December Column

The Holiday Season is filled with Christmas shopping, parties, family gatherings and gift giving. But it’s also known as the most charitable time of year. In fact, 50 percent of all charitable giving is done between Thanksgiving and New Year’s Eve, according to Charity Navigator, a web site dedicated to charitable giving information.


So, if you are one who plans to give this season, it is important that you make sure your money is going to legitimate charities and doing the good you intend it to do. After all, charitable giving will do little to improve our communities and world unless we commit to pursuing responsible charitable giving. 

An important first step in our technological world is to protect yourself from online scams. Here are some suggestions:

· Do not respond to e-mail solicitations.

· Delete unsolicited e-mails with attachments.

· Be leery of people who contact you online claiming to be a victim.

· Seek out a charity’s information through its authorized web site. 

· Remember even authentic-looking web sites can be scams. In fact, even before Hurricane Katrina made landfall in 2005, criminals were setting up web sites that included the keyword Katrina (such as www.katrinahelp.com and www.katrinarelief.com in an effort to collect money and personal information. The FBI found over 4,000 bogus web sites that were attempting to capitalize on the goodwill of generous people.

· To help verify a site’s validity, examine the web address. Most non-profit addresses end with .org not .com.  Avoid web addresses that end in a series of numbers. 

Second, be proactive in your giving. If you establish a plan, you’ll be less tempted to give reactively—possibly to a scam artist. When setting your plan, research the charities. Here’s what you’ll need to know:

· Be careful of imposters and sound-alike names. The National Cancer Center and the National Cancer Coalition sound similar, but they are vastly different.

· Eliminate the middle man. For-profit fundraisers, those used in charitable telemarketing campaigns, keep 25 to 95 cents of every dollar they collect. A better alternative is to refuse charitable calls, investigate the charity online, and send your contribution directly to the charity.

· Confirm the charity’s 501(c) (3) status. This means it’s recognized as a tax-exempt charity by the Internal Revenue Service, which will allow you to take advantage of your charitable contribution. 

· Give to an established charity.

· Remember, it’s okay to ask questions. Find out how donations are used. Ask for a financial statement.

Third, protect your identity. Do not give your credit card number, bank information, social security number, or birth date to a telephone solicitor or Internet site that you do not know. Charities do not need to know your bank information, social security number or birth date. Be leery of those that ask for that personal information.

And last but not least, do not respond to pressure. Legitimate organizations will not pressure you to give immediately.

Following these steps not only will protect you from scams, but will ensure that your charitable giving helps those seeking to do well in our communities and world.

