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THE WHITE HOUSE

WASHINGTON

September 2001

I am pleased to send you best wishes as you use the Consumer Action
Handbook. This extensive guide can help you make more informed
choices in today's marketplace. With the right information, educated
buyers can help build a more responsive marketplace for the benefit
of all consumers.

The Consumer Action Handbook exemplifies my Administration's
commitment to strengthening and expanding the roles and rights of
consumers in the marketplace. I commend the Federal and private
sector partnerships that have made the Consumer Action Handbook
possible, and I encourage Americans to take full advantage of all it
has to offer.

Sincerely,

t— |

GSA

September 2001

GSA Administrator

Dear Consumer:

As Administrator of the U.S. General Services Administration, I'm
proud to introduce our Consumer Action Handbook, one of the
federal government’s most popular and useful publications.
Published by GSA's Federal Consumer Information Center, it's
designed to help citizens find the best and most direct sources of
assistance with their consumer problems and questions.

We hope that you also visit our Consumer ActionWeb Site, located
at www.pueblo.gsa.gov. Using the web version is the fastest way to
get more information and to solve problems by linking directly to
thousands of consumer contacts. The online listings are updated
continuously to provide the most current contact information.

Now more than ever, Americans can look to the Federal Consumer
Information Center as a help desk for everyday life. In addition to
using the Consumer Action Handbook in print and on the web,
you can also call them directly to get answers to questions about
the Federal government. The toll free number is 1-800-688-9889
(TTY: 1-800-326-2996).

With GSA'’s Federal Consumer Information Center, you get
answers you can trust, and we’re ready to help.

Sincerely, -

a il i <)
J-'_{@I___r_] & -\.“::._:
Stephen A. Perry |
Administrator

Administration
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WASHINGTON

September 2001

I am pleased to send you best wishes as you use the Consumer Action
Handbook. This extensive guide can help you make more informed
choices in today's marketplace. With the right information, educated
buyers can help build a more responsive marketplace for the benefit
of all consumers.

The Consumer Action Handbook exemplifies my Administration's
commitment to strengthening and expanding the roles and rights of
consumers in the marketplace. I commend the Federal and private
sector partnerships that have made the Consumer Action Handbook
possible, and I encourage Americans to take full advantage of all it

has to offer.

Sincerely,

U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services

The Consumer Action Handbook provides important
information about a wide range of resources for you, the
consumer. From county government to the companies that
manufacture the products we use, the Handbook is a good
place to look for answers to pressing consumer questions.

It's also where you can find out how to contact the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services and the many
agencies the department administers. Learn about the lat-
est benefits from the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid
Services, leading-edge cancer research at the National
Institutes of Health, and getting in shape from the
President’s Council on Physical Fitness. Gain insight into
the latest pharmaceutical treatments from the Food and
Drug Administration, and healthier and safer living from
the Centers for Disease Control.

This information is designed to help make government
more responsive and the quality of life the American peo-
ple enjoy a bit better. My hope is that in using the
Handbook those goals will be realized more fully.

Sincerely,

Tommy G. Thompson
Secretary
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How To Use This Handbook

Part | - Before You Buy
This section contains general advice on steps to take when shopping for goods or services, warnings
on what to watch out for, and specific information on how to shop for certain major items such as cars,
credit and home improvements. Follow the suggestions and use the resources listed in this section
when you're considering a purchase and want to make the best buy. Use the index beginning on page 149
to find information on specific topics.

Part Il - After You Buy

Turn to this section if you have a problem after making a purchase, including finding legal advice or get-
ting help from the media. Follow the form of the sample complaint letter on page 33 to present your

complaint most effectively.

Part Il - Consumer Assistance Directory
Check here to find the most appropriate place(s) to file your complaint or ask a question. This section
provides individual names, addresses, telephone numbers, TDD/TTY and fax numbers, e-mail address-
es, and websites for contacts in consumer organizations, corporations, trade associations, and govern-
ment agencies at the city, county, state and Federal level. To save space, the website addresses omit
http:// and begin with www to indicate access through the World Wide Web. These sites have a “contact
us” button or provide another way to send your message directly to the company or agency. We need
your help to keep the Handbook up-to-date. Please report any changes to Handbook Update, Federal
Consumer Information Center, 1800 F Street, NW, Rm. G-142, Washington, DC 20405, or e-mail

action.handbook@gsa.gov.

Part 1 Before You Buy

If you take the following steps

and heed the warnings set out

below, you have a good chance

of avoiding problems and being

happy about what you bought.
Decide in advance exactly
what you want and what you
can afford.

*« Research the product or
service by using the follow-
ing resources. (See Smart
Shopping Online, page 24,
for additional online
research and shopping
tips.)

Federal Consumer

Information Center (FCIC)

Pueblo, CO 81009

1-800-688-9889

TTY: 1-800-326-2996

www.pueblo.gsa.gov

FCIC, part of the U.S. General

Services Administration, is a

one-stop source of print and

electronic Federal consumer

information. FCIC can help you
find information about Federal
Government agencies, services,
and programs. It can also tell
you which office to contact for
help with problems. FCIC does
not handle consumer com-
plaints, but it does enable con-
sumers to send complaints
directly to companies and agen-
cies through its website. Click
on the Consumer Action
Handbook. The free
Consumer Information
Catalog lists more than 200
free or low-cost Federal book-
lets on topics such as careers
and education, cars, child care,
the environment, Federal bene-
fits, financial planning, food and
nutrition, health, housing, small
business and more. For a free
Catalog, order from the web-
site or send your name and
address to Federal Consumer
Information Center, Pueblo, CO

81009 or call 1-800-878-3256
TDD: 1-800-326-2996. Open 9
a.m. to 8 p.m. eastern time, M-F.
Go to www.pueblo.gsa.gov

to:

view and download free
copies, or to order publica-
tions listed in the Catalog,

search for topics of interest,

link to other Federal agen-
cies and consumer offices,

get a calendar of upcoming
events and the latest con-
sumer news,

find new publications and
special resources that may
not be available in print, and

use links to send com-
plaints.

Center for the Study of
Services

733 15th Street, NW
Washington, DC 20005
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202-347-7283

Fax: 202-347-4000
www.checkbook.org

This nonprofit organization
publishes books and pamphlets
to help consumers select a wide
variety of goods and services,
including doctors, hospitals and
health plans; offers information
and services to help consumers
get good prices on new cars;
and maintains an on-line data-
base to help consumers shop
for good prices and desired fea-
tures in big-ticket products,
such as electronics and major
appliances.

Consumers Union of U.S.
(CU)

101 Truman Avenue

Yonkers, NY 10703-1057
914-378-2000

Fax: 914-378-2900
WWW.consumerreports.org

A nonprofit, independent organ-
ization, CU researches and
tests consumer goods and serv-
ices, publishing the results in
its monthly magazine,
Consumer Reports, as well as
in other publications and media.

Consumer World Web Site
www.consumerworld.org
ConsumerWorld is a public
service site, which has gath-
ered over 1,700 of the most use-
ful consumer resources on the
Internet, and categorized them
for easy access.

Cooperative Extension
Service

The Cooperative State
Research, Education, and
Extension Service of the U.S.
Department of Agriculture has
been a source of information
and assistance to consumers
for decades. With an educator
in nearly every U.S. county,
Cooperative Extension brings
the research-based knowledge
of the land grant universities
directly to families and commu-
nities. Programs cover food and
nutrition, housing, gardening,
personal finance issues such as
budgeting, borrowing, using
credit wisely, saving for retire-
ment and other goals, and more.
To locate your county office,
check the blue pages of your
phone book or call your coun-
ty government.

Libraries

You can find many of the publi-
cations mentioned in the
Handbook at public libraries.
Some university and private
libraries also allow individuals
to use their reference materials.
Check your local telephone
directory for the location of
nearby libraries.

U.S. Government Printing
Office

Library Service Program
Stop: SLLD

Washington, DC 20401
202-512-1119

Fax: 202-512-1432
www.gpo.gov/su_docs/dpos/ind
ex.html

The Federal Depository Library
Program provides public access
to government information at
nearly 1,400 libraries nation-
wide.

Ask friends and family for

recommendations based on

their experience.

e Shop around. Compare
prices and get more than
one estimate.

e Learn about existing war-
ranties and compare them.
To find out about warranties
that may be required by law,
call your state or local con-
sumer protection office.

e« Check out a company’s
complaint record with
your local consumer
affairs office (page 72)
and the Better Business
Bureau (page 126). Knowing
the number of complaints is
not enough. Find out, if you
can, the nature of the com-
plaints filed. If you are mak-
ing a large purchase, itis a
good idea to take a look at
the actual complaint files
and see how the company
responded. A certain num-
ber of complaints against a
small company may be more
significant than the same
number against a larger
one.

There is no universal three-day cooling off period
Do not be misled into thinking that you have an automatic three-day or
other cancellation period for all purchases. Only a few types of con-
tracts give you a right to cancel. Federal law, for example, gives you the
right to cancel certain door-to-door contracts within three days, and
some states provide for cancellation periods for such things as health
and dating club contracts. Check with your state and local consumer
office (see page 72) for more information about cancellation rights.
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www.pueblo.gsa.gov

FCIC is always updating the information in the Handbook and on our website as well. Monthly
Consumer Focus articles feature timely information on a variety of topics, new links are
being added and In the News helps keep you up to date. Visit us at www.pueblo.gsa.gov

+« Make sure that the com-
pany has all appropriate
state and local licenses
and has complied with any
other regulations.
Occupational and profes-
sional licensing boards
cover doctors, lawyers, and
home improvement contrac-
tors, as well as other busi-
nesses. For more informa-
tion, see page 72.

¢« Read and understand any
contract you are asked to
sign. Make sure that all the
blanks are filled in and that
any verbal promises made
by the salesperson are also
in writing.

« Extended warranties or
service contracts offer a
high margin of profit to the
business. You need to
decide whether the extra
peace of mind you gain is
worth the price. To find out
more, contact the Federal
Trade Commission (see
page 122) or your state or
local consumer office (see
page 72).

e Check out aseller’s
refund and return policy
and get it in writing.

+ Consider paying by credit
card. If you later have a
legitimate dispute with the
seller, you do not have to
pay a charge made on your
credit card. For more infor-
mation on credit card pro-
tection see page 15.

¢ Check the index at the
back of this Handbook for
more specific information,
and consult the Consumer

Information Catalog (see
page 1) for other brochures
and pamphlets on selected
consumer topics.

Why These Tips?

Every year the Consumer
Federation of America and the
National Association of
Consumer Agency
Administrators survey govern-
ment consumer protection
offices to find out what transac-
tions generate the most com-
plaints. The most recent “win-
ners” were new and used car
sales, auto repair, home
improvement, retail sales, credit
and lending, mail order, and
auto leasing. Here are sugges-
tions to help you avoid prob-
lems during these and other
consumer transactions. For
addresses, telephone num-
bers, and websites of govern-
ment offices and other
organizations listed in this
section, please consult Part
I1l: Consumer Assistance
Directory, page 34.

Car Repair, Buying,
Leasing and Renting

Two websites with general
information on many of the top-
ics below are
www.Edmunds.com and
www.lectlaw.com.
Consumerworld.org has links to
many online resources. Click on
shopping.

Car Repair

e Choose areliable repair
shop recommended to you
by family or friends or an
independent consumer rat-

ing organization. Check out
the repair shop’s complaint
record with your state or
local consumer protection
office or Better Business
Bureau.

When you take the car to
the shop, describe the
symptoms. Don’t diagnose
the problem.

Get more than one esti-
mate in writing.

Make it clear that work
cannot begin until you
have authorized it. Don’t
authorize work without a
written estimate or, if the
problem can’t be diagnosed
on the spot, insist that the
shop contact you for your
authorization once the trou-
ble has been found.

Don’t sign a blank repair
order. Make sure the repair
order reflects what you
want done before you sign
it.

Is the repair covered
under warranty? Follow
the warranty instructions.
Ask the shop to keep the
old parts for you.

Get all warranties in writ-
ing.

Do not give out your
credit card number,

checking or savings
account number, Social
Security number, or
other personal informa-
tion to any company you
do not know. See
Identity Theft, page 25.
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Some car manufacturers
may be willing to repair
certain problems without
charge even though the
warranty has expired.
Contact the manufacturer’s
zone representative or the
dealer’s service department
listed on page 68 for assis-
tance.

Keep copies of all paper-
work.

Some states, cities and
counties have special laws
that deal with auto repairs.
For information on the
laws in your state, con-
tact your state or local
consumer protection
office (page 72).

Buying a Car: New or Used

Comparison shop.

Research options by read-
ing Consumer Reports
(Wwww.consumerreports.org),
Popular Mechanics
(www.popularmechanics.com)
and Motor Trend
(www.motortrend.com) for
performance, service, and
safety ratings. Visit
www.autoweb.com,
www.autovantage.com,
www.carpoint.com or
www.autobytel.com to get
quotes and purchase online.

Don’t buy on impulse or
because the salesperson is
pressuring you to make a
decision.

Read and understand
every document you are
asked to sign. Do not sign
anything until you have
made a final decision to
buy.

Handle your car trade-in,
purchase, and financing
as three separate trans-
actions to get the best deal
on each.

Shop in advance for the
best deal in financing at
your credit union, bank or
finance company. When
you finance a car, the
finance charge must be
stated as an Annual
Percentage Rate (APR).

Compare their Annual
Percentage Rate and total
finance charge with financ-
ing offered by the dealer.

Look at the total cost, not
just the monthly payment.

Get a written price quote
before you talk about your
trade-in or dealer financing.

Don’t take possession of
the car until the financing
paperwork is final.

Avoid high-profit, low-
value extras sold by deal-
ers, such as credit insur-
ance, extended service
memberships, rustproofing
and upholstery finishes.
You do not have to pur-
chase credit insurance in
order to get a loan. See
credit insurance, page 15.

Check the complaint
records of car dealers with
your state or local con-
sumer protection agency or
Better Business Bureau.

Read the “Buyers Guide”
sticker required to be dis-
played in the window of
the car. It gives information
on warranties, if any are
offered, and provides other
information.

If the “warranty” box is
checked off on the
“Buyers Guide,” ask for a
copy and review it before
you agree to buy the car.

Buying a New Car

Evaluate your needs and
financial situation.

Test drive several models
before you make a final
choice.

