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The U.S. Chamber of Commerce is the world’s largest business federation representing the 
interests of more than 3 million businesses of all sizes, sectors, and regions, as well as state and 
local chambers and industry associations. 
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EVENT SUMMARY

On March 21, 2014, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce convened a symposium to determine real and 
perceived barriers to retirement fund investments in small business and infrastructure.

This symposium was an invitation-only roundtable discussion. It brought together individuals—both inside 
and outside of government—to discuss opportunities for and obstacles to retirement fund investment, 
focusing on infrastructure and small business investment in this country.

 

Bruce Josten, executive vice president of Government Affairs at the U.S. Chamber, opens the symposium  
by explaining the need for capital investment in infrastructure and small businesses.
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Agenda

Welcome: Bruce Josten, Executive Vice President of Government Affairs,
U.S. Chamber of Commerce

 
Panel 1: Laying the Groundwork 
The panelists provided the history of regulatory and judicial action and reviewed the new accounting rules issued by 
GASB and Moody’s regarding public employee benefits and the State Budget Crisis Commission Report.

Speakers: Ian Lanoff, Principal, Groom Law Group 
               David Walker, Former U.S. Comptroller General (1998–2008)

Richard Ravitch, Co-Chair, State Budget Crisis Task Force
Cherian George, Managing Director, Global Infrastructure & Project Finance, Fitch Ratings 

Moderator: Aliya Wong, Executive Director, Retirement Policy, U.S. Chamber of Commerce

Panel 2:  The Current Situation—Problem or Perception? 
The panel examined current investment patterns for retirement plans, areas where capital and funding are lacking, and 
how the two may intersect. The panel took an in-depth look at infrastructure and small business investment, real and 
perceived problems with retirement plan investments, and innovations that could spur investment in these areas.  

Speakers: Jere Glover, Former Chief Counsel for Advocacy, Small Business Administration (1994–2001)
Josh Cohen, Head of Institutional Defined Contribution, Russell Investments
Sam Gilbert, The Pension Forum

Moderator: Janet Kavinoky, Executive Director, Transportation & Infrastructure, U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and 
Vice President, Americans for Transportation Mobility Coalition

Panel 3:  Open Discussion and Feedback
Representatives from government agencies led an open discussion exploring the coordination of policies between local, 
state, and federal statutes and regulations. 

Speakers: Mark Iwry, Senior Advisor to the Secretary of the Treasury & Deputy Assistant Secretary for Retirement 
and Health Policy, U.S. Department of the Treasury
Shoshana Lew, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Policy, U.S. Department of Transportation
Sameera Fazili, Senior Policy Advisor, National Economic Council

Moderator: Randy Johnson, Senior Vice President, Labor, Immigration & Employee Benefits, U.S. Chamber  
of Commerce
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David Walker, former U.S. comptroller general, explains how changes in 
accounting rules for state and municipal benefit plans will increase the 
reported liabilities for those benefits and further squeeze budgets.

Jere Glover, former chief counsel for Advocacy at the Small Business 
Administration, discusses how the small business sector is not able to 
create jobs and innovate because of a lack of capital.

INTRODUCTION

The U.S. Chamber convened the symposium to highlight several of its priorities: promoting retirement savings, 
advocating for small business, and rebuilding our country’s infrastructure.

There is more than $20 trillion in the retirement savings system, and that amount is expected to continue to increase. 
These savings are invested in a variety of investment vehicles, including company stock, equities, bonds, mutual funds, 
and target-date funds. The purpose of this symposium was to determine the potential for further diversifying these 
investments into infrastructure and small business projects.

SMALL BUSINESS NEEDS
Small businesses represent nearly 98% of U.S. employer firms, 64% of net new private-sector jobs, and roughly half of 
private-sector employment. However, small businesses that want to grow cannot get the funds. Therefore, the economy 
is lagging behind.

• Only 42% of small businesses had their financial needs met in the third quarter of 2013.  According to an NFIB 
Small Business Economic Trend Survey, only 30% of small business owners reported borrowing on a regular 
basis, which is among the lowest rates recorded in its surveys.  

• The banking community pulled $118 billion out of the small business lending market; therefore, alternative 
sources of small business financing are necessary.

• Twenty to 30 years ago small businesses were heavily reliant on banks for funding.  Since then, funding for 
small businesses has shifted to a more capital market-based intermediation system. The venture capital market, 
though, has not rebounded since the recession.  

