
S
trong governance allowed 
the Colleges of Applied Arts 
and Technology pension 
plan to find success in 
private markets, according 

to Julie Cays, the plan’s chief invest-
ment officer.

Before the CAAT plan hired its first 
CIO in 2004, it was using an outsourced 
chief investment officer-type model — 
although it didn’t use this term at the 
time — and investments were largely 
run by consultants.

Since the plan introduced the CIO 
position, the role of the board’s invest-
ment committee has shifted from focus-
ing on day-to-day tasks, like selecting 
investment managers, to focusing on 
investment policy and risk, says Cays. 
“The day-to-day management and selection of managers, for 
the most part, and allocation within the asset classes is done 
by my team. And so the big risk, which is the investment policy 
and the mismatch with the liabilities, is where the investment 
committee and the board are focused.”

In 2005, the CAAT plan made its first foray into non-public 
markets. “[The first CIO] took a scan of private equity, hedge 
funds, real estate [and] infrastructure, and determined that 
infrastructure was the place to start, largely because the U.S. 
plans hadn’t discovered it,” says Cays. “Definitely, it was being 
done in Australia. Definitely, other Canadian plans had been 
doing it. But the Americans, which is such a huge mass of 
capital, hadn’t really discovered it.”

The plan started its private investments with infrastructure 
funds and then broadened that out to private equity and 
real estate a few years later. Its infrastructure investments 
are fairly global while the private equity side has been more 
focused on Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development countries, says Cays. 

In 2005, the plan’s initial allocation to infrastructure was 
three per cent, but now it has combined real estate and 
infrastructure into a real assets portfolio targeting 20 per 
cent. For private equity, the plan initially started with a five 
per cent allocation, but is now targeting 15 per cent. “So total in 
non-public markets is going to be 35 per cent and we’ve prob-
ably got another five years before we actually get to target, 
particularly on private equity,” adds Cays.

These allocations are largely coming from public equity, 
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she says, noting total equity allocation, including private 
equity, has been reduced from 57 to 52 per cent. Real estate, 
however, took a piece from both equity and fixed income. 

“I’m still such a believer in the private markets because they 
are actually an increasing proportion of the equity capital 
markets out there because there are fewer companies going 
public over time,” says Cays. “So it’s such a huge opportunity 
set and an opportunity to really think long term and really get 
good managers changing companies up and adding value.”

When it comes to private equity and real estate, the CAAT 
plan is a co-investor. “We are not the lead or majority owner 
of any of the assets in our co-investment portfolio, but we’re 
over a third in co-investments in infrastructure and approach-
ing that in private equity,” says Cays.

And the board has played a huge role in this success, she 
adds, highlighting that it’s been nimble because it needs to 
approve co-investments above a certain percentage of assets 
and look at the due diligence process on new general partners 
in the private markets space. “And where we need to have a 
quick turnaround, they get on the phone for an investment 
committee conference call.”

Particularly on the co-investment side, the CAAT plan’s 
board has been key, says Cays. “A lot of investors say, ‘Yeah, 
we want to co-invest because we don’t have to pay the fees 
that we do in the funds.’ But once push comes to shove, they 
haven’t been able to transact because their governance is 
getting in the way. Ours has not gotten in the way at all, and  
so we do get the calls now on co-investing.”

by Yaelle Gang
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POWERED BY:

JOB TITLE: Chief investment officer of the 
CAAT pension plan

JOINED CAAT: 2006

PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE: Various roles at the 
Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce and the 
Healthcare of Ontario Pension Plan 

WHAT KEEPS HER UP AT NIGHT:  
Continuing to find opportunities with a 
competitive edge

OUTSIDE OF THE OFFICE SHE CAN BE 
FOUND: Cooking 

GETTING TO KNOW  
    Julie Cays

$10.8  
BILLION   

in investments

33% 
Global developed equity

17%
Real assets

16% 
Nominal long bonds

10%
 Emerging markets equity

9%
 Private equity

5%
Real return bonds

5%
Commodities

5%
Nominal universe bonds


