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Pittsburgh School Taxes: A Different Look 
 

A local newspaper columnist recently wrote of the eerie silence that surrounds the real estate tax 
rate of the Pittsburgh school district.  He wondered why residents of the Pittsburgh school district 
(Pittsburgh and Mt. Oliver) don't complain about school real estate taxes.  His answer was that 
the "school district has the lowest real estate millage among all districts in the county�[but an] 
uncapped wage tax".  In other words, wage earners, not retirees, pay the bulk of the school 
revenues.   
 
It is true that the Pittsburgh Public School (PPS) district had the lowest real estate millage in 
Allegheny County in 2001 (not including Trafford, which is part of a district that lies in both 
Allegheny and Westmoreland County). Its millage is small in terms of the overall property taxes 
paid.  In 2001, the PPS millage of 13.92 represented 47 percent of the total millage (school, 
municipal, county) in Pittsburgh; only McKeesport (46%) and Clairton (42%) had a smaller 
school share of total millage.   The average for all other communities in the county was 66 
percent.   
 
But the reason for complacency among Pittsburgh's residents may not be just the "uncapped wage 
tax"; rather, it may be that a very large share of funding for Pittsburgh's schools falls on the state 
and federal government as well as on the Pittsburgh business community. 
  

2001-2002 PPS Local Revenue--$300,348,000* 

*Sources: PPS 2001-02 Budget, State Tax Equalization Board, City Treasurer's Office, AI calculations 
#Payment from City to Schools from RAD proceeds; 1/4 of RAD paid by City residents and businesses 
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Tax/Fee Residential Share Business Share Total
Real Estate $54,000,000 $100,000,000 $154,000,000
Public Utility $360,000 $360,000
In Lieu of Taxes Unknown Unknown $1,000,000#
Earned Income Unknown Unknown $82,300,000
Mercantile License $115,000 $115,000
Realty Transfer Unknown Unknown $4,500,000
Mercantile Tax $3,885,000 $3,885,000

Subtotal $246,160,000

Not Assignable to 
Residential or Business $54,188,000
Total, in millions (% of 
Total Spending) $54-$141 (8-20%) 104-$191(15-27%) $300,348,000



 
The 2001-2002 PPS total budget was $697 million.  Revenues to fund this spending came from a 
variety of sources: $300 million (43%) from local sources, $265 million (38%) from the state and 
federal government, and $131 million (19%) from what we label "miscellaneous" (foundations, 
debt instruments, sales of goods, rentals, etc.).  The table above describes the sources of local 
revenue and whether they originate from residential or business sectors, or both.   
 
The data provide a breakdown of the sources of local revenue for the 2001-02 budget.  PPS 
residents pay part of the real estate, earned income, and realty transfer taxes and a share of the $4 
million payment provided by RAD taxes that flow to the City and on to the school district. 
   
The homeowner share of the real estate tax was calculated by using data from the State Board of 
Equalization.  That information shows that 35 percent of the assessed value in the district was 
residential and 65 percent was accounted for by other uses: commercial, industrial, vacant lots 
and land, mining, agriculture, and so on.  If we apply this ratio of 35/65 (not counting any 
exemptions) to the real estate taxes funding the school budget, then $54 million--or 7 percent of 
the total budget and 11 percent of the general fund--came from residential real estate taxes.  The 
remaining $100 million in local real estate taxes came from the business sector.  
 
A breakdown of the amount of school wage tax paid by individuals and the amount paid by net 
profits of business activity is not readily available. However, even if individual wage earners paid 
all of the 2001-02 wage tax ($82 million), that amount combined with the $54 million in real 
estate taxes paid by residents is still less than 20 percent of the district budget.  This is a small 
proportion compared to other districts in Allegheny County.  For instance, homeowners in the Mt. 
Lebanon School District pay over half of the school budget through real estate, wage, and other 
taxes-- the remainder coming from the business community and a low 15.6 percent from the state 
and federal governments combined.    
 
Going back to the original point of this Policy Brief, it is clear that in addition to the earned 
income tax, the hefty school taxes paid by businesses are an important element in keeping 
Pittsburgh homeowner property taxes relatively low.  Perhaps if Pittsburgh homeowners were 
paying a greater share of the school cost, they might get more upset about the deterioration of 
academic achievement in the schools and demand better performance.    
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