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Credit car
doctors can

make you il

By Janico Brunson
stalf writer

A new seam 1s afoot, one Involving
*“doctors” and “patlents,” but it has
nothing to do with medical care.

In this case, “doctors” are con art-
ists armed with computers, and “pa.
ticnts" are consumers in need of im-
proved credit ratings.

“Doctors” steal good

Scrvilces In Farmington Hills,
agrees.
TRW maintalns move than 143
million files In 75,000 locations
the country, ib)

only through sophsticated codes,
Even if codes are broken, stolen or
otherwise oblained, requests for in-
formation are closely monitored by
& security computer program.

“Any deviatlon from use by legiti-

credit rat-

(ngs from P flles maintained

by local eredlt burcaus and then sell

the information to “patients” willing

ta pay $500 to $1,500 for the service.
(See accompanying slog.)
0

mate time, volume, lo-
catlon, specifics, anything out of the
ordinary, [s instantly noted,” Neu

sald,
All suspli:lous usc is immedlately

y new
scene, the scam fs thought to have
originated in Houston, Texas, ac-
cording to Dcborah Nigbor of the
Detroit Better Business Bureau. She
sald police there have uncovercd
goods amounting to approximately
$15 million, bought by consumers us-
Ing doctored credit ratings.

“They're buylng everylhing from
small merchandlse to automoabiles to
homes,” she said, clting one instance
in which an unsuspecting Houston
auto deater sold 83 vehtcles to differ-
enl consumers, each using doctored
ratings.

BASED ON THE possibility of blg
profits and the relative case In frau-

MOREOVER, FILES maintalned
by credit burcaus frequently do not
contain detalled Information nor-
mally required in establlshing new
credlt or securing loans, such as
driver lcense numbers or mother's
malden name and date of birth.

Chrls Anderson of Credit Bureau
Reports Inc. in Farmington Hllls
works ag a middleman, She soliclts
credlt information fram Trans
Unfob, TRW and other credit bu-
reaus, passing the data along ¢o her
clients, banks and mortgage compa-
nles tending large sums of mency for
the purchase of new homes,

And recelves
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they are even asked to foot the bll),”
she sald,

The best guard Is periodic inspee-
tion of your own ratings maintalned
by firms llke TRW or Trans Unlon.

NIGBOR ALSO advises lenders to
verlfy employment history in addl-
tion to credlt ratings, as an added
precaution against fraud.

In computer credit fraud, both
“doctor" and “patlent” are Uable for
prosecution on charges of fraud, ac-
cording to an agent In the FBI's Troy

dently obtal credlt

it is belleved the scam Is apt to
spread quickly to other parts of the
country.

“There are many technlques for
cbtaining credit flles, and I'm cer-
tain profits must be good” based on
how fast the scam {s growing, Nig-
bor said.

° In Texas operatlons, “doctors” ob-

“'tain code numbers to local dredit bu-
reaus and access computer flles with
home computers and telephone
modems,

BUT ACCESS to credit burcau
{lles is not easy, according to Dar-
lene Taylor, operatlons manager of
Teans Unjon Credit Information in
Scuthfield. It is onc of the larger
credit burcaus in the natlon,

“There are levels and levels and
levels of securlty to keep (computer)
hackers off the system. It's a must In
our buslness,” Taylor said.

Jennifer Neu of another major
credlt bureau, TRW Information

ys calls

offlce — the “doctor” for supplylng
Tl " fon and the "pa-

from irate p to
obtaln homes loans and claiming
credit report Infarmation supplied to
the bank or mortgage company s
inaccurate,

“It happens all the tlme, people

calling and saying information is In-
correet,” Anderson sald.

" "SHE 'ASCERTAINS ' ncciracy by

contacting the lender in questlon.

“If Art Van says they owe money,
Icall Art Van directly.”

If the Information proves tnaccu-
rate, she corrects the error, never
learning the reason why mistaken In-
formatlon was originally Included.

Querles by Anderson and others is
often the flrst time “innocent con-
sumers” learn they owe for goods
they have never bought, mer-
chandise bought by others using

tlent" for using It.

1f, for example, a home is bought
and the lending institution requests a
tltle search by mail, wlre fraud has
been committed, punlshable by up to
Hlve years In prison. If the phene is
used to transact buslness, wire fraud
may be Involved, also punishable by
up to fiye years in prison,

Sipplylng’ fraudulent and false
statements to secure new creglt or a
Toan constitutes a felony punlshable
by a flne of $5,000 and up to two
years In prison.

Computer fraud also violates such
{federal laws as the Falr Credit Rat-
ing Act and the Computer Fraud and
Abuse Act, cach punishable by up to
one ycar in prison and flnes of up to

Texas, an oagent sald, “makes

Rewriting credit history
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‘cures’ deadbeat’s woes

Credit “doctor” fraud normally
follows a common routine,

Let's assume you're an average,
hard-worklng, honest consumer who
nearly always pays bllls on time.
Your credit rating is pretty good.

‘Then, out of the blue you recelve 2
call from a collectlon agency,
harassing you about an averdue bill.
This is the first you've heard of the
blil. No doubt a case of mistaken
Identity, But the collection agency
scems to have detalled and correct

Information about you and your
credit rating. .
+1 The -collector, famillar with
clalms of mistaken Identity, is per-
sistent. The conversation becomes
heated. Chances are, nelther of you

suspect credit fraud.

