Preying on the Elderly

By LIBBY CARTY MCNAMEE

Today more than one million Virginians are 60 or older.  In addition, the Commonwealth’s senior population continues to rise rapidly with the 85-and-older population as the fastest growing segment. Sadly, older Virginians are among the most popular target groups of unscrupulous scammers and outright thieves.

In 1995, in order to prevent the criminal victimization of senior citizens and aid victims in recovery, the Office of the Attorney General (“AG’s Office”) established the TRIAD partnership. TRIAD involves three-way teamwork between local sheriffs, police chiefs, along with older citizens and senior-service providers such as the AARP, who have all pledged to work together to sponsor activities and programs to reduce elder abuse.

A major purpose of TRIAD is to develop, expand and implement effective crime prevention and education programs for older community members.  TRIAD works to improve the quality of life for seniors. By providing an opportunity for the exchange of information between law enforcement and older persons, TRIAD can also focus on reducing unwarranted fear of crime. 

Currently there are 206 local TRIADs spread throughout the Commonwealth, explained Jennifer Hasty, Director of the TRIAD and Citizen Outreach at the AG’s Office. TRIAD’s mission is to keep older Virginians informed of their rights, as well as to develop, expand, and implement effective crime prevention and education programs for older Virginians.

Ms. Hasty urged seniors not to feel embarrassed contacting law-enforcement officials with suspected cases of fraud and theft. “Seniors should not feel embarrassed if they become vistims.” she emphasized, warning, “If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is.”  She also strongly suggested that seniors, or their advocates, should keep in mind the following strategies:

1. Don’t give out any personal information over the phone or via email unless you were the party who initiated the contact.

2. Shred financial documents before putting them in the trash.

3. Send mail containing personal and financial information from a secure location like a post office so thieves can’t steal it directly from your mailbox.

4. Check credit reports annually.

For more information on TRIAD as well as to subscribe to their weekly e-mail newsletter entitled “News from Virginia TRIAD Central,” go online to www/vaag.com/Protecting/TRIAD or call 786-3344.

As part of TRIAD, the Henrico County Police Department offers a program called Seniors and Law Enforcement Together (SALT), which offers dozens of free, hour-long senior-safety classes through their Senior Citizen Academy. For further program details on SALT, contact Crime Prevention at 501-4838 or the Senior Citizen Academy at 501-5236.

Another organization concerned with preventing elder fraud is the National Center on Elder Abuse (NCEA). Funded by the U.S. Administration on Aging, NCEA is an internationally recognized gateway to a multitude of resources. Everyone from concerned citizens to family members and policy leaders can obtain information on elder abuse, neglect, and exploitation of the elderly—as well as how best to deal with the tragic consequences of fraud and abuse—by accessing the NCEA website at www.elderabusecenter.org or calling 1-202-898-2586.

The National Fraud Information Center (NFIC) is the only national toll-free hotline that consumers can call and get advice on telemarketing and Internet solicitations and report suspected fraud to law enforcement authorities.  The NFIC hotline number is 1-800-876-7060.

Be on the lookout…

Here are some of the recent scams that seniors and those acting on their behalf should be on the lookout for:

Close to Home

The fact that elderly Americans are often the target of financial abuse is bad enough. Even more disturbing is that the perpetrators are often close friends or family members who take advantage of a supposed trusting relationship with a mentally impaired senior with an ample bank account.

Known as “friendly fraud,” this type of elder abuse encompasses a wide range of illegal or improper use of funds, property or assets. It often includes a loved one cashing checks without permission, committing forgery, stealing or misusing the senior’s money or possessions, and flagrantly abusing a valid power of attorney.  A 2005 Javelin study found this type of fraud perpetrated by a family member or close friend to be the most common form of identity theft.

Other signs of abuse are deviations in banking habits such as large ATM withdrawals, changes in will beneficiaries, new names added to the senior’s bank signature card, bills going unpaid, unfamiliar signatures on checks, the unexpected transfer of assets, and relatives appearing on the scene declaring a right to the senior’s belongings.

If you suspect elder abuse or are concerned about the general well-being of a senior, don’t hesitate to report it to local authorities.  If you believe it is an emergency, call the police.

Telemarketing & Email

The National Fraud Information Center at www.fraud.org estimated that some 14,000 illegal telemarketing operations are bilking U.S. citizens of at least $40 billion annually.  AARP surveys indicate that more than half of telemarketing fraud victims are age 50 or older.  The Federal Trade Commission has warned that fraud complaints from those over 50 have doubled over the last three years.  Fraud on seniors has become alarmingly more common on-line, leaving government officials leery of fraudulent schemes that may emerge from the new Medicare prescription drug  benefit program due for release later this year.

Why would criminals single out seniors? Seniors have assets, pointed out Bridget Small, head of AARP’s telemarketing fraud team. “Older people don’t see the dangers,” Small noted. “They don’t have their radar up.” Dan Farris, executive director of the Central Virginia Area Agency on Aging declared, “It’s a very vulnerable population for fraud.  Someone is always looking to take advantage” of seniors through a variety of scams.

Richmond attorney Michelle Harman, a specialist in elder law, has had numerous clients who have been the victims of scams both via telephone and mail. The most common scam is a “sweepstakes” award in which unsavory companies masquerade as legitimate charities, promising huge windfalls in exchange for small “administrative” fees.  In reality, the victim’s name goes on a “hit list” that is sold to other unscrupulous companies.  Needless to say, the victim never receives the promised windfall and loses the funds advanced to cover those fees.

Another scam that Harman’s clients have encountered frequently is the receipt of a telephone call proclaiming that the senior has won the Canadian lottery. In order to receive the huge sum such as $20 million, the caller informs the senior that he/she needs to send money in the amount of 10 to 20 thousand dollars to cover the taxes and insurance.

Travel

Another common scam targeting seniors involves travel. The senior receives travel certificates in the mail or by e-mail notifying them that they have won a “free” luxury vacation to an exotic locale. “E-mail is cheap,” commented Collot Guerard, an attorney with the Federal Trade Commission, making the Internet an attractive forum to seduce unwary seniors.

Home Improvement

Yet another prevalent scam against the elderly occurs in warmer weather. Scam artists knock on doors in senior-inhabited neighborhoods and recommend various unnecessary construction projects such as painting, lawn care, driveway repair or gutter work. They demand half of the cost up front in cash and never return to actually do any work.  Ms. Hasty recommends seniors not hire any workman who arbitrarily knocks on their door.  Furthermore she recommends seniors seek three quotes before hiring anyone.

