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Overview

There are 57 counties in New York State (excluding the five boroughs of New York City). Counties 
are municipal corporations with geographical jurisdiction, home rule powers and the fiscal capacity to 
provide a variety of services to residents. This report provides an overview of their finances, including 
data for county fiscal years ending in 2004 and 2005.

The counties of New York State vary widely in terms of population, ranging from 5,228 to 1.5 
million. According to Census estimates for 2005, the five most populous counties are Suffolk, Nassau, 
Westchester, Erie and Monroe. The five least populous counties are Hamilton, Schulyer, Yates, Lewis 
and Schoharie.

The counties of New York also vary in terms of their governance structure. Generally, county 
governments operate under one of three different organizational arrangements:

• County executive
• Appointed county manager/administrator
• Legislature/board

The county executive model enlists an elected county executive as the chief administrative officer of 
the jurisdiction. As an elected official, the county executive usually has the authority to veto ordinances 
adopted by the county legislature/board (subject to their possible override) and to hire/fire department 
heads. In New York, this model of governance is most prevalent in the most populous counties, 
including those on Long Island, Erie, Monroe and Onondaga. In total, 17 New York State counties 
follow this model of governance.1

Under the manager/administrator model, the county legislative body appoints an administrator 
or professional county manager who serves at the pleasure of that body (this could be the legislature 
or the board of supervisors). The manager/administrator is usually vested with a broad range of 
powers, including the authority to hire/fire department heads and formulate a budget. This model of 
governance is the most common in the State. Presently, there are 30 New York State counties with 
either county managers or county administrators.

Counties utilizing the legislature/board model tend to be more rural. Under this model, counties 
operate under the administrative direction of an elected legislative body (this could be the legislature, 
board of supervisors or board of representatives). This body has both legislative (power to enact 
ordinances and adopt budgets) and executive authority (power to administer policies and appoint 
county employees). Ten counties currently operate under this model of governance.2
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1 For Ulster County, the county executive model of governance will take effect in January 2009.
2 For more information on county governance see:  NYSAC and the Dennis A. Pelletier County Government Institute’s
 County Government Organization in New York State  January 2007.
 Online:  http://www.nysac.org/Policy_and_Research/documents/Countyorganizationreport2007Final.pdf



Revenues

County revenues totaled more than 
$17.5 billion in 2005. Between 2000 
and 2005, county revenues increased 
16 percent, an average of 3.1 percent 
a year, moderately exceeding the 
average annual inflation rate of 
2.5 percent a year for the same 
time period.

Property Taxes

Counties rely on property tax revenues to support their operations, but they are less dependent on such 
taxes than most local governments. In 2005, counties raised nearly $4.4 billion from property taxes, 
which accounted for 25 percent of total county revenues. Statewide, local governments raised 36 percent 
of their revenues through the property tax in 2005.

According to 2006 property tax levy data and a recent OSC 
report,3 county property tax levy growth has slowed recently, 
largely due to the implementation of the Medicaid cap. Growth 
in county property tax levies in 2006 measured just over 3 
percent overall, versus the 7 percent average annual increase 
from 2001 to 2005.

New York remains one of the most heavily taxed states in terms of real property. Indeed, New York’s 
per capita property tax burden was the fourth highest in the nation at $1,677 in 2004, or 54 percent 
above the national average of $1,086.4 Only New Jersey, Connecticut and New Hampshire rank higher.
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3 County Medicaid Update, Office of the State Comptroller, 2006. 
 Online:  http://www.osc.state.ny.us/localgov/pubs/research/medicaidupdate.pdf
4 Just the Facts 2004, The Public Policy Institute of New York State, Inc. 

In 2005, counties raised nearly 
$4.4 billion from property taxes, 
which accounted for 25 percent 
of total county revenues.



Sales Taxes

Sales tax is reported as part of non-property taxes and represents another major source of revenue 
for county governments. In fact, the sales tax now exceeds the property tax as the largest contributor 
to the county revenue mix. In 2005, non-property taxes totaled over $4.9 billion. Sales tax revenues 
represented $4.6 billion of this amount,5 or 26 percent of total county revenues. Between 1995 and 
2005, county sales tax revenues increased about 84 percent, or 6.3 percent on an average annual basis.