Find out the dealer’s
invoice price for the car

Recalls

If you plan to buy a used car, truck, or other consumer product -- from a dealer, private individual,
thrift or other retail store, or over the Internet -- check to be sure it hasn’t been recalled for safety
reasons. Contact the appropriate Federal agency below, using the contact information beginning on
page 113.

e Cars - National Highway Traffic Safety Administration

e Drugs, medical devices - Food and Drug Administration

e Food - U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Drug Administration

e Seafood - Food and Drug Administration, U.S. Department of Commerce

e Toy, baby, and play equipment, household products - U.S. Consumer Product Safety
Commission

Recalls are also posted regularly on the FCIC website: www.pueblo.gsa.gov
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and options. This is what
the manufacturer charged
the dealer for the car, not
counting any rebates,
allowances or other incen-
tives that reduce the cost to
the dealer. You can order
this information for a small
fee from consumer publica-
tions you can find at your
local library.

e Find out if the manufac-
turer is offering rebates
that will lower the cost.

¢ Get price quotes from
several dealers. Find out if
the amounts quoted are the
prices before or after the
rebates are deducted.

¢ Inspect and test drive the
vehicle you plan to buy.

¢ Dealer finance managers
may try to “flip” your pur-
chase to a lease, ignoring
the agreed upon sales price
and the promised allowance
on the trade-in. Examine
dealer documents carefully
to make sure you are buy-
ing, not leasing, the vehicle.
Look for a balloon payment
and “base mileage” disclo-
sures that indicate a lease
instead of a finance con-
tract.

Lemon Laws

States with new car “lemon

laws” allow the owner a

refund or replacement when

a new vehicle has a substan-

tial problem that is not fixed

within a reasonable number

of attempts. Many specify a

refund or replacement when a

substantial problem is not fixed

in four repair attempts or the
car has been out of service for

30 days within the first 12,000

miles/12 months. If you believe

that your car is a lemon:

e contact your state or
local consumer protec-
tion office (see page 72)
for information on the laws

in your state and the steps
you must take to resolve the
situation;

e give the dealer a list of
symptoms every time you
bring it in for repairs; keep
copies for your records;

e get copies of the repair
orders showing the report-
ed problems, the repairs
performed and the dates
that the car was in the shop;
and

e contact the manufactur-
er, as well as the dealer,
to report the problem
(page 68). Some state laws
require that you do so to
give the manufacturer a
chance to fix the problem.
Your owner’s manual will
list an address for the man-
ufacturer.

Buying a Used Car

e Find a car that the dealer
covers with a warranty
by checking the “Buyers
Guide” posted on used
cars. Select a car with at
least a 30-day, 100% warran-
ty where the dealer agrees
to pay all repair costs for
covered items. Avoid “As Is
- NoWarranty” cars.

e« Choose a safe car. Look
for the current safety
inspection sticker required
by your state. Call the
National Highway Traffic
Safety Administration toll-
free number (1-800-424-9393)
to see if the manufacturer
has recalled the car for
safety defects. If it has
been recalled, ask the deal-
er for proof that the defect
has been repaired.

e Check with your state motor
vehicle department to
research the car’s title
history. Make sure the car
is not a “lemon buy-back,”
salvaged, or wrecked car.

¢« Get the written mileage

disclosure statement
required by federal law from
any seller and make sure it
matches the odometer
reading on the car. Check
the title to the car before
you sign on the dotted line.

Look carefully at the car
in full daylight. Take it for
a test drive. Have the car
inspected by YOUR
mechanic, and pay for a
diagnostic test. Ask the
mechanic if the car would
pass a safety inspection so
that you can ask the dealer
to make repairs before you
buy the car. Check out the
frequency of repair records
for used cars in Consumer
Reports magazine that you
can find at the library.

Do not be misled
into thinking
that you have an
automatic three-day
cancellation period
for all purchases.
You can only legally
cancel a few types
of contracts.

¢ Check prices at the
library with the NADA
Official Used Car Guide
or used car pricing servic-
es.The Kelley Blue Book is
on the web at www.kbb.com.

¢« Some states have laws giv-
ing extra protection to used
car buyers. Contact your
state or local consumer
protection office to find
out what rights you might
have.

Buying from a Private
Individual

Consider buying a used car
from someone you know. You
can get a reliable car for a lower
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price from the original owner

who knows the car’s service and

repair record. But private sell-
ers generally have less
responsibility than dealers
for defects or other prob-
lems.

e Check with your state’s
motor vehicle department
on what paperwork you
will need to register a
vehicle.

e« Make sure the seller isn’t
a dealer posing as an
individual. That might
mean the dealer is trying to
evade the law and might be
an indicator of problems
with the car. Look at the
title and registration. Make
sure the seller is the regis-
tered owner of the vehicle.

¢ Ask the seller lots of
detailed questions about
the car.

Car Leasing

When you lease, you pay to
drive someone else’s vehicle.
Although leasing can involve
lower monthly payments than a
loan, at lease end, you still have
no ownership or equity in the
car. The Consumer Leasing Act
requires leasing companies to
disclose standardized informa-
tion to lease customers. In
addition to the information dis-
closed on a standardized form,
you should always ask for an
itemization of the capitalized
cost. Shop as if you’re buying a
car. Negotiate all the lease
terms, including the price of the
vehicle. Lowering the lease
price will help reduce your

monthly payments. Get all the
terms in writing.

Ask about standards for
wear and use. Dings that you
may regard as normal wear and
tear may be billed as significant
damage at the end of your
lease. Ask the dealer to give
you an example of the early
termination charges, for
example, if the car is totaled six
months after the lease is
signed. Expect to pay a sub-
stantial charge if you give
the car up before the end of
your lease. Most leases allow
you to drive 12,000 to 15,000
miles a year. Expect a charge
of 10 to 25 cents for each addi-
tional mile. Make sure the man-
ufacturer’s warranty covers the
entire lease term and the num-
ber of miles you are likely to
drive. Get every item of equip-
ment listed on the lease.
Otherwise, you could be
charged for “missing” equip-
ment at the end of the lease.

Before you sign the deal,
take a copy of the contract
home and review it carefully
away from any dealer pres-
sure. Be alert for any charges
that were not disclosed at the
dealership, like conveyance, dis-
position, and preparation fees.
Make sure you got credit for any
trade-in. You do not have an
automatic three-day right to
cancel a lease after you sign
it. When you finance a car, the
finance charge must be stated
as an Annual Percentage Rate
(APR).There is no similar
requirement for disclosing the

cost of leases. “Lease rates”
or “money factors” do not
have standardized defini-
tions and are not equivalent
to an APR.

Auto Service Contracts
Dealers may try to sell you an
auto service contract or
“extended warranty” when
you buy a new or used car. A
warranty comes with a new car
and is included in the original
price of the vehicle. A service
contract is sold separately and
is a promise to pay for certain
repairs or services. Service
contracts are usually high-
profit add-ons, costing hun-
dreds to more than $1,000. The
service contract may duplicate
warranty coverage you get from
the manufacturer or dealer. Ask
these questions:

e Does the dealer, manufac-
turer, or an independent
company back the service
contract?

e What happens to your cov-
erage if the dealer or
administrator goes out of
business?

¢ How are claims handled?

+ Can you choose among sev-
eral service dealers or
repair centers or do you
have to return to one deal-
er?

e Isyour car covered if it
breaks down on a trip or if
you move out of town?

e Do you need prior authori-
zation for repair work?
Common repairs for parts
like brakes and clutches

Credit and Sublease Brokers
These are con artists who prey on people who have bad credit and cannot get car loans.
“Credit brokers” promise to get a loan for you in exchange for a high fee. In many cases, the
“broker” takes the fee and disappears.
“Sublease brokers” charge a fee to arrange for you a “sublease” or “take over” someone else’s
car lease or loan. Such deals usually violate the original loan or lease agreement. Your car can be
repossessed even if you've made all of your payments. You also might have trouble insuring your car.




generally are not included
in service contracts. Watch
out for exclusions that
deny coverage for any
reason and other terms
that could cost extra
when repairs are made.
Failure to keep up manufac-
turer’s recommendations for
routine maintenance can
void the service contract.
The contract may prohibit
you from taking your car to
an independent station for
routine maintenance or per-
forming the work yourself.

Vehicle Repossessions
When you borrow money to buy
a car, you should know that:

e The lender can repossess
if you miss a payment or
for any default (a violation
of the contract).

e The lender can repossess
without advance notice.

e After repossession, the
lender might be able to
accelerate, meaning the
lender can require the
borrower to pay off the
entire balance of the loan
in order for the borrower to
get the vehicle back.

e The lender can sell the
vehicle at auction.

¢ The lender might be able
to sue the borrower for the
deficiency if it sells the car
for less than the borrower
owes. This is true even in
voluntary repossessions.

¢ The lender cannot com-
mit a “breach of the
peace,” for example, break-
ing into a home or physical-
ly threatening someone, in
the course of a reposses-
sion.

« If you know you’re going
to be late with a pay-
ment, talk to the lender to
try to work things out. If

the lender agrees to a delay
or to modify the contract, be
sure you get the agreement
in writing. Some states
have laws that give con-
sumers additional rights.
Contact your state or local
consumer protection office
for more information (see
page 72).

Renting a Car

Federal law does not cover

short-term car and truck

rentals, but some state laws do.

Contact your state or local con-

sumer protection office (see

page 72) for information or to
report a complaint.

e Collision Damage Waiver
(CDW), in states that allow
it, is an optional charge of
$9 to $13 a day by the rental
company. If you decline to
pay extra for CDW, you
accept responsibility for any
damages. Rental companies
also may sell loss of use
and liability insurance.
Check with your insur-
ance agent in advance, so
you do not duplicate cov-
erage you already have.

« If you pay by credit card,
some rental companies will
place a hold or freeze on
your account during the
rental period.

e Carefully inspect the
vehicle and its tires before
renting.

e Check refueling policies
and charges.

Home

Home Improvement

Most home improvement loans
are secured by a mortgage on
your home. It’s better not to
finance expensive credit insur-
ance (see page 15) or to consol-
idate other debts into this loan.
Your home will be at risk for

every extra dollar you borrow. If

you don’t make your payments,

you could lose your home.

¢ Plan ahead. Know what
you want or need to have
done before contacting a
contractor.

¢ Ask family and friends for
recommendations.

¢ Get at least three written
estimates from contractors
who have come to your
home to evaluate what
needs to be done. Be sure
the estimates are based on
the same work so that you
can make meaningful com-
parisons.

+« Contact your local or
state consumer agency
and Better Business
Bureau for information
on contractors’ licensing
or registration require-
ments and complaint
records. Some states
require licensees to pass
tests for competency and
scrutinize licensees for
financial solvency. Some
states also have a fund to
cover some financial losses
that result from problems
with licensed contractors.

o Getreferences and talk to
people for whom the con-
tractor has done similar
work.

¢ Get the names of suppli-
ers and ask if the contractor
makes timely payments.

¢« Contact your local build-
ing inspection depart-
ment to check for permit
and inspection require-
ments. Be wary if the con-
tractor asks you to get the
permit. It could mean the
firm is not licensed.

« Be sure your contractor
has the required personal
liability, property damage
and worker’s compensa-



tion insurance for his/her
workers and subcontrac-
tors. Check with your insur-
ance company to find out if
you are covered for any
injury or damage that might
occur.

Insist on a complete writ-
ten contract. Know exactly
what work will be done, the
quality of materials that will
be used, warranties, time-
tables, the names of any
subcontractors, the total
price of the job and the
schedule of payments.

You have cancellation
rights (usually three busi-
ness days) in home
improvement contracts.
Cancellation rights entitle
you to get out of the con-
tract without penalty,
although you may be liable
for any benefit received. You
may be covered under both
state and federal law.

Understand your pay-
ment options. Compare
the cost of getting your own
loan vs. contractor financ-
ing.

Try to limit your down
payment. Find out if your
state laws specify that only
a certain percentage of the
total cost may be made as a
down payment.

Don’t make final pay-
ment or sign an affidavit
of final release until you
are satisfied with the
work and know that sub-
contractors and suppliers
have been paid. State lien
laws may allow unpaid sub-
contractors and/or unpaid
suppliers to attach your
home.

Check to see if state or
local laws limit the
amount by which the
final bill can exceed the

estimate, unless you have
approved the increase.

Pay by credit card when
you can. Under federal and
state law, in most cases,
you have the right to assert
any claims or defenses you
have against the seller of
the goods or services
against the credit card com-
pany. This generally means
that if the goods or services
are defective, you can
refuse to pay the credit card
company until the problem
is corrected.

Be especially cautious if
the contractor:

-comes door-to-door or
seeks you out;

-just happens to have mate-
rial left over from a recent
job;

-tells you your job will be a
“demonstration;”

-offers you discounts for
finding him/her other cus-
tomers;

-quotes a price that’s out of
line with other estimates;

-pressures you for an imme-
diate decision;

-offers exceptionally long
guarantees;

-can only be reached by
leaving messages with an
answering service;

-drives an unmarked van or
has out-of-state plates on
his/her vehicle; or

-asks you to pay for the
entire job up front.

Home Financing

When shopping for a mortgage
to buy a house, educate your-
self.

Read the real estate section
of your local newspaper to
find out the current interest
rates.

Check the rates for 30-year
mortgages, 15-year mort-
gages and adjustable rate
mortgages. Ask the lending
institution to explain the
differences.

Know your lending institu-
tion.

Request information from
the Federal Trade
Commission (p. 122), the
Federal Reserve Board (p.
122), and the Department of
Housing and Urban
Development (p. 117).

Visit the numerous web-
sites providing home buying
information. Good gateways
to these websites are
www.pueblo.gsa.gov and
www.consumerworld.org.
Click on housing and/or
money.

Home Equity Lending

Your first decision is
whether you need a
revolving line of credit or
a one-time, closed-end
loan. A revolving line of
credit enables the home-
owner to choose when and
how to borrow against the
equity in the home. In a
closed-end loan, the home-
owner receives a lump sum
for a particular purpose,
such as remodeling or
tuition.

Although a home equity
loan might allow you to take
tax deductions you could
not take with other types of
loans, your home will be
at risk if you cannot
make the monthly pay-
ments.

When comparing home
equity loan offers, ask:

-What is the minimum
monthly payment?

-Is there a maximum?
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-What is the annual per-
centage rate?

-If the interest rate is
adjustable, how much can it
increase at one time?

