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Overview

There are 932 towns in New York State. The State’s towns encompass all territory within the State 
except that within cities or Native American reservations. Towns are municipal corporations that 
can be traced to both English and Dutch colonial government roots in the Hudson Valley.

The Town of Hempstead, Nassau County, is New York State’s largest town. In 2005, Hempstead had 
an estimated population of 751,276—more than twice the size of the city of Buffalo—and taxable 
real property of over $87 billion. The State’s smallest town, Red House, Cattaraugus County, had an 
estimated population of 37 in 2005 and taxable real property of $81 million.

Because of population outward migration from cities into suburban and rural areas over the past 50 
years, New York’s towns have generally enjoyed the benefits of growth (unlike some other classes of 
local government) with sizable increases in population and real property valuation. Traditionally, the 
construction and maintenance of roads has been the largest financial responsibility for towns. While 
this is still the case, with rapid population growth, some towns are finding themselves responsible for 
services not previously provided by towns, such as public safety, recreation and social services.

Revenues

Town revenues totaled $5.7 billion in 2005. Between 2000 and 2005, town revenues increased 31 
percent, or an average annual rate of 5.6 percent, exceeding the average annual inflation rate of 2.5 
percent for that time period.

Property Taxes

Towns rely heavily on real property 
taxes to support their operations. In 
2005, towns raised over $2.9 billion 
from property taxes, which accounted 
for 51 percent of all town revenues. 
Between 2000 and 2005, towns slightly 
reduced their reliance on property taxes, 
from 51.6 percent of their revenue mix 
to 50.4 percent. Part of this shift can be 
attributed to increases in State aid and 
non-property taxes, such as sales 
tax revenues.
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While town property tax levies increased by 1.7 percent a year between 1995 and 2000, from 2000 
to 2005 town levies increased 5.1 percent annually – well above the average annual inflation rate of 
2.5 percent for that period. This trend is similar to the experience of all classes of local government 
during this period, largely due to the terrorist attacks of 2001, the national recession and increased 
fringe benefit costs, including health insurance. Analysis of preliminary data indicates that this trend is 
continuing, with town levies increasing by 4.6 percent in 2006.

Sales Tax

Currently, 43 of 57 counties (excluding New York City) share sales tax revenues with towns within 
their boundaries. Sales taxes are an important revenue source for towns, accounting for over 9 percent 
of all town revenues in 2005. These revenues result from sharing agreements between counties and 
the municipalities within their borders. Consistent with overall growth in sales taxes, town sales tax 
revenues increased from $316.3 million in 1995 to $526.6 million in 2005 at an average annual growth 
rate of 5.2 percent.

The remaining $119.5 million in non-property tax revenues account for 2 percent of town revenues in 
2005, and represent funds from a wide variety of sources, including licenses, permits, rentals, recoveries 
and forfeitures.

State Aid 

Between 1995 and 2005, State aid to 
towns increased by 130 percent, from 
$279 million to $641 million. The share 
of town revenues resulting from State 
aid has increased from 7.6 percent in 
1995 to 11.2 percent in 2005. Most of 
this increase was attributable to the 
mortgage recording tax1 and its growth 
reflects the increasing demographic 
outflows to suburban towns and 
growth in the state’s housing market.

The mortgage recording tax was 
responsible for 65.1 percent of all 
State aid distributed to towns in 2005. 
Highway and transportation aid accounted for 13.9 percent, and unrestricted aid accounted for 6.2 
percent; miscellaneous categories comprised the balance. Other than villages, towns receive the smallest 
share of unrestricted State aid of any class of local government.

2007 Financial Report on Towns OFFICE OF THE STATE COMPTROLLER2

f 13 9 d i d id d f 6 2

Mortgage
Recording Tax

65%

Miscellaneous
15%

Highway and 
Transportation

14%

Unrestricted
Aid
6%

$641 million

2005 State Aid Distributed to Towns

1 The mortgage recording tax is a State tax collected at the county level and distributed to the State of New York Mortgage
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 been purchased. It is therefore categorized as State aid.



The 2005-06 and 2006-07 enacted State Budgets included unrestricted State aid increases for towns, 
cities and villages. In 2006-07, towns received a 20 percent increase in unrestricted State aid. Even so, 
this increase is only valued at $48.3 million, which accounts for only 5 percent of all unrestricted State 
aid distributed to local governments, compared to 60 percent for cities (excluding New York City, which 
receives 33 percent).

Expenditures

Town expenditures totaled almost $6.3 billion in 2005. Payments for current operations (e.g., personal 
services, employee benefits and contractual obligations) comprised about 76 percent of total town 
expenditures, with the remaining 24 percent devoted to capital investments and debt service. Of 
the $4.7 billion spent on current operations, salaries and benefits were responsible for 55 percent of 
expenditures, and contractual expenses made up the balance.

 2007 Financial Report on Towns  3 DIVISION OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY

Current
Operations

76%

Equipment and 
Capital Outlay

16%

Debt Service
8%

2005 Town Expenditures by Object 

Salaries
38%

Contractual
Expenditures

45%

Fringe Benefits
17%

2005 Town Current Operations Expenditures



Town expenditures increased 34.9 
percent between 2000 and 2005, at an 
average of 6.2 percent annually, more 
than double the rate of inflation for 
the period.

