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OS ANGELES County’s so-called ethnic banks
have been making bold moves as they look to
bulk up and branch out.
For starters, the country’s two largest
Korean-American lenders, Koreatown’s
BBCN Bank and Wilshire Bank, agreed to
merge last year and will have more than $12
billion in assets when the deal closes.
Others have expanded their footprints.
Downtown L.A.’s Preferred Bank, which has
long served the Chinese American community, picked up its first bank and branch outside
of California last year in New York.
Korean-American lender Hanmi Bank used its acquisition of United Central
Bank in 2014 to establish a presence in a handful of states and expand in others
including Texas and Washington.
New products and services have also been launched as these institutions

aim to grow alongside the accumulating wealth of the immigrant communities
they initially aimed to serve. Some remain focused on that customer base, while
others are positioning themselves to capture broader business by courting other
minority groups or so-called mainstream clients.
In fact, some don’t want to be categorized as an ethnic bank at all. While
Pasadena’s East West Bank readily points to its Chinese roots, the $32 billion
lender prefers to be considered a top regional bank.
All of these diverse strategies are being shepherded by a group of chief executives who themselves have unique stories.
Some spent the majority of their careers abroad, while others immigrated to the
United States as children. Detours into physics, law, accounting and oil were also
taken before some of these individuals found themselves at the helm of a bank.
Yet as varied as their strategies and backgrounds are, these executives are
all guiding institutions that have grown tremendously while competing against
much larger national and international institutions.
The Business Journal sat down with these L.A. banking leaders to discuss
their paths to the top and how their banks have evolved through the years.
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Korean Growth

K

EVIN Kim started his career as an accountant for “big
eight” accounting firms, but he wanted something less
predictable. He now heads the country’s largest Korean-American bank, which is about to get even bigger when its merger with Koreatown’s Wilshire Bank closes.
Born, raised and educated in Seoul, South Korea, Kim served his
mandatory time in the army before coming to the United States in
1982 to get his M.B.A. from UCLA.
After graduation, he spent about a decade at Arthur Andersen
and KPMG as an accountant, working in the audit area and also
international tax for foreign companies doing business stateside.
Kim took evening classes at downtown L.A.’s Loyola Law
School while working full time at KPMG, feeling the legal world

Question: How have the needs of
your clients changed since BBCN’s
predecessor banks were founded in the
late 1980s?
Answer: The profile of our customer base

has dramatically changed over the past
three decades. The predecessor banks
were founded in the mid-’80s, and at that
time our main client base included momand-pop corner store owners, wage earners
and very small business people. These
days, we have large-sized corporations and
institutions and our individual customer
base also has enhanced their financial
or economic status in this society, so we
include a lot of upper-middle-class people
or even higher-class people.

might prove less predictable than accounting.
He left KPMG and started his own Koreatown law practice in
1995, focusing mostly on corporate transactions.
Koreatown’s Center Bank added him to its board in 2008 as banks
were just grasping the depth of the financial crisis. He became chairman of the audit committee the following year and was Center’s lead
negotiator during its merger with fellow Koreatown lender Nara Bank.
After the two merged in 2011, Kim became chairman of the
combined institution: BBCN Bank. The following year he also
became chairman of the holding company, and in 2013, its chief
executive.
Kim left his law practice at that time and also became chief
executive of the bank the following year.

Kevin S. Kim, 58
Title: Chairman, Chief Executive
of BBCN Bancorp; Chief Executive of
BBCN Bank
Bank: BBCN
Rank, Local Deposit
Market Share*: 15, .95 percent
Residence: La Cañada
Family: Wife, Okee, and children,
Deborah and Philip.
Activities: Senior elder in church
congregation, golfing.
Years in L.A. area: 34
*As of Oct. 30, 2015

More Products:
Kevin S. Kim
at Koreatown
headquarters of
BBCN Bancorp
and BBCN Bank.

What’s contributed to the change in
size of your clients?

