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The Uses of (seoline Taxes
By . 8. Palvovack, Prineipal Hizhwny ¥ngineer

Burgen of Public Ynads

fagolling taxes pald by rosd users of the 48 Stsbes snd
the Distriet of Colunbla in 1929 raachéd the largest total in
the 10w-yeny hiat@ry'gf this reverkable tawing wessure, After
deduetion of refunds ellowed by the Stnite 1a§a the tax.netteﬂ
in tode tenth year of its existence 343),636,454 from levies
on more then 13,400,000,000 gallone of motor fusl,

Until 1619 thers was no tax on gasoline in the United
ftates, On February 25 of that yesyr the State of Oregon sst
in motion the emall snow ball which slnce has rolled through
all the Statas snd, swelling in sise, hee finally rTollaed up
one of the lsrgest of 21l revenunes aveilsble for highway covie

struciion sad maintansuce.,
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geegonts iniltlsl levy wag the modest one of ons ceng
ver gellon. In the smme yesr three obher States trisd the
game gxperiment, and one of them -~ Yew Mexieo ~ ventured 2 btwo-
gent rate. fGolarado webehed Oregonte one cenity but Harth SHakota
deoided Lo be conkent with g fourth of o cent per zsllon, ﬁhie.
wed the beslanipg. By 192% the fouy nloneers had been joined
by 21 othar States, snd n thiree-cent rate appesred in seven of
them, with Orsgon sgein In the van, In 1925 the 35 Ststew were
Jotned by ithe Vilskrict of Oolunbia, snud idrksnsan eelebreted the
.ﬁew Tewur by Imposing & fourecent rata; and p year later, with 44
Stetes and the Diestrict of Uolumbile in the proomesion, Scath
Geroling osme out for o Five~cend bax. Then, Tor three yeszrs {4
anpastred that the limdb had been resched; but Seuth Zeroline
seein proved thst sppearances may be decenblive by lnylag Jown &
glx-cent tox in warch, 1083 ite exazmple guickly followed by the
sigter dteates of Florlde zad feorgin.  And, finally, in the gone
year, Yagscchusette snd Hew York, whieh nad previeusly held sloof,

joined wibh the rvest of the ustion, esch levying s two-cent tox.



Regarded by tex experis as ons of the wost ramafkahl&
ravenue producers ever devised, thle teax iz aleo one of the

most chésply ﬁﬁllaataé of 211 imposte. In &1 States Tor which

the costs of ecollection in 1929 are known, the net revanue produced,
after deduction of sll vaste of adminletration wes 99.3/4 cents for
svery dollar of tax collected.

It has aleo been sne of the wmest w»illlagly pgi& of #ll baxes,
tavosed madnly Lo the work of roed lworovemsns, the rosd uolny
public by whleh 1% 13 peld ln oroportion to the use of the highwavs,
heg in ns csse seriously opponed the lwpoesitien of the tax., Hven
ot tﬁs glx~gent pexisum rate now charged In three Sipbes thera is
etill no definite indlecotion of p diminishing retorn whieh would
indleste approach te the Lindt of publie tolerance.

How grestly the rosd Lmprovement sotlvity of reeent yearsg
hue devendssd woon this single source of revenus, sud to whad ax.
tent the rapld progress of the latier yesrs has been made possidle
by the dirset contribotions of the roed usér in thie forw and In

motar velilcle license fess can be ehown by = few figures.



In 1919 « the yesr the gemolins bax was sidopied by the
First four Stafés - the shols expenditure on rursl hlgiwars in
the Umitad Stotes, by 2ll sgeuclew of governwent, Federal, Girte,
and 1&&@1; won 385,468,882, The totsl of gasoline taxes collected
in that yeavr wae only 31,083,514, ¥otor wehicle liceuse fees pro-
duced sn edditionsl %5%,6@?.?55; so bhub the tebsl contrlbabion of
the road user wap 268,719,768, +0ich was sbout 1Y per cent of the
comparetively swsll expenditure,

By 1029 - Just 10 yesre Ister + the totsl rural vood el
nepdlture bad grown to sn snnual oubley of 41,444,668,985; 284 in
saapert of this enormously incressed expendlbure the opesrators of
mator vablcles contribubted 729,741,085, or more thon 5O per cent,
ar thetir totnl coutrivubion the rosd usgre psid &495,45%,3%% in the
foyz of grsoline bexes snd ihe bslsnge in mofor vehisle 1icenne
Yepn, paruwiis, ste, 1n both instances these soounte are exclusive
&f the nortione of the totzl contributlone which pers used to
defrsy cellsction costs or diverted to other then rursl highwsy usey.

