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Good morning Chairman Espmnal and members of the committee. My name is Casey Adams and
I am the Director of City Legislative Affairs for the New York City Department of Consumer
Affairs (DCA). I would like to thank the committee for the opportunity to testify today on behalf
of DCA Commissioner Lorelei Salas regarding Introductions 1023-2018 (Intro. 1023) and 1281-
2018 (Intro. 1281), related to cashless payment policies at retail and food service establishments.

DCA’s mission is to protect and enhance the daily economic lives of New Yorkers to create
thriving communities. As part of this mission, DCA houses the Office of Financial Empowerment
(OFE), which assists New Yorkers with low incomes by developing and offering mnovative
programs and services to increase access to high-quality, low-cost financial education and
counseling, safe and affordable mamstream banking, and access to income-boosting tax credits
and savings. OFE works to educate, empower, and protect New Yorkers and their communities so
they can improve their financial health and assets.

Individuals who lack access to basic financial tools like a checking or savings account, or who are
forced to rely on alternative financial services like check cashers, face significant challenges in
managing and mmproving therr financial health. These individuals may have a harder time building
savings and assets or, as the bills before this committee recognize, even purchasing basic goods or
services at businesses that implement cashless payment policies. Barriers like these can make it
harder for some to participate fully in the vibrant local economy that has made our city an engine
for opportunity for so many New Yorkers.

DCA is strongly committed to expanding financial access for all New Yorkers. In 2015, DCA
commissioned the Urban Institute to examine how many New Yorkers are unbanked or
underbanked and provide a snapshot of which communities are most affected by lack of financial
access. The study found that roughly one in every nine New York City households does not have
a bank account.!

More than one in four New York City households are underbanked, meaning that they have a
checking or savings account but still rely on some place other than a bank to cash a check, purchase
amoney order, transfer money internationally, or complete some other financial service.? In total,
roughly one million New York City households are considered unbanked or underbanked.?

The study also found that these households are not evenly distributed. Compared to New York
City as a whole, Bronx households were more than twice as likely to be unbanked, with 21.8%
reporting that they did not have a bank account against 11.7% for New York City overall.*



Neighborhoods i the Bronx and Brooklyn consistently exhibited the highest rates of lack of
access. In fact, a 2008 OFE study found that New Yorkers i just two neighborhoods, Melrose in
the Bronx and Jamaica in Queens, spent approximately $19 million in check cashing fees
annually.> Across the city, New Yorkers spend $225 million in check cashing fees every year.
Alternative financial services firms like check cashers extract huge sums of money from our
hardest working New Yorkers, causing substantial harm to their financial health.®

In a separate study also commissioned by DCA, the Urban Institute examined data about how New
Yorkers themselves feel about their own financial security.” This study found that perceived
financial nsecurity was similarly concentrated in certain parts of the city. For example, 36.4% of
Bronx residents reported feeling financially unsatisfied, several pomnts higher than the national rate
0f 31.9%, while only 22.3% of Staten Island residents felt this way.?

All of this research underscores how important OFE’s work to promote financial inclusion and
expand access to safe and affordable financial products is to New Yorkers. It is absolutely critical
that the City take a lead role in helping our residents achieve financial health, connecting them to
secure, quality banking products and reducing ther need to rely on cash, and thus reduce the
tremendous negative impact of check cashing and similar establishments. The de Blasio
administration believes that it is critically important to keep our focus on promoting financial
inclusion, expanding access to safe and reliable financial products, and protecting consumers from
predatory and deceptive financial practices.

The core of DCA’s work in this area is rooted in OFE’s Financial Empowerment Centers, the first
of which opened in the Bronx in 2008. Today, there are more than twenty Financial Empowerment
Centers across the five boroughs providing free, confidential, one-on-one counseling with
professional financial counselors who can help New Yorkers open a bank account, tackle debt,
improve credit, and save and plan for a stable financial future. Since the creation of Financial
Empowerment Centers, OFE has conducted over 100,000 financial counseling sessions, helping
over 52,000 New Yorkers improve their financial health, reduce their debt by $65 million, and
increase their savings by $5.1 million. OFE has also helped New Yorkers file more than 1 million
tax returns for free, helping clients to claim refund-boosting tax credits and saving $150 million in
preparation fees. Fmally, OFE has helped New Yorkers open more than 30,000 bank and credit
union accounts through our financial counseling and coaching programs, the IDNYC program,
and other programs promoting banking access.

Cashless Businesses

Cashless retail and food services businesses are a relatively new phenomenon in New York City.
A few years ago, businesses that opted not to accept cash for payment might have been considered
unusual. Today, ubiquitous New York City restaurants lke Dig Inn, Dos Toros,'® and
Sweetgreen!! have gone cashless. According to the New York Times, reporting in 2017, “cashless
is fast on its way to becoming normal.”!?> The emergence and growth of cashless businesses has
raised questions about the impact these policies have on financial inclusivity, particularly for
communities with significant unbanked and underbanked populations.



