Children's Identities Fair Game For Thieves 
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BRANDON -  When the creditors started calling, Shelbi Ramey didn't know what to do. How could she be $13,000 in debt? She was only 6 years old. 

The Zephyrhills girl, now 7 and learning how to count change, asked her daddy what a Social Security number is and why these people thought she was 25 years old. Jeff Ramey knew the answer was too complicated for his little girl to understand, so he put it in the simplest terms he could. 

"When you're born, you're assigned a special number, and it belongs only to you," he told her. "Your mommy took it from you." 

What happened to Shelbi, which is documented in a Hillsborough County detective's report, is part of a growing trend. Of the 246,570 identity theft complaints recorded in the United States in 2004, 4 percent involved children and teens younger than 18, according to an annual analysis produced by Consumer Sentinel, a Federal Trade Commission database. That percentage has risen a point every year since 2002, the analysis states.. 

Since discovering the problem more than a year ago, Ramey won custody of Shelbi and began a seemingly endless campaign to repair her credit, which he says was ruined by her mother, his ex-wife, Shannon Godfrey. 

Ramey sent creditors and collection agencies copies of Shelbi's birth certificate to prove she is not an adult who refuses to pay her bills. It doesn't matter when he tells them she's a child without the ability to comprehend the use of a credit card, let alone fill out an application for one. They want proof. 

Using Shelbi's name and Social Security number, Godfrey opened seven credit card accounts and a cable television account with Bright House Networks, Ramey said. It started when Shelbi was about 2, living in Hillsborough County, and didn't stop until Ramey confronted Godfrey during a phone conversation, he said. 

Godfrey lives in Hawaii and is remarried. Phone messages left for comment were not returned. 

Every so often, Ramey checks Shelbi's credit rating online to make sure there's no new activity and that accurate information replaces a poor history she didn't deserve. 

However, the father's complaints to law enforcement haven't resulted in a criminal charge. Investigative records detail the financial activity to a Hillsborough County detective, but prosecutors still are mulling over the case. 

In an investigative report, Hillsborough County Detective James Escobio said the mother acknowledged that she opened a Discover card account in Shelbi's name. She told him she did so on the advice of a friend. She said she knew it was wrong but did not know it was illegal. 

Escobio twice presented Shelbi's case to Hillsborough County's state attorney for charges. The first time was late July 2004, but the case was declined with a request for more evidence from creditors. 

He obtained subpoenas for account information from Discover and Bright House, but neither company provided the requested records. Bright House said it was exempt from a court order under the Cable Privacy Act, the detective states in his report. Discover told him the records he sought simply were not retrievable. 

Ramey is losing what little patience he has left. He last spoke to Godfrey about the issue three months ago. "She basically wanted me to drop it," he said. "I told her I did drop it — with the sheriff's department. Now it's between them and the state attorney. I told her that if it was me doing this to Shelbi, that she'd have done the same thing by reporting it." 

Escobio presented the case again on May 27. This time, he provided further credit documents. He is awaiting a review by the state attorney's office, which does not comment on pending cases. 

Takes Time To Review 

Assistant State Attorney Wayne Chalu runs the office's economic crime unit. When a case is direct-filed by law enforcement without an arrest, as Escobio did, a review can take longer than a case in which an arrest has been made, Chalu said. 

To file a charge of identity theft, prosecutors must be able to prove someone's name or personal information was stolen or used without permission and that doing so created an economic loss, Chalu said. 

In the case of a child or mentally incompetent person who can't legally grant consent or enter into a contract, "lack of permission can be presumed from the circumstances," he said. 

Last year, Shelbi's father sought advice from consumer protection groups. A response came quickly from Linda Foley, executive director of the Identity Theft Resource Center in San Diego. 

She questions whether child victims truly account for just 4 percent of recorded identity theft complaints and says some in law enforcement might consider a case such as Shelbi's a "family matter" and fail to log it as a criminal allegation. 

The FTC's analysis addresses a similar point, noting that 61 percent of last year's victims who contacted a consumer protection agency never notified police. 

Foley stresses that while 29 percent of last year's complaints involve victims ages 18 to 29, some of those on the younger end of the spectrum only now are discovering they were victimized as children. Upon applying for loans, credit cards or signing up for utilities, these young adults learned someone robbed them of their good credit long ago. 

Foley acknowledges that some relatives commit this kind of crime against a child just once, claiming it was an act of desperation. 

A recent example might include a New Port Richey mother arrested July 11 after being accused of using an ATM card issued to her 3-year-old daughter to make false deposits and then withdraw the cash. Marjorie Premo, 30, charged with criminal use of personal identification information, told a Pasco County deputy she needed the money for food. The bank account was opened by the child's grandmother, and Premo was not authorized to use it, a deputy's report states. 

Children Can't Give Consent 

Children cannot enter into enforceable contracts, thus giving those who illicitly use their information a large loophole to skirt the law, Foley said. "The words "without your consent' in state statutes do not apply to kids," she said. "Kids cannot legally give consent, so it's open season on kids. 

"We don't have a legal system that fully protects children," Foley said. "If it was physical abuse, wouldn't we be doing that? Well, this is fiduciary abuse." 

Foley said possible solutions include helping creditors realize they're dealing with a minor's information, without violating privacy laws. She and her husband, victims of identity theft in 1997, recently went to Washington to speak with legislators and members of a special fraud task force at the attorney general's office about proposed legislative changes. 

As for Godfrey, Foley said, it's possible the costly logistics of bringing her back to Florida for a criminal case might dissuade prosecutors. 

"Florida's not going to extradite on a crime of this nature," she said. 

Chalu said he has never prosecuted a case exactly like Shelbi's, and that a defendant's logistics are a consideration in filing, but he said the office commonly has sought to extradite defendants from other states in white-collar crime cases. 

Chalu said recent changes to Florida law address stiffer sentences for identity thieves who target children because it now is regarded as a serious felony. 

Reporter Mike Wells can be reached at (813) 657-4534 or mwells@tampatrib.com.
 (CHART) YOU SHOULD KNOW 

The Identity Theft Resource Center, www.idtheftcenter.org, offers these tips to keep your child's identity safe. Help also is available at www.consumer.gov/idtheft. 

Never give a Social Security number or copy of a birth certificate to those who don't need it for legitimate purposes and cannot account for safe handling. 

* Papers with account numbers or Social Security numbers should be shredded before being discarded. 

* Ask schools not to use a Social Security number as a student ID number, especially if it is on a badge or is posted. 

* Use a locked mailbox. 

* Take note when opening a savings account for a child and discovering there is an account with that Social Security number or the new account is denied because of a bad check record. 

* Take note if credit card offers, bills or bank statements arrive in the child's name or if collection agencies call or send letters. 

* Another warning sign is when a teenager is denied a driver's license because someone has a license with that Social Security number. 

