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A Word From the 
Administrator/Consumer Advocate 

You are reading the inaugural edition of the 
Department of Consumer Affairs Newsletter. We 
seek to cover both consumer news and Department 
of Consumer Affairs news. We have decided to 
publish it for a number of reasons. First, consumer 
information is evolving faster than ever before. 
Consumers need the benefit of up to date information 
to make good decisions in buying, leasing, applying 
for credit and investing. Second, we have found that 
often consumers are not fully aware of the services 
the Department of Consumer Affairs provides. 
Many are aware that they may file complaints or that 
the Consumer Advocate represents them in utility 
proceedings, but have no idea of the other 
responsibilities the Department has or how we may 
assist them. In addition, the Department administers 
laws regulating a number of industries. We will 
feature Departmental enforcement activities and 
compliance guides to help regulated businesses avoid 
compliance problems. Many of the subjects we will 
feature are the same general subjects we have 
previously covered in press releases or handouts. 
Others are new, such as basic personal finance, basic 
banking, as well as consumer responsibilities and 
recycling. Many of us hear of a con game and 
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wonder how anyone could fall for such a scheme, 
but fall for a similar one the next week. We will 
provide information on scams, buying decisions, 
current complaints, utility and enforcement cases, 
and we hope to mix it with a little humor. We intend 
to make theN ewsletter a vehicle for providing better 
service to the entire State. We would like to hear 
from you if you have suggestions on how to make it 
better. Our address, toll free number and fax number 
will be published in every edition. 

- Phil Porter 

CONSUMER SERVICES DIVISION 

The Department handles complaints involving 
the purchase of goods or services for personal, 
family or household use. We act as an intermediary 
and work for the voluntary resolution of a complaint 
unless the business involved is regulated by this 
agency and is in violation of the S.C. Consumer 
Protection Code. The agency has no jurisdiction in 
complaints involving business to business transactions 
or complaints between two individuals. If the parties 
are represented by attorneys or if legal action has 
been taken or if the complaints fall within the 
jurisdiction of another agency, we cannot intercede 
on behalf of the consumer. The Department does not 
take enforcement action on behalf of one individual 
although an individual may benefit from the action 
taken. It has been our experience that businesses 
will often contact the consumer immediately upon 
receiving a complaint with an offer of a goodwill 
resolution or the agency is able to negotiate between 
the parties for an amicable solution. 



During the first quarter of 1995, the 
Department received 1,048 new written complaints, 
and closed 997. Eighty-six percent of the closed files 
were determined to be satisfied by the Department, 
which resulted in a savings of $116,968 for consumers. 
Ofthe 1,048newcomplaintsreceived,23%involved 
vehicles, 11% involved financial institutions, 8% 
involved mail order, 7% credit related problems and 
6% involved home builders and remodelers. 

A business in Greenville, South Carolina, 
reported to the Department of Consumer Affairs an 
incident with a consumer (con artist) that resulted in 
a $1,285.00 loss. This scam is so credible that the 
Department is warning other businesses to be alert to 
the possibility that this person will attempt to repeat 
the scam with other businesses across the State. The 
Greenville business reported that a woman who 
call~d herself Rachel telephoned and explained that 
she had a fire in her house and needed two prices 
from different stores for the insurance company to 
replace her refrigerator, washer, dryer, and microwave. 
The appliances were pnced and Rachel Norris 
indicated she would be back in touch after she had 
settled her claim with the insurance company. A 
second call was received after two weeks indicating 
that Ms. Norris would purchase the appliances and 
would pick them up since she was in Spartanburg 
which is outside of their delivery area. A third call 
was received from Ms. Norris stating that the check 
was made out to the appliance company and she 
asked if they would accept the check. The check was 
accepted along with giving Ms. Norris a $250.00 
cash difference and the merchandise picked up. 
When the check was deposited, it was returned 
because the North Carolina insurance company and 
bank had been out of business for more than 20 years. 
This scam was so cleverly perpetrated and conducted 
with such assurance that the business did not obtain 
the license number when the merchandise was taken 
and the address and telephone number given by 
Rachel Norris were false. 

Credit Teleconference 

With the success of last year's Credit: Life 
or Debt, the South Carolina Department of Consumer 
Affairs and the National Consumers League, 
Washington, D.C. are sponsoring the telecast, 
CREDIT: LIFEORDEBT,Partlll- What To Do 
When You're In Over Your Head; designed to 
help teens and young adults understand credit and 
how to use it wisely. The teleconference can be 
viewed by South Carolina schools through the State 
Instructional Television System on Closed Circuit 
C. In recent years, there has been an i11crease in the 
number of credit cards applied for and issued to 
young adults. While helping the student understand 
how to establish credit, the basic costs of credit and 
state and federal credit laws that protect the consumers, 
the Department will also detail the horror stories that 
result when credit is misused or abused. 

