ULTIMATE CONSUMER GUIDE

RESGUE SQUADS

he brand-new computer sizzled

and fizzled. The roofer’s handi-

work led to an indoor flood of bib-
lical proportions. The HMO won'’t send
you a copy of your medical records even
though they charged a copying fee to
your credit card. You've written letters,
sent E-mails, left voice mails filled with
phrases like “no choice but to call a
lawyer.” And nothing. Zilch. Not a whit
of satisfaction did you get.

As newsweeklies like to say: You are
not alone. A number of reputable
groups and individuals stand ready to
take your case.

Historically, consumers with com-
plaints have turned to Uncle Sam and
friends: the Federal Trade Commis-
sion, the Consumer Product Safety
Commission, and state attorneys gen-
eral or local district attorneys. Budget
cuts have taken a toll, but these groups
still soldier on.

AB-SURD. The 89-year-old FTC uses
a massive database of consumer com-
plaints to squash scams. Victims may
even get some restitution. In “Project
ABSurd,” which began in May 2002,
the FTC filed complaints against the
companies marketing three electron-
ic abdominal exercise belts—Fast Abs,
AbTronic, and Ab Energizer—after
consumer complaints that the devices
did not create the promised “six-pack
abs.” (Whodathunkit?) “The claims
were outrageous,” says Heather Hipp-
sley, assistant director of the FTC’s ad-
vertising practices division. A few
weeks ago, the FTC slammed the ab
scammers, winning a $5 million set-
tlement to give consumers some por-
tion of their money back.

“Every complaint,” says FTC spokes-
woman Lois Greisman, “is potentially
the one we’ve been looking for.” The
FTC accepts complaints online
(www.ftc.gov), by snail mail (Federal
Trade Commission, CRC-240, Wash-
ington, DC 20580), or at (877) 382-
4357.You'll hear back only if your com-
plaint is used in a larger case.

The CPSC, which protects consumers
from the hazards of everyday products,
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is itself suffering from the hazards of
budget cuts. The employee roll is down
to 471 full-timers, an all-time low.
That’s bad news for efforts to modern-
ize, but the agency is still effective: In
June, more than 1 million car seat/car-
riers were recalled because of faulty
handle locks that can break and flip in-
fants to the ground. The CPSC process-
es about 10,000 reports of product-re-
lated injuries and deaths per year.
Gripe by E-mail (hazard@cpsc.gov),
phone (800-638-2772, Ext. 650), fax
(800-809-0924), or letter (U.S. Con-
sumer Product Safety Commission, In-
jury Report, Washington, DC 20207).
After reading your complaint, the
CPSC sends a letter describing how
it may use the information and gives
you a chance to make additions or cor-
rections. If you have fingered a man-
ufacturer, the CPSC will send your
complaint to the company, which
may respond directly to you. If the

CPSC does a more comprehensive
probe—that happens with only a few
cases—an investigator will contact you
by phone or mail.

If Penelope the Plumber stiffs you,
try alocal consumer protection agency,
district attorney, or your state’s attor-
ney general. But you may need to be pa-
tient. Budget cuts forced the Sacra-
mento, Calif., district attorney’s office
to “just stop taking cases for four
months,” says Russ Detrick, head of the
office’s consumer division. That situ-
ation turned around in July, but Det-
rick says that they’ll still “have to scru-
tinize the cases we take a lot more.
There have to be more victims.”

Even in tough times, consumer pro-
tection bureaus can be seriously hands-
on. In Montgomery County, Md., ares-
ident’s complaint that his water heater
installation was too expensive triggered
a visit from a county investigator and a
plumbing expert. They deemed the
price reasonable but will still investi-
gate the company that did the work—it
never got a county permit or inspec-
tion. “It’s critical that people com-
plain,” says Eric Friedman, investiga-
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