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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 

 

HOW WILL TOLL ROADS BENEFIT TEXANS? 

 
Toll roads expedite the delivery of new roadways. Without user-fee based financing, a community 

may have to wait years, even decades, before necessary funding becomes available for a project. 

The current mobility crisis in Texas is bad for everyone – bad for the environment, for the economy, 

for public safety, and for quality of life. All new roads, including those that are tolled, give drivers 

more choices and allow them to spend less time on the road. A more efficient road network also 

helps with improving air quality. Toll roads will also reduce the threats to public safety now caused by 

cut-through traffic in neighborhoods. Tolls/user fees provide a financing alternative that does not 

impact the tax rate and allow projects to be expedited rather than wait for availability of traditional 

public funding sources. 

 

WHY AREN'T THE FUNDS RAISED BY THE GAS TAX PAYING FOR NEW ROAD 

CONSTRUCTION? 

 

The Federal government hasn't increased its portion of the gas tax since 1993, and Texas hasn't 

seen a state gas tax increase since 1991. Gas taxes are based on cents per gallon, not a 

percentage. Of the state gas tax of 20 cents per gallon, the Texas Constitution requires that five 

cents be dedicated to supporting public education. The remaining 15 cents per gallon state gas tax 

has lost nearly half its purchasing power to inflation since 1991. Because the gas tax is set at a 

static amount, decreases in consumer demand due to people driving less and/or driving more fuel-

efficient vehicles will also show up as less revenue. Furthermore, Texas is also a "donor state" at the 

federal level, which means that it gets less in federal funding than it pays in federal gas taxes. When 

you factor in the state’s robust population growth and the resulting demand on the roadway 

infrastructure, funding has not kept up with the need for new or expanded roads, thus congestion 

has gotten worse. Because of this, alternative financing options are considered crucial to funding 

new projects. Of note, gas tax revenues collected by the state do not always return to the most 

congested regions. Regional Mobility Authorities use local dollars to meet local needs.  

 

WHAT WAS PROPOSITION 1 AND WHY CAN’T WE USE FUNDS FROM PROPOSITION 1 

INSTEAD OF TOLLS TO PAY FOR TRANSPORTATION IMPROVEMENTS? 

 

In November 2014, Texas voters approved a constitutional amendment to provide billions more in 

reliable transportation funding, known as Proposition 1 (or Prop 1). The amendment authorizes 

annual disbursements from the state’s oil and gas production tax collections to the State Highway 

Fund. In November 2015, Proposition 7 (Prop 7) was passed, a constitutional amendment to 
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dedicate portions of revenue from the state’s general sales and use tax, as well as from the motor 

vehicle sales and rental tax to the State Highway Fund for non-tolled projects. 

 

The combined funds from Prop1 and Prop 7 that have been allocated to the Central Texas region 

total only $1.3 billion over the next ten years.  The proposed I-35 improvements alone are estimated 

to cost $4.3 billion.  There are simply not enough funds to build the critically needed transportation 

improvements with just Prop 1 and Prop 7 dollars.  Tolls/user fees offer an alternative funding 

source to ensure these important transportation improvements get implemented. 

 

WHAT ABOUT PUBLIC OPINION TO THE IDEA OF NEW TOLLS? 

 

Raising new revenue is never popular, especially in a time of economic stress. The federal fuel tax 

has not been raised since 1993 and Texas hasn’t seen a state gas tax increase since 1991. 

However, numerous toll facilities have been approved in the anti-tax environment of recent decades, 

and opinion polls consistently show that motorists prefer project specific tolls over general taxes and 

support the expansion of toll roads to improve driver options and more efficient travel times. In one 

poll, 84 percent of Americans said tolls should be considered as an additional source of 

transportation revenue on a project-by-project basis. Critics often throw out the term double taxation, 

but with toll roads, usage is a voluntary, individual decision which differentiates it from a tax.  You 

take the road when you need to use it; it’s your choice.  It’s not a tax, it’s a user fee, and if it’s 

business use, it’s tax deductible. 

 

WILL “FREE” OR EXISTING ROADS BE CONVERTED TO TOLL ROADS? 

 
No. Texas state law prohibits adding tolls to existing, taxpayer-funded roadways. While many of the 

new toll roads are to be constructed in existing highway corridors, the amount of existing capacity 

must be preserved or enhanced. The toll roads will be built in the middle of or alongside the existing 

roadway, which will remain non-tolled.  

ARE CENTRAL TEXANS PAYING TWICE FOR TOLL ROADS? 

No. When building a toll facility, there are typically tolled improvements as well as non-tolled 

improvements needed. Where TxDOT or the MPO has chosen to allocate funding toward these 

infrastructure improvements, the public funds generated from gas tax sources have been used to 

cover the cost of the non-tolled improvements. In fact, we have had to bond dollars and generate 

debt to pay for the non-tolled improvements since the public gas tax funds have not wholly covered 

the costs of those improvements. 
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WHY UTILIZE SYSTEM FINANCING RATHER THAN FINANCING EACH PROJECT 

INDIVIDUALLY? 

