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The Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations will hold a hearing entitled, “Cashed Out:
How a Cashless Economy Impacts Disadvantaged Communities and Peoples” on Thursday, October 14,
2021 at 12:00 ET via Cisco WebEx. There will be one panel with the following witnesses:
•
•
•
•
•

John Breyault, Vice President of Public Policy, Telecommunications, and Fraud, National
Consumers League
Beverly Brown Ruggia, Financial Justice Program Director, New Jersey Citizen Action
Norma Garcia, Policy Counsel and Director, Mission Economic Development Agency (MEDA)San Francisco
Representative Alex Valdez, Member, Colorado House of Representatives

Todd Zywicki, Professor of Law, George Mason University Antonin Scalia School of Law

Overview
This hearing will assess the growing trend toward a cashless, digital-only economy and the adverse
impacts on persons who are low wealth, unbanked, underbanked, or otherwise disadvantaged. With the
continued surge of more and varied digital payments options, the drive for the efficiency and convenience
of going “cashless” threatens to further marginalize those already on the margins: communities of color
that live in poverty, unhoused persons with no permanent address, the underbanked and unbanked, elderly
persons, and immigrants without documentation, among others. It also affects those who prefer to use
cash to avoid overdraft fees imposed by banks, which have grown increasingly onerous in recent years. 1
This hearing will consider the collateral damage caused by cashless systems, the risks to marginalized
communities, policy responses of certain jurisdictions to ban cashless businesses, and possible federal
solutions to address these adverse impacts. Finally, the hearing will examine the lack of consumer
protections for and disproportionate impact on low-income persons when digital payments are
misdirected.
At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, as governments around the world mandated lockdowns
and quarantines that severely limited face-to-face interactions, a new generation of payment solutions
proliferated during what some experts refer to as the “death of cash.” 2 This trend began in the years
preceding the pandemic. According to an analysis of Square payment transactions conducted between
2015 and 2019, America’s “cashless trend is clear but nuanced” as consumers increasingly used credit
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and debit cards for smaller purchases. 3 In 2018, The Pew Charitable Trusts (Pew) conducted a nationally
representative survey of Americans’ views on, and experiences with, various payment methods, including
cash, checks, cards, and mobile application payments. 4 The results showed that in any given month in
2018, most Americans used a range of traditional methods to make payments: credit cards (70%), debit
cards (61%), prepaid cards (12%), cash (78%), and checks and money orders (37%). In that year, 56%, or
roughly 143 million adults, made at least one mobile payment. 5 Almost 30% of respondents opted not to
use mobile payments because of concerns about loss of funds. Those who did make a mobile payment
were twice as likely (39%) as credit card users (20%) to report that disputes were difficult to resolve and
over four times more likely (23%) to report not knowing who they should contact . 6
The Exclusionary Impacts of Cashless Commerce
The benefits of peer-to-peer digital payment platforms and mobile applications (collectively “P2P
apps”) are understood to provide speed, convenience, and merchant security. Early in the COVID-19
pandemic, some also believed eliminating cash would help prevent the spread of the coronavirus, though
medical studies have since demonstrated that cash generally does not spread respiratory diseases, such as
COVID-19. 7 However, the benefits for merchants come at a cost for some consumers that fall into three
categories: (1) lost access; (2) lost privacy; and (3) lost security for consumers. According to Pew, cash
was the primary payment method for 35 million American adults, or 14% of the U.S. population, with
unbanked, lower income, and consumers of color most likely to pay with cash. 8 While White consumers
were more likely to report using cash in the prior month, people of color were nearly twice as likely to
report they primarily pay with cash. 9 For this 14% of the population, eliminating a cash payment option
limits or entirely forecloses their ability to engage merchants or conduct transactions in other sectors of
the economy where cash is not accepted. 10 In March 2020, during the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic,
the Metro Transportation Authority in New York City announced it would no longer accept riders’ cash
or swap their damaged MetroCards. 11 In June 2021, the agency announced that the transition to a cashless
system will become permanent. 12 The move has prompted strong pushback, with politicians and unions
emphasizing the exclusionary impact this move could have on those without a bank account or credit
history. 13
The Privacy Implications of Cashless Commerce
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Credit and debit cards, a common cash replacement, come with privacy concerns that cash
avoids. Swiping a credit card provides a retailer with a consumer’s first and last name. Often, the
merchant will either request the customer’s zip code at the point of sale or guess at it, as most transactions
take place near where people live. 15 With this information, the merchant can use a “data appending”
service to match the initial information with an online database that provides the customer’s email, postal
addresses, and telephone number. 16 Once a merchant learns a customer’s identity, they can access the
expansive databases of the data broker industry and gather a range of demographic information from the
customer’s employment, marital, and homeownership status to their interests, hobbies, and medical
conditions. 17
14

