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Stand up to the pesky charges -- from checked-bag costs to retirement plan expenses -- that bug you the most.
1. Being Charged for Not Charging
What it costs: $--$$

What you're mad about: A few credit card issuers have started levying annual fees on less active users to encourage them to spend. Citibank, for example, slaps a $60 fee on certain cardholders unless they charge $2,400 within a year. (Spokesman Samuel Wang blames it on the "increasing costs of doing business.") And US Bank Visa Platinum dings you $40 if you don't use your card during a 12-month period.

How to fight back: Happily, such fees are the exception, not the rule. So vote with your feet, says Curtis Arnold of CardRatings.com. Look into switching to a card issued by a credit union (findacreditunion.com). Credit unions typically charge fewer fees than big banks do.
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2. Parting With Cash to Close Your HELOC
What it costs: $$$--$$$$

What you're mad about: Lenders have been quick to freeze or slash borrowers' home-equity lines of credit in the past few years. But if you dare close down a line yourself within the first three to four years of opening it, you'll pay from $250 to $700. Two-thirds of all lenders charge such fees, says Keith Gumbinger of HSH. He says it's because the creditor has to absorb certain closing costs.

How to fight back: Keep the line open, even if you don't plan to use it. If you must close the line -- say, because you want to refinance your mortgage -- ask your lender to waive the fee. If the same lender has your HELOC and your new mortgage, it may comply.
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3. Forking Over New Charges for Overdrafts
What it costs: $

What you're mad about: Often banks allow you to link a savings account to your checking account so that funds can be pulled from the former if you overdraw the latter. This workaround can help you avoid nonsufficient-funds fees, now averaging $30, according to Bankrate.com. But many banks have found a workaround for your workaround: They'll charge you $10 to $20 every time they transfer your money between the accounts. Meanwhile, it costs the bank next to nothing to move the funds, says Bryan Derman of Glenbrook Partners, a financial services consulting firm. "They're charging you for what's essentially an automatic transfer!" echoes reader Zoe Dowling, whose bank (Wells Fargo) levies the fee.

How to fight back: Sign up on your bank's website or Mint.com for e-mail or text-message alerts that tell you when your checking account balance is below a certain amount. That way, you can make transfers for free yourself before an overdraft is triggered.
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4. Paying to Use Your Frequent-Flier Miles
What it costs: $--$$$

What you're mad about: Can it really be called "reward travel" if you have to pay for the reward? Apparently. To redeem your miles for any flight on US Airways, you must pay a $25 to $50 fee. ("It's an effort to recoup a portion of the overhead of the program," says spokesman Todd Lehmacher.) American, United, and Continental, among others, usually make you pony up $50 to $500 one way to use miles for upgrades.

How to fight back: Stick to one airline, and try to achieve gold or platinum status (which generally involves flying at least 25,000 miles a year). That way you'll escape redemption fees, says Randy Peterson of WebFlyer.com. Don't travel that much? Consider a credit card that lets you earn miles -- specifically "elite qualifying miles" -- such as Platinum Delta SkyMiles American Express (800-223-2670). Just be sure to weigh the annual fee against the benefit you'll get.

5. Laying Out Too Much in Annuity Fees
What it costs: $$$$

What you're mad about: Reader Nadine Guilbault reports that "we have unknown fees with our variable annuity." No wonder she's in the dark. Expenses on these tax-deferred insurance products (the value of which depends on underlying investments you select) tend to run 2% to 3% annually, says Glenn Daily, a fee-only insurance adviser. But it's nearly impossible to figure out exactly what you are paying. The fees are required to be disclosed in an annuity's prospectus, which can run hundreds of pages. Once you find the right page, you have to do some complicated math to figure total costs for the specific investments, riders, and features you choose.

How to fight back: Because of the high fees, "variable annuities rarely make sense," says Allan Roth, a financial planner in Colorado Springs. If you're interested in retirement income, go with a lower cost immediate annuity. If it's tax deferral you're seeking and you're already maxing out 401(k)s and IRAs, tax-efficient funds (such as index funds and ETFs) are a better bet. Already in a variable annuity? Check out the surrender charges -- which can be as high as 10% -- before switching

6. Paying to Get Credit Rewards Reinstated
What it costs: $

What you're mad about: Have a reward card? Some issuers have a creative new way of punishing you for paying late: They take away the points you earned in that billing cycle -- and make you fork over money to get them back. Diner's Club charges a $15 reinstatement fee; American Express, $29. Some other issuers, including Capital One, won't let you get your points back for any price.

How to fight back: Schedule automatic payments online for at least the minimum amount due, advises Arnold. That way you'll never be late.

7. Forking Over for Your Checking
What it costs: $

What you're mad about: As if it's not bad enough that banks are paying next to nothing to use your savings -- the going yield is 0.2% -- they're charging you more for checking too. The average monthly cost of an interest-bearing checking account was $12.55 in 2009 vs. $11.97 in 2008, reports Bankrate.com. Some banks have minimum balances you can meet to avoid "maintenance" fees, but the balances have gone up -- to $3,400, on average, for interest checking. So it's harder to sidestep the fee. "Does it really cost the bank $15 if my balance goes from $100 to $99.99?!" asks reader Roy Kinoshita.

How to fight back: Free checking will all but disappear at big banks in coming years, predicts Greg McBride of Bankrate.com. "But it will remain the hallmark of community banks, online banks, and credit unions." Consider one of them. If you want to stick with a big bank, ask about deals for employees of your company; sometimes minimum-balance requirements are nixed if you have direct deposit. Finally, get regular checking rather than the interest-bearing kind; fees are much lower ($1.77 a month, on average).

8. Paying to Shut a Brokerage Account or IRA
What it costs: $$--$$$

What you're mad about: No matter how unhappy you may be with your broker, you seem even more unhappy to discover that you'll have to shell out to sever your relationship. Many of the major firms -- such as Fidelity, Schwab, and WellsTrade -- charge transfer fees, generally between $50 and $200, if you close your account and move your money to a different firm. Reader Eric Nix finds it "outrageous" that he had to lay out $50 to switch brokerages. Benjamin Poor of Cerulli Associates, a financial services market research firm, agrees. "It's like having a bad meal at a restaurant, then being charged to leave the building."

How to fight back: If your current brokerage is holding you hostage with its fee, appeal to the company where you want to move your funds. Many will reimburse you. To prevent these problems down the road, when you first sign up at a brokerage, ask that it waive such fees. "These things are negotiable, especially if you have a sizable account," says Mason Dinehart, a securities expert witness. (Sizable means six figures.)