-Is there a maximum rate?

e Ask about annual fees or
transaction fees.

-How large a credit line is
available for a revolving line
of credit?

-How long is the term of the
closed-end loan?

-What are the initiation
fees for a closed-end loan?

Home Equity Fraud
Some companies offering home
equity loans are only interested
in how much money they can
make. To avoid becoming a
victim of home equity fraud:
+ Apply for a home equity
loan through a bank first.
Bank loans are likely to cost
less than loans offered by
finance companies.

« Be especially careful if
responding to home solic-
itations. Many home sales-
people are very skilled at
persuading you to buy
things you don’t need or
want.

* Read everything before
you sign it.

 Keep a copy of every-
thing you sign.

Reverse Mortgages

e If you own your home, a
reverse mortgage loan will
pay you in monthly
advances or through a line
of credit. Reverse mort-
gages convert home equity
into cash with no repayment
required for as long as bor-
rowers live in their homes.
Because you’re drawing
on the value of your
home, there will be less

equity for you and your
heirs in the future.

e Because of the complex
nature of reverse mort-
gages, you may wish to
seek the advice of an
attorney, financial advi-
sor or accountant before
taking out this type of
loan.

e Interest rates on this type
of loan may be higher and
are charged on a compound
basis. Application fees,
points and closing costs
also may be higher than
other types of loans.
Interest rates are not
deductible on your income
taxes until you repay the
loan in full. There can be
dramatic differences
between reverse mort-
gages, so shop around.

For more information about
home equity lending, fraud or
reverse mortgages contact
your state consumer protec-
tion office (see page 72), the
HUD Housing Counseling
Clearinghouse at 1-888-466-3487,
the Federal Trade Commission
(p.122), or the National
Consumer Law Center (p. 137).

Investing Wisely -
Commodity Futures

Only commodity brokers regis-
tered with the U.S. Commaodity
Futures Trading Commission
(CFTC) can sell exchange-trad-
ed futures contracts and
options on futures to the public
lawfully. The National Futures
Association (NFA), a CFTC-
designated self-regulatory
organization, has a toll-free
hotline at 1-800-676-4NFA
(4632) to verify registration
and disciplinary history
(including customer com-
plaints) of futures/options
firms and salespersons. From
outside the United States, call
312-781-1410. See page 113 for

Avoiding Investment
Fraud

Deceptive or fraudulent
sales pitches for investments
often misrepresent or leave
out facts in order to promote
fantastic profits with little
risk. No financial investment
is risk-free and a high rate of
return means greater risk.
Beware if a salesperson:

e Tells you to borrow
money on a credit card,
take out a mortgage on
your home, or cash in
your IRA to invest in
commodities;

e Pressures you to invest
immediately, and then
sends an overnight couri-
er service to pick up your
check and give you forms
to sign;

e Promises quick profits;

« Downplays the risk dis-
closure documents and
statement, which are
required by Federal law,
as just a formality;

« Tells you to write false
information on your
account form, for exam-
ple, to overstate your
income;

e Sends information that is
not printed on letterhead
stationery or has typo-
graphical errors;

+ Does not send your
money promptly when
you order the broker to
close a trade and send
you your balance;

e Offers to share inside
information; or

e Uses words like "guaran-
tee," "high return," "lim-
ited offer," or "as safe as
aC.D."




how to contact CFTC and page
144 for NFA.

Securities

Before making a securities

investment in stocks, bonds or

mutual funds, you should get
written financial information
such as a prospectus or annual
report. Select a broker or invest-
ment adviser who understands
your financial objectives.

Interview two or three to com-

pare experience, education and

professional background. Call
the National Association of

Securities Dealers, Inc.

(NASD) toll-free on 1-800-289-

9999 to find out about the dis-

ciplinary history of the bro-

ker. Call your state securities
regulator (see page 100) to see
if the investment and the sales-
person are registered in your
state, and to obtain any discipli-
nary information.

e Understand how the bro-
ker or investment adviser
is paid. What fees will you
pay to purchase, sell or
maintain the account?

e If you have a problem
with your broker or your
account, talk with the firm’s
manager. If you can’t
resolve the problem, con-
tact the U.S. Securities and
Exchange Commission (see
page 124) or your state
securities regulator (see
page 100).

e Read magazines like
Money, Kiplinger’s Personal
Finance and Fortune for
investment advice.

¢ Visit the numerous web
sites providing personal
finance information. Good
gateways to these web
sites include:
www.pueblo.gsa.gov and
www.consumerworld.org.
Click on money.
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Day Trading

Unlike longer term investments
for college or retirement, day
trading seeks profits based on
short-term fluctuations in the
prices of stocks. You gamble on
whether the price of a stock will
rise or fall. Unless you are
extremely knowledgeable
about stocks and how the
stock market works, you
should not engage in day
trading. For more information,
call the U.S. Securities and
Exchange Commission (see
page 124) or your state securi-
ties regulator (see page 100).

Utilities

Electricity
Most consumers get their elec-
tric service from a local private
or public utility company or
from a cooperative. The electric
utility industry is restructuring,
however, and in several states
consumers will be able to select
an electric supplier. Contact
your state utility commission
(page 105) for information about
your own state. Ask:
+ Has our state restructured
the electric industry?

¢ What protection do | have
against slamming (unautho-
rized switching of
providers)?

+ Do you have consumer
information to help me
decide which service to pur-
chase?

¢ Do you license sellers of
electricity?

+ Do you have a list of com-
panies that can do business
in our state?

¢ Where do | complain about
unfair marketing, sales, and
service practices?

If you have a choice in elec-
tric suppliers, ask:
¢ How much will it cost? How

long can | depend on this
rate?

e Whodolcallifl have a
problem with service?

* What is your experience in
providing reliable service?

e Can | have a sample of a bill
I might receive if | purchase
electricity from your compa-
ny?

e What are the terms and
conditions of service?

e Do you have a local cus-
tomer service office?

« Do you have a privacy pro-
tection policy?

Natural Gas

Call your state utility commis-

sion (page 105) for a list of

licensed suppliers. Ask com-
panies:

e Does your price include dis-
tribution and sales tax, and
are there any other fees |
will be charged that are not
included in this price?

¢ What are the terms and
conditions of the agree-
ment?

¢ What information do | have
to provide you to enroll me?
Do you have a privacy poli-
cy?

e Are there fees if | cancel my
agreement before it is up?
What are they?

 What are the cancellation
terms?

« What is the length of the
agreement, and what hap-
pens when it is over?

e Do you have a local cus-
tomer service office?

Water

The majority of consumers rely
on local utilities to produce a
safe and ample supply of water.
Your local water agency is
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responsible for sending you an
annual Consumer Confidence
Report that should list the
source of your water, what con-
taminants may be in the water,
and information on the safety
levels of contaminants and their
effects on health. For more
information call the
Environmental Protection
Agency’s Safe Drinking
Water Hotline at 1-800-426-
4791 or visit EPA’s website at
www.epa.gov/safewater.

Telephone Services

Now you can choose your long-
distance carrier as well as your
local toll and/or local phone
service if there is competition in
your area. An increasing num-
ber of companies sell optional
services such as voice mail, call
waiting, caller ID, paging, and
wireless service. The National
Consumers League maintains a
web page to help you under-
stand all of the charges on your
phone bills and help you recog-
nize fraud:
www.ncl.net.org/phonebill/index
.html.

Calling Plans and Other

Services

Think first about how you use

the telephone.

¢« Where do you call most
often?

+ What time of day or day of
the week?

+ Do you want to get mes-
sages and if so, do you need
voice mail or will an
answering machine do?

e Is it worth the cost for extra
services like call waiting
and caller ID?

¢ Do you need a wireless
phone or pager?

With these answers, you can
compare services and prices.
You may want a package deal
from one company or services

Don't Be Slammed or Crammed

Slamming is the illegal act of switching your long distance,
local toll or local telephone company without your permission.
On your phone bill, you may find:

¢ adifferent company name or
¢ phone charges that are much higher than normal.

Cramming is when companies add charges to your telephone
bill for optional services you never agreed to such as voice
mail or club memberships. You may not notice these monthly
charges because they're relatively small - $5 to $30 dollars -
and look like your regular phone charges.

from different companies.

e Find out how companies’
services work, including
whether there are minimum
use, time-of-day or distance
requirements, flat monthly
fees, or special plans. For
example, wireless service
may be cheaper than regu-
lar local service if you don’t
make many calls.

¢ Get the information in
writing and don’t be pres-
sured into an immediate
decision.

* Make sure you’re compar-
ing similar plans and fea-
tures to determine the best
rates.The
Telecommunications
Research and Action
Center (TRAC), a nonprofit
group, offers information
about residential and small
business long-distance
rates, and wireless service.
ContactTRAC at P.O. Box
27279, Washington, DC
20005 or visit its website at
www.trac.org.

Pre-paid Calling Cards
Many drug and grocery stores
sell pre-paid calling cards, and
they are sold online, too. Before
buying one, know the following:
e per-minute rate;

e connection fee;

¢ maintenance fee; and

e expiration date.

To avoid being slammed or

crammed:

* Read fine print on con-
test entry forms and
coupons. You could be
agreeing to switch your
phone service or buy
optional services.

* Watch out for impostors.
Companies may falsely
claim to be your regular
phone company and offer
some type of discount plan
or bill consolidation. They
may also say they’re taking
a survey or pretend to be a
government agency!

¢ Warn family members
and employees. Be sure
that only those authorized
talk to a company about
telephone service.

« Beware of “negative
option notices.” You’'ll be
switched or signed up for
optional services unless
you say no.

* Look at your telephone
bill carefully every month
especially the pages that
show the details.

Fraudulent companies may
switch your phone service or
add new services to your bill as
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a result of your calling a pay-
per-call service (see page 13).

Resolving Slamming or
Cramming Problems
Under Federal Communications
Commission (FCC) rules, no
telecommunications carrier can
arrange to switch your service
to its own without verifying that
you agreed. If you’ve been
slammed:

e askyour local phone
company to switch you
back to your original com-
pany at no charge;

« tell the original company
you’re switching back,
and ask to be enrolled in
your previous calling plan;
and

e contact the company that
slammed you, whose name
and number is on the bill, to
exercise your rights regard-
ing those charges.

that you plan to deduct
them from your bill pay-
ment; and

+ if the service provider
insists that the charges
are valid, contact your
local or state consumer pro-
tection agency (see page
72) or state public utilities
department (see page 105).

Your phone service cannot be
shut off for refusal to pay for
unauthorized services. For
more information about FCC
rules, call 1-888-225-5322 or go
to its website at www.fcc.gov
and click on Consumer Info.

Pay-Per Call Services

You can get everything from
recorded sports scores to live
psychic readings by calling 900
numbers that provide informa-
tion or entertainment services.
These numbers are sometimes
also used to conduct surveys or

debt.

Pay-Per-Call Charges - Protect Yourself
¢ Don't make the call if you don't know the cost.

*« Be wary of promises for free gifts or prizes.

¢ Find out how free minutes really work.

« Watch out for phony offers of financial assistance.
« Don't stay on hold, you'll be charged for that time.

« Don't respond to messages to call pay-per-call numbers.
Fraudulent pay-per-call services may leave messages pre-
tending to be calling about a family emergency, a prize or a

+ If you use a pay-per-call service, look for new unauthorized
monthly charges on your phone bill. (See page 12, cramming.)

Generally, consumers can’t be
held liable for services they
never agreed to buy. If you've
been crammed:

e call the number that
appears on the page
where the charges are
detailed;

« tell your local phone com-
pany, which provides the
billing service, that you are
disputing the charges and
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contests, or for charitable
fundraising. The “information
provider,” the company or
organization you're calling, sets
its own price for the service,
and usually bills you through
your local telephone company.

Consumer Rights

The Federal Telephone
Disclosure and Dispute
Resolution Act requires adver-

tisements for pay-per-call serv-

ices to tell you:

e the cost of the call. It may
be a flat rate, a per-minute
charge, or calculated on
some other basis. The ad
must also state the most
you can be charged, if that
can be determined, and any
minimum or additional
charges that you might have
to pay;

e the odds of winning or the
factors that determine your
chance of winning any
sweepstakes, prizes or
awards, and how you can
enter any contest without
calling the 900 number;

e ifit’s a private company
offering information
about Federal programs
and that the company is not
endorsed, approved or
authorized by the govern-
ment; and

e for services directed pri-
marily to children under
the age of 18, that they
need their parents’ consent
to call the number.

The rules bar advertising pay-
per-call services directed to
children under age 12 unless
they are for legitimate educa-
tional services.

If the charge for pay-per-call

services will be more than $2,

you should hear the following

information when you dial

the number:

e« The company or organiza-
tion name and a descrip-
tion of services;

e the cost of the call;

e anotice that you can
hang up without any
charge within a certain
time after a signal. You can’t
be charged for listening to
the preamble; and
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¢ awarning to kids under 18
that they need their parents’
consent to stay on the line.

Toll-Free Numbers and
Pay-Per-Call
Generally, 800, 888, or 877 num-
bers are toll-free. However,
charges for pay-per-call serv-
ices through 800, 888, and 877
numbers are allowed if you:
+ sign awritten contract
that describes the service
and how much it will cost,
or;

« agree verbally providing
your credit card, charge
account, debit or calling
card number to pay for the
charges.

It’'s illegal to be connected to a
900 number pay-per-call service
through a toll-free number, or
for a pay-per-call service to call
you back collect after you dialed
a number that you thought was
toll-free. Both the FCC and the
FTC have rules concerning pay-
per-call numbers. For contact
information see page 122.

You have the right to dispute
pay-per-call charges if:
+ you didn’t make the call;

e the amount you're billed is
incorrect;

* the services were misrepre-
sented;

e you are charged for calling a
toll-free number without an
agreement; or

¢ acredit you're owed doesn’t
show up on the bill.

Your local and long-distance
telephone service cannot be
disconnected if you refuse to
pay for disputed pay-per-call
charges.

e Act promptly - you gener-
ally have 60 days to dispute
the charges. If they appear
on your phone bill, call the
local or toll-free number

that is listed on that page.

* Note who you spoke to and
what was said.

e Follow up with a letter,
keeping a copy that explains
the problem and confirms
your conversation.

e Deduct the charges you
are disputing and pay the
rest of your bill by the due
date. You should hear back
from the company within 40
days and the problem
should be resolved within 90
days.

