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DECEPTIVE MAILINGS AND SWEEPSTAKES
PROMOTIONS

MONDAY, MARCH 8, 1999

U.S. SENATE,
PERMANENT SUBCOMMITTEE ON INVESTIGATIONS,
OF THE COMMITTEE ON GOVERNMENTAL AFFAIRS,
Washington, DC.

The Committee met, pursuant to notice, at 9:33 a.m., in room
SD-342, Dirksen Senate Office Building, Hon. Susan M. Collins,
Chairman of the Subcommittee, presiding.

Present: Senators Collins, Stevens, Levin, and Edwards.

Staff Present: Timothy J. Shea, Chief Counsel/Staff Director;
Mary D. Robertson, Chief Clerk; Kirk E. Walder, Investigator;
Kathy Cutler, Congressional Fellow; Emmett Mattes, Detailee, U.S.
Postal Inspection Service; Brian Benczkowski (Senator Domenici);
Michael Loesch (Senator Cochran); Frank Brown (Senator Specter);
Felicia Knight (Senator Collins); Chris Ford and Dan Blair (Gov-
ernmental Affairs); James Dean (Senator Campbell); Linda
Gustitus, Minority Chief Counsel and Staff Director; Bob Roach,
Counsel to the Minority; Leslie Bell, Congressional Fellow; Nanci
Langley (Senator Akaka); Marianne Upton (Senator Durbin);
Maureen Mahon and Karen Robb (Senator Edwards); and Diedre
Foley (Senator Lieberman).

OPENING STATEMENT OF SENATOR COLLINS

Senator COLLINS. The Subcommittee will please come to order.
Good morning.

Last year, prompted by complaints that I received from my con-
stituents in Maine, as well as by an initial hearing on this issue
held by Senator Cochran, the Permanent Subcommittee on Inves-
tigations began an investigation into deceptive mailings. The hear-
ings today and tomorrow are the first in a series examining pro-
motional mailings, particularly sweepstakes, that flood the mail-
boxes of Americans with more than a billion pieces of mail a year.

These first two hearings will examine the nature and the impact
of sweepstakes run by several major companies, including Amer-
ican Family Enterprises, Publishers Clearing House, Time Inc.,
and the Reader’s Digest Association, Incorporated. Let me empha-
size that, to date, our investigation has uncovered no evidence that
the sweepstakes offered by these particular companies are fraudu-
lent. These companies run legitimate sweepstakes in the sense that
all the prizes are awarded, none requires a purchase to enter the
sweepstakes, and all entries are treated in an equal fashion. Subse-
quently hearings will focus on promotional mailings that are out-
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right fraudulent, such as the sweepstakes in which no prize is ever
awarded. That is not the issue before us today.

Instead, this hearing will examine the increasingly deceptive and
aggressive marketing techniques used by the legitimate sweep-
stakes companies. We will explore whether repeated mailings, mis-
leading language, the use of trusted spokesmen, “Government look-
alike” mailings, and the combination of large headlines and small
disclaimers are unfair practices that deceive consumers into mak-
ing excessive, unneeded purchases. In addition, we will examine
how laws can be changed to make sweepstakes less deceptive and
how the companies themselves could take steps to be more honest
with the consumers receiving their mailings.

Since I initiated this investigation several months ago, I have
heard from individuals all across this country who have told me
their personal experiences with these sweepstakes. Time and time
again, family members, such as the ones that we are going to hear
from today, have described sweepstakes companies bombarding el-
derly relatives with repeated mailings, each one giving the false
impression that purchases will bring the consumer closer to win-
ning the grand prize. Such deceptive mailings hurt individuals in
two ways.

First, there is the obvious financial harm of a senior citizen wast-
ing thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, on purchases that the
senior citizen neither needs nor wants. The Subcommittee has re-
ceived and reviewed cases of seniors who, enticed by the bold prom-
ises of deceptive sweepstakes, spent their Social Security checks,
squandered their life savings, and even borrowed money in order
to continue to make purchases, thinking that buying unwanted
magazines, trinkets, and other products would somehow make
them win the grand prize.

For an example, a 74-year-old woman from New York wrote to
me about how she thought the purchases she was making en-
hanced her chances of winning. She went deeply in debt in playing
sweepstakes. In her letter she said, “My only source of income is
a monthly Social Security check totaling $893. I estimate that I
have spent somewhere between $10,000 and $20,000 in the last 19
years. What money I did not have, I borrowed from my daughter
who is now responsible for my total financial support. I am deeply
in financial debt. Their mailings were worded in such a way that
I was certain I was going to win anywhere from $1 million to $10
million. I am finished with all of the contests. I truly wish I could
recoup the monies that I squandered foolishly in the hope that a
real pay-off would come my way.”

Another individual interviewed by the Subcommittee’s investiga-
tors said that he spent in excess of $30,000 over 3 years on sweep-
stakes mailings. He sold stocks, he borrowed on his credit cards
and from a loan shark to pay his bills, and he was just about to
lose his home. In a 2-month period, he received 24 mailings from
just one of the major sweepstakes companies. In response to each
and every mailing that he received, he bought products, convinced
that that would make him a winner. This elderly American showed
our investigators a recent bill that went on for 10 pages, listing
over 350 purchases totaling over $10,000. Now, in this case, the
company involved—Publishers Clearing House—has done the right
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thing by refunding this individual $9,000, but such restitution ap-
pears to be the exception and not the rule.

Yet another gentleman told us that he put a $6,000 down pay-
ment on his dream home. He packed up his belongings and waited
for his $11 million from American Family Publishers. It never ar-
rived, and he was hospitalized with stress-related pains. He lost his
dream house, he lost his down payment, and he lost $7,000 that
he spent buying books, magazines, and cassettes that he did not
want.

The losses suffered by consumers cannot be measured in dollars
alone. As one elderly gentleman put it in a letter to me, “My wife
has finally come to realize that she has been duped by the sweep-
stakes solicitations for all these years. Although the financial drain
is now halted, the loss of her dignity is incalculable.”

Deceptive mailings promising consumers that they are “guaran-
teed winners” or “finalists” create the expectation of a huge cash
prize, unfairly raising the hopes of many sweepstakes players. One
woman was so certain that she had won that she canceled a doc-
tor’s appointment in order to be home to meet the Prize Patrol.
Similarly, another postponed needed surgery because she did not
want to miss Ed McMahon’s arrival with her winnings.

