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The Better Business Burea is
commending savvy consumers.
Consumers asked BBBs across
the Country and in Canada for
help more than 103 million
times in 2011, up from 87 mil-
lion in 2010 and the highest
rate in the organization’s 100-
year history. Conversely, filings
of formal complaints against
businesses were down across
the U.S. and Canada; 927,000
in 2011 compared to just more
than 1 million in 2010.

There are 116 BBBs across
North America. BBB maintains
reviews on more than 4 mil-
lion businesses and grades
them based on complaint histo-
ries, responsiveness to cus-
tomers, licensing, legal and
government action, and other
factors. Of those businesses,
400,000 are accredited and
meet the BBB Code of Busi-
ness Practices and are permit-
ted to display the BBB logo.

The top industry for inqui-
ries was roofing contractors
with 3,343,214, up 38.8 percent
over 2010. Here is a list of the
top 10 inquiries for 2011:

■ Roofing contractors –
3,343,214 (up 38.8 percent
from 2010)

■ Contractors – general –
2,232,022 (up 71.4 percent
from 2010)

■ Auto dealers – used –
1,606,226 (up 40.6 percent
from 2010)

■ Auto repair and service –
1,581,440 (up 63.8 percent
from 2010)

■ Plumbers – 1,524,559 (up
49.9 percent from 2010)

■ Auto dealers – new –
1,517,950 (up 26 percent from
2010)

■ Mortgage brokers –
1,471,565 (up 14.5 percent from
2010)

■ Construction and
remodeling services - 1,293,423
(up 36.4 percent from 2010)

■ Heating and air
conditioning 1,227,787 (up 19.4
percent from 2010)

■ Movers 1,205,158 (up 3.3
percent from 2010)

Complaints are formal pro-
cedures consumers file against
a particular business when they
have a problem they cannot re-
solve on their own. Every com-
plaint is examined by an inves-
tigator at a local BBB and a
company is given 30 days to
respond. About 95 percent of
complaints are resolved at this
level; the rest go to mediation
or arbitration. BBB has trained
mediators and arbitrators in
every state and province in
North America.

Here are the top 10 indus-

tries with complaints in 2011:
■ Cellular telephone service

and equipment – 38,420 (up
40.8 percent from 2010)

■ Auto dealers – new –
25,983 (up 5.2 percent from
2010)

■ Television – cable, CATV
and satellite – 25,518 (down
17.6 percent from 2010)

■ Collection agencies –
18,090 (up 13.9 percent from
2010)

■ Auto dealers – used –
16,264 (up 12 percent from
2010)

■ Banks – 15,989 (down
29.4 percent from 2010)

■ Telephone companies –
15,691 (up 65.2 percent from
2010)

■ Furniture – retail – 14,521
(up 11.5 percent from 2010)

■ Auto repair and service –
14,490 (up 10 percent from
2010)

■ Internet shopping —
12,877 (down .6 percent from
2010)

Some industries saw big im-
provements over the past year.
Complaints about health and
medical products fell 61 per-
cent, vitamins and food supple-
ments fell 49 percent, satellite
equipment and supplies fell 46
percent, vacation certificates
and vouchers fell 45 percent,
complaints about small busi-
ness loans were down 38 per-
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he just-announced
move by Encyclo-
paedia Britannica

to end its print editions
after 244 years of publish-
ing came by happen-
stance in the middle of
Sunshine Week, an annu-
al campaign nationwide
in support of freedom of
information.

The great general ref-
erence work for many
generations continues in
digital form, like so much
of the news, information,
literature and art of our
age.

In that form, it will
continue to provide back-
ground and insight that,
in the final 2010 edition,
includes articles by ex-
perts and practitioners as
diverse as golfer Arnold
Palmer on the Masters
tournament, Nobel laure-

ates on art and science,
and former President Bill
Clinton on the 1995
peace accords in Serbia
and Bosnia.

The Britannica an-
nouncement during Sun-
shine Week is an ironic
reminder that although
lists and piles of data are
basic, it’s often context,
interpretation and per-
spective that move reams
of figures and findings
into the realms of the in-
formative and useful.

A day or so before
Britannica said it no
longer wished to rule the
print waves, the Society

of Professional Journalists
issued a Sunshine Week
report on the difficulty
journalists and others
have in reaching govern-
ment experts who can
bring a story or a mean-
ing to information that’s
“available” but requires
analysis to be understood.

The surveyed journal-
ists — about 170 working
in the Washington, D.C.,
area — said barriers to
reaching experts on the
public payroll include
having to get pre-ap-
proval from public affairs
officers to talk to other
federal staffers, having
those officers decide
which experts are avail-
able, and having an in-
hibiting or obstructive
“monitor” present during
an interview. Not to men-
tion outright stonewalling

on sensitive issues.
About 85 percent of

the journalists who re-
sponded to the SPJ sur-
vey agreed that “The
public is not getting the
information it needs be-
cause of barriers agencies
are imposing.”

