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Putting it s i m p l y  to s t a r t  with, a u t o m o b i l e  r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s  
filed by c o n s u m e r s  w i t h  o u r  o f f i c e  are, a n d  h a v e  b e e n  for at 
least six years, t h e  m o s t  n u m e r o u s ,  the m o s t  p e r s i s t e n t ,  
among the m o s t  c o s t l y ,  a n d  the l e a s t  s o l v e a b l e  c o n s u m e r  
problems t h a t  w e  see. A  l e g i s l a t i v e  a u d i t  in 1979 h e l p e d  us 
identify the e x t e n t  o f  this p r o b l e m :  a u t o m o b i l e  r e p a i r  
complaint s w e ’"e o u r  m o s t  n u m e r o u s  c o m p l a i n t s ,  n u m b e r i n g  281 
o u t  of 2,229 c o m p l a i n t s  f i l e d  by A l a s k a n s  in FY79, 13% of 
all of our c o m p l a i n t s .  In FY79, o u r  o f f i c e  w a s  a b l e  to 
ob t a i n  a s a t i s f a c t o r y  r e s o l u t i o n  for c o n s u m e r s  in 39 .2% of 
all the c a s e s  w e  h a n d l e d ,  b u t  o n l y  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  1 6.5% of 
automo bile r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s  w e  h a n d l e d  had any s o r t  of 
consumer s a t i s f a c t i o n  as a r e s u l t  of o u r  e f f o r t s .  T h i s  low 
m e d i ation rate p r e v a i l s  today, e v e n  t h o u g h  a u t o  r e p a i r  
compla ints a r e  o f t e n  o n e s  o n  w h i c h  o u r  o f f i c e  s p e n d s  the 
m o s t  time and e f f o r t  in p e r s o n a l  c o n t a c t  w i t h  b o t h  b u s i n e s s  
and consumer in m e d i a t i o n  a t t e m p t s .  1/

Alaskan s are n o t  u n i q u e  in t h e i r  p r o b l e m s  w i t h  a u t o  repair. 
The Federal T r a d e  C o m m i s s i o n  has found that a u t o  r e p a i r  
compla ints are the n u m b e r  1 c o m p l a i n t  in 49 o u t  o f  50 states. 
T h e  U.S. C o m p t r o l l e r  G e n e r a l ' s  Report , J a n u a r y  11, 1980, 2/ 
cites a 1978 e s t i m a t e  that 20 b i l l i o n  c o n s u m e r  d o l l a r s  a

1/ FY 80/81 f i g u r e s  a r e  n o t  a v a i l a b l e ,  s i n c e  the s e c t i o n  
has only a m a n u a l  r e c o r d - k e e p i n g  system. T h e  d a t a  is a v a i l a b l e ,  
b u t  we have n ot c o m p i l e d  it. W e  a r e  c e r t a i n  a u t o  r e p a i r  p r o b l e m s  
ha v e  maintained their p r o m i n e n c e  in o u r  c a s e  load.

2/ "Public and P r i v a t e  C o o r d i n a t i o n  N e e d e d  If A u t o  R e p a i r  
Problems Are To Be R e d u c e d . "
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year are l o s t  i n  the c o u n t r y  o n  a u t o  r e p a i r  o f  124 m i l l i o n  
vehicles. T h e  C o m p t r o l l e r ' s  r e p o r t ,  b a s e d  o n  a s t u d y  of 
county, state, f e d e r a l ,  a n d  i n d u s t r y ,  a u t o  r e p a i r  e n f o r c e m e n t  
and c o n c i l i a t i o n  p r o g r a m s ,  f o u n d  the f o l l o w i n g  a u t o  r e p a i r  
problem s to t h e  m o s t  c o m m o n :

(1) f a u l t y  r e p a i r s , w h e r e  a p r o b l e m  r e o c c u r s  o r  is not 
improved at a l l  b y  r e p a i r  e f f o r t s ;

(2) u n n e c e s s a r y  r e p a i r s , m a d e  e i t h e r  t h r o u g h  m i s t a k e n  
or i n c o m p e t e n t  d i a g n o s i s ,  or b e c a u s e  o f  fraud;

(3) u n a n t i c i p a t e d  r e p a i r  c o s t s , o r  w h a t ' s  k n o w n  as the 
"5 o ' c l o c k  s u r p r i s e "  w h e n  a c o n s u m e r  c o m e s  to p i c k  u p  the 
car and is a s k e d  tc p a y  f o r  u n a u t h o r i z e d  w o r k  o r  a p r i c e  in 
excess of e i t h e r  the f o r m a l  o r  i n f o r m a l  e s t i m a t e  e a r l i e r  
given.

These are a l s o  the m o s t  c o m m o n  p r o b l e m s  for A l a s k a n s ,  as 
well as this fourth:

(4) d e c e p t i v e  r e p a i r  c h a r g c s - - w e  a r e  f a i r l y  c e r t a i n  
that some A l a s k a n s  a r e  c h a r g e d  for p a r t s  or s e r v i c e s  w h i c h  
have not b e e n  p r o v i d e d  at all, or w h i c h  d i f f e r  from w h a t  was 
actually p r o v i d e d  (e . g . , c h a r g e d  for a "new" p a r t  w h e n  a 
"rebuilt" w a s  i n s t a l l e d ) .

Also, it s h o u l d  be r e m e m b e r e d  t h a t  the c o s t  of a u t o  r e p a i r s  
.is e x t r e m e l y  high, n o t  o n l y  in te rms of c a s h  p a i d  for the 
repair, but a l s o  in t e r m s  of l o s t  time and c o n v e n i e n c e .
Many of the r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s  w e  s e e  i n v o l v e  c h a r g e s  over 
$500.

