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We attended two analysts’ meetings in Charlotte in November—one for Charlotte-based Park 

Sterling Bancorp (PSTB) and the other for Columbia-based South State Corp. (SSB)—and we 
must say that these meetings were eye-openers, for several reasons. For one thing, the 
community banking industry has a paucity of these day-long meetings with analysts, and it 
was good to see that this practice (long a tradition with the big banks) is beginning to take 
hold in the community banking segment. These types of meetings—and both of these were 
very well attended, and not just by local analysts—allow for a more in-depth look at growth 
strategies and long-term planning than is possible on quarterly earnings calls, and we found 
both of these to be helpful in understanding the future paths of these two very different 
community banks. 
 
These meetings were eye-opening for another reason—they showed us the degree to which the Atlanta-centric 
Southeastern banking scene in which we grew up is a thing of the past, and that fact was in and of itself a 
shocker. After all, Atlanta was once the home of all the really consequential banks—Trust Company of Georgia, 
First National Bank of Atlanta, C&S Bank, etc.—and had even been the incubator of some important banking 
innovations, like the first ATM. (If, like us, you are old enough to remember Tillie the Teller, then you are 
just...old.) Every banker wanted to be in Atlanta, and even upstart Charlotte—with hometown banks First 
Union and NCNB going on to become the giants Wachovia and Bank of America Corp. (BAC)—could not 
change the reality of Atlanta’s importance to Southern banking. 
 
Fast forward to 2016, and well—not so much. It goes without saying that the events of the 2008-2009 financial 
crisis hit Atlanta hard, but we had not realized how enduring were the after-effects of those years until we 
began to see the growth that was taking place elsewhere in the Southeast. An eye-opening trip to Nashville to 
visit with the managements of Pinnacle Financial Partners (PNFP), CapStar Financial Holdings (CSTR), 
Franklin Financial Network (FSB) and others was our first clue, and it did not take long to realize the outsized 
growth prospects of banks like South State and its Carolinas brethren. Add to that the growth prospects of 
companies like ServisFirst Bancshares (SFBS) —in Birmingham, Atlanta’s onetime growth rival—and it’s not 
hard to see why those of us who call Atlanta home might be feeling just a bit left out. 
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We spoke with a number of banking industry participants and observers on this topic, and got some very 
interesting and thoughtful commentary. Almost everyone with whom we spoke acknowledged the present 
sluggish state of affairs on the Atlanta banking scene, and attributed the present subdued growth in the market 
to the “hangover” (we heard that term used a number of times) from the implosion of the community banking 
sector in the Atlanta MSA.  While it is well recognized that many of those dozens of failures were deserved—
hot money and bad CRE lending do not a viable banking model make—there is also a sense that some degree 
of regulatory distrust of the Atlanta banking market persists and inhibits the formation and entry of new players 
into the area. 
 
In any case, there has been a dearth of new community banks in Atlanta, and we are told that civic leaders and 
politicians are acutely aware of that reality and wish to change it. The Atlanta MSA is indeed one dominated 
by large banks—the three major banks (J.P. Morgan Chase (JPM), Wells Fargo & Co. (WFC), and Bank of 
America) collectively hold slightly more than 40% of local deposits, with the one remaining hometown regional 
player, SunTrust Banks (STI), commanding the largest overall market share, at 28%. (Note—these deposit 
share numbers are as of the June 30 FDIC report but incorporate pro forma deal activity.) The community banks 
collectively hold about 21% of the MSA’s deposits, but individual shares within the segment are miniscule, with 
the exception of Columbus-based Synovus Financial Corp. (SNV), which commands about 3% of Atlanta retail 
deposits.  
  
The message in these numbers is a clear one—the Atlanta market is ripe for change. There is plenty of room for 
consolidation among the community banks, and indeed we have recently heard from large regional players 
(like Pinnacle) a lessened resistance to entering the Atlanta market, one that had been deemed “too competitive” 
in the past. There are already “change agents” present in the community sector in Atlanta—we would point to 
Atlantic Capital Bancshares (ACBI), United Community Banks (UCBI)  and State Bank Financial Corp. 

