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This book is dedicated to the two most important women in my life: my wife, Devon, and my mother, Susie





Foreword


My late wife, Susie, and I had our first child soon after we were married—though not, she would want me to add, so soon as to raise questions in that more judgmental era. We named her Susie as well, and she proved to be such an easy baby to handle that we quickly planned for another child. The difficulties of parenthood, my wife and I concluded, had been vastly overhyped.


And then Howard Graham Buffett arrived seventeen months later in December 1954. After a few months of coping with him, Susie Sr. and I decided an extended pause was essential before our having a third (and last) child, Peter. For Howie was a force of nature, a tiny perpetual-motion machine. Susie had plenty of days when she felt life would have been easier if she had instead given birth to some boring triplets.


Howie was named after two of my heroes, men who remain heroes to me as I write this almost six decades later. First, and forever foremost, was my dad, Howard, who in his every word and act shaped my life. Ben Graham was an obvious choice as well, a wonderful teacher whose ideas enabled me to accumulate a large fortune. Howie began life in big shoes.


Through Howie’s early years, I had no idea as to what direction his life would take. My own dad had given me a terrific gift: he told me, both verbally and by his behavior, that he cared only about the values I had, not the particular path I chose. He simply said that he had unlimited confidence in me and that I should follow my dreams.


I was thereby freed of all expectations except to do my best. This was such a blessing for me that it was natural for me to behave similarly with my own children. In this aspect of child raising—as well as virtually all others—Susie Sr. and I were totally in sync.


Our “It’s your life” message produced one particularly interesting outcome: none of our three children completed college, though each certainly had the intellect to do so. Neither Susie Sr. nor I were at all bothered by this. Besides, as I often joke, if the three combine their college credits, they would be entitled to one degree that they could rotate among themselves.


I don’t believe that leaving college early has hindered the three in any way. They, like every Omaha Buffett from my grandfather to my great-grandchildren, attended public grammar and high schools. In fact, almost all of these family members, including our three children, went to the same inner-city, long-integrated high school, where they mixed daily with classmates from every economic and social background. In those years, they may have learned more about the world they live in than have many individuals with postgrad educations.


Howie started by zigzagging through life, looking for what would productively harness his boundless energy. In this book, he tells of how he found his path and the incredible journeys that resulted from his discovery. It’s a remarkable tale, told exactly as it happened. As Howie describes his activities—some successful, others not—they supply a guidebook for intelligent philanthropy.


Howie’s love of farming makes his work particularly helpful to the millions of abject poor whose only hope is the soil. His fearlessness has meanwhile exposed him to an array of experiences more common to adventurers than philanthropists. Call him the Indiana Jones of his field.


It’s Howie’s story to tell. I want, however, to add my own tribute to the two women who made him what he is today: a man working with passion, energy, and intelligence to better the lives of those less fortunate. It began with his remarkable mother. Fortunately, the genes from her side were dominant in shaping Howie.


Anyone who knew Susie Sr. would understand why I say this. Simply put, she had more genuine concern for others than anyone I’ve ever known. Every person she met—rich or poor, black or white, old or young—immediately sensed that she saw him or her simply as a human being, equal in value to any other on the planet.


Without in any way being a Pollyanna, or giving up enjoyment in her own life, Susie connected with a multitude of diverse people in ways that changed their lives. No one can match the touch she had, but Howie comes close. And he is on a par with her in terms of heart.


Howie nevertheless needed Devon, his wife of thirty-one years, to center him. And that need continues. Much as Susie provided the love that enabled me to find myself, Devon nurtures Howie. Both he and I were not the easiest humans to deal with daily and up close; each of us can pursue our interests with an intensity that leaves us oblivious to what is going on around us. But both of us were also incredibly lucky in finding extraordinary women who loved us enough to eventually soften our rough edges.


His mother’s genes and teachings—usually nonverbal but delivered powerfully by her actions—gave Howie his ever-present desire to help others. In that pursuit, his only speed is fast-forward. My money has helped him carry out his plans in recent years on a larger scale than is available to most teachers and philanthropists. I couldn’t be happier about the result.


Most of the world’s seven billion people found their destinies largely determined at the moment of birth. There are, of course, plenty of Horatio Alger stories in this world. Indeed, America abounds with them. But for literally billions of people, where they are born and who gives them birth, along with their gender and native intellect, largely determine the life they will experience.


In this ovarian lottery, my children received some lucky tickets. Many people who experience such good fortune react by simply enjoying their position in life and trying to ensure that their children enjoy similar benefits. This approach is understandable, though it can become distasteful when it is accompanied by a smug “If I can do it, why can’t everyone else?” attitude.


Still, I would hope that many of the world’s fortunate—particularly Americans who have benefited so dramatically from the deeds of our forefathers—would aspire to more. We do sit in the shade of trees planted by others. While enjoying the benefits dealt us, we should do a little planting ourselves.


I feel very good about the fact that my children realize how lucky they have been. I feel even better because they have decided to spend their lives sharing much of the product of that luck with others. They do not feel at all guilty because of their good fortune—but they do feel grateful. And this they express through the expenditure of their time and my money, with their part of this equation without question the more important.


In this book, you will read about some of Howie’s extraordinary projects. Forgive a parent when I say I couldn’t be more proud of him, as would his mother be if she were alive to watch him. As you read his words, you will understand why.


Warren E. Buffett





Introduction
One Shot at a Warlord


The camp commander had just told me that two of the soldiers on our side were eaten by crocodiles the previous week. That got my attention. But as I stood in a clearing of scrub trees in the hot, dry desert of South Sudan, I realized that the thin man walking toward me, leaning on a cane, was much more dangerous than any croc. Crocodiles attack when they are hungry or their turf or young are threatened. I was about to meet General Caesar Acellam, an African warlord who had helped lead a campaign of murder, rape, torture, and enslavement across at least four countries. He was a top lieutenant in the psychopath Joseph Kony’s Lord’s Resistance Army. As such, Acellam had hunted the most vulnerable people on the planet—poor, starving children—to turn thousands of boys into sadistic soldiers and girls into sex slaves.


It was May 2012, and the temperature was over one hundred degrees. I had flown into this remote camp in a Cessna Caravan turboprop just minutes before, and the sweat was pouring out of me. There were tents and Mi-8 transport helicopters and Mi-24 attack helicopters parked under camouflage tarps. The dirt landing strip and the camp clearing were barely visible when we began our descent. There was an unmistakable, almost electrical, charge of pride among the Ugandan army leaders who hosted us. For months their men had camped in the jungle and tracked and finally ambushed Acellam just a few days before along the banks of the River Mbou in the nearby Central African Republic (CAR)—the same river where crocs had claimed their comrades.


The LRA’s evil campaign is more than a quarter century old. Its soldiers are vicious fighters with a twisted loyalty to the messianic Kony. He and the LRA are blamed for displacing around two million people and forcing upwards of sixty thousand children to fight for him during his more than two decades of spreading mayhem through what’s called the Great Lakes region of Africa.1 At the time of my visit, Ugandan soldiers had been leading an effort to hunt the LRA down in CAR. Kony and his followers have been on the run and have lost many supporters in the last several years, but they are skilled jungle fighters and difficult to find.