The stories that we will hear today and the evidence that the
Subcommittee has compiled demonstrate that these are not iso-
lated examples. Moreover, far too often, the victims of deceptive
sweepstakes mailings are senior citizens—people who come from a
generation that is trusting. They tend to believe what they read,
particularly if it is endorsed by a trusted authority, comes from a
well-known company, or includes language that makes it seem to
be official. Too many times, the disclosures are few and hard to lo-
cate, they are cleverly worded, and in tiny print.

One of the goals of these hearings is to inform consumers that
they don’t have to buy to win and that buying does not improve
their chances of winning. But this should not require a Senate
hearing. These disclosures, as well as the odds of winning, should
be much clearer in these mailings. You should not have to use a
magnifying glass to read the fine print or have to search to figure
out how to enter a contest without making a purchase.

The witnesses we will hear from today will each describe the de-
ception that caused them or their loved ones to be taken in by
sweepstakes mailings. I want to praise them for their courage in
coming forward to share their experience. I know that it is not
easy. But by coming forward, you will help others avoid the mis-
takes that have affected your families.

The Subcommittee’s second panel will include a representative of
the American Association of Retired Persons as well as the Attor-
ney General of the State of Maryland. He will describe State efforts
to combat deceptive and unfair practices used in sweepstakes pro-
motions.

All of the witnesses today will help us better understand the na-
ture of the problem, the impact of deceptive mailings, and what the
Senate should do to curtail this unfair practice.

I would now like to turn to my colleagues for any opening state-
ments that they may have. I would first like to yield to Senator
Levin, who is the Subcommittee’s Ranking Minority Member. Sen-
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ator Levin has been a leader in trying to curtail deceptive mailings.
He has a longstanding interest in this issue and is the author of
legislation that was introduced last Congress and this Congress as
well. Senator Levin.

OPENING STATEMENT OF SENATOR LEVIN

Senator LEVIN. Thank you, Madam Chairman.

Everybody wants to be a winner, and when you are told that you
are one, absolutely, definitely, that is pretty powerful medicine,
powerful enough to make a lot of people overlook the fine print that
tells you that your winning is dependent upon having the right
number and returning it within the prescribed time period.

Most of us also want to provide for our families. As we get older,
with little ability to earn income, often, some worry that they will
end up being financially dependent on their children. Others hope
that they could leave a little nest egg for their family. And when
we are lonely, it feels good to have someone pay attention to us.
And when we are bored, it feels good to have something to do.

These natural human instincts power the sweepstakes industry,
a multi-billion dollar industry that is used to sell everything from
magazines to videotapes to simple hope.

Last year, as the Ranking Democrat on the Subcommittee with
jurisdiction over the Postal Service, I asked the Chairman of that
Subcommittee, Senator Cochran, to hold the hearing that Senator
Collins has referred to on the mass marketing of sweepstakes in
America and the use of the mails for deceptive and fraudulent
sweepstakes offers.

We learned at that hearing that the financial cost to consumers
of deceptive and fraudulent sweepstakes is a serious problem and
one that particularly plagues our senior citizens. We also learned
that the Postal Service has inadequate law enforcement tools to
combat it.

Joined by Senators Collins and Durbin, I sponsored legislation to
close some of the loopholes that allow some egregiously deceptive
practices to be considered legal. Some of the deceptive practices
that we are going to be hearing about are currently considered
legal because of those loopholes, and the purpose of that legislation
was also to give the Postal Service the enforcement tools that it
needs.

We weren’t able to get action on that legislation before the last
Congress adjourned, but this year I am optimistic that we are
going to toughen our laws and end some of these abuses. And the
hearings that you have called, Madam Chairman, should help a
great deal in that effort.

The figures with respect to sweepstakes that are run by the big
four sweepstakes companies from whom we are going to hear to-
morrow—American Family Publishers, Publishers Clearing House,
Reader’s Digest, and Time Inc.—are huge. These four companies
alone, combined, mail out 1.5 billion pieces of mail a year promot-
ing sweepstakes. They spend hundreds of millions of dollars run-
ning their sweepstakes programs. Some of these companies will
run one sweepstake for 2 years, sending out 800 million pieces of
mail in over 200 separate mailings. These mailings look different
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even though they are for the same sweepstake, and many of these
mailings go to the same individuals.

These sweepstakes might have odds of winning of only 1 in 150
million. Reader’s Digest has told us that it is possible that a single
individual could get up to 122 mailings in any 1 year for their var-
ious sweepstakes promotions. And though the average respondent
who buys something spends on the order of $40 to $90 on products
promoted with sweepstakes, in one company over a half a million
individuals are spending $100 to $500 a year to buy sweepstakes-
related products, and thousands of Americans are spending thou-
sands of dollars a year buying those products. So make no mistake
about it. This is not just junk mail we are talking about. This is
big business.

In the process of pushing products by using sweepstakes, compa-
nies are taking advantage of the average person’s desire to win and
to get a little something extra. And the promotions used to seduce
a customer over the edge, to take the step to respond to the solici-
tation and to purchase a product are very cleverly designed.

Now, for the most part, the companies that we are talking about
today and tomorrow are companies that know the law. They go
right up to the edge to promote their products, but still stay within
the law, often just barely. The problem is that the current law is
feeble, full of loopholes, and needs to be significantly strengthened.

We have got to require that sweepstakes solicitations state af-
firmatively in large and clear type that the recipient is not obli-
gated to purchase a product in order to win, and I think maybe
most importantly we have got to change the law to require that the
sweepstakes solicitations state affirmatively and in large and clear
type that purchases of products do not increase the recipient’s
chances of winning. That to me is a critical issue because so many
of the people who receive these sweepstakes believe that their
chances of winning are increased if they buy a product. In fact,
many believe that the only chance that they will have of winning,
despite the fine print, is if they buy a product.

There are also too many other companies that cross over the line
of legality and actually perpetrate fraud and deception. And for
those companies, we have to increase the penalties and strengthen
our enforcement capability. We have got to give the Postal Service
subpoena authority. We have got to provide immediate and tougher
civil penalties for violations. My bill, for instance, would provide a
penalty of $10,000 per illegal item; and that means each envelope.

