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Summary: In the past, bank mergers moved at a snail's pace through regulatory
approval processes. These days the process is almost 20% faster. Is this a good
thing?

Our office has gone business casual unless we have guests visiting. When on the road for customer visits, we
still wear traditional business attire. We bring this up because staffing firm Randstad finds 33% of employees
would rather have a casual work dress code than an extra $5,000 in pay.

If it seems like things are changing rapidly at the workplace, consider that the same is true across the industry.
Take for instance, merger activity. There have been lots of bank mergers in the last few years and it's not just
the number, but the speed of those mergers has accelerated as well.

In the past, bank mergers moved at a snail's pace through regulatory approval processes, with mergers that
drew any adverse comments taking nearly a year to win approval. But one apparent side effect of the move
toward easing bank regulation has been to make it easier to merge.

In 2018, for example, the average time to win merger approval that included adverse comments was just four
months. In addition, these days about 95% of applications are now winning approval - the highest approval
rate since the Fed started tracking this statistic in 2011.

Whether that's good or bad for community banks is in the eye of the beholder. For those looking to merge, the
friendly face of regulators is welcome. For those who bemoan the shrinking ranks of community banks in
America though, the easy path to merger promises to speed up the winnowing of the ranks over time.

The Fed did some analysis of the average amount of time it took for all merger applications to be resolved by
regulators. It found it took 71 days back in 2015, but that had declined to only 57 days by 2018 - almost 20%
faster. That total is for all mergers, including those with or without adverse comments. The analysis also found
the time frames for community banks with assets <$1B were even faster at only 53 days.

The accelerated approval process isn't just the Fed acting quicker. It has enhanced the pre-application
processes, providing information and guidance in meetings to help merger applicants better understand
requirements. This helps avoid delays once an application is filed.

This rapid approval process saves banks time and money and allows merged entities to more quickly get on
with the task of creating efficiencies. Those benefits to banks should in turn help customers, as well, so we are
fully supportive of this streamlined approach to the regulatory process.

It may take some time to know whether speeding up the merger approval process is a little like the quest for
the ideal bed by Goldilocks in the story of the three bears. After all, regulatory approvals should probably not
be too slow, or too fast. Let's hope these changes make the process speed "just right".
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