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Next year’s transportation bill will likely include changes to the fuel tax system that could affect those who drive Priuses, sports utility vehicles (SUVs) or other fuel-efficient vehicles. Such vehicles are considered a “zero emission vehicle” (ZEV), which means they do not create or release emissions like gasoline and diesel cars do. Tax changes could
affect a driver’s ability to operate a ZEV-class vehicle, or prevent them from driving one altogether. The federal fuel tax system is expected to undergo change during the 112th Congress. The House of Representatives approved a bill on April 12 that would increase the gas tax by 20 cents a gallon by 2020. The Senate approved a similar bill on June

19. An amendment was added to the House bill, to be voted on again later this month, that would use revenue from the gas tax increase to fund the highway trust fund. While many states and the District of Columbia already impose their own excise taxes on gasoline, the federal gas tax is currently 18.4 cents per gallon, and is the source of funding for
road and bridge projects. The U.S. is the only industrialized nation without a federal fuel excise tax on gasoline. The House bill would raise that tax from 18.4 cents to 28.2 cents per gallon by 2020. The House bill, as passed, provides for tax-exempt ZEVs, which are defined as cars with an average fuel economy rating of greater than 25 miles per

gallon on the federal government’s Corporate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) measure. These vehicles would also be exempted from paying the 20 percent federal motor fuel tax for any trip up to $27,500 in value. After that point, the fuel tax would apply. A vehicle with a fuel economy rating between 25 and 34 miles per gallon would be taxed at a
rate of 12.4 cents per gallon, while an average car rated 18-24 miles per gallon would pay 10.3 cents per gallon. At present, California and 22 other states also have state gas taxes, with an average of 20.1 cents per gallon, but these vary from state to state. In 2009, Congress passed legislation that exempted the state-level gas taxes from the federal fuel

tax system, due to inequities between states. But the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the use of the gas tax on federal highways in a case brought by two South Dakota-based car dealers. The House bill also
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