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52-week price range: $20.97-$31.66 
 
EPS Estimates:  2018A: $2.14 
                            2019E: $2.38 (operating; $2.30 reported) 
                            2020E: $2.33 (operating; $2.29 reported)  
                            Q419E: $0.58 (versus $0.57 in 4Q18) 
 
Tangible Book Value: $15.90 
Price/TBV: 1.95x 
Dividend/Yield: $0.72/2.33% 
Market Capitalization:  $2.44 billion 
 
--This is how a community bank grows up... 
--UCBI has done smart deals in a studied way and is now growing through “stealth mergers”... 
--This stock has been one of the best performers of 2019….And the factors behind this solid performance 

are likely to remain in place… 
 
This is our last company report, and we wanted to write it about a bank that has our respect… 
United Community Banks is a company amply worthy of both investor respect and investor interest. After 
nearly 38 years of watching the banking industry, we have seen the full spectrum of bank management 
behavior, from the ultra-conservative to the reckless, and we wanted to write the profile of a bank that has 
remade itself from the lessons learned in the crucible of the Financial Crisis and has come back better and 
stronger through that process. The Southeast has several of these stories—we would point to Synovus Financial 
Corp. (SNV) as another such survivor and transformer, as well as the giant Bank of America Corp. (BAC)—
but we have been especially struck by the success that has been attained by United Community Banks in the 
present environment of community banking growth and consolidation.  
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There has been not only survival but renaissance on the part of this bank, and we think that this process is 
worth examination.  After all, there were many “community” banks that grew up in the Southeast (especially 
here in Georgia) in the years leading up to the Financial Crisis, and dozens of these banks no longer exist. That 
is because the “community” that they were serving was primarily a group of local real estate developers, and 
their portfolios were full of dubious construction loans funded by brokered deposits. United Community’s 
roots—it was founded as Union County Bank in 1950 and headquartered in the Georgia mountain town of 
Blairsville—set it apart from the “mushroom” banks, as it had the established rural customer and deposit base 
that continued to be faithful even as the bad news unfolded and losses mounted. 
 
We strongly recommend reading UCBI’s 2008 annual report for an insight into the portfolio cleansing and 
rethinking of purpose that this company went through. Jimmy Tallent, the long-time CEO of United 
Community, began his management letter in the 2008 annual with the words: “Of the 25 annual letters I have 
written to you, this one is by far the most difficult to write.” Mr. Tallent then goes on to detail the reasons 
behind the bank’s $1.35 per share operating loss for the year (versus a $1.48 per share profit in 2007) and 
conducts an exhaustive review of the conditions behind the collapse of residential real estate that necessitated 
the increase in UCBI’s annual loan loss provision to $184 million from $37.6 million in 2007. And while Jimmy 
Tallent cites national conditions in residential real estate lending for part of this loss, he does not exempt 
management decision-making as a factor in the bank’s losses: “I mentioned earlier that our 2008 results were 
partly due to outside forces – but not entirely. The collapse of the housing and residential construction market 
was a broad external event; however, United had a heavy concentration in residential construction and 
development lending that made the impact greater than it otherwise would have been.” 
 
Indeed, UCBI had started to work down its commercial real estate exposure at the end of 2006, but was still 
carrying 26% of its loan portfolio in residential construction loans at the time of the collapse of home values. 
And the next few years for UCBI were a credit quality slog indeed as conditions in the Atlanta market 
particularly worsened and “PVC pipe farms” (subdivisions laid out with building infrastructure but then 
abandoned) proliferated in the communities north of the ATL. United Community’s losses widened to $2.47 
per share (on an operating basis) in 2009 and then moderated to an operating loss of $1.62 per share in 2010. 
Indeed, the bank did not achieve operating profitability on a quarterly basis until 2011 (the same year it had to 
establish a valuation reserve against the deferred tax account, or DTA) as it succeeded in raising the net interest 
margin 70 bps from the 2008 low (of 2.80%) and began to focus more intensely on increasing fee revenues and 
reducing expenses. 
 
