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Introduction 


On June 16, 2016, the Committee on Consumer Affairs will hear three bills related to financial empowerment: Proposed Int. No. 1085-A, a Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring the department of consumer affairs to provide outreach and education on consumer protection issues that affect women; Proposed Int. No. 1086-A, a Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring the department of consumer affairs to provide seniors with outreach and education regarding consumer protection issues; and Proposed Int. No. 1087-A, a Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring the department of consumer affairs to provide outreach and education on consumer protection issues that affect immigrants.


Those invited to testify include the Department of Consumer Affairs (“DCA”), the Office of Financial Empowerment (“OFE”), and various non-profits that work on related issues. 
Background

The majority of New York City residents rely on some, and often various, kinds of consumer debt products to make ends meet.
 The larger causes of this reliance include a shortage of well-paying jobs, decent public education, robust healthcare and affordable housing.
 While working on these larger issues, it is important to empower consumers with information and resources to help navigate complex and difficult financial realities. DCA already offers several resources and tips for consumer shopping for goods and services, on credit and debt, and on various common scams.
 The legislation being heard today would expand upon these resources by creating outreach and education programs that are tailored to particular populations. 
Financial Empowerment at the Local Level 


The Office of Financial Empowerment (OFE) is a multi-faceted anti-poverty initiative established in 2006 and administered by DCA. In order to increase financial literacy in New York City, OFE established Financial Empowerment Centers (FEC) across the five boroughs that offer direct professional counseling either in-person or over the phone on a variety of topics, such as debt reduction, improving credit, and opening a bank account.
 OFE’s financial counseling and education initiatives have expanded greatly since 2008, when the first FEC opened in the Bronx. There are now nearly 58 sites across the City that provide financial education and services to low-income consumers.
 

OFE also administers the Financial Education Network (FEN), a searchable online database of 240 organizations, agencies and non-profit organizations, all of which provide free and low-cost financial education services.
 Additionally, OFE offers trainings, forums and networking opportunities to the nonprofit service providers that are members of the FEN network. As of December 2013, OFE had hosted a total of eighteen FEN forums and trainings to support the “ongoing professional development of FEN partners.”
 

Expanding Opportunities for Consumer Empowerment

The Council passed Local Law 28 of 2015 to require DCA to create an education and outreach program aimed at empowering young adults to make informed choices as they build their future.
 Young adults are often flooded with offers for credit cards, student loans, car loans and other consumer financial products. While these products are often necessary to attain higher education or purchase a car, it is crucial to understand the obligations and responsibilities attached with incurring consumer debt. Pursuant to this law, DCA has compiled a Tips for Young Adults section on its website.
 The Committee is interested to learn more about this outreach and education campaign, and to consider how it can inform similar campaigns for other populations. 
a. Women

Another population that faces a particular set of financial challenges is women. In various capacities—as consumers, caretakers, and in the workforce—women encounter inequalities and targeted messaging (through advertising in particular) that make it difficult to achieve and maintain a strong financial foundation. Despite generations of progress in gender equity, women find themselves in a vulnerable position when it comes to their finances. In addition to being paid 79 cents on the dollar
 to their male counterparts, women are often reliant on a spouse or other family member to manage their finances, and may find themselves overwhelmed without resources in the event of an unexpected passing or separation. Not only are women paid less in the workforce, a recent DCA study confirms that, as consumers, women pay more for most purchases they make and products geared towards women are more expensive.
 Some of these products include health and weight loss supplements that can damage a woman’s well-being, in addition to her finances.
 
Numerous studies have shown that women tend to have less awareness and control of their finances than men.
 At the same time, the proportion of families with children that rely on women as the primary or sole breadwinner has increased dramatically in the last 50 years.
 Demographers believe that half of all children will live with a single mom at some point before the age of 18.
 Single mothers working multiple jobs to stay afloat would benefit from tailored information to help navigate the universe of public benefits, common scams and lenders to avoid. Women may also find themselves in difficult situations in the event of a divorce or when insecurity of finances becomes a trap from escaping an abusive relationship.

b. Seniors

New York City’s seniors also face a unique set of challenges as they explore the products and services necessary to meet their needs at later stages in life. Unfortunately, seniors are targeted for various scams.
 Fraudsters will present themselves as health care or Medicare representatives to gain access to personal information, or will offer financial services and simply steal high fees, and websites will offer cheaper imitations of expensive prescriptions that are often unhelpful and sometimes unsafe.
 In another common scheme, lottery and sweepstakes scammers will target the senior population with calls claiming that the individual has won the lottery but must pay hefty taxes, often enough to deplete one’s lifesavings, in order to collect the winnings.
 

