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arren Buffett’s
ombshell buy

All eyes on Houlihan Lawrence after sale
to Berkshire Hathaway HomeServices

By C. J. Huches

hen the "Oracle of Oma-
ha.” billionaire business
magnate Warren Buffett,
bought Houlilan Lawrence

thisyear, it sent sk
real estate industry in Westchester County.
Buffet’s Berksl I J

Moreover, HomeServices, which has a
wide national referral network, could pose
stiff competition for more localized players,
like Douglas Elliman Real Estate, whichgets
leads from its New York City offic:

And if Houlihan exp

borhood:

nds into neigh-

vices of America, anational behemoth, had
snapped up alocal firm that had been fami-
ly-controlled since the 19th century and was
known for its devotion to the region.

Seven months later, therehas beensome
turnover in the executive suite at Houlihan
and continued nervousness by brokers in-
side and outside the firm about what’s com-
ing next.

While so far Houlihan’s ranks remain
largely intact, according to sources, some
brokers wam it's too soon to judge the
effects of the deal, whose terms have not
been disclosed. They say that the takeover
of Julia B. Fee by Sotheby’s International
Realty a decade
large n: al firn
brand — ultimg

o — a similar case of a

sorbing a regional

elyled tomany job losses.

And fears linger that newly flush Houlihan
could still swallow up competitors, which
would rattle the market, sources point out.
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where HomeServices already
has outposts, it could effectively step on its
own toes. However, Berkshire officials said
that they don't think it matters to have two
competing brands in the same area, iting
the example of Brown Harris Stevens and
Halstead in New York City, which are both
owned by Terra Holdings — though that is
obviously amuch broader market.
Onething most brok

bl h

Clhris Meyers, oneofth gswhop
v 1th

y firmand whoisstaying
asits president.
Meyers said that this past winter, as he

visited many of the firmis 30 offices — which

include a handful in Connecticut — many

ents said they were concerned that the

new corporate parent would lay ofagents

to cut costs. “Chatter from competitors was
behind alot of th
itwasalmost

" he said. “In some cases

hewaytl had

been concocte
Me

some cases being

added that those stories were in

used to poach his agents,
though unsuccessfully; his firmsagent head
countin early Julywas about 1,300 in West-
chester and Fairfield counties, up about 50
from the startofthey d.

He also might have Hollywood to thank
forkeepingagents on board. The HBOmov-

ar he

ie “Becoming Warren Buffett;” which aired
this y
from my agents saying, Tget it now,” Mey-
aid.

But there hasbeen tumover in thesenior

ranks.
Chris’s sister, Nancy Seaman, who pur-

ayed some fears, 'T got emails

ers.

chased Houlihan from the Lawrence fam-
ily with her late hushand, Peter Seaman, in
1990 and had been

stepped down to focusa

ingas chairwoman,
philanthropy.

That employee will impl “both local
and corporate HomeServices of Americaini-
tiated programs and processes"accodingto
anad for the position.

Stephen Meyers
officerat the old Houlihan, is continuing in
that role.

L who was chiefexecutive

Parental controls

The fact that day-to-day operations havent
changed much since the acquisition isbyde-
sign, said Ron Peltier. chairman and chiefex-
ecutive officer of HomeServices of America,
which isbased in Minnesota.

Far from exerting micromanaging con-
trol, Peltier has not yet set foot in Houlihan’s
beadquarters in Bronxville, he said. At the
same time, Meyers is expected to travel to

few times

Minneapolis just

year.
“We tell all our companies, 'We want to

i 1
B y

under logical growth, as if your family still
ownedit,” Peltiersaid, adding that the same

msarkets,

y informs Berkeds athaway, a
holding company with about 100 business-
es under its umbrella, including Benjamin
Mooreand Co., Geico and Russell Brands.

Hor

ervices, which launched in 1998
and is technically owned by the Berkshire
Hathaway Energysubsidis

ownsoroper-
s the country,

39 brokerage firms ac

“Houlihan had a good thing going and prided
themselves on being a family-owned company,
whichwas a big part of their identity.”

PATI HOLMES, J1

And control of the companys image has

shifted to Anne Marie Gianutsos, who for-

Tieital mark

merlyoversaw dig and public

A B. FEE SOTHEBY

S INTERNATIONAL REALTY

including some n the Nostheast. Examples
include the former Foxand Roach Realtoes
hiladelphia, the former Gloria Nilson

relations. Inearly July, Gianutsas was named

chiefmarketing officer.
“The firm’s marketing materials have

been very consistent, which Nancy was

good at,” said Mary Stetson, the owner of

Stetson Real Estate, an independently
owned firm in Mamaroneck with 27 agents.
Stetson added that it remains to be seen if
Gianutsos can maintain the same level of
quality, though Houlihan officials have said

that no signage, flyers or ads will change,

inF
and Co. in New Jersey and the former Pru-
dential Connecticut Realty, all of which cur-

rently dobusiness under the HomeServices

name.
If the tra

sition to new ownership has
so far been relatively smaoth, there might
still be some confusion among buyers and
sellers, since HomeServices offices already
existin the area, brokers say.

In Westchester, for instance, there are
four of them, including a pair in Scars-

. which launched as

evento ate the logo of HomeS and Larch
vices, whichisa subsidiary of the Berksk
Hathaway corporation.

Arriving from outside the firm,

while, is Nicholas Fears, who last month

be s chief fi

Bowever, isthat the acquisition wasstartling.

“Lwas very surprised when L heard"said
Pati Holmes, whomanagesthe Rye office of
rivalofJulia B. Fee Sotheby's | 1

ame
newly created position. Previously, balanc-
ingthebookswasa duty that fell on Meyers,
whaose title was chiefoperating officer.

