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fhg l]&m of Gasoline ?a*©a 

By K. 3 . ?»lrbank, Principal Highway Engineer 

Bureau of Public toads 

dftgollae tavern paid by- ro&d users of the 48 States sad 

th« D i s t r i c t of Columbia In 1P29 reached th© largest t o t a l in 

the 10 -year h i s tory of th is r««isrk«bl« taxing mtasiar*, After 

deduction of refund® allowed by the State lam the tast netted 

in thin tenth year of i t s exitstenot f i431 ,8$8 ,484 from l e v i e s 

on mor© tlmn 1 3 , 4 0 0 , 0 0 $ , 0 0 0 gal lons of motor f u @ l , 

Unti l 1919 there was no tax on f s s o l i n e in the 'United 

St&tos, On February £6 of that year tha Stste of Oregon set 

in motion the imal l snow ba l l which &inc& han r o l l e d through 

a l l the St&tas and, swell ing in »ist©, hse f i n a l l y r o l l e d up 

one of the Issrjgett of a l l revenues avai lable for h i g h l y con* 

struct lon and maintenance. 
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(ie®%$ia.H I n i t i a l l evy W M th*j tficd<8@& o»« of on© cent 

per ga l lon . I& the year thrag ©the* States t r iad the 

s*sme ^xperlaent, and one of thesa * tJsw Mexico * ventured a tm-

0*nt tftt«. Colorado t»&fceh«& Oregon*a one cent; but Worth Dakota 

decided to be contest with & fourth of a cent per ga l lon , -£Ms 

«&* the beginning. By 19^3 tha four pioneerg had b«»» j»tn@& 

by 31 gthar- States , and a tlw&s-cottt rata epposred in s&voa ef 

fche»» 'rf.tb flresott ajgftla in the Vs» . Jn l £ 2 6 the 3S States wore 

jo ined by the Mafcriet of Columbia, sad irkaneas celebrated the 

low Tsar by Imposing a four-cant rat©; mi a yoar lefeer, with 44 

States and the D i s t r i c t of Columbia in th® proeeesitm, South 

{feroliaa osrae out for a f iys -cent t«ix. ?hsm, for three ye&re i t 

appeared thftt the l imi t had been reached* but South Osrolina 

egsaifi proved that oppe&raneeB way be deceptive by laying down a 

oijocent tax in, March, l t S 9 j I t s example quickly followed by the 

Bister gtatee of Florida guid Ooorfiia. A»d, f ina l ly ! i » tho same 

year, Ksesschuaette and Sew York, which had previously hold s loof , 

joined «?lth the rest of th* nation, ©seh levying e. two-cent tax . 
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Begarded b y to expert* ae one o f th* rcoet renjerkehle 

revenue p r o d u c e r s ever d e v i s e d , t h i s tax i s a l s o one of fehs 

meet €he»i>ly c o l l e c t e d o f a l l i m p o r t s . I a 34 St©tee f o r nMeh 

the soete o f co l l ec t ion in 1929 ax1© knotm, the net revenue produced, 

a f t e r deduction o f a l l c a s t s o f ftftsinletration wms 9 9 - 3 / 4 centa fa r 

overv tfQll*r o f tax col lected* 

It has s l s o been one of tho most w i l l ing ly paid o f a l l t&xee. 

Devoted mainly to the work of road i«jprovement» the. road uoin# 

public by which i t i s paid til proportion fee) the us© o f th© higftvayarf 

Jms in a© c » e e aeriously opposed the i m p o s i t i o n of the t ax . iSven 

a t the *tx-*Qent ftaxianxo r a t e n o ^ charged i n t h r e e Sl&tett there i s 

s t i l l no d e f i n i t e indication o f a d i i rdntehing return which vrould 

indicate sp t j roach ho th<e l i m i t o f p u b l i c t o l e r a n c e . 

J?o«f great ly the ro*d improvement a c t i v i t y o f recent year* 

has depended upon thie s ingle source of revenue, and to whftfc ex~ 

tent the rapid progreee of the l a t t e r year* has been wade possible 

by the a*iredt contributions o f tho road ueer in t h i s forta and in 

raofcor vehic le l i c e n s e fees can be ehown by a few f igures . 
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In 19X9 - the yenr the gaeollae tax was adopted by the 

f i r s t four s ta te s - the ?;h&ie expenditure <m rural highways i s 

the tmited States,. W «XX sgenciee ef ^ v s m s e a l , federal , St$t©, 

find l o c a l , we6 5 l$89,465,933. The tofcsl of gasol ine tax* a co l l ec ted 

in that y*©r only $1 ,03'J ,S14 . stater vehic le l i eenee fe*e pro

duced ©n (additional $64,$97,256$ so that the t o t a l contribution of 

the road u*«r in* f 4 S , ? l $ , 7 6 # , tfcieh «ae about 1 ? p»v cent of the 

comparatively expenditure. 

$y 1939 - Just 1 0 ya&re l a t e r ' * the t o t a l rural roed ex~ 

T p e n d i t a r * h&d g r o w to en annual oat lay o f $ 1 , 4 4 4 , 6 6 8 , 9 8 0 ? m% in 

ecraperfc of t h i s enormously increaeed expenditure th® ep&r&tora of 

snotor vehic les contributed ^759,791,065*. or aore than 50 per cent. 

Of the ir fatal contribution to ro»d ueere paid # 4 0 6 , 4 5 3 , 3 4 9 la the 

form of gaso l ine taxes and the b*l?ne© In Motor vehic le l leenoe 

fees , -permits, e t c . In both inetanaee these amount a ere exclusive 

of the portions of the to ta l eontributiono which «?ere used, to 

defray c o l l e c t i o n coats or diverted to other tlmn rural highway usee. 

