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N.J. law firm, debt collector, settle with NYC consumers

Dena Aubin

(Reuters) - New York City consumers have reached a $3.9 million settlement with two companies and a New Jersey law
firm that worked with them that they accused of filing mass debt collection lawsuits without proper evidence.

Disclosed in a filing on Monday in Manhattan federal court, the deal resolves a proposed class action against law firm
Pressler & Pressler, which specializes in debt collection and Asta Funding, a New Jersey-based, publicly traded debt
buyer, and its subsidiary Palisades Collection.

The settlement also calls for the firms to work with class counsel in seeking a court order to vacate more than 48,000
judgments won against the consumers in New York City civil courts and to stop collection efforts against them.

Filed in 2014, the lawsuit said Asta and Palisades bought millions of dollars of defaulted consumer debt from AT&T
Wireless and used Pressler to bring mass-generated complaints to try to collect it. The defendants had little evidence that
the debt was owed but still extracted millions of dollars, partly because borrowers rarely showed up in court to defend
against the lawsuits, the compliant alleged.

Asta buys defaulted debts for pennies on the dollar and profits by trying to collect larger amounts, using its subsidiary
Palisades as a collection agency, according to the complaint.

Eric Unis, a lawyer for Asta Funding and Palisades Collection, said the companies deny all allegations of wrongdoing
but are settling to avoid expensive, time-consuming litigation.

In an emailed statement, Pressler & Pressler said it "has always maintained a debt collection practice designed to follow
the law," and is also settling to end the disruption and cost of defending the litigation. The case shows the "desperate"
need for class action reform so that companies are not forced to settle class actions even when they are not liable to avoid
the risk of financial ruin, the law firm said.

The settlement also calls for defendants to separately pay $787,500 in attorneys' fees to the consumers' lawyers at New
York Legal Assistance Group and Hughes Hubbard & Reed. Lawyers at the firms could not be reached for comment.

Consumers accused the defendants of violating the U.S. Fair Debt Collection Practices Act by allegedly using abusive
litigation tactics, and the U.S. Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act by allegedly filing false affidavits
with the civil courts. The affidavits were signed by Palisades' agents testifying that had personal knowledge about
consumers' AT&T debt when that was not the case, the complaint said.

Many consumers never knew they were being sued because they were served at the wrong address, the complaint alleged.
Only a small percentage showed up in court, allowing Pressler to win default judgments, which entitled the law firm to
garnish wages or freeze bank accounts, the complaint said.
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Monday's filing seeks preliminary approval of the settlement and an order certifying the case as a class action,
representing about 60,000 individuals who were sued by Pressler & Pressler over AT&T Wireless debt.

The case is Mayfield et al v. Asta Funding et al, U.S. District Court, Southern District of New York, No. 14-2591.

For the plaintiffs: Jane Stevens and Danielle Tarantolo at New York Legal Assistance Group and Diane Lifton at
Hughes Hubbard & Reed

For the defendants: Eric Unis and Karen Lederer at Troutman Sanders and Glenn Fjermedal at Davidson Fink
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