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Portfolio Manager Commentary and Quarterly Fund Returns for Selected Portfolios 

For the Quarter Ending March 31, 2026 

 

Geopolitical Shock Rattles Markets, GDP Positive Growth, Gold Hits Historic Highs 

The first quarter of 2026 was defined by an unexpected and dramatic geopolitical shock: the outbreak of armed 
conflict between the United States and Iran in late February. Operation Epic Fury, launched on February 28 with 
coordinated U.S. and Israeli strikes on Iranian nuclear and military infrastructure, triggered the closure of the Strait 
of Hormuz on March 4 and sent crude oil prices surging past US$120 per barrel — the largest supply disruption in 
the history of the global oil market according to the International Energy Agency. North American equity markets 
diverged sharply: the S&P 500 retreated 4.3% while Canada's energy-heavy TSX Composite gained 3.3%, 
delivering one of the starkest outperformance gaps in recent memory. Gold surpassed US$5,000 per ounce for the 
first time in history, while central banks on both sides of the border opted to hold interest rates steady, wary of a 
potential stagflation environment. 

 

Q1 2026 Market Action Timeline 

 

• Operation Epic Fury (February 28 – April 7, 2026) — The U.S. and Israel launched coordinated 
airstrikes against Iranian nuclear, military, and leadership infrastructure on February 28. The conflict 
triggered the closure of the Strait of Hormuz on March 4, stranding crude oil and LNG exports, and 
sending Brent Crude above US$120/barrel. Gulf producers lost at least 10 million barrels per day of 
output. A ceasefire was agreed on April 7–8. 

• U.S. GDP Growth Slows Modestly: Real GDP grew at an annualized rate of 2.0% in Q1 2026, below Q3 
2025's 4.3%, reflecting the drag from energy price shocks and trade uncertainty. 

• Federal Reserve Holds Rates: The Fed kept the federal funds rate at 3.50–3.75%. FOMC minutes 
indicated policymakers were concerned the Iran conflict could produce stagflation, making rate cuts 
unlikely until clarity emerged. 

• U.S. Equity Markets Under Pressure: The S&P 500 posted a total return of -4.3% for Q1. The Nasdaq 
fell 7.0% and the Dow Jones Industrial Average declined 3.2% as the conflict sent markets sharply lower 
in March. 

• Canadian Equities Outperform: The S&P/TSX Composite Index delivered a 3.3% price return for Q1, 
powered by energy sector outperformance as oil prices surged. 

• Gold Shatters Records: Gold surpassed US$5,000 per ounce for the first time in history, reaching an all-
time high of US$5,589.38 on January 28 before closing Q1 at approximately US$4,503. 

• Bond Markets Cautious: Core investment-grade bonds delivered modest positive returns as flight-to-
safety demand provided support, though inflation concerns from surging oil prices capped gains. 

 

Equity Markets 

 

The first quarter of 2026 saw a pronounced bifurcation in global equity markets, with commodity-linked economies 
outperforming as oil prices surged following the outbreak of the U.S.-Iran conflict. 

United States 

The S&P 500 declined 4.3% in Q1 2026, snapping three consecutive years of double-digit annual gains. Markets 
began positively, up 0.7% through February, before the Strait of Hormuz closure sent equities sharply lower in 
March. The Nasdaq fell 7.0% and the Dow declined 3.2%. Defensive sectors including energy, materials, and 
utilities provided relative protection. 
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Canada 

The S&P/TSX Composite Index posted a 3.3% price return in Q1 2026, markedly outperforming its U.S. counterpart. 
Energy stocks were the dominant driver, benefiting directly from crude oil prices surging above US$120 per barrel. 
The TSX recorded six all-time highs in January and February, led by strength in energy and materials. 

Europe 

European equity markets experienced heightened volatility as the conflict created energy security concerns. UK 
and European equities generally underperformed on a currency-adjusted basis as the U.S. dollar strengthened 
significantly during the conflict, while UK equities benefited from North Sea energy exposure. 

