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When he counted up his monthly 
losses 1½ years later, Manuel 
Vildasol realized a single phone 

call nearly five years ago to reduce his 
monthly student loan payment had cost 
him nearly $2,500 in fees he unwittingly 
allowed a student loan debt relief  company 
to withdraw from his bank account. And to 
make matters worse, today at 63 he still has 
about $75,000 in college loans to repay.

Vildasol, a former U.S. Marine, was a 
few months shy of  turning 59 and working 
for a rural health care nonprofit in New 
Mexico when he called the American 
Financial Benefits Center in April 2014, 
a company founded and led by Sonoma 
County native Brandon Frere.

A month after Frere became the first 
person nationwide to be charged criminal-
ly in addition to being sued by the Federal 

Trade Commission in early 2018 as part of  
its two-year “Game of  Loans” operation 
targeting student loan debt relief  compa-
nies’ alleged deceptive tactics, the number 
of  customers prosecutors say he’s duped 
and the scope of  the financial hardship 
they’ve suffered has become clear. 

Vildasol is only one of  more than 
40,000 people across the country alleged-
ly deceived by AFBC and its two sister 

companies, Ameritech Financial and the 
Financial Education Benefits Center. Both 
also were run by Frere in Rohnert Park, 
according to court documents in the feder-
al criminal case against him. 

After earning master’s degrees in  
business administration and human 
resource management from the University 
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Manuel Vildasol pauses Dec. 21 in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Vildasol is one of more than 40,000 people prosectors say were deceived by AFBC 
and its two sister companies, Ameritech Financial and the Financial Education Benefits Center. Both also were run by Brandon Frere in Rohnert 

Clients say they lost 
thousands in scams
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STUDENT DEBT RELIEF » ‘I TRUSTED HIM’

Sonoma County man’s 
firms suspected of 
conning 40,000 people
By ANDREW BEALE
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

The website of 
Brandon Frere. 
Frere became 
the first person 
nationwide 
to be charged 
criminally in 
addition to be-
ing sued by the 
Federal Trade 
Commission in 
early 2018.
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WORKING TOGETHER: 
County business leaders 
want local manufacturers 
to band together to spur 
high-tech innovation. / E1
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Jared Kushner, left, Kirstjen Nielsen, and Mike Pence 
talk Saturday as they walk down the steps of the 
Eisenhower Executive Office Building in Washington.

Pence, officials meet with 
aides to try to end shutdown

WASHINGTON — The government 
shutdown that has halted paychecks for 
hundreds of  thousands of  federal workers 
began its third week Saturday with no end 
in sight, as Vice President Mike Pence, top 
White House officials and senior congres-
sional aides met for more than two hours 
without reaching a deal to reopen the gov-
ernment.

Inside the meeting at the Eisenhower 
Executive Office Building, Pence refused to 
budge from the more than $5 billion Pres-
ident Donald Trump has demanded from 
Congress to pay for a portion of  his prom-
ised wall along the U.S.-Mexico border, ac-
cording to two Democratic officials briefed 
on the negotiations.

The standoff — which has heavily af-
fected national parks and other operations 
and threatens to halt payments as varied 

By SEUNG MIN KIM  
AND ROBERT COSTA
WASHINGTON POST
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Utilities 
lobby 
to limit 
liability

LOS ANGELES — As Cali-
fornia’s deadliest wildfire was 
consuming the town of  Paradise 
in November, some of  the state’s 
top utility executives and a doz-
en legislators were at an annual 
retreat at the Fairmont Kea Lani 
resort on Maui. In the course of  
four days, they discussed wild-
fires — and how much respon-
sibility the power companies de-
serve for the devastation, if  any.

It is an issue of  increasing ur-
gency as more fires are traced 
to equipment owned by Califor-
nia’s investor-owned utilities. 
The largest, Pacific Gas and 
Electric, could ultimately have 
to pay homeowners and oth-
ers an estimated $30 billion for 
causing fires over the past two 
years. The most devastating of  
those, the Camp fire, destroyed 
thousands of  homes in Paradise 
and killed at least 86 people.

Realizing that their potential 
fire liability is large enough to 
bankrupt them, the utility com-
panies are spending tens of  mil-
lions of  dollars on lobbying and 
campaign contributions. Their 
goal: a California law that would 
allow them to pass on the cost 
of  wildfires to their customers 
in the form of  higher electricity 
rates. After an earlier lobbying 
push, legislators have already 
voted to protect the companies 
from having to bear the cost of  
2017 fires, including the North 
Bay infernos, and utilities are 
seeking the same for 2018.

The utility companies ac-
knowledge that they may bear 
some responsibility but say 
not all of  it, pointing to climate 
change and development in re-
mote areas that have made wild-
fires more destructive. In addi-
tion, they argue that electricity 
rates would go up regardless of  
whether the state protected 
them because investors and 
banks could grow wary of  lend-
ing to California’s energy sector.

But public interest groups say 
the utilities are effectively seek-
ing another bailout for mistakes 

Campaign donations, 
talks with lawmakers  
raise credibility issues
By IVAN PENN
NEW YORK TIMES
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FIRES’ AFTERMATH

Bringing you the best selection of
mezcal, tequila, wine and beer—
from Oaxaca to Sonoma County and
an inovative kitchen with authentic

Oaxacan dishes
BAR & MEZCALERIA

WINDSOR, CALIFORNIA


