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“JUST THE PLAIN FACT(A)S” -  NEW LAW PROMISES FREE CREDIT REPORTS and MORE 





On December 4, 2003, President Bush signed in to law the Fair and Accurate Credit Transactions Act (FACTA).  FACTA provides “new and improved” benefits and protections for consumers around the country.  Since knowledge is power, here is some knowledge that should empower each of us to be better consumers and users of credit.  This is particularly important in D9 where we are seeing a significant upsurge in consumer-related legal assistance problems.





In a nutshell, FACTA:





Enhances the ability of consumers to combat identity theft


Requires increased accuracy of consumer reports


Allows consumers to exercise greater control over types and amounts of marketing solicitations they receive


Restricts the use and disclosure of sensitive medical information





First and foremost, FACTA requires the three nationwide credit reporting agencies (CRA’s) (Equifax, Experian and Trans Union) to provide consumers, upon request, a free copy of their credit report once every 12 months. WHOA - BEFORE YOU DEMAND YOUR FREE REPORT – HOLD ON and READ ON!





It is a good practice to check your credit reports at least annually.  This helps to combat identity theft and correct inaccuracies that might lower your credit score, and lead creditors to deny you credit or charge a higher interest rate.  It is also a good idea to review reports from all three CRA’s because they may contain different info.  For example, while all three may report the same info for national credit cards (like Sears and VISA), only one or two might include information from regional or local creditors (like the local furniture rental store of  “Dewey, Cheatham and How”).  





From now until December 1, 2004, obtaining all three credit reports typically will cost $25 or more – although there are some exceptions to this (see below).  After December 1, 2004, FACTA will make it mandatory for CRAs to begin providing free annual credit reports.  There are a few catches – one of those catches is that the rollout date VARIES by region of the country.  “WHAT?” you say?  I say, “READ ON!”





The Federal Trade Commission (� HYPERLINK "http://www.ftc.gov" ��www.ftc.gov�) is in the process of setting up a centralized request site for the FREE reports. This web-based site will allow for web-based requests, along with info on other ways to get the info (mail and phone).  The site should be up and running soon.  A link to the site will be put on the D9 Legal Web Site and announced in an upcoming D9 Newsletter.  The rollout dates are as follows: (1) Western states (including Alaska, California, and Washington) – requests for free reports may be submitted starting Dec 1, 2004; (2) Midwest (including all of D9 – except PA and NY) – starting date of Mar 1, 2005; (3) Southern states (including Texas, Florida and Louisiana) – June 1, 2005; and (4) Eastern states (including D9’s NY and PA) – Sept 1, 2005.  


Do you need to wait until the dates listed above to get a free credit report?  It depends.  If you have been denied credit or if you are the victim of identity theft, you are entitled to a free copy of your credit report from each of the CRAs.   Also, if you live in one of the states that authorizes free reports for its residents (Colorado, Georgia, Maine, Massachusetts, Maryland, New Jersey and Vermont) you can get a free report if you assert your right under that state’s consumer law.   What if your “home” state is a “free report” state, but you are stationed in D9?  Give it a try – if the CRAs deny your request, give D9 legal a call.  Also, some companies offer “free” CRAs as a sales incentive (and also as a way to steal your identity – so be careful).  





There’s a lot more to FACTA – as you can see here: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ftc.gov/opa/2004/06/freeannual.htm" ��www.ftc.gov/opa/2004/06/freeannual.htm�.  For more info on consumer rights, check out: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ftc.gov/bcp/conline/pubs/credit/crdright.htm" ��www.ftc.gov/bcp/conline/pubs/credit/crdright.htm�.  Need help or have questions about these or other legal issues?  Contact the Ninth District Legal Office at (216) 902-6010 or check out our web page. 
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