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National White Collar Crime Center

Scammers Target  
Grieving Elderly

By Nikki Stiles

Continued on page 2

Usually locking up the 
bad guys means it 
prevents them from 

harming anyone. But that 
didn’t stop Melvin Fagan. 
While a prisoner in the 
St. Joseph County Jail in 
South Bend, Indiana, Fagan 
managed to scam the elderly 
out of at least $80,000. 

Fagan, who was doing time for 
theft, burglary and forgery, 
scoured the obituaries in 
the newspaper looking for 
deceased elderly people who 
left a surviving spouse. From 
July to September 2005, 
Fagan, with the help of his 
co-conspirators outside the jail, would call 
the surviving spouse posing as someone 
from “Credit Card Services.” He would 
ask the spouse what they wanted to do 
with the deceased’s credit card and if they 
wanted to keep it he would say he had to 
verify some information and get additional 
information from them.

Fagan would usually target female spouses 
because he understood that many times the 
men of this generation handled the finances 
of the household. “So you couple that with the 
increased stress that they are experiencing 
because you target them within weeks of 
the funeral and of course they now didn’t 
have a companion to consult,” said Dominic 
Zultanski, Lieutenant with the South Bend 
Police Department who worked the case.

From the obituary, Fagan was able to obtain 
all sorts of information. “Obviously he’d 
have the deceased’s birth date, associations 
they belonged to, employment history,” 
said Zultanski. “Then he would also tell 
them (the target), ‘I have the credit card 

information in front of me,’ and sometimes they 
would volunteer the information and say, ‘Like a 
Visa®?’ and he would say, ‘I have the information 
here and the account starts with a four,’ which 
these individuals would think well he gave me 
the first number or if it was a Discover® card he 
would say, ‘6011,’ and that would entice them 
to give the rest of the information.” In reality, all 
Visa cards start with four, MasterCards® start 
with five, American Express® cards start with 
three and Discover cards start with 6011. 

After Fagan obtained the credit card 
information, he would work with his co-
conspirators to make purchases and most of 
these purchases would then be sold for cash. 
Zultanski first got involved with the case when 
connections were made between seemingly 
unrelated cases of identity theft. One of the 
cases involved a complaint from a victim that 
her credit card was used to purchase a Dell® 
computer online. Zultanski donned a FedEx® 
uniform and made a controlled delivery to the 
address where the computer was rerouted. 
This led to one of the co-conspirators and 
eventually to Fagan. From there, the detectives 
pulled and monitored phone calls from the jail, 
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which resulted in 18 CDs filled with 8 hours of calls. 
In total 47 co-conspirators were identified, 16 were 
sentenced and seven remain in prison. Fagan pleaded 
guilty to conspiring to defraud the government. 

While these particular crimes happened in 2005, 
financial elder abuse continues to thrive. “It’s always 
going to be there, it’s not a new idea,” said Zultanski. 
The annual loss by victims of elder financial abuse is 
estimated to be at least $2.6 billion according to a study 
done by MetLife® Mature Market Institute, the National 
Committee for the Prevention of Elder Abuse, and the 
Center for Gerontology at Virginia Polytechnic Institute 
and State University.

Elderly victims of financial crimes often have a harder 
time recovering from it than someone who is younger, 
said Zultanski. They often feel ashamed and can even 
develop physical ailments from the stress. “An elderly 
victim who finds out they were scammed . . . (often 
becomes) fearful that others around them will start 
questioning whether or not they can take care of 
themselves. In some situations it deteriorates your 
quality of life,” said Zultanski. 

Zultanski spent many hours reviewing jailhouse 
recordings and he said that probably 75 percent of the 
people who were targets did not fall for this scam. He 
tried to contact as many of these people as he could 

to let them know that they did the right thing. “The ones 
I was able to contact, it was quite rewarding because the 
empowerment they felt by understanding that they did 
the right thing was huge. I think when you are dealing 
with elder abuse situations that extra step is always worth 
taking no matter if it’s on the front end to making sure the 
victim is comfortable or making sure the victim feels safe 
and secure talking to you about their situation, all those 
extra efforts are worth it.” 

The jailhouse recordings of Fagan’s crimes have come in 
handy throughout the years. Zultanski uses sound bites of 
these recordings when he gives crime prevention talks at 
various venues.  In one particular sound bite, Fagan directs 
the person who is calling the elderly target to hang up when 
the elderly person’s daughter answers the phone. “I always 
tell family members the more you’re around your elderly 
family member the less likely they will be victimized. Well, 
I can say that all day but in these situations with Melvin 
(Fagan) we actually heard it,” said Zultanski. 

