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INTRODUCTION
You applied for credit, and were turned down.  How can you determine whether it was information in a “credit report” which caused the creditor to reach that decision?  Can you obtain a copy of your own report?  Can you correct any faulty information contained in the report?

The answers to these and other questions are found in this, the latest in the series of Downeaster Consumer Guides:

Downeaster Consumer Guide to Credit Bureaus and Credit Reports.
Using this booklet . . .

This booklet has been prepared to answer the twenty-two most commonly-asked questions about Maine’s Fair Credit Reporting Act. Maine’s laws apply to credit bureaus servicing creditors in this state.  Out-of-state companies must comply with federal laws.  Wherever possible, the booklet will include the federal requirements, if different from Maine’s.

1.  WHAT IS A CREDIT REPORT?
A credit report, also called a “consumer report,” contains information about your credit worthiness.  The information is on file with a credit bureau, or “consumer reporting agency.”  The data consists of your “track record” of payments on charge accounts, loans and credit card accounts.  If you apply to a company for credit, the company often obtains a credit report from a credit bureau, to help it decide whether to grant your application.  The company may obtain the information from the credit bureau in writing, electronically or by telephone.

2.  WHAT ARE CREDIT BUREAUS, AND HOW DO THEY GET INFORMATION?
Credit bureaus are “information clearinghouses,” that collect and store data provided by many of your creditors.  Those creditors provide information to credit bureaus on a periodic basis, by computer tape.  The credit bureaus then assemble and deliver the information, for a fee, to their business customers.

3.  HOW CAN I TELL WHETHER MY CREDIT APPLICATION WAS REJECTED DUE TO THE CONTENTS OF A CREDIT REPORT?

Maine and federal law require that a creditor inform you if a credit report was the reason for the denial of credit.  You must also be told the name and address (and, in Maine, the phone number) of the credit bureau that provided the report, to help you contact that bureau.

4. DO I HAVE THE RIGHT TO SEE MY OWN CREDIT RECORDS ON FILE WITH THE CREDIT BUREAU?

Yes, Maine law requires credit bureaus to provide each consumer with a report once a year, upon the consumer’s request.  You may view your reports online at www.annualcreditreport.com (have your printer ready!).  Or you can print off a request from our website.  You may also order your reports by calling 1-877-322-8228.  We drafted  a request form  for your use (click here).  You are also entitled to request a free copy of your report if you have recently been denied credit based on your report, or if you tell the credit bureau that you believe you are the victim of identity theft.  If you want additional reports after receiving any free ones to which you are entitled, the credit bureau may change you up to $5 per report.
5.  WHAT SORTS OF INFORMATION WILL THE REPORT CONTAIN?
Report forms differ from bureau to bureau, but each contains a list of your creditors, as well as a history of your payment habits.  Specifically, the report will include:

a)  A list of current or past accounts (stores, credit cards, loans, etc.) on file with the bureau;

b)  Your credit limit, highest amount borrowed or initial balance on each account;

c)  The current status of each account;

d)  The maximum delinquency for each account (i.e., how far behind you have been in any payment during the history of the account);

e)  An “inquiry” list; in other words, a list of companies that have received copies of your credit report; and

f)  Other information deemed relevant to your credit worthiness, including any collection actions, bankruptcies, liens or judgments.

This information is listed using letter and number codes.

6.  IF THE INFORMATION IN THE REPORT IS CODED, HOW CAN I READ THE REPORT?
It is not always easy.  However, by law, the report or accompanying material must provide you with the meanings of the various codes.  Many reports contain explanations on the back of each page.  In other instances, credit bureaus mail supplemental information, or sample reports, to help you decipher your report.  Additionally, credit bureaus are required by law to have trained personnel available to answer questions.

7.  IS THE INFORMATION IN THE REPORT ALWAYS CORRECT?
No, not always.  Data regarding a debtor with a name similar to yours may be included in your report, or incorrect information may have been provided by various merchants to the credit bureau.

