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Reducing Debt to ‘Zilch’

A Marine staff sergeant’s computer program helps
credit card users get out of trouble
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Michael Riley (with sons Shane and Derrick) developed “Zilch” to help a friend pay off his debts.

By Madilee C. Wnek

f credit card debt threatens to take you under or if you're
I just tired of the never-ending monthly bills, Marine Staff
Sgt. Michael J. Riley may have the solution.

The 35year-old computer specialist works as information sys-
tems management office chief in charge of the local area net-
work for Marine Corps Station Beaufort, S.C. But in his offduty
hours, he has created “a rapid reduction program” for paying
off credit cards.

Called “Zilch,” the program quickly and easily organizes yvour
debts to show you in simple report form how to pay off your
charge cards months or years ahead of schedule and how much
time and money it will save you to do so.

“I know from experience just how difficult it is to stop using
credit cards and to concentrate on getting rid of credit card

Madilee C. Wnek is a Manassas, Va.-based freelance writer. She writes
Srequently about finance.
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debt,” Riley says.

The program so impressed Bankcard
Holders of America (BHA) of McLean,
Va., that the private, nonprofit consumer
organization contracted with Riley for a
customized version of Zilch, to help con-
sumers become debt-free.

“The average person carries eight to 10
pieces of plastic, with a total balance of
53,300,” says BHA Executive Director Ruth
Susswein. “If vou make minimum pay-
ments on those cards at typical interest
rates, it will take nearly a decade to pay
them off at a cost of $2,179 in interest.” And
that's withott adding any new purchases.

Riley also markets the MS-DOS soft-
ware on his own, but he's donated the pro-
gram to family service centers at Marine
Corps hases where he's been stationed,
as well as to some public libraries.

Using the Program

Zilch works this way: it prioritizes your credit card bills and
sets up a schedule for paying them off—first the cards with the
smallest balances and the ones with the highest interest rates.
You pay at least the minimum on each monthly hill.

The key to success with Zilch is paving off one credit card
and then applying the money that was going to that creditor to the
next bill, and so on, until everything is paid.

Riley says most people, when they pay off one card, spend
that money on something else rather than apply it to what they
still owe on other cards. “My program calls for putting all your
credit cards together and treating them as one big debt; the
outgo is the same each month,” he says.

One young Marine and his wife, successful Zilch users, owed
55,000 on four credit cards and 52,000 on a personal loan. They
set aside 5200 a month for the cards, and as they paid off one
debt, they added the money to the next card’s payment. They
also paid $100 a month on the loan.

The newlyweds expected to be paying on the bills forever, »
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but, using Zilch, wiped out all the
debt in a little over two years, sav-
ing about $2,000 in the process.

“It's best not to add any new
. debl,” says Riley, bul being mar-
ried and having three children
under 13 has taught him that peo-
ple somelimes get caught up in
impulse buving and other times a
purchase is necessary.

S0 the flexible program allows
users Lo quickly and easily update
the report, adding the new expen-
ditures. “You just have to get back
on track instead of letting frustra-
tion make you forget the whole
thing,” Riley says.

TIPS FOR
REDUCING DEBT

Bankcard Holders of America Executive Director
Ruth Susswein says credit card holders are being
caught in a trap.

“Minimum monthly payments have been dropping
while interest rates have been rising, so we need to
use this time as a wake-up call to do something about
the ballooning debt on our credit cards,” she says.

She offers these tips for reducing debt:

+ Figure out exactly how much you owe. .
+ Develop a spending plan to determine how much
you can afford to put toward your credit card hills
each month.

# Stop charging and pay cash.

+ Pay as much as possible on the card with the high-
est rate first,

# When you pay off one card, add that payment to

the reports Zilch provides to users
who own the software.

The first section details how
much he should pay each month
on each of his credit cards until
the entire debt is eliminated. The
second shows what the remaining
debt will be each month on each
card following the Section 1 sched-
ule. The third summarizes time
and money savings when he pays
off the debt on schedule.

“We've had more than 10,000
requests for the kil so far,” says
Susswein, noting that when BHA
first offered the program to its own
members, it was shocked to learn
that among the 500 respondents
the average credit card debt was
513,500, and one person had

Designing the Program

Riley's deht management pro-
gram originated by chance in 1957
while he was stationed at MCAS
Cherry Point, N.C.

the card with the next highest rate, and so on.
# Refuse offers to skip payments or pay nothing if
the minimum is prepaid.
+ Send in your payment as soon as you get your hill.
—M.C.W.

5125,000 in credit card hills,

Yet members failed to realize,
she says, that such debt could
jeopardize their futures, if, for
instance, they lost their jobs.

Riley, who has sold hundreds

A Marine for a decade, he had
maoved from aviation support equipment to
computers when a friend asked for his
help in controlling his debt, which includ-
ed seven credil cards, two or three depart-
ment store cards and doctor bills, together
totalling 516,500,

“A chaplain had given my friend an idea
ahout how to prioritize his debts, so | used
a spreadsheet program already on the
market fo enter the credit information and
praduce a plan of payment,” Riley recalls.

But il took almost five hours—too long,
Riley decided. He sat down and wrote
what he calls “a really crude program” to
do the same thing.

“It took me a month in my spare fime
to design, but only five minutes to enter
the credit data and do a report,” he says.

Though nowhere nearly polished
enough for general use, Riley savs he
used it for nearly a year to get his own
credit in order. Then he stuck it in a draw-
er and forgot about it for a couple of vears.

He retrieved it in 1990 after he com-
pleted a college course in Turbo Pascal,
4 [aster, more efficient computer language.
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Over the next year, he used it to write
Zilch. “That’s when I decided to market
the software to help other consumers mas-
ter their credit problems,” he says.

Benefiting Consumers

In the process of promoting his new
debt reduction program, Riley sent a copy
to BHA. The organization now uses a cus-
tomized version of the software to provide
a personalized debt management report
to consumers as part of a “Debt Zapper”
kit, which also contains a list of low-
interest credit cards and tips on reducing
credit card debt.

The “Debt Zapper” customer simply fur-
nishes BHA with information on each of
his credit cards: outstanding balance, cur-
rent interest rate and minimum payment
required, along with the total monthly
armount he is prepared to pay on the cred-
it card bills (at least the minimum on each
card). The information is sent to BHA,
which holds it in strictest confidence,

BHA then sends him a printed Debt
Zapper report, set up in sections, just like

of copies of Zilch, says users reg-
ularly write to thank him for designing
the program. He's working to make it
available in retail stores and plans a
Windows version within a year.
But for right now, he says, “It makes
me feel good that | can help somebody
get out of debt.” m




