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Executive Summary
Of the 30 fire districts and fire protection districts in Dutchess County, I call the
Arlington, LaGrange, and Fairview fire districts the big three fire districts. They are the
big three in two different ways:
•
•

They have the three highest tax levies.
They have the three highest tax rates.

This report compiles current and retrospective information about tax levies, tax rates,
market values, and exempt percents for the big three fire districts into a series of 24 bar
charts, 8 tables, and 4 pie charts, with analytical commentary. Bar charts include a tenyear history of market values, tax levies, and tax rates, and annual changes in these
values. Some highlights of the report:
•

•

•

•

Fairview has the highest fire tax rate in Dutchess County. However, if fire taxes
were billed universally – to tax exempt as well as to taxable properties –
Arlington would have the highest universal tax rate, with Fairview second.
Economies of scale should have favored Arlington’s universal tax rate, since
Arlington is four times larger than Fairview, both in total market value and
number of fire stations. Yet Arlington’s universal fire tax rate is 30 percent
greater than Fairview’s.
From 2001 to 2008, the tax rates of all the big three fire districts have decreased.
With the economic meltdown, 2009 and 2010 tax rates in Arlington and
LaGrange (but not Fairview) have significantly increased. In 2008, Fairview’s tax
rate was 61 percent larger than Arlington’s, but in 2010, Fairview’s tax rate has
become only 20 percent larger than Arlington’s.
Nearly half of Fairview’s market value is tax exempt. Fairview’s exempt percent
has been 47.7 percent plus or minus 0.2 percent in each of the last three years,
when adjustment is made for a 2008 tax assessment blunder by the Town of
Poughkeepsie Assessor's office.
If the City of Poughkeepsie’s fire department were a fire district, it would be in
the Big Three, both for its equivalent tax levy and its equivalent tax rate.

The big three are high priced fire districts. But high priced fire districts also tend to be
high quality-of-service fire districts.
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The Three Highest Fire Tax Levies
Dutchess County contains 30 fire districts and fire protection districts. These 30 districts
collected $39,057,669 from property taxpayers in 2010. Well over half of this total tax
levy was collected in the Big Three fire districts – Arlington, LaGrange, and Fairview. In
fact, just the biggest two districts account for over half the total fire tax levy in Dutchess
County, as shown in the following pie chart:

The largest district as measured by tax levy – Arlington – received nearly as many tax
dollars as all 27 fire districts outside the Big Three combined. Data for this pie chart and
the following table comes from Reference [1].
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Fire District
Arlington
LaGrange
Fairview
All 27 others

2010 Tax
Levy

Percent
of Total

$15,190,713
$4,945,335
$2,860,852
$16,060,769

38.9%
12.7%
7.3%
41.1%

Total: $39,057,669

100.0%

It should be noted that the East Fishkill Fire District fails to be in the Big Three by just a
hair: Its 2010 tax levy of $2,825,805 is just slightly less than Fairview’s. Fairview
accounts for 7.3 percent of the 2010 fire tax levies in Dutchess County, while East
Fishkill accounts for 7.2 percent.

The Three Highest Fire Tax Rates
The same Big Three fire districts also happen to have the highest fire tax rates in
Dutchess County, as shown in this chart:

2010 Fire Tax Rates
Tax Rate Per $K of Market Value
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County
Average

All But
Big Three

This means that the Big Three fire districts received a larger percentage of the wealth of
their property owners – as measured by the market value of their taxable properties – than
in any other fire districts in Dutchess County.
The orange bar shows the weighted average fire tax rate for Dutchess County for 2010,
computed by dividing the sum of all the fire tax levies in all the fire districts in Dutchess
County by the sum of all the taxable market values of all these fire districts. This tax rate
of $1.24 per thousand dollars of market value represents the rate which, if collected from
all fire taxpayers in Dutchess County, would be just enough to finance all the fire tax
levies in Dutchess County. This rate would pay for the Big Three fire districts as well as
all 27 other fire districts.
The green bar is similar to the orange bar, except that it excludes the Big Three fire
districts. This tax rate of $0.64 per thousand dollars of market value represents the rate
which, if collected from all fire taxpayers outside of the Big Three, would be just enough
to finance all the fire tax levies in Dutchess County outside of the Big Three.
No fire district in Dutchess County outside of the Big Three has a tax rate close to those
of the Big Three. The lowest tax rate of the Big Three (LaGrange) is more than three
times the average tax rate of the non-big-three districts (green bar). And Fairview’s tax
rate is nearly eight times the average of the non-big-three districts. Even the East Fishkill
Fire District’s tax rate of $0.67 is just slightly above the average for non-big-three
districts, because East Fishkill has a large (over $4 billion) tax base.
Fairview’s tax rate is supersized by any measure. Fairview has the highest fire tax rate of
any fire district in Dutchess County, and it may have the highest fire tax rate in New
York State. For each of the last 3 years, Fairview’s tax rate has been higher than that of
the Gordon Heights Fire District in Suffolk County. A property in Fairview pays nearly
eight times as many fire tax dollars in 2010 as the average property with the same market
value anywhere in Dutchess County outside the big three fire districts.
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Exempt Percent of the Big Three
The high fire tax rates in the big three fire districts are caused not only by career staffing,
but also because a significant portion of the market value of each of these districts is
exempt from property tax. Exempt property is an especially significant factor in the
Fairview Fire District, as shown in the following table and chart:

2010 Market Value
Exempt
(millions)
Percent
Total
Exempt
Arlington $4,278
$672
15.7%
LaGrange $2,618
$342
13.1%
Fairview
$1,089
$521
47.9%
Fire
District

This data is computed from References [2], [3], and [4].
Disclaimer: As noted in the references, I used preliminary 2010 data for Big Three
exempt properties. For the final 2010 market values of exempt properties, there would
typically be only small adjustments.
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History of Fairview’s Exempt Percent
The exempt percent of the Fairview Fire District has been studied extensively in recent
years (Reference [5]) due to its large influence on fire taxes. Fairview’s official exempt
percent in the last three years is as follows:

Fairview Fire District
Year of Tax Bill Exempt Percent
2008
2009
2010

41.7%*
47.5%
47.9%

Although the above figures are all based on official sources (the three most recent
assessment rolls), the asterisk indicates that the 2008 exempt percent of 41.7 percent
should be considered suspect. That’s because a blunder by the Town of Poughkeepsie
Assessor’s office caused the official market value of Fairview’s exempt properties to be
understated by about $120 million in 2008. Fairview’s true 2008 exempt percent is likely
around 47.9 percent. For more details, see Reference [10]. In summary, Fairview’s
exempt percent has held remarkably steady, varying by no more than 0.2 percent from
47.7 percent in each of the last three years.
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The Big Three’s Universal Tax Rates
How would the tax rates of the Big Three fire districts compare with each other if the
effects of exempt properties could somehow be factored out? In other words, what would
the tax rates of the Big Three fire districts look like if fire taxes were collected
universally from all properties, not just from taxable properties? I’ll call such tax rates
universal tax rates. Universal tax rates represent the yearly cost of providing fire and
emergency services per thousand dollars of market value – not just per thousand dollars
of taxable market value.
To calculate the universal tax rates, we make two assumptions: First, assume that all
properties which are currently tax exempt pay fire taxes at the same rate as taxable
properties. Some of these properties currently make Payments In Lieu Of Taxes
(PILOTs), as shown in the following table:

Big Three PILOTs in 2010
Fire District

Source

Fairview
Arlington
LaGrange

Marist College
Lutheran Church
none

Amount
$120,000
$50,000
$0

Our second assumption is that these PILOTs are not made.