The primary factor is the economic success
of Korean-American immigration in the
United States. The second factor, which is
as big as the first one, is the emergence of
Korea as a global economy or economic
powerhouse. And that has contributed a
lot to the economic success of the Korean
population living outside of Korea also.
The success of the Korean economy has
boosted the status of Koreans living in the
states and also provided a lot of opportunities for Koreans in the states to have better
chances of success in what they do. When
the predecessor banks were founded, the
bank was very small. These days, I think our
resources have increased large enough to
serve so-called middle-market clients.
Are there any new business lines you’ve
established in the last few years to serve
the evolving needs of your clients?

Korean-American banks are pretty much
commercial real estate and SBA (Small
Business Administration) lenders. But
having a very high level of concentration in
a few areas is not always good. During the
past two to three years, we have launched
equipment lease financing, foreign-exchange services, our own credit cards issued
by BBCN, wealth management services and
residential mortgage products.
Are you trying to attract new customers
with those products?

I’ve really tried to make BBCN a more
diversified financial institution providing more products and services to our
existing customer base. We have existing
customers who have bank accounts with
us. We give them commercial real estate
loans when they purchase a building or
shopping center, but when they needed
other services like cash management or
leasing needs, they had to go to non-Korean banks, and we thought that instead
of penetrating into a new customer base
we have our existing customer base who
would need additional products.

So acquiring mainstream clients is not
part of your strategy?

We have found we should really focus on the
areas where we have competitive advantages
and those niche markets do not include the
U.S. mainstream market. They have a lot
bigger institutions serving the mainstream
population.
What about other ethnic groups?

We found that other minority ethnic groups
outside of Korean-Americans have exactly the
same banking needs. They do not have their

own ethnic banking institution to serve the
community, and we know what kinds of challenges they have as immigrants to the United
States because we have gone through the
same things. And in a lot of cases, they find
they’re a lot more comfortable dealing with us
than dealing with the Caucasian bankers.
What do you think is unique about your
background compared to other bank
chiefs? And how does that influence
your management style?

I’m not a career banker and not a traditional

bank executive. Bank executives are very
good, very intelligent people. But if you stay
with the financial institution for a long time,
I think the way you can look at things will be
in some cases very focused, but in some cases
too inflexible or too conservative. I think the
CEO should not be a superstar himself. I
think the CEO is someone who really is able
to make his executives shine. I don’t claim
to be an expert on the day-to-day banking
operations, obviously, and I’m not. But I think
I have enough skills to put the right people to
the right position.
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Noor Menai, 50

Local Service:
Noor Menai
at CTBC
Bank Corp.’s
downtown
L.A. office.

Title: Chief Executive of CTBC
Bank Corp.
Bank: CTBC Bank
Rank, Local Deposit
Market Share*: 30, 0.24 percent
Residence: Rolling Hills Estates
Family: Wife, Sadya Siddiqui,
and children, Nabinoor, Vali,
Ameer and Meschal.
Activities: Reading, music,
family activities.
Years in L.A. area: 5
*As of Oct. 30, 2015

na, a huge amount of investment money is
coming from ownership. A lot of Asians want
to own houses in the U.S. That’s not a very
easy product to get into if you’re new to
the country because you don’t have a credit
history. We can do that underwriting based
on our understanding of a borrower’s job
there, so when he says he works for XYZ
Services, I know them because my branch
tells me, “I can see them from my window,
it’s a great company.”
These people are not looking for a loan,
they’re looking to build their financial identities in the U.S. and we help them do that.
How does this compare to other
finance jobs you’ve had?

When you’re in large banks, you think, “Oh,
I could do this in my sleep. I’m the master
of the universe. I’ve done these deals. I
could go run a community bank.” Take it
from me, this is the most interesting and the
most strenuous job I’ve ever had.
What do you think is unique about your
background compared to other bank
leaders?

