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So here’s our map in the end: 3,069 county governments in 48 states, plus an additional 74 county geographies without county governments to make it 3,143.
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Presentation Notes
There are 136 large counties with more than 500,000 residents, 829 with between 50,000 and 500,000, and 2,104 with less than 50,000 residents, making up nearly 70% of counties.

More counties have less than 20,000 residents (1,294 counties, or 42%) than have more than 50,000 (965 counties, or 31%).

It’s a balance.
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By population, Maryland counties are larger than counties in most other states. Most counties have about as many people as Garrett County, or the smaller eastern shore counties. 
Median county population: 111,000 (vs. 26,000)
Average: 261,000 (vs. 107,000)
Large counties: 5 (21%)
Medium: 13 (54%)
Small: 6 (25%)


There are 136 large counties with more than 500,000 residents, 829 with between 50,000 and 500,000, and 2,104 with less than 50,000 residents, making up nearly 70% of counties.

More counties have less than 20,000 residents (1,294 counties, or 42%) than have more than 50,000 (965 counties, or 31%).

It’s a balance.
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Three-quarters (75%) of counties have a legislative body of 3 or 5 commissioners.  Sometimes the size is mandated by the state, sometimes not, and sometimes counties are given the option to switch from 3 to 5 or to 7 or 9. 

Maryland counties have slightly larger county councils or commissions than most other states, since we have some 7 or 11 member councils.

---

But then you have some states that give a lot of flexibility to counties, resulting in Wisconsin, Illinois, New York and Tennessee, with boards of up to 51 members (NYC). 
Larger boards usually divide out into topic-specific committees (transportation, justice, etc.). 
Also, some larger boards are a result of each town getting a supervisor. NY has this model.

Nashville-Davidson County in TN has 40 members. A bunch of Wisconsin counties have over 30. 
And then you have Georgia, the only state that allows counties a “sole commissioner” form of government, which 7 counties use. 
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And Maryland counties are more likely to have a county executive (10/24 or 42% MD vs. 23% US) and county administrator-type position (I believe all MD counties have some type of position which we could consider serves in that capacity, vs. 43% U.S.) – so there’s a bit more administrative capacity overall.

----

A majority of counties operate under the traditional, commission form of county government; however, over 40 percent have shifted to either the county administrator or the elected executive type in recent decades. 

Traditional: In most states, counties have a traditional form, where the legislative body also holds executive power. 
Reformed: Almost a quarter of states have the reformed county government form, with a separate position that holds at least some executive authority.  This is where you have the County Executive position – for example, Erie County, PA or Harris County, TX or Cook County, IL. 

Executive: About 700 counties have an elected executive: Arkansas, Hawaii, Kentucky, Maryland, New York, Tennessee and Texas, along with many major urban counties in states like Florida, Illinois and Washington. Most often, an elected county executive has the title of county executive; however, this executive might also carry the title of county judge, mayor, chief executive officer, chair or board president, depending on the state.

Note: 97% of executives are elected for a four-year term. 92% of executives have no term limits.

Administrator: Approximately 1,300 counties have the equivalent of an appointed county administrator. Administrator, manager and chief administrative officers are common titles; however, this position may have one of 115 different titles, depending on the state.
Different from executive because appointed, usually career official, and reports to the board. Manages the day-to-day more than an executive will, but still the single “head” of the county.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Maryland falls under Option 5 (Optional Home Rule), with eleven counties plus Baltimore City have charters. So overall, Maryland counties have more authority than a lot of other counties, which do not have the flexibility which comes under Home Rule authority. 2/3 of counties are under Dillon’s Rule.

---

Counties are arms of the state. They’ve always been, but this role has shifted over time and many counties have gained more authority.
We mentioned this in our history of counties
Also, having separately elected leaders lends toward autonomy.

As arms of the state, they have different levels of autonomy based on state statute.

Basic level: Dillon’s vs. Home Rule
Three areas of autonomy
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This was our attempt to categorize each state – it’s not perfect.

Maryland falls under Option 5 (Optional Home Rule), with eleven counties plus Baltimore City have charters. So overall, Maryland counties have more authority than a lot of other counties, which do not have the flexibility which comes under Home Rule authority. 2/3 of counties are under Dillon’s Rule.
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When it comes to fiscal authority in particular, we place Maryland in the most flexible category, meaning counties in MD are better positioned to raise revenue than counties in many other states.
This is because there aren’t too stringent limits on property taxes; there are local income taxes; and there are a range of other tax options available.

