
IN THE MA TIER OF; 

FJNANCIAL FREEDOM 

ASSOCIATES, LLC 

r;~nd 

TA.MIEKA SHE_LISE GOODE, 

RESPONDENTS 

BEFORE THE COMMISSIONER OF 

FINANCIAL REGULATION 

OAH'NO: LAB.bR-CFR-:76-20-14979 . · ~ _, - ~ - .. - .. .. 

CFRNO:: FY2019-5~ 

PROPOSED FINAL ORDER 

The Proposed Decision (11Proposed Decision11
) of the A~m!histt;a;tive Law Judge (the 

~~~LJ'l), -issiu~d on Jam1ary 13, 2021 iri the above :captioned case, havi11g been I'eceiyed, read. 

a11d <;on~iqered, it i_s, by the Commjs~ioner of Finandal Regulation (flu=~ "Gommission:ee') this 

of J)~ay of March, 2021 ORDERED, 

. . 
A. That the_ Proposed Fjndings of Fact ("FF") listed on pa~es 5-9 of the Proposed Decision be; 

· a11d ·heteby are, ADOPTED; . . . 
B. That the Proposed Conclusiot,Js of Law ("COL") listed ·oii _pages i 9~20 of t.h.e Proposed 

Decisloti _be, and hei'e.by ~te, Ap.QPT:Eb, except that COL 2 is hereby AMENDED a~1q 

RESTATED il~ its ·eiitil'ety to read as follows: 

2. The Coum1ission:er did 11ot _ptoauce sufficj~,nt eviqenc~ tp prove the 

Respo1'1dei1ts violated .section i 4-1902(3) of the Commercial Law · Article by 

assisth'lg lviary)alld consumer~ ·to illake a:statemept_ that is fals.e or m.i~l.~~djng to the 

person to whom the. cdl)SUiners appli~d for ·an extension .of .credit regarding the 

const1n1et's credit standing. Md. Code Atm., Com. Law ~14.:1902(3) (20l3); 

C. Pursuant to §'1 0-.220(d) of the ·state Gov. Art., Atm: Code ofMd. the Commis~iouer finds that 

COL 2, as stated by the ALJ; n,!qttired modification to ciarify that the conch~sion found the 



Commissioner did not produce sufficiet1t evidence to prove the Respondents violated §14-

1902(3) ofthe Conunel'cial Law Article as opposed to affirmativelyfmqing the Respondents 

complied with §I 4-1902(3) of the Commercial Law Article; 

D. Tl1e AL.T's recon1nleJidat!on for a cease a!id desist m·der be and hereby is ADOPTED; 

E .. Resp011dellts shall imn1ediately CEASE AND DESIST from operating a credit services 

business in the State of Maryland; 

F. The ALJ's reco1ru:hendatio11 of the m11ount ofthe civil penalty or fine imposed on the 

Respolidents and the analysis supporting s11ch recommendation be and hereby is REJECTED 

ahd replaced as set forth below: 

i. The !Ullot!llt of civil penalty shall be $10,000. 

ii. The analysis and facts suppo1ting the $10,000 civil penalty are as set forth in Section 

G hereof; 

G. Pursuant to §10"220(d) of the State Gov. Alt., An11. Code ofMd. the Commissioner has 

increased the ammJnt ofthe fine reconm1ended by the ALJ after having considered the mutlysis 

supporting that recommendation a!ld the factors established by §2-115(c) of the Fin. Ins. Art., 

Aim. Code of Md. The findings made by the ALJ supporta detennhl!Jtion that the Respondents 

conunitted serious violations of Maryland Jaw. Respondents established and operated a credit 

services business without the Iioens~ teqtiired by Marylatid law. Respondents' failure to obtaii1 

a !'eqllil'llQ licensesigtlificantly impah:s t[le Cqnlinissioner's ability to exercise supervision and 

regulatory oversight over the Responde1its' btJsiness as required by the General Assembly. 

Respondents' faihite to list Iicetisinginfon1lation ht their advertisements impairs tile ability of 

consttn1ets to know who regulates the Respondents' bush1ess and therefore where to file 

complaints. The Respondents' failure to post a bond impairs the rights of the Commissioner · 
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and Maryland consumers as the Goneral Assembly imposed a bond requirement to protect the 

Commissioner and Maryland consumers from harm caused by a licensee .. Because these 

failures substautially impair the Commissioner's ability to protect Mar,Yiaild col1sun1ers and 

e~pose Mat:yland consumers to greater risk; the Conunissioner finds the Respo.ndents 

cmi\mitted serious violations of applicable law. 

The ALJ noted the Conunissioner presented no evidence that the Responde~its were not acting in 

good faith on behalf of Maryland consumers. Section 2-115 (c) does llot limit this analysis to . 

good faith only on behalf of consumers and the i·ecord contains information from which a finding 

could be made the Respondents did not act in good faith. Notwithstanding, the Conilnissioner 

will not ame11d tlw ALJ's findings regarding the good faith of tl1e Respondents but will rather 

considerrelevant information in co.m1ection1¥ith §2-ll5(c) (6) discussed belo.w, 

The Cmrunissioner agrees with the AtJs finding that the Commissioner presented no evidence 

of previous violatioils of by the Rflspondents. 

Althm1gh the ReSJlondents' failur0 to obtain the required liceiise atid bo11d could be deet\ted to 

have a deleterious effect on the credit setvices business, the Commissioner will not amend the 

ALJ' s findin~s re~arding the effects of the Respondents' conduct .oil the public and the credit 

services business. Rathor, the Commissio11e.t' will con~ider relevant infoi·mat!on in conliection 

With §2-115(c) (6) discussed below. 

The Commissioner agrees with the ALJs finding that the Commissioner presented no evidence 

of the Respondents' assets. However, the Conuiiissioner notes that the Respondents' failure to 

obtain a license, failure to cooperate with the investigation and failure to attend the hearing 

deprived the Conm1issiolier of the information needed to co11Sidei' this factor .. 