Kony has left a trail of death, mutilation, and misery. A young woman who looked to be about twenty also walked toward me with the forty-nine-year-old Acellam. The Ugandan commander explained that she was one of the thousands of girls Acellam and his followers had abducted and raped, and had been living as Acellam’s “wife.” She was holding the hand of a little girl with an angelic face who looked to be about two years old: Acellam’s daughter. The young woman’s body language was striking. She clearly felt she had to stand near Acellam, yet she leaned away as if she were a magnet being repelled by a colliding charge. I fished in my pocket and produced a Tootsie Pop and handed it to the child. Her mother smiled at me and helped the little girl unwrap it.


Acellam was being held under armed guards, but the Tootsie Pop was a weapon for my own personal mission that day. Others included my cameras, jars of peanut butter and jelly, and a few slices of bread. I am an experienced photographer of life in the developing world, both its fragile beauty and its dark, difficult sides. A friend of mine who is an advocate for impoverished and exploited people all over the world, and who supports the hunt for Kony, had asked me to take photographs of Acellam and his family. I was told that Acellam needed to look relaxed and smile in the photographs. Not for the sake of journalism or art: the photos were for laminated flyers urging the remaining members of the LRA to surrender. These would be dropped over the jungle by C-130 transport aircraft. It was important for the photograph to convey Acellam being treated well and with respect.


Stiff and wary at first, his eyes bloodshot but still sharp, Acellam surveyed his surroundings as one experienced in dangerous situations would do. But there was a resignation to him. He was tired; he knew he was done. He was no longer in control of his fate. I reminded myself that I was in the presence of an evil predator. The good I hoped to accomplish with photographs required me to bury my disgust for a man who, at this moment, I needed to like me.


Acellam, I could tell, was accustomed to underlings attending to his needs. I jumped up to get him water, and I prepared what for him was exotic fare: a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. He liked it. He told me he and his family had been eating “roots” in the jungle. His English was very good. He began to relax. He smiled when I asked if he liked the peanut butter. I got the pictures, and over the next few months, 565,000 laminated flyers with my photographs of a smiling, apparently happy Acellam—with quotes from him urging LRA fighters to surrender—rained down over the jungles of the Central African Republic. In the year that followed, dozens of fighters and hundreds of victims emerged, including a barefoot, one-eyed combatant in a tattered suit who surrendered in Obo, CAR, by holding the flyer with the photographs of Acellam and his family over his head. He later explained that he had fought with Kony for sixteen years.
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This member of the Ugandan army was part of the brigade that captured General Caesar Acellam in May 2012. Photo: Howard G. Buffett
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The photographs used in this flyer represent a disarmed Acellam. They disproved rumors of his torture and death and encouraged many victims to seek out safety and escape Kony. Courtesy of: CLRA Partners





This was one of my more unusual high-adrenaline encounters in a decade of trying to attack the causes of hunger and create more sustainable, lasting solutions. It’s been a wide-ranging journey, peppered with dangerous, even bizarre experiences. Why was a meeting with a vicious warlord part of the hunger equation? Because one of the most challenging elements in battling hunger, especially in Africa and Central America, is conflict. Individual stories of the bloodthirsty barbarism of Kony and his followers are horrifying, but two million people displaced and sixty thousand children kidnapped over the last twenty-plus years continue to live a fragile, hungry existence.


Conflict is ugly and takes a long-lasting toll on children and families. It ruins agricultural production, disrupts the shipping of food, and destroys land. It creates mass dislocation as people flee for their lives. And that is a dislocation from which there is no easy or ready recovery. It can mean months, even years, spent in a filthy, crowded camp for displaced persons. It can mean returning home only to find that one’s land and home have been taken over by others who feel entitled to remain there. And as those former child soldiers escape or are released from the only life they know—uneducated, traumatized, disconnected from their families—how are they to feed themselves? They have spent their childhoods murdering on command, often high on drugs. They typically have limited skills and are often hated by their own people.


In 2005 the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) said that conflict was the world’s leading cause of hunger.2 In 2007 Oxford University economist Paul Collier, writing in The Bottom Billion: Why the Poorest Countries Are Failing and What Can Be Done About It, analyzed the states that are home to the world’s poorest people, most of them in Africa. He found that 73 percent have recently been in, or continue to be in, a civil war. But poverty and hunger exacerbated by conflict exist all around the world. I’ve seen firsthand the human toll the drug wars are taking in Central America. In some regions of Mexico, for example, families living in remote villages have been forced to convert their corn and bean crops to marijuana and are starving at the point of the drug lords’ guns.


I confess: I am personally drawn to intense, high-stakes situations such as that South Sudan jungle. I am drawn to conflict-related challenges, as they are among the hardest problems we face. I am comfortable going where other philanthropists and aid groups may not or cannot go. But this kind of adventure is not my day job.


As you’re about to learn, I’m a farmer. Mostly, I approach food insecurity—when a person is routinely unsure of when, how, or where they will access their next meal—and poverty from the perspective of a farmer who operates planters and combines and who understands soil, seeds, and fertilizer. The bulk of my battles are with weather, insects, and weeds. However, I’m committed to addressing the full picture and complexity of hunger—even the most difficult realities. And I can promise you that even in far less dramatic situations in agricultural agencies or food-security conferences or the back rooms of Washington, DC, there is a waste of resources, corruption, or unintended consequences from failed policies. These impediments and the slow pace of politics and bureaucracy are almost as maddening to me as a warlord’s sneer. We know that millions of people die of nutrition- and hunger-related causes every year, more than three million of them children.3


This mission did not come to me quickly or easily. To understand how I ended up making a warlord a sandwich, however, we have to leave the jungle and travel back in time to a much quieter spot in America’s breadbasket.





PART 1





The Roots of “40 Chances”






Story 1
The Day I Heard the Clock Tick


I farm 1,500 acres in central Illinois, and I buy a lot of farm equipment from Sloan Implement Company in Assumption, a town of about 1,200 people that is south of Decatur, where I live. Outside Sloan’s, John Deere tractors, combines, planters, wagons, and trailers line up like a big green machine army, begging to be walked around, climbed on, and imagined at work in your fields to make some chore go faster or better. Inside, there is every kind of part, oil, and tool, and then a cavernous building in the back where they repair equipment. During spring planting and harvests in summer and fall, the place jumps with activity. But it takes on a little different character in the winter. As snowdrifts pile up on fallow fields, a lot of farmers come trooping in to ask questions, complain about the price of corn or soybeans, and talk about new ideas and equipment. Good farmers love to learn and swap experiences. Some time ago, Sloan’s started hosting an event called “Planter’s School.”


