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Maryland mileage tax a no-go, for now

peed cameras already moni-

tor Marylanders’ driving

habits. In coming years, the

state government could also
monitor where and how many miles
each Marylander drives.

A Maryland business group,
the i i
released a report last week outlining
the pros and cons of taxing people by
the mile, an idea making the rounds
through state capitals around the
nation.

At first glance it sounds like a good
idea. It even sounds market-oriented
because those who use roads more
would pay more. But as a means to
raise more money for state transpor-
tation projects, it's the least effective,
most complicated and worst in vio-
lating civil liberties.

First, as cigarette taxes show, the
higher the state taxes a product,
the fewer people buy it. And many
of those who still smoke buy them
illegally. This eventually leads to less
money for the state and higher law
enforcement costs. If the main goal
is to reduce smoking, lower revenue
is a good sign.

In the case of a mileage tax,
however, the main goal is to boost
revenue not being earned by shrink-
ing revenue from the gasoline tax
— 235 cents per gallon in Maryland.
Logic says people will find ways to
drive less if they are taxed by the
mile — and evade detection by tam-
pering with GPS machines tracking
their whereabouts. That means that
eliminating the gas tax, the goal of
many of these programs, will likely
never happen and taxpayers will be
left with two taxes instead of one.

Besides, taxing by the mile also
does nothing to ensure that tax rev-
enue collected will be applied to the
most worthy transportation projects,
or transportation projects in general.
This is a serious problem because

hundreds of millions of dollars have
been transferred from Maryland’s
Transportation Trust Fund over the
last decade to balance the budget.

Second, starting a mileage pro-
gram requires millions of dollars to
start as it means buying a GPS for
every car in the state and forcing
new cars to have them. Oregon esti-
mates it will cost about $35 million
to make compatible service stations,
where the state plans to collect the
tax, and about $1.6 million to admin-
ister the program each year.

It would also require a host of
decisions about how much to tax per
mile; whether to track where or just
how many miles a person travels; to
track based on time of day or type of
miles traveled; and whether gas guz-
zlers should be taxed at higher rates
along with low-occupancy vehicles.
Because GPS systems are some of
the most stolen items, expect costs
to be significantly higher than esti-
mated.

Most importantly, why would
Marylanders willingly give the gov-
ernment the right to track their
whereabouts? Remember, this is
a state whose police spied on nuns
and other peace activists and mistak-
enly put them on a terrorist watch
list. And how far a leap is it for the
state to not only track whereabouts,
but also control the speed at which
a person drives? And would Mary-
landers still be able to choose the
GPS “personality,” or would Gov.
Martin O'Malley guide Maryland-
ers to their destination with helpful
public service announcements along
the way?

If the state really wants to gen-
erate money for transportation, it
should first pass legislation to for-
bid using any Transportation Trust
Fund money for other projects. Sec-
ond, it should eliminate toll booths
and add open road tolling with vari-

able pricing on all new road projects
to reflect the level of congestion.
Rush hour fees, for example, would
be higher than those on holidays or
midday.

Open road toll technology does
require drivers to slow down, which
has the added benefit of easing con-
gestion. Those with E-ZPass would
be immediately charged, while other
drivers would be billed by looking up
their license plate. These tolls could
be dedicated to maintaining the
roads where they are collected.

Former U.S. Secretary of Trans-
portation Mary Peters supported
this idea. She argued for getting rid
of all toll booths and urged Congress
to “remove restrictions on tolling on
our interstates and provide states
with greater flexibility to implement
electronic road pricing.”

Despite clear benefits of adding
this technology, the $4 billion going
to highway projects around the coun-
try each month from the stimulus
package is designed primarily as a
welfare program.

As U.S. Transportation Secre-
tary Ray LaHood said recently, “It's
about people. Their livelihood. And
their ability to continue contributing
to society.” If that is the case, Mary-
landers, and everyone else in the
U.S,, can expect long toll lines and an
ever-crumbling highway and bridge
system for years to come.

Author’s note: My May 29 column,
“Freedom is not always fun,” mis-
takenly said that women who work
at home have higher life satisfaction
than those who work in the mar-
ketplace based on the study “The
Paradox of Declining Female Hap-
piness.” In fact, those who work in
the home now show no difference
with their peers. I apologize for the
error.
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Maryland officials are considering taxing people by the mile, a proposal that is being
explored nationwide. This photo shows a display device being tested in Oregon that
could be used to indicate how many and what kind of miles a driver has driven.

Taxing by the mile

also does nothing to
ensure that tax revenue
collected will be applied
to the most worthy
transportation projects,
or transportation
projects in general.

Examiner Col; ist Marta H. Mossburg is a
senior fellow at the Maryland Public Policy
Institute. <
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