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IINNTTRROODDUUCCTTIIOONN  
 

Empire Is Not Just Another Government Relations Firm 
 
Government relations’ firms whether in Washington D.C., Albany or any state 

capitol tend to pretty much look the same. They are staffed with former government 
employees and they follow the same routine when it comes to opposing or supporting 
legislation. Whether small or large their efforts mirror each other. 

It is my view that a government relations firm should provide more than just 
government contacts. If a business is close to the day-to-day operation of government 
why not share with the public its insights into the key issues of the time based on 
experience and acquired knowledge. 

As the former Chair of the Assembly Ways and Means Committee and the former 
Legislative Commission on Expenditure Review; I feel that an organization such as ours 
should take an in depth look at state programs and initiatives and comment on their 
effectiveness.  We have the insight and expertise. We believe our analysis of certain 
state programs will be welcomed by the new administration 

This evaluation of New York State’s tax amnesty program reveals that the state 
is losing hundreds of millions of dollars in badly needed revenues because past and 
present efforts at tax amnesty were spotty and failed to utilize the successful 
approaches used by other states who have reaped a bonanza by giving blanket 
amnesty to delinquent taxpayers. Some critics feel there should never be an amnesty 
program open to all comers, but there is a simple answer, “Once a taxpayer, always a 
taxpayer.” Today’s tax delinquent becomes a long-term taxpayer.    

This study shows how New York State lost over $200 million in revenues in 2010 
alone, and spells out a case for a comprehensive state amnesty effort in 2011.  This 
study would not have been possible without the intense efforts of Anthony Figliola, 
Samuel Davis and Emily Reilly.  Their work product speaks for itself.  

Respectfully Yours, 

ARTHUR JERRY KREMER  
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EEXXEECCUUTTIIVVEE  SSUUMMMMAARRYY  
 

“Bungling Bureaucrats”  
 

As New York State continues to deal with the impact of an extended economic 
recession, the state must look to adopt aggressive initiatives that would increase 
government revenues and prevent cuts in vital services and programs. One initiative 
that would generate revenue for the state would be a Tax Amnesty program.  
 

While it will not provide all of the funds necessary to close the yawning budget 
gap, a well-planned and aggressively marketed tax amnesty program has the ability to 
generate a substantial portion of the revenue necessary to help New York State remain 
solvent and contribute towards a balanced budget. 

 
This year New York lost more than $200 million in potential revenue, because of 

a poorly executed tax recovery program. The effort was half-hearted and undermined 
by tax officials, who were unable to agree on how far the program should go.  The net 
result of the bureaucratic bungling and halfhearted support was a failed program.   

 
However, California when faced with a similar crisis as New York, implemented a 

tax amnesty program that generated over $4.2 billion in revenue for state coffers.  
 
Pennsylvania collected $261 million or a 37.4% increase over estimates and 

New Jersey yielded a staggering $725 million or 625% over their original estimate 
creating the most successful amnesty program in the history of the State of New 
Jersey.  New York collected $45 million against it projected $250 million goal.   

 
New York’s amnesty program should use the success of the California, 

Pennsylvania, and New Jersey amnesty programs as a guide in how to develop the right 
program and get the right results.  State lawmakers in both houses and those on 
opposite sides of the aisle should support such an initiative and actively campaign on its 
behalf. 
 

The current economic and fiscal circumstances in New York State indicate an 
amnesty program in 2011 would be highly successful, generating a large amount of 
revenue for the state.  
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New York’s Outstanding Tax Debt 

 $2.5 B- $4.2 billion (est.) is owed to New York State by delinquent taxpayers, 
according to Department of Taxation and Finance. TP

i
PT 

 

 Help Wanted for Debt Collection – since September 2009 New York State 
has issued (5) five requests for proposals for debt collection assistance from third 
party vendors.  

 

 $778 Million is what individuals and businesses that reside outside of New York 
State owe in outstanding state income taxes. TP

ii
PT  

 
 

Past New York State Tax Amnesty Programs 
 

 $1.6 Billion collected - In the past New York State has authorized the use of 
tax amnesty as a strategy to patch gaping holes in the state budget. Since 1985, 
New York has had three general tax amnesty programs and four targeted 
amnesty initiatives that have successfully yielded more than $1.6 billion in 
revenues.   

 

 New York Lost $200 Million in 2010 – The 2010 Penalty Interest Discount 
Program was a complete failure and was short of its goal by 80 percent. The 
state collected only $45 million against its projected $250 million in revenue. 
PAID was criticized by both business leaders and legislators alike for its heavy-
handed approach, its resurrection of questionable decades old business debts, 
and the sloppily managed, poorly-publicized way in which the program was 
executed. 

 

 
Positive Results in Other States  
 

Tax amnesty has been successfully implemented in a number of our nation’s 
largest states. Recently several states including Pennsylvania, New Jersey and California 
have successfully obtained crucial tax revenue through the use of comprehensive 
amnesty programs. 
 

 Over $1.65 Billion in tax debts were collected by states in 2009 – 10. 

 $725 Million was received by the State of New Jersey in 2009. 
 

 $261 Million was collected by Pennsylvania from delinquent taxpayers. 