My first Planter’s School was in the winter of 2001. In addition to farming, I was still a partner at nearby GSI, a global manufacturer of grain bins, and I also served on the board of Lindsay Corporation, which makes center pivots: the irrigation machines responsible for those big, circular planted areas that air travelers can see when flying over the Midwest. Deere & Company had some interesting new equipment, and Sloan’s advertised that it was bringing in some outside speakers. One Saturday I made my way to the back shed, where they’d set up twenty or thirty folding chairs. The first speaker started his talk by saying something that changed my outlook on life. I didn’t write it down at the time, but as I remember, it went like this:


Most of you think of farming as this continual process of buying seed, planting, fertilizing, harvesting, then starting all over again. But think about the period between the first time your dad had you climb up with him on the tractor to plant and the day you will turn your acreage over to your son or daughter. If you’re pretty healthy, and you’re like most farmers, you’re probably only going to do this about forty times. You’ll get forty chances to plant your crop, adjust to what nature throws at you, and hope for the best. It’s enough time to learn to do it well. But it’s not forever.


Some of you are well into your forty chances already. You’ve learned from your mistakes, but I’d guess that none of you feel you can afford to take a single year left on your string for granted. What we’re trying to do here is make sure we’re giving you the best possible tools and the best possible advice on how to use them. That way you can make the most of those forty chances.


This idea hit me. I had never thought of farming like that before. In some ways, farming is predictable: cycles of planting and harvesting, rewarding but consuming work day after day, year after year. As a farmer, you’re always in catch-up mode, trying to get the next task done but looking around the farm and seeing another twenty projects you wish you had time to do. It sometimes feels as if the work will never end. He was reminding us that it does. When I thought about it, forty didn’t seem like all that many chances, and I had used up a bunch already. I thought, “There is no time to waste!”
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I spend about half the year working as a farmer; here, I’m loading a bag of seed corn into a planter at our Illinois farm. Photo: Howard W. Buffett





I started thinking a little differently about farming, but I also realized that this idea applied to a lot more than farming. It’s easy to slip into a rhythm in life and just plod forward. Whether you love or hate what you’re doing, whether you’re good at it or struggling, life is not a treadmill—it’s a moving walkway. There are no do-overs. We get a limited number of chances to do what we do, whatever we do, right.


I started asking myself, “Am I making the most of my chances? Am I trying to improve and perfect my methods every single year? Am I listening to people with new ideas? Am I learning the right lessons from my mistakes?”


Beyond farming, I was trying to align some other important developments in my life. I had been blessed and honored by my parents, Warren and Susan Buffett, with the gift of significant funds that established the Howard G. Buffett Foundation. Through the foundation, I had been able to support causes that were important to me and to my wife and children, primarily in the area of wildlife conservation. I had traveled extensively in Africa, Asia, and Latin America on business, and also to pursue my other passion, wildlife photography—particularly of endangered animals such as mountain gorillas and cheetahs.


But during these travels, the more I viewed threatened habitats, the more I could see the truth of what Dennis Avery, an expert in global food issues, had once put to me succinctly: “No one will starve to save a tree.” As I saw the larger context of these situations, I realized why so many animals were endangered and why rain forests were disappearing. From a distance, it was easy to blame greedy poachers and corrupt government officers for the decimation of important ecosystems. But I also saw that the people who shared these ecosystems with the endangered species were endangered themselves. Many were starving. If I thought I had no other way to feed my hungry child than poaching an endangered animal, what would I do? If the land on which I was trying to grow the food that was all my children had to eat stopped producing because it was worn out, would I worry about preserving the adjacent rain forest, or would I slash and burn it down to use the soil beneath it? The answers seemed obvious.


If I cared about endangered species, if I cared about habitat preservation and biodiversity, I realized I had to shift my efforts to a more fundamental issue. I had to work on the hunger side of the equation. Pretty soon the size of those numbers began to haunt me.


The United Nations estimates that roughly 870 million people suffer persistent, chronic hunger today.1 Everywhere in the world, malnutrition and hunger create lifelong physical and developmental burdens for children; they interfere with learning, and they are linked to other threats such as terrorism and human trafficking. Hunger is a factor in every war. Occupying military or rebels take the locals’ food, and starving people fight for the side that feeds them; isolating villages and withholding food is a slow but effective way to render enemies impotent, or even kill them. Food is power.


One-sixth of the people in my own country, or almost 50 million Americans—16 million of them children—qualify as food insecure.2 And for all these current challenges, realize that there are just over 7 billion of us on Earth today, and the world’s population is projected to top 9 billion people by 2050. That’s less than forty years away. During most of our lifetimes, the challenges of hunger are going to intensify.


Within just a few years of having my eyes opened by that speaker at Sloan’s, and in the middle of this transition in my thinking about conservation, fate delivered another jolt. In 2004 the death of my mother, Susan, triggered some new directions in my father’s views about philanthropy. My mother was an inspiration not only to my family but also to everyone who knew her. She had a warm and generous heart and a deep commitment to making the world better. My father had planned to turn over the bulk of his assets to my mother to distribute through her foundation. Instead, her death resulted in my brother, sister, and me each receiving a significant commitment from him to fund our foundations on a much larger scale. I now had before me an exciting challenge that most people can only imagine being posed hypothetically at a cocktail party, or maybe as the plot of a movie: If you had a billion dollars to do something important, what would you choose?


I knew what I wanted to work on: feeding hungry people. I was already heading down the path that many other philanthropists had taken. I gave grants to the people already working in areas plagued by hunger and poverty. I supported nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) with a list of interesting projects that needed funding, from drilling wells to trying to improve the livelihoods of former child soldiers by teaching them how to farm. I traveled to countries experiencing severe food insecurity, determined to understand their agricultural capabilities. I asked a lot of questions. Often it seemed that no one had tried certain techniques specifically designed for Africa or experiments at scale. So, our foundation bought a large farm in South Africa in order to conduct our own research. We’ve subsequently invested in many more acres of research fields in both Illinois and Arizona. I do not have what businesspeople sometimes call “paralysis by analysis.” I jump in and try things.


Over the last decade, our foundation has made more than $200 million in grants to agriculture-based projects that we hoped would help farmers on the ground in the developing world. I’ve visited over 120 countries, and I’d estimate that I’ve spoken with thousands of farmers, in addition to just about everybody else working in this arena—from presidents to rock stars to priests to professors.


A NEW INTENSITY


I’m out of antiblunt pills, so I’ll give it to you straight: we have to hit the reset button. Chronic hunger has declined in Asia and Latin America over the last twenty years, but it is rising in sub-Saharan Africa, where the population is exploding.3 To feed the world on a daily basis by 2050, the FAO forecasts that farmers all over the globe will have to increase food production by 70 percent.4


Achieving that will demand a new intensity and more productivity from farmers at every level: from the farmers with sophisticated, highly mechanized operations who gather at Sloan’s, to the poor, rural farmers of the developing world armed with only a hoe. What’s more, we will have to reorganize and redeploy the efforts of all the other participants involved in setting the world’s table: governments, NGOs, researchers, philanthropists, and agribusinesses, to name just the main ones. We’ll need to come up with solutions to conflicts that embrace the true challenges people face in trying to grow and harvest their own food under these conditions. And we need to rethink our own farming techniques in the developed world as our traditional methods are destroying the topsoil that will be crucial to ensuring agricultural productivity in the future.