 

“System” financing refers to the use of other revenues from one project to help support the financing 

of others. It is a funding solution that allows a region to accomplish several projects over time.  In the 

case of an enterprise agency such as an RMA, where funding comes solely from revenue generated 

from tolls and fees, it is a vital tool to implement community adopted plans.  While a new project may 

not actually need revenue from another project, the capital markets clearly want their debt secured 

as comprehensively as possible.  Since the State of Texas provides no backstop for the financing of 

toll projects over the life of project bonds, this is a critical element to get the best possible bond 

rating.  System financing does not necessarily extend the term of debt with each issuance, it simply 

creates a financing umbrella for security.  Without System financing many of the projects approved 

by the local communities through their MPOs would not be able to be financed.  System financing 

creates revenue and geographic diversity that actually lowers risk in the analysis of the investment 

community, much like any enterprise (banking) that is dispersed around a community, region, or 

state.  A negative impact is considered lower on a system than on any one element or facility, thus 

higher bond ratings and lower interest cost. Lower interest rates result in in the ability to lower toll 

rates/user fees, which puts money back into the pockets of drivers.  

 

WHY NOT REMOVE TOLLS ONCE THE PROJECTS ARE PAID OFF? IS ROAD 

MAINTENANCE REALLY THAT EXPENSIVE? 

 
As the state or local communities pay off the debt associated with new toll facilities, toll rates could 

be lowered or eliminated entirely. But in reality, roads are never really paid off. Use of roadways 

degrades them, and maintenance is always ongoing. In fact, the cost of maintenance over time can 

be four times greater than the initial cost of building the road according to some studies. A 

continuous funding stream is needed to maintain the road, and this can only be paid through taxes 

or tolls. Because the state’s transportation tax revenue barely covers existing highway maintenance, 

it is difficult for the system to absorb new road maintenance. This challenge is even worse for local 

areas faced with the prospect of assuming maintenance costs. Additionally, surplus revenue from toll 

transactions can be used to build and enhance future transportation infrastructure. As regional 

Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs) add even more projects to their transportation 

improvement plans, financing must come from some source – either tax or tolls.  
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WHAT MEASURES ARE IN PLACE TO MINIMIZE CONGESTION ON THE FRONTAGE 

ROADS SO THAT PEOPLE ARE NOT FORCED TO TAKE TOLL ROADS? 
 

The job of toll entities is to improve the flow of traffic and provide new capacity. Whether it's a toll 

road or a frontage/access road, our mission is to keep traffic moving. When congestion is heavy, 

more drivers often choose to use toll roads. When capacity is available on the general purpose lanes 

(frontage roads), drivers can choose to remain in the free, non-tolled lanes. When toll agencies are 

implementing projects, we have to follow the Metropolitan Planning Organization’s long range plan 

which includes forecasts for traffic growth 20-30 years into the future to ensure there’s more than 

sufficient capacity to minimize congestion in the non-tolled general purpose lanes as much as 

possible. In addition, all local, regional and state transportation agencies work together to do their 

part (roadway construction, signal timing, intersection improvements, ongoing maintenance) to 

ensure traffic is as free flowing as possible in the non-tolled general purpose lanes. 

 

WHAT OVERSIGHT EXISTS FOR TOLL ROAD ENTITIES? 

 
There is extensive oversight required of toll entities. Numerous audits and reports are generated to 

help ensure accountability to the regions they serve and to the state of Texas. Many of these reports 

are required by federal, state and local regulatory entities. In addition, many toll entities provide 

expansive reporting above and beyond what is required as an additional commitment to 

transparency. As evidence, Texas A&M Transportation Institute has cited the Central Texas Mobility 

Authority as a standard for transparency and accountability and encourages others to follow its lead.  

 

 

DOES THE MOBILITY AUTHORITY OFFER DISCOUNTED TOLL RATES FOR DISABLED 

VETERANS? 

 
The Board Members and staff of the Central Texas Regional Mobility Authority honor and appreciate 

the service of the men and woman of our military forces, past and present. State law allows a Texas 

toll road entity to offer discounted or free tolls for vehicles with a Disabled Veteran, Purple Heart, or 

Legion of Valor specialty license plate. No state funds have been appropriated to defray the cost of 

providing this benefit, however, the Mobility Authority’s Qualified Veteran Discount Program allows 

for veterans to receive toll-free passage on several Mobility Authority-operated roads. Program 

participation is limited to one (1) qualifying vehicle per veteran. To be eligible to participate in the 

Qualified Veteran Discount Program, the Mobility Authority requires that the vehicle be compliant 

with the following at the time of the transaction:  

 

• Registered with the State of Texas and Texas Department of Motor Vehicles 

• Issued a qualifying specialty plate* and have it properly displayed 

• Associated to an electronic toll tag account; and 

Have no outstanding Mobility Authority toll violations  
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*Qualifying Texas license plates are disabled veterans and recipients of the Purple Heart, Legion of 

Valor, and Medal of Honor awards.  

