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Berkshire Hathaway Shareholder’s 
Meeting 

Why go? 

by Kokkie Kooyman 
 

 
I’ve had the privilege to travel to Omaha 15 consecutive years to attend the 

Berkshire Hathaway shareholders meeting. During this time the attendance 

grew from 9,000 to this year’s estimated 40,000 investors. Why do they go, 

why do I keep going? 

 

Unrivalled track record 
 

 

Performance since 1965 Performance since 2000 

Compound 
growth rate 

Value of 
$1mill 

invested 

Compound 
growth rate 

Value of 
$1mill 

invested 

Berkshire Hathaway  
Book Value per Share 

19.7% 5,604 9.5% 3,3 

S&P500 Index 9.8% 89 3.7% 1,6 

 

Besides demonstrating the power of investing in equities, the table above shows the unrivalled track 

record of Warren Buffett and Charlie Munger. 

 

Berkshire Hathaway was a failing textile mill when Warren invested in it (“a big mistake”) but realisation 

of the severity of the structural problem the textile industry faced came only after his investment was too 

big to be able to get out. So he did the opposite. He ended his investment partnership and devoted his 

time to transforming Berkshire Hathaway into one of the most successful investment companies ever.  

 

During the 5+ hours of Q&A at the annual general meeting one gains many insights about the status of 

the US and world economy, Berkshire’s activities and views on the status quo of the markets. But even 

those not interested in markets learn enjoy the day and learn from their wit and wisdom. 

 

What makes them so special? It goes without saying that it is impossible to be a successful investor 

over the longer term without a strong ethical basis and significant patience. But when I look back the 

crowds are drawn by their ability to simplify complicated issues as well as being able to 

communicate their understanding of these complex issues simply. 

 

 
An excellent example from the 2013 shareholders meet was the question:  

“Warren and Charlie, would you back short-selling, or consider a hedge fund as a 2 year 

strategy?” 

Without a moment’s hesitation Charlie shot back: 

“No,………….we don’t like trading money for agony.” 
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Understanding before Simplification 
 

Simplification without understanding is not only meaningless, it is dangerous. Behind every simple 

answer lies an immense amount of real understanding. 

 

Make no mistake; it is a “feel good” weekend as you hear what you want to hear. But personally I keep 

going back because it prompts one to review one’s actions over the past 12 months in the relaxed 

atmosphere of other like-minded investors. 

 

Is it applicable? 
 

 
Another gem from 2013: 

“$1 invested today can grow to $100. But you’ve got to be consistent and ignore the 

flashy lights and sirens of the markets. Measure your success by how well the 

companies you are invested in have done. The market will take the share prices up and 

down according to the different winds that blow at different times. The winds will make 

some look good and some look bad and then reverse the order. But those who 

consistently stick to their formula prevail in the long run.” 

 

Most investors don’t have psychopathic ability to not feel pain. When the share prices of company’s 

you’ve invested in go down, it hurts emotionally and you lose your ability to think rationally. The 

Berkshire weekends helps fight those inborn emotional instincts during crisis.  

 

The most important changes over the 60 years? 
 

I suppose the most important one was that Charlie convinced Warren to evolve from the Ben Graham 

School of deep value investing. 

 

 “More than 50 years ago, Charlie told me that it was far better to buy a wonderful business at 

a fair price than to buy a fair business at a wonderful price. Despite the compelling logic of 

his position, I have sometimes reverted to my old habit of bargain-hunting, with results ranging 

from tolerable to terrible. Fortunately, my mistakes have usually occurred when I made smaller 

purchases. Our large acquisitions have generally worked out well and, in a few cases, more than 

well.” 

Warren Buffett 

 

The other was changing from an investor to a business manager. Managing people is a totally different 

skill set from managing investments. Yet, Warren was able to make the change successfully to the 

extent where 70% of Berkshire’s value lies in non-listed companies in which Berkshire is the controlling 

owner. 

 

May 2014: what was new? 
 

For the past few years Warren has been stating that he is “hunting elephants”. Despite an investor 

ballot showing by an overwhelming majority that investors do not want Berkshire to pay dividends (ratio 

of 45:1), the most striking change from previous years was Warren’s statement this year was that at 
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Graph: Share price Berkshire Hathaway since 

1987 and S&P500
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some stage the cash flow generated by Berkshire Hathaway will have grown to such an extent that they 

will have to start paying dividends. 

 

Buying back shares? Only if they trade at a discount to intrinsic value saying, “else we’re not doing 

investors a favour”. That came through strongly: Every decision is made on the basis whether it is 

in the best long-term interest of shareholders. You could consider that the buyback commentary 

goes in the face of corporate America, where management use buybacks to prevent the dilution effect 

no matter what price! 

 

Dismantling Layers of Ignorance 
 

Responding to a question Warren replied in typically honest fashion: “That was a big mistake that 

highlighted our ignorance”. Charlie immediately added: “Over the years we’ve dismantled many 

layers of ignorance, and we’re very likely to dismantle quite a few more in the years to come.” 

 

And, “good judgement comes from experience and experience comes from bad judgement”. 

 

Respect and trust 
 

Warren and Charlie’s trust and respect in one another played a key role in Berkshire’s success and one 

can see that they seek each other’s counsel before making important decisions. There is no rivalry. 

Noteworthy is that Charlie (aged 90 and 7 years Warren’s senior and a very strong personality and 

highly intelligent man) is very happy to just sit back and allow Warren to be in the limelight. 

 

What happens when one of them dies? 
 

This was the first time the question of a successor to 

Charlie was raised and seemed to touch a raw nerve, 

one that it seems Warren doesn’t want to think about. 

Warren has always had a standard answer pertaining to 

his own death: “I can assure you that the event of my 

death will be worse for me than for you”. But gradually he 

has been putting things in place; his large shareholding 

has largely been placed with the Bill and Melinda Gates 

and other foundations. His son Howard will take over as 

chairman to ensure that the culture of Berkshire remains 

the same and he has hired two “youngsters” to gradually 

take over the investment decisions. But it seems he is 

leaving the question of a Charlie’s successor to the 

person that will take over from him.  

 

Bear in mind that the businesses they own are all managed by highly competent managements. The 

fact that Warren and Charlie “encourage by example, not by edict” has also played an important role in 

ensuring that the DNA and culture will be carried forward for many years. I hope they remain healthy for 

a number of years, as the “windscreen cleaning exercise” has become part of my annual review and I 

hope to be able to do it for a number of years still. 

 