I believe we can do it. The global community has stepped in effectively to halt hunger before. In the early 1960s, the so-called Green Revolution saved an estimated billion people from starvation in India and Southeast Asia. Led by some heroic efforts by the late Nobel laureate Norman Borlaug, it was based on large-scale production of a limited number of grains such as wheat and rice. Scientists, governments, farmers, and NGOs all pulled together—and pulled off something of a miracle.


However, that model is not going to work in Africa, which is currently home to pervasive and widespread food insecurity. The continent’s diverse geography, its inadequate infrastructure, and the reality that Africa is fifty-four countries and not a single, centrally governed state are not going to allow a Green Revolution recipe to work on the scale of what succeeded in India. Fortunately, there are models and new ideas out there that give me hope, and there are committed individuals who are thinking in new ways and already making a difference. The experience of Brazil, which we’ll go into in some detail, is remarkable evidence that a country with the will to change can develop both an improved form of sustainable, environmentally responsible agriculture and a system to ensure that smallholder farmers are included in addressing the nation’s larger food-security needs.


Can we convince the global community and governments of nations with huge numbers of food-insecure people to adopt the mindset of the speaker in the back room at Sloan’s?


Billions in aid delivered in recent decades have sometimes made food insecurity worse, not better. I’ve stopped funding the most common type of NGO projects, and I’ve stopped putting any money into certain countries that do not seem willing to make the structural changes and land reforms needed to lift their populations out of hunger and poverty. We can’t use Western thinking to solve African challenges. We need to harvest the right lessons from our past efforts and mistakes, and we have to deploy both new models and cutting-edge technology to make the most of the chances that remain. We can’t just fund activities and good intentions; we have to fund self-sustaining solutions.


This book is about how I came to this conclusion and what I think we need to do going forward. It is a collection of stories—forty in all—about how I got involved in trying to attack global hunger, and what my team at the Howard G. Buffett Foundation and I discovered, attempted, unleashed, fouled up, achieved, and learned on our journey so far. In some cases, it’s about good intentions but bad execution—our own as well as other people’s. It’s about ignorance and culture clashes and bankrupt ideas. It’s about people we admire, people working in the fields and among those suffering every day, people with innovative ideas, and people determined to stop repeating the mistakes of the past.


It’s also about celebrating what it means to be human. I have been to some of the poorest, most difficult places in the world, and, invariably, there will be children smiling and playing, delighting themselves with a little game they’ve invented or turning a bag stuffed with straw into a soccer ball. In the poorest village, I have seen the pride and kindness in the eyes of women who welcome me with a bit of food or a cup of tea, even though they have so little themselves.


For every sad story I will relate, there are twice as many that I hope will make you grateful to be alive and sharing a world with fine people trying to make a difference, whether in a refugee camp in Africa or a soup kitchen in Decatur. In the pages ahead, you’ll meet a twenty-year-old former child soldier named “Little Cromite” who was ripped from his family at age six and who now finds himself without skills, education, or resources to feed himself. You’ll see the passion and commitment of one of the world’s best-known recording artists, and you’ll see how former British prime minister Tony Blair is helping a new generation of African leaders learn management and governance principles. And I will introduce you to a kindred spirit of mine: a Ghanaian scientist and devoted University of Nebraska Cornhuskers football fan who teaches subsistence farmers how to improve their yields, feed their families, and protect their greatest asset—the soil beneath their feet.


My son, Howard W. Buffett (going forward, I’ll call him HWB, to avoid confusion), has come along with me on many of my explorations around the developing world, and that has been a rewarding aspect of this journey. I’ve seen him grow from a shy, typical twelve-year-old when he first started traveling with me. He was a curious boy but sometimes overwhelmed by witnessing shocking hardships and poverty that few of his peers ever saw. He became a man with a unique understanding of the challenges that millions of people face. HWB has had some of his own novel adventures in Asia, Afghanistan, and other areas. He also served a two-year term as the foundation’s executive director. Today he is a trustee of our foundation, and he developed some insights and new ideas that he will share as well. He is particularly excited about finding new ways for organizations to work together, utilizing better management techniques and technologies to improve their programs and measure their impact.


One theme that resonates throughout the stories you will read in this book is our conviction that we need to act with urgency. People are dying and suffering today. I did not start this endeavor with the idea of building an endowed legacy. I decided not to just go through the motions, pick small, solvable problems to work on, and be content with making a big difference for very few while millions of children starved. I credit my dad with a piece of advice that has carried me through some challenging times: “Concentrate your resources on needs that would not be met without your efforts. . . . Expect to make some mistakes; nothing important will be accomplished if you make only ‘safe’ decisions.”


In the spirit of forty chances, our foundation will disperse all of our funds by 2045. It will effectively go “out of business.” HWB has embraced that idea, and when he writes and speaks about the challenges of development today, he urges NGOs to think about reinventing their approaches, even asking, “Do you have a strategy that can put yourself out of business?” As I write, we have about thirty more chances to get this right.





Story 2
Prague, 1968: The Soviet Army Eats First—“We Just Get What Is Left”


I have never personally known hunger as more than an inconvenience, even in some pretty extreme situations. I’ve gone many hours without food bouncing on dirt roads through the African savanna and then been offered goat eyes and fried rats when I arrived at my destination. I’ve had to fake swigging high-octane alcoholic home brews so as not to offend my tribal hosts as I waited for food. But I can only imagine the pain that I once saw in the eyes of a woman in an Angolan village decimated by famine. Her three-year-old child had starved to death the week before I arrived. Spindly, eyes yellowed from likely liver failure, teeth crumbling against her swollen gums, and probably not long for the world herself, she thrust her infant at my chest. “Please, please, you must take my child,” she begged. “My body is broken.”


I cannot imagine the depth of that woman’s pain, but I have seen similar examples when I travel to areas of the world suffering extreme poverty and food insecurity. However, the first time I realized how vulnerable people feel when there is not enough to eat—and also how quickly conflict can undermine food security—it blindsided me. I was a naïve teenager from Omaha, Nebraska, and I thought I was just going on a sightseeing trip overseas to visit a friend of the family.


I was born in White Plains, New York, but I grew up in Omaha, my parents’ hometown. Nebraska is the heart of America’s breadbasket, although none of us were farmers. Rather, my father, who was the son of a US congressman, was busy building a financial investment empire piece by piece while I was busy playing with Tonka trucks and collecting Cub Scout merit badges.


One of the most often repeated “factoids” that intrigue people about my father is that he still lives in the Dundee neighborhood house in Omaha where he and my late mother, Susan, raised my sister, Susie, and my younger brother, Peter, and me. It’s a nice, two-story, five-bedroom brick house in a neighborhood of similar homes. It’s not what most folks would probably consider a billionaire’s house. When I was growing up, there were five of us—my parents and us three kids—which left one extra bedroom. And as I’ve thought about some of the experiences that helped shape what I’m doing today, that extra bedroom played a surprisingly important role.


A lot has been written about my father—some of it even true. My dad is a financial genius but also a no-frills, commonsense kind of guy. It’s his belief that people should make their own way in the world, and my sister, my brother, and I have always known that we were not destined to live a life fueled by unlimited spending allowances and luxury. When asked, he would say he was figuring out how to give us enough to do anything but not enough to do nothing.