In addition, veterans and other beneficiaries may be eligible to have toll charges reimbursed by the 

U.S. Department of Veteran’s Affairs when they use a toll road to travel for care at a Veteran’s 

Administration medical facility. The Beneficiary Travel Benefits program is established and 

administered by the Veterans Administration.  

 

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN EXPRESS LANES AND TRADITIONAL TOLL 

ROADS? 

 
Express lanes are special lanes separated from the non-tolled general-purpose lanes; often the 

boundaries are shown with striping and white plastic delineator sticks. Their purpose is to improve 

your commute experience by providing an express option. This is accomplished through variable toll 

pricing, which either encourages or discourages use by increasing the toll when traffic is heavy, and 

decreasing it when it is light. The idea is to have at least one lane that can “express” the driver to 

their destination, no matter the time of day at a reasonable speed limit. The primary goal of express 

lanes is not to generate revenue, but keep the express lane traffic free-flowing at reliable speeds for 

individual cars and express transit buses. This ensures a reliable, non-stop route is available to 

drivers wishing to bypass congestion for the price of the toll. Public transit buses, registered 

vanpools and emergency vehicles travel these lanes toll-free. Toll roads, unlike express lanes, are 

not just designed to bypass congestion. Tolls are a way to pay for the road, while adding new 

capacity. What traditional toll roads and express lanes have in common is choice – drivers can 

choose to travel the express lanes for the posted toll price, or use the general-purpose lanes.  
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AREN’T EXPRESS LANES JUST FOR PEOPLE WHO CAN AFFORD TO PAY FOR THEM? 

 

No. Express lanes benefit all lanes. Numerous studies show that people of all income levels use 

them, approve of them, and agree they reduce congestion. Tolling provides travelers with a choice. 

Studies have shown that lower-income individuals face the greatest financial harm when they do not 

have access to options that can get them to their everyday destinations. Lack of choice can result in 

lost wages, late fees for day care, or decisions that restrict a person’s quality of life that could have 

been avoided, if they had the option to bypass congestion. To name a few studies: 

• According to the U.S. Department of Transportation, a wide range of income groups use the value 

priced lanes at different levels of frequency. Research from San Jose State University and the 

University of California, Berkeley shows that low income drivers so use express lanes and are 

equally as likely to approve of the lanes as high income drivers. 

• Studies of express lanes in California have shown that, at any given time, about one-quarter of the 

vehicles in toll lanes belong to high-income individuals. The remainder belong to low and middle 

income drivers. 

• Based on research conducted in California, certain pricing schemes do not necessarily 

disadvantage low-income drivers. Over half of commuters with household incomes under $25,000 

a year approved of providing toll lanes. 

• A study of Atlanta’s I-85 express lanes conducted by the Southern Environmental Law Center 

concluded drivers of all income groups share similar opinions of express lanes, enroll in the tolling 

programs at comparable rates, and on occasion, use the lanes (A Better Inland Empire, 1). 

• According to the Georgia State Road and Toll Way Authority, use of the I-85 express lanes is 

determined more by location than by income level. (A Better Inland Empire, 2). Click here for more. 

 

 

WHY NOT JUST ADD AN ADDITIONAL FREE LANE TO AN EXISTING ROADWAY INSTEAD 

OF ADDING AN EXPRESS LANE? 

 

Even if funding was available to construct general purpose lanes, latent traffic demand, or drivers 

who currently use other routes to avoid congestion, would quickly fill these lanes, and they would 

become congested and unreliable like the general purpose lanes are today. The approach to solving 

congestion by simply adding multiple lanes of pavement is not sustainable and has not proven to be 

effective in managing traffic, promoting transit, or providing a reliable travel time option. 

  

Variably priced Express Lanes (the cost to use the lanes increases and decreases based on real-time 

demand), provide reliable travel times by ensuring that the same travel speed is maintained, 

regardless of the time of day or level of congestion. This is why Express Lanes are being  

http://www.ops.fhwa.dot.gov/congestionpricing/resources/lwincequityrpi/
http://www.ops.fhwa.dot.gov/congestionpricing/resources/lwincequityrpi/
http://www.ops.fhwa.dot.gov/congestionpricing/resources/lwincequityrpi/
http://www.thetransitcoalition.us/a_better_inland_empire/images/pdf/ga-hotlexus.pdf
http://www.thetransitcoalition.us/a_better_inland_empire/images/pdf/ga-hotlexus.pdf
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implemented around Texas and other states to manage congestion and provide reliable travel times 

rather than patching the problem by adding general purpose lane capacity just to face the same 

challenges in a few years. 

  

CAN TOLL ROAD AUTHORITIES JUST DECIDE IF AND WHERE TOLL ROADS ARE BUILT? 

 

Toll Road Authorities execute regional plans that have been developed by Metropolitan Planning 

Organizations. In other words, MPOs are planning entities, tolling authorities are implementing 

authorities. No entity can build roads of regional significance that are not a part of the regional plan. 

In addition, the MPOs decide what roads will be tolled or not. Based on what financing is available, 

no road can be tolled without it being in the regional plan specifically as a tolled road. 

 
 

 