Unlocking Homes

P

URSUING computer programming in addition to business
studies allowed Noor Menai to get his finance career started
at some of the biggest banks in the world. It also sent him
circling the globe before landing in Los Angeles.
Born and raised in Pakistan, Menai came to the United States in
1986 for undergraduate study at the University of Rochester in New
York. He also earned his M.B.A. there in 1990 with a specialization
in finance, computers and information systems.
Menai got a job at Manufacturers Hanover in New York (now part
of JPMorgan Chase & Co.) in operations, running the IT division
that handled reporting. Drawing on his background in artificial intelligence, Menai said he designed the bank’s first sales management
system, which would crunch customer analytics in order to suggest
appropriate products and services to sell to a client.
In 1997, he joined Citibank, where Menai said he developed a
patented program that synthesized credit card data to generate more
timely reports on economic indicators such as retail sales and consumer confidence.
Implementing the system was a coming of age for Menai as his colleagues walked him through the litany of regulatory hurdles he’d have
to overcome to make his program a reality and develop it as a product.
He became a managing director and earned a move to London,
where he was tasked with refining the sales and marketing processes for the emerging markets division of Citibank’s corporate

Question: How have your bank’s
clients and their needs changed since
the bank was founded?
Answer: Demographically, they’re the

same (Asian emigrants and investors). What
drives them is the same. What’s different

investment bank.
Unlike the process-driven world of consumer finance, Menai
describes investment banking as more akin to elephant hunting,
where it’s all about the big prize.
He left in 2006 to become chief executive of Charles Schwab’s
new San Francisco bank – part of the brokerage’s effort to broaden
its small profit pool. However, he chose to continue living in London
and commute to the Bay Area.
But Menai said it became clear that Charles Schwab wasn’t ready
to give him the autonomy he needed, so he left a year later to co-found
Fajr Capital, a sovereign wealth fund-backed investment vehicle
based in Dubai, London and Malaysia. The plan was to acquire and
consolidate thousands of tiny banks in the Middle East to help bolster
the region’s economy.
Menai later got involved in a similar situation in Asia when he
joined CTBC’s Taiwan-based parent company, then called Chinatrust
Commercial Bank, in 2011. Menai said his friend Mike DeNoma
had become chairman of Chinatrust in 2009, when the view was
that Chinese banks had plenty of capital but were lacking expertise.
DeNoma invited him to lead global governance for North America,
Hong Kong, India and Japan, among other markets.
Menai was put in charge of North American operations the
following year and by the end of 2012, he became chief executive of
Chinatrust Bank (USA), now CTBC, and moved to Los Angeles.

is their wallet, their balance sheets, their
pocket books and their ambitions. And a lot
of them have moved here permanently. They
have families here, so we’re now dealing
with the second and third generation of people we did business with 15 years ago.

Are there any new business lines
you’ve established in the last few years
to serve the evolving needs of your
clients?

This phenomenon we are experiencing right
now, all this overseas investment from Chi-

My uniqueness I think is because of the
multiculturalism – having grown up in a
different country and then having lived
on three different continents, and having
received a super-concentrated, cutting-edge,
Western, technical kind of education in
banking and finance. When you combine
those things together, you see that that’s
really what’s needed if you want to be an
international banker.
How does that influence your
management style?

It makes me very, very humble in the sense
that you realize there are things that are appropriate for community banks. You cannot
reach for the stars. You aspire to serve the
people you can see out of the window.
What’s unique about how your bank
handles its clients?

If you’re ethnically Asian, there is a way
of showing your respect. You can’t put
your feet up in front of a Chinese client. If
an older person walks in, they automatically get respect in Chinese culture. It has
nothing to do with how much money you
have. They’re called ancestors. Ancestors
aren’t dead, ancestors are living. Ancestors
are my grandparents. If my grandparents
are alive, I give them more respect than
I give to my parents. So when an older
person walks into a branch, you don’t say,
“What is it? What do you want?” You are
nice to them. They don’t get that when
they’re going into any other place. It’s like,
Take a number. Our branches have this
nice mixture of people who understand
ethnic banking and people who understand
process. You also have to be able to cut
through a lot of noise and you can’t do that
unless you’ve lived there.
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Diversified
L