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The Colnniissioner disagrees with the ALJ's finding that the Commissioner presented 1io 

evidence of additional factors warranting a Sttbstantial penalty. The ALJ's fli1dings of fact 

include: (i) Respondent Goode contacted the Commissioner's Office followhig receipt of the 

Commissioner's subpoena and was inforii.uid of the licensing requirement and the iiwestigation; 

(ii) the RespondeJit Goode agi·eed to meet with the Conunissionel"s investigator 011 August 5, 

2019, but failed to appear at this meeting; (iii) all efforts by the Commissioner to obtain 

Respondents' business records and to schedule investigato1·y interviews with Respondent Goode 

or anyone affiliated with Respondent Financial Freedom failed; (iv) Respolldent Financial 

Freedom continued to maintain a website advertising its services after teaming of the 

Conunissioner's investigation and filing Articles of Cancenation with SDAT; and (v) 

Respondents failed to appear for the hearing co11duct by the ALJ despite having received adequate 

notice. These findings are relevant factors for detenninb1g the amotlllt of the penalty. 

In the one interaction RespQndeht Goode had with the Co1111nissi<nier's Office; Respondent 

Goode acknowledged re<;eipt of the Commissioner's stibpoella and stated she did not know 

Respondents' business required a license. Regardless of her past knowledge, as a rest1lt ofthat 

interaction, Respondent Goode knew of the licet1sing requirement and of the ongoing · 

• investigation. Despite this knowledge; Respondents chose not to cooperate with the investigation. 

This failure deprived the Commissimier of an ability to deterlli.ine the nil! scope of the. 

Respondents' activities, including an analysis ofwhetlwr those activities had a deleterious effect 

on cot1S\111lel'S m· the credit sel'vices bu.siness and whether RespO!ldents harined a11y Maryland 

cOilsmneJ'S. This failure of cooperation prevented the Commissioner from identifying any 

Maryland consumers who 1nlght be entitled to restitution for Respondents' actions. Througli this 

falhn·e of cooperation, the Respondents declined the opportunity to present favorable factors for · 
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the Conuriissionel"sconsideration. Finally, this lack ofcooperation prevented the Commissioner 

from confinnin~ that Respondents stopped offel'ing credit services to Marylat1d consumers, Just 

as· the Cmmnissioner lll!IY consider il respondetlt's cooperation as a .factor justifying a lower 

penalty, the Coli.1111lssioner may consider a responqent' s fail we to cooperate as a factor justifying 

a higher penalty, The ConimissiOiler chooses to consider the Respondet]ts' complete failure to 

cooperate with the investigation as a factor justifying a decision not to rediJCe the penalty but 

rather have the )JeJJalty reflect the seriousness of tbe conclusions of law found by the ALJ. The 

Conunissimier notes that, althO!lghimposhig a penalty higher than that recommended by the ALJ, 

the penalty imposed herein is significantly less than the maximum amount allowed by applicable 

law .and what the Connnissioner suggested at the hearing. 

The penalty' in this case is calculated as follows: 

~ $6,000 for the initial violation of operath1g a credit services business without a license. 

• . $4,000 for all st\bsequent violations which include receiving money 01' other valuable 

. consider~tion from Maryland ctJJismners without being licensed as a credit services 

business by the Conunissioner; making false and mislea~ing statements in the offer 

or saJe of the services of a credit services business; failing to conspicuotisly state a 

license number issued 'by the Commissioner ili Respondents' adve1iising; ilild 

conductit1g a cl'edit services business without a imrety bond; 

H. The Respondents sluill pay a civil penalty of$10,000; 

I. Respondents shall pay the Conunissiqner the penalty imposed herein, by cashier's check or 

certified check lll!\de payable to the "Commissioner .of Filiancial Regulation," the amount of 

$10,000, within twenty (20) days from the date of this Proposed Final Order; 1 



J. Respondents shall send all correspondence, notices, civil penalties, and other required 

submissions to the Commissioner at the following address: Commissioner of Financial 

Regulation, 500 N; Calvert Street, Suite 402, Baltimore, MD 21202, Attention: Proceedings 

Adiltinish'ator; and 

K. The Tecords and publications of the Commissioner reflect the Proposed Final Order. 

Pursuant to COMAR 09.01.03.09, RespondeJits have the right to file exceptions to the 

Proposed Final Order attd present argt]illents to the Commissioner. Respondents have twenty 

(20) days ftoni the postmark date of this Propose<;! Final Order to file exCeptions with the 

Commissioner. CO MAR 09.01.03.09A(l). Unless written exceptions are filed within the tweilty 

(20)-day deadline noted above, this Order shall be deemed to be the final decision of the 

Commissioner and subject to judicial.review pursuant to State Gov. Art., Ann. Code of Md. § 10-

222. 

Respondeills may have the right to file a petition for judicial review; however, the fillng 

. of a petitionfor judicial review does not at!lomatically stay the enforcement of this order. 

Date: 
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MARYLAND COMMISSIONER OF 
FINANCIAL REGULATION 

By: ~tlL!L+JLL~~_w~wc.. 