« If the charges appear on
your credit card bill, fol-
low the instructions on the
bill for disputes. The infor-
mation provider can pursue
the matter through a collec-
tion agency or other legal
means, including reporting
the debt to a credit bureau.
If you're contacted by a col-
lection agency, explain in
writing why you dispute the
charges. You can also put a
written explanation in your
credit report.

You may have other rights
according to state law. Check
with your state or local con-
sumer protection agency (see
page 72) or state utilities
department (see page 105).

If the dispute concerns informa-
tion services provided through a
number that may not be covered
by the pay-per-call rules, such
as foreign phone numbers, find
out if you have any protection
under state law. You may have
to work out a payment agree-
ment with your long-distance
company to avoid losing your
service. To prevent 900 num-
ber calls or foreign calls from
being made, you can request
“blocking” from your local
phone company for free or for
a reasonable charge.

Foreign Phone Numbers
Information and entertain-
ment services can get around
pay-per-call rules by using
foreign phone numbers. Most
foreign phone numbers require
dialing 011 first, but some are
dialed just like long-distance
numbers in this country, begin-
ning with 1 and then a three-
digit area code such as 809 (the
Dominican Republic) or 758 (St.
Lucia). If you don’t know if a
number is domestic or for-
eign, call the operator and
ask.

Money and Credit

Loans

A number of Federal state and
local agencies regulate banks
and other financial institutions.
Check the table of contents or
the index for specific informa-
tion about how to reach these
offices by mail, fax, telephone,
E-mail and through the Internet.
For information about: mort-
gage loans see Home
Financing (page 8); home
improvement loans see Home
Improvement (page 7); car
loans see Buying A Car: New
or Used (page 4).

Payday Loans

In a typical payday loan, a con-
sumer would write a personal
check for $115 to borrow $100
for two weeks (until payday).
The annual percentage rate
(APR) in this typical example is
390%. In 19 states payday loans
are illegal. Avoid payday

loans by:

e asking for more time to pay
a bill,

+ seeking a traditional small
loan, or

e using a cash advance on
your credit card.

For more information about pay-
day loans, contact your state
banking authority (p. 92),
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Here's an overview of which agencies regulate which financial institutions:

See page 124.

Supervision. See page 119.

State chartered banks that are not members of the Federal Reserve System are regulated by the
Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation. See page 122.

State chartered banks and trust companies that are members of the Federal Reserve System
are regulated by the Federal Reserve System. See page 122.

Banks with national in the name or N.A. after the name are regulated by the Comptroller of the
Currency, U.S. Department of the Treasury. See page 119.
Federally chartered credit unions are regulated by the National Credit Union Administration.

Federal savings and loans and Federal savings banks are regulated by the Office of Thrift

State chartered banks are regulated by State banking authorities. See page 92.

Consumer Federation of
America (p. 136) or U.S. Public
Interest Research Group (p.
139).

Credit Insurance
Creditors have an incentive to
sell credit insurance because
they are the primary beneficiar-
ies. They make money from the
sale of insurance and they make
money when you pay the insur-
ance premium as part of your
loan. Four common abuses in
selling credit insurance are:
e involuntary or pressured
sales,

e overcharging,
e incomplete coverage, and

e post-claim ineligibility
determination.

For more information, contact
the National Consumer Law
Center (p. 137).

Credit Access and Use
Equal Rights

The Equal Credit
Opportunity Act guarantees
you equal rights in dealing with
anyone who regularly offers
credit, including banks, finance
companies, stores, credit card
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companies and credit unions. A

creditor is someone to whom

you owe money. When you

apply for credit, a creditor

may not:

« ask about or consider your
sex, race, national origin or
religion;

e ask about your marital sta-
tus or your spouse, unless
you are applying for a joint
account or relying on your
spouse’s income or you live
in a community property
state (Arizona, California,
Idaho, Louisiana, Nevada,
New Mexico, Texas and
Washington);

e ask about your plans to
have or raise children;

» refuse to consider reliable
public assistance income or
regularly received alimony
or child support; or

e discount or refuse to con-
sider income because of
your sex or marital status or
because it is from part-time
work or retirement benefits.

You have the right to:
« have credit in your birth
name, your first name and

your spouse’s last name, or
your first name and a com-
bined last name;

have a co-signer other than
your spouse if one is neces-
sary;

keep your own accounts
after you change your name
or marital status or retire,
unless the creditor has evi-
dence you are unable or
unwilling to pay;

know why a credit applica-
tion is rejected; the creditor
must give you the specific
reasons or tell you of your
right to find out the reasons
if you ask within 60 days;

have accounts shared with
your spouse reported in
both your names; and

know how much it will cost
to borrow money. The
Truth in Lending Act
requires a lender to
inform you of the cost to
borrow, so that you can
compare the cost and terms
of credit offered by various
lenders.




Credit Cards

Choosing a Credit Card
Consider and compare all
terms, including the following,
before you select a card:

Annual Percentage Rate
(APR) -the cost of credit as
a yearly rate.

Free or Grace Period -
allows you to avoid any
finance charge by paying
your balance in full before
the due date. If there is no
free period, you will pay a
finance charge from the
date of the transaction,
even if you pay your entire
balance when you receive
your bill.

Fees and Charges -most
issuers charge an annual
fee; some also might charge
a fee for a cash advance or
if you fail to make a pay-
ment on time or go over
your credit limit.

Credit Card Insurance - is
unnecessary because it
duplicates protections you
already have under law in
case your credit card is lost
or stolen. (See page 15,
Using a Credit Card.)

If you pay bills in full each
month, the size of the annual
fee or other fees will be more
important. If you carry a bal-
ance, the APR and the method
used to figure your balance are

key.

Get all terms and fees in
writing, including whether
a deposit is required.

Apply directly to the card
issuer. Don’t give money to
a company that offers to get
you a credit card for a fee.
You may not get a card or
your money back.

Beware of “credit cards”
that only allow you to
buy from their own cata-
logs.

Avoid companies that
promise instant credit or
guarantee you a credit card
“even if you have bad credit
history.” No one can guar-
antee you credit in advance.

Be cautious of offers for
secured credit cards.
These cards usually require
you to set aside money in a
separate bank account in an
amount equal to the line of
credit on the card to guar-
antee that you will pay the
credit card debt. Some of
these offers advertise that
secured cards can be used
to repair a bad credit
record, but no matter how
well you handle this
account, your payment his-
tory on your past debts still
will be taken into considera-
tion when you apply for
credit, employment or hous-

ing.

Using a Credit Card
Protect your credit record.

Pay bills promptly to keep
finance charges low and to
protect your credit rating.

Keep track of your charges
and don’t exceed your credit
limit.

Credit Insurance

It is almost always better
to insure yourself against
income loss or death by
purchasing regular life or
disability insurance
instead of credit insur-
ance. When you finance cars,
consumer goods, mobile
home sales, and residential
mortgages, salespeople may
try to sell you four types of
credit insurance:

e credit property: insures
against damage or loss
to whatever item secures
the loan

e credit life: pays the loan
balance in case of death

« credit disability/accident
and health: temporarily
makes loan payments in
case of accident or ill
health

e involuntary loss of
income: temporarily
makes loan payments if
you're laid off

If you want to be removed from lists for unsolicited credit and
insurance offers, ask the credit reporting agency (see page 17 for
the phone numbers of national credit bureaus) for a form to com-
plete that will permanently keep your name off the lists drawn
from credit file information.

See page 24 for Reducing Unwanted Mail, Telephone, or

Online Solicitations.

« Report any change of
address prior to moving, so
that you receive bills
promptly.

If your card is lost or stolen, you
are not liable for any charges if
you report the loss before the
card is used. If the card is used
before you report it missing, the
most you will owe is $50.

Credit Billing and
Disputes

The Fair Credit Billing Act
applies to credit card and
charge accounts and to over-
draft checking. It can be used
for:

¢ billing errors;

¢ unauthorized use of your
account;
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Preventing

Credit and
Debit/Check
Card Fraud

e goods or services charged
to your account but not
received or not provided as
promised; and

e charges for which you
request an explanation or
written proof of purchase.

Using a Debit or Check
Card

Using an Automated Teller
Machine (ATM) or debit card
and a personal identification
number (PIN), consumers can
withdraw cash, make deposits,
or transfer funds between
accounts and pay for retail pur-
chases. Although a debit card
looks like a credit card, the
money for the purchase is
transferred immediately
from your bank account to
the store’s account. Some
ATMs charge a fee if you are
not a member of their network
or are making a transaction at a
remote location. ATMs must
disclose the fee on the terminal
screen or on a sign next to the
screen. Purchases made with a
debit card are handled in one of
two ways: you enter your per-
sonal identification number or
you sign for the purchase. Ask
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Sign cards when they arrive, so no one can forge your signature

on the cards and use them.

Keep a record of your card numbers and expiration dates and the
phone number of the card issuer in a safe place. If your card is
stolen or missing, notify the card company immediately.

Don't give your credit card number over the phone to unfamiliar
companies or to people who say they need it to "verify" your
identity in order to give you a prize.

Destroy carbons and incorrect charge slips.

Draw a line through blank spaces on charge slips. Do not sign a

blank charge slip.

Keep copies of all sales slips. Open credit card bills promptly
and compare the sales slips with the charges on your bill.

Report billing errors and unauthorized charges to your credit

card company right away.

for a debit card that must be
used with a PIN to make it
harder for thieves to use your
lost or stolen cards or
account numbers. Keep your
PIN a secret. Don’t write your
PIN on the card or on a slip of
paper kept with your card. Take
your ATM receipt after com-
pleting a transaction.
Reconcile ATM receipts with
bank statements promptly.
When you use a debit card
for a point-of-sale purchase,
these purchases will be
shown on your periodic
statement from your bank
account. If there is an error on
your account, contact the issuer
of the card (for example, the oil
company) at the address or
phone number the company pro-
vided. When you use an elec-
tronic funds transfer, federal
law does not give you the right
to stop payment. You must
resolve the problem with the
seller. Stored-value cards
contain cash value stored elec-
tronically on the card itself.
Stored-value cards and the
transactions you make using
them may not be covered by the
Electronic Funds Transfer Act,
which means you may not be

covered for loss or misuse of
the card.

Protect Your Credit and

Debit/Check Card Rights

e Write to the creditor or
card issuer within 60 days
after the first bill con-
taining the disputed
charge is mailed to you.
(Even if more than 60 days
have passed since you were
billed for the item, you still
might be able to dispute the
charge if you only recently
found out about the prob-
lem.)

e Send your letter to the
address provided on the
bill; do not send the letter
with your payment.

e Be specific. In your letter,
give your name and account
number, the date and
amount of the charge dis-
puted, and a complete
explanation of why you are
disputing the charge.

e To be sure your letter is
received, and so you will
have a record, you might
wish to send it by certified
mail, with a return receipt
requested.




If you follow these require-
ments, the creditor or card
issuer must acknowledge
your letter in writing within
30 days after it is received
and conduct an investigation
within 90 days. While the bill
is being disputed and investi-
gated, you need not pay the
amount in dispute. The creditor
or card issuer may not take
action to collect the disputed
amount, including reporting the
amount as delinquent, and may
not close or restrict your
account. If there was an error
or you do not owe the amount,
the creditor or card issuer must
credit your account and remove
any finance charges or late fees
relating to the amount not
owed. For any amount still
owed, you have the right to an
explanation and copies of docu-
ments proving you owe the
money. If the bill is correct,
you must be told in writing what
you owe and why. You will owe
the amount disputed plus any
finance charges.

Debit/Check Cards
Report a lost or stolen ATM
or debit/check card to the
issuer immediately.

« If you report an ATM card
missing before it’s used
without your permission,
you are not responsible for
any unauthorized with-
drawals.

¢ Federal regulations limit
your liability to $50 if you
report the loss within two
business days after you
realize your card is missing,
and to $500 if you report the
loss between 2 and 60 days.

¢ Under Federal law you
could lose all the money in
your bank account and the
unused portion of your line
of credit established for
overdrafts if you fail to
report an unauthorized
transfer or withdrawal with-

in 60 days after your bank
statement is mailed to you.

o Self-imposed industry rules
limit your liability to zero if
you report the loss within
two business days, and to
$50 if you report it more
than two business days
after realizing your card is
missing.

Protect Your Credit Report
The Fair Credit Reporting Act
controls how your credit history
is kept, used and shared among
lenders. It is designed to pro-
mote accuracy and ensure the
privacy of the information used
in credit reports. The three
major national credit bureaus
have credit files on millions
of consumers nationwide.
Their toll-free numbers are:
Equifax 1-800-685-1111

Experian 1-888-397-3742
TransUnion 1-800-916-8800

Anyone who takes action
against you in response to a
report supplied by a credit
reporting agency (CRA) -such
as denying your application for
credit, insurance, or employ-
ment- must give you the name,
address, and telephone number
of the CRA that provided the
report.

e You have aright to know
what is in your credit
report, including medical
information and, usually, the
sources of the information.
Make sure your report is
accurate.

e Get your report for free if
a company takes adverse
action against you based
on the report and you
request your report within
60 days of receiving the
notice of the action.

* Request one free report a
year if you can prove that
you are unemployed and
plan to look for a job within

60 days, if you are on wel-
fare, or if your report is
inaccurate because of
fraud. Otherwise a CRA
may charge you up to $8
for a copy of your report.

If you find inaccurate or
incomplete information in
your report:

+ contact both the CRA
and the company that pro-
vided the information to the
CRA.

+ tell the CRA in writing
what information you
believe is inaccurate. The
information provider must
investigate and report the
results to the CRA. If the
information is incorrect,
it must notify all nation-
wide CRAs to also cor-
rect your file.

« if the reinvestigation
does not solve your dis-
pute with the company,
ask that your statement
of the dispute be included
in your file. A notice of
your dispute must be
included anytime the CRA
reports the item.

Who Has Access to My
Report?

An employer or a prospective
employer can only get your
credit report if you give written
consent. Creditors, employers,
or insurers cannot get a report
that includes medical informa-
tion without your approval. Only
people with a legitimate busi-
ness need can get a copy of
your report.