 $4.3 Billion was collected in 2005 by California. 
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Path to a Successful Amnesty Program 
 

 Carrot and Stick Approach - Tax amnesty should be structured as part of a 
statewide tax collection initiative, in the form of a “carrot and stick” program. 
The carrot is the tax amnesty forgiveness of penalties and interest. The stick is 
increased enforcement and stricter penalties for those that remain delinquent of 
their tax responsibility.  

 

 Intense Marketing Campaign – A key predictor for success in implementing a 
tax amnesty program is the development and execution of a well-planned 
grassroots public outreach effort. In formulating a comprehensive public 
outreach strategy, two goals must be kept in mind: reaching the greatest 
number of people, and advertising the most convenient methods of filing returns. 

 

 Low administrative costs – States have received a solid return on investment 
when comparing the total tax collected against the costs of administering and 
marketing the program.  

 

 

 

Temporary Tax Increases Is Not The Answer 
 

New York has been struggling as of late to find ways to capture much needed 
revenue and has turned to budgetary gimmicks such as additional vehicle registration 
fees.TP

iii
PT Other tactics include dramatic increases in the state’s tobacco excise tax, as well 

as a tax on soda and sugary drinks.  
 

 Stop the tax gimmicks, which doesn’t bring much fiscal benefit and comes at 
a price to law-abiding taxpayers.  Rather than temporarily raising taxes to 
address temporary economic conditions implement a tax amnesty program. 
Followed up by increased enforcement and collection efforts by the state, would 
provide an immediate influx of revenue that can be used by the state to plug 
budget holes and fund mission critical programs. 

 
New York State should implement a comprehensive amnesty program to provide 

a time-tested influx of new revenue to aid its ailing finances. Such a program would 
infuse the state with these much-needed dollars. Coupled with more intensive collection 
efforts the program could lead to a solid stream of annual tax revenue.  
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TTAAXX  AAMMNNEESSTTYY  IINN  NNEEWW  YYOORRKK  SSTTAATTEE 

 
 

Tax amnesty offers temporary assistance to state and local governments in 
closing budget deficits by providing for an immediate influx of much needed dollars 
through the collection of unpaid taxes by individuals and corporations. A successful New 
York tax amnesty program should be comprehensive and well defined.  It would need a 
well-publicized amnesty period followed by increased enforcement of the existing tax 
code with increased penalties for future delinquents.  

 
During the amnesty period, New York can choose to forgive some or all interest 

and penalties on taxes owed by residents and businesses. It should allow those who 
owe outstanding taxes to pay them back without additional penalties or risk of 
prosecution.  This would put the state in a position to access money it otherwise would 
have been unable to collect. Even if the state were able to collect these unpaid taxes at 
some future point, whether through an audit or a negotiated settlement, tax amnesty is 
the most efficient, cost-effective way to obtain uncollected tax debt and create a 
precedent for future revenue collections.TP

iv
PT When people become taxpayers, they 

typically continue to pay taxes in future tax years.  
 

Once the amnesty period is over, New York must increase its collection efforts to 
maximize the potential impact of the program, as was done in Pennsylvania, New 
Jersey, and California. The specific rationale for increased collection efforts is twofold. 
The promise of future stiffer penalties and increased scrutiny serves as further incentive 
for debtors to take advantage of the amnesty period, rather than taking the chance that 
they will not be detected.  
 

Throughout the state’s history circumstances have provided the impetus for a 
variety of tax amnesty programs. Each program, while initiated in different years and 
experiencing varying degrees of success, offers evidence that a tax amnesty program 
implemented in 2011 would alleviate some portion of the states fiscal burden. An 
analysis of the structure and impact of past tax amnesty programs in New York State 
including a thorough understanding of both the positive elements and the shortcomings 
of each, can help shed light on the necessary components of a successful tax amnesty 
initiative. 
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A History of Tax Amnesty in New York 1985 – Present 
 

Amnesty Year 
Collected                    

(in millions) 

1985 $                    400.0 

1994 $                         7.3 

1997 $                    253.4 

2003 $                    582.7 

2006 $                    349.0 

2010 $                      45.0 

Total $                 1,637.4 
         Chart A 
 USource: U Federation of Tax Adminstrators, “StateT TTTax AmnestyTT TPrograms”.  

November 22, 1982 - Present HTUhttp://www.taxadmin.org/fta/rate/amnesty1.pdf UTH  

 

 
Since the first tax amnesty program began in 1985, New York State has had six 

general or targeted amnesty and voluntary tax compliance initiatives.  As can be seen in 
Chart A, the two largest revenue boosters came in 1985 and 2003, both general 
amnesty programs.  The worst performing program in state history came in 2010, when 
state lawmakers scrapped a proposal for general amnesty, which could have helped to 
close a $5 billion budget deficit.  Tax officials opted for a Voluntary Compliance 
program, which lacked adequate publicity, terms, and overall support from state 
lawmakers and the Department of Taxation and Finance.  

 
The Department of Taxation and Finance went so far as to advertise that there 

was “no tax amnesty program” on its departmental website.  Departmental indifference 
and resistance to being told to conduct a program caused the program to fail miserably. 
Since 1985 the state has collected over $1.6 billion in outstanding tax debts.  
 
