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Recognizing our
shared traits is critical
to forming a consensus
on goals and actions
for the Island.
However, this recogni-
tion should not keep us
from addressing the
differences in circum-
stance and need that
make our challenges
far more complex.  We
are a geographically
diverse region with
rural, suburban and

urban communities that often see little in common with
each other.  We have a complex governance structure
that includes two counties, two cities, 13 towns and 94
villages.  There are also 127 school districts, each with
the power to tax and spend, plus dozens of “special dis-
tricts” which tax and spend for localized needs such as
street lights, fire protection and libraries. Increasingly,
we are becoming more racially and ethnically diverse,
with economic and cultural differences that defy easy
classification.  And while we are an affluent region, there
is a large and growing gap between rich and poor. 

This profile was funded by the Rauch Foundation to pro-
vide a platform of basic facts about Long Island to help
guide discussions about its future.  It draws heavily from
existing research and reports from the Long Island
Association, the Long Island Regional Planning Board,
the Long Island Housing Partnership, the Suffolk County
Planning Department, Regional Plan Association and
others.  While the profile cannot substitute for the more
in-depth analysis from these organizations, it can pro-
vide a common point of reference.
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The U.S. Census
counted 2,753,913 of us in Nassau and Suffolk counties.
There are more of us than the residents of 19 states…
more than Kansas, Nebraska, Maine, Hawaii or Rhode
Island, for example.  We are home to 14% of New York
State’s population and have two of the most populous
counties anywhere.  Suffolk County alone is the 22nd
largest county in the United States, and Nassau is not far
behind at 26th.1 Long Island is also a significant arm of
the tri-state metropolitan body that surrounds and

includes New York City, connected by jobs, culture, com-
munications and entertainment.  Nassau’s population
grew most rapidly in the 1950s and peaked in 1970.
After declining during the 1970s and 1980s, modest
growth resumed in the 1990s.  Suffolk, on the other
hand, grew rapidly through 1980, and has continued to
grow at a slightly faster rate than Nassau in the 1980s
and 1990s.

1 
These and many of the other comparative statistics in this report are from a paper on Demographic, Economic and Development Trends: Nassau-Suffolk, New

York, by the Suffolk County Planning Department, February 2002.
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Recent and projected population increases are large-
ly the result of immigration and the growth of racial
and ethnic minorities. The rapid expansion of the
Hispanic and Asian population is a central demographic
dynamic on Long Island.  Along with African-Americans
and other minorities, the non-white population now
accounts for 24% of our total population, up from approx-
imately 16% in 1990.  This growth is consistent with pat-

terns throughout the tri-state metropolitan area, as immi-
grant communities have taken hold in suburban as well
as urban areas.  However, whites still comprise 76% of
the population, a higher share than in any other part of
the tri-state region.  In the next decade, the white popu-
lation on Long Island is projected to decline by an addi-
tional 78,000 while the non-white population grows by
162,000. 2

42 Forecast by the New York Metropolitan Transportation Council
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Our population is aging along with the rest of the
United States. Our median age has been rising for
decades.  Now, with the aging of the Baby Boom genera-
tion, more Long Islanders are entering their late 40s and
50s.  And with longer life expectancies, our elderly popu-
lation is also expanding.  Nassau has a somewhat older
profile than Suffolk, but the gap is narrowing.  Eastern
Suffolk in particular is attracting many retirees and can
expect substantial growth in the number of senior citi-
zens.

As the Baby Boom generation continues to age, we
can expect large increases in retirees and older
workers.  Forecasts of the New York Metropolitan
Transportation Council predict a 45% increase in the
over 65 population during the next two decades, and a
76% increase in those 55-64.  The preschool and school-
aged population is projected to decline.



With a Gross Domestic Product of over
$100 billion, Nassau-Suffolk ranks as one of the top 20
regional economies in the nation.  It has a larger econo-
my than nearly half of U.S. states, and it produces about
as much in goods and services as countries such as
Israel, Ireland and Venezuela.   Long Island has also
been one of the fastest growing parts of the larger New
York metropolitan area economy for most of the postwar
period.  

While Long Island’s economy remains closely tied to
New York City’s, a growing proportion of Long Island’s
workforce works within Nassau and Suffolk.  The
economies of the city and the island are intertwined in
many ways, from common labor pools to overlapping
business networks.  Over a quarter-million Long
Islanders commute to New York City every day, but 77%
of the Island’s labor force works on the Island. 
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Following a steep downturn in the early 1990s, a new
economy has emerged driven largely by technology,
business and health services, global trade and
tourism. The old economy built around the defense and
aerospace industry was dealt a double blow with the
ending of the Cold War and a national recession in the
early 1990s.  However, the workforce and entrepreneur-
ial talent that remained, along with the growing need for
financial and business services throughout the New York
metro area, helped the economy to reinvent itself around
businesses such as computer services, biotechnology,
consulting, and other technology and business service
functions.  As reported in the Long Island Association’s
2002-2003 Business Fact Book, Department of Defense
contracts to Long Island firms declined from $3.9 billion
in 1990 to $1.0 billion in 2001.  However, the value of
exports produced on Long Island grew by 67%, to $4.7
billion, between 1993 and 1999, primarily on the strength

of technology industries such as electronics, instruments
and pharmaceuticals.  Continued growth in health care,
education, social services, tourism and consumer servic-
es also contributed strongly to Long Island’s changing
economic profile.3