Alaska does  n o t  l i c e n s e  a u t o  m e c h a n i c s  nor a u t o  r e p a i r  
shops. A few s t a t e s  d o  this, b u t  o u r  o f f i c e  w o u l d  n o t  
recommend t h i s  s t e p  at t h i s  time, s i n c e  the s t a t e  w i s h e s  to 
stay out of the r e g u l a t i o n  area. It is o f t e n  s u g g e s t e d  by 
commu n i t y  b u s i n e s s  g r o u p s  t h a t  the C o n s u m e r  P r o t e c t i o n  
Office s h o u l d  s e e k  o u t  a n d  p r o s e c u t e  the "bad a p p l e s "  in an 
.industry, a n d  t h r o u g h  p r o s e c u t i o n  o f  those s h o p s  or mechanics, 
create an e f f e c t i v e  d e t e r r e n c e  for the rest of the industry. 
However, w i t h o u t  m e c h a n i c a l  e x p e r t i s e  on the C o n s u m e r  P r o t e c t i o n  
staff, or the m o n e y  to h i r e  o b j e c t i v e  e x p e r t s  w h o  c a n  assess 
the repair w o r k  w h i c h  h a s  b e e n  d o n e  on an a u t o m o b i l e ,  m o s t  
autom o b i l e  r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s  d e g e n e r a t e  i n t o  " s w e a r i n g  
matches" b e t w e e n  a c o n s u m e r  a n d  a m e c h a n i c .
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M a n y  states h a v e  p a s s e d  a u t o  d i s c l o s u r e  t y p e  laws, s u c h  as 
t h e  o n e  t h a t  b e c a m e  e f f e c t i v e  in A l a s k a  J a n u a r y  1, 1977,
A S  4 5 . 4 5 . 1 3 0 - 2 4 0 .  T h i s  law r e q u i r e s  s h o p s  t o  p o s t  signs 
s a y i n g  that t h e  c o n s u m e r  has a r i g h t  to a b i n d i n g  p r i c e  
e s t i m a t e  and t h e  r e t u r n  o f  all r e p l a c e d  p a r t s ,  if t h e  c o n s u m e r  
so r e q u e s t s  b e f o r e  r e p a i r s  are s t a rted . H o w e v e r ,  e x p e r i e n c e  
h a s  shown t h a t  t h i s  s t a t u t e  a p p e a r s  to h a v e  m a d e  l i t t l e  
d i f f e r e n c e  in the v o l u m e  o r  t y p e  of r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s  w e  
r e c e ive. T h e  o f f i c e  h a s  r e p e a t e d l y  c h e c k e d  r e p a i r  s h o p s  and 
f o u n d  that m o s t  o f  t h e m  d o  p o s t  the sign. H c w e v e r ,  shops 
an d  m e c h a n i c s  a c t i v e l y  r e s i s t  g i v i n g  c o n s u m e r s  w r i t t e n  
estimates . T h e  A l a s k a  l a w  d o e s  n o t  s t a t e  t h a t  the e s t i m a t e  
g i v e n  m u s t  be " w r i t t e n , "  so u n l e s s  the c o n s u m e r  fakes one 
s t e p  b e y o n d  w h a t  t h e  l a w  d i c t a t e s ,  and a c t u a l l y  a s k s  for a 
"written" e s t i m a t e ,  the s h o p  w i l l  u s u a l l y  g i v e  a v e r b a l  
estimate. If th e s h o p  is w i l l i n g  to l i v e  by a v e r b a l  estimate, 
t h a t  is no p r o b l e m ,  b u t  i n  a d i s p u t e  o v e r  w h a t  the v e r b a l  
e s t i m a t e  was, the l a c k  o f  a w r i t t e n  e s t i m a t e  is c r u c ial, and 
u s u a l l y  fatal to o u r  a t t e m p t s  to m e d i a t e  the c o m p l a i n t  for 
the consumer.

We h a v e  filed, in t h e  A n c h o r a g e  o f f i c e ,  two laws.iits r e g a r d i n g  
automob.' le r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s :  o n e  for n o t  f o l l o w i n g  the 
p r o c e d u r e s  s e t  o u t  in the s t a t u t e  a n d  for the m e c h a n i c ' s  
s e l f - h e l p  r e p o s s e s s i o n  o f  an a u t o m o b i l e  a f t e r  a b i l l  dispute, 
and the o t h e r  f o r  m o r e  s e r i o u s  p r a c t i c e s  v e r g i n g  on i n t e n t i o n a l  
fraud. Again, t h e r e  a r e  p r o b l e m s  w i t h  t h e s e  cases, s i n c e  w e  
m u s e  take t h e m  to the s u p e r i o r  court, w h i c h  m e a n s  a long 
w a i t  for a trial, a n d  w e  h a v e  h i r e d  m e c h a n i c s  as i n d e p e n d e n t  
e x p e r t  w i t n e s s e s .  _3/

Ou r  o f f i c e  f i n d s  t h a t  m a n y  a u t o  r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s  a r e  
l e g i t i m a t e  and s e r i o u s .  W e  a l s o  k n o w  t h a t  t h e s e  m a y  onl y be 
the tip of the i c e berg,  s i n c e  m a n y  c o n s u m e r s  d o  not d e t e c t  
r e p a i r  prob lems, d o  n o t  c o m p l a i n  at all, or o n l y  c o m p l a i n  to 
the shop, w i t h o u t  r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  the s e r v i c e s  of o u r  o f f i c e  
are available. A l s o ,  the law m a y  a p p e a r  to b e  s t a c k e d  
a g a i n s t  the c o n s u m e r ,  s i n c e  A l a s k a ' s  l i e n  s t a t u t e s  a l l o w  a 
m e c h a n i c  to k e e p  an a u t o m o b i l e  u n t i l  the c o n s u m e r  pays in 
full for cha rges. T hus, w h e n  a c o n s u m e r  w a n t s  to c h a l l e n g e

