Hard times

Toastmasters speech # 10, "Inspire Your Audience"


Introduction

You can't miss the signs around you.  The stock market is down about 80%.  More of you are looking for work, it is harder to find.  I talked to a man who is losing the apartment he is building.  He cannot borrow more money to finish the building, interest is rising and, his income and the grivna are falling.  

What you make of the signs depends on your life's experience.  You have heard your parents’ stories about losing their life savings when Sverbank froze accounts in 1992.  You know about your economic upheavals in the Kuchma time.  But most of you remember mostly good times, a period of incredible growth, new apartments, new houses, cell phones, the Internet... everything within the last eight years.  You can see the coming storm, but don't know what to make of it, because it is not in your life's experience.

What is happening?
What is happening in Ukraine is happening all over the world.  Here's the story in a nutshell.  We bought things we could not afford: apartments, cars, luxury goods.  We bought them on several optimistic beliefs.  

We thought prices would rise forever.  The apartment we cannot afford today will cost even more tomorrow.  We can sell it for a profit; if we don't buy it now we will be renters forever.

We bought because we wanted stuff.  Nobody needs a Porsche Cayenne or a Rolex watch.
We bought because we thought we would keep getting richer.  Our salaries keep going up, and later we will have money to pay everything off.

What happened when things started to fall?  Too many houses were built.
First, one guy loses his job and cannot afford to make payments on the apartment he bought as an investment.  He has to sell for the best price they can get, which is lower than previous sales.  The next guy has to sell for less than guy number one.

The banks get nervous because the value of real estate is falling.  They stop making new loans.  They raise interest on adjustable loans.
The banks discover that the assets on their books -- loans they expect to collect, and property they have repossessed because people didn't pay, are less than liabilities -- the money they owe to depositors.  They are bankrupt.

And so it goes -- the banks collapse, companies cannot borrow, everybody saves money by laying people off, and you have hard times.

And here is the big question for you.  What do you do?  How do you live through it?  How do you even profit from it?

What do you do about money?

Sad to say, one of the best things to do is to listen to your parents.  Do not spend money you do not need to.  You don't need that fancy cell phone, you don't need a car.  You don't need that new coat.  You don't need to eat in restaurants, even Puzata Hata.  Learn how to cook.  Learn how to sew -- take care of your clothes.

Use the money you save to pay off your debts.  You do not want to go bankrupt if you lose your job or have to take one that pays less.  Once you have paid off your debt, put your money into things of lasting value that are not dependent on the grivna.  Gold, Euros and US dollars are the obvious things.  
There are some less obvious ones that take less money.  Buy a couple of months supply of the food that you have learned how to.  Food retains its value even in an inflation.  Our addictions  -- cigarettes and liquor -- hold their value in the worst situations.  

How do you change spiritually?
A babushka told me, with tears in her eyes, who it was that lived through the siege of Leningrad.  It was not the rich people, but the people who took care of each other.

I heard similar stories about the depression in America in the 1930s.  My mother knew how to feed 20 people with 1 kg of hamburger.  And she used to do it -- she invited people who had even less than she did over for dinner.  Those friendships lasted a lifetime.
There will be many people who are worse off than you are.  The people who are already poor, pensioners and orphans.  People your age who do not have an education.  Without jobs, what can they do?  In our depression many became migrant farm workers -- at least in the countryside there was food.

Hard times are an opportunity for you to contribute your time and your intelligence as a volunteer.  There will be many people who need your help.  You will learn from these people, and you will feel good about yourself.  If you are looking for an opportunity, churches are good place to start.
Hard times will make you reexamine your values.  How important was that two week vacation to Egypt?  How important are those gold earrings?  Not very, compared to human values.

What good will come of it?

Economist Joseph Schumpeter popularized the phrase creative destruction.  Everything we make will be destroyed and replaced by something better.  Out of the chaos of this economic collapse there will emerge great opportunities for people with vision.  We have a name for the visionaries of the early 1990s -- oligarchs.  This time justice will play a bigger role; expect the rewards will go to a better class of people.  Where will they be?

Ukraine has the best land in the world.  People and companies who can organize to put it to use will make a lot of money.

Your university graduates have wonderful brains and training.  There is a lot of money to be made putting your brains to work.  The time to start will be soon -- the best people will be available, and they will work cheaply compared to Western salaries.
Those assets that became so overvalued through optimism, houses, apartments, and stock in companies, will become vastly undervalued by pessimism.  There is a lot of money to be made by people brave enough to invest in them when everything looks at its worst.

Conclusion

Remember that the values, the trusts, the friendships you build now in these hard times be the most important ones in your life.  When hard times are over and you grow rich, you will be rich also in the knowledge that money and the things money will buy are not the most important things in life.
Mr. Toastmaster.
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