Meeting of Advisory Committee on Consumer Protection

March 28, 2023
8:30 a.m.
This meeting was conducted virtually using Microsoft Teams.

Members present: Jim Michaels, Norm Leventhal, Ira Rheingold, Timothy Robinson, Savitri Taneja
OCP Staff present: Sharon Margolis, Patty Vitale, Maurice Valentine
The Agenda was discussed. Norm Leventhal moved to adopt the Agenda. Ira Rheingold seconded the motion. The vote was unanimous.
Minutes of the January meeting were discussed. Norm Leventhal made a motion to approve the minutes. Ira Rheingold seconded the motion. The vote was unanimous.
The new member present, Savitri Taneja, was introduced.

Old Business
Jim Michaels discussed the meeting with Howard County’s Advisory Board that he attended. He said there was a representative from Fairfax County, as well. He said that Howard County was interested in doing a joint program on credit reporting and/or debt collection. Mr. Rheingold said he could help with either of those topics. Ingmar Goldson was also recommended as a participant. Mr. Michaels suggested forming a subcommittee to coordinate with Howard County. Staff will reach out to Tracy Rezvani at Howard County about establishing a subcommittee with some of their members.
The 2023 legislative session was discussed. Mr. Michaels said that Senator Kagan’s bill on refund rights, SB 179, does not appear to have gone anywhere. Mr. Rheingold mentioned three bills that he knew of that were moving along: HB 42 dealing with bank garnishments, HB 127 dealing with debtors prisons, and HB 333 dealing with hospital patient refunds.
The 2022 Annual Report was discussed. Mr. Michaels said he will send out a draft, and he wants everyone to respond with their edits over the next month.

The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau’s portal was discussed. Patty Vitale showed the Committee what it looked like. She noted that searches could only be done by state, not County. She said that the data can be exported to Excel and showed what the Excel spreadsheet looked like. Mr. Michaels said it would be worth figuring out how to make this useful in determining big picture trends.

New Business
Mr. Michaels noted that the County Council had approved new legislation regarding open meetings, and wanted to know how it affected the Advisory Committee. Ms. Vitale said she had not had a chance to look at it yet, but the effective date would be 90 days after it is signed by the County Executive.
Office Report

Ms. Vitale informed the Committee that OCP’s auto expert was doing a review of County tow rates as required. She said that Maurice Valentine was in the process of drafting OCP’s Annual Report. She provided an update on the Jiffy Lube matter, stating that the corporate office had informed OCP that a response was going to be coming from the individual location. Ms. Vitale also discussed Optimum Construction, a builder against whom OCP has received 11 complaints. She said that the company filed for bankruptcy in January and that OCP would be attending a meeting of the creditors. She noted that criminal charges of felony theft have been filed against the owner. Mr. Rheingold suggested looking at whether consumers had any financing, as there could be liability on the part of the lender which could provide some relief. Mr. Michaels suggested building out a case study on this to use to develop something for consumer education. Ms. Vitale also noted that Director Friedman is interested in adding something from OCP every week to the newsletter that the County Executive sends out.
Staff referred to emailed statistics for February. Automotive complaints topped the list, followed by Utilities, Home Improvement and Retail. OCP staff met with new Councilmember Natali Fani-Gonzales, and distributed information about OCP at a County Council Town Hall Meeting at Lakelands Park Middle School.
The meeting adjourned at 9:28 a.m.  The next meeting is scheduled for Tuesday, April 25, 2023, at 8:30 a.m.