I Yu has a background in accounting
and finance, but he got into banking
by chance.
Born in Shanghai and raised in Taiwan,
Yu came to the United States in 1963 for
graduate school. He eventually got his
M.B.A. from UCLA in 1968 and joined
accounting firm Touche Ross for several
years before becoming chief financial officer of private oil company USA Petroleum
Corp. (now owned by Tesoro Corp.) in
1973. Yu said the small company grew
from $50 million in sales to about $1.5 billion by the time Yu left in 1982.
In 1979, while he was still working for
the oil firm, Yu said several acquaintances
asked him to join them in starting a new

Question: When you first started
the bank, was the intent to make
inroads into the Chinese-American
community?
Answer: When I first started, the strategy

has to be that way because you have to get
the deposits first. In banking, you have to
make the deposits before you can grow
loans and start to grow relationships. To
be very honest, maybe because many of us
are Chinese to start with, everybody has
some referral. So maybe that’s easier. And
then we start to diversify (over) the next
20-some years.

venture: California Pacific National Bank
in downtown Los Angeles. He became a
board member and later its chairman in 1982
after leaving his job. He continued to lead
the board until the bank was sold in 1986 to
Security Pacific National Bank, which was
later bought by Bank of America.
In 1989, Yu and some friends wanted to
invest in another bank, but couldn’t find one
they wanted to buy. So they decided to start
a new one. In 1991, they raised $20 million,
partly from investors and companies in
Asia, hoping to benefit from international
trade and get referrals from foreigners setting up businesses stateside. They launched
Preferred Bank later that year and Yu
became chief executive in 1993.
How have your bank’s clients’ and
their needs changed since the bank
was founded?

I’ve been doing the bidirectional type of
business building in the Chinese-American
business community and in other areas we
started to diversify into: Torrance, Century
City, Irvine, Tarzana, Pico Rivera, Anaheim.
These are basically local mainstream types
of businesses.
In the deposit area, we’re probably 70
percent mainstream diversified businesses
and 30 percent in Asian community businesses at this point. Probably 90 percent of

Li Yu, 75
Title: Chairman and Chief Executive
of Preferred Bank
Bank: Preferred Bank
Rank, Local Deposit
Market Share*: 23, 0.51 percent
Residence: Bel Air Crest
Family: Wife, Grace.
Activities: Music, games, too old
for sports.
Years in L.A. area: 51
*As of Oct. 30, 2015

the loans are mainstream. Plus, when you
talk about the so-called Chinese businesses,
it’s kind of a fuzzy situation.
What do you mean by “fuzzy”?

These are basically companies where the
business has been here almost as long
as I have been here in the United States.
And they have built up a very sizable operation whereby 90 percent or more of their
customers are diversified. So why would
you call it that? Because the founder, owner
or this entrepreneur is Chinese? So what I
emphasize is that we really are a Los Angeles business bank.
Are there any new business lines you’ve
established in the last few years to serve
the evolving needs of your clients?

When we first started, We concentrated ourselves to be this small business, investor and

Helping our clients achieve
ﬁnancial success. That’s what
makes us different.
• Experienced bankers
• Flexible and open-minded
• Innovative ideas and solutions
• Easy access to decision makers
• Loan decisions made locally

John Polen

Carol Lowry

John Turner

President/CEO

SVP/SBA Manager

SVP/Corporate Banker

LA Headquarters and Branch
700 S. Flower St., 20th Floor
Los Angeles, CA 90017
213-689-4800

Let’s talk about how we can help you ﬁnance
your business or real estate investments.

SBA

Preferred
Lender

Palos Verdes Branch
310-698-8400
South Bay Loan Center
310-540-4250

ibankpremier.com
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so-called wealthy people private bank-type
concept.
Recently, we are really looking to adding products such as mortgage banking,
simply because the current regulation calls
for limitation in commercial real estate
loans and so on. In order to grow, you need
to diversify out.
How has your job changed since you
first became chairman and CEO of
Preferred in the early 1990s?

I personally ran the sales and marketing
for about 20 years. But now I’m out of it,
other than major relationships. Now all I’m
dealing with is really investor relationships,
shareholder management, board management, strategic planning, capital planning,
regulatory affairs and all-important human
resource management. As old as I am, I find
new challenges almost on a weekly basis,
things that I have to learn.
What do you think is unique about
your background compared to other
bank leaders?

