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STANLIB Absolute Plus Fund 

 
Who are the investment managers? 

 
STANLIB Asset Management (Pty) Ltd, FSP 719, an authorised Financial Services Provider under the Financial Advisory and Intermediary Services 

Act 2002, manage the investments of the fund. 

 

 

Marius Oberholzer 

BCom (Economics and Commercial Law), MSc (Global Finance) 

Head of Multi-Strategy 

 
Marius joined STANLIB in September 2013 as co-head of Absolute Return Strategies, taking over as head of the team in September 2015, which 

later became the Multi-Strategy Franchise in 2021. He has 22 years of buy side experience with a high degree of specialisation managing Multi-

Strategy type strategies. Marius began working at TT International in London in 2000, moving to Hong Kong in 2004. He was portfolio manager of 

TT’s Asian Hedge Fund and provided insights across the firms other investment offerings both on a bottom up and top-down macro basis. Marius 

holds a BCom from Stellenbosch University and an MSc in Global Finance from Stern Business School at NYU and the Hong Kong University of 

Science and Technology. 
 

 
 

Fund review 

 
The STANLIB Absolute Plus Fund delivered 5% (gross of fees) during the quarter and year-to-date. Given the cautious stance we maintain towards 

the uncertain future trajectory of asset markets, we are pleased to be generating decent returns. We continue to work hard to live up to our mantra 

for the fund of “protect, perform and provide”. 

The March return takes the fund to a gross return of 10.6% for the last 12 months, which we think is credible given the environment and the very 

strong returns that markets have delivered since the October 2022 lows. 

We continue to search for opportunities as they arise. 

  

Market overview 

 
An ebullient mood swept across markets at the start of 2023, as sentiment continued to improve after the strong Q4 2022 rally. Equity and bond 

markets rose in many areas. In Europe, a benign winter eased fears of an energy crisis, and the Brent Oil price continued to soften along with the 

energy complex. 

Strong employment data heightened concern that the Federal Reserve (de facto central bank to the world) would need to react faster in the speed 

and duration of its rate hiking cycle to control demand and wage inflation. Markets repriced terminal rates aggressively, from a June 2023 peak at 

4.96% to a September 2023 peak of 5.69% on 8 March. This led to a further inversion of the US yield curve and a stronger dollar. 

Pressure on the Fed to act was provided by upward revisions to late 2022 and early 2023 inflation figures. The market vacillated between stronger 

inflationary inputs and a view on peaking rates through most of January, making the curve more volatile than we have seen in many years (or even 

cycles). 

Many market participants believe (as we do) that peak inflation is behind us, and the Fed is approaching the end of its hiking cycle. The strength of 

some broad macro indicators declined from 2022 levels, showing that rate hikes around the world are having the desired impact with the usual lag, 

despite their speed and aggression. One of the bad news items the market had ignored was that both the US ISM New Orders for Manufacturing 

and Services Recession turned negative, which generally signals broadening slowdowns. Conversely, US employment reports remained strong, 

both in the number of jobs being created and very low unemployment rates (53-year lows), which continued to buoy consumption, as evident in retail 

sales numbers. This again proved that there are no easy decisions for central bankers. 

Europe was not spared the inflationary spell, and the European Central Bank (ECB) is further behind the US. Inflation reached +5.3% in January, 

and preliminary data from France, Spain and Germany for February continued to indicate persistently high inflation. The ECB increased its growth 

forecast for this year from 0.5% to 0.9%, and the market priced in and subsequently received an interest rate hike of 50 bps in March 2023.  

The tougher inflation environment put equities and bonds on the back foot throughout February, but they remained decent performers on a year-to-

date basis. Emerging Markets struggled, given dollar strength from shifting rate perceptions in the US. 

Chinese data was disappointing, and so was the economy. The strictly enforced Covid lockdown created hopes that there would be significant pent-

up demand when it ended as well as some form of fiscal response from Chinese policymakers. What was evident was higher degrees of money 

supply, incentives to lend more money through a cut to banks’ reserve ratios and some easing of the very aggressive and restrictive policies which 

did such damage to the Chinese property sector. But we think investors will be disconcerted by the poor demand picture reflected in Chinese data. 

Inventory cycles can take some time to work through, which is partly why we are not yet convinced to allocate to Chinese assets, despite the narrative. 

South African news flow remained disappointing, with ongoing load shedding and a prudent Budget in February. Eskom was given a lifeline in the 

Budget, including terms set to the loans provided and, if appropriate, a conversion of debt to equity (a bail-out by any other name). The Finance 

Minister showed restraint in pushing back against calls for public sector wage hikes and offered only modest increases, before flipping around and 

succumbing to labour pressure less than a month after the Budget. 

