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Fostering a New Economy for 
Communities in New York 

 

Nearly 10 years after the beginning of The Great Recession, New York State continues to 
focus on economic development efforts designed to attract and keep businesses, jobs, 
and people in Upstate New York.  

In many ways, our state and its communities are at a crossroad. We face two possible 
futures: one where we continue to lose people, businesses, and jobs to other states; or 
one in which we leverage our strengths to rebuild our economy, foster innovation, and 
attract people and businesses.  

Counties stand ready to work with state officials to help foster economic growth in 
communities across the state.  

Despite a concerted effort to reinvigorate the state’s economy, challenges remain. State 
and local leaders must continually generate and test new ideas that leverage existing 
strengths, and we need to invest in our workforce and infrastructure.  

 
The problem 
 
New York State continues to lag behind the rest of the nation when it comes to economic 
development and population growth. In order to address this problem, state and local 
leaders need to work together to understand and respond to the obstacles that are 
standing in the way of economic growth. Some of these challenges include:  
 

1. The high cost of doing business and living in New York (property taxes, energy 
costs, and burdensome regulations);   

2. A lack of skilled workers;   
3. An aging infrastructure and blighted neighborhoods; 
4. A changing retail environment; and  
5. The competition for jobs within regions. 
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What follows is a brief description of some of the factors that brought New York State to 
its current economic situation, and ideas generated by county officials that should be 
considered as the state reevaluates its economic development efforts.  
 
Background  
 
In 1960, New York State had the largest population in the nation with about 16.8 million 
people. Communities were anchored by a strong industrial manufacturing economy 
from Buffalo to Albany and from Massena to Binghamton. Workers in New York made 
cars and car parts, leather, aluminum, computers, glassware and ceramics, mined salt 
and talc, produced milk and dairy products, and worked the land on farms across the 
state. Communities had strong downtown centers with robust retail activity.  
 
The 1970’s was a tumultuous decade for many urban and heavily industrialized states. 
New York, along with other similarly situated states, began to lose manufacturers and 
population to other areas of the country. New York City’s population alone dropped by 
more than 1 million people during the 1970’s as suburban communities expanded and 
there was a large migration to southern states and the West Coast. The rapid population 
growth in California positioned that state as the most populace, and New York dropped 
to second with about 18.2 million people.  
 
In the five decades that followed, New York State continued to see manufacturing 
companies leave, taking jobs, workers, and their families with them.  

The state would not surpass its 1970 population until the 2000 census. By the end of 
2014, New York State’s population slipped to number four, behind California, Texas, 
and Florida. Population trends across counties varied significantly in recent years, but 
most counties have experienced population loss since 2010. Even more concerning is 
that many counties’ population losses have accelerated over time. 

 

Timeframe Number of counties losing population 
1970 to 2015 16 counties 
1980 to 2015 20 counties 
1990 to 2015 28 counties 
2000 to 2015 31 counties 
2010 to 2015 43 counties 

 

New York will retain its number four ranking for some time to come. However, the rate 
of population growth over the last 55 years, as compared to the rest of the nation, is a 
cause for concern from a public policy and economic development perspective. That is 
one reason local governments are participating in Local Updates of Census Addresses 
(LUCA) in preparation for the 2020 Census. The state’s population must be accurately 
represented for full federal representation and increased access to federal grant funding.  
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Fostering a new economy for New York 
The State is diverse and one-size-fits-all solution will not work. The needs of Metro NYC 
may not match up with the needs of rest of state. The regional economic development 
councils are poised to respond to needs that can foster growth on a regional basis. An 
economic development policy must be balanced between providing an environment in 
which existing businesses can grow and thrive, and attracting new businesses.   
 
The following ideas for spurring economic growth were submitted by county officials 
who are committed to helping to expand the business and employment opportunities in 
their communities. 
 

1. Reduce property taxes  
State leaders have been increasingly focused on the property tax burden. They enacted a 
property tax cap in 2011, passed a property tax freeze program that required local 
governments to develop a government efficiency plan in 2014, and this year required 
counties to convene shared services panels of local governments to work to reduce 
property taxes. These are important efforts to help reign in operational costs, but they 
will not significantly lower property taxes. 
 
More state funding for schools would help relieve the property tax burden. Sixty-six 
percent of the average property tax bill is for education, in support of our public-school 
systems. Our school-aged population is on the decline, but our costs and taxes continue 
to rise. According to data from the US Department of Education, a typical state provides 
just over 50 percent of the funding to support their school systems, not including federal 
funds. In New York, the state provides 43 percent. This shortfall in state funding 
support contributes to our high property taxes.  
 
