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CHERRY HILL — From bogus contractors to frantic calls from a pretend relative in distress, South Jersey residents continue to be hit with a multitude of financial scams.

Just this month a man posing as a fire inspector fleeced a Cherry Hill business in a fake review of the building’s fire extinguishers.

Later in the month a man posing as a contractor for a Cherry Hill church swiped the contents of a nearby homeowner’s purse after weaseling his way into the home under the guise of a needed check of the home’s water lines.

“In this economy it’s easier to take advantage of someone, especially the elderly, then it is to go out and take legitimate steps to get employment,” Cherry Hill police Lt. Sean Redmond said of the continued prevalence of scams, both well-worn and new.

Hoping to curb the rate that elderly victims fall prey to the tricks of sales and telemarketing scams, the 3rd District offices of state Sen. Stephen Sweeney, Assemblyman John Burzichelli and Assemblywoman Celeste Riley is hosting a workshop today in Woodstown to alert residents how to protect themselves from some of the most common scams.

According to information released by the legislative office, telemarketing fraud costs Americans more than $40 billion annually. More than half of the victims are seniors.

Among the scams the legislative office is warning against are charity ones where telemarketers solicit donations for seemingly worthy causes but do so under the guise of bogus organizations and one where fraudulent telemarketers sell kits for a resident to begin performing work-at-home tasks like stuffing envelopes. As part of the scam, the would-be employees pay for initial expenses out of pocket and then are not reimbursed.

Lawrenceville resident Kristin Melvin believes she was the target of a similar scam. Melvin said last September she received a letter, forms and an official-looking TD Bank check for $4,707 from a supposed online shopping company, Paid Shopping Providers. According to the forms, Melvin had been selected as a mystery shopper, a side job she had inquired about several years earlier with a legitimate company.

Suspicious, Melvin said she did some online research and found the check was indeed a scam. According to online accounts Melvin discovered, the company solicits shoppers to deposit the check and then wire the money back to the company through Western Union.

The shopper’s assignment is to write up a report on how well the banking agency did their job. The problem? The check is a fraud, a fact the “secret shopper” doesn’t realize until the check bounces well after their own money has been wired back to the company.

“It makes you angry,” Melvin said of knowing she could have easily been scammed. “It’s prying on the weak and it’s mean.”

In the Cherry Hill incidents this month, scammers took a much more aggressive approach.

Police said in a Feb. 2 incident a man entered the Playdrome bowling alley along Kings Highway around 5:15 p.m. and posed as a fire inspector. The man proceeded to examine the building’s fire extinguishers and later produced a fraudulent receipt after accepting a cash payment for his work.

Redmond said the man is believed to have carried out similar scams at businesses in the Atlantic City area. Cherry Hill police have posted a picture of the man to the department’s Facebook page in hope someone might recognize him.

An investigation also is continuing into a Feb. 17 incident in which an Old Orchard Road woman reported having been scammed by an imposter.

The woman told police a man came to her home and said he was from a construction company working at the First Korean Church and needed to inspect her plumbing because a water line at the church had been cut.

Inside the house, the man told the woman to go into the bathroom and run some water. As the woman complied, the man stole items from her purse and then fled.

Both incidents remain under investigation and prompted Cherry Hill police to post a warning about home service call scams on the department’s Facebook page.

Redmond said any resident who receives unsolicited bids for work from a contractor should be suspicious.

“If it’s no one you have called and requested for any kind of service, don’t deal with them,” Redmond said.

If a contractor claims they need to do immediate work because of an emergency in the area, Redmond suggests calling the local fire or police department to see if the claim is valid.

“If you just don’t feel right about it, call us out,” Redmond said. “At least you have gone the extra step to keep yourself safe.”

Today’s informational session is at noon at the First Baptist Church of Woodstown, 117 S. Main Street, Woodstown.

Reach George Mast at (856) 486-2465 or gmast@camden.gannett.com
