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PAUL S. ATKINS:  I welcome you to our panel today on Too Big to 
Fail. We have a lot to discuss here in about an hour and a half. 
My name is Paul Atkins, and it’s a pleasure to be here today with 
you all, and I am joined by a very distinguished panel to discuss 
this issue, which is one that is at the forefront of the news these 
days.
	 Let me introduce our panelists.  To my immediate right 
is Dr. Martin Baily. He is the former Chairman of the Council 
of Economic Advisors, serving from 1999 to 2001, and before 
that he was a member of the council from ‘94 to ‘96.  He’s been 
a Principal at McKinsey’s Global Institute for many years and 
is an advisor to the Congressional Budget Office.  He rejoined 
Brookings in September of 2007 to develop a program of 
research on business and the economy.  He is studying growth 
innovation and how to speed our recovery.  He is a senior advisor 
to the McKinsey Global Institute, senior director of Albright 
Stonebridge Group, and  a member of the Squam Lake Group of 
Financial Economists.
	 Dr. Baily is the Co-Chair of the Bipartisan Policy Center 
Financial Reform Initiative, and is the Director of The Phoenix 
Companies of Hartford, Connecticut.  He earned his Ph.D. from 
MIT and taught at Yale, Maryland, and MIT.
	 Tim Carney is a visiting fellow at AEI, and he helps 
direct the Culture of Competition Project, which examines 
barriers to competition in all areas of American life.  He’s a 
senior political columnist of the Washington Examiner and is the 
Eugene Pulliam Distinguished Visiting Professor of Journalism at 
Hillsdale College.  He has worked on the Evans-Novak Political 
Report and was an editor with Regnery Publishing and also 
Human Events.  He’s the author of two books, Obamanomics:  
How Barack Obama Is Bankrupting You and Enriching His Wall 
Street Friends, Corporate Lobbyists, and Union Bosses, and second, 
The Big Ripoff:  How Big Business and Big Government Steal Your 
Money.  He has a bachelor’s degree from St. John’s College.
	 On my far right is Randy Guynn, who is a former 
colleague of mine.  Randy is head of Davis Polk’s Financial 
Institutions Group.  He specializes in bank regulation and bank 
M&A, and he also played a role in drafting Title II, so he can 
talk from firsthand knowledge about his background.  His clients 
include SIFMA, which is the Securities Industry and Financial 
Markets Association, and all six of the largest U.S. banks.  Randy 
has a bachelor’s degree from Brigham Young and his J.D. from 
University of Virginia, where he was Executive Editor of the Law 
Review.
	 And then, last but not least, is Dr. Robert Litan who 
is Director of Research at Bloomberg Finance. Bob was also 
previously Vice President and Director of Economic Studies at 
the Brookings Institution where he worked with us at AEI and 
especially with Peter Wallison, who is well known to you all here 
at the Federalist Society.   He’s also served in several capacities 
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in the Federal Government during the Clinton years, including 
at the Office of Management and Budget as Associate Director 
and as Deputy Assistant Attorney General in charge of civil 
antitrust litigation and regulatory issues at the Department of 
Justice, where he also supervised the first Microsoft investigation, 
which resulted, of course, in the consent decree.  Prior to joining 
Bloomberg, he was Vice Presidnet for Research at the Kauffman 
Foundation. Bob has his bachelor of science in economics from 
the Wharton School, his J.D. from Yale, and his M.Phil. and 
Ph.D. in economics from Yale as well.
	 So with that, I thought it might be useful to give you all 
just a little bit of background about where we are and how we got 
to Title II, because I think we have some folks who are very well 
versed in Dodd-Frank and in banking law, but we also have some 
folks who are just getting into the subject. 
	 Just a few years ago, back in August of 2007, things 
started to get rocky, and there was a little known event that only 
became more significant as time went on. In 2007, BNP Paribas 
announced that it was suspending redemptions from three very 
small, really only institutional investment funds, but that was 
the harbinger of things to come in 2008. In March of ‘08, Bear 
Stearns failed, just about the same time that Eliot Spitzer got his 
comeuppance as Governor of New York.  Then, in August and 
September of 2008, Fannie and Freddie failed. On September 
15th, the opening of the floodgates occurred, when Merrill Lynch 
was rescued.  Lehman filed for bankruptcy.  The Reserve Primary 
Fund, which was a mutual fund mainly for institutional investors, 
halted its redemptions, and then, of course, the big event was AIG’s 
failure.  Washington Mutual failed after a slow-motion run.	
	 The Treasury stepped in with a Temporary Guarantee 
Program that was more show than substance, but that helped 
create a false narrative of the causes of the crisis.  The Federal 
Reserve in October swang into action with some commercial 
paper backstops, and then Congress passed the infamous TARP 
legislation, the Emergency Economic Stability Act of 2008, which 
started a whole alphabet soup of bailout programs. Many banks 
failed.  In the 5 years prior to 2008, only 10 banks had failed, but 
from ‘08 to 2012, 465 banks failed. The largest bank failure in 
U.S. history was Washington Mutual in September of 2008, with 
JPMorgan picking up most of those assets.
	 After the financial crisis, the Deposit Insurance Fund 
slipped into the red  by the end of September 2009, for the first 
time in its history.  The FDIC then made up for that shortfall by 
requiring all banks and thrifts to prepay their assessments to the 
Bank Insurance Fund for 2010 in 2009.
	 In 2010, we had the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform 
and Consumer Protection Act passed by Congress, the same 
Congress that passed Obamacare. I like to say that whenever you 
hear “reform” and “consumer protection” in the same line, you 
had better watch your wallet.  Dodd-Frank is 2,319 pages long 
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and has about 380,000-some words. Needless to say there is a lot 
left to be discovered within all of those words in Dodd-Frank.  
If you think about Sarbanes-Oxley, which was by comparison a 
very short statute, one of the provisions of Sarbanes-Oxley, the 
internal control requirement, Section 404, cost public companies 
billions of dollars to comply with, but there were only some 170 
words in Sarbanes-Oxley 404.  If you extrapolate that potentially 
to all of Dodd-Frank, you could have 2,000 such sections, and 
you can imagine if all of those have a similar unintended effect as 
404 had, how much that would cost.
	 But suffice it to say that, whatever you might say 
about the Affordable Care Act, there is at least some philosophy 
that’s guiding it. I compare the Affordable Care Act to a Jenga 
puzzle— if you start pulling out pieces, sooner or later it will 
topple over, and we might be seeing that happening right now.  
But by comparison, Dodd-Frank is a huge grab bag of “gimmes” 
that had been building up over years by several special interests, 
including the unions, trial lawyers, and others, and Dodd-Frank 
is not really interconnected.  Certain parts of it are, but you could 
take a machine gun to it, and whatever is left will still pretty much 
operate on its own, given that these are all special giveaways.
	 It’s not a very simple thing to just count on Dodd-
Frank failing of its own weight.  Of course, Governor Romney 
was campaigning to repeal Dodd-Frank.  I’m not sure that would 
have happened, even had he gotten in, because there are special 
interests who like different parts of it—plus, once you tack on 
the “consumer protection” name, those sorts of attempts to repeal 
laws become difficult to get through Congress.  But we’ll see. 
There’s a lot of time to go, and as Randy’s firm has estimated, only 
about 40 percent of the mandated rules coming out of Dodd-
Frank have been implemented.
	 So with that, I wanted to turn the discussion over to 
Randy to tell us some more on Title 2 and give you a briefing on 
that.