Negative Information

A CRA can report negative
information for seven years, and
bankruptcy information for ten
years. Information about a law-
suit or an unpaid judgment
against you can be reported for
seven years or until the statute
of limitations runs out, whichev-
er is longer.
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When Your Debt is Out of
Control - Credit
Counseling

Counseling services provide
assistance to individuals having
difficulty budgeting their money
and/or meeting necessary
monthly expenses. Many organi-
zations, including credit unions,
cooperative extension services,
family service centers and reli-
gious organizations, offer free
or low-cost credit counseling.
The National Foundation for
Consumer Credit (NFCC) has
1,400 members that provide
money management techniques,
debt payment plans and educa-
tional programs to help con-
sumers learn to budget and use
credit wisely. Many of its
members are locally managed,
nonprofit agencies operating
under the name Consumer
Credit Counseling Service
(CCCS).To locate the nearest
NFCC member, call 1-800-388-
2227 toll-free, 24 hours a day, or
visit its website at
www.nfcc.org. Myvesta.org is
the nation’s first, nonprofit,
Internet-based debt counseling
service. It assists families and
individuals with debt, credit,
money and financial problems
through its website at
www.myvesta.org, as well as
through one-on-one counsel-
ing at 1-800-680-DEBT.

Debt Collection

The Fair Debt Collection

Practices Act applies to

those who collect debts

owed to creditors for person-
al, family and household debts,
including car loans, mortgages,
charge accounts and money
owed for medical bills. A debt
collector is someone hired to

collect money owed by you. A

debt collector may not:

e contact you at unreasonable
times or places, for exam-
ple, before 8 a.m. or after 9
p.m., unless you agree, or at
work if you tell the debt col-
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lector your employer disap-
proves;

e contact you after you write
a letter to the collection
agency telling them to stop,
except to notify you if the
debt collector or creditor
intends to take some specif-
ic action;

e contact your friends, rela-
tives, employer or others,
except to find out where you
live and work, or tell such
people that you owe money;

¢ harass you by, for example,
threats of harm to you or
your reputation, use of pro-
fane language or repeated
telephone calls;

* make any false statement,
including that you will be
arrested; or

« threaten to have money
deducted from your pay-
check or to sue you, unless
the collection agency or
creditor intends to do so
and it is legal.

If you are contacted by a
debt collector, you have a right
to a written notice, sent within 5
days after you are first contact-
ed, telling you the amount owed,
the name of the creditor, and
what action to take if you
believe you don’t owe the
money. If you believe you do
not owe the money or don’t
owe the amount claimed, con-
tact the creditor in writing and
send a copy to the debt collec-
tion agency with a letter telling
them not to contact you. If you
do owe the money or part of it,
contact the creditor to arrange
for payment. To file a com-
plaint, contact your state or
local consumer protection
agency (see page 72) and the
FTC (see page 122).

Credit Repair
Credit repair companies adver-
tise that they can erase bad

credit and create a new credit

identity legally, all for a hefty

fee. Don’t believe it. No one can
legally remove accurate and
timely negative information
from a credit report. No credit
repair company can do anything
you can’t do for yourself for

free. Only time, hard work, and a

personal debt repayment plan

will improve your credit report.

Under the Credit Repair

Organizations Act, credit

repair companies cannot

require you to pay until they
have completed promised
services. They must:

e provide a copy of the
“Consumer Credit File
Rights Under State and
Federal Law” before you
sign a contract;

e give you a written contract
that spells out your rights
and obligations; and

e give you three days to can-
cel without paying any fees.

Some credit repair compa-
nies promise to help you
establish a whole new credit
identity. You can be prose-
cuted for mail or wire fraud if
you use the mail or telephone to
apply for credit with false infor-
mation. It is a federal crime to
make false statements on a
loan or credit application, to
misrepresent your social securi-
ty number, and to obtain an
Employer Identification Number
from the Internal Revenue
Service (IRS) under false pre-
tences. Your state may have a
law strictly regulating credit
repair companies. Contact
your local consumer affairs
office and state attorney gener-
al (see page 72), or the Federal
Trade Commission (see page
122) if you have lost money to
credit repair scams. The
National Fraud Information
Center accepts consumer com-
plaints about telemarketing and
Internet credit repair offers at
1-800-876-7060.



Insurance

When buying insurance of any
kind - car, homeowners, renters,
life, fire, flood - shop carefully.
Check with your state’s insur-
ance department (page 96) to
make sure the company is rep-
utable and financially strong.
See page 19 for health care cov-
erage.

+ Make sure the insurance
company is licensed and
covered by the state’s guar-
anty fund, which pays
claims in case of default.

+ Find out how the insurer’s
creditworthiness is rated
by agencies such as
Standard & Poor’s, A.M.
Best Co. or Moody’s
Investors Services. Most
public libraries have copies
of these reports.

« Make sure you receive a
written policy within 60
days after you paid your
first premium. This ensures
that the agent forwarded
the premium to the insur-
ance company.

For information, contact
American Council of Life
Insurers (page 141), Insurance
Information Institute (page
143), Consumer Federation of
America (page 136) and
National Association of
Insurance Commissioners
(page 144). Visit these websites:
www.pueblo.gsa.gov, insure.com
and consumerworld.org (click
on money).
To avoid fraud:
« Be wary about buying insur-
ance from door-to-door or
telephone sales people.

e Bewary if, after any kind of
accident, a stranger con-
tacts you to offer “quick
cash” or to recommend a
particular medical clinic,
doctor or attorney. Report
such contact to your police
department.

* Protect your insurance
identification numbers as
you would your credit card
numbers.

e Carry a disposable camera
in your glove compartment.
If you are in an accident,
take as many pictures as
possible of the damage and
of all the people involved.
Get any passengers’ names
and telephone numbers
along with the driver’s
license.

If you suspect fraud, call the
National Insurance Crime
Bureau’s hotline at (800) TEL-
NICB (835-6422). For more infor-
mation, go to
www.insurancefraud.org.

Health Care

Most consumers have health
care coverage from their
employer, others from govern-
ment programs including
Medicare, Medicaid, or the
Veterans Administration. Even
those who have insurance have
to pay for some services such
as prescription drugs or care
from a specialist. Some people
who are not insured have to pay
for all of their own care.

« Managed care plans are
run by health maintenance
organizations (HMOSs) or
preferred provider organiza-
tions (PPOs). Ask your
state insurance department
(page 96) for information to
help compare plans and
know how to complain.

 Medicare beneficiaries
can choose a Medicare
HMO. The Centers for
Medicare & Medicaid
Services (CMS) offers
Medicare Compare, an
online computer database
at www.medicare.gov. You
can use this service to com-
pare HMO benefits in your
area. For more information

about Medicare, call 1-800
MEDICARE.

e For information about nurs-
ing homes and other elder
care services in your state,
call the ElderCare Locator
(page 115).

¢ If you do not have insur-
ance, look in your phone
book under Medicaid, Social
Services, Medical
Assistance, Human
Services, or Community
Service. Or call 1-800-633-
4227 to find the right office
in your state.

Choosing a Doctor

If you are part of a managed

care plan, you will be given a

list of providers from which to

choose. You can also “go out-

side of the plan,” but you may

have to pay a portion or all of

the costs.

¢ Talk to friends and asso-
ciates for recommenda-
tions.

+« State medical and other
professional societies
often provide lists of
providers who have been
licensed or certified in your
state. Check with your
state or local occupation-
al and professional
licensing board (page 72)
about licensing of doctors,
dentists, and other
providers. It can also pro-
vide information about how
to complain.

Choosing a Managed Care

Plan

If you have a choice among

plans, ask:

¢ Do | have the right to go to
any doctor, hospital or clinic
I choose?

¢ Does the plan cover home
care or nursing home care?

+« Can | go to any pharmacy?
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Using a computer to buy online through the Internet is fast becoming a convenient way to shop for
many consumers. As with making a purchase at a conventional store, on the phone or by mail, you will
want to fully understand the seller's policies and check out its reputation before you buy.

e What is the deductible? Are
there any co-payments?

e Are specialists, including
dentists, covered?

e Does the plan cover all
medications my physician
may prescribe?

e Whatdo I do if | want to
complain about the service
or a doctor?

e Is private arbitration
mandatory?

The National Committee for
Quality Assurance (NCQA)
evaluates and accredits HMOs.
It looks at quality, whether the
HMO provides appropriate care,
the credentials of doctors and
other providers, member rights
and responsibilities, preventive
care services, and medical
record keeping.

e To check if your HMO
has received NCQA
accreditation, call 1-888-
275-7585.To find out what
plans have been accredited
in your state and to get a
report card on your plan, go
to the NCQA website at
www.ncga.org.

Another organization, the Joint
Commission on Accreditation
of Healthcare Organizations
accredits hospitals, nursing
homes, and other health care
organizations.
e File complaints online at
www.jcaho.org or call 1-800-
994-6610 for information.

While federal and state laws
may apply if a consumer in
the U.S. deals by phone, mail
or computer with a company
in another country, it may be
difficult to pursue claims. Be
especially careful in cross-
border transactions.
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Information sources

For information to complement,
not replace, what you receive
from your physician, pharma-
cist, or other professional, here
are some helpful web sites:
www.pueblo.gsa.gov,
www.healthfinder.gov,
www.ama-assn.org,
WWW.Nejm.org, Www.may-
ohealth.org,
www.intelihealth.com and
www.ihealthcoalition.org. You
can also get information from
the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services (page 115)
or your state health department.

Shopping from Home

You can order all kinds of
products and services from
companies in other states, or
even in other countries, from
the comfort of your own home.
But use caution and know your
rights when you do business
long-distance.

Consumer Rights

When you order something

by mail, phone, fax or com-

puter, the Federal Trade

Commission Mail or Telephone

Order Merchandise Trade

Regulation Rule requires the

company to:

+ ship the merchandise
within the time promised
or, if no specific delivery
time was stated, within 30
days of receiving your order;

¢ notify you if the shipment
cannot be made on time
and give you the choice of
waiting longer or getting a
refund; and

e cancel your order and
return your payment (or
credit your account if you
charged the purchase) if the

new shipping date cannot
be met, unless you agree to
another delay.

If you applied for a charge
account with the merchant at
the same time that you
placed your order, the compa-
ny has an extra 20 days to ship
the merchandise to allow time
for processing your application.

Exceptions

The rule only applies to the first
shipment of magazine subscrip-
tions and other merchandise
that comes repeatedly. And it
does not apply to orders for
services (for example, photo
finishing), sales of seeds and
growing plants, collect-on-
delivery (C.O.D.) orders, and
transactions that are covered by
the FTC Negative Option Rule,
such as book and music clubs.

Additional Protections
There may also be laws or regu-
lations in your state that apply
to orders by mail, telephone, fax
or computer.To find out, contact
your state or local consumer
protection agency.

Telemarketing

The FTC’s Telemarketing Sales

Rule requires telemarketers to:

« disclose the total cost
and other terms of sale
before you make any pay-
ment for the goods or serv-
ices;

o tell you if they don’t
allow refunds, exchanges
or cancellations;

e provide the odds of win-
ning a prize, inform you
that no purchase is neces-
sary, and tell you how to get
instructions for entering
without buying anything;
and




¢ provide the seller’s name,
disclose that it's a sales
call, and tell you exactly
what they’re trying to sell.

It’s illegal for telemarketers to:
¢ misrepresent what
they’re offering;

e call before 8 a.m. or after
9p.m.;

¢ threaten, intimidate or
harass consumers, or call
again if you ask them not to;
or

¢ request advance payment
to help repair your credit
record, recover money you
lost to other telemarketers,
or help you get credit or
loans.

This FTC rule applies when

you:

e receive a call from a tele-
marketer in another state or
country or

« make a call to a company
in another state or country
in response to a mail solici-
tation.

The FTC rule does not apply:

+« when you call to order
from a catalog or in
response to an ad on tele-
vision or radio, or in a mag-
azine or newspaper (with
some exceptions);

+ to solicitations you
received by fax or com-
puter for goods or services;
or

e to certain types of busi-
nesses, including nonprofit
organizations, investment
brokers and advisors,
banks, and financial institu-
tions

Additional Protections
Under the Telephone Consumer
Protection Act, Federal
Communications Commission
rules limit telemarketing calls
to between 8 a.m. and 9 p.m.
and require telemarketers to
maintain “Do Not Call” lists of
consumers who have asked not
to be called again. FCC rules
also prohibit:

e automatic dialing
machines and prerecord-
ed voice message devices
from calling emergency
phone lines, guest or
patient rooms in a hospital,
nursing home or similar
establishment, paging or
cellular phone numbers or
any service for which the
person called will be
charged for the call;

e prerecorded voice mes-
sage devices from calling
residential phone lines

unless it’s an emergency or
the person being called has
agreed in advance;

+ unsolicited advertise-
ments from being sent by
fax to either a residence or
a business; and

+ prerecorded calls using
automatic dialing
machines from tying up
your phone line for more
than 5 seconds (or 25 sec-
onds depending on your
local telephone exchange)
after you hang up.

These FCC rules apply no mat-
ter whether the calls are made
within a state or between
states. Some states have reg-
istration and other require-
ments for telemarketers who
solicit their residents. Check
with your state or local con-
sumer protection agency (see
page 72).

Youth Peddling

Selling themselves as programs
to help youth, for-profit compa-
nies are scamming consumers
who believe they are giving
money to legitimate
charities.The enterprises
recruit young people to sell
price-inflated goods because
consumers tend to show good
will toward young salespersons

States; and

It is illegal to use the mail as part of a plan based on fraud or misrepresentation to steal
money. This includes:

+ sending solicitations to consumers;
e receiving consumers' payments;

e transmitting information from one company location to another;

e using private or commercial interstate delivery services, including to send lottery
solicitations or tickets across state lines or from another country into the United

« sending mail that looks like it's from a government agency when it isn't, or that looks
like an invoice when nothing was ordered, unless it clearly states that it is not a bill
but only a sales solicitation.

For more information, contact the U.S. Postal Service, page 125.
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and anti-drug and youth
empowerment programs. (See
page 22, charities.)

If you are solicited by youth
selling items like candy and
magazine subscriptions
door-to-door, ask for iden-
tification verifying the
name, address and pur-
pose.

If the representative can’t
provide the information, ask
them to leave. Report sus-
picious people to your
local police department and
or contact your state labor
department (child labor
division).

If you are satisfied with the
information provided, don’t
feel pressured to make a
purchase or contribution.

Cancellation Rights
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State and federal laws
may give you the right to
cancel purchases made in
your home of $25.00 or more.

The salesperson must tell
you about your right to
cancel the sale and give
you two dated copies of a
cancellation form showing
the salesperson’s name and
address and explaining your
right to cancel.

