
	New	York’s	57	counties	(excluding	New	York	City),	61	cities,	932	towns	and	5561	villages	reported	spending	
nearly	$2.6	billion	to	maintain	187,000	highway	lane	miles	in	2009.2	Highway	maintenance	is	one	of	the	largest	
categories	of	expense	for	local	governments,	representing	7.6	percent	of	total	local	government	expenditures.	
Nearly	80	percent	of	highway	spending	occurs	at	the	town	and	county	levels.

	Of	 the	 $2.6	 billion	 spent	 on	 highways	 in	 2009,	
$1.9	 billion	 (72	 percent)	 was	 related	 to	
administration	and	operations	and	$0.7	billion	(28	
percent)	was	attributable	to	capital	spending.

	It	 is	estimated	that	 there	are	between	1,000	and	
1,500	 local	 government	 highway	 departments	
statewide	 that	 construct,	 repair	 and	 maintain	
roadways	and	walkways.3	A	recent	study	of	shared	
services	opportunities	 in	Ulster	County	 revealed	
that	restructuring	the	provision	of	highway	services	
presented	the	best	prospect	for	potential	savings.4	

	Given	 the	 level	 of	 spending	 that	 occurs	 for	 the	
services	 these	 departments	 provide,	 and	 the	
number	of	different	government	entities	currently	
providing	 them,	 greater	 sharing	 of	 highway	
services	could	generate	significant	cost-savings	
for	local	taxpayers.	This	may	be	especially	true	in	
the	area	of	administrative	efficiencies.

	Studies	 that	 have	 examined	 and	 measured	
the	 potential	 for	 savings	 through	 cooperative	
activities	 and	 shared	 services	 have	 generally	
identified	savings	of	between	two	to	five	percent	
of	total	costs.	If	local	officials	focused	on	sharing	
the	 administrative	 components	 of	 their	 highway	
operations,	 savings	 of	 two	 to	 five	 percent	 could	
potentially	produce	taxpayer	savings	of	$37	million	
to	$93	million	statewide.5

	The	portion	of	highway	spending	upon	which	this	
savings	figure	is	calculated	excludes	capital	outlay.	
This	exclusion	recognizes	that	adequate	and	timely	
maintenance	 of	 local	 infrastructure	 is	 a	 fiscally	
prudent	practice	overall,	regardless	of	which	local	
government	is	responsible	for	the	activity.
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Aggregate Costs of Highway Services

	The	costs	of	maintaining	highways	can	
vary	due	to	many	factors.	For	example,	
roads	that	carry	more	traffic	or	that	are	
located	 in	 densely	 populated	 urban	
centers	 may	 require	 more	 frequent	
plowing	than	less	traveled,	rural	roads.	
Further,	 costs	 can	 fluctuate	 from	 year	
to	year	as	local	governments	purchase	
expensive	 equipment	 or	 embark	 on		
capital	improvement	projects.

	Based	on	aggregate	highway	spending	
reported	in	2009,	the	average	statewide	
cost	 of	 maintaining	 a	 lane	 mile	 was	
$13,841.	Cities	and	counties	tend	to	have	
higher	costs	per	mile	of	road	maintained	
($21,966	 and	 $20,260,	 respectively),	
followed	 by	 villages	 ($18,536),	 while	
towns	tend	to	spend	the	least	per	lane	
mile	($9,985).	[Appendix A]

	Governments	located	in	the	Mid-Hudson	
and	Long	Island	Regions	spent	$20,807	
and	$20,492	per	lane	mile,	respectively,	
in	2009.	These	governments	maintain	26	
percent	of	county,	city,	town	and	village	
roads	statewide,	but	account	for	nearly	
40	 percent	 of	 total	 highway	 spending.	
In	contrast,	Southern	Tier	governments	
spent	 $8,255	 per	 lane	 mile,	 maintain	
14	 percent	 of	 the	 municipal	 roadways	
across	 the	 State,	 and	 are	 responsible	
for	 less	 than	 9	 percent	 of	 statewide	
highway	expenditures.