To compute the universal tax rate for a fire district, we simply add the PILOT amount to
the current 2010 tax levy, and then divide the sum by the total market value – not the
taxable market value – of the district. This chart shows the results for the Big Three:
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Universal 2010 Fire Tax Rates
Tax Rate Per $K of Market Value

$4.00
$3.50
$3.00
$2.50
$2.00
$1.50
$1.00
$0.50
$0.00
Fairview

Arlington

LaGrange

Fire District

The most striking observation from this chart is that after the effects of tax exempt
properties have been factored out, the rankings of the Fairview and Arlington fire
districts are reversed, with Arlington having the highest universal fire tax rate. Saying it
another way, Arlington has the highest cost of providing fire and emergency services per
thousand dollars of market value. Fairview has the second highest cost, with LaGrange
the third highest in Dutchess County.
Economies of scale should have favored Arlington’s universal tax rate, since Arlington is
four times larger than Fairview, both in total market value and number of fire stations.
Yet Arlington’s universal fire tax rate is 30 percent greater than Fairview’s.
This analysis is from a tax viewpoint only, and does not take into account the level of
service provided by any of the fire districts. The levels of service of fire districts in
Dutchess County are known to vary widely based on career versus volunteer staffing and
other factors.
All 27 other fire districts in Dutchess County have 2010 tax rates below $1.25 per
thousand dollars of market value – even before considering exempt properties. Universal
tax rates for these districts would be even lower. Hence, there is no need to do a
universal tax rate analysis for other fire districts in Dutchess County.
This analysis is an expansion and updating of one I began in Reference [6].
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Categories of Big Three Exempt Properties
What institutions contribute to the large amounts of exempt properties in the Big Three
fire districts? To find out, I grouped the exempt properties into a dozen or so categories
for each fire district. Here are the results:

Fairview Fire District

My report in 2008 (Reference [5]) showed a pie chart for Fairview’s 2008 exempt market
value. It is similar to the above, except that most of St. Francis Hospital’s market value
was missing, putting that institution in fourth place for 2008, rather than in second place
as shown above. The missing market value for St. Francis Hospital was due to the same
Town of Poughkeepsie Assessor’s office blunder as noted above. For more details, see
Reference [10].
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Arlington Fire District

Religious institutions are the second largest category in the Arlington Fire District, after
Vassar College. Lourdes High School is listed separately above as the third largest
category since it is so large, but it is also a religious (Catholic) institution. Of the 13
cemeteries in the Arlington Fire District, 11 are owned by religious institutions.
However, these 11 cemeteries account for only 27 percent of the market value of
Arlington’s cemeteries. A single non-religious cemetery – the Poughkeepsie Rural
Cemetery – accounts for fully 73 percent of Arlington’s cemetery market value. If
Lourdes High School and the religious cemeteries were included in the Religious
Institutions category, this category would comprise 23.5 percent of Arlington’s exempt
market value.
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LaGrange Fire District

Arlington High School is part of Arlington Central Schools, but is shown separately
because of its size. Combining the two shows that Arlington Central Schools accounts
for more than half of the exempt market value in the LaGrange Fire District. The next
largest category of exempt properties in LaGrange, “Ag & Condo Exemptions” refers to
partial exemptions on property used for agricultural and condominium purposes. The
State of New York accounts for three categories: NYS Baird State Park, Taconic State
Parkway, and New York State. These three categories total 7.3 percent of the exempt
market value of the LaGrange Fire District. If listed as one category, it would fall
between Religious Institutions and Dutchess County Govt.
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Pies Are Different Sizes
Note that the above three pies are of different sizes. Arlington has the biggest exempt
pie, $672 million, as shown in the table on page 7, and also the largest total market value,
$4,278 million. Fairview’s exempt pie is only 78 percent the size of Arlington’s, but
Fairview’s total market value is only a quarter that of Arlington’s, which is why Fairview
has such a high exempt percent. LaGrange’s exempt pie is only half the size of
Arlington’s, but LaGrange’s total market value is 61 percent the size of Arlington’s. This
explains LaGrange’s relatively small exempt percent.