Between th© two year* above mentioned the yeerly rural rosd 

expenditure increased s l i g h t l y mve ths>n a. b i l l ton do l lar s , m& of 

th i s incres9.ee j u s t about t ^ e - t h l r d s wss met by incre&eed con~ 

tr ibutioae of the ro&d uaer, made un in l a r g e r $ « r t o f geonline taxes* 

The rea&inder * * « met by Increased revenue from reel property tax&t ion 

and bond i soues . 

http://incres9.ee
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Of the ^481,636,484 of gaeoltae texe© col lected i n 133$, 

£&97,967,786 or 69 per cent was a l l o t t e d for expenditor© in the 

construction sad maintenance of the wein road© cosftprising the 

State highway systems, f o r the const m e t ion and maintenance 

of l oca l roads of the counties and tosmehlpe the allotment was 

£&%113«708 or nearly 20 per cent of th® to ta l . I'o meet n#c®&~ 

eary p&yraent* on State and county road honde there was an 

allotment of .'iSS, 371 ,786 , approximately 5 per cent of the to ta l 

and the remainder of $ 2 4 , 4 0 6 , 0 3 7 , or approximately 6 per cent 

was devoted to purposes other than the improvement of rural 

ros.de. 

Of the amount thus diverted to other than rural road 

purposes, th® greateet fraction^amounting in 8 States mH the 

District of Columbia to *14 ,848 ,106 , was a l l o t t e d to the im

provement of s t ree t s i n c i t i e s and towns; a farther sum «as 

diverted to the constraction of schools and public buildings 

in 3 States in the mount of #$,370,563$ one State a l l o t t e d 

$ 9 0 , 0 0 0 to l t e Departwent of Cfctameree and Navigation? f ive 

States held $388,346 » e a reserve for payment of tax refunded 

one s ta te devoted ' -^10,093 raised by a spec ia l gasol ine tax 

t o the construction of a seawell for roao* protection; and the 

small balance of ?S,930 was paid by one State into I t s general 

funds. 

http://ros.de
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I t wi l l thus he seen tbut of tho t o t a l amount of 

these taxes co l lootod la 1 9 3 , nearly 98 per cent ?raa 

devoted d i r e c t I ? or Indirec t ly t o th© construction and 

»ftlnt®aaiioe of rural roade and c i ty s t r e e t s . The 

diversions to other porpoee®, such oo oohoola end public 

bui ldings , are as yet ^ important from the poiat of view 

of the country as a whole, though they represent very 

substantial w * ia the few States involved. 

f h i s does not sseen, however, that there have not 

heen many e f f o r t s to appropriate the retnrno of the tax 

to other than the purpose for which i t was•or ig inal ly 

designed. On the contrary there i e scarcely a l e g i s l a t i v e 

session in any State at which there i e mot some e f f o r t , 

move or l e s s s trongly supported, to reap the benef i ts of 

the tax for other purpoeee. 

jjuch atteapfcs are s tout ly and tjuito properly res i s ted 

by motorists as inconeietent with the oharaofeer of the 

impost. ^h©y contend that, as a epecidl levy on road wierg, 

the t©sr ehould be e^oluaivoly devoted to the benefit of the 

specia l c lass upon shleh i t f a l l e ; and ae a samtter of equity, 

and public pol icy m wel l , their contention ie f u l l y j u s t i f i e d . 
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leather the apportionment of the return on the present 

haste to Stat© sod county road® and « U y e trwt t t ia ent i re ly 

reasonable i s a. taor© debatable (peat ion* A® o r i g i n a l l y l ev i ed 

in p o e t i c a l l y a l l States th® tax mm intended for the rapport 

o f fcha State road program. s ince the expansive investment in 

tli© main road* la neceeelt&teo' by the heavy accumulation of 

motor 'vehicle t r a f f i c which they nruofc accommodate, there i s 

peculiar f i tneee ia th is at® of the tax. 

In recognition o f this £©et property taxee f o r ts&in 

road jpurposae have been great ly reduced or abandoned ia a l l 

States , and now cons t i tu te JUs© than 9 par cent of th© tota l 

State highway revenue. The user tax«*» inc luding motor 

veh ic le l i c e n c e feee sac! g&aoline ta*ea, const i tut ing the bulk 

of the 91 p&v mnt yamainiag, have thus bo corns the main support 

of the important work of Stat® road iamrovemoati and the amount 

a l l o t t e d to this purpose from th© %m apeeial fcssee can not be 

reduced without Jeopard!King the continuance of this work $hich 

hae xTtade so great a change in the condi t ion o f the moat important 

rural roads. 



8 

If, therefore, additional, s'er&e for county ro^d« ««;! 

c i t y atre&ta to M raiaad by taxation o f vehicle owners 

i t i e p r a c t i c a l l y imperative that they bo provided by in* 

creasing She t s x ra te ; proposals to tkj?.£ #n& af feas ing 

gmotim should be vary careful ly considered:. I t i e 

well to remeiahar thafc seMiticae hava thus tnir hem sMsd.$ to 

a f a l l i n g price of gasol ine and have fehue been so a&ecrfeea 

tha t thay have not bam f e l t by the oonawtar, tf the price 

o f the' fuel turn* upward* m i t doubtless mill areata allyv 

the higher tax r@fca4 already l ev ied asay y#c#m$ actua l ly 

Imr&aneome. 