RANDALL D. GUYNN: Alright.  One thing to get straight up front, 
I’m sort of for trying to solve the too-big-to-fail problem.  I’m 
not really for any particular tool, whether it’s Title 2 or the 
Bankruptcy Code. I’m for amending or shaping those tools, so 
that the problem is actually solved.  I think before we can actually 
talk about what the current sort of best or what is more widely 
consider to the most viable solution right now, let me just try to 
put a little bit of context in what the too-big-to-fail problem is, 
how it arises, and the best way to think about it in the context of 
the bank failures.
	 As Paul said, there really were very few bank failures 
between the early 1990s and 2008, but in fact, that’s sort of 
characteristic.  If you look through history, you’ll see that banks 
don’t fail in a smooth way, the way nonfinancial institutions do.  
They tend to fail and vary in clumps, in waves.  So if you look 
at the 19th century, tens or scores or even hundreds of banks 
would fail about every 9, 10, or 12 years during the 19th century.  
We had 10,000 banks then, relatively small banks fail during the 
Great Depression in the course of a year or two.  During the S&L 
crisis in the late 1980s and the early ‘90s we had about 2,000 
institutions fail.  Then in 2008, as Paul mentioned, we had about 
500 fail, although they were a lot larger than some of the banks 
before.
	 And this is interesting, because we’re going to talk about 
the too-big-to-fail problem, and one of the solutions or potential 
solutions we’re going to talk about on the panel is breaking them 
up.  It’s interesting, because in the 1930s, Carter Glass and others 
diagnosed the problem as being that the banks were too small 
and needed to be merged and bigger, so that they would be more 
diversified and not fail. I think they faced a problem with lots of 

small, undiversified banks.  We now face a problem where they’re 
large and diversified and they fail, so the diagnosis is they need 
to be broken up.  And I guess my thought is I’m not sure either 
one of those is actually right.  We are just kind of reacting to the 
situation that we face.
	 So the question is: Why do banks fail in waves, and why 
do we have a too-big-to-fail problem?  And it really arises out of 
the nature of banks.  Banks or other financial institutions engage 
in something called “maturity transformation,” which means that 
they have demand deposits or other short-term liabilities that they 
fund themselves with, and then they transform that into longer 
term asset loans or other assets that they make to the public, maybe 
as long as 30 years, like a 30-year mortgage.  When you have 
that mismatch between assets and liabilities, it means that if some 

common shock occurs, where the public becomes very nervous 
about the solvency or health of banks across the system, that fear 
becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Everybody says, “I better start 
withdrawing my money,” and as you withdraw the money, the 
banks have to liquidate their assets.  They can’t liquidate them 
fast enough without the price of those assets falling, and so it 
tends to result in what is often referred to as contagion and a 
destabilization and possible collapse of the financial systems.
	 When you have a destabilization or a collapse like 
that, there is a huge shrinkage in the supply of credit.  I assume 
that there are probably lots of people who have taken a basic 
economics course, but if you take a basic economics course in 
macro, one of the things you learn about is a money multiplier, 
and it’s the magic that $1 of deposit in a banking system can 
multiply into $10 of credit or $10 of money.  When banks 
start failing, that multiplication is very aggressive in the other 
direction, so you have a very aggressive contraction of credit, and 
that then has consequences throughout the real economy, causing 
unemployment, lower output, and potential social unrest.  
When policymakers, whether they are committed to free market 
principle or whether they are beholding to Wall Street or whatever 
the flaw might be, is faced with a problem saying, “I have a choice.  
I can either take a bunch of taxpayer money and bail out the 
institutions or the only alternative I see is watching the financial 
system collapse,” no matter how committed they are to doing the 
right thing during normal times, it appears—and almost probably 
is the case—that the lesser of two evils is to actually bail out the 
institution, at least if not the large institutions, maybe the whole 
system. The way TARP both gave capital to the large institutions 
but also spread it out throughout the whole banking system.
	 If you want to end the too-big-to-fail problem, in my 
view, what you have to do fundamentally, is find a third solution.  
There has to be another choice besides bailout or risking a collapse 
of the financial system.  I think that Title 2 of Dodd-Frank does 
provide the tools to actually address that problem and provide a 
third way.
	 The criticism of Title 2 is that it’s very open-ended.  If 
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you look in Title 2, I am going to talk about a strategy for solving 
the problem that has come to be known as the single point of 
entry, recapitalization strategy or bail-in strategy, and then we’re 
going to debate that and other alternatives.  But the fact is you 
won’t find that strategy written anywhere in Title 2 of Dodd-
Frank.  Title 2 of Dodd-Frank is a very broad grant of authority 
that basically says to the FDIC, “You have enough flexibility to do 
basically whatever the heck you want,” and so that’s the strength 
because it allows you to actually fit into a strategy like this. But it’s 
also the weakness because no one has any idea whether the FDIC 
really will use it in that way or whether they might not use it in 
10 or 15 other ways that we might find undesirable.  The strength 
is flexibility.  The weakness is lack of predictability, lack of due 
process and so forth.
	 The Bankruptcy Code is much better in terms of due 
process and predictability, but unfortunately, the way it’s currently 
written, it is not very flexible  dealing with these problems in a fast 
and efficient way.  There are proposals to put in a new Chapter 
14 of the Bankruptcy Code that would address some of these 
weaknesses, and I’m all for that.  It would be much better if these 
problems could be solved using the Bankruptcy Code rather than 
Title 2 or at least reduce Title 2 to a very narrow scope.
	 I am now going to go through “single point of entry 
recap method.”  Our financial system is structured with holding 
companies at the top and operating companies down below as 
subsidiaries. If there are losses in a banking group, they’re probably 
going to occur at the banks or at the brokerages or somewhere 
else.  If an institution has cross-border operations, this creates a 
lot of problems in trying to solve it.  If you actually had to put 
those operating companies into a receivership or a bankruptcy, it 
is going to be very difficult to maximize their value.  It is going to 
be very difficult to do it on a cross-border basis.
	 So this method of single point of entry is a way to get 
around those problems by saying we are going to actually do all 
of the bankruptcy or receivership stuff at the holding company, 
and we’re actually going to keep the operating subsidiaries alive 
through this process and operating and so forth.
	 Then how the single point of entry actually works, with 
a prerequisite. The holding companies, at least in this country, 
have a whole bunch of long-term debt, in addition to deposits 
at the bank, and when they raise long-term debt, they tend to 
raise it at the holding company level.  In fact, there’s equity at the 
holding company because of minimum capital requirements, but 
there is also this amount of long-term debt.  How this method 
works is you have the legal tools, which you actually have in 
Title 2 of Dodd-Frank, and you probably have in the existing 
Bankruptcy Code, although nobody realized it 3 years ago, that 
you can actually convert this debt to equity.
	 The way you do it is to basically take all the assets of a 
failed bank holding company and transfer all those assets over to 
a “bridge financial company.”  Under Title 2, there is actually a 
mechanism to create a bridge financial company.  The way you 
do it in the Bankruptcy Code is to have a shell company set up 
in advance, and you would transfer all those assets pursuant to 
Section 363 of the Bankruptcy Code.  This could be done without 
credit or consent, because you’re not transferring the assets away 
from the bankruptcy estate, you are putting them in a box to be 
held in trust for the benefit of the people that are left behind in 
the bankruptcy estate or in Title 2 behind a receivership.  So what 
you leave behind are all the equity interests and all of the long-
term debt claims, and by leaving those behind, you have now 
automatically recapitalized the business that’s been transferred 
to this bridge financial company, because all it has is assets, and 
no liabilities.  Let’s just assume away short-term liabilities for a 
minute, but we can certainly talk about that.

	 Having done that, you now have a capitalized bridge 
with a whole bunch of assets, and one thing that you notice if you 
look at the balance sheets of the banks, at least in this country, is 
that a whole bunch of the assets on the unconsolidated balance 

sheet of a bank holding company actually happens to be in the 
form of loans or advances or deposits to its affiliates, and those 
are actually wonderful assets for recapitalizing, because you can 
just forgive that intercompany loan.  If you had a loan to a broker 
dealer that’s undercapitalized, for example, by forgiving that loan, 
you have now actually recapitalized it.  Or if the losses are in 
another subsidiary, you can actually contribute that receivable 
from the holding company down to the company that needs 
it and recapitalize it.  So that’s sort of how this works, and so 
step one is you transfer these assets over, and you recapitalize the 
holding company.   Step two is how you actually downstream the 
assets to the operating companies and recapitalize them.  
	 There is an intermediate step that’s pretty critical.  Now 
you have recapitalized the institution, but does the market trust 
it?  And the answer is that the market will be nervous, because 
they really won’t know whether it’s sufficiently recapitalized or 
not, and so there is going to be a period of time, particularly if 
it’s not an idiosyncratic in the private sector to actually provide 
liquidity even on a secured basis, which is where the so-called 
“orderly liquidation fund” comes in, in Title 2.  That’s where 
the Bankruptcy Code provides what’s called “DIP financing,” 
or debtor-in-possession financing, or you might actually need a 
government source of DIP financing to make the Bankruptcy 
Code actually viable for this.  So you get liquidity, but it’s not the 
same thing as providing capital.  It’s being provided on a secure 
basis, just like the Fed’s discount window, so there’s really no risk 
of loss.
	 Then over a period of time, you sort out who has what 
claims and what amounts in the company are left behind, and 
then step three comes in.  You say, “Okay.  During that period 
of time, we sorted out the claims.”  This new bridge financial 
company and the healthy or solvent operating companies are 
now healthy.  We can wean them off the government-secured 
liquidity.  They can get liquidity from the market.  The liquidity 
sources will come back, as people calm down, and then when that 
has happened, you can then do an IPO, initial public offering 
of all the shares of that bridge company, and take the cash and 
distribute it to the claimants left behind in the bankruptcy estate 
or the receivership in accordance with the priority of their claim.
	 And if there is a risk of that, then we ought to amend the 
law to hardwire that, but that’s what should happen, or you don’t 
have to do an IPO.  You could actually just distribute the shares 