Later on, I’ll highlight NC, TN and VA as similar states to MD, so I’ve starred them here. TN counties also have a lot of fiscal flexibility. NC and VA counties are more restricted, though still retain some flexibility.

---

County governments depend on state statutes for our overall authority levels, including our ability to raise revenue.
We categorized county finance authority based on the level of restrictions in state statute on property taxes, sales and other taxes and other revenue sources
We found that 21 states impose substantial restrictions – especially states in New England, plus New Jersey and Delaware.
On the other hand, eight states permit substantial flexibility – that’s the lightest blue color on the map: Alabama, Georgia and Tennessee in the South; Kansas in the Midwest; New York and Maryland in the Mid-Atlantic; and Alaska and Hawaii in the West.


County Government Finances R an
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* Property Tax (real and personal)

e Sales Tax, Income Tax

e Other taxes: Hotel/Motel Tax, Mineral Tax, Gas/Fuel Tax, Real
Estate Transfer Tax, Vehicle Tax

* Fees for services
e Shared revenue from states (e.g., sales or gas tax)

* Bonds / financing options (with debt limits)


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These are the major sources of county revenue: property taxes, sales and other taxes, fees for services, shared revenue from states and federal government, and finally, bond/financing options for larger infrastructure project. 

-----

What we’re particularly interested in here are the limitations states place on counties’ abilities to raise revenue, whether that takes the form of restricting property tax growth, prohibiting local sales taxes, restricting other taxes, etc.

Sales taxes can sometimes be implemented only for a specific purpose. For example, Arkansas counties may levy a sales tax to fund an economic development project, so Mississippi County formed the “Great River Economic Development Foundation”, which is fully funded by a county-wide ½ cent sales tax for economic development.  And this foundation has helped create over 4,000 jobs and bring in over $70M in capital investments. 

One note on fees for services – this category can often be one of the top revenue sources for counties, but these charges and fees typically go directly to funding a specific service, resulting in no net gain for the general fund. This is opposed to, e.g., property taxes, which would go to the county’s general fund.

And a note on shared revenue: many states share a portion of their state revenue with counties – some, e.g., share a portion of the state sales tax (or state fuel tax or mineral tax). Thus, even if counties cannot implement a local sales tax, they’re still impacted when sales tax revenue decreases due to economic hardship, though this would appear under “intergovernmental revenue”, not “sales tax” revenue.

Bonds and financing remain a key strategy for county capital improvements and investments. San Francisco City and County, California passed a measure authorizing the city to issue $487.5 M in bonds to invest in housing facilities, shelters and other facilities for those experiencing homelessness, mental health challenges or substance use.
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Presentation Notes
Here you can see the breakdown of county revenue sources.
Overall, the large majority of the funding that counties use to provide services is generated by the county government itself, sourcing taxes and fees from residents and businesses. 
County governments generate 71 percent of all county revenue. Less than one third (29 percent) come from other governmental entities, namely federal (4 percent) and state (24 percent) governments.
On this graph, the color blue shows county-generated revenues, and orange represents revenue from other governments.
The top source of revenue is property taxes, which provide about one third of all county-generated revenue.
Tax revenue provides over half (54 percent) of all county-generated revenue, and is especially important because it mostly goes into the general fund – meaning it is (typically) the most flexible revenue source when it comes to spending the money.
After property taxes, sales taxes are the second largest source of tax revenue, providing 11 percent of county-generated revenue. 
The third category – charges & fees – provides about one quarter of county-generated revenue. These charges and fees typically go directly to funding a specific service, resulting in no net gain for the general fund. This is opposed to, e.g., property taxes, which would go to the county’s general fund.
However, note that charges and fees can free up tax revenue for counties to invest in other areas.
Examples of charges/fees: court and recording fees, public library charges, parks and recreation charges (camping, pools, museums, etc.), highway tolls.
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Maryland counties are similar, except they use a local income tax instead of a local sales tax. And notice the switch between income tax and charges and fees. 


Income & Sales Taxes Provide Top Source Q‘g&\c\o
of State Revenue
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At the state level, we find more variation. Property taxes are the top source of revenue in only 35 of the 48 states with county governments, but they are still an important revenue source in every state.
Sales taxes are particularly important in some states such as Arkansas, Missouri, Nevada and Utah (among others)
Local income taxes are a top source of revenue in a handful of states, especially Kentucky and Maryland
And counties rely heavily on charges and fees in some states, like California, Indiana, Mississippi and Wyoming.
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Presentation Notes
This graph highlights states where school boards are organized under the county government, so educators are considered county workers. You can easily see that these states have many more workers per capita than other states.


