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PUC WARNS VERIZON CUSTOMERS: 

DON’T BE FOOLED BY PHONE SCAMS

Con-artists create confusion about the merger of Verizon and FairPoint to “slam” customers to expensive long-distance service 
Release below: for more information and contacts with consumers – one in Bangor, one in Cornish -- who have received fraudulent solicitations, call Fred Bever at (207) 287-6141.
AUGUSTA, Maine – Maine residents and businesses are being targeted by telemarketers using deceptive practices to get them to switch long-distance phone service carriers. 

The “slammers,” as they are known, are capitalizing on uncertainty about FairPoint Communications’ pending takeover of Verizon’s land lines in Maine. 
“Consumers should know that the switch-over to FairPoint will not affect their existing calling plans, and there is absolutely no need for them to make any new arrangements,” said Kurt Adams, Chairman of the PUC. “We’ve received several complaints already, which tells us that unscrupulous marketers are hard at work during this transitional period.”   

When FairPoint takes control of Verizon’s land lines – likely by late summer -- customers’ calling plans will automatically transfer from Verizon to FairPoint with no change in rates or terms and conditions. 
But the unethical marketers don’t tell that to their targets. 

In many cases, slammers falsely pose as representatives from Verizon or FairPoint. The slammers may claim to be calling to correct a billing error, or to ensure that the transition to FairPoint is “seamless,” or to offer an especially favorable calling plan – which isn’t in fact favorable at all.

The slammer will tell the consumer they only need to provide their date of birth and a mailing address to take the necessary action. Once given this information, and armed with the consumer’s phone number, slammers in many cases are able to switch the caller’s phone service without legal authorization.

Thinking the slammer is making a legitimate offer, customers agree to the change and go through a taped third-party verification process. But when their phone bills arrive they discover that their service has been changed to a carrier they don’t recognize and don’t want.  

There are some steps consumers can take to ensure they are not slammed:

Carrier Freezes.  Consumers can avoid falling victim to these illegal practices by “freezing” – or locking in -- their selection of phone service carrier(s).  To freeze service, simply notify your local phone company that you want a carrier freeze and specify which services you want to freeze—local, in-state toll, out-of-state toll, or international. 
Once the freeze is in place, your service cannot be changed unless you give your express authorization. This means that if a slammer places an order with your local carrier to change any of your services that has a freeze, the change will be rejected automatically.  If you later decide that you wish to change your services, you can call and lift the freeze so that the desired change will go though.

Read your bill.  Another important step to catch a slammer quickly is to read your bill thoroughly each month.  If you see you are receiving services from a company you have not selected, call that company and tell them you do not want them as your preferred carrier and you want them to refund any charges incurred so far as well as any carrier change fees (and keep notes for your records).  Do not pay any charges from a company you did not authorize.
You should then contact your preferred carrier to ask to be switched back to them and be placed back on your original (or a better) calling plan. Also ask that any cancellation fees or other charges that might have resulted be reversed.  And finally, you should call your local service provider, inform them that you were slammed and ask that any charges from the unauthorized carrier be billed to that company.

If you believe that you have been slammed, you should contact PUC’s Consumer Assistance Division.  The MPUC can force slammers to refund unauthorized charges, fine them up to $110,000 per infraction, and pull their certificate to do business in the state of Maine. The toll-free number to call to file a complaint is 1-800-452-4699.
#####

The Public Utilities Commission is committed to ensuring that consumers have access to safe and reliable service for public utilities and that the rates for these utilities are just and reasonable. PUC programs include Maine Enhanced 911 Service, Dig Safe, and Efficiency Maine.

To arrange an interview with Chairman Adams, Commissioner Sharon Reishus, or Commissioner Vendean Vafiades, please contact Fred Bever at 207.287.6141 or by e-mail at fred.bever@maine.gov.  The Commission’s website, www.maine.gov/mpuc may be accessed through the Maine School and Library Network at all public libraries in Maine.

