
U.S. and non-U.S. fixed income were solid performers in both 
2019 and early 2020. U.S. fixed income benefited from a 
dovish Federal Reserve and a flight to safe haven assets in 
2020. Non-U.S. fixed income also rose as investors favored 
safety, and in 2019 gained amid continuing uncertainty 
surrounding Brexit and other political changes in Europe.

Investment trends

Rising popularity of ESG investing

The investment discipline that considers environmental, social 
and corporate governance (ESG) criteria in order to generate 
both long-term financial returns and positive sustainable 
impact has gained momentum in the U.S. over the past 
decade. According to a 2018 report by the U.S. Forum for 
Sustainable and Responsible Investment (the most recent 
data available), more than 25 percent of assets under 
professional management in the U.S. were invested 
incorporating some ESG criteria. In addition, Blackrock, the 
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Strong 2019 returns undone by 
Coronavirus outbreak

Global stocks were hit hard early in 2020 by the coronavirus 
outbreak. It originally centered in China, but quickly spread 
globally. Investors feared that the outbreak would disrupt supply 
chains for many major international companies. Central banks 
around the world, many of which have been maintaining relatively 
easy monetary policies, currently do not have much ammunition 
to combat any hit to global growth caused by the outbreak. 

The 2020 downturn for stocks comes after 2019’s surge for 
equities. Back then, continued global economic growth, 
relatively easy monetary policy, substantial share buyback 
activity and a booming technology sector boosted U.S. stocks. 
Non-U.S. equities (including emerging markets) were also 
aided by accommodative monetary policy and still-positive 
economic growth. Optimism surrounding trade relations 
between the U.S. and China helped stocks in late 2019.
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world’s largest money manager, recently announced it would 
incorporate sustainability practices firmwide. While ESG as a 
broad category is growing quickly, the criteria that investors 
use to apply ESG in their portfolios vary widely. Investors who 
are interested in ESG investing should think carefully about 
their goals and priorities for an ESG framework. Read more in 
Segal Marco Advisors’ Month # 2020 blog post.

Compliance news

SECURE Act signed into law

Congress passed the SECURE Act in late December. This  
is the most significant retirement reform legislation in years. 
Many of the provisions are already in effect, and others have 
later starting dates, as late as 2022. 

One major change is the advance of a participant’s lifetime 
minimum required distribution from age 70½ to age 72 (already 
in effect). Many changes apply to DC plans, some provisions 
apply to plan administration and some provisions apply to  
IRS reporting. 

Learn about the Act in Segal’s Update.

Selected strategies for 
managing multiemployer 
retirement plans

PBGC-facilitated merger

Under the Multiemployer Pension Reform Act of 2014 (MPRA), 
PBGC can offer financial assistance to encourage plan 
mergers in order to extend the solvency of a financially 
distressed plan. The PBGC recently approved its first facilitated 
merger of two New York-based Laborers International Union 
plans. One plan, which has 1,100 participants, is in the “green 
zone.” The other, which covers more than 400 participants, 
was projected to become insolvent in 2026.

The PBGC will provide three annual installments of $8.9 million 
to the merged plan. Plans can apply to PBGC for financial 
assistance to help facilitate a merger, provided the assistance 
does not impair the agency’s ability to meet its existing 
financial-assistance obligations to other multiemployer plans.  

It is encouraging to see the PBGC finally approved a facilitated 
merger, and that a “green zone” plan could find the benefit of 
merging with a smaller, struggling plan.

Recent withdrawal liability decision  
in the Second Circuit

On January 2, 2020, the Second Circuit Court of Appeals 
issued an opinion in the case of The National Retirement Fund, 
et al. v. Metz Culinary Management, Inc. The issue before the 
Court was whether the Fund’s interest-rate assumption for 
purposes of calculating withdrawal liability is the rate in effect 
on the last day of the plan year preceding the employer’s 
withdrawal from a multiemployer pension plan (measurement 
date), or whether the actuary’s best-estimate interest-rate 
assumption may be determined after the employer’s withdrawal 
and retroactively applied. The Court also considered whether 
plans are required to notify employers in the event of a change 
in actuarial assumptions for purposes of calculating withdrawal 
liability. The Court ruled that the interest-rate assumption must 
be fixed as of the measurement date.

There are outstanding issues, such as whether this ruling 
includes assumptions other than the interest rate and 
whether the ruling will set a precedent for similar cases 
outside the Second Circuit (CT, NY and VT).
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