Local sales tax rates vary widely across the State. 
These rates range from a low of 3 percent to a high of 
5 percent. When added to the State rate of 4 percent, 
combined sales tax rates range from 7 percent to 9 
percent. These rates are high compared to the rest of 
the nation. Although the State recently scaled back 
its sales tax rate from 4.25 percent to 4 percent, many 
counties have been increasing their local sales tax rates.

Only six counties continue to levy the 3 percent rate that is statutorily allowable: Hamilton, 
St. Lawrence, Saratoga, Warren, Washington and Westchester. The remaining 51 counties have sought 
and received special legislative approval to exceed the 3 percent rate as a way to raise additional 
revenues. Although these special requests are generally characterized as “temporary,” many counties 
have repeatedly returned to the State Legislature for approval to continue levying the higher rate.

Five counties (Allegany, Erie, Nassau, Oneida and Suffolk) have rates exceeding 4 percent. The highest 
local rate (5 percent) is in Oneida County.

A recent survey of county governments shows that some counties share as much as 70 percent of their 
sales tax revenues with municipalities within their borders, while others retain all the proceeds. Of the 
57 counties, 43 counties have sharing agreements with other municipalities.

5 The remaining $322 million in non-property taxes includes items such as:  tax on hotel occupancy; automobile use tax;
 OTB surtax and emergency telephone systems surcharge.
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A recent survey of county governments 
shows that some counties share as much 
as 70 percent of their sales tax revenues 
with municipalities within their borders, 
while others retain all the proceeds.



Other Revenues

The “other revenue” category is the third-largest revenue source for county governments. In 2005, it 
represented 21 percent of total county revenues or $3.6 billion. Between 1995 and 2005, other revenue 
grew by almost 19 percent or an annual average increase of 1.7 percent during that period. Significant 
decreases between 2000 and 2005 are due, in large part, to the impact of proceeds from tobacco 
securitization, which are essentially non-recurring 
revenues, as well as the privatization of the Erie 
County Medical Center.

Other items contained in this revenue category 
include: sewer and water departmental fees and 
charges, as well as income from licenses, permits, 
rentals, sales, fines and forfeits, recoveries and refunds.

State Aid

While counties are not eligible to participate in the State’s revenue 
sharing program (recently renamed AIM—Aid and Incentives to 
Municipalities), they do receive other types of revenue from the State 
that is classified as aid, e.g. highway, transportation and health. 
Overall, State aid to counties has increased about 40 percent from 
$1.9 billion in 1995 to $2.7 billion in 2005, an average annual growth 
of 3.6 percent. The share of county revenues resulting from State aid 
has remained relatively unchanged over the last decade and represented 
15 percent of total county revenues in 2005.

Federal Aid

Federal aid represents nearly 11 percent of total county revenues. This is an increase of 23 percent since 
1995. Most federal aid received by counties is reimbursement for social services expenditures.
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Items contained in this revenue category 
include sewer and water departmental 
fees and charges, as well as income from 
licenses, permits, rentals, sales, fines 
and forfeits, recoveries and refunds.

Overall, State aid to 
counties has increased 
about 40 percent from 
$1.9 billion in 1995 to 
$2.7 billion in 2005, an 
average annual growth 
of 3.6 percent.



Expenditures

County expenditures totaled $18.7 billion in 2005. Of that amount, counties spent $1.2 billion on 
equipment and capital outlay (an increase of 50 percent since 1995), $1.2 billion on debt service 
(an increase of 44 percent) and $16.4 billion on current operations (an increase of 41 percent). 
Payments for current operations comprised about 87 percent of total county expenditures.

Overall, county expenditures increased by 21 percent between 2000 and 2005, at an average of 
about 3.9 percent a year. This rate of increase exceeds inflation for the period (2.5 percent) and 
revenue gains for counties as a class (3.1 percent).
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County expenditures 
totaled $18.7 billion in 
2005. Of that amount, 
counties spent $1.2 
billion on equipment 
and capital outlay, 
$1.2 billion on debt 
service and $16.4 
billion on current 
operations.



