
B a n k in g  S t r u c t u r e  

in  G e o r g ia

by Joseph  E. R o ssm an , Jr.

Georgia's current banking structure has been molded over the past 100 years by 
a combination of economic, social, and legal forces. The Civil War, the economic 
slump of the Twenties, the depression of the Thirties with its wave of bank 
mergers and failures, and, more recently, the expansion of Georgia's 
metropolitan areas have all been important factors.

A brief review of Georgia's early banking history from the 1860's to 1960 
provides a better understanding of the current structure.1 Following the Civil 
War and the subsequent collapse of the plantation system and its banks came 
the development of a crop lien system and a need to replace those banks that 
failed with the Confederacy. Banks increased in size and number through the 
turn of the century; however, in terms of expansion, the period between 1900 
and 1910 may be viewed as the "golden age" of banking. The number of state 
and national banks increased nearly 400 percent to 644, more banks than are in 
operation today.

Few banks opened in the state from 1910 to 1940. The period between 1920 
and 1933 was particularly important, however; it was then that the state's two 
largest banking organizations established much of their existing structure. 
Georgia, then heavily dependent upon the agricultural sector and specifically 
upon cotton, suffered an economic slump during much of the 1920's. Many 
state-chartered banks, especially dependent upon agriculture, collapsed during 
this period, while weak national banks, typically larger than state banks, sought 
merger partners. Blocked by national banking laws that prohibited branching, 
Trust Company of Georgia, then owned by the Lowry National Bank of Atlanta, 
obtained a charter for Trusco Investments Company in June 1922. For the rest 
of the decade, Trusco purchased controlling interests in banks in Augusta,

’ Discussion of early banking history drawn from W illiam  S. Dawson's doctoral dissertation entitled  
“ Entry, Exit, and the Structural Evolution of a M arket: A Case Study of Georgia Banking," Duke, 1967.
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TABLE 1

Summary of Georgia Structure

No. Banks No. Bank Offices No. Organizations

June Change 
1974 1964-1974

Dec. Change 
1974 1964-1974

June Change 
1974 1964-1974

443 4.2% 1,103 126.0% 431 4.4%

Total Deposits Pop. Per Bank Office Income Per Bank Office
June 1974 Change 
($ million) 1964-1974

Dec. 1974 Change 
(000) 1964-1974

Dec. 1974 Change 
($ million) 1964-1974

$11,430.7 207.2% 4.4 -  49.4% $19.9 12.4%

Macon, Rome, and Savannah. Almost concurrent 
with Trust Company's merger operations, Citizens 
and Southern Bank, a nonmember state bank 
(through 1927) and the leading bank in Savannah, 
achieved through merger a substantial position in 
the remaining three cities of the state's four largest 
cities— Atlanta, Augusta, and Macon.

The collapse of the Manly Group in 1927, involv
ing over 80 small Georgia country banks, produced 
state legislation prohibiting statewide branching. 
C&S, prohibited from further expansion by merging 
with a bank and operating the merged bank as a 
branch, formed the C&S Holding Company in 1927 
and between 1928 and 1930 gained control of banks 
in Albany, Thomaston, and LaGrange.

A merger between Trust Company and Lowry 
National Bank of Atlanta in 1930 led to a change in 
title for Trust Company's holding company— from 
Trusco to the First National Associates. In addition 
to a name change, the First National Associates 
became the holding company for the newly named 
The First National Bank of Atlanta (formerly Lowry 
National Bank of Atlanta).

By 1933, the First National Associates had emerged 
as a prominent institution in all five leading 
Georgia cities (Atlanta, Augusta, Columbus, Macon, 
and Savannah). C&S also became a prominent 
banking organization, operating branches in the 
state's four largest cities and controlling other banks 
through its holding company. Together, the C&S 
organization and the First National Associates 
controlled over 80 percent of banking deposits in 
Atlanta, Savannah, and Macon. Of the state's five 
largest cities, only Augusta and Columbus had 
banking markets that were not overshadowed by 
either C&S or the First National Associates or both. 
Although C&S had operated a branch in Augusta 
since 1912, Georgia Railroad Bank and Trust 
Company, one of the oldest banks in the state, con
tinued to be the market's largest bank.

Trust Company of Georgia, along with banking

subsidiaries of The First National Bank of Atlanta's 
holding company, was separated in 1933 from First 
National by the National Banking Act and began 
operating as an independent organization. First 
National continued as a major banking power in 
Atlanta, even without representation in other 
Georgia towns.

