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MARKET COMMENTARY - QUARTER ENDED 31 MARCH 2021 
 

 
MARKET REVIEW 
 

Global equity markets rose during the quarter supported by news of further US fiscal stimulus and the 
roll-out of COVID-19 vaccines. The US government signed off a massive stimulus programme worth 9% of 
US gross domestic product (GDP). Later in the quarter there was increased optimism around COVID-19 
vaccinations in both the US and the UK, while Europe lagged behind and several countries were forced to 
re-enter lockdown. 
 
In equity markets, value stocks significantly outperformed. Commodity prices rose, with oil up 22% and 
copper up 13% during the quarter. Fixed interest markets broadly suffered as bond yields rose. 
 
 

INDEX 3 MTH TOTAL RETURN 
IN US (%) 

3 MTH TOTAL 

RETURN IN EUR (%) 
3 MTH TOTAL RETURN 

IN GBP (%) 

MSCI WORLD 4.9 9.2 4.0 
S&P 500 (US) 6.2 10.5 5.2 

FTSE EUROPE EX UK 3.4 7.6 2.4 
FTSE ALL SHARE(UK) 6.2 10.5 5.2 

TOPIX (JAPAN) 2.1 6.3 1.1 
MSCI EMERGING MARKETS 2.3 6.5 1.3 

MSCI ASIA EX JAPAN 2.7 6.9 1.8 

 
 

 

The US 
 
The S&P 500 Index rose by 6.2% in US Dollars. 
 
Shortly after Joe Biden was sworn into office as US president, he signed 15 executive orders to reverse 
some of Trump’s key policies such as beginning the process of re-joining the 2015 Paris climate agreement 
and reversing the process of withdrawing from the World Health Organisation. He also doubled his COVID-
19 vaccination goals from 100 million to 200 million in his first 100 days. 
 
The Senate and the House later approved a $1.9 trillion coronavirus relief package which includes direct 
payments of up to $1 400 to most US citizens, a $300 weekly boost to jobless benefits and an expansion 
of the child tax credit for one year. President Biden also unveiled plans for $2 trillion in infrastructure 
spending.  
 
Despite upgrading its growth forecasts for this year and expecting unemployment to decline to 4.5% by 
the end of this year and 3.5% by the end of 2023, the US Federal Reserve (Fed) does not believe inflation 
will be sustainably above target and still expects not to raise interest rates before 2024. 
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Europe 
 
Eurozone 
 
The FTSE Europe ex UK Index rose by 7.6% in Euros and by 3.4% in US Dollars. 
 
In response to rising global bond yields, European Central Bank (ECB) officials pledged to accelerate the 
bank’s €1.85 trillion bond-buying programme to help ease borrowing costs across the eurozone. 
 
The flash manufacturing Purchasing Manager’s Index (PMI) for March reached a record high of 62.4, 
signalling strong growth. However rising COVID infection rates in some countries and new lockdown curbs 
cast doubt on the prospects for services, particularly tourism. 
 
France, Poland and Germany were among European countries reintroducing partial lockdown measures 
following a sharp rise in infections. In France non-essential businesses were closed in parts of the country 
for 4 weeks. In Poland non-essential shops, hotels and sporting facilities were closed for 3 weeks. In 
Germany, Chancellor Merkel prepared for strict measures to take place over Easter, but later reversed 
plans following heavy criticism from scientists and business leaders. 
 
Former ECB president, Mario Draghi, was sworn in as Italy’s new prime minister. Former prime minister, 
Giuseppe Conte, resigned in January during a bitter political fight over how to spend coronavirus relief 
funds from the European Union. Italian equities rose more than 10% during the quarter. 
 
 

UK 
 
The FTSE All Share Index rose by 5.2% in Sterling and by 6.2% in US Dollars.  
 
The Bank of England maintained very low interest rates and said that it could increase stimulus measures 
in the short-term if necessary. It indicated that it would need to see inflation achieving its 2% target 
sustainably before it would consider tightening policy. 
 
In early January, as the number of COVID-19 cases and deaths continued to rise, the UK entered its third 
national lockdown where everyone would be required to stay at home with limited exceptions. A policy 
was introduced allowing fines of £5 000 for anyone in the UK travelling abroad without good reason until 
the end of June. Chancellor Sunak announced that businesses in retail, hospitality and leisure would 
receive grants from a fund of £4.6 billion to support them during the lockdown period. A further £594 
million fund would be available for businesses outside of these sectors. 
 
Cases of the virus began to subside in mid-February and Prime Minister Johnson outlined his 4-phase plan 
out of lockdown. By the end of March over 30 million people had received the first dose of the vaccine. 
 
The flash reading of the HIS Markit/CIPS composite Purchasing Managers Index (PMI) rose in March to 
56.6. This signified the fastest rate of economic expansion for seven months ahead of the easing lockdown 
measures towards the end of the quarter. 
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Japan 
 
The Topix Index rose by 9.3% in Yen and by 2.1% in US Dollars. 
 
Japanese equities continued to rally as corporate profit recovery improved. Sentiment was also helped by 
the consistent weakness of the Yen against the US Dollar. 
 
The government declared a state of emergency in Tokyo and other parts of the country in January as 
COVID-19 infections surged. Less than 1% of Japan’s population had received a COVID-19 vaccine by the 
end of March, trailing other advanced economies. 
 
Retail sales declined by 2.4% and 1.5% in January and February respectively from a year earlier and exports 
fell by 4.5% in February. However business sentiment was more positive as the Bank of Japan’s first 
quarter Tankan survey of manufacturers rose to 5 (from -10 in the prior quarter). 
 
