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TOWN OF COLONIE
Overview

The Town of Colonie is located in the northeast portion of Albany County, in the center of the Albany-
Schenectady-Troy metropolitan statistical area. The Town encompasses the Villages of Colonie and 
Menands and is home to over 80,000 residents. Colonie includes more densely-developed commercial 
corridors, such as those along Route 5 (Central Avenue), Route 9 and Wolf Road, and it is the site of the 
Albany International Airport. It also has many neighborhoods of suburban single-family homes.

Despite its strong tax base, the Town has struggled 
financially in the past decade. Due to multiple years 
of recurring deficits in multiple funds, Colonie had 
significant fiscal stress. However, between a series of 
property tax increases, including a one-time tax in 2009, 
and an arrangement involving payments to the Town by 
a private contractor for the right to operate the Town’s 
landfill, Colonie experienced a stronger financial position 
at the end of 2011 than it had seen since 2002.

The Town has made strides in the past few years, 
but it still has room to improve. A 2012 audit made 
several recommendations for the budget process, 
some of which were implemented in 2013. However, 
the 2012 budget underestimated certain expenses and 
overestimated some revenues, causing the Town to 
end the year with a combined fund deficit of $627,797, 
although it had a slight surplus in the General Fund.1 
The combined fund deficit may be explained by the 
Town’s use of “enterprise” funds for water and sewer 
finances, which have a different basis of accounting than 
governmental funds. Available fund balance was also an 
issue: the General Fund ended 2012 with a cumulative 
deficit from prior years, despite an annual surplus in 2012.2 Due to a weak cash position, Colonie also 
had to borrow $2.5 million in 2012 for cash-flow purposes. The result was that the Comptroller’s Fiscal 
Stress Monitoring System (FSMS) rated Colonie in “significant fiscal stress.” The bottom line is that 
Colonie must ensure that it funds recurring expenses with recurring revenues, a challenging task for all 
municipalities in today’s fiscal environment.

Albany-Schenectady-Troy, New York  
Metropolitan Statistical Area



Population and Economic Factors

Like many American inner-ring 
suburbs, Colonie’s population grew 
rapidly during the post-World War 
II baby boom. Between 1940 and 
1970, the Town’s population more 
than tripled, growing from 20,631 to 
69,147, an increase of 235 percent. 
Since then, the Town has continued 
to grow, but at a much slower rate as 
the amount of land left undeveloped 
shrinks. Between 1970 and 2010, 
Colonie’s population grew by 18 
percent, reaching 81,591 by 2010.

Colonie’s median household income of $70,367 is substantially higher than the median of 
$52,047 for towns statewide. Fewer than one in ten children lived in poverty in 2011 (9.7 percent), 
compared to the median town poverty rate for children of 13.3 percent. Unemployment in 
Colonie is relatively low for the State. The Town’s 2012 unemployment rate was 6.7 percent, 1.8 
percentage points lower than the statewide rate of 8.5 percent.

Tax Base

As the Capital District’s geographic 
center, the Town contains a diverse 
mixture of retail, office and other 
commercial properties, as well as 
single-family housing. It boasts a low 
property vacancy rate of 4.3 percent, 
compared with 10.7 percent statewide, 
and its median home value is $217,700, 
which is higher than the median town’s 
median home value of $117,550.

Colonie has not been without its 
challenges. Having seen more rapid 
growth in the full valuation of real 
property in the earlier part of the last 
decade than other large upstate towns, Colonie’s total full value fell in 2009, as growth in many 
other towns merely slowed. The Town’s full value growth leveled off between 2009 and 2012. 
Even after recent declines, however, property values in the Town were still 60 percent higher in 
2012 than they were in 2002, more than double the inflation rate during the period.

The total effective tax “rate” in most of Colonie in 2012 ranged from $23.22 per $1,000 of full 
market value for properties in the North Colonie School District to $24.71 for those in the South 
Colonie School District.3 However, this included town, special district (including water, sewer, 
fire protection and independent fire district), village (where relevant), county, and school district 
taxes. Of this, Town and special district taxes accounted for only about $4.60. Both total and 
Town property tax rates in 2012 were comparable to those of other towns in the region.
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Revenues and Expenditures

The Town of Colonie relies less 
on real property taxes and more 
on sales taxes than other towns. 
In 2012, slightly more than a 
third (34 percent) of the Town’s 
revenues came from real property 
taxes compared to well over half 
(54 percent) for towns generally.4 
Conversely, approximately a 
quarter of Colonie’s revenues (23 
percent) came from sales and use 
tax distributions compared to 12 
percent for all towns. Although this 
is good for Town finances in times 
of economic prosperity, it does 
tend to expose Colonie to greater 
fluctuations in its revenue base 
when the economy contracts than 
a similarly sized town with less 
reliance on the sales tax would 
experience.