Fagan has since committed this same crime at two different 
penitentiaries.  According to Zultanski he is now committed 
to a life sentence because of his fraud crimes. However, 
many times with elder abuse cases it is hard to get an 
arrest let alone a conviction.  The elder is reluctant to come 
forward because they may be embarrassed or if a family is 
the perpetrator they don’t want to get them in trouble, or 
in some cases the elderly victim passes away before the 
case comes to fruition. Even though there may never be an 
arrest or conviction, Zultanski said these cases are still very 
important. “Every situation with that victim is worth putting 
forth that extra effort especially when you’re dealing with an 
elderly person because there’s so much more than just the 
crime itself,” said Zultanski. “You have to look at each case 
individually no matter the successes or failures you’ve had 
in the past, each one is different and each one deserves that 
attention, period.” 

NW3C offers a BJA-funded course titled Financial Crimes 
Against Seniors (FCAS) class. For more information and 
to register, please visit: http://www.nw3c.org/training/
financial-crimes/2.

New Law Would Require Businesses to Notify 
Consumers within 30 days of a Data Breach 

by Kim Williams

Since 2005, more than 75 data breaches have been 
publicly disclosed. Between December 2013 and 
December 2014, multiple companies reported 

hacks where personal information was stolen, including 
the following:

• Target®, December 2013 – hackers stole 110 
million credit card numbers 

• EBay®, May 2014 – hackers stole 145 million records, 
including email addresses, physical addresses and 
login credentials

• JPMorgan®, August 2014 – hackers stole 83 million 
records, including email addresses and physical 
addresses

http://www.nw3c.org/training/financial-crimes/2
http://www.nw3c.org/training/financial-crimes/2
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NW3C Featured Course:
Financial Crimes against Seniors (FCAS)

This BJA-funded course prepares students to successfully pursue cases involving the 
financial exploitation of senior citizens. NW3C’s curriculum developers worked with 
experts in elder abuse and financial exploitation in many areas of the country when 

creating this three-day class. The training helps begin the networking process that can 
continue out of the classroom and into real cases. Adult protective service investigators, as 
well as law enforcement officers, are encouraged to attend this training. 

Topics include:
• What is elder abuse?
• Who are the victims and why are they targeted?
• What crimes are typically committed against seniors?
• Who are the perpetrators of these crimes? 
• What resources are available related to financial crimes against seniors?

For information about upcoming dates and locations of FCAS classes, and to register, 
please visit: http://www.nw3c.org/training/financial-crimes/2.

• Home Depot®, September 2014 – 
hackers stole 109 million records, 
including credit card numbers and 
email addresses

• Sony®, November 2014 – hackers 
exposed 47,000 records, including 
information about employment, 
salaries and personal emails1

Although most American states 
have statutes regulating data breach 
notifications, there is no national 
requirement that businesses notify 
consumers after a data breach. President 
Obama has proposed a national data 
breach notification law that would require 
businesses to notify consumers within 30 
days of a breach. Known as the Personal 

Data Notification and Protection Act, the 
aim of this law is to clarify the obligations 
companies have to notify customers 
when their personal information has 
been exposed. In addition, the law would 
provide a single, national standard, instead 
of the multiple, different state statutes that 
currently exist. If passed, the law would 
give the Federal Trade Commission much 
of the authority for its enforcement.

Obama noted “Americans feel like they’ve 
lost control of their personal information. 
In recent breaches, more than 100 million 
Americans have had their personal 
data compromised, like credit card 
information. When these cybercriminals 
start racking up charges on your card, it 
can destroy your credit rating. It can turn 
your life upside down. It may take you 
months to get your finances back in order. 
So this is a direct threat to the economic 
security of American families and we’ve 
got to stop it.”2 I

1. Bloomberg.com  
(http://www.bloomberg.com/
graphics/2014-data-breaches/)

2. BankInfoSecurity.com  
(http://www.bankinfosecurity.com/
obama-seeks-to-nationalize-breach-
notification-a-7774/op-1 )

NW3C offers free online classes to 
law enforcement. 

Find out more at: http://www.nw3c.
org/training/online-training

On Demand Training 

Internet Intelligence  
Training (IIT) 

In this course, students will learn 
how to effectively use the Internet 
to uncover information. Instructor 

Cynthia Hetherington provides 
training in open-source and online 
intelligence to corporate security 

officials, military intelligence units 
and law enforcement. 

February 18-19, 2015
Philadelphia, PA

For more information or to register, 
visit: www.nw3c.org/training/

commercialproducts/106

Note: This class is not supported by 
BJA funding.

This six-part video series provides 
information about social media 

trends and other material designed 
to help law enforcement who work 

with youth. 

http://www.nw3c.org/training/
specialty-training/social-media-and-

school-violence 

Social Media & School Violence
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