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Cyclists don’t pay road taxes? 
 
It’s an argument that you’ll hear too often. “Cyclists don’t deserve to use the road because 
they don’t pay registration fees and fuel taxes” or “The government should stop building bike 
lanes and path because cyclists don’t pay fuel taxes like us drivers”.  
 
Not only is this a selfish argument it also ignores a few facts about the society we live in and 
our tax system.  
 
1. We all pay taxes. Road use fees and fuel taxes are just two of 
them 
 
Governments, hopefully, govern on behalf of everyone, not just those who pay the most 
taxes. To do this they collect taxes and fees and spend them in the best possible manner – 
they redistribute wealth. It’s part of the democratic system that we live ini.  
 
Income from taxes and charges (fees, fines etc) go into a consolidated revenue fund and the 
government then decides how to best spend them. In nearly all cases government 
expenditures are not tied to revenue sources (or hypothecated, to use an economic term). In 
other words, just because the government derives revenue from a particular source, this does 
not oblige it to spend that revenue on the same thing. There is good reason for this, as it 
means money can be spent on public facilities such as libraries, schools, footpaths, parks and 
hospitals, that benefit everyone, not just those who pay the most tax.  
 
If all motor vehicle charges were spent on facilities for exclusive use by motor vehicles, there 
would be no flexibility to give people other transport choices. It’s like arguing all gambling 
taxes should be spent on providing more pokies or that all tax on alcohol should be spent on 
providing cheaper drink. In fact, road use comes at significant cost to society in terms of road 
trauma, pollution and congestion, as well as the monetary cost of providing and maintaining 
infrastructure. Rather than spending money derived from motor vehicle travel exclusively on 
motor vehicle facilities, it is far better to invest these monies on alternatives that provide the 
most benefit to society.   
 
Nearly all of us pay money to the government. Most of this is income tax and GST, but many 
of us pay others such as fuel tax and registration fees. People who cycle are not excluded 
from paying taxes. Most pay income tax and most own cars – and therefore pay motor 
vehicle registration too. In fact it could be argued cyclists deserve a rebate on their rego fees 
as they use the roads less.  
 
In Melbourne there are over 30,000km of roads and only about 1500km of bike lanes and 
pathsii. VicRoads’ annual expenditure is over $1.3 billion and only $5–10m (0.4–0.8% of 
total expenditureiii) is spent on bicycle projects. If anything, more needs to be spent on 
cycling facilities, not less.  
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The truth is that taxing motor vehicle use is very effective at raising revenue for public 
facilities and other initiatives, including those to offset the costs to society of the roads. If 
people want to avoid paying them, they can decide to drive less. More bicycle facilities 
would help them do this.  
 
2. Motor vehicle taxes don’t pay the full cost of road use anyway 
 
People who mount the argument that cyclists should pay to use the road should be careful 
about what they ask for. Under the user pay system they advocate, they might end up paying 
more than they do already.  
 
A 2001 study showed that “the total costs of roads to the community outweigh the fees 
collected through fuel taxes and registration by $19 billion dollars (sic)” (see Table 1 below). 
Using these figures the government might justifiably choose to almost double the tax on 
motor vehicles to pay for their enormous cost to the wider community.  
 
Table 1. Income and expenditure on Australia’s roadsiv 
 
 $ billion
Income 
 Fuel excise 8.5
 Registration fees 3.8
 Insurance premiums 8.0
Total Income 20.3
 
Expenditure 
 Road construction and maintenance 7.0
 Road crashes 15.0
 Pollution and other health costs 3.0
 Tax refunds for motor vehicle use 2.8
 Qld fuel subsidy 0.5
 Congestion costs 11.0
Total Expenditure 35.0
 
Road deficit 19.0
 
Of course some road user groups would chose to ignore these external costs and instead 
focus on the direct costs. For the alternate argument see the Australian Automobile 
Association website which presents different figures (they ignore or provide a lower estimate 
of crash costs, for instance)v.  
 
Most roads are owned and maintained by local councils. Much of the funding for these roads 
comes from State and Federal government but much of the burden falls to council ratepayers. 
If we had a full user pays system then councils might start charging ratepayers from other 
councils to use their roads. Nearly all roads would be toll roads. Until now councils have 
relied on parking fees and fines to recoup some of the costs of visitor use of their local roads. 
The technology is around to start making tolling feasible so that councils can more 
effectively recoup the cost of road use by non-rate payers. They’ve shown it works in 
London with a congestion chargevi, and tolls and user charges are a very effective and 
transparent way of recouping the cost of providing and maintaining roads.  
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On the other hand, bicycle facilities can actually reduce road costs. They help reduce road 
maintenance and construction costs and pollution. They help make the roads safer and reduce 
congestion. Not only that, they are cheap to provide and can help tackle one of the biggest 
costs to government – health care costs – by getting more people active. 
 
