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n By mike allen

Home lending and buying are still well 
off  from where they were in pre-Great 
Recession times, but business is going great 
guns at Union Bank.

Things are faring so well for the San 
Francisco-based lender, which maintains 
its consumer lending division in San Diego, 
it hired about 100 staffers in recent weeks, 
mainly mortgage underwriters, processing 
personnel, and supporting positions.

The unit, located in seven buildings in 
Kearny Mesa, has 20 openings, including 
community loan officers, mortgage con-
sultants and underwriters.

Jim Francis, execu-
tive vice president and 
head of the 600-per-
son division, said the 
bank has benefited 
from the exit of some 
major mortgage lend-
ers, its own strong 
capital position, and a 
robust deposit gather-
ing network to capture a greater share of 
the adjustable rate mortgage market.

“Right now we’ve moved up to the No. 
1 market share in California for adjustable 
rate jumbo mortgages,” Francis said. Data 
provided by CoreLogic show the bank as 
the leader in the state as of March 31 for 
ARMs. Union’s jumbo ARM product 
serves more affluent customers needing to 
borrow an average of $1 million during a 
five-year term before they usually refinance 
the loan.

In San Diego, the jumbo mortgage limit 
is $699,000; in Los Angeles, it’s $712,000, 
Francis said.

Jumbo Numbers
Because of  its niche lending focus, 

Union generally doesn’t compete with 
most of the megabanks, such as Bank of 
America, Chase Bank, Wells Fargo Bank 
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and Citibank, on 30-year, fixed rate mort-
gages. But it’s finding plenty of takers in 
the jumbo market. Originations this year 
through the end of  June have already 
reached $4.2 billion, compared with $5.6 
billion for all of 2010, Francis said.

“This year, we anticipate making $7.5 
billion,” Francis said.

While most of the mortgages made last 
year came as a result of broker referrals, 
Francis said the bank has boosted sales 
staff this year and expects internal sales will 
account for about half the originations.

Union does most of its mortgages in the 
jumbo market, but is also gaining traction 
in a product, called Economic Opportu-
nity Mortgage, aimed at low and moderate 
income and first time home borrowers.

The fixed-rate loans require a down pay-
ment as low as 5 percent without paying 
for mortgage insurance, and can be used 
by upper income borrowers for financing 
property in a low to moderate income 
census tract, Francis said.

Last year, Union did about $131 mil-
lion in EOMs, and held $644 million in 
that category as of Dec. 31. Union retains 
nearly all the mortgages it makes, instead 
of selling them to such government entities 
as Fannie Mae or Freddie Mac.

Union’s hiring spree this year comes as 
much of the banking industry continues to 

consolidate and shrink in terms of overall 
lenders and employees.

In San Diego, Wells Fargo, the area’s 
market leader in terms of deposits, laid 
off  173 staffers in its local mortgage unit 
this year.

Others Adding Workers, Too
But San Francisco-based Wells has been 

mostly expanding its staff  locally. For the 
first half  of this year, it hired 380 employ-
ees in San Diego, 75 percent of whom were 
front line personnel such as tellers, loan of-
ficers and managers. The remainder was in 
such lines as business banking, wholesale 
and technology. For all of last year, Wells 
hired 802 employees in the county, said 
spokeswoman Amy Savicky-Injaian. Wells 
had 3,100 employees and 105 branches in 
the county as of June 30.

Bank of America, based in Charlotte, 
N.C., and the area’s second largest bank 
based on deposits, said it hired 27 small-
business bankers and 21 financial advis-
ers, along with an unreported number of 
banking personnel. Its local head count as 
of June was 1,950 and 74 branches, said 
spokeswoman Colleen Haggerty.

JP Morgan Chase, the New York lender 
that acquired failed Washington Mutual in 
2008 and catapulted its deposit share to 
fourth highest in the county, has also been 
expanding its local operations.

Spokesman Gary Kishner said Chase’s 
staffing in the county stood at 2,500 as of 
June, but will be close to 3,000 by the end 
of the year. Chase, which held a job fair 
last month that drew about 900 people, 
said it’s opening 12 more branches in the 
county in the next year.

Jim Francis

UNION BANK
CEO: masashi Oka.

Assets: $79 billion in 2010; $85.6 billion in 
2009.

Net income/loss: net income of $573 million 
in 2010; net loss of $65 million in 2009.

No. of local branches: 62.

No. of local employees: 1,886.

Headquarters: San Francisco.

Year founded: 1864.

Company description: Commercial bank.

Key factors for success: Owned by Bank 
of Tokyo-mitsubishi UFJ ltd., with more than 
$2.65 trillion in assets, ranked eighth in the world 
last year; conservative management philosophy; 
and strong retail branch network in California, 
Oregon and Washington.
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