8.  WHAT CAN I DO TO CORRECT FAULTY INFORMATION IN MY CREDIT REPORT?
You can request that the credit bureau investigate each disputed item.  Maine law requires that the investigation be completed by the bureau within twenty-one (21) calendar days.  (Federal law is less specific, requiring that such investigations be completed “within a reasonable period of time.”)  If at the end of that period you are proven correct, or if the original information cannot be verified, the bureau must remove the information from its records.  It cannot reinsert the information at a later date, unless it is first verified.  After the credit bureau completes its investigation, the law requires that it notify you immediately of the results.

9.  WHAT ABOUT CREDITORS WHO RECEIVED THE INCORRECT INFORMATION BEFORE THE REPORT WAS CHANGED?

You can ask that the credit bureau provide them with corrected versions.  You can require that the credit bureau mail corrected reports to all those creditors who received reports during the previous six (6) months.

10.  IF A BAD CREDIT REPORT WAS THE RESULT OF A DISPUTE BETWEEN ME AND A CREDITOR, IS THERE A WAY I CAN TELL MY SIDE OF THE STORY IN THE CREDIT REPORT?

Yes, you can summarize your description of a disputed claim, and that summary must be included in each future report.  The information may be limited to two hundred (200) words.  (Under federal law, wholly out-of-state credit bureaus may limit the statement to one hundred [100] words.)  As was the case with corrected information, you may request that all creditors who received a copy of your report during the previous six (6) months, be provided with a new report containing your dispute wording.

11.  CAN ADVERSE INFORMATION BE KEPT ON MY CREDIT REPORT FOREVER, OR IS THERE A DATE BY WHICH THE INFORMATION BECOMES OBSOLETE AND MUST BE REMOVED?

Federal laws set limits on how long bad credit references can remain on your record.  Those laws, which supplement the Maine Statutes, state that bankruptcies can remain on your credit report no longer than ten (10) years.  Any other negative information must not remain more than seven (7) years.

12.  CAN JUST ANYONE RECEIVE A COPY OF MY REPORT?  CAN I GET A COPY OF ANYONE ELSE’S REPORT?

No.  Maine law allows release of your report only to persons who have a “legitimate business need” for the information.  Credit bureaus, which are private companies, provide the information to “subscribers,” who pay for the service and who utilize the information for credit decisions.  Those users of the reports must certify their identities, and the uses to which they will put the report.  The penalties for violations of these confidentiality laws are harsh:  a person who falsely obtains information from a credit bureau, or a credit bureau employee who knowingly releases information to someone who should not see it, may be fined and/or imprisoned by a court.  In addition, a court may find a credit bureau liable for money damages, and may order that it pay attorneys’ fees in a civil action brought by a consumer.

13.  THIS BOOKLET HAS FOCUSED ON CREDIT REPORTS, OR ‘CONSUMER REPORTS.”  ARE THERE OTHER TYPES OF REPORTS WHICH CONTAIN MORE PERSONAL INFORMATION?

Yes.  These detailed reports, which are less common, are called “investigative consumer reports,” and are used primarily for insurance and employment purposes.  They may contain information, gathered through interviews with friends or neighbors, regarding your reputation and lifestyle.  Insurance companies and prospective employers are frequent users of this type of report.

14.  ARE THE RULES DIFFERENT FOR THESE DETAILED “INVESTIGATIVE CONSUMER REPORTS?”

Yes.  You must be notified in writing when such a report has been requested or is being prepared.  The notice to you must also make clear that you have the right to receive a copy of the report when it is completed.

15.  I HAVE SEEN ADVERTISEMENTS FOR COMPANIES WHICH PROMISE TO CLEAR UP MY CREDIT RECORDS.  CAN THESE COMPANIES DO ANYTHING THAT I CAN’T DO MYSELF?

No.  These “Credit Repair Companies” have the same abilities as you to discover and correct faulty credit report information.  Like you, they will be unable to rid your report of valid negative information.