Town functional expenditures, which 
do not include payments for debt 
service, increased by 37.6 percent 
between 2000 and 2005, at an average 
annual rate of 6.6 percent—more 
than twice the rate of inflation for 
the period. While transportation was 
the largest category of functional 
expenditure (25 percent of total 
expenditures) – responsible for $1.4 billion in spending in 2005 – the rate of spending growth in 
this category of expense was slower than in other areas. Culture and recreation spending (11 percent 
of total) had the largest five-year growth, increasing by 49 percent from 2000 to 2005. From 1995 
to 2005, culture and recreation expenditures increased 90 percent, at an average annual rate of 6.6 
percent. Community services expenditures, a category driven by spending for refuse and garbage, was 
responsible for $934 million (16 percent of total expenditures) in 2005.

Population Growth in Towns

As a result of population declines in cities and corresponding suburban growth, towns have shown 
consistent increases in population since 1970. In fact, 83 percent of towns have experienced population 
growth since 1970, with 22 percent growing by at least 50 percent, and 5 percent effectively doubling 
in size during this time period. Towns in Rockland and Saratoga counties have grown the most, 
accounting for six of the top ten high-growth towns in the State.

By comparison, cities (other than New York City) have lost 21 percent of their total population 
from 1970 to 2005, and while there are some exceptions, 48 of 61 cities have lost population during 
this period. From 1990 to 2000, towns grew by 5 percent, while cities lost almost 5 percent of their 
population. More recently, the U.S. Census Bureau has estimated that from 2000 to 2005, towns in 
New York grew 2 percent while cities lost almost 2 percent of their population. While the disparity in 
population growth between towns and cities continues, it has slowed in recent years.

2007 Financial Report on Towns OFFICE OF THE STATE COMPTROLLER4

d f d

Public
Safety
15%

Utilities
11%

Transportation
25%

Community
Services

16%

General
Government

19%

Health
2%Economic

Assistance
1%

Culture-
Recreation

11%

$5.8 billion

2005 Town Expenditures by Function



0

2

4

6

8

10

1970 1980 1990 2000 2005

M
ill

io
ns

Towns

Cities

Population in Towns and Cities, 1970 to 2005

 2007 Financial Report on Towns  5 DIVISION OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY

2.1%
5.0%

17.9%

-1.7%
-4.8%

-20.9%

0.2%
2.5% 1.2%

-30%

-20%

-10%

0%

10%

20%

30%

2000-2005 Percent
Change

1990-2000 Percent
Change

1970-2005 Percent
Change

Towns Cities Villages

Population in Towns, Cities and Villages



Town Special Districts

Special districts are mechanisms by which some towns deliver certain services. A special district is a 
geographic area within a town established to address specific needs of the property owners within that 
district, utilizing charges and, in some cases, user fees paid by taxpayers within the district to finance 
these services. Special districts were statutorily authorized to assist towns in adjusting to patterns of 
growth that were not townwide, and have been used liberally by towns over the last several decades to 
address increased residential needs. The revenue raised to pay for special district services now represents 
a significant share of total revenue raised by local governments, which can cost a taxpayer hundreds of 
dollars annually.

The numbers of special districts have grown consistently since 1909, when the authority for town 
improvement districts was originally established in law. The end of World War II and the subsequent 
“baby boom” was accompanied by an expansion of suburban development in towns surrounding 
larger metropolitan areas. The greatest increase of special districts in towns occurred between 1950 
and 1970, when more than 2,500 special districts were established, largely for lighting, water, sewer and 
fire protection. As of 2004, there were 6,927 special districts which have been created throughout the 
State for a wide variety of residential needs. Most districts are established to attend to common needs 
of people in residential areas, with drainage, fire protection, lighting, park, refuse, sewer and water 
districts accounting for about 93 percent of all existing improvement districts.
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Other less-common districts have been created for ambulance services, incinerators, sidewalks and 
snow removal, among other purposes. These districts are responsible for about 7 percent of all current 
special districts. The concept of the special district has proved so flexible that it has even been used 
to meet some unusual and unique needs, including public dock, beach erosion control and harbor 
improvement districts for seaside properties. Other special districts have been created through special 
acts of the State Legislature.

Town Full Value Trends

Though problematic for cities, the shift in population from metropolitan centers into suburban and 
rural towns has contributed to the continuing growth in town full value over the five-year period 
from 2000 to 2005. During this time, full value in towns statewide has increased over 60 percent (10 
percent annually). In contrast, full value growth during the five-year period from 1994 to 1999 was 
only 15 percent (2.8 percent annually). In effect, full values grew almost four times faster between 2000 
and 2005 than they did in the preceding five-year period. Some of this growth could be the result of 
property revaluations within towns.
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When split between upstate and downstate, the full value story in towns is quite different. The growth 
of towns in areas surrounding metropolitan New York City is largely responsible for driving the growth 
of town full values statewide. From 1995 to 2005, almost 70 percent of the towns in downstate counties 
(Nassau, Orange, Putnam, Rockland, Suffolk and Westchester) had full value growth of more than 100 
percent. Overall, the full value of downstate towns grew by 124 percent during that 10-year timeframe 
and by 82 percent from 2000 to 2005. The same cannot be said for upstate towns, which averaged 34 
percent growth in full value from 1995 to 2005 and 28 percent growth from 2000 to 2005. Only 2 
percent of upstate towns doubled their full value between 1995 and 2005.
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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  
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 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: 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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