3/ J u s t  f i n d i n g  an a u t o  r e p a i r  m e c h a n i c  to t e s t i f y  is 
d iffi cult, s i n c e  o t h e r  m e m b e r s  o f  the i n d u s t r y  are u n d e r s t a n d a b l y  
v e r y  r e l u c t a n t  to t e s t i f y  a g a i n s t  e a c h  o t h e r .  S e v e r a l  times 
m e c h a n i c s  have told c o n s u m e r s  or our o f f i c e  t h a t  a c o n s u m e r  
h as b e e n  a v i c t i m  o f  u n n e c e s s a r y  or f r a u d u l e n t  r e p a i r  by 
a n o t h e r  shop, b u t  w i l l  i m m e d i a t e l y  a d d  t h a t  lie is n o t  w i l l i n g  
to p u t  that in w r i t i n g  o r  to t e s t i f y  to it.
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charges made, h e  or she r u n s  a g r e a t  r i s k  of l o s i n g  either 
the use of the v e h i c l e  w h i l e  s / h e  t a k e s  t h e  m a t t e r  to court, 
or the c o m p l e t e  loss of t h e  v e h i c l e  s i n c e  the m e c h a n i c  can 
sell it for p a y m e n t  a f t e r  9 0 d a y s ,  w i t h o u t  any type of hearing. £/

R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s

Other s t a t e s  r e p o r t  t h a t  the m o s t  e f f e c t i v e  w a y  to p r o v i d e  
m o n i t o r i n g  and d e t e r r e n c e  o f  t h e  a u t o  r e p a i r  i n d u s t r y  is to 
have an u n d e r c o v e r  c a r  o p e r a t i o n .  S o m e  s tates h a v e  auto 
repair e x p e r t s  o n  staff, as in t h e i r  m o t o r  v e h i c l e  div ision, 
their m e c h a n i c  l i c e n s i n g  d i v i s i o n ,  o r  e v e n  in their state 
car fleet r e p a i r  pools, and d o  n o t  f a c e  t h e  s a m e  f i n a n c i a l  
and p r a c t i c a l  p r o b l e m s  o f  l o c a t i n g  e x p e r t s  that our s e ction 
does.

U n d e r c o v e r  o r  i n s p e c t i o n  c a r  o p e r a t i o n s  a r e  u s u a l l y  aimed at 
"target" shops w h o  h a v e  h a d  a h i g h  n u m b e r  or r a t i o  o f  serious 
and u n r e s o l v e d  c o n s u m e r  c o m p l a i n t s  a b o u t  a u t o  repairs. An 
expert for the s t a t e  r e p a i r s  an a u t o m o b i l e  to n e a r l y  p e rfect 
condition, l e a v i n g  one e a s i l y - d e t e c t e d ,  e a s i l y - d i a g n o s e d  
fault. T h e n  the a u t o m o b i l e  is t a k e n  to the t arget s h o p  or 
shops, and a w r i t t e n  e s t i m a t e  is s o u g h t  as to the nature of 
the p r o b l e m  and the c o s t  for repair.. T h e  sh op is then asked 
to do the repair, and the c a r  is t a k e n  b a c k  to the state's 
experts to c h e c k  w h e t h e r  the w o r k  w a s  p r o p e r l y  done, w h e t h e r  
u n n e c e s s a r y  w o r k  w a s  done, or w h e t h e r  in some i n s t a n c e s  the 
shop may have c h a r g e d  for w o r k  t h a t  it d i d  not do at all.
T h e n  a civil i e wsui t may b e  b r o u g h t  a n d  the r e s u l t  w i d e l y  
publicized, prt /iding d e t e r r e n c e  i n  the r e s t  of the industry.

This ability, to take c a r s  to s h o p s ,  is p r o b a b l y  the best 
system for Ala ska, r a t h e r  t h a n  l i c e n s i n g  or certif i c a t i o n .
W h e n  a c o n s u m e r  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  u n n e c e s s a r y  w o r k  has b e e n  done 
on his car, it is u s u a l l y  a l r e a d y  too late to p r o v e  a legal 
case, since the s tate d i d  n o t  s e e  t h e  car b e f o r e  it went  
into the shop, and h e n c e  c a n n o t  f u l l y  e v a l u a t e  w h a t  w a s  done 
in the shop. However, h a v i n g  s o m e o n e  on staff, as an investigator, 
perhaps a r e t i r e e  a u t o m o b i l e  r e p a i r  m e c h a n i c ,  o r  just someone 
w h o  can d e v e l o p  an e x p e r t i s e  in this  area, w o u l d  g i v e  this 
office the a b i l i t y  to p u r s u e  r e p a i r  p r o b l e m s  q u i c k l y  and 
with t e c h n i c a l  e f f i c i e n c y .

£/ Tn fact, the c o u r t s  in C a l i f o r n i a  h a v e  d e c l a r e d  a 
similar C a l i f o r n i a  lien s t a t u t e  to b e  u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l ,  
since the c o n s u m e r  c a n  b e  d e p r i v e d  o f  his m o t o r  vehicle, 
partially t h r o u g h  the c o o p e r a t i o n  o f  the S t a t e  M o t o r  Vehicle 
De p a r t m e n t  in t r a n s f e r r i n g  t i t l e  p u r s u a n t  to the lien law, 
wi t h o u t  any type of h e a r i n g ,  a n d  w i t h o u t  a d e q u a t e  time to 

guarantee th at the c o n s u m e r  car o b t a i n  a c o u r t  hearing.

