Fixing Your Credit Report
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A Guidebook for Consumers 
How do credit bureaus work?

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Credit reporting agencies, often called credit bureaus, are companies that gather information in the form of credit reports from credit grantors such as banks, finance companies, and retailers. Credit bureaus keep records of consumers' debts and how regularly these debts are repaid. They gather information from creditors who send computer tapes or other payment data to credit bureaus, usually on a monthly basis, showing what each account-holder owes or has paid. The data show if payments are up-to-date or overdue, and if any action has been taken to collect overdue bills. The credit bureau adds this data to existing information in consumer files creating a month by month history of activity on consumer accounts.  Credit bureaus also collect information from public records, including collection cases filed in court.
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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1If you have received a copy of your credit report or you have been denied credit and you believe that your credit report has incorrect information, then you may be able to fix those mistakes.
How do I get a copy of my credit report?
[image: image1.wmf] SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1If you have been denied credit because of information that was supplied by a credit bureau, the Fair Credit Reporting Act requires the creditor to give you the name and address of the credit bureau that supplied the information. If you contact the bureau to learn what is in your file within 60 days of receiving a denial notice, the information is free.  If you have been the victim of identity theft (where someone else obtains credit in your name without your permission), you can get a free copy of your credit report.  Everyone is entitled to a free copy of their credit report once a year.
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Even if you have not been denied credit, you may wish to find out what information is in your credit file. Some financial advisors suggest that consumers review their credit reports every three or four years to check for inaccuracies of omissions. This could be especially important if you are considering making a major purchase, such as buying home. Checking in advance on the accuracy of information in your credit file could speed the credit granting process.
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1You can get a copy of your consumer credit report online at AnnualCreditReport.com or by phone at 1-877-FACTACT. When you contact them, give all identifying information, such as your full name, Social Security number, current address, former address, and spouse's name (if applicable).
Examples of Credit Bureau Mistakes that You Can Correct:
·  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1You have paid a debt in full, but the credit bureau lists the debt as unpaid on your credit report anyway. 

· You owe a debt, but not as much as the credit bureau says you owe. 

· Information on your credit report is more than 7 years old. (If you filed a bankruptcy or Chapter 13 proceeding, that may stay on your credit report for 10 years). 

· You have paid off a judgment, but the credit bureau's report still indicates the judgment was not paid in full. 

· A debt on your credit report belongs to somebody else with your name or a similar name. 
· Someone has forged your name to cash a check, get a loan, or make a purchase.
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· [image: image9.wmf] SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1You bought something that did not work properly or you feel you did not get your money’s worth.  [However, you DO have the right under the Fair Credit Billing Act to dispute charges with your credit card company following a defective purchase.  This must be done in writing within 60 days of receipt of the bill.  You do not have to pay while the dispute is being investigated.]
· You owe the debt, but you have a legitimate excuse for not paying because you were sick or unemployed. 

· You paid off an account or judgment, but the account is still listed as
having been in collection or having been delinquent (if in fact it was delinquent or in collections before you paid it off).  In this case the credit report will show up as being paid after being sent for collection or after judgment.  You cannot remove the fact of the judgment from the credit report, but it should indicate “paid in full” if you have done so. 
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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Your credit file may contain errors that can affect your chances of obtaining credit in the future. Under the Fair Credit Reporting Act, you are entitled to have incomplete or inaccurate information corrected without charge.
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Send a letter to the credit reporting agency (commonly known as “credit bureau”) to let the credit bureau know that it has made a mistake.  You can send a copy to the creditor who furnished the information to the credit bureau, but you must send the written dispute to the credit bureau in order to be covered by the Fair Credit Reporting Act.  Attach any documents or additional information which supports your dispute.  You may want to send it by certified mail, to have proof of delivery.  Always date and keep copies of your letters and documents.  This pamphlet contains sample letters you can adapt and use to dispute credit reporting errors.

If you dispute information in your report, the credit bureau must reinvestigate it within a "reasonable period of time", unless it believes the dispute is "frivolous or irrelevant."  

To check on the accuracy of a disputed item, the credit bureau will ask the creditor in question what its records show. If the disputed item is on the public record, the credit bureau will check there instead. If a disputed item cannot be verified, the credit bureau must delete it. If an item contains erroneous information, the credit bureau must correct the error. If the item is incomplete, the bureau must complete it. For example, if your file showed accounts that belong to another person, the credit bureau would have to delete them. If it showed that your were late in making payments but failed to show that you are no longer delinquent, the credit bureau would have to add information to show that your payments are now current. Also, at your request the credit bureau must send a notice of the correction to any creditor who has checked your file in the past 6 months. 

