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Title Abstracts and Public Documents Now Taxable

By: Joseph Lipari and Debra Silverman Herman

ver the past few weeks, lawyers
in New York received some un-
pleasant news. Royal Abstract,

Corporation Service Company and
other title abstract and document re-
trieval service companies recently
alerted clients that beginning Septem-
ber 1, 2010, New York Sales and Use
Tax (“Sales Tax”)1 will be collected on
the delivery of certain title abstracts and
document searches, such as good stand-
ing certificates, UCC and related lien
searches, and zoning lot certifications
(collectively, the “Documents”). This
change was not required by any change
to existing Sales Tax Law. Rather, it re-
sulted from new administrative guid-
ance issued by the New York Depart-
ment of Taxation and Finance (the “Tax
Department”) in July of this year, in the
form of a Technical Services Bureau
Memorandum (the “TSBM”).2

Technical Services Bureau Memo-
randa are regularly issued by the Tax
Department to set forth its policy, often
in connection with legislative changes.
The TSBM was issued due to numerous
unsettled questions concerning the tax-
ation of information services. In doing
so the TSBM purportedly “clarified”
the Tax Department’s policy with re-
spect to documents sold by private enti-
ties, and announced the Tax Depart-
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ment’s change in policy with respect to
the taxation of abstracts of title and risk
management analysis reports.

What is a Taxable Information Ser-
vice Under the Law and Sales Tax
Regulations?

To put the issue in context, it is nec-
essary to go over some background
Sales Tax concepts. Although, in gen-
eral, one thinks of the Sales Tax as ap-
plying to sales of tangible goods, the tax
also applies to what are referred to as
“enumerated services.” Section 1105 of
the Tax Law imposes the Sales Tax on
the receipts from such sales including
information services3 and the furnishing
of entertainment or information ser-
vices delivered by telephony or telegra-
phy (only if the service would otherwise
be taxable if it was furnished by printed,
mimeographed or multigraphed matter
or by duplicating written or printed mat-
ter in any other manner).4

The specific statutory language im-
posing the Sales Tax on information
services provides in relevant part as fol-
lows:

The furnishing of information by
printed, mimeographed or multi-
graphed matter or by duplicating
written or printed matter in any
other manner, including the ser-
vices of collecting, compiling or
analyzing information of any kind
or nature and furnishing reports
thereof to other persons . . ..5 Ex-
amples of taxable information ser-

vices set forth in the Sales Tax Reg-
ulations include credit reports, tax
or stock market advisory and anal-
ysis reports, product and marketing
surveys, telephone listings and the
printouts of computer searches
(e.g., Lexis-Nexis database
searches).6

An important exclusion from taxa-
bility exists for any service that “is per-
sonal or individual in nature and which
is not or may not be substantially incor-
porated into reports furnished to other
persons by the person who has col-
lected, compiled or analyzed such infor-
mation” (the “Personal and Individual
Exemption”).7 The Sales Tax Regula-
tions provide that a report submitted by
a private detective agency to its clients
and automobile insurance damage ap-
praisals performed for insurance com-
panies are personal and individual re-
ports, the charge for which is not subject
to Sales Tax.8 Information services pro-
vided exclusively orally,9 advertising
services, and information services used
by radio and television broadcasters in
the dissemination of news are not sub-
ject to Sales Tax.10 Also, certain publi-
cations that constitute non-taxable peri-
odicals and newspapers are exempt
from Sales Tax.11

O



2www.robertsandhol land.com

What is the Primary Function of the
Service—Judicial Test for Informa-
tion Services

