Martino stays course on junk faxers fight

======================  From the March 11, 2005 print edition
Denver radio and TV consumer advocate Tom Martino says he's not distancing himself from Consumer Crusade Inc. and similar efforts to take so-called "junk faxers" to court.

Responding to a Denver Business Journal article in the March 4-10 issue, Martino said in an e-mailed letter to the newspaper that he removed an Internet link from his Troubleshooter Network Inc. Web site to information about Consumer Crusade at Consumer Crusade's request. 

He said the company was overwhelmed with junk faxes sent in by recipients responding to Internet solicitations, and "wanted time to organize and catch up with faxes already received." 

"It is obvious to anyone listening to my show that I have NOT distanced myself," Martino said in the letter. 

Consumer Crusade, formed by retired Englewood attorney Francis Salazar, invites people to send in unwanted fax advertisements they've received. Lawyers then seek payments from the senders in and out of court under federal and state laws that prohibit junk faxes. 

Consumer Crusade's attorney, Agim "Jim" Demirali of The Demirali Law Firm in Denver, and company information says Consumer Crusade pays $25, or sometimes less, for every junk fax it can collect on from the sender. 

The old version of the Consumer Crusade page on Martino's FaxWars.com Web site said, "Consumer Crusade ... will pay you $25 for each junk fax on which collection is made." The site also said that if Consumer Crusade deemed it "prudent" to settle a junk fax case, the company could pay half the normal amount, or $12.50 per fax. 

In his e-mail to the Business Journal, Martino also denied he started Consumer Crusade, or was a founder, although he enthusiastically endorses its goals. Until last fall, Martino heavily promoted Consumer Crusade on his Web site, www.faxwars.com. 

In a phone conversation with the Business Journal, Martino also objected to any possible implication that he removed references to Consumer Crusade from his Troubleshooter Network site, www.troubleshooter.com, because of any recent backlash against companies such as Consumer Crusade. 

Some lawyers, small businesses and nonprofit groups targeted by Consumer Crusade have criticized the effort, arguing its lawsuits ensnare those sending legitimate faxes along with senders of unwanted faxes. 

"Class Action attorneys make money as well, which doesn't bother me a bit so long as the wrongdoers are punished along the way," Martino wrote in his e-mail to the newspaper. "In my opinion, junk faxers are wrongdoers in that they use our resources (without permission) to fund their advertising campaigns."

Consumer Crusade has filed more than 80 junk fax suits in Colorado courts, and this year, it filed 25 suits in Denver federal court requesting more than $18 million in damages. 

According to faxwars.com, Consumer Crusade is involved in 233 lawsuits nationwide and has 300,000 alleged junk faxes in its database. 

The previous Business Journal story focused on Consumer Crusade court appeals to overturn adverse lower-court rulings on some of its lawsuits in state courts, but also noted that promotion of the effort by Martino had all but disappeared from his Web sites, troubleshooter.com and faxwars.com. 

On Wednesday, during his three-hour nationally syndicated radio show, Martino vehemently criticized the Business Journal's previous article about him and Consumer Crusade. He took issue with a sentence crediting Martino with starting Consumer Crusade, which Martino maintains he did not. 

In an interview in the summer of 2004, Martino told the Business Journal, "I started out ranting and raving on my radio show because of junk faxes. Francis Salazar, an attorney from way back who's retired and lives in Cherry Hills, said, 'Why don't we start a nonprofit that goes after these people? We'll turn the money back to consumers and put some in your foundation [the Tom Martino Help Center Foundation], and pay legal fees.' I said, 'Fine, let's do that.'" 

Consumer Crusade Inc. is a for-profit corporation, according to the Colorado Secretary of State's office. Only registered agent Francis Salazar's name appears on the incorporation papers. 

However, Jim Demirali said in a 2004 interview that Consumer Crusade was "an idea of Tom Martino's." Demirali also called the company "one of his [Martino's] consumer protection babies." 

But Martino now says he only provides publicity for Consumer Crusade, and objected to any assertion that his effort against junk faxers is one and the same as Consumer Crusade's. 

He also said FaxWars.com is his. 

"FaxWars.com is an Internet domain owned exclusively by me for the purpose of campaigning against junk faxers," Martino wrote. "It will give publicity to anyone who wants to help stop junk faxing."

The faxwars.com site previously included a personal message from Martino, with his name and photo at the bottom. It read: "I have teamed up with a team of investigators, attorneys and collection agencies around the country to form a campaign known as Consumer Crusade." 

The same message also said, "That's why we started Fax Wars! It's a quick and easy way for consumers to get revenge (and a little cash)." 

Martino said in his e-mail that his Troubleshooter Foundation was promised only $25 for each fax where damages are collected, after expenses. "However, that has not yet happened. The rest goes to Consumer Crusade Inc. (And I hope they make a bundle doing it)." 

In a 2004 interview, Martino said funds left over from Consumer Crusade's efforts go to his foundation. 

Recently, Martino told the Business Journal, "If we ever get any funds, they would go to our Help Center crusade." 

Salazar explained Consumer Crusade hasn't made any money, either, because of expenses. "The money just goes out," he said. 

The Tom Martino Help Center Foundation was dissolved in 1996, according to the Colorado Secretary of State. Martino started another foundation, The Troubleshooter Foundation, in 2003. 
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