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Pittsburgh Taxes: A Clearer Picture 

 
Sometimes the truth is staring us in the face and we can�t see it. Case in point:  on November 24, 
2002, the Post Gazette ran a feature length article that basically concluded: �while Pittsburgh is 
not the tax �hell� many think it is, it is warmer than most.�  The article quotes a local guru on the 
newspaper-sponsored study who said that �the conclusions temper the picture about Pittsburgh�s 
high-tax image nationally.� And he further offered that �Clearly, taxation is occurring at the same 
level as other cities around the country.� In short, the article appears to argue that Pittsburgh taxes 
aren�t all that bad compared to a selected group of benchmark cities. 
 
Unfortunately, that conclusion is contrary to the facts presented in the article.  It turns out that the 
reason Pittsburgh taxes appear to be in line with other cities is due solely to the fact that 
Pittsburghers pay relatively little county and state taxes compared to the benchmark cities. 
However, if one is interested in learning about Pittsburgh�s actual competitive position, it is 
important to see how the city�s tax collections stack up.  After all, people and businesses leave the 
city for the surrounding area as well as other more distant destinations because of the city tax 
burden they face.   
 
To be totally fair, toward the end of the article it is pointed out that Pittsburgh probably does have 
higher taxes than its suburbs.  However, there is no attempt to see how Pittsburgh compares to the 
benchmark cities with respect to the city levied tax burden and what, if any, effects might be 
associated with variations in city tax burdens. 
 
When the Post Gazette data is re-organized to look at the burden imposed by the city and the city 
schools, the picture becomes quite clear. Pittsburgh ranks among the worst in the 15-city 
benchmark comparison.  A few simple calculations produce two new rankings. The first ranking 
is based on the city and school tax burden as a percentage of income; the second ranking is based 
on the combined city and school tax burden as a share of the total state and local taxes paid.   
 
The tables presented below show just how poorly Pittsburgh fares in comparison to more 
successful cities. It is important to note that the same four cities-- St.Louis, Cleveland, Cincinnati 
and Pittsburgh-- top both tax burden rankings. It is also very telling that these four cities had 
substantial population losses during the last decade.  In contrast, all the cities with lower city 
burdens-- except Milwaukee-- had population gains during the decade.  Kansas City, with its 
unfavorable ranking, barely eked out a gain in population. 
 
These findings are not a coincidence.  People and businesses have choices of where to reside. 
And, their choices are not limited to the benchmark cities; they can move to the suburbs or a 
nearby county to escape high taxes.  
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If one wants to learn something about why Pittsburgh�s population exodus has continued, then 
one�s analysis must look at the factors that matter most. Glossing over the extent of Pittsburgh�s 
unfavorable tax burden by lumping in county and state taxes, which are favorable compared to 
many other cities, will not help the City understand or deal with its real problems.   
 
City tax burden comparisons. 
 

Based on Post Gazette study data.  ( )s indicate negative number  
Denver was omitted from the sample because the survey data lists it as paying no county taxes. 
 
Equally disturbing is the effort by the article to downplay the woeful performance of the 
Pittsburgh schools. For instance, the same old tired argument about the failure of the state to 
provide adequate funding is trotted out. But that claim is without merit and is easily refuted.  It 
has been the skyrocketing total spending by the school district, which has risen faster than the 
state can keep up, that has caused the state�s funding share to fall. It is noteworthy that for 2002-
2003 the Commonwealth is providing Pittsburgh schools over $5,600 per student, well above the 
average expenditure per student statewide. 
 
In summary, it is clear that City taxes and school taxes in Pittsburgh are harming the City and its 
long-term growth prospects. Unfortunately, that is the real, but unreported, message in the data 
presented in the Post Gazette�s article. 
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Cleveland 9.45 (9.0)               Cleveland 51 (9.0)             
St Louis 9.41 (12.2)             St Louis 50 (12.2)           
Cincinnati 8.55 (9.0)               Cincinnati 48 (9.0)             
Pittsburgh 8.17 (9.5)               Pittsburgh 46 (9.5)             
Kansas City 7.42 1.5                Kansas City 46 1.5              
Miami 6.67 1.1                Phoenix 40 34.3            
Atlanta 6.43 5.7                Miami 39 1.1              
Phoenix 5.55 34.3              Atlanta 37 5.7              
Minneapolis 5.26 3.9                Portland 33 21.0            
Portland 4.67 21.0              Minneapolis 30 3.9              
Seattle 4.44 9.1                Tampa 30 8.4              
Tampa 4.03 8.4                Seattle 29 9.1              
Milwaukee 4.03 (5.0)               San Diego 27 10.2            
San Diego 3.78 10.2              Milwaukee 26 (5.0)             