CJS/aw
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E X P E N D I T U R E S  (Thousands

r
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F Y  81 FY 82 FY 83 F Y  84

;

F Y  .85 . F Y  8 6 •

100 P E R S O N A L  SERVICES 43.2 66.7 50.4 54.4 58.8
200 T R A V E L  .. ... _ .. 5.0 5.4 5.8 6.3 6.8
300 C O N T R A C T U A L 11.2 .12.1 13.1 14.1 -__3 5. 2
4QQ . .COMMODITIES . _____ 4 . n _ o . o 5 .4 5.8 6.3
500 E Q U I P M E N T 1.0
600 L A N D  & S T R U C T U R E S
100 GRANTS. CLAIMS. E T C

*

— --- — _________ —  ---------
T O T A L
_____________________________________65.0_____69.2 74.7 80.6' 87.1

F U N D I N G  (Thousands of Dol 

G E N E R A L  F U N D .............

lars)

65.0 69.2 74.7 80.6 J 87.1
F E D E R A L  F U N D S
O T H E R  (Specify Fund Source)

POSITIONS

F U L L  TIME 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0

P A R T  TIME
T E M P O R A R Y

III. ANALYSIS  (See Fiscal Note Preparation Instructions, Section III)
T h e s e  c o  T s  r e flect the resoyirc.es to be u s e d  t:o e mp loy nn a u t o  fraud i n v e s t i­
ga t o r  (Assoc iate A t t o r n e y  II, R-19) at Anchorage. The p o s i t i o n  w i l l  b e  
r e s p o n s i b l e  for d e s i g n i n g  r* s t a t e w i d e  autc repair f^aud program. T h e  p o s i­

tion w i l l  also b e  r e s p o n s i b l e  for i n v e s t i g a t i n g  all m a j o r  auto fraud  c o m­
pl a i n t s  and o v e r s e e  and o r g a n i z e  i n v e s t i g a t i v e  e f forts of s u b o r d i n a t e  staff 
h a n d l i n g  a u t o  fraud c o m p l a i n t s  of l e s s e r  m a g n i t u d e ,  .510,00(1 w i l l  b e  u s e d  to 
pay for t e s t i m o n y  a n d  trial p r e p a r a t i o n  time of auto m e c h a n i c a l  and e n g i n­
ee r i n g  e x p e r t  w i t n e s s e s .  5 2 , 8 0 0  w i l l  be u s e d  for p u r c h a s e  o f  a u t o  reoa. 
parts, s u p p l i e s  and s e r vice s b e i n g  i n v estig ated.

IV. D A T E  F e b r u a r y  18, 1981 P R E P A R E D  R Y  Richard I. Pegues^/Pir-. ► /-dnvm. Svcs,
" A G E N C Y   “Department of~1 axy

Original: Legislative Finance P H O N E ________4 6 5 - 3 6 9 5 ------
cc: Budget and Management

Prime Sponsor (First Legislator Named)

- - f~i r\



Fiscal Note Detail--Auto Repair Fraud Investigator

Personal Services

Associate Attorney II, Anchorage

R-1S, $2837X12 
Benefits at 15.757, 
HI, 150 pu 
ASBS

T r a v e l

Air travel to Juneau 
Auto travel to Fairbanks, Mat/Su & Kenai areas $5,000

$34,044 
5,362 
1,800 
2,004 

£43|210

C o n t r a c t u a l

C o m m u n i c a t i o n s  $ 1 0 0  p m  $ 1 , 2 0 0
200 h o u r s  o f  e x p e r t  w i t n e s s  trial

p r e p a r a t i o n  a n d  t e s t i m o n y  at $50 per hr. 6 1 0 , 0 0 0

6 1 1 , 2 0 0

C o m m o d i t i e s

$25 p e r  mo. e x p e n d a b l e s ,  p o s i t i o n  costs $300
N e w  p o s i t i o n s  costs for F Y  82 only, 6 1 , 5 0 0
t h e r e a f t e r  these funds w i l l  be u s e d  to 
i n c r e a s e  r e s o u r c e s  u s e d  to p u r c h a s e  
r e p a irs, services, s u p p l i e s  for test 
auto(s)  \jsed in i n v e s t i g a t i v e  program.

A u t o  r e p a i r s  p u r c h a s e d  a n d  o p e r a t i n g  , 6 2 , 8 0 0
e x p e n s e s  for auto(s) u s e d  in c o n n e c t i o n
w i t h  a u t o  r e p a i r  fraud i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  6 4 , 6 0 0

E q u i p m e n t

N e w  p o s i t i o n  equipment, s i n g l e  time expense > QP0

T O T A L  $ 6 5, 010
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A u t o m o b i l e  r e p a i r  p r o b l e m s  
as p e r c e i v e d  by the sta te 
C o n s u m e r  P r o t e c t i o n  O f f i c e