 
New York’s Tax Amnesty Programs: Pre-2000 
 
1985  
 New York’s first attempt at a tax amnesty program occurred in 1985, when the 
state initiated a general amnesty program. Covering all forms of personal income and 
corporate taxes, the 1985 program collected over $400 million in taxes. Furthermore, 
the 1985 program was structured in a manner guaranteeing the influx of payments 
even before the program had officially started, by providing for an early registration 
period where delinquent taxpayers could turn in owed taxes. By opening up the 
program before the official November 1 P

st
P start date for a pre-application period, the 

state was able to generate both revenue and publicity, bringing in a quick $2 million 
from more than 400 individuals and corporations. TP

v
PT 

 

http://www.taxadmin.org/fta/rate/amnesty1.pdf
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1994-1995  
The amnesty initiative undertaken by the state in 1994, differed from the 1985 

effort in both its scope and the extent of its success. State lawmakers implemented a 
limited amnesty program rather than initiating a general amnesty. Only the personal 
income taxes of individuals, trusts, or estates of nonresidents and the corporate taxes 
of businesses incorporated outside New York State, where eligible. TP

vi
PT Motivation for the 

limited scope of the 1994 amnesty program was multifaceted. Primarily, the 
Department of Taxation and Finance knew there was a large pool of nonresidents and 
out-of-state businesses that owed taxes in New York who the Department could not 
easily identify. A targeted amnesty program essentially guaranteed smaller returns and 
decreased administrative costs. TP

vii
PT 

 
Although the program did collect $7.3 million, a high rate of return when 

compared to the less than $2 million spent in administrative costs, the 1994 amnesty 
program was by no means an unmitigated success.TP

viii
PT Perhaps it is not surprising that 

the program failed to reach its goal of $25 million in revenue, given the ambivalence 
expressed by many in government about tax amnesty at the time. By attempting to 
cater to opponents who feared that frequent forgiveness would discourage taxpayers 
from paying on time, the state never fully committed to amnesty.  Instead initiating a 
scarcely publicized program for eligible out-of-state residents, TP

ix
PT spending only $47,000 

on advertising and publicity, the amnesty program was limited in its ability to collect 
much needed tax debts. TP

x
PT 

 
The amnesty was a failure and never reached the level of participation seen in 

the 1985 amnesty, because it was too restrictive and poorly structured. 
 

Michael H. Ubrach, Commissioner of Tax and Finance at the time, acknowledged 
the program’s failure.  In his final report to the Governor and legislature, he stated that 
the program’s restrictive eligibility criteria and the exclusion of filing periods ending 
before 1986 and after 1993 further reduced the pool of eligible taxpayers and possibly 
confused others, diminishing the effectiveness of the program. TP

xi
PT 

 

1996-1997 
 Facing an intractable budget situation and less-than-optimal cash flow reports, 

New York legislators hoped a 1997 general tax amnesty program would provide some 
of the money necessary to balance the states books. More reminiscent of the 1985 
program than the 1994 initiative, the 1997 program made almost all taxpayers eligible 
for amnesty and provided a waiver of penalties for nearly every form of tax. During the 
three-month period in which amnesty was granted, the state collected $253 million in 
revenues, compared to $9.4 million in expenditures. TP

xii
PT  

 
Despite criticisms that the program was a disappointment for failing to reach the 

state’s goal of $450 million in revenue, the tax amnesty program of 1996-97 was 
notable for the comprehensive nature of its implementation and marketing. TP

xiii
PT In 
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contrast to the limited publicity of its predecessors, the 1997 program utilized a variety 
of methods, including: the Internet; print; and proactively reached out to known 
debtors through telephone calls and direct mail. The state signaled its commitment to 
tax amnesty by hiring an advertising agency and spending $3 million on public 
outreach,.TP

xiv
PT The 1996-97 program clearly defined the goals of a comprehensive tax 

initiative. In reaching out to the public the state aggressively informed taxpayers of the 
one-time opportunity to obtain a clean slate, spreading awareness that penalties would 
increase dramatically following the amnesty period, and getting as many scofflaws as 
possible to reenter the tax base. TP

xv
PT

 
 
 
Tax Amnesty Programs: 2000-Present 
  
“Get Caught up, Before You Get Caught”  (2002-2003) 

Following the qualified success of the 1997 amnesty program, the state waited 
six years to implement a new one. In late 2002 lawmakers authorized the state’s third 
general amnesty period. Written into the 2002-03 state budget, this amnesty required 
the full disclosure and payment of all owed taxes; in return, the state agreed to a 2% 
interest rate reduction, the waiver of all penalties, and the tabling of all potential legal 
action.TP

xvi
PT While this was a general amnesty, some types of tax debts were excluded. 

Excluded from eligibility under the amnesty program were taxes for corporations with 
more than 500 employees, payment by taxpayers undergoing criminal proceedings for a 
tax violation, and prohibition from eligibility for taxes granted amnesty under the state’s 
prior programs.TP

xvii
PT Regardless of the restrictions, the 2002 amnesty represented the 

most expansive, comprehensive, and proactive amnesty in New York State history. 
  

By any economic indicator, New York’s 2002 amnesty program was a rousing 
success. Raising over $580 million in gross collections.  Tax and Finance received $130 
million more than they would have collected in the absence of an amnesty program, 
during a single three-month period.TP

xviii
PT  There were a myriad of reasons for the 

amnesty’s success, which included the time elapsed between amnesty periods and the 
sheer size of New York’s taxpayer base.   
 

