The day Western Union foiled scam

By TEH Joo LIN

THE woman walked into a
Western Union outlet and
started filling up a remittance
form to wire $4,000 to China.

She seemed to be receiving
a stream of non-stop instruc-
tions on her mobile phone.

Warning bells rang for the
Western Union staff: It
looked like a phone scammer
was about to claim yet anoth-
er victim.

Customer service execu-
tive Jane Xu, swinging into ac-
tion, gently quizzed the wom-
an in her 40s. But she brushed
Ms Xu off curtly, saying:
“This is my business.”

The woman was insistent
on sending the money. Staff

later found out she had been
led to believe she had struck a
big lottery prize but had to
wire the $4,000 first.

Back-up was now needed.
Colleagues joined Ms Xu, 45,
in showing the woman police
advisories and counter notices
about phone scams. The assist-
ant vice-president talked to
her too.

It took them half an hour.
But their doggedness paid off
when she came round. Not so
lucky were 378 people who
lost a total of $4.6 million to
phone scammers last year.

At yesterday’s annual
crime briefing, police chief of
staff Senior Assistant Commis-
sioner Soh Wai Wah said:
“The best way to fight this
crime is to stop it before any

money gets out of the coun-
try.” This was why Eublic
awareness is key and the po-
lice are also working with re-
mittance houses on the mat-
ter.

Statf at Western Union -
situated in 65 locations here —
take their “scam alert” seri-
ously, knowing they may be
the last line of detfence.

Western Union’s assistant
vice-president Patricia Chua
said that between July and Sep-
tember last year, statf stopped
about five to seven transac-
tions daily. This is now down
to about one or two daily.

The statf’s antennae go up
when such phone-in-ear cus-
tomers walk in to remit mon-
ey to places like China, Hong
Kong and Malaysia.

To help potential victims
come round, notices have
been put up at all the outlets.

Ms Chua said when victims
are especially resistant, it can
take up to four hours to make
them come to their senses.

Just yesterday, she thought
she had dissuaded a
21-year-man from wiring
$1,686 to a Chinese account.

But the lottery “winner”
came back later. Western Un-
ion declined the transaction.

“When it becomes clear
the customer is potentially
sending money to a fraudster,
our statf are empowered to de-
cline the transaction and ad-
vise him to call the police for
advice,” Mr Sunil Balagopal,
its regional vice-president
said.



