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cpuc fines coral; orders billing agents to pay customers

The California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) has fined Coral Communications, Inc. (Coral) $5.1 million for illegally cramming consumers by placing unauthorized charges for calling cards on more than 250,000 consumers’ bills.  The CPUC also ordered refunds of all charges, about $4 million, unlawfully collected by Coral.  

Coral was based in Boca Ratan, Florida and did not have authorization from the CPUC to provide telephone service in California.   

Coral used many companies to facilitate this cramming.  The CPUC also pursued Easy Access, a company which was found to have controlled Coral’s calling card business.  The Commission also ordered Coral’s five known billing agents - International Telemedia Associates (ITA), Telephone Billing Services, OAN Services, Accutel Communications, and Calling Card Plus, Inc (CCPI), to return the unlawfully collected amounts to consumers.  The Commission previously ordered the companies to hold the funds they had collected and now they are to pay back customers.

Neither billing agents ITA or CCPI responded to Commission directives to file complete accountings of their financial relationships with Coral; therefore, the Commission has suspended their rights to bill through California’s local phone companies.

Coral used sweepstakes entry forms to attract consumers.  Although the forms purportedly explained that a consumer’s signature would be considered authorization for the charges, the explanation was in small, fine print.  Coral used those forms as authorization to charge a $2.99 set-up fee and $6.99 monthly charge for calling cards whether or not the person signing the form was the person owning the phone number provided.  The use of sweepstakes forms for this purpose is now prohibited by statute.

To quickly turn a profit, Coral sold its accounts to financing firms and billing agents for a share of the charges.  In some cases with cramming, the company makes money quickly, dissipates the funds and then declares bankruptcy, making it difficult to obtain refunds from the company.  

Coral’s $5.1 million fine is to be paid to the general fund. If Coral or any of its officers administrators, contractors or any five percent or greater shareholder seeks to obtain operating authority from the CPUC or enter into billing agreements with phone companies, they must disclose their affiliation with Coral. 
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