Antonio P. Salazar, 
Conl!nissioner of Financial 
Regtllation 



MARYLAND COMMISSIONER OF 

FINANCIAL REGULATION 

* 

* 

BEFORE MICHAEL R. OSBORN, 

·AN ADMINISTRATIVE LAW JUDGE 

v. * OF THE MARYLAND OFFICE OF 

FINANCIAL FREEDOM * ADMINISTRATIVE HEARINGS 

ASSOCIATES, LLC * . OAH NO.: LABOR-CFR-76-20-14979 

and * CFR NO.: FY2019-55 

T AMIEKA SHELISE GOODE, 

RESPONDENTS 

* 

* 

* * * * * * * * * 
PROPOSED DECISION1 

STATEMENT OF THE CASE 
ISSUES 

SUMMARY OF THE EVIDENCE 
PROPOSED FINDINGS OF FACT 

DISCUSSION 
PROPOSED CONCLUSIONS OF LAW 

RECOMMENDED ORDER 

STATEMENT OF THE CASE 

* * * * 

On July I,· 2020, the Commissioner of Financial Regulation (Commissioner) issued a 

Charge Letter against Financial Freedom Associates, LLC (Respondent Financial Freedom) and 

Tamieka Shelise Goode (Respondent Goode), (or collectively, the Respondents), alleging that 

they engaged in a m·edit services business in Maryland without having the requisite license or 

surety bond. The Charge Letter advised the Respondents of the Commissioner's authority to 

issue a Cease and Desist Order and advised the Respondents of the potential sanctions, including 

financ~al penalties, that the Commissioner may impose for the alleged violations. The Charge 

1 By letter of July 1, 2•)20, the Commissioner delegated authority to the OAH to issue proposed findings of fact, 
proposed conclusions of law, and a recommended order. · 



· Letter also advised the Respondents that a hearing on the Charge Letter and prc1posed sanctions 

would be. conducted by the Office of Administrative Hearings (OAH) and advi~ed the 

Respondents that failure to appear at the hearing may result in imposition of sahctions. 

On August 14, 2020, the OAH issued a Notice of Hearing to the Respm.1dents advising 

them that a hearing would be conducted on the Charge Letter on October 20, 2p20 at the OAH in 

Hunt Valley, Maryland. The OAH mailed the Notice of Hearing by both certified mail and 

regular mail to the Respondent Financial Freedom's business address, to the address of Kevin 

Pitts, the resident agent reflected on Respondent Financial Freedom's Articles of Organization ,. 

on file with the State Department of Assessments and Taxation (SDAT), to Shawana Lee, an 

updated resident agent on file with the SDAT, and to Respondent Goode's address listed on 

Respondent Financial Freedom's Articles of Organization. Mr. Pitts received the certified mail as 

did Ms. Lee. The United States Postal Services (USPS) returned the certified mail notices sent to. 

Respondent Goode and to Respondent Financial Freedom's business address, noting they were 
' 

unclaimed. The Notice of Hearing mailed to the Respondents and to the resident agents by 
\ 

regular mail were not returned to the OAH by the USPS. Thus, I conclude the Respondents were 

notified of the location, date and time of the hearing.2 

On October 20, 2020, I convened a hearing at the OAH in Hunt Valley, Maryland. Md . 

. Code Ann., Fin. Inst. § 2-115(a) (2020).3 Sophie Asike, Assistant Attorney General, represented 

the Commissioner. The Respondents did not appear, nor did anyone claiming to represent them. 

2 The OAH Rules of Procedure, at Code of Maryland Regulations (CO MAR) 28.02.01.15C, Method of Giving. 
Notice, provides: (!)Except as otherwise required by law, a notice issued by the Office shall be sent to the parties 
by United States mail, by personal delive1y, or by courier delivery at their addresses on record with the Office. (2) If 
notice is given by United States mail, the notice is effective at the end of the 5th day after its deposit in the mail.(3) 
Proof that notice has been given may be made by the dated file copy in the case file. Here, the OAH file contains the 
dated file copy of the Notice of Hearing reflecting it was mailed to the Respondents by United States mail. 
3 Unless otherwise noted, all references to the Financial Institutions Ar!icle are to the 2020 Replacement Volume. 
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Procedure in this case is governed by the provisions of the Administrative Procedure Act, 

the hearing regulations of the Department of Labor, and the Rules of Procedure of the OAH. 

Md. Code Ann., State Gov't §§ 10-201 through 10-226 (2014 & Supp. 2020); COMAR 

09.01.03; and CO MAR 28.02.01. 

ISSUES4 

1. Did tM Respondents violate section 14-1902(1) of the Commercial Law Article by 

receiving money or other valuable considerations from Maryland consumers without· 

being Ji!censed as a credit services business by the Commissioner? 

2. Did theRespondents violate section 14-1902(3) of the Commerc.ial Law Article by 

assisting or advising Maiy land consumers to make a statement that is false or 

misleading regarding the consumer's credit standing to a person to whom the 

consuniers applied for an extension of credit? 

3. Did the Respondents violate section 14-1902( 4) of the Commercial Law Article by 

making. false or misleading representations in the offer or sale of the services ofa 

credit services business? 

4. Did the Respondents violate section 14-1903 of the Commercial Law Article, and/or 

section':; 11-203.1 and 11-302(b) of the Financial Institutions Article by engaging in a 

! 
credit services business without being licensed to do so by the Commissioner? 

5. Did the Respondents violate section 14-1903.1 ofthe Commercial Law Article by 

failing 'io conspicuously state a license number issued by the Commissioner in their 

I 

advertising, or, if qualified, failing to conspicuously state a licensing exemption in 

their advertising? 

4 The Issues are as reflected in the "Charges Against the Respondents" Counts I through 6, of the Charge Letter, 
converted from declarative form,"the Respondents violated" to inquisitive form "did the Respondents violate?" 
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6. Did the Respondents violate section 14-1908 of the Connnercial Law Article by. 
:· ... 

conducting a credit services business without a surety bond? 

7. If the Respondents violated any of sections 14-1902(1), 14-1902(3); 14-1902(4), 14-

1903, 14-1903.1, or 14-1908 of the Commercial Law Article, or vidlatedsections 11-

203.1 or 11-302(b) of the Financial Institutions Article, what sanction is appropriate? 

