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A Review of 2020 
 

Dear Clients and Friends, 
 

I hope this note finds you well.  It has been a difficult year and the busiest 
in my 14 years as an investment advisor.  I am grateful for your patience 
and trust during the declines of late February and March and the ensuing 
solid rebound, especially in November just past.  
 

As I write, there are 3 vaccines showing excellent efficacy and safety.  
While the situation on the ground is still problematic, these developments 
point to an eventual end to the pandemic.  A correspondingly dramatic 
move upwards in the markets has accompanied these major vaccine 
developments. Further, the anxiety over the US elections has also past 
giving some certainty to the economic policy environment for the next few 
years. 
 

I don’t know what will happen in 2021, but I feel confident that the 
portfolios will prosper and be resilient when (not if) the next market 
decline appears.  We invest primarily in companies that have hard valuable 
assets (such as a hydro dam), that send their customers a monthly bill that 
will not be ignored given the service’s essential nature.   These attributes 
usually make temporary drawdowns shallower than the market indices 
quoted in newscasts.   
 

I wrote three articles during the most worrisome months of 2020.  They are 
collected in the Pandemic Articles section of my website:  
 

https://ca.rbcwealthmanagement.com/patrick.obrien/publications-and-articles 
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The short answer is that they usually aren’t anyway, yet people continue to be perplexed by their disparate paths.  
You’d think that measuring business and other types of economic activity would be useful in predicting the direction 
of stock markets.  It isn’t, counter intuitive, but true.  As Warren Buffett has famously said, “Any company with an 
economist on staff has one too many employees.”  I don’t mean that pejoratively as economic theory has it uses in 
policy design, but it is hopeless as a predictor of stock market direction.  The market is generally forward looking 
and economic data is backward looking so the economic information is always behind the times.  The current market 
is looking past the pandemic and the US election.  Governments around the world are supporting their citizens and 
corporations (which includes the stock market) with stimulus to replace the regular income that has been curtailed by 
the virus induced lockdowns.   
 
The Continuing Pandemic: 
 
I expect that portfolios will continue their gradual “two steps forward one step back” with many now in positive 
territory year to date.  I have no crystal ball, but I believe that an effective vaccine may not be far off with multiple 
vaccine producers in the final phase 3 trials required for licensing.  The covid -19 vaccine trial results to date 
(published in multiple recognized journals) appear to be uniformly positive.   Further, they are already in vaccine 
production anticipating licensure and striking supply agreements with government agencies.  Please call me to 
discuss this further as you see fit. 
 
The US Presidential Election: 
 
The US presidential election is likely to be more acrimonious than usual.  The good news is that historically, 
elections do not have any lasting effects on the markets.   Democratic regimes (should that be the outcome) also tend 
to have better stock market performance as well.  Not that surprising really since both parties would be considered 
pro-business if they were located here in Canada. But what if the election is too close to call and is disputed?  In the 
2004 election, the vote counts were very close prompting Mr. Gore to challenge the results causing a few months of 
uncertainty.  I will allow that the mercurial nature of the incumbent may intensify that uncertainty if the election is 
close.  However, I also believe that the democratic institutions of the US will prevail and the loser will have to 
acquiesce, if not necessarily quietly. 
 
Where to Now? 
 
I am very pleased that a number of clients have called me recently to discuss their market concerns.  Their gut is 
telling them to sell now at the top and then buy back in at the bottom.  Sounds like a great idea and there are many 
professional and lay people who follow market timing models.  Unfortunately, it doesn’t work and can create 
significant tax bills as well.  I recently did reviews with three friends with similar portfolios.  Two follow my 
suggestions and we have experienced the downturns and the upturns through the years.  We know that downturns are 
inevitable, unpredictable but temporary when you own companies that produce a necessity.  The results have been 
pleasing.  The third person has on two occasions sold out his portfolio attempting to side step a downturn and buy 
back at lower prices.  The result has been a 37% underperformance relative to his peers since 2012 and the anxiet 
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With the holiday season upon us and hopefully some time to catch one’s breath, you may like to reflect on the 
content and advice given. Please feel free to share them with others and contact us if you would like printed 
copies. 
 
Planning Events to Consider: 
 
There is still time before December 31 to make an RESP (Registered Educations Savings Plan) contribution for 
2020.  This is a very good program in general and a way to help children and/or grandchildren pay for a post-
secondary education of almost any kind, not just university. 
 
Contributions to your Tax Free Savings Account (TFSA) will be $6,000 for 2021.  If you have never contributed, 
and have full contribution ability, you can contribute up to $75,500. Be sure not to exceed your limit to avoid 
CRA fines.  If you are not sure, please reach out to us. 
 
The RSP deadline for 2020 contributions is March 1, 2021.  The maximum contribution is 18% of your earned 
income, up to $27,830, plus any unused contribution room.  I made my contribution back in May as I do each 
year.  I get about 10 months extra compounding advantage over last minute contributors with this strategy. 
 
Owners of private corporations here in BC may want to consider using a two will strategy to eliminate the need 
(and cost) of probate on passing.  Please call for details and my article.  
 
Last chance for a reduction in your RIF payment.  The federal government is allowing you to reduce your 
payment by 25% in 2020.  You would only take advantage of this offer if you don’t need the money.  The smaller 
withdrawal lowers your income (and therefore your income tax) and allows your RIF to have a year of extra 
growth. 
 
Housekeeping: 
 

Brooklyn and Tanner are in the office and fully functional, but unable to receive clients past the reception.  If you 
are coming in, please let us know in advance.  Celine and I work from home and I don’t expect to be back in the 
office until the pandemic is over.  I am able to meet with you (keeping a social distance) and available by phone, 
Face Time, or WebEx.  Please contact us for all your investment, insurance, and financial planning needs.   
We are pleased and gratified when we receive referrals from you.  I look forward to serving your friends and 
relatives as well. 
 
I wish you all the best for a very different Christmas Season and I expect a much more enjoyable 2021. 
 
Dr. Patrick O’Brien DVM, Vice-President and Portfolio Manager 
 
Celine McKay, Senior Associate 
 
Tanner Hassell CIM, Associate 
 
Brooklyn Nikiforuk, Administrative Assistant 
 
This information is not investment advice and should be used only in conjunction with a discussion with your RBC Dominion Securities Inc. 
Investment Advisor. This will ensure that your own circumstances have been considered properly and that action is taken on the latest available 
information. The information contained herein has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable at the time obtained but neither RBC Dominion 
Securities Inc. nor its employees, agents, or information suppliers can guarantee its accuracy or completeness. This report is not and under no 
circumstances is to be construed as an offer to sell or the solicitation of an offer to buy any securities. This report is furnished on the basis and 
understanding that neither RBC Dominion Securities Inc. nor its employees, agents, or information suppliers is to be under any responsibility or 
liability whatsoever in respect thereof. The inventories of RBC Dominion Securities Inc. may from time to time include securities mentioned herein. 
RBC Dominion Securities Inc.* and Royal Bank of Canada are separate corporate entities which are affiliated. *Member-Canadian Investor Protection 
Fund. RBC Dominion Securities Inc. is a member company of RBC Wealth Management, a business segment of Royal Bank of Canada. ® / TM 

Trademark(s) of Royal Bank of Canada. Used under licence. © 2018 RBC Dominion Securities Inc. All rights reserved. 
 

 
 