The most innovative aspect of the initiative was the state’s approach to 
marketing the campaign. Like the 1996 program, the state took a multifaceted 
approach to outreach, with the goal of reaching New York’s many geographically 
disparate regions to attract participation and spread awareness. Organized under the 
slogan “Get Caught Up Before You Get Caught,” advertising utilized traditional 
mediums, such as radio, television, and print, as well as more innovative approaches 
such as online advertising. By utilizing a single, easily identifiable slogan, the state was 
able to successfully brand the program, emphasizing the incentive for taxpayers to 
settle with the state before becoming subject to increased penalties and increased 
rates.TP

xix
PT
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To help facilitate both the marketing aspect and the processing of amnesty 

requests, the Department of Taxation utilized a variety of avenues to identify and 
process those with outstanding tax debts. To improve efficiency, the Department 
undertook a direct mail program, utilizing its own records to identify taxpayers with 
outstanding assessments, pending protests or identifiable periods of delinquency in past 
years.”TP

xx
PT These citizens were then sent personalized mailings informing them of the 

potential benefits of the amnesty program. By identifying potentially eligible taxpayers 
early in the process, the Department was able to quickly engender awareness and 
participation by those with delinquent tax debts.  
  

In addition, the Department utilized both a call center and an interactive online 
database to spread information about the easy to understand application process. The 
call center utilized Department employees to assist those that wanted to make good on 
their owed tax debts. The website, also initiated by the Department of Taxation, served 
as a one-stop source for all information on the amnesty program, such as eligibility 
requirements, the application process, and methods for payment. By centralizing 
information and taking an active role in helping taxpayers utilize amnesty, the 
Department increased its ability to achieve maximum participation. TP

xxi
PT

 
Modified Amnesties 
 

Since 2002, New York State government has not had a general amnesty 
program. In 2005, 2008, and at the beginning of 2010, amnesty-like initiatives were 
carried out, but with varying degrees of success.  
  
 
 
 
2005 Voluntary Compliance Initiative  

In an effort to address the tax gap between outstanding liabilities and taxes 
paid, the state created the Voluntary Compliance Initiative aimed at wealthy individuals 
and businesses that took advantage of abusive tax shelters. TP

xxii
PT While the program had 

elements of a general amnesty, it differed greatly in its target audience. Rather than try 
to garner as much participation as possible from the widest base of taxpayers, the VCI 
was specifically targeted at wealthy corporations and taxpayers, on the assumption that 
many of these high-earners were failing to pay all that they owed. In keeping with the 
narrowly targeted focus of the program, advertising was limited to postings on the 
department’s website, presentations to tax professionals and groups of interest, and 
mailings to tax practitioners and high-earning citizens. The strategy proved successful, 
and the state collected $350 million from just 119 taxpayers.  
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2008 Voluntary Disclosure and Compliance Initiative  

To further capitalize on the success of the 2005 Voluntary Compliance Initiative, 
the state wrote into the tax law an ongoing Voluntary Disclosure and Compliance 
Initiative (VCD), wherein eligible taxpayers who voluntarily reported and paid owed 
taxes could see a reduction of penalties and avoid criminal prosecution. TP

xxiii
PT The VCD 

excluded those taxpayers already facing an audit or prosecution for a tax crime. TP

xxiv
PT The 

initiative raised $50 million in new revenue during fiscal year 2009. TP

xxv
PT 

 
 
2010 Penalty Interest Discount Program (PAID) 

In early 2010 the state was facing a multi-billion dollar budget deficit and needed 
to find new sources of revenue to close the gap. One proposal that was floated came 
from Assemblyman William Colton and State Senator Jeffrey Klein, who wanted to 
create a general amnesty program. This initiative would have helped the state to collect 
some of the more than $2.5 billion in outstanding tax debts owed. TP

xxvi
PT However, the 

concept received little support from legislators and the proposal died. Instead, 
lawmakers passed a watered-down version as part of the state’s 2009-10 Deficit 
Reduction Plan (DRP). 
 

The Department of Taxation and Finance introduced a Penalty and Interest 
Discount Program, under which approximately 800,000 taxpayers became eligible for 
reduced penalty and interest charges for paying off past debts. TP

xxvii
PT Despite optimistic 

revenue estimates of a $250 million during the period from January 15 P

th
P to March 15 P

th
P 

2010, the structure and execution of the PAID program severely impacted collection 
efforts, which only yielded an estimated $45 million. TP

xxviii
PT Widely panned as a failure for 

coming up 80 percent short of its projections, the PAID program was criticized by both 
business leaders and legislators alike for its heavy-handed approach by resurrecting 
decades old business debts, and sloppily managed and poorly-publicized way in which 
the program was executed. TP

xxix
PT

 
Although initial estimates for the PAID program were most likely overstated, TP

xxx
PT 

the perception of failure stemmed mostly from the Department of Taxation’s poor 
approach. From the start, the Department was plagued by inaccurate contact 
information, resulting in the return of over 200,000 letters due to incorrect addresses. 
While some inefficiencies with a program of that size are unavoidable, most of the 
opposition to the Department’s approach came from the business community for the 
state’s practice of digging up decades old debts, often asking for payment of an 
estimate on accrued interest for past debts that may or may not even have existed. TP

xxxi
PT  
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The program was poorly executed and problems were compounded by the 

apparent absence of any concerted marketing effort outside of posting the program on 
the Department website. This lack of public awareness made it difficult for any real 
momentum to be generated; unlike in other recent amnesty initiatives, such as the one 
in New Jersey that raised over $700 million, there was no promotional campaign, no 
advertising, and no grassroots effort to spread the word and foster participation. In 
addition, lawmakers emphasized that the program was not a tax amnesty, further 
adding to confusion about its purpose and solidifying its inevitable failure. 