Fears, wl d from Coldwell Bank-

Realty. “Houlihan had a good thing going
and prided themselves on being a family-
owned company, which was a big part of
theividentity”

Sea change in the C-suite

The deal, which was announced

unsettled agents at Houlihan, according to

er Residential Brokerage — where he also
was chieffinancial officer — was needed be-
cause Berkshire Hathaway is publicly trad-
ed, meaning Houlihan will now be held to
Jards, Meves 1

This summer Houlihan plans to hire a

human resources coordinator, a position

that's been unfilled since 2015, Meyerssaid.

rvices outposts after Berkshire
bought the Prudential Real Estate franchise
network from Brookfield Asset Manage-
Therearealso HomeServices
offices in Eastchesterand Rye. “That's going
)" Stetson said. "Maybe
they will just be folded into Houlihan Law-

ment in 201

to be the weird

rence

But for his part, Peltier said that thesub-
urban market is deep enough to be able to
handle all of them without any cannibaliza-
‘e are not particulardy bothered by
even if some people are surprised by that
Peltier said, pointing to the coex-
of BHS and Halstead as well as the
Group and Citi Habitats, which

Centinued on page 28
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areownedby Realogy.

InWestchester, other national firms like
Keller Williams have entered the market
and made gains in recent years. But there
have been few major takeovers. And when
they have occurred, they shocked the sys-

¥
and agents being laid off, said brokers, who
pointed to Sotheby's I ional Realty’s

2006 purchase of Julia B. Fee, an ght-of-  JWlsB. Foe Sothaby’ Inorsotionsianty
fice firm founded in 1960 in Scarsdale.
deals in Westchester last year, for a fifth-
Adulcodowu place finish on TRDs list, isnt nervous.
Looking foraway bustling West- “We have the wind at our backs” said
chester market, HomeServices had offered  Owen Berkowitz, a salesman in Ellimans
buvother local fi ding to Peltier, dale offi
dm:ghhedsdhndtnprm’ldemme
Whatfinallyallowed thisdeal d mmmm
1 fon- N . me" 1 "

husband, Alan Schwartz (Seaman remar-
red afe the death of e st husband, i

1 ive chail

ger New York re-

gon. ln.hnuaw,lheﬁnnapumdinllm

Guggenheim Partners and someone who
knows Buffett, Chris Meyers said. “He had
a conversation with Warren himself in the

h office, in an upper-floor suite
on Madison Avenue. Thatofficehad just 20
agenu anu.l). m:mnﬁn; to its wehsite, in-

late.

fallof 2016, Meyers said. ser, whojoined i i Se
‘While Buffett did notactually “price”the  vices bought his former firm, Key-Ventures

deal, which was paid in cash, he did give  Real Estate.

it his blessing, said Peltier, who also knew Despite hiri blished theof-

StephmMeymkr)mthmughnauom! fice has fe Jusives, based reh of

Buffett “wasvery  itshsti
mpponmmdpmd\vmuh.'headdad While powerhouses like Elliman and
Infact inthi limentof Bulletts  Cor illbe hard tobeat,

closely scrutinized letter to shareholders,
Houlihan earned a mention as “the lead

vaanhaﬂxnulﬁcewnn‘lhavem

in New York’s Westchester County” Indeed,
The Real Deal ranked the firm as the most
successfulin Westchester, w:l.habnulss 66
billion in sales across 3,625

oﬂlms\\'llbelnCunnm:cuundtheem

in the 12-month period ending in October
2016. And that ﬁnl—phoe finish putit bead

Julia B. Fee, which had $1.22 billion and
946 deals.
Thoush thesal. 1 h

plans for Manl
loszers'Wemgangmsddmert—
ting."he said, addi New. also
notonthe radar.

But Peltier was move circumspect about.
apossible New York City expansion. “Its not
totally out of the question,” he said.

S!ﬂ“uchmuhsnswnchdlm

Lastyear. when b

quickly, the Meyers family had been Laying

mulling
the Houlihan deal, the market was robust,

In 2013, Houlihan, which had targeted
Westchester exclusively since 1888,

especially
Butin the last few months, conditions have
softened, said Hulms ofJulia B. Fee.

“Iesh 1 e rsoth bad

ded into G il C
in a surprise move. Today, the firm has
five offices in Connecticut, three of which
— in Darien, Rowayton and New Canaan
- wemfrandnlmwned by another firm,

market andits noth dmarket"she
said “The village locations are what buyers
want, but not just a few miles outside the vil-
lages” Other agents said that houses priced

1 from tradition. (Houlian ~ for han $1.5 milli i
1 Aol Tose ) And th ised benefits of being tied
“I'wonder ifthey puffed t Iy into H ¢ national network,
Nllnotdumbepumhuzi'uyd.lhnl\an- which can come in handy when people are
wick.th of by locating from other states, have not yet

a20-agent, fourth-g
tion franchise in Bedford Village.

Brokers say that larger. more general-
ized brokerages could feel an impact from
the HomeServices merger, such as Douglas
Elliman, which does not subscribe to a na-
tional affiliate network. Instead, Elliman
relies on referrals from its agents in New
YotkCi!y bemngdnlmas\bwus inWest-

h

falized, Meyers said. °1 can point
to any deal in particular that came about
because ofit," be said, adding that Houlihan
halmdy:membemfhmﬂnghﬂlm

su-vices.

Peltier isn't showing any buyer’s re-
morse. “Its a great company, with a fabu-
lous and storied history and brand" he said,
wand Itoh fit

Elliman, which did $378 million in m.';

Y
ketplace” mo




