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By now everyone should have received information and links
to register for the Annual Conference to be held at the Albany
Marriott April 1-3, 2020, with Special Training Seminars being
held on Tuesday and Wednesday 3/31 & 4/1. Don’t forget to
forward the information to others in your ofﬁce, or colleagues in
other entities. We continue to offer 1st year half price membership, free attendance at a regional event for new members, and
the opportunity to apply for a scholarship to attend the annual
conference for free. We like to reel you in with easy, cheap,
fulﬁlling opportunities, then you like us so much, you’re hooked!
This issue has many interesting articles. Michelle Mark Levine
penned another article, this time regarding GASB terminology.
I have to admit, most of the changes actually make the intent
clearer! I started in government accounting around when GASB
34 came into play. Silly me, it took 19 years for GASB to get to
#34, never thought I would be fretting over #84 in my career!
That’s 50 more pronouncements in only 16 years. UNCLE!!
There is also an article about small town dependence upon
ﬁnes. It poses some interesting insight into police forces that
concentrate on issuing tickets, and possibly losing touch with
the community. Contact that would go a long way in aiding
investigation of REAL crimes. If you are a tourist destination
town, you probably beneﬁt greatly from those passing through
and getting caught in the web. Food for thought.
And also, in the IT department, an article on ransomware.
Since the ransom is generally paid in bitcoin, there is little to
no hope in tracing the payment. More good news for us all.
Arm yourselves as much as possible!
By now you’ve all had your Holiday Seminars, I know in Western
we had great sessions at a beautiful venue, The Buffalo Club.
Please feel free to contact me (716) 773-9600 ext. 601 or the
Association (518) 465-1512 with any questions or suggestions
on how we can better serve you.
Happy Holidays, and a wonderful, healthy and prosperous new
year to you all!

The Newsletter is published quarterly by the New York Government Finance Ofﬁcers’
Association, 126 State Street, 5th Floor, Albany, NY 12207. Periodicals postage paid
at Albany, New York and additional mailing ofﬁce. The Newsletter is provided to
NYGFOA members only; subscription is included in the dues.
Statements of fact and opinion are the responsibility of the authors alone and do not
imply an opinion on the part of the ofﬁcers, members, or the staff of NYGFOA.

Sincerely,

3DPHOD
Pamela J. Barton
Supervising Accountant
Town of Grand Island

For further information about NYGFOA, article submission, advertising, reprints and
back issues contact Maura Ryan at 518-465-1512 or ryan@nygfoa.org.
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Addicted to Fines

Small towns in much of the country are dangerously
dependent on punitive ﬁnes and fees.

By Mike Maciag

Flashing police lights are a common
sight all along Interstate 75 in rural south
Georgia. On one recent afternoon in
Turner County, sheriff’s deputies pulled
over a vehicle heading northbound and
another just a few miles up on the opposite
side of the interstate. In the small community of Norman Park, an ofﬁcer was clocking
cars near the edge of town. In Warwick to
the north, a police cruiser waited in the
middle of a ﬁve-lane throughway.
These places have one thing in common:
They issue a lot of tickets, and they ﬁnance
their governments by doing it. Like many
other rural jurisdictions, towns in south
Georgia have suffered decades of a slow
economic decline that’s left them without
much of a tax base. But they see a large
amount of through-trafﬁc from semi-trucks
and Florida-bound tourists. And they’ve
grown reliant on ticketing them to meet
their expenses. “Georgia is a classic example of a place where you have these inextricable ties between the police, the town
and the court,” says Lisa Foster, co-director
of the Fines and Fees Justice Center. “Any
city that’s short on revenue is going to be
tempted to use the judicial system.”
This is by no means just a Georgia
phenomenon. Throughout the country,
smaller cities and towns generate major
dollars from different types of ﬁnes, sometimes accounting for more than half of their
revenues. Some places are known for being
speed traps. Others prop up their budgets
using trafﬁc cameras, parking citations or
code enforcement violations.
To get a picture of just how much cities,
towns and counties rely on ﬁnes and fees,
Governing conducted the largest national
analysis to date of ﬁne revenues and the
extent to which they fund budgets, compiling data from thousands of annual ﬁnancial
audits and reports ﬁled to state agencies.
What we found is that in hundreds of
jurisdictions throughout the country, ﬁnes
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Governing identiﬁed approximately 600 cities,
towns and counties reporting ﬁnes exceeding
10 percent of general fund revenues. They
were most prevalent throughout rural parts
of the South.

are used to fund a signiﬁcant portion of
the budget. They account for more than
10 percent of general fund revenues in
nearly 600 U.S. jurisdictions. In at least 284
of those governments, it’s more than 20
percent. Some other governments allocate
the revenues outside the general fund.
When ﬁne and forfeiture revenues in all
funds are considered, more than 720
localities reported annual revenues exceeding $100 for every adult resident. And those
numbers would be even higher if they
included communities reporting less than
$100,000 in ﬁnes; those jurisdictions were
excluded from our analysis. In some places,
trafﬁc ﬁne revenue actually exceeds limits
outlined in state laws.
High ﬁne communities can be found in
just about every state, but they tend to
be concentrated in certain parts of the
country. Rural areas with high poverty
have especially high rates. So do places
with very limited tax bases or those with
independent local municipal courts. And
these jurisdictions are far more common in
the South than elsewhere. The states that
stood out in our analysis were Arkansas,
Georgia, Louisiana, Oklahoma and Texas,
plus New York. Fines and forfeitures
accounted for more than one-ﬁfth of

Each icon represents a jurisdiction where ﬁnes and
forfeitures accounted for more than 10 percent of general
fund revenues in its most recent ﬁnancial statement.

general revenues in the most recent
ﬁnancial audits for 52 localities in Georgia,
and 49 in Louisiana. By contrast, several
Northeastern states with high property
taxes had no localities exceeding the
10 percent threshold.
Five years ago, the issue of excessive ﬁnes
gained national notoriety following the
revelation that Ferguson, Mo., and other
St. Louis-area municipalities generated outsized revenues from ﬁnes and court fees.
Since then, advocacy groups and state
lawmakers have stepped up political pressure to address what they say are excessive
fees. Multiple lawsuits in several states are
challenging municipal court practices and
ﬁnes, and some cities are beginning to
revisit their ﬁnes with an eye toward social
justice and equity for low-income residents
and communities of color. On top of those
legal and political pressures are other
looming changes, including new advancements in driving technology, that could one
day drastically limit the money that cities
can take in through speeding tickets and
other violations. The fact is that ﬁnes and
fees are a volatile revenue source, and the
towns that rely the most on them face an
increasingly uncertain ﬁscal future.”
continued page 7
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The Names Have Been Changed…
By Michele Mark Levine

Although a full generation has passed since GASB Statement
No. 34 was issued, we still see terminology from earlier
reporting used in some governments’ CAFRs.

“Change is the only constant in life.”
The Greek philosopher Heraclitus said
it approximately 2,500 years ago, and it
remains true. The Governmental Accounting Standards Board (GASB) has kept up a
rapid pace of standard setting for over 35
years, with most standards introducing new
terminology or attributing speciﬁc meanings to existing terms that were formerly
used with a wider range of meanings.
Submissions to GFOA’s Certiﬁcate of
Achievement for Excellence in Financial
Reporting (CAFR) Award Program
sometimes contains relics of bygone
governmental generally accepted
accounting principles (GAAP) in the form
of outdated terminology. There are also
numerous instances of terminology that
is speciﬁc to one kind of fund or ﬁnancial
statement element being misapplied to
others, which has the potential to add
confusion to the complexity inherent in
a reporting model with more than one
measurement focus and basis of
accounting.
Although a full generation has passed since
GASB Statement No. 34, Basic Financial
Statements — and Management’s
Discussion and Analysis — for State and
Local Governments, was issued, we still
see terminology from earlier reporting
used in some governments’ comprehensive
ﬁnancial reports (CAFRs). The following
are a few to watch out for.

