we really have addressed that, in fact we’ve gone in the opposite direction, because we’ve essentially reduced the tax burden, and I’m including payroll taxes, on the top people compared to the rest.

TOM BROKAW: And how much of that should and can begin in the private sector and how much of it has to come from government or does it have to be a combo between the two of them?

WARREN BUFFETT: Government has to—it has to come from government in a significant way. You don’t want to mess up a market system that will turn out more and more stuff. We have a marvelous system for turning out more and more goods and services that people want. I mean, just look at what you have that you didn’t have twenty years ago. We don’t have a great system for people that aren’t particularly adapted to that market system. There are people that we will send off to war, but they are not going to function well if they’re competing, you know, in Wall Street with somebody like me, they just aren’t wired that way, that doesn’t mean that they’re less valuable as citizens, that they’re less loyal to their country or anything else, they just don’t fit well into the market system and we have not—we have to have some way of compensating them in a better way than the market system will, and giving them important tasks to do, not tasks that the market pays well for, but the things that are important to the country. We did some of that in the thirties, but we have to think a lot more about that.

TOM BROKAW: And what is going on out there that we don’t hear enough about? You and I were talking backstage about the other Dakota. 

WARREN BUFFETT: About, pardon me?

TOM BROKAW: The other Dakota, North Dakota.

WARREN BUFFETT: You’re a South Dakota boy, but you probably didn’t quite buy the land in the right place.

TOM BROKAW: Typically we moved again. 

WARREN BUFFETT: You know obviously our capabilities in energy are just dramatically changed by what’s happened in the last five years. I didn’t see it coming. First it just looked like it was gas. Now, oil. We have on our BNSF railroad we have seven trains a day carrying a hundred cars each carrying six hundred barrels of oil per car—didn’t even exist a few years ago.

TOM BROKAW: Coming out of North Dakota.

WARREN BUFFETT: There’s going to be more and more. And you know we have gotten very, very lucky as a country and that will change our balance of trade, all kinds of good things.

TOM BROKAW: When we’ve talked about this in the last few years looking for the recovery and wondering what was going to happen, you would often say to me that when housing comes back then we’ll know that we’re there. Are we there?

WARREN BUFFETT: It’s coming back. Pricing is better in almost all markets by a reasonable percentage from a few years ago. Housing starts are up somewhat. They still are not where I would regard as an equilibrium point where they match household formation. But they have come back some and certainly the auto industry has come back big-time. The country has made significant progress since the fall of 2009. The fall of 2008 is when it all fell apart, but by the fall of 2009 we started moving upward, but the rate of gain has not been—you know, it’s been slow. This economy was hit in 2008 by something that had never happened in my lifetime except when I was one or two years of age.

TOM BROKAW: I want to thank all of you for being with us tonight but most of all I want to thank you for being our fellow citizens. I really do. The enormous commitment that you make personally and financially to the needs of the world and you do it with humility and modesty and a couple of one-liners thrown in along the way as well. (laughter) I’ve known you all a long time and it gives us all great pride to share not just this stage and this room with you but to share this country and the consciousness that you have about what we owe the rest of the world in sharing the American dream, so thank you all very much.
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