16.  HOW DO THESE SERVICES OPERATE?

For a fee, the less scrupulous of these companies flood the credit bureaus with appeals or challenges to each and every item of derogatory credit information on your record.  The intent is that some of that information will not be verified within the statutory time allotted, and will thus be removed from your report.

17.  IS THESE METHOD EFFECTIVE?

No.  Under Maine law, the time limits may not apply to a credit bureau if it can demonstrate that the verification requests were “frivolous.”  If a credit bureau argued that, without good cause, you had challenged each and every unfavorable credit item on your report, it would likely prevail in a showing that the appeals were frivolous.  Upon such a showing, the items would remain on your credit report.

18.  WHO ENFORCES THE LAW APPLICABLE TO CREDIT BUREAUS AND CREDIT REPORTS?

The Maine Bureau of Consumer Credit Protection enforces the law, which is known as the Maine Fair Credit Reporting Act.  The Bureau has the legal right to receive and investigate consumer complaints, and has the power to hold hearings to determine whether violations of the Act have occurred.

19.  HOW MANY CONSUMER REPORTING AGENCIES CURRENTLY OPERATE IN THE STATE OF MAINE?

The following three companies are the largest credit reporting agencies operating in the State of Maine:

Experian
Experian Consumer Assistance Center

P.O. Box 2002

Allen, TX 75013-2104

1-888-397-3742

Trans Union 

      Trans Union Consumer Relations

P.O. Box 1000

Chester, PA  19022

1-800-888-4213

Equifax
Information Consultant

Equifax Credit Information Services

Equifax Information Service Center

P.O. Box  740250

Atlanta, GA 30374-0250

1-800-685-1111  

Consumer Reports and Investigative Consumer Reports

For a complete roster of all credit reporting agencies, including check approval companies and tenant reporting services, contact the Bureau of Consumer Credit Protection at 35 State House Station, Augusta, ME 04333-0035; 1-800-332-8529, or (207) 624-8527.  The roster is also available on our Website at  www.credit.maine.gov. 

20.  HOW CAN I STOP CREDIT  OFFERINGS FROM COMING IN THE MAIL?

To “opt out” and have your name removed from mailing lists provided by the three largest credit reporting networks, call the toll free telephone number  1-888-567-8688, and provide the requested information
21.  HOW CAN I NOTIFY CREDIT REPORTING NETWORKS IF AM THE VICTIM OF CREDIT FRAUD, OR IF MY CREDIT CARDS  ARE LOST OR STOLEN?

All three national credit reporting networks maintain special numbers to call if your credit cards are lost or stolen, or if you are the victim of credit fraud.  The numbers are:
Experian:  1-888-397-3742
Trans Union: 1-800-680-7289

Equifax:  1-800-525-6285

22.  WHERE CAN I GO FOR MORE DETAILED INFORMATION?
Law libraries carry copies of the relevant state and federal laws.  The Maine law is found in Title 10, Maine Revised Statutes, Section 1311 et seq.  The Maine statutes are based on, and supplement, federal laws found in the United States Code, Title 15, Section 1681 et seq.

PLEASE NOTE:  This booklet is not intended to be a complete discussion of all statutes applicable to credit bureaus and credit reports.  If you feel you have been wronged by a creditor or credit bureau and cannot resolve the matter yourself, see an attorney or contact the Maine Bureau of Consumer Credit Protection, 35 State House Station, Augusta, ME 04333-0035.

These other credit-related booklets are available from the Bureau of Consumer Credit Protection:

Downeaster Pocket Credit Guide - credit shopping advice and extensive rate tables useful for furniture and appliance financing, home improvement loans and mortgage loans.

Downeaster’s Guide to Debt Collection and Repossession - explanation of rights and duties under the Fair Debt Collection Practices Act, including answers to questions about repossession.

Downeaster Consumer Guide to Cut-Rate Auto Financing - shopping for a new or used car is made easier with this guide to dealer mark-ups, rebates, financing, interest rates, and credit insurance.  Includes helpful rate tables.

Price:  Free to Maine residents - $1.50 each to all others
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