Recommended terminology:
basic ﬁnancial statements
In place of: general purpose
ﬁnancial statements
While other GASB literature, including
several concepts statements, talk about
general purpose ﬁnancial statements,
references to the set of governmentwide ﬁnancial statements, fund ﬁnancial
statements, and notes to the ﬁnancial
statements that are required by current
(post GASB Statement No. 34) GAAP
are appropriately referred to as basic
ﬁnancial statements.1
Recommended terminology:
issuance of debt
In place of: debt proceeds
(or proceeds from debt)
Context: other ﬁnancing sources
In the governmental funds statement of
revenue, expenditures, and changes in
fund balance, the other ﬁnancing source
that results from a new debt issue should
be referred to as issuance of debt rather
than proceeds. This is because the full-face
amount of long-term debt issued, rather
than the proceeds (the face amount net of
premiums, discounts, and issuance costs)
must be reported.2

nd
Recommended terminology: interfund
services provided and used
In place of: quasi-external transactions
ns

Before GASB Statement No. 34 was
issued, transactions between funds of a
primary government in which the funds
exchange an equal or nearly equal value
– transactions which, if external, would be
classiﬁed as exchange or exchange-like –
were referred to as quasi-external
transactions to distinguish them from
inter-fund transfers and subsidies. In the
current reporting model, they are referred
to as reciprocal interfund activity.3
To minimize the confusion inherent in a
reporting model with two measurement
focuses, governments need to use
terminology that is appropriate to the
measurement focus of the ﬁnancial
statements presented or referred to in
their CAFRs. Speciﬁcally, other ﬁnancing
source, other ﬁnancing uses, and expenditures should be used when – and only
when – referring to governmental ﬁnancial
statements, as those terms only apply to a
current ﬁnancial resources measurement
focus and a modiﬁed basis of accounting.
The term expense, including references
to pre-paid expenses, should not be used
in or when referring to governmental fund
ﬁnancial statements or elements.4
Finally, the pre-GASB Statement No. 34
term ﬁxed assets should be discarded in
favor of capital assets. And both ﬁxed asset
and long-term debt account groups have
gone the way of the dinosaurs.
Other GASB statements, admittedly less
than ten years old, also seem to be casting
long shadows over today’s CAFRs.
continued page 28
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Addicted to Fines| continued from page 4

Fines — and the revenues they yield —have
mounted in recent decades as the prospect
of raising taxes has proved politically difﬁcult
in many places. “There’s a culture that’s built
up over time of tolerance and normalization
of this idea that courts are there for revenue
generation,” Foster says. There are no hard
numbers on how much ﬁne revenues have
climbed nationally, although Census Bureau
survey data suggests a signiﬁcant national
increase.
Fines and fees are not the same thing.
Fines serve as punishment for committing
offenses; fees are levied to support operational expenses. Different states charge fees
for mandatory services such as drug tests,
monthly parole meetings or even for a jury
trial. Failure to pay those fees can result in
interest charges and other surcharges. While
both ﬁnes and fees have been on the rise in
recent years, it’s the fees that have swelled
the most, and these days they’re often used
to fund parts of government that have little
to do with the justice system itself. Georgia,

for example, levies about a dozen fees, and
they’re used to pay for a state police motorcycle unit, a brain and spinal injury trust fund,
and a police supplemental retirement fund.
For the vast majority of local governments,
ﬁnes aren’t a signiﬁcant funding source,
amounting to less than 5 percent of general
revenues. Some states don’t allow their cities
and counties to retain much money from
trafﬁc tickets. The North Carolina Constitution, for instance, requires that ﬁne revenues
be appropriated for public schools.
But in other places, a dependence on
ﬁne and fee money is simply built into the
budget. Louisiana is one of those. In many
of its small towns, state highways cut right
through central business districts. “It would
be malfeasance if they didn’t aggressively
patrol some of these stretches of highways
through towns,” says John Gallagher, head
of the Louisiana Municipal Association. He
points out that local governments don’t
collect nearly as much in property taxes as

similar communities in other states, and
many homesteads are fully exempt. Local
governments collect sales taxes, but not
much commerce exists in rural parts of the
state, and the legislature has enacted
numerous exemptions for those as well.
Robert Scott, president of the Public Affairs
Research Council of Louisiana, agrees that
weakened tax bases are contributing to the
problem, but says it ultimately stems from
localities’ ingrained habits. “If I had to point
to one reason why this happens, it’s because
culturally you have [local] agencies who’ve
grown dependent on these types of revenue
sources,” he says. “They don’t want to let
it go.”
In some extreme cases, local budgets
are funded almost exclusively by ﬁnes.
Georgetown, La., a village of fewer than 500
residents, was the most reliant on ﬁnes of all
reviewed nationally. Its 2018 ﬁnancial statement reported nearly $500,000 in
continued page 9
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Addicted to Fines| continued from page 7

ﬁnes, accounting for 92 percent of general
revenues. Not far behind is Fenton, La., which
reported more than $1.2 million in ﬁnes, or 91
percent of 2017 general fund revenues. Such
situations can be ripe for scandal: A Louisiana
state audit last year found that some cash
payments for citations in Fenton were never
deposited in the village’s bank account and
alleged improper compensation to city
ofﬁcials.
Actions taken by the legislature in Louisiana
and in other states have likely compounded
the issue. According to Census survey data,
in states with the most ﬁne-reliant jurisdictions, localities incurred notably steeper state
funding cuts than elsewhere nationally over
the decade. Many of those same states have
also enacted numerous revenue restrictions
for cities over the years. In fact, according
to research from the Center on Budget and
Policy Priorities, in states that implemented
caps or limits on local property taxes starting
in the late 1970s, fees and charges substantially increased as a share of all revenues that
local governments raised.
The mostly rural towns that collect high ﬁne
revenues have typically weathered decades
of economic decline. Jurisdictions that Governing reviewed where ﬁnes and forfeitures
accounted for more than 20 percent of general revenues recorded a median household
income of just $39,594.
In Warwick, the median income is only
$22,000, and an estimated 37 percent of
residents live in poverty. Its town center lacks
any signiﬁcant commercial activity. Over the
years, Warwick has earned a reputation as
a speed trap. Its latest ﬁnancial audit shows
ﬁnes and forfeitures accounted for threequarters of general revenues. Mayor Juanita
Kinchen says the city recently reduced
speeding ﬁnes and would adapt to any
future declines in citation revenues. “The
city has experienced economic growth,
recession and even depression,” she emailed
in response to questions from Governing.
“We are working to not rely on ﬁnes, and
we will continue to work on this.”
Tourist destinations, too, register substantial
ﬁne revenues. Only a few hundred people

reside in Morrison, CO., but tens of
thousands visit a speedway and the nearby
Red Rocks Amphitheatre on busy days. Fines
and forfeitures for ﬁscal 2017 totaled nearly
$1.2 million, while the town spent roughly
the same amount on public safety. Town
Manager Kara Winters says the town board
has emphasized trafﬁc enforcement as some
concertgoers speed or drive drunk. Governing identiﬁed at least 123 other jurisdictions
across the country that collect more than
$500 a year for every adult resident, suggesting it’s mostly out-of-towners who bear the
brunt of the ﬁnes.
In some communities, trafﬁc cameras further
generate substantial revenues. Suburban
Maryland has a signiﬁcantly high number
of such places. In Seat Pleasant, Md., a
Washington, D.C., suburb of 4,800 residents,
ﬁnes account for about 48 percent of city
revenues—and much of that comes from
speed and red-light cameras. Police Chief
Devan Martin says the cameras were installed
in response to trafﬁc deaths, and they’ve
helped reduce accidents along two congested state highways running through the
community. “The purpose of the program is
not for the potential ﬁnancial revenue that’s
generated from it,” he insists. “Our only
purpose is to curb behavior to improve trafﬁc
safety and public safety.” Part of Seat
Pleasant’s $3.7 million in total ﬁne collections was paid to the camera vendor, as is
the case in other cities. Still, the city’s latest
budget proposal states the deployment of an
additional mobile photo radar camera “will
increase photo enforcement revenue.” The
revenues help fund public safety resources
that other similarly sized towns don’t enjoy:
24 full-time sworn ofﬁcers, including a
three-person dedicated automated speed
enforcement unit and a drone aviation unit.
While the issue of excessive court ﬁnes
and fees isn’t new, it was only in 2014, with
the civil unrest in Ferguson, Mo., following
the police shooting of Michael Brown, that
the practice started drawing considerable
interest around the country. A Department
of Justice investigation found that Ferguson
police prioritized generating revenue from
writing tickets.

Missouri lawmakers responded by lowering,
to 20 percent, a cap on the proportion of
general operating revenues that could
come from minor trafﬁc violations. Missouri
Attorney General Eric Schmitt, who sponsored the bill as a state senator, views it as
a national model. “There is an important
oversight role in making sure that you don’t
have practices that are abusive, discriminatory, treat people as ATMs, or have a practice
of taxation by citation,” he says. Any cities
exceeding the cap must either turn their
excess revenue over to the state or else face
what Schmitt calls a “death penalty,” in that
citizens may vote to dissolve their governments. The new lower cap has contributed
to drastic reductions in money localities are
taking in through ﬁnes and fees. Municipal
court disbursements fell 39 percent statewide
between ﬁscal 2015 and last year, according to data from the Missouri Ofﬁce of State
Courts Administrator. In Ferguson, ﬁne and
forfeiture revenues plummeted from more
than $2 million to about $300,000.
A few other states, including Georgia,
Maryland and Texas, also maintain revenue
caps. But some cities still exceed them. In
their most recent ﬁnancial addendums, at
least ﬁve jurisdictions in Missouri reported
ﬁnes and court revenue surpassing the
20 percent threshold, remitting the excess to
the state. Policy advocates express concerns
that jurisdictions may respond to caps with
budgetary workarounds. One Missouri
community, Pagedale, drastically increased
citations for code enforcement and other
municipal ordinances after the state imposed
the new lower cap on trafﬁc ﬁnes, so
lawmakers approved another bill limiting
revenue from non-moving violations.
At the heart of the debate over ﬁnes and fees
is the concern that law enforcement ofﬁcers
may feel pressured to write more tickets
just to raise revenues. A special prosecutor
investigating Ridgetop, TN., earlier this year
found an “improper and illegal ticket quota.”
In April, a municipal clerk in the small town of
Mount Enterprise, Texas, was similarly convicted of pushing a ticket quota. Revenuegenerating efforts may hinder policing in
other ways. A 2018 study published in
continued page 13
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Pay Us or Else
By Derek Prall

