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U.S. Century Bank

To fill what he perceived as a local
shortage of true community banks,
Octavio Hernandez helped found U.S.
Century Bank about five years ago. The
bank turned a profit after its first three
months, he says, and now has more than
81 billion in assets and $175 million in
capital. Eighteen branches and growing,
US. Century competes with larger, re-
gional banks more than community op-
erations, Mr. Hernandez says, but main-
tains a “family” feel through it all.

He was interviewed in U.S. Century
Bank’s Doral headquarters by Miami
Today staff writer Risa Polansky.

Q: How long have been with U.S.
Century Bank?

A: I am a founding director of U.S.
Century Bank, and we started the bank
in October 2002. We felt that there was
a need for a good community bank —
most of the local banks were bought out
by large regional banks. We were very
well received by the community and
have grown very fast and profitably.
We currently have over a billion dollars
in assets.

Q: How have you seen the banking
environment change since you started?

A: What has changed the most is the
economy. When we started out, real
estate was bOoming and we had a very
strong board of directors, a lot of them
involved in real estate, so we were able
to take advantage of the real estate boom
and we did very well.

Of course, as every one knows, real
estate is very slow now. One of the
things we had to do is diversify and add
a new host of business lines this year.
We started a corporate lending division
o do more asset-based loans, a global
banking division to do international cor-
responding,-a letters of credit division,
and strengthened our consumer lending
area. We have tried to move away from
the dependency of real estate and bal-
ance our lending portfolio with other
types of loans, and so far it has worked
out very well,

Q: What do you consider your big-
gest accomplishment at the bank?

A: My biggestaccomplishment is that
we have been able to grow to this size
and number of branches and still remain
profitable. We were profitable our third
month of operation, which is very un-
usual for a bank. Usually banks take two
to three years to turn a profit, and we did
it in three months and have been profit-
able every since. Our goal is to grow but
to maintain the profitability.

Q: To what do you attribute the
sudden success?

A: Basically, it was good timing - I
think we hit the market just right. There
was a vacuum for a good community
bank. Then we had a very strong board
of directors that are very well known in
the community and very active. We put
together a strong management team that
was big in following the customers, we
hired some excellent people.

The third leg of the stool is our share-
holders. We have 450 shareholders, they
have been very helpful in recommend-
ing the bank and not only giving us their
business but other business. So it was a
combination of all three factors that has
made us as successful as we are.

Q: How have you seen the customer
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base grow?

A: Phenomenally. We have over
12,000 customers, and as we open
branches we are very well received. We
recently had a survey done by Bendixen
and Associates, which has been around
for awhile now. They surveyed over a
hundred customers at random and it
was the first time they could recall in
their history that they had 100% of
satisfaction with service. A hundred of
the 100 people that they called basically
said that our service was excellent or
very good.

So we were very proud of that ac-
complishment, and that is what sets us
apart from other banks. Everyone says
“they give good service.” We deliver,
and we really do. Some of the com-
ments we got back from the customer
survey are that they felt like they were
part of the family, they felt at home, that
everyone here bent over backwards to
help them. That is the kind of feeling we
create, we call it “high tech, high touch.”

Q: How many employees do you have?

A: 239

Q: What is your customer base?

A: Our customer base is varied. We
have branches mostly throughout Dade
County, so a good percentage of our
customer base is Hispanic, but we have
customers from all nationalities. There
are people who are looking for service,
for convenience and people who want
that old fashioned personal touch.

We also have the latest technology,

U.S. Century Bank CEO Octavio Hernanez led the community bank to profitability
within three months of its inception in 2002. it has remained profitabie, he says.
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not only do we give that good personal-
ized service but we can back it up with
the latest technology and latest products
and rates.

Q: What do you see as the biggest
growth areas possible for the bank?

A: We want to have a very big foot-
print in Dade County. At some point we
would like to have about 25 branches in
Dade County. We have already started
to expand into Broward and eventually
into Palm Beach. But we want to do it
growing where we don’t have branches
spread out that we cannot manage.

We want to grow at a pace, go north
where we can manage our branches and
take full advantage of the advertising
impact. We don’t see the point in having
a branch in a remote location by itself,
we want to be recognized. We are start-
ing to move through Hollywood, Fort
Lauderdale, West Broward, Miramar and
eventually getting to Palm Beach County.

Q: What type of expansion do you
expect in the New Year?

A: We anticipate opening four
branches and probably about four
branches a year for the next three years.

Q: How about looking five years
ahead?

A: Our tenth anniversary, I would like
us to be in the neighborhood of about $4
bitlion to $5 billion in assets with 40 to
50 branches as my goal.

Q: Speaking of community, how is
South Florida as a banking environ-
ment in general?

A: South Florida is a wonderful mar-
ket — that is why all the regional banks
want to be here. Even if the economy is
bad, South Florida will always do well,
basically because it is the gateway to
Central and South America. There is
always a flow of new people moving in,
always lots of money coming into this
area and new business.

Q: What are some of the challenges
you are facing?

A: The next couple of years are going
to be little uncertain as far as the
economy- is concerned. We are keeping
an eye on that. We are very in tune to
what is going on in the marketplace.
That is probably the biggest challenge
we have is managing the next 18 to 24
months with a continued slowdown in
the economy, especially in the housing
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sector.

Q: How do you plan to accommo-
date?

A: By diversifying a lot of our lending.
We know our customers very well; our
portfolio continues to be very clean.
We’ll continue to use those very con-
servative underwriting standards for all
the lending that we do as we have in the
past.

Q: What about competition?

A: Competition is very strong in Dade
County because it is such & great mar-
ket. But competition is good because it
allows customers to recognize and se-
lect what they want, We do not have a
problem with competing; there is enough
business for everyone in this market.
We are getting our fair share of busi-
ness, so everyone is welcomed.

Q: How hard were you hit by some of
what is going on with lending?

A: We have been very lucky we have
not had any major problems with delin-
quencies and our portfolio is still very
clean. We did not have an issue with
sub-prime lending that people have been
talking about. Our residential real estate
loans, we have broken and sold them
off. We did not have anything in the
portfolio.

Q: Looking at these issues that have
been dragging down financial institu-
tions: could it have been avoided?

A: To a certain degree there was
exuberance in the market and there was
a lot of business. People were feasting
on the real estate market and perhaps
some of the real estate standards were
relaxed a little more than they should
have.

Q: How did you know not to relax?

A: We are a very conservative group.
Qur board of directors and management
is very conservative, We always try to
get good loan-to-value ratios on our
loans and strong borrowers. We know
just about all our borrowers because we
have been in this market and we under-
stand this market very well,

Pretty much, when we made a loan,
we knew the individual very well, and
that is very important, knowing who
your customers are, I would say it was
the strict underwriting and knowing our
customers that helped us.

O: Aside from this organization, what
bank organizations active here in Mi-
ami do you admire and why?

A: I think Ocean Bank has done a
great job in being a very good commu-
nity bank. I think Jose Concepcion, the
president, has been a great leader and
someone I look up to as a banker. They
have always been very involved and
provided a lot of capital in this market to
help Miami grow to what it is.

Q: You have just established your
headquarters here in Doral. Why Doral?

A: Wethink Doral is a great market to
be in. It is very centrally located, it is
one of the fastest-growing cities and it
has a presence for a lot of business. We
think it was great fit for us.

Q: Do you see the headgquarters re-
maining here as the bank continues to
grow? '

A: Certainly, yes.

Q: How did you come to be involved
in banking? What is some of your
previous experience?

BiscayneCentre
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