SUMMARY OF THE EVIDENCE 

Exhibits 

I admitted the following numbered exhibits offered by the Commissioner: 

1. Notice of Hearing, August 14, 2020 

2. Charge Letter, July 1, 2020 

3. Financial Freedom Associates, LLC Business Entity Search, undated, and Articles 
of Organization, October 5, 2017 

4. Financial Freedom Associates, LLC Web~ite, printed October 9, 2019 

5. Financial Freedom Associates Credit 101 Course on Eventbrite (website), printed 
October 9, 2019 

6. Consumer Services Case Report, May 14,2019 

7. Report oflnvestigation, August 6, 20 19 

The Respondents did not appear, and therefore, offered no exhibits. 

Testimony 

The Connnissioner presented the following witness: Zenaida Velez-Dorsey, Investigator. 

The Respondents did not appear, and therefore, did not present any witnesses. 

4 
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' ' 

PROPOSED FINDINGS OF FACT 

I find the Jhllowing facts by a preponderance of the evidence: 

I. On October 5, 2017, Respondent Financial Freedom filed Articles of Organization 

with the SDAT. IIi its Articles of Organization, Respondent Financial Freedom described itself 

as a limited liabili1y company, the purpose of which was to provide assistance to consumers to 

improve their FICO scores and to make it easier and possible to purchase a home or vehicle. The . 

Articles of Organization stated that Respondent Financial Freedom's business address was 10 W. 

· ·Eager Street, Suite 315, Baltimore, Maryland 21201, and that Kevin Pitts of2705 Mount Holly 

Street, Baltimore, Maryland 21216 was its resident agent. The Articles of Organization bears a 

signature of Kevin Pitts as resident agent. Respondent Goode signed the Articles of Organization 

as the filing patty; with a return address of2105 N. Pulaski Street, Baltimore, Maryland 21217. 

2. On Jm{e 21, 2017, Maryland purportedly residing at-

(Respondent Financial Freedom's business 

address), wrote a fetter to Credit Collection Service, P.O. Box 607, Norwood,MA 02062 (CCS), 

a debt collection and consumer reporting agency, which she described as a "formal complaint." 

Therein,-complained that CCS was repot1ing inaccurate and incomplete credit 

informationabout'her,and that as far as-lmew, CCS had no connection to Comcast 

Cable. The letter included references to the Fair Credit Reporting Act, Section 609(a)(l)(a), and 

reminded CCS of Its obligations under federal demanded CCS delete all 

references to her account. 

3. 21, 2017 letter to CCS was drafted by and mailed by the 

Respondents, and the Respondents charge~ a fee for this service. 
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4. On June 13, 2017 personally iiYI'Ote a letter to 

CCS requesting it provide information to her relating to information CCS may have provided to 

consumer credit reporting agencies. 

5. ·On July 24,201 purportedly residing at 10 W. Eag:~r Street, Suite 

315, Baltimore, Maryland, 21201, (Respondent Financial Freedom's business Hddress), wrote a 

letter to CCS, which she described as a "formal complaint." Therein--complained that 

CCS was reporting inaccurate and incomplete credit· information about her.--

The letter included references to the Fair Cr~dit Reporting 

Act, Section 609(a)(1)(a), and reminded CCS of its obligations under federal kw. 

letter demanded CCS delete all references to her account. 

6. July 24,2018 letter was drafted by and mailed by the Respondents, and 
I 

the Respondents charged her a fee for this service. 

7. On December 20,2018, CCS received another letter from-. dated October 
I 

30, 2018, demanding information; reminding CCS of its obligations under federal law, and citing 

Black's Law Dictionary. This letter was drafted and mailed by the Respondents, and the 

Respondents charged-a fee for this letter. 

8. During the dates July 20,2017 through February 3, 2019, Respondent Financial 

Freedom drafted and mailed at least four letters relating to Maryland residents w the Better 

Business Bureau and to the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, each 1etter .. ;omplaining 

about the credit collection and credit repot'ting practices of CCS. Each of the letters had a 

common theme - that the· debtors had requested CCS provide a copy of the contract or agreement 

between the debtor and creditor evidencing the debt CCS sought to collect and that CCS had 

been unresponsive to that request. Each of the letters were drafted with the nan1e of person 

complaining, but with Respondent Financial Freedom's business address as the address from 
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•, 

which the letters were sent. Each of the letters requested that if a contract or agreement between 
I . 

the debtor and crerfitor could not be produced that credit information be deleted from CCS files 

and from the files of three consumer credit reporting bureaus. The Respondents charged the 
. ' 

Maryland resident.~ a fee for these letters. 

9. On May 14, 201 Chief Compliance Officer, CCS, complained to 

the Commissioner that the Respondents were engaged in a credit services business without a 

complained that the Respondents were making false and misleading 

statements regardbg credit accounts that were not actually in dispute, although CCS conceded it 

had no direcCevidimce of this contention. CCS complained that the Respondents made false and 

misleading statemi~nts to CCS, to the BBB and to the CFPB by composing letters for signature 

by debtors with th~ Respondents' address as the return address of the letters. 

10. CCS domplained in its May 14,2019 complaint that the Respondents were among 

l 
those whose practice is to inundate CCS· or other data furnishers with disputes in hopes that the 

furnisher will delete the account from the consumers' credit reports. 

II. On July 24,2019, Commissioner's InvestigatorVelez-Dorey called Kevin Pitts, 

who disclaimed knowledge he was named as resident agent and disclaimed any relationship with 

Respondent Financial Freedom. Within ten minutes of Ms. Velez-Dorsey's conversation with 

Mr. Pitts, Respondent Goode called her to inquire about the purpose for a subpoena she had 

received from the (~ommissioner. Respondent Goode said she had no idea a license was required 

to engage in a credit services business and agreed to meet with Ms. Velez-Dorsey on August 5, 
··i 

2019. Respondent 'Goode did not attend the meeting. 

12. On Atlgust 28, 2019 Respondent Financial Freedom filed Articles of 

Cancellation with the SDAT. 

