
Call our free Helpline to talk to a lawyer: 1-800-750-5353 

Know Your rights #8

What happens if I can’t pay my bills?

When Lester Babcock retired 
two years ago, he had just 
enough to make ends meet. 
He had no debt, except a car loan. 
Then, he got very ill. The prescription 
drugs cost him $300 every month. He 
has to buy them with his credit card. 
He can’t pay the minimum balance 

anymore. They call him every week 
asking when he’s going to make his 
next payment. The late fees and 
interest have doubled the balance 
due! He’s afraid he’ll have to declare 
bankruptcy. And then how will he 
afford his medications?
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Are you worried about bills?

If you can’t pay your bills, you’re not alone. Many of us fall behind at some point 
in our lives. We all want to pay what we owe. But sometimes, we can’t. It can be 
stressful, but it may not be as bad as you think.

Is there any way I can get the bill collectors to stop calling 
me?

Yes. You have the power to make them stop. All it takes is a letter telling them to stop 
calling you. If they call or write to you after they get your letter, they’re breaking the law. 

We have a form letter you can use. If you want it, call us. The letter only makes the 
phone calls from the bill collectors go away, not the debt.

Does the company I owe the money to have to stop calling me 
if I send them a letter?

No. The “creditor,” the person or company you owe money to, can still call you. But 
there may be some other things that you can do to try to get them to stop calling. Call 
us for free advice about what things might work for you.

Is there anything else I can do?

Yes! Send a letter to each of your creditors. Explain that you can’t afford to pay. If 
creditors believe you really can’t afford to pay, they may stop trying to collect the 
money from you, especially if the debt is small. We have a form letter you can use. If 
you want it, call us.

What if the creditor takes me to court?                              
If you don’t pay, the creditor may sue you to try to collect the money. If this happens, 
you will get court papers stating the date of your “hearing.” This is when a judge will 
decide if you owe the money. If you don’t think you owe some or all of the money the 
creditor says you owe, call us for legal advice. 

What if a judge decides that I owe the money, but I still can’t 
afford to pay it?

If the judge rules that you owe the money and you don’t pay, the creditor can bring 
you to court a second time.
The second hearing is called a “disclosure hearing” because you will have to tell the 
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court what income and property you have. You must go to this hearing. At the end of 
the disclosure hearing, the judge will decide if you have anything that the creditor can 
take. If the judge decides you can’t afford to pay, you don’t have to pay.

Don’t ignore any court papers. If the creditor takes you to court, call us right 
away to talk to a free lawyer.

Could I lose my house if the creditor takes me to court?               

Maine law protects basic things a person needs to live – such as a modest home, car 
and furniture. If you have a not so modest home with a big mortgage, that may be 
protected too. Some property and income can’t be taken from you. 
 
The laws about this are complex. Call us to find out how they apply to you.

NOTE:  If you have a mortgage or car loan, the bank that gave you the loan may be 
able to take the house or car, if you stop paying on the mortgage or loan. 

Can the creditor take my Social Security?

Your Social Security is safe from most creditors, even if the creditor takes you to 
court. But if you owe money to the U.S. Government, they may be able to take part of 
your monthly Social Security check.

The law also protects alimony, Supplemental Security Income, Veteran’s Benefits, 
Worker’s Compensation and Maine State Retirement.

Could I go to jail if I can’t pay my bills?

No! You won’t go to jail if you can’t afford to pay your bills.

Do I need to file for bankruptcy?
 
It depends. You may have other choices. Call us to talk about them.

This information is not legal advice. We offer it as a public service. We urge you to talk with 
a lawyer about your situation.
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Legal Services for the Elderly 
PO Box 2723
Augusta, Maine  04338-2723

Offices in: Augusta, Scarborough, 
Lewiston, Bangor and Presque Isle

Who can help me if I have 
more questions?

If you are 60 or older, call the Legal Services 
for the Elderly Helpline at

1-800-750-5353 
to speak with a free lawyer about your legal 

concerns
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