To cancel, sign and date
one of the cancellation
notices provided to you.
Send the notice by certi-
fied mail before midnight
of the 3rd business day fol-
lowing the sale; Saturday is
considered a business day
but Sunday and legally rec-
ognized holidays are not.
Keep the other notice of
cancellation for your
records.

If you were not provided
with a notice of cancella-
tion form at the time of
the sale, your three days
don’t start running until

after you receive such
notice from the seller. You
may also write your own let-
ter to cancel the order.

Once you have canceled
you are entitled to a
refund within 10 days. The
seller must also notify you
of the date for product pick
up, and return any trade-ins
given as down payment.

Once you have canceled,
the seller must pick up
the product within 20
days. If the seller does not
pick up the product or pro-
vide a refund, you can keep
the product until the seller
complies, without any pay-
ment obligation.

stantially the same con-
dition in which you
received it.

Tips for Shopping Smart
and Avoiding Fraud

The most common problems
you might encounter when
shopping on the phone, online
or by mail order are delayed
delivery, out of stock items,
incorrect items shipped, dam-
aged items received and price
changes. To avoid these prob-
lems:

Know who you are deal-
ing with. If the company
isn’t familiar to you, check it
out with your local or state
consumer protection

CHARITIES

Give only to charities you know. Some con artists use names
similar to well-known charities or pretend to be raising
money for state or local law enforcement agencies.

Ask for written information, including how much of the
money raised is actually used for charitable purposes.

Check with your secretary of state to find out if a charity is
registered to solicit in your state. (See page 21, youth ped-

dling.)

If you paid by credit card,
canceled the contract with-
in 3 days, have not yet paid
the credit card bill and still
have a problem getting a
refund, dispute the charges
with your credit card com-

pany.

No Cancellation If....

You may not cancel the sale
if you signed any docu-
ments waiving your right
to cancel.

You may not be able to can-
cel the sale if you wait too
long before you cancel.

You may not be able to can-
cel the sale if the product
can’t be returned in sub-

agency (see page 72) and
the Better Business Bureau
(see page 126).

Keep records. Write down
the company name, mailing
address, website, or e-mail
address, phone number,
description of what you
ordered, date, amount you
paid, how you paid (check,
money order, charge, etc.)
and how you delivered your
payment (mail, courier serv-
ice, provided credit card
number on phone or online,
etc.).

Note the delivery period.
Keep any advertisements or
materials that show a spe-
cific delivery time, or write
the delivery time in your
records if one was prom-
ised.



Keep track of your order.
If it's late, it is your choice
whether to wait longer or
cancel. If you cancel, your
money must be refunded
within 7 days (or your
account must be credited
within one billing cycle if
you charged the order).The
company can’t substitute a
merchandise credit for a
refund.

When you use a credit
card to pay for products
or services, you have a
right to dispute the
charges if the items were
not delivered or were mis-
represented. (See page 18.)

Never send cash - you
won’t have any proof of pay-
ment.

Don’t act immediately.
High pressure sales tactics
are a danger sign of fraud.
Get all the information and
consider it carefully.

Don’t believe promises of
easy money. No one can
legitimately claim you'll
make big earnings from
business opportunities,
promise high returns on
investments, or guarantee
that you will win a lottery or
sweepstakes.

Be careful what informa-
tion you provide. Give your
credit card, debit card, or
bank account number only
if you’re paying for a pur-
chase using that account
-never to verify your identi-
ty. Don’t provide your
social security number
unless you’re applying for
credit or employment.
Using your personal infor-
mation, crooks can steal
from you and impersonate
you to steal from others.
(See privacy, page 26).

Do not do business with
an unfamiliar company

whose only address is a
post office box. The com-
pany may be nothing but a
mail drop that will give you
little or nothing for your
money and will be difficult
or impossible to locate if
you later have a complaint.

Be wary of requests to
send your payment by
private courier or wire
service. The company may
be trying to avoid detection
by postal inspectors or to
get your money before you
have a chance to change
your mind.

Do not be taken in by lot-
teries, pyramid schemes,
multi-level marketing
schemes, or companies that
ask for payment in advance,
especially for employment
referrals, credit repair, or
providing a loan or credit
card.

Beware of recovery serv-
ices. These scams try to
take your last dime by false-
ly offering to get money
back that you lost to a
fraudulent scheme - for a
fee. There is no charge for
filing a complaint with a
government agency.

Walk away or hang up
when you hear the follow-
ing: “Sign now or the price
will increase;” “You have
been specially selected...;”
“You have won...;” “All we
need is your credit card (or
bank account) number-for
identification only;” “All
you pay for is postage, han-

dling, taxes...;” “Make
money in your spare time-
guaranteed income...;” “We

really need you to buy mag-
azines (a water purifier, a
vacation package, office
products) from us because
we can earn 15 extra cred-
its...;” “I just happen to
have some leftover material

Sweepstakes

Don't pay if it's free or you
have won. It's another danger
sign of fraud if you are asked
to pay a fee to get something
free, claim a prize or win a
vacation. If you really won a
sweepstakes, you pay taxes
directly to the government,
not through the company.

from a job down the
street...;” “Be your own
boss! Never work for anyone
else again. Just send in $50
for your supplies and...;” “A
new car! A trip to Hawaii!
$2,500 in cash! Yours,
absolutely free! Take a look
at our...;” “Your special
claim number entitles you
to join our sweepstakes...;”
or “We just happen to be in
your area and have toner for
your copy machine at a
reduced price.”

If you can’t resolve your
problem by working directly
with the company, contact
your state or local consumer
protection agency for assis-
tance (page 72). Report pos-
sible violations of FTC rules
to that agency at the address
on page 122. If the order was
placed by mail, report the
problem to the U.S. Postal
Inspection Service by calling
1-800-654-8896. While federal
agencies don’t usually act on
individual complaints, this infor-
mation helps them identify pat-
terns of abuse and take appro-
priate action.

Reporting Fraud

Reporting fraud promptly
improves your chances of
recovery and helps law
enforcement authorities stop
scams before others are victim-
ized. Start by contacting your
state or local consumer agency
for advice and assistance.
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Reducing Unwanted Mail, Telephone or Online Solicitations

Remove your name from all mailing lists offered by the consumer credit reporting agencies:
TransUnion, Equifax, Experian and Innovis by calling 1-888-50PTOUT (1-888-567-8688) or writing:
TransUnion LLC’s Name Removal Option, P.O. Box 97328, Jackson MS 39288-7328. Include your
full name, current and recent addresses, Social Security number, date of birth, and signature.

Tell telemarketers who call you to put you on their "Do Not Call" lists and note the call. If a tele-
marketer calls again, note the date and report it to the proper authorities.

Contact the Direct Marketing Association (DMA), which operates three free services to remove
consumers from DMA members' telemarketing lists, mail lists and email lists. See DMA on page
142.

Tell companies you do business with, including those online, to remove your name from customer
lists that they may rent or sell to other marketers.

Look for information about how to opt out of marketing lists on companies' sales materials, order

forms and websites.

o Tell all marketers not to contact you again.

Report suspected violations of
FTCrulestothe FTC
Consumer Response Center,
Washington, DC 20580, 1-877-
FTC-HELP (382-4357) or go to
www.ftc.gov to file a complaint
online. For violations of FCC
rules, send a letter, along with
copies of bills, correspondence
or other documentation, to
FCC, Common Carrier Bureau,
Consumer Complaints, Mail
Stop 1600A2, Washington, DC
20554. For mail fraud call the
Postal Crime Hotline at 1-800-
654-8896.

For advice about telemarketing
fraud and to report it, contact
the National Fraud Information
Center operated by the National
Consumers League, a nonprofit
consumer organization. Call 1-
800-876-7060 or visit the website
at www.fraud.org.

Smart Shopping Online

Here are some specific tips (in
addition to those above) for
buying online:

e If the seller is unfamiliar,
read more about the com-
pany, often found in a sec-
tion on the website called
“About Us.”
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¢« See if the seller has any
reliable endorsement
logos or seals on its
homepage, such as one
from the Better Business
Bureau. (Of course, this is
only an indication of the
seller’s reputability, not a
guarantee.)

¢ To see how other con-
sumers rated the shopping
experience at many online
stores, check BizRate at
www.bizrate.com.

¢ Check the methods and
prices for shipping. A low
sale price may no longer be
a bargain after adding on
high shipping charges.

+ Read the seller’s privacy
policy so you understand
how information about you
may be used. “Opt-out” of
additional mailings if you
don’t want to receive email
or other offers.

Making a Secure
Purchase

Some consumers are fearful
about shopping online because
they are afraid that their credit
card number will be stolen. The

chances that your credit card
will be misused are very
remote, particularly if you
transmit your number to the
merchant in a secure manner.
Most merchants use secure web
sites, where your personal infor-
mation is encrypted or scram-
bled, so that it cannot be easily
intercepted. Do not send your
credit card number by email
as opposed to a secure order
form. Emails are not
secure.You can tell if you are
entering your personal informa-
tion on a secure page of a web
site if:
e A notice pops up on the
screen alerting you to that
fact;

You see a closed lock or
unbroken key in the bottom
corner of your screen; or

e The first letters of the
Internet address of the
page you are viewing
change to “https”.

If you still do not feel comfort-
able providing your credit card
number online, many sellers
allow you to either call or fax it
to them.



Placing Your Order

To help make sure you receive

the right merchandise at the

price you want, be sure to:

¢ Understand if the product
is new, used, or recondi-
tioned.

« Compare the price of the
product you are considering
at a variety of online stores
by using several shopping
“bots,” such as MySimon
[www.mysimon.com]. A list
of popular shopping bots
can be found on the shop-
ping page of www.con-
sumerworld.org.

¢ Checkif the productisin
stock or how long a wait
there is.

e After entering your order,
check that the total price,
including shipping and any
taxes, is correct.

« Make sure that any spe-
cial discounts offered or
coupons used are proper-
ly deducted from your total
before you finalize the
order.

* Printacopy of your order
confirmation screen, and
check your email for any fur-
ther confirmation.

Online Auctions and
Private Sellers
Many private sellers on the
Internet offer items through
auctions, online classified ads,
newsgroups and chat rooms.
Many state and federal con-
sumer protection laws don’t
apply to private sales, and pur-
suing claims can be difficult,
especially when you are in one
part of the country and the sell-
er is in another. Auction sites
on the Internet have become
very popular. However, you may
have to be even more careful in
choosing one so that you do not
become a victim of fraud. Here
are some questions to ask
before buying at an auction:
e What are the rules of the
auction?

e Can | cancel a bid?

e Isthe seller a business or a
private individual?

e How can | reach the seller if
there is a problem?

e |s the merchandise used?

e Does the seller take credit
cards?

Check out the reputation of the
seller, particularly if it is a pri-
vate individual. Some auction
sites rate sellers, so be sure to
check their past selling history.

Or contact the seller’s local
BBB or government consumer
office.

Use an escrow agent if you
don’t feel comfortable sending
money for merchandise before
you've seen it. Such an agent
only passes on your money to
the seller after you receive and
are satisfied with your pur-
chase. As in any auction, learn
the value of the merchandise
you are bidding on. That is the
best way not to overbid, or to
fall prey to an unscrupulous
seller’s use of “shills” to artifi-
cially raise the price.

IfYou Have a Problem...
In rare cases, the seller may
have no intention of delivering
the goods offered, may grossly
misrepresent its products, or
send you counterfeit goods
such as pirated copies of soft-
ware. In these cases of fraud,
notify the National Fraud
Information Center at
www.fraud.org and the FTC at
www.ftc.gov. For more informa-
tion about shopping online,
visit: www.safeshopping.org
and
www.ftc.gov/bep/conline/pubs/
online/payments.htm.

Be especially careful with sensitive personal information. Your social security number should not
be requested except by an employer, government agency, lender or credit bureau. If that information falls
into the wrong hands, it can be used by someone to impersonate you in order to steal from your accounts
or to steal from others in your name. Many states no longer use social security numbers on drivers'
licenses. Some states offer random numbers as alternatives, and bar merchants from asking consumers
to put their social security numbers on checks or credit card slips. Check your credit report regularly.
Once a year should be enough, but you may want to check it more frequently if you believe that someone
else has impersonated you in order to get credit or other benefits in your name. See Protect Your Credit
Report on page 17. The Congress of the United States asked the Federal Trade Commission to provide
information to consumers about identity theft and to take complaints from those whose identities have
been stolen. If you've been a victim of identity theft, you can call the FTC's Identity Theft Hotline at
1-877-IDTHEFT (438-4338), or file a complaint online at www.consumer.gov/idtheft.

Identity Theft
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Children Online
Commercial web sites must
now obtain parental consent
before collecting, using, or
disclosing personal informa-
tion from children under 13.
These are new rules that are
part of the 1998 Children's
Online Privacy Protection
Act. For more information,
contact the FTC (see page
122) or click on Kids Privacy
at www.ftc.gov

Consumer Privacy

Privacy is an important princi-
ple. As a consumer, you benefit
when information about you is
used to approve your credit
application. On the other hand,
you may not want to receive
unsolicited telemarketing calls
or mail. And you could be treat-
ed unfairly, or even become a
victim of crime, if your personal
information is inaccurate or
misused.

You have privacy rights for cer-
tain personal records such as
your credit reports (see page
14), but many situations aren’t
covered by law. To address pri-
vacy concerns, some companies
and industry groups have adopt-
ed voluntary policies. Look for
those policies on sales litera-
ture, web sites, or forms compa-
nies ask you to fill out. If you
don’t see anything about how
your personal information will
be handled, ask. By doing busi-
ness with companies whose pri-
vacy practices meet your
approval, you can protect your-
self from abuse and use your
purchasing power to help pro-
mote good privacy policies.

In addition to various federal
privacy laws, many states have
their own privacy laws concern-
ing telemarketing, employment,
using social security numbers,
credit card or checking account
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numbers, medical records, mail-
ing lists, credit reports, debt
collection, computerized com-
munications, insurance records
and public data banks. Check
with your state or local con-
sumer agency (page 72) to find
out where to get information
about specific privacy rights.

Tips for Protecting Your

Privacy

« Don’t provide information
that isn’t required. For
instance, most information
requested on a warranty
registration form isn’t nec-
essary for the warranty. But
you may want to give your
phone number so you can
be contacted easily about
product recalls.