On the whole, we are far more affluent than the aver-
age American and have the highest incomes in the
New York region. In 2000, 29% of Long Island house-
holds had annual incomes greater than $100,000, com-
pared with 12% of all Americans.  In the New York met-
ropolitan area, only the northern suburbs (Westchester,
Fairfield, Rockland and Putnam counties) had a slightly
higher share earning over $100,000.  However, only 11%
of Nassau and Suffolk households had incomes of less
than $20,000, substantially less than any other part of
the region.  Long Island also had the highest share earn-
ing between $60,000 and $100,000. 
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3
The Long Island Association Annual Business Fact Book, prepared by Dr. Pearl M. Kamer, LIA Chief Economist, and co-sponsored by 
Adelphi University and the Long Island Power Authority, pp. 20-27.



In spite of this affluence, we
include many low-income fami-
lies and individuals.  About
154,000 of us live below the federal
poverty line.  At 5.6%, this is low by
national standards.  However, the
federal poverty level for a family of
three is only $13,738.  Particularly,
in a high-cost area like Long Island,
that means that many more people
living above the poverty line ought
to be considered low-income.  In
addition, as shown in the map
below, there are many “pockets of
poverty” that have concentrated
numbers of low-income house-
holds.
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With homes, buildings and
pavement covering most of the Island as far as central
Suffolk, the edge of rural, undeveloped land is not found
until one reaches the William Floyd Parkway, some 60
miles from Manhattan.  Only the East End remains large-
ly undeveloped, and that area is now under severe pres-
sure for development.  One analysis by the Committee
for the East End Community Preservation Fund put the
amount of undeveloped land in the five eastern towns at
90,000 acres—one tenth of the combined area of
Nassau and Suffolk counties.  There is still some vacant
land in western Suffolk, but this is rapidly disappearing.
Existing measures to preserve existing open space
include the East End Community Preservation Fund,
which uses a real estate transfer tax to fund open space
protection, and two additional programs in Suffolk
County for farmland preservation and open space
acquisition.
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Source: Regional Plan A
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Development and agricultural uses also affect the
underground water supply on which we are totally
dependent. Nassau and Suffolk are indeed an island
isolated from any external source of water.  Unlike cities
and counties on the mainland that have extensive moun-
tain-fed reservoir systems, we rely on a water supply that
is directly beneath us.  The purity of this supply is threat-
ened by pollution from a variety of sources, including
farms, golf courses and commercial property. For exam-
ple, over 23,000 acres of agricultural lands were treated
with chemical fertilizers and over 15,000 acres were
treated with pesticides in 1997.  In both cases, Long
Island’s active vineyards and produce farms used a
much higher intensity of these chemicals than in agricul-
tural lands in other parts of downstate New York or north-
ern New Jersey.  Previous and existing efforts to protect
this vital resource include the 1992 Long Island
Groundwater Protection Area Plan issued by the Long
Island Regional Planning Board, which called for the pro-
tection of 207,000 acres of special groundwater areas;
and the Pine Barrens Protection Act, which now protects
the largest of these groundwater areas in the Central
Pine Barrens.

Our 1,180 miles of shoreline is a rare asset that ben-
efits our economy, ecology and quality of life. This
extensive waterfront provides access to the scenic views
and recreation that make Long Island an attractive place
to live and vacation.  These coastal areas are also the
habitat for much of the island’s fish and plant life.  

Related to all of these issues is a uniform, sprawling
density pattern that characterizes most of Long
Island. With few exceptions, our apartments, business-
es and shopping centers are not clustered, and large
areas of the island are laid out in similar sized lots rang-
ing from 60 X 100 feet in much of Nassau County to 1-3
acre lots on the North Shore of both counties.  These
patterns consume more land and encourage more auto
dependence than more clustered, higher density devel-
opment.  Houses on one-acre lots consume ten times as
much land per housing unit as townhouses or garden
apartments, for example.  Our remaining open spaces,
our groundwater reserves and our shorelines are all
impacted by a continuation of this historic pattern.
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Compared to the national
median home value of $120,000 in 2000, the average
house on Long Island was worth $213,000.  Nassau’s
median of $242,000 was substantially higher than
Suffolk’s at $185,000.   Even these prices are well below
current levels.  Median prices rose by 26% in Nassau
and 35% in Suffolk between 1999 and 2001, and have
continued to escalate since then. However, when consid-
ered as a suburb of a large metropolitan area, Long
Island’s costs are not much different from the suburbs of
other large metro area suburbs, such as San Francisco,
Los Angeles or Washington, D.C.  Prices in other New
York area counties were similar or even higher.  For
example, the median price in Bergen County was
$250,000 while Westchester topped the list of suburban
counties at $326,000.  More distant counties, such as

Middlesex, NJ ($168,000) and Orange, NY ($145,000)
had prices that were more in line with Suffolk.