The statutory phrase “furnishing of
information” is sufficiently broad as to
encompass an enormous number of ac-
tivities. For example, letters and memo-
randa from lawyers to their clients
clearly include the furnishing of infor-
mation (at least we like to think so) but
so far at least are not considered taxable.
Over the years, the courts and adminis-
trative tribunals that have considered
the breadth of the information services
tax focus on the “primary function” of
the service (the “Primary Function
Test”) when determining whether any
particular service is taxable as an infor-
mation service.12 For example, the New
York Tax Appeals Tribunal has held
that the primary function of a dating re-
ferral service is to assist individuals in
finding a date, rather than the provision
of information about the users of the
service (e.g. favorite movie or email ad-
dress). The Tax Appeals Tribunal rec-
ognized in reaching its decision that
“the mere fact that information is being
transferred will not create a taxable
event.”13 The Tribunal also emphasized
that the transaction should be viewed in
its entirety, rather than dissected to find
a taxable information service.14 Under
this analysis, a lawyer’s letter to a client
would be characterized as the provision
of legal services rather than an infor-
mation service.

In November of 2009, an Adminis-
trative Law Judge (“ALJ”)15, examined
whether a service that electronically an-
alyzed the risk of accepting a check
constituted a taxable information ser-
vice.16 The ALJ, applying the Primary
Function Test, concluded that the pri-
mary function of the service was not to
disseminate information, but rather was
the provision of advice as to whether to
accept a check as payment. More re-
cently, in Matter of Nerac, Inc. (decided
approximately one week after the Tax
Department released the TSBM), a
State ALJ examined whether a research
and advisory firm providing technical,
scientific and engineering research and
tracking services was providing a taxa-

ble information service.17 The ALJ de-
termined that the taxpayer was provid-
ing non-taxable consulting services18

because the service principally involved
the giving of guidance and advice,
based on analysis, with respect to a par-
ticular transaction.

Although the Tax Department his-
torically applied the Primary Function
Test when determining whether a ser-
vice transaction is subject to Sales Tax,
such analysis is notably absent from
more recent rulings.19 As such, there is
no clear basis for determining whether
a service transaction is subject to Sales
Tax.

The Memorandum—The Tax De-
partment’s New Policy

In an attempt to bring clarity to this
confused area, the newly issued TSBM
broadly provides, as a general rule, that
the furnishing of three types of infor-
mation is a taxable information service:
(1) information created or generated
from a common database, or infor-
mation that is widely accessible; (2) a
report that uses or relies on statistical
models or historical data; and, (3) gath-
ering information from a variety of
sources and recasting that information
into a report (the “General Reports”).
The TSBM appears to adopt the Pri-
mary Function Test, stating as follows:

Whether a service qualifies as an
information service depends on its
primary function. The fact that one
element of a service is an infor-
mation service does not mean that
the service as a whole is taxable as
an information service. The Tax
Department will determine a ser-
vice’s primary function based on
an examination of the nature of the
service being sold and what is be-
ing paid for by the purchaser. How
the buyer subsequently uses the in-
formation purchased is not relevant
to this inquiry. If a customer’s chief
purpose in paying for a service is to
receive information from that ser-
vice, whether it is the price of a
stock, the chain of ownership of
real property, or contact infor-
mation for a person meeting cer-
tain qualifications, the service as

whole qualifies as an information
service. This result holds true even
if the customer receives other ben-
efits as a part of the service. (em-
phasis added)
Significantly, in the language

quoted above, the Tax Department
seeks to reverse the holding of the Tax
Appeals Tribunal decision that estab-
lishes the Primary Function Test, by
deeming “contact information for a per-
son meeting certain qualifications” to
be the primary function of the transac-
tion, rather than the end result and true
objective of the customer paying for
such service—a date. The TSBM fur-
ther enumerates approximately twenty-
five types of services, including match-
ing or networking services, college se-
lection services, employment history re-
ports, credit monitoring services, and
survey results of, which it considers the
“primary function” to be a taxable in-
formation service. Absent of course
from this application of the “primary
function” test, is any analysis of the pri-
mary function of the service itself. It
seems extremely clear that the value
that a college selection service provides
is expertise and advice on the types of
schools that would be suitable for a par-
ticular student. The fact that the service
may supply the identical lists of schools
to multiple students, should not rechar-
acterize the primary nature of the trans-
action, and yet, under the Tax Depart-
ment’s TSBM Sales Tax would be due.