 
The only documents made available to the public were a Tax and Finance press 

release dated January 13, 2010; an official program summary by the Office of Tax 
Policy Analysis; and a link on the department’s homepage. TP

xxxii
PT the one press release and 

a few corresponding articles in the print media was the only publicity generated to help 
make the public aware of the program’s existence. 

 
Furthermore, State Comptroller Thomas DiNapoli harshly criticized the program 

for its “utter failure” to effectively garner increased revenue. TP

xxxiii
PT 

He also said that the 2010 PAID program had “fallen woefully short of its goal.” TP

xxxiv
PT  Mr. 

DiNapoli continued by critiquing the state’s budgeting techniques, which included 
budgeting for PAID returns the state never actually obtained, as “wishful budgeting,” 
and “part of a pattern which is exacerbating the State’s chronic structural imbalance.”
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NNAATTIIOONNAALL  CCAASSEE  SSTTUUDDIIEESS 

 
 
Historically, tax amnesty has proven to be a successful way for states and cities 

to generate revenue when it is needed most. In an analysis of the amnesty programs 
conducted within the last ten years, with data culled from a variety of government and 
public sources, bona fide tax amnesty programs consistently outperform projected 
amnesty revenue estimates. Additionally, tax amnesty was found to generate a 
substantial return on investment for the states, when comparing gross collections to the 
administrative program costs. A survey of the various successful programs around the 
nation proves that New York would be smart to implement a comprehensive general 
amnesty in 2011.  
 

Since 1982 states have been taking advantage of the tax amnesty tool to 
generate additional needed revenue to close budget gaps.  To date, (45) forty-five 
states including the District of Columbia and the Commonwealth of the Northern 
Mariana Islands have instituted at least one tax amnesty program. TP

xxxv
PT Over the last two 

years 18 states as well as the Cities of Los Angeles and Philadelphia have carried out a 
tax amnesty program to recoup outstanding tax debts.  
  
 Chart B shows an analysis of 11 statewide amnesty programs including the Cities 
of Los Angeles and Philadelphia.  The chart excludes Alabama, Arizona, Hawaii, 
Massachusetts, and Oregon because complete data was not available at the time this 
report was published.  The 13 amnesty programs reviewed had projected revenues of 
more than $849.5 million, but generated an estimated $1.6 billion plus in taxes. The 
aggregate result of those amnesty programs was an 89 percent increase in revenue 
over the amount states estimated the programs would recover.  In short they were a 
success.  
  

The big winners were Delaware, Louisiana, New Jersey, Philadelphia, and 
Virginia who generated more than 100 percent above their original collection estimates.  
Pennsylvania also collected $261 million in taxes, 37 percent more than was previously 
estimated.  However, some states that did not reach their goals included: Maryland, 
Vermont, and New York that took in 82 percent below its original goal.  
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A State by State Look at Amnesty programs 2009-10 
 

State 
Amnesty 

Year 
Estimated                   
(in millions) 

Collected                    
(in millions) 

Collected vs. 

Estimated 

Connecticut 2009 $40   $40  0.0% 

Delaware 2009 $10   $22  120.0% 

Los Angeles (city) 2009 $10   $19  90.0% 

Louisiana 2009 $150   $304  102.7% 

Maine 2009 $9   $16  77.8% 

Maryland 2009 $10   $10  0% 

Nevada 2010 N/A $28.5 N/A 

New Jersey 2009 $100   $725  625.0% 

New York 2010 $250   $45  -82.0% 

Pennsylvania 2010 $190   $261  37.4% 

Philadelphia (city) 2010 $30   $60  100.0% 

Vermont 2009 $3   $2  -12.0% 

Virginia 2009 $48   $102  112.7% 

Total   $850   $1,634.5  93.0% 

Chart B 
USource: U Federation of Tax Adminstrators, “StateT TTTax AmnestyTT TPrograms”. November 22, 1982 - Present 

HTUhttp://www.taxadmin.org/fta/rate/amnesty1.pdf UTH  

 
 

A comprehensive analysis of reported amnesty programs in other states provides 
real-world evidence of the success of across-the-board amnesty programs during these 
troubled economic times.  
 

There are many challenges to implementing a successful tax amnesty program in 
a state like New York. To better understand those challenges, this report analyzed the 
recent successes in states of similar of size including: Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and 
California.  
 
