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A $15 Public-Worker Wage Will Cost a Lot 
By Carol Kellermann  

January 4, 2016 

There is a growing movement in New York, led by low-wage workers and unions and now 

championed by Gov. Cuomo, to raise the legally minimum pay to $15 per hour — a sizable increase 

over the current statewide minimum of $8.75, which rose on Dec. 31 to $9. 

Cuomo, who used his executive authority to impose a $15 minimum for all fast-food workers, 

recently announced that he would establish the same wage floor for all state government 

employees — making New York the first state to do so. (State legislation would be required to 

mandate the increase more broadly.) 

This debate is typically framed around the economic needs of those who make the minimum wage, 

but when it comes to the public sector, increased wages cannot come from higher consumer prices 

or lower profits. They must be paid for through higher taxes, reduced services or savings from 

working more efficiently. 

Therefore, two questions should be part of the evolving public discussion as it relates to the 

compensation of public employees: What will be the impact on taxpayers? And will the public get 

better service in return? 

The vast majority of workers affected by the governor’s pledge live outside New York City and 

their wages would increase to $15 an hour by the end of 2021. State workers in New York City 

would see their pay go up to $15 an hour by the end of 2018. According to the governor’s office, 

approximately 10,000 state workers will be affected, at an annual cost of $20.3 million. 

A $20 million price tag is a relatively small cost in the context of a state budget of $142 billion, but 

the implications of $15 per hour grow from there. Cuomo’s announcement has been followed by 

calls for a $15-per-hour wage for all New York City employees. 

Based on data from the Empire Center’s SeeThroughNY project, the Citizens Budget Commission 

analyzed the effect of instituting the same wage standard for New York City municipal workers — 

and found that a similar number of workers would be affected at a cost to the city of $19 million 

per year when the total increase is fully effective in December 2018. Again, the amount is small in 

the context of the city’s $25 billion payroll. 

From there it gets more costly — because it would be inconsistent to raise only public-sector pay 

and leave out agencies that contract with the city to provide social services. Most of Gotham’s 

social services — foster care, homeless services, job counseling and more — are provided through a 

network of nonprofit agencies that receive billions of dollars in funding from the city each year. 
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When the $15 standard is applied to these workers, the numbers impact taxpayers in a big way. 

Our analysis indicates that approximately 30,000 workers could be affected at an approximate 

annual cost of as much as $300 million for wages and fringe benefits. The equivalent cost at the 

state level would be of a similar amount. 

Suddenly, we’re talking about a significant bill to New York state and city taxpayers of more than 

half a billion dollars a year. 

Maybe that’s worth it, maybe not — but we should know what we’re dealing with. And it’s crucial 

to understand that taxpayers will not get a single additional service or productivity improvement in 

return. 

If a sizable increase in the minimum wage is pursued, the city and state should focus on how 

simultaneously to increase productivity to improve service delivery. 

The impact on those employees who make $16 or $18 per hour should also be considered. Will 

their wages rise, too, or will they watch as the wages of colleagues and those they supervise grow? 

Raising the minimum wage to such a sizable degree is not as simple as it may seem. It has far 

broader implications, and in the public sector, it will be the taxpayers who foot the bill. 


