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Trucks and the cost of roads
A backgrounder
Trucks don’t pay their share of costs
The Road User Charges trucks pay are set by a cost allocation model developed, and applied regularly, by the Ministry of Transport. The model takes into account calculations of the wear and tear trucks cause to the roads. This ensures trucks meet the costs they impose on the roads.

From the 1990s to 2007 the Ministry of Transport cost allocation model used by Government to justify this year’s and last years Road User Charges increase showed that trucks were overpaying. This is why Government did not increase Road User Charges throughout this period.

Trucks in New Zealand pay twice as much towards the cost of roads compared to those in Australia and Canada. This is one of the reasons why road transport costs are 30% higher here than across the Tasman.

Trucks are being subsidised by motorists/other road users
The Government has budgeted $897 million for Road User Charges to be spent on land transport this year. Most of these Road User Charges will be paid by trucks which make up about three percent of the vehicles on the road. Around $923 million has been allocated this year for Government spending on the entire maintenance and renewal budget for existing state highways and local roads this year. Road User Charges will meet 92% of these costs.

Trucks pay their way.

Trucks only meet 56% of their costs while motorists pay 64% and rail 82%
The Surface Transport Costs and Charges study which claims trucks meet just over half their costs has been discredited and is not used to set policy by the Ministry of Transport. Using data from the study, it has been proved that heavy trucks are paying up to 147% of their costs. These are the trucks most commonly used by road transport operators.

The study also added a lot of other, questionable costs which were just guesses.  These included a $160 million return on the capital invested in the roads. This is like asking someone who has paid cash for their house to pay interest on what the house is worth. 

Trucks really do pay their way.

Rail meets 82% of its costs but trucks only 56%
The Government is going to pour hundreds of millions of taxpayer dollars into subsidising rail over the next few years on top of the $700 plus million it has paid Toll. Trucks will pay all their costs through the application of the Ministry of Transport cost allocation model in future while rail will continue to be heavily subsidised by taxpayers. 
Truck owners were protesting because they didn’t want to pay the increase/don’t want to pay their share of roading costs
The trucking industry protested because of the timing of the increase and because the Minister of Transport said last year she would change the law to give trucking operators a month’s notice of any increases in a way which would also prevent people buying them ahead.

The Minister did not do this. She has now said she will fix the problem urgently.

The increases came at the worst possible time. Diesel prices have gone up 80% over the past year and there have been other major increases in costs. The Government’s actions show it simply didn’t care. Imagine the response from motorists if petrol tax had gone up.

Trucking operators fully accept they have to pay their share of roading costs. They want roads which are in good condition and which don’t get clogged up with traffic. The protest was never about the increase.

The Minister had to make the increase immediate because the Government lost $17.5 million in Road User Charges last year
The Government did not lose $17.5 million last year. At most it missed out on the difference between the old and new Road User Charges rates. That’s about $2 million or 0.2% of the total it will collect in Road User Charges this year.

The Minister could have stopped any pre-purchasing this year and given a month’s notice if she had changed the law as she said she would.

The trucking industry has avoided paying $40 million on Road User Charges so the increase is justified

The Forum proposed to the Minister of Transport several times over the past two years that the way trucks pay for roads needs a major overhaul. This would stop Road User Charges evasion. The Minister refused to do anything. Her failure to act is responsible for the level of Road User Charges evasion taking place.

Trucking operators are the least likely to evade their Road User Charges as their vehicles are regularly stopped by the Police to check they are paying what they should. Spot roadside checks by Police have found that a lot of diesel-powered car and other light vehicle owners have either underpaid or haven’t paid any Road User Charges at all. Many owners disconnect their speedometers to avoid paying.