 
Pennsylvania Tax Amnesty  
 
 Pennsylvania Governor Ed Rendell initially opposed the idea of tax amnesty when 
first proposed by State Auditor General Jack Wagnert. Governor Rendell was concerned 
that the pool of money to be recovered didn’t justify the process or the expense of a 
full-fledged amnesty program. Combined with the fact that the state’s only previous 
amnesty effort conducted a decade earlier fell more than $20 million short of its $120 
million goal.  Understandably, the Governor was skeptical of the impact that a 2010 
amnesty program would have on his state. However, upon learning of the more than $2 

http://www.taxadmin.org/fta/rate/amnesty1.pdf
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billion in unpaid taxes the state still had on its books, Rendell quickly threw his support 
behind the initiative. Working with the state’s Department of Revenue, Rendell came up 
with an initial collection estimate of $190 million dollars.  A substantial dollar amount, 
but still only 10 percent of the total amount of estimated outstanding tax debts. TP

xxxvi
PT 

 
Despite his initial skepticism, the energetic support of the Governor went a long 

way to ensure the amnesty program’s eventual success. The success of the amnesty 
program depended on a strong public outreach effort by the governor.  Governor 
Rendell leveraged his political capital and popularity to carry the message along with a 
$3 million advertising campaign. Introducing the program through a series of news 
conferences, he led a grassroots public outreach campaign by traveling the state to talk 
directly to Pennsylvanians about their opportunity to pay-up without fear of penalty or 
prosecution.TP

xxxvii
PT 

  
 The Pennsylvania program was able to strike the right balance between 
incentives for disclosure and the threat of increased enforcement during the post-
amnesty period. During the 54-day amnesty period, approximately 60,000 debtors filed 
amnesty applications enticed by the promise of waived penalties and the halving of 
owed interest. TP

xxxviii
PT These inducements were introduced in conjunction with an 

advertising campaign that focused on the state’s ability to track down delinquents and 
enforce existing tax code to the fullest extent of the law. TP

xxxix
PT Threats against non-payers 

included: a five-percent penalty, wage garnishment, and the online publication of the 
names of serial tax offenders. 
 
 Beyond the state’s successful outreach campaign, the amnesty application and 
collection process drew praise for its efficiency and responsiveness. Under the direction 
of the Department of Revenue, the state utilized an office staffed with temporarily 
assigned department employees, supported by seven small call centers where 
representatives answered questions and helped citizens navigate the amnesty process. 
Pennsylvania’s interactive amnesty website, HTUwww.PATaxPayUp.com UTH, allowed citizens to 
check whether they owed taxes and to fill out applications to pay outstanding debts. TP

xl
PT 

The total collected was $261 million or 37.4% more than originally estimated. 
 
 
 
New Jersey Tax Amnesty  
 
 Signed into law by former Governor Jon S. Corzine, New Jersey’s tax amnesty 
program lasted from May 4, 2009 through June 15, 2010. Eligibility was granted for tax 
liabilities incurred in the last seven years, and taxpayers under investigation by the 
state’s Department of the Treasury were excluded. The program was conceived as a 
general amnesty.  All penalties and fees and one-half of the balance of all interest 
remaining was waived in return for payment of delinquent debts and a pledge to 
continue paying taxes legally in the future. TP

xli
PT 

http://www.pataxpayup.com/
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 Central to the Division of Taxations’ initial creation of the program were the 
provisions for marketing the program. A special website, HTUwww.Taxamnesty.nj.gov UTH was 
created for the sole purpose of responding to amnesty questions and downloading 
applications. An innovative effort to make the program more user-friendly a webcast 
was held. Combined with a tax amnesty hotline, open 12 hours and handling close to 
4,000 calls per day, New Jersey was able to cast an incredibly wide net.  
 

According to the New Jersey State Treasurer, the state’s outreach was more 
diversified than any previous campaign in New Jersey, helping to maximize taxpayer 
participation.” TP

xlii
PT The program yielded a staggering $725 million, far exceeding the 

original estimate of $100 million. 
 
 
California Tax Amnesty  
  
 Facing a $6.5 billion annual tax gap and desperately in need of revenue, the 
state of California enacted a sweeping tax amnesty initiative. Initial estimates from the 
Franchise Tax Board and the Board of Equalization, who oversaw the amnesty program, 
predicted that the California would yield a net return of $672 million dollars after 
budgeting $10.2 million dollars for administrative costs and $2.3 million for a statewide 
marketing campaign. Combining a grassroots marketing strategy with a direct outreach 
effort, California was able to far exceed its initial revenue projections, generating $4.3 
billion dollars from its comprehensive amnesty program. TP

xliii
PT 

  
 California is the best comparison to New York in terms of both population and 
industry.  First, the sheer size of New York’s tax gap estimated by some to be at $4.2 
billion indicates a vast, untapped reservoir of uncollected moneys. TP

xliv
PT Furthermore, both 

New York and California have existing programs that allow for the reduction of penalties 
and waiving of prosecution on voluntarily reported tax debts. 
 
 
  

TSummary of VCI and Amnesty T(T$ in Billions) 

  
Total Payments 

Expected to 

be Refunded 
Expected to 

be Retained 

VCI* $1.4 $0.1 $1.3 

Amnesty $4.3 $1.1 $3.2 

TTOTALST T$5.7T T$1.2T T$4.5T 

   Source: State of California Franchise Tax Board 

   * Voluntary Compliance Initiative  

  

 

http://www.taxamnesty.nj.gov/
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The above chart details the $5.7 billion of tax debt recovered by the State of 
California through a general amnesty program that operated in conjunction with a 
voluntary compliance initiative similar to that of New York.  
 