State and federal aid together 
accounted for just 7 percent of 
Colonie’s total revenues, compared 
with 10 percent for all towns. 
Charges for services accounted for 
just over 19 percent of the Town’s 
total revenues, including fees 
for the Town’s water and sewer 
districts, which are run as semi-
independent “enterprise” funds. 
The Town’s landfill, which is run by 
a private company, generated $7.9 
million in contractual revenues, 
boosting “other” revenues to over 
16 percent of the total.

Change in Revenues and Expenditures, 2002 to 2012
Annual Average Total Change

Colonie All Towns Colonie All Towns

Revenues

Real Property Taxes 7.6% 4.3% 108% 52%

Sales and Use Taxes 2.1% 4.0% 23% 48%

Charges for Services -2.5% 2.3% -22% 25%

State Aid 0.9% -1.1% 10% -10%

Federal Aid 1.8% 8.4% 19% 124%

Other 14.5% 3.4% 287% 40%

Total 3.6% 3.6% 42% 42%

Expenditures

General Government 6.7% 3.2% 91% 37%

Public Safety 3.0% 4.5% 35% 56%

Transportation -1.2% 3.5% -11% 41%

Utilities 4.1% 3.1% 49% 36%

Sanitation -6.1% 1.2% -47% 13%

Employee Benefits 9.6% 8.6% 151% 128%

Other 0.6% 3.2% 6% 37%

Total 3.2% 3.9% 37% 47%
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Between 2002 and 2012, Colonie’s 
total revenues increased by 42 
percent, or an average of 3.6 percent 
annually, which was the same rate as 
for New York towns in the aggregate. 
Real property taxes during the same 
period, however, more than doubled, 
growing at an average of 7.6 percent 
per year, while sales and use taxes 
grew by 23 percent in total, or not 
quite 2.1 percent per year on average.

Colonie spends a larger share of its 
budget on public safety than other 
towns (24 percent of expenditures 
vs. 13.8 percent). The Town has its own police department and four fire protection districts, as 
well as an emergency medical service (EMS) department that provides coverage to a portion of 
neighboring Niskayuna as well.5 Although Colonie’s public safety spending is high for an upstate 
town, it is consistently rated one of the nation’s safest communities in its population category 
based on FBI crime statistics, despite having several relatively densely developed commercial 
areas. Its EMS has won several awards in recent years.6

The Town also devotes a higher percentage of spending than average to employee benefits 
(21 percent), general government (18 percent), and utilities (9 percent). It spends a smaller 
percentage than other towns on transportation (7 percent of expenditures compared to 18 
percent for all towns), and sanitation (4 percent compared to 11 percent for all towns).

Between 2002 and 2012, Colonie’s overall expenditure growth was lower than for towns as a 
whole: 3.2 percent annually, on average, compared to 3.9 percent for all towns. As is the case 
for other towns (and other local governments in general), expenditures for employee benefits 
have been growing much faster than most other categories. Between 2002 and 2012, the Town 
of Colonie’s expenditures for employee benefits grew by 151 percent, or an average rate of 9.6 
percent annually, compared with 8.6 percent for all towns.
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Fiscal Stress: Not a New Story

In 2013, the Office of the State Comptroller (OSC) instituted a Fiscal Stress Monitoring System 
as a way to help evaluate the financial condition of local governments and school districts, using 
a number of financial and environmental stress indicators. The Town of Colonie was rated as 
being “In Significant Fiscal Stress,” having triggered a number of flags for measures of financial 
condition in 2012 and over the past three years, including running an operating deficit across 
major funds, having no available fund balance in the General Fund, having less than 50 percent 
of the cash on hand to pay for current liabilities at the end of the fiscal year, and having issued 
short-term debt to cover cash shortfalls in each of the past three years.

However, this is not the first time that the Comptroller’s Office has noted that the Town of 
Colonie was not in sound financial condition. OSC released financial condition audits on 
Colonie in 2008 and again in 2012. Most of the findings from the 2008 report have been 
addressed by the current administration, although the 2012 report found some opportunities 
for further improvement.

