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Chair Sherman, Ranking Member Huizenga, and distinguished members of
Subcommittee on Investor Protection, Entrepreneurship and Capital Markets, my name is
Jennifer Schulp, and I am the Director of Financial Regulation Studies at the Cato Institute’s
Center for Monetary and Financial Alternatives.
I thank you for the opportunity to take part in today’s hearing entitled, “A Notch Above?
Examining the Bond Rating Industry.”
The focus of my testimony is on the regulation of Nationally Recognized Statistical
Rating Organizations (NRSROs) and competition within the bond rating industry.
There are currently nine NRSROs approved by the Securities and Exchange Commission
(SEC), which is tasked with their oversight by Section 15E of the Securities Exchange Act of
1934.1 In conjunction with Section 15E, Rules 17g-1 through 17g-10 govern registration and
oversight of NRSROs. The Commission’s authority is limited, however, as Section 15E prohibits
the Commission from regulating “the substance of credit ratings or the procedures or
methodologies by which any nationally recognized statistical rating organization determines
credit ratings,” and explicitly recognizes that these prohibitions should not “modify, impair, or
supersede” the operation of antitrust law.2
Recognizing the importance of competition within the industry to the quality of ratings,
Section 15E directs the Commission to issue final rules prohibiting “any act or practice” relating
to the issuance of credit ratings by an NRSRO that the Commission determines to be “unfair,
coercive, or abusive.”3 The Commission’s rules prohibit, among other things, an NRSRO from
“[c]onditioning or threatening to condition the issuance of a credit rating on the purchase by an
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obligor or issuer…of any other services or products” of the NRSRO and “[i]ssuing or threatening
to issue a lower credit rating, lowering or threatening to lower an existing credit rating, refusing
to issue a credit rating, or withdrawing or threatening to withdraw a credit rating, with respect
to securities or money market instruments issued by an asset pool or as part of any asset-based
securities transaction, unless all or a portion of the assets within such pool or part of such
transaction are also rated by the [NRSRO], where such practice is engaged in by the [NRSRO] for
an anticompetitive purpose.”4
The state of competition within the bond rating industry is a perennial question, so
much so that the Commission is required to make an annual report to Congress that addresses,
among other things, its views on the state of competition among NRSROs. 5 The Commission’s
most recent report describes an NRSRO industry that remains concentrated, with the three
largest NRSROs accounting for approximately 95% of all outstanding ratings as of the end of
2020.6 But, such top line statistics can be deceiving when looking to understand the true state
of competition in the ratings industry.7 As the Commission points out, smaller NRSROs appear
to have increased their total number of ratings outstanding and have increased their ratings
share with respect to some ratings categories.8
Drawing conclusions from these numbers alone is difficult, particularly when
understanding the industry over time. For example, academics have identified a number of
factors that may explain the long-term tendency for the ratings industry to be comparatively
concentrated.9 In addition, and importantly, regulatory barriers also account for decreased
competition among NRSROs. For example, the requirement that an applicant provide written
statements from investors who have used the agency’s credit ratings for at least three years
may block new entrants to NRSRO status.10 The costs associated with complying with the Dodd-
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Frank Act and its related rules, in addition to the costs inherent in being subject to Commission
oversight, may also erect barriers to entry for potential NRSROs. 11
Which brings me briefly to the nominal subject of today’s hearing, “notching.” Notching
itself is a general practice by credit rating agencies to give different credit ratings to particular
obligations or debts of an issuing entity or closely related entity. This practice is wellestablished, but the particular question at hand relates to a recent proposal—now withdrawn—
by S&P Global Ratings to “notch” ratings of non-S&P rated securities when applying its
methodology to rate life insurers’ investment portfolios. 12 S&P had proposed updating its
Insurer Risk-Based Capital Adequacy Methodology and Assumptions to allow it to notch down
the rating of non-S&P rated securities held by the insurance company: for Moody’s or Fitchrated securities, the rating would be lowered one to three notches, and for securities rated by
any other credit agency, the security may be notched all the way down to junk status,
depending on the asset class and country.