I respect that. And I would add that my dad is a lot of fun and has the greatest sense of humor of anyone I know. He does almost nothing that is considered extravagant, so some people say he is cheap. One of his standing jokes is, “I don’t buy cheap suits; they just look cheap on me.”


I had a normal childhood. I was never hungry, and I never lacked any basics as a child or teen. But we never did much of what you might consider fancy. Vacations were often long trips in the family station wagon, where we fought and whined and drove our parents nuts. One memorable adventure was a trip to Massachusetts so that my dad could take a look at the textile company called Berkshire Hathaway, which he was considering as an investment. My vivid memory of the trip was that each of us was allowed to take one toy or book in the car. I chose a big coloring book but discovered at one point that it was fun to hold it out the window and listen to the pages flap. My dad kept saying, “Howie, you’re going to lose it, and I’m not buying you another one.” I did—and he didn’t.


My dad supported my education and my desire to travel. He encouraged all three of us to pursue our interests, and he gave us help and support, but few handouts. We made a deal that I would get no birthday or Christmas gifts for three years, and when I graduated from high school, he would give me $5,000 toward my first car. I earned the other $2,500 myself. When I realized in my twenties that I wanted to farm, he purchased some land near Omaha—and I paid him a competitive rent that he insisted return 5 percent annually on his investment.


For all of my dad’s success as an investor, he didn’t talk about it much at home except in the sense of life lessons that were aligned with his investing philosophy. The idea of investing for the long term was a frequent theme, as was paying attention to basic underlying value, not some quick hit. I think he was always more intrigued with value as opposed to money itself. He’d say, “You know, Howie, it can take thirty years to build a reputation and five minutes to ruin it.” He did not subject us to nightly investing seminars or lectures about cash flow. In fact, my sister tells the story of how she once filled out a form at Dundee Elementary School when we were kids, and under my father’s occupation, my mom told her to write “securities analyst.” According to Susie, “The other kids saw that and thought it meant he went around inspecting burglar alarms.” Somehow I got the idea that it meant my dad was a security guard, and I think I told Peter, and the two of us thought that was pretty cool—although I’m not sure why we didn’t ask where his gun was, why he didn’t wear a uniform, and how he could protect the security of anything but us, since he spent so much time reading and on the phone.


My mother was a loving, caring person who looked out for us and made sure we stayed on track. In my case, this was sometimes a challenge. I was a high-energy kid with a healthy dose of rebel in me. I once did something obnoxious when I was a teenager, and she sent me to my bedroom and locked the door with a key from the outside. She said she wanted me to think about my behavior for a few hours. I climbed out the window, went to a local hardware store where we had an account, bought a bolt lock on credit, climbed back up into my room, and installed it on the inside of the door, thus preventing her from entering when my sentence was up. I look back and wonder where she found the patience to put up with me.


My mother helped us develop an appreciation for the world beyond our own yard and beyond Omaha as well. And that’s where the extra bedroom comes in. She had a curious spirit and a generous soul, and when I was a young child, she started hosting exchange students studying at what was referred to locally as Omaha University (now the University of Nebraska Omaha campus). Over the years, a half dozen or so exchange students stayed with us for several months at a time. The first I remember was an elegant young African woman named Sarah El Mahdi, who was from Sudan.I It was 1960, and I was only five, so I can’t recall many details. I can picture her in her colorful print scarves and dresses, although my sharpest memory overwhelms any other: while Sarah was there, I was stung by a bee for the first time. I remember being terrified and in pain. She took care of me.


BILLY CLUBS AND LONG LINES


Another exchange student who stayed with us would make a more lasting impact on my life. Vera Vitvarová was from Prague, Czechoslovakia, now the Czech Republic. She stayed with my family during a dramatic and tumultuous period in her country’s history. The brief “Prague Spring” flowering of intellectuals and writers and a more liberal government in Czechoslovakia began in early 1968. There was great optimism that reforms might take hold in this Iron Curtain country, but USSR leader Leonid Brezhnev was having none of that. By August, he had sent hundreds of thousands of Soviet troops to invade and occupy the country, many concentrated in Prague.


Vera joined us shortly before the invasion. Her family wrote letters about the developments, and wire service and television reports described the turmoil in Prague. I recall that the Beatles’ song “Back in the U.S.S.R.” was popular during the time she stayed with us. I liked it, but Vera would become upset and ask me to turn it off whenever it came on the radio.


I turned fourteen in December while Vera lived with us. Susie was a year and a half older, and she was more involved with her own friends and high school life, and Peter was too young to pay much attention to Vera. But when she left in the late spring of 1969, she invited us to visit her family in Prague. I wanted to go.


My mother was against it. I can’t remember exactly how much detail we had seen on television or in the newspapers, but she knew it was a volatile situation. We forget how much time it used to take news to travel and how cursory news from abroad could be. It wasn’t anything like the speed of information we have today. I kept asking and arguing with my mom. I remember one day my dad was sitting in the living room listening to us while reading the newspaper, and he finally put it down and said, “Susan-O [his nickname for my mom], let him go. I think it will be a good experience.”


Off I went by myself to Prague for a month. From almost the moment I arrived, I realized that our family had not understood the magnitude of what was going on there. As we taxied down the runway on arrival, I saw tanks and other military vehicles and army personnel all around the airport. I’ve always been fascinated with big iron anything, and I thought that was cool. But after I got off the plane and walked toward Immigration, there was a big soldier with a gun and a grim look on his face checking passports. For the first time in my life, I felt very alone. “Will they let me in? What if he does not let me through? What if Vera is not there to meet me?” I did not speak Czech; cell phones weren’t around then. My adventure took on a new edge. Vera and her family appeared, and I could relax a little, but the mood on the ground among passengers and airport and military personnel was stressed and intense. I would soon learn some of the reasons why.


Vera’s family lived in a fourth-floor flat in a building about a half hour from the Old Town area of Prague. Her father, Milos, had what was then considered a good government job as general manager of an import-export company and made the equivalent of about $120 a month. Her mother, also named Vera, and sister, Helena, lived in the apartment. Her cousin Jarslov lived with them as well. By moving Jarslov to the living room floor, I ended up with my own bed, on a couch in Milos’ den. The family also had a sign of affluence at the time: the only television in the building.


There were so many “foreign” impressions that are vivid in my mind to this day, such as no hot water. We could bathe only once a week, and had to boil water on a stove and pour it into a bathtub. But my most vivid memory was about the food. There wasn’t much of it. I’d had no idea just how difficult life had become in Prague since the Soviet invasion.1 I’m not sure that even Vera had either, since she had spent most of the previous year with us. I went to the grocery store with her several times and can remember standing in line for two or three hours just to get in, and then being able to buy only a small amount of potatoes and bread. We had money, but the shelves were practically bare. I was used to having unlimited amounts of food anytime I wanted it. During my month there, I don’t think we ate more than twice a day, and often just those same starchy, bland items. I remember asking, “Why can’t we get hamburger or some kind of meat?”


