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What is a transportation utility fee? 

• Primarily used by local governments to fund the 
maintenance of local roads 

• Paid by property occupants based on land use intensity 
• Also know as 

• Street maintenance fee 
• Road use fee 
• Street utility fee 

• Distinct from transportation impact fees and mitigation 
fees 
• Paid by property occupants rather than developers 
• Paid on an ongoing (monthly) basis for maintenance 

 





What is the basis for the fee? 

In theory: 
• Charge property owners (or 

occupants) for their share of 
transportation costs based 
on their use of the 
transportation system 

• “Use” is defined as the 
generation of trip ends 
 
 

In practice: 
• Local utilities do not meter 

use of the transportation 
system 

• Instead, they estimate trip 
generation based on land 
use 

• 16 out of 25 TUF ordinances 
specify the use  of ITE rates 

 



What cities have used TUFs? 
Cities with existing 
TUF ordinances 

Year 
established 

La Grande, Oregon 1985 
Ashland, Oregon 1989 



What cities have used TUFs? 
Cities with existing 
TUF ordinances 

Year 
established 

Tualatin, Oregon 1990 
Medford, Oregon 1991 
Austin, Texas 1992 
Phoenix, Oregon 1994 
Wilsonville, Oregon 1997 



What cities have used TUFs? 
Cities with existing 
TUF ordinances 

Year 
established 

Talent, Oregon 2000 
Loveland, Colorado 2000 
Dufur, Oregon 2001 
Grants Pass, Oregon 2001 
Hubbard, Oregon 2001 
Lake Oswego, Oregon 2003 
North Plains, Oregon 2003 
Philomath, Oregon 2003 
Tigard, Oregon 2003 
Bay City, Oregon 2003 
Corvallis, Oregon 2005 
Milwaukie, Oregon 2007 
West Linn, Oregon 2008 
Eagle Point, Oregon 2009 



What cities have used TUFs? 
Cities with existing 
TUF ordinances 

Year 
established 

Mission, Kansas 2010 
Hillsboro, Oregon 2011 
Silverton, Oregon 2013 
Provo, Utah 2013 



What cities have used TUFs? 
Discontinued TUF 
ordinances 

Year 
discontinued 

Pocatello, Idaho 1988 
Fort Collins, Colorado 1989 
Port Orange, Florida 1994 
Seattle, Washington 1995 
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Local Transportation Funding Sources 
For ongoing maintenance of the local transportation network 

Fuel tax transfers 
from state 

government 

Property taxes 

Miscellaneous 
income 

Other local 
imposts 

Local highway and 
user tax revenues 

Intergovernmental 
transfers (not from 

fuel tax) 

Road and crossing 
tolls 

Intergovernmental 
transfers 

Property taxes 

Miscellaneous 
charges and receipts 

Sales taxes Income taxes Other taxes 

Source: Calculated from FHWA, 2011 and Tax Policy Center, 2010  

Dedicated funds for transportation 

General funds used for transportation 



Comparison with Alternative Revenue 
Sources 

Fuel tax Property tax Sales tax TUF 
Relationship to use/benefit 

 
Costs distributed based on 
volume of fuel consumed  
 
Proxy for vehicle miles traveled 
 
User fee 

Limits on potential revenue 
 
Increasing fuel efficiency (and 
resulting variability in fuel 
efficiency) 
 
Not indexed to inflation, 
politically difficult to raise 



Comparison with Alternative Revenue 
Sources 

Fuel tax Property tax Sales tax TUF 
Relationship to use/benefit 

 
Costs distributed based on 
property value  
 
Proxy for contribution of 
transportation access to 
property value 
 
Value capture 

Limits on potential revenue 
 
Competition with other local 
government services 
 
Legal limits on tax rates (e.g. 
Proposition 13 in California, 
Measure 5 in Oregon) 



Comparison with Alternative Revenue 
Sources 

Fuel tax Property tax Sales tax TUF 
Relationship to use/benefit 

 
Costs distributed based on 
spending on taxable items 
 
No clear relationship to use or 
or benefit from the 
transportation system 

Limits on potential revenue 
 
Voter approval required 
 
Bias towards capital 
expenditures over operations 
and maintenance.  



Comparison with Alternative Revenue 
Sources 

Fuel tax Property tax Sales tax TUF 
Relationship to use/benefit 

 
Costs distributed based on 
estimate of trip ends generated 
by property owners 
 

Concept of benefit rather than 
use 
 

Hybrid between user fee and 
value capture 

Limits on potential revenue 
 
Cannot exceed transportation 
spending 
 
Subject to courts’ 
determination of legality 
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Legal Challenges 

Is it a tax or a fee? 
 

The authority granted to cities by their state 
constitutions may vary, but in general, the 
power of a city to levy a tax is much more 

limited that the power to charge a fee 



Characteristics of Fees 

1. Related to benefit: “[T]hey are charged in exchange for a particular 
governmental service which benefits the party paying the fee” 
 

2. Voluntary: “[T]he party paying the fee has the option of not utilizing the 
governmental service and thereby avoiding the charge” 
 

3. Earmarked: “[T]he charges are collected not to raise revenues, but to 
compensate the governmental entity providing the service for its 
expenses.” 
 

(Emerson College v. The City of Boston 1984) 
 



Voluntariness 

We agree with appellants that municipalities at times provide sewer, water 
and electrical services to its residents. However, those services, in one way or 
another, are based on user's consumption of the particular commodity, as 
are fees imposed for public services such as the recording of wills or filing 
legal actions. In a general sense a fee is a charge for a direct public service 
rendered to the particular consumer, while a tax is a forced contribution by 
the public at large to meet public needs. 
 
(Brewster v. City of Pocatello 1988 [empasis added]). 
 



Relation to Benefit 

The amount of a special fee must be reasonably related to the overall cost of 
the service. … Mathematical exactitude, however, is not required…. To be 
sure, the city council could have chosen some other method of raising funds 
for street maintenance, but the mere existence of alternatives is not a 
sufficient reason to invalidate the particular method chosen. … The city 
council also could have elected to impose the fee on a larger segment of the 
public—for example, all licensed drivers residing within the city or all adult 
residents of the city. We, however, do not view the class of persons liable for 
the fee—i.e., the owners or occupants of developed lots fronting city 
streets—so limited in relation to the nature of the service as to render the 
ordinance invalid  
 
(Bloom v. City of Fort Collins 1989 [emphasis added]). 
 



Two Possible Solutions 

Change the law 
to allow 

transportation 
utility fees 

OR Meter trip 
generation 

May require 
constitutional 
amendment 

We have the 
technology 
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Future Potential 

Metered Use of the Transportation System 

Refined 
transportation 

utility fees 

Mileage-based 
user fees 



Relationship with MBUFs 

Gateway: 
 

 

Substitute: 
 
 

Complement: 
 
 

TUFs have a longer history in more cities than MBUFs. The definition 
of the transportation network as a public utility may prepare people 
to accept other, more precise user fees.  

TUFs may be simpler and less costly to implement at a local level 
than MBUFs, especially if the utility does not seek to directly meter 
use of the transportation network. 

Not all roads provide the same benefits. It might be appropriate to 
charge for use of highways and arterials based on mileage while 
charging for use of local access roads based on trip ends. 



THANK YOU 

Special thanks to: 
 
Martin Wachs, UCLA 
UCLA Institute for Transportation Studies 
UCLA Lewis Center 

Carole Turley 
UCLA Urban Planning 
caroleturley@ucla.edu 
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