When I started the bank, I took my friends’
money and my own money and we started
a bank, and it’s always my feeling that it’s
destination management. In other words,
this is my destiny over here to finish, to see
it through and I’m not going to switch jobs.
Destination
Management: Li Yu
at downtown L.A.
headquarters of
Preferred Bank.

How does that influence management
style?

I always feel that in my business, my own
bank size is not the most important issue.
It’s the total shareholder return.

A Partnership for Your
Client’s Banking Needs
Community Bank has been providing banking
solutions to our business customers for over
70 years. Our comprehensive suite of products
and team of business banking experts make us a
top referred bank of certified public accountants.
With more than $3.6 billion in assets Community
Bank has the resources to help your clients while
still providing the service of a premier community
bank. Let us help both you and your client grow
their businesses today and for many years to come.

cbank.com | 877.922.2653
SBA Preferred Lender | Member FDIC | Equal Housing Lender
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Plugging Into Tech
T

HOUGH Jae Whan Yoo lived in South Korea for the majority
of his life, his first bank job came from an American lender
and would lay the groundwork for a career that’s seen him
crisscrossing the Pacific.
Yoo joined Bank of America’s Seoul branch in 1976 after getting
his M.B.A. while serving as a logistics officer in the South Korean air
force, fulfilling his military service requirement.
The job became a passport to the Unites States as the bank periodically sent him stateside over the next decade for career development
programs.
He worked in New York for a couple of years serving automotive clients, such as General Motors Co., which had sales volumes that rivaled
the gross national product of South Korea at the time, Yoo recalled.
He later served shorter stints in San Francisco and Los Angeles
before being promoted to vice president and getting “loaned” to a
Seattle subsidiary in 1988 for three years to help manage its international division.
When Yoo returned to South Korea in 1991, he joined KorAm
Bank, a joint venture by Bank of America and a Korean business conglomerate including Samsung Group and Daewoo, which was later
bought by Citibank. KorAm sent Yoo to the United States yet again,

Question: How have your bank’s
clients and their needs changed since
Wilshire Bank was founded
35 years ago?
Answer: It’s the process of successful

immigrants. When they first came over
here, they didn’t have money. They started a
laundry shop and also small mom-and-pop
restaurant type of things or a sandwich store.

this time to Los Angeles for four years as general manager in charge
of U.S. operations.
All the back-and-forth travel led his daughter to describe herself
in a college application essay as “a Ping Pong ball over the Pacific
Ocean,” said Yoo.
Yoo left in 2002 after private equity firm Carlyle Group acquired
the bank, joining government-run Industrial Bank of Korea as a board
member. He continued to travel, making frequent trips to Tsinghua
University in Beijing as a visiting scholar.
Not long after, a friend of Yoo mentioned that Hanmi Bank of
Koreatown was looking for a new chief executive. Yoo got the job in
2003. After helping facilitate a merger with Pacific Union Bank, he
stepped down the following year as the combined institution needed a
leader with better proficiency in English and with whom Wall Street
was more familiar, Yoo said.
He became chief executive of Center Bank in 2007, which later
merged with another Koreatown lender, Nara Bank, in 2011 to create
BBCN Bank.
At that point, Yoo left and joined Wilshire Bank, also of Koreatown. He’ll stay on as a consultant once BBCN and Wilshire complete their merger later this year.

But then they accumulate some wealth and
they started to invest in real estate or some
other big businesses because Asian people,
generally speaking, prefer real estate investments. And at the time, when they invested
in real estate, the prices are going up. So
they had a good opportunity to accumulate
in value. It is a very natural evolvement into
commercial real estate investments.

Jae Whan
“J.W.” Yoo, 67
Title: Chief Executive
Officer of Wilshire Bank and
Wilshire Bancorp
Bank: Wilshire Bank
Rank, Local Deposit Market
Share*: 18, 0.83 percent
Residence: Beverly Hills
Family: Wife, ImSook, and
children, Jennifer Sohn and Steve.
Activities: Hiking, golf, reading.
Years in L.A. area: about 17
(nonconsecutive)
*As of Oct. 30, 2015

Are there any new business lines
you’ve established in the last few
years to serve the evolving needs
of your clients?

deposit through mobile, online money
transfer and even opening accounts online
instead of coming to the branch.

