





Slamming or cramming is no sweepstakes prize





First, it was “slamming”—the switching of long distance service without the customer’s permission.  That’s hurt consumers enough…


Now, a few of the new long distance service providers are “cramming”, that is, padding your monthly bill with charges for services you haven’t asked for; that you’re not getting; and, that you don’t want!  


The California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) advises consumers to take  care in filling out sweepstakes coupons at street festivals and county fairs.  Read the entire entry form, front and back, before signing your name to anything.  Entering a sweepstakes may actually result in your unknowingly signing up for an unwanted telephone service or calling card program, and a bigger phone bill.  Your primary long distance carrier may not be switched, but you may be billed for additional services you did not knowingly order.  


At present, several companies are operating in California under a number of different names that are apparently using this deceptive marketing practice.  Another company is under CPUC investigation for billing 30,000 Southern California consumers $8.95 a month for a service they didn’t request and never got.  


The CPUC has recently opened a proceeding that may result in its adopting rules to address these marketing abuses.  The Consumer Services Division of the CPUC asks for your assistance in investigating companies that engage in these types of marketing and billing practices.  


If you have been billed for a telephone service you did not order, please write to the CPUC and enclose copies of your telephone bill showing these billings and any other materials you have that may be useful.  Send this information to:


	Linda Woods, Investigator


	Consumer Services Division


	California Public Utilities Commission


	505 Van Ness Avenue, 2nd Floor


	San Francisco, CA  94102


Typically, the sweepstakes coupon features the chance to win a car, cash, or a vacation.  However, the fine print on the back of the form authorizes a company to provide the consumer with a telephone calling card billed to the consumer at a rate of 





20¢ a day—even if the calling card is never used—or with some other type of telephone service at a minimum monthly rate!  According to many complaints, charges range from $4.00 to $6.00 a month. 


Inform your children not to enter any contest.  Many complaints note that a child had entered a contest hoping to win a prize for their parents; only  much later do the parents find out they’ve been saddled with an extra phone charge.  


Businesses are not immune to this scam.  Many complain they’re being billed for unwanted calling cards when employees enter their work phone as their daytime contact number.  Warn employees to read all contest forms and not to give a business telephone number if they do enter a contest. 


Watch out for sweepstakes boxes at fast food restaurants, supermarkets, and other public places, where they’re often located prominently next to the cash register.


And, finally, read your monthly telephone bill carefully.  Check for unfamiliar names of companies and unusual charges.  


From all accounts, padding your bill may be the next big telephone scam.  Watch out for it! ?
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