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As We Celebrate 25 Years 
Consumer Agency Has Many Jobs 

The year 2000 will mean many things to many people, but at the 
Department of Consumer Affairs it means twenty-five years of service to South 
Carolina consumers. Here's a quick quiz. Did you know that the Department 
of Consumer Affairs handles consumer complaints on a statewide basis 

without charge? And, that the Department also licenses businesses or administers laws that include 
consumer credit sales, rent-to-own, physical fitness centers, telephone solicitations, pawnbrokers, 
prizes and gifts solicitations, loan brokers and continuing care retirement communities? Consumer 
information is evolving faster than ever before and consumers need the benefit of up-to-date 
information to make good decisions in buying, leasing, borrowing and investing. 

During the past 25 years, many South Carolina citizens are aware that they may file 
complaints at the Department or that the Department represents them in utility proceedings, but 
others have no idea of the many responsibilities we have or how we may assist them. The office 
handles complaints involving the purchase of goods or services for personal, family or household use. 
We act as mediators and work for the voluntary resolution of a complaint. In some cases, however, 
complaints may concern violation of . statutes we administer, and the agency can 
take enforcement action. We do not . . take court action on behalf of individuals 
although individuals may benefit ·. • · · : · from the action taken. The agency has 
no jurisdiction in complaints • involving business to business 
transactions or where parties are represented by attorneys or have started 
legal actions. If complaints fall within the jurisdiction of other agencies, we make sure those 
complaints are forwarded to them. 

The office provides programs upon request to educate consumers about unfair and 
deceptive practices through speaking engagements and seminars. Educational material can also be 
obtained free of charge simply by calling our toll free statewide number. Consumers can also call 
before they do business with a company and find out the number of complaints filed and how they 
were resolved. 

While the Department recovered over $1,000,000 in either repairs, refunds or 
exchanges last year, we still have more to do in educating the public on key consumer issues and 
enhancing its ability to make knowledgeable purchasing decisions. Remember through the 
"Consumer Bill of Rights" you have the right to choose; right to information; right to safety; right to 
be heard and the right to consumer information. 

You can contact the Department between the hours of 8:30a.m. and 5:00p.m. on our toll 
free statewide number 1-800-922-1594, locally in the Midlands at (803) 734-4200, by using the e
mail addressscdca@infoave.net or coming directly to our new location at 3600 Forest Drive, 3rd 
Floor in Columbia. 

S.C. Department of Consumer Affairs 3600 Forest Drive/PO. Box 5757 Columbia, SC 29250 (803) 734-4200 1-800-922-1594 



Choosing a Health Club: The Workout before you Workout 

You have put on a few pounds. That new wardrobe has 
mysteriously shrunk a little each time it went to the cleaners. You feel like 
a regular exercise program would help you feel better and be more energetic. 
Then you hear the advertisement for the health club. 

Don't rush in. Evaluate exactly what you need. Determine what 
services and facilities are most important to you. It does no good to join a 
club that has excellent weight facilities but limited aerobics classes if 
aerobics are what you are interested in. You will be paying for those facilities 
even if you don't use them. 

Go to the club during the hours you would normally use it. Many 
clubs are relatively unused during the middle of the day since most people 
are at work. Some clubs even offer special rates for off-hour usage. Consider these plans if they work for 
your lifestyle. 

Have a list of specific questions. Realize that you will probably be entering into a long-term 
financial transaction. Many club memberships run for at least a year. Understand that you will have to 
pay that club membership for the term of your contract regardless of whether or not you use it. Then be 
prepared for the lines. 

''That's just some paperwork for the office." 

IN TilE NEWS 

+++++++ 

If insurance fraud~ a 
business, it would be a top Fortune 500 
company. Auto, home and business 
insurance~ costs Americans $21 
billion in 1998. Include life, healdJ. and 
oilier lines of insurance and 1he fraud 
tab reaches $120 billion. 

The average American household 
pays almost an extra $1,000/year in 
insurance premiwns because of 
insurance fraud and at le810 percent 
of all auto, home and business 
insurance claims are ei1her fraudulent 
or highly inOated. 

