



The Power of Credit Reporting

If you have ever applied for a credit card or even rented an apartment you have a credit file. Unless you have been refused credit you probably don’t even know that behind the scenes credit reporting agencies have their computers humming building up information about whether you are a good credit risk. They even record every time that you ask for credit or even inquire about how much more you might qualify for in a mortgage. Most of us are blissfully unaware that all this financial data is not just being collected but shared with a variety of sources every day.
Credit reporting agencies have always been around in Canada but only over the last few years have more people being paying attention to their behind the scenes work. That’s probably because of the recent phenomena known as identify theft where unknown people get access to another person’s bank account or credit card and then use that information to rack up unauthorized expenses against them. Anyone who has been the victim of identity theft will usually be advised to check their credit report so they can find out if their credit rating has been damaged more than just in their pocketbook.

Identity theft has woken a lot of people up to the fact that they need to keep their credit card information secure but all of us should start paying attention to what information is contained in their credit reports and who might have access to them. There is also another very important reason to know what’s in your credit report; the information may not be correct. The CBC program Marketplace did a survey a few years ago and asked 100 people to review their credit reports to see if there were any mistakes. Over 40 people found errors in their report and 13 of these cases were serious enough to affect their credit status.
So what is a credit report and who maintains this information? More importantly, who has access to this information and who can make changes to it? Every province and territory has some form of regulation about the collecting and sharing of individual credit information but the basics are just about the same across the county.

Credit information is collected and maintained by a credit reporting agency. There are a number operating in Canada but the biggest are Equifax and Trans Union. They keep files on over 21 million Canadians who have ever applied for credit and these files called credit reports give a snapshot of borrowing and credit applications. There’s a surprising amount of detail about every loan you've taken out in the last six years, whether you make your payments on time, how much you owe, what your credit limit is on each account, and a list of institutions or companies that have accessed your file.

Who can access my credit file? According to the Financial Consumer Agency of Canada

You have the right to see your credit report and no one else can have access to the information in your report unless you allow it. When you sign documents such as a loan or a credit card application, you will be asked to authorize the organization that is giving you credit to check your credit history. Credit reporting agencies will only give information from your credit report to someone else when you have given permission, and when the request is related to credit, collection of a debt, rental of a house or an apartment, or an application for employment or insurance. If an employer or prospective employer wants to access a current or potential employee’s credit file then that person must give written approval before they can obtain the information.

The information on your credit file is maintained for a period of six years and you can request a copy of your credit report by contacting a credit reporting agency by phone, fax or e-mail. It is free to obtain your credit file by mail but you will have to provide proof of identification. If you order electronically there is usually a $15-20 fee. If you find mistakes on your credit report you should notify the credit reporting company immediately and they have an obligation to investigate your report and if the information is not factual to correct it immediately. Experts recommend that you check your credit record at least once a year. If you want to really stay on top of the situation all of the credit reporting agencies will do this for you, for a fee of course, and provide you with an electronic update that will alert you to any changes in your credit status within hours. 
If the information on your credit file is correct and your credit status has slipped for whatever reason, you should take steps to correct this situation as soon as possible. Improving your credit rating will take time but you can do this by always paying your bills on time, paying bills in full on the due date, not exceeding credit card limits and reducing the number of credit applications you make.

Some people have tried using a credit repair service to quickly improve their credit rating but most of these services are designed just to make themselves money and can’t really solve your credit problems. The only thing they can fix is an inaccuracy in your credit file and you can do that yourself for free. There is really one way to restore your credit rating; slowly and over time by re-establishing yourself as a good credit risk to potential lenders; and of course by continuing to monitor your credit record. 
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