Recent research supports the idea that the way consumers pay for goods and services is changing.
According to Gallup, Americans today use cash less frequently than they did five years ago,!3 and
a report by the Federal Reserve System found that consumer preference for credit cards has
increased in recent years.'* That report also found that debit and credit cards are now the most
commonly used means of payment, while cash continues to be widely and frequently used by
consumers. ' In 2017, debit and credit cards were the payment method for 48% of all purchases,
with cash accounting for 30% of purchases.'® However, cash accounts for nearly half of
transactions for households making under $25,000 annually. 7

Proponents of cashless payment policies cite purported benefits like streamlining checkout
processes,!® freeing up employee time spent on counting, managing, and securing cash,'® and
reducing the risk of theft associated with managing and transporting cash.?? One New York City
restaurateur estimated that accepting cash would force him to increase prices at least 10%.2! Credit
card companies like Visa, which collect processing fees from merchants who accept their cards
from consumers, have even encouraged businesses to explore going cashless by offering assistance
to upgrade payment technology and other incentives.?2

Concerns about cashless payment policies have focused on the potential to exclude unbanked
households. Critics have pointed out that consumers without bank accounts will be unable to
purchase goods and services from cashless businesses, presenting new barriers to full participation
in the local economy.?? Others have argued that “basic service industries. .. have an obligation to
be inclusionary and accessible to everyone,” which should include accepting cash.?* Critics have
also noted that households of color may be disproportionately affected by cashless payment
policies because they are more likely to lack access to a bank account.?> Responding to these
concerns, some jurisdictions have considered or implemented prohibitions on cashless payment
policies. Massachusetts law has required retail establishments offering goods and services to
accept cash since 197826 and New Jersey,?’ Chicago,?® Philadelphia,?® and Washington D.C.30
have all considered similar bills.

According to the Federal Reserve, “{tlhere is. . . no Federal statute mandating that a private
business, a person, or an organization must accept currency or coins as payment for goods or
services. Private businesses are free to develop their own policies on whether to accept cash.”3!
Local law does not currently prohibit businesses from adopting cashless payment policies.
However, DCA’s position is that if a business chooses to adopt such a policy, it should clearly
disclose the restrictions on payment options to consumers.

Introductions 1023-2018 &1281-2018

I will now turn to the bills before the committee today, which represent differing responses to the
emergence of cashless businesses. Intro. 1023 would require retail establishments that do not
accept payment in cash from consumers to clearly post signage mforming consumers of their
cashless payment policy at all consumer entrances or adjacent to cashiers or payment kiosks.
Violations would be punishable by civil penalties of $25 to $250. Intro. 1281 would prohibit retail
and food service establishments from adopting policies in which they refuse to accept payment in
cash from consumers. Violations would be punishable by civil penalties of $250 to $500.



DCA believes that the City should focus its efforts on promoting financial inclusion by connecting
unbanked and underbanked New Yorkers to safe and affordable financial products. For these New
Yorkers, the financial challenges go further and deeper than an inability to use cash to purchase
goods and services at retail. Prohibiting these businesses from transitioning to cashless payments
might treat one symptom of financial exclusion, but it would not remedy the cause- lack of access
to payment options other than cash. DCA believes that in an increasingly cashless world, helping
New Yorkers get access to a bank account and other financial tools to help them build a secure
financial future is the most mmportant priority. That is why we are so proud of the exemplary work
done by OFE and the concrete results those mitiatives have achieved for New Yorkers. We hope
the Council will remain a strong partner as we continue to pursue these goals.

At the same time, OFE’s research and experience suggest that more payment options are generally
better for low and moderate mcome New Yorkers. For that reason, DCA supports a policy that
promotes financial inclusion and access by requiring businesses to accept cash. While we share
the inclusionary goals embodied in Intro. 1281, we also believe that any such policy should be
responsive to the real-world concerns and experiences of consumers, workers, and businesses
affected by evolving payment options and business practices. We look forward to working with
the Council to address these and other issues through the legislative process.

DCA commends the Council for holding this hearing, which we think is part of an important and
ongoing dialogue about cashless payment policies in New York City. The de Blasio administration
is firmly committed to pursuing policies that protect and promote the financial health of low and
moderate income New Yorkers, particularly those who are part of vulnerable communities. We
are always eager to work with the Council to encourage businesses to help make our economy
fully accessible and inclusive of all New Yorkers. DCA looks forward to hearing from New
Yorkers who have mteracted with cashless establishments, businesses who have adopted or are
considering adopting cashless payment policies, and advocates, experts, and organizations that
focus on promoting financial inclusion.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. I am now happy to answer the committee’s
questions.
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