Exposing deceptive and fraudulent practices is a critically impor-
tant function of this Subcommittee, and I want to commend Sen-
ator Collins for scheduling these hearings. I am proud to be a co-
sponsor of her legislation. I am proud to have her as a cosponsor
of my bill, and I know we both look forward to the Senate passing
legislation this year. We have been joined by many other Members
of this Subcommittee and other members of the Senate. I think
with their help and with the help of the kind of hearings which are
now scheduled by Senator Collins for which we and the Nation are
in her debt, we have a good chance of passing legislation this year.

Today we have with us individuals who know firsthand how
sweepstakes promotions can lead to heavy financial costs and often
psychological heartbreak. I want to commend each one of you for
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being willing to come to Washington, to be with us here publicly
today, and to tell some very personal stories. We are very appre-
ciative of the candor, of your willingness to share with us some-
times some very painful personal matters, by your doing so, we be-
lieve, will make it possible that others will avoid the kind of grief
that you are going to describe. And we are very grateful to you.

Senator COLLINS. Thank you very much, Senator Levin.

Senator Stevens, I am very pleased to yield to you if you have
any opening comments, and I want to thank you for cosponsoring
the legislation that I have introduced to crack down on deceptive
mailings.

OPENING STATEMENT OF SENATOR STEVENS

Senator STEVENS. I am pleased you are holding the hearings, and
I am particularly concerned about the impact of some of the ways
these sweepstakes are presented to the elderly. So I am happy to
be here. Thank you.

Senator COLLINS. Thank you.

Senator Edwards, it is a great pleasure to welcome you to the
Subcommittee. I am sure we will benefit greatly from having you
as a Member, and I just want to welcome you and also express my
appreciation for your cosponsorship of the legislation. Do you have
any opening comments you would like to make.

OPENING STATEMENT OF SENATOR EDWARDS

Senator EDWARDS. Yes, Madam Chairman. Thank you very
much. It is an honor for me to cosponsor that legislation.

First, let me extend my thanks to Senators Levin and Collins for
holding these hearings. Sweepstakes fraud is a major problem in
my home State of North Carolina.

In fact, investigators in the Consumer Protection Division of the
Attorney General’s Office in North Carolina have told me that
since January 1997, they have received more than 400 complaints
about sweepstakes promotions. More than 300 of those complaints
involved the four major companies: American Family Publishers,
Publishers Clearing House, Reader’s Digest, and Time Inc.

Many of the complaints were made by senior citizens, and many
of these complaints were made by the children of seniors, who are
so concerned about the impact of these sweepstakes on their par-
ents’ quality of life that they feel compelled to take action.

I recently heard a story from one of my constituents whose name
is Pamela Bagwell. One day, Pamela went to visit her elderly fa-
ther-in-law, Bobby. When she arrived at his home, she found stacks
and stacks of solicitations from sweepstakes companies. She asked
Bobby about them and found out that he had made numerous pur-
chases thinking that buying products would increase his chances of
winning prizes. He was so convinced that he would win a prize that
he even invited his neighbors to his house on the day that the Pub-
lishers Clearing House Prize Patrol was supposed to deliver the

rand prize check. Pamela estimates that Bobby spent more than
%20,000 in 10 months on products he thought would help his
chance of winning.

Now, I mentioned the fact that Bobby is an elderly man, but that
is not the worst part of this story. Bobby also has Alzheimer’s.
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Pamela, who has power of attorney for Bobby, contacted Publishers
Clearing House at least six times in October last year to demand
that the company stop sending Bobby solicitations. She even went
so far as to send the company a doctor’s certification that Bobby
has Alzheimer’s. And yet the sweepstakes mailings continue to
flood Bobby’s mailbox. Pamela says that sometimes Bobby receives
up to 20 per day from many different companies.

Bobby is not alone in being inundated by these mailings. This
January the North Carolina State Attorney General’s Office sent
one sweepstakes company a letter asking them to immediately re-
move a woman’s name from their mailing list, stating that “the
constant barrage of mail from [the company] is significantly dimin-
ishing the quality of her life.”

Now, I think it is a pretty sad day when people need to call their
State Attorney General to stop harassing mailings. And stories like
this are becoming more and more frequent.

The examples from my State demonstrate another area we need
to explore. People like Pamela Bagwell should be able to stop these
mailings in the first instance. I am a cosponsor of Senator Collins’
legislation that will curb deceptive mailings.

This bill requires that if a person makes a written request to a
sweepstakes company to stop sending mailings to that person, the
company must do so for a period of 5 years. I commend Senator
Collins for this measure. I believe we need to go further. Next week
I intend to work with my colleagues to require that sweepstakes
companies jointly establish a single 1-800 number so that people
can call to have their names removed from all mailing lists. This
would spare consumers from having to call and write each individ-
ual company. We already have a similar system in place for credit
card solicitations.

I believe establishing a system that not only allows consumers to
write to individual sweepstakes companies but also allows them to
call one number to stop all sweepstakes solicitations is the least we
can do so that people like Pamela Bagwell do not have to sit up
late at night worried that her father-in-law is going to go bankrupt
himself because she can’t be there to monitor the situation every
single minute.

Currently, 27 States have laws to help protect consumers from
deceptive sweepstakes mailings. However, we need to do more.
State Attorneys General, including those in my own State, are to
be commended for the actions they have taken to help combat this
problem.

However, Federal laws must be strengthened, as Senators Col-
lins and Levin have recognized already, to prevent companies from
sending deceptive mailings and to alert consumers that purchases
do not increase the likelihood that they will win a major prize.
Again, I applaud Senator Collins for her efforts in this area.

I am not advocating ending any legitimate marketing practice,
but something must be done to put a stop to deceptive and mislead-
ing mailings and to prevent consumers from being scammed and
harassed.

It is my hope and expectation that Senator Collins’ legislation
and my proposed 1-800 number will go some distance toward cor-
recting these situations.
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I want to thank these witnesses for their bravery in being here
and being willing to testify before this Subcommittee. I look for-
ward to these hearings. I am sure they will be very educational for
all of us.

Thank you, Senator Collins.

Senator COLLINS. Thank you, Senator.

Before swearing in the first panel, I want to also recognize the
work of Senator Cochran, who is the Chairman of the Subcommit-
tee with jurisdiction over these types of mailings. I mentioned that
he held a hearing during the last Congress, but I also want to let
you know that he has worked very closely with this Subcommittee
in conducting this investigation. Since he is unable to be here right
at the beginning, I did want people to be aware of his efforts.