3. We can’t afford not to provide more cycle facilities 
 
We are in the midst of a physical inactivity and obesity epidemic in Australia.  
 
More than 13 000 preventable deaths each year in Australia are associated with physical 
inactivityvii. Physical inactivity is second only to tobacco use in health costs to the 
community. For women, physical inactivity is the highest ranked contributor to the national 
disease burden (above tobacco use, diet, hypertension and cholesterol)viii.  
 
Physical inactivity costs Australia at least $720m a yearix and 15% of Australians reported 
getting no physical activity in 2000x. More than 50% of Australia adults are overweight and 
nearly half do not get enough physical activity to derive a health benefitxi.  
 
Just a little bit of exercise every day provides a benefit. A large-scale Danish study showed 
that regular bike riders had a 40% lower morbidity rate than non-ridersxii.  
 
All this points to one key conclusion: We have to do more to help people get active every 
day. Providing a supportive environment for cycling is the perfect way to help people get 
active. Making harder to walk and cycle and easier to drive will almost certainly prevent 
people from being active every day.  
 
People want to ride more 
There are over 1.5 million bicycles in Melbourne but fewer than 70 000 are used each day – 
that’s over 1.4 million bicycles not being used each day in Melbourne alonexiii. This is a huge 
potential population of more active people.  
 
Cycling is one of the healthiest methods of transport and recreation available. Cycling is 
better than walking for getting your daily dose of exercise, as people tend to get their heart 
beating faster on a bike than walkingxiv.   
 
Bike paths and lanes get people riding. The Main Yarra Trail in Melbourne and the St Kilda 
Rd bike lanes carry more than 2500 cyclists every weekday. In a recent Newspoll survey 
20% of people said they would ride more if they had easy access to a bike pathxv.  
 
The median trip length in Melbourne is 2.9 kilometres and 10 minutesxvi. That is, half of all 
trips are longer than 2.9km and half of all trips are shorter. Distances of around 3km (and up 
to 10km) are perfect for cycling for most people. 
 
Motor vehicle emissions are destroying our air 
Motor vehicles are the major sources of urban air pollutants and the most significant 
contributor to air pollution in Melbourne in summer. In Melbourne, they contribute about 
60% of nitrogen oxides and 44% of volatile organic compounds on a typical summer 
weekday - these pollutants generate photochemical smog, most prevalent in the warmer 
monthsxvii. 
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The high incidence of short vehicle trips in Australia worsens emissions levels because most 
motor vehicle pollutants are emitted during the first 8–10 minutes of a journeyxviii.  
 
Cycling uses 1/3 the energy of walking, 1/25 the energy of public transport and 1/50 the 
energy of the average car.  
 
Cycling infrastructure is inexpensive compared with other transport modes.  
 
The whole bike network in Victoria would cost about $250m to finishxix. Contrast this against 
the $306m cost for the17km Craigieburn Bypass or the $1.4 billion (conservative estimate) 
for the 40km long Mitcham Frankston Freewayxx. The State Government franchise 
arrangement with Melbourne’s public transport operators will cost $457m each year for the 
next five years ($112m for Yarra Trams and $345m for Connex)xxi.  
 
Consider this: 

• One kilometre of freeway costs between $10 and $35 millionxxii, but one kilometre of 
on-road bicycle lane costs about $20 000, and a kilometre of shared path costs about 
$150 000.  

• One 3m-wide traffic lane can carry 8000 people on bikes each hour but the same lane 
will only carry 1000 people per hour travelling in carsxxiii. 

 
The obvious answer is to spend more on cycling facilities rather than less.  
 
4. Cyclists are legal road vehicles 
The final argument why people on bicycles can use our roads? It’s the lawxxiv. Our roads are 
public roads open to the public use, including by people on bicycles.  
 
As citizens we all have a right to use public facilities as long as we obey the rules. Under the 
road rules, people cycling are legal road users with the same rights and responsibilities as 
other road users. The same applies when the same person is walking on a roadside footpath, 
or driving on the freeway.  
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