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Statement of Jeff Davis, Senior Fellow, Eno Center for Transportation 

Before the Subcommittee on Highways and Transit, Committee on Transportation and 
Infrastructure, U.S. House of Representatives 

“America Builds: The Need for a Long-Term Solution for the Highway Trust Fund” – April 
29, 2025 

Chairman Rouzer, Ranking Member Norton, and members of the Subcommittee, my name 
is Jeff Davis and I am a Senior Fellow at the Eno Center for Transportation, a nonpartisan 
think tank founded by traffic pioneer William Phelps Eno in 1921 to carry on his work 
increasing the safety and flow rate of vehicular traffic. We are a 501(c)(3) nonprofit 
organization that now studies all modes of transportation up and down the federalist chain 
of government. I have been studying the Highway Trust Fund since 1996, and I wrote my 
first article predicting a future Trust Fund insolvency crisis back in February 2006. 

What Is the Highway Trust Fund? Established in 1956, the Highway Trust Fund is part of 
the “user-pay, user-benefit” tax principle which has dominated state transportation funding 
since the early 20th century and which was first adopted by the federal government after 
World War II. Federal aviation (1970), inland waterway (1978), and harbor maintenance 
(1986) programs have since been put on the user-pay system with their own trust funds.1 

Simply put, the federal budget is kept in two separate books. All spending accounts are 
kept in one book, and all receipt accounts are kept in a separate book. The sum totals of 
the two books are compared on a daily, monthly, and annual basis to determine the federal 
deficit or surplus. 

A federal trust fund account is a bridge between the two books – a way of linking receipt 
accounts from specific taxes on certain groups with spending accounts that benefit those 
groups, over a long period of years. It is a visibility exercise, not a fiduciary relationship. 

How Has the Highway Trust Fund Performed? For the first 50 years of its existence, the 
Highway Trust Fund worked according to plan. During that period, total user tax receipts on 
gasoline, diesel fuel, and the trucking industry were $676 billion, only $7 billion less than 
highway (and later, mass transit) outlays, which was more than made up for by interest 
earned on balances.2 But since then, Trust Fund spending has exceeded user tax receipts 
by $208 billion, far more than interest can compensate for, which has necessitated over 
$275 billion in special bailout transfers from the General Fund, the last of which was in the 

 
1 See my testimony before this subcommittee on October 18, 2023 for a full history of the user-pay paradigm. 
2 The payment of interest from the General Fund to a trust fund account is another kind of subsidy, but it is 
widely accepted and dates back at least to the establishment of the Unemployment and Social Security Trust 
Funds in the 1930s, so this committee is probably not the place to reargue the concept. 

https://docs.house.gov/meetings/PW/PW12/20231018/116425/HHRG-118-PW12-Wstate-DavisJ-20231018.pdf
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2021 infrastructure law and will keep the Trust Fund solvent into 2028. (A complete list of 
those transfers is in Appendix A of this testimony.) 

Table 1 
HTF: The First 50 Years (1957-2006) The HTF Since Then (2007-2024) 

Net user tax receipts: $676.0 billion Net user tax receipts: $724.5 billion 

Outlays: $682.6 billion (101% of net user 
tax receipts) 

Outlays: $932.2 billion (128% of net user 
tax receipts) 

Interest/Fines: $30.1 billion Interest/Fines: $17.8 billion 

Special Bailout Transfers: net zero (on two 
occasions, short-term loans by GF to HTF 
were made and then repaid with interest) 

Special Bailout Transfers: $275.5 billion 

 

Why has this happened? Three reasons. 

1. That total amount that people drive doesn’t increase as fast as it used to. For the 
first 50 years of the Trust Fund, the total amount of driving in the U.S., measured in 
vehicle miles-traveled (VMT), increased by an average of 3.2 percent per year, 
enough to keep pace with inflation in many years. Since 2007 the increase has only 
averaged a half-percent per year. 