“Because the Soviet army eats first,” Vera replied. “They take all the meat and most of the vegetables. We just get what is left.”


Prague had a surreal quality. There were tanks in the street, bullet holes in the walls of buildings, and soldiers everywhere. I once watched as a group of young people in a square protested the occupation of their country. Several black vehicles pulled up, and men got out and attacked the protesters with billy clubs. This was the first time I remember feeling as though I could not believe what I was seeing. I felt that I should do something, but I knew I was helpless. Another day, we got word that a monk had set himself on fire to protest the occupation. I wanted to go see what had happened, but the family’s mood told me not to even ask.


After I’d been there a week or so, I asked Vera, “Why are the soldiers on the street corners Czech soldiers? Why wouldn’t they be Soviet soldiers, since they were the ones who invaded?” She explained that when the streets were crowded, Czech citizens were sneaking up behind the Russian soldiers and knifing them in the back. So the Soviets forced Czech soldiers to man these dangerous posts and then positioned their soldiers in safer locations to watch and to make sure the Czechs did their jobs.


Another surreal moment was watching Vera’s black-and-white television set as American astronauts walked on the moon for the first time on July 20, 1969. The moment that Neil Armstrong set foot on the moon, I felt a surge of pride. I wanted to cheer. In the United States, we had been hearing about the moon launch for months. Every boy in America dreamed of being an astronaut. But the mood in Vera’s apartment, which was crammed with neighbors, was serious—even a little hostile. I later learned from Vera that the Russian-speaking TV moderator had claimed it was fake: the event was staged somewhere in the desert in the United States.


I was a kid who had barely been out of Omaha, Nebraska, but I started to realize how much I had taken for granted about my stable, peaceful life back home. I was never in personal danger while in Vera’s country, but I was witnessing life in a conflict zone. And I have often looked back with regret at my own behavior at the end of my stay. Vera’s family were generous, dignified people. Her father was particularly proud that his daughter had come to the United States to study, and he was grateful to my family for having taken care of her and making her feel welcome. He announced that he was going to take me and the family out to dinner to say good-bye. I didn’t think much of it, although I could see that Vera was not comfortable with the idea. She tried to discourage him. Milos insisted.


We went to a restaurant that was nearly empty. Vera was uptight. I had been operating at a state of low-level hunger almost the entire trip. (I was far from starving, but I was too young to have much perspective on that.) In my self-absorbed, adolescent mode, I thought, “Great, finally I can have a good meal.”


We sat down and looked at the menu. Vera’s father told me to order anything I wanted, while Vera shot me concerned looks. At this point, I was annoyed at her, and, for want of a better word, I was being a jerk. I saw something on the menu that was translated to me as involving steak or hamburger, and I said that was what I wanted. I really didn’t consider or even understand what it cost. Vera told me, “You don’t want that. That is not what you think it is.” Her father told her to be quiet; he said that I could have whatever I wanted.


The rest of the family ordered modestly from the menu, and when my meal arrived, it turned out to be steak tartare. Yes, raw meat. I took one look and announced, “I’m not eating this.” Of course, I had not intended to order raw meat, and Vera had tried to warn me. She was upset. The others at the table ended up sharing what I had ordered. I’m not sure they liked it much either, but they were not about to let that much protein go to waste.


All of us make mistakes because of youth or ignorance or both. We can’t do much about youth, but we can do something about ignorance. That trip was the first real solo adventure of my life. What I saw and experienced would come back around later and fuel my desire to help people who find themselves, like Vera’s family, on the wrong side of events beyond their control. I remember the fear and unease I experienced watching the secret police beating people with their billy clubs, and the shocking and visceral realization that I was not in Omaha anymore. I was in a realm where you couldn’t count on the law to protect you, where the police could not be trusted and rules were capricious, where there was a fundamental disorder that could endanger you or your loved ones.
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In 1968, the Soviet army occupied the streets of most towns in Czechoslovakia. I learned to take covert photos for the first time, and it was the first time I had my film confiscated. Photo: Howard G. Buffett





Years later, in the mid-1990s, I would be arrested and detained briefly in Bosnia for taking photographs. This was toward the end of the bloody, three-year Bosnian conflict, which pitted Croatians against Serbs in former territories of Yugoslavia. I remember feeling helpless in a situation without any obvious rule of law. Police officers with unclear motives and intentions sat in front of me, considering actions that would determine my future, and I had no say in what they would do and no recourse. Eventually I was released. In these and other brief periods of feeling powerless, fear about what comes next has never lasted more than a few days or a few hours for me. But it is daily life for millions of people in the world. And one constant is that where there is poverty and conflict, there is always food insecurity. It’s not only physically uncomfortable but also degrading and dehumanizing.


I first learned these lessons because we had an extra bedroom in our house and a mom who made sure we knew that the world was a much bigger and more complicated place than we might realize. And a dad who sensed that I was ready for an adventure. The memory of that trip where I never got enough to eat, and of that steak tartare dinner and all the complicated emotions at the table—Vera’s father’s pride, my ignorance, Vera’s loyalty and concern for her family—continues to remind me that food is a basic ingredient of our humanity. Hospitality is universal; nourishment, fundamental.





I. Sudan gained its independence from Egypt only four years before Sarah stayed with us. I have since visited Sudan four times. There has been chronic food insecurity in this conflict-plagued region for decades. I once spent three nights sleeping near Nyala in the Darfur region, and every night I could hear the sound of helicopters that were headed out to attack villages filled with starving people. The government in Khartoum categorically denied it, but I saw the camouflage-painted Mi-24 attack helicopters myself and even managed to take some low-resolution photographs of them by hiding a disposable camera in a potato chip bag. In the morning, local people could tell you which villages were bombed the night before.





Story 3
From Bulldozing Dirt to Building Soil


The knees of my pants have always given me away. I was that little kid with a truck that you see in every sandbox in every crowded playground: growling engine sounds, rolling the truck up a slope, crashing it down, dumping a load of sand. I’d go into our backyard in Omaha and play with Tonka trucks for hours. It was best after a rain, when there was water and mud, and I’d grind the knees of my jeans into a filthy oblivion. To this day, when I return from a trip to visit agricultural projects around the world, my wife, Devon, laughs at the state of my stained and ripped pant knees. The first thing I always do at any location is kneel down, grab a chunk of soil, and roll it through my hands to check the structure and organic matter, and I pick through the roots of whatever is growing.


I had to learn the difference between dirt and soil, however.


Many people assume that because my family is from Omaha, Nebraska, we are farmers, and my dad just broke the mold by going into finance. Not the case. My great-great-grandfather started a grocery store in Nebraska in 1869, but I never had a conversation about farming with any relative that I can recall until the 1980s, when my dad volunteered to invest in four hundred acres north of Omaha that I rented back from him.
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No matter where I am in the world, if I am talking to farmers, I end up on my knees inspecting the soil. Photo: Trevor Neilson





And yet I consider myself first and foremost a farmer. I am never happier than when I’m sitting in a tractor or a combine during planting or harvest season.