While such “notching” may raise concerns about its potential effect on competition, 13 it
is premature to take any legislative action in response to S&P’s proposal. First, the proposal was
merely a proposal, which has now been withdrawn in response to critical comments received. 14
Such comments included a letter from the Department of Justice citing concerns that
“penalizing insurers that purchase securities rated by S&P’s competitors has the potential to
raise barriers to entry and expansion by competitors, insulate S&P from competition, or
otherwise suppress competition from rival rating agencies.”15 Similarly, a bipartisan group of
legislators sent a letter to the Commission regarding S&P’s proposal.16 S&P has indicated that it
will issue a new request for comment, incorporating proposed alternatives for the withdrawn
elements, after it has had sufficient time to consider the comments received.17 Because S&P’s
8, available at https://www.mercatus.org/publications/monetary-policy/economic-analysis-secs-nationallyrecognized-statistical-rating.
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response may ameliorate any potential anticompetitive concerns—or raise different ones—it
would be prudent to delay consideration of any potential legislative action until the issue
becomes more clear.
Second, other laws already work to prohibit anticompetitive behavior by NRSROs. In
addition to the antitrust laws that apply without regard to industry, Section 15E of the
Exchange Act and the rules promulgated to by the Commission pursuant to it, prohibit unfair,
coercive, or abusive NRSRO behavior. Rule 17g-6 identifies specific prohibited conduct that may
be applicable to anticompetitive notching. To the extent that current law addresses any
anticompetitive concerns raised, additional legislation is not required.
Finally, a rush to judgment on type of methodology change offered by S&P’s initial
proposal may itself harm the quality of ratings to the extent that it limits the ability of NRSROs
to consider the creditworthiness of instruments rated by another agency and forces the agency
to simply accept another agency’s ratings at face value.18
Other than the potential “notching” issue—which is no longer being proposed by S&P—
little else has changed since this Committee last held a hearing on NRSROs less than a year
ago.19 Legislative solutions to increase competition in the ratings industry should focus on
lowering regulatory barriers to competition or decreasing the artificial demand for ratings
conducted by an NRSRO (including by examining the necessity of the designation). 20 These aims
are not met by legislation like the draft “Commercial Credit Rating Reform Act,” which would
assign agencies to provide ratings, thus eliminating the benefits of competition.21 Over the long
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term, such an assignment system would remove the market incentives to produce high quality
ratings and to innovate both in methodology and products.22
Given the prematurity of considering legislative solutions for any “notching” issue and
the recent attention given to the ratings industry more generally, I respectfully suggest that
there are other areas more suited to the investment of this Committee’s limited resources.
For example, the Commission is currently undertaking what has been referred to as
“one of the most ambitious agendas in the SEC’s 87-year history.”23 That agenda is being
undertaken at breakneck speed and with an unprecedented disregard for the importance of
public comment to the rulemaking process. The short periods allowed for the public to
comment on proposed rules are anomalous and are particularly problematic given the number
of rule proposals pending simultaneously.24 While short comment periods have the potential to
limit public input on proposed rules—particularly where those rules are complex—public input
is limited even further when commenters are unable to analyze the interrelationship of a large
number of proposed rules, including their unintended consequences. 25 The Commission has
received widespread criticism for this practice, including market participants and industry
stakeholders and a bipartisan group of House Members.26 The Commission’s recent
announcement that it would extend the time period for its climate-risk disclosure proposal and
22
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reopen comment on two other proposed rules is welcome, but does little to alleviate broader
concerns where short comment periods have predominated and continue to do so. 27 The ability
of the public to comment on proposed rules, and the effect of limited public comment on the
quality of rulemaking, should be of concern to this Committee.
The Commission’s agenda also raises a number of issues relevant to this Committee’s
interests in “investor protection, entrepreneurship and capital markets,” including the
Commission’s proposed rules on climate-risk disclosure and private fund disclosure. 28 What is
missing from the Commission’s agenda is also notable. There is little that arguably constitutes a
plan for supporting capital formation, and many of the Commission’s proposed rules and
agenda items may operate to deter entrepreneurship. The Commission’s agenda also lacks
items relevant to the regulation of digital assets (except where rule proposals may have effects
the Commission declined to discuss in the proposal), choosing instead to lead with enforcement
actions over rulemaking in this space.29
These are just a few of the issues in connection with the Commission’s current agenda
that are more deserving of this Committee’s time and attention than additional focus on NRSRO
regulation.
***
Thank you for the opportunity to provide this information, and I welcome any questions
that you may have.
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