2. Starting in the mid-1970s, vehicles got more fuel-efficient, rendering a cents-per-
gallon tax an ever-worsening proxy for a tax on driving. The number of gallons of 
motor fuel taxed each year increased by an average 2.6 percent for the first 50 years, 
but now only increases by an average 0.3 percent per year. 

3. The political system has been unwilling to increase tax rates to keep pace with 
increasing Trust Fund spending or to restrain spending to stay in line with Trust Fund 
tax receipts. Over the first 50 years, Congress acted four times to increase the 
gasoline tax rate, from 3 cents per gallon to 18.3 cents per gallon, which helped 
counteract lost buying power due to inflation. But that last increase was in 1993. 

Table 2 
HTF: The First 50 Years (1957-2006) The HTF Since Then (2007-now) 

VMT increases an average 3.2%/year VMT increases an average of 0.5%/year 

Taxed gallons of motor fuel increased by an 
average of 2.6%/year 

Taxed gallons of motor fuel increased by an 
average of 0.3%/year 

Tax rates were increased so that the 
gasoline tax rate in 2006 (18.3¢/gal.) was 
6.1 times the rate in 1957 (3.0¢/gal.) 

The present 18.3¢/gal. gasoline tax rate is 
the same as it was in 2007, having not been 
increased since 1993 
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The gasoline tax is the largest, but not the only, excise tax on highway users that supports 
the Trust Fund. There are currently five such excise taxes, which collectively raised $42.5 
billion in fiscal year 2024. The gasoline tax raised 58 percent of that total. 

Table 3 
The Five Highway Trust Fund Excise Taxes on Highway Users 

Tax on IRC 
Section 

Tax Rate FY 2024 Net 
Receipts 

Gasoline and gasohol 4081 18.3¢/gallon $24.771 billion 

Diesel and special fuels 4041 24.3¢/gallon $9.456 billion 

Sale of new 
trucks/trailers 

4051 12% of MSRP $6.055 billion 

Use of very heavy trucks 4481 Weight-
based; up to 
$550/year 

$1.460 billion 

Tires for heavy 
trucks/buses 

4071 Weight-
based; up to 
$75 per tire 

$748 million 

  
FY24 TOTAL $42.489 BILLION 

 

Revenue stagnation is only half of the problem. The bigger problem of late is on the 
spending side, which keeps increasing to cover system costs and construction inflation. 
Fiscal year 2024 was the year when the big spending increases from the IIJA finally showed 
up in terms of Trust Fund cash flow. Outlays went from $60 billion in 2023 to $70 billion in 
2024, and the baseline predicts that outlays will cross the $80 billion per year mark in 2027 
or 2028. Meanwhile, at current tax rates, receipts will either remain flat at around $43 
billion per year or else decrease steadily, depending on the adoption rate of electric 
vehicles into fleets and other fuel economy developments. 

Table 4 
The Last Ten Years of Highway Trust Fund Cash Flow (Billion $) 

 
FY15 FY16 FY17 FY18 FY19 FY20 FY21 FY22 FY23 FY24 

Net Tax Receipts 40.8 41.2 41.0 42.6 43.6 42.4 43.4 46.6 42.1 42.5 

Outlays 51.8 54.3 54.4 55.2 56.1 58.2 53.7 53.6 60.1 70.6 

 

What Do Future Highway Trust Fund Projections Look Like? Looking forward, the 
Congressional Budget Office’s January 2025 baseline projections say that, under current 
law tax rates and spending levels (with discretionary inflation), the Trust Fund will go from a 
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$28 billion user-pay deficit last year to a $50 billion user-pay deficit a decade from now, in 
2035.  

Put another way, last year, only 60 cents of every dollar paid out of the Trust Fund came 
from highway user taxes – the rest came from some kind of General Fund subsidy or 
transfer. In 2030 or 2031, CBO projects we will drop below the 50 cents-on-the-dollar 
threshold, and by 2035, highway user taxes at current rates will only support 43 cents of 
every dollar of Trust Fund outlays. 

