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Introduction
NYSAC has released a series of economic and revenue 

reports for counties and New York City that highlight 

the impact the COVID pandemic has had on local 

revenues. The steps necessary to stop the spread of 

the virus and get it under control require extensive 

restrictions on social contact, including most economic 

activity. 

As the pandemic wore on, Governor Andrew M. Cuomo 

altered the state’s approach to reduce the spread of 

the virus. Early in the pandemic broad statewide steps 

were taken, with all corners of the state essentially being 

treated the same and subject to the similar limitations. 

As more data became available the Governor gradually 

reduced restrictions on a regional basis using a variety 

of public health data points including virus cases, 

hospitalizations and ICU capacity. 

The prior reports highlighted that total lost revenues for 

counties and New York City over the 2020 and 2021 

fiscal years could reach $13.5 billion (counties, $4.5 

billion; New York City, $9 billion, not including state 

reimbursement cuts for the City). The prior reports can 

be found on the NYSAC website at www.nysac.org/

nysac_covid_reports. 

This report is the fifth in a series of county economic 

impact reports and second that deals exclusively with 

total taxable sales activity by county and industrial 

sector. The prior taxable sales report summarized activity 

during the March-April-May sales tax quarter. This 

report highlights activity during the June-July-August 

period and makes comparisons between the two 

quarters and over the 6-month period.  For more details 

on how the initial economic restrictions were imposed, 

including a definition of essential and nonessential 

business please see the prior NYSAC taxable sales report 

(Version IV in the series of economic impact reports) at 

www.nysac.org/nysac_covid_reports 

Economic Activity 
Improves in the 
June-August Period
The period of March through May represented the 

deepest trough of the pandemic and included the 

most significant restrictions on economic activity 

to date. Taxable sales activity for this period was a 

staggering $25 billion lower than the prior year, down 

nearly 28 percent. All taxable sales data is reported 

before any diversion of local sales tax by the state or 

local revenue sharing arrangements.

Table 1 summarizes taxable sales data by industrial 

(NAICS) category for the March-April-May 2020 

period compared to 2019.  Taxable sales represent 

the full value of the transaction, not the sales tax 

generated.  There is more information about NAICS 

in Appendix B, including descriptions of major 

categories.  

 The June through 

August period provided 

improvements in taxable 

sales activity in many regions 

of the state as sectors of the 

economy gradually reopen 

beginning in the latter-half 

of May. 

Statewide, total taxable sales were down about $8.6 

billion in the June through August period, or about 

-9.0 percent year over year.  While still down overall, 

this represented an improvement over the prior 

quarter and 38 counties saw taxable sales activity 

meet or exceed the 2019 levels for the June through 

August period.  

Table 2 highlights the statewide results for the June-

August period.
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TABLE 2
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 State Pandemic 
Timeline & 
Definitions
It is important to note the timing of the key pandemic 

events, including lockdown and reopening dates, to get 

a better understanding of why taxable sales improved 

in different regions of the state during the June through 

August period.  

• March 1st – 1st positive COVID case in New York 

State.

• March 21st – NY-PAUSE began—goal was to limit 

the spread of the virus through density reduction 

and restricting high risk activities. Essential 

businesses and activities were defined by the 

state. The PAUSE remained in place until May 15th 

when certain regions of the state began a phased 

reopening. 

• May 15th – First re-openings of regional economies 

began. 

PHASE ONE REOPENING

• May 15th (Finger Lakes, North Country, Southern 

Tier, Central NY & Mohawk Valley) 

• May 19th (Western New York) 

• May 20th (Capital Region)

• May 26th (Hudson Valley)

• May 27th (Long Island)

• June 8th (New York City)

As Phase One re-openings occurred by region, taxable 

sales activity changed modestly but remained far below 

prior year levels. Each new phase allowed for more 

economic activity with fewer restrictions. Below is a 

general description of the types of businesses that could 

resume operations (with varying restrictions) during each 

phase of reopening.  Typically, if a region met required 

public health metrics it was allowed to move on to the 

next phase of reopening after a two-week period. By 

July 8th New York City was the last region to enter 

Phase Four.

March 21st 

NY-PAUSE Begins – goal is to limit the spread of the virus 

through density reduction and restricting high risk activities. 

Essential businesses and activities are defined by the state.

May 15th 

The PAUSE remains in place until May 15th when 

certain regions of the state begin a phased reopening. 