I 
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13. Respondent Financial Freedom maintained a website. On October9, 2019, the 

website described services provided by Respondent Financial Freedom including bankruptcy; 

credit repair; credit building; budget planning; financial plam1ing; and life insurance. The 

' 

website included several first-name-only "testimonials" relating to the quality of credit repair 

services provided by Respondent Financial Freedom, some attesting to the quality of services 

provided specifically by Respondent Goode .. The website also included articles about how to 

understand credit scores, how to qualifY for a home loan, and included credit nipair classes that 

those interested could register to attend, for a fee. The website offered "unbeatable prices" for its 

services. 

14. The website of Respondent Financial Freedom did not include a c~:edit services 

business license number issued by the Commissioner or contain any reference 'r.o an exemption 

granted by the Commissioner from the licensing requirement. 

15. All efforts by the Commissioner to obtain the Respondents' business records and to 
j'; 

schedule investigatory interviews with Respondent Goode or anyone affiliated with Respondent 

Financial Freedom failed. 

16. On October 15,2020, the SDATwebsite reflected that Respondent Financial 

Freedom was "dissolved," and its business status was "not in good standing." Respondent 

Financial Freedom fell into a "not in good standing" status with the SDAT in 2018 and did not 

file aruma! reports with SDAT for 2018 or 2019. 

17. At some time prior to October 15, 2020, Respondent Financial Freedom revised its 

SDAT profile to substitute Tawana Lee, of2100 N. Pulaski Street, Baltimore, :Maryland 21217 

as its resident agent. 

18. The Respondents were never licensed by the Commissioner as a cr
1

edit services 
;:. 

business. 
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19. The R'espondents did not obtain a surety bond. 

DISCUSSION 

The Marylan<l Credit Services Businesses Act 

Maryland law places various restrictions on those who purport to assist consumers in 

obtaining credit and purport to assist consumers with improving or repairing their credit. These 

restrictions includr.' licensing, bonding and disclosure requirements. 

Title 14, Subtitle 19 of the Commercial Law Article of the Annotated Code of Maryland 

is the Maryland CJ;editServices Businesses Act (MCSBA). Md. Code Ann, Com. Law.§§ 14-

1901 through 14-1916 (2013 & Supp. 2020). 

The MCSBA .defines a credit services business as follows: 

·i· 
(e)( I) '~Credit services business" means any person who, with respect to the 
extension of credit by others, sells, provides, or ·performs, or represents that such 
person can or will sell, provide, or perform, any of the following services in return 

· for the pay,ment of money or other valuable consideration: 
(i) Improving a consumer's credit record, history, or rating or establishing a 
new credit file or record, or providing advice or assistance to a consumer 

·with 1'egard to improving the consumer's credit record, history, or rating or 
establishing a new credit file or record; or · 
(ii) dbtaining an extension of credit for a consumer, or providing advice or 
assistance to a consumer with regard to obtaining an extension of credit for 
the consumer. · 

I . 
Md. Code Ann., Com. Law§ 14-190l(e)(l)(i),(ii) (Supp. 2020). 

A person if; defined as follows: 

(g) "Persori" includes an individual, corporation, government or governmental 
subdivisiol.1 or agency, business trust, statutory trust, estate, trust, partnership, 
associatior1, 2 or more persons having a joint or common interest, and any other 
legal or commercial entity. 

Md. Code Ann., Com. Law § 14-190 I (g) (Supp. 2020). 

Here, the Fi.espondent Financial Freedom, in "perso'n" form, and Respondent Goode, 

engaged in a credjt services business by providing advice or assistance to Maryland consumers 

• 
' with regard to improving the consumers' credit record, history, or rating, and did so for money. 
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Regulation of Credit Services Businesses 

The MCSBA applies to any contract with a Maryland resident involving credit services. 

Md. Code Ann., Com. Law. § 14-190l(e)(3). The provisions of the MCSBA arb primarily 

enforced by the Commissioner, who may issue cease and desist orders and initiate administrative 

enforcement proceedings. Md. Code Ann., Com. Law§§ 14-1911-1913 (2013)·. The 

Commissioner also has the authority, under the general enforcement authority of the 

Commissioner's Office, to issue a cease and desist order, suspend or revoke a license, and 

impose a civil penalty of up to $10,000.00 for a first violation and up to $25,0GO.OO for each 

subsequent violation. Md. Code Ann., Fin. Inst. § 2-115(b ). 

Consumer.Reporting Agency 

Under the Commercial Law Article, 

"Consumer reporting agency" means any person which, for monetary fees, dues, 
or on a cooperative nonprofit basis, regularly engages in whole or in part in the 
practice of assembling or evaluating consumer credit infmmation or other 
information on consumers for the purpose of furnishing consumer reports to third 
parties, and which uses any means or facility of commerce for the purpose of 
preparing or furnishing consumer reports .. 

Md. Code Ann., Com. Law§ 14-1201(£)(1) (2013). 

Here, CCS is a consumer reporting agency. 

Licensing Requirement 

. Title 11, Subtitles 2 and 3 of the Financial Institutions Article of the Annotated Code of 

Maryland requires those who engage in credit services business to be licensed by the· 

Commissioner. Title 11, Subtitle 2 provides: 

(a) Unless a person is licensed by the Commissioner, the person may not: 

(2) In any way use any advantage provided by the Maryland Consumer. Loan 
Law. 

Md. Code Ann, Fin. Inst. § 11-203.l(b) (2020). 
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'• . 

Title II, S~tbtitle 3 also provides: 

(b) Unless the person is licensed by the Commissioner, a person may not: 

(3) Engagein the business. of a credit services business as defined under Title 14, 
. Subtitle 19 of the Commercial Law Article. · 

Md. Code Ann., Fin. Inst. § 11-302(b) (2020). 

Section 14.:1903 of the Commercial Law Article also requires credit services businesses 

to be licensed by the Commissioner. In relevant part section 14-1903 provides: 

(b) A credit services business is required to be licensed under this subtitle and is 
subject to the licensing, investigatory, enforcement, and penalty provisions of this 

subtitle and Title II, Subtitle 3 of the Financial Institutions Article. 

