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Hattiesburg company Merchants
Foodservice and more than 30 vendor
partners have donated 40,000 pounds of
food and other supplies to relief efforts
after the flooding in Louisiana.

Two tractor-trailers of supplies were
dispatched Aug. 26 to the Lamar Dixon
Expo Center in Gonzales, La. The center
is serving as local headquarters for the
relief efforts. The supplies, which range
from flour to charcoal, will be used in a
shelter managed by Samaritan’s Purse, a
Christian international relief organiza-
tion based in Boone, N. C.

The organization will operate a shel-
ter for 500 people for the next three
months, providing hot meals several
times a day along with sleeping quarters
and bath facilities. Volunteers also will
provide Christian counseling and assist
in storm cleanup.

The flooding, which occurred Aug. 12-
22, affected most of southern Louisiana
and left 20 parishes as federal disaster
areas. More than 60,000 homes were
damaged, with 106,000 households re-
questing assistance from state and fed-
eral agencies.

Merchants Foodservice sales repre-
sentative Matt Johnson lived in the Ba-
ton Rouge area and was among those af-
fected by the flooding. He lost many of
his possessions and had flood damage to
his home. Even so, he assisted at Samar-
itan’s Purse, unloading donated charcoal
pallets.

President and CEO Andy Mercier
said employees such as Johnson wanted
to contribute to the relief effort.

“When the storm cleared and we saw
the extent of the damage, our employees
jumped into action to help not only our
own people but also other victims,” he

said. “Our vendors also responded to our
request for help and donated cash and
supplies to assist in the south Louisiana
relief efforts.”

Merchants Foodservice was founded
in 1904 in Hattiesburg and is ranked 12th
in sales volume among the approximate-
ly 2,600 food distribution companies in
the United States. The company has dis-
tribution centers in Jackson; Clanton,
Ala.; Newberry, S.C.; and Tifton, Ga. The
company serves 12 southeastern states.
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Lara Wilson, a Merchants Foodservice district sales manager, talks to a representative from
Samaritan’s Purse as Merchants Foodservice's Matt Johnson looks on.

Merchants Foodservice
sends aid to Louisiana
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Matt Johnson, with Merchants Foodservice in
Baton Rouge, unloads a pallet in Gonzales, La.

How to help

To contribute to the Samaritan’s Purse effort
in Gonzales, Louisiana, visit
www.samaritanspurse.org.

The “trial” membership is a tried-
and-true strategy for companies and
has worked for decades to lure con-
sumers.

It works like this: The customer is
not really interested in paying a lot
of money for a subscription or prod-
uct but might be interested if they
got free use for a set period (usually
30 days). These offers seem “risk-
free.” After all you don’t have to pay
anything and can just send the prod-
uct back if you don’t like it or aren’t
satisfied. This strategy is used to
overcome initial objections and is
used to sell everything from online
subscriptions to mattresses.

But the “free trial” only works if
the company abides by its promise
to not charge anything for the spec-
ified time, and the customer carries
out his or her obligations. If, at the
end of the deal, an unscrupulous
company charges you anyway (re-
gardless of your intentions), every-
one’s confidence in the system is
reduced.

Last week, the Federal Trade
Commission announced the final
settlement of a 2010 case in which a
company called iWorks and its own-
er, Jeremy Johnson, were accused of
operating a huge scheme in which
consumers signed up for “trial”
access to a variety of online ser-
vices, grant programs and money-
making schemes, only to have their
accounts charged anyway. The al-
leged haul: more than $280 million.

According to the FTC, consumers
who bought iWorks’ sophisticated
pitch were asked to provide their
credit card or bank account numbers
to cover “shipping and handling”
fees of $1.99. But iWorks then turned
around and charged them one-time
fees of $129.95, plus recurring
monthly fees of $59.95. 

“To keep the scam going,” the
FTC alleged in its 2010 news release,
“the defendants tricked banks into
giving them continued access to
these billing systems by creating 51
shell companies with figurehead
officers, and by providing the banks
with phony ‘clean’ versions of their
websites.”

What’s more, the FTC alleged the
scheme used fake positive online
reviews, used deceptive testimonials
and violated federal law by debiting
customers’ checking accounts with-
out their authorization.

With last week’s announcement,
the FTC noted that the $280 million
judgment is being suspended until
iWorks’ assets — frozen by the court
— are turned over to the FTC for
evaluation. Two defendants had their
own judgments suspended because
they told the court they were broke.