March 1st 

1st positive COVID case in New York State

May 15, 2020
Finger Lakes, North Country, 
Southern Tier, Central NY, and 
Mohawk Valley

May 20, 2020
Capital Region

May 26, 2020
Hudson Valley

May 19, 2020
Western NY

June 8, 2020
New York City

May 27, 2020
Long Island
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Phase One 
• Construction

• Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting

• Retail - (Limited to curbside or in-store pickup or 
drop off)

• Manufacturing

• Wholesale Trade

Phase Two
Pursuant to the Governor’s Executive Orders, the 

following businesses remained closed.

• Malls; specifically, any indoor common portions 
of retail shopping malls with 100,000 or more 
square feet of retail space available for lease had 
to remain closed to the public; however, they 
could operate via curbside pickup in Phase 1 and 
2 to provide purchased items to customers at or 
near a general mall entrance. Any stores with 
their own external entrance(s) separate from the 
general mall entrance (e.g. strip malls, anchor 
tenants) opened for curbside and in-store pickup 
in Phase 1 and all in-store retail activities in Phase 
2.

• Indoor on-premise restaurant and bar service, 
excluding take-out or delivery for off-premise 
consumption in Phase 1 and outdoor on-premise 
restaurant and bar service in Phase 2.

• Large gathering/event venues, including but not 
limited to establishments that host concerts, 
conferences, or other in-person performances or 
presentations in front of an in-person audience.

• Gyms, fitness centers, and exercise classes, except 
for remote or streaming services.

• Video lottery and casino gaming facilities

• Movie theaters, except drive-ins.

• Places of public amusement, whether indoors or 
outdoors, including but not limited to, locations 
with amusement rides, carnivals, amusement 
parks, water parks, aquariums, zoos, arcades, 
fairs, children’s play centers, funplexes, theme 
parks, bowling alleys, family and children’s 

attractions.

Phase Three 
• Restaurants and food service entities 

• Personal care services.

Phase Four 
• Higher Education

• Pre-K to Grade 12 Schools

• Low-Risk Outdoor Arts & Entertainment

• Low-Risk Indoor Arts & Entertainment

• Media Production

• Professional Sports Competitions with No Fans

• Malls

• Gyms and Fitness Centers

While all regions were operating under Phase Four 

by early July, each phase took time to ramp up and 

for consumers to get used to the new rules. Finally, 

under Phase Four, many restrictions on density 

remain in place as of the release of this report, 

including;

• large gatherings are capped (religious services 
and ceremonies, parties, etc.),

• restaurants, bars and other eating establishments 
are limited in regard to indoor seating and hours 
of operation,

• many businesses and office buildings are limited 
to no more than 50 percent of maximum capacity 
for the space,  

• mass attendance events are not allowed, or 
limited in size (spectator sports, concerts, 
parades, festivals, indoor performances of music 
and theatre, amusement & water parks, arcades, 

etc.), among other ongoing restrictions.  

These continuing limitations have a significant impact 

on counties and regions that rely heavily on tourism, 

daily foot traffic, and the types of special events and 

venues identified that generate taxable sales. New 

York City remains the most negatively impacted due 

to these restrictions, experiencing the largest declines 

in taxable sales for the entire March through August 

period; as well as having an unemployment rate in 

October that is more than double the rate in almost 

every other county of the state. 
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State Tax Data Confirms Retail Industries 
Hardest Hit by COVID Pandemic
The release of second quarter (state fiscal year) taxable sales data provides a window into how certain industries 

rose and fell from pandemic restrictions, including which ones showed signs of recovery in the June through August 

quarter. Future data releases will inform how the continued reopening of local economies across the state are 

impacting county revenues and which industries are returning to some level of normal activity. The delivery of more 

and better therapeutics, and vaccines, will help facilitate this transition, but we could be well into 2021 before that 

process is completed and people feel comfortable returning to “normal” activities.  

Table 3 compares statewide taxable sales data for the March through May period to the June through August 

period. The chart highlights how certain categories rebounded in the most recent period. For example, the far 

right of the table shows how certain sectors performed in the March-May period compared to the prior year. Auto 

Dealers were down $3.6 billion, -44 percent, compared to the prior year, but in the June-August period Auto 

Dealers rebounded nicely, up $673 million, 8 percent compared to the prior year. While auto sales for the entire year 

may never attain prior year annualized levels, the June-August period performed ahead of the prior year as initial 

economic restrictions were gradually lifted and pent up demand was unleashed.