Local governments are being
targeted by ransomware at an
alarming rate, and very few
communities are prepared to
deal with the threat.
Our cites are under attack, and most
communities are unaware just how
vulnerable they are. Ransomware is a
nefarious tool bad actors are using to
enrich themselves by holding data captive.
Municipalities are particularly susceptible
to these threats, and the hackers know this.
Unless proactive steps are taken now, your
municipality will be hit. It’s not a matter of if,
but when.
The city of Atlanta knows this well. In March
of last year, the southern transportation and
economic hub was struck with an attack
that affected numerous city services and
programs including utilities, courts, and
parking. Many city ofﬁcials were forced to
work with paper forms.
While much of the information about
the attack is privileged information, at the
time Reuters reported Atlanta devoted
$2.7 million to recover from the attack, but
later estimated it would need $9.5 million.
On November 26, 2018, the Department
of Justice indicted two Iranian hackers with
the attack, Faramarz Shahi Savandi and
Mohammad Mehdi Shah Mansouri.
The New York Times reported the two
individuals were responsible for the widespread SamSam ransomware.

While Atlanta’s attack was noted for its
duration and the sheer number of services
impacted – in June 2018 Reuters reported a
third of the software programs used by the
city remained ofﬂine or partially disabled –
smaller ransomware attacks are shockingly
frequent. While not every attack makes the
news, the threats are pervasive.
Rita Reynolds, the Chief Technology Ofﬁcer
at the National Association of Counties says
the threat ransomware poses is signiﬁcant,
and that many communities aren’t prepared to prevent an attack. “It is deﬁnitely
a large threat,” she says. “It’s not a matter
of if it’s going to happen, it’s when is it
going to happen and how do we minimize
the impact.”
And these attacks are becoming much
more frequent. High-proﬁle cases like the
attacks that hit Baltimore and Atlanta make
headlines, but Reynolds says the problem
is much more pervasive than the general
population understands. “Even in the past
three months to ﬁve months, I’ve seen an
increase in ransomware attacks on local
government. Counties are contacting us
quite a bit asking what they can do.”
But before you can protect yourself, you
ﬁrst need to understand the threat.
WHAT IS RANSOMWARE?
Ransomware is malware that blocks access
to a system, device, or ﬁle until a ransom
is paid. Once it infects a computer, the
ransomware encrypts ﬁles on the infected
system, although some variants erase ﬁles
or block access to the system using other
methods, according to materials from the
Center for Internet Security (CIS).
The Center’s Chief Technical Ofﬁcer, Brian
Calkin, says, ransomware in layman’s terms
is actually pretty simple to think about. “It’s
a virus that’s on your computer and what it
does is in the background, unbeknownst to
the user, it encrypts all your ﬁles – typically
things like your word documents and your
photos and your music – all of those things
that are not easily recoverable.” Most of
the time you can still use your computer,
he says, but certain ﬁles will be unavailable
to you.
You’ll be presented with a screen that
informs you you’ve been the victim of a

particular attack, and instructions for how to
pay the ransom. “Typically, this is anywhere
between 500 and a couple thousand
dollars,” Calkin says. The payment will be
accepted in some form of cryptocurrency –
more than likely bitcoin. Once the payment
is received, the attacker will provide the
victim with a so-called “key” that decrypts
the data. In many cases there’s a timer running. If payment is not made in the allotted
timeframe, the key will be destroyed and
the data will be irrecoverable.
While this might be a nuisance on a
personal computer, it becomes truly
problematic when the machines being
attacked are connected to a network.
Then the malware can spread throughout
the entire system, locking down critical
components and grinding operations to
a halt, Calkin says.
Most of the time these attacks are opportunistic, Calkin explains, meaning they are not
targeted at a speciﬁc individual. Instead,
bad actors behind these attacks are casting
a wide net, hoping to ensnare as many
individuals as possible and, by extension,
infect as many machines as they can.
However, this isn’t always the case.
“In some cases compromises are very
targeted,” Calkin says. “If, for example,
they ﬁnd a particular vulnerability on a
system they are able to determine belongs
to a large city like Atlanta or Baltimore they
realize they have something potentially
more lucrative, so they’ll use their access
to the vulnerable system to deploy their
ransomware attack.
The majority of the time, though, the main
vector for these attacks is a social engineering process known as phishing. Phishing is
usually performed via email where a bad
actor will pose as a trusted source with
the intention of obtaining sensitive
information or getting someone to download a malicious payload, according to CIS.
While many phishing attempts are obvious,
the methods and strategies are becoming
increasingly sophisticated.
WHY ARE LOCAL
GOVERNMENTS A TARGET?
Local governments are attractive targets
for cyber criminals for a number of reasons.
continued page 22
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FOUR STATES FILE APPEAL IN LEGAL BATTLE
OVER SALT TAX DEDUCTIONS
Provided by Darla Mercado, CNBC.com

Bits
& Piece
s

Four states that had unsuccessfully sued the
IRS over a new $10,000 cap on the federal
deduction for state and local taxes ﬁled an
appeal in late November.
New York, New Jersey, Connecticut and
Maryland originally ﬁled suit against the
Treasury Department, Treasury Secretary
Steven Mnuchin and the IRS, among others,
in July 2018. They alleged that the new
limit on the so-called SALT deduction,
part of the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017,
was “an unconstitutional assault on states’
sovereign choices.”
U.S. District Judge J. Paul Oetken in
Manhattan dismissed the suit on September
30th, saying the plaintiffs ultimately failed
to show that the SALT cap was unconstitutionally coercive or that it imposed on
their own sovereign rights. The four states
are challenging the dismissal, and ﬁled their
appeal in the U.S. Court of Appeals for the
Second Circuit.
“The Trump Administration’s SALT policy
is retribution politics — plain and simple,”
New York Gov. Andrew Cuomo said in a
statement. “New York is already the nation’s
leader in sending more tax dollars to
Washington than we get back every year,
and we will not allow this administration
to pick the pockets of hard-working New
Yorkers to fund tax cuts for corporations
and send even more money to red states.”
In 2016, New Yorkers writing off state and
local taxes took an average SALT deduction
of $21,779, according to the Tax Policy
Center. The average deductions in New
Jersey and Connecticut were $18,092 and
$19,563, respectively.
Litigation against the federal government
over the SALT deduction is following two
tracks, according to Jared Walczak, director
of state tax policy with the Center for State
Tax Policy at the Tax Foundation. One
track — including the most recently ﬁled
appeal — asserts that the SALT cap itself
is unconstitutional.
The other track — which includes a July
2019 suit ﬁled by New York, New Jersey
and Connecticut — defends some workarounds some states have created to permit

their residents to write off their state and
local income and property taxes above the
$10,000 limit. Indeed, residents in these
states pay some of the steepest levies on
income and property.
New Yorkers paid $2,249 per capita in
individual state income taxes in the 2017
ﬁscal year, according to data from the Tax
Foundation. See above for your state.
New Jersey residents pay some of the
heftiest property taxes in the nation. Per
capita, homeowners in the Garden State
paid $3,127 in property tax during the 2016
ﬁscal year, according to the Tax Foundation.
The July 2019 suit addresses legislation
passed in New York, New Jersey and
Connecticut that would allow municipalities to establish charitable funds to pay for
local services and offer property tax credits
to incentivize homeowners to give. This
way, taxpayers can write off the payment as
a charitable deduction on their federal tax
returns, which is still allowed if you exceed
the standard deduction. In 2019, that is
$12,200 for single ﬁlers and $24,400 for
married ﬁling jointly. In June, the IRS and
Treasury blocked these workarounds, saying
that the receipt of a state or local tax credit
in return for making this contribution would
be a “quid pro quo.”

