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What you pay in fuel taxes 

IOWANS' COST VS. OTHER STATES': Iowans now pay 40.4 cents per gallon in state and federal taxes 
for regular gasoline, 33rd-highest in the nation. For diesel fuel, Iowans pay 47.9 cents per gallon in state 
and federal taxes, 30th in the United States.  
STATE TAX PORTION: State taxes in Iowa are 21 cents per gallon for regular gasoline, 19 cents per 
gallon for ethanol-blended gasoline and 22.5 cents per gallon for diesel fuel.  
INFLATION: Gasoline taxes were last raised in 1989. If Iowa fuel taxes had kept up with the Consumer 
Price Index since then, Iowans would be paying 34.8 cents solely in state taxes per gallon for regular 
gasoline and 33.1 cents per gallon for ethanol-blended gasoline. State taxes for diesel fuel would be 39.2 
cents per gallon.  
REVENUE PER PENNY: Each penny tax on motor fuels in Iowa raises about $23 million annually. 
A 10-cent-per-gallon increase in Iowa’s gasoline tax was a popular idea Wednesday night as farmers and 
business and county government officials bemoaned the deterioration of the state’s 114,000-mile road 
system. 
About a dozen people spoke at a public forum sponsored by Gov. Terry Branstad’s 2020 transportation 
advisory commission, which is studying road funding issues in cooperation with the Iowa Department of 
Transportation. The panel will make recommendations later this year to the Iowa Legislature, which is 
expected to consider proposals to raise the gasoline tax when it convenes in January. 
  
Most speakers told the panel that Iowa needs to generate more revenue to preserve Iowa’s network of 
roads and bridges, which is aging and requires extensive repairs. Several also spoke in support of a plan 
to establish passenger rail service between Chicago and Iowa City and eventually to Des Moines and 
Omaha. About 60 people attended the meeting at the Embassy Suites Hotel in downtown Des Moines. 
  
“I am here to express my support for a gas tax increase,” said Bob Kohlwes, co-owner of BTI Special 
Commodities Inc. of Des Moines, a flatbed trucking company. The last thing his company needs is 
increased expenses, he said, but Iowa’s roads need to be preserved, “and we are more than willing to 
pay our fair share.” 
  
Dallas County Engineer Jim George said that despite dramatic population growth from people moving into 
rural areas, he can’t promise anyone he will pave gravel roads. Bridges are being closed in rural counties, 
and it’s difficult to maintain rural roads because of revenue shortfalls, he said. 
  
“We stand with the DOT and the state and the cities in need of more funds,” George said. 
  
This was the third of seven public input meetings scheduled by the citizens panel, which is led by Allan 
Thoms, former chairman of the Iowa Utilities Board, and by Nancy Richardson, who recently retired as 
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Iowa DOT director. Stuart Anderson, director of the DOT’s planning, programming and modal division, 
said proposals to increase Iowa’s gasoline tax were also a “pretty consistent theme” at the first two public 
forums held earlier this month in Bettendorf and Mason City. 
  
State and local officials say they are having trouble maintaining Iowa’s roads and bridges because of 
relatively flat revenues over the past decade, compounded by sharp increases in construction costs that 
have reduced their buying power. 
  
The money problems are most visible for Iowa’s 90,000 miles of rural county roads, where many counties 
are allowing seal-coated pavement to return to gravel. But the squeeze is also being felt in many cities 
and on the state’s highway system. 
  
State officials estimate Iowa faces a $215 million critical shortfall for road funding annually, which could 
be alleviated by a dime increase in gasoline and diesel taxes that could generate $230 million per year. 
  
Ringgold County Engineer Zach Gunsolley said Wednesday night that his county has closed eight bridges 
in the past 15 months because of a lack of money for repairs, despite a reduction in road department 
staffing. 
His county also has 75 miles of seal-coated roads that are “all falling apart at the same time,” Gunsolley 
added. 
  
Morey Hill, who farms in Dallas and Boone counties, remarked, “Like everyone else, I don’t like paying 
more tax, but I feel that the fuel tax would be the most equitable way to do it.” 
  
Jay Byers, senior vice president of the Greater Des Moines Partnership, said his organization is a strong 
supporter of investing in Iowa’s transportation system and is open to exploring funding alternatives for 
improving Iowa’s roads. 
  
The partnership is also “very, very supportive of the passenger rail initiative” to establish the Chicago-to-
Iowa City train with eventual service to Des Moines, Byers said. 
  
The federal government last year awarded Iowa and Illinois a $230 million grant to begin the Amtrak 
passenger rail service.But some Iowa Republican lawmakers have opposed the plans, saying if it’s a good 
investment, private investors should provide the money. 
  
Steve Falck, senior policy advocate at the Environmental Law & Policy Center, urged support for 
improving Iowa’s rail system, including freight and passenger rail, which he said would reduce 
congestion, increase efficiency and benefit the state’s economy. 
  
Greg Larson, a student leader at Drake University, suggested a “holistic approach” to Iowa’s 
transportation needs, including passenger trains. 
  
Glenn Lyons, chief executive of the Des Moines Downtown Community Alliance, said a passenger railroad 
connection between Des Moines and Chicago is “very critical” as the United States shifts from “metro 
areas” to “mega regions.” 
  
Passenger trains would help fill gaps not met by car trips or airline flights and would make Des Moines 
more competitive for private sector investment, he said. 
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