K-12 Education Is Top County Employer ﬁ‘g&\c\o
(in Nine States)
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Presentation Notes
Counties as a whole employ more education workers than any other service area (over 1 million), but these are limited to just nine states. 

On the other hand, counties in nearly every state employ JPS workers, so really this is the top employment category for counties.
Note: JPS and HHS especially require workers – while infrastructure, e.g., requires more capital – so Infrastructure expenditures (Transportation + Utilities) are about the same as JPS or Edu, but as we can see here, JPS and Edu require a lot more workers.
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Presentation Notes
10 states that stand out, in which counties have a larger role, employing more than 100 workers for every 10,000 residents: Alaska, Hawaii, Kansas, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, New York (this includes NYC), Tennessee, Virginia, Wyoming. 

(Not NC because NC counties don’t build or maintain roads/bridges, which is unique)

---




NATIONAL
ASSOCIATION \ ACO
¢/ 'COUNTIES ©

- \\\
Property Tax Is Top Revenue for 33 States =

County-Generated Revenue Breakdown by State

100%

907

&=

807

&=

FO0%

60%

90%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

FTXFOF IR VS FEE FEPF IS E LS F S

S L S Y PO AR S PR MR MR PR R MRS FEA TP S

FFFF LRSS L g

¢ I Property Taxes I. Sales Taxes Income Taxes License & Other Taxes Charges & Fees @@ Utility Revenue

@ Other County-Generated Revenue
Source: NACo Analysis of U.S. Census Bureau, 2022 Census of Individual Governments — Finance



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Including MD counties
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Not MD
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County Sales Tax Authority, by State
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Note: We exclude MD because by “specific sales tax” we generally mean a general sales tax for a specific purpose. We classify MD’s specific sales taxes under “other taxes”.

31 states permit some form of local sales tax, nearly all with some kind of restriction

Some states only allow sales taxes on specific items, some only allow sales taxes for specific purposes
While some states do allow general sales taxes.
And all but four of these states have a specific local sales tax rate limit in state law – the average is about 1.5%, though most counties can exceed this rate with special purpose sales taxes.
Notably, Alaska and Alabama have the most flexibility when it comes to levying sales taxes, with virtually no restrictions.
Also of note, at least 10 states share a portion of their state sales tax with counties.
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Aside from property and sales taxes, there is a wide variety of other revenue sources for counties, too.
Four states allow a local income tax for counties: Arkansas, Indiana, Kentucky and Maryland (No AR county has implemented one)
And a handful of large counties also implement their own local income tax, such as Multnomah County (OR), D.C., Philadelphia and New York City.
Local taxes on short-term rentals (38 states) 
At least 27 states place rate limits on the tax, ranging from 2 percent to 7 percent. 
Furthermore, at least 12 states restrict the purposes for which lodging tax revenues may be used – generally, for tourism or economic development purposes. 
Taxes on gasoline and motor fuel (12 states)
Sometimes only for certain counties.
At least 24 states share a portion of the state gas tax with counties 
Eleven (11) states permit counties to levy a tax on motor vehicles (or a wheel tax, in some states), and some permit a tax or fees on motor vehicle licenses and registrations.
Five states (Alaska, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Virginia) permit counties to tax minerals separately, and another three states (Illinois, Indiana, Texas) allow counties to tax minerals through property taxes. 
Seven states (Delaware, Illinois, Kentucky, Maryland, Ohio, Virginia, Wisconsin) permit counties to levy a real estate transfer tax
Fifteen states also allow counties to raise revenue from alcohol sales in some capacity - whether through a sales tax, food and beverage tax or a business permit fee to sell alcohol. 


When tax revenue falls short, many counties turn to charges and fees – the second largest source of county-generated revenue.
As mentioned previously, although these charges and fees don’t usually go into the general fund, they can still provide flexibility to counties by reducing expenditures which would have otherwise been covered by tax revenue.
Finally, most counties turn to debt financing when it comes to large investments, such as capital infrastructure projects or disaster recovery.
Nearly every state places restrictions on county debt, usually some percentage of assessed property values, ranging from 0.12 percent in Minnesota to 15 percent in Hawaii (average is 5 percent)
Six states place particularly stringent restrictions: Alaska, Montana, Nebraska, New Mexico, North Carolina and Oklahoma – for most of these, the state highly regulates any county debt.
Only 7 states place no or few restrictions on county debt acquisition: Alabama, Arkansas, Colorado, Florida, Idaho, Tennessee and Vermont.
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to Fill in the Gaps

