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PERSONAL FINANCE

Taking a D.1.Y. Approach
“lo Investing in Foreign Markets

Continued from page Bl
2003, when the S8&P bounced
back from three consecutive
years of bear-market losses with
. a 29% gain, Thailand improved
by 145%. When the S&P eked out
a single~digit return in 2005,
more than 40 other countries!
stockmarkets performed better.
| The factis, the U.8 market, as
measured by the S&P, has never
lgddl the list. In years the S&P
‘agged, other markets flour-
ished. In years the S&P flour-
&shed other markets flourished

niore.. The New York Stock Ex-

change may sit upon an island,
but it’s surrounded by a wide
warld of investment opportuni-
ties unrelated to America.

How, I.am not a professional
investor. Iam ajournalist—an av-
erage investor, with access to
the same tools available to other
average investors, namely the In-
ternet and an email account.

New Opportunities

At the time my adventure be-
gan, international-minded inves-
tors had no Lonely Planet guide to
going global. Stateside brokerage
firms offered no real options, ei-
ther. Those that would transact in
foreign markets either demanded
large purchases tojustify their ef-
~fort;ormarked up the share price
to cover their costs, Neither op-
tion appealed to a small-time in-
vestor unable to trade multi-thou-
sand-share blocks and unwilling
to pay usurious charges,

No, if I wanted to go na-
tive==it I wanted to trade as lo-
calsdo, onlocal stock exchanges,
in local currencies—1d have to
bushwhack the trall myself. So 1
did;, ultimately opéning ac-

counts over the vears that, com-
bined, provide access to more
than a dozen stock exchanges.

That’s how I found that dlSh'
washer.

Fisher & Pavkel Appliances
Holdings Ltd. is not a company
many Americans knew about in
the mid-1990s. However, the
maker of kitchen and laundry.ap-
pliances was aleaderinitshome
country, New Zealand, and Aus-
tralia, and was growing in Asia.
Any investor specifically search-
ing for consumer-oriented Pa-
cific Rimcompanies kely to ben-
efit from Asig’s multidecade eco-
nomic expansion would likely
stumble upon Fisher & Paykel.

The simple fact is that
the average U.S. investor
can succeed in buying

stocks directly overseas.

Yet even if they did, Fisher &
Paykel wasn't a stock American
investors could easily buy.-To
own the shares required trans-
acting onthe New Zealand Stock
Exchange, nearly 9,000 miles
from Wall Street. Accomplishing
that would require alocal broker-
age account, funded with New
Zealand dollars.

Equipped with a slow laptop
computer and an even slower
dial-up Internet connection, I
trolled the Web for weeks, dis-
patching emails to brokerage
firms ‘Down. Under, asking if
they might accommodate an
American, One—just one—wel-
comed me: New Zealand’s now-

defunct Ord Minnett Sécurities,
where a local broker helped me
open an account via emails and
applications faxed across 17
time zones.

“All that remains,” the broker

ultimately wrote, “is wiring your

“funds” to a particular account,

)

Btoves Ine,

routing it through a particular
bank ... on the other side of world
..toa country 've never v131ted
Eagerly 1 complied.
Then heard nothing.

Dy enthusiasmowaned:
swelled, Might this seoming!
fable broker have just mamm‘é
my thousands of dollars?

Four days later, the notice ar-
rived by fax: The broker, who'd
been away, had received the
money, funded the account and
purchased my shares. And, hein-
formed me, the sum I'd wired
was precisely 10 New Zealand
dollars too few. On my first over-
seas transaction, I'd muffed my
first currency conversion.

“But no worries,” he wrote.
“T'll cover that cost for you. Wel-
come to New Zealand.”

With that, I was a financial
globetrotter:

Lacking Purity

Certainly, vou dor’t have to
physically send your money
across horders to gain interna-
tional exposure. You can own
American mutual funds and ex-
change-traded funds that hold
foreign securities. You can buy
American depositary receipts,
the U.S.-listed shares of foreign
companies such as Sony Corp,
British &lrways PLC and Nokis
Corp., which trade in the States.
You can buy shares of U5, multi-
national companies such as
Coca~Cola Co., Wal-Mart

{‘fsmm, @waetmﬂf their presence
info markets will translate
into meaningful exposure to
overseas economies.

Allthose strategies are worth-
while, Yet each lacks purity. All
too often, buying international
mutual funds; ETFs and ADRs
means owning the higgest com-
panies i a country, ones that al-
ready are large, global corpora-
tions. That's not necessarily bad.
But they typically have a sizable
portion of their business tied to
the U.S. consumer, making them
as much a bet.on America as.on
local economies. The same holds
for multinational American
firms. Sure, they genedate bush-
els of sales overseas, but they're
more often tied to movements in
the U.S. economy and the U.S,
stock market.

To profit from expanding lo-
cal economies requires owning
the small and medium-size com-
panies rarely tied to the U.S. And
the way to own those companies
istoinvest directly intheir home
markets.

