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OVERSIGHT: The Functions and Duties of the Department of Consumer Affairs
Introduction

On December 15, 2000 the Committee on Consumer Affairs will conduct an oversight hearing on the functions and duties of the Department of Consumer Affairs (hereinafter called referred to as "DCA" or "Department").  DCA Commissioner Jane Hoffman is expected to testify at the hearing.


The Department of Consumer Affairs protects consumers against deceptive and illegal trade practices by ensuring that businesses comply with City and State licensing laws, consumer protection laws, and weights and measures laws.  The Department also licenses over 45,000 businesses, educates businesses and the public about consumer and regulatory issues, and resolves consumer complaints. 


The Department's goals are to enhance public safety and protect consumers against deceptive and illegal trade practices, respond to the licensing needs of businesses that the Department regulates and educate businesses and the public about consumer issues and consumer protection rights and laws.

Department of Consumer Affairs 

The number of areas and businesses the Department regulates and licenses, from

tow truck operators to sidewalk cafes, requires constant monitoring.  Currently, the Department has 84 inspectors to conduct inspections of licenses and weights and measures violations.  While this is three more than last year's actual headcount, it is still four below its planned headcount of eighty-eight inspectors.  These inspectors performed 59,897 license inspections this year, slightly higher than the number of inspections conducted in 1999.
  Department inspectors performed 41,042 weights and measures inspections, 2,000 fewer inspections than in 1999.  In addition to these types of inspections, the Department inspectors also target "problem" areas under its Select Enforcement Initiatives, such as stoopline stands and public pay telephone inspections.


These are some of the Department's initiatives as highlighted in the Fiscal 2000 Mayor's Management Report:  

· This year the Council along with the Mayor passed two pieces of legislation to combat underage smoking: The first transferred the licensing of New York City tobacco vendors from the Department of Finance to the DCA and increases the maximum penalties for selling tobacco to minors; The second banned the sale of herbal cigarettes to minors.  The Department conducted 6,522 inspections of businesses who sold cigarettes to minors, over 1,000 less inspections than performed in 1999.

· The Department's inspectors tested 12,360 gasoline pumps at 1,288 gas stations and conducted surveys of gasoline prices throughout the five boroughs.

· The Department's Home Improvement Contractor Task Force, created to target unlicensed contractors who have been the subject of consumer complaints, has seized 55 vehicles from unlicensed contractors.  These contractors have agreed to pay $27,600 in fines, $18,140 in consumer restitution and $10,000 to the Home Improvement Contractor Trust Fund.  The Department initiated a limited amnesty program for unlicensed Home Improvement Contractors who settle their cases, pay back fines and obtain a Department license.  

· Under the Used-Car Dealer Initiative, DCA took legal action to revoke the licenses of three used-car dealers in Brooklyn, Staten Island and the Bronx for selling defective, and sometimes dangerous vehicles.  The problems facing those consumers who purchased such a vehicle ranged from cars stalling as they were driven off the lot to an accident caused by brake failure.  This year, this initiative along with other DCA activities resulted in a total of 2,849 violations issued to used-car dealers.

· The Department has responded to numerous complaints concerning three electronic stores in Brooklyn and Manhattan.  The Department revoked the license of one Brooklyn store caught selling used items as new and falsely labeling computers with a brand name when only one of the many components was actually manufactured by the brand name company.  The Department began legal action to revoke the licenses of two Manhattan retailers for preying on tourists by altering the prices signed for on credit card slips.  

A perennial concern of the Committee is whether the number of inspectors is adequate given the vast array of inspections which the Department is charged with conducting.
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� In 1999, there were 59,459 license inspections.
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