
It’s at times like these, when financial mar-
kets are choppy and investors jittery, that
the savvy investor appreciates the true
value of a professional financial planner. 

Last week, Personal Finance reported
on the current market turbulence and
asset managers’ recommendations to
investors (“Market turmoil: stay anchored
to your plan”, August 29, 2015). Today, at
the start of Financial Planning Week, we
examine the planner’s role in keeping you
anchored and on course to meet your
investment goals by consulting the top
three financial planners in the country:
the winner and two runners-up in the pres-
tigious Financial Planner of the Year
award, hosted by the Financial Planning
Institute (FPI) and Personal Finance.

The winner of the award, the 2015
Financial Planner of the Year, is Wouter
Fourie, managing director of Ascor Inde-
pendent Wealth Managers in Pretoria.
The runners-up are both Cape Town-
based: Bruce Fleming, executive head of
private clients (Western Cape) at Consoli-
dated; and Mark MacSymon, a senior
wealth manager at Private Client Hold-
ings. Fourie, Fleming and MacSymon are
all members of the FPI and hold the
highly regarded international Certified
Financial Planner accreditation (see their
profiles, right).

GOT THE JITTERS?
The planners say that a well-constructed
financial plan, based on long-term objec-
tives, takes market volatility into account,
and if everything has been well explained
to you, you should not be feeling uncom-
fortable right now. 

“At Ascor,” Fourie says, “we assist our
clients to understand and quantify what
their objectives are, and to construct their
portfolios to achieve those objectives.
Understanding the process enables them
to trust their plan and how their portfolios
are protected when markets go through
rough patches. It also helps them to under-
stand that volatile markets offer asset
managers buying opportunities. 

“When you understand that volatility
in the markets is not risk, and that not
meeting your retirement goals is the real
problem, the whole approach to risk man-
agement changes.”

Essentially, the planner-client relation-
ship is about trust, Fourie says.

Fleming says that volatility is part and
parcel of any investment. “By correctly
positioning the volatility with clients
upfront, they are generally fairly comfort-
able with how they are invested during
times like these. They generally don’t
react negatively to the pessimism out
there, but rather anticipate it and accept
it,” he says.

MacSymon says the underwhelming
performance that has characterised the
local market did not come as a surprise. He
says the diversification of investments is
essential to a good wealth management
strategy. “Readers who are seeing their
portfolios producing lower returns or los-
ing value should consider whether or not
their investments are appropriately diver-
sified, both locally and abroad. Concen-
trated asset class exposures, lack of diver-
sification and poor investment planning
are key factors that give rise to panic and
drive speculation on market movements,”
he says.

DRAWING AN INCOME
Volatile markets are particularly tough for
those people, many retired, who are draw-
ing an income from their investments, but,
even in this situation, a solid plan should
see you through the dark times. 

“People drawing income from their
investments need to hang tight through
this agonising period,” Fleming says. “The
worst thing they can do now is panic,
reduce their risk and transfer their assets
into more conservative investments, as
they will be selling in a depressed market
and will lose out when the market recov-
ers. The key is to maintain a long-
term perspective.

“What we do advise, however, is to
either reduce your withdrawals, if it is
financially viable, or hold back on any
withdrawals increases during a bear 
market. It is also advisable to hold off on
any major capital purchases until the 

bear market has run its course.”
MacSymon says that, given asset class

returns this year to date, the reality is that
many people drawing an income from a
living annuity or from discretionary
assets are, in fact, drawing down on capi-
tal. “These certainly are worrying times
for pensioners, as income-producing
assets continue to deliver very little, if any

real after-tax returns. The lacklustre per-
formance of local equities, which have, on
average, contributed negatively to portfo-
lio performance this year, will have
resulted in fluctuating incomes for pen-
sioners drawing a fixed percentage from a
living annuity. 

“I think it’s important that readers who
are battling need to revisit their budgets
and be certain that the level of income
they are drawing from their investments is
likely to last over a conservative retire-
ment planning period – that is, longer than
you expect to live. This is not a time to put
your head in the sand. If necessary, draw
on the expertise and guidance of a CFP
professional, who will construct a for-
ward-looking cash-flow exercise that will
guide your spending habits.” 