From a county perspective, the way to lower property taxes (county taxes comprise 
about 15 percent of the total property tax bill) is to reduce unfunded and underfunded 
mandates. Nearly every penny we collect in property taxes is equal to the cost of nine 
state-imposed mandated programs that we are required to deliver and fund. For 
example, outside of New York City, Medicaid costs county taxpayers more than $2.3 
billion each and every year. A phased-in takeover of the Medicaid local share will allow 
counties to reduce property taxes for homeowners and businesses. When the state takes 
fiscal responsibility for any of their mandates on counties, counties can reduce property 
taxes in the amount of savings realized from that takeover.  
 

2. Invest in a skilled workforce 
An economic development agenda is all about good jobs, but those jobs must be filled by 
a skilled workforce. New companies and jobs are focused on the information economy 
and specialized manufacturing that rely on new technology innovations and a highly 
skilled workforce. We need an educated and trained workforce that can fill open 
positions and attract companies looking for a steady and stable workforce. We believe 
that a locally-driven workforce development model is the most responsive and effective.  
 
Currently, New York State invests no resources in workforce development outside of K-
12 and colleges. The bulk of local “skills training” funding comes from federal Workforce 
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Innovation and Opportunity Act resources. Less than one percent of the REDC funding, 
or $5 million in WIOA funds, are available for workforce development efforts, and they 
often get tied up in the complex REDC process. As a result, we have a disconnect 
between our economic development investments and our “skills gap.” We don’t have the 
people with the skills needed to fill the jobs being actively developed.  
 
The New York Association of Training and Employment Professionals (NYATEP) is 
calling for a statewide program designed to increase available resources for expansion of 
education and training programs, curriculum development, and sector-based workforce 
initiatives.  
 
No sector is in a better position to provide that skilled workforce than the community 
colleges. Community colleges can be a tremendous driver to accelerate the changing 
economy. The middle skills gap that exists in the state is a major concern for everyone.  
Community colleges are well-positioned to advance the apprenticeship model that the 
Governor championed during the past two years.  
 
Education and training is the fastest and most effective path out of poverty, and counties 
all over the state are building relationships between social services departments and 
community colleges to work on these issues together. Increased state funding for base 
aid support is critically important to community colleges. 
 
Community colleges need more flexibility to adjust their curricula to provide students 
with training and skills needed by the industries in their region. Current attempts by 
community colleges to add new programs and degrees is a cumbersome process. The 
fastest growing sector in Western New York is medical, but the Community College 
cannot add a nursing program. They need greater flexibility, and additional state aid to 
foster new skills curriculum. State aid should continue to grow with tuition and county 
contributions in order to keep our colleges up to date and ready for tomorrow’s 
students.  
 

3. Strengthen our infrastructure 
We need a statewide long-term strategic plan to rebuild and maintain our infrastructure 
of roads, bridges, waterlines, and sewer systems. Having a plan in place, and holding to 
it, will assure the business community that the state is committed to a safe, sound, and 
prosperous future. The investments that this will entail are beyond the capacity of local 
taxpayers, who are already overburdened. Any statewide economic development plan 
needs to include federal and state assistance for investing in our infrastructure. 
 
Safe and efficient infrastructure is necessary for trade, economic development and 
revitalization, job creation and retention, schools, agriculture, business, health and 
hospital facilities, emergency responders, and the general public. 
 
There are over 20,000 centerline miles of roadways owned by counties in New York 
State. That’s 25 percent more than the total mileage of the state-owned system 
alone.  Add in the roads owned by towns, villages and cities and you get over 97,000 
miles of roads that are the responsibility of local governments. And over fifty percent of 
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the bridges in this state are owned by local governments. We additional state and federal 
financial assistance to keep these roadways and bridges in good condition. 
 
For too long, local governments have put off capital projects to rebuild water and sewer 
systems. The result is that our older cities are now experiencing costly breaks. The 2017-
18 State Budget, with its investment in water infrastructure, will go a long way to 
helping rebuild our deteriorating systems, but more will be needed to complement the 
necessary investment needed for the MTA needs in New York City. 
 

4. Expand broadband for all of New York 
Too many individuals, businesses and other entities in New York that lack high speed 
Internet access have become largely disenfranchised as full and active participants in 
today’s economy, educational systems and government processes.  

 
While access to both cable and digital subscriber line (DSL) service is available in nearly 
every urban and suburban community, rural sections of the State have been cut out of 
this type of access due to the low return on providers’ investments in less populated 
areas. 
 
With the New NY Broadband program funding, and the addition of the federal funding, 
the state now has over $400 million for Phase 3 of the program. We are aware that 
many counties in the North Country have not received any funding from Phase I or 
Phase II. We believe the state must continue its commitment to prioritizing broadband 
services to unserved and underserved areas statewide, and provide additional resources 
to help counties implement the program. 
 

