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CONTACT: Larry Grimaldi  462-0509     lgrimaldi@dea.ri.gov
WHO PAYS THE DEBTS OF A DECEASED RELATIVE?
Q. My father just died recently. He has some credit card debts and very few resources.
Am I obligated to pay these bills?

A. When a relative dies, the last thing that the grieving family needs is pressure from debt 

collectors asking them to pay the outstanding debts. According to the Federal Trade Commission (FTC), the nation’s consumer protection agency, a surviving family member usually has no obligation to pay the deceased relative’s debts. In fact, the rights of surviving relatives are covered under the Fair Debt Collection Practices Act. The provisions of this Act prohibit debt collectors from using abusive, unfair, or intimidating methods in an attempt to collect the debt. These debt collectors include collection agencies, lawyers who collect debts, and companies that buy delinquent debts and try to collect them.

The FTC provides this information about the law with regard to paying a deceased relative’s debt:

Q. Who is responsible for the debts of a deceased relative? 


A. In general terms, the estate is responsible for these debts. If there isn’t enough money in the estate to pay the debts, they will usually go unpaid.


Q. Am I legally obligated to pay these debts?


A. Usually, you do not have a legal obligation to pay the debts of someone who was not your spouse. Even if you are the spouse of a deceased relative, there may be some limits for debt collection under Rhode Island probate law. It is best to consult an attorney on this matter. 
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If the surviving spouse is 60 or older, they can get a free 30-minute consultation with a lawyer in there area. Call the Rhode Island Bar Association at 521-5040 to check your eligibility for this program.
Q. What do I do if one of these debt collectors calls me?

A. If there is a representative (such as your personal lawyer), a personal representative of the deceased relative, who is handling his/her affairs, or an executor of the estate, give that information to the debt collector. Under no circumstances should you give them your Social Security number, bank account number, credit card number, or any other financial account number to the debt collector. You could become a victim of scam artists posing as debt collectors.

Q. Do I have to speak to the debt collector?
A. No. But if you are the deceased person’s representative or executor, you may want to speak to the debt collector in an attempt to settle the matter.

Q. Can I stop a debt collector from calling me?

A. Yes. If you decide that you do not want the debt collector to call you, write a letter or notify the debt collector that you do not want to be called again. Keep a copy of this letter for your files. You should send the letter via certified mail, return receipt requested, so that you will have a record of the letter reaching its destination. Once the collector receives the letter, they cannot contact you, with two exceptions. They can contact you to tell you that there will be no further contact, or they can inform you of a specific action they intend to take, such as a lawsuit. Remember, although the debt collectors cannot contact you again, they may sue the estate of the relative or the responsible person in an attempt to get the money to pay the debt.

Q. Can debt collectors tell anyone else about my dead relative’s debt?
A. Other than obtaining the personal representative’s or the executor’s location, a debt collector cannot generally disclose the debt to anyone other than that representative, the deceased person’s spouse, parent (if the child is a minor), or a legal guardian.
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You can report complaints to the state Attorney General’s office at 274-4400. The Attorney General’s office can also give you information regarding Rhode Island law and debt collection. You can also contact the FTC at 1-877-382-4357 or go to www.ftc.gov. TTY users should call 1-866-653-4261.

For more information about credit issues, go to www.ftc.gov/credit.
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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.
Rhode Island Department of Elderly Affairs


John O. Pastore Center


Hazard Building 


74 West Road


Cranston, RI 02920














2