I also want, assuming there is no objection, to have all of the ex-
hibits that have been marked and previously made available to
Members, included in the hearing record. There are also some
sealed exhibits which will remain under seal because they contain
some proprietary information.

With that I would now like to welcome our first panel of wit-
nesses. As I mentioned, our first panel includes individuals who
will be able to describe for us their firsthand experiences or those
olf lgved ones who were taken in by sweepstakes mailings. They in-
clude:

Eustace Hall of Brandon Florida. He is accompanied this morn-
ing by his daughter, Angela Hall.

Carol Gelinas of Bangor, Maine. I am very happy to welcome one
of my constituents to this hearing.

Patti McElligott of Tyler, Texas.

Dr. Stephanie Beukema of Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Charles Doolittle, also from Florida.

And we also have a constituent of Senator Levin’s, Dr. Karol
Carter. I don’t know whether Senator Levin wants to add any
words of welcome.

Senator LEVIN. I would just put in a plug for Troy, Michigan,
where you are from, and Dr. Carter is a veterinarian in Troy.

Dr. CARTER. No. In Detroit.

Senator LEVIN. In Detroit. We had a chance to chat a little ear-
lier, and I just want to personally again thank you for coming here.

Dr. CARTER. You are welcome. Thank you.

Senator COLLINS. Now, pursuant to Rule VI of the Subcommittee,
all of our witnesses are required to be sworn in. That doesn’t mean
that we wouldn’t believe you if you weren’t sworn in, but it is part
of our rules and procedures. So I would like to ask that you all
stand so I can now have you take the oath.

Would you please raise your right hands? Do you swear that the
testimony you are about to give the Subcommittee will be the
gu(‘%l, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you,

0d?

Mr. HALL. T do.

Ms. HALL. I do.

Ms. GELINAS. T do.

Ms. McELLIGOTT. I do.

Dr. BEUKEMA. I do.

Mr. DooLITTLE. I do.



Dr. CARTER. I do.

Senator COLLINS. Again, I want to thank you very much for your
willingness to come forward and assist the Subcommittee with its
investigation. We will include your written testimony as part of the
hearing record. We are going to ask that your oral testimony be
limited to no more than 10 minutes each. We have a series of lights
that you can see on the table in front of you that will help you
know when your time is about to expire. When you have only 2
minutes left, the yellow light will go on, and when the red light
comes on, we would ask that you wrap up your comments.

Mr. Hall, we would like to begin with you, and, again, thank you
for being here today.

TESTIMONY OF EUSTACE A. HALL,! BRANDON, FLORIDA,
ACCOMPANIED BY ANGELA HALL

Mr. HALL. Thank you. Good morning. My name is Eustace Hall,
and I am here today to tell of my unfortunate experience with
Sweepstakes. I am a 65-year-old retired medical technologist. I cur-
rently work for AT&T selling mobile phones. I had to take this job
with AT&T due to debts I incurred while playing sweepstakes.

I asked my daughter Angela to accompany me today as this is
a difficult topic for me to discuss. I first began entering sweep-
stakes at the end of 1992. I began entering sweepstakes because
I wanted to provide my daughter Angela, who was in law school
at the time, with more financial assistance. I am proud to say An-
gela is now an attorney, but the money I thought

Senator COLLINS. Mr. Hall, would you like to have someone else
go first and then we can come back to you?

Senator LEVIN. His daughter.

Senator CoLLINS. OK. Ms. Hall, do you want to help your father
out? I know this is really difficult, and you have been through a
lot. I just want to tell you that it means an awful lot to us to have
you here today. So we will have your daughter—can we bring you
anything? Are you OK?

Mr. HALL. Yes, I am all right.

Senator COLLINS. OK. Ms. Hall, do you want to read your fa-
ther’s testimony? I know this has been an ordeal for both of you.

Ms. HALL. I will pick up where he left off.

I am proud to say that Angela is now an attorney, but the money
I thought I was due from the sweepstakes never came.

I now realize that the letters I received from sweepstakes misled
me into making unnecessary and excessive purchases. I estimate
that I have spent $15,000 to $20,000 from 1992 to the present on
sweepstakes purchases. I have had dealings with all of the major
sweepstakes companies, including Reader’s Digest, Publishers
Clearing House, United States Purchasing Exchange, Michigan
Bulb Company, American Family Publishers, and others.

Every time I made a purchase, I always looked for the cheapest
products. I always made purchases because I believed that through
purchases I increased my chances of winning. The mailings always
looked official, and they used a lot of tricky phrases. The letters
were confusing. They always led me to believe that I had to pur-

1The prepared statement of Mr. Hall appears in the Appendix on page 109.
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chase products to win. I thought that my past purchases made me
more likely to win.

I was not aware of the “no purchase” option. The instructions
which were written on the back of these sweepstakes entries were
so small and hard to read that I could not read them without a
magnifying glass. Moreover, I believed from the letters I received
that my purchases gave me a better chance of winning. After all
the time and money I have spent, I have nothing to show for it.
I have never won anything.

The sweepstakes used phrases that made me think I was a win-
ner and that the prize was guaranteed and bonded. Over the years,
I received many personalized letters from the sweepstakes compa-
nies thanking me for being such a good customer and telling me
that my chances of winning were good or that it would be my time
soon.

I have a copy of a letter from Dorothy Addeo, Publishers Clearing
House contest manager. I would like to read a short portion of the
letter. “My boss dropped into my office the other day, sat down and
sighed.” and “What’s the story with Eustace Hall? I see that name
on our Best Customer List, on our Contenders List, on our Presi-
dent’s Club Member List. But I don’t see him on our Winner’s List.
There must be something we can do to change that. It’s not right
when someone as nice as Eustace Hall doesn’t win.”

This is just one example of how I was led to believe that my prior
purchases made me special. I purchased things I did not need,
magazines I did not read. Some of the stuff I purchased I never
even opened. I stored the things in my garage and attic and tried
to sell some at garage sales, but I got very little money for the stuff
since most of it is just junk.

Another thing that cost me a lot of time and money was entering
the sweepstakes. I was informed by Publishers Clearing House
that, if I returned my sweepstakes entries within 24 or 48 or 72
hours, I would win a specific prize. I often drove 20 miles to the
main post office to make sure my entry would get there in time.
I often spent money to send the entry in an express or priority en-
velope just to make sure I would meet their deadlines. Nothing
happened.

