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I realize that transportation will be a key issue in the legislature this year, and discussion is already underway about raising Utah’s gasoline taxes.  According to the American Petroleum Institute (http://www.api.org/oil-and-natural-gas-overview/industry-economics/~/media/Files/Statistics/Gasoline-Tax-Map.pdf), effective 10/01/14, Utah’s combined local, state and federal gasoline taxes come to $.4290 per gallon, that includes Utah’s current $.245 state tax per gallon.  I’m sure this is nothing new to you, but the website provides additional information.  How does Utah compare to other states?

· Utah is the middle of their group’s range and number twenty-seven when ranked against all states.  
· Utah’s $.245 per gallon tax has existed since 1998.  A review of state gasoline taxes from 1998 to 2012 shows that many states maintained the same tax, such as Arizona at $.18 per gallon, but few have maintained a tax as high as Utah’s throughout the entire fourteen-year period.  
· New Mexico has held steady at $.18875 since 2001. 
· Nevada has maintained a $.24 per gallon tax, but then they don’t collect state income taxes.
· State averages during the fourteen-year period ranged from $.1867 in 1998 to $.2163 in 2012.
· Eighteen states are in the same range as Utah ($.400-$.495 per gallon) while fourteen states have combined taxes less than $.40 per gallon.  

· Seventeen states are greater than $.495 per gallon.
So, is a tax increase justified?  Should Utah drivers be asked to pay more at the pump?  Gasoline prices have gone down recently, but will they in the future?  I drive a Prius so I won’t feel the impact as much as many around here who drive Cadillac Escalades and other gas guzzlers unless legislators start making me pay in some other fashion, which does not seem the best message to send to citizens when energy conservation is a value that should be encouraged.  
How has the $.245 per gallon every year since 1998 been used?  Has it been used well or squandered on highway projects that perhaps were not necessary?  I don’t have answers to these questions, but as a taxpayer I do have questions.   And, we do know that UDOT has had its problems in the past with questionable contracts.  Some are questioning the work that UDOT has planned in our Southern Utah area, with much seeming like “make work” for the department.  There is a transportation theory called “induced traffic” that asserts the more roads you build, the more people will fill them.  Opponents assert, “Isn’t that why we build roads?”  Well, yes, but where will it lead is the question and what other options might better serve the future needs of the county?  Public transportation gets little if any real attention while building more roads is the focus.  We have a nation spider-webbed with roads, all demanding more maintenance and more redesigning continually, while public transportation often languishes. Last year there was discussion in Washington County about public transportation between St. George and Zion Park to help relieve the traffic in Springdale on holidays and other high-visitor weekends when cars line the road all the way out of Springdale.  With Zion Park being a key money-maker in the state, this needs to be dealt with.  I would certainly support more taxes if they went to ensure projects such as this.
While Utah legislators are discussing raising Utah’s gasoline taxes, talk about raising the national gas tax is underway, also, as you know.  There are plenty of places that have absolutely terrible and dangerous infrastructure that needs replacement, but Utah is not really one of those places.  So, if Utah’s gas tax is raised and the feds raise the federal gasoline tax, how much will Utahns eventually be paying at the pump?  Even now with lower prices, low-income employees who need cars for transportation to and from work – due to lack of adequate public transportation – feel the pinch.  

There’s been some discussion as to who should bear some of the cost for our nation’s aging infrastructure.  With corporations making record profits and using our roadways to move their goods, perhaps they should be absorbing more of the cost.  Yes, perhaps they will pass that cost along to consumers in their products, but then those may be more discretionary purchases than gasoline anyway.  Locally, St. George is giving tax incentives to businesses to lure them our way.  If this is the “most desirable” place to live as many assert, should we not be expecting more from business not less?  Aren’t they using our roads to move their products?  Are they paying their fair share in property taxes?  If Centrally Assessed Taxes apply, do they have more opportunity than private taxpayers have to lessen their tax burden due to the efforts of well-paid lobbyists?  Will we end up paying more to take up that slack – adding just that much more to the increased taxes Southern Utahns may also be expected to pay at the pump?
When gasoline tax changes are considered, please ensure that the decisions are fair to those who may be most challenged by increases and that transportation serves all Utahns, including low-income, seniors and disabled, who need public transportation, rather than just creating more and bigger roads for single or other low-occupancy vehicles.
Thank you for considering my thoughts as you review and possibly take action on Utah’s gasoline tax during this 2015 legislative session.

Respectfully,

Lisa Rutherford