For elderly New Yorkers with equity in their homes, reverse mortgages can be regarded as an attractive option to help stay on top of expenses.
 In the high-speed and high-pressure real estate closing, homeowners are too often unable to get all the relevant answers and to fully understand what they’re signing onto. Seniors also benefit from proper estate planning to preserve intergenerational wealth, but not all seniors have the knowledge and access to do so.
 DCA can play an important role in disseminating information and resources to assist the elderly and their families sort through these financial challenges. 


c. Immigrants

Immigrants are yet another population who face unique challenges in finding financial stability and good guidance. Various studies have documented the barriers faced by immigrants and immigrant communities in accessing responsible consumer and financial products and services.
 For example, undocumented immigrants often mistakenly believe that they cannot open a bank account without a social security number. In fact, any individual can apply for Independent Tax Identification Number (ITIN) when filing federal taxes.
 Various banking institutions, particularly credit unions and other community development financial institutions (CDFIs), will accept an ITIN to open a basic checking account, to start building credit, and even to apply for loans. The City could expand consumer education and empowerment campaigns to target the needs of immigrant communities and ensure that these resources are provided in the various languages spoken across New York City. There are many community groups, credit unions and CDFIs that the City could partner with to ensure widespread dissemination of this education and empowerment campaign.

In addition to facing barriers to financial security, immigrants are targeted by various unscrupulous actors. Employment agencies and immigration service providers, already regulated by state and local laws, are two examples of such industries. DCA has cracked down on employment agencies in the past
 and offers consumer tips how to avoid being scammed.
 Immigration service providers, known as “notarios” in Spanish-speaking communities, have a long history of false advertising, fraudulent contracts, and unauthorized practice of law.
 As President Obama’s executive action on immigration awaits the Supreme Court’s decision,
 unscrupulous notarios are surely preparing for a potential surge of eager applicants for immigration relief. In April of 2015, the Mayor and the Attorney General announced a taskforce to combat notario fraud, to be headed by DCA and the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs.
 The Committee is interested to learn about the activity of this task force. 
The proposed local law would task DCA with empowering immigrants and immigrant communities with information and resources to help overcome these barriers.
Analysis of Proposed Int. No. 1085-A
Section one of Proposed Int. No. 1085-A would amend the Administrative Code to create a new section 20-706.5 that would require DCA to establish and implement an outreach and education program for women on consumer protection issues. These issues include: short- and long- term financial independence, including retirement; navigating public benefits programs; gender-based pricing; and common scams and predatory consumer and financial products. The educational material would also include information about OFE. The material would be made available on DCA’s website, translated into the six most common limited English proficient (LEP) languages, and submitted to the New York City Commission on Women’s Issues and the Mayor’s Office to Combat Domestic Violence. The required program would begin on September 1, 2016.
Section two of the bill would provide that the local law takes effect immediately. 
Analysis of Proposed Int. No. 1086-A

Section one of Proposed Int. No. 1086-A would add a new section 20-706.3 to the Administrative Code that would require DCA to establish and engage in outreach and educational efforts around consumer protection issues relevant to individuals 60 years of age and older. This outreach would include information about issues such as telemarketing and internet fraud, Social Security, Medicare and healthcare fraud, reverse mortgage products, and investment schemes. DCA would be required to post this information on its website and provide it to the Department for the Aging (DFTA). The bill would further require DFTA to ensure that materials created as part of this initiative are made available at all senior centers and naturally occurring retirement communities in the city.
Section two of the bill would provide that the local law takes effect immediately. 
Analysis of Proposed Int. No. 1087-A
Section one of Proposed Int. No. 1087-A would amend the Administrative Code to create a new section 20-706.4 that would require DCA to provide information to immigrants on consumer protection issues, including: financial institutions that accept IDNYC or ITIN; risks of non-bank financial institutions; state and local laws that regulate employment and immigration assistance services; federal and state laws regulating tax preparers; and information on local institutions that provide resources to immigrant communities. The educational material would also include information about OFE. The material would be made available on DCA’s website, translated into the six most common LEP languages, and submitted to the Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs. The program would begin on September 1, 2016.
Section two of the bill would provide that the local law takes effect immediately. 
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Proposed Int. No. 1085-A

By Council Members Cumbo, Espinal and The Speaker (Council Member Mark-Viverito)

A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring the department of consumer affairs provide outreach and education on consumer protection issues that affect women 

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:


Section 1.  The administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 20-706.5 to read as follows:


§ 20-706.5 Outreach and education program for women on consumer protection issues. By September 1, 2016, the commissioner, in consultation with the chair and commissioners that serve on New York city’s commission on women’s issues, the commissioner of the mayor’s office to combat domestic violence, and other city agencies as appropriate, shall establish and implement an outreach and education program to promote women’s financial independence, stability and success, and that provides information on issues that typically and uniquely affect women, including but not limited to the following: (i) short- and long- term financial planning, including planning for retirement; (ii) navigation of public benefits programs; (iii) the prevalence of gender-based pricing; and (iv) common deceptive business practices, and predatory consumer and financial products. Such outreach and education program shall also provide information related to the office of financial empowerment and its financial education providers. The outreach and education program required by this section shall include the production of educational materials that shall be made available on the department’s website and submitted to the New York city commission on women’s issues and the mayor’s office to combat domestic violence. Such educational materials shall be made available in English and in the six languages most commonly spoken by limited English proficient individuals in the city as determined by the department of city planning. The commissioner shall review the educational materials made available on the department’s website on an annual basis, update the educational material as needed, and submit such updated material to the New York city commission on women’s issues, the mayor’s office to combat domestic violence, and other city agencies as appropriate on or before November 1 of each year. 


