
1

ceocfointerviews.com
All rights reserved! 
Issue: June 5, 2017

CEOCFO Magazine

MISSISSIPPI RIVER BANK- Capitalizing on the anomalies created by
Banking Consolidations and competition over the past 35 Years

Michael M. Bush
President & Chief Executive Officer

Mississippi River Bank
www.mississippiriverbank.net

Interview conducted by:
Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor
CEOCFO Magazine

CEOCFO: Mr. Bush, what is the basic philosophy at Mississippi 
River Bank?
Mr. Bush: Our basic philosophy is and has been to take advantage of 
the consolidation in the industry, which began in the early eighties, with 
the approval of statewide and then nationwide banking. Banks were 
merging and acquiring all of our competitors and it gave us the 
opportunity to be able to pick and choose the good small business 
customers in our market to build a base or, for lack of a better term, an 
engine, that would sustain us for the next 35 years.

CEOCFO: I am guessing it has worked!
Mr. Bush: So far it has worked! We have consistently been recognized as a top performing bank however, the engine is 
getting a little old. Like all engines you have to do maintenance on it now and again. We constantly evolve as consolidation 
and competition dictates.

CEOCFO: Would you tell us a little bit about the geography? Who do you serve? What is the economy like? How 
have they been hit with the down turn, with the upswing, with life in general?
Mr. Bush: Our primary market is Plaquemines Parish Louisiana, with a population of less than 25,000 people which 
consists of the West Bank of the Mississippi river, south of New Orleans, all the way to the gulf. The bulk of our business 
through the years has been oil and gas, but more on the production side and the smaller companies that service all the 
major oil companies that are working in the gulf. Most of the companies we deal with today are successful because they are 
tied to oil production and not exploration, however as most of our customers knew oil and gas was not going to be there for 
their children. Most of them have sent their children away to get an education knowing this was not going to work over the 
long haul. Therefore, many of the small businesses that we have, while they may be very vibrant today, the ownership is 
aging out and they are probably not going to have anyone to sell to. Many will just close up, turn off the lights and either go 
do something else, retire or cash out. When this eventuality happens we will be looking forward to dealing with the next 
generations. However, the banking industry as a whole does not seem to have found a way to bank the millennials.

CEOCFO: What is your strategy to deal with that?
Mr. Bush: In the Bible God made a deal with Abraham when he was going to condemn Sodom and Gomorrah, he told 
Abraham if he could find one good person and he would save all of them. We have been looking at the millennials as a 
universe and I really did not see a customer base there. I talk to the American Banker's Association (ABA) leadership all the 
time, because they keep saying that they are trying to find experts to show us how to bank millennials. If we believe 
everything that is written about the millennials as a group, my analysis would be; they are over educated, with degrees for 
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which there are no jobs, they do not have jobs, they have significant debt for their education and they live at home. It 
becomes very hard for me to see making a bank customer whose profile includes those five things. However, recently I was 
called by someone at the ABA who they had just hired as an ombudsman calling to see if I was happy with my membership. 
I told him that we were about to drop out of the ABA (story for a different time). However, I talked to him and come to find out 
he is a millennial who just graduated with a degree in economics from a liberal east-coast college and amazingly after he 
and I spoke he understood why I was disappointed with the National Banking Trade associations. In my mind he was the 
first millennial that gave me the indication that they do not all fit the profile of millennials as a group. Therefore, I figured if 
there is one there might be two and if there is two there might be four- that's a good thing. Which brings me to the Boomer 
generation, in my opinion, will be remembered for aggregating wealth. We are probably the most wealthy generation in the 
history of the United States and that wealth is going to start transferring and probably at an accelerated pace. When it does 
it is going to get to the millennials. A recent study indicated that millennials as a group, less than 24%, have minimal 
financial skills. Evidently financial skills were not taught to their generation. There is an old saying that "A fool and his money 
are soon parted." That if only 24% of millennials as group have minimal financial skills what will happen to them if they don't 
know how to handle their wealth.