The second generation, emerging as big
potential customers, likes to have more
technology-based services. So we provide
a lot of online and mobile banking services. Remote deposit is one good example,

How has your job changed since
you first became chief executive of a
Korean-American bank?

Commercial real estate was a new concept
to me at the time, frankly speaking. In
Korea, even in New York, I was doing a lot
of commercial banking without any (underlying) security. Here, there are a lot of
commercial real estate transactions secured
by property. I thought it looked like mortgage banking; they rely on the property as
collateral. But in the case of commercial
banking, we make a decision on the loan
based on their cash flow, future cash flow
and projection of viability.
What do you think is unique about your
background compared to other bank
chiefs in your industry?

I have 40 years of banking experience: 20
years in the U.S. and 20 in Korea. But I have
experience in a Korean-American community bank and also in Bank of America, a
purely U.S. bank, and also KorAm Bank,
a Korean local bank. It is very unique
compared with others. I think I have a more
dynamic spectrum of management.
What’s different about working at
a Korean bank versus a KoreanAmerican bank?

When I was working in Korea, we would
have a lot of interaction with Chinese,
Malaysian, Hong Kong Chinese, Taiwanese,
Japanese, British and Australians whenever
they came over to the Seoul branch. We
have multiethnic diversity.
I also moved up to deputy president of a
large bank (KorAm), maybe 20 times larger
than this bank. I have some insight into how
to manage an organization.
I’m not criticizing other CEOs in Koreatown, if they grow up from a loan officer
all the way to president. But in Korea, it’s
rotating. One time, you’re general manager of a certain department, head office,
sometimes a branch in Seoul, sometimes a
branch in L.A., also international department. They’re all-around players.
Mobile Banking:
Jae Whan ‘J.W.’ Yoo
at Koreatown HQ of
Wilshire Bank and
Wilshire Bancorp.

How does that influence your
management style?

I always tell my staff, talk to me from a
CEO perspective, not from your department perspective, so that we can match our
eye level.
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Dunson K.
Cheng, 70

Building Platforms:
Dunson K. Cheng
at administrative
office in El Monte
for Cathay General
Bancorp and
Cathay Bank.

Title: Chairman and Chief Executive
of Cathay General Bancorp; Chairman
and Chief Executive of Cathay Bank
Bank: Cathay Bank
Rank, Local Deposit
Market Share*: 13, 1.48 percent
Years in L.A. area: more than
35 years
*As of Oct. 30, 2015

ance between commercial loans and real
estate loans. In the 1990s, many Chinese
(emigrants) came from mainland China
to work in New York City, and Cathay,
which had expanded to cover many parts
of California, bought a bank in New York.
Wires back to China were the most popular product. Those clients accumulated
wealth and began to invest in real estate
and businesses. From the 1990s to 2005,
the developments were very small. But over
the last decade, a new group of wealthier
(emigrants) has been coming from China,
bringing their money to the United States
and engaging in major developments.
Are there any new business lines
you’ve established in the last few
years to serve the evolving needs
of your clients?

One big thing is wealth management.
Also Internet banking and mobile banking
is getting very popular. Right now, we’re 59
branches across the United States.
It’s very small. We only are in nine states,
but these two platforms, Internet banking
and mobile banking, allow us to reach
people in other areas that we don’t have a
presence in.
How has your job changed since
you became a top executive at Cathay
in 1985?

