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		Abstract

		Folklore about Operation Choke Point, a regulatory enforcement initiative in the second term of the Obama Administration, continues to come up as talking points among political conservatives when criticized regulatory agencies or attacking nominees for agency directorships.  When several national banks announced in 2018 that they were backing away from the gun industry in various ways (in response to horrific mass shootings), the gun lobby reinvented Operation Choke Point as a conspiracy among bankers to defund gun dealers.  This new, more fanciful narrative about Operation Choke Point has become the stated premise for new antiboycott laws that punish banks if they do not lend to the gun industry, such as Texas SB 19, enacted in 2021. 

This essay is an attempt to set the record straight.  Operation Choke Point was a benign initiative involving a small task force at the Department of Justice and officials from a variety of regulatory agencies that oversee the banking and consumer finance systems.  Enforcement actions for consumer fraud targeted unscrupulous payday loan companies engaged in illegal activities, and exhortations from bank regulators reminded executives and compliance officers at financial institutions about their legal duties to screen business customers that presented elevated risks for fraud and money laundering.  Backlash erupted when banking lobbyists and industry spokespersons claimed, with only anecdotal evidence, that banks were pressured to close accounts for bank customers who operated lawful businesses that were unpopular with Democrats.  The gun industry also entered the fray, with vociferous but unsubstantiated claims that Operation Choke Point was a sinister conspiracy to defund (de-bank) firearm manufacturers and dealers, aimed at depriving the citizenry of the Second Amendment rights.  Congressional hearings followed, along with investigations and reports by the Office of Inspector General and class action lawsuits against several regulatory agencies, which were dismissed or settled.  The Office of Inspector General reports, however, were underwhelming compared to the alarmist rhetoric characterizing the public discourse on the subject.  The federal agencies at the center of the firestorm â€“ the DOJ and the FDIC â€“ backpedaled on their regulatory guidance to financial institutions and wound down their enforcement activities, and whatever vestiges of Operation Choke Point remained officially ended when Trump took office.  Yet the myths surrounding Operation Choke Point continue to have political salience and real-world adverse impact. 
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