








Staff Profile: 
Marla Tepper, General Counsel

“I’ve worked for DCA since November 2005 and my job is 
consistently challenging and rewarding. I love using my legal 
skills to guide the agency’s legal agenda so that we can help 
consumers and businesses in New York City. As General 
Counsel, I’m charged with the responsibility of overseeing 
all the agency’s legal work, including our litigation and our 
interpretation of regulations. One of the biggest and most 

satisfying challenges is to design a strategy that is creative and effective and that addresses 
emerging consumer problems. DCA has a great legal team. Working with all the other Divisions 
in the agency, we are really able to accomplish a lot.”

Curbing Deceptive Car Dealers 
In April 2007, as the culmination of investigations into car dealerships begun last spring, DCA 
charged eight businesses with engaging in a pattern of deceptive sales practices, including 
car sweepstakes scams. Currently, the agency is pursuing substantial relief for more than 150 
consumers, as well as maximum fines and penalties.

Targeting Employment Agency Scams
In two separate, though equally significant settlement agreements, DCA secured a total of 
$35,000 for distribution to more than 200 consumers defrauded by employment agencies that 
ran advertisements for jobs that did not exist and refused to refund advance fees as part of  
a pattern of deception targeting non-English-speaking consumers. Both agencies surrendered 
their licenses, with one permanently barred from operating an employment agency in New  
York City. 

Other Major Legal Settlements 
In May 2007, a major mattress retailer agreed to pay $200,000 in consumer restitution and 
penalties and to establish new policies to ensure compliance with local and state laws. The 
Department charged that the retailer engaged in deceptive and unfair sales practices, includ-
ing exchanging defective items with equally defective items and failing to deliver items when 
scheduled. Charges stemmed from an extensive investigation involving nearly 300 consumer 
complainants.

In December 2006, a California attorney agreed to pay consumer restitution and fines totaling 
$300,000 and to comply fully with the City’s Consumer Protection Law for airing misleading 
ads about its tax services on New York City stations. Out of this amount, DCA is reimbursing 
defrauded New Yorkers to the tune of $200,000.

DCA also partners with a variety of organizations to coordinate outreach to specific consumers 
and issue alerts.

Encouraging New Yorkers to Save 
During the tax season, the New York City Coalition helped 
nearly 30,000 New Yorkers get more than $50 million in 
Earned Income Tax Credit refunds at free tax filing sites part 
of the DCA-coordinated EITC Campaign; Citywide, the Cam-
paign’s efforts bring $2 billion in refunds into communities. 
In June, DCA’s Office of Financial Empowerment convened 
its first major symposium to create programs that go beyond 



simply helping people get back money, but encourage saving to advance their economic posi-
tions. Approximately 100 representatives from leading community-based organizations, financial 
institutions, City agencies, and foundations participated in this dynamic exchange of ideas.

Joining Forces to Educate City Residents and Visitors 
DCA often participates in timely events on timely topics with sister agencies. During Construction 
Safety Week in May 2007, organized by the Department of Buildings, DCA took part in several 
events Citywide, offering valuable tips to homeowners when hiring a home improvement contrac-
tor. In partnership with the Mayor’s Office of Veterans’ Affairs, DCA contributed consumer pro-
tection tips for a brochure the U.S. Navy produced for sailors visiting the Big Apple during Fleet 
Week. DCA staff also participated in Veterans’ Affairs’ 2nd Annual Fleet Week Job, Education, & 
Information Fair, distributing hundreds of our educational brochures.

Facilitating Fair 
Business Practices
In our dealings with New York City businesses, DCA’s guiding principle is simple and unwaver-
ing: we believe education supported by fair enforcement is the best way to ensure compliance. 
From the moment an applicant arrives at DCA’s Licensing Center, our educational efforts  
begin, not only to help businesses get licensed, but to do right by all consumers, residents  
and visitors alike.

Business Education 
For the more than 100,000 people who visit DCA’s Licensing Center annually, we boiled down 
what we do—and, equally important, what businesses need to know—into a five-minute  
educational video with Spanish subtitles. Created in partnership with NYC Media Group, the 
video is but one critical tool in alerting businesses that DCA is dedicated to helping them  
do the right thing.

Our business guides are another critical tool, with two of our most popular—
What Businesses Need to Know and Ten Things Every Business Should 
Know—translated into multiple languages. Often, DCA creates new materials 
for the business categories we license to address issues raised by our inspec-
tors. Last summer, for example, DCA inspectors distributed a new palm card 
to licensed and unlicensed sidewalk cafés highlighting important regulations 
and strongly advising restaurants operating illegal outdoor cafés to obtain a 
license.