Common County Taxes

* Hotel/motel tax: 38 states
* Gas/fuel tax: 12 states

* Vehicle tax: 11 states

 Mineral tax: 8 states (separately or
through property tax)

 Real estate transfer tax: 7 states

e Alcohol sales: 15 states
(method varies)

* Amusement or public entertainment
taxes: 3 states (LA, MD, MO)

* Rental car taxes: 3 states (GA, NC, UT)

‘:5‘§\\\

Unique County Taxes

* Poll tax: AL

* Parks tax: AZ
Head/Capitation tax: DE, PA

Insurance premium tax: GA, KY

Tax on replacement cars provided by
iInsurance companies: IL

* Cigarette tax: MO, OH
 Documentary stamp tax: NE

e Animal tax: NC


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Aside from property and sales taxes, there is a wide variety of other revenue sources for counties, too.
Four states allow a local income tax for counties: Arkansas, Indiana, Kentucky and Maryland (No AR county has implemented one)
And a handful of large counties also implement their own local income tax, such as Multnomah County (OR), D.C., Philadelphia and New York City.
Local taxes on short-term rentals (38 states) 
At least 27 states place rate limits on the tax, ranging from 2 percent to 7 percent. 
Furthermore, at least 12 states restrict the purposes for which lodging tax revenues may be used – generally, for tourism or economic development purposes. 
Taxes on gasoline and motor fuel (12 states)
Sometimes only for certain counties.
At least 24 states share a portion of the state gas tax with counties 
Eleven (11) states permit counties to levy a tax on motor vehicles (or a wheel tax, in some states), and some permit a tax or fees on motor vehicle licenses and registrations.
Five states (Alaska, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Virginia) permit counties to tax minerals separately, and another three states (Illinois, Indiana, Texas) allow counties to tax minerals through property taxes. 
Seven states (Delaware, Illinois, Kentucky, Maryland, Ohio, Virginia, Wisconsin) permit counties to levy a real estate transfer tax
Fifteen states also allow counties to raise revenue from alcohol sales in some capacity - whether through a sales tax, food and beverage tax or a business permit fee to sell alcohol. 


When tax revenue falls short, many counties turn to charges and fees – the second largest source of county-generated revenue.
As mentioned previously, although these charges and fees don’t usually go into the general fund, they can still provide flexibility to counties by reducing expenditures which would have otherwise been covered by tax revenue.
Finally, most counties turn to debt financing when it comes to large investments, such as capital infrastructure projects or disaster recovery.
Nearly every state places restrictions on county debt, usually some percentage of assessed property values, ranging from 0.12 percent in Minnesota to 15 percent in Hawaii (average is 5 percent)
Six states place particularly stringent restrictions: Alaska, Montana, Nebraska, New Mexico, North Carolina and Oklahoma – for most of these, the state highly regulates any county debt.
Only 7 states place no or few restrictions on county debt acquisition: Alabama, Arkansas, Colorado, Florida, Idaho, Tennessee and Vermont.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When tax revenue falls short, many counties turn to charges and fees – the second largest source of county-generated revenue nationwide
As mentioned previously, although these charges and fees don’t usually go into the general fund, they can still provide flexibility to counties by reducing expenditures which would have otherwise been covered by tax revenue.
But these are pretty limited - they can’t really grow beyond a certain point. And they’re highly regressive.


20% or more of county-generated revenue from charges

11 states where charges and fees are actually top revenue source
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Presentation Notes
Over 1/3 (33.3%) of total county revenue. When tax revenue falls short, counties turn to the state more. Or some states purposefully “buy down” local taxes.


Counties generate over 2/3 of our own revenue, but that last 1/3 (mostly from states) is still important.
On the graph, the orange bar is intergovernmental revenue
In twelve states, revenue from the state is actually the top county revenue source, even over property or sales taxes.
North Carolina and North Dakota are special cases, where the state provides nearly half of county revenue (43% and 46%, respectively)
On the other hand, counties in 10 states receive less than 10% of their revenue from the state.
Georgia counties receive only 3% of their revenue from the state, and Delaware counties receive only 5%.
Every state provides funding to counties – usually through revenue shares.
Common examples include: the state gas tax (found in at least 24 states), oil and mineral revenues, alcohol fees/taxes, sales taxes, real estate transfer taxes and motor vehicle-related fees/taxes.
Only in New Hampshire are there no revenue shares, but the state provides funding to counties through grants.
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Maryland

e Population: 6,265,347 (19th)
 Total County Revenue: $37.7M

Tennessee

e Population: 7,315,076 (15th)

