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One of the benefits of our coming back to the South after 34 years away has been the 
opportunity—or perhaps the necessity—of rediscovering our home region and the 
things about it that make it unique and special. Suffice it to say that a few things 
have changed during those decades away—most notably the climate, which has 
grown discernibly hotter and more prone to extreme weather events—but we are also 
finding that long-held stereotypes about the states that make up the old Confederacy 
are giving way to some important new demographic and economic realities, and that 
the face of the region is changing as a result. 
 
For example, it has long been a truism that Georgia is a Republican state—it has voted for the Republican 
candidate for President since 1984, with the exception of 1992, when then-candidate Bill Clinton was still 
regarded as a son of the South—but there is the very real possibility that the changing ethnic and demographic 
makeup of the state may result in a Democratic win for Hillary Clinton this year. Alabama—once a state 
dependent on steel and iron—has become an automotive manufacturing powerhouse and now is known 
increasingly as a healthcare hub, as well. We have previously written about the growing economic success of 
Tennessee as a whole and of Nashville particularly, and we see no end in sight to that state’s positive growth 
trends. The new South that we have experienced is one in which political power and economic activity are 
increasingly devolving away from the region’s traditional economic center—the metropolis of Atlanta—and 
we see that as an unequivocally positive development. 

 

And as we found recently, even that least-understood and most enigmatic of the Southern states—Louisiana—
is seeing significant changes as a result of some recent events that have left an indelible mark there. We visited 
Baton Rouge and Hammond recently—a few days before the region’s most recent episode of horrific flooding—
and it was ironic that one of the topics of our discussions was how much the fortunes of southern Louisiana 
have been recently altered both by acts of nature and by acts of man.  
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The greatest act of nature to take place in recent years in Louisiana was, of course, Hurricane Katrina, and the 
impacts of that memorable storm continue to be felt nearly 11 years later. While it seems to be hotly debated 
whether Baton Rouge or New Orleans is now Louisiana’s largest city, there is no debate that there was a 
considerable number of both people and businesses that decamped to Baton Rouge in the wake of Katrina, and  
have not returned to The Big Easy in the intervening years. Indeed, we found the construction and renovation 
activity in Baton Rouge—especially in the Capitol District—to be frenetic, and the sentiments about the future 
of the area overall from the bankers with whom we visited to be very positive. 

 

The expansion of IBM into a mixed-use development on the riverfront in downtown Baton Rouge—and the 
creation of an initial 800 new jobs concurrently—is seen by the business community there as a harbinger of 
things to come. The examples of Austin and Nashville were cited to us as models that Baton Rouge business 
leaders wish to emulate. The existence of Louisiana State University in the city is seen as a natural feeder of 
computer science graduates into IBM’s operations there, and IBM (with aid from the state) will work with LSU 
to build out its computer sciences program. 

 

There were a number of articles debating the lasting impact of Katrina on Baton Rouge and its environs written 
on the tenth anniversary of Katrina last year, and the Baton Rouge Business Report (BusinessReport.com) presents 
all sides of that discussion. But there is one fact that cannot be debated—that Hurricane Katrina brought billions 
of federal and state dollars into southern Louisiana, and these dollars were followed closely by another large 
amount of money ($20 billion in corporate payments alone) in the wake of the BP blowout disaster in April 
2010. While both of these events carried huge environmental and human costs, the fact remains that any natural 
disaster (in America, anyway) is always followed by a boom in construction and related activities, and given 
the long tail of the Katrina recovery and the BP claims process, this inflow of money into the region has not yet 
run its course. 

 

But there has been another transformation in southern Louisiana, and this one is both less well known and has 
potentially greater implications for the future. The decline in oil prices in the last year has been discussed ad 
nauseam, and as a state that has traditionally been seen as oil price-dependent, there has been a great gnashing 
of teeth and wringing of hands about the impact of this decline on places like Louisiana, Texas and Oklahoma. 
Less well discussed and understood has been the decline of natural gas prices—which have gone from above 
$4 per million BTUs in January, 2015, to under $3 per MMBTUs now. (For a longer-term perspective, this price 
was close to $8/MMBTU in May 2007.) 

 

While this decline has been of concern for the fracking industry, it has been a boon both for consumers of natural 
gas (which is especially prevalent as a heating source here in the Southeast) and for the chemicals industry, 
where natural gas is an important product feedstock. As a result, the I-10 corridor, which stretches from 
metropolitan New Orleans to Baton Rouge and on to Hammond, Lake Charles and then to Texas, has seen a 
boom in the building of dozens of refineries and fertilizer and plastic plants along that roadway. (One banker 
cited a $60 billion estimate of construction spending in the area.) In addition, the liquefaction of natural gas and 
its export to gas-dependent regions (like Europe, now hostage to Russian natural gas) is increasingly seen as a 
growth industry in the future, and southern Louisiana will be central to that growth. 

 

So there’s technology, there’s construction, there’s chemical manufacturing, and there is still energy and 
agriculture—we were reminded of the primacy of sugar cane and cattle to some of these small towns—and the  
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inescapable conclusion is that the economy of the Baton Rouge-Hammond-Lafayette area is better diversified 
and set for future growth than it has been—well, probably ever. And with community growth in the South 
comes community banks—we still like our local banks here—and we had the opportunity to visit with three 
area banks and hear three quite distinctly different stories.  