(c) A licen:Je required by this subtitle shall be issued by the Commissioner. 

(d) A person not included within the definition of a credit services business as 
provided in'§ 14-1901(e)(3) of this subtitle is exempt from licensure requirements 
under this imbtitle.5 

Md. Code Ann., Com. Law§ 14-1903(b) through (d) (2013). 

5 Section 14-190l(e) of the Commercial Law Article describes exemptions from the definition of a credit services business, 
as follows: 
(3) "Credit services bu~1ness" does not include: 
(i) Any person authorized to make loans or extensions of credit under the laws of this State or the United States who is 
actively engaged in the business of making loans or other extensions of credit to residents of this State; 
(ii) Any bank, trust c6n1pany, savings bank, or savings and loari association whose qeposits or accounts are eligible for 
insuran9e by the FedenJf Deposit Insurance Corporation or any credit union organized and chartered under the laws of this 
State or the United States; 
(iii) Any nonprofit organization exempt from taxation under§ 50l(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code (26 U.S.C. § 
501(c)(3)); · · 
(iv) Any perSon license:~ Rs a real estate broker, an associate real estate broker, or a real estate salesperson by this State 
where the person is acting within the course and scope of that license; 
(v) Any person licensed as a mortgage lender by this State; 
(vi) An individual admjtted to the Bar ofthe Court of Appeals of Maryland when the individual renders setvices within the 
course and scope ofpra..ctice by the individ~al as a lawyer and does not-engage in the credit services business on a regular 
and continuing basis; 
(vii) Any broker·dealer.registered with the Securities and Exchange Commission or the Commodity Futures Trading 
Commission where thft. broker-dealer is acting within the course and scope of that regulation; 
(viii) Any consumer reporting agency as defined in the federal Fair Credit Reporting Act (15 U.S.C. §§ 1681-1681t) or in 
§ 14-1201(1) of this title; 
(ix) An individual licensed by the Maryland Board of Public Accountancy when the individual renders services within the 
course .and scope ofpr;;.ctice by the individual as a certified public accountant and does not engage in the credit services 
business on a regular and continuing basis; or 
(x) Beginning July I, 2913, a mortgage assistance relief service provider regulated under Title 7, Subtitle 5 of the Real 
Property Article. · · · 
Md. Code Ann., Com. Law§ 14-l90l(e)(3)(i) through (ix) (2013). 
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Here, the Respondents, as a credit services business, were required to h:;ive a 

license to engage in a credit services business for compensation. They did not. • 

License Number Required in Advertisements 

Under the MCSBA, those engaged in a credit services business must state the 

license number issued by the Commissioner in their advertising. The MCSBA provides:. 

A person who advertises a service described in§ 14-190l(e)(l) of this subtitle, 
whether or not a credit services business, shall clearly and conspicuously state in 
each advertisement the number of: 

(1) The license issued under§ 14-1903 of this subtitle; or 
(2) If not required to be licensed, the exemption provided by the 
Commissioner. 

Md Code Ann., Com. Law§ 14-1903.1 (2013). 

Here, the Respondents were required to conspicuously state in their 

advertisements the nun1ber of the license issued by the. Commissioner or the basis for 

their qualification for an exemption from the licensing requirement. They did not. 

Surety Bond 

A credit services business is required to obtain a surety bond pursuant to Title II, 

Subtitle 3 of the Financial Institutions Article. Md. Code Ann, Com. Law§ 14,:1908 

(2013). 

Here, the Respondents had no surety bond. ; . 

Prohibited Acts . I 

In relevant part, the MCSBA provides: 

A credit services business, its employees, and independent contractors \vho sell or 
attempt to sell the services of a credit services business shall not: 

(1) Receive any money or other valuable consideration from the consumer, unless 
the credit services business has secured from the Commissioner a licenr;e under 
Title 11, Subtitle 3 of the Financial1nstitutions Article; 

(3) Make, or assist or advise any consumer to make, any statement or other 
representation that is false or misleading, or which by the exercise of reasonable 
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.q 

care shoulh: be known to be false or misleading, to a consumer reporting agency, 
govemmer>t agency, or person to whom the consumer applies or intends to apply 
for an extension of credit, tegarding a consumer's creditworthiness, credit 
standing, credit capacity, or true identity; 
( 4) Make or use any false or misleading representations in the offer or sale of the 
services ofa credit services business. 

Md. Code Ann., Com. Law§ 14-1902(1), (3) and (4). (2013). 

An "extens'Ion of credit" means the right to defer p11yment of debt or to Incur debt and 
' 

defer its payment, offered or granted primarily for personal, family, or household purposes. Md. 

Code Ann., Com. Law§ 14-1901(f) (2013). 

The Charges 

The Comm[ssioner charged the Respondents in Count I of the Charge Letter with 

accepting money from Maryland consumers to engage in unlicensed credit services business. 

The Respondents 'did so. Thus, they violated section 14-1902(1) (Count I, receiving money from 

Maryland consumt\rs to engage in a credit services business without a license). 

The Comrrdssioner charged the Respondents in Count 2 of the Charge Letter with 

assisting or advisir;g Mary land consumers to make a statement that is false or misleading to 
\. 

persons to whom tl1e consumers applied for an extension of credit. The Commissioner presented 

no evidence offab'e or misleading statements made by the Respondents on behalf of Maryland 

consumers in conjunction with an application for extension of credit. Thus, the Respondents are 

not in violation of section 14-1902(3) of the Commercial Law Article. (Count 2, misleading 

' 
statements to a person to whom a consumer has applied for an extension of credit). 

The Comrit~ssioner charged the Respondents in Count 3 of the Charge Letter with making 
I . 

or using false or rri.isleading representations in the offer or sale of credit services business . . 