Hon. Paul S. Atkins



102 Journal of Consumer & Commercial Law

in the bridge company to the creditors that are left behind.  And 
just like in a bankruptcy reorganization, the old creditors of the 
institution become the new owners of the new reorganized or, in 
this case, bridge company. 
	 Then step four is that the receivership terminates.  It’s 
now a normal company again.  Notice if you were to compare 
the balance sheets at the beginning to this, obviously these are 
sort of hypothetical numbers, but the balance sheet has basically 
shrunk in half, as this thing has been recapitalized and absorbed 
losses, and that’s what you will see in these techniques.  There 
will virtually always be some substantial shrinkage in the balance 
sheet from start to finish.
	 The single point of entry strategy has been tested.  There 
have been simulations done by both government agencies and 
clearinghouses, sufficiently so that despite Paul’s skepticism, it’s 
actually really become pretty well accepted. The FDIC accepts 
it right away.  Governor Tarullo of the Fed and Bill Dudley of 
the New York Fed recently said, “We think it works.”  We have 
the former Deputy Governor for Financial Stability of the Bank 
of England, who has probably given more speeches saying it 
will work in the U.S. and could work now than even the U.S. 
authorities have, and it’s been sort of embraced in Germany and 
Switzerland.  Increasingly, people think this is the way.
	 Now, the problem is, for the strategy to work, you 
have to make sure there is enough equity and long-term debt 
at the holding company level.  If you don’t have enough, it will 
not work, and so the Fed has been threatening to propose a 
regulation to have a minimum combined equity and long-term 
debt and eligible assets requirement at bank holding companies, 
and the Bank of England has actually threatened to force UK 
banks to reorganize themselves more along the lines of the U.S. 
bank holding companies.  Actually, most of the UK banks are 
already organized withholding companies, but they tend to raise 
their long-term debt at the subsidiary bank level rather than the 
holding company, and there may be a push to move that long-
term debt up to the holding company, because that’s a way people 
increasingly believe that these institutions can be resolved if they 
fail in a way that does not require taxpayer money and will reduce 
the risk of the sort of destabilization or collapse that you fear in 
other alternatives.

PAUL S. ATKINS: So on that note, I’d like to turn to Tim Carney to 
give his views.

TIMOTHY P. CARNEY:  Welcome, everyone.  If you’re from outside 
of D.C., you might be impressed by how well our economy is 
doing here, and for that, you can thank things like Obamacare 
and Dodd-Frank, which gives us all tons of work to do.  You 
notice there’s now a trade association for absolutely everything.  I 
saw a lobbying filing for the National Cannabis Association, the 
Gulf Course Supervisors Association.  There’s even a future bank 
lobbyists of America.  Of course, it doesn’t go by that name.  It 
goes by the House Financial Services Committee and the Senate 
Banking Committee. 
	 The big banks are getting bigger, and this surprised 
Elizabeth Warren.  She said, “Well, we have a law that’s supposed 
to address this.  Why is it happening?”  Regulations act as barriers 
to entry, keeping out new entrants or keeping them small. And 
there is the continued perception of a bailout.  The funding 
advantage, as described by economists at the IMF, is 80 basis 
points, almost a full percentage point lower on the borrowing cost 
of a too-big-to-fail bank, than it would be without the perception 
of a bailout. 
	 I have a colleague at AEI, Abby McCloskey, who says 
it’s not nearly that high, but it is 20 basis points.  So, yes, a big 

bank gets an advantage from the perception that the creditors will 
be bailed out, and they borrow at less.  This ought to upset us if 
you’re a free market person, because government intervention—
in this case, implicit government intervention—is distorting the 
market in favor of the big guys.  
	 The four or five biggest banks are 30 percent bigger than 
they were before the crisis.
	 There was a recent study that said if you use European 
methods of accounting, JPMorgan plus Bank of America 
plus Citigroup would have combined assets of $14.7 trillion, 
approximately 93 percent of the whole U.S. economy.  
	 So these guys are getting bigger, and part of the reason 
they are getting bigger, a lot of people argue, is not economies 
of scale in the way that Walmart gets better prices through its 
economies of scale, but political economies of scale: the perception 
that they will be bailed out and, thus, the ability to borrow far 
cheaper than their competitors and cheaper than they would be 
in a non-bailout market.
	 Does Dodd-Frank address that?  On paper, it does. But 
think about what will happen when we do have a financial crisis.  
Think about what will happen when multiple banks are to fail.  

Do you think that you won’t have Treasury Secretary Romney or 
Treasury Secretary Schumer saying, “Well, you know, those laws 
were passed for a certain circumstance, but right now we can’t let 
this happen”?  The long-term creditors are supposed to lose a lot 
of their money.  A lot of those long-term creditors are going to be 
themselves very systemically important financial institutions.  Oh, 
it’s all right to let them have a haircut, but when the people taking 
the haircut are other SIFIs, are we really going to let them fail?
	 The letter of the law is that we’re not going to have 
bailouts.  Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac:  How many times did we 
get assured that they weren’t going to be bailed out?  Constantly.  
Barney Frank, whose name is in Dodd-Frank—said it was a 
figment of our imagination that there was an implicit bailout 
of Fannie and Freddie until the bailout happened, and it doesn’t 
just take a President to do this.  Congress could just change 
the law.  TARP did not exist before the fall of 2008.  When 
we actually enter into a financial crisis, do you think that our 
political class will have the guts to stand by this and do something 
unprecedented and try not to bail these guys out, to try and do an 
orderly liquidation in a very disorderly environment?
	 I think that the answer is no, not just because our 
politicians will be afraid, but also because of the way that special 
interests work in this town. There will be enough people who will 
be tied to the big banks, tied to the other important financial 
institutions, who will go ahead and will have the ear of the 
chairmen of the committees, will have the ear of Treasury, will 
have the ear of the White House, and will say, “No.  You simply 
can’t let this happen.  You simply can’t let us take a haircut.  You 
simply can’t let our long-term creditors take that large of a haircut.”  
That’s when the rubber meets the road, when we’re actually in that 
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crisis, I don’t see these rules standing up to the panic.  If there’s 
one bank failure, maybe that will work, but that’s not really what 
this is written for, right?  This is written for a systemic crisis, and 
it’s exactly in that situation where the panic, the special interest 
influence in Washington will undermine it.

PAUL S. ATKINS:  Thank you.  Martin, would you like to add 
anything?

MARTIN N. BAILY:  We did have a financial crisis, and there was 
general agreement both in Congress and among the American 
people that something needed to be done to try to make the 
system safer.  There was quite a bit of cooperation between 
Democrats and Republicans moving towards a financial reform 
bill, and ideally, that could have gone through.  A bipartisan 
Dodd-Frank would have been a better bill.  For various reasons, 
that didn’t happen.  The Republicans withdrew.  The Democrats 
didn’t want certain things that the Republicans wanted, and so we 
ended up with the bill we’ve got.
	 At the Bipartisan Policy Center, our view is that we 
support Dodd-Frank, but that there are provisions that (a) have 
not yet been implemented, so there’s quite a bit of work to be 
done around the implementation; and (b) there are some things 
that maybe need to be changed to make sure that we have an 
efficient financial system that encourages growth as well as being 
safer than the one that we had.
	 The contributions made by the FDIC and by my 
colleagues at the Bipartisan Policy Center, notably Randy Guynn, 
to deal with the too-big-to-fail problem have really made a 
tremendous contribution.  This is a huge breakthrough.
	 If you think about our economy, there are many large 
corporations that, if they were to completely collapse tomorrow, 
would create a lot of disruption.  If, for example, any one of the 
major airlines, one of the big utilities, the phone company, the 
drug companies – if they were to collapse and cease operations, 
that would be very disruptive. 
	 A number of the airlines have been through bankruptcy 
and have continued to fly and continued to operate.  What was 
needed with banks was to find a way to continue their operations 
despite failure, because if their operations were to shut down, both 
if the retail banks were to close but also if the wholesale activities 
were to suddenly shut down, it would be very disruptive. If more 
than one large bank that was in trouble, then the economy would 
be threatened with going back to the Great Depression.
	 And by the way, I’d like to say the steps that were taken 
by Paulson, by Geithner and Bernanke, they were necessary at the 
time in order to avoid a more severe recession than the one we’ve 
had, while they have created some legacy of moral hazard.
	 Let’s talk about the too-big-to-fail plan that’s in place.  
The thing that it does that’s essential is that it puts the burden 
or cost of the collapse of an institution on the equity holders 
and the long-term unsecured debt holders, and you can do that 
because those folks cannot run.  The equity holders obviously are 
the owners.  They can only sell if they find someone else to sell 
to.  The long-term debt holders cannot run, because the debt is 
long term.  So the costs will fall onto those people, and that’s now 
been mandated in Dodd-Frank and is very much a part of what 
the FDIC is putting in place.  They’re saying that the equity and 
long term debt holders will bear the cost of failure.	
	 Going through the process of reorganizing a JPMorgan 
or a Citi is a very complex process.  It can be done now either 
through bankruptcy or through Title 2, but the key thing is that 
you get rid of the moral hazard by making sure the costs fall on 
the equity holders and the long-term debt holders.
	 One important result of the new failure resolution 