But Johnson’s troubles are far
from over, as he will have to spend
some prison time. Johnson and a
colleague, Ryan Riddle, have been
convicted in a Utah court of making
false statements to a bank on mul-
tiple iWorks merchant account appli-
cations. Johnson was sentenced to 11
years and three months and Riddle
to five years and three months. Both
men will be subject to three years of
supervised probation upon release.
What, if any, restitution will be made
to the victims of the scheme hasn’t
been announced.

If you’re considering a “free
trial” arrangement for a product or
service, the FTC has this advice:

Research the company online. See
what other people are saying. Com-
plaints from other customers can tip
you off to “catches” that might come
with the trial.

Find the terms and conditions for
the offer.Look for who’s behind the
offer. Just because you’re buying
something online from one company
doesn’t mean the offer or pop-up
isn’t from someone else.

Watch out for pre-checked boxes.
If you sign up for a free trial online,
look for already-checked boxes. That
checkmark may give the company
the green light to continue the offer
past the free trial or sign you up for
more products — only this time you
have to pay.

Mark your calendar. Your free
trial probably has a time limit. Once
it passes without you telling the
company to cancel your “order,” you
may be on the hook for more prod-
ucts. Look for info on how you can
cancel future shipments or services.
If you don’t want them, do you have
to pay? Do you have a limited time to
respond?

Read your credit and debit card
statements. That way you’ll know
right away if you’re being charged
for something you didn’t order.

Contact Bill Moak at moakcon-
sumer@gmail.com.

Bill
Moak
CONSUMER WATCH

Some free
trial offers
cost big
money 

Funny money: Inmates called 
to pick up fake $100s by road

PONTOTOC - Some Mississippi in-
mates were picking peas in a garden
when they got a call to clean up money
scattered along a roadside.

It seemed too good to be true — and it
was.

The Northeast Mississippi Daily Jour-
nal reported the fake currency, found
Saturday, was made for use in movies.
One of $100 bills was emblazoned with
words “For Motion Picture Use Only.”

Pontotoc County Sheriff Leo Mask
says it appears someone was hauling
theater equipment because a movie reel
was also tossed by the road. Deputies
were counting the funny money, and an
investigation continues.

Cause of Brandon Dollar General
fire not yet determined

BRANDON - After spending several
hours fighting a blaze Saturday after-
noon at the Dollar General on Govern-
ment Street, Brandon firefighters re-
mained on scene overnight, making sure
the fire didn’t spring back up. 

At 1:49 p.m. Saturday, units responded
to a structure fire at the store and at-
tempted an interior attack. When they
found there was too much fire and condi-
tions were deteriorating, they continued
the attack until parts of the ceiling began
to collapse, officials said on Brandon
Fire Department’s Facebook page. 

A firefighter was injured during the
operation and was taken by ambulance
to a local hospital. He has been treated
and released, and officials say he will
make a full recovery. 

Some surrounding businesses, in-
cluding the Ramey’s supermarket next
door, reportedly received some smoke
damage. Smoke was visible from several
miles away, witnesses said.

Public information officer Division
Chief Ben Warren said firefighters were
still knocking down hotspots Sunday
morning. The cause of the fire has not
been determined.

A recovery company has come in to
help get Ramey’s running, Warren said.

Man critically injured in 
Jackson nightclub shooting

JACKSON - A man is in the hospital in
critical condition after being shot early
Sunday morning, police said.

The man, whose identity has not been
released, was shot in the chest at the Zo-
diac Club on Gallatin Street, according to
the Jackson Police Department. 

The call came in at 3:07 a.m. Sunday.
The victim was taken to a local hospital
where he is reported to be in critical con-
dition. 

There is no suspect information and
no motive, police said. 

Woman found dead in Hattiesburg;
identity remains unknown

HATTIESBURG - Authorities are
asking for the public’s help in identifying
a woman who was found dead on Satur-
day. 

Policeopened a death investigation on
Saturday after responding to the inter-
section of Fourth Avenue and Davis
Street, off Hardy Street, at 10:46 a.m.
The location is in a wooded area behind
the Hattiesburg Public School District
offices. 

Lt. Jon Traxler said Hattiesburg Po-
lice Department is classifying the case
as a death investigation until more is
known. 

Forrest County Deputy Coroner Jona-
than Nobles told The Clarion-Ledger
that the woman is white and is believed
to be in her mid- to late 40s. She wore an
elastic knee brace on her left knee. She’s
around 5 feet 4 inches and 230 pounds,
and has light brown eyes and dark brown
hair cut just above the shoulders. 

If you know who this woman is, or
have any information on this case, please
contact Hattiesburg Police at 601-544-
7900 or Metro Crime Stoppers at 601-582-
STOP. 

— Staff, wire reports
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