The timing of the Town’s fiscal 
difficulties has been problematic, from 
an economic perspective. The worst 
financial setbacks occurred during a 
time of economic prosperity: although 
sales tax growth averaged only 2.4 
percent per year from 2002 to 2008, 
most years saw increases of between 
3 and 4 percent, and none had 
major decreases. During this time, 
property taxes did increase faster 
than sales taxes, but major property 
tax increases had to be made in 2008 
and 2009, as the economy began to sink. The one-time property tax increase of 2009 coincided 
with a sales tax drop of 7.1 percent and a decrease in property values of 8.5 percent.
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Improvements Made, But Difficulties Not Over

The first audit, issued in early 2008 and covering the period from 2004 to 2007, found that 
the Town’s financial condition had been deteriorating during that period, culminating in large 
cumulative deficits by the end of 2006 in both the General Fund and several other operating 
funds. The audit noted that the deficits were caused by officials’ wish to “restrain the growth of 
property taxes” during that time instead of raising local revenues or decreasing spending.7

In 2008, local officials put into 
effect a number of difficult changes, 
including repaying the town-outside-
village funds and addressing the 
accumulated deficit in the General 
Fund. An important step toward this 
goal was a one-time tax in 2009. 
Another was the contracting of the 
landfill’s management to a private 
company in August 2011. Although 
it has to defer recognition of some 
of the revenues it received from this 
arrangement, the Town was able to 
use a portion of the one-time, up-
front payment to close most of the 
remaining cumulative deficit in the 
General Fund.

Despite these changes, however, 
challenges remain. The Town has 
not ceased running deficits in some 
of its funds, although the General 
Fund did end 2012 with a surplus for 
the fourth year in a row. Factoring 
in part-town, highway, water and 
sewer funds as well, for a more 
comprehensive combined fund 
approach, yields a 2012 deficit of 
$627,797. However, it is worth noting 
that Colonie reports its water and 
sewer finances in “enterprise” funds, 
which use a different basis of accounting than the governmental “special district” funds employed 
by almost all other towns in New York. This uncommon presentation may help explain their 
combined deficit.

6 2013 FISCAL PROFILE  Division of Local Government and School Accountability

0% 

50% 

100% 

150% 

200% 

250% 

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

Enough cash on hand to cover current liabilities 

Colonie Cash Ratio at End of Fiscal Year

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f C
ur

re
nt

 L
ia

bi
lit

ie
s

-$35 
-$30 
-$25 
-$20 
-$15 
-$10 

-$5 
$0 
$5 

$10 

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

General Fund 
Combined Funds 

Colonie Available Fund Balance,  
General Fund vs. Combined Funds

M
ill

io
ns



Even with its 2012 operating surplus, 
the General Fund had no fund 
balance available for unanticipated 
events, such as revenue shortfalls or 
emergency expenditures. Although 
the General Fund had $568,548 in 
fund equity, officials had restricted 
or committed $813,298 for specific 
purposes, leaving the fund with a 
cumulative deficit of $244,750. On a 
combined funds basis, Colonie does 
have an available fund balance of 
$2 million, or about 2.5 percent of 
expenditures, but this is down from 
$4.4 million in 2011. It might be a little higher if water and sewer were shown as governmental 
funds (closer to 7 percent of expenditures), but it is still a relatively slim margin, compared with a 
median of 32.2 percent for large upstate towns.

The Town‘s cash position also remains weak. Ideally, a local government should have a 
minimum of 100 percent of the cash necessary to cover liabilities at any point during the year, 
and towns tend to have much larger cash ratios. In 2012, the median town had a cash ratio 
of 458 percent, and the median large upstate town had a cash ratio of 975 percent. By stark 
contrast, Colonie only had enough cash on hand to cover 36.7 percent of its current liabilities at 
the end of 2012, down slightly from 44.6 percent in 2011.

Lack of cash has, in turn, led to repeated short-term cash-flow borrowing, incurring additional 
legal fees and interest costs. The rate appears to have slowed since OSC’s 2008 audit found 
issuances totaling $5.4 million in 2004, $11 million in 2005 and $11 million in 2006. Recent 
annual financial reports to OSC show declines in the total amount of Revenue Anticipation 
Notes (RANs) issued each year, with attendant reductions in interest payments. It is still worth 
noting that the recurring issuance of RANs is a sign of very poor cash position.
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1 The Office of the State Comptroller’s Fiscal Stress Monitoring System defines “Combined Funds” for towns to 
include the following funds: General Town-Wide, General Part-Town, Highway Town-wide, Highway Part-Town, All 
Water, and All Sewer Funds.

2 For the purpose of this report, “available fund balance” and “cumulative” surplus or deficit refer to unassigned and 
assigned unappropriated fund balances after 2011, and to unreserved unappropriated fund balance prior to 2011. 

