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As Maine gripes, so gripes
the nation.

That twist on an old
saying means the top con-

sumer complaint heard by the fed-
eral Consumer Financial Protec-
tion Bureau, or CFPB, deals with
bill collection. Of the roughly 400
complaints filed
yearly with
Maine’s Bureau
of Consumer
Credit Protection, or BCCP, about
100 concern debt collectors.

In late July, the CFPB made
public a proposal to strengthen
the rules governing debt collec-
tion.

When the proposals take effect,
they would limit the number of
times companies can contact debt-
ors to six per week, and they
would require debt collectors to
have better information about
debts before they collect them.

While collecting, companies
would have to limit communica-
tions, explain details of the debt
clearly and make it easy for con-
sumers to dispute the debt. Collec-
tors also would have to explain if
debts are too old for the collectors
to take them to court.

The CFPB said it has reasons
for its proposed changes. When
old debts are sold, the information
about those debts may not be com-
plete. Anything consumers have
submitted might not be passed
along, and errors can result.

The new CFPB rules would re-
quire collectors to verify informa-
tion they have before contacting
debtors.

William Lund is superintendent
of Maine’s BCCP, and he said a lot
of work went into the 200 pages of
rules and reports the CFPB has
made available to his office. Lund
said eliminating indiscriminate
calling by collectors, including the
limit of six calls per week, is a
positive step.

He also supports moves to veri-
fy debtor information, make dis-
puting debts easier and limit ac-
tions by a collector during a dis-
pute.

Lund said another change
would affect the sales of debt.

“Sellers would be required to be
more careful in what they sell and
would have to provide more infor-
mation as a part of each sale.
That’s a positive proposal,” Lund
said.

The new rules probably won’t
be final for at least a year, and
there’s criticism from consumers
and the collection industry.

Some consumer groups say
while the rules are a good start,
portions may confuse consumers.
If a collector calls and says, “this
debt is too old to take to court, but
you still have to pay it,” the debt-
or might wonder just how much
clout the caller has.

Collectors say the rules apply
only to third-party collection ef-
forts. Groups including the Amer-
ican Financial Services Associa-
tion and Consumer Bankers Asso-
ciation are first-party collectors,
whom the CFPB may address sep-
arately.

Richard Hunt, president and
CEO of the bankers group, said in
a statement that CFPB recognizes
that “consumers have very differ-
ent experiences when dealing
with banks as opposed to debt col-
lectors.”

CFPB said it recognizes that
“debt collection serves an impor-
tant role in the proper functioning
of consumer credit markets.” It is
also trying to avoid any tighten-
ing of credit that over-regulation
might trigger.

“If creditors are not able to col-
lect rightfully owed debts, they
will be less likely to extend credit
to consumers,” Cindy Sebrell, a
spokeswoman for the Association
of Credit and Collection Profes-
sionals, said.

Lund said the CFPB proposals
apply only to the “larger partici-
pants,” the 175 companies that re-
cover about more than $10 million
per year, or about 60 percent of
outstanding debt. Lund said de-
pending on the wording of the

EMMCpresident to retire next July
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BANGOR — Deborah Carey
Johnson, a registered nurse who
rose to the ranks of president and
CEO at Eastern Maine Medical Cen-
ter, plans to retire next July.

Johnson has led the hospital since
2004. She began working for EMMC
more than four decades ago, first as
a nurse in the critical care unit and
later becoming a senior vice presi-

dent and chief of operations.
The board of Eastern Maine

Healthcare Systems, EMMC’s par-
ent organization, was formally noti-
fied of her retirement plans in a
July 15 memo from EMHS Presi-
dent and CEO Michelle Hood.

Johnson intends to “remain very
active” during her final year with
the hospital, including overseeing
an ongoing $305 million expansion
project, Hood wrote.

“Her focus will be on improved

access to quality care, driving re-
sults for patient satisfaction and a
continued construction of the Pe-
nobscot Pavilion,” the memo reads.

Johnson looks forward to spend-
ing more time with her family and
skiing at Sugarloaf, Hood wrote.

Johnson declined to comment on
her retirement plans.

Details about recruiting a new
leader for the hospital will be
shared as the transition plan
develops, Hood wrote.
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On a 60-acre family farm in Fort Fair-
field that was left fallow for four de-
cades, Jeff and Judy Armstrong are
tending to a growing fruit farm, ex-

perimenting with wine making and also
using some unique pest control practices.

Over 30 acres on their Currier Road
property passed on by Jeff’s father, the
Armstrongs have 6,000 grape vines and
1,600 fruit trees, mostly apples, comprising
a vineyard and orchard just getting started.

“The average age of the trees is four
years. This year, for the first real time, our
apples are starting to produce fruit,” said
Jeff Armstrong. The couple also started
making wine from grape varieties like
Frontenac and Valiant, and are thinking
about selling it within the next few years,
which would make this Aroostook Coun-
ty’s second commercial winery and the
only one to use grapes.

