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Legislative Brief

COUNTY REVENUE CAPS RESTRICT LOCAL CONTROL

Lowering the current 8 percent revenue cap (rollback 
rate), which limits increases in a county’s overall 
property tax levy, will restrict counties from providing 
the efficient and effective government services that 
taxpayers desire. 

The locally administered and collected property tax is 
the primary tool counties have to pay for federal and 
state government mandates. 

Local property taxes also pay for other discretionary 
local services expected and demanded by homeowners, 
business and other residents. These discretionary services, 
such as law enforcement patrols, parks and libraries, 
directly impact the quality of life that Texans enjoy. 

Lower revenue caps are a one-size-fits-all approach 
based on the faulty assumption that the need for 
services is steady from year–to–year. Local revenue 
needs often spike above or below proposed revenue 
limits. These spikes are caused by numerous factors 
such as local growth spurts, declining local or regional 
economics, receipts of – or reduction in – federal 
grants, new or modified state and federal mandates, 
and natural disasters or homeland security breaches.

County budgets should mirror the needs of the 
community. County officials are best positioned to 
understand community needs and should be given 
the flexibility to address those needs. This flexibility 
is the heart of the idea of local control, which is an 
essential element of governing in Texas. The arbitrary 
and overly restrictive revenue caps being proposed 
fly in the face of local control by taking choice out 
of the hands of the local decision-makers that voters 
entrusted to address the needs of the community.  
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WHY COUNTY GOVERNMENTS ARE 
OPPOSED TO LEGISLATION THAT SEEKS  
TO LOWER THE CURRENT REVENUE CAP 
OF 8 PERCENT: 
• Lower caps hurt local control by taking the 

decision-making out of the community.

• Lower caps do not address uncontrollable costs 
that affect counties such as unfunded mandates, 
emergencies, and demand for services caused by 
rapid population growth.

• Lower caps affect the fiscal health of counties 
resulting in lower bond ratings that end up costing 
taxpayers more money.

• Lower caps hurt the ability of local communities 
to spur economic development by diminishing the 
flexibility to provide economic incentives.

• Lower caps attempt a one-size-fits-all solution 
for counties. This does not work. Commissioners 
courts, the locally elected governmental bodies, 
make the decisions best for counties. 



COUNTY REVENUE CAPS (continued)

What is a revenue cap? A restriction on the 
property tax rate used to budget for local 
services. 
There are two steps to understanding a revenue cap. 
1. A county must establish its effective tax rate, which 

is the tax rate that would bring in about the same 
amount of property taxes this year as it did last year 
from the same properties. To see if there will be a 
tax increase, simply compare the effective tax rate 
to the county’s proposed tax rate. 

2. Next a county must determine the rollback tax rate 
calculation, as prescribed in statute. The current 
rollback rate authorizes a property tax levy of up to 
8 percent over the effective tax rate. The rollback 
rate is the county revenue cap.

Recent legislative efforts have tried to lower the 
rollback rate from the current 8 percent to a more 
restrictive rate of 5 or even 3 percent. Others have 
pushed for a rollback rate of population growth plus 
inflation. Some of these proposals would automatically 
require a local election prior to adopting a tax rate 
greater than the rollback rate, rather than the current 
petition process for an election. These automatic 
elections would add to the cost of government. And 
again, commissioners courts, the locally elected 
governmental bodies, make the decisions best for  
local citizens.  

What factors cause county budgets to increase? 
• State Mandates: Require county action–usually at a 

cost;
• Inflation: Makes it more costly to purchase products; 
• Population Growth: Increases the amount of 

services needed;
• Public Expectations: Require enhanced services;
• Emergencies: Add unanticipated costs such as those 

incurred during disasters or in capital murder cases.

What factors outside of the county government’s 
control cause individual taxpayers to pay more in 
property taxes? 
• Unfunded Mandates – They force county 

governments to increase taxes to conform to state 
and federal law.

• School Taxes – They are often the most significant 
proportion of the tax bill. In fact, in 2013, school 
districts accounted for 55 percent of all property 
taxes statewide.

• Appraisal Inequities – There is currently no system 
to require the disclosure of sales prices of homes 
in Texas. Giving appraisal districts a more accurate 
ability to appraise properties at their correct level 
would mean that property owners would not be 
subsidizing the taxes on their neighbor’s homes.

• Tax Exemptions – They shift taxes from one segment 
of the population to another so even if taxes don’t 
increase, tax bills may rise for an individual to 
subsidize the taxes of a neighbor or business.

 

How can citizens get involved in the local budget 
process? 
The number one tool that taxpayers have to control 
local spending is to vote and be involved in the 
political process on the local level. Citizens also have 
absolute access to the county budget process and the 
right to know how the county is spending every penny 
of their money. Taxpayers have an opportunity to have 
their voices heard during public testimony in meetings 
where tax rates are being set. 

What is the difference between a revenue cap 
and an appraisal cap? 
One limit is on county revenues, while the other is on 
taxable value. A revenue cap limits increases in the 
total property tax levy. It does not restrict increases 
(decreases) in the appraised or taxable value of 
individual properties. e
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