
 

Wednesday is deadline for claims in 2017
Equifax data breach
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This July 21, 2012, file photo shows signage at the corporate headquarters of
Equifax Inc. in Atlanta. The deadline to seek cash payments and claim free
services as part of Equifax's $700 million settlement over a massive data breach
is Wednesday, Jan. 22, 2020. (AP Photo/Mike Stewart, File)

Wednesday is the deadline to seek cash payments and claim free services
as part of Equifax's $700 million settlement over a massive data breach.
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The breach in 2017, affecting 147 million people, was one of the largest
ever to threaten private information. The compromised data included
Social Security numbers, birth dates, addresses, driver license numbers,
credit card numbers and in some cases, data from passports. Criminals
can use those bits of personal information to commit identity theft.

Equifax's settlement with the U.S. government entitles affected
consumers to free credit-monitoring and identity-restoration services for
the next several years. Consumers may also be eligible for money for
their time or reimbursement for certain services.

You can make a claim if you can show you suffered identity theft "fairly
traceable" to the breach or if you can document you spent time and
money dealing with securing your credit because of the breach, even if
you weren't subject to identity theft. That could include signing up for
credit-monitoring services.

Here is what you need to know about the settlement and what actions
you can take:

WHAT CAN YOU GET FROM THE SETTLEMENT?

You may be eligible for up to $20,000 in reimbursements for losses
from unauthorized charges to affected accounts, legal and other fees,
credit-monitoring or identity-theft-protection services and expenses
related to freezing or unfreezing credit reports. For the time spent
dealing with the breach, you can seek $25 per hour for up to 20 hours as
compensation.

All impacted consumers are eligible to receive 10 years of free credit
monitoring, at least seven years of free identity-restoration services, and,
starting in 2020, six free copies of their Equifax credit report each year
for seven years. That's on top of the free copy you can already get by law
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every 12 months from each of the three big agencies—Equifax,
Experian and TransUnion. For minors, free credit monitoring increases
to 18 years.

You can opt instead for a cash payment of up to $125 for a credit-
monitoring product of your choice. However, the Federal Trade
Commission warns that consumers are likely to get far less because of
"overwhelming" public response to the settlement. The cash payments
come from a fixed pot of $31 million, and if too many people apply, the
pool of money is distributed proportionally.

According to the FTC, "each person who takes the money option is
likely to get a very small amount. Nowhere near the $125 they could
have gotten if there hadn't been such an enormous number of claims
filed." The FTC said that while cash remains an option, "you will be
disappointed with the amount you receive and you won't get the free
credit monitoring."

The FTC warning is directed at the $125 option, though the settlement
administrator says the payments for time spent will also likely be
substantially reduced because of similar caps.

WHAT CAN YOU DO WITH CREDIT REPORTS?

You should examine the listed accounts and loans to make sure that the
information is correct and that you authorized the transactions. If
something is suspicious, contact the company that issued the account and
the credit-rating agency.

You should consider freezing your credit, which stops thieves from
opening new credit cards or loans in you names. It can be done online.
You can now freeze your credit for free because of recent legislation,
avoiding fees that were typically $5 to $10 per rating agency. Just
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remember to temporarily unfreeze credit, also free, when applying for a
new credit card or loan.

MAKING THE CLAIM

You must submit a claim to receive any of the benefits.

The settlement administrator has a tool you can check to see if you were
affected by the data breach. You can also file a claim there. Claims must
be submitted online or postmarked by Wednesday.

The administrator's website is at equifaxbreachsettlement.com. The FTC
also has an Equifax website at www.ftc.gov/equifax.

Regulators suggest that you save any documents related to your efforts to
avoid or recover from identity theft.

WHO WILL BENEFIT

It's unclear who will benefit the most from this agreement.

While the settlement does provide some financial relief, which experts
said is unusual for these kinds of cases, they said it doesn't go quite far
enough for consumers.

National Consumer Law Center staff attorney Chi Chi Wu has said that
while the settlement provides some compensation for known victims
now, there isn't a good mechanism to address consumers who might
suffer identity theft or other fallout many years down the road.

The settlement does have a provision for losses and time spent after
Wednesday's deadline. You have four additional years to make such
claims. But whether you get anything depends on whether there's money
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left, and such claims will be paid on a first-come, first-served basis.

Additionally, it's a challenge to prove harm specifically from Equifax, as
there are so many breaches. In fact, the company has insisted it hasn't
seen much of an increase in identity theft. But if someone becomes a
victim, it's difficult to say whether the identity theft happened because
one breach or another—or some combination.

© 2020 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.
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