When I graduated from high school at age eighteen, I wasn’t ready to jump on the college track. I had excelled in high school. I got good grades. I starred on the debate team. I became a black belt in Taekwondo. But I started college with no real sense of what I wanted to do. I first attended a small, private college in South Dakota because two of my friends went there. One year was enough of that. I then decided that I wanted to go to Japan and learn a form of karate called Shotokan to complement my Taekwondo training, but the look on my dad’s face pretty much ended that plan.


I was restless and curious, and then I heard about the World Campus Afloat run out of Chapman College in California. Now called Semester at Sea, the program offers students the chance to steam around the world on a cruise ship, taking classes but also visiting ports of call in countries such as Morocco, South Africa, India, and Taiwan. That experience affected me in many ways that would inform my later travels and interests, but when I got back, I still didn’t know what I wanted to do. I went to Chapman College itself for a while and then I came back home. I was not interested in learning finance or investing. Near as I can remember, what set me on my course in life was watching a guy in Omaha operate a big front loader doing construction work. I thought, “Now, that is something I would love to learn to do, and maybe somebody will pay me to do it. ”


When my curiosity is engaged, I am a man possessed. I knew a businessman named Fred Hawkins, who owned a large construction company in Omaha. I called Mr. Hawkins and asked if I could come talk to him. He was a gruff, self-made man who had built an impressive company. I walked in, introduced myself, and said that I wanted to learn to operate bulldozers and other big equipment. He looked me square in the eye and said, “Kid, you were born with a silver spoon in your mouth. You wouldn’t last five minutes with my union guys. Get the hell out of my office.” The Buffett name got me in the door, and then it got me tossed right back out again.


I don’t think he meant any offense. Over time, as the child of someone like my dad, you just get used to people reacting in pointed ways to the idea of who you are, rather than figuring out who you really are. I guess children of famous Wall Street financial executives and Hollywood actors can find plenty of company among other kids going through similar experiences, but being Warren Buffett’s son in Omaha—not so much. Omaha is full of great people, but it’s a place where you figure out what people think or expect of you. Sometimes it’s fair, and sometimes it’s not. A little needling is an irritation that pales compared to the struggles and challenges that billions of people on the planet contend with, but it can frustrate you when you’re young and would like to be considered on your own merits.


I left Fred’s office with an “I’ll show you” chip on my shoulder. I went to see another construction guy I heard about from a friend. He was named Frank Tietz, and this time I said, “Look, I want to learn to drive a track loader.” He replied that he could not hire me because I did not have any experience. I asked, “How can I get any experience if no one will hire me?” That wasn’t his problem.


“Okay, I’ll work for free for a month,” I suggested. After that, he could decide if it was worth it to pay me. I thought I had a surefire plan.


“Nah, can’t do that,” Frank replied. “My guys wouldn’t like that.”


“Why would they care?” I asked.


“Well, they’ll see you working for free on jobs they would have made money doing. That won’t work.”


I hadn’t thought of that, so I was frustrated leaving his place too. Then I called a friend of mine named Bill Roberts, who owned an excavating company. I asked him, “If I buy my own equipment, will you let me work on jobs you don’t want?”


Bill said yes.


My half-baked adventure gained speed: I scoured the paper and found a CAT 955K front-end track loader for $16,500. I thought that sounded cheap compared to other Caterpillars advertised. (It won’t surprise you that there was a reason for that!) I talked a bank into giving me a loan for $20,000, because I knew my dad would never loan me the money.


Bill Roberts helped me out again by hauling the CAT to my first job site: a lot where a friend needed a basement dug. I figured that was a good place to start. Within a day, I was sitting in a hole in the ground with slanted walls and a ramp so steep, I was lucky I didn’t pitch the CAT over forward. I stopped working. I knew where Bill was digging a basement, and went and studied him for several hours. I then came back and, through trial and error, figured out how to get the walls straight. Thank goodness I was pretty good at getting the floor level.


Bill was a true friend, passing on small jobs to me and hauling my CAT to the site on his trailer. Next, I figured that I wanted my own trailer so I could haul the CAT myself. I visited a guy named Harry Sorensen, who also operated heavy construction equipment and had drilled for oil in Texas. “Can you build me a trailer?” I asked him.


“Yes. Can you give me a down payment of $3,500?” I had made some money by then, so I gave it to him.


Six months later Bill was still hauling me around, and I kept going back to Harry, who would say, “Not done yet; come back in a couple of weeks.” Finally, I said, “Okay, Harry, I need my thirty-five hundred back.” He replied, “Well, I don’t have it.”


“What do you mean you don’t have it?”


“Well, I got something else for you that will help you out. I got this tractor you can sell, or you can use it yourself grading or doing other jobs.” It turned out to be a 1958 Minneapolis-Moline 5-Star tractor. Even I knew that it was not remotely worth $3,500, but what was I going to do? He had spent my money, and I was not going to get my trailer, so taking that tractor was the only way I could salvage anything. Bill just laughed when he learned I now had two pieces of equipment and still no trailer.


I started using the tractor for a few jobs, and the transmission went out. I went to a distributor for the parts to fix it and found out they’d cost $3,500. Spending $7,000 on a tractor worth $1,500 tops was nuts.


I started asking around and ended up meeting a genius at equipment repair named Otto Wenz. I told him, “I’ve got this tractor with a blown transmission, and I can’t spend a lot of money.” Well, he fixed it, and fast. He wouldn’t take any money, so I asked what I could do to help him. He said he needed some cornfields disked. Disking, or disk harrowing, means pulling a tool with concave blades on it that chops up the crop residue and the soil. Many farmers do it before planting to loosen up the clods of dirt and bury weeds. I’d never done any farming, but I was grateful to Otto, so I showed up on his farm. His son Wayne was there, and we hooked up a disk to his old John Deere 6030 tractor. I was out in the sun driving that big tractor, and I was enjoying learning from Wayne about all the different steps of farming. Best of all, I was not in a hole in the ground trying to make dirt walls straight. It hit me: “This is more fun than digging basements.”
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In 1976, I bought a trailer I could pull behind my dump truck to haul my CAT as I expanded my business. Photo: Unknown source





Farming took hold of me. Later that week, I was the last one in the fields, and it was getting dark. Otto’s old tractor had no cab and crummy lights. We’d been working on some land with terraces. When I finished the one I was doing, it was dark, but I thought, “Okay, just one left, and I’ve got time; I might as well finish that one too.” I was about five minutes into working on it when I saw a pickup truck speeding at me with its headlights flashing madly. I stopped, and Wayne jumped out and ran over. “Stop! You’re disking a field where my dad’s already planted corn! I’ll go grab the planter and replant, and maybe he won’t figure it out.”


It’s funny how often the path to where you need to be in life can be littered with foul-ups, setbacks, and mistakes, but anything worth doing or learning involves those elements. Otto, Harry, Wayne, a farmer named Francis Kleinschmit, and another group of guys I would meet a few years later all stand out as characters who one way or another nudged me down the road to becoming a real farmer. If Harry had built me that trailer, I might have become the bulldozer king of Omaha and never gone near farming. If the tractor hadn’t broken down, I wouldn’t have met Otto or had a patient guy like Francis to show me the fundamentals.


