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Fiscal Capacity of Counties in Georgia 

There are substantial differences in the relative 
size of tax bases across counties in Georgia.  
These differences mean that the ability or 
capacity to raise revenue differs across the State.  
For example, counties with large property tax 
bases per capita, i.e., those with large 
manufacturing facilities or power plants, have 
greater revenue raising potential than purely 
agricultural counties.  This Policy Brief presents a 
measure of the fiscal capacity, Fiscal Capacity 
Index, for each Georgia county.  The analysis 
focuses on the county as a geographic entity, not 
the county as a political entity. 
 
Fiscal Capacity 
An area's Fiscal Capacity Index is a measure of 
its revenue raising ability relative to the state 
average.  The Fiscal Capacity Index is computed 
by comparing a county's per capita ability to raise 
revenue to the average of all areas in the State.  
To measure the ability to raise revenue we first 
specify a set of tax rates, which is referred to as a 
Representative Revenue Structure.  Each tax rate 
in the Representative Revenue Structure, is then 
applied to the value of each county's tax base to 
determine the potential revenue that would be 
raised.  We use three major revenue sources: 1) 
property taxes, 2) sales taxes, and 3) other 
revenues (e.g. business license fees, building 
permit fees, etc.).  The total potential revenue for 
each county is then divided by the population of 
the county.  More details for how the Index was 
computed can be found in the Appendix. 

To form the index, the revenue capacity per 
capita for each county is divided by the 
state-wide revenue capacity per capita.  
Thus, a Fiscal Capacity Index of 100 means 
that a county has a fiscal capacity equal to 
the state average, an index above 100 means 
the county's fiscal capacity is greater than 
the average, and an index less than 100 
implies a fiscal capacity below the state 
average. 
Table1 contains an alphabetical list of 
counties and their 2003 Fiscal Capacity 
Index while Table 2 lists counties ranked by 
their Fiscal Capacity Index.  To illustrate 
the use of the index, consider Glynn 
County.  Its index of 145 means that for the 
revenue sources available in Georgia the 
revenue raising capacity per capita in Glynn 
County is 45 percent higher than the state 
average.  Lanier County, on the other hand, 
has a Fiscal Capacity Index of only 61, and 
thus the tax rates implied by the 
Representative Tax Structure would 
generate revenue per capita that would be 
only 61 percent of what would be raised in 
the average county.  This means that for 
Lanier County to raise the same revenue per 
capita as a county with the revenue raising 
capacity at the state average (for example, 
Cobb County, with an index of 101 or 
Fannin County at 99), Lanier would need to 
impose tax rates that are 1.64 times the rates 
for the state average. 







Keep in mind that the Fiscal Capacity Index is 
based on the notion that all counties would use the 
same set of tax rates.  The index is not related to 
actual tax collected since that is dependent on 
choice of tax rates in each county. 
As noted above, the value of the Fiscal Capacity 
Index depends  on the magnitude of the tax bases 
per capita.  In general, counties with large power 
plants, major commercial centers, and high per 
capita income, have a high value of the Fiscal 
Capacity Index.  To illustrate, note that some of 
the counties with extremely high indices, e.g., 
Rabun and Greene Counties, have developed as 
recreation and resort centers.  The average taxable 
value of residential improvements (not including 
land) in Rabun County is over $42,000 and over 
$47,000 in Greene County.  Contrast that to the 
average taxable value of residential improvements 
of just over $18,000 in Fannin County, a county 
with average fiscal capacity.  The taxable value of 
boats in Greene County exceeds $4 million and in 
Rabun it is over $6 million.  By contrast, taxable 
value of boats in Fannin County is about $1 
million. Rabun County also has a major electrical 
power generation facility. Burke County is home 
to the Vogtle nuclear power plant, which has a 
taxable value of over $1.1 billion.  Chattahoochee 
County has the lowest index value at 40, which is 
extremely low.  Chattahoochee is impacted by Ft. 
Benning, making for a very odd tax capacity 
situation.  The average taxable value of residential 
improvements in this county is only $15,200, less 
than   that in Greene County.  Furthermore, even 
though the county's population exceeds 19,000 
people, there are only 741 taxable single family 
residences.  The extreme variation in property tax 
wealth among these counties illustrates how tax 
capacity can vary so greatly. 
 