Dealing With Data

T

HOUGH he’s a physicist by training, banking caught Dunson
Cheng’s eye when he saw the impact it could have on Chinese emigrants in Los Angeles.
Born in Vietnam, his family moved back to Hong Kong when he
was very young and raised him there.
Cheng came to the United States in 1963 to study applied mathematics and physics at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, ultimately getting his doctorate in physics from the State University of
New York, Stony Brook, in 1971.
After doing a couple of years of postdoctoral work at the University of Oregon, Cheng left for Xerox Computer Services and later
Xerox Corp. in El Segundo, working with a group that was designing microprocessors for copying machines.
Meanwhile, Cheng’s family moved from Hong Kong to Los
Angeles – his parents started developing properties and his brother

Question: How have your bank’s clients
and their needs changed since the bank
was founded in the 1960s?
Answer: In the 1960s, auto loans were the

main thing for the bank. We have customers
from back into the 1960s that still bank at
the bank and say, “Oh, the first loan I got
with the bank was a car loan.”
And then the second thing of course is
home loans. But there were not that many
home loans because the community was

opened a restaurant.
At the time, Cheng said, Cathay Bank and a Bank of America
branch were the only two lenders in Chinatown. His family was
trying to find a development loan for a Chinatown property and they
went with Cathay because Bank of America did not know Chinatown well and was hesitant to loan funds to local people with whom
they were unfamiliar. That was the moment Cheng realized the vital
role banking played within the Chinese-American community.
Cheng got to know Cathay’s then president, George Ching, very
well, becoming his assistant. Cheng was elected to the bank’s board
in 1982. And when Ching stepped down in 1985, Cheng replaced
him.
Though Cheng had no formal banking training, he said he’s been
able to succeed thanks to Ching’s mentorship, watching experienced
bankers at Cathay and on-the-job training.

very poor at that point in time.
(U.S. immigration reform in the 1960s)
opened up applications from Hong Kong,
China, Taiwan, and immigrants into Los
Angeles began to pick up. The other thing
that helped the bank was that the Asian
economies began to pick up, especially in
manufacturing.
How did Cathay respond to that
development?

Cathay’s international department helped
with importing, making loans for inventory
and accounts receivable. By the 1980s and
1990s, import business loans were growing rapidly. And Taiwanese (emigrants)
were very active in hotels and motels, so
the bank also financed a good portion of
those purchases. Customers also were very
active investing in real estate, developing
shopping centers, office buildings and
apartment houses. So we have a good bal-

When I joined the bank as a board member, it was around $300 million (in assets)
and there was only one branch. There were
maybe 30 people. Now, of course, it’s over
1,000 people at the bank. When the bank
was under $ 1 billion, it was still very simple. Once you get over $1 billion, you begin
to have all the different departments. Then
when you are over $10 billion it becomes
even more complicated. The company
has grown and the regulatory scrutiny has
become so much more intense. When the
bank was small, I probably spent 90 percent
of my time doing business. Now it’s about
40 percent regulations and internal things
like that.
What do you think is unique about
your background compared to other
bank leaders?

I’m used to dealing with numbers and calculations and modeling. I find many of our
colleagues will think of things in a conceptual way, and I would do that as well, but I
try to boil down the problem into data and
numbers so that I can quantify and think
about it more systematically. I’m sure other
people without this background would do
the same thing.
How does that influence your
management style?

I always want to find out the reason
behind the problem before making a
decision. So I look at many angles,
different ways to look at the problem and
try to find out one solution that I feel
comfortable with.
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who’s who in banking

Broad Perspective

S

Korean-born Chong Guk Kum has been a banker for
four decades, but he’d never worked for a Korean-American
bank until he joined Hanmi Bank three years ago.
Kum’s family immigrated to the United States in 1963 when he
was 9 years old so that his father, a professor of medicine and biochemistry, could work at the University of Michigan.
At that time, there were not a lot of immigrants – let alone Asians
– in the Midwest. Kum’s father forbade him from speaking Korean at
home to help him assimilate into American culture as soon aws possible.
Kum attended UC Berkeley and then received an M.B.A. from
Pepperdine University. He started his banking career in the Bay Area
at Bank of California’s corporate lending program, which was later
bought by MUFG Union Bank.
Kum left for Fort Collins, Colo., in 1984 to head up the credit
OUTH

Question: How have your upbringing
and your dad’s decision not to allow
you to speak Korean at home impacted
your job?
Answer: I wish he wasn’t as strict about

that, because I speak the language but at a
very basic level. I’ve always been on the
outside of the Korean-American society in
the United States up until I came to Hanmi.
It’s almost like coming home in some
respects. Coming to Hanmi has been a tremendous situation for me not only professionally but personally.

