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By Shirley Hauck
Senior Services of Snohomish County

	 Western life was simpler once. Farming involved natural routines: up before sunrise, milk the 
cows, feed the chickens and livestock, tend the crops, and enjoy your favorite radio program after 
supper. With fewer stressors, rural Americans experienced greater peace of mind, a gift that peo-
ple greatly value.
	 Medieval torture tacticians sometimes use stress to destroy
victims’ peace of mind. The Spanish Inquisitor’s water torture
applied a slow drip of cold water onto a certain point of the fore-
head. This non-violent torture technique worked so effectively
that, to end the anticipation of that next dreaded droplet, inno-
cent people confessed to crimes they never committed.
	 Today debt collection agencies use parallel Draconian tactics
to drag dollars from American pocketbooks. Their common illegal
practices include:
	 Repeated phone calls – day and night.
	 Tricking people into accepting collect calls or telegrams.
	 Threatening to jail someone without cause.
	 Suing after the 6-year Washington State statute of limitations
	   has elapsed.
	 “Serving” embarrassing, but unrecorded, court summonses to workplaces.
	 These actions create such stress that people who never owed the bill pay it just to end the pres-
sure.  But making a payment won’t erase debt notations that smudge a credit report. To fix those a 
person must file a formal disputation with one of the credit reporting bureaus – Experian, Trans-
Union or Equifax.
	 The Federal Fair Debt Collection Practices Act and Washington State’s RCW 19.16.250 both 
prohibit torturous debt collection techniques. Experts advise that knowing your rights and asserting 
them forcibly provide the best avenues to stop nuisance debt collectors.
	 When a person fails to pay a bill, even in cases of disputed charges, the retailer often sells the 
debt to a specialty collection agency called “third party debt collector.” According to Federal Trade 
Commission statistics, illegal third party debt collection practices became last year’s #1 fraud-related 
consumer complaint in Washington State and reached runner-up status nationwide.

Debt collections…

Know your rights and assert them

CONTINUED ON PAGE 2



	 Here’s how third party debt collection works. Let’s say, for example, last year you purchased 
clearance sale draperies from Macy’s for $500. The draperies faded rapidly but Macy’s refused to 
grant a refund so you refused to pay the bill.
	 Macy’s then sold your disputed debt to Whisper Capital Consolidators for $10, earning Whisper 
the right to pursue collecting $900 from you – the original bill plus interest and some whopping ser-
vice charges.
	 Because Whisper now owns the debt, not one penny of any payment goes to Macy’s. Moreover, if 
Whisper collects even half the debt, they’re way ahead.
	 This segment of the American economy has experienced remarkable growth. In the 10 years 
between 1995 and 2005, third party debt collection income burgeoned from $12 billion to $110 billion 
annually. It’s so lucrative that the number of companies grew from 12 in 1996 to 500 last year. 
	 No wonder Americans feel like they’re under attack by clouds of biting gnats!

RAY OF HOPE
	 But a ray of hope exists.
	 Beth B. has lived in a Lynnwood senior mobile home park for decades. Recently Beth began re-
ceiving daily phone calls directing her to call mysterious phone numbers immediately about extreme-
ly important personal matters.
	 She has no outstanding debts; so, thinking these were telemarketers, Beth never responded. But 
the pestering mushroomed into a huge nuisance. Finally, in desperation and in tears, Beth phoned 
the Victims of Crime Assistance program at Senior Services (VOCA at 425-513-1900) for help.
	 Beth learned that she should not ignore these calls for two reasons. First, they won’t quit, but 
usually escalate in frequency and urgency. Second, and more importantly, unless she disputes them 
she could face a company like Whisper Consolidators in court.  If you don’t owe the debt in question, 
you won’t have to pay, but the aggravation factor and costs for court defense loom large for fixed in-
come seniors.
	 At VOCA’s suggestion, Beth now logs collectors’ call dates, times of day, return phone numbers, 
names supplied, and information such as account numbers.  VOCA workers follow up on every call. 
They record follow-up dates, company names and names of corporate staff who answered.
	 During a single month VOCA contacted six different third party debt collection agencies on Beth’s 
behalf. They learned that the actual debtors were Beth’s current or former neighbors, and one was 
recently deceased.
	 VOCA staff instructed each collection company to stop contacting Beth about debts belonging to 
strangers. Then VOCA staff sent cease-and-desist letters informing each company that, should they 
continue to contact Beth, they could face a lawsuit in small claims court for $1,000 per call.
	 You can handle this yourself, but always send your letters to collection companies certified-return 
receipt requested. Sometimes that’s difficult because these cagey operations have only PO Box ad-
dresses, and the postman delivers return receipt letters only to street addresses so they can obtain 
signatures.
	 After two months of continued advocacy, Beth experiences just one or two debt collection calls 
monthly – far from the 50-plus torturous calls she once fielded every month.  Beth says that, thanks 
to having her peace of mind restored, she smiles more now and VOCA staff has scored one for the 
little guy.

Shirley Hauck handles client referral, support, advocacy and volunteer coordination for the Victims of 
Crime Assistance (VOCA) program at Senior Services of Snohomish County. She can be reached at 425-
513-1900.
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