Private Documents Sold By Private
Entities

The application of the Sales Tax to
title reports, good standing certificates,
etc. is particularly unusual. On the one
hand, since 2004 the Tax Department
has treated the sale of public documents
by private service providers as a taxable
information service. As the TSBM ex-
plains, an Advisory Opinion issued to a
single taxpayer (State Farm Mutual Au-
tomobile Insurance), in 2004, provided
guidance to all taxpayers of the Tax De-
partment’s interpretation of the law—
namely, the Personal and Individual Ex-
emption does not apply to information
filed with a governmental agency as a
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public record to which there is unlim-
ited public access. Despite this guid-
ance, the TSBM notes that a number of
taxpayers have been relying on corre-
spondence from the Tax Department
that predates the 2004 Advisory Opin-
ion, which expressly provides that the
Tax Department would provide notifi-
cation if the advice in the letter was re-
versed. Thus, one of the purposes of the
TSBM is to notify all taxpayers that be-
ginning on or after September 1st, 2010,
sales of public records by private ser-
vices providers is subject to Sales Tax.

There may very well be challenges
to the Tax Department’s position. The
furnishing of data (including its compi-
lation and organization) is being done
by the government agency, not the title
company or corporate service company.
The private companies are simply ar-
ranging to pick up the information from
the government and transmit it to the
client. One would not think that a com-
pany that delivers newspapers or copies
of printed materials from a publisher to
a customer is engaged in an information
service, it is engaged in a transportation
service. Taxpayers considering bring-
ing a challenge should take note that
this argument, among others, was re-
jected by the New York Supreme Court
Appellate Division when it examined
whether the furnishing of New York
State Department of Motor Vehicle rec-
ords obtained by a private company and
delivered to All State Insurance Com-
pany was a taxable information ser-
vice.20

Additionally, the Tax Department
acknowledges that sales of public docu-
ments by governmental entities are not
subject to Sales Tax by virtue of Section
1116(a)(1) of the Tax Law. However,
this Section of the Sales Tax Law pro-
vides that sales by the State of New
York, or any of its agencies instrumen-
talities, or political subdivisions, are ex-
cluded from Sales Tax only when the
transaction involves services or prop-
erty of a kind not ordinarily sold by pri-
vate persons. If the private company is
merely reselling documents it pur-
chased from the government, it is diffi-
cult to understand how the sale of such
documents to the private company is of
a kind not ordinarily sold by private per-
sons.

Abstracts of Title
The TSBM explains that to better

reflect controlling judicial case law, the
Tax Department is reversing its prior
correspondence that indicated that sales
of abstracts of title (condensed history
of title to a particular piece of real es-
tate) were not subject to Sales Tax.
Therefore, on or after September 1,
2010, sales of an abstract of title to ei-
ther a prospective purchaser of real
property or to an attorney who uses the
abstract in connection with an opinion
of title are taxable information services.
Notably, the TSBM concluded that a ti-
tle search conducted by an attorney is
exempt as the provision of legal ser-
vices. While abstracts of title, do re-

flect raw data, and therefore represent
the type of information the Sales Tax
Law intended to be taxed as an infor-
mation service, they are often used to
prepare policies of title insurance. Dif-
ficult issues arise when the sale of the
abstract is in connection with the sale of
title insurance, since insurance is not
subject to Sales Tax.

Conclusions
There may very well be challenges

to the positions taken in the TSBM.
Several state and local tax practitioners
believe that the Tax Department’s poli-
cies set forth in the TSBM (and in Ad-
visory Opinions issued by the Tax De-
partment over the past two years) are in-
consistent with the principal test—the
Primary Function Test—applied by the
New York courts and administrative
Tribunals when determining whether a
service is a taxable information ser-
vice.21 Nevertheless, for the foreseeable
future, counsel and their clients should
factor in additional closing and transac-
tional costs with respect to their pur-
chases of taxable Documents. Although
the Tax Department should be com-
mended for its efforts to add clarity to
an area that has been gray for some
time, it appears as though the TSBM
raises additional legal and tax policy is-
sues.
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