Granted, it may well
be that a process is need-
ed both to direct inquiries
to the right place and to
prevent scientists and oth-
er experts from being
overwhelmed when their
particular bit or byte of
data draws public interest.
A simple online directory
of government staffers
and their areas of focus or
knowledge would be a
good place to start.

Of course, there’s al-
ways the possibility ex-
perts will disagree, or de-
part from the political

line or message being
crafted by an elected offi-
cial. But that’s what the
marketplace of ideas —
the fundamental principle
on which a self-governing
society depends — is all
about: differing voices,
some opposed on issues
or facts, doing verbal bat-
tle in the public square.
Our nation’s founders
embraced that idea, be-
lieving that, in the end,
truth would emerge.

Facts without account-
able, identifiable expertise
behind them leave us ex-
posed to entities such as
Wikipedia — a noble idea
of self-correcting data, but
one that can degenerate
into ping-pong matches of
back-and-forth edits.

In some ways, that’s
freedom of information —
with a strong dose of “re-

ceivers beware.” When it
comes to information col-
lected, collated and kept
by our vast state and fed-
eral government agencies,
however, citizens deserve
something more: informa-
tion and explanation they
can rely on, and help in
understanding it all.

We deserve access to
information rooted in a
process that operates
speedily and with trans-
parency — without public
relations nannies. Facts
may speak for them-
selves, but when it comes
to public facts, so should
the people who are on
the public payroll to as-
semble, assess and ex-
plain them. 

Gene Policinski can be
reached at genepress@

freedomforum.org.

GENE
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Public information needs interpretation,context
T

I N OT H E R V I E W S

LEXINGTON HERALD-LEADER ON
SCAVENGING STATE HISTORIC SITES.
There’s legitimate reason to com-
plain when the General
Assembly does almost nothing.

Even worse, though, is when
it passes legislation that makes
matters worse.

That’s the risk the House will
run with Senate Bill 105, which
already has cleared the upper
chamber.

SB 105, sponsored by Sen.
Dan Seum, R-Fairdale, and Paul
Hornback, R-Shelbyville, allows
people to use metal detectors in
state parks or monuments.

It provides that they register
at the office, “if there is one,” but
does not require them to get per-
mission or to provide any other
information about either what
they plan to do or, after the fact,
what they found and where.

SB 105 is unnecessary be-
cause there already is a law, the
state antiquities act, that deals
with archaeological research on
state and municipal property in
Kentucky.

Worse, it’s in conflict with that
law.

George Crothers, director of
the Office of State Archeology,
which administers the antiquities
act, said it sets out a permitting
process before historic or prehis-
toric sites are excavated, and
stipulates any artifacts discovered
remain the property of the state.
...

When trained archeologists
work, they gain information from
the context as well as the arti-
facts, he said. ... Amateurs using
metal detectors ... may discover
objects but are unlikely to make
detailed observations and notes
that help solve the mystery of
how they got there.

Even if they did surrender
what they find to the proper au-
thorities, the information is lost.
Many, though, will never turn
over artifacts they find on public
properties or even report them.
Kentucky’s treasures instead will
either be kept for their private
collections or sold to the highest

bidder.
The result is that both the arti-

facts and the information — our
history — are lost to Kentucky. ...

THE COURIER-JOURNAL ON OIL
PRICE POLITICS. As if national
Republicans didn’t already have
enough to worry about, the econ-
omy ... is showing signs of life.

It’s not great, of course. But
unemployment is trending down-
ward, the stock market has been
gaining more often than it loses,
Europe is shaky but not crum-
bling, and the Obama adminis-
tration has taken steps to bolster
the sagging housing market. And
then there is the problem for the
GOP that it’s far healthier than
the imploding economy that
George W. Bush handed over to
Barack Obama in January 2009.

So, now what? The Republi-
cans can’t really think they’ll win
by threatening women’s afford-
able access to contraceptives,
even if they try to disguise it as
some sort of religious freedom is-
sue. Maybe voters will think Mitt
Romney, who seems clueless
about how most Americans live
and says he doesn’t care about
the poor, will have their backs on
economic issues. But that might
be a longshot. What to do? ...

How about blaming Obama
for the recent rise in oil prices,
especially the cost of gasoline?
The old canard about car-hating,
drilling-averse Democrats can al-
ways be trotted out again.

Well, the Republicans are do-
ing just that. ...

All of this flies in the face of
reality. Oil prices tend to go up
with an improving economy
(more demand) — or with a po-
tential crisis in the Middle East
or other oil-producing regions —
and both of these are happening
now. Presidents and Congress
have little ability to influence oil
prices ... And the insistence of
Republican candidates and lead-
ers that the U.S. wage or threaten
war with Iran would drive oil
prices up more than any other
factor.
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