COUNTY SALES TAX
AUTHORITY

County Home Rule
Sales Tax Authority
WILLIAM CHERRY

President

518-465-1473

•

www.nysac.org

RK

O

Executive Director

★★★

Counties
W

STEPHEN J. ACQUARIO

IATION OF C
SOC
OU
AS
N
S
Y

S
TIE

N

June 2017

★★★

ING

F O R YO

U

Home Rule Sales Tax Authority

Home Rule Sales Tax Authority

Overview | During the 2017 legislative session, 53 Home Rule sales tax
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revenue bills have been introduced, each seeking two-year extensions on
existing county sales tax rates. In addition, dozens of other home revenue
bills that extend existing revenues were introduced. County leaders
believe this process must be reformed in order to be more efficient, less
duplicative, and to eliminate unnecessary legislative activity at the state
and local level as required under current state law. Elected county officials
are chosen by local voters to develop budgets that meet county needs,
including paying for and administering state-imposed mandated services
and implementing local quality of life initiatives that are highly valued in
local communities in the least onerous way possible. A vote for home rule
revenue authority acknowledges that trust and provides voters with more
say in local governance.

The Problem
Counties continue to struggle with balancing their budgets while meeting a
state-imposed property tax cap, fully funding state-mandated services, and
fulfilling locally demanded services. This is complicated by recent state cost shifts
to counties in the 2017-18 budget and the requirement to expand state services
with only partial reimbursement from the state.
The “Great Recession” exposed fundamental weaknesses in state and local
budgeting practices that required a significant redesign of government finances.
Many parts of the state are still reeling from the economic impacts of the Great
Recession nearly a decade later. Slow job growth, net job losses in many areas,
and a reduction in state reimbursement across the board is weighing heavily on
county budgets. Between 2008 and 2012, state reimbursement to counties was
cut by nearly $350 million annually without an equal reduction in state mandated
costs or responsibilities during this period.

COUNTY HOME RULE SALES TAX AUTHORITY

NYSAC’s Solution
As a result of the current situation, counties are renewing their efforts in support of proposals put
forth by the Governor and endorsed by the State Senate to allow counties to renew their existing
sales tax rates every two years locally, without the need for state legislative action.
Ideally, this could be handled through an omnibus bill that extends all counties’ existing sales tax
rates permanently at their current local rate. Any change to current rates would still need state
legislative approval. Currently, seven counties are below the 4 percent local rate (four are at 3
percent, one is at 3.5 percent, and two are at 3.75 percent) — not including the additional .375
percent MTA Commuter District sales tax that is imposed in Dutchess, Nassau, Orange, Putnam,
Rockland, Suffolk, and Westchester.
Counties with Local Sales Tax Rates Below 4 percent
County		Rate		Effective Date
Saratoga
3.00%		
1-Jun-82
Warren		3.00%		1-Mar-68
Washington
3.00%		
1-Sep-70
Westchester
3.00%		
1-Mar-04
Ontario		3.50%		1-Sep-09
Dutchess
3.75%		
1-Jun-03
Orange		3.75%		1-Jun-04

With fewer resources and limited control over costs (most costs incurred by counties are mandated
by the state and cannot be reduced), counties have:
• Cut heavily from local programs under their control.
• Reduced staffing levels (counties have 12% fewer employees than before the recession).
• Sold assets (of the counties that still operated certified home health agencies, nearly all have
notified State DOH they will be exiting this program). Since 2006 counties have either closed,
merged or privatized 22 county operated nursing facilities, as well as dozens of other county
assets.
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• Postponed capital expenditures and maintenance (including closing unsafe
bridges).
• Consolidated operations and expanded shared services with other
municipalities.
• Amortized pension costs (with mandated pension costs up over 1,900 percent
since 2001).
• Spent down fiscal reserves. Several counties have no usable reserves at this
time. Counties now have the lowest fiscal reserves proportionate to their total
budgets – lower than cities, towns and villages.