Super Bowl Sunday was always a very depressing day for me.
Super Bowl Sunday is when the Prize Patrol delivers the big prize.
I always thought it was going to be my lucky day, but the Prize
Patrol never came to my door. I always became very depressed
after I did not receive a visit from the Prize Patrol.

I now realize that I was not special. I was never close to being
a winner. They just sent me mailing after mailing with each one
making it seem like I was closer to the prize. Well, they are the
ones who won the prize—all of my money. Playing the sweepstakes
cost me a lot. I had to return to work. I refinanced my house sev-
eral times. And I had to borrow money from my pension fund four
or five times to pay my sweepstakes debts.

I thank you for the attention you are paying to this matter. If
new laws help to stop someone from going through what I had to
endure, you have done a good job. It just is not right the way these
companies are allowed to mislead and feed upon good people’s
trust. Thank you.
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Senator COLLINS. Thank you very much, Ms. Hall. Thank you,
Mr. Hall. T know it is a very difficult situation, but hearing your
experience is going to help others, and it will help us also get tough
new legislation through so that this can’t happen to other people.
So thank you for sharing your experience with us.

Ms. Gelinas.

TESTIMONY OF CAROL GELINAS,! BANGOR, MAINE

Ms. GELINAS. My name is Carol Gelinas, and I would like to tell
you about how my late father, Clyde Schott, was victimized by
sweepstakes promotions. My father had been a middle-manage-
ment sales executive for the Crane Company in Chattanooga, Ten-
nessee. After his retirement in 1977, he worked part-time for sev-
eral years for the TVA just to have something to do. He didn’t like
being home alone.

Following the death of my mother in 1982, he lived alone in
Chattanooga until 1991, when health problems forced him to move
to Bangor, Maine, where my husband and I live. He then moved
into an assisted living facility. At the time of his move, he had
granted me power of attorney in anticipation of possibly needing
help in the future. Up until this time, he had handled all of his
own affairs, including managing his investments, which he contin-
ued to do for some time after his move.

My dad successfully invested his money, monitored his stocks
and mutual fund investments, while at the same time his sweep-
stakes-related purchases became excessive. Due to health prob-
lems, approximately 15 months after his move to Maine, I became
involved with his personal affairs. It was at this time that I became
aware of the amount of money he was spending in connection with
sweepstakes promotions.

In trying to balance his checkbook, I discovered he was writing
30 to 40 checks each month, when his only bills were his rent, tele-
phone, and cable TV. Most of the checks ranged from $5 to $20,
and frequently he had written many checks to the same organiza-
tion for the same amount of money. Looking back over his check-
books, I realized that over the 14-year period or so, I estimate that
he had spent approximately $60,000 on sweepstakes-related mail-
ings between 1982 and 1996.

When I visited my father, he often had small items of costume
jewelry, watches, synthetic unset gems, and other trinkets that he
wanted to give me. He said these were “free gifts” to him and that
he had no idea why he had received them. In actuality, he had re-
turned purchase agreements that had promised a “free gift,” not re-
alizing that he had also ordered books, which his poor vision pre-
vented him from reading, audio and video tapes, music boxes, vita-
mins, etc.

Even though I possessed power of attorney, I found it very dif-
ficult to stop him. My father had always been a very independent
person, and it was important to his self-worth to remain at least
partially in control of his affairs. I had explained to him many
times that these “free gifts” were not free, but he truly did not un-
derstand. I finally managed to set up a separate checking account

1The prepared statement of Ms. Gelinas appears in the Appendix on page 110.



12

for his use, into which I deposited $300 a month, knowing full well
that all of it was spent in the vain attempt that he was about to
win a fortune in a sweepstakes promotion. He ordered tapes, books,
videos, and gift subscriptions for other people, believing that he
was so close to winning that these purchases would virtually guar-
antee it.

Particularly insidious were the “personal” letters addressed to
him in a way that led him to believe that he was one of two or
three finalists in sweepstakes promotions. He did not understand
that these were generated by a computer. If the internal address
was to him personally, at his residence, and it began “Dear Clyde,”
he was certain that he had been selected for special consideration.
He always referred to these as “letters” and greatly enjoyed receiv-
ing them, even if he received 30 or more identical ones from the
same organization on the same day. They made him feel important,
and he would often tell me with great satisfaction how many of
these “letters” he had received that day.

In tiny print, often in a shade of gray on a gray background,
these “letters” accurately gave the odds of winning as 1 in 100 mil-
lion or more. But this was literally invisible to him. Others in-
formed him that he was a “guaranteed winner” and that all he
needed to do to receive his prize was submit a processing fee,
amounting to $5 to $20. The prizes included such things as checks
for 25 cents and maybe one of the trinket items that, as far as he
was concerned, were of great value and just came to him “out of
the blue.”

Two of the biggest problems I had were with Reader’s Digest and
Time-Life audio tapes. He had accepted “free gifts,” again, that en-
rolled him in automatic purchase plans. When the purchase item
arrived, he would give it to me, not knowing why he had gotten it.
When I contacted Time-Life, I learned that in 1 year in particular
he had made purchases of over $1,500 in merchandise, all of which
he thought was free. The company was helpful in disenrolling him
once the outstanding bills were paid and discontinued mailing to
him.

Reader’s Digest, however, was extremely difficult to deal with. I
called them a number of times on different occasions, directing
them to remove his name from their mailing list. I paid the out-
standing bills, often amounting to hundreds of dollars at a time,
and sent them a copy of my power of attorney. However, as soon
as he was disenrolled, they sent him another promotion and start-
ed the whole series all over again. What finally stopped this was
nothing that I was able to do personally, but my father’s failing
eyesight. This led him to give me all of his mail, and I was able
to intercept the continuous bombardment of Reader’s Digest pro-
motions.

Unfortunately, one outcome of these encounters was my father’s
suspicion that he really had won millions and that somehow I had
taken it. When my husband and I went on a vacation or on one
occasion when we bought a new car, my father was very suspicious
about how we could afford these things and thought it was his
money.

Senator COLLINS. Thank you very much. Ms. McElligott.



13

TESTIMONY OF PATTI McELLIGOTT,! TYLER TEXAS

Ms. McELLIGOTT. Good morning. Thank you for inviting me.

My name is Patti McElligott, and I live in Tyler, Texas, where
my husband and I own a lawn sprinkler company, and I have come
today to share my family’s experience with the mail abuse by both
magazine companies and so-called charities.