¢ Ask what information
about you may be
tracked and how it is used.
Supermarket scan cards
enable you to get special
sale prices, but your pur-
chasing history could also
be sold to other companies.

¢ Guard your financial
account numbers. Only
provide your credit card,
charge card, debit card,
calling card or bank account
number if you’re using that
account to pay for a pur-
chase or you're applying for
credit. It isn’t necessary to
give that type of information
for any other reason.

¢« Screen your calls.You can
use an answering machine
to listen to a caller and
decide whether you want to
pick up. There are also
optional telephone services
that you can buy to accept
calls only from certain num-
bers, or to see the name
and number of the person
calling you (Caller ID).
Check with your local tele-
phone company.

Keep your phone number
private. You can buy a
service to block others from
using Caller ID to see your
name and the number you’re
calling from. But be aware
that this blocking may not
work with every type of
number you call. Ask your
local phone company exact-
ly how the service works.
You can also get an unlisted
or unpublished phone num-
ber for a fee.

Talk about privacy con-
cerns with your children
and other household mem-
bers. Everyone should
understand what informa-
tion you feel is and is not
appropriate to provide on
the phone, while using a
computer, and in other situ-
ations.

Don’t allow your credit
record to be checked
except for legitimate rea-
sons. A lender or employer
can check your credit
record. But, it’s illegal for a
business to check your
record unless you're seek-
ing financing. Too many
inquiries can hurt your cred-
it rating by making it appear
that you are seeking too
much credit.

Never give anyone your
online password. Con
artists may try to trick you
into providing your pass-
word by pretending to be
your online service provider
in order to use your access,
at your expense. Your serv-
ice provider already has
your password, and no
one else should need it.

Be aware of “cookies” on
the Internet. A web site
can transfer a file, called a
cookie, to the hard drive of
your computer when you
visit in order to track your
activities on its site. This



How Financial Service Companies Share Your Personal Information
Under Federal law banks, insurance companies and stockbrokers may now combine businesses. This
means they can share your information with each other. They are also allowed to share your informa-
tion with third parties that provide marketing services for them or for joint ventures with other finan-

cial institutions. You can:

e "Opt out,” or ask that your personal information not be shared with unaffiliated third parties. Even
if you don't opt out, the actual account numbers for bank or credit card accounts may not be

shared with unaffiliated third parties for marketing.

information is used for cus-
tomer service or marketing,
but you can usually specify
you don’t want to create a
cookie.

« Make sure it’s safe before
you provide financial infor-
mation online. (See Online
Shopping, page 24.)

Health Privacy

With health care information
being stored and shared on
computers, it is a good idea to
be aware of who has your
health information and how
it is being used. The U.S.
Department of Health and
Human Services recently
announced the final regulation
establishing the first-ever
Federal privacy protections for
the personal health information
of all Americans. The rule
includes standards to protect
the privacy of individually iden-
tifiable health information and
applies to all health care
providers, hospitals, health
plans, and clearinghouses that
transmit health information in
electronic form. It also covers
identifiable health information
in electronic or paper records,

as well as oral communications.

For the latest information go to

www.hhs.gov/ocr or:

+« Contact the Health
Privacy Project, Institute
for Health Care Research
and Policy, Georgetown
University Medical Center,
2233 Wisconsin Avenue,
NW, Suite 525, Washington,
DC 20007, 202-687-0880
www.healthprivacy.org.

Travel Tips

e Deal with reputable trav-
el agents or tour compa-
nies. Ask if the business
belongs to a professional
association. Check with
that group to see if the com-
pany is a member in good
standing and if it partici-
pates in any program that
protects you in case there
are problems. Contact your
state or local consumer pro-
tection agency (page 72)
and the Better Business
Bureau (page 126) to find
out about the company’s
complaint history.

e Make sure you under-
stand the terms of the
travel offer. Find out exactly
what'’s included in the price
and what isn’t.

e Ask about the cancella-
tion policy and get all
promises in writing. You
may want to look into trip
insurance for added protec-
tion.

e« Comparison shop. Beware
of unreasonably cheap
prices or free trips - you
usually get what you pay
for! (See Sweepstakes on
page 23.)

e Be careful if you're pay-
ing for travel in advance.
It's not unusual to make a
deposit or even pay in full
for travel services before
the trip. The safest way to
pay may be by credit card
because of your right to dis-
pute the charges if the serv-
ices were misrepresented

or never delivered. Don’t be
pressured into making a
hasty decision by claims
that you have to act now!
You might pay processing
or other fees upfront - and
then find that a con artist
has simply pocketed your
money and left you high and
dry.

In some states, certain
types of travel sellers have
to be registered and
insured, and advance pay-
ments for travel must be
placed in an escrow
account until services are
provided. Prizes or “free”
gifts may also be regulated.

Resolving Complaints

Contact your state or local
consumer protection
agency (page 72) to find
out about any laws that
might protect you and to file
complaints related to travel
agents, and train or bus
travel.

The American Society of
Travel Agents (page 141)
helps resolve disputes with
member agents.

For problems with airlines,
call, write or email the
Aviation Consumer
Protection Division of
the Department of
Transportation (page

120).

27



Services and Resources for Consumers with Disabilities

Directory and Other Operator
Services

Consumers who are deaf or hard
of hearing, or who have a speech
impairment, and use a text tele-
phone (TTY) may receive operator
and directory assistance for calls
by calling toll free to 1-800-855-
1155. Telephone companies may
provide additional services forTTY
users; these services will be listed
in the introductory pages of local
telephone directories. For a copy of
the U.S. GovernmentTTY
Directory, please visit
www.gsa.gov/frs/ on the World
Wide Web or write to the address
below:

Federal Consumer Information
Center, Department TTY, Pueblo
CO 81009.

for that area.

Relay Services

Telecommunications relay services are a way to link telephone
conversations between individuals who use standard, voice tele-
phones and individuals who use TTYs. Relay services allow hearing
and speaking individuals to call TTY numbers and allow individuals
with hearing or speech impairments to call voice telephone numbers.
Calls can be made from either type of telephone to the other type
through the relay service.

Local Relay Services

States provide for relay services for local and long-distance calls.
Please consult the local telephone directory for information on the
use, fees (if any), services, and dialing instructions of the relay service

Federal Relay Service (FRS)

The FRS, a program of the U.S. General Services Administration, pro-
vides access toTTY users who wish to conduct official business
nationwide with and within the Federal Government. The toll-free
number is 1-800-877-8339.

For more information on relay communications or to obtain a brochure
on using the FRS, please call toll free to 1-800-877-0996.

Recording for the Blind & Dyslexic (RFB&D)

Recording for the Blind & Dyslexic, celebrating more
than fifty years since its founding, is the only nation-
al nonprofit, volunteer-driven organization that pro-
vides recorded and computerized textbooks at all
academic levels to people who cannot read standard
print effectively because of a visual impairment,
learning disability or other physical disability.
RFB&D operates 33 recording studios and offices
across the country. Our 80,000 volume library con-
tains a broad selection of titles, from literature and
history to math and the sciences, at all academic
levels, from kindergarten through postgraduate and
professional. RFB&D offers individual and institu-
tional memberships, scholarship programs and a
custom recording service. The cost of an individual
membership is $25 per year, plus a one time $50 reg-
istration fee. Fees for institutional membership
range from $300 to $800 annually depending on the
level of membership and the number of books cho-
sen. RFB&D also offers for nonprofit sale computer
and professional books on disk, specially-adapted
tape players and accessories. For more informa-
tion or to request an application, call, write or visit
the website:

Recording for the Blind & Dyslexic
20 Roszel Road

Princeton, NJ 08540

Toll free: 1-800-221-4792

Website: www.rfbd.org

National Library Service for the Blind and
Physically Handicapped (NLS), Library of
Congress

The National Library Service for the Blind and
Physically Handicapped (NLS), Library of Congress,
provides the free loan of recorded and braille books
and magazines, music scores in braille and large
print, and specially designed playback equipment to
residents of the United States who are unable to
read or use standard print materials because of
visual or physical impairment. NLS administers the
program nationally while direct service to eligible
individuals and institutions is the responsibility of
cooperating libraries in the various states, the
District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, Guam and the
Virgin Islands. Service is also extended to eligible
American citizens residing abroad. Information
about any aspect of the NLS/BPH free library serv-
ice, including application forms and addresses of
cooperating libraries may be obtained by contact-

ing:

National Library Service for the Blind and
Physically Handicapped (NLS)

Library of Congress

Washington, DC 20542

202-707-5100

Toll free: 1-800-424-8567

E-mail: nls@loc.gov

Website: Icweb.loc.gov/nls
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Part Il After You Buy

To avoid problems, read and fol-
low product and service instruc-
tions. The way you use or take
care of a product might affect
your warranty rights. Save all
contracts, sales receipts, can-
celed checks, owner’s manuals
and warranty documents.

How to Complain

In some instances it will be
best to contact the busi-
ness that sold you the
item or performed the
service. In other cases, you
may wish to go directly to
the headquarters of the
company or the manufactur-
er. Ask if they have a con-
sumer affairs office and, if
so, report the problem
directly to them. Calmly and
concisely describe the prob-
lem and what action you
would like taken.

Keep a record of your
efforts to resolve the
problem.When you write to
the company, describe the
problem, what you have
done so far to resolve it and
what solution you want.
(See page 33 for sample
complaint letter.) For exam-

ple, do you want your money
back or the product repaired
or exchanged? When you .
call, keep notes of whom

you spoke with and what

they said.

« Allow time for the person
you contacted to resolve
your problem. Keep notes .
of the date, what was
agreed on, and the next
steps to be taken. Save
copies of all letters to and
from the company. Don’t
give up if you are not sat-
isfied. There are third-party
dispute resolution pro-
grams, trade associations,
media programs, national
consumer organizations,
and legal assistance pro-
grams listed throughout this
publication that may be able
to assist you.

Making A Complaint .
Use the sample consumer com-
plaint letter on page 33 as a

guide. If you use e-mail, make

sure to send a copy of the e-

mail to other relevant organiza-
tions. You can also use the links

at www.pueblo.gsa.gov to send

your complaints to companies,
agencies, etc.

Who To Contact and How
To Find Them

Address letters, faxes or
emails to the company
consumer affairs depart-
ment or to the president if
there is no consumer affairs
office.

Call the company’s toll
free number. Look for it on
any documents you have
received from the company,
in a directory of toll-free
telephone numbers avail-
able at your public library,
by calling toll-free directory
assistance at 1-800-555-1212
or by referring to the many
corporate consumer con-
tacts beginning on page 34.

Check the product label
or warranty for the name
and address of the manu-
facturer or parent company.

Because the name of the
manufacturer or parent
company is often different
than the brand name, check
the following books in the
reference section of your
local library for contact
information: Standard &
Poor’s Register of
Corporations, Directors and

If you plan to buy a used car, truck, or other consumer product -- from a dealer, private individual,
thrift or other retail store, or over the Internet -- check to be sure it hasn’t been recalled for safety
reasons. Contact the appropriate Federal agency below, using the contact information beginning

on page 113.
Cars - National Highway Traffic Safety Administration

Recalls are also posted regularly on the FCIC website: www.pueblo.gsa.gov

Recalls

Drugs, medical devices - Food and Drug Administration

Food - U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Drug Administration
Seafood - Food and Drug Administration, U.S. Department of Commerce

Toy, baby, and play equipment, household products - U.S. Consumer Product Safety

Commission
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Executives; Standard
Directory of Advertisers;
Trade Names Dictionary;
Brands and Their
Companies; and the Dun &
Bradstreet Directory.

e Check the state agency
(possibly the corporation
commission or secretary of
state’s office) that provides
addresses for companies
incorporated in that state.

What To Say

e Include in a letter, fax, or
email your name,
address, home or work
telephone numbers, and
account number, if any.

 Make your written or tele-
phone complaint brief.
Include the date and place
you made the purchase, who
performed the service,
information about the prod-
uct (such as the serial or
model number, warranty
terms), what went wrong,
with whom you have tried to
resolve the problem, and
what you want done to cor-
rect the problem.

e Bereasonable, not angry
or threatening. Type your
letter, if possible, or make
sure that your handwriting
is neat and easy to read.

e Include copies, not origi-
nals, of all documents.

What To Do Next

e You might want to send
your complaint letter
with a return receipt
requested. This will cost
more, but it will give you
proof that the letter was
received and will tell you
who signed for it.

» Keep a copy of your com-
plaint letter, and all letters
to and from the company.
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Keep all copies of
your letter, fax, or

email, and all related
documents. See the
Sample Complaint Letter
on page 33.

¢ If you believe you have
given the company
enough time to resolve
the problem, file a com-
plaint with your state or
local consumer protection
office, the Better Business
Bureau, or the regulatory
agency that has jurisdiction
over the business, e.g.,
banking, insurance and util-
ities commissions. Their
addresses can be found
starting on pages 92, 96 105
respectively. Include infor-
mation about what you have
done so far to try to resolve
your complaint. If you think
a law has been broken, con-
tact your local or state con-
sumer protection agency
right away.

Here are some sources of
help with complaints.

Media Programs

Local newspapers and radio
stations often have Action
Lines or Hotline services. Many
try to resolve all of the con-
sumer complaints they receive.
Others handle only the most
serious cases or those that
occur most frequently. To find
these services, check with
your local newspapers, radio
and television stations, or
local library.

Call for Action, Inc.

5272 River Road, Suite 300
Bethesda, MD 20816
301-657-7490 Fax: 301-657-2914
www.callforaction.org
TDD/TTY: 301-657-9462

Call for Action, Inc. is a thirty-
seven year old international

nonprofit network of consumer
hotlines, which operates in con-
junction with broadcast part-
ners to educate and assist con-
sumers and small businesses
with consumer problems. Listed
below are hotlines in major
markets staffed with trained
volunteers who offer advice and
mediate complaints at no cost
to consumers. Consumers in all
other locations should use the
network information above.