The teleconference is scheduled from 10:00 
a.m. - 11:30 a.m. on Thursday, May 11, 1995. The 
following topics will be discussed : 

credit contracts 
cosigning a loan 

rent-to-own 
credit cards 

credit ratings 
credit repair clinics 

debt collection 
repossessions 
credit reports 

consolidation loans 
acceleration clauses 

credit bureaus 
annual fees 

balloon payments 
telemarketing fraud 

credit card fraud 

For additional information on the 
teleconference and to request the instructional material 
on credit for your class, contact Brandolyn Pinkston 
at 734-9462, Ext. 170 or 1-800-922-1594. 



PUBLIC INFORMATION AND CONSUMER 
EDUCATION 

Consumer Education is important in our 
complex society because of the many goods and 
services available in today's marketplace. It helps 
prepare consumers of all ages, social and economic 
levels, to become better decision makers in using 
their own resources, such as time and money. The 
consumer of the nineties is the target of sophisticated 
efforts by professional marketers who use the mass 
media very effectively. It is increasingly important 
that all South Carolina consumers possess the skills 
needed to comprehend and evaluate the vast amount 
of information available to them. 

Over the years, in a cooperative effort with 
the South Carolina Department of Education, the 
Department has developed three instructional 
consumer education packets that are available to 
educators. 

Rip-Offs 
Ads Demand Sense 

Credit: A Teaching Unit 

The Department has also produced an 
instructional teacher's guide for elementary students, 
Consumer Education Teaching Unit. 

For a complete list of free educational material 
available contact Public Information and Education 
at 1-800-922-1594. 

CONSUMER ADVOCACY 

The Division of Consumer Advocacy was 
created in 1978. The duties of the Division include 
the representation of the consumer interest when 
state or federal regulatory agencies set rates or prices 
for consumer products or services. 

The Division regularly intervenes in utility 
matters before the South Carolina Public Service 
Commission (PSC) and in insurance matters before 
the Administrative Law Judge Division. Occasionally, 
the Division will intervene in matters before the 
Federal Communications Commission and the Federal 
Energy Regulatory Commission. 

The Division monitors legislation dealing 
with utility and insurance issues. Often the Division 
testifies before subcommittees on pending bills which 
may impact consumers. 

The Division has saved consumers millions 
of dollars over its 16 year existence. Most recently, 
as a result of the Consumer Advocate's and South 
Carolina Cable Television Association's intervention. 
the PSC ordered Southern Bell to refund to its 
ratepayers approximately $36 million and to reduce 
its rates by another $26 million. 

A few years ago, the General Assembly 
enacted legislation which required the licensing of 
continuing care retirement communities. The Division 
is responsible for the licensing recommendations. 

Many consumers call with complaints about 
their insurance companies or utility companies, but 
the Division is not authorized to represent individual 
consumers. Since other state agencies have regulatory 
authority over those entities, the Division must refer 
complaints to the appropriate agency. The Division 
wants to be made aware of complaints consumers 
have, however, and may act upon complaints where 
there appears to be a pattern of improper conduct. 

FINAL REGULATIONS FOR STAFF 
LEASING SERVICES COMPANIES 

APPROVED 

The final regulations for the licensing and 
regulation of staff leasing services companies was 
approved by the General Assembly with an effective 
date of March 24, 1995. These regulations govern 
the licensing application process, fees, contract 
requirements, worker's compensation coverage and 
violations and penalties. Staffleasing companies are 
companies that hire another company's employees 
but the employees continue to work for their original 
company. The staffleasing company, through volume 
of employees and economies of scale, is paid a fee for 
its employment services and may also achieve 
insurance savings or other savings for its client 
companies. 

The Department has licensed 21 companies 
during the first licensing period of which 9 companies 
are headquartered in South Carolina. The renewal 



for the next biennium licensing period of October 1, 
1995 through September 30, 1997 will begin on 
August 1, 1995. The renewal fee will be $1,500 for 
most companies and $3,000 for a company group. 

Any persons seeking to engage in this type 
business should call the Department and ask for an 
application package. 

of great new products that can increase their yield. 
He invites them to come in to meet with him. At the 
meeting he makes a presentation to them. They sign 
a number of papers and congratulate themselves on 
their smart move. 