Emerging Markets 

Emerging market performance was highly divergent. Oil-exporting nations benefited from elevated commodity 
prices, while oil-importing economies in Asia faced acute pressure from rising energy import costs, fuel shortages, 
and currency depreciation. The broad MSCI Emerging Markets Index posted a negative return for the quarter. 

 

Economic Policy, Interest Rates & Inflation Dynamics 

 

United States 

The Federal Reserve held the federal funds rate at 3.50–3.75% throughout Q1. Inflation remained sticky at 
approximately 1.5 percentage points above the Fed's 2% target. Goldman Sachs estimated the conflict would push 
Brent crude to average US$105/barrel in March and US$115/barrel in April, with Dallas Fed research projecting a 
0.6 percentage point rise in headline inflation and 0.2 percentage points in core inflation for 2026. Stagflation 
concerns dominated FOMC deliberations. 

Canada 

The Bank of Canada held its overnight rate at 2.25% through Q1, its fifth consecutive hold. The unemployment rate 
remained in the 6.5–7.0% range. While the energy sector boom provided a meaningful tailwind, U.S. tariff 
headwinds and soft domestic demand kept the Bank cautious. Inflation was expected to move higher in April before 
settling close to 2% through 2026. 

 

The U.S.–Iran War: Quarter's Defining Event 

 

Operation Epic Fury began on February 28, 2026 with coordinated U.S. and Israeli airstrikes against Iranian nuclear 
facilities, military infrastructure, and leadership targets. Iran's response — closure of the Strait of Hormuz on March 
4 — triggered what the IEA characterized as the largest supply disruption in the history of the global oil market. 
Approximately 20 million barrels of crude oil and petroleum products transit the Strait daily, representing roughly 
one-fifth of global petroleum consumption. 

Oil Market Impact 

Brent Crude surged past US$120 per barrel within days of the Strait closure. Gulf Cooperation Council producers 
collectively lost at least 10 million barrels per day of export capacity. Goldman Sachs modelled Brent averaging 
US$105/barrel in March and US$115/barrel in April, with prices expected to normalize toward US$80/barrel by Q4 
2026, assuming no further escalation. 

Q2 2026 Outlook 

A ceasefire was agreed April 7–8, with a memorandum of understanding announced June 14. Key risks for Q2: oil 
prices expected to remain above pre-war levels; headline inflation +0.6pp and core +0.2pp in 2026; the Fed on hold 
through H1 2026 with rate cuts deferred to early 2027; credit market risks rising from elevated energy input costs; 
Canadian equities may continue to benefit from commodity prices despite tariff headwinds. 
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Outlook Considerations 

 

The diplomatic resolution of the U.S.-Iran conflict removes the most acute tail risk. However, oil prices are expected 
to remain above pre-war levels throughout 2026, sustaining inflationary pressure. U.S. equity valuations, while 
moderated from 2025 peaks, remain elevated relative to historical norms. Canadian equities, particularly energy 
and materials, remain well positioned. International markets offer compelling relative value. Gold retains structural 
support from geopolitical uncertainty and central bank accumulation. Fixed income offers more attractive real yields 
than at any point in recent years, providing genuine diversification value. 

 

Link Investment Philosophy 

 

LINK's investment philosophy is not influenced by short-term market noise. LINK's overall passive investment 
strategy is empirically driven and remains consistent for long-term success. The volatile and uncertain environment 
of Q1 2026 reinforces rather than undermines the rationale for disciplined, long-term investing. The Q1 2026 
experience — in which Canadian energy exposure meaningfully offset U.S. equity weakness within diversified 
portfolios — is a practical illustration of why diversification remains the portfolio manager's most reliable tool. 

Our long-term strategy remains consistent and foundationally sound. We adhere to the fundamentals of regular 
ongoing contributions, being fully invested regardless of market sentiment, maintaining broad diversification across 
asset classes and geographies, and avoiding the temptation to time markets based on near-term headlines. 