The new state “workaround” programs aren’t
the only ones that would be affected by
IRS rules. There are more than 100 existing
state charitable tax-credit plans in 33 states,
according to a research paper authored by
a group of tax law professors. They range
from private school tuition scholarships to
conservation easements.
Earlier this year, some of those programs
— including the Alabama Opportunity
Scholarship Fund and the Exceptional
SC program in South Carolina —
reported a slowdown in contributions due
to ambiguity around whether the IRS would
permit taxpayers to deduct the full amount
donated. Alabamans and South Carolinians
contributing to those scholarship programs
are eligible for a dollar-for-dollar tax credit
on their state return. Whether the ﬁnal
rule will ultimately deter people from
donating to these funds remains to be seen.
“If you’re really passionate about private
school vouchers in Georgia, you donate and
you still get 100% of your donation back,”
Carl Davis, research director at the Institute
on Taxation and Economic Policy, told
CNBC earlier. “You just won’t get a federal
tax deduction on top of it.” 
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Municipalities Not-for-Profits
Corporations Individuals

What Sets Cullen & Danowski, LLP Apart?
Our years of experience? Our hard-earned expertise? The breadth of our services? Our attention
to our clients? These qualities are all undeniably, even vitally important. While we possess them
all, our defining and differentiating characteristics can be stated in two words: Present and
Accountable!
By present, we mean that Cullen & Danowski is with you, available to you and accessible when
you need us. When you work with us, you will have all of our years of experience and the depth
of our expertise at your disposal. We will be there to provide the ongoing resources to assist
you, by giving you sound advice, implementing change, and providing auditing, accounting,
tax, consulting services and anything in between, in a timely manner.
By accountable, we mean that we stand behind our work and our clients. Naturally, that means
we are meticulous about our work. Confident that it will stand up to any scrutiny from others,
because it has stood up to our own scrutiny.
This is what sets Cullen & Danowski apart and once you have had a chance to get to know us
and our work, we think you’ll agree.

Clockwise from left:
Christopher V. Reino, CPA, CITP
Jill Sanders, CPA
Alan Yu, CPA
Don Hoffmann, CPA
Peter F. Rodriguez, CPA
Vincent D. Cullen, CPA (1950-2013)
James E. Danowski, CPA
1650 Route 112
Port Jefferson Station, NY 11776
(631) 473-3400 www.cdllp.net
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Addicted to Fines| continued from page 9

Urban Affairs Review found police in cities
relying more on ﬁnes and forfeitures solved
violent crimes at signiﬁcantly lower rates than
others. “The police end up losing the
connectivity to get information to solve
problems in the community,” says Ronal
Serpas, a criminology professor at Loyola
University in New Orleans and a former
police chief in that city.
One rural town in Georgia may even have
established a new police department last
year largely to raise revenue. According to
documents obtained by Governing via a
public records request, the state Department
of Public Safety received a letter from a local
probate judge alleging the small city of Cecil
had created a police department and a local
court in part to help pay off a debt owed
for sewer services. “Since the inception of
their police department and municipal court,
my ofﬁce has been ﬂooded with calls and
visits by individuals who, in my opinion, have

legitimate complaints,” the judge wrote.
Georgia law limits speeding tickets to 35
percent of a local law enforcement agency’s
budget (excluding school zone violations and
citations exceeding 20 mph over the posted
limit). A subsequent investigation by the state
found such speeding citations issued over
just four months amounted to 150 percent of
the total police budget, so Georgia temporarily suspended Cecil’s permit to operate
speed radar guns. Ofﬁcials in Cecil and most
other localities did not respond to requests
for comment.
Fines and fees are a signiﬁcant issue in some
big cities as well, although for different
reasons. With much larger budgets, ﬁnes
generally aren’t a major source of revenues
for larger cities. Among the 50 biggest cities
in the U.S., ﬁnes and forfeitures account for a
median of just 2 percent of general revenues.
Instead, the main concern in larger cities
is that the people facing ﬁnes — and the

resulting hefty court costs — are often those
who can least afford it. Research consistently
shows that poorer households and residents
of color are disproportionately impacted
by ﬁnes and fees. That’s led to a small but
growing number of cities that are reevaluating the way they structure and impose ﬁnes.
One such city is Chicago, under an initiative
led by City Clerk Anna Valencia that includes
ofﬁcials representing city departments and
community groups. Mayor Lori Lightfoot has
backed a few of the group’s initial recommendations, such as no longer doubling
vehicle sticker tickets for failing to pay
promptly. “We need to ﬁnd other revenue
sources that aren’t burdening our most
vulnerable population,” Valencia says.
As they have elsewhere, ﬁnes and fees in
Chicago have gradually ticked up over the
years. “There was an unintended consequence of raising a ﬁne or fee a little here
or there,” Valencia says. In 2018, ﬁnes and
continued page 14
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Addicted to Fines | continued from page 13

forfeitures accounted for nearly 11 percent of
the city’s general fund — the highest of any
of the nation’s 50 biggest cities — and about
5 percent of total governmental revenues.
San Francisco enacted major changes
last year, abolishing fees for jail booking,
monitoring and probation. In Kitsap County,
Wash., just outside Seattle, hundreds lined
up at a courthouse earlier this year for “
reconsideration day,” when individuals
were allowed to request that court debts
be forgiven or reduced.
Trafﬁc violations are civil infractions in most
places, but not everywhere. In Georgia, they
are criminal misdemeanors, carrying ﬁnes of
up to $1,000. This comes as a shock to many
tourists passing through. Motorists who can’t
pay often end up on probation, incurring
monthly supervision fees in addition to
their ﬁne.
Some of the most problematic practices
are found in small municipal courts with

little state oversight. New York is home to
approximately 1,300 town and village courts
that, unlike the larger state-run city courts,
keep most of their revenues from ﬁnes and
fees. That means those judges have an
incentive to show that their courts earn back
the money spent on them, given that they’re
funded almost entirely by the locality, says
Amelia Starr, chair of the Fund for Modern
Courts, which promotes access to justice in
New York state courts. “Almost any state
that has courts that generate money for their
locality in small towns is vulnerable to exactly
these kinds of pressures,” Starr says.
This arrangement carries serious ramiﬁcations
for those facing charges. A Fund for Modern
Courts survey of defense attorneys and public defenders reported that courts in 43 New
York counties, or most of the state, “rarely”
or “never” took a defendant’s ability to pay
into account before issuing a bench warrant.
Similarly, the legal advocacy group
ArchCity Defenders has called for the

Government
Banking, with
a local touch.

Local governments have local needs. Our Government
Banking experts can provide solutions that work for you and
the public. For more than 160 years, we have invested in our
local communities. We believe that good government and good
business go hand in hand.

Contact your local NBT Bank Government Banker for more information:
Jim Sullivan (Capital Region and North Country)
Jamie Reynolds (Central and Southern Tier)

518.437.4108
607-432-5126

Member FDIC
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consolidation of nearly 80 municipal courts
operating throughout St. Louis County, Mo.
Blake Strode, the group’s executive
director, says that consolidating them under
the purview of the state court would yield
more consistency and professionalization.
“People are in court time and time again for
what are really crimes of poverty,” Strode
says. “We have to rethink whether the court
is the right institution to serve those people.”
In the small towns that are most dependent
on ﬁne revenue, though, the real question
isn’t about social equity or the burden borne
by low-income residents. It’s about the risky
ﬁscal future of relying on ﬁnes.
The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in February
that the Constitution’s ban on excessive
ﬁnes applies to states and localities. It didn’t
attempt to deﬁne “excessive,” but provided
clues, citing the Magna Carta’s requirement
that sanctions “be proportioned to the
wrong” and “not so large as to deprive [an
offender] of his livelihood.” While the decision itself doesn’t mandate any changes, it’s
expected to provoke future legal challenges
and provide ammunition for defense attorneys. Another case in Doraville, Ga., makes
a constitutional challenge to what it claims
is the city’s practice of using police and the
courts to generate revenue. A judge has
denied the city’s motion to dismiss the case.
Several states considered outlawing
trafﬁc enforcement cameras this year.
Texas banned red-light cameras, while Ohio
lawmakers cut state funding for localities
based on the amount of camera ﬁnes they
collect. After years of steady expansion, the
number of communities with speed cameras
plateaued about four years ago, while the
number of red-light cameras is sharply
declining, according to statistics from the
Insurance Institute for Highway Safety.
Rethinking ﬁnes and fees could further
emerge as the next broad step in the criminal
justice reform movement, with supporters
ranging from the libertarian Koch brothers
to the ACLU. “There’s absolutely a political
risk for long-term reliance on these sorts of
revenues,” says David Eichenthal, who works
with cities on the issue for the consulting ﬁrm
PFM. “There’s a movement both in terms of
advocacy going on at the local level, litigation
continued page 26

$SULO
$OEDQ\0DUULRWW+RWHO
:ROI5G$OEDQ\1<
3UH&RQIHUHQFHSURJUDPV
EHJLQ0DUFKVW

ZZZQ\JIRDRUJ

1(:<25.*29(510(17),1$1&(2)),&(56$662&,$7,21

'LVFRYHUWKHODWHVWLQJRYHUQPHQWILQDQFHLVVXHVUHJLVWHUWRGD\

Pre-Conference Programs

Annual Conference Sessions
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8:30 AM - 12:00 PM
Foundations Budgeting
4 CPE | Required GFI Course

8:30 AM - 12:00 PM
Advanced Budgeting
4 CPE | Required GFI Course

GENERAL SESSIONS

9:30 AM - 4:30 PM
Advanced Debt Management
4 CPE | Required GFI Course

8:30 AM - 12:00 PM
EXCEL Advanced:
Finance Ofﬁce Tools
4 CPE | 4 GFI Credits

1:00 PM - 4:30 PM
Foundations Cash Management
7 CPE | Required GFI Course
2:00 PM - 3:35 PM
Ethics in Government
2 CPE | Required GFI Course

NEW FOR 2020!
Concurrent Sessions begin
on April 1st and are included
with conference registration.