Our educational efforts are not confined to communications tools alone, but door-to-door, 
face-to-face conversations. Every day in their dealings with businesses our inspectors employ 
such a personal yet professional approach. Once each year, however, Departmental staff  
agencywide, joined by elected officials and representatives from the Department of Small Busi-
ness Services and community and business groups, blanket neighborhoods in the five bor-
oughs as part of “Business Education Day,” pointing out violations and issuing advice— 
not citations—on how businesses can correct problems to be in compliance with City laws. 



Beyond “Business Education Day,” DCA often works outside our walls with other organizations 
to educate New York’s businesses. 

Helping Consumers Shop Smart during the Holiday Season 
In November 2006, DCA partnered with NYC & Company and the New York City BID Managers 
Association to distribute wallet-size information cards—coined “gift cards”—highlighting  
important holiday shopping tips at NYC & Company’s Official Visitor Information Center in  
Midtown Manhattan. City businesses received flyers with more detailed information to provide 
their customers during the holiday shopping season. 

Ensuring Scale Accuracy
DCA joined forces with Business Integrity Commission  
market inspectors to test the more than 100 weighing  
devices at the Hunts Point Food Distribution Center, which 
includes The New Fulton Fish Market. Inspectors issued 
violations when necessary, educating those merchants in 
violation how to be compliant. 

Promoting the City’s Booming Sidewalk Cafés
To promote the City’s vibrant sidewalk café industry, DCA, in partnership with the New York 
State Restaurant Association, hosted the “2nd Annual Sidewalk Café Drink Mix-Off” in May 
2007 at The Institute of Culinary Education. Sidewalk cafés submitted recipes, with winners 
and runners-up receiving a specially designed sidewalk café logo to display in their windows. 
DCA mailed a postcard to licensees and the tourism industry alerting them to the list of legally 
operating sidewalk cafés available on DCA’s website.

In addition to our efforts educating businesses, DCA continually examines our processes, pro-
cedures, and services to ensure that we are helping businesses most efficiently and effectively.

Alternative to Maximum Fines  
As part of a new strategy to discourage unlicensed activity, DCA began offering home improve-
ment contractors cited for operating illegally the opportunity to pay reduced fines in exchange 
for becoming licensed and resolving all outstanding complaints. Contractors who choose to do 
the right thing can avoid maximum penalties. 

Eased Licensing Process 
In fiscal year 2007, DCA, working with the Department of 
Buildings, helped to ease the licensing process for operators 
of temporary amusement rides used at street fairs and  
other events. For those operators that provide timely and 
proper notification to the community, the City reduced the 
time required to perform inspections and process license 
applications to 12 days. 

Translation Assistance
Using Language Line, a telephone-based translation service with 170 available languages,  
DCA staff can help businesses complete the licensing process, mediate complaints between  
consumers and businesses, and serve justice by removing language barriers for all parties  
involved in an administrative hearing.



Whether helping a business seeking a license or a consumer seeking help with a complaint, 
DCA believes that we get the best results when we are professional, courteous, and helpful.

Enhanced Service for New License Applicants
In October 2006, DCA launched a pilot program on our website to help businesses obtain new 
licenses more easily and quickly using 2-D bar code technology. This innovation, the product of 
a collaboration with the Department of Information Technology & Telecommunications and the 
software company, Adobe, has resulted in tremendous efficiencies, speeding up the licensing 
process and eliminating keystroke errors. 

Licensing Center Ombudsman 
In fiscal year 2007, DCA created a formal Ombudsman position in the Licensing Center to  
enhance our customer service. A roving troubleshooter, our Ombudsman helps applicants  
better understand the licensing and business process, most critically assisting them in  
understanding what documents they need from other agencies, and how to get them. Our  
Ombudsman also expedites and resolves any problems that arise in the Licensing Center.

Staff Profile: 
Alvin Espinosa, Ombudsman

“This year, being promoted to the Licensing Center’s  
Ombudsman position and helping make the new Pedicab 
license process go smoothly were big highlights for me.  
The Ombudsman’s position requires a lot of knowledge 
about every license we have here at DCA. I get a lot of  
questions every single day that have never been asked  
and to be able to answer them feels pretty good.”

Quick Customer Service
Every year, DCA’s Licensing Center staff serve an ever-increasing volume of customers while 
keeping wait time consistently low. In fiscal year 2007, the average wait time from the moment 
visitors checked in at the Reception Desk to the moment they were called to a Customer  
Service window was only 10 minutes.

Improved Collection Practices
In an effort to make our collection practices more efficient, DCA has provided additional  
training for collectors, used plain language in correspondence to businesses, and streamlined 
and standardized processes, the result: enhanced operations and dealings with businesses.

Efficient, Accountable,  
Customer-Friendly Operations
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New York City Department of Consumer Affairs
42 Broadway, 8th Floor
New York, NY 10004
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www.nyc.gov/consumers
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