plan is that whatever there may have been in the way of funding 
subsidy for large banks in the past is now disappearing for the 
large banks in the United States, and we know that in part 
because Moody’s just issued today or yesterday a statement saying 
that they were removing any premium that they had on the debt 
of the large bank holding companies, because they recognized 
that those financial assets were going to have to take losses in 
the event that the bank failed.   It is now getting through to the 
markets and it’s getting through to the rating companies that we 
no longer have that ratings advantage for too-big-to-fai banks. 
	 There was a statement earlier about how banks are 
getting bigger.  One comment on this is that the banks were 
pushed into forced mergers, so we’re in a funny kind of situation 
where now the government has said, “Oh, you have to merge.  
You have to become bigger,” but now we’re turning around and 
saying, “Well, you’re too big.  Now we have to break you up.”  
	 I am concerned about some of the very small banks, the 
less-than-$2-billion banks. They are going to find it very difficult 
to operate under the regulatory burden that’s currently in Dodd-
Frank.  What we need to do is resist pressures from the far left or the 
far right, watch your wallet when those two groups are combining, 
and make sure that we create a level playing field, so that the larger 
banks can compete and the smaller banks can as well, so that we 
can let the market really decide what size banks should be.  If we do 
that, you will continue to see large banks.
	 The Business Roundtable recently released a report 
saying that their members, the large corporations, find it 
essential to work with large banks, either in their domestic 

operations or in their foreign operations.  We would be shooting 
our economy in the foot and shooting our competitiveness 
in the foot to try to break up the large banks.  That’s not 
something we need to do or something we should do. 
	 There was a point made earlier, which needs to be 
addressed.  We don’t want the long-term unsecured debt of the 
big banks to be held by other big banks.  Obviously, that would 
be a ridiculous arrangement.  We want to make sure that that 
long-term unsecured debt, which is going to take a hit, is held 
outside of the financial sector or outside of the financial sector 
that’s subject to this kind of threat of collapse.
	 It’s important to bear in mind that the key at the end 
of the day is to make sure we have an economy that works, that 
we have the funds for economy growth to fund investment.  Our 
investment level is relatively low.  It needs to go back up to create 
the jobs and get the economic growth that we’re looking for.  So 
let’s take advantage of what I think has been a breakthrough by 
the FDIC and by folks like Randy to try to find a way through 
that allow us to have large banks, have the advantages of those 
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large banks, but let the cost of potential bankruptcy or failure fall 
on the people who should bear that cost.

PAUL S. ATKINS:  Thank you. Bob?

ROBERT E. LITAN:  Let me try to make a couple of distinctions and 
then try to address the issue of what I think we ought to do about 
the too-big-to-fail problem.
	 So the first distinction has already been referred to, 
and that is between bank depositors, on the one hand, equity 
and long-term debt holders, on the other.  When we talk about 
too-big-to-fail, let’s be 100 percent clear—that in the case of the 
financial crisis, the institutions that took TARP, and so forth, their 
shareholders got wiped out.  So really what we’re talking about 
when we’re talking about “too big to fail” are the non-deposit 
debt holders, and they did get bailed out.  
	 The second distinction refers to large “nonbanks” or 
bank holding companies, which are subject to Title 2 of Dodd-
Frank.  These are institutions Randy was talking about.  They 
include large bank holding companies, AIG, Prudential, or 
GE Capital.  Title’s resolution authority was aimed at reducing 
taxpayer bailout risks for all these institutions by setting up an 
“orderly liquidation” procedure for winding them down if they 
run into severe financial trouble. 
	 A separate part of the legal landscape that is relevant to 
this discussion is the Federal Deposit Insurance  Improvement 
Act of 1991. FDICIA was enacted after the last real banking 
crisis, and addressed at banks, not holding companies. FDICIA 
has a section that says depositors will take a hit if they are not 
insured unless there are systemic consequences.  If a bank is going 
to fail, there is what’s called a “systemic risk exception,” and that’s 
been in the law now for 22 years.  So I want to get to banks, 
because that systemic risk exception is what creates too-big-to-
fail, and what we ought as a policy matter try to address is how 
to  keep to  a minimum the probability that the systemic resk 
exception will be invoked. 	
	 Let me go back to Title 2 of Dodd-Frank.  Randy was
essentially arguing that the best way to solve the too-big-to-fail  
problem for non-banks and for large financial institutions is cut 
off the head of the snake.   The single point of entry basically is 
the head, or the holding company. It’s got shareholders, and it has 
long-term debt holders. Make sure each takes a loss in the event 
part or all of the financial institution gets into trouble.  That’s what 
his proposal, building on the framework established by Title 2 of 
Dodd-Frank, is designed to do.  
	 My first reaction is to give this idea a try and see if it 
works.  A lot of people think it will, while others are more skeptical. 
We must wait for the next financial crisis to find out if shareholders 
and debt holders of troubled holding companies will be haircut, 
and if so, whether this will not trigger a wider financial panic.  
	 If regulators blink and bail out these investors when the 
time comes, there will be pressure, I predict, to move toward a 
special bankruptcy court, Chapter 14, for troubled non-banks. 
The one reason why a lot of people are skeptical the resolution 
process established by Title 2 won’t work is not just the open-
endedness that Randy talked about, but the presence of provision 
for  “liquidity assistance.” By this I mean, the ability the   Treasury 
and the FDIC have under Dodd-Frank to borrow money if they 
feel that there is a systemic risk involved, and they can give the 
money to this institution that’s in trouble.  Then basically, the law 
says that the people who benefit from it are somehow supposed to 
pay it back, and if they don’t pay it back, the Treasury will assess 
all other large non-bank financial institutions, and then they’ll 
pay the Treasury back.
	 Now, the good part about all this is at least taxpayers 

don’t get hit.  The bad part is that you still have moral hazard, 
because there’s another group of people who are going to pay 
for losses.  But I’d say putting that aside—and that is a non-
trivial risk—I still take the view that we should be willing to see 
if regulators have the guts to actually go ahead and go through 
with the haircuts the way the new law envisions.  Randy’s scheme 
maximizes the probability that they will, because the single point 
of entry is designed to assure that the people underneath can still 
operate.  
	 Now let me return to the issue of failing banks and 
the systemic risk exception.  When you invoke the systemic risk 
exception, it means all the uninsured depositors are protected 
against loss. Take Citigroup or JPMorgan or any of the other big 
banks.  Most of their deposits are technically uninsured, and so 
it’s in the law that nonetheless the holders of these deposits can be  
protected 100 cents on the dollar, if their bank fails. That’s moral 
hazard.  That’s too-big-to-fail.
	 So what can policy do to keep the probability of these 
too-big-to-fail scenarios to a minimum?  I see three options.  
Number one, you can break up the big banks.  Number two, 
you require these banks to have a lot of capital. Or number three, 
the authorities can much more clearly indicate that at least some 
creditors will not be bailed out without entailing systemic risk.  
Let me take these in order.

