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Putting More Teeth in Consumer Rights

By Simson L. Gurfinkel

Special o The Chrisllon Sziencs Morilor

BOSTOM

[4 HE revolution in com-
puter techiology  has
made it possible tor the

major credit bureaus w gather,
slice. dice, sort. and vesell un-
precedented amounts of infor-
mation about owr personal fi-
nances,” savs Flgie THolstein,
president of Bankeard Holders of
America, a nonprofit constimer-
education group based in Hern-
don. Va.

Yet the United States Fair
Credit Reporting Act, the Law that
prowects the rights and privacy of
consumers, hasn't been changed
in the 20 vears since it was passed.

Last year, when a reporer
from Business Week magasne
showed how easy it was to ger a
copy of Vice President Dan
Quatle’s credit veport. the credit
ndustity  responded by saving
that the reporter had broken the
law. Of course the reporter was
breaking the law, Mr. Holsiein
savs. bue that's not the poinc
“The central issue is: Why was it
so easy for the person to gain ac-
cess to the files in the first place?”

Several members of Congress
ave asking similar questions. Last
September, the House subcom-
mittee on Gonsumer Affaics and
Coinage held hearings on the
FCRA. In March, the subcommit-
tee’s chairman, Richard H. Leh-
man (I of Californsa, intreduced
a bilt that would tighten some of
the FCRAs provisions. Similar
bills have been introduced hy
congressmen  Charles  Schwmer
(D) of New York and Mauhew .
Rinaldo (R} of New Jersey.

In addition 10 restricting ac-
cess (o evedit files, the bills would
broaden the pratections for con-
sumers who are the victims of
credit Iraud.

All the bills would require
companies to settle the reinvesti-
gation of disputed informanon in
a consuner’s file within 30 days,
the curren law reguives sthat retn-
vestigations be settled m a “rea-
sonable” amount of time, The
hills seould also sharply mit how
long some kinds of negative infor-
mation couldd be reported on con-
suLners.

“Adverse credit information
remains on file for seven years,
That's punishment more severe
thar we reserve tor many crimi-
nal offenses.” says Fileen Hemp-
hill, the consumer education and
information oflicer in (he Depart-
ment of Consumer and Regula-
tory Affairs in Washington,

Under Lehman's bill, the Faer
that a certain pavment on an ac-
connt was 3 davs late would e
reporiable for only three years.

Both ihe Schn- of the tivree major
maer and the Ri- credit bureans.
naldo bills would One  of the
stamp ot the prac- T THE COMPUTER AGE biggest  problems
tice of using credit CONSUMETS face

records for market-
ing hv allowing a
consumer's records
to  he examined
onlv when the con-
sumer inikates a
transaction or a credit relarion-
ship already exists. Lehman's bili
would merely require that con-
sumers he allowed to “opt out” of
target marketing.

Rinaldo's bill would ferther ve-
quire a company that rejecs
somebody because of a credit re-
port to pravide the applicant with
d copy of that repot, a pamphlet
telling them iheir rights wnder
the Taw. and the names, ad-
dresses, and telephone numbers

today is that in-
correct intormation
in their files is aften
passed  along 10
Ulllf_‘r {'DFISBINET-IE-
parting bureaus.
“There is no guarantee that an
incorrect piece of information,
once removed from a consumer’s
file. won't come back to haunt
them later.” says Shivley Rooker,
president of Call For Action Inc.
in Washington, the umbrella or-
ganization lor the consumer-help
services run by many radio and
TV stations around the country.
‘To address that problem, Rin-
alde's bill would require credic
hureaus to reack down veports

that had been ssued with incor
rect informaiion and correct
them.

Realistically, say several Con-
gress-waichers, it may be too late
in the legislative session this year
For (the snheommintee to produce
a hill that can be put up for a vote,
Many expect the legislation to go
throngh early i the nexi legisla-
tive sessinn. however, because of
strong public support for the
measures,

“Consumers  wait  stronger
privacy laws and corporations
don't want. them to have them,”
says Evan Hendricks, editor of
the Washington-based Privacy
Times, “There is a real crisis
brewing in the credit-reporting
system. They have run rampant
for so long without oversight.
Whenever a story tons in the
press |about problems]. lots of

1. The first step to protecting
your credit reeord is o get a
copy of it 1f there is invalid in-
formation on the report, have it
corrected.

It you have been denied
credit within the last 30 days.
the credit reporting agency is
obligated under the federal Faiy
Credit Reporting Act (FCRA) to
provide you with a free copy of
your ¢vedit report, (therwise,
vou will be requived 1o pay §15.
{In Marvland, the cost lor the
report is %5 in Califerma, $8;
and in Connecticut, $10.)