services. The Commissioner offered the Respondents' website as evidence. I find nothlng 

l 
directly misleading on the website. However, the website is misleading by omission. First, the 

website makes no :reference to whether Respondents' are licensed by the Commissioner or 
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exempt from licensing. Second, the website does notmentionthat as of2018, when it failed to 

file a financial statement with the SDAT, Respondent Financial Freedom was no longer a 
,;, 

business in good standing with the SDAT. Third, the website makes no referen•~e in October 

2019 that Respondent Financial Freedom had, on August 28, 2019, filed an Articles of 

Cancellation with the SDAT. Thus, the Respondents are in violation ofsection 14-1902(4) of the 

Commercial Law Article (Count 3, false or misleading representations in the offer or sale of 

credit services business services). 

The Commissioner charged the Respondents in Count 4 of the Charge Letter with 

engaging in the credit services business without a license. The Respondents did so. Thus, they 

are in violation of section 14-1903(b) of the Commercial Law Article, and sections 11-203.1 and 
. . ' 

11-302(b) of the Financial Institutions Article (Count 4, engaging in the business of a credit 

services business without a .license and without being exempt from the licensing requirement). 

The Commissioner charged the Respondents in Count 5 of the Charge Letter with failure 

to conspicuously state the license number issued by the Commissioner in their advertising, or to 

state any exemption from licensing. The Respondents failed to conspicuously date their license 

number because they did not have a license. No evidence was presented that the Respondents 

were exempt from the licensing requirement. 6 Thus, the Respondents violated section 14-1903.1 

of the Commercial Law Article (Cou'nt 5, failure to conspicuously_ state a license number or 

exemption in advettising). 

The Commissioner charged the Respondents inCount 6 of the Charge Letter with 

failure to obtain a surety bond. The Respondents failed to do so. Thus, they are, in 

6 Under section 14-1907 of the Commercial Law Article "In any proceeding involving this subtitle, the burden of 
proving an exemption or an exception from a definition is upon the person claiming it." Md. Code Ann., Com. Law. 
§ 14-!907(d) (2013). The Respondents did not appear at the hearing and thus provided no proof they qualified for an 
exemption from the licensing requirement. · 
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violation of section 14-1908 of the Commercial Law Article (Count 6, failure to obtain a 

surety bond). 

Potential Sanctioils 

The Commissioner has the authority under the Financial Institutions Article to impose 

Financial and other sanctions against the Respondents, as follows: 

(b) When the Commissioner determines after notice and a hearing, unless the 
right to notice and a hearing is waived, that a person has engaged in an act or 
practice constituting a violation cif a law, regulation, rule or order over which the 
Commissioner has jurisdiction, the Cotmnissioner may in the Commissioner's 
discretion and in addition to taking any other action authorized by law: 

. (1) Issue a final cease and desist order against the person; 
(?) Su3pend or revoke the license of the person; 
(3) Issue a penalty order against the person imposing a civil penalty not 
ms:ceeding: 
(i) $10,000 for a first violation; and 
(ii) $25,000 for each subsequent violation:; or 
(4) Take any combination of the actions specified in this subsection. 

(c) In determining the amount of financial penalty to be imposed under subsection 
(b) ofthidection, the Commissioner shall consider the following factors: 

(I) The seriousness of the violation; 
(2) The good faith of the violator; 
(3) The violator's history of previousviolations; 
(4) Thh deleterious effect of the violation on the public and the industry 
involved;. 
(5) TlJe assets of the violator; and 
(6) Any other factors relevant to the determination of the financial penalty. 

,I . . 

Md. Code Ann., Fjn. Inst. § 2-115 (2020) .. 

·;I 

Similarly, section 14-1911 of the Commercial Law Article provides, in relevant part: 

(d) The C<JfiDUissioner may: 

( 6) Issue c~~ase and desist orders, after finding a pattem and practice of violation 
of this subtitle. 

(f)(!) If, atler the hearing, the Commissioner finds that the credit services 
business, or the salesperson, agent, representative, or independent contractor 
acting on ~ehalf of the credit services busiQess, has engaged or is engaging in any 
act or pracJ,lce prohibited by this subtitle, the Commissioner shall order the credit 
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services business or the person or both to cease and desist from the act •?r practice 
and may order that restitution be paid to an aggrieved consumer. 

Md. Code Allli., Com. Law§ 14-19ll(d)(6) and (f)(l) (2013). 

Appropriate Sanction 

The Respondents filed Articles of Organization in 2017 in which it desc:ribed its business 
•, 

as to provide assistance to consumers to improve their FICO scores and to make it easier and 

possible to purchase a home or vehicle. The Respondents were never licensed by the 
'!,: 

Commissioner as a credit services business and never obtained a surety bond. 

The Respondents drafted and mailed letters to CCS signed by aggrieved consumers but 

bearing the Respondents' return address. The Respondents drafted and mailed letters to the BBB 

and to the CFPB complaining about CCS, signed by aggrieved consumers. Wh,ile the Respondents 
' 

never acknowledged to CCS, to the BBB, or to the CFPB that they represented:. aggrieved . I 

consumers, the Respondents assisted aggrieved consumers to draft these letters. The letters had 

Respondent Financial Freedom's business address as the address from which the letters were sent, 

and the letters were almost identical in language and tone. The Respondents. maintained a website 

advertising a variety of credit-related services and offering classes on how to understand credit and 

credit ratings. On their website, the Respondents did not include a credit services business license 

number issued by the Commissioner. 

When Respondent Goode spoke to Investigator Velez-Dorsey in Augu~l2019, Respondent 

Goode told Ms. Velez-Dorsey she did not know a license was required to engage in a credit 
. I 

services business. Later the same month Respondent Financial Freedom filed Articles of 

Cancellation with the SDAT. However, in October 2019, Respondent Financial Freedom's website 

was still active and advertising its services to Maryland consumers. The Commissioner presented 
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no evidence, however, that the Respondents committed any additional violations after the filing of 

the Articles of Cancellation other than the continued presence of the website. 

