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STUDY OF NYC REGISTERED VOTERS BASED ON 
SHARE OF TAX BURDEN CARRIED BY INDIVIDUALS 

AND IMPLICATIONS FOR GOVERNANCE 
_____________ 

 
ABSTRACT 

 

54% of registered voters in NYC pay no personal tax (income tax or property tax), based on analysis of New 
York City government reports and voting records. Furthermore, half of registered voters pay little or no sales 
tax because there is no sales tax on food and on many personal items such as clothing up to $110 of value.  
 

Candidates for public office in New York City do not need taxpayer votes to win election. This effectively 
disenfranchises taxpayers in a country that was founded on the principal of “no taxation without 
representation.” Consequently, elected leaders are incentivized to focus on meeting needs of those who pay 
no tax and in coercing taxpayers to pay the bill. Taxpayers effectively have no voice in how much they are 
taxed or how the funds are used. This has profound implications for the political culture and for public policy. 
It may explain the change in policies and political rhetoric away from budget prudence and in favor of social 
services and wealth redistribution. 
 

The NYC tax and governance structure results in significant structural bias against taxpayers. The inequity may 
be resolved by either reducing the tax burden on the minority who pay most taxes or increasing their voice in 
governance. Taxpayers advocates and public policy makers must determine what course is best. 

_______________ 
 

     New York City has a population of 8.5 million people, 7.2 million of whom are adults1. There were 5.57 million 
registered voters2 (2020) in New York City but only 3.87 million tax filers in 20193. Most non-filers have an income 
that is too low to meet the filing threshold – for example, head of household under age 65 with two dependents 
would not be required to file if earned income were less than about $20,000. Over age 65 the requirement would 
increase that to about $30,000 of earned income.  
 

     To the casual observer, it may appear that taxes are fairly distributed because tax filers make up 69% of 
registered voters. Furthermore, all city residents are subject to sales tax. Uninformed people would point to 
filing numbers and the fact that all are subject to sales tax as reasons to look no further. But a deeper analysis 
tells a different story. 
 

     The proper metric is who is actually paying tax - not who filed or who, in theory, may be subject to a tax. We 
need to find who actually carries the tax burden. In fact, roughly one-third of tax filers pay no income tax in NYC4, 
based on information from the NYC independent budget office. With that adjustment, the number of filers who 
actually pay NYC income and property taxes is only 2.6 million. The chart below reveals how many actually pay 
no tax. 

Chart 1. How Many Pay NO Tax ? 
Percent of NYC Residents and All NYC Registered Voters Who Pay No Tax 

 

Percent of All NYC  
Adult Residents 

Percent of All NYC 
Registered Voters 

 

 

82.0% 
 

53.7% # 
 

# This assumes all taxpayers are registered to vote. If you assume that 87% of 
those eligible to vote are actually are registered to vote, consistent with the 
nation average5  then 59% of registered voters pay no tax. 

 
1 https://data.cityofnewyork.us/City-Government/2020-population/t8c6-3i7b 
2 5.57 million registered voters in 2020 as per https://www.elections.ny.gov/EnrollmentCounty.html 
3 3.87 million NYC tax filers in 2019 as per NYC Independent Budget Office 
4 https://ibo.nyc.ny.us/cgi-park2/2012/09/why-did-1-3-million-new-york-city-tax-filers-35-pay-no-city-income-tax-in-2010/ Note: This data was no 
longer reported in this format after DeBlasio took office a Mayor so there is no report after 2012. Based on other NYC economic data, we see no reason 
for a decrease in the percentage of filers who pay no tax. 
5 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/11/03/in-past-elections-u-s-trailed-most-developed-countries-in-voter-turnout/ 

https://ibo.nyc.ny.us/cgi-park2/2012/09/why-did-1-3-million-new-york-city-tax-filers-35-pay-no-city-income-tax-in-2010/


DRAFT  
Liberty Tree 
of America 

Chart 2. New York City tax revenue from individuals (the “Individual Tax Burden”) as of FY 2019 is $33.25 billion. 
 

 Real Property Tax Personal Income Tax Sales Tax 
 

Gross Receipts 
 

$ 27.70 Billion 
 

$ 13.34 Billion 
$ 7.81 Billion  
($1.25 billion from individual 
residents, the rest from tourists, 
property sales and businesses 
and other) 

Percent of all  
City revenue in FY 2019 

45% 21.7% 11.6% 
(1.87% if you count only the 
individual resident contribution) 

Number of Individuals 970,000 2,580,000 3,600,000^ 
 

All numbers in the chart are based on FY 2019 and are rounded to nearest percent or nearest 10,000. ^ indicates an estimate. 
Data provided by NYC Budget & Finance Reports. 