Richard and Jean Sloat, who run a craft
and embroidery shop in Houlton, started
Hidden Spring Winery in Hodgdon last fall,
making fruit wines from local wild and cul-
tivated fruits like choke cherry, elderberry,
rhubarb, apple and strawberry, as well as
grape wines from imported juice.

They are not yet distributing their
wines, but sell bottles and servings from a
tasting room at their farmstead.

The wines the Armstrongs are working

on are similar to many originating from
California’s Napa Valley, although with
some “unique characteristics” thanks to
the colder climate. “We get frost in Septem-
ber and October, and warm afternoons, and
it sweetens up the grapes.”

The Armstrongs started planting the
vineyard and orchard in 2009, almost 20
years after they moved back to their native
Fort Fairfield from Portland and settled at
the property of Jeff’s family farm. Jeff left
the town in the late 1970s for college and to
pursue a career in engineering, around the
same time his father gave up potato farm-
ing and became a plumber. The farm, like
other fallow land in the area, grew into a
young forest.

“It took about 10 years to get that
cleared, and then I thought maybe we
should do something with the land. We had
to do something other than mow the
grass.”

Jeff’s brother suggested apples, as other
apple orchards in Caribou and Presque Isle
were growing at the time, and he got the

idea for the grapes from the Bible. “One
day I was reading the parable of the vine
and the branches, and I was inspired by
that: What about grapes?”

They started researching and talked
with a now deceased woman in Washburn
who tended a small vineyard with her hus-
band, and then visited Lincoln Peak Vine-
yard in New Haven, Vermont, where the
owners “were 12 years ahead and doing
well.”

So far, so good with their vineyard and
orchards, too, Armstrong said, adding that
he hopes local farmers and gardeners will
give grapes in particular a try. The Arm-
strongs sell many of the same cold-hardy
varieties of vines and trees they’re grow-
ing, such as the seedless variety Somerset,
along with honey, fresh vegetables and
other goods, from a shop inside Jeff’s busi-
ness, Armstrong Engineering, in Fort Fair-
field.

While the Armstrongs surprised family
and neighbors by planting 15 acres of
grapes in potato country, they’ve also
taken a highly unconventional approach to
common fungal diseases of the grapes and
fruits, with a treatment known as ionized
water.

“Basically, the machine puts a positive
electrical charge in the water, and that
electrical charge causes the spore to be de-
stroyed” by creating an acidic environ-
ment for the fungus, Armstrong said.

Vineyard, orchard rising fromold County potato farm
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Somerset grapes, a summer table variety, grow at Armstrong Family Farms in Fort Fairfield.

HoultonMcDonald’s to be razed, rebuilt withmodern look
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HOULTON — The end of an era
is coming for the Houlton McDon-
ald’s restaurant, as the iconic
40-year-old building, with its dis-
tinct copper roof, has been target-
ed for replacement.

The Houlton Planning Board
gave its unanimous approval in
July to a design review applica-
tion that will see the popular fast
food building razed and a new,
modernized eatery erected at the
same location.

The restaurant will be closed
for an undetermined amount of
time during the demolition and
construction. As of Aug. 4, no date
had been set for when the project
would begin.

Plans call for construction of a
4,936-square-foot restaurant, ac-
cording to Eric Dubrule of Bohler
Engineering based out of South-
borough, Massachusetts, which is

representing the McDonald’s
Corp. in the application process.
The redeveloped area will include
new drainage for water runoff, ad-
ditional landscaping, a reconfigu-
ration of parking spaces and a

slightly different site layout that
includes two ordering kiosks for
the drive-thru.

The exit also will be moved 18
feet to the south on U.S. Route 1/
North Street. There are no plans

to relocate the entrance to the res-
taurant.

“McDonald’s is hopeful that
they can move this along as
quickly as possible,” Dubrule
said. “We don’t have an anticipat-
ed timeline, but everyone is very
excited about the project.”

Dubrule said he has seen new
restaurants erected in as few as 45
days. The roughly 45 employees
who work in the Houlton store
will become unemployed during
the demolition and construction
phase and be eligible for unem-
ployment benefits.

“McDonald’s is widely popular
here in town,” planning board
member Sue Tortello said during
the panel’s review of the design
application on July 19. “I find it
ironic that it states the building
does not have any neighborhood
significance. I think it does. A lot
of folks will be very upset when
this is closed, even for the short
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Deborah Carey Johnson

“It took about 10 years to get that
cleared, and then I thought maybe
we should do something with the
land. We had to do something
other than mow the grass.”

JEFF ARMSTRONG
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The Houlton McDonald’s restaurant is slated for demolition and re-
placement.