Fourie says your portfolio should be
structured so that the part of it that is pro-
viding an income is protected. “Your cap-
ital is allocated to different portfolios with
an optimal level of risk based on the tim-
ing of your income needs. We use different
risk portfolios to address different time
and income goals. Short-term investments
will have less equity exposure than long-
term investments, and income-providing
investments even less equity exposure
than short-term investments. 

“Clients often err on the side of cau-
tion, resulting in an overly conservative
investment portfolio. This ensures you
will probably not lose capital over the
short term, but may very well live longer
than your capital lasts,” he says.

ASSET ALLOCATION
Don’t expect your planner to radically
adjust your portfolio when market circum-
stances change. A planner may make pru-
dent adjustments here and there, and will
rebalance your exposure to the different
asset classes as your investment horizon
shortens or your personal circumstances
change. But, as Fleming says, you and your
planner should “not take your eye off the
ball” of your long-term objectives.

Fourie says his company’s investment
approach is the same as a year ago, “but we
have increased our foreign exposure in our
equity portfolios, and our clients have ben-
efited from this rebalance. I do, however,
need to caution investors: foreign expo-
sure does not guarantee greater returns.”

MacSymon sees many benefits in off-
shore exposure, “not least of which are
better investment opportunities, improved
portfolio diversification and a hedge
against the weak rand”. He says your 
offshore portfolio could combine low-
cost tracker funds and listed shares, or,
depending on your risk profile, multi-
manager unit trust funds. You could 
consider the offshore offerings of local
fund managers you have come to know
and trust.

ROOM FOR OPTIMISM
In this type of market it is easy to be
blinded by all the sentiment and short-
term volatility in the system, MacSymon
says. “This has the potential to dissuade
you from pursuing relatively attractive
long-term investment opportunities. 
Thus, contrary to current consensus, 
you wouldn’t have to search too long and
hard to find some good investment oppor-
tunities – you just have to take a more
rational view.”

Fourie sees long-term oppurtunities in
offshore exposure, but says you need a pro-
fessional to guide you. “Looking at the big
picture, you need to ask yourself, why has
the JSE performed so well in the past 24
months compared to our economic
growth, which is performing at less than
two percent? The answer is in the fact that
many of the top 40 companies on the JSE
have predominantly offshore earnings.
Remember: steady plodding, not hasty
speculation, brings prosperity.”      

Fleming says: “We all know that the
sun will come up tomorrow. We also know
that the markets will recover at some
stage. If you have a solid financial plan
that is targeting a return in line with your
lifestyle objectives, stick to it and don’t lis-
ten to the short-term noise.

“As [American investment guru] War-
ren Buffett famously said, ‘someone is sit-
ting in the shade today because someone
planted a tree a long time ago’.”

If you are financially well-prepared, the country’s top three financial planners say that the current market
turbulence should leave you unfazed. If you aren’t, you should seek the help of a professional, preferably 
one with the Certified Financial Planner accreditation, to help you get on track. Martin Hesse reports

A financial guru will see
you through the storm

Your financial planner may not be an
investment specialist, but he or she should be
able to identify fund managers who can deliver
on your goals, say Wouter Fourie, Bruce
Fleming and Mark MacSymon.

“The ideal fund manager is somebody who
can consistently achieve the fund’s growth
benchmark at acceptable levels of risk and is
able to protect capital when markets are
falling,” Fourie says. He takes into account the
following when selecting a manager: 

◆Track record. “Generally, past manager
performance provides no indication of future
performance,” Fourie says, “but it provides
you with enough insight and information to
determine if the fund manager is skilful or 
just lucky.”

◆Qualitative analysis. This looks at the
asset management house, the investment
team and the philosophy and process behind
the management of the fund. “Ensure that the
fund manager has an investment style that
you understand and which is applied
consistently during all market cycles. Also,
check that the fund managers have their own
money invested in their funds,” Fourie says.     

◆Quantitative analysis. This looks at the
performance, consistency, risk and drawdown
levels, and correlation of the funds. 

“This is not a game of chance, but a very

important selection process, which will have a
significant impact on your long-term goals.
Switching managers regularly often erodes
returns – you are trying to ‘out-think’ the
specialists at their own game,” Fourie says.   

MacSymon says one quality of a good
manager is the ability to apply a consistent
investment framework over full market cycles,
while being mindful that the fundamental
drivers of economies change over time. A
good example, he says, is the change in the
United States technology sector.