§ 2.
This local law takes effect immediately. 
LUR

LS# 6750
4/1/2016
Proposed Int. No. 1086-A
By Council Members Deutsch, Espinal, the Speaker (Council Member Mark-Viverito), Palma, Dickens, Rose, Gentile, Rodriguez and Ulrich
A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring the department of consumer affairs to provide seniors with outreach and education regarding consumer protection issues
Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Section 1. The administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 20-706.3 to read as follows:
§ 20-706.3 Outreach and education on consumer protection issues for seniors. a. Definitions. For purposes of this section:
Naturally Occurring Retirement Community. The term “naturally occurring retirement community” means an apartment building, housing complex, or housing development, as identified by the department for the aging, (i) not originally built for senior citizens; (ii) not restricted in admissions solely to the elderly; and (iii) with an occupant who is a senior citizen in at least fifty percent of the units or with at least two thousand five hundred residents who are senior citizens.
Senior Center. The term “senior center” shall have the same meaning as in section 21-201 of this code.
b. The commissioner, in consultation with the commissioner for the department for the aging, shall establish and engage in outreach and education efforts that are tailored to individuals ages sixty years and older. Such outreach and education shall concern consumer issues that are likely to affect individuals ages sixty and older including, but not limited to: (a) telemarketing and internet fraud; (b) social security, medicare and healthcare fraud; (c) reverse mortgage products; and (d) investment schemes. Such outreach and education shall also provide information related to the department’s office of financial empowerment and its financial education providers, as well as information on how to report fraudulent activity. The outreach and education required by this section shall commence on September 1, 2016 and shall include, but not be limited to, educational materials that shall be made available on the department’s website on or before such date, and submitted to the commissioner of the department for the aging no later than September 1, 2016. The educational materials made available on the department’s website pursuant to this section shall be made available in English and in the six languages most commonly spoken by limited English proficient individuals in the city as determined by the department of city planning. The commissioner shall review the educational materials made available on the department’s website, update the educational materials as needed, and submit any such updated materials to the commissioner of the department for the aging annually on or before November 1 of each year.
c. The commissioner of the department for the aging shall make best efforts to ensure that every senior center and naturally occurring retirement community make available at such center or naturally occurring retirement community those materials required by subdivision b of this section, not less than sixty days following the date any such materials are placed on the department’s website.
§ 2. This local law takes effect immediately.
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Proposed Int. No. 1087-A 

By Council Member Espinal and The Speaker (Council Member Mark-Viverito)

A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to requiring the department of consumer affairs to provide outreach and education on consumer protection issues that affect immigrants 

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:


Section 1.  The administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new 
section 20-706.4 to read as follows:


§ 20-706.4 Outreach and education program for immigrants on consumer protection issues. a. Definitions. As used in this section, the following terms have the following meanings:


IDNYC. The term “IDNYC” means the New York city identity card established pursuant to section 3-115 of subchapter 1 of chapter 1 of title 3 of this code. 


ITIN. The term “ITIN” means an individual taxpayer identification number issued by the internal revenue service for the purpose of filing federal taxes. 


b. By September 1, 2016, the commissioner, in consultation with the commissioner of the mayor’s office of immigrant affairs, shall establish and implement an outreach and education program to promote the financial stability and success of immigrants. Such outreach and education program shall concern issues related to access of consumer and financial products and services, and protection from common risks and frauds, including but not limited to: (i) identifying financial institutions that accept the IDNYC or ITIN for purposes of opening a bank account; (ii) consumer risks and consequences of using non-bank institutions such as check cashers, money transfer companies and other fringe financial institutions; (iii) state and local laws regulating employment and immigration assistance services; (iv) federal and state laws regulating tax preparers; and (v) local institutions that offer preferred products and services to immigrants and immigrant communities, such as community-based organizations, credit unions and other community development financial institutions.


c. Such outreach and education program shall also provide information related to the office of financial empowerment and its financial education providers. The outreach and education program shall include production of educational materials that shall be made available on the department’s website, and submitted to the commissioner of the mayor’s office of immigrant affairs. The educational materials made available on the department’s website pursuant to this section shall be made available in English and in the six languages most commonly spoken by limited English proficient individuals in the city as determined by the department of city planning. The commissioner shall review the educational materials made available on the department’s website on an annual basis, update the educational material as needed, and submit such updated materials each year to the commissioner of the mayor’s office of immigrant affairs on or before November 1 of each year. 


§ 2.
This local law takes effect immediately. 

LUR
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