My husband’s father, Joseph P. McElligott, Sr., was a retired
Army lieutenant colonel. He was active in the community and
church and took care of all of his affairs until he was moved into
a retirement center in May 1998. Mr. McElligott started playing
the sweepstakes in 1992. For quite some time, my husband had
been after him about the amount of mail he received and empha-
sizeii you should not believe everything that you receive in the
mail.

After we moved my father-in-law into a retirement center, my
husband and I went to his home and removed the mail so that we
could go through it and determine what needed to be dealt with
and what could be thrown away. I took out thirteen 33-gallon trash
bags of mail. Ninety-nine percent of what I threw away was sweep-
stakes, contests, or various organizations asking for money. Many
were duplicates of the very same mailing.

We immediately had all of his mail forwarded to us at our office
and made sure that his phone number at the retirement center was
unlisted. I began receiving numerous magazines, sometimes as
many as 20 in 1 day. At first, I threw them aside thinking the sub-
scriptions would end. I had business and things that I needed to
deal with. The magazines continued to pour in, and I began to no-
tice that we were getting multiple copies of the same magazine.
Five issues of Time in the same day, three issues of TV Guide in
the same day, two issues of Guns and Ammo in the same day, and
on and on.

On August 5, 1998, my father-in-law died, and at that point I
was actively able to do something about this mail. I happened to
look at an expiration date on a magazine label 1 day and noticed
the subscription went past the year 2000. At that time, I started
to look at all the labels and noticed that the majority of them went
past the year 2000. One subscription to U.S. News and World re-
port ran to the year 2018. I began to call the magazines and re-
quested refunds.

When I called the magazine companies, more times than not I
was told that the subscription was through American Family Pub-
lishers or Publishers Clearing House. And after making several
calls to American Family Publishers and Publishers Clearing
House to request refunds, my father-in-law’s records mysteriously
disappeared. After insisting that the records must be there and
that the IRS requires all information to be available for 7 years,
we were told we had to speak to a supervisor, none of whom were
ever available.

To date, I have deposited or am expecting nearly $3,000 in maga-
zine refunds. We still have some we have not had time to contact.
And we found it interesting that some organizations, like NRA,
consider the “fee” to be a contribution and the magazine was a gift.

1The prepared statement of Ms. McElligott appears in the Appendix on page 111.
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Therefore, there is no refund, nor would they tell us how long he
was paid up to.

After going through most of the records, we found canceled
checks in the amount of $8,704.09 for United States Purchasing
Exchange, $1,075.71 for Time Warner-Sony Sound Exchange,
$1,931.09 to Time-Life Books, $10,098.68 to Reader’s Digest,
$2,088.85 for American Family Publishers, $3,090.08 to Easton
Press, $6,797.52 to Publishers Clearing House, $123.64 for Maga-
zine Express, and $1,776.53 for Astronomy Book Club. In total, we
have found canceled checks which totaled more than $34,000 to the
above companies. Additional checks made out to individual maga-
zines along with the above companies totaled $53,335.13. And I
might add that is all the checks I have had time to go through.

My father-in-law has subscribed to over 158 different magazine
titles. Many of the checks were made out to the magazine itself,
but we have noticed that the checks were deposited into accounts
of American Family Publishers. We also had multiple subscriptions
to the same magazine. The most blatant abuse was 32 subscrip-
tions to U.S. News and World Report with 17 of them going
through Publishers Clearing House, 4 through American Family
Publishers, and 11 through the magazine itself. There were numer-
ous subscriptions to Time and TV Guide.

I firmly believe that my father-in-law’s name had been passed
onto a “sucker list” for questionable charities as well. We have not
sorted and calculated all of the checks, but it will surpass the
amount of the magazines. The common thread seems to be, again,
sweepstakes, contests, and the promise of winning money.

We have worked with the post office since the end of October to
save all “junk” mail, and we pick it up from them. Since the end
of October, we have amassed three large archival storage boxes of
junk mail, including contests, sweeps, and charities, most of which
are bogus. We have noticed quite a few from Topeka, Kansas. The
post office boxes are similar with merely a few box numbers dif-
ference. We have contacted the Better Business Bureau in Topeka
and requested information on these various organizations. We were
told that every year a form was sent out and information was re-
quested. Legitimate charities and organizations return them. None
of the ones we had were listed, with the exception of one returned
the information.

These are the highlights of what we discovered in reviewing my
father-in-law’s check registers and mailings. We have boxes of mail
proclaiming Mr. McElligott as the winner of millions of dollars.
This mail abuse on our elderly must stop. My father-in-law came
from a generation that was trusting. He could not believe people
would actually try to swindle him. Many elderly people are just as
trusting, and I assure you there are many more Joseph McElligott’s
out there.

I hope these proceedings will heighten the awareness of this
issue to prevent other families from having to endure this abuse.

Thank you.

Senator COLLINS. Thank you very much. Dr. Beukema.
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TESTIMONY OF STEPHANIE BEUKEMA,'! CAMBRIDGE,
MASSACHUSETTS

Dr. BEUKEMA. My name is Stephanie Beukema. I am a licensed
psychologist from Cambridge, Massachusetts.

I am here today to tell you about my mother’s involvement with
the purveyors of junk mail.

My mother always invested her money wisely and lived frugally
until she became involved through the promise of prize money from
companies like Reader’s Digest and Publishers Clearing House in
order to replenish her savings after treatment for breast cancer.
The lure of luck and personalized letters that seemed to single her
out led her to respond to several mailings from several companies.
She spoke about her “ship coming in” and asked why she shouldn’t
be as lucky as the next person. She would receive letters that
“promised” a reward for an immediate response. She would duti-
fully respond, immediately sure that she was within the time pa-
rameter. Her excitement built.

She had been told to have several family and friends available
for that lucky moment when she would receive her prize money
and benefits. This moment kept getting put off. It did not diminish
her belief. But 6 months became a year and a year went to a year
and a half. She believed what she read in the letters. My mother
was very trusting of traditional organizations like the post office
and Reader’s Digest.

As she became more involved, her mail-driven activity took up
more and more of her life. She couldn’t leave her home to visit fam-
ily and friends overnight because she might miss a mailing or a
surprise visit from a company representative. She had to be there
to get the mail every day. There was more and more mail with
boxes of it arriving on a daily basis. Who could find the gas bill and
the tax bill in all those letters?