	

Martin has already addressed some of the problems with 
breaking up the banks. I’m going to add some more.  One reason 
is that if the U.S. broke up its large banks and other countries 
did not, we might be disadvantaging our financial industry and 
potentially some of its customers in the global marketplace.  A 
second problem arises from the prospect of having 20 medium 
sized banks, each with $100-200 billion in assets, instead of 
five very large ones.  In that world, what makes one think that 
a run on one or two of the twenty might not trigger runs on 
the others.  Policy makers certainly would have that fear, and 
if they then bailed out all uninsured depositors at all of the 
twenty, what will have been gained from the breakup?

The final point I’ll make about the breakup option is 
that I get very nervous when people confidently say they know 
at what size economies of scale are exhausted.  The authors of 
the Brown-Vitter bill, for example, implicitly claim that the 
line is at $500 billion in assets.  But do they or anyone else 
really know that for sure?  Do you trust the Congress to pick 
the right number?  I don’t, and by the way, even if by some 
magic they pick the right number today, is it going to be the 
right number tomorrow or in 10 years or in 15 years, or if we 
index it to inflation?  You get my drift.  I just do not believe 
there is any principled way of picking a particular asset size, 

Randall D. Guynn



Journal of Consumer & Commercial Law 105

and then saying, you can’t be bigger than that.	
What higher capital standards, the second option?  

Well, if you watched Janet Yellen yesterday and her testimony, she 
was asked about too-big-to-fail, and her answer basically was that 
we’ve raised capital standards since the financial crisis, and we’re 
doing a good job, and too-big-to-fail is less likely in the banks.  
She’s right.
	 I would only add that policy makers should raise capital 
standards a little more than what they’re already planning to 
do.  Tim points out the studies showing that the large banks 
have a funding advantage of 20 to 80 basis points. Bloomberg 
Government went through a simulation exercise, and we asked 
ourselves how much additional capital would be required among 
the top banks to offset this funding advantage.  We estimated 
that if all the big banks were required to have an additional 2 
percentage points of risk-based capital, it would solve the problem, 
and would eliminate the funding advantage.  So it doesn’t get you 
to 15 percent capital on an un-weighted basis.  Two percentage 
extra points on the risk-adjusted measure maybe takes you from 6 
percent to 8 percent on an un-weighted basis.
	 If you’re not happy with that and you want more 
capital, then I have an answer for you.  I’m a big fan of what’s 
called “contingent capital.” The idea behind contingent capital 
is that banks be required to issue a certain amount of unsecured 
long-term debt that automatically converts into equity upon 
some well-defined bank-like regulatory intervention or if 
the market value of the bank (if publicly owned) falls below 
a certain threshold.  So if you are worried about the long-
term bondholders getting bailed out, the simple thing with 
contingent capital is they get bailed in.  They get their debt and 
convert it into equity.  They are put at risk.
	 By the way, that’s what happens in a lot of bankruptcy 
proceedings. The debt of the bankrupt company gets converted to 
equity.  So if you are really worried that 8 percent is not enough, 
add another couple points of contingent capital, and that should 
be enough.  To be sure there is a bailout risk even with contigent 
capital.  But I think that risk is dramatically lower than what we 
have now.
	  One thing I think the FDIC should do that it has 
not done is just issue a statement that simply says, henceforth, 
“we are not going to protect unsecured long-term debt holders.” 
There will still be the systemic risk exception, which we hope 
regulators won’t have to invoke, but they could very clearly state 
that, “If you’re not a depositor and you’re a creditor of a bank, 
you’re at risk.  We’re not going to pay you off.”  And Tim may 
say that’s not a credible promise, but I would say that as long 
as you’ve got the other things in place—hard capital, contingent 
capital, and so forth—the chances that they’ll ever be called on 
this are substantially reduced from what they are now. So I think 
it’s worth having that statement on the record that people aren’t 
going to get bailed out.
	 My final point, the rating agency yesterday, Moody’s—
and I predict S&P is going to follow—has already downgraded the 
debt of the large bank holding companies, because it believes, even 
without this FDIC statement, that the probability of a bailout is 
a lot lower than what it used to be.  The market is working.  The 
market is saying, hey, these guys are probably at risk.
	 So the bottom line is too-big-to-fail is a real problem.  
We’re moving to address it.  We could probably do a little more.

TIMOTHY P. CARNEY:  I agree with Bob in not trusting our 
political process to pick the right level, that’s a good instinct, 
but sometimes the alternative is trusting our regulators to be 
very smart.  When people talk about smart regulations, they 
say, “Well, we need to weigh this sort of capital this way and 

classify this, this way,” and a lot of times, I think maybe what we 
need instead of smart regulations are dumb regulations; in other 
words, blunt hard rules. 	
	 That is the only way, especially in the instance of a panic 
and a crisis, to prevent the banks from seeing this set of regulations 
as a roadmap to doing whatever they want to do.  That was always 
what the Enron guy said:  The more complicated the rules, the 

more fun it was for them to figure out how to get from where they 
are to what they want to do, regardless of the rules, whether the 
rules said not to do it.  You create these complicated rules about 
who is allowed to hold your long-term credit and they’ll use a 
holding company through some other operation.  
	 So if you have a role that says, all right, maybe the only 
way to prevent these guys from getting bailed out is to say you lose 
your access to FDIC or Fed lending window above a certain level.
Yeah, that’s going to be a little bit arbitrary, but maybe arbitrary 
and clear-cut is better than sort of complex, precise, and infinitely 
game-able.
	 Just a last update on Moody’s.  It is true, when I saw 
the Moody’s Credit Report come out this morning when I woke 
up, I was really hoping that it wasn’t going to say what it ended 
up saying, because frankly, if this is true, if the creditors for the 
holding companies won’t get any government support.  If the 
market starts to reflect that, if the funding advantage disappears, 
then that does take away a lot of the argument, that does indicate 
that what these guys are doing is working.  But I would wait till 
the market shows—until the credit market shows that and not 
just trust Moody’s and S&P, because trusting Moody’s and S&P 
has gotten us in trouble before.

MARTIN N. BAILY:  But it is showing it.  The market is showing that 
the interest rates that these banks are paying have moved up.

TIMOTHY P. CARNEY:  Yes.

MARTIN N. BAILY:  So the markets are responding.  

TIMOTHY P. CARNEY:  That’s exactly right.  But until the markets 
show that there isn’t a funding advantage, we still know that we 
have government-subsidized big banks, and the subsidy is based 
on the assumption by creditors that there is going to be a bailout.  
And that assumption itself ends up being self-fulfilling.  So if we 
get that subsidy, that funding advantage down to zero, and if the 

people lending money to the banks are operating as if they’re not 
going to get bailed out, that itself would be a big advantage.  Until 
that’s the point, I think we have to worry about the fact that these 
guys’ size is itself a reason to invest in it, not because of economies 
of scale entirely, but in part because of political advantage.

One thing I think the 
FDIC should do that it 
has not done, I think it 

should just issue a statement 
that simply says, henceforth, 
“we are not going to protect 
unsecured long-term debt 
holders.”
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PAUL S. ATKINS:  We have a microphone in the back, and so I 
invite you all, if you have questions, to please step up, and we 
will work you into the conversation here. I want to call on our 
first questioner.

JOHN MCGINNIS:  I’m John McGinnis.  I’m a constitutional law 
professor, and so I come from this very far away.  I just want to 
ask sort of a conceptual question, I guess, to Randall Guynn.  Is 
this the second-best solution?  Given that we’re going to have 
incentives to—or the government will bail people out, would 
a better situation be a constitutional amendment saying no 
bailouts, no deposit insurance? 
	 I ask that question to try to give this conceptual issue, 
which is: if your idea is so great, presumably people are worried 
about contagion, people would invest, and we’d see if that’s the 
way to do it.  But one of the advantages is the market comes up 
with all sorts of solutions that I’m not confident regulators or 
even any individual can figure out.
	 So my question is wouldn’t that be—maybe we can’t get 
there, but a better solution than yours is a solution only in this 
very second-best world.

RANDALL D. GUYNN:  Well, I’m actually skeptical about the 
effectiveness of mandates, whether they are in a statute or even a 
Constitution.  I think at the founding of this country, there was 
a belief that we had an Enumerated Powers Doctrine that the 
Federal Government only had those powers that were enumerated 
in the Constitution. We have seen that those who were skeptical 
of that turned out to be more prescient than those who defended 
it.  And we saw that even as early as the first presidency when 
there was a big debate about whether Congress had power to 
set up the First Bank of the United States.  Jefferson wrote an 
opinion as the Attorney General, or maybe the Secretary of State.  
I can’t remember which, but there were two opinions saying this 
was unconstitutional, and then Hamilton made his argument, 
and George Washington signed that bill.
	 So I guess I’m a little bit skeptical of that, because when 
the public and leaders see a real dilemma and a policy problem 
where people are going to lose a lot of money, where they’re going 
to lose just a lot of real problems in the economy, they will come 
up with creative ways to get around that problem. 
	 That is why I think the only real viable solution is not 
a mandate.  It’s not even everybody getting together and having 
pledges to each other to pledge their allegiance to the free market.  
Instead, it’s to actually have a viable solution that will actually 
work in the real world and will eliminate these incentives, which 
I think do exist, to bail out institutions.  And that’s the real key is 
finding something that works practically, so that the incentives of 
the policymakers line up with not bailing out institutions.