Bank holding companies made no additional 
acquisitions from 1933 through World War II. 
Shortly after World War II, C&S used its holding 
company to purchase several small Atlanta banks. 
At the same time, no new holding companies were 
formed and existing holding companies remained 
dormant.

In 1956, Georgia enacted legislation which 
prevented the formation of any new multibank 
holding companies and also limited future acqui
sition of bank stock by existing bank holding 
companies to 15 percent of the bank's stock. The 
1956 Act gave "grandfather" privileges to existing 
multibank holding companies (C&S National Bank 
and Trust Company of Georgia and Hamilton

TABLE 2

GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION OF 
GEORGIA’S BANKS

(as of June 1974)

No. Banks
in County No. Counties

0 6
1 or 2 84
3 or 4 52
5 or 6 12
7 to 10 5

11 to 15 1
16 or more 1
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Georgia Banks by Size and Holding Company Status1

TABLE 3

Banks in 
M ultibank

Deposit A|| Banks Hold ing Com panies Other Banks

C lass  
($ m illion) Number

Deposits 
($ m illion) Num ber

Deposits  
($ m illion) Num ber

Deposits 
($ m illion)

500 + 4 4,401.7 2 2,523.8 2 1,877.9

250 - 500 0 0 0 0 0 0

100 - 250 6 1,021.3 1 133.6 5 887.7

75 - 100 4 331.0 1 77.0 3 254.0

50 - 75 15 935.5 6 378.9 9 556.6

25 - 50 39 1,261.1 7 245.7 32 1,015.4

0 - 25 375 3,480.1 0 0 375 3,480.1

Total 443 11,430.7 17 3,359.0 426 8,071.7

'Deposits as of June 29, 1974; holding company subsid iaries consum m ated through May 31, 1975.

Bancshares, a Tennessee-based holding company).
In 1960, additional legislation further reduced bank 
stock acquisition by bank holding companies to 5 
percent and continued the prohibition of any new 
multibank holding companies. Legislation was also 
passed allowing banks to branch within the limits 
of the city in which their home office was located.

Economic and Legal Factors

Although shaped by influences stretching over a 
hundred years, economic and legal forces have 
greatly changed Georgia's banking structure since 
1960. A rapid growth in number of banking offices 
during the Sixties and Seventies is related to strong 
population gains. In the ten years ending in 1974, 
Georgia's population has grown faster than the 
nation's, increasing some 15 percent against 11 
percent in the U.S. The growth was not, however, 
evenly distributed. Metropolitan areas grew almost 
three times faster than non-metropolitan areas.

Population growth varied widely from county to 
county during the 1960's. Of Georgia's 159 counties, 
46 exceeded the national average, 47 grew more 
slowly, and 66 lost population. Of the latter, nearly 
all lost 10 percent or more of their total population.

Income, an influence on deposit growth, has also 
risen sharply in Georgia during recent years. Per 
capita income nearly doubled in the Sixties, com
pared with a national gain of 76 percent; Georgia 
ranked fourth among the 50 states. Viewed in 
absolute terms, however, the state's income picture 
becomes less bright; Georgia's per capita income 
has historically been below that of the U.S. Even 
with the strong growth of the Sixties, Georgia's per 
capita income through 1974 was 84 percent of the 
U.S. figure.

Considering nonSMSA counties, the income gap 
is even greater, particularly in the southern part of 
the state. The reasons for the gap are many, and 
detailed analysis is beyond the intended purpose of 
this article. However, it should be noted that the 
four largest employers (industries) of manufacturing 
workers in Georgia are basically labor-intensive and 
low-wage industries. These four— apparel, textiles, 
food, and lumber—-account for roughly 60 percent 
of the state's manufacturing workers.

Strong population increases centered in metro
politan areas and greatly relaxed branching laws help 
to explain the two-fold increase in bank offices 
since I960.1 Extensive revision in Georgia's branch 
banking laws during 1960 not only relaxed restric
tions but also distinguished between different types 
of branch operations. The 1929 law, in effect until 
1960, only recognized and allowed the establishment 
of branch banks. The 1960 legislation defined and 
established criteria for establishing a branch office 
as opposed to a branch bank. Perhaps more 
important than branch form or structure is that 
Georgia banks' branching opportunities prior to 
1970 were virtually limited to the city or municipal
ity in which the parent bank's home office was 
located. This restriction was removed in 1971 when 
an amendment allowed county-wide branching. 
Georgia banks responded by doubling their 
branches between 1970 and 1974.