The Importance of Reducing Pressure on
Property Taxes Statistics
County Cost Containment
Most counties had implemented very tight controls on property tax rates and
levies before the Great Recession began and long before the state-imposed
property tax cap was adopted. From 2006 through 2016, the county property
tax levy for all counties combined has increased by about 2.03 percent per year
on average. This is just below the annual rate of inflation for this same time
period.
During this same period, the cost of state mandated services that counties must
fund with local tax dollars accelerated at annual growth rates that nearly tripled
the rate of inflation, while reimbursement to support state-mandated spending
actually declined by hundreds of millions of dollars annually.

State Reimbursement
Over time, state reimbursements to counties declined as a share of total county
revenues with much of the reductions occurring during the Great Recession.
In total dollars, state reimbursement to counties remained essentially flat from
2005 to 2015, even though counties are required to provide more services to
more people and costs have risen with inflation. Had state reimbursement kept
pace with inflation from 2005 through 2015, counties would be receiving about
20 percent more in state aid today, or about $530 million per year. This lost
funding equals 10 percent of the total county property tax levy statewide.
Since 2005, state reimbursement and aid to counties has fallen from 12.1 percent
of total county revenue to 10.9 percent. A leading reason for the decline was a
sharp reduction in state reimbursement for social services (partially offset with
new federal funding), which dropped from $1.2 billion in 2005 to $857 million in
2015.
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Revenue Options other than Property Taxes
When local officials must decide to raise revenue to responsibly manage their budget, an option
other than the property tax should be available to them. The 3 percent local sales tax ceiling was
set in 1965 and has not been updated since, while county fiscal responsibility to support state and
federal programs and mandates has grown exponentially.
Providing local authority to extend existing sales tax rates at their current levels can:
• Improve government efficiency by reducing the need for redundant legislative actions at both
the state and local level;
• Ensure equal home rule authority and protection for counties that is already granted to New York
City, which has had permanent home rule revenue authority over its sales tax since 2009 (In 2016,
New York City collected $2.4 billion in local sales tax that was attributable to the rate above three
percent – their local sales tax rate is 4.5 percent);
• Enhance local government fiscal stability and provide better management tools that can preserve
important local services and reduce pressure on property taxes, and
• Improve transparency and accountability by allowing county elected officials to make important
local revenue and spending decisions as intended by the State Constitution.

Local Control of Local Revenues is Essential
Every two years, when renewal of the local sales tax authority above three percent is required,
county officials are on pins and needles about the extension of local revenues that are absolutely
essential to managing county government. The loss of this sales tax revenue in excess of three
percent would be devastating to counties and the state’s economy.
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The Need to Modernize Home Rule Sales Tax Authority
New York State’s constitution envisions a strong home rule authority for local
governments, but that authority has been eroded over time by the actions of
numerous governors and state legislatures. Local sales tax authority must be
modernized to keep pace with the many legislative changes that have occurred over
the last 50 years, requiring counties to dramatically expand their role in administering
and funding state programs. Not having local control and certainty over existing
sales tax authority and rates unnecessarily complicates local government fiscal
management and runs counter to constitutional intent. As highlighted above,
the loss of this local revenue authority is ever present and could have devastating
consequences if it is taken away.
If counties were to lose the authority to impose local sales tax above three percent
it would translate to a $1.8 billion reduction in county revenues (based on 2016 sales
tax data). Of this amount, counties pass through about $422 million to cities, towns,
and villages within their borders. Without this authority, the local governments that
rely on this revenue would be forced to consider increasing property taxes, which are
already some of the highest in the country. Our homeowners and businesses cannot
and should not be forced to absord increased property taxes because of inaction in
the State Capitol.

NEW YORK STATE ASSOCIATION OF COUNTIES
540 Broadway, 5th Floor
Albany, NY 12207
www.nysac.org
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