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HELLO…IT IS NOT THE IRS CALLING!
By Kim Kass, J.D.

One morning recently, I received a frantic call from my elderly mother. She was hard to understand because she was
very upset and sobbing uncontrollably.
“They’re going to arrest your dad!” she wailed.
“What?? Who??” I replied.
“The IRS! They said we owe them money and they are going to arrest your dad!”
I did my best to calm my mother down and asked her for some more specifics. It turned out that a message had been
left on their answering machine (yes, they still have a separate machine, not that new-fangled voicemail thing). She
played the message for me, and it sounded like an auto-generated “robo call”. Indeed, the caller stated, “you have
unpaid taxes” and “a warrant will be issued for your arrest unless you call us back and make payment immediately.”
No wonder mom was freaking out.
Unfortunately, over the last several years these types of calls have become very common. In 2015, the IRS reported
that it had received over 730,000 reports of this type of call just since October 2013. Scammers like these have
managed to steal over $23 million from unsuspecting victims. Despite so many reports, and having national and local
news outlets report on these scams a number of times, the calls seem to be continuing unabated. They tend to prey
on the elderly and new immigrants, especially those for whom English is a second language. However, anyone could
be a target.
With tax season upon us, I expect that these types of calls may be ramping up. It could be a recorded message like my
parents received, or it could be a live person calling. Often, the scammers use a Caller ID “masking” device to make
the call appear as though it is coming from a local number to improve the chances the intended victim will answer
the phone. In reality, they could be calling from anywhere, even from another country.
So, what should you do if you get a call like this? Hang up! Even if you think you may owe money to the IRS, their
first contact with you will NEVER be by telephone. You will get always get a letter first, and it will include a detailed
explanation of your right to appeal. In addition, the IRS will never:
■ Insist you pay by telephone.
■ Ask for credit or debit card information over the phone.
■ Threaten you with arrest or even court action; the IRS has its own administrative system for handling
these types of matters. Local law enforcement and state courts are never involved.
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What else can you do? You can report the call to the proper authorities. The Treasury Inspector General for Tax
Administration (“TIGTA”) handles these matters for the IRS. TIGTA can be reached at 800-366-4484 or through
its website: https://www.treasury.gov/tigta/contact_report_scam.shtml.
In addition, you can report these types of calls, whether they claim to be from the IRS or some other random fake
debt collector, to the Federal Trade Commission: https://www.ftccomplaintassistant.gov.
Remember, anytime someone threatens you over the phone and/or is asking for a credit or debit card number, you
should assume it is a scam. Never give any banking or other personal information out over the phone. If you
choose to engage them at all, ask for their full name and a call back number. If it is a real collector, they will
provide this information and then you will have the opportunity to check into it before taking any action. For
further information about this and other similar types of scams, including email scams, visit the IRS “Tax Scams
and Consumer Alerts” website: https://www.irs.gov/newsroom/tax-scams-consumer-alerts.
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