 

Calculated Portfolio Returns* for 2026 Q1 

Calculated Portfolio Returns (%)* – March 31, 2026 

    Annualized Calendar Year 

Fund MER QTR YTD 1 Year 3 Year 5 Year 2025 2024 2023 2022 2021 

VERY CONSERVATIVE 
Portfolio Return 0.18 0.18 0.18 5.64 6.39 3.47 6.71 8.38 7.92 (6.42) 3.74 
Benchmark - 0.08 0.08 5.33 6.04 3.31 6.45 7.52 8.03 (6.29) 3.85 
Tracking Difference  0.10 0.10 0.31 0.35 0.16 0.26 0.86 (0.11) (0.13) (0.11) 

CONSERVATIVE 
Portfolio Return 0.16 0.27 0.27 11.01 9.97 5.25 12.07 13.34 10.52 (9.02) 5.34 
Benchmark - 0.11 0.11 10.79 10.19 5.48 11.88 13.81 11.01 (8.79) 5.58 
Tracking Difference  0.16 0.16 0.22 (0.22) (0.23) 0.19 (0.47) (0.49) (0.23) (0.24) 

BALANCED 
Portfolio Return 0.15 0.66 0.66 13.01 11.35 7.14 13.52 14.95 12.97 (8.80) 13.28 
Benchmark - 0.48 0.48 12.84 11.40 7.20 13.36 15.47 12.81 (8.67) 13.38 
Tracking Difference  0.18 0.18 0.17 (0.05) (0.06) 0.16 (0.52) 0.16 (0.13) (0.10) 

GROWTH 
Portfolio Return 0.14 0.90 0.90 17.08 13.90 8.52 16.98 18.80 14.44 (10.44) 16.87 
Benchmark - 0.72 0.72 16.99 14.07 8.67 16.87 19.44 14.50 (10.31) 17.02 
Tracking Difference  0.18 0.18 0.09 (0.17) (0.15) 0.11 (0.64) (0.06) (0.13) (0.15) 

HIGH GROWTH 
Portfolio Return 0.16 1.24 1.24 21.59 16.81 10.40 20.74 23.18 16.40 (11.29) 21.37 
Benchmark - 1.06 1.06 21.66 17.03 10.57 20.74 23.93 16.43 (11.18) 21.50 
Tracking Difference  0.18 0.18 (0.07) (0.22) (0.17) 0.00 (0.75) (0.03) (0.11) (0.13) 

 

* Returns are net of fees. Discretionary management of plan portfolios may be undertaken by LINK Plan Management Inc., as a Portfolio Manager 
registered in the provinces of Alberta, British Columbia, Ontario and Saskatchewan. Individual returns will vary depending on asset allocation. 
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ETF Returns* for 2026 Q1 

ETF Performance (%)* – March 31, 2026 

    Annualized Calendar Year 

Fund MER QTR YTD 1 Year 3 Year 5 Year 2025 2024 2023 2022 2021 

Money Market 
PSA - Purpose High Interest 0.17 0.53 0.53 2.43 3.86 3.09 2.63 4.56 5.16 2.28 0.59 
  Benchmark – S&P Canada T-Bill  0.53 0.53 2.30 3.64 2.88 2.68 4.86 5.16 2.19 0.36 

  Tracking Difference  0.00 0.00 0.13 0.22 0.21 (0.05) (0.30) 0.00 0.09 0.23 

Fixed Income 
VSB - Vanguard Cdn S/T Bond 0.12 0.24 0.24 2.24 4.18 1.94 3.66 5.54 4.92 (3.94) (1.03) 
  Bmk – Bloom Cdn Gov/Cred 1-5Y  0.25 0.25 2.34 4.29 2.04 3.62 5.39 4.77 (3.75) (0.93) 

  Tracking Difference  (0.01) (0.01) (0.10) (0.11) (0.10) 0.04 0.15 0.15 (0.19) (0.10) 

VBG - Vanguard GBL Ex US Agg Index 0.40 (0.64) (0.64) 0.04 1.59 (1.44) 0.13 1.64 6.95 (13.52) (2.92) 
  Bmk – Bloom Gbl Agg C$Hdg  (0.95) (0.95) 0.77 2.62 (0.60) 2.76 7.04 2.35 (11.38) (6.53) 