The outgoing Eskom CEO showed sensational honesty about corruption and there was a predictable response from politicians, who continue to 

score own goals. This was underlined by SA’s grey listing by the Financial Action Task Force, which continues to confirm the stance that the majority 

of foreign investors seem to have taken towards South African assets. Local investors have taken a similar view, pushing ahead with externalising 

more of their allowable allocations. 
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STANLIB Absolute Plus Fund 

We have repeatedly warned clients that the upward shift in the cost of capital will have profound effects on asset markets. March brought home some 

of those growing risks. Combined with slightly softer wage numbers, the bond market began to rally, and yields moved lower as the US suffered the 

second- and third-largest banking failures in history. 

The bank crisis was caused by Silicon Valley Bank and negligent banking practices around hedging interest rate risk. As deposits were withdrawn, 

it was unable to sell assets quickly enough, even if it had the collateral to call on. This spilled over into Signature Bank, with crypto-friendly bank 

Silvergate Bank saying it would wind down. 

The Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) and the Fed, alongside Treasury, implemented an emergency lending programme for embattled 

banks. This Bank Term Funding Program (BTFP) came into effect on Sunday 12 March, ahead of markets opening on Monday 13 March. It provides 

liquidity facilities for embattled banks, which can borrow for up to one year against certain fixed income collateral. This liquidity facility allows banks 

to facilitate the withdrawal of depositors’ funds without having to sell assets to fund those “deposit runs”. Importantly, the “facility” allows banks to 

borrow funds from the Fed against the par value of the bonds, not the current market value. This alleviated an enormous amount of liquidity stress.  

The spill-over effects were acutely felt in Switzerland, where perennial problem child Credit Suisse experienced a loss of investor confidence and 

was ultimately taken over by UBS after what must have been significant manoeuvring by the Swiss authorities. The eventual price tag of $2 billion 

represented a 73% discount to the previous closing price. Included in the deal was a $100 billion credit facility for UBS from the Swiss National Bank 

(SNB). 

The big mover in volatility terms was bonds. On 8 March, the day of the Silicon Valley Bank results, US two-year bonds yielded 5.06% and interest 

rate futures were pricing in the chance of a 50 bps hike by the Fed at its 22 March meeting. By 17 March, US two-year rates had fallen by 150 bps 

from 5.06% to an intraday low of 3.55%, before finishing the month at 4.02%, despite the Fed’s 25 bps hike. 

Terminal rate expectations had moved intra-month from 5.47% on 1 March to 5.69% on 8 March, to 4.95% at the end of the month. Rate cuts were 

priced back into the futures curve for 2023, having been priced out during February 2023. The huge shift in expectations in both directions was 

reflected in bond market volatility (which has been high for a few months now), while equity volatility remained within normal ranges. The divergence 

in asset volatility potentially signals a new regime. 

Amid the mini banking crisis, the ECB raised rates by 50 bps and, as mentioned previously, the Fed bravely raised rates by 25 bps. The market had 

been expecting a 50 bps hike in US rates before the banking issues materialised. Several central banks around the world continued to raise rates, 

including the South African Reserve Bank (SARB), which surprised the market with a 50 bps hike amid higher inflationary prints. However, a few 

major central banks around the world either paused hikes or signalled a pause, such as Canada (paused), South Korea and Australia (signalled). 

Those actions continue to indicate that a peak in the rate hiking cycle is getting closer. 

The liquidity provision of the BTFP program and the SNB reaction to stress at Credit Suisse were well received by the market, especially in view of 

the bearish disposition and positioning investors had taken amidst tougher inflation data and indicators of declining economic activity, other than 

employment figures. 

The MSCI World Index gained 7.3% for the quarter, the S&P500 was up 7.5%, powered by big tech, FANG stocks delivered 39% for investors and 

the Nasdaq 100 gained 20.8% for the quarter! Technology moves make sense, given an awful 2022, but with US bonds gaining 3% (2.89% in March 

alone) and the Global Aggregate Index up 3.01% for the month, the long duration plays were benefiting. 

Notably, long duration (factor loaded) listed property did not follow the same trend, as concerns mounted about the knock-on effects of banking loan 

maturities. Emerging market equities gained 3.95%, with historic correlations holding amidst a weaker trade-weighted dollar, which fell by 1%. The 

rand depreciated by 4.45% on a spot basis against the dollar, by 5.75% against the euro and 6.6% against sterling. Rand weakness is helping SA’s 

equity markets to hold up exceptionally well. The capped SWIX finished the quarter up 2.44%, the All Share Index gained 5.17% and South African 

bonds returned 3.42% for Q1. SA listed property continues to struggle amid load shedding, higher municipal tariffs, excess supply and an embattled 

consumer. Property finished down 5.05% for the quarter. 