Some of 1he leading types of 
insurance fraud are staged auto 

No, it's not. It is a binding contract where you are agreeing to pay a lot of money over time. accidents, fake accident claims, phony 
The club has had months to craft a contract full of terms that operate to their benefit. workplace injuries and arson. 

Be aware club personnel, while frequently friendly, are interested in one thing- your money. Most insurance companies now 
They do not love you. Be late with a payment and you'll find out how much and what they care about. have 1heir own Special Investigative 
The only workout they are interested in is the wrist action when you write the check. Units (SIU's) to check out suspect cases 

They are in business to provide you with a service for your money. Many times representations--~ insurance fraud To report suspected _ 
are rna e wfi.lcii consumers take to lieart and fater in insurance fraud, cmi your insurance 
themselves regretting after signing the contract. 

company or 1he S.C .. Insurance Frnud 
If a promise is not in writing, then it doesn't exist unless the 

club wants it to. Hotline at 1-888-95-FRAUD 

"We'll let you out of this contract anytime you want." 

Yeah, right. What does the contract say? Unless there is 
specific wording in the contract that allows a consumer out of a 
contract, he may be bound for the entire term. 
The Physical Fitness Services Act does give consumers three days 

to cancel the contract, but it must be done by certified mail-not in person or by phone. After 
three days the only way out of a contract is by death, moving 50 miles, pennanent physical 
disability or specific terms in 1he contract or by specific terms in 1he written contract 

The vast majority of the complaints received by the Department of Consumer Affairs regarding 
physical fitness facilities involve representations that a consumer could get out of the contract at their 
discretion. When the consumer wants out, the club ownership, looking at losing several hundred dollars, 
points to 1he piece of paper, signed by 1he consumer, which has no such terms. Then the matter 
becomes a case of "he said, she said," with the business having the benefit of a contract signed by the 
consumer. 

If you would like a complete copy of this new brochure or if you have questions 
or problems with a club, contact David Allen at (803) 734-4200. 

Did You Know That ... 728 mortgage loan brokers attended Continuing 
Professional Education seminars sponsored by SCDCA from January through 
July, 1999? 

+++++++ 

Need to contact 1he Food and 
Drug Administration? The agency has 
made it easier with a new toll-free 
phone number: 888--INFO-IDA (SSS-
463-6332). The hours of operation are 
from 10:00 a.m. to 4:00p.m. EST. 

+++++++ 

Do you want to know what 
Federal Deposit Insurance covers? How 
much insurance coverage you have? 
VISit EDm: Eledronic Deposit Insurance 
Estimator. EDm is a new feature of 1he 
Federal Deposit Insurance 
Corporations's Website www.fdic.gov. 
EDm is easy to use and offers 
brochures, regulations and o1her 
infonnation. 
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Several South Carolina Agencies Partner To Kick-off Fraud Prevention Initiative 

In an ambitious effort to combat the most pervasive and problematic form of white-collar 
crime: telemarketing fraud, South Carolina's leading government organizations and agencies have 
partnered to launch an unprecedented consumer education initiative. Under KNOW FRAUD, every 
home in South Carolina will receive a jumbo postcard in the mail containing valuable information 
to help consumer differentiate between legitimate telemarketers and scam artists. According to 
government estimates, illegal telemarketing operations bilk Americans of $40 billion annually. More 
than half of the victims are over age 50. 

The Postal Inspection Service is joined in this effort by MRP, Better Business Bureaus 
(BBB) , Department of]ustice (DOJ), Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), Federal Trade Commis
sion (FTC) , National Associate of Attorneys Generals (NMG) and the Securities and Exchange 
Commission (SEC). In South Carolina, the partners include the Better Business Bureau, the 
Department of Consumer Affairs, MRP, AT&T and the S.C. Attorney General's Office. 

When phone calls and postcards bring you marvelous offers to buy don't fall for these 
lines. 

''You've been specially selected to hear this offer." 
''You'll get a wonderful free bonus if you buy our product." 