P u t t i n g  it s i m p l y  to s t a r t  with, a u t o m o b i l e  r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s  
filed by c o n s u m e r s  w i t h  our o f f i c e  are, and h a v e  b e e n  for at 
least six years, the most  numer ous, the m o s t  p e r s i s t e n t ,  
a m o n g  the m o s t  costly, and the l e a s t  s o l v e a b l e  c o n s u m e r  
p r o b l e m s  that w e  see. A  l e g i s l a t i v e  a u d i t  in 3979 h e l p e d  us 
i d e n t i f y  the e x t e n t  of this p r o blem: a u t o m o b i l e  r e p a i r  
c o m p l a i n t s  w e r e  o u r  m o s t  n u m e r o u s  c o m p l a i n t s ,  n u m b e r i n g  281 
o u t  of 2,229 c o m p l a i n t s  filed by A l a s k a n s  in FY79, 13% of 
all of our c o m p l a i n t s .  In FY79, o u r  o f f i c e  w a s  a b l e  to 
o b t a i n  a s a t i s f a c t o r y  r e s o l u t i o n  for c o n s u m e r s  in 39.2% of 
all the c a s e s  we h a n d l e d ,  b u t  o n l y  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  16.5% of 
a u t o m o b i l e  r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s  w e  h a n d l e d  had a ny s o r t  of 
c o n s u m e r  s a t i s f a c t i o n  as a r e s u l t  of o u r  e f f or ts. T h i s  low 
m e d i a t i o n  rate p r e v a i l s  today, e v e n  t h o u g h  a u t o  r e p a i r  
c o m p l a i n t s  a r e  o f t e n  o n e s  on w h i c h  o u r  o f f i c e  s p e n d s  the 
m o s t  time and e f f o r t  in p e r s o n a l  c o n t a c t  w i t h  b o t h  b u s i n e s s  
and c o n s u m e r  in m e d i a t i o n  attempts. 1/

A l a s k a n s  are not u n i q u e  in their p r o b l e m s  w i t h  a u t o  repair. 
T he Federal T r a d e  C o m m i s s i o n  has found that a u t o  r epai r 
c o m p l a i n t s  are the n u m b e r  1 c o m p l a i n t  in 49 o u t  of 50 states. 
T h e  U.S. C o m p t r o l l e r  G e n e r a l ' s  Report,  J a n u a r y  11, 1.980, 2/ 
c i t e s  a 1978 e s t i m a t e  that 20 b i l l i o n  c o n s u m e r  d o l l a r s  a

1/ FY 80/81 f i g u res a re not a v a i l a b l e ,  s i n c e  t h e  s e c t i o n  
lias only a m a n u a l  r e c o r d - k e e p i n g  system. T h e  d a t a  is available, 
but w e  have n o t  c o m p i l e d  it. We a r e  c e r t a i n  a u t o  r e p a i r  p r o b l e m s  
h a v e  m a i n t a i n e d  their prominence: in o ur c a s e  load.

2/ "Public and P r i v a t e  C o o r d i n a t i o n  N e e d e d  If A u t o  R e p a i r  
P r o b l e m s  Are To Be Reduced ."
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year are l o s t  in t h e  c o u n t r y  on a u t o  r e p a i r  o f  124 m i l l i o n  
vehicles. T h e  C o m p t r o l l e r ' s  report, b a s e d  on a s t u d y  of 
county, state, fe der a l ,  a n d  i n d u s t r y ,  a u t o  r e p a i r  e n f o r c e m e n t  
and c o n c i l i a t i o n  p r o g r a m s ,  f o u n d  the f o l l o w i n g  a u t o  r e p a i r  
problems to t h e  m o s t  c o m m o n :

(1) f a u l t y  r e p a i r s , w h e r e  a p r o b l e m  r e o c c u r s  o r  is n o t  
improved at all b y  r e p a i r  e f f o r t s ;

(2) u n n e c e s s a r y  r e p a i r s , m a d e  e i t h e r  t h r o u g h  m i s t a k e n  
or i n c o m p e t e n t  d i a g n o s i s ,  o r  b e c a u s e  of fraud;

(3) u n a n t i c i p a t e d  r e p a i r  c o s t s , o r  w h a t ' s  k n o w n  as the 
"5 o'clock s u r p r i s e "  w h e n  a c o n s u m e r  c o m e s  to p i c k  u p  the 
car cind is a s k e d  to p a y  for u n a u t h o r i z e d  w o r k  or a p r i c e  in 
excess of e i t h e r  the f o r m a l  o r  i n f o r m a l  e s t i m a t e  e a r l i e r  
given.

These are a l s o  the m o s t  c o m m o n  p r o b l e m s  for A l a s k a n s ,  as 
well as this fourth:

(4) d e c e p t i v e  r e p a i r  c h u r g c s - - w e  a r e  fairly c e r t a i n  
that some A l a s k a n s  a r e  c h a r g e d  for p a r t s  or s e r v i c e s  w h i c h  
have not b e e n  p r o v i d e d  a t  all, or w h i c h  d i f f e r  from w h a t  w a s  
actually p r o v i d e d  (e_^g., c h a r g e d  for a "new" p a r t  w h e n  a 
"rebuilt" w a s  i n s t a l l e d ) .

Also, it s h o u l d  b e  r e m e m b e r e d  that the c o s t  of auto r e pairs 
is ext remely high, n o t  o n l y  in t erms of c a s h  paid for the 
repair, but a l s o  in t e r m s  of l o s t  time and c o n v e n i e n c e .
Many of the r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s  w e  see i n v o l v e  c h a r g e s  ov er 
$500.