3 Tax rates are calculated per $1,000 of assessed value; for comparability the full value “rates” above have been 
calculated per $1,000 of full market value, derived by using Tax and Finance Department equalization rates.  It is 
actually slightly lower ($21.21 per $1,000) for the small portion that is in the Watervliet school district, and higher 
($28.98 per $1,000) for the small portion that is in the Niskayuna school district.  The rates in the Villages of 
Menands and Colonie are similar than those in the portions of the Town outside those villages.  For more detail, 
see OSC, “Financial Data: Overlapping Real Property Tax Rates and Levies” at: http://www.osc.state.ny.us/
localgov/orptbook/taxrates.htm.

4 Data for “All Towns” in the remainder of this report includes the 848 towns that had reported 2012 data to OSC as 
of June 28, 2013.

5 Colonie’s public safety expenditures include spending by its police department and its EMS department (which 
covers the Town of Colonie and the Stanford Heights Fire District).  It also includes the amount the Town pays 
to the fire companies that cover its four fire protection districts.  However, the six fire districts that cover other 
portions of the Town are independent local governments that report their expenditures to OSC separately, and the 
Villages of Menands and Colonie have village fire departments that are reported in their own budgets. 

6 CQ Press, City Crime Rankings 2013. (http://os.cqpress.com/citycrime/2012/CityCrime2013_
CityCrimeRankingsFactSheet.pdf); EMS awards (listed on the Town’s website: http://www.colonie.org/ems) 
include the International Association of Fire Chiefs’ Heart Safe Community Award for 2010 (http://www.iafc.org/
files/ems_awardsHeartSafeWinnersArchive.pdf).

7 OSC, Town of Colonie Financial Condition and Internal Controls Over Cash Disbursements, January 1, 2006 to 
June 11, 2007 (2007M-278), at: http://www.osc.state.ny.us/localgov/audits/towns/2008/colonie.pdf.

8 Moody’s Investor Service reports dated June 1, 2010 and April 23, 2012.
9 OSC, Town of Colonie Financial Condition: January 1, 2010 — July 12, 2011 (2012M-64), at: http://www.osc.

state.ny.us/localgov/audits/towns/2012/colonie.pdf.

Bond Ratings and Budget Process

Colonie’s bond rating has suffered from its budgeting problems.  The Town was downgraded in 
2006 to Baa1. In 2007 Moody’s reaffirmed the Baa1 rating and added to it a negative outlook 
(reaffirmed in 2008 and 2009). In April 2010, the Town’s rating was recalibrated to A1, as a 
result of a change in the Agency’s methodology.  Subsequently (June 2010), based on that 
new methodology, the Town’s rating was again downgraded (Baa1) but the negative outlook 
was removed. The 2010 ratings report noted six consecutive annual operating fund deficits 
between 2002 and 2007 and cited, “inaccurate budgeting of employee benefits, budgeting of 
land sale proceeds which did not materialize, and annual appropriation of fund balance without 
replenishment” as reasons for the downgrade. In April 2012, Moody’s confirmed the Baa1 rating, 
but its report stated that there was recent positive financial performance including revenues from 
the new landfill operating agreement and also noted “the town’s sizable tax base, above average 
income levels, and manageable debt position with moderate future debt plans.”8

OSC’s 2012 audit concluded that Colonie should make a more concerted effort to “adopt 
structurally sound budgets where recurring revenues fund appropriations.” In order to facilitate 
this, the audit suggested that the Town implement several changes to its budget format. Some 
of these – adding a more complete descriptive budget summary message, estimated fund 
balances by type, and estimated actual revenues and expenditures for the last completed fiscal 
year– were implemented for the 2013 budget. The 2014 budget could still implement the others, 
including: current year updated revenue and expenditure estimates and year-to-date amounts.9
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Town of Colonie vs. All Towns and New York State

Population 2010: 81,591 Town of 
Colonie

All Towns New York State  
(including  

New York City)Median Aggregate

Demographic Statistics

Percentage Change in Population, 1950-2010 [a] 176.4% 55.6% 127.5% 31%

Percentage Change in Population, 2000-2010 [a] 2.9% 0.7% 3.1% 2.1%

Median Household Income, 2011 [b] $70,367 $52,047 N/A $56,951 

Child Poverty Rate, 2011 [b] 9.7% 13.3% N/A 20.3%

Unemployment Rate, 2012 [c] 6.7% N/A N/A 8.5%

Property Value Statistics

Median Home Value, 2011 [b] $217,700 $117,550 N/A $301,000 

Owner-Occupied Housing Units, 2011 [b] 72.7% 80.9% 77.8% 54.8%

Percentage Vacant Housing Units, 2011 [b] 4.3% 13.4% 11.5% 10.7%

Full Value per Capita, 2012 [d] $102,455 $65,231 $115,360 N/A

Revenue and Tax Statistics

Annual Growth in Revenues, 2002-2012 [e] 3.6% 4.0% 3.6% N/A

Annual Growth in Expenditures, 2002-2012 [e] 3.2% 4.0% 3.9% N/A

General Fund (GF) Available Fund Balance as a 
Percentage of Expenditures, 2012 [f] -0.5% 31.1% 23.6% N/A

