OFFICE OF CEMETERY OVERSIGHT

ADVISORY COUNCIL ON CEMETERY OPERATIONS

MINUTES

DATE:

February 23, 2017

TIME:

10:10 A.M. - 12:10 P.M.

PLACE:

Department of Labor, Licensing and Regulation

500 N. Calvert Street, 
3rd Floor Conference Room

Baltimore, Maryland  21202

CALL TO ORDER:

Chair Porter called the meeting to order at 10:12 A.M.

MEMBERS PRESENT:

Frank Porter, Acting Chair

Yvonne Fisher

Clayton Hashimoto

Andrew Linthicum

Erich March

John “Ron” Pearcey

Walter Tegeler

David Zinner

MEMBERS ABSENT:

Kaija Dallessandro

Nicholas Farano

STAFF PRESENT:

Deborah Rappazzo –Executive Director/ Investigator

Leila Whitley – Administrative Aide

Jessica Carter – Assistant Attorney General, Principal Counsel

Philip Thomas – Investigator
STAFF ABSENT:

Olusegun Sokoya (Victor), Financial Compliance Administrator
VISITORS: 

Warren Cherry - FCAME

Richard Cody – Resthaven Memorial Gardens. Inc.

Craig Huff – President, MOCO Liaison, MCFCA

MINUTES:

The Minutes from the December 1, 2016 meeting were approved.

HOUSEKEEPING:

ANNOUNCEMENTS:

Deborah A. Rappazzo has accepted the role for the Executive Director of the Office of Cemetery Oversight (OCO).  

Executive Director Rappazzo introduced Clayton Hashimoto, a consumer representative, and John “Ron” Pearcey, a non-profit cemetery representative, to the Advisory Council.

Philip Thomas, an investigator with another DLLR licensing board, will be assisting the OCO twice a week, until further notice.   He will be responsible for assisting the Executive Director with new consumer complaints and inquiries.  Phil Thomas gave a brief background of himself, prior work experience as well as his work with the Cosmetology and Barber boards.

There is a new on-line process to apply for appointments on the council.  All interested parties must go to The Governor’s Appointments Office website (govappointments.maryland.gov) to apply.   

Ms. Whitley reminded the council members to complete the Ethics forms that are due in April 2017.  Ms. Whitley also informed the council members they will be given their parking passes for 2017, after the meeting.

DIRECTOR’S REPORT:

The Advisory Council currently has two vacancies, one for a for-profit cemetery representative and one for a consumer representative.  Therefore, if you know of anyone that is interested in either of these positions, please have them go to the Governor’s Appointments Office website.  

The Executive Director reported on an online article from California dated March 22, 2010, “Introduced this year, the Catholic Cemeteries Purchase/Donation Program allows an individual who purchases a plot, crypt or niche in a diocesan cemetery or mausoleum to write off a portion of the cost as a tax-deductible charitable contribution.”  

There was information on the internet regarding a company named Heritage Cremation Provider.  The article has information from the Better Business Bureau (BBB) warning consumers not to do any business with them due to a large amount of complaints against that company.  A suggestion was made to have this information added to the OCO website pertaining to the Heritage Cremation Provider LLC.   

There are four committees: 1) Abandoned Cemetery – Task Force; 2) Outreach Committee; 3) Recordkeeping Committee (cemeteries, crematories, and burial goods businesses); and 4) Financial Reporting Analyst (cemeteries, crematories, and burial goods businesses) that the Advisory Council members may join.   

INVESTIGATOR’S REPORT:

A complaint was received concerning two different individuals with the same name (a common name) buried at similar named cemeteries.  It turned out the consumer was paying money to the incorrect cemetery for an individual that was actually buried at the other cemetery.  (The consumer that was paying the money resides out of state.)  

There were different ways that cemeteries (cemetery companies) deal with the Canada geese and doves.  Companies that release doves at funerals usually do not go to certain cemeteries anymore due to the hawks attacking the doves.

LEGISLATIVE UPDATE:

Jessica Carter gave a brief update on legislative bills. They are as follows:

· Senate Bill 192 and House Bill 726 have identical language.  The bills remove the requirement that a cemetery that sells burial goods and is an existing business provide a financial statement by a CPA, detailing the assets and liabilities of the cemetery for the fiscal year and containing a review by the CPA as to the financial stability of the cemetery.  Instead, the cemetery would be required to provide a financial statement that contains a balance sheet, either from the most recent federal tax return filed by the business or on a form that the director requires.  

· House Bill 235 makes reference to Abandoned Private Cemeteries – Repair or Maintenance by County or Municipality.  The bill allows a county or municipality, by local law, to establish that unpaid charges for the repair, maintenance, or preservation of an abandoned private cemetery are a lien on the real property; it requires the county or municipality to notify the cemetery owner that repairs are needed, request permission to perform the necessary repairs, and notify the owner that if the county performs the repairs, the unpaid charges are a lien on the property.  

· House Bill 693 makes reference to the State Board of Morticians and Funeral Directors-Investigations and Subpoenas-Revisions.  This bill deletes the requirement that an out-of-state facility (that would receive a body from an in-state funeral establishment or crematory) have an agreement with the Board of Morticians or the Office of Cemetery Oversight that allows for unannounced inspections of the facility prior to providing services.  This bill would allow transfer of the body to an out-of-state facility if the person authorized to arrange for final disposition of the body has given permission to the in-state funeral establishment or crematory for transfer to the out-of-state facility.  The bill also imposes other requirements on the Board of Morticians. 

· Senate Bill 50 clarifies that the owner of a burial lot is responsible for the care of a memorial or monument placed on the lot; it also clarifies that cemeteries may maintain and repair memorials and monuments that are damaged.

The department is not taking a position on any of the bills that have been submitted.  

FINANCIAL COMPLIANCE ADMINISTRATOR’S REPORT:

The onsite financial inspection/audit has started.  The first cemetery was visited by OCO on February 16, 2017.  The inspection/audit went well. The next cemetery onsite inspection/audit will be conducted on March 29, 2017.  In about one or two months of inspections/audits of cemeteries, OCO should be able to put together a comprehensive onsite inspection/audit document that can be utilized for all cemeteries.

NEW BUSINESS:

There were about one hundred seventy (170) monuments that were knocked over in a cemetery in St. Louis.  A Muslim group raised some money to help the cemetery and consumers.  A local monument dealer has people working to help to repair the monuments. 

There was a brief discussion of various degrees of desecration of graves, which also includes memorials and monuments, in cemeteries around the country for the past 10 years.
The next Advisory Council meeting will be held on Thursday, March 23, 2017 at 10:00 AM.  

COUNCIL CONCERNS:

The council had a discussion about the legislative process and pending legislation; the council discussed the pending legislation, including Senate Bill 50 and voiced concern about the language.  The Executive Director clarified the Secretary’s policy regarding council members (as private citizens) testifying on submitted bills and who decides what bills the Office will take a position on.  She clarified that the council may submit proposals for regulation and statutory changes.  The Executive Director stated that she would bring these concerns to the Commissioner of the Occupational and Professional Licensing’s attention.
PUBLIC COMMENTS:

Warren Cherry is the liaison with the Funeral Consumers Alliance.  His father was a prior Advisory Council member.

ADJOURNMENT:

A motion was made to adjourn.  The motion passed unanimously and the meeting adjourned at 12:10 p.m.
