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Office of the Staff Judge Advocate, Vandenberg AFB, California

In this day and age, your credit can either take you far or hold you back.  So much relies on it-- buying a house or car or even renting an apartment, just to name a few.  Not everyone is able to maintain the ideal credit rating for a variety of reasons.  That leaves the question what someone can do to get their credit rating back on track. 

Consumers should be aware of the availability of consumer credit counselors, however this comes with a warning.  Those interested in using this type of service should be cautious when choosing a credit counseling organization.  Although many organizations provide valuable advice, assistance and education, increasing complaints to federal and state agencies indicate some are engaging in questionable activities.

Below are some tips and warnings about choosing a credit counselor. The promises made, such as "We can erase your bad credit—100% guaranteed" or "We can remove bankruptcies, judgments, liens, 
and bad loans from your credit file, FOREVER!" simply are not true, only an individual can accomplish this.
There are numerous resources on this topic available on the Internet.  The FTC is a good source of information and provides brochures on their website at www.ftc.gov. 

Before contacting a credit counselor, individuals should know that they can help themselves to re-build a better credit record. The first step is contacting creditors when someone realizes that they are unable to make payments.  If a person needs help working out a payment plan and a budget, have them contact a local credit counseling service.  There are non-profit groups in every state that offer credit guidance to consumers providing these services at little or no cost.  Check with banks, credit unions, or housing authorities for these no-cost credit counseling programs.  

One reminder-- no one can legally remove accurate and timely negative information from a credit report, but inaccurate information may be disputed by contacting the credit bureaus directly.  Keep in mind that anyone can build a better credit rating by making a budget, paying bills on time, and/or working with creditors to establish a workable repayment plan.  If this does not seem to help, then someone may want to consider a credit counselor.  

Here are some tips to follow before choosing a credit counseling agency. 

· Interview several agencies to become familiar with the exact services they offer.
· Make sure that your creditors are willing to work with the agency you choose. If they are, follow up with those creditors regularly to make sure your debt is being paid off. 

· Check with state agencies and your local Better Business Bureau to find out about a specific credit counseling organization's record and if consumers have filed complaints. 

· Ask for more information.  Any reputable credit counseling agency should send free information about itself and the services it provides without requiring any details of an individual’s situation.  If not, consider that a red flag and go elsewhere for help.

· Check that the organization will help assist in managing finances better through counseling and education
When speaking with credit counseling agencies, we suggest asking some of the following questions:

· What services do you offer? 

· In addition to helping me solve my immediate problem, will you help me develop a plan for avoiding problems in the future? 

· What are your fees? Do I have to pay anything before you can help me?  Are there monthly fees?  What’s the basis for the fees? 

· Will I have a formal written agreement or contract with you? 

· Who regulates, oversees, and/or licenses your agency?  Is your agency audited? 

· Will I work with one counselor or several? What training do counselors receive?

· Who will help me if I have problems with my accounts or creditors? 

· How secure is the information I provide to you?
· Can you get my creditors to lower or eliminate interest and finance charges or waive late fees? 

· Is a debt repayment plan my only option?  What if I can’t maintain the agreed-upon plan?
A final note… before deciding on a particular agency, beware of high fees or required "voluntary contributions."  These charges may add to the debt and defeat a consumer’s efforts to pay the bills.


The Credit Repair Organizations Act protects clients of credit repair agencies by providing them with the information necessary to make an informed decision and to protect against unfair or deceptive business practices.  By law, credit repair organizations must provide to the client and have signed a copy of the "Consumer Credit File Rights Under State and Federal Law".  Some of these rights include the agency cannot make false claims about their services or charge the client until they have completed the promised services. They cannot perform any services until they have a signed, written contract and complete a three-business day waiting period, during which time the client may cancel the contract.  If a consumer feels the credit repair agency has violated any of these rights, they may sue the agency directly.  

Another protection under the Credit Repair Organizations Act is the requirement of a written contract.  The law mandates each contract shall have terms specifying the payment for services, including their total cost; a detailed description of the services to be performed, including how long it will take to achieve the results and any guarantees they offer; and the company's name and business address.  Warning to the wise-- read through the contract carefully prior to signing to ensure these terms are included.  These are important as they spell out what the agency is responsible for and what recourse a consumer has if the agency does not comply. 
The key to choosing a consumer credit counselor is making an informed decision.  Nobody should be afraid to ask the questions, this allows them to be comfortable with their choice.  By making an informed choice, it will most likely help the consumer avoid the problems so many encounter.  Explore all options available before settling on one path, it may save money and headaches in the end. 

How does this assist you, the commanders and first sergeants?  Personnel in your unit may be facing mountains of debt or paying their bills late, which may in turn affect their job performance.  These tips and ideas may help them face what seems like an insurmountable hurdle, getting themselves on the right track to financial freedom and improving their credit rating. 



MyPay Website

Another warning to pass along to the troops. Someone was recently trying to download his LES.  He was at the www.mypay.com website, and was entering his SSN# in the search bar to retrieve his LES.

What was the problem? The website he was using, www.mypay.com is not the official DFAS website. However, it is set up to resemble the official site, with terms like "LES" and "DFAS" listed on the left side as "Recent Searches." However, when you click on the loan link, you are taken to a payday loan vendor in an attempt to give them your personal information.

BE CAREFUL when accessing your LES online. The official website is https://mypay.dfas.mil/mypay.asp.
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