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SUMMARY

The Washington Supreme Court answers a certified question from the Western District of Washington

and holds that RCW 70.170.060(8)(a) requires collection agencies collecting hospital debt to provide

notice of potential charity care. The court concludes that the statutory notice obligation applies to

collection agencies as assignees and that failure to provide notice may support a non-per-se

Washington Consumer Protection Act claim. A dissent would have limited the statute to

communications made by hospitals.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether RCW 70.170.060(8)(a), requiring hospital billing statements and other written communications
concerning billing or collection of a hospital bill to include charity-care notice, applies to a collection
agency collecting an assigned hospital debt.

2. Whether the policy underlying the charity-care act and general assignment principles support applying

the notice obligation to a collection agency assignee.

3. Whether failure to provide charity-care notice may constitute an unfair or deceptive practice under the
Washington Consumer Protection Act even absent a per se violation of the Collection Agency Act or

charity-care act.

HOLDINGS

1. Yes. The requirements of RCW 70.170.060(8)(a) apply to a collection agency collecting on hospital debt
because the statute's reference to 'other written communications concerning billing' encompasses

communications by an assignee concerning collection of a hospital bill.

2. A collection agency's failure to provide charity-care notice when collecting hospital debt may constitute
an unfair or deceptive act or practice under the CPA, even if the conduct is not a per se violation of the
CAA or another statute.

3. The court declined to reach the federal FDCPA issue because it was outside the certified question and

remained within the province of the federal district court.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We answer yes and hold that under the plain language of RCW 70.170.060(8)(a) and the public policy of the
charity care act, “other written communications concerning billing” applies to collection agencies collecting
on hospital debt.” (5)

“We answer yes to the certified question and conclude that the requirements of RCW 70.170.060(8)(a) apply

to a collection agency collecting on hospital debt.” (15)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

In 2017, Mikrae Preston received medical care at Skagit Valley Hospital and was billed for the care. The hospital
assigned the claim to SB&C, a collection agency, which sued Preston and obtained a judgment for the full
hospital debt without including charity-care disclosures in its collection complaint. After judgment, Preston
applied for and received a 30 percent reduction in the bill, but SB&C refused to honor the reduction under the

hospital's financial-assistance policy because the account had been reduced to judgment.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY



Preston sued SB&C in Skagit County Superior Court, alleging that SB&C violated the CPA, CAA, and FDCPA
by attempting to collect a hospital debt without providing notice of possible charity-care eligibility. SB&C
removed the action to the Western District of Washington and moved to dismiss or, alternatively, to certify a
state-law question. The district court dismissed the CAA claims and the failure-to-screen theory, retained the

remaining claims, and certified whether RCW 70.170.060(8)(a) applies to a collection agency collecting hospital
debt.

DISPOSITION

other

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The Washington Supreme Court answered the certified question yes and returned the state-law answer to the
United States District Court for the Western District of Washington; the federal court retained jurisdiction over

the underlying action.
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