 Total County Revenue: $22.5M

 Share County-Generated Revenue: 68%  Share County-Generated Revenue: 65%

d e —————

North Carolina
e Population: 11,197,968 (9th)
 Total County Revenue: $36.5M

Virginia
* Population: 8,880,107 (12th)
 Total County Revenue: $27.4M

* Total County-Generated Revenue: 52%  Share County-Generated Revenue: 70%

* Counties in all four states are responsible for K-12 education.
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Over 1/3 (33.3%) of total county revenue


Counties generate over 2/3 of our own revenue, but that last 1/3 (mostly from states) is still important.
On the graph, the orange bar is intergovernmental revenue
In twelve states, revenue from the state is actually the top county revenue source, even over property or sales taxes.
North Carolina and North Dakota are special cases, where the state provides nearly half of county revenue (43% and 46%, respectively)
On the other hand, counties in 10 states receive less than 10% of their revenue from the state.
Georgia counties receive only 3% of their revenue from the state, and Delaware counties receive only 5%.
Every state provides funding to counties – usually through revenue shares.
Common examples include: the state gas tax (found in at least 24 states), oil and mineral revenues, alcohol fees/taxes, sales taxes, real estate transfer taxes and motor vehicle-related fees/taxes.
Only in New Hampshire are there no revenue shares, but the state provides funding to counties through grants.
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Over 1/3 (33.3%) of total county revenue


Counties generate over 2/3 of our own revenue, but that last 1/3 (mostly from states) is still important.
On the graph, the orange bar is intergovernmental revenue
In twelve states, revenue from the state is actually the top county revenue source, even over property or sales taxes.
North Carolina and North Dakota are special cases, where the state provides nearly half of county revenue (43% and 46%, respectively)
On the other hand, counties in 10 states receive less than 10% of their revenue from the state.
Georgia counties receive only 3% of their revenue from the state, and Delaware counties receive only 5%.
Every state provides funding to counties – usually through revenue shares.
Common examples include: the state gas tax (found in at least 24 states), oil and mineral revenues, alcohol fees/taxes, sales taxes, real estate transfer taxes and motor vehicle-related fees/taxes.
Only in New Hampshire are there no revenue shares, but the state provides funding to counties through grants.
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Maryland « Admissions and
« Hotel/motel tax amusement tax
. Fee for selling alcohol * Coal tax

- Food & beverage tax °* Energy taxes

(in resort areas) (certain counties)
* Property transfer tax

Tennessee * Development Tax
e Mineral tax * Adequate Facilities Tax
* Hotel/motel tax

* Fee for selling alcohol
* Motor Vehicle Tax
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North Carolina Virginia * Business License Fees
* Hotel/motel tax » Coal/gas severance tax ° Consumer. Fee.s.ff)r Gas
« Motor vehicle rental tax * Meals Tax

 Real Estate Transfer Tax
 Meals tax
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Aside from property and sales taxes, there is a wide variety of other revenue sources for counties, too.
Four states allow a local income tax for counties: Arkansas, Indiana, Kentucky and Maryland (No AR county has implemented one)
And a handful of large counties also implement their own local income tax, such as Multnomah County (OR), D.C., Philadelphia and New York City.
Local taxes on short-term rentals (38 states) 
At least 27 states place rate limits on the tax, ranging from 2 percent to 7 percent. 
Furthermore, at least 12 states restrict the purposes for which lodging tax revenues may be used – generally, for tourism or economic development purposes. 
Taxes on gasoline and motor fuel (12 states)
Sometimes only for certain counties.
At least 24 states share a portion of the state gas tax with counties 
Eleven (11) states permit counties to levy a tax on motor vehicles (or a wheel tax, in some states), and some permit a tax or fees on motor vehicle licenses and registrations.
Five states (Alaska, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Virginia) permit counties to tax minerals separately, and another three states (Illinois, Indiana, Texas) allow counties to tax minerals through property taxes. 
Seven states (Delaware, Illinois, Kentucky, Maryland, Ohio, Virginia, Wisconsin) permit counties to levy a real estate transfer tax
Fifteen states also allow counties to raise revenue from alcohol sales in some capacity - whether through a sales tax, food and beverage tax or a business permit fee to sell alcohol. 
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