When I first ventured over-
seas, that effort took time. To-
day, those opportunities are as
convenient as trading stocks in
America. Opening brokerage ac-
counts in places like Hong Kong,
Egypt, Australia and even Viet-
nam is generally no more diffi-
cult than ordering a book online,

As for researching and track-
ing foreign companies, consider
this: A dozen years ago, re-
searching companies required.
nothing more than a slow Inter-
net connection and email. I'd sit
inmy office for an hour or two af-
ter work, plugging into a search
engine phrases such as “banks
and Scandinavia,” searching for
financial firms in Norway and
Sweden. I'd search for home-

eveil Starbucks

town newspapers with online
content in places such as Auck-
land, New Zealand, or Sydney,
Australia, reading local busi-
ness sections to unearth pub-
licly traded companies.

To those that seemed inter-
esting, I'd shoot an email to the
investor-relations department
requesting the most recent %ew
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tity of infor mam:m mm@ on-
line has exploded. Almost all pub-
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Doing Due Diligence

Indeed, prior to 1995, I knew
nothing about Fisher & Paykel. I
first happened upon the name

Markets Avatiable

Mexico

HongKong, Japan, Australia, Thailand; South
Korea, Talwan, Japan, China, Singapore; the :
Philippines; Malaysna, Indonesia

= New Zealand, Australia

Canada, France, Germany, Hong Kong, Japan,
United Kingdom

Online: Egypt and United Arab Emirates.
Offline; Morocco, Tunisia; Sudan, Jordan,
Lebanon, Kuwait, Qatar,‘Bahrain, Oman

Phone-based trading in more than a score of |
markets, including Canada, Finland, Peru and
the Philippines

- Roughly a dozen markets, generally in West-
ert-Europe and Asia

Throughout Waestern Europe, Scandinavia
and the Baltic states, Russia, Greece, Poland,
Australia, Hong Kong

Botswana

while reading the New Zealand
Herald newspaper online. I
found the company’s address
and sent off an email requesting
the last three years of financials,
After due diligence, I invested.
More than a decade later, I
still.own the shares.
Inthat time, the stock hases:
caiaﬁed sharply, and the com-
ol e highly g}mﬁxw

; wls and a«g}&?*
cial distr 1§m’nmw that cumula-
tively exceed my original cost by
more than 40%. All told the in-
vmtm@m has am@d an average

eign ste:)ck is not a ;.,ame smaﬁ
investors hke you and I should
play. Many pros argue that indi-
vidual investors should avoid
fording the oceans because they
haven't got the necessary skills

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan

to analyze unfamiliar companies
in unfamiliar lands, operating in
unfamiliar industries, according
to unfamiliar accounting rules
and governmental policies.
While Wall Street experts cer-
tainly agree with the need to di-
versify internationally, it'’s best,
they insist, to stick your money
indamutoal fmd or BTF heve in
Amorica I vow promise not b

The wmp}e fact is rhat you,
the average U.S. investor, can suc-
cegd in buying stocks directly :
overseas. You ean succeed m !Q—
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And yowcan suc-
Ting companies
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never set foot out OI this coun-
try, you can take advantage of op-
portunities the bulk of American
investors will never realize ex-
ist, from Ireland to New Zealand
and beyond.

SMARTMONEY STOCK SCREEN | Accelerating Sales

and the weak dollar.

ast week in writing about tractor maker

Deere, I noted that the price of corn has
more than doubled since 2004.

Yet on-Monday, the Agriculture Depart-
ment-reported that U.S. farmers are expected
to plant 8% less corn this year, A bushel of
corn sells for about $5.65, but a bushel of soy-
beans around $12, and corn requires more
fertilizer nutrients than soy. Prices for those
nutrients have soared 130% since 2000, ac-
cording to the Fertilizer Institute. Blame surg-
ing world-wide food demand, higher trans-
portation costs, increased ethanol production

Higher prices have done marvelous
things for Agrium, a major fertilizer pro-
ducer based in Calgary, Alberta. In Decem-
ber 2003, this column called its stock a bar-
gain at about $15. It’s about $63 now. The
stock lost nearly4% Monday on news of
farmers forsaking corn for soy, since corn
uses 43% of the U.S.s fertilizer.

Surprisingly, Agrium’s price/earnings ra-

risen faster.

tio has shrunk to 12 from 19 since 2003, de-
spite the stock’s run-up. That’s because prof-
its have expanded even faster. Last year, ad-
Jjusted profit soared 161% on a 26% pickup in
sales. The stellar year earned the company a
spot in our Accelerating Sales Growth
screen. It looks for companies whose sales
have increased by at least 20% a year over
the past three years, and by faster rates over
the past year and past quarter. The screen re-
cently produced eight survivors from a start-
ing database of 8,000.

One caution about Agrium’s low P/E: It
suggests that investors are convinced prof-
its are temporarily swollen by abnormally
dear fertilizer. I won’t pretend to have a
good guess on the direction of prices. The
Fertilizer Institute, naturally, says the
price jump has been comparatively reason-
able. The cost for seed, tractors and labor
has increased nearly ds fast since the early
1990s, it notes, while the cost of oil has

—Jack Hough