The Commissioner suggests a total fine of $25,000.00 is appropriate. The Commissioner 

suggests this fine i,s warranted by: 

• $1 ,QOO.OO for each of six consumers from whom the Respondents received money 
to provide credit services business without a license; 

• $1,000.00 for each misrepresentation made on behalf of consumers who had applied 
for extensions of credit. However, I conclude no such misrepresentations were 
macle; 

• $1,000.00 for each of six consumers for whom the Respondents failed to include a 
license number or exemption in its advertising; 

• · $1,000.00 for each of six consumers for failing to obtain a license from the 
Commissioner; and, 

• . a $1,000.00 general fine. 

The Commissioner also suggests a cease and desist order is appropriate. 

In makinga.recommendation as to the appropriate sanction I have considered that none 

of Respondents' Maryland consumers complained to the Commissioner. I have also considered 

the penalty factors, as found in section 2-115 of the Financial Institutions Article. 
' 

First, the Commissioner presented no evidence of the seriousness of the violations, and 
' 

no evidence that aiw Maryland consumer was harmed. 

Second, th<: Commissioner presented no evidence that the Respondents were not acting. in 

good faith on behalf of Maryland consumers. CCS complained that the Respondents represented 

that the debt CCS sought to collect or report was invalid, but CCS conceded it had no proof the 

invalid debt claims were false. The CCS complaint was that the Respondents were engaged in a 

method commonly used by credit services businesses to harass CCS into deleting debtors' 

accounts. 

Third, no history of previous violations was presented. 
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Fourth, no evidence was presented that the credit services business industry in Maryland 

suffered any deleterious effect or that the industry's esteem in the public eye was negatively 

affected. 

Fifth, no evidence of the assets of the Respondent was presented. No e~idence was 
' ; 

presented that the Respondents took financial advantage of Maryland consumers, charged money 

for services never delivered, or otherwise enjoyed unmerited financial gains. 

Sixth, the Commissioner presented no evidence of additional factors to,suggest a 
1 

substantial financial penalty is wan·anted. 

Under section 14-191l(d)(6) of the Commercial Law A.lticle, the Comr<1issioner may 

issue cease and desist orders to violators after finding a pattern and practice of violation of the 

MCBSA. Under section 14-1911(±)(1) of the Commercial Law Article if, after a hearing, the 
. J 

Commissioner finds that the credit services business has engaged in any prohibited actor 

practice, the Commissioner shall order the credit services business or the person or both to cease 

and desist from the act or practice and may order that restitution be paid to an aggrieved 

consumer. 

The Commissioner produced no evidence of the dollar amount that anyMaryland 

consumer paid the Respondents for their services. A.11d it produced no evidence of any aggrieved 

Maryland consumers. Thus, restitution is inappropriate. 

After weighing all factors, I conclude a cease and desist order is appropriate, in 

conjunction with a fine of$1,000.00. The gravamen ofthe violations is that theRespondents did 

not obtain a license from the Commissioner to engage in a credit services business, and that they 

drafted and mailed a few letters to assist Matyland consumers with obtaining information as to 

the accuracy of credit information being reported by CCS. The Conunissionerpresented no 

evidence any Mruyland resident was harmed- that is, that Maryland consumers paid for services 
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never received or that the price of those services greatly outweighed the benefit. The 

Commissioner pr9\ented no evidence that the reputation of the credit services industry was 

· harmed, or that the· Respondents had previous violations or defied the authority of the 

Commissioner. Wl'ten the Respondents became aware they were being investigated, they filed 

Articles of Canceliation with the SDAT. No evidence of any violation after cancellation was 

presented other thr;n the continued presence of Respondent Financial Freedom's website .. 

The $25,000.00 financial penalty suggested by the Commissioner is unwarranted under 

the circumstances.' 

·PROPOSED CONCLUSIONS OF LAW 

I. The Re'spondents violated section 14-1902(1) ofthe Commercial Law Article by 

. receiving money or other valuable considerations from Maryland consumers without being 

licensed as a credft services business by the Commissioner. Md. Code Ann., Com. Law§ 14-

1902(1) (2013). 

2. The Respondents did not violate section 14-1902(3) of the Commercial Law Article 

by assisting or ad~ising Matyland consumers to make a statement that is false or misleading to 

·., . 

the person to whom the consumers applied for an extension of credit regarding the consumer's 

credit standing. Md. Code Ann., Com. Law§ 14-1902(3) (2013). 

3. The Respondents violated section 14-1902( 4) of the Commercial Law Article by . . 
making false or misleading representations in the offer or sale of the services of a credit services 

bl!siness. Md. Code Ann., Com. Law§ 14-1902(4) (2013) . 

. 4. The Re~pondents violated section 14-1903 of the Commercial Law Article and 

sections 11-203 .I and ll-302(b) of the Financial Institutions Article by engaging in a credit 

services business without being licensed to do so by the Commissioner. Md. Code Ann., Com. 

Law§ 14-1903 (2013), Md. Code Ann., Fin. Inst. §§ 11-203.1(b) and 11-302(b) (2020). 
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5. The Respondents violated section 14-1903.1 of the Commercial La\v Article by 

failing to conspicuously state a license number issued by the Commissioner in Their adve1tising. 
\ 

Md. Code Ann., Com. Law§ 14-1903.1 (2013). 

6. The Respondents violated section 14-1908 of the Commercial Law Article by 

conducting a credit services business without a surety bond. Md. Code Ann., Cpm. Law§ 14-

1908 (2013). 

RECOMMENDED ORDER 

I RECOMMEND that the Commissioner; 

ORDER that the Respondents shall immediately CEASE AND DESIST from engaging 

in any credit services business activities. 

ORDER the Respondents to pay a fine of $1 ,000.00, and, 

ORDER that the records and publications of the Commissioner reflect 1;his decision. 

Januarv 13, 2021 
Date Decision Issued 

MRO/kdp 
#189024 
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MichaelR. Osborn 
Administrative Law Judge 