Two months later, they receive a statement 
indicating they had not only failed to make more than 
the 4. 7 5% on the investment, but they lost 20% of the r--------------------. principal they invested. They checked the papers 

Companies liscensed in South Carolina 

T.T.C. Illinois 

they signed and saw they had bought a mutual fund. 
They do not understand the stock market, but they do 
understand it is now harder to make ends meet on a 

Diversified Resource fixed income, because they now have less money. 
Payrolling Partners Where did they go wrong? 

TSC Human Resources Thirty years ago, a person's relation with a 
Sikora & Associates bank tended to be very simple. Either the customer 

Lease America Services borrowed from the bank or put money in the bank as 
Employee Resource Management a depositor. Mter the bank failures of the Depression, 

AMLEASE federal law required that bank deposits be insured. 
HRC ARMCO They are presently insured to the amount of$1 00,000 

Certified Systems per account. Other investments are also considered 
Modern Employers very safe, such as Certificates of Deposit (CD's) and 

U.S. Personnel Employer Treasury Bills, because they have the full faith and 
AideEmp!~yment Services credit of the U.S. Government. In other words, to 

Peoplease Corporati~. o""'n~~~~-t----,1-o-se money on a CD, there would have to be a war or 
Payroll Transfer upheaval so drastic that it would prevent the federal 

National Employer Solutions government from paying its debts. Such an upheaval 
Labor World of America would be so drastic that most other investments 

Creative Resource Management would likewise be even less reliable. 
Checkmate Services Recently, federal law has changed to allow 

Professional Employee Management banks to do a number of new types of business they 
Checks & Balances could not do before, such as selling securities. 

TIMELY TIPS 
INVESTING FOR RETIREES 

Bill and Dora, a retired couple, get a call 
from their banker. He says he knows how hard it is 
to make ends meet these days, and he sees where 
they have $100,000.00 in certificates of deposit 
coming due at the end of the month. He tells them 
he knows they are frustrated at the low yields (only 
4.75%) on the CDs and knows they would like to 
increase their yield. Luckily, the bank has a number 

What is wrong with a bank selling securities? 
Nothing is wrong with it! It is a legitimate business 
and it does make money for a lot of people. What 
people should realize, however, is that securities 
(stocks, bonds and mutual funds made up of groups 
of stocks or bonds) are investments which carry 
levels of risk. The securities go up or down according 
to what the market dictates. Over extended periods 
of time, stocks and bonds (particularly stocks) give 
yields greatly exceeding the yields for insured deposits. 
While any company can go bankrupt, and thereby 
have its stock lose its value, historically the overall 
trend of the entire stock market has been going 
steadily up. Many people take advantage of this by 
buying mutual funds that buy groups of different 



stocks and diversify their risks, reducing the possibility 
that one particular company's financial problems 
will make it lose money. 

So Bill and Dora made a wise move, right? 
Not necessarily. As they learned, while the overall 
trend of the stock market is up, at any particular time 
the entire market can sustain losses, from a market 
"crash" to a market "correction." Bill and Dora's 
mutual fund shares will likely be worth what they 
paid for them and more in ten years. But that is a cold 
comfort to a retired couple that needs income now 
and has to live off of the income from an investment 
that has just lost money. 

These days, with brokerage services new to 
banks, some think certain banks are not doing a good 
job of explaining the differences between the types 
of investments they offer. In fact, a few banks are 
under investigation or are in litigation now because 
of allegations they have mishandled customers' funds. 
Whether these allegations prove to be true remains to 
be seen. There are steps to take and questions to ask 
that can prevent consumers or caregivers helping to 
protect their assets, from facing Bill and Dora's 
problem. 

1.) Ifthe banker (or any investment advisor) 
wants to sell you an investment product, ask whether 
it is FDIC insured or is otherwise insured or guaranteed 
by the U.S. Government. If he says yes, get him to 
point out the specific portion of the contract, brochure 
or prospectus where it says so. FDIC insured 
institutions bear a logo that looks like this: 

Each depositor lniiUred"' etoo,ooo 

FDICI 
fUnAl Dlfl05fr IMSUIANCI COif'OIATlO. 

If it is not FDIC insured or otherwise insured, 
it is more risky than investments that are insured. 

2.) Ifit is insured by a State or municipality, 
get the advisor to show you where it says so. Check 
with the state issuing authority independently. State 
and municipal defaults are rare but they do happen 
~- Orange County, California and Washington 
State power system bonds). 