Appendix: Methodology 
Our measure of fiscal capacity is based on three 
basic revenue sources: property tax, local sales 
tax, and other revenues (e.g. fees, excise taxes, 
court fines, etc).  The sources of data for each 
category and derivation of the overall index are 
set forth below. 

Property Tax 
Property tax data comes from the Georgia 
Department of Revenue Tax Digest Consolidated 
Summary.  This analysis used a database from the 
file generously provided by the department.  
Individual jurisdiction records may be accessed at 
http://www2.state.ga.us/departments/dor/ptd/cds/c
sheets/ menu.shtml. The gross taxable value of 
property in each counties the base from which all 
taxing jurisdictions in a county assess, levy, and 
collect property taxes. Our process for property 
tax begins with summing the gross assessed 
values of taxable property in all 159 counties.  
The millage rate used in the Representative Tax 
Structure was derived by dividing total actual 
local government property tax revenue (counties, 
municipalities, and school districts) by the total 
gross taxable value (and then dividing again by 
1,000).  The resulting millage rate is 27.91 mills.  
This represents a property tax rate that if applied 
uniformly state-wide by all jurisdictions - 
counties, cities, and school districts - would 
produce revenue equal to that actually collected 
by all individual jurisdictions using their different 
rates.  The actual gross taxable property tax digest 
in each county was multiplied by this average rate 
to produce a uniform estimate of the property tax 
capacity in each county. 
Sales Tax 
A wide variety of local sales taxes have become 
available to Georgia's localities in recent times.  
These include LOST (Local Option Sales Tax of 1 
percent), SPLOST (a Special Purpose Local 
Option Sales Tax of 1 percent), ELOST (an 
Education Local Option Sales Tax of 1 percent), 
HOST (Homestead exemption local Option Sales 
Tax of 1 percent), and the MARTA 1 percent 
sales tax in Atlanta, Fulton, and DeKalb. The 
Georgia Department of Revenue has provided 
annual disbursements to each jurisdiction for each 
of these local sales taxes.  Not including ELOST, 
in any county there cannot be a combination of 
these taxes exceeding 2 percent. ELOST may be 
added, so the maximum may now be 3 percent.  In 
2003, only three counties had a total of one 
percent local sales tax and 22 had a total of 2 



percent local sales taxes.  The remaining 134 all 
used the full allowable 3 percent total local sales 
tax.  For each county, the total potential revenue 
from a one percent sales tax was taken from 
current revenue.  These figures were summed and 
divided by the state population to get a total state-
wide per capita local 1 percent sales tax potential.  
This number was multiplied by each county's 
population and then by 3 to arrive at county-wide 
sales tax potential for each county for a 3 percent 
sales tax.  Three percent was used as it has 
seemingly become a state-wide norm. 
Other Revenue 
Estimation of "other revenue" is based on per 
capita personal income.  This revenue is based on 
such sources as fees, excise taxes, and court fines 
and fees.  It is assumed that this revenue is largely 
the result of discretionary spending by individuals 
and varies with personal income.  Personal 
income data for Georgia counties were taken from 
a Bureau of Economic Analysis web site at 
http://www.bea.gov/bea/regional/reis/scb.cfm.  
Actual total "other revenue" for all counties and 
cities in the state was summed from data provided 
annually by the Department of Community 
Affairs in its annual survey of local government 
revenue and expenditures.  Dividing total state 
"other revenue" by total state personal income 
provides a ratio of local "other revenue" per dollar 
of personal income.  This last figure, which equals 
0.398 percent, is treated as the tax rate for "other 
revenue" and is thus multiplied by each county's 
personal income to arrive at an estimate of "other 
revenue" capacity for each county. 
For each county the potential revenue from each 
of the three sources is summed and divided by the 
county's population.  Likewise the total state wide 
potential revenue for each source was summed 
and divided by the state's population.  The Fiscal 
Capacity  Index  for  a  county was then calculated 
by dividing the county's potential revenue per 
capita by the state's potential revenue per capita. 
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