	Based	on	aggregate	municipal	highway	
spending	 in	 each	 county,	 the	 cost	 of	
maintaining	 a	 lane	 mile	 ranges	 from	
$35,504	 in	 Westchester	 County	 to	
$5,634	 in	 Lewis	 County,	 compared	
to	 the	 statewide	 average	 of	 $13,841.	
However,	Westchester	County	reported	
a	 large	 capital	 expenditure	 in	 2009,	
inflating	the	county	per-lane	mile	cost.
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	The	 statewide	 average	 of	 highway	 spending	 per	
capita	 in	 2009	was	 $233,	with	 counties	 reporting	
the	 lowest	 spending	 per	 capita	 ($77)	 and	 cities	
reporting	the	highest	($141).	Per	capita	spending	in	
towns	and	villages	was	$131	and	$134	respectively.	
[Appendix B]	

	As	 one	 would	 expect,	 spending	 on	 a	 per	 capita	
basis	 tends	 to	 be	higher	 in	 rural	 regions,	 as	 there	
are	fewer	people	to	support	the	cost	of	maintaining	
roads.	Costs	per	capita	are	highest	for	residents	in	
the	North	Country	Region	($361),	while	residents	in	
the	 heavily	 populated	 Long	 Island	Region	 pay	 the	
least	($165	per	capita).

	When	highway	spending	is	aggregated	at	the	county	
level	and	benchmarked	against	the	population	paying	
for	 those	expenses,	 the	overlapping	per	capita	cost	
ranges	 from	 $678	 in	Delaware	County	 to	 $148	 per	
capita	 in	 more	 densely	 populated	 Monroe	 County,	
compared	to	the	statewide	average	of	$233.

Opportunities for Cost Savings

	Given	 the	 nature	 of	 overlapping	highway	 service	 provision,	many	
municipalities	are	already	realizing	savings	through	the	sharing	of	
services	and	equipment.	Other	municipalities	have	structured	formal	
shared	service	agreements,	often	with	the	help	of	the	Department	
of	State’s	administration	of	the	Local	Government	Efficiency	Grant	
Program.	Some	examples	of	the	types	of	sharing	arrangements	and	
associated	savings	are	provided	on	the	following	page.

	To	 the	 extent	 that	 local	 officials	 can	 streamline	 the	 administrative	
aspects	of	their	operations,	potential	savings	could	be	quite	substantial.

	Ulster	 County	 recently	 studied	 diminishing	 the	 role	 of	 the	 county	
highway	department	by	decentralizing	most	related	services	to	the	
town	 level.	This	 type	of	 regional	approach	could	save	 the	County	
between	$1	million	and	$7	million	annually,	 or	between	2	and	15	
percent	of	total	County	highway	spending.6	Monroe,	Jefferson	and	
Chemung	County	already	have	or	are	in	the	process	of	decentralizing	
the	County	highway	function	to	towns.

Highway Expenditures and Miles by Region

Region
Percent of Total

Expenditures Miles

Capital District 9.7% 11.3%

Central New York 7.6% 8.5%

Finger Lakes 9.9% 11.4%

Long Island 18.3% 12.4%

Mid-Hudson Region 21.2% 14.1%

Mohawk Valley 5.5% 6.9%

North Country 5.9% 9.6%

Southern Tier 8.5% 14.2%

Western New York 13.4% 11.7%

Cayuga County 

In	 Cayuga	 County,	 each	 municipal	
government,	 from	 the	 county	down	
to	 each	 city,	 town	 and	 village,	 has	
a	 highway	 department	 –	 34	 in	 all.	
These	 governments	 spent	 nearly	
$30	million	in	2010	to	maintain	2,715	
lane	 miles	 of	 roadway.	 Attempting	
to	 capitalize	 on	 efficiencies,	 some	
county	and	town	leaders	in	Cayuga	
County	are	working	to	develop	a	plan	
to	 phase	 out	 the	 County	 Highway	
Department	and	transfer	its	work	to	
the	towns.
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1	 As	of	January	1,	2011,	there	were	555	villages	in	New	York.	The	Village	of	Limestone	dissolved	into	the	Town	of	Carrollton.
2	 Excluding	New	York	City	and	 its	boroughs;	 lane	miles	are	 the	 length	of	 roadway,	multiplied	by	 the	number	of	 lanes.	Since	 road	maintenance	 is	
required	of	all	lanes	of	a	roadway,	lane	miles	were	used	in	this	analysis.	

