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Consumer factsheet on credit card surcharging for small businesses 

Why are travel agents allowed to apply payment surcharges? 

Travel agents incur costs when they accept a payment from a customer. Different payment methods can have very different 

costs. Cards that provide significant rewards to consumers are typically more expensive for travel agents to accept. For 

example, some travel agents face fees of more than 3% on American Express transactions, while transactions on some types 

of premium MasterCard and Visa cards can currently cost many travel agents more than 2%. 

The Reserve Bank of Australia (RBA) and the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) have regulated that 

all business including travel agents have the right to apply a surcharge if a customer decided to pay using a credit or a debit 

card. Both the RBA and ACCC believe that this will encourage consumers to use payment methods that are less expensive.  

By helping to hold down payment costs, the right to surcharge helps to hold down the price of goods and services charged 

to all consumers. It also reduces the extent to which those who pay with cheaper payment methods are subsidising those 

consumers – typically from higher income households – who use more expensive payment methods. 

Why do surcharge rates vary between large and small businesses? 

Due to the complexity and costs of the changes the RBA and ACCC have implemented transition arrangements to assist 

small business to comply with the new regulations. Currently only large businesses are affected by the announced 

changes. Small business must continue to comply with the 2012 RBA Guidance Note on Surcharging. All small businesses 

including travel agents are allowed to the following items in their surcharge rate: 

 fees charged by banks and card schemes (MasterCard, Visa and Amex),  

 Merchants' own costs related to card acceptance such as line rental. 

 Fraud costs related to card acceptance including costs of any fraud-related chargebacks or chargeback fees.  

 All compliance costs incurred by the merchant as a direct result of compliance with scheme rules. 

How can I avoid paying a surcharge? 

Travel agents that choose to apply a surcharge should ensure that a non-surcharged payment method is offered. This will 

typically be a payment type with a lower cost of acceptance, for example BPAY or cash. Consistent with requirements under 

the Australian Consumer Law, travel agents are required to disclose the terms of any surcharge at an appropriate time. A 

consumer who wishes to avoid paying a surcharge should ask the travel agent to identify an alternative non-surcharged 

payment method. 

How do I know the surcharge imposed by a merchant is reasonable by small business? 

Small business, travel agents are allowed to impose surcharges on card payments, surcharges must not exceed the 

permitted surcharge items as detailed in the 2012 RBA Guidance Note on Surcharging. The Guidance Note provides the 

items a small business are allowed to include in a surcharge. 

Travel agents of different sizes and in different industries have a wide range of payment costs. However, as a guide, 

payments through the domestic eftpos system are usually quite low cost for travel agents. Debit MasterCard and Visa Debit 

may cost travel agents a percentage of the transaction value, though for some travel agents the cost of these cards is 

combined with credit card costs. MasterCard, Visa credit and American Express payments have a cost to travel agents and 

this cost can be surcharged at the applicable rate. 

For further information consumers should read the information provided on the RBA, http://www.rba.gov.au/ or the ACCC 

https://www.accc.gov.au/ websites. 
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