Here's how It works, according to
Marvin Kaplan of Assoclated Credit
Bureaus In Houslon, Texas, where
this particular form of froud has
found fertile ground. Miltions of dol-
lars In merchandlse has been pur-
chased by patients of credit doctors.

A poor credit risk needs an im-

proved rating. He or she approaches -

a credit doctor who, for a helty fee,
sells him your good credit rating.

The credit “doctor” knows the
code number and password that al-
lown blm eatry to computer records
malntained by credit bureaus. He or
she locates a history that best
matches the clieat, The credlt rating

- happens to be yours.

Once the information is pur-
chased, the buyer changes your ad-
dress and phone number, Both arg
usually ficticious. Then, he or she ap-
plles for credit, mery
chandlxe or obtalning a loan without
ever making a payment. .

‘The lender, unaware of the scam,
sends past duc notices to the fictl:
clous address for several months, bes
fore turning the account over to &
collection agency. M

The collector contacts you, He or
she has no way of knowlng you are
not the person who made the fradu-
lent eredit pr . The collector Is
as innocent 2s you are and assumes
you are trying to throw blm off track
In collecting what appears to be a
legitimate overdue account.
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a sale that really

their credit

to Nighor.
“Negative informatlon 13 con-

tained In thelr ratings. Sometlmes

sense” as a center of credit fraud,

the ate
Is poor, people tend to walk away
from mortgages they can't pay,”
Nigbor safd,

Know thy creit rating

Stored in the of one of
the natton’s 2,000 credit bureaus is a
detailed listing of how much you owe
on personal loans and credlt cards,
how quickly you pay these bills and

practically speaking
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how many tlmes your
have been late,

Most of us have no idea what our
credlt reports say — until it's too
late. Jane, for example, didn't know
her credit repert erroncously sald
that she had defaulted on a student
loan until a bank refected her mort-
gage appllcation. By the time the
mistake was corrected, the house she
wanted to buy had been sold.

To prevent such last-minute credit
problems, the Farmington Hills-
based Michigan Assoctation of CPAs
suggests you check your credit re-
port periodically. In most cases,
your record ls probably flled with
one of the country's five lnrgest
credlt bureaus: Trans Union, TRW,
Chllton, CBA or Associated Credlt
Servlces,

As a general rule, credit burcaus

. usually will charge a fee ranging
from $3 to $25 for a copy of your
credit report. If you have been de-
nied credlt on the basis of informa-
tion supplied by a credlt bureav, the
creditor must provide the name and
address of a credit bureau kssuing
_the report on which it based its decl-
slon. You then have 3¢ daya to re-

quest a free copy of your report. You
must supply the credit bureau with
your {ull name, telephone number,

Soclal urity number and the

name of the y that denled your
credlt application. Expect to recelve

a copy of your report [n two to three

weeks.,

The average credit report can be
bewildering to rend. Nowbere In tho
report witl yoo find A slmple sen-
.lence explaining whether you are a
good credit risk, A credit report doea
not lssue any judgment on your cred-

-1t rellabllity, Instead, it provides a

factual but selectlve account of your
employment and credit history. For
czxample, the credit report may lat
an Inactlve department store charge
account but make no mention of how
you handle your utillty bills or your

a mistake has been made or if it can-
not verily the Information in its files,
the items in question must be deleted
{rom your credit report. You may
discover that a credit report pre-
sents certain correct but derogatory

merigage payments. - Information out of context. In such

At the beart of the report Is your  nstances, you should mail a concise
credlt history, into an pp 100
elaborate system of number and let-  words) to the credit bureau summa-

ter codes to indicate how you have
handled debt over the years. A key to
the codes Is found oo the form.

Although the format of a credit re-
port will vary between credit bu-
reaus, the information contained is
essentlally the same. Generally, the
report will detall the name, number,
typo and activity of credlt cards is-
sued in your name; the amount of
your credit limits and the amount of
your outstanding balances.

OTHER ITEMS that may be found
in a credlt file Include the names of
the companies that have requested
coples of your report as well as nota-
tlons indicating whether you have
been Involved In clvil suits or bank-
rupley procecdlngs. Al of this Infor-
mation is provided to the ¢redit bu-
{!cuu by your creditors or other par-

es.

I you fInd an crror on your evedit
report, you ahould write to the credit
bureau Immedlately, When Jane In-
formed the credit burean she had
pald off her student loan some soven
yesrs earller, the credit bureau In.
vestigated her case and found that
the Issuer of the loan had somehow
switched her records with those of
another consumer,

When a credit burcau determines

rizing your side of the story.

Conslder thls example. After belng
denled a credit card, Poul checked
his credit record, which showed he
had pald his car loan and credit card
bills Jate for a period of four to flve
months. The informatlon was cor-
rect, but during this time Paul's wife
was undergolng treatment for can-
cer. The late payments were a result
of the financial and personal stress
he suffered al that time, At the rec-

datlon of his fi i
adviser, Paul sent a letter (o the
credit bureau explaining the cireum.
stances behind his uncharacteristic
period of late payments.

Paul also asked the credit burcau
to send thls information to any credle
tors who had denled his apptications
in the past six months.

HOW LONG CAN a negatlve
statement be kept on your record? X
the atatement relates to bankruptcy
proceedings, it may stay on file for
as long as 10 years.

‘The Michigan Assoclalion of CPAs
suggests consumers .wrils to the
Federal Trade Commission Corro:
spondence Branch, Washington, D.C,
20380 for a copy of the Falr Credit
Reporting Act 0f 1971, which clearly
explllnlm thelr rights to credit Infor-
matlon.
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