Fabypan the $wo years adbove mentioned bthe veerly voral rasd
sxpenditure inerezsed slightly more thon 2 billion dellsrs, and of
this ineresde Just stoub btwe-thirss mas w8t by the ilnergsssd con-
trivutions of the rosd vmer, made ue in lorger nart of geeoline {nwes,
The remalnder wze wmet by incressad revenues {rom resl properiy énxstlen

apd bond lssuss,
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Of the 431,636,454 of geesline teves collected 1n 1039,
PHO7,967,756 or 69 per cont was ellotted for expenditure ia tho
construehion and meintenanes of the meln ronsds comorising the
Btrte highway svygtems, Vor ihe consiruvetlion snd malntenanae
of locsl ronds of the counties sad tawnehipy the allotment wgﬁ
YEG,11LE, TOR or nearly 20 per cent of the total. %o meet neceg.
sary peywonte on State snd county road bonds thers was an
sllotmend of 2%, 371,788, asporoximetely & per cent of the toisl
and the remsinder of 24,408,037, or approximately 8 per cank
wpe devoied to purposes gther thep the improvement ef rural
tonds,

Of the smount thus diverted to other than rural ress
pWrposes, the grestest fractian)amauﬂting in B States ond the
Metrlet of Columbis to #14,5346,106, wae sllotbad to the ime
provewent of streets in citise nnd towns; a Marither sun ens
Averted to the construetion of schosle snd publie bulldings
1n 3 Stetes in the mmounbt of 19, 370,562 one State pllotted
£00,000 ta ite Depsrtwent of foumerve apnd Wavigetisng five
%Ba%a% held 24682,7%46 ag o rezerve for paynent of tax refunds;
one State devobted S2I0,00% vrlsed by a epeelel gesoline tox
s the constroction of o seawell for road protection; sud the
gmrall brlaenee of 14,020 wes pald by one State Into Lte goneral

fumde,
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1t #111 thus be sesn that of the total amount of
thess taxes collected in 1928, nearly 98 par gent was
devoted dlrectly or indirectly to the construetion snd
mpinbensnce of rural ropde and clty setreets. The
divergione to ather pﬁrpeaﬁs. guch as schoole and publie
bulldings, are as yet uvnimportant from the point of view
of the country s¢ o shole, thowzh they reopresent very
gubstantial sums in the few Stmtes lnvolved.

This doss not menn, however, that there have not
been nany efforts to sppropriste the returns of the tax
to other than the purpos¢ for which it woes originally
dasigned, On the contrary thers ie sesrcely g lezislative
gespion in any State aﬁ which there is pot some effort,
mora or lase strongly supported, o reap the henefits of
the tax for other purposes.

Such attempbts sre stoutly and quite praperly resisted
by motorists e Loconsistent with the charmoter of the
fmnost. 'They contend that, sz a speclal levy on romd users,
the tax should be exolusively devoted to the beceflt of the
gpecial ol=sg upon which it falle; and »s a natser of esuity,

and public pollcy ss woll, their contentlon is fully Jjustified,



Whother the apportiomment of ths retura on the present
baels to State and county roads cnd oty streets is entirely
raoponable is o wore daﬁata&le guestion. As origlnsily levied
in oractieally all States the tax was intended for the suppord
of the State vosd vrogrem, ﬁiﬁsa the expsnsive irnvestment in
the main ronds is neceselinted by the heavy accumulntion of
woator vehiele teeffle which they swet sccommodate, there is
g;aeulji.m fitness 1n this wee of the bex.

In racognition of thiz faoi property taxes for main
rosd purposes have besen grestly reduced or absndened in g11
#Btabes, and now constitule lessa than @ per eeﬁt of ¢the total
ftate hilghway revenve. The user texen, including motoy
vahiclie license fess nnd gesoline tawes, constitubting the bulk
of the 81 nper ¢unt remsining, have thus beooms the mein support
af the lmportant work of State rosd lawrovementy and the sasunt
allotted to thie surpose from the tww speclel Laxes cen not be
reduced without jJeovardizing the continuznce of thie sork which
hae made so great a changs in the condition of the ment luportang

rural rosdsg,



ir, tharafﬂra, aédi%ianal s Tor county rosde sad
clty wtrests are to be ralised by tawstlon of veblcle owners
it is pracsieally imperstive thet they be previded by in-
eresping the iax rate; onld propossis %o that end effesting
geeoline taxes should be very corefully cousiderad. Iy is
781l to remgmber that sdditions hove thus £ besn meds to
2 falling price of gzosoline and anve Lhus besn so sbeorbed
thzt they have nat been falt by the consumer., If the price
of the fusel turns vowerd, en 1t doubtless will sventually,
the higher tax vrstez already levied mmy beceme sotuslly

tardenzonsg,