WTAJ-TV Call For Action
Altoona, PA
814-944-9336

WXIA-TV Call For Action
Atlanta, GA
678-422-8466

WBZ- Radio Call For Action
Boston, MA
617-787-7070

WIVB-TV Call For Action
Buffalo, NY
716-879-4900

WJIW-TV Call For Action
Cleveland, OH
216-578-0700

KKTV-TV Call For Action
Colorado Springs, CO
719-457-8211

KTVT-TV Call For Action
Dallas, TX
Toll free: 1-877-TEXASI11

WXYZ-TV &WJIR Radio Call
For Action

Detroit, Ml

248-827-3362

WINK-TV Call For Action
Fort Myers, FL
941-334-43570

WFMY-TV Call For Action
Greensboro, NC
336-680-1000



KCTV-5 Call For Action
Kansas City, MO
913-831-1919

WTMJ-TV Call For Action
Milwaukee, WI
414-967-5495

WABC Radio Call For Action
New York, NY
212-268-5626

WCAU-TV Call For Action
Philadelphia, PA
(opening soon)

KPNX-TV & KNAZ-TV Call for
Action

Phoenix/Flagstaff

602-260-1212

WTAE-TV Call For Action
Pittsburgh, PA
412-333-4444

KTVI-TV Call For Action
St. Louis, MO
314-282-2222

KTVX-TV Call For Action
Salt Lake City, UT
Toll free: 1-877-908-0444

WTOL-TV Call For Action
Toledo, OH
419-255-2255

WTOP AM & FMCall For Action
Washington, DC
301-652-4357

Network Hotline (all other
areas)

Bethesda, MD
301-657-7490

Legal Help

Some sources of help listed
in the Consumer Action
Handbook will decline com-
plaints from consumers who
have already taken legal
action.

Small Claims Court

Small claims courts resolve dis-
putes involving claims for small
amounts of money. While the
maximum amounts that can be
claimed or awarded differ from
state to state, court procedures
generally are simple, inexpen-
sive, quick and informal. Court
fees are minimal, and you often
get your filing fee back if you
win your case. Generally, you
will not need a lawyer, and some
states do not permit them. If
you live in a state that allows
lawyers and the party you are
suing brings one, do not be
intimidated. The court is infor-
mal, and most judges make
allowances for consumers who
appear without lawyers. Even
though the court is informal,
the judge’s decision is bind-
ing and must be followed.

Enforcing a Decision

If the party bringing the suit
wins the case, the party who
lost will often follow the court’s
decision without additional
legal action. If losing parties
will not obey the decision, the
winning party can go back to
court and ask for the order to be
enforced. Depending on local
laws, the court might order
property to be taken by law
enforcement officials and sold.
The winning party will get the
money from the sale, up to the
amount owed. Or, if the person
who owes the money receives a
salary, the court might order the
employer to garnish or deduct
money from each paycheck and
give it to the winner of the law-
Suit.

Check your local telephone

book under the municipal,

county or state government

headings for small claims

court offices.

e Ask the clerk how to use
the small claims court.

¢ Request educational mate-
rial to prepare you for small
claims court.

¢ Observe a small claims
court session before taking
your own case to court.

Dispute Resolution

Many small claims courts have
dispute resolution programs to
help citizens resolve their dis-
putes before trial. These pro-
grams (e.g., mediation and con-
ciliation) often simplify the
process. In mediation, both
people involved in the small
claims dispute meet, and with
the assistance of a neutral,
third party mediator, discuss
the situation and create their
own agreement.

For additional information
about dispute resolution,
write to:

American Bar Association
Section on Dispute
Resolution

740 15th Street, NW
Washington, DC 20005
202-662-1680.

Finding a Lawyer
¢ Ask friends and family for a
reference.

¢ Check with the Lawyer
Referral Service of your
state, city or county bar
association listed in the
telephone directory.

Free Legal Help

You might also be able to
receive some free assistance
from a law school clinical pro-
gram where students, super-
vised by attorneys, handle a
variety of legal matters. Some
of these programs are open to
all. Some limit their service to
distinct groups, such as senior
citizens or low-income persons.
Contact a law school in your
area to find out if such a pro-
gram is available.
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If you cannot afford a lawyer,
you may qualify for free legal
help from a Legal Aid or Legal
Services Corporation office.
These offices generally offer
legal assistance about such
things as landlord-tenant rela-
tions, credit, utilities, family
matters (e.g., divorce and adop-
tion), foreclosure, home equity
fraud, social security, welfare,
unemployment, and workers’
compensation. If the Legal Aid
office in your area does not
handle your type of case, it
should be able to refer you to
other local, state or national
organizations that can provide
help. Check the telephone
directory to find the address
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and telephone number of the
Legal Aid office nearest to
you.

For a directory of Legal Aid
offices, contact:

National Legal Aid and
Defender Association

1625 K Street, NW, 8th Floor,
Washington, DC 20006
202-452-0620

Fax 202-872-1031
E-mail:info@nlada.org

Web site: www.nlada.org

Congress created the Legal
Services Corporation (LSC) in
1974 to provide financial support
for legal assistance in noncrimi-
nal proceedings to low income
consumers. There are LSC

offices in all 50 states, Puerto
Rico, the Virgin Islands, Guam
and Micronesia.

To find the LSC office nearest
you, check the telephone direc-
tory, or call the Federal
Consumer Information Center
at 1-800-688-9889, or call the
LSC Public Affairs Office at
202-336-8800. You can also write
to:

LSC Public Affairs

750 1st Street, NE, 10th Floor,
Washington, DC 20002
202-336-8800

Web site: www.Isc.gov

Fax: 202-336-8959.



Sample Complaint Letter

Your Address
Your City, State, Zip Code
Date

Name of Contact Person, if available
Title, if available

Company Name

Consumer Complaint Division, if you have no contact per-
son

Street Address

City, State, Zip Code

« describe purchase
e name of product, serial number

Dear (Contact Person): « include date and place of

purchase
Re: (account number, if applicable)

On (date), | (bought, leased, rented, or had repaired) a (name of the prod-
uct, with serial or model number or service performed) at (location, date
and other important details of the transaction).

« state problem

e give history
Unfortunately, your product (or service) has not performed well (or the
service was inadequate) because (state the problem). | am disappointed
because (explain the problem: for example, the product does not work
properly, the service was not performed correctly, | was billed the wrong
amount, something was not disclosed clearly or was misrepresented,
etc.).

To resolve the problem, | would appreciate your (state the specific action
you want - money back, charge card credit, repair, exchange, etc.)
Enclosed are copies (do not send originals) of my records (include
receipts, guarentees, warranties, canceled checks, contracts, model and
serial numbers, and any other documents).

« ask for specific
action

» enclose copies

of documents I look forward to your reply and a resolution to my problem, and will wait

until (set a time limit) before seeking help from a consumer protection
agency or the Better Business Bureau. Please contact me at the above
address or by phone at (home and/or office numbers with area code).

Sincerely,
Your name « allow time for action
Enclosures(s) « state how you can be

reached

Keep all copies of your letter, fax or email, and all related documents
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#% AAMCO Transmissions,

Part Il Consumer Assistance Directory

Corporate Consumer Contacts

This section will help you resolve a complaint
about a service or product. In some instances it
may be best to go back to the place where you
bought the product or service. In other cases, it
may be better to write or call the consumer affairs
department at the company's headquarters. Even
if you decide to go directly back to the seller, let
the consumer affairs department of the company
know about your complaint. These offices are set
up within companies because they want to hear
from you. This section lists the names and
addresses of more than 650 corporate headquar-
ters and, in many cases, the name of the person to
contact. Many listings also include toll free num-
bers and TDD (Telecommunications Devices for
the Deaf) numbers.

Many of the companies listed in the Handbook
are members of the Society of Consumer
Affairs Professionals in Business (SOCAP).
An international professional organization estab-
lished in 1973, SOCAP provides training, confer-
ences and publications to encourage and maintain
the integrity of business in transactions with con-
sumers; to encourage and promote effective com-
munication and understanding among business,
government and consumers; and to define and
advance the consumer affairs profession. Today,
SOCAP has 2,600 members representing more
than 1,500 companies, including large national or
multinational firms, as well as small to midsize
companies, throughout the U.S. and Canada.
Associate members represent Federal, state and
local government agencies, universities, and con-

sumer organizations. SOCAP offers consumer
affairs/customer service professionals network-
ing opportunities, professional journals and
newsletters, salary and job description surveys,
and access to its resource center and bookstore.

The Society's goal is to improve the marketplace
for consumers by addressing their concerns with-
in the corporate structures. SOCAP members are
identified in the Corporate Consumer Contacts
section of the Handbook by a mobius strip,
which is part of SOCAP's official logo, and sym-
bolizes the unbroken connection between good
business and customer satisfaction and loyalty.
For more information, contact SOCAP at 675
North Washington St. Suite 200, Alexandria, VA
22314; 703-519-3700; Fax: 703-549-4886; e-mail:
socap@socap.org or on the web at:
http://www.socap.org.

If you do not find the name of the company you are
looking for in this section, check the product label
or warranty for the name and address of the man-
ufacturer. Public libraries also have helpful infor-
mation. The Standard & Poor's Register of
Corporations, Directors and Executives; Trade
Names Directory; Standard Directory of
Advertisers; and Dun & Bradstreet Directory are
four sources that list information about most
firms. If you cannot find the name of the manufac-
turer, the Thomas Register of American
Manufacturers lists the manufacturers of thou-
sands of products.

A #% ACCO Brands Inc.,

-

““““ Fortune Brands
Consumer Affairs
300 Tower Parkway
Lincolnshire, IL 60069

Inc.

AnnaWright, Administrator
One Presidential Boulevard
Bala Cynwyd, PA 19004-1034
610-668-2900

Toll free: 1-800-523-0401

Fax: 610-664-5897

ABC, Inc.

77\West 66th Street

New York, NY 10023
212-456-7477

E-mail: abcaudr@abc.com
www.abc.com

847-541-9500

Wwww.acco.com

ACCO Brands, Inc.
See: Swingline, Wilson Jones,
Kensington, Gravis, Apollo

Corporation

34

Toll free: 1-800-989-4923
Fax: 800-247-1317

Ace Hardware

Oak Brook, IL 60523
630-990-6600

Fax: 630-990-6856
www.acehardware.com

ACE USA Companies
Mark Whiter, Director,
Customer Services

1601 Chestnut Street

P.O. Box 41484
Philadelphia, PA 19101-1484
215-640-4555

Fax: 215-640-2489

E-mail: mark.whiter@ace-
ina.com

www.ace-ina.com

2200 Kensington Court

;." Member of the Society of Consumer Affairs Professionals in Business, see page 34.



http://www.socap.org
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Corporate Consumer Contacts

Adaptec

691 South Milpitas Blvd.
Milpitas, CA 95035

Toll free: 1-800-959-7274

Fax: 408-957-2546

E-mail: support@adaptec.com
www.adaptec.com

N

Socap

Adidas America
Carol Collins, Manager
Consumer Relations
9605 SW Nimbus Avenue
PO Box 4015

Beaverton, OR 97076
503-972-2300

Toll free: 1-800-448-1796
Fax: 503-906-4515

E-mail:
consumer.relations@adidasus.c
om

www.adidas.com

Admiral-Maytag
Appliance Sales Co.

240 Edwards St.
Cleveland, TN 37311

Toll free: 1-800-688-9920
TDD toll free: 1-800-688-2080

Adobe Systems

345 Park Avenue

San Jose, CA 95110
408-536-6000

206-470-7000 (Seattle, WA)
Toll free: 1-800-685-3507
Toll free: 1-800-833-6687
Toll free: 1-800-879-3219
www.adobe.com

AETNA, Inc.

151 Farmington Ave.

Hartford, CT 06156
860-273-0123

Toll free outside CT: 1-800-US-
AETNA

TDD/TTY: 860-273-3081

Fax: 860-273-9806 (consumer
issues)

www.aetna.com F A

AFC Enterprises
America’s Favorite Chicken Co.
6 Concourse Parkway, Suite
1700
Atlanta, GA 30328-5352
770-391-9500
Toll free: 1-800-222-5857
Fax: 770-353-3280
www.afc-online.com

H

Socap

Alamo Rent A Car
P.O. Box 22776

Ft. Lauderdale, FL 33335
954-522-0000

Toll free: 1-800-445-5664
www.goalamo.com

Alaska Airlines

Manager

P.O. Box 68900

Seattle, WA 98168

206-870-6062 (consumer affairs)
206-431-7428 (cargo/freight
claims)

206-431-7425 (baggage claims)
206-431-3753 (refunds/lost ticket
applications)

Toll free: 1-800-426-0333
(Reservations)

Fax: 206-439-4477
www.alaskair.com

Alberto Culver Co.
2525 Armitage Avenue
Melrose Park, IL 60160
708-450-3163

Fax: 708-450-3435
www.alberto.com

sssss

Albertson’s, Inc.

Jenny Enochson, Corp.
Manager, Community Relations
Corporate Headquarters

250 Parkcenter Blvd

Boise, ID 83706

208-395-6392

Fax: 208-395-6773
albertson’s.com

sssss

Albertsons, Inc.

Judith Decker, Manager Media #%
& Community Relations =
P.O. Box 5008

San Leandro, CA 94577
510-678-5444

Fax: 510-678-5410

E-mail: DECKER.J@amstr.com

Alcon Laboratories, Inc.
Martha Siegel, Director
Consumer Affairs, Quality
Assurance

6201 South Freeway
FortWorth, TX 76134-2099
817-551-8298

Fax: 817-551-3092

sssss

Member of the Society of Consumer Affairs Professionals in Business, see page 34.

Allegheny Pharmacal
Corp.

Arthur Gutowitz, Treasurer
277 Northern Blvd.

Great Neck, NY 11021
516-466-0660

Toll free: 1-800-645-6190

Allied VVan Lines
P.O. Box 4403

Chicago, IL 60680
630-717-3590

Toll free: 1-800-470-2851
Fax: 630-717-3123
www.alliedvan.com

Allstate Insurance Co.
2775 Sanders Road
Northbrook, IL 60062
847-402-5448

Fax: 847-402-0169
www.allstate.com

Almaden Vinyards
Consumer Relations
12667 Road 24

Madera, CA 93639

Toll free: 1-800-726-9977

Aloha Airlines

Bonnie Horibata, Manager,
Customer Relations

P.O. Box 30028

Honolulu, HI 96820
808-836-4115

Toll free: 1-800-803-9454

Fax: 808-836-4206

E-mail: bhoribata@alohaair-
lines.com

Amana Appliances

Dixie Trout, Vice President of
Consumer Communications
2800 220th Trail

Amana, |A 52204

Toll free: 1-800-843-0304 (prod-
uct questions)

Toll free: 1-800-628-5782 (serv-
ice)

www.amana.com

Americ