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Commuters and Visitors Benefit Pittsburgh Finances 

 
Mayor Murphy�s proposed budget for FY2003 contains a �payroll tax� of 0.5 percent that is 
designed in large part to force non-profits and commuters to pay their �fair share� for city 
services. Similarly, an alcohol pouring tax is proposed to grab more revenue from visitors to the 
City.  The justification for these taxes is the well-worn argument that commuters and visitors are 
using City services and contributing little to pay for them.  This argument is without merit.   
 
City officials have long contended that the only money that the City extracts from the commuting 
workforce is the $10 occupational privilege tax, which amounted to about $2.0 million in 2001.  
The Mayor�s PGH21 Task Force notes that approximately 320,000 persons work in the City�
124,800 (39%) are city residents while 195,200 (61%) commute.  In addition, the Task Force 
states that Pittsburgh has nearly 270,000 commuting workers, students, and visitors daily which 
means that the City�s resident base of 335,000 people bear the costs for a service consuming 
population of more than 600,000.   
 
That is obviously an overstatement since commuters and visitors are in the City only part of each 
day and place demands only on public safety and public provided roadways while they are here.  
Indeed, many of these commuters use public transportation that is heavily subsidized by federal 
and state taxpayers.  Moreover, much of the road system is built and maintained with state tax 
dollars.  It would be interesting to look at the share of Police and Fire department resources that 
are devoted to dealing with crimes and fires attributable to commuters. 
 
In short, the Mayor and PGH21 have ignored is that the City would be in far worse shape without 
the contributions of the visitors and commuters to the City.  Indeed, these groups contribute, 
directly and indirectly, substantially to the City�s tax revenues.  
 
First, consider that if it were not for the large numbers of commuters and visitors there would be 
far less business activity in the City.  Simply put, commuters provide 60 percent of the workforce 
to firms in the City. In turn, these businesses pay taxes to Pittsburgh through a number of levies 
that are used to fund public services. It is important to remember that business related real estate 
pays 50 percent of the City�s property taxes and all of the business privilege tax.  With 60 percent 
of business activity dependent on commuters, we estimate that the real estate taxes stemming 
from the presence of commuters to be $35 million and the business privilege tax to be $26 million 
in 2001.  
 
Furthermore, using a very conservative estimate of 75 percent as the share of parking and 70 
percent as the share of amusement taxes paid by non-City residents, we calculate the out-of-City 
contribution to these tax revenues to be $30 million. Lastly, the City received $19.8 million from 
a RAD allocation in 2001. Since non-City residents pay roughly 75 percent of the RAD tax, this 
further elevates the non-City resident contribution to Pittsburgh revenues another $14.9 million.  
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All told, the presence of commuter and visitors were responsible, directly and indirectly, for $108 
million in 2001. 
 
Finally, it is important to keep in mind that the much maligned non-profits such as the 
universities, which are exempt from property taxes, provide thousands of City residents with 
employment, which in turn supplies the City with wage tax revenue. Much of the payroll of City 
workers at these institutions is derived from state tax support and tuition payments from non-
Pittsburgh students.  Moreover, it has been the policy of the Pittsburgh administration to build 
publicly funded facilities to attract visitors in order to create jobs. Now, these facilities have 
apparently become liabilities since they are exempt from property taxes.  And, it is interesting 
that the RAD tax, which largely goes to support �regional assets� that are located in the City, was 
supposed to have taken care of the tax exempt problem by having County residents pay the lion�s 
share of the cost of sustaining the City�s cultural and recreational amenities.  Why are the County 
residents never given credit for the tens of millions of RAD dollars going to these Pittsburgh 
facilities each year? 
 
In 2001, the combined expenditures of the City for public safety and public works were $184 
million. Therefore, commuters and daily visitors, who total less than the number of City residents, 
pay for nearly two thirds of these costs. And considering they are only in the City part of the day, 
they are in effect paying a disproportionate share of the cost of necessary services.  
 
All things considered, it is clear that non-residents are already carrying a substantial share of the 
City�s financial burden. Trying to shift more of the cost to them is a poor long-term strategy that 
will harm both the City and the County.  
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
The table below details the calculations for City revenues in 2001. 
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Tax
Total Collected 
in 2001 (000's)

Percent Attributed 
to 

Commuters/Visitors

Estimated Amount 
Attributed to 

Commuters/Visitors 
(000's)

Real Estate Tax* $117,294 60% of 50% $35,188
Business Privilege Tax $43,859 60% $26,315

Parking Tax $32,208 75% $24,156
Amusement Tax $8,809 70% $6,166

Regional Asset District $19,985 75% $14,989
Occupational Privilege $3,094 60% $1,856

Subtotal $225,249 $108,671
Other Sources $67,694 0

Totals $292,943 $108,671
Note: 50% of the assessed real estate value is attributed to business related uses.