 

     Due to significant overlap in taxpayers paying property tax and income tax, the total who pay either or both 
is approximately 2.6 million. 91% of all Real Property Tax is paid by owners of residential property (Class 1 and 
2), about 977,000 parcels6. Nearly 100% of the 2.6 million who pay income and property tax also pay sales tax7. 
Sales tax has many exclusions, such as exclusions for food, rent and a variety of retail products. It’s also worth 
noting that the individual portion of the sales tax is less than 2%8 of the total City funding while funding from 
property and income taxes is 67%. So the sales tax contribution from residents is minimal compared to other 
personal taxes. It is estimated that 3.6 million people pay an average of $350 per year in sales tax and the rest 
pay a de minimus amount, if any9. 
 

     Diving even deeper, we consider which taxpayers, of those who actually pay something, carry the greatest 
burden.  

Chart 3 - Who Carries the Greatest Income Tax Burden in NYC ?10 
 

Bracket of 
Filers 

Actual 
Number 

Percent of Total 
Tax Burden 

Top 1%  38,000 43.5% 

Top 5%  190,000 62.2% 

Top 10% 380,000 82.6% 
 

Amounts are rounded to nearest 000. 
 

     In summary, nearly 45% of all revenue from NYC income taxes comes from just 38,000 individuals who 
together represent about one-half percent of all registered votes. More broadly, 83% NYC income tax is paid by 
just 380,000 individuals. Those individuals represent about 10% of all tax filers and just 6.8% of all registered 
voters and less than 5% of all adults in the City. We estimate that 85% of NYC taxes are paid by about 20% of all 
taxpayers who constitute just about 16% of all adults in the City.  And, it’s important to remember that NYC taxes 
its actual taxpayers at a higher rate than any other city in America11. 
 

Policy Implications 
     This data has an impact on the debate over tax fairness and on governance to the extent taxpayers are 
properly represented by elected officials12. It is interesting to note that New York City does not report on the 
number of non-taxpayers who are registered to vote. The data must be complied from numerous sources. 
Whether City government purposely obscures this data is beyond the scope of this paper. However, it is worth 
noting that the void of information on this topic happens to benefit those who call for even greater taxes on the 
minority of individuals who actually fund New York City. Further, this analysis exposes a structural risk from 

 
6 NYC Tax Policy, Revenue Forecasting & Economic Analysis Report, NYC Office of Management & Budget, March 2020 
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/facts/hra_facts/2020/hra_facts_2020_06.pdf 
7 Union of Taxpayers estimate. 
8 https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/omb/downloads/pdf/methodology-2020-03.pdf 
9 Ibid. Based in part on reports from NYC Budget & Finance 
10 https://www.empirecenter.org/publications/nycs-high-income-tax-habit/ 
11 Partnership for NYC. Tax Reform Brochure 2017. https://pfnyc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/New-Yorks-Tax-Problem-Partnership-for-New-York-
City-2017-02.pdf 
12 https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/539-17/mayor-de-blasio-proposes-fair-fix-tax-wealthiest-new-yorkers-modernize-subways-buses-
#/0 
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reliance on a relatively small funding base. In fact, the potential damage from tax policies that cause top 
taxpayers to abandon the City would be catastrophic. 
 
 

SUPPLEMENTAL INFORMATION 
 
Background on NYC Non-Filers 
Many non-filers are retirees whose income does not meet the threshold for filing. It is important to note that 
many government benefits that used to be referred to as welfare: like Family Assistance Program (FAP, 
previously, AFDC) and Safety Net Assistance (SNA)13, SNAP (previously Food Stamps), Shelters and cash shelter 
allowances, free mobile phone service and medical/healthcare (Medicaid) are not considered earned income. 
Also gifts and solicitations (begging) are not income. Data that shows at least 1,650,000 NYC adult residents have 
no earned income or incomes so low that they receive support from the City14 in some form). For reference, as 
of June 2020, there were 1.54 million NYC residents enrolled in Medicaid and 1.642 million receiving SNAP 
(previously known as Food Stamps) which provides free healthcare and free food to people with incomes less 
than 1.7x the federal poverty rate. The overlap between these programs is unknown.  
 