 

It’s not that often that we get to visit with community banks that are really starting out in their banking lives, 
but we’d describe Investar (ISTR) of Baton Rouge as one of these companies. We’d also describe the company’s 
CEO, John D’Angelo, as one of the most positive bankers that we’ve met in a long time, and his bank—which 
was chartered in 2006 and went public in 2014—is clearly in a growth mode. While there have clearly been a 
few bumps in the road on the way to their present $1 billion-in-assets stature—like a pivot away from indirect 
auto lending at the end of 2015 and the necessary disposition of that portfolio—Mr. D’Angelo clearly sees his 
company as a regional consolidator and has built the platform to accommodate a doubling of assets (or more.)  

 

The regional community bank most likely considered the “industry stalwart” is Home Bancorp (HBCP) of 
Lafayette, due both to its long history (founded in 1908) and its size ($1.5 billion and growing.) Home Bancorp’s 
CEO John Bordelon and President Joe Zanco are busily building a state powerhouse, beginning with an FDIC-
assisted transaction (Statewide Bank) in 2010 and proceeding through a series of materially sized deals through 
the 2015 acquisition of Bank of New Orleans. Mr. Bordelon—who has been at the bank since 1981 and presided 
over a long transition from a thrift model and through a painful process of building capital and installing a new 
operating culture—seems to us to be the next Louisiana community banker most likely to go interstate in a big 
way (they’re already in Natchez and Vicksburg, MS). In the meantime, the management team is tackling the 
challenges common to many growing community banks—that is, growing into their expense base even as they 
face the need to add fee businesses and improve online offerings—and we look forward to seeing this 
company’s continued upward movement in returns. 

 

It’s seldom that we have met community bankers who see their first obligation as actually being to their 
communities, but we’d place First Guaranty Bank (FGBI) of Hammond, LA, squarely in that camp. CEO Alton 
Lewis prides himself on being true to the bank’s motto—“The Relationship Bank”— and we noted when we 
last checked the bank’s website that the first thing that we saw was an offer of three months forbearance on 
loan payments for their customers who have been impacted by the recent flooding. The company also prides 
itself on the granular nature of its loan portfolio—only 300 loans (out of roughly 4,700 on the books) are larger 
than $500,000 in size, and the balance sheet overall is very conservative in nature. But the most noteworthy 
aspect of this company is its stock’s low valuation—the stock is selling slightly below its tangible book value of 
$16.33 per share —as the presence of a large and controlling shareholder has dampened potential investor 
interest in this very solid franchise. 

 

As we write this, Baton Rouge and its environs continue to grapple with the aftereffects of the 20+ inches of 
rain that came in mid-August—60,000+ homes estimated to be damaged, 13 people known dead, and as much 
as 11% of the state’s population (roughly 500,000 people) thought to be somehow affected by Louisiana’s latest 
natural disaster. While it’s hard to find a silver lining in those numbers, we’d offer one: The banks of the region 
are in the best shape ever to aid in the rebuilding of their communities, and this is not the first rodeo for the 
tough people—and bankers—of southern Louisiana. 
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Table 1: Louisiana Banks & Thrifts > $500 Million in Total Assets 
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Company Ticker HQ City HQ Metro Market Branches

IBERIABANK Corp. IBKC Lafayette Lafayette 198 20,160,855

First NBC Bank Holding Co. FNBC New Orleans New Orleans-Metairie 40 4,860,032

Origin Bancorp Ruston Ruston 45 3,951,396

MidSouth Bancorp MSL Lafayette Lafayette 59 1,922,524

Red River Bancshares Alexandria Alexandria 21 1,577,258

Home Bancorp HBCP Lafayette Lafayette 29 1,545,049

First Guaranty Bancshares FGBI Hammond Hammond 21 1,460,737

Gulf Coast B&TC New Orleans New Orleans-Metairie 20 1,437,114

Business First Bancshares Baton Rouge Baton Rouge 16 1,176,109

Investar Holding Corp. ISTR Baton Rouge Baton Rouge 10 1,125,145

CB&T Holding Corp. New Orleans New Orleans-Metairie 3 1,055,956

First National Bankers Bankshares Baton Rouge Baton Rouge 7 887,879

Citizens National Bancshares of Bossier CNBL Bossier City Shreveport-Bossier City 13 859,198

One American Corp. Vacherie New Orleans-Metairie 24 858,555

Sabine Bancshares Many 52 833,286

First Trust Corp. New Orleans New Orleans-Metairie 12 820,806

Jeff Davis Bancshares JDVB Jennings 23 799,762

First Federal Bank of LA1 Lake Charles Lake Charles 16 798,010

Fidelity Bank1 New Orleans New Orleans-Metairie 18 791,951

Ouachita Bancshares Corp. Monroe Monroe 12 667,216

Liberty Financial Services Inc. New Orleans New Orleans-Metairie 18 618,475

Resource Bankshares Covington New Orleans-Metairie 10 606,208

Evangeline Bancshares Ville Platte 9 567,755

Saint Martin Bancshares Saint Martinville Lafayette 12 554,386

Community Bancorp of LA Raceland Houma-Thibodaux 11 538,926

Progressive Bancorp Monroe Monroe 7 526,894

Concordia Capital Corp. Vidalia Natchez (MS/LA) 7 506,458

Synergy Bancshares Houma Houma-Thibodaux 5 501,562

1  Mutual form of organization

Source: SNL Financial
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