In talking to people all around the world, it is striking how many successful people admit that they just jumped right into whatever they decided to do. They never let fear of making a mistake paralyze them. They even may have tried several careers before they landed in the one best suited to them. To make the most of your forty chances, from time to time you’ve got to do things you don’t necessarily know how to do, make some mistakes, call an audible, and try again. It’s a simple concept, but so many people are afraid of change. (Farmers, in fact, tend to be among the folks most resistant to change.) When you feel yourself drawn to do or try something, don’t overthink it.


After this introduction to farming, I moved away from Omaha for a few years, but I thought about these experiences a lot. By the time I moved back, in 1982, I had a wife and four stepdaughters to support, and the first thing I did was find some land to rent so that I could farm it. I am never so happy as when I’m on a farm, and I’ve talked to thousands of farmers on every continent except Antarctica.


When HWB was very young, he would come in the cab with me with a pillow. I’d put the soundtrack of his favorite Disney movie on the tape player, and we’d spend hours together. I’d let him steer, and I’d point out to him animals or features about the fields. Today he is farming the Omaha acreage my dad still owns. HWB doesn’t love the big motors and the dirt as much as I do, but he is a whiz with the onboard computers and GPS systems that increasingly enable most large-scale farming today. He’s got the high-tech gear so dialed in that he once, while on a flight from Washington to Omaha, sent me an email saying that he had just turned on his irrigation pivots from thirty-five thousand feet using his BlackBerry and the plane’s onboard Wi-Fi! I was the kid in the sandbox with the trucks; HWB was that kid you count on to reprogram the VCR after a power outage.


FARMERS ARE MORE DIVERSE THAN THEY MAY APPEAR


Obviously, my personal path to farming was not typical. My son enjoys it for different reasons than I do. But I’m not sure that most people in the United States—or even in governments and organizations trying to set agricultural policy or work on global hunger issues—understand just how diverse the farming experience is for hundreds of millions of farmers around the world. I have rarely seen a farmer who is a great economist, an outstanding academic, or a successful politician, but the inverse is also true—not that it seems to stop some of those folks from popping off about agricultural production in a particular geographic area or circumstance, often without a clue about what it means to farm there or how farmers think.


American farmers are unique in the world for several reasons. They have access to vast, flat regions of our country with good soils within what I call the “fertility belt,” or the region in the Northern Hemisphere between the 30th and 45th parallels. That region comprises most of the lower forty-eight states, and it holds the most temperate climate, the best soils, and the most productive agricultural lands in the world.I But we are blessed not just geographically. US agriculture also benefits from incredibly solid infrastructure, waterways, and access to vast information resources and research data.


As a country, we began investing in our agricultural infrastructure in the 1700s, when 90 percent of the population depended on agriculture to make a living. Our early presidents, including George Washington, were farmers, always interested in improving their yields and supportive of farmers’ concerns. Early on, the US established a land tenure system that connected individual farmers to their land in a reliable and stable way, inspiring them to invest and develop it, allowing them to use their land to obtain credit. The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) was established in 1862, the same year that the Morrill Act created land-grant agricultural colleges. By the 1960s, decades of investment by the government in these programs—plus wide-scale research and other key infrastructure elements such as rural electricity, roads, and railroads—created the conditions that propelled an almost tripling of productivity over the next four decades.1


Ongoing research and technology development now allow farmers to produce on a scale unimaginable even a few decades ago. Satellites steer tractors, and combines and fertilizer applicators can vary the amount released in one-square-foot patches based on taking an automatic assessment in real time of what the plants within that square foot require. In 1926 every American farmer was feeding 26 people; today every US farmer feeds 155.2


These farmers have the expertise and resources to use the most sophisticated and complex technologies and inputs—and we must support that. The food ecosystem is complex and multifaceted; a disappointing US corn crop one year may exacerbate starvation globally by driving up worldwide corn prices, while surpluses another year might enable us to quickly and efficiently ship lifesaving aid after an earthquake. As the world’s population grows, so must our productivity. US farmers already produce about one-fifth of the world’s grain for consumption. What is not so clearly understood is that when the United States maximizes the productivity of its farm acreage, it saves fragile ecosystems elsewhere.


Even in my hometown of Decatur, a Midwestern city surrounded by lush farmland, people don’t realize how much farming here has changed in the last thirty years. We have hundreds of thousands of acres of corn and soybeans, yet I still meet people around here who think of farming as a little-red-barn enterprise. Several decades ago, the area had lots of medium-sized farms of maybe a few hundred acres, each employing a farmer, his family, and maybe a few others. Now these parcels are thousands of acres in size, but they are farmed by fewer and fewer owners, who employ a handful of workers and rely on larger and more sophisticated machines. Drive by agricultural land, and you’ll see tall poles holding GPS receivers. Those enable farmers to operate their equipment hands free, their coordinates beaming to and from space. They may pick up some extra hands at planting or harvest, but the level of automation and mechanization is significant.


That’s one extreme in the United States. At the other end of the spectrum are the growing ranks of small-production organic farmers who are using various lower-impact, green techniques and fueling the organic and “buy local” movements. There is a lot of important research and technology developed in that area. I’m all for it. I believe we need diversity in every sector, at every scale. One of the most impressive demonstration farms I’ve seen is the Rodale Institute in Pennsylvania, where for decades scientists have been testing and developing higher-yield organic methods that protect and enhance soil quality.


I am a relentless advocate of better soil management, and we’ll get into more detail about that later. I will speak a sometimes unpopular opinion, however: with hunger afflicting nearly a billion people every single day, I do not believe we can feed the world with organic farming. The overall challenge is too big and the conditions in the areas hardest hit are too extreme to rely solely on these methods, which require considerable training, restricted use of fertilizer and seed, and intense management. I agree with the sentiment that attention to soil quality everywhere is essential—from the largest US commercial corn farms to the smallest patch of land around a poor farmer in Guatemala or Ghana. That effort involves the use of cover crops, crop rotations, and reduced tillage techniques that I do believe can be implemented by any size farmer almost anywhere. But in the end, improving food security for almost one billion people will require the use of the best practices at many different scales, tuned to local conditions, to achieve success.


THE PYRAMID OF SMALLHOLDER FARMERS


When it comes to global hunger, every farmer has a role to play. The commercial farmer’s role is different from a smallholder’s role, obviously, but the worldwide food ecosystem needs good, smart actors at every level, in every region. The farmers I am most focused on are ones I feel have been misunderstood and underserved by a lot of well-intentioned efforts to address global hunger: subsistence farmers.


In 2008 I met a woman in southern Ethiopia, a country racked by drought and famine.3 Her name was Adanech Seifa. As always, I carried my camera, and the photograph I took of her sitting on the ground with her twelve-year-old son, Negese, at the Misrak Badawacho distribution site remains a haunting reminder of the people we must figure out how to help in a long-term, sustainable way. In the photograph I took, her eyes are hollow and tortured. Her son’s chest is concave. Narrow ridges of skin hang off his ribs. His legs are so thin that his knees look like oversized knobs.
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