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The Transportation Policy Environment

• Mobility challenges
• Congestion increasing rapidly
• Population and freight  projections

• Financial challenges
• Revenues not keeping pace
• Traditional revenue sources may not be sustainable
• Long term fiscal challenges 

• Sustained large increases in federal highway grants unlikely

The Transportation Policy Environment
The Nation’s Long Term Fiscal Challenges
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The Transportation Policy Environment
State & Local Decisionmakers Seek Alternative Appro aches
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Tolling?

GAO’s Objectives

• The promise of tolling to meet mobility and financial 
challenges

• The extent to which tolling is being used in the United States 
and the reasons states are using or not using this approach

• The challenges states face in implementing tolling

• Strategies that can be used to help states address the 
challenges to tolling

Scope & Methodology

• Reviewed and analyzed research reports and analytical studies and 
interviewed a wide range of stakeholders

• Conducted nationwide survey of state departments of transportation

• Conducted semi structured interviews with state department of 
transportation officials. 

• Visited six states constructing or planning toll projects 
• included states that had applied for federal interstate pilot
• Texas, Virginia, Minnesota, Oregon, Missouri, Mississippi 

• Performed correlation analysis of selected financial and demographic 
characteristics 
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The Promise Of Tolling

• Enhance mobility
• Tolls that are set to vary with the level of congestion can 

potentially lead to a reduction in congestion and demand for 
roads

• Such tolls can create incentives for drivers to avoid driving 
alone in congested conditions

• Finance transportation
• Adheres to user pays principle
• Raises revenue
• Better targets spending for new and expanded capacity
• Recognizes long term fiscal crisis

Extent Of and Reasons For Tolling
Existing Toll Road Facilities

Extent Of and Reasons For Tolling
Planned Toll Road Facilities

Extent Of and Reasons For Tolling
Reasons Cited By The States

Tolling States

• Address funding shortfalls

• Finance new capacity

• Manage congestion

Non-Tolling States

• Little need for new tolled 
capacity

• Insufficient revenues

• Public and political 
opposition

• Have made other choices

Extent Of and Reasons For Tolling
Demographic & Financial Characteristics

• Little relationship between decision to toll and
• level of state motor fuel tax rates
• fuel tax revenues as a percentage of GSP
• extent to which motor fuel taxes are used for 

nontransportation purposes

• Stronger relationship between decision to toll and
• state population/VMT and growth in population/VMT
• donor/donee status

States Face Formidable Challenges 

• Obtaining Political and Public Support

• Implementing a tolling approach
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States Face Formidable Challenges 
Obtaining Political And Public Support

• Tolls amount to another tax

• Projects are not self-sustaining

• Tolls produce inequities
• geographic
• income
• users

• Distrust of government

States Face Formidable Challenges 
Implementation Challenges

• Securing legislative authority

• Addressing the impact of traffic diversion

• Coordinating with other states/jurisdictions

Three Broad Strategies Can
Help State Decisionmakers

• Developing an institutional framework

• Provide leadership to build support and address challenges

• Select an approach that provides tangible benefits to users

Concluding Observations

• State and local decisionmakers increasingly looking to a range of 
alternative mechanisms to advance their surface transportation programs

• Tolling can be an attractive choice under the right circumstances because
of the range of potential benefits it may provide

• Potential benefits come only by honestly and forthrightly addressing the 
challenges that a tolling approach presents

• 21st century demographic trends potentially overwhelm ability to deliver--
much less grow--federal discretionary programs

• state and local governments need to consider new ways of delivering 
their programs

• thorough reexamination of government required
• tolling can be part of a reexamination strategy