3	 According	 to	 OSC	 data,	 there	 are	 1,048	 highway	 superintendents	 in	 counties,	 cities,	 towns	 and	 villages,	 statewide.	 There	 are	 also	 a	
number	 of	 departments	 (e.g.,	 public	works)	 that	may	 be	 responsible	 for	 highways	 that	 are	 not	 included	 in	 this	 number.	 The	 Local	Government	
Commission	 on	 Efficiency	 and	 Competitiveness	 estimated	 1,500	 highway	 departments,	 statewide,	 in	 its	 2008	 report	 on	 highway	 services		
(www.nyslocalgov.org/pdf/HighwayServices.pdf).

4	 Drapkin,	Jonathan.	July	2010.	Intergovernmental Collaboration in Ulster County: An Action Plan for Moving Forward.
5	 Previous	studies	on	cooperation	have	identified	2	to	5	percent	savings	as	a	reasonable	expectation	for	sharing	of	administrative	functions.	Spending	
on	capital	outlay	was	excluded	from	the	savings	estimate.	This	estimate	does	not	take	into	account	shared	services	that	may	already	exist.

6	 Hattery,	Michael.	 July	 2010.	 Identifying Opportunities for Highway Service Cooperation.	http://www.co.ulster.ny.us/municipalities/FINAL%20
HIGHWAY%20Study%207-14.pdf.

Examples of Shared Highway Services and Projected Savings
Participant A Participant B Participant C Shared Service Savings $

Broome County Town	of		
Chenango Shared	salt	storage	facility Broome	County:	$70,400	annually	

Town	of	Chenango:	$55,200	annually																																												

Cayuga County Town	of	
Sempronius

Purchase	of	a	shared	salt	storage	facility	
and	shared	highway	services

Cayuga	County:	$89,265	annually		
Town	of	Sempronius:	$6,845	annually

Chautauqua 
County Town	of	Ellicott Countywide	consolidation	of	highway	

surface	treatments Chautauqua	County:	$532,800

Franklin County Municipalities	in	
Franklin	County

Municipalities	will	share	paving	equipment	
with	Franklin	County Franklin	County:	$80,402	annually

Monroe County Municipalities	in	
Monroe	County

Municipalities	will	share	highway	
equipment	with	Monroe	County Monroe	County:	$83,336	annually

Ulster County Town	of	
Hardenburgh

The	County	contracts	with	the	Town	to	
provide	winter	maintenance	on	nine	miles	
of	County	road	in	the	Town	of	Dening.	

Savings	not	known

Wyoming County All	Towns
Wyoming	County	is	in	the	process	of	
consolidating	all	highway	maintenance		
for	its	towns

Savings	not	known

City of 
Schenectady

Schenectady	
County

Towns	of	
Niskayuna		
and	Rotterdam

Municipalities	have	agreed	to	purchase	a	
shared	salt	storage	facility

The	City	of	Schenectady:	$26,400	annually	
Town	of	Rotterdam:	$26,400	annually
Schenectady	County:	$173,000	annually

Town of Clayton Village	of		
Clayton

Jefferson	
County	

The	Town	and	Village	share	a	joint	highway	
facility.	The	Town	and	County	cooperate	on	
road	and	bridge	maintenance	work,	and	the	
Town	provides	the	County	with	access	to	
tools	and	equipment.	

Savings	not	known

Town of Montague Town	of	
Harrisburg

Town	of	
Pinckney

Located	in	rural	Lewis	County,	the	three	
towns	cooperatively	purchase	equipment	
to	clear	roadside	brush	and	debris.	

Town	of	Montague:	$11,455	annually	
Town	of	Harrisburg:	$11,455	annually	
Town	of	Pinckney:	$11,455	annually

Webster Central  
School District

Village	of	
Webster

The	School	District	and	the	village	
received	grant	money	for	a	shared	fuel	
facility.

Webster	Central	School	District:	$1,000		
Village	of	Webster:	$19,131
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