Alaska does n o t  l i c e n s e  a u t o  m e c h a n i c s  n o r  a u t o  r e p a i r  
shops. A few s t a t e s  d o  this, b u t  our o f f i c e  w o u l d  n ot 
recommend this s t e p  a t  this time, s i n c e  the s t a t e  w i s h e s  to 
stay out of the r e g u l a t i o n  area. It is o f t e n  s u g g e s t e d  by 
community b u s i n e s s  g r o u p s  t h a t  the C o n s u m e r  P r o t e c t i o n  
Office s h o u l d  s e e k  o u t  a n d  p r o s e c u t e  the "bad a p p l e s "  in an 
industry, a n d  t h r o u g h  p r o s e c u t i o n  o f  those s ho ps or mechan i c s ,  
cieate an e f f e c t i v e  d e t e r r e n c e  for the r e s t  of the industry. 
However, w i t h o u t  m e c h a n i c a l  e x p e r t i s e  on the C o n s u m e r  P r o t e c t i o n  
staff, or the m o n e y  to h i r e  o b j e c t i v e  e x p e r t s  w h o  c a n  assess 
the repair w o r k  w h i c h  h a s  b e e n  d o n e  on an a u t o m o b i l e ,  most 
automobile r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s  d e g e n e r a t e  :■ o " s w e a r i n g  
matches" b e t w e e n  a c o n s u m e r  a n d  a m e c h a n i c .
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M a n y  s tates h a v e  p a s s e d  a u t o  d i s c l o s u r e  t y p e  laws, s u c h  as 
t h e  one t h a t  b e c a m e  e f f e c t i v e  in A l a s k a  J a n u a r y  1, 19,'7,
A S  4 5 . 4 5 . 1 3 0 - 2 4 0 .  This l a w  r e q u i r e s  s h o p s  to p o s t  signs 
s a y i n g  t h a t  th e c o n s u m e r  has a r i g h t  to a b i n d i n g  p r i c e  
e s t i m a t e  and the r e t u r n  of a l l  r e p l a c e d  p a r t s ,  i£ t h e  c o n s u m e r  
so r e q u e s t s  b e f o r e  r e p a i r s  are s t a r t e d .  H o w e v e r ,  e x p e r i e n c e  
has shown t h a t  this s t a t u t e  a p p e a r s  to h a v e  m a d e  l i t t l e  
d i f f e r e n c e  in the v o l u m e  o r  t y p e  o f  r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s  w e  
receiv e. T h e  o f f i c e  las r e p e a t e d l y  c h e c k e d  r e p a i r  sh ops and 
f o u n d  that m o s t  of t n e m  d o  p o s t  the sign. H o w e v e r ,  shops 
and m e c h a n i c s  a c t i v e l y  r e s i s t  g i v i n g  c o n s u m e r s  w r i t t e n  
e stimates. T h e  A l a s k a  l a w  d o e s  n o t  s t a t e  t h a t  the e s t i m a t e  
g i v e n  m u s t  b e  " w r i t t e n , "  so u n l e s s  the c o n s u m e r  t a k e s  one 
s t e p  b e y o n d  w h a t  t he law dictate::, a n d  a c t u a l l y  asks for a 
" written" e s t i m a t e ,  the s h o p  w i l l  u s u a l l y  g i v e  a v e r b a l  
estimate. If the s h o p  is w i l l i n g  to l i v e  b y  a v e r b a l  estimate, 
that is no p r o b l e m ,  b u t  in a d i s p u t e  o v e r  w h a t  the v e r b a l  
e s t i m a t e  was, the l a c k  o f  a w r i t t e n  e s t i m a t e  is cruci al, and 
u s u a l l y  fatal to o u r  a t t e m p t s  to m e d i a t e  t h e  c o m p l a i n t  for 
the consumer.

We h a v e  filed, in the A n c h o r a g e  o f f i c e ,  two l a w s u i t s  r e g a r d i n g  
a u t o m o b i l e  r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s :  o n e  for n o t  f o l l o w i n g  the 
p r o c e d u r e s  s e t  o u t  in the s t a t u t e  a n d  for t h e  m e c h a n i c ' s  
s e l f - h e l p  r e p o s s e s s i o n  of an a u t o m o b i l e  a f t e r  a b i l l  dispute, 
and the o t h e r  for m o r e  s e r i o u s  p r a c t i c e s  v e r g i n g  on i n t e n t i o n a l  
fraud. Again, t h e r e  are p r o b l e n s  w i t h  t h e s e  cases, s i n c e  w e  
m u s t  take t h e m  to the s u p e r i o r  c ourt,  w h i c h  m e a n s  a long 
w a i t  for a trial, a n d  we h a v e  h i r e d  m e c h  .res as i n d e p e n d e n t  
e x p e r t  w i t n e s s e s .  3/
Our o f f i c e  f i n d s  that many a u t o  r e p a i r  c o m p l a i n t s  a r e  
l e g i t i m a t e  and se rio u s .  W e  a l s o  k n o w  t h a t  t h e s e  may o n l y  be 
the tip of the iceberg,  s i n c e  m a n y  c o n s u m e r s  d o  not d e t e c t  
r e p a i r  problems, d o  n o t  c o m p l a i n  at all, or o n l y  c o m p l a i n  to 
the shop, w i t h o u t  r e a l i z i n g  that the s e r v i c e s  o f  our o f f i c e  
are available. Also, the law m a y  a p p e a r  to be s t a c k e d  
a g a i n s t  the c o n s u m e r ,  s i n c e  A l a s k a ' s  l i e n  s t a t u t e s  a l l o w  a 
m e c h a n i c  to k e e p  an a u t o m o b i l e  u n t i l  the c o n s u m e r  pays in 
full for charges. Thus, w h e n  a c o n s u m e r  w a n t s  to c h a l l e n g e

3/ J ust f i n ding an a u t o  r e p a i r  m e c h a n i c  to t e s t i f y  is 
diffic ult, s i n c e  o t h e r  m e m b e r s  of the i n d u s t r y  a r e  u n d e r s t a n d a b l y  
v e r y  r e l u c t a n t  to t e s t i f y  a g a i n s t  e a c h  o t h e r .  S e v e r a l  times 
m e c h a n i c s  have told c o n s u m e r s  or o u r  o f f i c e  t h a t  a c o n s u m e r  
has been a v i c t i m  of u n n e c e s s a r y  or f r a u d u l e n t  r e p a i r  by 
a n o t h e r  shop, b u t  w i l l  i m m e d i a t e l y  a d d  that he is n o t  w i l l i n g  
to put that in w r i t i n g  or to t e s t i f y  to it.
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c h a r g e s  made, he o r  she r u n s  a g r e a t  r i s k  of losing eithe r 
t h e  u s e  of the v e h i c l e  w h i l e  s / h e  t a k e s  t h e  m a t t e r  to court, 
or  the c o m p l e t e  loss o f  the v e h i c l e  s i n c e  t ne m e c h a n i c  can 
s e l l  it for p a y m e n t  a f t e r  90 d a y s ,  w i t h o u t  a n y  type of hearing. £/

