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While Georgia's burgeoning film industry gets a lot of attention, few people know that the state is the 

nation's hub for the less visible but far more lucrative electronic payments processing industry. 

Seventy percent of the country's credit, debit and gift card transactions are run through Georgia, said 

Robert Green, a lawyer at Hunton & Williams who does regulatory and lobbying work for payments 

companies. That added up to 52 billion card swipes last year, totaling $4.4 trillion. 

But most people don't even know what the payments industry is, much less that Georgia is its 

epicenter. To remedy this, Hunton & Williams has helped several local payments companies start 

their own trade group, the American Transaction Processors Coalition (ATPC), which the firm is 

hosting in its local office at 600 Peachtree St. N.E. 

"The payments processing industry is approaching the size of the U.S. movie industry and it is 

dominated by Atlanta the same way that Los Angeles dominates movies," Green said. "Yes, it's not 

as glamorous—but it's ubiquitous." 

Georgia payments companies' annual revenue exceeds $30 billion, according to the ATPC. By 

contrast, the state's film and TV industry brought in $3.3 billion last year, according to the Georgia 

Department of Economic Development. (Another much-touted Georgia industry, life sciences, had 

$17 billion in revenue, according to the ATPC.) 



There are more than 70 payments companies in Georgia, employing about 40,000 people here. 

They are concentrated in the swath north of Interstate 285 between I-75 and I-85, which those in the 

industry call "Transaction Alley." 

Georgia companies raked in 60 percent of the payments industry's $50 billion in revenue last year, 

according to the ATPC, but the industry is evolving rapidly and competition is fierce. Tech startups 

are vying with established companies for dominance in the fast-evolving area of digital payments, 

while Google, AT&T and other tech and telecom companies are moving in from the sidelines. 

Meanwhile, data privacy and digital security have become pressing concerns, and the payments 

industry has undergone regulation from the Dodd-Frank Act and other financial reform legislation 

prompted by the 2008 financial crisis. 

New digital payment modes, such as electronic wallets, smartphones and other mobile devices, are 

transforming the way people buy things, and there is huge growth potential in developing countries. 

"Think when these companies get all of India, China and Brazil using electronic payments," Green 

said. "Atlanta has always had a crossroads story, first for railroads, then air travel. If we do this right, 

we can be the global center for payments." 

The ATPC was formed to advocate for payments companies' interests with Georgia and federal 

lawmakers and to attract investment capital to Atlanta for technology innovation, Green said. "A big 

part of what we've got to do is raise the profile of the industry. You get a lot more people on your 

side if they know who you are and what you are doing." 

Mayor Kasim Reed, U.S. Rep. Tom Price, R-Ga., and state Attorney General Sam Olens were 

among the 400 attendees at the ATPC's Georgia launch in April to do just that. 

"We're pleased to help get it off the ground," said Kurt Powell, the managing partner for Hunton's 

local office. "It seemed an industry that should have a bigger voice and more recognition in Atlanta." 

Hunton is the ATPC's founding sponsor. A local Hunton partner, G. Roth Kehoe II, is its legal adviser 

and incorporated it as a 501(c)6. Powell said the payments trade group dovetails with the firm's 

practice areas. Hunton has a data security and privacy practice, which has handled more than 900 

security breaches, along with a large Washington lobbying practice. 

A client, Worldpay, is one of the founding members of ATPC. The CEO of the U.K.-based payments 

processor's U.S. branch, Tony Catalfano, chairs the trade group's board. Hunton also represents 

Paris-based Ingenico, which makes point-of-sale card-swiping devices. Both have their U.S. 

headquarters in Transaction Alley. 



ATPC's other founders are payments processors Elavon and FIS, and two pre-paid card companies, 

Incomm and Brightwell Payments. All are located in Transaction Alley except FIS, which is based in 

Jacksonville. 

The group has hired H. West Richards as it executive director. Richards was the lobbyist for a 

reverse mortgage industry trade group, the Coalition of Independent Seniors. He also has worked as 

a legislative staffer and held business development roles for software and IT recruiting companies. 

Out from the shadows 

Payments companies are used to working behind the scenes, Green said, so having a visible, 

organized voice before Congress and state lawmakers is new. The group is using Hunton's 

Washington office as its base camp for quarterly trips to lobby federal legislators. 

"This industry has never been involved with government affairs," he said, explaining that payments 

processors relied on the bank and card networks, such as Visa and MasterCard, that it served to 

handle regulatory advocacy—until the Dodd-Frank Act. 

When banks started issuing credit and debit cards, Green explained, they did not want to process 

the payments. That was seen as a lower-level job and the payments processing companies that 

sprang up to do their back-office work kept a low profile. "Banks did not want people to know that 

Elavon was processing their payments. They wanted them to think the bank was doing it. That's 

changed." 

"The industry has been growing quietly behind the scenes. Payments companies are realizing that 

they are big enough to stand up on their own," he said. 

While Dodd-Frank mostly affected banks, Green said, it also touched the payments processors—

which was a wake-up call for them. 

The 2010 legislation made several rules that were unfavorable to the industry. For instance, it 

capped the fees that large card issuers can charge merchants for debit card transactions at 21 cents 

plus 0.05 percent of the transaction amount. Processors can no longer prevent merchants from 

requiring a minimum payment, up to $10, for credit cards. (Before, a processor could require a 

merchant to accept cards for any transaction, no matter how small.) Processors and issuers also can 

no longer dictate the network a merchant uses to process debit card transactions, allowing 

merchants to shop for better fees. 



Because of Dodd-Frank and other reforms, there are now 19 federal agencies and departments 

overseeing the payments industry, according to ATPC. Its website says one of its top goals is to 

"protect the industry from over-regulation." 

There is a global trade group for the payments industry, the Electronic Transaction Association, but 

Green said its membership is broader, including tech companies such as software vendors, AT&T 

and Google. "We're concentrating on the straight, back-end transaction processing that is mostly 

done in Georgia." 

Because payments technology is evolving so rapidly, Atlanta's payments companies need to attract 

investment for innovation to adapt—another big agenda item for the ATPC. The three major areas 

where innovation is needed, Green said, are for emerging mobile payment methods such as digital 

wallets and smartphones, data analytics—the software that tracks users' behavior on mobile 

payment devices to serve tailored ads, as Google does for Web users—and data privacy and 

security. 

"The payments industry is in the blood of Atlanta," Green said. Payments processors may have 

sprung up in Atlanta because it was a regional banking hub where low-skill payments processing 

work could be done relatively cheaply. But it's evolved into a high-tech area with well-paying jobs, he 

said, requiring tech developers and IT network people. 

Green said the talent is here, and ATPC's mission is to let the venture capitalists in Silicon Valley 

know. "We need more innovation and we need it here, not in California," he said. The ATPC has 

persuaded Worldpay's private equity owners, Bain Capital and Advent International Corp., to locate 

its innovation center here instead of Silicon Valley. Another foreign payments company with U.S. 

headquarters in San Francisco will do the same. 

"We as a community in payments processing are just beginning to penetrate into the psyches of VCs 

in Silicon Valley," he said. 

Georgia has become a destination for TV and film production because it offers tax credits. Securing 

similar tax credits for Georgia payments companies "definitely will be on our agenda," Green said. 

 

 


