Rent Smart: Beware of Predators
By Neil Fjellestad: President - Fjellestad, Barrett & Short
An Accredited BBB Member Since 1995 
With high housing prices, its little wonder that such an incredible bargain grabbed a ton of attention. A 3-bedroom home with luxury upgrades located in Del Cerro was listed on Craigslist for only $1,000 a month. Similar properties often rent for more than double the amount. Our Internet ad had been hijacked and modified to perpetuate consumer fraud on unsuspecting potential renters.
On his first attempt, the con artist forgot to remove our contact information and our office was inundated with over 50 calls regarding the property in one day. On subsequent attempts, we were alerted by good Samaritans about the fraud. We also know of at least two people that have sent money to this person and were expecting to live at that property. Fortunately, one woman learned it was a fraud in time to stop the wire transaction.

It’s the new Nigerian scam. Con artists in cyberspace use information from actual ads including the property address, photos, names, company logos and sometimes phone numbers. The home is then advertised at an unbelievably low price to lure unwary house-hunters into wiring rent and deposit money to the scammers. Once the money is sent, the victim has no way of recovering his/her lost funds.

Here are a few red flags to watch for:

· The “owner” is willing to rent out their home at a price that’s extremely low for the market in exchange for having a good person take care of the home. Sounds like a great deal?
· The “owner” is willing to rent based on your word and a few references that may not be verifiable as opposed to running a credit check or other standard rental qualifications. Feels like you lucked out?
· The “owner” is overseas, has the keys and is handling the rental process personally without the help of local contact. You’re thinking less hassle than from local owners? 
· There is a sense of urgency. Remember scam artists want you to make a hasty decision and it makes sense in order to get this great deal so you’re motivated.
· The only form of contact is through email. Although replies by email are common on Craigslist, a legitimate property owner will want to talk to you on the phone.

· The “owner” wants you to wire money, send a cashiers check or other means of payment that cannot be stopped once it is paid.
· The email is full of misspellings, inconsistencies, grammatical errors and incorrect terms; showing a lack of familiarity with the rental, neighborhood or city.
Contact the FTC at www.ftc.gov or by calling (877) FTC-HELP if you have been contacted by these scam artists. The FTC enters these complaints into an electronic database used by civil and criminal law enforcement agencies all over the world. If you have actually lost money, you can contact San Diego’s Secret Service field office at 619-557-5640.
It’s important to know who you’re dealing with when searching for a rental home. Here is a list of standards to remember:
· Even a single home that is rented out must be handled as a real estate transaction. 

· Every real estate transaction in California is subject to state laws and the regulation of the state’s Department of Real Estate.

· Your best protection as a consumer is to utilize the services of a real estate broker that understands the importance of observing these regulations.

· This easily is accomplished when you know that the rental is being offered by a licensed property management company.

· A rental agreement longer than 30 days must be in writing. The lease form must be current and in compliance with California landlord-tenant law.

· This is your largest household expense and financial liability. Read the lease carefully and ask questions as to understand exactly what you can expect and what’s expected of you.

For more Rent Sense information and a selection of homes for rent throughout San Diego visit our website www.fbs-pm.com  