1:00 PM - 4:30 PM
Advanced Cash Management
4 CPE | Required GFI Course
1:00 PM - 4:30 PM
2020 GAAP Update
4 CPE | 4 GFI Credits

CONCURRENT SESSIONS
3:00 PM - 4:15 PM
• Participatory Budgeting:
A New Frontier
• The Trouble with Tax Caps 

352*5$00,1*.(<6
*),&UHGLWV
All programs are eligible for GFI credit except where noted
with a #.
Most prgramming is eligible for 1 GFI elective credit per
session except where noted otherwise.
&3(&UHGLWV
All programming provides CPE credit in the Government
Specialized Knowledge subject area except where noted.
See key below:
: Advisory Services
_ : Not eligible
All programming is eligible for 1 CPE credit per session
except where noted.

9:05 AM - 10:20 AM
Keynote Address
Matt Episcopo: POWER Tactics
That Get Leaders Results
2 CPE  | #
10:50 AM - 11:30 AM
GFI Graduation and
Annual Business Meeting _

CONCURRENT SESSIONS
1:00 PM - 1:50 PM
• Automating Time and
Attendance
• GASB 87: New Guidance for
Leasing
• Public Sector Investment:
The Basics
2:10 PM - 3:00 PM
• XBRL: Future of Financial
Reporting
• Debt Reﬁnancing Dos and
Don’ts
• State Retirement System
Update
3:30 PM - 4:20 PM
• Considerations Before
Applying for Grants
• GASB 84: Fiduciary Activities
• ACA and Health Care Costs
2020
4:40 PM - 5:30 PM
• Special Pay Plans and Your
Retirement
• Abandoned Property Laws
and Regs
• Yellow Book Audits: What
Finance Ofﬁcers Need
to Know

NYGFOA is an approved sponsor with the NYS Education
Department to provide courses that qualify for Continuing
Professional Education credit.
You can earn up to 27.5 CPE credits through a combination of
Pre-Conference Programs and Annual Conference sessions.
You MUST have your badge scanned to obtain CPE and/or
GFI credit.
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CONCURRENT SESSIONS
8:30 AM - 9:100 AM
• Current Events and Your
Debt Issue
• Cybersecurity Threats:
Code Red
• The New Blue Book and You
9:30 AM - 10:20 AM
• Developing an Internal
Audit Function
• Succession Planning in the
Finance Ofﬁce
• Rating Agency Update

GENERAL SESSIONS
10:40 AM - 11:30 AM
SFY 2021 State Budget 
11:40 AM - 12: 30 PM
The Financial Impacts of Hemp
Legalization in New York 

Are you eligible
for the NYGFOA
Professional Development
Conference Scholarship?
___________________
• NYGFOA public sector
members and staff are eligible
• Up to 5 scholarships awarded
each year
• Application Deadline:
December 20, 2019
• Selection announcement:
January 6, 2020
• Email application to
Scholarship@nygfoa.org
The Scholarship application is
available at www.nygfoa.org/
membership/scholarships.

REGISTRATION FORM
•
•
•
•
•

Online registration available at nygfoa.org.
Credit Cards accepted (MasterCard, Visa, and Discover).
Mail, fax, or email registrations (check/cash). See instructions below.
CK indicates check payments. CC indicates credit card payments.
Make reservations directly with the hotel as noted on the last page.

$77(1'((



PLEASE COMPLETE ALL SECTIONS.

First Time Attendee?  Yes

See next page for additional
details and policies.


&21)(5(1&( (Concurrent sessions Wednesday, all Thursday & Friday)

• Fees do not include Pre-Conference programs.
Name

Professional Designation
EARLY BIRD ENDS

2/8/20

 CK $200 / CC $206
 CK $300 / CC $309
 CK $395 / CC $407

 CK $230 / CC $237
 CK $330 / CC $340
 CK $435 / CC $448

Title
Member
Nonmembers (govt)
Nonmembers (priv)

Entity/Company
Address



City

State

Telephone



Zip

Email

35(&21)(5(1&(352*5$06 (Tuesday & Wednesday only)

Tuesday (March 31)

EARLY BIRD ENDS

REGULAR RATE BEGINS

2/7/20

2/8/20

 Foundations Budgeting • 8:30a-12p
Member
NonMember

 CK $130 / CC $134
 CK $260 / CC $268

 CK $150 / CC $155
 CK $300 / CC $309

 Advanced Debt Management • 8:30a-4:30p
Member
NonMember

 CK $150 / CC $175
 CK $340 / CC $350

 CK $190 / CC $196
 CK $380 / CC $391

 Foundations Cash Management • 1p-4:30p
Member
NonMember

 CK $130 / CC $134
 CK $260 / CC $268

 Ethics in Government • 2p-3:35p
Member
NonMember

 CK $75 / CC $77
 CK $150 / CC $155

 CK $150 / CC $155
 CK $300 / CC $309
 CK $95 / CC $98
 CK $190 / CC $196

Wednesday (April 1)

 Advanced Budgeting • 8:30a-12p
Member
NonMember

 CK $130 / CC $134
 CK $260 / CC $268

 CK $150 / CC $155
 CK $300 / CC $309

 EXCEL Advanced: Finance Ofﬁcer Tools • 8:30a-12p
Member
NonMember

 CK $150 / CC $155
 CK $300 / CC $309

0(0%(56+,35(1(:25-2,112:

DUES ARE PER INDIVIDUAL

GOVERNMENT

PRIVATE

•1-3 Members per entity
•4-8 Members per entity
•9+ Members per entity

 CK $180 / CC $185
 CK $165 / CC $170
 CK $150 / CC $155
 CK $90 / CC $93
 CK $25 / CC $26
 CK $25 / CC $26

 CK $395 / CC $407
 CK $350 / CC $361
 CK $315 / CC $324
 CK $190 / CC $196

•Introductory Offer: 1st Time
• RETIREE (govt or priv)
• STUDENT (FT or PT; proof reqd)

• Fees are separate from the Conference program.

 CK $170 / CC $175
 CK $340 / CC $350

REGULAR RATE BEGINS

2/7/20

To obtain the volume discount, all membership applications/renewals must be
submitted together. To determine your individual dues, please check within your
organization for the total number of members or call NYGFOA at 518.465.1512
for assistance.



727$/)((6

Pre-Conference Program(s)

 $

Annual Conference

 $

Membership

 $

Total Payment


$

3$<0(17

Payments must be received or postmarked by the cutoff date listed to
receive discounted rate. Rates are not guaranteed for any registration
received without payment or PO.



Check/PO/Voucher enclosed
• Please make checks/vouchers payable to NYGFOA and mail to:
NYGFOA, 126 State Street, 5th Fl, Albany, NY 12207.



Credit Card: MasterCard, Visa, Discover (AMEX not accepted.)
• Please go to nygfoa.org and click Conference on the navigation bar.

 Advanced Cash Management • 1p-4:30p
Member
NonMember

 CK $130 / CC $134
 CK $260 / CC $268

 2020 GAAP Update • 1p-4:30p
Member
NonMember

 CK $150 / CC $155
 CK $300 / CC $309

 CK $150 / CC $155
 CK $300 / CC $309
 CK $170 / CC $175
 CK $340 / CC $350

QUESTIONS? Contact Us
N E W Y O R K G O V E R NM E NT F I NA N C E O F F I C E R S ’ A S S O C I AT I O N

Phone: 518.465.1512
Email: info@nygfoa.org
Website: nygfoa.org
ZZZQ\JIRDRUJ

DETAILS
&21)(5(1&('(7$,/6

5(*,675$7,21'(7$,/6

NYGFOA Conference App

Registration for the pre-conference programs and the
annual conference is open to all interested persons. To
register online, please go to nygfoa.org.

The Conference App will be back again this year, accessible as
a desktop feature on computers, laptops, iPads, or on a smartphone. With it you will be able to access your sessions details
including PowerPoints, surveys, important information about
exhibitors, sponsors, speakers, and more. You can also connect
with other conference attendees, schedule meetings, and post on
the social wall.

Pre-Conference and Conference Early Bird Rates:
To receive early bird pricing, your payment or PO must be
POSTMARKED and PAID by: February 7, 2020.

If you uninstalled the app from last year, keep an eye out in March
for an email with app installation information!

Advanced Registration Date:
Deadline is March 13, 2020.
After March 13 you must register on site.

Meals

Cancellation Policy and Cancellation Dates:

• Pre-Conference Programs include lunch and
refreshment breaks.