When reguesting your te-
port, be sure 1o include your
name, address, previous ad-
dresses for the past five vears,
your Social Security number,
your signathire, and a telephone
number where you can be
reached during the day.

in addiiion to your credit
history, the report will include
the names of every business that
has vequested  youy repor
within the past rwo years. 1F you
do not recognize any of the
coInpanics, someone may have
obrained credit in your name,

Since each credit buvean
maintaing it own files, some
may have errors that others do
not. You should be sure tocheck
with more than one burea.
The “big three” are:

TRW

PO, Box 5450

Orvange, CA 92G13-5450
(714) 991-5100

Equifax

5505 Peachtree Dunwoody,
Suite 600

Atlanta, GA 30358

(404} 250-2000

How to Protect Your Credit and Your Privacy

Trans Union Corporation
Consumer Relations Dept.
208 8. Market Street

EO. Box 2926

Wichita, KS 67201

(312} G45-6008

[Fyou disagree with anything
on your Tepost, conlact the
credit bureau. The FCRA re-
quires the burean to; Teinvesti-
gate the facts in the dispute; if
you do not agree with their con-
clusion, you have the right to in-
clude a statement in the report
with your version.

‘There are also many local
credit bureaus. Bankecard Hold-
ers of America, a nonproliL con-
sumer-education  group, pub-
lishes a “credil-check kit” that
includes the name, address, and
phone numbers of legitimate
credit bureaus across the United
States, as well as 4 pamphlet that
explains in detail your rights
under the FCRA. The kit costs
$2 and is available from:

Bankcard Holders of America
560 Herndon Yarkway

Suite 120

Hemmdon, VA 22070

(703) 481-11%0

2. Obtain a siatement of vour
earnings from the Social Secu-
vity Adiministration every twe
vears. This will iell you if some-
one else is earning wages under
your Social Securiy number. IF
you suspect an error, you have
three years, three months and
15 days afier the mistake was
made 1o challenge it.

To ger vour statement, you
need 1o fill ont a Request For
Earnings and Benefit Estimate
Starement form, which can be

ordered by telephone from rhe
Sacial Secunity Administration:
{800 234-5772,

3. You can “optr-out” of direct
marketing and telemarketing by
having vour name added to the
databases maintained by the Di-
rect Marketing  Association.
Write tan

Telephone Preference Service
Mail Preference Service
Direct Marketing Association
6 East 43rd Street

New York, NY 10017-4646
{212) 689-4977 ext. 369

The major credit bureaus
also use their credit dawabases
{or divect marketing, and many
magazines sell their subscription
lists for advertising purposes.
You can write to each company
that has your name and address
and ask that vour names not be
released [or  marketing pur-
poses,

4. You can get a copy of your
medical information file by writ-
ing L

MIB

P.O. Box 105, Essex Station
Boston, MA 02112

{617} 426.3660

M1 will tell vou if they have
a file on you, but in some cases
they will send its contents only
w your physickn or dentist. Be
sure 1o inclade that person's
name and address,

5. Do next permit merchants
to record your credil or charge-
card  number on  personal
checks; these numbers have
sometinies been rranscribed and
used for fraudulent purposes.

-85.LG

peaple call in,” he says.

Representatives of the credit
indusiry say that many of 1he pro-
posed requirements wonld be ex-
pensive and burdensome. One of
the higgest objections is to the re-
quirement  that  consumers  be
given a [ree copy ol their credil
report each year; currently. there
is a §15 fee tor each report.

“It is a terribly expensive
propasition,”  says  Manvin
Kaplan, spokesman for the Wash-
ington-based  Associated Credit
Bureaus, the industry’s trade
group. Somany people would ask
for their credit reports that the
postage alone might run inte the
millions of dollars a year, Mr. Ka-
plan says.

Consumer advorares are exas-
perated by such  arguments:
“They should be paying us for
performming a gquality cotitrol, in-
stead of charging us $15 a pop!”
says Jean Ann Fox, president of
the Virgimia Citizens Gonsumey
Council in Arlingion, Va, Accord-
g to the major credil bureavs,
more than 30 percent of consum-
ers who see their repotis dispute
information the reports contain,

Perhaps the higgest problem is
that many consumers do noL un-
derstand how personal informa-
Lion moves around, and how they
can correct information  about
them that is in ervor.

“It is important for consumers
who are dealing with credit prob-
lems and credit bureaus w take
extra precautions. They ought
not to assume that just because
they are in the right their difficul-
ties will be quickly ancl easily
remedied,” Congressman Schu-
er Says.

“There have been too many
instances of inaccurate records,
unsatisfactory responses. and in-
vasions of privacy for consumers
o trust that the process -will
necessarily work as it should.
Uniit the proper reforms and
safeguards are enacted, those
who are faced with credit snalus
must exercise an additional mea- -
sure of diligence in protecling
their vights,” he adds.

To help intorm consumers,
American Express recently pub-
lished a pamphlet that shares tips
for protecting privacy and crediu;
TRW, one of the "hig (ree”
credit bureaus, yecently started
printing some of its consumer in-
formation in Spanish. But actions
like these are only the beginning.

“1 sospect there ave many
people who never find out what
TRW is.” savs Massachusetts state
senater Lois Pines, Manv people
wha are denied credit never go 1o
the trouble of obtaining thei re-
ports, she says: “The bureaucracy
1s intimidatog to them,”

Previows asticles i this sevies van
on foly 18, 25, and Aug. 1. ‘