3.) Ask whether the contract contains any 
provision allowing the bank to give information 
about your account to security brokers or sellers, 

even if they are affiliated with the bank. Ask if they 
ever give such information to brokers. 

4.) If someone is trying to sell you an 
investment product, ask whether it is a proprietary 
product, or whether the broker or the bank gets any 
greater compensation for selling that product than 
they would for selling any other market security. If 
the answer to either question is yes, the broker may 
be reacting from financial incentives as opposed to 
figuring out the best possible investment for you. 

5.) Determine, but do not exceed your own 
comfort level for risks. Many experts say that no 
one, not even retirees, should completely avoid the 
stock market entirely, but should simply limit the 
percentage of their investments that are exposed to 
its risks. Cash deposits and similar investments are 
low yielding but sure. The sooner you need the 
money (for retirement, college expenses, home 
downpayment or the like) the higher percentage of 
your investments should be in low risk iiwestments 
or cash. 

6.) Do your own homework on investments. 
Prospectuses and market analyses in financial 
magazines can give you a notion of how well the 
product has performed in the past, how it performs in 
up and down markets and so forth. Never base your 
decision solely on someone's advice regardless of 
their expertise. 

(Source materials from Kiplinger's Personal 
Finance Magazine, ''Are Your Financial Secrets for 
Sale?," April1995, 117-18) 

LEGAL & ENFORCEMENT 

As a part of its responsibilities in administering 
and enforcing the laws assigned by the General 
Assembly, the Department of Consumer Affairs 
maintains education and compliance programs and, 
when necessary, brings lawsuits and administrative 
enforcement actions. 

Investigation & Enforcement Activity 

During the first quarter of the 1995 calendar 
year, the Department concluded one lawsuit and 
instituted several administrative enforcement hearings. 



The lawsuit was against a cemetery in Berkeley 
County. The Department had alleged that the cemetery 
was violating the S.C. Consumer Protection Code in 
several respects, including making excess charges 
and using simulated process to collect debts. Without 
admitting liability, the cemetery agreed to cancel 
several consumer contracts and reimburse 
approximately $4,500 to consumers. The cemetery 
also paid $3,500 directly to the Department. Other 
consumers who may be in a similar situation will 
have one year from the date of the settlement to file 
their complaints with the Department. 

The Department scheduled twenty 
administrative enforcement hearings for the first 
three months of 1995, as follows: 

Physical fitness hearings 
Mortgage loan broker hearings 
Pawnbroker hearings 
Other hearings 

14 
4 
1 
1 

Most of the hearings involved routine licensing 
and filing matters that were settled prior to the 

- hearings, butthree_of the administrative enforcement 
actions are of more interest. One involved a car 
dealership that purchased the assets of a prior dealership 
and refused to honor extended warranties. The case 
was settled through an arrangement where the extended 
warranties will be honored for the remainder of their 
terms. 

A second proceeding involved a health spa in 
Charleston County. The spa had delayed in making 
its annual filings and in submitting its financial 
responsibility. After a hearing, wherein it was shown 
that the spa had failed to properly file for the third 
consecutive year, the Administrator ordered the spa 
to cease and desist its activities in violation of the law 
and to pay an administrative fine of $1 ,000 as a 
penalty for its continued failure to comply with its 
responsibilities under the law. 

The third case of interest involved a mortgage 
loan broker operating a mortgage loan brokering 
business without first obtaining a proper Certificate 
of Registration to offer such services. The case was 
settled prior to the hearing, but the broker agreed to 
pay a $400 fine. 

In addition to its lawsuits and administrative 
enforcement actions, the Department continued 
several investigations involving criminal fraud against 
consumers. Most of these investigations concerned 
odometer rollbacks, but two of them involved 
counterfeit airline tickets. In these cases, the 
Department's chief investigator conducts the 
investigation and presents the case to the Office of 
the United States Attorney for prosecution. 

In a new area of responsibility, the Department 
has conducted several investigations regarding the 
below cost sales of motor fuel. The primary purpose 
of these investigations is to help promote competition 
in the marketplace by preventing the larger companies 
from selling below cost in a particular area to drive 
competition out of business. 

Compliance Activity 

The Department's compliance program is 
divided into three major parts. The Department 
reviews licensing and filing applications to make 
sure they comply with the requirements of law; the 
Department's investigators make orr-site _reviews of 
businesses directly regulated by the Department; 
and the Department reviews media and other 
advertising for compliance with advertising laws. 

