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A Montgomery County resident had her shut-
ters and doors repainted a different color. She
received a letter from her homeowners association
that she had to change the color back to its origi-
nal state because the new colors were not allowed
under the HOA's rules and she had not received
prior approval. After arguing with her HOA
for a month, she was forced to return the shutters
and doors to the original color.

A Baltimore condominium owner was con-
cerned that the board of the condominium
association was spending an excessive amount to
repair the building’s
roof. After the
board refused her
request to examine
records concern-
ing the repairs,
the owner filed a
complaint with the
Consumer Protec-
tion Division. The
board made the
records available to
her after the Divi-
sion told the board
they were legally

required to do so.

All condominium owners and many home-
owners are members of residential associations
referred to as Common Ownership Commu-
nities (COCs). Although both associations

are formed with a similar goal in mind, there

are differences between the two regarding as-
sociation responsibilities, procedures and
regulations.

In all COCs, the association is legally
responsible to maintain, repair, replace and
manage the common grounds and elements
as well as having the authority to adopt and
enforce rules and regulations for the members’
use of the common grounds and elements.
With the purchase of a property or residen-
tial unit, association membership, rights and
regulations are automatic and mandatory. This
mandate is tied to the
property or unit, and
automatically transfers
to the new owners each
time it is sold. New
Owners cannot waive or
void mandatory mem-
bership. In return for
the common expense fee,
members have the right
to use common facilities
and grounds. The COC
is legally entitled to as-
sess and collect fees from
members, enforce regula-
tions and provide governing documents.

All consumers who are potentially look-
ing at purchasing a unit or piece of property
that is part of an association should read
all documents very carefully before signing.
Many buyers run into problems with their
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associations after signing the membership
documents. A common consumer issue is
architectural guidelines. Many COCs have
regulations that limit the architectural modifi-
cations an owner can make to his/her property
as well as requiring a certain level of upkeep.
Additionally, the Consumer Protection Divi-
sion often receives complaints from residents
who are concerned about maintenance and
administrative costs imposed by their associa-
tion or who feel their association is not living
up to its responsibilities and taking care of the
common elements.

A savvy consumer always reads contracts
before signing. The consumer should also
read any disclosure statements for the COC
because they may raise issues, which would
cause the consumer to rethink purchasing the
home or condominium. The seller is required
to provide a purchaser with information
about the COC, including fees for which the
purchaser may be responsible. A purchaser
should carefully review this information and
talk to members of the community to learn
about potential problems.

Another way to make sure your COC
understands your concerns is to attend as-
sociation meetings and know who is making
decisions on behalf of your community.

If you have a complaint against your COC
that pertains to records access, fair elec-
tions or open meetings, please file it with the
Consumer Protection Division at www.oag.
state.md.us/consumer/complaint/htm or call
1-800-743-0023. The CPD can help mediate
your complaint. However, complaints involv-
ing day-to-day operations of your association,
bylaws violations or liens should be resolved
through your COC, the judicial process or

community mediation.

Volunteer Opportunities and Internships

Do you like to help people? Do you live in the
Baltimore area? Then come volunteer in the Attor-
ney General’s Consumer Protection Division.

Our volunteers respond to consumer inquiries on
the telephone hotline, and mediate consumer com-
plaints against businesses and health care providers.
You will receive training in mediation and learn

valuable skills. The division also offers college and

law students a variety of internship opportunities.

Our downtown office is convenient to the Light
Rail and Metro, and volunteers receive a travel
stipend. No experience necessary. Interested? Call

410-576-6519.

Attorney General’s Consumer Offices

Consumer Protection Division
200 St. Paul Place, 16th FL.
Baltimore, MD 21202-2021
o General Consumer Complaints: 410-528-8662
Toll-free: 1-888-743-0023
TDD: 410-576-6372
9 a.m. to 3 p.m. Monday-Friday
o Medical Billing Complaints: 410-528-1840
9 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Monday-Friday
To appeal health plan claims decisions:
Toll-free within Maryland 1-877-261-8807
Branch Offices
e Cumberland
301-722-2000; 9 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. 3rd Tuesdays

e Frederick

301-600-1071; 9 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. 2nd and 4th Thurs-

days
o Hagerstown

301-791-4780; 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Monday-Friday
e Prince George’s

301-386-6200; 9:00 a.m. to 5:00p.m. Monday-Friday
o Salisbury

410-713-3620; 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Monday-Friday
o Southern Maryland (Hughesville)

301-274-4620 Toll-free 1-866-366-8343

9:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. Tuesdays

The Consumer’s Edge is produced by the Maryland At-
torney General’s Office. Reprints are encouraged. Free
subscriptions are available to groups wishing to distrib-
ute to their members. Call 410-576-6956.
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