More than a third of renters are spending 35% or
more of their household income for a place to live. A
recent analysis by Dr. Pearl M. Kamer prepared for the
Long Island Housing Partnership found that that almost
62,000 rental homes or apartments and 165,000 owner
homes cost more than 35% of the householders’
income.4 Even at this high standard of affordability (the
Department of Housing and Urban Development uses
30% as a threshold), these numbers represent 1 out of 3
renters and 1 out of 4 owners.  Percentages are similar
for Nassau and Suffolk.  Unlike housing prices, we have
some of the highest rents in the metropolitan region.
Although Long Island has the smallest proportion of
renters (20%) of any of the major areas of the New York
region, it has the lowest vacancy rates and highest rents.

4  Kamer, Pearl M., Lack of Affordable Housing: Prescription for Economic Disaster, prepared for the Long Island Housing Partnership and financed by the
Roslyn Savings Foundation.



On average, the median rent of $954 accounts for 27.6%
of household income.  This is only slightly higher than
the national average of 25.5%, which includes high num-
bers of urban poor that Long Island does not have.   Low
and moderate-income owners with high relative housing
costs also represent a substantial number of Long
Islanders.  Median owner costs represent 22.8% of the
average household income, compared to a national aver-
age of 18.7%.

The housing cost burden varies considerably from
place to place, with residents of some towns and vil-
lages bearing substantially higher relative costs.
The Housing Partnership found that more than 200

renters in each of the following Nassau County places
spent at least 50% of their household income on hous-
ing:  Great Neck Village, Great Neck Plaza, Port
Washington, New Cassel, Hempstead Village,
Uniondale, Cedarhurst Village, Glen Cove City and Long
Beach City.  And in Suffolk County, these places included
Huntington Station, North Amityville, Wyandanch, Kings
Park, Central Islip, Bayport, Port Jefferson Station,
Patchogue Village, East Patchogue, Shirley, Mastic
Beach, Moriches, Riverhead and Flanders/Hampton Bay.
For homeowners, only Wyandanch and North Amityville
had more than 200 households paying more than 50% of
their household income.
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Only 14% of adults have not graduated
high school, and 58% have at least some post-second-
ary education.  

By most measures, our elementary and high schools
perform well above the state average. Nearly three-
fourths of fourth graders in the 127 school districts in
Nassau and Suffolk either met or exceeded New York
State reading standards in 2000, compared to 58% of
students statewide.  This difference is mirrored in reading
and math scores at different grade levels, and measures
of high school performance.  

One out of eight of our public school students attend
schools in “High Need” districts that are character-
ized by low test scores, graduation rates and college
placement.  These students are concentrated in nine
districts—Roosevelt, Hempstead, Westbury and Freeport
in Nassau and Brentwood, Wyandanch, Amityville,
Central Islip and William Floyd in Suffolk—that have
been defined by the state as High Need districts based
on their ability to meet the needs of their students with
local resources.5 Schools in these districts perform
below the state average and well below other districts on
Long Island by most outcome measures.  For example,
only 9% of fourth graders receive the highest rating for
reading and English language skills, compared to 16% of
students statewide and 23% in other Nassau-Suffolk
districts.

5 The measure is calculated by dividing the district’s poverty rate by an index that combines the district’s property values and average income.
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Forty-two percent of Nassau and Suffolk’s African-
American and Hispanic students attend school in
High Need districts, which have fewer resources per
pupil than more affluent districts. Poverty rates in
these districts are more than three times those of other
districts, and the share of students with limited proficien-
cy in English is four times as high.   With smaller local
tax bases to draw from, these districts also require much
higher levels of state aid to approach the level of spend-
ing in more affluent districts.  
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This is slightly higher than in other suburban areas
of the New York region, and demonstrates our depend-
ency on auto travel.  Only about 1 in 10 takes public
transportation to work, with a large proportion of these
workers representing Long Island Rail Road riders to
Manhattan.  For work trips completely within Nassau and

Suffolk counties, an even smaller share use public trans-
portation, with bus travel being the predominant means
of transit trips to work.  For both work and non-work trav-
el, the average Long Islander makes three-and-one-half
trips per day.  In Nassau, about 6% of these trips are by
public transportation, while in Suffolk transit accounts for
2% of trips.6

6 New York Metropolitan Transportation Council & New Jersey Transportation Planning Authority, 1997/1998 Regional Travel-Household Interview Survey,
April 2000.
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Nearly 60,000 households, or 6% of all households,
do not have a car. In addition, 28% of two-person
households and 17% of three-person households have
only one vehicle.  For many of these residents, the pub-
lic transit system is more of a necessity than a conven-
ience. 

Over the last twenty years, the number of vehicles
that we own has grown more than three times as
fast as the population. While the population has grown
by 6%, the number of registered vehicles has grown by
19%.  Over this same period, very little capacity has
been added to either the highway or the transit network.
As a result, a transportation system that was largely built
for east-west travel and commutation to Manhattan must
now deal with both greater volume and more complex
travel patterns.  Traffic exceeds design capacity on the
Long Island Expressway and the Parkways at rush hour,
and many arterial highways are also crowded.  