R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s

O t h e r  s t a t e s  r e p o r t  t h a t  the m o s t  e f f e c t i v e  w a y  to p r o v i d e  
m o n i t o r i n g  and d e t e r r e n c e  o f  t h e  a u t o  r e p a i r  i n d u s t r y  is to 
h a v e  an u n d e r c o v e r  car o p e r a t i o n .  S o m e  s t a t e s  h a v e  auto 
r e p a i r  e x p e r t s  on Jtaff, as in t h e i r  m o t o r  v e h i c l e  divisio n, 
t h e i r  m e c h a n i c  l i c e n s i n g  d i v i s i o n ,  o r  e v e n  in their state 
c a r  f l e e t  r e p a i r  pools, and d o  n o t  f a c e  the s a m e  f i n a n c i a l  
and p r a c t i c a l  p r o ble ms of l o c a t i n g  e x p e r t s  t h a t  o ur s e c tion  
does.

U n d e r c o v e r  or i n s p e c t i o n  c a r  o p e r a t i o n s  a r e  u s u a l l y  aimed at 
"target" s hops w h o  h a v e  h a d  a h i g h  n u m b e r  or r a t i o  of serious 
a n d  u n r e s o l v e d  c o n s u m e r  c o m p l a i n t s  a b o u t  a u t o  repairs. An 
e x p e r t  for the state r e p a i r s  an a u t o m o b i l e  to n e a r l y  p e rfect 
co n d i t i o n ,  leaving one e a s i l y - d e t e c t e d ,  easily-diagr.osed 
fault. T h e n  the a u t o m o b i l e  is t a k e n  to the t a r g e t  s h o p  or 
shops, and a w r i t t e n  e s t i m a t e  is s o u g h t  as to the n a t u r e  of 
the p r o b l e m  and the c o s t  for r e p a i r .  T h e  s h o p  is then asked 
to do the repair, a nd the c a r  is t a k e n  b a c k  to the state's 
e x p e r t s  to c h e c k  w h e t h e r  the w o r k  w a s  p r o p e r l y  done, w h e t h e r  
u n n e c e s s a r y  w o r k  w a s  done, o r  w h e t h e r  in s o m e  in Lances the 
s h o p  m ay h a v e  c h a r g e d  for w o r k  t h a t  it d i d  n o t  dc at all.
T h e n  a c i v i l  .lawsuit may be b r o u g h t  a n d  t h e  resul t w i d e l y  
p u b l i c i z e d ,  p r o v i d i n g  d e t e r r e n c e  in the r e s t  of the industry.

T h i s  ability, to take c a r s  to s h o p s ,  is p r o b a b l y  the best 
s y s t e m  for Alaska, r a t h e r  t h a n  l i c e n s i n g  or c e r t i f i c a t i o n .
W h e n  a c o n s u m e r  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  u n n e c e s s a r y  w o r k  has b e e n  done 
o n  his car, it is u s u a l l y  a l r e a d y  t o o  l a t e  to p r o v e  a legal 
case, s i n c e  the state d i d  not s e e  the c a r  b e f o r e  it went 
into the shop, and h e n c e  c a n n o t  f u l l y  e v a l u a t e  w h a t  was done 
in the s’'op. However, h a v i n g  s o m e o n e  on staff, as an investigator, 
p e r h a p s  a r e t i r e d  a u t o m o b i l e  r e p a i r  m e c h a n i c ,  or ju st someone 
w h o  coin d e v e l o p  an e x p e r t i s e  in this area, w o u l d  g i v e  this 
o f f i c e  the a b i l i t y  to p u r s u e  r e p a i r  p r o b l e m s  q u i c k l y  and 
w i t h  t e c h n i c a l  effic i e n c y .

4/ In fact, the c o u r t s  in C a l i f o r n i a  h a v e  d e c l a r e d  a
s i m i l a r  C a l i f o r n i a  lien s t a t u t e  to b e  u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l ,  
s i n c e  the c o n s u m e r  c a n  be d e p r i v e d  o f  h i s  m o t o r  vehicle, 
p a r t i a l l y  t h r o u g h  the c o o p e r a t i o n  o f  the S t a t e  M o t o r  Vehicle 
D e p a r t m e n t  in t r a n s f e r r i n g  t i t l e  p u r s u a n t  to the lien law, 
w i t h o u t  a ny type of h e a r i n g ,  a n d  w i t h o u t  a d e q u a t e  time to 

g u a r a n t e e  that the c o n s u m e r  c a n  o b t a i n  a c o u r t  hearing.

C J S / a w
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F i s c a l  N o t e  D e t a i l - - A u t o  R e p a i r  F r a u d  I n v e s t i g a t o r

* r f VJ * 6 *
P e r s o n a l  S e r v i c e s

A s s o c i a t e  A t t o r n e y  H r  A n c h o r a g e

R-1S, $ 2 8 3 7 X 1 2  
B e n e f i t s  at 1 5 , 7 5 %  
HI, 150 p u  
ASB.S

.  o

$ 3 4 , 0 4 4  
5,362 
1,800 
2, 0 0 4

T r a v e l

A i r  t r a v e l  to J u n e a u
A u t o  t r a v e l  to F a i r b a n k s ,  M a t / S u  6c K e n a i  areas .46, 0 '0

C o n t r a c t u a l

Coiiimunications $100 p m
200 h o u r s  o f  e x p e r t  w i t n e s s  trial

p r e p a r a t i o n  and t e s t i m o n y  at $50 per hr.