Of the $16.4 billion counties spent on current operations in 2005, approximately $4.6 billion (28 
percent) was for personal services, approximately $9.6 billion (59 percent) was for contractual services 
and the remaining $2.2 billion (13 percent) was for employee benefits.

County expenditures on employee 
benefits, including pensions and 
health insurance, increased almost 
97 percent, at an average annual 
rate of 7 percent, between 1995 
and 2005. Spending on employee 
benefits comprised 8 percent of all 
county expenditures in 1995 and 12 
percent of expenditures in 2005.

At the functional level, counties 
allocate the majority of their 
budgets (33 percent) to economic 
assistance spending. This category 
is comprised mostly of social 
service programs, including 
Medicaid. Public safety, which includes fire and police services, is the second-largest category of county 
expenditures (18 percent of total). General government (14 percent) and health (12 percent) represent 
the third-and fourth-largest categories of county spending, respectively.

Between 1995 and 2005, public safety costs 
experienced the fastest growth at an average annual 
rate of 6.6 percent. Education expenditures were the 
second fastest, growing at an average annual rate of 
4.9 percent. Health expenditures during this period 
actually decreased by 0.1 percent. However, this 
negative growth trend was due largely to the off-budget 
transfer of county medical centers in Erie, Nassau and 
Westchester counties.
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Between 1995 and 2005, public safety 
costs experienced the fastest growth at 
an average annual rate of 6.6 percent. 
Education expenditures were the second 
fastest, growing at an average annual rate 
of 4.9 percent.



Tax and Debt Limits

Counties are subject to both constitutional tax and debt limits, which are expressed as a percentage of 
real property full value (using a five-year average full value or the most recent year of data, as prescribed 
by law). The tax limit is generally calculated as 1.5 percent of total property value in the county. The 
debt limit is generally 
calculated as 7 percent 
of property value.6

As of 2006, four counties 
(Montgomery, Allegany, 
Cortland and Chenango) 
are within close proximity 
to their tax limits. That is, 
they have each exhausted 
greater than 80 percent 
of their tax limits. There 
are no counties that are 
within close proximity to 
their debt limits.

Medicaid

Calendar year 2006 marked the first year of the statewide cap on local Medicaid costs. Under the cap, 
a county’s local Medicaid cost increases are capped at 2005 levels plus 3.5 percent. In 2007, costs are 
capped at 3.25 percent and in 2008 at 3 percent. In 2008 and thereafter, cost increases will continue 
to be capped at 3 percent, but counties will also have the option of “swapping” a percentage of their 
sales tax revenues (in perpetuity) in lieu of the 3 percent cap. Counties will have to decide whether to 
participate in this sales tax intercept by September 2007. Generally, the only counties that are likely to 
consider this option are those that have experienced sales tax revenue growth below 3 percent.

98%

94%
92%

87%

80%
82%
84%
86%
88%
90%
92%
94%
96%
98%

100%

MONTGOMERY ALLEGANY CORTLAND CHENANGO

6 The one exception to this rule is Nassau County, where the debt limit is calculated as 10 percent of property value.
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Counties with More Than 80 Percent of Tax Limit Exhausted
(FYE 2006)
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DirectoryRegional Offi  ce
Steven J. Hancox, Deputy Comptroller  (518) 474-4037

 Cole H. Hickland, Director - Direct Services  (518) 474-5480
Jack Dougherty, Director - Direct Services  (518) 474-5480

ALBANY REGIONAL OFFICE – Kenneth Madej, Chief Examiner

22 Computer Drive West • Albany, New York 12205-1695
Tel (518) 438-0093 • Fax (518) 438-0367 • Email: Muni-Albany@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Albany, Columbia, Dutchess, Greene, Schenectady, Ulster counties

