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Insiders Find Chiquita Stock Appealing

By Tony COOKE
Dow Jones Newswires

WASHINGTON—-In a word-associa-
tion game regarding Chiquita Brands In-
ternational Inc., a casual observer might
come up with three words: bananas,
bankruptcy and bookkeeping.

Add another word: Buying.

This month, a year after the Cincin-
nati-based producer and distributor of
fruits and vegetables emerged from
bankruptcy proceedings—and shortly af-
ter the company successfully concluded
discussions  with
regulators  about
an accounting is-
sue—six company
insiders  bought
nearly $800,000 in
Chiquita stock for

2N average price of
INSIDE $11.41 a share.

E———— “This looks like
TRACK value buying,” said

= George Muzea, the
president of Muzea Insider Consulting
Services.

Mr. Muzea, who recently published a
book on insider trends, differentiates be-
tween “value buying,” which is based on
a perceived low stock price, and “cata-
lytic buying,” which foreshadows some
specific, important event.

“Catalytic buying tends to be more
aggressive—larger positions,” said Mr.
Muzea. “This buying looks more like the
buying associated with ... valuation.”

Jonathan Moreland, director of re-
search for Insiderinsights.com, said he
doesn't plan to emulate the Chiquita in-
siders. In Chiquita's case, he said, he
respects the brand—“Everyone knows
Chiquita bananas,” he says—but food
companies have low margins that are
vulnerable to unpredictable events.

“I'm not into these low-margin busi-
nesses as much,” said Mr. Moreland.

Michael Painchaud, research director
for Mdrket Profile Theorems, said that
although the current purchases are the
first ones since Chiquita emerged from
bankruptcy in March 2002, company in-
siders were buyers before the bank-
ruptey filing. Such poorly timed pur-
chases weaken the signal sent from the
current buying, Mr. Painchaud said.

Chiquita's Michael Mitchell said com-
pany insiders have wanted to buy since
the fall. Chairman and Chief Executive
Cyrus F. Freidheim has said as much.

What Mr. Freidheim couldn't tell in-
estors is that insiders were prohibited
from buying stock because the company
as looking to sell its Chiquita Processed
division, Mr. Mitchell said. Ulti-
ately, Seneca Foods Corp. agreed to
y the division, and the deal's an-
ouncement after the market close on

March 6 sent Chiquita stock up 22% to
$10.90 a share. Chiquita stood yesterday
in 4 p.m. New York Stock Exchange com-
posite trading at $11.82, down 27 cents.

Mr. Mitchell said discussions with the
Securities and Exchange Commission

about the timing of noncash write-down
have been satisfactorily resolved withou
any restatement. Chiquita reported th
SEC discussions in a press release oi
March 14 “as a matter of transparenc
and full disclosure,” Mr. Mitchell said.




