Meeting of Advisory Committee on Consumer Protection

November 3, 2020
8:30 a.m.
This meeting was conducted virtually using Microsoft Teams.

Members present:  Dan Caplan, Jim Michaels, Corinne Yourman, Ron Jennings, Sidney Green
OCP Staff present: Sharon Margolis, Tracy Rezvani, Eric Friedman
The Agenda was adopted.

Minutes of the October meeting were approved. 
Old Business
Issues involving business phone calls in violation of FTC rules were discussed. Tracy Rezvani informed the Advisory Committee that OCP did have a volunteer in the past who pursued businesses who committed Do Not Call List violations, however, it is unclear to what extent it is feasible to do this now with the prevalence of call spoofing. Eric Friedman stated that this is something that OCP would be interested in pursuing as long as it has a way of knowing who is making the call. Jim Michaels noted that this addressed the legal issue because OCP staff was confirming that if a business violates the FTC’s Do Not Call rules, the OCP will also consider that a potential violation of the County Code’s prohibition on unfair practices.  Mr. Michaels also stated that what OCP is looking for is “mystery shoppers” willing to engage callers to obtain more information and asked if OCP had the budget for hiring “mystery shoppers.”  Mr. Friedman indicated that OCP does not have the budget for “mystery shoppers” and he suggested OCP could use its outreach to solicit consumers to do this. Mr. Friedman noted that OCP does have a consumer tipline where callers can leave information anonymously. Mr. Michaels also noted that once companies are identified, they can be used to get to the telemarketers themselves to pursue them directly.
New Business

Jim Michaels noted that he had emailed a solicitation he had received from a company called Noah. He asked Dan Caplan if he had any experience with the kind of agreements that were being marketed. Mr. Caplan said that he did not. Mr. Michaels was concerned about the use of the term “debt free” in the marketing material and had questions about compliance with credit laws. He wanted to know if OCP can ask for copies of the company’s agreements. Mr. Caplan was concerned that it is overreaching for OCP to ask for agreements where there is no suspicion of wrongdoing. He suggested that Mr. Michaels ask for the agreements and review them, and if he sees something suspect, then to involve OCP. Ms. Rezvani noted that this issue came across OCP’s radar last year, and we did draft something for internal use. She suggested that we could tweak it and post it on our website. Mr. Friedman agreed that examining advertisements to determine the extent to which they are misleading is something OCP could do, as well as sending around the internal information that OCP has and using it to educate on the matter.
Corinne Yourman stated that she was concerned about equity issues and wanted to know if certain communities were being disproportionately impacted by scams and whether we know if outreach is reaching those communities. Mr. Friedman noted that the County Executive’s Office has created and adopted a Racial Equity and Social Justice Policy for the County which all departments are expected to implement, and advice from the Advisory Committee would be helpful. Ron Jennings stated that he would bring this up at the next Community Action Committee meeting. Mr. Michaels asked what data OCP had relating to this issue, such as zip codes that could be mapped to census tracts. Ms. Rezvani stated that the only demographic data OCP asks for when complaints are filed is age and some complaints only show post office boxes instead of a street address. Mr. Friedman said that the County Executive’s Office is asking departments for assistance in obtaining more data. Mr. Caplan suggested this be put on the agenda to be addressed at next month’s meeting. Ms. Yourman said things to consider would be whether we need more serious conversations with the Office of Community Partnerships, how to measure whether scams are disproportionately affecting certain zip codes, and how to determine if OCP’s messaging is reaching the appropriate communities. She said that if these things cannot be measured, we need to be mindful of ways to better reach out.
Office Report

Staff referred to emailed statistics for October. Retail complaints topped the list, followed by Home Improvement, Landlord/Tenant, and Automotive. OCP staff did a virtual presentation in conjunction with Montgomery County Public Libraries on Using Peer-to-Peer Payment Systems. Staff also did a Spanish language County Council interview on Holiday Time Fraud, and a virtual workshop on Buying and Maintaining Cars for the University of Maryland Graduate Legal Aid Office. OCP did a joint news release with Checkbook Magazine on Fees Charged by Online Food Delivery Services, and additional news releases on Taking Password Protection Actions and Holiday Scams. OCP is currently interviewing for an Executive Administrative Aide. The appointments for the vacancies on the Advisory Committee were made by the County Executive’s Office on October 21, and are tentatively scheduled for confirmation by the Council on November 10. Mr. Caplan conveyed everyone’s absolute and sincere appreciation to Sidney Green and Corinne Yourman for their years of service on the Advisory Committee.
The meeting adjourned at 9:25 a.m.  The next meeting is scheduled for Tuesday, December 1, 2020, at 8:30 a.m., tentatively set at 1451 Seven Locks Road, Rockville, MD 20854.