She began to irregularly pay her ongoing bills as she started jug-
gling money so she would have enough to send to Publishers Clear-
ing House, The Lottery Doctor, and American Purchasing Com-
pany. She couldn’t even pay large expenses, like homeowner’s in-
surance and property taxes, because she didn’t have enough money
in her account. She then stopped paying for the magazine subscrip-
tions she had ordered, and the debts began to mount and they went
into collection.

She became very defensive with her family and friends and in-
sisted that she was as likely to win as anyone: “Someone has to
win and why shouldn’t it be me?” she would ask. She was in dan-
ger of having her house and property repossessed for non-payment
of taxes when I, along with my siblings, stepped in and suggested
that she needed some help. In her house, there were literally nar-
row paths between boxes of unopened mail, stacks of magazines,
books, and videos, and boxes of merchandise she had ordered.

After participating in sweepstakes for 18 to 24 months, she had
spent somewhere between $60,000 and $80,000. She had sold
stocks, had thousands of dollars in credit card debt, and, most
humiliating for her, she had lost her good name in town. She was
frightened she would be seen as losing her faculties, so she hid

1The prepared statement of Dr. Beukema appears in the Appendix on page 112.
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more. She voluntarily gave financial power of attorney to my broth-
er, who was responsible for my mother’s finances until her death
in December 1998.

In October 1994, I stopped all junk mail in my name from com-
ing to my house. I was unable to do so for my mother at her house.
In some cases, it was nearly impossible to contact some of the
sweepstakes companies because they did not include addresses on
their packages. Many people are vulnerable to fraudulent mail
practices because they are more trusting of the signs of legitimacy,
like the name “Reader’s Digest.” They are vulnerable to letters that
appear original and personalized when, in fact, they go out to hun-
dreds of thousands of people. They respond to what seems friendly,
exciting, and promising. It is shameful what passes as legitimate
and accepted business practice when it decimates a person’s sense
of themselves as well as their livelihood.

I am reasonably intelligent and not yet elderly. I could easily
spend several hours a day trying to understand the fine print that
is included in much of the mail that still comes to my house. I
spend several hours a week protecting myself from unwanted solici-
tation. While the laws that exist may be sufficient to protect me
as a citizen, I really don’t think they are adequate to protect
unusually vulnerable populations like the elderly, who are not as
capable of protecting themselves from deceptive sweepstakes prac-
tices. I also am very troubled when I begin to consider that the gov-
ernment itself can be seen as legitimizing these practices by implic-
itly condoning fraudulent and unethical scamming as legitimate.
The mail is delivered to your house by government employees. It
all looks legitimate, but what comes to pass is shameful and secret.

I would like to thank you for allowing me to share my mother’s
story with you. I hope that through these proceedings other senior
citizens will be spared the public embarrassment and humiliation
that my mother experienced.

Senator COLLINS. Thank you very much, Doctor. Mr. Doolittle.

TESTIMONY OF CHARLES DOOLITTLE,! INVERNESS, FLORIDA

Mr. DooLITTLE. Good morning. My name is Charles Doolittle. I
am from Inverness, Florida. I am here today to share the story of
my parents’ involvement with the sweepstakes. My father is 84. He
is a retired executive from a Fortune 500 company, and my mom
is 83 and has always been a homemaker. They live close by, and
I have power of attorney over their affairs.

My parents initially became involved in sweepstakes in 1992. My
parents routinely participated in sweepstakes offered by United
States Purchasing Exchange, Publishers Clearing House, Reader’s
Digest, American Family Publishers, and assorted charities seeking
donations. Mom and dad had always purchased items believing
that purchases enhanced their odds of winning.

Mom and dad bought magazines they never read and products of
little or no use to them. They purchased numerous compact discs
ar(13d VCR tapes even though they didn’t have a CD player or a
VCR.

1The prepared statement of Mr. Doolittle appears in the Appendix on page 113.



17

I have brought checks here which reflect money they spent on
these mailings in 1997: $704.30 to American Family Publishers,
$3,036.60 to Publishers Clearing House, $1,713.28 to Reader’s Di-
gest, $260.90 to Time, $3,993.07 to United States Purchasing Ex-
change, and $413.06 to assorted charities. That is $10,121 in 1
year. And that is not all of them. That is most of them.

I believe our Nation’s seniors are very susceptible to the decep-
tive mailing practices of some companies. It always amazed me
when I went to visit mom and dad and saw the pile of solicitations
they received on a daily basis. There always was a pile on the din-
ing room table of sweepstakes, many of which stated they were a
winner or a finalist. The mailings implies that they were valued
customers and that because of their past purchases they would
soon be big winners.

I asked my mailman if the sweepstakes offerings they received
was an unusual amount since they seemed to receive more than
their share. The mailman told me he had several people on his
route who received numerous sweepstakes offers every day. The
mailman said that most offers seemed to go to elderly widows.

The last few Super Bowl Sundays have been tough. Mom has
been convinced that her prize would be delivered on Super Bowl
Sunday and insisted on being home to collect her winnings. Mom
believed that the Prize Patrol was going to show up on her door-
step to deliver the grand prize.

I also have a complaint with the billing procedures. I believe
some of these organizations may double bill and double ship mer-
chandise to unsuspecting seniors. Customers end up sending pay-
ments, placing more orders, and the cycle continues. It is like
watching somebody take money right out of my parents’ pockets
and there is nothing I can do.

I have tried contacting companies to get my parents’ names off
mailing lists, but to this day the offers continue to roll in.

It may be too late for my parents, as they have already lost thou-
sands of dollars. It is my hope, however, that these hearings will
shed some light on what I believe to be a fraud perpetrated upon
the most vulnerable and trusting seniors. Thank you.

Senator COLLINS. Thank you, Mr. Doolittle. Dr. Carter.

TESTIMONY OF KAROL CARTER, DVM,! TROY MICHIGAN

Dr. CARTER. Madam Chairman and Members of the Subcommit-
tee, my name is Karol Carter, and I reside in Troy, Michigan.

I would like to say I am here on behalf of my 86-year-old father,
Allan Carter, but he currently is upset that I am attending these
hearings. He is concerned that I am ruining his chances of winning
a Reader’s Digest sweepstakes when he, “is getting close to win-
ning.” My father has a doctorate in organic chemistry and retired
from Chrysler Corporation. He resides with my 84-year-old mother
in a condominium in Troy. I have never questioned his intelligence,
but since the sweepstakes began, all sense of reasoning with him
has become impossible. He has never gambled in his life, nor will
he play our State lottery.

