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A photocopier salesman does his job too well,

and the taxpayers foot the bill.

Photocopicr companics have been
getuing lots of bad publicity lately,
both here and abroad.

In Engiand, a scandal has been
simmering for four vears, and it's not
unusual to pick up a British newspa-
per and sce headlines about "COPY
CHEATS!" "LEASING SHARKS!"™
“DODGY DEALERS!" A recent in-
vestigation by the British Office of
Fair Trading found numerous **ex-
cesses and malpractices,” warning
that *‘schools, social groups and
small firms have ofien made onerous
dcals as a result of hard-sclling, com-
mission-paid salesmen using con-
tracts with mislcading terms.""

In Texas last December, the Xcrox
Corporation agreed to a $225 million
scttlement of a class-action suil that
asscricd that the price of its copy ma-
chines was inflated by monopolistic
practices, like refusing to give inde-
pendent repairmen access Lo Xerox
rcplacement parts for copiers. A sim-
ilar suit has been filed against the
Eastman Kodak Company in Califor-
nia.

And last month, came *The Force"
by David Dorsey (Random House), a
nonfictjon portrait of the hard-driving
sales team in Xerox's Cleveland of-
fice. Like the real-cstate salesmen in
“Glengarry Glen Ross™ and the alu-
minium-siding salesmen in " Tin
Men,"” the copy machine scllers are
portrayed as men and women who
will do almost anything for a commis-
sion. Their dream in **The Force™:
scll enough big machines to make the
Xerox President’s Club and win a trip
to Palm Springs, Calif.

And therein lies a cautionary tale
for schools in this cra of tight budg-
ets: Buyer beware whea the copier
salesman comes knocking.
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Dr. Gena Conce had been principal
of P. 5. 40 on East 19th Street in Man-
hattan for five yecars, then took a
leave in 1989 to finish her doclorate at
Harvard. Inthe spring of 1990, Be-
alrice Ramirez-Epstcin was the act-
ing principal of P. S. 40 when a top Xe-
rox salesman, Michael Brancale, a
vetcran President’s Club-er, came
knocking,

Al the time, P. S. 40 had 550 stu-
dents and Icased one Xerax machine,
a model 1040 with a capacity of about
40,000 copies a month. The acting
principal decided Lo add two, a model
1050 (capable of 65,000 copics a
month) and a top-of-the-line 1075
(200,000 copies).

Suddenly P. S. 40 had enough ca-
pacity to serve [ive schools. (For ex-
ample, Dallas officials advise their
principals that for 500 students, they
need about 60,000 copies per month.)

P. S. 40's basic monthly Xerox bill
*7ared from $137 a month to $1,116;

ith supplics and volume fecs added,
the monthly total at times reached*
$1,800.

Did a sharp salesman scll P. S. 40
more than it needed? Charles Alexan-
der, a Xerox counsel, says Mr, Bran-
cale was just doing his job and the de-
cision was P. 5. 40's. Ms. Ramirez-Ep-
stqin did not return calls, but in a let-
ter two years ago, she defended leas-
ing the machines becausc of a new
program that was planned for the
school, a "professional developmen-
tal lab" that would have made P. S. 40
a mentoring center for teachers.

But the program was never put in
the place, and even if it had been, the
principal on lcave, Dr. Cone, said she
would never have ordered the big
copicr. ""Absolutely not,"” she said re-
cently. *We didn't nced a copier that
size. It wus a giguntic thing. 1t took up
a whole room!"
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The two new machines arrived in
June 1990, but the big onc couldn’t be,
hooked up because a special electri-
cal outlet was required. Normally Xe-
rox doesn’t bill until a copier is oper-
ating, but as Ms. Ramirez-Epstein ex-
plained in her letter, she requested
that P. §. 40 be charged immediately

because school money had to be com-*

mitted by the =nd of the fiscal year,
June 30.

The big copier was not hooked up
until December, despite repeated re-
quesis from the school to the Board of
Education for an electrician. For
those six months P. S. 40 paid $770 a
month to Xerox for an unplugged ma-
chine.

During the next nine months, from
January 1981, until the start of the
new school year, often two of the copi-
ers — and a few times all three —
broke down and weren't repaired be-
cause P. S. 40 fell behind in its month-
ly bills, said parcnts and Dr. Cone. At
one point the Parents Association
bailed out the school with a check to
Xerox for $2,308 to pay for three
months on the big copier’s lease. Sam
Bishop, a member of the parents’
board at the time, says, ‘‘Teachers
were sending home things to be cop-
ied by parents at their offices be-
cause none of the school machines
were working."

When Dr. Cone returned from Har-
vard in August 1991, she says she
found piles of unpaid Xerox bills and
two machines that didn't work. *'1
quickly came to the realization: no
way I could afford all those ma-
chines,"” she said.

Al first Dr. Cone says she had trou-
ble getting Xerox to respond. "I dealt
with one person, then another per-
son,' she said. By then the salesman
who had made the deal had shifted
territories. "] reached the point of ex-
asperalion and decided there was
just one thing to do: get that big ma-
chine oul,” she said. Parents recall
her kicking a Xerox salesman out of
the school, though she says she can't
remember for surc now. *'| was very
upsel,” she suid.

Dr. Cone says that once she insisted
ondecaling with a Xerox manager
rather than a salesman, “‘everything
wenlt a little smoother." School Dis-
trict 2 gave P. S. 10 extra money to
pay off the overdue bills. Xerox
agreedtolet P. S. 40 out of the last
three years of the leasc and took back

two of the three copiers, including the.

big one.

Xerox did not reimburse the school
for the times the two machines were
broken down or the six months the big
machine was unplugged. **Oh, no,"”
said Mr. Alexander, the Xerox coun-
sel. “If you leasc a new car and de-
cide to park it in your driveway for
six months, that's your decision."

The bottom line: Taxpayers paid
for two machines thal everyone now
agrees P. S. 40 didn’t need at a cost of
more than $1,000 per month for 16
months.

After a parent complained, in Octo-
ber 1991 the Board of Education’s Of-
fice of Special Investigations began
an inquiry into the P. 5. 40 case. Iis
findings were completed last fall. It
found absolutely no one to be at fault,
concluding, **Xerox had not intended
to-defraud the school' and the matter
was "‘addressed adequately” by
school officials.

Ms. Ramirez-Epstein is now the
principal of P. S. 40. Dr. Cone, who
has since left the New York City
schools, says there's a lesson in the
P. S.40 case.

**1 can’t tell you if Xerox used high-
pressurcd tactics — | wasn't there,”
she said. "*My guess is all companies
do that. I'm a firm believer: ‘You're
the buyer; you must be aware of what
you're doing.’' Xerox is a business.
They're out Lo scll copiers. They're
not looking out for the health and
well-being of the buyer."

Indced, Dallas school officials
came to the same realization recent-
ly. In 1990 Xerox won a bid for the ex-
clusive copier contract for the Dallas
schools. However, principals subse-
quently felt that the Xerox prices
were 100 high.

Solast week Dallas changed its
systemn Lo allow its schools to choose
from many companies. “This time
we gol excellent prices from several
companics,” said Emily Hester, Dal-
las'sdirector of technology. "' Includ-
ing Xerox."