Big Three Fire Tax Trends
The charts in this section show the market value, tax levy, and tax rate for each of the Big
Three fire districts for each of the last ten years, as determined from Reference [7]. In
this section, “market value” refers to the taxable market value, which is the market value
used to compute the tax rate. I calculated high precision fire tax rates directly from the
market value and tax levy data of Reference [7] rather than using the low precision tax
rates found in those pamphlets. This way, changes in the tax rate are more accurate.

Meaning of Yearly Labels: The year labels in the following charts refer to the year in
which fire taxes are due. For example, the “2010” label refers to fire taxes due on
February 28, 2010. Fire tax bills for 2010 are derived from the 2010 fire tax rate, which
is simply the 2010 fire tax levy divided by the 2010 market value. What I’m calling the
“2010 market value” is actually the market value appearing in the 2009 assessment roll.
The 2009 assessment roll is also used to compute the October 2009 school tax. The 2009
assessment roll, which was first published on July 1, 2009, is based on property values as
of July 1, 2008, because market values must be determined retrospectively. In summary,
the 2010 label refers to property market values as of July 1, 2008. Similarly, the 2009
label refers to property market values as of July 1, 2007, etc. The year and a half lag is
important to keep in mind because much of the recent decline in property values due to
the economic meltdown is not yet visible.
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Trends in Market Value: From 2002 through 2008, each of the Big Three fire districts
(and Dutchess County as a whole) has increased its market value significantly every year.
Market value increases exceeded 10 percent per year in most years. Just in 2003 alone,
each of the Big Three reported market value increases of over 20 percent, with LaGrange
in front with a whopping 27 percent. The bubble burst after 2008, with market value
losses in all districts in 2009 and again in 2010. The following table summarizes the
market value trends in the Big Three:

Fire
District
Arlington
LaGrange
Fairview

Cumulative Increase
in Taxable Market Value (Percent)
2001 – 2008
136.1%
165.5%
129.4%

2008 – 2010
-10.9%
-13.9%
-3.4%

2001 – 2010
110.3%
125.0%
121.6%

(Columns 2 and 3 do not add to column 4 because of the nature of percent increases.)

Trends in Tax Levy: As with most municipal governments, the Big Three fire districts
increased their tax levies along with the increases in their tax base (taxable market value)
that occurred from 2001 to 2008. But in the last two years of falling property values,
there are dramatic differences in the way each of the Big Three fire districts responded.
Fairview did the sensible thing: It decreased the tax levy. LaGrange was not quite so
sensible: It kept its tax levy essentially flat. Arlington, seemingly ignoring falling
property values, chose to just keep increasing its tax levy:

Fire
District
Arlington
LaGrange
Fairview

Cumulative Increase in Tax Levy (Percent)
2001 – 2008
109.9%
153.3%
95.1%

2008 – 2010
17.2%
0.1%
-6.4%

2001 – 2010
145.9%
153.6%
82.7%

The real effect of these different choices can be seen most clearly in the tax rates.
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Trends in Tax Rate: All this talk of market values and tax levies boils down to the most
important measure of property taxation from the taxpayer’s viewpoint: The tax rate. As
followers of my blog Fire Tax in Dutchess County (Reference [8]) know, the tax rate
(essentially the tax levy divided by the market value) determines how steeply your wealth
– as measured by the market value of your property – is being taxed. The tax rate is
where the rubber meets the road.
As already stated in this report (page 5), Fairview has the highest fire tax rate in Dutchess
County, with Arlington second and LaGrange third. But an unmistakable trend in the last
two years is that Arlington’s and LaGrange’s tax rates are going up, with Fairview’s
slightly down:

Fire
District
Arlington
LaGrange
Fairview

Cumulative Increase in Tax Rate (Percent)
2001 – 2008
-11.1%
-3.1%
-14.9%

2008 – 2010
31.6%
16.3%
-3.1%

2001 – 2010
16.9%
12.7%
-17.6%

Between 2001 and 2008, all of the Big Three have decreased their tax rates, though
LaGrange only slightly. But after 2008 it’s another story. Fairview continued to
decrease its tax rate slightly because it lowered its tax levy more than the decrease in
Fairview’s market value. LaGrange kept its tax levy flat, but its 14 percent decrease in
market value meant that its tax rate is up 16 percent. Arlington, combining a 17 percent
increase in tax levy with an 11 percent decrease in market value, increased its tax rate by
a whopping 31.6 percent in two years.
In 2008, Fairview’s tax rate was 61 percent larger than Arlington’s. In just two years,
Fairview’s tax rate has become only 20 percent larger than Arlington’s, thanks to
Arlington’s recent tax levy increases.

- 16 -

Arlington Fire District
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LaGrange Fire District
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Fairview Fire District
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Equitable Fire Tax Rate: Most fire districts in Dutchess County lie entirely within a
single town. This is true for the Arlington and LaGrange fire districts, but not for
Fairview. The Fairview Fire District comprises two “municipal segments”: Part of
Fairview is in the Town of Poughkeepsie, and the rest is in the Town of Hyde Park.
Under New York State Law, Fairview’s fire tax rate in any given year, measured in
dollars per thousand dollars of market value, must be the same in each municipal
segment. This equitable fire tax rate has the effect that a property with a given market
value pays the same fire tax, regardless of whether the property is located in
Poughkeepsie or Hyde Park.
Unfair Apportionment: Unfortunately, no property in the Fairview Fire District paid
fire tax at the equitable rate in most of the years of this decade. On balance, properties in
the Hyde Park portion of Fairview paid at above the equitable rate, and properties in the
Poughkeepsie portion paid at below the equitable rate. This problem with unfair
apportionment was resolved beginning with the 2009 tax. For more details, see
Reference [9].
Fairview’s Equitable Fire Tax Rate: The fair and proper way to compare Fairview’s
tax rate with that of other fire districts is to use Fairview’s equitable tax rate – not the
(differing) tax rates used in Fairview’s municipal segments. The equitable tax rate for
Fairview is calculated in the same way as for any other district: It is the quotient of
Fairview’s tax levy with Fairview’s market value. In the following chart, as well as
elsewhere in this report, Fairview fire tax rate refers to Fairview’s equitable fire tax rate.
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Fairview’s Tax Rate Changes: The following chart shows that Fairview’s fire tax rate
has decreased every year except one in this decade. OK, that one (in 2008) was a pretty
big increase. The net effect is that Fairview’s fire tax rate has remained remarkably
steady over the last 8 years within a few percent of $5 per thousand dollars of market
value, even as property values and the tax levy have changed significantly.
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Fairview Fire District Municipal Segments
The (taxable) market value of the Poughkeepsie portion of Fairview has averaged about
2.33 times that of the Hyde Park portion over the last decade. There has not been much
deviation from this average, year-to-year, though there is a slight upward trending in the
last few years. See the following chart:
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Fairview’s Municipal Segments: The above chart is based on the market values of the
Hyde Park and Poughkeepsie portions of Fairview from Reference [7]:
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City Fire Departments
According to New York State law, cities2 must provide for fire and emergency protection
as part of city government. Cities cannot contain or be part of fire districts or fire
protection districts. Another way of saying this is that cities do not have fire taxes the
way fire districts and fire protection districts do. Cities have municipal property taxes to
pay for city functions including fire departments. Unlike fire districts, cities generally
have important sources of income in addition to property taxes to help finance city
functions. These facts make it more difficult to compare city fire departments with fire
districts from a tax viewpoint.
Nevertheless, there may be some value in attempting to do so. There are two cities in
Dutchess County: Beacon and Poughkeepsie. The following table lists their taxable
market value (combining homestead and non-homestead) obtained from Reference [1].
The next column lists their 2010 fire department budgets, obtained from Beacon and
Poughkeepsie websites. These budget values are preliminary, but should be accurate
enough for our purposes here. If the city were a fire district, the fire department budget
would be roughly equal to the fire district tax levy. Thus, the final column – the
equivalent fire tax rate – is simply the quotient of the fire department budget and the
market value. It is the tax rate that taxable property owners would pay for the city fire
department, assuming the fire department were entirely financed by property taxes. This
analysis also assumes that homestead and non-homestead properties pay for fire
protection at the same rate, which is not the case for city taxes in general.