Cash Ratio, 2012 [f] 37% 458% 346% N/A

Short-Term Debt as a Percentage GF Revenues 
2012 [f] 5.8% N/A N/A N/A

Debt Service as a Percentage of GF Revenues 
2012 [e] 7.7% 3.9% 10.5% N/A

[a] Census Bureau, decennial Census data.
[b] Census Bureau, American Community Survey, five-year estimates, 2007-2011.
[c] New York State Department of Labor.
[d] Office of the State Comptroller (OSC) and New York State Department of Taxation and Finance .
[e] OSC. Annual Growth is compound annual growth rate for all funds excluding the Capital Projects Fund. concept excludes Capital Projects Fund;
[f ] OSC, Fiscal Stress Monitoring System (FSMS). “General Fund” includes both the town-wide general fund and the town-wide highway fund; 

“Cash Ratio” is calculated for total of General, Part-Town, all Highway, all Water and all Sewer funds.
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Mailing Address  
for all of the above:

Office of the State Comptroller,  
110 State St., Albany, New York 12236 

email: localgov@osc.state.ny.us

DirectoryCentral Office
Division of Local Government and School Accountability

Executive  ..................................................................................................................................................................474-4037
 Nathaalie N. Carey, Assistant Comptroller

Audits, Local Government Services and Professional Standards .................................................474-5404 
 (Audits, Technical Assistance, Accounting and Audit Standards)

Local Government and School Accountability Help Line ...............................(855)478-5472 or 408-4934  
 (Electronic Filing, Financial Reporting, Justice Courts, Training)

New York State Retirement System
Retirement Information Services

Inquiries on Employee Benefits and Programs .................................................................474-7736

Bureau of Member Services ................................................................................................................474-1101
Monthly Reporting Inquiries ................................................................................................... 474-1080 
Audits and Plan Changes .......................................................................................................... 474-0167 
All Other Employer Inquiries ....................................................................................................474-6535

Division of Legal Services
Municipal Law Section  ........................................................................................................................474-5586

Other OSC Offices
Bureau of State Expenditures  ..........................................................................................................486-3017

Bureau of State Contracts .................................................................................................................. 474-4622

(Area code for the following is 518 unless otherwise specified)

Andrew A. SanFilippo, Executive Deputy Comptroller

Thomas P. DiNapoli • New York State Comptroller
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DirectoryRegional Office
Division of Local Government and School Accountability

Andrew A. SanFilippo, Executive Deputy Comptroller   

Nathaalie N. Carey, Assistant Comptroller  (518) 474-4037

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

BINGHAMTON REGIONAL OFFICE - H. Todd Eames, Chief Examiner 
State Office Building, Suite 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, Suite 1032 • Buffalo, New York 14203-2510 
Tel (716) 847-3647 • Fax (716) 847-3643 • Email: Muni-Buffalo@osc.state.ny.us 
Serving: Allegany, Cattaraugus, Chautauqua, Erie, Genesee, Niagara, Orleans, Wyoming counties

GLENS FALLS REGIONAL OFFICE - Jeffrey P. Leonard, 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: Albany, Clinton, Essex, Franklin, Fulton, Hamilton, Montgomery, Rensselaer, Saratoga, Schenectady, Warren, Washington counties

HAUPPAUGE REGIONAL OFFICE – Ira McCracken, Chief Examiner 
NYS Office Building, Room 3A10 • 250 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, Suffolk counties

NEWBURGH REGIONAL OFFICE – Tenneh Blamah, Chief Examiner 
33 Airport Center Drive, Suite 103 • New Windsor, New York 12553-4725 
Tel (845) 567-0858 • Fax (845) 567-0080 • Email: Muni-Newburgh@osc.state.ny.us 
Serving: Columbia, Dutchess, Greene, Orange, Putnam, Rockland, Ulster, 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 – Rebecca Wilcox, Chief Examiner 
State Office 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, Jefferson, Lewis, Madison, Oneida, Onondaga, Oswego, St. Lawrence counties

STATEWIDE AUDIT - Ann C. Singer, Chief Examiner 
State Office Building, Suite 1702 • 44 Hawley Street • Binghamton, New York 13901-4417 
Tel (607) 721-8306 • Fax (607) 721-8313 
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