  Tracking Difference  0.31 0.31 (0.73) (1.03) (0.84) (2.63) (5.40) 4.60 (2.14) 3.61 

VBU - Vanguard US Agg Bond 0.23 (0.41) (0.41) 2.15 2.01 (0.83) 4.97 0.06 4.51 (13.68) (2.06) 
  Bmk – Bloom US Agg Float C$Hdg  (0.50) (0.50) 2.41 2.29 (0.57) 2.76 7.04 2.35 (11.38) (6.53) 

  Tracking Difference  0.09 0.09 (0.26) (0.28) (0.26) 2.21 (6.98) 2.16 (2.30) 4.47 

Canadian Equity 
XIC - iShares S&P/TSX Composite 0.06 3.92 3.92 34.74 21.09 15.12 31.59 21.52 11.67 (5.85) 25.06 
  Bmk – S&P/TSX Capped Composite  3.93 3.93 34.83 21.18 15.19 32.26 23.07 12.22 (5.55) 24.72 

  Tracking Difference  (0.01) (0.01) (0.09) (0.09) (0.07) (0.67) (1.55) (0.55) (0.30) 0.34 

US Equity 
ZMID - BMO US Mid Cap 0.16 3.80 3.80 13.05 12.74 8.66 2.28 23.11 13.54 (7.42) 23.43 
  Benchmark – S&P Midcap 400  4.25 4.25 13.29 12.71 8.68 5.50 24.56 14.16 (10.59) 20.81 

  Tracking Difference  (0.45) (0.45) (0.24) 0.03 (0.02) (3.22) (1.45) (0.62) 3.17 2.62 

ZSP - BMO S&P 500 0.09 (3.13) (3.13) 13.58 19.10 14.01 12.29 35.25 23.08 (12.63) 27.53 
  Benchmark – S&P 500 Index  (2.60) (2.60) 14.23 19.53 14.44 11.84 35.35 23.04 (13.57) 24.71 

  Tracking Difference  (0.53) (0.53) (0.65) (0.43) (0.43) 0.45 (0.10) 0.04 0.94 2.82 

Global Equity 
ZEA - BMO MSCI EAFE Index 0.22 2.08 2.08 18.21 15.02 10.28 25.02 11.99 15.16 (8.26) 10.26 
  Bmk – MSCI EAFE IMI C$ Hedged  0.55 0.55 17.59 14.79 10.19 26.17 13.45 15.04 (8.93) 10.49 

  Tracking Difference  1.53 1.53 0.62 0.23 0.09 (1.15) (1.46) 0.12 0.67 (0.23) 

XEC - iShares MSCI Emerging Markets 0.28 2.11 2.11 25.47 15.56 5.61 25.34 16.43 7.73 (14.56) (2.03) 
  Bmk – MSCI EM IMI Net Return  1.57 1.57 24.97 15.85 6.23 25.87 17.21 7.63 (11.84) (2.30) 

  Tracking Difference  0.54 0.54 0.50 (0.29) (0.62) (0.53) (0.78) 0.10 (2.72) 0.27 

 

* Returns are net of fees.  Source: Morningstar 
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BlackRock Fund Manager Commentary – 2026 Q1 

 

Despite a challenging market environment, performance across vintages of the Canada LifePath Portfolios ranged 
from +0.27% to +0.83% over the quarter, before fees. Longer-dated vintages experienced larger headwinds due to 
higher equity exposure, while shorter-dated vintages were more resilient given their higher fixed income allocation. 
Relative performance across all portfolios was positive, ranging from +0.08% to +0.37% above their respective 
benchmarks. The larger tracking differences observed in longer-dated vintages were primarily driven by ETF 
premium/discount effects on emerging market equity exposure. 

Within the Canada LifePath Portfolios asset classes, equity markets delivered mixed returns for the quarter. 
Canadian Equities (+3.46%) outperformed most global peers, supported by the market's heavier weighting toward 
energy, materials, and financials. U.S. Small Cap (+4.33%) also outperformed, benefiting from their domestic focus 
and relative insulation from global macro pressures. U.S. Large/Mid Cap Equities (-3.14%) was the key laggard, as 
mega-cap technology names faced headwinds from investor rotation and tariff-related uncertainty. International 
Equities (-0.06%) and Emerging Markets Equities (+0.32%) were broadly flat. 

