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Deloney: Push lawmakers on changes to debit cards
Big banks hurt retailers, restaurants, consumers with their inflated fees
There's a well-financed move afoot - orchestrated by big banks and credit card companies - to derail needed reforms slated to take effect this summer that would give small businesses and beleaguered consumers a break on debit card fees. Sen. Debbie Stabenow, D-Lansing, should help ensure that this important reform goes into effect July 21. 
The issue is so-called interchange or swipe fees, which banks charge each time a person swipes a debit card at a local business. That happens more than 37 billion times a year as consumers increasingly rely on plastic to conduct everyday transactions.
To say there is big money at stake here is an understatement. According to the Federal Reserve, banks collected $16.2 billion from retailers in debit and prepaid card swipe fees in 2009. The average debit card transaction costs only about 4 cents to process, yet big banks and MasterCard and Visa - which have cornered 80 percent of the market - are gouging us with fees 10 times that amount, or an average 44 cents per transaction.
Looking to bring fairness to the system, Congress last year passed and President Barack Obama signed the Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act to put the brakes on sky-high debit card fees charged by big banks. The new rule says the fee has to be "reasonable and proportional" to the actual cost. Federal regulators recommended a 12-cent-per-transaction fee maximum.
The act also carved out a fair and sensible exemption from the rules for smaller banks, leaving them at liberty to charge higher rates if they choose, to ensure their members receive top-flight service such as free checking. This exemption would give a break to 99 percent of the country's community banks and credit unions.
But Wall Street banks and their allies in Congress are now talking about delaying the July 21 start date of the reform for as long as two years. Guess what a delay would mean? Merchants get saddled with $1 billion a month in added costs. It would rob the country of the yearly potential of 95,000 new jobs nationwide.
Small business owners have watched helplessly as swipe fees have mushroomed by 300 percent over the last decade. And when a local merchant gets socked with higher fees, the cost is passed along to the consumer through higher prices. That's Economics 101.
One small, independent restaurateur recently told me he can negotiate with all of his providers except credit card companies. He's willing to accept increased costs when they are reasonable and necessary, and when he has the ability to seek other options. But the credit card companies don't operate under such reasonable guidelines. They indiscriminately hike prices to inappropriate levels and restaurateurs have no alternatives.
Michigan members of Congress must resist cozying up to big banks and instead stand up for consumers and small business owners who comprise the backbone of our economy. They should ensure caps on debit card fees go into effect this summer.  
