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{;‘la. Firm Helps Merchants Lower Credit Card
ees
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SUSAN SALISBURY, The Palm Beach Post
WEST PALM BEACH, Fla. (AP} — Hidden credit card fees called "interchange fees” cost
consumers as much as $2 for every $100 they spend.

The credit card companies and their banks charge merchants the fees, sometimes called
"swipe fees” every time a credit or debit card is used. Like every other cost of doing
business, the fees, averaging about 2 percent, are reflected in the price of goods and
semnices.

While Congress considers reform of merchant fees with HR 2382, the Credit Card
Interchange Fees Act of 2009, introduced in May, merchants are doing what they can to fight
back.

Jean Ehrbar, owner of Wholesale Verticals on Georgia Avenue in West Palm Beach for 29
years, wanted to do something to lower the fees that cost her as much as several hundred
dollars a month. But as a busy business owner, she didn't have the time to tackle it, couldnt
decipher the complex processing agreements and didn't know where to begin.

Then she heard about Robert Livingstone, president of West Palm Beach-based Palm
Beach Merchant Senvices, which deals directly with credit card processors on behalf of
businesses. Livingstone, 24, who previously worked as a processing company
representative, founded the company in January. Processors are essentially the brokers
between the credit card companies and the individual merchant, Livingstone said.
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"Processing fees are one of the most painful things for a business. Home Depot called it
ane of their five largest expenses, and 7-Eleven has said it is paying more in processing
fees than it's making in profit,” Livingstone said.
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With more than 150 rates of interchange and terms that are unfamiliar to most people,

making sense of merchant account bills isnt easy. For example, a supermarket might be

charged just 0.62 percent plus 13 cents for a debit card transaction, while a high-volume = Teachers Begin Using Cell Phones For Class Lessons
retailer might pay 1.48 percent plus 10 cents for a credit card transaction that is face-to-face e In Tobacco-loving Va., Bars To Qut Cold-turkey

with the customer present with his or her card. Rates vary by type of business and its & “Tighr Econamy harces Some T vayHome o Hidy

valume, type of card and more. s Time Warner Cable Azks Help On Rizing Program Fees
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Livingstone examined Ehrbar's merchant account bills and identified which interchange
fees were mast frequently used. He then contacted the processor and obtained 0.5 percent
adjustments in her favor on the most relevant interchange fees. He also updated her credit
card machine's software so it was more secure and made other moneysaving changes.
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Each month Ehrbar splits the resulting savings of $100 to $200 with Livingstone. When ago
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“You don't know how to talk to these companies, but Robert has a way to do it. It does work. | 19 mins agn s e s e
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got better rates. | wouldn't know how to do that " Ehrbar said. "We have been totally G T I s e
satisfied.”

Livingstone monitors his 200 or so clients’ statements each month to make sure the
adjustments are continuing and sends them a monthly executive summary of each
statement that is easier to read.

“We see which types of cards are used the most. We look for patterns and find where the
merchants are being overcharged. Maybe the merchant is accepting cards incorrectly. It is
more expensive to key in the numbers than to swipe the card. There is more risk ifthe card
is not swiped. It's riskier because someone could have found the credit card number,”
Livingstone said.

“We are constantly renegotiating. Its a process. The merchant does not have to worry about
what they are going to see. We see their statements before they do. We don't charge unless
we can save them money, then we take 50 percent of the savings,” Livingstone said.

Livingstone said merchants sometimes try an their own to switch to another processarin
hopes of getting a better deal.
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“With the downturn in the economy, we saw that it was too tough for companies to switch
from one provider to another, due to the startup and ending costs, such as cancellation fees
of 5200 to $500" Livingstone said. "Some businesses get 10 calls a day from processors
trying to solicit their account. They gettoo scared to change and hate everybody associated
with the industry.”

Bill Bateskas, owner of Boynton Lighting, Boynton Beach, also found some relief from fees
with Livingstone’s assistance. In a tough economy, every dollar saved helps, he said.

“In August and September, we saved 15 to 25 percent of our fees " Bateskas said. "It

doesnt cost us any money. Whatever he saves us, we split. He is making money on saving
us maoney.”

Information from: The Palm Beach Post, hitp:iiwww pbpost com
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