Meeting of Advisory Committee on Consumer Protection

May 3, 2022
8:30 a.m.
This meeting was conducted virtually using Microsoft Teams.

Members present: Jim Michaels, Ingmar Goldson, Phillip Robinson, Ira Rheingold, Tinu Akinshola, Dan Caplan
OCP Staff present: Sharon Margolis, Patty Vitale, Eric Friedman
Members of Public present: Sandra Price

Patty Vitale was introduced as the new OCP Administrator. Sandra Price was introduced as the Chairman of Howard County’s Consumer Protection Advisory Board
The Agenda was discussed. Jim Michaels added a discussion of matters to be repeated in 2022 to the Agenda. Phillip Robinson moved to adopt the Agenda. Ira Rheingold seconded the motion. The vote was unanimous.

Minutes of the April meeting were discussed. Ingmar Goldson made a motion to approve the minutes. Ira Rheingold seconded the motion. The vote was unanimous.
Old Business
Phillip Robinson discussed the 2022 legislative session. The debtor’s prison bill was amended, passed, and signed into law by the Governor. He did not have information on the biometric privacy bill. The junk fee bill was amended in the House, and then sent back to the Senate, who did not concur, so the bill died. He has a list of consumer protection legislation that was provided to the Consumer Roundtable by the Consumer Protection Division of the Office of the Attorney General that he will send out to the Committee.
Mr. Michaels noted that there were some matters that the Committee took up in 2021 that it said it wanted to repeat in 2022. The first was the Community Outreach letter that was sent in June of 2021. He suggested that staff look at the letter and see if it needed to be updated, and then send it out to the Committee to review so that this can be discussed at the next meeting. The second was the survey that was done on foreclosure rescue offers or scams. Mr. Michaels said that it did not initially get a great response and wanted to discuss when and how to do this again and if there may be a better way to reach people. Phillip Robinson said that if the Committee wanted to do this again it should do it in the next 3 months and should avoid doing it in August. Mr. Rheingold suggested reaching out to social service providers. Mr. Robinson suggested using the same list of organizations that the Committee was using to send the Community Outreach letter. Mr. Rheingold also questioned whether there may be a way to survey the courts or if the information may be publicly available somewhere. Mr. Goldson thought the best source for some of this information would be through credit reporting agencies, although he was not sure how it could be obtained. Mr. Michaels suggested forming a subcommittee who will look further into this and report back to the Committee at the next meeting. Mr. Rheingold and Mr. Goldson volunteered. Staff will look to find the original survey and provide it to them.
Collaboration with Howard County’s Consumer Protection Advisory Board was discussed. Mr. Michaels noted that possible topics suggested were joint training for legislators and/or communities, or joint enforcement efforts. Sandra Price said that the biggest issues that they dealt with were landlord/tenant and illegal towing. She said that her Board has formed subcommittees that would be able to support the areas that have been suggested. She said that they will be meeting next week and will be formalizing members of each subcommittee. Ms. Price also said that they had looked at FTC reports on scams and communities of color and seniors and were using that information to focus their efforts for the coming year. She also asked whether the survey that was previously discussed was put out in multiple languages. Mr. Robinson suggested the Advisory Committee and the Advisory Board set up a joint meeting of the legislative delegations of Montgomery County and Howard County to educate them on consumer issues together. Ms. Price will take all this back to her Board and once they meet next week and have people sign up for their subcommittees, they will reach out to connect.
New Business
None.
Office Report

Mr. Michaels asked for an update on the Jiffy Lube case. Eric Friedman noted that this was an issue involving forced arbitration clauses being used by local franchises that required disputes to go to mediation and/or arbitration with a service operated by Jiffy Lube’s attorney. He said that OCP had received a fair amount of media attention on this issue. He said that OCP was still trying to get a response from Jiffy Lube’s corporate office and that OCP had contacted an office in California to try to determine if this was a more widespread issue. Mr. Friedman also said that he thinks this practice may have been changed and that OCP will continue to monitor the situation.
Mr. Friedman informed the Committee that OCP met with representatives for the electric vehicle company Rivian to discuss its operation in Montgomery County. He noted that Rivian does not operate in the manner of a traditional vehicle manufacturer, in neither how it sells nor how it repairs vehicles, and that in the face of a changing marketplace, consumer protection laws may not be keeping up. However, he said that the company is interested in working with regulatory agencies, and it will have to be determined how its operations will dovetail with OCP’s licensing requirements for auto repair shops. Mr. Goldson noted that another thing that has changed in the marketplace is how much money vehicle dealers make on auto financing. Mr. Rheingold suggested this may be another area the Committee should focus on for consumer education. Mr. Friedman said that OCP had done a lot of outreach this past month, and welcomed Patty Vitale as OCP’s newest Administrator.
Staff referred to emailed statistics for April. Towing complaints topped the list, followed by Retail and Home Improvement. OCP staff conducted Zoom presentations for Cedar Lane Church on Scams and Oasis on Senior Scams. Staff also did a Spanish language radio show on Senior Scams with Montgomery al Dia. Eric Friedman did multiple presentations with State’s Attorney John McCarthy on Senior Scams. They were in-person at Holiday Park Senior Center, Riderwood Senior Living Community, Asbury Methodist Village, and Leisure World and virtual with Rockville Senior Center. Mr. Friedman also did a Zoom presentation on Scams with Councilmember Evan Glass for Silver Spring Village and appeared on FOX-5 DC to share tips on how to avoid scams. Staff also informed the Committee that the Advisory Committee web page was updated to include links to the agenda for the most recent meeting, as well as the last five years of meeting minutes. Tinu Akinshola noted that she remained interested in participating in outreach and advocacy events, as well.
The meeting adjourned at 9:41 a.m.  The next meeting is scheduled for Tuesday, June 7, 2022, at 8:30 a.m.