1The prepared statement of Dr. Carter appears in the Appendix on page 114.
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The problem began innocently enough with his first entry to a
Reader’s Digest sweepstakes about 15 months ago. He suddenly
was inundated with contests from all over the United States, Aus-
tralia, England, and Canada. I began a serious effort to halt this
by contacting the Postal Service and was advised to write the Mail
Preference Service Direct Marketing Association in Farmingdale,
New York. I wrote twice, the last date July 8, 1998. I have mailed
26 certified letters to 26 companies who have contacted him, re-
questing the stoppage of all solicitations and that his name be re-
moved from the mailing list. I requested a letter of response.

My father is totally convinced that these contests are legitimate.
The marketing concepts of these companies are cunning. All sweep-
stakes are associated with making a donation, paying an entry fee
to upgrade your winnings, or making purchases. Small print noti-
fies “no purchase necessary to enter.” If you decline to purchase or
to upgrade, the address for your “No” entry is different from the
address for the “Yes, I would like to buy something.” My guess
would be that one leads to a trash dumpster and the other to com-
pany profits.

An example of this is the Motor Vehicle Awards entry which
states, “You have been identified as an award recipient in a na-
tional sweepstakes. You, Allan Carter, are guaranteed to receive a
brand new automobile or cash award. There is no mistake. Your
award is waiting to be claimed. Your award has been confirmed by
our auditing department and is formally identified by the award
registration number that has been preselected and assigned by
Motor Vehicle Awards. Legal title to the brand new Chevy Malibu
will be executed and transferred to you, Allan Carter, pursuant to
and in accordance with the Motor Vehicle Code of the State of
Michigan and the regulations of this presentation as they appear
on the reverse side of this document. In addition, an Optional Com-
modities Package with a fully redeemable value of over $2,500 is
being held pending your submission of the standard acquisition
fee.” The fee is $14.98.

The award registration form asks to verify the correct name and
address, but also requests a telephone number and if you have a
Visa or MasterCard. The back of the form states that the winning
claim number has been preselected and that 3 million copies have
been mailed. My father entered this contest in July 1998. Further
reading reveals that all entries must be received by August 31,
1999. The grand prize will be awarded on or about October 1, 1999.
This allows Motor Vehicle Awards a year to collect $14.98 from
those willing to fall for the Commodities Option, as he did.

Another sweepstakes gimmick is games of skill. Games such as
Cash 21 require you to try to obtain the highest possible total score
with the last two digits of the solution not exceeding 21. You con-
tinue to receive new entries to the same contest to break your tie
score with other contestants. My father received eight entries on
the same day in the mail. All were to the same contest but each
with a different ID number. A $1 processing fee is required for
each entry. If you do not continue to the next level, you receive fur-
ther mailings stating, “You are in danger of losing out on a poten-
tial grand prize.” I was receiving daily calls to help him with this
contest.
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Sweepstakes are also supported through “donations.” The contest
states that most “winners and entrants” include a small donation
to help provide food, shelter, medical supplies, or whatever for ani-
mals, children, or veterans. Boxes are normally marked $10, $15,
$50, etc. My father, generous soul, enters these “free” contests with
a $50 or $100 donation, foolishly thinking the money is all going
to the needy, not run the contest. Once a donation is made, you
will receive a similar request on a monthly basis.

Finally, we have contests associated with magazine subscrip-
tions, clubs such as the Travel Club or Favorites from the Classics,
and the purchase of catalogue items. At 86 years of age, my father
has all the possessions he and my mother should need, or so I
thought. Now thanks to Reader’s Digest, American Family Publish-
ers, Time, Life, U.S. Purchasing Exchange, etc., he has enough vid-
eos to open a video store—about 200—and at least 150 compact
discs.

Many contests implore you to act quickly. Entries must be re-
turned by “next Tuesday.” They arrive in bulk mail with no date.
Most envelopes are official looking, with words such as “Very Im-
portant Issuance,” “Notice Authorized by Executive Order,” and
“Special Advisory.” Some contain promotional $1,000 bills. The
odds of winning vary from 1 in 3,000,000 to the ridiculous Reader’s
Digest 1 in 85,000,000. One has a greater chance of being struck
by lightning. Of course, all winnings go only to the named contest-
ant. Father stands a good chance of not even being alive by contest
end. He thinks the money will go to his estate and help care for
my mother. This is the beauty of preying on the elderly. They may
not even live to collect the total amount, which is paid out over 30
years, should any of them become the 1 in 85,000,000.

What is this costing him? I feel like Sherlock Holmes sneaking
his financial information. Checks written for less than 2 months
last year amounted to $1,400. Charge card expenses for 1 month
amounted to $980, with $680 to United States Purchasing Ex-
change. My mother suffers from a dementia which, regarding this
mess, is probably a blessing as she has no idea how much money
has been wasted.

I cannot take control of the funds of a man who can still drive,
shop, get to appointments, take medications properly, and care for
my mother. He functions normally in every other way. Though this
would stop the sweepstakes, it is too brutal. One might say that
his behavior is not normal, and certainly at this point it is an ad-
diction. The contests give him something to do while caring for my
mother. He was once an avid reader, but this has been replaced by
sweepstakes.

I have read through statements from Ms. Collins, Mr. Levin, and
Mr. Durbin regarding the Deceptive Mail Prevention and Enforce-
ment Improvement Act, S. 336, and the Deceptive Games of
Chance Mailings Elimination Act of 1999, S. 335. I am here today
to lend support to those bills. I am not naive enough to think that
these operations can be completely stopped by these bills, but the
proposals provide exactly the kinds of controls and protections that
I hope can be established. Some say here goes the government
meddling. I am both thankful and grateful for your efforts.
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Senator COLLINS. Thank you very much, Dr. Carter. Thank you
all for your testimony. It was interesting, as you were each testify-
ing, all the rest of you were nodding, and it was obvious that you
have all been through very similar experiences. And I very much
appreciate your coming forward and assisting us.

Mr. Hall, could you give us some idea of how many mailings you
received from sweepstakes companies during an average day? Can
you give us an estimate of that?

Mr. HALL. Any amount between 10 and 15 a da