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The Ant & the Grasshopper 

An ant was bustling about in the warm sunshine one day, drying out his grain he had stored during the 
summer, when a starving Grasshopper, his fiddle under his arm, came up and humbly begged for a bite to 
eat. 

“What!” cried the Ant in surprise, “haven’t you stored anything away for the winter? What in the world 
were you doing all last summer?” 

“I didn’t have time to store any food,” whined the Grasshopper; “I was so busy making music that before I 
knew it the summer was gone.” 

The ant shrugged his shoulders in disgust. “Making music, were you?” he cried. “Very well; now dance!” 
And he turned his back on the Grasshopper and went on with his work.  
 

 

Most of the markets where CWS operates are still enjoying a long summer. The question for us 
is, “What are we doing at CWS to prepare for a potentially harsh winter?” Our company was designed 
and is managed for the long term. Our nature is to be a bit risk-averse with a clear goal to preserve capital. 

There are many positive fundamental factors in our industry that would lead one to take 
additional risk. The production of housing units (single-family plus multi-family) has been significantly 
less than actual household formations required the last several years. This has resulted in higher than 
normal occupancy rates and greater than historical average rental increases. Demographic growth of the 
renter population age group 21 to 35 will be quite strong through 2022. Young people favor renting by 
choice, not to mention the fact that they are unable to muster the down payment or credit required to buy 
a home. Marriage, children, and homeownership are all part of the young renter's future, it's just occurring 
much later in life than for previous generations. Lastly, there is a pent up group of young people living at 
home that will be forming households sometime in the future. In fact, 40% of young people ages 25 to 35 
are living with relatives. This compares to a normal percentage of 32% established over the last several 
years.  

Given the uncertainty of world affairs, one would say it is very difficult to predict the future of 
the global economy and, therefore, encourages us to take less risk going forward. Part of the global 
uncertainty comes from a slowdown in China, Brexit, terrorism and the volatile price of oil. The U.S. 
economy is also very difficult to predict with all the changes taking place with the new, unknown 
administration in Washington and the prospect for a strengthening dollar. The U.S. and global economies 
are undeniably connected. 



Our experience tells us we are better off preparing for a harsh winter whether it actually occurs or 
not. It feels better to have been prepared even though it was not necessary. Mike Engels has a saying, 
“Just because you walk through the minefield without stepping on a mine does not mean it was a better 
route than walking around it.” 

Looking back over the last 50 years, I don't believe there is any point in time that a well-located 
apartment project purchased in any particular year was actually worth less than the price paid 10 years 
later.  For that reason, it is very important to be able to own the property 10 years after purchase no matter 
what type of economic downturn is experienced during the holding period. This strategy of investing is 
very important when deciding the markets where we invest, which properties to buy within those markets 
as well as the most appropriate financial structure to provide a suitable margin of safety.  

Even though it is highly likely that the apartment communities in our markets are going to 
perform quite well over the next few years, the CWS strategy is to consider each opportunity as if there 
will be an economic downturn and we will be positioned to outperform other properties in the submarket 
during a competitive period. Our pricing and financial structures will continue to reflect our cautious 
approach.  

In addition to the different levels of supply and demand experienced in each of our ten markets, 
there are also variations within each submarket. In the midst of the complexities of each market, there is 
almost always a good opportunity to be found. Fortunately, our daily operating experience with our local 
properties provides our team with valuable real-time information about how each submarket is 
performing. This special knowledge gives us the advantage to know when to move forward with 
opportunities as they arise. 

CWS will continue to pick opportunities to pursue based upon our knowledge and will be content 
to buy only those properties that can be bought at a price consistent with our cautious approach. Our 
strategies for growth do not include goals to buy a certain number of properties in a year, but rather to 
select certain properties that will deliver returns above those predicted at the time of purchase. Our 
growth goals are now slow and steady as the market dictates. And we have come to learn that slow and 
steady often wins the race. 

This approach has served us well for nearly 50 years and we believe it will serve us well for the 
next 50 years. 


