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Not-so-funny money tales

There's no warning as effective as someone else’s unfortunate real-life
experience. Here are three true* stories told by ordinary people who found
themselves in an unexpected financial tangle.

Story 1: “I was charged interest on my
credit card even though I didn't owe them
anything!”

Moira was most upset to find out that after
receiving a full refund on her credit card for
returned goods, she was still being charged
interest on the original purchase!

Moira bought a new microwave on her
credit card and charged it to her budget plan.
After taking it home, she realised it didn't fit in
her kitchen and returned the microwave the
next day. The supplier was unable to provide a
suitable replacement and was quite happy to
process a refund to Moira on her credit card. “|
was delighted with this service and they
processed the refund with no questions
asked,” says Moira.

One month later, when Moira received her
credit card statement she saw that the
microwave purchase had been incorrectly cred-
ited to her revolving plan (or straight) account
and the budget plan account was still in debit
and attracting interest!

Moira took this up with her bank and they
explained that it was not their problem and
she was still obliged to pay the interest. The
bank said they would transfer the credit but
would not back-date the transaction or reverse
interest charges.

She was told to take her complaint to the
place she bought the microwave from. The
microwave shop told her that it was her
responsibility to have told the cashier to credit
the amount to the budget plan and she must
take the matter up with the bank!

“I was going round in circles,” says Moira,
"and there was nothing I could do about it!"

Lesson learnt: When receiving a credit
card refund, make sure that the refund is
processed against the correct plan on your
credit card (revolving/straight or budget).

Tip: Always check your statements as soon
as you receive them so that errors can be
rectified as soon as possible. The later you
tell the bank about an error; the more diffi-
cult it is to get it corrected.

Story 2: "I should never have told the
store | was going to stop using my card!”
Grace realised she was buying too much on
her in-store credit card, and decided the time
had come to stop using her store card to buy
clothes and she was going to pay cash in
future.

She went into the store and proudly told the
customer service representative she was not
going to use her card any more and would pay
off the balance in equal instalments over the
next few months.

She then proceeded to cut up her card in
front of the customer service representative!

“I needed to cut up my card in public just to
prove to myself how serious | was about not
wanting to use my card again,” says Grace.
“However, in hindsight, this was a mistake.”

Grace knew that her store card was a six
months interest-free account and as long as
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she paid the required instalment by the due
date each month, no interest was charged on
the account.

However, what she didn’t know was that
when she told the store she was going to stop
using the card and pay it off in equal instal-
ments, the store then changed her account
from a six months interest-free account to a 12
months interest-bearing account! The store
just assumed that she wanted to pay it off
over a year!

When Grace received her first statement
after cutting up her card, she was horrified to
see interest charged on her account. She com-
plained to the store and they converted the
account back to a 6-month account with no
interest.

Lesson learnt: If you plan to stop using
your credit card and pay off the balance,
there is no need to inform the store or
bank. If you tell them, they will probably
try and convince you to keep using the
card or, as was the case with Grace, con-
vert your account into an interest bearing
account without you being aware of it!

Tip: When paying off a credit or store card
card balance, don't just pay the minimum
amount due. Pay at least 10% of the bal-
ance owing each month and preferably
keep each month’s payment the same (or
more) than the previous month’s payment.
This will keep down the finance charges.

Story 3: “The bank came to repossess my
car. With one phone call | was able to get
them to apologise and | kept my car!”
Brian was shocked when he opened his front
door and two representatives from the bank
demanded he hand over the keys to his car
because he was in arrears.

The previous week he had approached a
debt counsellor for advice and after reviewing

Brian’s financial situation, the debt counsellor
placed Brian under debt review.

"My debt counsellor told me that as soon
as | was under debt review, my assets were
safe and could not be repossessed,” says
Brian. “I did not understand why the bank was
now coming to take my car away and | phoned
my debt counsellor immediately.”

The debt counsellor got hold of the bank’s
debt review department and confirmed that
they had received the notification of Brian's
application for debt review.

The bank then told their two representatives
that the bank was not allowed to take Brian’s
car and they should stop the process. The two
men apologised for the bank’s internal com-
munication problem and left Brian and his car
alone!

A relieved Brian said, "1 was so glad that |
spoke to the debt counsellor when | did. Other-
wise | would have no car today and | need the
car for my job!"

Lesson learnt: If you are struggling to
meet your monthly debt obligations, talk to
your creditors as soon as possible. Don’t
pretend your problem doesn’t exist! Don’t
wait for your creditors to get hold of you. If
your creditors are not prepared to resched-
ule your debt, then talk to a debt counsel-
lor. It's their job to help over-indebted indi-
viduals find a way to repay their debt and
maintain a reasonable lifestyle.

Tip: If you are over-indebted, phone the
National Credit Regulator on 0860 627 627
to find a registered debt counsellor in your
area or search for a debt counsellor on
WWW.Ncr.org.za

* These stories are genuine experiences relat-
ed by delegates who have attended work-
shops on personal money management
facilitated by North Star Solutions.

Written by Paul Barnard CA (SA) of North Star Solutions, which runs informative and entertaining workshops in personal money management throughout South Africa, and
also provides a referral service for debt counselling. Tel: 021 686 3540/083 260 2970 or e-mail: info@northstarsolutions.co.za. Web: www.northstarsolutions.co.za
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