Although Georgia banks have sharply increased 
their branching operations since 1960, the number 
of existing banks has remained virtually constant.
This does not mean, however, that no new banks 
were chartered during this period. Since 1960, some 
22 bank mergers have taken place. Almost all of the 
merged banks were very small, with two-thirds
’ Banking data are as of June 28, 1974, unless otherwise 
specified.
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TABLE 4

Georgia’s Twenty Largest Banking Organizations1

n  -  -■* %  S ta te ’s D ennsitc
C um ulative  

% of 
S ta te ’s D epositsR ank N am e ($ m illion) B anks Offices D eposits B anks Offices

1 T he C itizens  and  
S o u th e rn  
N ational B ank 2,082.8 9 119 18.2 2.0 11.4 18.2

2 F irst N ational 
H olding 
C orporation 1,329.5 1 47 11.6 .2 4.5 29.8

3 T ru st C om pany Bank 1,200.3 6 69 10.5 1.3 6.6 40.3
4 T he Fulton N ational 

C orporation 548.4 1 30 4.8 .2 2.9 45.1
5 The N ational B ank 

of G eorgia 231.5 1 23 2.0 .2 2.1 47.1
6 F irst R ailroad  and  

B ank ing  C om pany 
of G eorgia 224.9 1 13 2.0 .2 1.2 49.1

7 S av an n ah  B ank and  
T ru st C om pany 153.1 1 13 1.3 .2 1.2 50.4

8 CB&T B an csh ares , Inc. 145.2 1 12 1.3 .2 1.1 51.7
9 F irst N ational Bank 

of C olum bus 133.0 1 10 1.2 .2 1.0 52.9
10 C om m ercial Bank 

T ru st C om pany, 
Griffin 88.5 1 3 .8 .2 .3 53.7

11 F irst N ational B ank 
of C obb County, 
M arietta 87.7 1 9 .8 .2 .9 54.5

12 F irst Georgia
B an csh ares , Inc. 77.8 1 9 .7 .2 .9 55.2

13 H am ilton
B an csh ares , Inc. 75.9 2 7 .7 .4 .7 55.9

14 F irst N ational B ank 
of G a inesv ille 71.8 1 3 .6 .2 .3 56.5

15 G eorgia B ank and  
T rust C om pany, 
M acon 67.2 1 5 .6 .2 .5 57.1

16 F irst S ta te  B ank and  
T rust C om pany, 
Albany 66.2 1 4 .6 .2 .4 57.7

17 N ational City Bank 
of Rom e 62.6 1 5 .5 .2 .5 58.2

18 F irst N ational B ank 
B ank of Dalton 61.8 1 4 .5 .2 .4 58.7

19 F irst N ational B ank 
of A thens 61.0 1 4 .5 .2 .4 59.2

20 P e a c h tre e  Bank and  
T ru st C om pany, 
C ham blee 56.1 1 8 .5 .2 .8 59.7

’D eposits  an d  o ffices  a s  of Ju n e  29, 1974, su b s id ia r ie s  a s  of May 31, 1975.

having less than $10 million in deposits. Merging 
activity was often related to consolidation in poor 
growth areas, while areas of stronger growth 
attracted new banks.

A significant number of the new banks established 
in Georgia during the Sixties resulted from 
restrictions on branching beyond some geographic 
boundary such as a county line or city limit. Large 
city banks that were unable to establish branches in 
the growing suburbs outside city limits began to 
sponsor and to help establish banks in the county in 
which the suburb was located. Although sponsoring 
banks were limited to direct ownership of 5 percent 
of the new bank's stock (from which the term "five

percenter" developed), directors and shareholders 
of the sponsoring bank often purchased large 
portions of the remaining stock. Initially staffed by 
the city bank and with common stockholders, the 
five percenters acted in many instances as branches 
of large city banks.

Some five percenters became eligible for merger 
into their sponsoring banks when countywide 
branching was established in 1971. Some of these 
have already merged. Others have recently been 
allowed to merge by a recent U. S. Supreme Court 
decision supporting the C&S organization's 
acquisition of five suburban Atlanta banks, estab
lished as five percenters. A state court order re-
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Banking in Georgia’s SMSA’s1

N um ber of <yQ
D eposits  %  D eposits  M ultibank  D eposits  Held

SMSA ($ m illion) i n s t a t e  B anks O ffices C om pan ies  M ultibank  C om pan ies

