August 4, 2010
The Honorable Richard Durbin
Majority Whip
United States Senate
Washington, DC 20510
Dear Senator Durbin:
On behalf of the Credit Union National Association (CUNA), I am writing regarding
remarks you made on the Senate floor yesterday related to credit unions. CUNA is
the largest credit union advocacy organization in the United States, representing
nearly 90% of America’s 7,700 state and federally chartered credit unions and their
93 million members.
While I understand and share your concern with rising consumer fees, it is important
to put credit union fees in context. I take issue with your criticism of credit unions
and urge you to take a more complete look at the facts regarding how credit unions
and banks offer credit cards differently. We believe credit unions should be
commended – not condemned – for the way that they offer credit cards to consumers.
In your statement, you said:
“Credit unions, which are often viewed as the hometown, small town momand-pop, closest to the people, your best friends when it comes to banking-listen to this: At credit unions, annual fees soared 67 percent in that same
period to $25. During the same period, the median cash-advance and
balance-transfer fees jumped by 33 percent.”
While it is unfortunate that any fee increase was necessary, the average annual fee of
a credit union-issued credit card remains significantly lower ($25) than the average
annual fee on a bank-issued credit card ($59), as reported by the Pew Charitable
Trust in its July 22, 2010, report entitled, “Two Steps Forward: After the Credit
CARD Act, Credit Cards Are Safer and More Transparent – But Challenges
Remain.” 1 Further, the average annual fee charged by banks and credit unions has
increased nearly the same dollar amount, and this increase for credit unions was a
consequence of the effect that the implementation of the CARD Act has had on
them. Clearly, consumers with credit cards carrying annual fees are better off using
a credit union rather than a bank. In addition, many credit unions still offer “no
annual fee” credit card options to their members.
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A copy of this report can be found at: http://www.pewtrusts.org/our_work_detail.aspx?id=616
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With respect to cash-advance fees and balance-transfer fees, we believe your
statement incorrectly attributes these increases to credit unions. In fact, the median
cash-advance and balance transfer fees at banks jumped 33 percent, from 3% to 4%
for both figures; the median cash-advance fee charged by credit unions did increase
from 2% to 2.5%, but the median balance transfer fee remained unchanged.
Regardless of any change, these fees remain significantly lower on credit unionissued credit cards than on bank-issued credit cards.
As you will recall, credit unions did not oppose the CARD Act when it was enacted
because we believed that it would bring meaningful protections to consumers. We
applauded efforts to end discriminatory, predatory, deceptive and abusive lending
practices. However, we also urged Congress to balance these efforts to avoid
unintended consequences that would ultimately be adverse to consumers, including
making credit more expensive and less available. We noted that several provisions
of the CARD Act would almost certainly increase the cost of credit cards for
everyone.
Nevertheless, credit unions continue to fulfill their mission by offering their
members low-cost access to financial services. The Pew Study confirms this. As the
“Key Findings” chart on page 3 and 4 of the report shows, without exception, credit
union-issued credit cards are more consumer friendly, carry lower fees, lower
interest rates and better terms than credit cards issued by banks.
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It is crystal clear that consumers are better off with a credit union-issued credit card
than with a bank-issued credit card. Instead of being criticized for accounting for the
impact of newly enacted legislation, credit unions should be commended for all that
they have done to keep costs down for their members in a seemingly unending
period of increased regulatory burdens.
We respectfully urge you to take advantage of this opportunity to commend credit
unions for their commitment to serving their members by offering them lower
interest rates, lower fees, and higher returns on deposits than banks. Credit unions
should also be commended for continuing to lend to their members when so many
large and community banks have pulled back on consumer and business lending.
In fact, credit unions would like to do more to help their members weather the
economic crisis, and we look forward to the Senate passing legislation offered by
Senator Mark Udall to increase the credit union member business lending cap. As
you know, we estimate that this legislation would permit credit unions to lend an
additional $10 billion to small businesses in the first year after enactment, helping
small businesses create over 100,000 new jobs at no cost to the taxpayer; this is yet
another example of how credit unions can be a part of the solution for Americans
who have been abused or forgotten by the banks.
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We agree with you when you say that credit unions are often viewed as the
“hometown, small town mom-and-pop, closest to the people, your best friends when
it comes to banking.” It was true before the CARD Act and it is true today. We look
forward to working with you to ensure that credit unions continue to be able to serve
their members proudly.
On behalf of America’s credit unions and the 93 million members, thank you for
your consideration.
Best Regards,

Bill Cheney
President & CEO