Cancellations must be in writing and sent by one of the following:

• Annual Conference includes two breakfasts, several
refreshment breaks, one lunch, two receptions, one dinner
and Thursday evening entertainment.
• Only registered attendees with name badges will be
permitted to attend sessions, meal functions, and
evening entertainment.

Mail: NYGFOA, 126 State St, 5th Fl, Albany, NY 12207
Email: info@nygfoa.org
Fax: 518-434-4640
• Cancellations by March 2, 2020 will be charged an
administrative fee of $25.00.
• Cancellations after March 2, 2020 will not be refunded.

CPE Credits

• Payment is required on any and all registrations not
canceled according to this policy.

• Pre-Conference: earn up to 16 CPE credits.

• No shows are liable for all registration fees.

• Annual conference: earn up to 11.5 CPE credits.

• By registering for this event you agree to this policy.

• Choose from over 31 sessions fon topics relating
to government ﬁnance.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Exhibitors
Over 60 companies and state agencies specializing in
government products and services will be available to
and discuss
latest innovations in the ﬁeld.
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During the process of providing you services on behalf of NY Government Finance
Ofﬁcers’ Association, we may collect, store, or transmit your personal identiﬁable
information such as name, address, contact information, preferences, demographic
information, as well as any hotel or travel requests you provide us. This information
is necessary for the facilitation of registration services for you. This information may
be shared with other 3rd parties such as travel or lodging providers.
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Reserve directly with the hotel of your choice by March 1, 2020. Reserve online or by phone. Information for each hotel is provided
below and on the NYGFOA website. DO NOT DELAY. Group blocks ﬁll quickly – well before the cutoff date. Reservations made after
March 1, 2020 will be subject to availability at each hotel.
Hotel group rates are for registered conference attendees only. Reservations that do not have a corresponding conference registration will
be removed from the group block before the start of the conference.

DISTANCE FROM
CONFERENCE

RATE
PER NIGHT

PHONE

WEBSITE

Site of Conference

$144.00

518-458-8444

The Desmond (IHG)

2 Miles

$127.00

518-869-8100

Home2 Suites

.2 Miles

$127.00

518-482-4040

To make reservations online, please visit our website
and click on the hotel tab at
nygfoa.org/conference

HOTEL
Albany Marriott*

* If the Albany Marriott is your preferred hotel, we highly recommend reserving your room as soon as possible.

During the process of providing you services on behalf of NY Government Finance Ofﬁcers’ Association, we may collect, store, or transmit your personal identiﬁable information such
as name, address, contact information, preferences, demographic information, as well as any hotel or travel requests you provide us. This information is necessary for the facilitation of
registration services for you. This information may be shared with other 3rd parties such as travel or lodging providers.
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NEWS
2020 ANNUAL CONFERENCE
REGISTRATION OPEN…DON’T DELAY!
The NYGFOA 41st Annual Conference will take
place April 1-3, 2020 at the Albany Marriott Hotel
in Albany. Pre-Conference programs will begin
on March 31st.
For 2020 we are adding more concurrent
sessions! There will be a block of concurrent
sessions on Wednesday, April 1st from
3:00 - 4:15 pm.

• The Latest on Debt Disclosure Requirements
and Best Practices; and
• How to Create Effective Presentations.
Our popular series of Excel training Webinars
are also available for purchase by contacting the
NYGFOA ofﬁce. The programs are:

Matt Episcopo, a presenter who has redeﬁned
the formula for personal power, leadership and
business success will be the Keynote Presenter
with a high-energy, interactive presentation on
‘Power Tactics That Get Leaders Results.’

• Excel Tips and Tricks for Finance Ofﬁcers;
• Practical Applications for Count and Sum
Functions in Excel;
• Data Validation Techniques;
• Practical Applications of Date Functions;
• Vlook-up and Data Sorting;
• Pivot Tables, Dashboards and Charts; and
• Graph and Spreadsheet Esthetics
Build your own training library today!

RECORDED WEBINARS AVAILABLE
The Association continues to grow its library
of online training offerings. Below is a list of
Webinar programs available for purchase:

LOOKING TO MAKE A CAREER MOVE?
NYGFOA maintains an Employment
Opportunities page on the Association website.
This page is updated regularly.

•
•
•
•

Interested? Visit the page at https://nysgfoa.org/
resources/employment-opportunities.
If your entity has a career opportunity in
government ﬁnance open and would like to have
it posted on the Association website (at no cost

Tax Abatement Reporting;
Workers Comp – Avoiding the Financial Traps;
Procurement Under Uniform Guidance;
Using Google (Docs, Calendar, Forms and
Sheets);
• Holding People Accountable for Results
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to NYGFOA members!), please email Executive
Director Maura Ryan at ryan@nygfoa.org.
2020 NEWSLETTER THEMES AND CALL
FOR ARTICLES
The NYGFOA Newsletter is published quarterly
(4 times a year). For 2020, the Association is
developing themed issues. The following are the
themes for the issues to be published in 2020:

•
•
•
•

Spring 2020: Cash Management
Summer 2020: Budgeting
Fall 2020: Debt Management
Winter 2020: Internal Control

We are interested in educational articles for
each of these topics. If you are interested in
sharing your government ﬁnance expertise
with the membership, please contact Fred
Shellard, Director of Professional Services,
shellard@nygfoa.org.
THE NEWSLETTER IS NOW FULLY DIGITAL
The Association’s quarterly publication, the
Newsletter, will be published in digital format
only beginning in 2020. Your Newsletter will
be conveniently available via email and in the
Members Only area of the NYGFOA website
(www.nygfoa.org). 

You Focus on Governing...
We Focus on You
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Pay Us or Else| continued from page 10

Reynolds explains one issue is that oftentimes the equipment being used is woefully
outdated. “We have machines in use that
really should have been retired years ago.
I’d like to think no one is still using a Windows
95 machine, I know they’re still out there.”
This is a problem, Reynolds says, because the
technology used in those operating systems
don’t have the capacity to address today’s
security needs.
Stafﬁng is also a critical issue. Brian Vecci,
a ﬁeld Chief Technology ofﬁcer at software
company Varonis, says that many municipalities are understaffed, and their IT staffs in
particular are overworked. Many cybersecurity professionals are offered larger salaries
in the private sector, so it’s difﬁcult for local
governments to stay on the cutting edge.
Finally, Local governments are also a favorite
target because of the nature of what they
do. Governments deal with a tremendous
amount of data, and the services they
provide are critical. Vecci says at the end of
the day, ransomware attackers are looking to
get paid. If they know they can cripple critical
municipal services, they are far more likely
to cash in.
The reason we’re seeing so many successful
attacks these days is because they are
becoming more sophisticated. Phishing
attacks are becoming more clever, and the
software itself is readily available for anyone
to use. In the past, if you wanted to attack
an individual or organization, you’d have
to write the malicious code yourself. Now,
ransomware has become a service. Vecci
says. “It used to be relatively sophisticated
individuals or groups of individuals [launching
these attacks],” he says. “Now if you Google
“ransomware as a service” you can go to a
website and give them some email addresses
and a third party will launch the attack
for you.”
WHAT DO I DO IF I’M ATTACKED?
Unfortunately, if ransomware makes it into
your network, it’s already too late. While
there are resources available with known
decryption keys like nomoreransom.org,
it’s fairly rare that data can be decrypted
without paying the ransom, Vecci says.
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“Hopefully you’ve got good backups,” Vecci
says. “If you don’t that’s a problem. Then it
becomes you have to pay the ransom if you
want the data back.” However, sometimes
the attack is so widespread that you have no
recourse. You either have to rebuild everything from scratch or pay up.
Understandably, this solution isn’t the most
palatable one. Calkin says there are negative
ramiﬁcations for giving into the demands of
bad actors, but unfortunately there’s little
recourse. “There are all sorts of philosophical
issues with this. If you pay the ransom, are
you perpetuating the problem? But in some
cases, when you don’t have a backup, the
almost guaranteed way to get your ﬁles
back is to pay the ransom.”
Obviously getting to the point of making
that decision should be avoided. By its very
nature, the only way ransomware can be
dealt with is for it to be prevented from
occurring in the ﬁrst place.
HOW CAN I PROTECT MY COMMUNITY?
Reynolds says the response to cyber threats
in local government used to be reactive,
but to stay secure with today’s threats it’s
important to be proactive. One of the best
ways to do this, she says, is by rethinking the
way ﬁle systems are set up, and who has
access to what.
She likens it to a house. You have a fence
around your property to keep people out,
and cameras to monitor who comes to the
door. The door is locked, and your valuables
are locked in a safe. Not everyone who
comes in the house can or should have
access to what’s inside.
Traditional networks weren’t set up like this,
but many IT professionals are understanding
just because you have access to the network
doesn’t mean you should have local admin
rights on that device. If everyone has access
to everything, a ransomware attack can
spread quickly and unmitigated. Reynolds
suggests reworking who has access to what
on the network – not to be punitive, but to
make the environment as secure as it can be.
Vecci agrees with this notion. “The root of
the problems is that ﬁles have been open
to way too many people. Making sure that
the right people have the right access to the