Chart 1 

 
 

See Appendix B of this written testimony for all of the numerical detail on the latest CBO 
baseline. 

(A note on baselines: the next CBO baseline update, this spring or summer, will look 
somewhat different. The spending line will be at least $1 billion per year higher because the 
January baseline was constructed while USDOT was operating under the half-year 
continuing resolution, so FY 2025 spending was held at the FY 2024 total and all 
subsequent years reflected that. The subsequent enactment of a full-year funding bill 
increases Trust Fund spending obligations by $1.3 billion in 2025 and that number will be 
inflated for subsequent years in the next baseline. But on the revenue side, things should 
improve, because the Trump Administration has taken formal steps to pull back EPA and 
USDOT greenhouse gas emission and fuel economy regulations that CBO had previously 
assumed would significantly increase market penetration of electric and plug-in hybrid 
vehicles.) 
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Sometime in 2028, probably spring or early summer, the Trust Fund is scheduled to run out 
of money again. At current law spending levels and tax receipt projections, this means that 
Congress will have to start bridging a Trust Fund revenue gap of around $40 billion per year, 
either through increased revenues, decreased spending, or additional bailouts from the 
General Fund. That annual gap would rise to $50 billion by 2035 (a cumulative $340 billion). 

How Do Electric Vehicles Affect Trust Fund Finances? Electric cars, pickup trucks, and 
vans are not subject to any current Highway Trust Fund excise taxes. But make no mistake – 
the Highway Trust Fund’s current dire financial situation was  not caused by electric 
vehicles. The current insolvency crisis began in the fall of 2008 – just as the first few dozen 
handmade Tesla Roadsters were being delivered. And only 1 million hybrid-electric 
vehicles had been sold by the end of 2007, out of 136 million registered automobiles that  
year. EVs and hybrids did not cause the Highway Trust Fund to go broke. 

However, unless tax rates are changed, the rate of EV adoption controls the rate of change 
of the revenue half of the Trust Fund’s future fiscal imbalance.  

At present, EV adoption is accelerating, and the latest official projections have that rate 
increasing in the future. The Energy Department’s latest official outlook assumes that the 
tax credits and strong regulatory incentives for EV adoption enacted in the last 
Administration will remain in place: 

Table 5 
Energy Department Projections for EV/Hybrid Composition of US Light-Duty Vehicle Fleet 

Million light-duty vehicles. Assumes all Biden-era tax credits and regulations remain in place. 
 

2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 2030 2031 2032 2033 2034 2035 
             

Electric 4.8 6.9 10.0 13.8 18.2 23.0 28.7 34.9 41.6 48.4 55.1 61.6 

Plug-In Hybrid 1.4 1.9 2.5 3.2 3.8 4.6 5.4 6.3 7.4 8.3 9.3 10.2 

Regular Hybrid 7.7 8.8 9.9 10.8 11.5 12.3 13.0 13.7 14.3 15.1 15.8 16.6 

ICE 251.5 249.0 246.0 242.4 237.8 232.1 225.5 217.9 209.4 200.8 192.4 184.2 

Total 265.4 266.6 268.4 270.1 271.2 272.0 272.6 272.7 272.7 272.6 272.5 272.4 

Source: Energy Information Administration, Annual Energy Outlook 2025, Table 39, Reference Case 

 

CBO used similar assumptions for EV and hybrid adoption in its January baseline, which 
showed relatively flat VMT growth combined with the above EV/hybrid adoption rates to 
drag gasoline tax receipts from $25 billion per year to $15 billion per year over a decade: 

Table 6 
CBO January 2025 Baseline Forecast for Net Gasoline Tax Receipts to HTF (Billion $$) 

FY24 FY25 FY26 FY27 FY28 FY29 FY30 FY31 FY32 FY33 FY34 FY35 

24.8 25.1 24.7 24.1 23.2 22.2 20.9 19.4 18.1 17.0 16.1 15.3 
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But even if consumers were to abruptly stop buying electric vehicles entirely, Congress 
would still face a gigantic Highway Trust Fund revenue hole. Remember: VMT doesn’t 
increase like it used to, and is projected to only increase by 0.4 percent per year from now 
on (light duty vehicles only), meaning that gasoline tax receipts can’t grow faster than that 
unless the tax rate is increased or people start buying more gas guzzlers. 

