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tion in leadership.
Ash Patel, who took the CEO position in

2013, has grown Commercial Bank of Cal-
ifornia’s assets from $200 mil-
lion when he took over in 2013
to $977.8 million as a of June
30; the last annual figure was
an 8.3% increase from the
prior year.

Other Notable Banking News
n Irvine’s Nano Banc was

the biggest grower; it more
than tripled its assets to $737.1
million.
“Nano Banc was the fastest

organic growing bank in the
country last year,” said a bank

spokeswoman.
The bank’s website said it doesn’t invest

in “the more common brick and mortar ap-
proach” and that its technology permits it
to deliver products “without the steep price
tag.” 
Chief Executive Mark Rebal and Presi-

dent Mark Troncale founded the bank last
year, raising $71.7 million in equity capital
to acquire commercial banks in Southern
California.
Rebal was co-founder of California Re-

public Bank, where Troncale worked as a
senior vice president in charge of treasury
and cash management.

n First Foundation Inc. (Nasdaq:
FFWM) ranked No. 4 with $6.3 billion in
assets, a 5.1% rise from the year prior. 
Chief Executive Scott Kavanaugh said

the increase would have been much higher
except that it sold off about $1.1 billion in
assets. 
“We would’ve grown substantially more

if we had not done two substantial securi-
tizations,” he said. 

n No. 12 Partners Bank of California,
based in Mission Viejo, hired Chris Walsh,
a banker well known in Orange County
business circles, as chief executive about
15 months ago. 
Walsh attributed the growth to opening

an office in Beverly Hills and hiring two
seasoned bankers. 
The bank, which specializes in doctors

and healthcare professionals, is aiming for
$360 million in assets in 2020 and more
than $400 million in 2021. It may also open
a new office. The bank does a lot of busi-
ness with Mission Hospital and wants to
expand to professionals in Hoag and Sad-
dleback. 
“We want to grow the business bank with

relatively safe lending,” said Walsh, who
was previously the top local official for
Blue Gate Bank, which was sold a year
ago. 

n Another fast grower was Santa Ana-
based Infinity Bank, which climbed 145%
to $106.1 million. It opened early last year
with Bala Balkrishna, who was previously
chief executive of Commercial Bank of
California. He is also on the bank’s board
along with Glenn Stearns, founder of
Stearns Lending LLC; and Cary Bren,
chief executive of California Pacific
Homes. n
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Pacific Premier Becomes King of OC-Based Banks

A new leader tops the Business Journal’s
annual ranking of the biggest banks with
headquarters in Orange County. 
Pacific Premier Bancorp (Nasdaq:

PPBI) took the top spot by boosting its as-
sets 44% to $11.8 billion for the 12 months
ended June 30. 
The new title is the culmination of a 19-

year run for Chief Executive Steve Gard-
ner, who took over the bank in 2000 when
it was near bankruptcy and
based in Riverside. 
In 2010, the bank reported

$826.8 million in assets. Since
then, its growth has been aided
by organic growth and the ac-
quisitions of 10 banks, the
biggest of which was Grand-
point Capital that added another
$3.6 billion in assets, helping it
grab this year’s title.
“Our exceptional employees are commit-

ted to delivering the highest level of service
and professionalism in the industry, and be-
cause of this our clients regularly refer fel-
low business owners and consumers to the
bank,” Gardner told the Business journal. 
“As we have grown, word has spread that

Pacific Premier is the bank of choice for
businesses,” he said, adding, “Orange
County is a dynamic marketplace. We ex-

pect to grow throughout the area over the
coming years.”
Santa Ana’s Banc of California fell to

No. 2 at $9.4 billion in assets
as Chief Executive Jared
Wolff purposely shed its less
profitable areas (see separate
story, page 1).
The Business Journal’s an-

nual list of banks highlights 18
banks whose assets climbed to
$42.3 billion for the 12 months
ended June 30, a 12% jump
from the same period a year
earlier. 
The list also reflects an in-

dustry trend of fewer
local banks; a decade
ago, 25 banks made the Business
Journal’s list. Only seven on that
list appear on this year’s list. 
One thing is for sure—the

biggest are growing bigger. The
six largest banks on this year’s list
all top the assets of 2009’s largest,
Costa Mesa’s Pacific Mercantile
Bank, which in that year had $1.1

billion in assets. Pacific Mercantile is now
No. 5, with $1.4 billion in assets, a 4.5%
climb from a year ago.
The local banks slightly increased their

OC employee count by 1% to 2,327.
The largest jump came at Irvine-based

Commercial Bank of California, where
its employee count climbed 60% to 101.
The employee count was temporarily low
last year when it was undergoing a transi-
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last year revealed it was the victim of a
$13.7 million fraud on a line of credit. Bow-
ers, who implemented a turnaround plan
that didn’t impress Wall Street, departed
after 22 months on the job. 