right ﬁle is a hard thing to do, and it’s often
completely unmonitored. It’s hard to ﬁgure
out when something like ransomware is
happening.”
Another proactive way to protect networks
from attack is to ensure that all software is up
to date with the latest patches. “Everybody
needs to make sure their servers and enduser workstations are up to date with security
patches,” Reynolds says. While it might seem
daunting, it’s a critical defense mechanism.
Training is also crucial. There are tools
available to test end-users to see how likely
they are to fall victim to a phishing email,
Reynolds says. This should be done often to
help the workforce remain vigilant and aware
of the warning signs.
This isn’t to suggest that protecting an
organization from ransomware is strictly the
responsibility of the IT department, though.
Elected ofﬁcials play a major role as well,
Reynolds says. Leaders must understand that
their prioritization of this issue sets the tone
for their organization. It’s the responsibility
of leadership to do exactly that.
Part of this responsibility is to make use
of available resources. “Every local government should be a member of MS-ISAC – the
Multi-State Information Sharing and Analysis
Center,” Reynolds says. Many of the center’s
resources are free of cost, and it provides
access to alert systems, awareness and
education materials as well as cybersecurity
table-top exercises to help local governments improve their security postures.
For more information on Ransomware,
visit the Center for Internet Securty at
www.cisecurity.org. 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Derek Prall is the
Editor for American City & County. He is
also a multiple award-winning international
journalist whose held numerous positions
with a variety of print and online publications
including the New Jersey Herald, The Public
Manager Magazine and TDmagazine. He can
be reached at derek.prall@informa.com or
770-618-0401.
This article is reprinted, with permission,
from the American City & County website
(www.americancityandcounty.com) posted
on October 9, 2019.
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Wealth Tax Populism and the Muni Market
By Girard Miller
Populist animosity to
income inequality is
again surging in this
campaign season.
Have-not and progressive resentment
of billionaires, in particular, has spawned
centerpiece tax proposals from both
Sens. Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren
on the left wing of the Democratic party.
Between them, their campaigns represent
a huge voter bloc that should now be taken
seriously by the entire ﬁnancial community.
Notably, the municipal bond market is
sitting dead center of an unwelcome
tax policy conundrum if this political
wildﬁre spreads more widely into the
general election.
Municipal bond principal is a form of wealth
— indisputably. If wealth is to be taxed
equitably, it must include all forms of
wealth: stocks, real estate, gold bars,
emeralds, Picassos, private equity, and
muni bonds. For the ﬁrst time in U.S.
history, the taxation of muni bonds as
principal would be on the tax committees’
drafting tables. Given the Supreme Court’s
1988 decision in South Carolina v Baker as
the prevailing judicial precedent, it is hard
to imagine how its logic could differ as to
bond principal. The Court’s landmark decision held that muni bonds’ tax-exemption
is derived politically as Congressional policy
under Article 1 rather than as a sovereign
right under the 10th Amendment. It’s
doubtful that taxation of principal is any
different from interest under that ruling.
Would political progressives, who
align themselves with state and local
government employee associations and
infrastructure spending, be willing and able
to exempt muni bond principal from their
wealth tax agenda? If they don’t, it will stir
up a hornet’s nest in the muni marketplace
and drive a wedge between their various
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purpose arguably is
just as valuable to
progressives, especially those favoring
expansive social
spending without
offsetting revenues.

supporters’ camps in the public policy
coalitions that state and local leaders have
worked for decades to nurture.
Taxation of muni bond principal, at the
levels proposed by prominent candidates,
would be far more costly to their rich
investors than would taxation of the
corresponding interest. A 2% or higher
annual tax on bond principal would collect
far more federal revenue than an income
tax on its interest payments, with tax and
market rates at current levels. It’s impossible to see how this deterrent to ownership
can beneﬁt state and local governments
as issuers of wealth-taxable bonds.
Granted, such a tax would affect only the
stratospheric segment of the muni bond
investor base. Taxpayers with assets below
the Fat Cat levels that these politicians are
now targeting would remain unaffected,
at least initially. Muni interest rates would
tick upward, but not devastatingly so.
But the state and local government
community, and the muni industry, may
naturally suspect that this opening salvo
could become the camel’s nose under
the tent. The federal estate tax is the only
one whose base has been sequentially
reduced in the modern era, and it too
may be broadened in coming years if
populism prevails.
Conversely, if muni bond principal deserves
exemption from a federal wealth tax, then
why shouldn’t Congress also exempt U.S.
Treasury bonds that fund national defense
and HUD and food stamps and education
and the federal deﬁcit? Their public

The market math is
potent. An asset
exempted from the wealth tax will enjoy
an increase in its effective rate of return
equal to the wealth tax rate. For an insured
municipal bond yielding 3%, exempted
from a 2% wealth tax, the rich investors’
effective risk-free after-tax rate of return
becomes 5% annually. Adjusted for market,
business and failure risks, very few equity
investments in today’s markets can offer
superior after-tax returns, with even fewer
if corporate taxes are raised along with
capital gains and dividend income. Entrepreneurial and risk capital will have to come
from lesser wealth and institutions, and
that poses a marginal drag on economic
growth. A muni exemption would clearly
distort capital allocation.
If muni principal is exempted from a wealth
tax, it will become an obvious, popular and
highly visible tax haven for the wealth class
that will readily draw public attention and
outrage. The resulting negative publicity for
the entire muni industry could conceivably
put taxation of muni interest at risk — which
is a line that nobody reading this publication wants to be crossed.
A ﬁscally superior tax policy to address
income inequality is to stiffen and broaden
the Alternative Minimum Tax (AMT) to
include virtually all forms of taxable income
(not exempt public-purpose muni bond
interest). Smart AMT reform can focus only
on those in the One Percenter bracket,
around $500,000 of total annual income
from all sources. That income level actually
coincides with today’s upper tax bracket
for capital gains rates.
continued page 30
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Addicted to Fines| continued from page 14

in the federal courts, and a series of postFerguson statewide task forces that started
to look at these issues.”
New technologies also are threatening the
ﬁscal future of jurisdictions that rely on ﬁnes.
Speed-trap alerts that warn drivers about
possible enforcement ahead have long been
a feature on the Waze navigation app, and
they were added to the popular Google
Maps app earlier this year. One proposed
bill in the U.S. Senate would limit maximum
tractor-trailer speeds to 65 mph using software that most trucks are already equipped
with. Further into the future, trafﬁc ﬁnes could
take a major hit with the proliferation of
autonomous vehicles that don’t park illegally
and never exceed the speed limit. Indeed,
starting in 2022, vehicles sold in the European
Union will be required to use technology that
automatically restricts speed using GPS or
cameras that recognize posted limits.
Is there a “right” way for cities to budget for
ﬁnes? There’s no national standard for how
much local governments should be collecting, and no consistent way those revenues
are reported. Audited ﬁnancials may or may
not include related fees, and some may
include revenues remitted to states. Rules
for reporting these revenues aren’t always
enforced. West Virginia, for instance, directs
localities to conduct annual audits, but several we reviewed hadn’t actually completed
one in the past ﬁve years. For those reasons,

our ﬁndings undoubtedly represent low estimates, as we excluded many governments
without available audits and those that don’t
report separate line items for ﬁnes.
The way governments allocate ﬁne revenue
also matters. The majority deposit it into their
general fund, but many in Oklahoma, for
example, route the money to separate police
or public safety funds. That’s a mistake, says
Michael Makowsky, an economics professor at Clemson University in South Carolina.
“You want to separate ofﬁcer incentives from
the revenues they generate,” he says. One
solution he proposes is to route ﬁnes and
fees to state governments. States would then
redistribute all the funds back as block grants
based on population or other metrics, effectively removing incentives to issue tickets.
Many of the small rural and suburban towns
facing ﬁnancial woes ﬁnd themselves in a
much different situation than when they
originally incorporated. In Warwick and
similar cities, ﬁnes now account for more
revenue than taxes. Some small towns may
decide they need to disband their police
departments, as Oak Park, Ga., did earlier
this year. Others may have to consider unincorporating or merging with neighboring
municipalities, says Jay Shambaugh, director
of The Hamilton Project, a Brookings Institution policy initiative. Unlike larger cities, they
have few services left to cut. “They either
need to ﬁnd a way to avoid the other revenue
constraints,” Shambaugh says, “or they even-

GASB PROPOSES NEW IMPLEMENTATION GUIDANCE
Provided by the Governmental Accounting Standards Board

The Governmental Accounting Standards Board recently proposed
implementation guidance containing questions and answers intended to
clarify, explain, or elaborate on certain GASB pronouncements.
The Exposure Draft, Implementation Guidance Update—2020, contains
proposed new questions and answers that address application of the Board’s
standards on the ﬁnancial reporting entity, ﬁduciary activities, leases,
external investment pools, asset retirement obligations, and conduit debt
obligations. The Exposure Draft also includes proposed amendments to
previously issued implementation guidance.
The GASB annually issues new and updated guidance to assist state and
local governments in applying generally accepted accounting principles