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1However, if the creditor who furnished the account information disagrees with your dispute, the credit bureau will likely accept the creditor’s word and will not delete or change the credit report.  If the reinvestigation does not resolve your dispute, the Fair Credit Reporting Act permits you to file a statement of up to 100 words with the credit bureau explaining your side of the story. The credit bureau must include this explanation in your report each time it sends it out, although it will not change your credit score or credit rating.



 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1



 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1People who make claims like these may do nothing more than take your money and vanish. Or they may advise you to take actions which violate the law, such as obtaining a new Social Security number in order to avoid your creditors.  Credit repair fraud is a growing problem for consumers. If you have a bad credit history, no one can unconditionally guarantee to clean it up and get you credit. Although errors in your credit report can be corrected, a poor credit history cannot be erased.

A poor credit history that is accurate cannot be changed. There is nothing that you (or anyone else) can do to require a credit bureau to remove accurate information from your credit report until the reporting period has expired. However, this does not necessarily mean that you will be unable to obtain credit during the period. Because creditors set their own credit-granting standards, not all of them look at your credit history in the same way. For example, some creditors may look only at more recent years to evaluate you for credit, and they may grant you credit if your bill paying history has improved. Before applying for credit it may be useful to contact creditors informally to discuss their credit standards.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1If you cannot obtain credit based on your own credit history, you may be able to do so if someone who has a good credit history co-signs a loan for you.  This means the co-signer agrees to pay if you do not, for any reason. Or you may be able to obtain a small loan or a credit card with a low dollar limit by using your savings account as collateral. If you pay promptly and your creditor reports to a credit bureau, this new information will improve your credit history picture.
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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Free credit reports can be ordered online at AnnualCreditReport.com, by phone at 1-877-FACTACT, or by phone or mail from the following credit bureaus (BEWARE!!  The credit reporting agencies and other companies will try to sell you your credit report for a fee if you do not order online at the above website and/or phone number.  However, you are entitled to one free credit report per year.)



· EQUIFAX
Equifax Infromation Services LLC
P.O. Box 740241
Atlanta, GA 30374
1-800-685-1111
www.Equifax.com
· EXPERIAN

P.O. Box 9595
Allen, TX 75013
1-888-EXPERIAN
www.experian.com
· TRANS UNION
Trans Union Consumer Solutions
P.O. Box 1000
1-800-888-4213
www.transunion.com



 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
All three major credit bureaus allow disputes to be made online.  However, online forms may not allow for enough detail to form a strong case in your dispute.  A dispute letter often presents a better opportunity for such explanation.  A sample dispute letter has been attached on the following page to further assist you in this regard.
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If you are having trouble paying your bills, you may also seek credit counseling:

Consumer Credit Counseling Referral Line
1-800-388-2227
Chicago: 312-545-2227 or 312-527-DEBT

This brochure has been prepared by the Chicago Seniors Project at the Legal Assistance Foundation of Metropolitan Chicago, a private, not-for-profit organization dedicated to providing high-quality, free legal services to low-income, elderly, and disabled residents of Cook County.
Contact the LAFMC at

312-341-1070
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Examples of Credit Bureau Reporting that CANNOT Be Changed





What Should I Do If I Believe that a Credit Bureau Has Made a Mistake in my Credit Report?





BEWARE of Fraudulent Credit Repair Companies!





SAMPLE DISPUTE LETTER


[DATE]


CREDIT REPORTING AGENCY NAME�      ADDRESS�      CITY, STATE  ZIP CODE�


	VIA REGULAR AND CERTIFIED MAIL�	RE: 	First/Last Name�		Your Address�		Your Social Security Number


Dear Sir/Madam,


You are reporting the following accounts within my credit file.  [Describe the dispute in detail] or [I paid this account in full on date].


[LIST OF ACCOUNTS WHICH ARE DISPUTED, WITH ACCOUNT NUMBER AS REPORTED IN CONSUMER REPORT]


I have enclosed [multiple examples of my signature (driver’s license, etc.)] or [copies of receipts, checks, etc., showing this account was paid].  Please forward all of these documents to the creditors and reinvestigate and remove these accounts.  If you receive verification of any of these accounts, do not re-report them unless you have received the note or application claimed by the creditor so you can compare it to my real signature.  In addition, if any of these accounts are re-verified, please telephone me at [your phone number] so that I can discuss this further and provide any additional documents you may need.�


Sincerely,


[SIGNATURE]�[YOUR NAME]











If your credit report contains inaccurate information or you have been the victim of identity theft…








FURTHER ASSISTANCE IN DISPUTING A CREDIT REPORT








What Happens after I Dispute the Information in my Report?





What is a Co-Signer?�How Will another Signature Help with My Credit?





CREDIT BUREAUS
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