• Home equity, which was used by very small businesses as their only source of money to grow their businesses, 
virtually disappeared when real estate values went down.

Companies that would grow, or could grow, and add employees are not doing so because they have been turned down 
by banks and venture capital companies and do not see any way to expand.  
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TRANSPORTATION NEEDS
The American Society of Civil Engineers report card highlights that both economic and social infrastructure needs 
to be repaired, modernized, and expanded. This infrastructure includes roads and bridges, air traffic control systems, 
drinking and wastewater facilities, locks and dams, schools, and public buildings and will ultimately require trillions—
not billions—in investment.

• The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) estimates global infrastructure needs 
at $53 trillion–$71 trillion—$71 trillion is approximately the size of the global economy.

• Congress is currently subsidizing the transportation trust fund with general revenues rather than with an 
integrated, forward-looking financial plan focused on federal, state, and local infrastructure needs.

• State budgets are becoming more constrained by retirement obligations and health care expenditures. 
Moreover, as a result of recent accounting changes, state and local governments are going to see increasing 
liabilities on their balance sheets.

Deteriorating infrastructure and fiscally unsustainable financing schemes exist at the same time.  

PROBLEMS: REAL AND PERCEIVED
 

GENERAL CONCERNS
Despite a perceived problem with violating prudence requirements under the Employee Retirement Income Security 
Act (ERISA), experts agreed that ERISA’s fiduciary rules allow for investment by retirement funds in infrastructure and 
small business projects.

• The Department of Labor (DOL) has adopted a 
prudence standard that follows portfolio theory 
and makes it clear that there is nothing per se 
imprudent for pension plans to consider investing 
in. Rather, investments and investment categories 
are to be measured against the whole portfolio 
and not on an individual basis. 

• Prudent investing requires a risk and return 
combination that is at the efficient frontier. An 
investment needs to be at least as good in terms 
of return and as good in terms of risk as available 
alternatives. Once it is ascertained that an 
investment possibility is at that efficient frontier, 
it can be an investment in something that also 
makes sense on policy grounds.  

Investments in infrastructure and small business should be viewed like any other investment—the fiduciary must look 
at the risks, returns, and fees. 

Randy Johnson, senior vice president, Labor, Immigration & Employee Benefits at the 
U.S. Chamber, asks the participants and panelists to discuss what they believe are 
the barriers to retirement funds investing in small business and infrastructure.
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Concerns were also raised about plan design. The shift from defined benefit to defined contribution plans has changed the 
nature of investing by retirement plans.

• Corporate defined benefit plans represent $4 trillion–$5 trillion in retirement assets, and that number is not 
increasing. Many of these plans are looking to de-risk the liabilities associated with them by providing lump sums 
to participants or moving the annuity obligations to insurance companies.  

• The shift from defined benefit plans to 401(k)s and IRAs—with their voluntary nature and participant election-
driven character—has moved retirement funds into a retail-oriented investment structure and away from 
collective investing that was seen in defined benefit plans.

• A significant percentage of retirement assets are in the IRA marketplace where there is not institutional 
investment or oversight.

In addition to plan design, concerns were raised about attitudes surrounding retirement investments.

• While there is no requirement in ERISA that plan investments be totally liquid, sponsors of defined 
contribution plans focus on liquid investments.

• In defined contribution plans, a significant focus is on fees, which leads many plan sponsors to employ passive 
investments.  

Despite design and attitude challenges, participants expressed optimism in future retirement planning that could 
expand investment opportunities in small business and infrastructure.

• Although innovation in retirement plans tends to start at the large end of the market, the small end of the 
market could think more institutionally about how it is investing and could lead the way for the future.

• Although a big hurdle, there is significant effort in the defined contribution world to reinstitutionalize these 
plans and make them a more institutional quality. 

• Target-date funds, which are professionally managed and use an institutional approach, could be a good place 
for expanding investment opportunities into small business and infrastructure.

Panelists discuss the rules under ERISA, state budget issues, and current infrastructure financing arrangements. From left to right: Aliya Wong, executive director 
of retirement policy at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce; Cherian George, managing director of Global Infrastructure & Project Finance at Fitch Ratings; David 
Walker, former U.S. comptroller general; Ian Lanoff, principal at Groom Law Group; and Richard Ravitch, co-chair of the State Budget Crisis Task Force.
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• Participants suggested that encouragement from the Department of Labor that plans can make investments 
that are not daily valued and invest in options more expensive than a 20 basis point index fund would help 
diversify investment options.

