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Union Bank Eyes Expansion as
it Celebrates 125 Years

BY LINDA GOODSPEED

I

f Union Bank of Vermont and New Hampshire
is any indication, small-town banks are alive, well
and thriving.
Union Bank, headquartered in Morrisville,
Vermont (population: 5,800) is celebrating 125 years
of serving small towns in the northernmost Green
and White mountains.
“To a large degree, our niche is being the big
bank antidote,” President David S. Silverman said.
Founded in 1891, Union Bank provides
commercial, retail and municipal banking services
and asset management services through its 17
branches and two loan offices that extend across the
northern tier of Vermont (12 branches) and New
Hampshire. Besides serving small towns, another
distinguishing factor about Union is that none of its
branches are more than a half hour away from a ski
resort.
“We like to think of ourselves as a ski town
bank,” Silverman said.
While skiing may be the common denominator,
Union’s loan portfolio is surprisingly diverse – and
large.
“We really like to make all the good loans we
can,” Silverman said. “You can see that in our ratios.
Our loans-to-assets ratio tends to be very high
compared to our peers.”
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As of year-end 2015, Union Bank had $629
million in total assets, $502 million in net loans and
$560 million in total deposits. The bank’s halfbillion-dollar loan portfolio is comprised of about
two-thirds commercial and one-third residential.
Commercial businesses range from travel and
tourism (hotels, bed and breakfast, restaurants,
shops) to maple sugaring, small manufacturing and
retail.
The bank’s balance sheet may be more heavily
weighted toward commercial, but its reputation is
in residential lending. Union is one of Vermont’s
best known residential mortgage lenders, and was
recently named, for the third straight year, the
USDA Rural Development Vermont lender of the
year. The USDA program assists approved lenders
in providing low and moderate-income households
the opportunity to own their own homes. Over the
last three years, Union Bank has loaned more than
$12 million through the program to help 89 families
purchase homes.
“We’re very proud of that achievement,”
Silverman said. “That means we are helping people
other banks and credit unions are not helping.”
Despite its large residential mortgage portfolio,
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Silverman said Union came through the mortgage meltdown “just
fine.” This was partly due to geography – Vermont had one of the
lowest foreclosure rates of any state in the country – and partly due to
the bank’s proactive customer and service model.
“We spend a lot of time trying to keep people in their homes,
trying to work with them,” he said.
The strategy has paid off. Currently, he said the bank has no
foreclosed properties on its books. Loan demand has also increased,
enabling the bank to grow loans even faster than assets.
“The economy is better than it has been in the last five years,”
Silverman said. “We also have a very active group of lenders. They’re
actually going out, calling on customers, developing business. We’re
gaining a reputation as a bank that can get things done.”
Silverman, who has spent his entire banking career at Union, grew
up in Vermont (since age 8), graduated from Johnson State College
in Johnson, Vermont, and joined Union as a management trainee
in 1986. He has worked in several different positions at the bank,
and was named president in 2011 and president and CEO of Union
Bankshares Inc., the bank’s parent company, in 2012.
In the coming years, Union is aiming to expand its branch
network.
“We’re looking for underserved areas throughout Vermont
and New Hampshire,” Silverman said. “There’s not that many
opportunities, but we’re keeping our eyes open.”
Like other bankers, Silverman says regulatory compliance and
the increased regulatory burden remains one of the industry’s biggest
challenges. But he also said he promised himself that instead of
complaining about the problem, Union Bank was going to make
regulatory compliance a “core competence.”
“We’re going to excel at it so we can grow and prosper,” he said.
“We don’t need to join forces with other banks. We know we can
operate in the current regulatory environment at a highly profitable
level – because we’re [already] doing it. Does that mean if we have the
opportunity to get a little bigger through a merger or acquisition that
made sense would we consider it? Sure. But I don’t see us having to
join forces with a larger competitor to serve our customers at a high
level.”

He said the bank is working on several different projects to
maintain its high level of service to customers, including enhanced
electronic delivery systems.
And then, of course, the bank has a big birthday coming up. Union
will turn 125 on July 27, 2016, probably with a big barbecue at its
main headquarters in Morrisville, and lots of year-long celebratory
events and activities throughout its branch network – all with a
charitable component, because that’s what small towns do: Neighbors
help each other. BNE
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