A Banking Veteran
Wolff, who began in March, was previ-

ously the general counsel at City National
Bank. He served in multiple roles at Bev-
erly Hills-based PacWest Bancorp (Nas-
daq: PACW) from 2002 through 2014,
leading more than 20 acquisitions, including
the $2.3 billion purchase of CapitalSource
in 2013.
Even though he has kept his residence in

Santa Monica, Wolff said there aren’t any
plans to abandon the bank’s Santa Ana
headquarters. 
“I love being here in Orange County,”

Wolff said. “I’m not a stranger to Orange
County. I acquired a lot of banks here when
I was at PacWest. 
“There are fewer players competing here,

but it’s very active and competitive. It’s a
robust market with some great players in it.”
Part of that competition is for top talent.
In September, Banc of California an-

nounced three executive hires: John So-
toodeh, a former lead regional president for
Wells Fargo in Southern California, as
president of community banking division;
Hamid Hussain, another former Wells
Fargo executive who will oversee real es-
tate, warehouse lending and middle-market
banking groups; and Robert Dyck, a former
PacWest executive who will become chief
credit officer early next year. 

� from page 28
Banc of California New Relationships

Banc of California historically didn’t
earn money in the traditional banking way
as it relied more heavily on outside bro-
kers to bring it business, said Wolff, who
prefers “relationship banking.”
“We’re focused on lending to people we

know,” he said. “Lending to sophisticated
real estate investors is something I’ve
done at all the banks I’ve been at.”
The bank’s loans will be about 70% to

75% on real estate with the remaining 25%
to 30% on commercial operating compa-
nies. 
“People who aren’t from here think

Southern California is dominated by enter-
tainment,” he said. “People that are here
know Southern California is dominated by
real estate.”
It’s also expanding lending to health-

care, which Wolff called the second-
biggest industry in Southern California.
He said a competitive edge will be its

speed to provide customers with quick ac-
cess to capital. The bank’s other competi-
tive advantages, he said, include
reliability, nimbleness and the ability to
craft solutions for individual customers. 
The bank will rely less on mortgages for

residential and smaller multifamily apart-
ments because such loans have become
commodities that don’t provide the profit
needed, he said.
“The price you charge on a commodity

loan is based on what the market says you
will charge,” noted Wolff.
“When you’re a relationship-based

lender, the pricing tends to be higher be-
cause people value what you do. They are
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Opus Bank Smashes
Consensus Estimates

Expense Cuts Initiative Surprises Wall Street
Opus Bank Chief Executive Paul Tay-

lor made a good impression in his second
quarterly report since taking over in May.
The Irvine-based bank (Nasdaq: OPB) re-

ported a third-quarter adjusted profit of 58
cents a share, topping the 36 cent consensus
estimate of analysts.
“We undertook an expense reduction ini-

tiative in the
second quar-
ter and we
saw an imme-
diate bene-
fit,” Taylor
told investors
and analysts
on a call. 
Its shares

rose 4.2% to
$24.81 in the first trading session after the
results were announced, the highest in a
year. The company now sports a $900 mil-
lion market cap. 
New loan fundings in the third quarter to-

taled $406.1 million, a 42% drop from the
second quarter, mostly because of fewer
multifamily loans and elevated loan pay-
offs.  
Net interest margin, a key metric in the

industry, dropped to 2.8% compared with
2.9% in the second quarter.
Taylor wants to increase the amount of

commercial business loans, saying that will
help boost the stock because they are more

OPUS BANK

HEADQUARTERS: Irvine
BUSINESS: banking
FOUNDED: 2010
TICKER SYMBOL: OPB (Nasdaq)
Q3 NET INCOME: $22 million (up 134% y/y)
MARKET VALUE: $900 million
NOTABLE: CEO Paul Taylor last December
successfully sold Denver’s Guaranty Corp.,
where he was CEO, for $1 billion to Inde-
pendent Bank Group Inc.
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profitable. He noted this area has “heavy
competition from peers.”
The executives sounded upbeat about

their markets. 
“Despite the difficult interest rate environ-

ment, we are optimistic and we continue to
see slow, steady economic expansion in our
markets,” Chief Financial Officer Kevin
Thompson said on the call. n
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