BINGHAMTON REGIONAL OFFICE – Patrick Carbone, Chief Examiner

State Offi  ce Building, Room 1702 • 44 Hawley Street • Binghamton, New York 13901-4417
Tel (607) 721-8306 • Fax (607) 721-8313 • Email: Muni-Binghamton@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Broome, Chenango, Cortland, Delaware, Otsego, Schoharie, Sullivan, Tioga, Tompkins counties

BUFFALO REGIONAL OFFICE – Robert Meller, Chief Examiner

295 Main Street, Room 1050 • Buff alo, New York 14203-2510
Tel (716) 847-3647 • Fax (716) 847-3643 • Email: Muni-Buff alo@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Allegany, Cattaraugus, Chautauqua, Erie, Genesee, Niagara, Orleans, Wyoming counties

GLENS FALLS REGIONAL OFFICE – Karl Smoczynski, Chief Examiner

One Broad Street Plaza • Glens Falls, New York 12801-4396
Tel (518) 793-0057 • Fax (518) 793-5797 • Email: Muni-GlensFalls@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Clinton, Essex, Franklin, Fulton, Hamilton, Montgomery, Rensselaer, Saratoga, Warren, Washington counties

HAUPPAUGE REGIONAL OFFICE – Richard J. Rennard, Chief Examiner

NYS Offi  ce Building, Room 3A10 • Veterans Memorial Highway • Hauppauge, New York 11788-5533
Tel (631) 952-6534 • Fax (631) 952-6530 • Email: Muni-Hauppauge@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Nassau, Suff olk counties

NEWBURGH REGIONAL OFFICE – Christopher J. Ellis, Chief Examiner

33 Center Airport Drive, Suite 103 • New Windsor, New York 12553
Tel (845) 567-0858 • Fax (845) 567-0080 • Email: Muni-Newburgh@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Orange, Putnam, Rockland, Westchester counties

ROCHESTER REGIONAL OFFICE – Edward V. Grant Jr., Chief Examiner

The Powers Building • 16 West Main Street – Suite 522 • Rochester, New York 14614-1608
Tel (585) 454-2460 • Fax (585) 454-3545 • Email: Muni-Rochester@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Cayuga, Chemung, Livingston, Monroe, Ontario, Schuyler, Seneca, Steuben, Wayne, Yates counties

SYRACUSE REGIONAL OFFICE – Eugene A. Camp, Chief Examiner

State Offi  ce Building, Room 409 • 333 E. Washington Street • Syracuse, New York 13202-1428
Tel (315) 428-4192 • Fax (315) 426-2119 • Email: Muni-Syracuse@osc.state.ny.us
Serving: Herkimer, Jeff erson, Lewis, Madison, Oneida, Onondaga, Oswego, St. Lawrence counties

Division of Local Government and School Accountability
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Executive  ........................................................................................................................................................................................ 474-4037
 Steven J. Hancox, Deputy Comptroller
 John C. Traylor, Assistant Comptroller

Financial Reporting .................................................................................................................................................................... 474-4014
(Annual Financial Reports, Constitutional Limits, Real Property Tax Levies, 
Local Government Approvals)

Information Services ................................................................................................................................................................. 474-6975
(Requests for Publications or Government Data)

Justice Court Fund ......................................................................................................................................................................473-6438

Audits and Local Services ........................................................................................................................................................ 474-5404
(Audits, Technical Assistance)

Professional Standards ............................................................................................................................................................ 474-5404
(Auditing and Accounting)

Research  .......................................................................................................................................................................................... 473-0617

Statewide and Regional Projects.................................................................................................................................607-721-8306

Training.............................................................................................................................................................................................473-0005
(Local Offi  cial Training, Teleconferences, DVDs)

Electronic Filing

Questions Regarding Electronic Filing of Annual Financial Reports  ......................................................... 474-4014
Questions Regarding Electronic Filing of Justice Court Reports ................................................................. 486-3166

(Area code for the following is 518 unless otherwise specifi ed)

Mailing Address 

for all of the above:

DirectoryCentral Offi  ce

email: localgov@osc.state.ny.us

Offi  ce of the State Comptroller, 

110 State St., Albany, New York 12236

Division of Local Government and School Accountability
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