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 Don’t Blame the Gas Tax for High Gas Prices

American consumers are keenly aware of the price of gasoline, but uninformed about what drives that price.  When asked about the
federal gas tax, for example, six in ten Americans said the tax rate goes up every year.1   In reality, the federal gas tax hasn’t budged from 
its 18.4 cent rate in almost twenty years, and roughly half the states haven’t seen their gas tax rates change in a decade or more.2 

Stagnant federal and state gas taxes have become an 
increasingly small fraction of what drivers pay at the 
pump.  At the turn of the century, roughly one-third 
of the amount drivers paid for gasoline went toward 
funding transportation infrastructure through 
federal and state gas tax collections.  As Figure 1 
shows, that share has plummeted to just 14 percent 
today.  

Rather than being driven by taxes, higher gas prices 
are almost entirely attributable to the rise in the 
price of crude oil—the main ingredient that goes 
into making gasoline.  Growing worldwide demand 
for gasoline, oil industry mergers, OPEC’s supply 
decisions, and a host of other factors have pushed 
crude oil prices upward, and gasoline prices along 
with them.3   Meanwhile, refiners’ decisions to keep 
less gas on hand in their inventories, as well as a 
growing reliance on imported gasoline, have allowed 
for the wild up-and-down swings in gas prices with
which American drivers are familiar. 4

Gas taxes, meanwhile, have had virtually no impact 
on the increasingly high and volatile price of gasoline.  
The average combined state and local gas tax has 
increased by less than 5 cents per gallon since 2000, 
while the federal gas tax has remained completely 
unchanged over that period.5   Growth in crude oil 
prices by contrast, has tacked an additional $1.73 
onto the price of each gallon of gasoline—rising  
from a cost of 61 cents per gallon of gas to $2.34 
per gallon, as Figure 3 on the next page shows.
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Figure 1: Gas taxes (federal, state, and local) are a much smaller 
share of gas prices than in recent years

Source: ITEP analysis of data from the U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA) and the American Petroleum Institute (API). 2013 data span January to March, 
while other years are annual averages.
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Figure 2: Gas taxes have changed little in recent years, 
while crude oil prices have increased

Source: ITEP analysis of data from the U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA) and the American Petroleum Institute (API).
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1 http://www.infrastructurist.com/2010/01/21/how-often-is-the-gas-tax-raised-most-americans-have-no-clue/ 
2 http://www.itep.org/bettergastax/ 
3 http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-05-525SP and http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-07-894T 
4 http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-05-525SP
5 This is a volume-weighted average of nominal gas tax rates.  See American Petroleum Institute.  “Nationwide and State-by-State Motor Fuel Taxes.”  
Background Paper: Policy Analysis and Statistics Department.  April 2000.  See also American Petroleum Institute.  “State Motor Fuel Taxes: 2013.”  Last 
updated April 23, 2013.  Available at: http://www.api.org/oil-and-natural-gas-overview/industry-economics/fuel-taxes
6For an analysis of the impact of inflation on state and federal gas taxes, see: http://www.itep.org/bettergastax/  
7http://mobility.tamu.edu/ums/

Source: ITEP analysis of first quarter data for 2000 and 2013 from the Energy Information Association (EIA) and the American Petroleum Institute (API).

             Figure 3: What We Pay for in a Gallon of Gasoline: Then and Now
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Few drivers enjoy paying more for gasoline, but paying more because of a gas tax increase is very different than paying more because of 
rising crude oil prices.

Enacting increases in federal and state gas taxes—whose purchasing power has been decimated by construction cost growth and 
the switch to more fuel-efficient cars—would bring with it significant benefits in the form of funding for a safer and more efficient 
transportation system.6   At a time when American drivers waste over 5 billion hours and nearly 3 billion gallons of burnt fuel stuck in traffic 
each year, the need for such investments could not be more clear.7 

While the stubbornly high price of gas has made it politically difficult for lawmakers to propose raising the gas tax, voters should be aware 
that the gas tax is not to blame for those high prices.  Continuing to delay raising the gas tax because of crude oil price growth will bring 
with it enormous costs for American infrastructure and the hundreds of millions of people that use it every day.