Was UCBI a near-failure? And if so, why did it survive? Our experience during the years of the Financial 
Crisis was that when tangible book values (TBVs) hit single digits, things got—well, a bit dicey. UCBI hit a TBV 
year-end low of $6.47 in 2011 (the stock was $6.37), and then its fortunes started to turn. We do believe that 
some of the larger community banks in Georgia—Synovus and UCBI, most notably—did get some degree of 
regulatory forbearance during the crisis, for the simple reason that these were sizable companies that were 
important to their local markets and that these managements had put into place realistic plans for returning to 
profitability and were executing upon them. They did not argue with their fates—they acted like grown-ups 
and accepted responsibility for the mess on their balance sheets and set about cleaning it up without delay. 
 
United Community also had a secret weapon—they had “Tomato Day.” We’re half-kidding here, but hear us 
out. United Community holds one of the more unique customer appreciation days of our acquaintance, and 
continued to do so even during the darkest days of the downturn in spite of the time and expense that was 
required. It’s called “Tomato Day” and usually takes place in early May—just in time for tomato planting— 
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throughout UCBI’s Southeastern communities. Bank employees cook hot dogs for customers, hold raffles, and 
most importantly, hand out flats of tomato plants for customers’ gardens, and we can personally attest that this 
day is a BIG deal both for UCBI customers and for potential customers as well.  
 
When we asked CEO Jimmy Tallent several years ago why he had not discontinued the Tomato Day festivities 
to save money during the crisis, he said that he did not want to alarm the bank’s customer base and that he 
wanted to maintain continuity of the bank’s customer outreach even as profits were falling and losses continued 
to loom. We think that that strategy was a correct one, and we suspect that even the regulators (who had come 
down hard on expenses at many troubled community banks in the Southeast) recognized the importance of 
continuing events such as Tomato Day in order to maintain a sense of business as usual in rural communities 
where many banks were on the rocks. In any case, we think that Mr. Tallent’s determination to reach out to 
customers and project the bank’s ongoing value to the community marked UCBI as a true “community” bank 
and likely contributed to its survival. 
 
The ascendance of UCBI to today’s level of profitability has been a steady one… 
But they have not exactly rocketed to success. CEO Lynn Harton (more on his ascendance to the top spot in a 
moment) touted his bank’s profitability in the 3Q19 earnings call, saying that UCBI’s return on assets (ROA) of 
1.58% in the quarter was the best ever and that the bank expects that its low loan-to-deposit ratio (84% in 3Q19) 
will help it to rein in deposit costs and to maintain positive NIM trends relative to its competitors in 2020. Mr. 
Harton has earned bragging rights, in our opinion. His arrival at United Community in 2013 as COO (with both 
credit and commercial experience from stints at BB&T and Union Planters, among others) and his ascendance 
to the two top spots in May 2019 has marked the final stage of UCBI’s return to growth and superior profitability 
and has paved the way for the bank to become an even bigger force in the region. 
 
They have of necessity been somewhat late to the consolidation wave. The mega-community banks of the 
Southeast—a group that includes Pinnacle Financial Partners (PNFP), South State Corp. (SSB),  CenterState 
Bank Corp. (CSFL), and Ameris Bancorp (ABCB), among others—have been among the most profitable and 
dynamic banks in the nation over the last five years, and part of this outsized profitability has come about as a 
result of the ability of these companies to acquire failed banks in the wake of the housing crisis and enjoy the 
earnings accretion that has resulted as acquired loans pay off and credit quality improves. Due to its long 
recovery period and the need to continue to rebuild capital and reputation (as well as an understandable 
aversion to credit risk), United Community was late to enter the growth-by-merger phase and its earnings 
growth and stock performance had been somewhat subdued relative to peers as a result. 
 
All of that began to change in 2015, when UCBI began a series of consequential deals...  
The acquisition of MoneyTree Corp. and its banking subsidiary, First National Bank in the eastern Tennessee 
markets of Knoxville and Cleveland in early 2015 set UCBI on a path to greater representation in metropolitan 
markets (other than Atlanta, that is), and the September acquisition of Palmetto Bank, a $1.2 billion-asset bank 
headquartered in Greenville, SC, cemented their presence in the high-growth markets of upstate South 
Carolina. Lynn Harton had deep ties to the Greenville-Spartanburg market already and Greenville has become 
the de facto dual headquarters of United Community, with much of the management team and a significant 
number of staff personnel located there. 
 