administration department for United Banks of Colorado and then left
for Colorado National Bank in 1987.
He returned to California in 1993 to join City Commerce Bank in
Santa Barbara as chief credit officer. When it sold to Mid-State Bank
& Trust (now part of Rabobank) in 1999, Kum said one of its large
shareholders, who also had a significant stake in Camarillo Community Bank, convinced Kum to head the small institution. As chief
executive, Kum said he grew Camarillo Community from about $98
million and two branches to about $2 billion in assets and more than
20 branches at its peak. Renamed First California Bank, it sold to
Pacific Western Bank in 2013.
Kum said several Korean-American banks courted his services for
senior level positions at the time but he ultimately chose to become
chief executive of Hanmi.

How has your job changed since
you first became chief executive of
an L.A.-area bank in 1999?

Regulatory oversight of our industry has
changed. Right now the biggest hot-button
item for the regulators in our industry is (the
Bank Secrecy Act and Anti-Money Laundering). The regulatory burden on our industry
has ramped up significantly so that the cost
of doing business has gone up significantly.
The second big difference is the low
interest-rate environment. That’s creating

challenges for many banks to make money.
You’ve got compliance obligations on the one
hand, and you can’t make as much money on
the revenue side from your interest income
because of the rate environment. These are
some very difficult times for our industry.
What do you think is unique about
your background compared to other
bank leaders?

I’m not so sure I would describe myself as
unique, but I have a fairly broad background

Chong Guk
“C.G.” Kum, 61
Title: Chief Executive of Hanmi
Financial and Hanmi Bank
Bank: Hanmi
Rank, Local Deposit
Market Share*: 22,
0.57 percent
Residence: Calabasas
Family: Wife, Vikki, and children,
Ryan, Courtney and Anni.
Activities: Running, golf.
Years in L.A. area: 16
*As of Oct. 30, 2015

in lending. I have experience in generating
loans and working out problem loans. That’s
been helpful in terms of growing First California and also Hanmi. At the end of the
day, it’s the revenue side that pays the bills.
How does that influence your
management style?

I know what a bad loan looks like and what
it could do in terms of damage to an organization. So I think the perspective I bring is a
focus on good risk management.

How have your bank’s clients
and their needs changed since the
bank was founded 33 years ago?

I started here in June of 2013, and previous to that, Hanmi was primarily a Korean-American-centric ethnic institution
with a small customer base in the Persian
Jewish community, primarily tied to the
garment industry. One of the goals of the
board and myself since my arrival was to
broaden the client base. The main reason
for that is that the Korean-American
community in its entirety is not a growing
community. It’s a very affluent, highly
educated community, but we don’t have
a continued wave of immigrants coming
from Korea anymore. Much of that is due
to the improving economy in Korea and
immigrating to this country is not as
popular as it was in the late 1970s and
early 1980s.
How does that affect your business
strategy?

One of my goals is to get rid of that label as
an ethnic bank because that’s very limiting.
As we continue to execute on this strategy
of diversification I want us to be known as
just a good regional bank. The boundary
between so-called mainstream and ethnic
banks is getting blurred. The Asian immigrants or the people who are considered
ethnic, many of them are banking at mainstream banks as we speak.
Are there any new business lines you’ve
established in the last few years to serve
the evolving needs of your clients?

The only things we’re doing differently
is practicing relationship banking. Many
ethnic banks are transactional, and that’s
reflected in the type of loans they do
(commercial real estate) and the type of
deposits that they have (mostly CD based).
When you truly practice relationship banking, you get commercial real estate loans,
but you get low-cost deposits with them.
Here at Hanmi, every loan request that
comes in, you have to defend it in terms
of what kind of deposits are we going
to get. And if there are no deposits, we
may do it, but it’s going to have a higher
interest rate.

Mainstream Appeal:
Chong Guk ‘C.G.’ Kum
at Koreatown HQ of
Hanmi Bank and
Hanmi Financial Corp.
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