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The Cato Institute recently issued fiscal policy report cards to America’s governors, and the 

libertarian think tank gave Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo a B for his "impressive tax cutting." But 

Cato also warned New York state’s spending is rising briskly. 

Since then Cuomo has boasted about the state’s restrained spending since he took office in 

January 2011. Holding the line on spending let Albany pass on the savings to taxpayers, he 

said.   

"We spend less than 2 percent more every year," Cuomo said. "That is the lowest increase in 

spending since they have been keeping numbers. No other governor has reduced spending as 

much as I have, Democrat or Republican. George Pataki, Nelson Rockefeller, Republicans. I 

spend less." 

So who’s right? Is the state’s spending rising briskly, or has it been restrained? We checked if 

Cuomo posted the smallest spending increases since Rockefeller. 

Tracking the spending 

The state has kept consistent data on spending since Nelson Rockefeller’s days as governor. 

The state Department of Budget says the data dates back about 57 years. Data before then is 

unconfirmed or doesn’t exist. 

Rockefeller held office from 1959 to 1973, when he left to become President Gerald Ford’s vice 

president. Malcolm Wilson, his lieutenant governor, served out the rest of his term until 1974. 

Annual spending increases averaged 11.1 percent during the four terms of Rockefeller and 

Wilson. 

Here’s how the other governors, with legislative support, spent since then: 

 Hugh L. Carey increased spending by an average of 8.7 percent each year during his two 

terms in office from 1975 to 1982. 

 Mario M. Cuomo increased spending by an average of 6.9 percent each year during his 

three terms in office from 1983 to 1994. 

https://www.cato.org/publications/white-paper/fiscal-policy-report-card-americas-governors-2016#full


 George E. Pataki increased spending by an average of 5.1 percent each year during his 

three terms in office from 1995 to 2006. 

 Eliot L. Spitzer took office in 2007 but remained governor only until 2008 when scandal 

prompted him to resign. David Paterson, his lieutenant governor, took over for the 

remainder of the term ending in 2010. Spending increased by an average of 3.8 percent 

annually between 2007 and 2010. 

Cuomo’s record 

Cuomo has approached budgeting differently than other governors. Instead of using anticipated 

revenue to craft a spending plan, he’s imposed an annual 2 percent cap on state spending. This 

year’s budget marked the sixth consecutive year of spending increases at or lower than 2 percent. 

In Cuomo’s six years in office, spending has increased an average of 1.4 percent each year, when 

adjusted to exclude federal emergency aid for disasters like Hurricane Sandy recovery. 

Without adjusting for federal aid, average annual spending under Cuomo rose 2.2 percent, still 

less than his predecessors dating back to Rockefeller. 

So what’s Cato talking about? 

The Cato Institute’s report in October says the state’s general fund "increased more than 8 

percent in 2016 and is expected to increase more than 5 percent in 2017." The report’s numbers 

are correct, but they do not show the whole picture of the state’s spending. The Cato report refers 

only to the state’s general fund, not total state spending. 

New York state over the decades has created hundreds of special revenue accounts that exist 

outside the general fund. The general fund is the largest but only makes up about 60 percent of 

state spending. The state has cut spending in the other accounts to come to the 2 percent or less 

increases during Cuomo’s time in office, according to the Department of Budget. 

Our ruling 

At an event in Fishkill last month, Cuomo said, "We spend less than 2 percent more every year. 

That is the lowest increase in spending since they have been keeping numbers." 

It’s true that Cuomo has enacted the lowest spending increases since state government started 

tracking that data. No comparable data exists before the Rockefeller administration. 

We rate this claim as True. 

 

https://www.budget.ny.gov/pubs/executive/eBudget1617/fy1617littlebook/BriefingBook.pdf
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-and-legislative-leaders-announce-agreement-2016-2017-state-budget
https://www.cato.org/publications/white-paper/fiscal-policy-report-card-americas-governors-2016#full
http://publications.budget.ny.gov/budgetFP/FY2017FP.pdf