“In 1990, the US technology sector was
dominated by a handful of companies, with
Apple accounting for 3.8 percent of the top
100 firms in the sector by market value. At the
same time, IBM weighed in at a whopping
49.2 percent of the tech sector. Now, 25 years
on, the picture looks vastly different. Apple,
now the biggest company in the world by
market capitalisation, accounts for

19.6 percent of the sector and IBM a more
modest 4.4 percent. Facebook and Google
now account for more than 13.5 percent of the
sector, but they were both non-existent 25
years ago,” he says.

MacSymon says that a good fund
manager is one that has vision and
acknowledges that just because a company is
cheap, it doesn’t mean that it is a good
investment. 

“In addition, if a portfolio is positioned to
perform on the basis of a very narrow or very
particular global economic outcome, such a
view should raise concerns and prompt further
investigation. I am not saying that it’s bad to
have a conviction on a particular outcome,
but, in my view, it is reasonable to position a
portfolio so that it balances the likelihood of a
set of possible economic outcomes,” he says.

“Take Steve Romick, now award-winning
US contrarian value manager of the Nedgroup
Investment Global Flexible Fund, among
others, whose fund was 59 percent behind the
market in 1998 and who lost 85 percent of his
investors. Although the fund subsequently
outperformed the market by 84 percent, he
learned and adapted his value strategy to
perform well over full market cycles, saying,
‘I’d rather perform well over time than for just a
moment in time.’”

WHAT MAKES 
A GOOD FUND
MANAGER?

The financial advice industry, led
by the Financial Planning Institute
(FPI), holds its annual Financial
Planning Week campaign from
Monday to Friday, September 7
to 11. 

The industry and its Certified
Financial Planner professionals
will offer free consultations,
encouraging you to take control
of your finances and invest in your
financial future. 

You can participate and attend
any of the following sessions
hosted by participating planners

and financial planning practices: 
◆ Financial planning

workshops; 
◆ Financial literacy courses;

and 
◆ FPI MyMoney123 financial

literacy sessions. 
Visit the Financial Planning

Week website at www.financial-
planningweek.co.za, email
riana@fpi.co.za or call 
(011) 470 6000 to find a list of
participating financial planners
and practices in your area
throughout the week.

Wouter Fourie
Wouter Fourie is the
chief executive of
Ascor Independent
Wealth Managers in
Pretoria. He has an
Advanced Post
Graduate Financial
Planner (investments
and estate planning)
qualification, and has
more than 18 years’ experience in
comprehensive financial planning and
wealth management. He is also a
qualified accountant, with a postgraduate
qualification in advanced taxation.

Fourie has been a guest speaker 
on various TV and radio programmes 
and a guest lecturer at the University 
of Pretoria.

Recently appointed director of the
Financial Planning Institute of South
Africa (FPI), Fourie is a chairman or
member of various FPI panels and
working groups. Last year, he received
special recognition from the FPI’s chief
executive, Godfrey Nti, for helping to 
raise the level of professionalism of
financial planning in South Africa, as 
well as building a strong sense of
community within the financial 
planning profession.

Bruce Fleming
obtained his BCom
LLB degree from the
University of Natal in
1994 and his Post
Graduate Diploma in
Financial Planning in
1999. In 2001, he
completed his
Advanced Post
Graduate Diploma in Financial Planning,
specialising in asset types and investment
instruments and portfolio planning and
management. He has since added estate
planning to his CV.

Fleming was a legal adviser at Old
Mutual before moving to Acsis. He was
then approached by Betty & Dickson
Financial Services (now Consolidated) in
2000 to take over the Cape Town
practice, where he has been ever since.

This is the second year in a row in
which Fleming is a finalist in the Financial
Planner of the Year competition.

Mark MacSymon
qualified from Unisa
in 2006 with a BCom
(economics) and
went on to obtain
honours and masters
degrees in
economics at the
University of
Stellenbosch. He
also holds the Post Graduate and
Advanced Post Graduate Diplomas in
Financial Planning from the University of
the Free State, specialising in asset types
and investment planning, portfolio
management and estate planning.

He was employed as an adviser at
Liberty Life from February 2009 to May
2010, and then moved to Private Client
Holdings, where he currently holds the
position of senior wealth manager.

MacSymon lists golf, trail running,
mountain biking, scuba-diving and travel
among his sports and interests.

Bruce Fleming

Mark MacSymon

Free sessions to help you
invest in your financial future
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