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If you ever invite Douglas McKenna to a cocktail party, don't fax the invitation. He just might sue you. 

The Boulder software engineer has taken about 25 business owners to court for sending him junk faxes.

Most of these faxes pitched mortgages, movers, maintenance, marketing, prescription-free oxygen, skylights, snow removal and even meat from "The Big Kahuna BBQ." McKenna, 50, says they are illegal under the federal Telephone Consumer Protection Act of 1991 and the Colorado Consumer Protection Act.

Everybody hates junk faxes. McKenna does something about them.

"They are greed-heads," McKenna says of ad faxers. "They shift the cost of advertising onto unwilling recipients."

They take McKenna's machine, McKenna's paper, McKenna's toner and convert it into their own little printing press. They tie up McKenna's phone lines, preventing customers from ordering the software he sells though his company, Mathemaesthetics Inc.

In 2000, McKenna took stacks of faxes to the Boulder County District Attorney's office. But nothing came of it.

So McKenna studied the law and started suing junk faxers himself. The law allows people to sue for at least $500 per fax violation. McKenna won several settlements, judgments and injunctions.

His success allowed him to hire a lawyer, Andrew Quiat. Quiat says there are about a 1,000 lawsuits against fax advertisers filed in Colorado, a faint cry against the reportedly 3 billion illegal faxes sent each year nationwide.

Some come from con artists, which is why McKenna relishes his role as a private enforcer: "It's a dirty job, someone has to do it."

McKenna seems willing to sue anybody who sends a fax - even a guy who faxed him cocktail party invitations.

Internet Chamber of Commerce executive director Terry Freeman, 56, made the mistake of faxing McKenna an "Invitation to be a VIP Special Guest" seven times in 2002.

Just before the Internet bust, his group attracted as many as 1,500 people to a barbecue. Other Internet Chamber parties have included dignitaries such as Gov. Bill Owens and his former tech secretary, Marc Holtzman.

The Internet Chamber was Freeman's main act for many years. But it dwindled with the Internet companies it served. When McKenna sent a letter demanding $3,000 for fax violations, Freeman said he didn't know how to respond. He said he couldn't afford to pay the claim or hire a lawyer.

Overall, Freeman's chamber operated at a loss, and Freeman said he never drew a salary. He once owned a weekly financial newspaper, but it failed. He says he now lives in a house that his sister owns, and gets monthly financial support from his mother.

Freeman suffers from depression, and he admits it got the best of him after McKenna sued. Freeman stopped collecting membership dues, unsure whether the organization could continue. The chamber didn't meet for seven months. The suit alleges 14 violations contained in seven faxes. With treble damages, Freeman could be liable for $21,000.

About three years ago, I received this same fax. Instead of suing, I took up the offer, drank free beer, ate hors d'oeuvres, and met some really cool people who still send me news tips.

Freeman didn't sell me aluminum siding. His group is a nonprofit. But nonprofits aren't exempt from the law.

"He was promoting and expanding his organization on the backs of fax owners," McKenna says.

McKenna hears cries of poverty from lots of people he sues. But he's a self-appointed cop issuing tickets for marketing efforts that go over the legal limit.

"You market too hard, and you start violating rights, so there's a fine," he said.

Freeman shouldn't blast-fax people. That's a nuisance. But McKenna's suit against a nonprofit for faxed party invitations seems like a nuisance, too.

McKenna and Quiat say they're not vindictive and will do what is fair in the settlement or litigation process. But until they learn the true facts, they still talk tough about illegal faxes from Freeman.

"This guy picked Mr. McKenna," Quiat explained. "Mr. McKenna did not pick him."
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