TABLE 3

 Separate comparison charts for each county can be found in Appendix A of this report. 
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Due to some vendor reporting reclassifications that occurred in the second and third state sales tax quarters of 

2019, reported taxable sales for the Electronic Shopping and Mail Order Houses category for the June through 

August 2020 period are much higher than the actual sales activity that occurred. 

This is linked to a U.S. Supreme Court decision and subsequent state law changes related to the collection of sales 

taxes on Internet-based transactions for vendors selling into a state where their business was not located. These 

new laws were effective June 1, 2019.  Some vendors classified themselves in an incorrect category or modified 

their business models as laws changed, requiring a subsequent reclassification. Most of this reclassification was a 

move from the Office Administrative Services category to Electronic Shopping and Mail Order Houses. The light 

blue box in the lower left corner describes the impact of this reclassification. While the chart shows growth of 134 

percent in the Electronic Shopping category for the June-August 2020 quarter it is actually closer to 74 percent 

when you adjust for the reclassification. 

Some sectors continue to struggle, such as Traveler Accommodation and Restaurants and Other Eating Places, 

which were still down 77 percent and 39 percent in the June-August period, respectively. Table 4 shows how the 

Top 10 categories, statewide, fared in the March through May and June through August 2020 quarters compared 

to 2019. The data clearly shows how phased re-openings and related restrictions impacted these key sectors.  

Sectors less capable of handling density reductions and other restrictions, largely through no fault of their own, still 

lag in total sales compared to pre-COVID conditions.

TABLE 4

 

* Not adjusted for vendor reclassifications

The data also shows that not all counties were impacted the same. Those that reopened sooner and transitioned 

through all four phases more quickly saw important gains in the June-August quarter.  As mentioned, 38 counties 

exceeded taxable sales during the June-August period compared to last year.  See Appendix A for county specific 

data.

Each county, and region, has a different mix of retail and services in their communities which directly impacts 

local revenue losses. Of additional importance is where does a county, or region, find its customers. Tourism, 

international trade, student census at institutions of higher learning, unique destinations within a county’s borders 

are among many factors impacting local economic activity. 
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Sales Tax Collections by Time of Year
Also, the timing of taxable sales throughout the year is important for many counties. The first calendar quarter of 

the year is generally the slowest sales tax period of the year for most counties and the strongest quarter for sales 

tax cash receipts is usually July – September (this generally covers activity in June, July and August).  Some counties 

may collect 50 percent more sales tax in the peak summer quarter compared to their slowest quarter. 

The timing of sales tax collections and taxable sales activity has been amplified during the pandemic. With the 

toughest lockdowns coming in lower volume months and re-openings coming in time for peak tourism period, 

some counties were able to preserve their top sales tax producing quarter. Regardless, losing a substantial amount 

of sales tax in any quarter is difficult to recover fully on an annual basis.  

Table 5 highlights how counties rank in total sales tax variance from one quarter to the next. For the top county 

you can see that over the last six years, on average, they collected more than twice as much sales tax in their peak 

quarter than they do in their lowest quarter, with an average variance between lowest performing quarter and 

highest performing of nearly 117 percent. For all counties, the median variance in sales tax cash receipts by quarter 

is about 17 percent.     

 TABLE 5

 TABLE CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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 TABLE 5, CONTINUED

  * Sales tax paid to counties is largely on a one-month lag from the actual date of the transaction.
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 Taxable Sales Across Regions
Exhibit 1 maps how counties have been impacted in regard to their taxable sales for the March through August 

COVID period.  During March-April-May only 2 counties saw their taxable sales exceed what they collected in the 

same period of 2019. Then, as this report highlights, things began to improve in the June-July-August period. As 

restrictions were eased, more than three dozen counties exceeded their taxable sales in this period compared to the 

prior year. Across the entire COVID period of March through August, 16 counties exceeded prior year taxable sales. 

As discussed, the impact varies depending on virus spread, PAUSE duration, and mix of retail and services in the 

community. The darker the color, the more severe the local revenue impact.

EXHIBIT 1

 If the summer trend continues and the state avoids broad restrictions on economic activity that may be caused 

by spikes in the spread of the virus, we expect that the number of counties that exceed their level of taxable 

sales compared to 2019 will expand during the September to December period and for the full year. Even if some 

counties see improvements, most counties and New York City will likely see their expected sales tax revenues fall far 

short of what they budgeted for their current fiscal year.
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