CEOCFO: What is the competitive landscape with larger banks? Are there many community banks still available?
Mr. Bush: In the New Orleans market, including mutuals, there are probably eighteen to nineteen community banks with 
assets of one billion or less. There is three to four that go from the billion to ten billion and then we have Chase and Capital 
One.

CEOCFO: How do you stand out among the local community banks?
Mr. Bush: Our analysis of our competitors is that they have a tendency to have a herd mentality. When that happens the 
ability to compete for loans that are the focus of the herd that it is too competitive "our goal is to be doing what the herd is 
not doing, "because that is where the opportunities lie".

CEOCFO: Would you give us an example?
Mr. Bush: Somewhat facetious but on point, if our competitors are focused on real-estate lending and their lending officers 
are pressured to book real-estate loans and all they are offering to help you with is making a loan to buy a commercial 
building, and the customer does not need or want a commercial building, that does not serve the customer's needs. They 
are trying to put you into the "bucket" (commercial buildings) which may be where the bank wants to put their capital at the 
time but for the customer, a building is not what they need or want. Sometimes when that happens, it has a tendency to 
alienate the customers. If a customer goes to his/her bank to try to get their line increased and they are told that they ought 
to buy a new building because everyone should be buying these buildings today, I would find a new bank - and that's where 
we come in. When they try to put everybody into a little niche and they will pay you to put so much in this bucket and so 
much in that bucket. I want to be focused on the buckets that are full at the other banks, because they are trying to get stuff 
out of that bucket. When you try to get something out of a bucket, what if the only thing you can get rid of is only the good 
stuff! You cannot get rid of the bad stuff. Nobody wants the bad stuff. We have found that to kind of be the anomaly in the 
market. It is to look at what they are not doing or where they have gotten themselves into, for lack of a better term - 
indigestion. That becomes the opportunity for us, because to build a relationship you have to be able to help solve the 
problem for the customer. If all I am trying to do is steal his business from another bank that is not a way to build a 
relationship. You have to help solve the problem for the customer. "It is management's job to balance its balance sheets, but 
it should not be at the expense of trying to give the customer something that they do not need!

CEOCFO: Do many of your customers take advantage of the full range of services, both personal and business or 
not as much as you would like?
Mr. Bush: No, that is the other anomaly that we have in this market, because we have big banks down to where we are, 
which is at the very low end of size. Services like one to four family residential lending are a volume business that has 
almost become a specialty business, especially since Dodd-Frank. Therefore, if you cannot generate a big volume of that it 
is not worth doing, with the expertise and the cost of staying up with all the changes and the laws. Therefore, we do not do 
that. We totally got out of that business. I know all the other bankers in this market, so for the ones whom that is what they 
do and they are good at; as long as my customer gets taken care of they do not care that I did not do it, as long as I am 
referring them to someone who will serve their needs the same way that we do. We have a little group here in New Orleans, 
and when I became the president nearly thirty five years ago and I did not it even know it existed. It was a small bank group 
and it is all the CEOs of all the small banks in the New Orleans metropolitan area and we meet once a month. When it first 
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started in the mid 1980s we were going through an extremely bad oil and gas downturn here. During these meetings I was 
thirty three years old and everyone was like Chicken Little saying, "The sky is falling and we hate banking and there is not 
going to be any more work!" However, we got to know each other. There were 23 (1983) banks at that time - 3 are left! I 
cannot be everything to everybody. I know when I first got into banking in 1970 and the banks were trying to take over doing 
consumer finance from consumer financial companies, as that is who used to do the consumer lending was the financial 
companies in the 1970s and the early 1980s. Then the community banks tried to get into that market. Then they did the 
same thing with trying to get into one to four family residential, which was not their forte. That is when they used to market 
this thing called, "We are a full service bank." However, you just cannot be good at everything and I think that is some of 
what we are seeing in what is left of the banks that are under one billion dollars.
The successful ones have found a niche, but they may not fully understand how they got there or why they do it. However, 
they do know that they had to pick something they are good at.