• New proposals being discussed—MyRAs, multiple employer plans, USA funds, and auto IRAs—could be built 
in an institutional way with a more long-term focus and could be a source for expanding investment.

CONCERNS WITH INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTING
Panelists and participants focused on attitudes around infrastructure financing, lack of infrastructure projects, and lack 
of revenue streams.

• There was debate around whether cities and states would move away from using tax-exempt financing—which 
is less expensive debt.  

• Projects that do not have revenue streams associated with them become dependent on the creditworthiness of 
the city and state. However, cities and states that are not creditworthy cannot borrow on either a tax-exempt or 
a taxable basis.

• Not many states and cities are privatizing infrastructure that needs investment, which is leading to a supply issue. 
Many people, therefore, are chasing a finite number of infrastructure deals in the United States. In addition, not 
much diversification exists because only a small number of states are engaged in public-private partnerships.

• Investment managers are not cultivating the investments; the appetite is there, but vehicles do not exist into 
which they can invest. Also, no one seems to have figured out how to take the proceeds from these investment 
vehicles and invest them in the United States. Some public plans are investing in infrastructure. But they are all 
managed by people from Australia, Canada, South Africa, and they are all investing overseas.  

• In addition to the financing piece, project delivery must be enhanced, regulatory certainty must be created, 
and the efficiency and consistency of the various processes across the federal government must be improved.  

Nonetheless, there was general consensus regarding the potential for private retirement fund investment in 
infrastructure projects.

• Investments in infrastructure could provide long-term income streams to match liabilities. They could protect 
against inflation and volatility and they could also provide diversification with other asset classes. 

Richard Ravitch, co-chair of the State Budget Crisis Task Force, discusses 
why creditworthy cities and states prefer financing infrastructure projects 
with taxable bonds instead of tax-exempt bonds.

Josh Cohen, head of Institutional Defined Contribution at Russell Investments, 
describes how the shift from defined benefit plans to defined contribution 
plans has moved retirement plans away from institutional investing.
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• Bringing the private sector into infrastructure investing could create competition and raise the bar for 
everyone. However, there is a cost—perhaps 100–200 basis points—to bring the private sector in.  

• Pension plans are able to invest for the long term. They are also able to make investments in both good and 
bad times, so they are an important source of liquidity during economic downturns when banks and other 
institutions are slow and stop lending.  

Participants identified a number of programs that could help drive investments by retirement plans into infrastructure:

• The Transportation Infrastructure Finance and Innovation Act
• The Railroad Rehabilitation and Improvement Financing Program
• The Private Activity Bonds Program
• Proposals such as the Build America Bonds Program and the American Fast Forward Bond Program 
• The Community Development Financial Institutions Fund

CONCERNS WITH INVESTING IN SMALL BUSINESS
Aside from the general concerns expressed in this paper, small businesses focused on the lack of vehicles to enable  
such investment.

• Participants considered whether investments in small business could be packaged to come under the umbrella 
of a lifestyle fund or other portfolio-type investment. 

• Properly packaging small business investments together could bring more liquidity so that investors of all sizes 
could use these vehicles.

Potential investment opportunities exist within the small business community, but there needs to be a path. Investment 
banking firms must create the instruments to put on platforms and have boots on the ground selling it.

Sam Gilbert, The Pension Forum, expresses the need for capital in the small business sector and questions 
why vehicles have not been created to encourage retirement plans to invest in small business.
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NEXT STEPS

The Chamber believes that it is important to continue this dialogue. It intends to convene experts and interested 
parties to address the issues, both real and perceived, relating to small business and infrastructure. Small business 

and infrastructure will be addressed separately. The Chamber hopes that these discussions will dispel concerns about 
the perceived barriers and bring parties together to resolve the real barriers. 

Panelists discuss potential issues that may prevent retirement plans from investing in small business and infrastructure. From left to right: Janet Kavinoky, 
executive director of Transportation & Infrastructure at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and vice president of the Americans for Transportation Mobility 
Coalition; Jere Glover, former chief counsel for Advocacy at the Small Business Administration; Josh Cohen, head of Institutional Defined Contribution at Russell 
Investments; and Sam Gilbert of The Pension Forum.
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