26 | NYGFOA Newsletter | WINTER 2019

tually are faced with the decision whether it
makes sense to fund themselves at all.”
Terrell Hudson has served on the county
commission in rural Dooly County, Ga., for
more than three decades. The county, he
says, has never had a budget that wasn’t
tight. Only around 14,000 people reside
there, and the millage rate already ranks
among the highest in the state. Dooly County
reported $4 million in ﬁnes and forfeitures in
ﬁscal 2018, accounting for just over a quarter
of its general fund revenues. County law
enforcement ofﬁcers patrol Interstate 75, and
when there’s a backup, generally on weekends or in bad weather, police direct trafﬁc
along the state road that runs parallel. The
ﬁnes and fees also help fund two full-time
ambulance crews, another costly line-item for
a limited budget. “The system will never pay
its own weight,” Hudson says. “That is part of
what our government is supposed to provide
to keep people safe.”
Hudson views the revenue cap on ﬁnes
and property tax exemptions enacted by
the legislature as “handcufﬁng” Georgia’s
rural localities. “With the requirements that
state has put on cities and counties,” he says,
“at some point in time, we’re not going to
be able to afford these smaller cities or
towns.” 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Mike Maciag is the
Data Editor for Governing.com. He can be
reached at mmaciag@governing.com.
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develops the guidance based on (1) application issues that are raised during
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The Names Have Been Changed...| continued from page 6

Recommended terminology:
net investment in capital assets
In place of:
net position invested in capital assets,
net of related debt
Recommended terminology:
unearned revenue
In place of: deferred revenue
GASB Statement No. 63, Financial Reporting
for Deferred Outﬂows of Resources,
Deferred Inﬂows of Resources and Net
Position, changed the names of components
of net position an attributed speciﬁc meaning
to the term deferred. The difference between
a government’s net capital asset value and

the net amount of capital debt outstanding is
appropriately – and economically – referred
to as the government’s net investment in
capital assets rather than as the net position
invested in capital assets, net of related debt.
And with the identiﬁcation of new ﬁnancial
statement elements named deferred inﬂows
of resources and deferred outﬂows of
resources, funds that are held by a government in advance of being earned should no
longer be called deferred revenue. Instead,
they should be called unearned revenue.
Recommended terminology: fair value
ue
or acquisition value
In place of: market value

5HJLVWHUHG0XQLFLSDO$GYLVRUV6HUYLQJ
1HZ<RUN6WDWH0XQLFLSDOLWLHV6LQFH
Bond & Note Issues  Refunding Bond Issues 
Lease Financings  EFC Short and Long Term Financings 
Energy Performance Contract Financing  Credit RaƟng Assistance 
AccounƟng & Bookkeeping Services  Cash Flow Borrowings 
ConƟnuing Secondary Market Disclosure

GASB Statement No. 72, Fair Value
Measurement and Valuation, deﬁned the
more precise terms fair value and acquisition value as referring to market-related exit
prices and entry prices, respectively. These
terms should be used in place of the former,
less exact, term market value.
One ﬁnal terminology suggestion is that
governments and their auditors should use
the term unmodiﬁed when referring to an
independent auditor’s report that is “clean.” 5
Modiﬁcations to auditors’ opinions come
in the form of qualiﬁed opinions, adverse
opinions, and disclaimers of opinion.
While it is not technically incorrect to refer
to an unmodiﬁed opinion as an unqualiﬁed
opinion, unmodiﬁed is a more precise term.
It also avoids the ironically negative
connotation of being unqualiﬁed –
something we never want an unfortunate
choice of words to imply about us! 
_____
Notes
1.
Governmental Accounting Standards
Board (GASB), 2019-2020 Codiﬁcation of
Governmental Accounting and Financial
Reporting Standards (Cod.), Section (Sec.)
2200, “Comprehensive Annual Financial
Report,” paragraph. 101.
2.

GASB Cod., Sec. 2200. 737-1

3.

GASB Cod. Sec. 1800, “Classiﬁcation and
Terminology,” paragraph. 702-9.

4.

Instead, governmental fund ﬁnancial
statements should use the caption,
“prepaid items” or simply “prepaids.”

5.

American Institute of Certiﬁed Public
Accountants, Financial Reporting Center
Brief: Summary of Clariﬁed Auditing
Reporting Standards (February 2014)
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This article is reprinted, with permission,
from the October 2019 issue of Government
Finance Review, a bi-monthly magazine
published by the GFOA of the U.S. and
Canada.
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• NYSHIP is available to virtually all public employers across New York State
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districts participate in NYSHIP
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health insurance through NYSHIP

A unique health insurance plan developed
for New York’s public employees
For additional information regarding The Empire Plan or the Excelsior Plan, public employers
may visit our website at www.cs.ny.gov or email the Public Employer Liaison Unit (PELU)
for the New York State Health Insurance Program at PELU@cs.ny.gov.
Employee Beneﬁts Division of the New York State
Department of Civil Service
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Wealth Tax Populism and the Muni Market| continued from page 24

A new top AMT bracket could capture all
forms of taxable “preference” income including capital gains, dividends, carried interest,
real estate proﬁts and depreciation recapture, and commodity trading proﬁts. For
approximate equivalency to a Warren-level
wealth tax, an upper AMT marginal tax rate
of 50% would be necessary. Despite protests
from the ideological right wing, that level
seems logical, reasonable and defensible to
prominent fair-minded billionaires, such as
Leon Cooperman who has spoken on this
issue in TV interviews.
My book, Enlightened Public Finance,
explains the central ﬂaws and limitations of

the wealth tax concept, and the more
practical, equitable and achievable solution
that a comprehensive AMT would provide.
For policy wonks in the public ﬁnance
community, it also includes major sections
on innovative intergovernmental infrastructure ﬁnancing policy options, federal deﬁcit
reduction, and feasible healthcare
reform funding.
Campaign proposals come and go. Let’s
hope that the wealth-tax vigilantes and
populist tax reformers’ energy can ﬁnd a
smarter vehicle to reduce the deﬁcit, address
inequality and strengthen America’s social
fabric, before the next Congress convenes. 

INFLATION AND TAX BASE GROWTH FACTORS

One of the primary components local governments and school districts
utilize in determining the real property tax levy cap for their ensuing ﬁscal
year is the inﬂation and allowable levy growth factor. The following are the
inﬂation and allowable levy growth factors for municipalities with 2020 ﬁscal years which begin January 1st, March 1st and April 1st.

Fiscal Year Start 2020

1

1

1

January
2.00%

March
1.90%

April
1.85%

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Girard Miller is a
retired investment professional active in the
southern California startup community. He
is the author of Enlightened Public Finance:
Fiscal Literacy for Democrats, Independents,
Millennials and Collegians, and previously
authored An Elected Ofﬁcials’ Guide to
Government Finance and Investing Public
Funds published by the GFOA of the U.S.
and Canada.
Editor’s Note: The opinions expressed are
those of the author and do not reﬂect any
position or opinion of the NYGFOA.

Bits
& Piece
s
The Ofﬁce of the State Comptroller does not establish the allowable levy
growth factor. The factor is based on a speciﬁc calculation that is prescribed
by law and further clariﬁed by the NYS Division of the Budget in the Tax
Cap Guidance Document. As a service to local governments and school
districts, the Ofﬁce of the State Comptroller performs the computation to
ensure consistency and to mitigate errors.
Also, 2020 ﬁscal year tax base growth factors, another component in the
tax levy cap formula, for counties, cities, towns, villages and special districts
are available. Full information from the NYS Department of Taxation and
Finance can be downloaded at https://www.tax.ny.gov/research/property/
cap.htm. 

PUBLIC SECTOR RETIREE
INCOME CAP RAISED

OSC PROVIDES REVENUE CODE FOR
AIM-RELATED PAYMENTS

The Governor, in December, signed into law (Chapter 589, Laws of 2019)
a bill which increases the cap on earnings which New York public sector
employee retirees (under the age of 65) can earn in public employment
without a reduction in pension beneﬁts. This cap was increased from
$30,000 to $35,000 per year beginning in 2020. The $30,000 cap had not
been increased since 2007.

The Ofﬁce of the State Comptroller has released an Accounting Bulletin
which provides a new revenue accounting code for AIM-related payments
(2750 - AIM Related Payments). According to the Bulletin, this code will be
available in both the General Fund (A) and the General Fund Town-OutsideVillage (B).

The change only applies to public sector retirees under the age of 65.
There are no limitations applicable to public sector retired persons who are
age 65 or older. 
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OSC requests that local ofﬁcials with questions regarding the Bulletin should
contact their OSC regional ofﬁce.
The Bulletin can be downloaded at https://osc.state.ny.us/localgov/pubs/
releases/ﬁles/account-code-for-aim-related-payments.pdf 
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More information on the Annual Conference and other upcoming programs
can be found on the NYGFOA website at nygfoa.org