Under the legislative initiative anyone who owed back taxes (income, franchise, 
sales, or use tax) could pay what they owed in return the state would forgive penalties 
and eliminate the risk of criminal prosecution.  However, interest had to be paid in full 
and all taxes assessed for any year up until 2002 were eligible.  Similar to other 
successful amnesty programs, California’s allocated $2.3 million dollars to be used 
towards a comprehensive public outreach program to publicize the tax amnesty 
program.TP

xlv
PT  

  
From the start, the Franchise Tax Board (FTB) recognized the importance of an 

aggressive marketing program. In a state as vast and diverse as California, it was 
necessary to spread awareness of the program if any success was to be had. As the 
budget act formalizing the amnesty program was still being settled, the FTB utilized its 
database of delinquent taxpayers to send a letter to all individuals and corporations 
with unsettled tax debts. In addition to making these taxpayers aware of their eligibility 
for amnesty, the mailings also gave an estimate on their outstanding tax debts. By 
providing this estimate the FTB made it easy for participants to know what they owed.  
 

New York’s amnesty program should use the success of the Pennsylvania, New 
Jersey and California amnesty programs as a guide in how to develop the right program 
and get the right results.  State lawmakers in both houses and those on opposite sides 
of the aisle should support such an initiative and actively campaign on its behalf.  
 

A successful 2011 New York amnesty program should make all major tax debts 
eligible, including those with outstanding tax warrants, liens and in current repayment 
to be eligible to pay in full.  In terms of the process, the Department of Taxation and 
Finance must devote resources, in the form of money and manpower to help the 
delinquent taxpayers navigate the amnesty process. Use of technology, including 24 
hour call centers and an interactive website, will help improve the collections of badly 
needed dollars. 
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RREESSIISSTTAANNCCEE  TTOO  AAMMNNEESSTTYY  
 
 

Despite the clear economic benefits that a comprehensive tax amnesty program 
would produce, some critics have expressed opposition to tax amnesty. While all ideas 
should be considered, institutional resistance to tax amnesty can itself undermine its 
effectiveness.  Success is solely dependent on the state’s ability to generate grassroots 
support and galvanize citizen participation. While legitimate concerns should be 
addressed during the development of such a program, the track record of success 
around the country speaks loudly to the need for such a program in times of financial 
stress. 
 
  
Knee-Jerk Opposition 
 

In Maryland, a 2009 bill proposing the implementation of a tax amnesty program 
was hotly contested in the legislature. TP

xlvi
PT Proponents of the bill touted the programs 

ability to bring an immediate cash flow and help deal with the state’s budgetary needs.  
Opponents wielded the often-used argument that tax amnesty would encourage citizens 
to avoid paying their taxes in anticipation of future amnesty opportunities. While it may 
be true that some people could delay paying their taxes or not pay at all, there is 
overwhelming evidence to suggest that amnesty actually improves taxpayer compliance 
by allowing delinquent taxpayers to reenter the system with a clean slate and continue 
paying taxes. TP

xlvii
PT  

 
Even though the number of purposeful non-filers would be minimal, the concerns 

of those in the Maryland legislature highlight an important conceptual issue. Tax 
amnesty is most effective when it collects from pools of money considered uncollectible 
by normal means. Amnesty is the only way for state officials to efficiently access 
unpaid, owed monies. In the case of New York, it is estimated there is at least $2.5 
billion in uncollected taxes. 

 
Over the past year, New York State has issued five requests for proposals for 

outside debt collection services to assist agencies in collecting on outstanding debts and 
to help restructure the state’s debt collection practices.  

 
Beyond the potential for a substantial recovery of tax debt, there is a 

psychological aspect to tax amnesty that must be considered. When amnesty is 
presented as a one-time opportunity, the incentive for filing returns Uwill U increase. An 
amnesty period becomes an opportunity to get back in good standing with the state 
before it ends and increased enforcement begins. Anticipation of a future program 
undermines the very premise on which a successful tax amnesty program is based.  
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Therefore it is important to get the message out that this is a one-time response to 
challenging economic conditions and not a recurring forgiveness program.  

 
 

Flawed Anti-Tax Amnesty Arguments 
 

In Iowa, opposition to the Governor Chet Culver’s two-month tax amnesty 
program centered on the argument that tax amnesty was inherently unfair for law-
abiding taxpayers, “rewarding” those who do not file with forgiveness of penalties. TP

xlviii
PT  

In examining the issue of fairness, it’s important to understand exactly who is affected 
by a tax amnesty program, and in what way.  

 
First, the idea that tax amnesty in any way punishes law-abiding taxpayers is 

false. An individual or corporation who owes taxes and then pays it off during an 
amnesty period gains no advantage, financial or otherwise, over a regular taxpayer. 
Rather, they gain an opportunity to reenter the state’s tax system, benefiting everyone 
by adding much-needed dollars to the state’s coffers and expanding its tax base to 
provide key services for state residents.TP

xlix
PT  

 
It is also important to note that the idea of amnesty rewarding delinquent 

taxpayers is flawed. Not all people who owe taxes are cheating the system, many 
people who simply made a mistake during their filing. Tax amnesty provides them with 
an opportunity to reenter the states tax rolls without undue hassle for their 
unintentional mistake. However, no program is perfect and there will inevitably be some 
deliquents that try and cheat the system.   