Data Adjusted for Overlap and Voters 
 

There is substantial overlap between taxpayers because most property taxpayers also pay income tax and sales 
taxes. This report estimates that 94% of people who pay property tax also pay income tax and 100% pay a portion 
of sales taxes. We estimate that 99% of all taxpayers are voters. 
 

Individual Taxes as Portion of Total NYC Tax 
 

In 2019, $42.319 billion of NYC revenue came from individual taxes, 63% of the total $67.0 billion FY2019 Budget, 
excluding Federal and State transfers (hereafter referred to as NYC Adjusted Revenue). 
 

Property Taxes 
 

There are 1,075,142 taxable properties in NYC as of FY 2020. Some individuals own multiple properties and some 
properties are owned by non-residents who are therefore ineligible to vote. We estimate there are 935,000 
property owners who reside in NYC and are eligible to vote. That is 17.6% of all voters. 
 

Income Taxes 
 

Income taxes provided 21.7% of the City budget. Income tax was started in 1966. 
The personal income tax is imposed on the taxable income of NYC residents, estates and trusts. 
 

Sales Tax 
The sales tax is applied to sales and rentals of tangible personal property, consumers’ utility charges (gas,  
electricity, refrigeration, steam,  and  intrastate  telephone and telegraph), sales of food and drink by restaurants,  
taverns,  or  other  eating  establishments,  admission  and  amusement  charges,  dues  paid  to  social and 
athletic clubs and hotel room rentals. Exemptions include clothing and footwear costing under $110, food, rent, 
prescription and non-prescription drugs, textbooks for college students and public transportation. These 
exemptions are designed to reduce the regressiveness of the tax15. 
 

Only 30.2% of the sales tax is from consumer retail purchases (the rest are business purchases). And only about 
half of that amount is paid by city residents (the rest are paid by the 65 million tourists and other visitors who 
pay sales tax on hotel rooms and restaurants and gifts). So, New York City residents tax burden as individuals is 
only about 16% of the total sales tax collected. There is no tax on food or on clothing priced below $110 and 
therefore those on some form of welfare and those making less than $25,000 pay a de minimus amount of sales 
tax. The consumer portion of the sales tax, includes tax on transfer of homes and other real property and 

 
13 HRA Facts Quarterly, April 2020. https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/facts/hra_facts/2020/hra_facts_2020_04.pdf 
14 NYC Tax Policy, Revenue Forecasting & Economic Analysis Report, NYC Office of Management & Budget, March 2020 
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/hra/downloads/pdf/facts/hra_facts/2020/hra_facts_2020_06.pdf 
15 Ibid. 
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represents about 8% of the portion of the sales tax payable by individuals. Therefore 8% of the sales tax is 
actually attributable to property tax payers who are selling their property. 
 
 
 

Borrowing and Other Obligations 
 

NYC borrows funds and incurs liabilities – all of which are indirect taxes because taxpayers must ultimately pay 
these obligations. Note that some borrowings are linked to fees or other revenues and are not “general 
obligations”. Consequently, some incorrectly argue that such borrowings do not constitute an indirect tax. The 
fact is that taxpayers effectively guaranty those borrowings because a shortfall in revenue dedicated to pay that 
debt must be made up by tax revenue. Since individual taxes provide about two-thirds of all NYC Adjusted 
Revenue,– it’s clear the burden ultimately falls on the individual taxpayer.  New York City has roughly $120 billion 
of debt and unfunded obligations – the highest of any city and higher than most states. 
 

Other Taxes 
 

NYC receives revenue from sources other than personal taxes, however, personal taxes account for a significant 
majority of the total - roughly two-thirds of NYC’s Adjusted Revenue, comes from individual taxes. The City 
receives other revenue from Federal and State programs, other taxes, such as corporate taxes, and from service 
fees. 
 

 
__________________ 
This report is a draft and is subject to completion. 
The report is a product of Liberty Tree of America, a non-partisan, non-profit organization whose mission is to protect taxpayer rights. 
 

All data based on FY2019 and from public sources, unless noted. 
 

Sources: NYC Government Reports, Including: Department of Taxation & Finance. NYS Health Foundation.org NYC Department of Social 
Services. NYC Department of Immigrant Affairs, NYC Independent Budget Office. 