CEOCFO: Do your customers appreciate it when you send them to someone that is more of an expert in an 
particular area? Do they understand?
Mr. Bush: We have not had any problem! To be quite honest we have not had any pirating of other business. It is just kind 
of a banker's agreement that if I send my customer over there and you do their house loan I do not want you to be stealing 
their car loan or their checking and savings account. That has worked in our market. How will it work in other areas? I do not 
know. Our customers greatly appreciate that we put their interests first.

CEOCFO: Do you think that is just a southern approach, perhaps?
Mr. Bush: It may even only be a New Orleans metropolitan area thing! Years ago I was the chairman of the Community 
Bank Association in Louisiana and the ICBA state affiliate asked me to be on the board and all of a sudden it is like, "Mike it 
is your turn," and I am down here in the Southeast corner of Louisiana and never met any of the member bankers from three 
fourths of the state. I said that if I am going to be Chairman, I want to go meet them. I went and met every member banker; I 
made the tour during my year to start where you all work together and you have a meeting. You do not fix prices. It is more 
kind of just a cathartic moan about the current situation that we are each facing if we meet once a month.
However, it gave each of us the great opportunity that if there is a problem we are not going to swap problems. If I have a 
problem I am going to call another CEO of one of the banks in New Orleans and say, "Are you having a problem with this 
guy?" They are going to tell me what the truth is. It was amazing, only because the areas of the state; they tried but this one 
does not like that one and so forth. I guess, it is because in New Orleans we have a little bit bigger look at the market than 
many of these little small town communities and still see everyone as a competitor. This is a true story; when I started at 
First National Bank of Jefferson in 1970 you could be fired if you were an officer of the bank and you were seen speaking to 
an officer of a competitive bank, because they thought you might say something that that person could use to steal a 
customer. I thought, "That is a little tough." However, I think there is still that mentality, because the same thing happened 
when we were going with statewide banking in the mid-1980s. All the community banks in the rest of the state were 
vehemently against statewide banking and hammering the big banks out of the New Orleans area that come in their area. I 
said that the easiest thing in the world that I had to compete with was the big banks. However, they did not understand that, 
because they were so competitive among themselves. It was amazing what happened when statewide banking came in and 
large regional banks moved into community bank areas and their customers were not liking the way they were treated, they 
were leaving that bank and going back to community banks. Then there were all bragging, "I am really kicking the big banks 
butt, we are getting tough!" It has nothing to do with you! It has to do with the people wanting to work with bankers they 
know and who know them.

CEOCFO: Why should people bank at Mississippi River Bank?
Mr. Bush: One of my loan officers just handed me an article saying that we did a deal for one of the new micro- breweries in 
New Orleans and none of the banks in New Orleans would touch. The CPA that does the accounting for the bank happened 
to be the CPA for this little company, and they asked, "Would you guys take a look." We made the loan! He just handed me 
an article that was written by one of the business magazines in New Orleans and the quote from our first millennial customer 
was: "The biggest part was establishing a relationship with a bank. We went with Mississippi River Bank. We never felt 
nervous calling Jeffery Ramos, who is my officer, to say there was a hold up here or a hold up there. He understood the 
process and worked one on one with us." That is what we do. It is the relationship. Some days we hold their hand, 
sometimes they hold our hand. That is what you need in the bank; someone to hold your hand when there is a problem. For 
example, right now in this market in New Orleans the big banks are wantonly calling "all" oil and gas loans! They did not 
care whether they were past due or not past due. It is just like, "We are just not doing oil and gas anymore guys. Thank 
you." How does that customer move? You do not always need a bank when things are good! But, you always need one that 
is going to be there when things are bad! "P.S. The owners of the micro-brewery are millennials - Our current engines run 
on oil and gas - the new ones may run on beer????