2010 City Equivalent Fire Tax Rates

City

Taxable
Market Value
(millions)

Beacon
Poughkeepsie

$1,197
$2,224

Fire
Department
Budget
(millions)
$1.54
$5.5

Equivalent Fire
Tax Rate (per $K
of Taxable
Market Value)
$1.29
$2.47

The point of this exercise is that if the City of Poughkeepsie Fire Department were a fire
district, it would replace one of the Big Three.
First consider tax levy. Comparing the above table with the table on page 5 shows that
the City of Poughkeepsie Fire Department’s equivalent tax levy would be greater than for
any fire district except Arlington. From this viewpoint, the Big Three should be
Arlington, City of Poughkeepsie, and LaGrange, with Fairview trailing in fourth place.

2

Everything in this paragraph applies equally to villages in New York State.
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Next consider tax rate. Comparing the above table with the tax rate bar chart on page 5
shows that the City of Poughkeepsie Fire Department’s equivalent tax rate would be
greater than that of LaGrange. From this viewpoint, the Big Three should be Fairview,
Arlington, and City of Poughkeepsie, with LaGrange dropping into fourth place.

Cost and Quality
It should be understood that although the Big Three are the high-priced fire districts in
Dutchess County, they also tend to be the high quality-of-service fire districts. The Big
Three fire districts have high fire tax rates because they are predominantly staffed by
career firefighters. The low tax rate fire districts tend to be predominantly staffed by
volunteers. Career firefighters cost much more than volunteers. The salaries and benefits
of career firefighters in the Big Three constitute the major part of their fire district
budgets. When staff in fire districts is paid, it’s expensive, just as it would be in most
other organizations.
Career firefighters are not just volunteer firefighters who happen to get paid. Career
firefighters tend to be trained more broadly and more deeply than volunteers. Career
firefighters are required to take 100 hours per year of fire training, and an additional 70
hours per year of medical training. Often they take much more. Every career firefighter
must be able to perform every firefighting and emergency medical task. So when a
career firefighter shows up at your door, he or she is prepared to deal with whatever fire
or EMT situation that may arise. By contrast, volunteers are only required to obtain 8
hours per year of training. Volunteers often are only willing to fight fires, and can
decline to deal with medical emergencies.
The level of service in the Big Three fire districts is generally significantly greater than
that in many predominantly volunteer fire districts. In the Big Three fire districts, fire
houses are staffed 24x7 with multiple career firefighters, while in low-tax-rate districts,
fire houses may be staffed with only one firefighter, or with none at all. Volunteers are
generally not stationed at fire houses. Firefighters at a fire house can respond rapidly to
emergencies. Firefighters not already at a fire house, typically volunteers, may need to
travel to the fire house first before equipment can be dispatched. A delay in effective
response to emergencies can translate minor damage to a structure into total loss, or can
translate serious injury into loss of life for a victim.
From the viewpoint of property taxpayers, having high fire taxes needn’t be all bad news.
The most obvious benefit of the increased quality of service is that your risk of loss of
property – or life – is less than it would be in a low-cost fire district. Insurance
companies recognize this benefit, and reward you with lower premiums than you’d be
paying in a low-fire-tax district. As with many other things in life, you tend to get what
you pay for in fire taxes. A portion of fire taxes tends to be made up for in lower
property insurance premiums.
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