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INTRODUCTION 

On April 23, 2018, the Committee on Small Business, chaired by Council Member Mark Gjonaj will hold an oversight hearing on the Small Business First initiative. Invited witnesses include the Commissioner of Small Business Services, representatives of each of the five boroughs’ Chambers of Commerce, small businesses, and other interested members of the public.
BACKGROUND


Small businesses play a significant role in New York City’s economy. According to the Small Business Administration (SBA), microbusinesses (businesses with nine employees or fewer) 
 account for more than two-thirds, or 66.7 percent of the city’s private sector businesses.
 Across New York City, between 2000 and 2013, companies with fewer than 50 employees accounted for 97.7 percent of employment growth between 2000 and 2013 and over that same period, microbusinesses provided a net gain of more than 30,000 jobs.
 It is worth noting that this trend holds throughout the New York City metropolitan area as well. More than 90 percent of the businesses in the tri-state area have fewer than 20 employees.

In an effort to support small businesses and increase their positive effects on the economy, Mayor Bill de Blasio’s administration launched the Small Business First Iniative in July of 2014. The Small Business First Initiative is an inter-agency initiative led by the Mayor’s Office of Operations and the Department of Small Businesses Services (SBS) and includes partnerships with the Department of Consumer Affairs, the Department of Environmental Protection, the Department of Buildings, the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, the Department of Information Technology, the Department of Transportation, the Department of Sanitation, the Fire Department, the Office of Administrative Trials and Hearings, and the Taxi and Limousine Commission.
 The Small Business First Initiative’s objective is to make City government more effective and efficient in its efforts to help businesses start, operate, and expand.
 
A 2016 report authored by the Small Business First Iniative included 30 recommendations
 for ways in which the city could improve the regulatory environment for businesses.
 These recommendations were divided into 4 categories: 1) Provide clear information with coordinated services and support; 2) help businesses understand and comply with City regulations; 3) reduce the burden imposed by complex regulations and fines; and 4) ensure equal access for all business owners (See Appendix for the list of all 30 reccomendations).   
With respect to the first category, SBS implemented the NYC Business Portal, an online tool that streamlines communication between businesses and the City. Business owners are able to review their transactions with the City, find licensing and permitting requirements for their business, access free courses and workshops aimed at helping owners grow their businesses, and the ability to pay violations and summonses online.
 The NYC Business Portal received almost one million visits in Fiscal Year (FY) 2017 and more than 3,500 business accounts were created.
 In March of 2017, the City re-launched the portal with new features, including “Step by Step,” a tool to provide a curated list of licenses, permits and certifications businesses need to obtain, and “Incentives Estimator,” a calculator that identifies potential incentives for which a business may qualify.

In 2017, SBS published the Small Business Progress Report to outline the City’s progress in implementing the recommendations from the initial Small Business First Iniative report, as well as the City’s progress in accomplishing the related goals of “reducing fines, cutting red tape, providing legal protection, and leveling the playing field for minority, women and foreign-born business owners.”
 SBS noted that since 2014, it has slashed small business fines by 40 percent, helping businesses avoid more than $6 million in potential fines.
 Additionally, under the current Administration, almost 95 percent of restaurants earned an ‘A’ letter grade as sanitary violations fell by more than 40 percent.
 According to the office of the Comptroller, restaurant fines fell from $33 million to $27 million (a decrease of 18.1 percent) between FY 15 and FY 16, while retail stores saw their fines fall from $11 million to $10 million (a decrease of 9 percent).
 
SBS has also sought to expand the suite of legal services that it offers to businesses. According to the 2017 progress report, between 2015 and 2017, SBS trained 500 business owners on how to understand and negotiate their leases.
 SBS also cited its cooperation in advocating for passage of Local Law 77 of 2015, which would allow tenants to sue for damages to stop harassment, and establish fines between $1,000 and $10,000 in the event that commercial landlords intimidate tenants, deny repairs, or cut off utilities to force businesses to leave.
  SBS also provided 12,000 services to small businesses, in addition to visiting 870 business and conducting 14 Business Education Days to help businesses comply with consumer protection and licensing laws.
 
In keeping with the commitment that the Administration has made to award at least 30 percent of City contract dollars to Minority and Women-owned Businesses (M/WBEs) by 2021, the City has almost doubled the percentage of the value of City contracts awarded between FY 15 and FY 16, from 8 percent to 14.3 percent.
 In the short term, the City hopes to double the number of City-certified M/WBEs by 2019, and in the longer term, the City intends to award a total of $16 billion to M/WBEs by 2025.

CONCLUSION

The Committee looks forward to testimony from SBS, as well as feedback from stakeholders from across the City, regarding the efficiency of the Small Business First Iniative. The Committee would also like an update on the SBS’s progress, as well as the progress of the other agencies in the Small Business First Iniative, regarding the implementation of the 30 recommendations in the initiative’s initial report. 
APPENDIX
List of 30 Recommendations from Small Business First Report:

Provide Clear Information with Coordinated Services and Support 

01. Create a Comprehensive Online Business Portal 

02. Provide an Easy-to-Find Location for Businesses on Each Regulatory Agency Website 

03. Engage Entrepreneurs in Developing Online Services for Businesses 

04. Create a New One-Stop Business Center 

05. Provide Individual Support to Business Owners with Client Managers 

06. Promote the Use of Handheld Devices for Inspections 

07. Ensure Agencies Have Plain Language Guides 

08. Create Informational Guides for Inter-Agency Processes 

Help Businesses Understand and Comply with City Regulations 

09. Deploy Small Business Compliance Advisors to Help Businesses Follow the Rule 

10. Provide Proactive Support to Businesses Needing Education 

11. Provide Better Customer Service 

12. Create One-Stop Hearing Centers for Business Regulatory Issues 

13. Provide a More Flexible Adjudication Process by Expanding Alternative Hearing Options 

Reduce the Burden Imposed by Complex Regulations and Fines 

14. Create an Advisory Board to Provide Feedback and Review City Laws 

15. Eliminate and Consolidate Licenses and Permits 

16. Repeal or Modify Unnecessarily Complex or Obsolete Rules 

17. Make it Easier for Gyms and Health Clubs to Open in New York City 

18. Improve Coordination Between the Department of Buildings and the Fire Department 

19. Streamline Fire Suppression Plan Review by Removing Department of Buildings’ Review 

20. Allow Licensed Fire Suppression Contractors to Submit Plans for Commercial Kitchen (Rangehood) Fire Suppression Systems 

21. Streamline Department of Buildings’ Process for Determinations 

22. Streamline and Standardize the Process for Obtaining a Department of Buildings’ Letter of No Objection 

23. Standardize Department of Buildings’ Plan Objections 

24. Create a Sidewalk Shed Notification System at Department of Transportation 

25. Expand the Department of Transportation’s Online Permitting System to Include All Permit Types 
Ensure Equal Access for All Business Owners 
26. Train Community Groups to Assist Local Businesses 
27. Support Businesses by Providing Educational Events in Communities 
28. Help Small Business Owners by Connecting Them to Personal Financial Counseling 
29. Simplify Critical Materials for Small Business Owners 
30. Make Key Materials and Services Available in More Languages
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