Many retailers participate in “data cooperatives” where customer data becomes available to the
other companies in the cooperative. 18 Over the past few years, major credit card companies have been
converting access to consumer transactions into a new revenue stream. According to the Washington Post,
Google now has access to 70% of the nation’s credit and debit card transactions via data-sharing
agreements with credit card companies. 19 This proliferation of transactional data leads to the potential for
“behavioral scoring” and “financial profiling” where companies can use things like the neighborhood a
consumer lives in and their spending patterns to determine theoretical creditworthiness, leading to
potentially discriminatory impacts. 20
Some large tech companies are beginning to use payment solutions to encourage customers to stay
within their corporate ecosystem. 21 In March 2019, Amazon integrated with Worldpay – at the time of the
deal, Worldpay processed more than 40 billion transactions totaling approximately $1.7 trillion annually,
supporting more than 300 payment types across 120 currencies. 22 Amazon Pay is expanding from ecommerce to omnichannel – across web, mobile, in-person at its various stores, and on various “Internetof-Things” devices such as the voice activated Alexa. 23 Voice commerce is an extension of Amazon’s
patented, in-house biometric payments technology piloted within its expansive Amazon Go stores, using
computer vision, sensor fusion, and advanced machine learning to identify a customer and collect
payments without the customer needing to use a credit card or mobile device. 24 Amazon is reportedly in
talks to sell this biometric payment technology to movie theaters and airport concessionaires. 25 Together
these technologies and new payment solutions, many of which did not exist five years ago, have created
regulatory gaps in which products operate under little to no regulation. 26 Additionally, given the increasing
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frequency of cyberattacks and data breaches at companies and governments, in a cashless economy,
cybercrime will likely continue to increase. 27
P2P App-Based Fraud
Under the Electronic Funds Transfer Act (EFTA) and the Federal Reserve’s Regulation E,
consumers who suffer a hack of their bank account or debit card account and incur fraudulent charges are
protected with limited liability for related losses. 28 Likewise, under the Fair Credit Billing Act, victims
of credit card theft enjoy similar protections. 29 However, providers of P2P transfer services, whether
offered through bank accounts or through app-based services, do not protect persons who are fraudulently
induced to initiate a transfer to a scammer, and scammers who receive funds may escape liability because
the transfers fall within an EFTA loophole that excludes transfers initiated by the consumer from the
definition of an "unauthorized transfer." 30 The provisions in the EFTA and Regulation E create powerful
incentives for banks and credit card issuers to implement rigorous anti-fraud measures, but the incentives
are weaker to induce P2P Apps to do more to counter fraud.
The consequences of insufficient protections from fraudulent or simply erroneous transfers can be
catastrophic, especially for low wealth persons and others living near the margins. 31 As observed by John
Breyault of National Consumers League in recent Senate testimony, “institutions are far more able to
handle the costs of protecting consumers from small amounts of fraud in the system, whereas a single
instance of fraud can be devastating to a consumer.” 32 Further, an analysis by U.S. PIRG 33 Education
Fund found a recent surge in CFPB complaints regarding P2P apps, which are reported in the category of
“mobile or digital wallet” complaints. 34 Over the year preceding April 2021, there were over 5,200
complaints in this category (up from 1,000 in 2017), with 970 complaints in the month of April 2021
alone. The majority of complaints related to frauds, scams, and unauthorized transactions, and three
companies (i.e., PayPal/Venmo, Square/Cash App, and Coinbase) accounted for over two-thirds of digital
wallet complaints as shown in Table 1. 35 Data from the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) are consistent
with these CFPB complaint data: in 2020, nearly 62,000 complaints were filed with the FTC by consumers
who sent money to fraudsters via P2P apps, causing losses of $87 million. 36
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Federal, State and Local Responses
The foregoing concerns about economic access, privacy, and security have led policymakers in
some states and municipalities to propose – and in many cases – enact limits on merchants who would go
entirely cashless. For example, Colorado recently passed a law barring retailers from adopting no-cash
policies after observing the rising numbers of cashless businesses during the height of the COVID-19
pandemic. 37 The state measure was enacted with bipartisan support. 38 New Jersey and Massachusetts have
similar laws, while cities from San Francisco to New York, Washington, DC and Philadelphia have also
implemented measures to preserve the cash option at in-person retail establishments. 39 At the federal level,
H.R. 4395, the Payment Choice Act of 2021, would prohibit retail businesses from refusing cash
payments, prohibit retail businesses from charging higher prices to any customer who pays by cash than
customarily is charged to a customer using other forms of payment, and provide a private right of action
to consumers. In addition, the Committee has advanced legislation to reduce the number of unbanked and
underbanked persons, which would help reduce the deleterious impacts of a trend toward cashless. 40
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