C o m m o d i t i e s

$25 p e r  mo. e x p e n d a b l e s ,  p o s i t i o n  costs 
N e w  p o s i t i o n s  costs for FY 82 only, 
t h e r e a f t e r  these funds w i l l  be u s e d  to 
i n c r e a s e  r e s o u r c e s  u s e d  to p u r c h a s e  
r e p a i r s ,  s ervices, s u p p l i e s  for test 
auto(s) u s e d  in i n v e s t i g a t i v e  program.,

A u t o  r e p a i r s  p u r c h a s e d  and o p e r a t i n g  
e x p e n s e s  for auto(s) u s e d  in c o n n e c t i o n  
w i t h  a u t o  r e p a i r  fraud i n v e s t i g a t i o n s

$ 1,200

4 1 0 , 0 0 0

4 1 1 , 2 0 0

4300
41 , 5 0 0

42 , 8 0 0  

4 4 , 600

E q u i p m e nt

N e w  p o s i t i o n  e quip ment, s i n g l e  time expense

T O T A L

4 1 , 0 0 0

$ 6 5,0 10
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THE LEGISLATURE OF THE STATE OF ALASKA 
T W E L F T H  L E G I S L A T U R E

r e q u e s t

Bill/Resolution No. 
Title
Requested hv R e p r e s e n t a t i v e  H a v e s Date 2 / 1  7 / S I

II. FISCAL DETAIL
Agency Affected D e p a r t m e n t :  o f  Lav;__________________________________________________
Program Category Affected,________ P u b l i c  P r o t e c t i o n ___________________________________
BRU, Program, or Subprogram(s) Affected C o n s u m e r  P r o t e c t i o n _______________________
(Note: If more than one budget component is affected, separate linc-itcm amounts and funding for each 

component in the analysis section.)
EXPENDITURES (Thousands of Dollars)

r FY 81 FY 8 2 FY 8 3 FY 84 FY .85 .FY 86
100 PERSONAL SERVICES 4 3 . 2 4 6 . 7 5 0 . 4 5 4 . 4 5 8 .  8
200 TRAVEL . . 5 . 0 5 . 4 5 . 8 6 . 3 6 . 8
10C CONTRACTUAL • i . 2 1 2 . 1 . 3 3..1 1 4 . ) 1 5 . 2
400 COMMODITIES _ . 4 . 6 5 , 0 5 . 4 5.  P 6 . 3
500 FOUIPMENT . 1 . 0
600 LAND «£ STRUCTURES

JfLO GRANTS. CLAIMS. ETC.
1

TOTAL
6 5 . 0 6 9 . 2 74 .7 8 0 . 6 8 7 . 1

F U N D I N G  (Tho.  Is o f  Dollars)

GENERAL FUND O' i O 1 i 6 9 . 2 7 4 . 7 8 0 . 6 8 7 . 1
FEDERAL FUNDS
OTHER (Specify Fund Source) •

,

p o s i  r i o N S

FUI L TIME 1 . 0 1 . 0 1 . 0 _  1 . 0  1 1 . 0
PART I IMF. -
TEMPORARY

III. A N A L Y S IS  (Sec Fiscal N o te  Prepara t ion In s t ruc t ions ,  Section III)
T h e s e  c o s t s  r e f l e c t  t h e  r e s o u r c e s  t o  b e  u s e d  t o  e m p l o y  a n  a u t o  f r a u d  i n v e s t i ­
g a t o r  ( A s s o c i a t e  A t t o r n e y  I I . ,  R-19) a t  A n c h o r a g e .  'Hie p o s i t i o n  w i l l  b e  

^ R e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  d e s i g n i n g  a  s t a t e w i d e  a u t o  r e p a i r  f ^ a u d  ' T o g r a m .  T h e  p o s i -  
^ ^ i o n  w i l l  a l s o  b e  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  i n v e s t i g a t i n g  a l l  m a j o r  a u t o  f r a u d  c o m ­

p l a i n t s  a n d  o v e r s e e  a n d  o r g a n i z e  i n v e s t i g a t i v e  e f f o r t s  o f  s u b o r d i n a t e  s t a f f  
h a n d l i n g  a u t o  f r a u d  c o m p l a i n t s  o f  l e s s e r  m a g n i t u d e ,  6 1 0 , 0 0 0  w i l l  b e  u s e d  t o  
p a y  f o r  t e s t i m o n y  a n d  t r i a l  p r e p a r a t i o n  t i m e  o f  a u t o  m e c h a n i c a l  a n d  e n g i ty *  
e e r i n g  e x p e r t  w i t n e s s e s . 6 2 , 8 0 0  w i l l  b e  u s e d  f o r  p u r c h a s e  o f  a u t o  r e p a i r y ,
p a r t s ,  s u p p l i e s  a n d  s e r v i c e s  b e i n g  i n v e s t i g a t e d .  t  .

* i

(P. I „ , _
/ \ / 0 h  /-C
Richard I. PeguesIV. DATE F e b r u a r y  1 8 ,  1 9 8 1  p r e p a r e d  BY ^ ____________

AGENCY  Departmen t  o t  law,
Original: Legislative Finance PHONE________4 65-3695.
cc: Budi’.ct and Management

Prime Sponsor (First Legislator Named)

Div o f  Admin. Svcs.
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