(STBZ) as banks that are capitalizing on growth areas of the Atlanta economy—and we hope that we get more 
companies of that ilk in Atlanta in the coming year. 
 
If the plans of the incoming President come to pass and we see significant changes in corporate tax policy and 
in infrastructure investment, the Atlanta economy should be a major beneficiary of those trends, and the Atlanta 
banking market with it. Might this be enough to kick off a wave of de novo banks similar to those which we 
have seen in past economic booms in Atlanta? Not likely, according to those observers with whom we spoke. 
This is one area in which the regulatory lessons of the crash are enduring, and while the FDIC particularly 
makes noises about encouraging more de novo banks, there are also going to be very clear strictures for the 
approval of new charters. Not only will funding sources and lending portfolios have to be more diversified, but 
applicants will have to present business plans with very clear paths to profitability within three years—which 
is a tall order for any new banking management to meet. So while there will almost certainly be future de novo 
banks, a “wave” of these new franchises is unlikely. 
 
But there is one area of innovation in which Atlanta excels, and that may be the salvation of the city’s reputation 
as the Southeast’s financial hub. As one observer astutely pointed out, Atlanta may have come to be identified 
less as a traditional banking center, but it has certainly become newly identified as a center of financial 
technology, a.k.a. “fintech.”  One need only go on the web and do a little Googling to realize the extent of the 
presence of these fintech companies in the Atlanta area—the Technology Association of Georgia 
(www.tagonline.org) website points out a few salient points about the Atlanta fintech space. Like the fact that 
$72 billion in annual revenues are generated by Atlanta-based fintech companies, which is #3 in the nation  
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behind California and New York, and that 100 fintech companies are headquartered or have a significant 
presence here. 
 
And when we think about it, that makes perfect sense. We have written in the past about the structural and 
physical changes taking place in Atlanta—the revitalization of the downtown areas, the attractiveness of the 
Beltline and the reclaiming of neighborhoods adjacent to it, the innovative uses of large old industrial buildings 
for lofts and retail venues (like the Ponce City Market)—all of which are attractive to the young people who 
form the backbone of the technology work force. 
 
Add to that the better-educated workforce that has arisen in Georgia over the last several decades as secondary 
education has boomed here—thanks in large part to the HOPE Scholarships—and throw in the city’s traditional 
role as a transportation hub, and this move to higher-tech activities seems almost preordained. And the 
legitimacy and staying power of fintech seems to us to have just been given a boost by the OCC’s announcement 
that it would grant national charters to some fintech companies. While this may increase the regulatory burden 
on some of these quasi-banks, it should also make funding and capital raising easier and increase the already-
substantial overlap between traditional banking companies and these new deliverers of financial products.  
 
In discussing the resurgence of the Atlanta economy and its financial sector, we want to take nothing away 
from the success of places like Tennessee and the Carolinas and Alabama in setting the pace for Southeastern 
banking. As one of our industry contacts pointed out, there is simply a lot of banking talent in these places, and 
that generation of talent is now claiming its due. Whether one looks at the ongoing impact of talent from the 
old Wachovia—now manifest in companies like South State and Park Sterling and Atlantic Capital, or the 
management of Capital Bank Financial (CBF) in Charlotte, which draws heavily from the management roster 
of Bank of America—it’s easy to see how the evolution of banking in the Southeast has resulted in an exodus of 
talented bankers who have brought vitality to new names and new places. And what would the high-flying 
Nashville banks be without the diaspora from First American, a vast group of folks who seem to have single-
handedly resurrected Tennessee banking? 
 
In any case, we’re not in Kansas (or Atlanta) anymore, Toto, and it’s a whole new banking world out there. 
With the advent of the new regime in Washington, it’s hard to tell what 2017 will bring after a long period of 
banking industry recapitalization and rationalization. As almost any kid from Atlanta can tell you, the city’s 
official motto is “Resurgens”—and it looks to us like that should be the motto for the banking industry as a 
whole. 
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