The Department's total application reviews 
for the first quarter of 1995, including renewals, 
were as follows: 

During the first quarter of 1995, the 
Department's investigators conducted 171 on-site 
compliance reviews, as follows: 



Physical fitness reviews 
Mortgage loan broker review 
Pawnbroker reviews 
Rent-to-own reviews 

46 
23 
74 
29 

During the first quarter of 1995, the 
Department has issued 138 advertising letters, as a 
result of its advertising review and compliance 
program. 

Legal and Public Education Activity 

During the first quarter of 1995, the 
Department's Legal Division participated in or made 
presentations at six meetings for business and social 
organizations regarding consumer law. 

Need a Speaker? 

The Office of the South Carolina Department 
of Consumer Affairs has experienced staff available 
to address any group on a variety of consumer topics. 
For more information please contact Public 
Information and Education at 1-800-922-1594. 

Ask Us 

We will incorporate a "Question and Answer" 
column in periodic editions of the newsletter (as 
space permits). If you have a question for this 
column please send it to: 

Q&A 
S.C. Department of Consumer Affairs 

P.O. Box 5757 
Columbia, S.C. 29250 

Philip Porter. ................... Administrator/Consumer 
Advocate 

Brandolyn Pinkson ....................................... Editor 
Anna Albers .................................. Assistant Editor 
Robin Chambers ............................ Assistant Editor 

DID YOU KNOW? 

•!• The Department handles consumer 
complaints on a statewide basis without charge. 

•:• The Department's Advocacy Division 
represents you before rate regulating agencies and in 
the courts to make sure you do not have to pay 
unjustified rate increases. 

•:• The Department's Enforcement Division 
administers and enforces the South Carolina consumer 
credit laws. 

•:• The Department also licenses or administers 
laws concerning the subjects listed below. If you 
have a complaint, wish to set up a business or simply 
have a question in these areas, call us toll free at 
1-800-922-1594. 

Consumer Loans 
Consumer Credit Sales 

Consumer Leases 
Rent-to-Own Transactions 

Motor Clubs 
Physical Fitness Centers 

Consumer Products Recalls 
Consumer Product Safety 
Telephone Solicitations 

Consumer Related Unfair Trade Practices 
Pawnbrokers 
Loan brokers 
Lemon Law 

Continuing Care Retirement Communities 
Athletic Agents 

Automobile Brokers and Sub-Lessors 
Predatory Gas Pricing 
Staff Leasing Services 

Prizes and Gift Solicitations 



PROFILE OF COMMISSIONER 
LILLIAN C. BLOOM 

The Commission on Consumer Affairs is the 
policy making and governing authority for the 
Department. This Newsletter will be featuring 
commissioners, the first of whom is Lillian C. Bloom. 

Mrs. Bloom was elected to the South Carolina 
Commission on Consumer Affairs in 1992. The 
Greenville resident has been very active in the 
community and has been particularly interested in 
advancing the public information and education efforts 
of the Department. 

As curriculum chair of the Furman University 
"Learning in Retirement" Program, she arranged 
for Dypartment staff to conduct a ten-week course at 
the school on consumer issues. She also arranged, in 
her role as a member of the Greenville Council of 
Governments Senior Advisory Committee, a 

S.C. Department of Consumer Affairs 
P.O. Box 5757 
Columbia, S.C. 29250 

Department staff presentation which resulted in over 
15 seminars and speeches to the elderly during the 
year in the upstate. 

Mrs. Bloom has served on the following 
boards and committees: the Greenville Hospital Center 
Advisory Committee; Senior Center; County Council 
for Community Action (now Share); Head Start 
Health Advisory Committee; Greenville Chapter 
American Red Cross; S.C. Appalachian Council of 
Governments; Greenville Literacy Association; 
Mental Health Association; Y .W.C.A.; and National 
Council of Jewish Women. 

Mrs. Bloom began her career as a medical 
records librarian at Beth Israel Hospital in New York 
and worked as a field representative for the National 
Council of Jewish Women. She is married to Jack L. 
Bloom, a Greenville attorney. 

Commission on Consumer Affairs 
Lonnie Randolph, Jr., Chairman 
Gene McCaskill, Vice Chairman 

Secretary of State Jim Miles 
Lehman A. Moseley, Jr. 

DeAnna S. TrouL=
Barbara B. League 
Lillian C. Bloom 
Ron G. Skipper 

William P. Flack 