They added to their South Carolina footprint in 2016 with the acquisition of Tidelands Bank, a (roughly) 
half-billion dollar bank with operations in Charleston, Hilton Head and Myrtle Beach. In 2017, United 
Community passed the $10 billion-asset mark and moved into the “large community bank” regulatory  
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bucket as it acquired further South Carolina presence through Horry County State Bank and entered the high 
growth North Carolina market of Raleigh-Durham through Four Oaks Bank & Trust. And in 2018, United 
Community had an interesting deal diversion through the acquisition of Navitas Credit Corp., a Florida-
based originator of higher-margined equipment finance loans, which UCBI management saw as a natural 
complement to their commercial banking business. 
 
The year 2019 has been a fairly quiet one on the deal front for United Community, but we doubt that we 
will be saying the same at the end of 2020. The bank did acquire First Madison Bank of Athens, GA, in 
February 2019, and added four offices and $244 million in assets in the process. And that leads us to wonder 
whether UCBI will reemphasize Georgia—and specifically Atlanta—as a place for an acquisition. UCBI 
currently has about $2.9 billion in deposits in the ATL—its largest deposit share market—and the fallout from 
the Truist Financial Corp. (TFC) MOE should allow UCBI management to add both bankers and customers on 
an organic basis. Indeed, will the bank’s continued success in quietly garnering market share from Truist, 
Wells Fargo & Co. (WFC), and other “disrupted” franchises throughout the Southeast be a “stealth merger” 
strategy that makes further physical acquisitions unnecessary? 
 
But there is still that MOE thing hanging out there. The recent completion of the Truist MOE and the 
announcement of the MOE between First Horizon National Corp. (FHN) and IBERIABANK Corp. (IBKC) of 
Louisiana has set off a frenzy of speculation about the resurrection of the merger-of-equals as a preferred 
merger strategy in a time of bank earnings challenges and the ever-growing need to cut expenses. Our sense is 
that United Community—at $12 billion in assets a prime candidate to join forces with another similarly sized 
Southeastern bank—is going to take a wait-and-see stance on the issue. They are, after all, doing just fine on 
their own and the existence of a very well-entrenched corporate culture of conservatism and steady growth at 
UCBI might make it difficult to find a similarly inclined partner on an MOE basis. The dangers in those deals 
tend to be cultural, not operational, and there are only a few banks of our acquaintance that truly share 
United Community’s customer relationship values. 
 
Bottom Line: They have come through the fire and have come out better on the other side...And the stock 
has finally begun to reflect that… 
United Community’s stock was an underperformer for quite a while, but not anymore. As we referenced 
earlier, UCBI was unable to join in the acquisition of failed banks in the aftermath of the Meltdown, and as a 
result was unable to show the dramatic earnings growth that some of the “accretion-rich” banks showed up 
until this year. But Southeastern banks of all stripes are now showing earnings on a more comparable basis as 
deal activity has moderated, and we believe that investors have simply grown more confident that United 
Community’s management will not be reckless in their deal-making and that their strategy of close customer 
relationships and an emphasis on growth businesses—like mortgage banking and small-business lending—will 
allow them to show strong and sustainable earnings growth and exemplary credit quality in the face of the 
interest-rate challenges that will continue to dog banks throughout the region. 
 
The stock is up 48.9% on a one-year basis, besting even mighty Bank of America, and while we think that 
that performance will be tough to repeat in 2020, we do think that this bank has moved into the rarified air 
of high-quality community banks. We would also point out that that quality is still not expensive relative to 
some of UCBI’s peers—at roughly 195% of tangible book value and 13.3x our 2020 estimate of $2.33, this stock 
still sells at a discount to other high-quality peers (like South State) in spite of an advantage in funding and 
margins. In the late stages of an economic cycle and facing a year that will be unpredictable at best, it’s smart 
to go with quality—and even smarter if you can get it at a reasonable price. 
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To read NAB Research’s disclosures for the preceding commentary, please follow this link: 
 
http://www.BushOnBanks.com/disclosure.shtml 
 
 
This commentary was provided by Nancy A. Bush, CFA of NAB Research, LLC and is being distributed by Banks Street 
Partners, LLC, a Performance Trust Company. The views of the author do not necessarily represent the view of Banks 
Street, and Banks Street has neither directed nor had editorial oversight over the content. Material in this report is from 
sources believed to be reliable but no attempt has been made to verify its accuracy. Past performance is no guarantee of 
future results. Banks Street Partners actively seeks to conduct investment banking in the financial institutions and 
services sector, including with the companies listed in this report. To learn more about Banks Street Partners, please visit 
www.BanksStreetPartners.com. 
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