5. Repurpose the retail economic engine 
While communities have seen downtown retail centers shifting to suburban areas for the 
past four decades, the future of those suburban retail outlets is now uncertain. The 
Internet is changing the way people buy goods and services. Malls across the state are 
losing anchor stores and retail jobs are declining in many areas. Clearly, the malls of 
today will not be the malls of tomorrow. We need to ensure that they do not become 
ghost towns, leaving vacancies and causing dips in sales and property taxes. 
Governments at all levels need to prepare to deal with the loss of sales and property tax 
revenues from existing brick and mortar retail stores. Government leaders and 
developers need to work together on ways to best repurpose our existing retail 
infrastructure.  
 
Since more retail activity is taking place over the Internet, our sales tax structure should 
be adapted accordingly. By not collecting sales taxes from online purchases, the 
competition between retailers is hastening the closure of many brick and mortar stores, 
and reducing the state and local revenues needed to maintain existing levels of 
programs and services. We need to close the Internet tax loophole, by enacted the 
Governor’s proposal to ask Internet companies with over $100 million in annual sales to 
collect and remit sales taxes on behalf of the vendors using their platform.  
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With the use of mall property shifting, developers, governments, and economic 
development officials should be looking to attract more Internet-based companies and 
distribution centers. 
 

6. Foster collaboration between IDAs and communities 
We need to incentivize greater collaboration within regional economic development 
efforts. We should work to reduce competition between neighboring IDAs and 
communities within a single region. When a company moves from one community to a 
neighboring one because of a PILOT or other incentive, it simply moves jobs from one 
community to another. There is no net gain in jobs or economic development in these 
instances. Only bad feelings and reductions in revenue. 
 
The state should work to incentivize counties and local governments to share growth in 
the commercial/industrial tax base and avoid fiscal disparities regionally. For instance, 
the host municipality can retain 40 percent, and share the remaining 60 percent with all 
local governments within the county under a formula based on their fiscal capacity to 
provide services. This concept, used in Minnesota, seeks to avoid fiscal disparities within 
a region. The mindset of we are all in this together, like the REDC activities, will help to 
influence a range of land use planning decisions about where highways, airports, 
shopping centers, population, and taxation all go. This would also reduce internal 
regional competition for commercial development by keeping the focus on the benefits 
of regional growth. This is a logical extension of the REDC model and could be created 
through a pilot program that would be measured and evaluated for its effectiveness. 
 

7. Improve energy costs and infrastructure 
Economic development efforts would benefit from improved readiness by the utilities to 
respond to RFI's in a more timely manner. The state, through the PSC or another entity, 
should also monitor of the needs that exist within the energy infrastructure from both a 
distribution and a supply standpoint. The state and private sector need to invest in the 
power grid, especially around transmission logjams. Gas and electric should not be a 
stumbling block for projects that provide jobs, nor should the replacement of 
deteriorating or undersized infrastructure. 
 
The Public Service Commission needs to facilitate faster interconnections to renewable 
energy projects, including solar, hydro, and windfarm projects. Counties and companies 
have had renewable facilities built for years with no interconnect.  
 

8. Demolish vacant, run down properties 
A state grant program should be created specifically to fund demolition of dilapidated 
and dangerous structures in upstate communities. Although there are a myriad of state 
and federal programs in existence for rehabilitation, most are not open to “demolition 
only” of old hazardous properties.  Most require rehabilitation of the structures, which is 
most often unfeasible. A plan to simply target and efficiently demolish old derelict 
building stock could benefit revival, particularly in cities. We need state grants to help 
fund demolitions and to rehabilitate our housing stock to halt the demise of 
neighborhoods at risk and improve the stability of neighborhoods in our communities. 
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Once neighborhoods are stabilized, the private sector begins to invest around its edges 
and revitalization occurs in the surrounding areas.  
 
Additional ideas 
 

1. Regional Innovation Hubs. One way that the state and counties can work 
together on economic development is to facilitate innovation improvement 
districts, or hubs, which can be created on a regional basis, around existing 
anchor institutions and companies that can attract and connect with start-ups, 
business incubators and accelerators. Innovation districts can spur productive, 
inclusive and sustainable economic development. At a time of sluggish growth, 
they provide a strong foundation for the creation and expansion of firms and jobs 
by helping companies, entrepreneurs, universities, researchers and investors 
across sectors and disciplines to co-invent and co-produce new discoveries for the 
market. 

2. Counties, or their economic development agencies, should have voting 
representation on the REDCs.   

3. Elimination of the bill which prohibits Industrial Development Agencies (IDAs) 
from exempting the additional mortgage recording tax imposed on properties 
located within the Metropolitan Commuter Transportation District. 

4. Avoid going to impasse with the Seneca Indian Nation. Local governments will 
lose. This presents a new opportunity for partnership and growth with the 
sovereign nation for the benefit of both the tribe and for Western New York. 

5. Develop a solid waste strategic plan, particularly for regions with landfills that 
will need to close in the next ten to twenty years.  
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