MARTIN N. BAILY:  I would just add that financial instability and 
the collapse of banks is something that well pre-dates deposit 
insurance of many of these other provisions.  I am a big believer 
in free markets, but there is a tendency of such markets to be 
unstable at times, and we need the institutions to make sure that 
that instability is limited.

BERT ELY:  Bert Ely, a banking consultant and member of the 
Financial Services Executive Committee.
	 A question for Tim that others might want to jump in 
on.  You repeated the assertion that’s been made by many that the 
so-called “too-big-to-fail banks” are getting this huge subsidy, by 
virtue of their size, and supposedly to be bailed out.  I’ve looked 
at this question closely, and I’ve asked this question, for which I 
haven’t been able to get an answer.  If the big banks are getting 

this huge subsidy, who ultimately benefits from it?  Is it the 
shareholders of these big banks?  Is it the executives or somebody 
else?  Put it another way, if you can’t identify who the ultimate 
beneficiaries of the subsidy are, is in fact there really a too-big-to-
fail or too-big bank subsidy?
	 If I could make another point with regard to contingent 
capital, I think Bob talked about, how does contingent capital 
differ from convertible preferred or convertible debt?  Isn’t that 
essentially the same thing, except that you have an additional 
basis on which a conversion would take place?

ROBERT E. LITAN:  I’ll just very quickly answer that.  Yes, it is 
convertible, except there is a provision in it that basically says 
the conversion happens automatically whether regulatory 
intervention or upon some determination, the capital isn’t there 
or something like that. But you’re right,  it’s a convertible security.  

BERT ELY:  I’m interested in Tim’s answer on the subsidy question.  
Who gets it?

TIMOTHY P. CARNEY:  I would think that if you start by thinking 
about the institution before we get down to the individuals; 
the institution’s ability to get capital at lower cost than smaller 
competitors ends up tilting—sending more capital to the too-big-
to-fail ones than would go there without the subsidy.  Assuming 
that banks are good at turning capital into profits, the shareholders 
of those big guys are going to make a profit.  But also, I just think 
you can call it a subsidy without pointing to specific beneficiaries 
just because, again, you know that they are going to get a bigger 
slice of the economy than they would without this presumption 
that they are going to get bailed out.

PAUL S. ATKINS:  Well, one thing just to throw in: The shareholders 
and others—customers of the banks—get it, but of course, any 
subsidy is a distortion of the marketplace, and so consumers 
overall  and taxpayers ultimately pay.

NICK CHIDIAC:  Nick Chidiac.  I’m President of the George 
Washington Chapter.
	 Talking about risk-weighted capital, in terms of these 
different rules, you have a sense of creating some uniformity 
through the system, which then means that our failures end up 
being all the banks sort of fail in the same way.  How can we, 
in building these regulatory structures, prevent ourselves from 
falling into that trap where even if we get a little more time before 
the next crisis ends up being more cataclysmic because all the 
banks are, because of the regulatory structures, failing in exactly 
the same way at the same time?

RANDALL D. GUYNN:  That’s a really good question, I just want to 
say, and I’m not sure there is a really good answer to it.
	 But the fact is as long as we find maturity transformation 
to actually be a social good, which I think people have come to 
believe that it is, where all of us can make—we have very good 
liquid sources of making our payments and we also have sources 
to get long-term credit, there is always going to be a certain 
correlation in the failures of waves of banks.  And the only way 
that we can try to reduce that is to have the right level of capital.
	 I think Bob is right that there may be a case for having—
well, certainly, there’s a case for having more than what existed 
during the financial—or preceding the financial crisis.  I am also 
with him, I think that the Brown-Vitter level of 15 percent leverage 
is excessive, and we would pay for it in terms of having less credit 
available.  I think he raised a good point that if we have rules, they 
will tend to encourage people to invest in the same ways, and if the 
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banks or even the shadow banks sort of have very similar assets 
on their balance sheets, if there is a common shot that affects the 
value of one, it’s going to affect the value at least in a certain way 
of everybody to the extent they mimic.  So you’d like to see a lot 
more diversity and less mimicry among the financial institutions, 
but I think their behavior—the reason it’s a hard problem is it’s so 
much—anybody that’s competing in the economy tends to look 
over who they think is their good competitor and say, “They must 
be making money.  I better do the same thing and make money the 
same way,” and so there is sort of a bias in favor of mimicry, which 
creates these correlations of failures.

TIMOTHY P. CARNEY:  I just want to quickly add on sort of reserve 
requirements, just in case anybody out there is libertarian, 
worried about capital requirements, reserve requirements, why 
are we placing these rules on the banks?
	 There’s a point at which the laissez-faire arguments just 
don’t apply, and when the taxpayers are the insurer of the banks, 
which we are in multiple ways, including implicit bailouts, then 
we absolutely have the right—the government absolutely has the 
right to set these sort of standards.  Say just like the insurer of 
your company can set up standards on how much risk you take 
in your company, and the question of figuring out where to put 
that level is obviously incredibly difficult.

MARTIN N. BAILY: Can I just comment on your point?  Your point 
is that institutions tend to do the same thing, and I think that’s a 
reason—and Bob alluded to it—why just breaking up the banks 
won’t necessarily help you, because if you break a large bank into 
20 smaller banks, they may end up all buying bad real estate 
assets, just as big, medium-sized, and small banks in the last crisis 
all bought a lot of bad real estate assets.  
	 Dodd-Frank tried to address the point you raise by 
creating the FSOC, the Financial Stability Oversight Council, 
and the Office of Financial Research to provide more data.  I 
think transparency is important, that we should have access to 
data when we have the crisis.  The Federal Reserve, in many cases, 
didn’t know what was going on inside a lot of these institutions.  
Now I think we would have greater information.
	 I wish I could say I’m more enthusiastic.  I wish I would 
be more enthusiastic about how the FSOC and the OFR are 
working at the moment.  I’m not so enthusiastic, but that was 
the effort that was made in Dodd-Frank.

PAUL S. ATKINS:  I think just one more point to your question: 
When you look at the stress testing— and how the Fed and other 
bank regulators are basically forcing all the banks to go down the 
same road and put them in the same type of risk-management 
mode—I think your question about the lemming-like result is 
really troubling, when we look at facing the next economic crisis.  
I don’t have any real confidence that the regulators are going to 
be able to see above the hills to the future.

ANDY RADLEY:  Yes.  Andy Radley from Minneapolis, Minnesota.
	 It seems to me the issue is not shareholders and 
long-term debt holders at the holding company level, but the 
counterparties.  We sort of decided to prevent runs on banks.  
We instituted deposit insurance, and it’s more or less worked in 
allowing for some intermediate maturity, whatever you called it, 
turning short-term assets into long-term assets.  The too-big-to-
fail financial institutions are not financed primarily or in large 
part through them, in addition to depositors, counterparties, 
some of who are explicitly sort of making credit transactions, but 
others of whom are just doing business.  And the question is 
what protection you give counterparties, and if you don’t give 

protection to counterparties, there will still be runs on banks and 
all the issues?  So it seems to me the real issue is what you do with 
counterparties?

RANDALL D. GUYNN:  Counterparties are supposed to monitor the 
system. 

ANDY RADLEY:  As were depositors way back when, but is that 
realistic, do you believe, or should there be a variety of transactions 
that people can do without having to be sort of credit analysts?

RANDALL D. GUYNN:  I think that’s where the distinction between 
long-term and short-term credit comes in.  I think it’s the reason we 
have deposit insurance and it’s justified to the extent it does what 
it does, and essentially, people sort of accept it as though deposit 
insurance doesn’t create moral hazard, this other stuff does.