The chart below shows two Trust Fund revenue scenarios and two Trust Fund spending 
scenarios. The solid lines are the January 2025 CBO baseline, with spending adjusted for 
the full-year FY25 totals. The revenue baseline assumes all current law tax credits and 
policies to promote EV adoption will continue. The alternative revenue scenario assumes 
that EVs stop selling, causing gasoline tax receipts to increase at 0.5 percent per year. The 
alternative spending scenario extends all IIJA Division J appropriations for surface 
transportation modes at baseline levels, but with that new spending supported by the Trust 
Fund, instead of the General Fund. 

Chart 2 

 
With heavy (baseline) EV market penetration, the Trust Fund’s revenue hole with baseline 
spending is around $50 billion a decade from now. If you stop selling EVs entirely, the 
revenue hole would still be around $40 billion in 2035. 

What Can Be Done to Remedy this Situation? First, Congress has to take a long, hard 
look and ask, do we want to continue the user-pay, user-benefit paradigm here? If so, it 
should be strengthened, with the Trust Fund made solvent by a combination of surface 
transportation user taxes and spending cuts. If not, then any combination of real general 
revenues can be used to plug the hold in the Trust Fund, or you could get rid of the Trust 
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Fund entirely and go to a blend of annual appropriations and multi-year advance 
appropriations out of the General Fund. 

However, the title of this hearing is “The Need for a Long-Term Solution for the Highway 
Trust Fund,” so we will take Trust Fund abolition off the table for now. 

The Revenue Side. At present, three of the five Highway Trust Fund excise taxes attempt to 
tax the extent of highway system use. The gasoline, diesel fuel, and heavy truck tire tax are 
all proxies for taxing road mileage – the more miles driven by an internal combustion engine 
(ICE) vehicle, the more gallons of gasoline or diesel fuel the operator purchases, and the 
more the tires on a tractor-trailer have to be replaced. None of these is a perfect proxy for 
VMT, but the degree of highway use contributes greatly to the amount of taxes paid. 

The other two taxes do not measure the extent of road use. The 12 percent federal excise 
tax on new trucks, tractors, and trailers is only levied once, at the manufacturer, and the 
annual usage tax on the heaviest trucks is only levied once per year. For these “highway 
access” taxes, the degree of highway use is irrelevant to the amount of tax paid. 

In terms of taxes that measure road usage, there does not appear to be the willingness in 
the current political system to increase motor fuel taxes. While Congress, in the 2015 and 
2021 reauthorization laws, has encouraged research into a mileage fee or road user charge 
that would eventually replace motor fuel taxes, the 50-state pilot program funded 
mandated by the 2021 authorization law, which was supposed to be complete by now, has 
still not moved forward. The implementation costs and complexity of a national VMT 
fee/RUC are such that it probably would not be practical to implement in time for the next 
reauthorization bill, even if the political willpower were there. 

That leaves taxing road access – the potential for road use – instead of the extent of actual 
road use. In order to access the road network, you need a vehicle and a license. Levying a 
tax or fee on either one of those would be a tax on road system access similar to the 
existing truck Federal Excise Tax (FET) or Heavy Vehicle Use Tax (HVUT). 

There has been much discussion of some kind of federal tax or fee on electric vehicles 
simply because they currently pay nothing into the federal Highway Trust Fund. Several 
states have taken steps to levy EV fees for deposit into their road funds. 

In terms of what the average ICE vehicle pays in fuel taxes, here is the latest data from the 
Federal Highway Administration. 

