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SCAMS FLOURISH IN A TOUGH ECONOMY

In tough economic times like we are experiencing now, it seems that scams and schemes flourish. New scams come to light and some older scams re-surface. Recently, in fact, what is  known as the “distressed grandparent” scam made the rounds again. In this scam, grandparents are told that their grandchild is in trouble (often in another country or state), and that the grandparents need to wire money to keep the grandchild out of jail or some other legal situation. Of course, there is no emergency and the grandparents get fleeced for thousands of dollars. To protect yourself from this scam, make sure that you contact the grandchild or their parents before sending any money. In dealing with other scams, it is wise to remember that “if it seems to good to be true, it usually is”.


The office of the Rhode Island Attorney General also has some tips to protect seniors from scams and schemes. 


When it comes to charities, be very wary of campaigns that attempt to make you feel guilty if you elect not to donate to their particular cause. Many scams try to capitalize on your patriotism, current disasters and events. Before making a contribution, always ask for written information about the charity, such as the name, address, telephone number and website. 


You should research the charity before making a donation. Contact the state Department of  Business Regulation at 462-9583 or go the Better Business Bureau “Wise Giving Alliance” website at www.gov.org.
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You should also ask how much of your donation goes directly to the charity and how much money goes for other expenses. Some organizations use professional fundraisers who take a portion of your donation for their administrative expenses.



Many scams involve notification by mail, telephone or e-mail, that you have won an expensive prize or a large amount of cash through some bogus lottery. These scams may involve sending your hard-earned money to some questionable entity to claim your prize. This information can also be used to steal your identity or commit credit card theft.
There are some simple rules to remember about these scams. If you have to pay for the prize, it’s not really a prize at all. Fraudulent offers often include an instruction to send a check or money order. Never give your credit card information or bank account information in response to a telephone call, written notification or e-mail. Many offers come with an official-looking check that you are asked to deposit immediately to claim a prize or money. The victim is asked to wire a percentage of the amount using a Western Union or Money Gram. It won’t take long for you to discover that the check is a fake.
With today’s credit crunch, many shady firms try to capitalize on persons who have no credit, bad credit or find themselves needing some type of loan. The advance fee loan sharks prey on vulnerable consumers by taking their money on the promise of a loan, credit, credit card or other credit promise. The catch is that you pay them a fee and them they disappear-with your money!

Don’t pay a fee for the promise of credit. Ignore any offer that guarantees a loan in exchange for a fee. Watch out for fancy websites. Be particularly careful about sending any personal information. Most secure websites will have a URL that begins with “https” and a lock pictures on the bottom right of the screen. Check with the Department of Business Regulation to see if the loan company is registered with the state. And remember, it is illegal for companies to do business in the United States by phone where they promise a loan in exchange for a fee before they deliver the service.
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If you are the victim of a scam, you should report the information to your local police. Chances are that other persons may have also fallen prey to the same scam. Silence is a great ally for scam artists. You should also file report with the state Attorney General’s Consumer Protection Unit at 274-4440. If the scam involves the U.S. mail, notify the postal service at 276-6930. Also, notify the Better Business Bureau at 1-800-422-2811.
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Questions for Rhode Island Senior Beat may be mailed to the Rhode Island Department

of Elderly Affairs, John O. Pastore Center, 74 West Road-2nd floor, Cranston, RI  02920. Questions can also be e-mailed to lgrimaldi@dea.ri.gov. For a confidential discussion about questions, issues or problems regarding growing older, call DEA at 462-3000. TTY users should call 462-0740. Seniors, families, and caregivers can also call THE POINT Resource Center at 462-4444. The TTY number for THE POINT is 462-4445.
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