But in fact, one of the criticisms of deposit insurance in 
the 1930s was it was going to create moral hazard, and it probably 
does create moral hazard, but we’ve decided that the amount of 
the benefits that we get from it offset the moral hazard that it 
creates.  And the reason we sort of tolerate deposit insurance and 
counterparty protection with short-term credit is there’s really 
nothing we can do about it.  When there is a bank panic—and we 
saw this throughout the 19th century, we see it now—we really 
are kind of stuck.  We’ve got to figure out a way not to have losses 
be borne by the short-term creditors, not because they deserve 
to be protected in any way but because they can run.  And so if 
they can run, we’ve got a big problem we’ve got to solve, and so 
we end up findings ways, deposit insurance and others, to sort 
of reduce their incentives to run, because run means the system 
melts down.
	 In contrast, if we have counterparties that are actually 
shareholders and long-term credits, they can’t run, and so I think 
the problem that we’ve had so far is we haven’t made it crystal 
clear that in fact we’re going to allocate the losses, because we 
can, to that portion of the private sector investors who can’t run.  
Those happen to be the shareholders and the long-term creditors, 
and that’s actually what we’re making very explicit or trying to 
make explicit in things like the single point of entry or other sort 
of solutions here is instead of saying we’re going to decide at the 
last minute, “Oh, my goodness, we’re going to save the short-term 
creditors, and we’re going to put the losses on long term,” we’re 
going to say in advance, because that way the market can actually 
price it.  That means that, quite rightly so, people will be paying 
more for long-term debt, and people would be getting more 
return, so that it matches with the risk that they’re taking.  And it 
may actually be the short-term debt will cost less and short-term 
creditors will pay less and they’ll get compensated less because 
they have bargained for the right to run, so to speak, and the 

One of the criticisms of 
deposit insurance in the 
1930s was it was going 

to create moral hazard, and 
it probably does create moral 
hazard, but we’ve decided that 
the amount of the benefits that 
we get from it offset the moral 
hazard that it creates.
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others have not.  Essentially, it’s a premium for the right to run 
and/or the reality that you can run or something.
	 I think the key here is to make it crystal clear what 
the rules are in advance and sort of adjust either by structural 
subordination or legal subordination to make it clear who is 
bearing those risks and who is not, and then the market hopefully 
will price that in and will price out any kind of subsidy.

J.W. VERRET: J.W. Verret.  I’m the Chief Economist at House 
Financial Services on leave from George Mason.  
	 So I want to push back on the observation that long-
term unsecured debt is an effective subspecies of contingent 
capital, and particularly, I find very intellectually interesting, the 
Calomiris proposal for market-triggered contingent capital.  It 
seems to me that method is far superior to the contingent nature 
of long-term unsecured debt and even superior to the contingent 
capital approach that the Swiss have taken that uses regulatory 
accounting-based capital, which is quite a lag. But it seems to me 
the Calomiris proposal is the optimal sort of approach to use a 
contingent capital notion, particularly just because it comes into 
play so much earlier in a time period of unhealthy for a bank.  It’s 
like going to the doctor on the first day you have a cold rather than 
the seventh day that you have a cold and sort of calling his bluff 
on whether he’s going to give you extra medicine or something 
like that.  So it seems to me, there’s a lot to be said for that notion, 
but regrettably, it seems that the Fed has, despite OFR’s studies 
on contingent capital that were initially very positive and some 
statements from Yellen that I think were very positive on the 
notion of contingent capital, Tarullo seems to have dismissed that 
sort of out of hand.  And so that notion has sort of been dropped, 
and it seems to me that one way to do it would be in the long-
term unsecured debt requirement, permit some banks to issue 
this market-triggered contingent capital, others—you know, as a 
way to signal that we have faith in our stockholders and in the 
strength of our stock price, and others maybe wouldn’t.  And it 
seems to me, that would be a great sort of signaling approach, and 
regrettably, I anticipate it probably won’t be part of the long-term 
unsecured debt discussion.
	 But I wonder if folks have general observation about the 
Calomiris proposal and finding some sort of path for it, because 
I know there’s a tax deductibility obstacle, obviously, which begs 
for a solution, I think.  But it seems to be a very interesting idea, 
and I would be interested to hear anyone’s comment.

ROBERT E. LITAN:  Okay.  So I know this proposal very well, because 
I had talked to Charlie about it when he was writing about it.  Just 
to be correct, he wrote it with Dick Herring also.

J.W. VERRET: Right, absolutely.

ROBERT E. LITAN:  So I think it should be called the “Calomiris-
Herring proposal.” And for those of you who don’t know what 
this is, I mean, I didn’t get into the weeds when I talked about the 
contingent capital, but there are two ways you can trigger this.  
One is you can trigger it upon some regulatory intervention, and 
the problem with that is that the regulators are too late. So that’s 
a problem.
	 So what Charlie and Dick have said is what they’re going 
to do is look at a 90-day moving average, I believe, if I recall this 
right, of essentially the spread, I think, of what they’re paying 
on the debt versus a Treasury bill or whatever or same maturity.  
If that spread gets too high on a 90-day basis, there will be an 
automatic trigger of the debt into equity.  And the reason why 
they go back 90 days is they want to eliminate the false positive 
problem, that there is going to be a panic on one or two days, and 

then all of a sudden, you’ve got a spike.  And then you throw the 
whole bank into this—

J.W. VERRET:  And you minimize the manipulation.

ROBERT E. LITAN:  Yes.  There is a danger of manipulation and all 
that, and so they say we’ll smooth it out if we do a 90-day average. 
I agree with you.  I think it’s a very clever idea, and I cannot give a 
good explanation of why it hasn’t gone anywhere in the regulatory 
area.
	 I can tell you why it probably hasn’t gone anywhere in 
the financial area, and that is that no financial institution will see 
it in its own interest to be first.  And they’re very worried about 
the marketability of it, it’s new and so forth, and I think, frankly, 
the only way you’re ever going to get it used is if it’s mandated 
like a subordinated debt requirement.  I can’t tell you why the 
regulators haven’t embraced it yet, and I wish there was somebody 
else here who would tell me that.

RANDALL D. GUYNN:  So let me address that a little bit.  In fact, a couple 
of years ago we tended to refer to these as “COCOs,” because we 
always have little labels for things.  Instead of contingent capital, 
COCOs are contingent convertible capital securities.  There was 
this huge wave of interest.  All of the financial institution group 
bankers, the so-called “FIG bankers,” all over Wall Street, our 
phone was ringing off the hook, let’s try to design this stuff, new 
product, we have no business, let’s get some business, we can start 
getting people to issue these COCOs.  And there have been some 
COCOs that have been issued in Europe, more in Switzerland 
and elsewhere.  The problem is it’s sadly turned out to be sort of 
an ivory-tower idea rather than one that actually works in the real 
world.
	 And here is why, and Bob actually hit on it right.  It 
all comes down to what the trigger is and, what J.W. says, what 
the tax treatment is.  If the trigger is late, in other words, it’s 
like a regulatory discretion or it’s at the point of non-viability—
there was a big pitch about having COCOs that trigger at 
the point of non-viability.  Well, it’s too late.  In fact, the 
COCOs become death-spiral bonds.  We saw that in Japan 
in the early 1990s.  In fact, they tend to precipitate problems. 
In Switzerland, they have what are called “high trigger” and 
“low trigger,” high trigger meaning early, low trigger meaning 
too late, basically.  So I’m not sure why you bother issuing it. 
	 The problem with the high trigger or early trigger 
COCOs, at least in this country—and this is different in Europe—
is if you talk to the tax lawyers—and it’s funny, because you have 
articles by Professor Coffee and others who say, “This will work.  
I talked to my tax professors, and they say this is tax deductible, 
the interest payments on the COCOs,” and when I say, “Well, 
gee, the tax partners at Davis Polk say it’s not tax deductible,” and 
then Professor Coffee said, “Well, my tax professors are actually 
former Davis Polk tax associates,” my answer is “And there’s a 
good reason why they’re former David Polk associates.”

RANDALL D. GUYNN:  In any event, the consensus among practicing 
tax lawyers is you can’t actually deduct it.  Because they convert it 
into common equity, that is perpetual securities, and so the IRS 
just won’t treat those as debt for purposes of deductibility, unless 
we change the law.

ROBERT E. LITAN:  Change the law.

RANDALL D. GUYNN:  And that’s the argument.  One could say this 
is useful enough; we should change the law.  
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J.W. VETTER:  What I’ve heard at least is it’s something that could 
be solved through IRS guidance.  So if one bureaucrat of the IRS 
stands in the way of a sincere solution to too-big-to-fail, it just 
seems like such a shame.