The Bank of Japan removed a target for purchases of exchange-traded funds, increased support for banks 
coping with negative interest rates and slightly widened the band around its 0% target for 10-year 
government bond yields. 
 
There is now an increasing likelihood of the Tokyo Olympics being held, although the government 
confirmed that international spectators will not be allowed to attend. 
 

 
Emerging Markets 
 

The MSCI Emerging Markets Index rose by 2.3% in US Dollars.  
 

China: The MSCI China IMI Index was flat in US Dollars. Chinese economic growth has returned to pre-
COVID 19 levels, fuelled by credit growth and surging exports. Government authorities announced plans 
to withdraw some stimulus measures and voiced concern about debt excesses. China, the only major 
economy to expand last year, set a growth target of 6% for 2021.  
 

Brazil: The MSCI Brazil IMI Index fell by 9.5% in US Dollars as approval ratings for President Bolsonaro 
dipped to their lowest levels since he took office in 2019 and a supreme court judge surprisingly 
overturned two corruption charges against leftist and former President da Silva, possibly clearing the way 
for him to run for re-election in 2022. Rising inflation also weighed on sentiment. The country’s central 
bank ended a multi-year rate cutting campaign and raised the benchmark interest rate by 0.75% to 2.75%.   
 

Russia: The MSCI Russia IMI Index rose by 6.0% in US Dollars, helped by the strong rise in the oil price.  

  
India: The MSCI India IMI Index rose by 6.9% in US Dollars. India’s economy regained momentum after a 
deep contraction. The government unveiled its plan to privatise two state-owned lenders as part of Prime 
Minister Modi’s reform agenda, which would also help bridge a pandemic-induced revenue shortfall. 
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South Africa 

 
The South African economy continued to dust off the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic, posting GDP 
growth of 6.3% quarter-on-quarter. Manufacturing and trade sectors were the strongest contributors as 
the economy built up momentum and consumer spending improved. As per the previous quarter this 
must be viewed in the context of negative growth of 4.1% year-on-year, in that there remains scope for 
further recovery. Slow vaccine rollout and ongoing load shedding at Eskom however continue to pose 
significant challenges on this front.  
 
Finance Minister Tito Mboweni delivered his toughest Budget Speech yet as he faced the largest projected 
tax shortfall on record at R213 billion less than last year’s forecast. Mr Mboweni however was up to the 
task and surprised the public by decreasing the corporate tax rate to 27% as well as providing R2.2 billion 
worth of income tax relief through higher-than-expected earnings bracket increases. In an added positive 
twist, the SA fiscus subsequently received R138 billion more in revenue than expected as high commodity 
prices led to a tax windfall. This could not have come at a better time as the sustainability of the 
government’s debt load has been in sharp focus of late. 
 
The SA government announced its eight preferred bidders for an emergency power programme. Despite 
the controversy surrounding the bid overseen by Minister Gwede Mantashe, the programme is scheduled 
to add a much-needed total of 1.8MW to the grid by August 2022.  
 
Inflation was recorded at 2.9% year-on-year and the South African Reserve Bank (SARB) left interest rates 
unchanged. With some of the highest real rates in the world, an improving economy and a continued 
absence of inflation locally, the SARB is still holding its trump card (i.e., lower interest rates) close to its 
chest for the foreseeable future. 
 

The Rand and the JSE: The Rand paused for breath slightly in the previous quarter, giving back gains of 
1.7% against the US Dollar and 2.3% against the British Pound. A gain of 2% was however achieved against 
the Euro. While not quite as large as the previous quarter’s, which was the largest surplus on record, the 
current account surplus astonished again with the second-largest amount on record of R198 billion. 
 
The JSE performed strongly for the second consecutive quarter as the All Share Index (ALSI) reached new 
highs and outperformed most of its major global peers. The ALSI increased 10.9% for the quarter. The 
performance was broad based across most sectors although platinum and oil-linked shares (such as MTN 
and Sasol) in particular stood out amongst the rest. 
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   Indices By Sector 
 

 

      2020       2021 
3 

months 
6 

months 
9 

months 
12 

months 

   Sector 27-Mar 
 

26-Jun 25-Sep 31-Dec 26-Mar % Chg % Chg % Chg % Chg 

JI0015 1 Telecommunications 2968 3702 3703 3920 5106 30.3% 37.9% 37.9% 72.0% 

JS4041 2 Retailers 3015 3584 3753 4588 5772 25.8% 53.8% 61.0% 91.4% 

JI0010 3 Technology 33206 41306 39937 40679 47000 15.5% 17.7% 13.8% 41.5% 

JI0040 4 Consumer Discretionary 15365 16717 17095 19108 21886 14.5% 28.0% 30.9% 42.4% 

JI0050 5 Industrials 23397 26559 25465 31036 35235 13.5% 38.4% 32.7% 50.6% 

JI0020 6 Health Care 3286 3916 3541 3608 4026 11.6% 13.7% 2.8% 22.5% 

J203 7 All Share Index 43414 54141 54719 60479 67089 10.9% 22.6% 23.9% 54.5% 

J200 8 Top 40 39757 49920 50579 55438 61444 10.8% 21.5% 23.1% 54.5% 

JS5513 9 Precious Metals & Mining 34485 48221 51817 58289 62967 8.0% 21.5% 30.6% 82.6% 

J253 10 Listed Property 215 269 220 268 286 6.7% 30.0% 6.3% 33.0% 

JI0030 11 Financials 22288 26110 25127 29828 31709 6.3% 26.2% 21.4% 42.3% 

JS3011 12 Banks 4598 5178 5378 6714 7099 5.7% 32.0% 37.1% 54.4% 

JI0045 13 Consumer Staples 51480 58193 58875 65506 69153 5.6% 17.5% 18.8% 34.3% 

 