The portfolio's inflation-hedging sleeve was a strong contributor over the quarter. Commodities (+25.2%) performed 
strongly, driven by gold, silver, and broader commodity market strength. Infrastructure (+13.02%) also posted robust 
returns, benefiting from its defensive and inflation-linked characteristics. Global Real Estate (+2.86%) delivered a 
positive return, underpinned by stabilizing rate expectations early in the quarter. Fixed income returns were modest: 
Canada Universe Bonds (+0.23%) and Short-Term U.S. TIPS (CAD Hedged) (+0.60%) posted positive returns, 
while Canadian Long-Term Bonds (-0.03%) were essentially flat, reflecting relatively flat to mildly steepening yield 
curves. 

At the building block level, Canadian Equities and Infrastructure were the key contributors across all vintages. 
Commodities also contributed meaningfully for the shorter-dated vintages. U.S. Large/Mid Cap Equities was the 
primary detractor across all vintages. 

 

Source: BlackRock, as of 03/31/2026 in CAD. Fund performance is gross of investment management fees. Asset class performance represents index 
performance over the quarter. 

 

BlackRock CDN LifePath® Target Date Fund Returns* for 2026 Q1 

BlackRock CDN LifePath® Target Date Fund Performance (%)* – March 31, 2026 

   Annualized  

Fund IMF QTD YTD 1 Year 3 Year 5 Year 
2030 Fund 0.13 0.83 0.83 10.34 10.74 6.89 
  Benchmark  0.73 0.73 10.21 10.71 6.86 

  Tracking Difference  0.10 0.10 0.13 0.03 0.03 

2035 Fund 0.13 0.78 0.78 12.32 12.27 8.12 
  Benchmark  0.62 0.62 12.11 12.20 8.07 

  Tracking Difference  0.16 0.16 0.21 0.07 0.05 

2040 Fund 0.13 0.46 0.46 13.98 13.70 9.26 
  Benchmark  0.22 0.22 13.68 13.58 9.18 

  Tracking Difference  0.24 0.24 0.30 0.12 0.08 

2045 Fund 0.13 0.42 0.42 16.01 15.23 10.42 
  Benchmark  0.12 0.12 15.62 15.08 10.32 

  Tracking Difference  0.30 0.30 0.39 0.15 0.10 

2050 Fund 0.13 0.36 0.36 17.68 16.45 11.29 
  Benchmark  0.02 0.02 17.25 16.27 11.18 

  Tracking Difference  0.34 0.34 0.43 0.18 0.11 

2055 Fund 0.13 0.33 0.33 18.67 17.09 11.71 
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  Benchmark  (0.03) (0.03) 18.20 16.90 11.59 

  Tracking Difference  0.36 0.36 0.47 0.19 0.12 

2060 Fund 0.13 0.33 0.33 18.74 17.11 11.71 
  Benchmark  (0.04) (0.04) 18.30 16.93 11.60 

  Tracking Difference  0.37 0.37 0.44 0.18 0.11 

2065 Fund 0.13 0.33 0.33 18.73 17.10 - 
  Benchmark  (0.04) (0.04) 18.30 16.93 - 

  Tracking Difference  0.37 0.37 0.43 0.17 - 

RETILP 0.13 0.79 0.79 8.29 8.91 5.21 
  Benchmark  0.71 0.71 8.17 8.88 5.20 

  Tracking Difference  0.08 0.08 0.12 0.03 0.01 

Retirement Fund III (2025) 0.13 0.79 0.79 8.27 9.12 5.58 
  Benchmark  0.71 0.71 8.17 9.09 5.56 

  Tracking Difference  0.08 0.08 0.10 0.03 0.02 

 

* Returns are gross of investment management fees. BlackRock CDN LifePath® Index Funds. Returns for periods greater than one year are annualized. Past 
performance is not necessarily indicative of future performance. 
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