RANDALL D. GUYNN:  So it’s interesting, because then you have the 
other problem which is pricing. But actually, if you addressed 
the tax issue, it might address it, because the pricing is unless 
your mandate was so strong to say you must issue contingent 
convert and you are not allowed to issue common stock, which 
of course seems irrational, then in fact, when you have really 
early COCOs—and let’s set aside the tax benefit—the economic 
incentive is basically you look at the pricing for the issuer, and 
they say there is not a material difference between issuing early 
trigger COCOs and common stock, so I prefer to issue common 
stock in that case.

ROBERT E. LITAN: I’ll solve that problem for you.  I’ll just require 
that you at least have a layer of 2 percent of assets of COCOs.  
Period.  Independent of everything else.  You got to meet the 
capital requirements.  I just want you to have an additional layer 
of 2 percent.  Period.  End of subject.

RANDALL D. GUYNN:  I am open to that, but I would like to see 
what the—I’m not quite persuaded that that’s actually better than 
having 2 percent more of common equity.  I’m not sure what 
you’ve gained from that.

MARTIN N. BAILY:  Exactly.

RANDALL D. GUYNN:  Exactly.

ROBERT E. LITAN:  Well, if it’s tax deductible, it’s better because it’s 
cheaper for the bank.

RANDALL D. GUYNN:  Right.  So that’s why I’m saying if you believe 
that we can only sort of get 9 percent common equity, but we’d 
really like to have 10, and we’d like to get that other 2 in COCOs, 
and by having tax deductibility, we’ll voluntarily get that extra 2, 
that might actually be a reason for making it tax deductible.

ROBERT E. LITAN:  Right.

RANDALL D. GUYNN:  I actually think the only COCOs that make 
sense are the ones Bob is talking about, but you just have those 
market issues and the tax issues that are sort of getting in the way 
of them.

PAUL S. ATKINS:  Thanks.  Next. 

SAM BOWMAN: I am Sam Bowman. I’m with the Adam Smith 
Institute in London.	
	 What does the panel make of the argument made by 
market monetarists like Scott Sumner and David Beckworth 
that the focus on the too-big-to-fail problem really misses the 
forest and focuses on the trees?  And that if there is a Fed that 
was committed to maintaining normal GDP and preventing 
normal GDP from dipping after bank failures, the systemic 
problem would be much lower.  Bank failures would be much 
less frequent, and ultimately, the big-bank failures would be 
much less important for the wider economy.

ROBERT E. LITAN:  I think what he’s asking —you know Scott 
Sumner’s point about nominal GDP targeting.  He is saying 
if you had nominal GDP targeting and you stuck to that and 

everybody was confident that the Fed would achieve a nominal 
GDP target, we wouldn’t have these problems with bank failures, 
so end of problem.  He is asking, is that the way to solve the too-
big-to-fail problem?

MARTIN N. BAILY:  Well, John Taylor, who is a good economist and 
a friend of mine, believes that it was pretty much all the result 
of Fed policy, and if they had just followed the Taylor rule, then 
we wouldn’t have had the financial crisis.  But I think he’s in 
the minority, and I don’t agree with him.  This was a crisis that 
was brewed by a lot of factors—bad government policy, over-
borrowing by households, and market failure in the financial 
sector.  So just having a different Fed policy would not protect us 
against financial crises.

ROBERT E. LITAN:  And I’ll just add to that.  First, the nominal 
GDP targeting is forward-looking.  So if the losses hit today 
and wiped out the banks, you’re screwed.  The Fed can try to 
achieve a nominal GDP target, but just think about 2008 
when nominal GDP fell enormously.  It takes a heavy lift to 
get it back up.  In the meantime, the banks have already failed. 
	 The knowledge that the Fed is going to always maintain a 
nominal GDP target, would that have prevented all this subprime 
lending and all the other things that went wrong?  No.  It wouldn’t 
have.  I mean, there were other things.

SAM BOWMAN:  But the argument is that even with bank failures—
the first point is that lots and lots of the banks that failed didn’t 
fail because of the initial subprime mortgage mess.  It was because 
of other developers that lost money when the economy dipped in 
the secondary.

ROBERT E. LITAN:  Okay, there’s truth to that.  The big failures didn’t 
happen at the beginning for that reason.

SAM BOWMAN:  But then the second point is that is under 
a stable, normal GDP regime, would bank failures matter 
macroeconomically?

PAUL S. ATKINS:  I think we’ve seen the stable GDP—

MARTIN N. BAILY:  On the Fed policy in this recession, the Fed is 
doing everything it can to get faster GDP growth, and it’s pushing 
on a string.  So, no, I don’t think that would work, but it’s a good 
issue.

PAUL S. ATKINS:  I think maybe some of those folks might want 
to be on the Fed, which may be why they’re ascribing so much 
foresight and power to the Fed.  I think it’s a bit farfetched.
	 One last thing, I wanted to, real quick, put this to the 
panel because of the constitutional lawsuits concerning Dodd-
Frank.   Title 2 gives a lot of authority to the various financial 
regulators, and so I guess that presupposes two things.  One is 
that they’ll use it wisely, if the tools are used properly, and two, it 
ascribes a lot of knowledge to the FDIC, which has been good at 
handling just one-off, relatively small bank failures in the past.  But 
as we saw in 2008, we had a whole bunch of failures all at once.  
Do you all have any confidence that, first, the bank regulators will 
be able to live within the ambit of their Title 2  authority, and 
then, second, have the competence to do it?

MARTIN N. BAILY:  I was a little dismayed when they said that the 
FDIC was going to be the authority administering Title 2, but 
I would say that they have stepped up to the plate in a way that 
surprised me, both in terms of beefing up the personnel that 
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they have that would be able to do this and then coming up 
with this single point of entry approach.  So they have surprised 
me on that.	
	 Am I confident that 20 years from now they won’t use 
their discretion in a way that we might not like?  Well, that is an 
issue.  If they could have clear statements of what their policy 
would be under different circumstances, if we could make the 
bankruptcy proceeding really feasible, a Chapter 14 bankruptcy, 
then that might speak to the issue you’re concerned about of 
excessive discretion.

RANDALL D. GUYNN:  I think that actually is a legitimate concern 
that you raise, Paul, because Title 2 does give a lot of discretion.  
Frankly, I’d like to see some of that discretion channeled and 
limited, at least by a policy statement, which the FDIC has said 
they are going to issue sometime in the near future that would sort 
of outline how they’re going to use it.  That is not as binding as a 
statute, but at least if it’s public and on the record, it’s somewhat 
binding.
	 I also have no idea whether the policy statement will 
actually be in binding language or be in weasel-y language.  I 
don’t know whether it will actually have things in it that actually 
substantively—are stabilizing versus destabilizing.  We will have 
to just wait and see and sort of comment on it whenever it comes 
out, but that would be good.
	 But you’re right.  What you’d really like to see ideally 
is you’d like to see Title 2 be more rules-based and maybe have 
things that are more binding, so that there’s more predictability.  
That’s hard to do.  I can see some of the value of giving some 
discretion. But you’re right,  the problem is if you have too 
much discretion, you always worry about who is the person 
using the tool.
	 The one way in which I’ve compared this in the past 
is Title 2 is sort of like a power saw.  It’s much more effective 

There will be cronyism.  
There will be corruption.  
There will be abuse of 

power.  There will be stupidity, 
and this plan may be too 
intricate and delicate to work 
when we’re actually in a crisis.

than a handsaw.  You can do a lot more in terms of building 
furniture and things; however, in the hands of a non-expert, it 
can do amazing damage.  So we need to make sure that either the 
people using the power saw at the FDIC are experts, or we need to 
make sure that they are constrained by rules that make sure that 
that power saw gets channeled in a way that it doesn’t do damage.

TIMOTHY P. CARNEY:  I like the look of this plan.  I hope that 
Randy’s plan—when the stuff hits the wall, I’m going to be 
saying, “This is what we ought to be doing.”  I also think that the 
political pressures, the wisdom of the regulators, all that stuff, it’s 
just the history of our government is not one that makes me have 
confidence that they will conduct things in such a way.  There will 
be cronyism.  There will be corruption.  There will be an abuse of 
power.  There will be stupidity, and this plan may be too intricate 
and delicate to work when we’re actually in a crisis.

PAUL S. ATKINS:  So  with  that,  we will  have to  leave  it to J.W. 
and his colleagues on the Hill to work this out and the courts 
to review Title 2. 
	
Thank you all very much for your attention.