Table 7 
Latest FHWA Vehicle Operation Statistics for Light-Duty Vehicles 

(2023) 
 

Light-Duty Light-Duty Light-Duty 
 

Short WB Long WB Total 

Number of Reg. Vehicles 197,134,299 62,103,995 259,238,294 

Avg. VMT per Vehicle 11,026 11,360 11,106 



Testimony of Jeff Davis, Senior Fellow 
Eno Center for Transportation 
April 29, 2025 

8 

Fuel Consumed per Vehicle 
(Gal.) 

447 633 492 

Times 18.3 Cents per Gallon $81.80  $115.84  $90.04  

Source: FHWA, Highway Statistics 2023, Table VM-1. "Short WB = 
wheelbase of 121 inches or less. "Long WB" = wheelbase over 121 inches. 

 

Per the latest Federal Highway Administration data (Table VM-1 in Highway Statistics 2023), 
the average fuel consumption per registered light-duty vehicle in 2023 was 492 gallons. 
Multiply that by the current gasoline tax rate of 18.3 cents per gallon and you get a ballpark 
number of $90 per year that an EV driven the average amount should pay into the Trust 
Fund, were EVs to be taxed in the same amount as an internal combustion vehicle.  

However, that is the mean (average) amount – total registered vehicles divided by total 
estimated VMT and gallons. There are more registered cars than registered drivers, so the 
miles on a driver’s “main” vehicle will be higher. 

If one assumed a $90 per EV federal registration fee, then using the Energy Department’s EV 
adoption assumptions from Table 5, above, the $90 EV fee would bring in $900 million in 
2026, rising to $5.5 billion in 2035. Higher fees would bring in more money, as would any 
fees charged on hybrid vehicles. (The assumed EV adoption rates in Table 5 will probably 
shrink in next year’s Outlook as the Trump Administration rolls back GHG regulations and if 
Congress enacts policies less friendly to EVs.) 

The Spending Side. In recent years, spending out of the Trust Fund has been increasing at 
a faster rate than tax revenues have been decreasing. Inexorable spending growth, along 
with static revenues, got us to where we are today, with highway user taxes only supporting 
60 cents out of every dollar spent by the Trust Fund. As I mentioned earlier, at the current 
rates we will drop below the 50 cents on the dollar mark in 2030 or 2031. ($41 or $42 billion 
in user tax receipts versus $82 to $83 billion in outlays.) 

This means that unless you cut spending, you have to double revenues from somewhere or 
else have more general fund bailouts.  

There used to be a widespread belief among many legislators that if you could just cut back 
the “non-essential” or “non-traditional” elements of Trust Fund spending, that the Trust 
Fund could once again live within its means without tax increases. These legislators tended 
to be from districts who got minimal value out of the Mass Transit Account. 

This attitude may have been mathematically valid once, but no longer. The following table 
shows the contract authority provided by the IIJA for the Federal Highway Administration in 
2026, by program.  

Assume that Congress throws the Federal Transit Administration, the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration, and the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration 
completely out of the Highway Trust Fund, immediately. And then Congress goes down the 
FHWA budget and throws out all of the “non-traditional” items – no more transportation 
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alternatives, carbon reduction, CMAQ, EV charging, metropolitan planning, emission 
reduction grants, climate change resilience, pilot programs, none of it – just “traditional” 
concrete, asphalt, and steel. That still leaves new FHWA contract authority around $9.5 
billion above all of the projected highway user tax receipts for that year: 

Table 8 
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This is not meant as a criticism of mass transit or of non-traditional Trust Fund spending, 
only that this once-commonly held idea is no longer valid because of the recent rate of 
overall spending growth. I am merely pointing out that fixing the spending side of the 
Highway Trust Fund imbalance is just as important as fixing the revenue side imbalance, 
but tends to get less attention. 

This concludes my testimony, and I would be happy to answer any questions. 

Appendix A 
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Appendix C 
Comparison of Federal Highway Trust Fund Highway Account Receipts Attributable to the 

States and Federal-Aid Apportionments and Allocations from the Highway Account 
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