  

Looking ahead 

 
It has been a very challenging environment for investors, and the rally from the October 2022 market lows has been significant. While we have 

warned in all our previous presentations and many monthly notes that a market rally was possible, and even likely, the extent of its trajectory and 

the market’s resilience to any negative news must be respected. We are pragmatic investors. 

We believe that the balance of probabilities has now swung the other way, as it did in the middle of last year after a significant correction in global 

asset prices. The policy response to the banking crises and Credit Suisse situation was swift and targeted. While investors may feel that market 

support is provided by these specific tools, it does not address the underlying problem. We do not have concerns about the cost of capital, but the 

transmission mechanism has a spanner in the works, and this will need to be navigated carefully over the next few quarters. 

In the longer term, there is no doubt that more regulations will arrive, curtailing negligent banking behaviours, the shift of deposits to larger banks will 

hurt SMEs (in the shorter term) and potentially some of the shadow banking system over the medium term. My colleague Warren Buhai touched on 

some of the issues in this piece when he discussed “unicorns” and other knock-on effects in 2019 that we see investor are now thinking about. 

It remains probable that banks will curtail some of their lending activities, not just in quality but also size, as they protect their asset bases. This is 

likely to drag on earnings and ROEs, but more importantly it will curtail the multiplier effect that liquidity-rich economies and markets have come to 

rely upon. Tightening lending standards have been noticeable for some time, but this will get worse. Usually this happens when rates are being cut 

and economic conditions are deteriorating. This is already happening, as reflected in a number of growth indicators, from PMIs to new orders and 

trade data. Even China’s economic reopening, which was supposed to bring about a flood of demand, has generated only a tiny trickle, highlighting 

the lack of demand in the economy at this juncture. 

Earnings growth in the US has now moved to negative (-4.6% year-on-year in the fourth quarter as US results were finalised), an issue we have 

flagged for the last 12 months or so. We expect that earnings are likely to trend lower, although we do not expect huge downside, unless more 

dominoes topple (we have already seen Chinese property and SPACs imploding, some big corrections in global technology and meme stocks, UK 
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gilts market paralysis and now US regional banking issues). There will be more to come. STANLIB’s Chief Economist, Kevin Lings, is convinced that 

a US recession is approaching. Some of our team believe we are already there. If Kevin or the “recessionists” in our team are correct, we will see a 

continuation of the bear market that may erode all the gains from the previous bull market. 

The key question is how central bankers will respond. Inflation is falling, but not fast enough. Do they choose to fight headline inflation, or wait to see 

the effects of the aggressive hiking cycle? More importantly, do markets wait? The recent banking episode has shown central bankers’ response to 

a crisis, which could encourage markets to charge on, expecting the notorious “Fed put” to materialise again and perpetuate the market rally. Equity 

volatility and resilience could be implying this outcome, while bond markets are telling a very different and dangerous story. We will not ignore either 

outcome. 

In SA, there is little to celebrate. The SARB move is negative from a growth perspective and its forecasts are realistically negative, justifiably so, 

given the electricity crisis and flip-flopping on public sector wages. 

Our tactical stance remains cautious, but our scenario probabilities have shifted back to a “hard landing’ (at the margin) for asset markets. We worked 

on that scenario for most of 2022, before shifting toward our “slowflationary” scenario, which remains a high probability outcome for the team. 

Although we are not outright bears, risks have grown, and we think our portfolio stance should be similar to that of in late 2021 and early 2022. 

  
The commentary gives the views of the portfolio manager at the time of writing. Any forecasts or commentary included in this document are not guaranteed to occur. 

 

Change in allocation of the fund over the quarter 

 
Asset type Q1 2023 Q4 2022 Change 

    Domestic Cash & Mny Mkt -3.53 16.00 -19.53 

Domestic Commodity 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Domestic Currency Overlay 15.43 15.26 0.17 

Domestic Equity 28.15 15.00 13.15 

Domestic Fixed Interest 34.12 36.00 -1.88 

Domestic Property 0.34 1.00 -0.66 

Foreign Cash & Mny Mkt 31.26 15.00 16.26 

Foreign Currency Overlay -15.43 -15.26 -0.17 

Foreign Equity 2.76 6.00 -3.24 

Foreign Fixed Interest 6.90 11.00 -4.10 
  

 The portfolio adhered to its portfolio objective over the quarter. 
 