 
Despite millions of dollars spent in resources and manpower trying to track down 

and punish debtors, the fact is many tax cheats run only a miniscule risk of ever being 
caught.TP

l
PT Ideally, all taxes owed would be collected and all purposeful tax cheats would 

be appropriately punished.  New York must be pragmatic and acknowledge that 100 
percent identification and collection is simply impossible. From an economic standpoint, 
the choice is clear.  Tax amnesty offers New York State a rare opportunity to obtain 
money it otherwise would have never seen. And from a social prospective, there is a 
greater benefit for society as a whole to collect badly needed tax money, to fund crucial 
programs, than none.  
 

 
 
 
 

 



 

 23 

  

RREECCOOMMMMEENNDDAATTIIOONNSS  
 

How to Craft a Successful Tax Amnesty Program 
 

Tax amnesty should be structured in a manner to get the most tax money 
collected from the most people. Public support for the program will foster maximum 
participation. For these reasons, tax amnesty should be structured as part of a 
statewide tax collection initiative in the form of a “carrot and stick” approach. TP

li
PT The 

carrot part is the tax amnesty’s forgiveness of penalties and interest, which should be 
clearly defined. Most, if not all interest and penalties should be forgiven on all forms of 
outstanding tax debts, stretching back on returns for a set number of years.  

 
Efforts should be made to collect from both individuals and businesses, including 

those people and corporations who do business in New York but either do not live here 
or are incorporated in another state.  Currently there is more than $778 million in 
uncollected out of state tax debt owed to New York, according to the Department of 
Taxation and Finance. TP

lii
PT  

 
All efforts should be made to induce immediate filing. However, introduction of 

the program needs to be combined with a clear understanding of the consequences 
delinquent taxpayers would be subject to for not taking advantage of this amnesty 
program. At the conclusion of the amnesty period it should be stressed as a one-time 
opportunity.  Thereafter, New York should increase penalties and increase resources for 
prosecution and collection of unpaid taxes. Monitoring of tax delinquents, stiff penalties, 
and audits should all be increased. New York needs to have an incentive to get debtors 
to pay the taxes they owe during the amnesty period, both through forgiveness of 
penalties and interest as well as increased post-amnesty penalties. 
 
 
Intense Marketing Campaign 
 

A key predictor for success in implementing a tax amnesty program is the 
development and execution of a well-planned grassroots public outreach effort. In 
formulating a comprehensive public outreach strategy, two goals must be kept in mind: 
reaching the greatest number of people, and advertising the most convenient methods 
of filing returns. To accomplish this, New York should follow the example of states like 
California, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, who have in the last five years generated 
some $2 billion in tax amnesty collections.  

 
A carefully developed public outreach campaign should be implemented to get 

the word out about the new amnesty initiative.  Most likely, this will include branding of 
the tax amnesty program (logo/slogan), a cross-platform, multi-market advertising 
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campaign (utilizing social networking, radio, TV, Internet, etc.), direct mailings to 
taxpayers identified as potential debtors, and a grassroots effort by state and local 
politicians to marshal participation. The involvement of state legislators in their districts 
is crucial to the success of amnesty throughout the state. By reemphasizing tax 
payment as a “civic duty” and directly linking amnesty revenues to the budget relief it 
can provide, state officials can generate widespread grassroots support and 
participation. 
 
 
Process 
 

One of the best ways to encourage participation in a tax amnesty program is to 
create a taxpayer friendly filing process. Frequently the initial error that causes a 
taxpayer to leave the system is the result of complicated tax codes or filing confusion. 
To maximize potential collections, filing should be as simple as possible.  Instructions 
and assistance should be easily accessible.  

 
A potential way to increase both transparency and ease-of-use would be to 

establishment of an interactive website and a 24 hour tax amnesty hotline call center.  
 

 Website should serve as both a marketing tool and a process facilitator, 
providing easy-to-access information along with a step-by-step guide to filing 
returns.  
 

 Call Center should serve as a way for citizens to communicate directly with a 
personal consultant who can help them navigate the tax filing process. Efforts 
should be made by the state to work with tax professionals to promote the 
program. Additionally, the Department of Taxation and Finance should contact 
known tax delinquents, through mailings and phone calls. 
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CCOONNCCLLUUSSIIOONN  
 
 

The overall goal of a tax amnesty program is to improve taxpayer compliance 
with the tax laws.  Tax amnesty also provides the state with an infusion of sorely 
needed money to help close budget shortfalls. TP

liii
PT To maximize the economic benefit of 

said program, New York State must focus on three main elements: the structure of the 
amnesty; marketing and public outreach; and the physical process of filing amnesty 
returns. 
 

 There is no doubt that New York is experiencing one of its worst fiscal crises in 
its 234 year history.  Residents and business owners alike are becoming increasingly 
frustrated with the lack of progress in fixing the financial mess. Agencies charged with 
the responsibility to collect unpaid taxes are failing to carry out their responsibilities. It 
is this dysfunction that prevents the state from collecting badly needed tax dollars.   
 

Tax amnesty will never work if it is done on a modified or overly cautious basis.  
There is enough data available to prove that a comprehensive amnesty program will 
produce a major windfall for the state.   
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