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CPUC OPENS PROBE OF talk america, INC.

for ALLEGED SLAMMING, CRAMMING PRACTICES

The California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) has launched an investigation of Talk America, Inc. (Talk) for its alleged deceptive marketing practices, which include alleged slamming (the unauthorized switch of a consumer's telecommunications carrier) and alleged cramming (billing for unauthorized charges) of thousands of customers.  The CPUC's investigation responds to allegations set forth in a report prepared by the CPUC's Consumer Services Division (CSD).

Talk, formerly doing business as Talk.com Holding Corporation and Tel-Save, Inc., markets local, local toll and long-distance service.  Its parent company is Talk America Holdings, Inc. (TAI).
Since July 1998 as part of Talk's marketing effort, the company mailed out more than 7.5 million promotional checks to entice consumers to change their telecommunication carriers.  However, Talk's marketing materials allegedly misled customers.  The marketing materials including the promotional checks allegedly failed to list terms and conditions of service, and Talk allegedly used a smaller-than-allowed point size and gray-colored type on the agreement for service located on the back of the promotional checks.

According to CSD, as a result of Talk's several mass mailings, the more than 300,000 customers who endorsed the checks and deposited them were automatically and, in some cases, unknowingly switched to Talk.  

CSD also alleges that in 1997 when Talk and its parent company, TAI, contracted with America Online, Inc. (AOL) for the right to market its phone services to AOL subscribers, Talk sent out promotional checks offering AOL subscribers to switch to "AOL Long Distance" and "AOL Long Distance Plan."  However, neither is a registered telephone service provider in California.  Again, customers who endorsed and deposited the checks were switched to Talk.

Talk was required to have an independent third party confirm with new customers that they wanted to switch to a new carrier and to mail to new customers confirmations of the change in telecommunications services.  However, many subscribers stated they were neither third party verified nor were they mailed a confirmation of a change in their telephone service provider.  As a result, many of these customers allegedly received bills for services they never authorized.

To date, the CPUC's Consumer Services Division has received more than 600 consumer complaints regarding Talk.

The CPUC has the authority to revoke Talk's certificates to operate within California as well as impose a fine ranging from $500 to $20,000 for each violation if it is determined that this company violated the law.  
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