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Be Wary of Pre-Paid Heating Fuel Contracts, 
Department of Consumer Protection Advises
HARTFORD –  While it may seem that winter has just ended, and thoughts of heating fuel may be months away for many people, Department of Consumer Protection Commissioner Edwin R. Rodriguez is urging consumers to be wary of pre-paid home heating fuel offers that may come their way in the weeks and months ahead.

“Unfortunately, we have seen several cases in recent years where consumers have eagerly signed on to pre-paid plans that promised lower fuel costs, only to be disappointed and sometimes left out in the cold by companies that were unable to meet the terms of the agreements,” Rodriguez said.  “Other consumers have complained to us about penalty fees they were charged on multi-year heating oil contracts.”

This year, three companies defaulted on customers’ pre-paid contracts, because they found themselves in financial straits and were unable to purchase the fuel they had promised to their customers.  Last year, many consumers complained to the agency about penalty fees they were charged on multi-year heating oil contracts.

The Department has been working with the financially strapped fuel companies to gain restitution for those customers who had pre-paid contracts, Rodriguez said, but there are no special funds to reimburse consumers when a company fails.
Consumers who choose to sign a multi-year contract with a fuel company may find that they can’t switch to a less expensive dealer the following year without paying heavy penalties on their old contract.  

“I strongly urge consumers to carefully read any contract they are considering, and if they have any questions about the terms, be sure to get solid answers before they sign,” Rodriguez said.
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If you are thinking about pre-paying for next winter’s heating oil, the Department advises you to:
· Shop around and ask questions.  The cheapest price may not be the least expensive in the long run if a company cannot honor its commitments.  Heating oil prices are based on a world market for petroleum products, and can be very volatile with many factors affecting price, including increased demand, natural and other disasters, and uncertain geopolitics.  Nearly all of the factors related to price are beyond the control of State and Federal regulators.  Consumers should be wary if the price and terms quoted by one company are significantly lower than those of competitors in the same market.
· Use an established company where you have an ongoing relationship.  It is never advisable to pay a lot of money upfront to a company where the only information you have on the company is in a newspaper advertisement.  
· Ask the company for customer references and call those references.  
· Use a credit card with a purchase protection program to pre-pay for your fuel, if you can.  This is by far the best way to protect your investment if something goes wrong with the deal.  
· Ask for and keep contracts and receipts in a safe place. If you can’t prove that you purchased the fuel, it may be impossible to get reimbursement if a dispute arises.
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