--'!You've won one of five valuable prizes." 
"You've won big money in a foreign lottery." 
''You must send money right away." 
'1'his investment is low risk and provides a higher returned than you can 
get anywhere else." 
''You have to make up your mind right away." 
"We'll just put the shipping and handling charges on your credit card." 

Business Scam Alert 
Churches, businesses, fraternal, and charitable organizations -- even local, state and 

federal agencies -- are being bilked out of millions of dollars through office supply scams. Any 
organization that has inadequate purchasing controls can be victimized. The best defense: 
know how these scams work and know your rights under the law. 

l)pically, office supply scams involve selling products that have to be replaced routinely, 
such as copier paper and toner or maintenance supplies. These scams can involve outright 
lies -- for example, that the person on the phone is your "regular supplier" 
or that the offer is "special" or "good for ttr a limited time." Or they can take 
advantage ofholes in your organization's purchasing procedures or its reliance 
on employees or volunteers who may be unfumiliar with office procedures. 
Often, the office supplies peddled by scam artists are poor quality and 
overpriced 

You can protect your organization against potential losses from these scams by knowing 
your rights under the Federal Trade Commission's Telemarketing Sales Rule. This requires 
telemarketers to tell you what they are selling, how much it will cost and whether the goods 
can be returned for a refund. Any salesperson who doesn't disclose this infonnation is 
breaking the law. 

Tips for Smart Cypershopping 

1. Shop with companies you know. In 
addition to Internet-only retailers, you can shop from 
many of your favorite catalogp and retail stores on the 
Web. Check out www.shopthenetorgfor consumer 
infonnation and links to catalog and Web retailers. 

2. Look for special customer services. 
Many Web sites have special features such as 
"personal models" for selecting apparel, 
gardening libraries for buying seeds and plants, 
music clips for choosing CD's, or other 
information that helps you select a product that 
fits your needs. 

3. Check return policies before you 
order. While most companies provide satisfaction 
guarantees, make sure to check return policies 
before placing an order. Because items such as 
software or CDs can be copied, they are sometimes 
not returnable. 

4. Pay by credit card. Consumers have 
the same protections shopping online as they have 
when buying from retail stores or catalogs. By 
using a credit card, 
you'll be covered 
under the Fair Credit 
Billing Act in the 
event of non-delivery 
or fraud, whether you 
are shopping by 
phone, mail or 
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computer. 
5. Check delivery options. Catalog and 

Internet retailers offer a variety of delivery options 
to meet the needs of their customers, whether you 
need an item delivered within one or two days or 
want a gift delivered across the country. The 
Federal Trade Commission's "30 Day Rule" -
which requires companies to ship items within 30 
days of the order date unless the customer is 
notified --protects you whether the order is placed 
online, by mail or telephone. 

6. Use secure sites. Reputable 
companies provide secure shopping for their 
customers. When moving to the checkout section of 
a Web site, make sure you see an icon of an 
unbroken key or locked padlock at the bottom or top 
of the screen. Also, the URL should begins with 
"https:" if you are shopping on a secure server. 

7. Look for privacy policies. 
Consumers should only shop from Web sites that 
explain how personal information is used and, if 
information is shared with other companies, offer 
the ability to opt-out of having their names shared 
in this way. All companies on www.shopthenet.org 
post privacy policies on their sites. 

(Taken from the Direct Marketing 
Association's Action Line Report.) 
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RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED 

For Students of All Ages 

Has your elementary or high school teacher assigned a project that calls for 
consmner infonnation and you don't know where to look? Well look no further. The 
Department of Consmner Affairs has brochures and booklets on a variety of subjects: 

+ What We Do At The Department Of Consumer Affairs 
+ Buying Online 
+ Credit Cards and Understanding Money 
+ Buying Cars (New and Used) 
+ Understanding Advertisements 
+ And lots more 

Call Public Infonnation and Education for your free infonnation at 1-800-922-1594. 

S. C. STATE LIBRARY 
JAN 2 1 2000 

STATE DOCUMENTS 
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