TABLE 5

A tlanta 5,648.8 49.4 84 337 2 35.4
S av an n ah 497.0 4.3 9 128 2 50.8
A ugusta

(Ga. portion) 428.1 3.7 6 24 2 43.0
Macon 417.6 3.6 13 31 2 60.4
C olum bus 385.2 3.4 5 11 1 16.5
Albany 181.2 1.6 5 18 1 42.5
C h attanooga

(Ga. portion) 77.7 .7 7 11 0 00.0
Total 7,635.6 66.7 1192 560

’ D eposit and  o ffice  d a ta  a re  a s  of J u n e  28, 1974; hold ing  com pany  su b s id ia r ie s  a s  of May 31, 1975. 
2Does no t add  b e ca u se  a b ank  w ith h e a d q u a rte rs  in one  SMSA o p e ra te s  o ff ices  in th re e  o th e rs .

quiring C&S, its officers and directors and their 
immediate families to reduce their total stock 
holdings in 25 banks to 5 percent weakens ties 
between remaining five percenters and sponsoring 
banks.

Existing Structure

Banking in Georgia today is conducted by over 440 
insured commercial banks. These institutions, in 
addition to their home offices, operate over 600 
branches. Nearly three-fourths of these branches are 
in metropolitan areas, compared with only one-fifth 
of the total number of banks. Two widely used 
structural measures, population per banking office 
and income per banking office, show the state with 
a population of 4,400 per bank office and an income 
of $19.9 million per office in December 1974. 
Compared with other Sixth District states, Georgia 
has the third lowest population per bank office and 
the fourth lowest income per office.

A breakdown on size distribution, based on mid-
1974 deposits, shows that most Georgia banks are 
small. The median bank, compared with that of 
other Southeastern states, is the smallest (slightly 
under $10 million in deposits). Only ten banks have 
deposits greater than $100 million, and approxi
mately half of all banks have less than $10 million 
in deposits.

Although few in number, large banks account for 
a large percentage of banking deposits in the state. 
The four largest banks, all in Atlanta, account for 
over two-fifths of total deposits; and the ten 
largest, for more than half.

Although existing Georgia laws prohibit multibank 
holding company expansion and formation, three 
multibank and 22 one-bank holding companies own

Georgia’s 20 Largest Banking Organizations 
(Cumulative Percent of State Deposits Held)

Percent Percent
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and control 39 Georgia banks. Wholly owned banks 
of the three multibank holding companies number
17 and account for slightly over one-fourth of state 
deposits. One multibank holding company is 
headquartered in Tennessee and owns two Georgia 
banks under "grandfather provisions" of the 1956
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state holding company law, since the two banks 
were acquired in 1930.

While Georgia's population is almost evenly 
divided between metropolitan (SMSA) and non
metropolitan areas, two-thirds of the state's 
bank deposits are held by banks headquartered in 
metropolitan areas. Of the seven SMSA's (Atlanta, 
Augusta, Albany, Columbus, Macon, Savannah, and 
Chattanooga) wholly or partially in Georgia, 
banks in the Atlanta SMSA hold the most 
deposits, accounting for half of the state's total.

Georgia's metropolitan markets, excluding 
Chattanooga's SMSA, are highly concentrated, with 
the four largest organizations in each market 
accounting for at least 80 percent of total market 
deposits. The state's largest banking organization, 
C&S, has the greatest market share in four of these 
metropolitan markets, is second largest in another 
market but is not represented in the Columbus area.

The state's second largest organization, The First 
National Bank of Atlanta, only competes in the 
Atlanta area, while the state's third largest organiza
tion, Trust Company of Georgia, competes with 
C&S in four of the six metropolitan areas. In three of 
these markets (Atlanta, Augusta and Savannah), 
it occupies a third rank position; in the fourth

market (Macon), it ranks second.
Speculations about future development of Georgia 

bank structure hinge on whether proposed legislation 
allowing new holding company formations and the 
expansion of existing holding companies is passed. 
Narrowly defeated in the last session of the Georgia 
State Legislature, its passage would allow the 
remaining large banks not currently part of a 
multibank organization to form separate multibank 
holding companies. Operating as a multibank 
holding company, the largest unaffiliated banks 
would then be able to enter markets across the state 
in which they were not represented by acquiring 
unaffiliated banks in those markets. There are at 
least three and maybe four of these banking organi
zations now capable of supporting a statewide 
organization.

Thus, the passage of holding company legislation 
would, in all probability, result in the deconcentra
tion of Georgia's major banking markets, since 
multibank organizations usually seek to enter large 
banking markets. However, should any holding 
company legislation be passed which prohibits 
holding companies from starting new banks, state
wide concentration will be guaranteed to increase. ■
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