 
Fund classes 

 
Class Type TER Price (cpu) Units NAV (Rand) 

      B1 Retail 1.22 169.01 1,963,676,456.44 3,318,730,398.01 
  

 All Price, Units and NAV data as at 31 March 2023. 

Units - amount of participatory interests (units) in issue in relevant class. 

 TER - 1 Year Total Expense Ratio (%) including VAT as at 31/12/2022. The Total Expense 

ratio (TER) shows the charges, levies and fees relating to the management of the portfolio 

and is expressed as a percentage of the average net asset value of the portfolio, calculated 

over the period shown and annualised to the most recently completed quarter. A higher 

TER does not necessarily imply a poor return, nor does a low TER imply a good return. 

The current TER should not be regarded as an indication of future TERs. 
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Disclosures 

 
Collective Investment Schemes in Securities (CIS) are generally medium to long term investments. The value of participatory interests may go down as well as up and 

past performance is not necessarily a guide to future performance. CIS are traded at ruling prices and can engage in borrowing and scrip lending. 

The STANLIB Absolute Plus Fund is a portfolio of the STANLIB Collective Investment Scheme (the Scheme). 

The manager of the Scheme is STANLIB Collective Investments (RF) (Pty) Limited (the Manager). The Manager is authorised in terms of the Collective Investment 

Schemes Control Act, No. 45 of 2002 (CISCA) to administer Collective Investment Schemes (CIS) in Securities. Liberty is a full member of the Association for Savings 

and Investments of South Africa (ASISA). The Manager is a member of the Liberty Group of Companies. The manager has a right to close a portfolio to new investors in 

order to manage the portfolio more efficiently in accordance with its mandate. The Manager does not provide any guarantee either with respect to the capital or the return 

of a CIS portfolio. A schedule of fees and charges and maximum commissions is available on request from the Manager. 

The trustee of the Scheme is Standard Chartered Bank. 

The investments of this portfolio are managed, on behalf of the Manager, by STANLIB Asset Management (Pty) Ltd, an authorised financial services provider (FSP), FSP 

No. 719, under the Financial Advisory and Intermediary Services Act (FAIS), Act No. 37 of 2002. 

Prices are calculated and published on each working day, these prices are available on the Manager’s website (www.stanlib.com) and in South African printed news 

media. This portfolio is valued at 15h00. Forward pricing is used. Investments and repurchases will receive the price of the same day if received prior to 15h00. 

This portfolio is permitted to invest in foreign securities. Should the portfolio include any foreign securities these could expose the portfolio to any of the following risks: 

potential constraints on liquidity and the repatriation of funds; macroeconomic risks; political risks; foreign exchange risks; tax risks; settlement risks; and potential 

limitations on the availability of market information. 

All performance returns and ranking figures quoted are shown in ZAR and are based on data sourced from Morningstar or Statpro and are as at 31 March 2023. 

Annualised return figures are the compound annualised growth rate (CAGR) calculated from the cumulative return for the period being measured. These annualised 

returns provide an indication of the annual return achieved over the period had an investment been held for the entire period. Actual annual figures are available on 

request from the Manager. 

Portfolio performance figures are calculated for the relevant class of the portfolio, for a lump sum investment, on a NAV-NAV basis, with income reinvested on the ex-

dividend date. Individual investor performance may differ due to initial fees, actual investment date, date of reinvestment of income and dividend withholding tax. Portfolio 

performance accounts for all costs that contribute to the calculation of the cost ratios quoted, all returns quoted are after these costs have been accounted for. 

Additional information about this product including, but not limited to, brochures, application forms and annual or quarterly reports, can be obtained free of charge, from 

the Manager and from the Manager’s website (www.stanlib.com). 

  

Contact details 

 
Manager 

STANLIB Collective Investments (RF) (Pty) Limited 

Reg. No. 1969/003468/07 

17 Melrose Boulevard, Melrose Arch, 2196 

Telephone: 0860 123 003 

Email: contact@stanlib.com 

Website: www.stanlib.com 

 
Trustee 

Standard Chartered Bank 

Reg. No. 2003/020177/10 

2nd Floor, 115 West Street, Sandton, 2196 

Telephone: +27 (0)11 217 6600 
  

 Investment Manager 

STANLIB Asset Management (Pty) Ltd 

An authorised financial services provider, FSP No. 719 

Reg. No. 1969/002753/07 

17 Melrose Boulevard, Melrose Arch, 2196 

Telephone: +27 (0)11 448 6000 

Website: www.stanlib.com 
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