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Hyperlinked words are in blue in the text below. 

The debate  
Taxpayers are upset with motor vehicle fuel prices exceeding $4 a gallon 
and are asking for relief. Many indicate it is a result of supply and 
demand. Some are dismissing arguments that policy choices impact the 
price or current situation. This brief supports the argument that 
numerous policies have added substantial requirements and costs on 
the petroleum industry. Laws adopted in our state encourage the use of 
foreign sources of crude rather than using Alaskan or midwestern 
materials. What we can point to is (1) that Washington and national 
refineries have drastically cut back production during this century, and 
(2) there is a list of state laws that regulate and tax the industry 
(inserted below).  

Arguments that the rise in petroleum prices should encourage the shift 
to all-electric vehicles and buildings do not get the United States off of 
dependence on foreign countries. Electric vehicles need batteries with 
rare materials from foreign countries like China, Russia, and the Congo. 
A large-scale way to safely store and recycle those batteries has not 
been determined. 

Republicans support the petroleum industry because our way of life is 
supremely reliant on it. There are no electric trucks to move food, 
housing materials, and everything else society needs. We are more 
secure as a nation when our country can produce such a vital product 
for ourselves. The industry is cleaner here than elsewhere globally and 
provides family-wage jobs and tax revenues for our communities.  

Background 
Gas price snapshot:  on March 18, 2022, AAA reported: 

• Washington state's average gas price was $4.723 for regular gas. 

Issue Brief 
Motor Vehicle Fuel Prices 

Key Points 
• Gas prices have many layers of government regulation, taxes, and fees built into them. 
• The Republican vision for a resilient and sustainable future includes local products and looks at where things 

are sourced.  We should stop directing money to Russia, China, and other foreign countries. 
 

Key messages 
Republicans offered real solutions to 
provide meaningful tax relief, including 
at the gas pump, to all Washingtonians 
during this time of skyrocketing inflation 
and increased cost of living.  

House Republicans offered a 
transportation framework that would 
not have raised fees or taxes on anyone 
or anything.  

House Republicans offered the SAFE 
Washington budget framework which 
would have provided a permanent 1% 
sales tax cut. 

Senate Republicans offered Senate Bill 
5897 which would have temporarily 
suspended the state’s gas tax to provide 
immediate relief at the pump for all 
Washingtonians.  
 
 

 

 

March 2022 

mailto:360-786-7263/dana.quam@leg.wa.gov
https://gasprices.aaa.com/state-gas-price-averages/


 
Contact: Dana Quam 360-786-7263/dana.quam@leg.wa.gov                       For Internal Use Only                                     Page 2  

• Oregon and California are farther along in implementing their climate agenda policies. Their prices were $4.702 
and $5.800, respectively. 

• Washington's average prices are more than 75 cents higher than the lower-tiered states, like Texas at $3.942 
or Oklahoma at $3.806.   

• California, Hawaii, and Nevada have over $5 per gallon fuel prices. 

There are at least five layers of taxation on petroleum:  The state and federal hazardous substance tax (aka the barrel 
tax), the oil spill response tax, the oil spill administration tax, the petroleum products tax to remediate underground 
storage tanks, and the state and federal motor vehicle fuel tax to pay for transportation purposes.  

There are also business taxes and property taxes that generally apply. The Washington Research Council estimates that 
the refineries in Washington pay three times the taxes California refineries pay. 

Production levels have been drastically curtailed. The U.S. Energy Information Administration has a twenty-year history 
of retail gasoline sales by refiners in Washington. The peak production for the refineries was in 1998, reporting 1,566.6 
thousand gallons per day (i.e., 1.57 million). The average amount for the last decade was 357.36 thousand gallons per 
day, a drastic reduction (i.e., 357,000). 

 

The national trend differed with peak production in 2003, and overall production level cuts were less severe. 

 

More Price Increases Are Expected as the Climate Action Agenda gets Implemented 

In 2021, HB 1091 delegated to Ecology the creation of a clean fuel program that intends to reduce the carbon intensity 
of fuels by forcing the petroleum industry to buy credits or purchase lower carbon fuels. Unfortunately, the lower 
greenhouse gas emission fuels do not come from Canada and Alaska, which tend to be the primary source of crude for 
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the Washington refineries. We will have to wait to see if the refineries change their suppliers in response to the 
unwritten rules. This program will go into effect on January 1, 2023. 

In 2021, the Climate Commitment Act, SB 5126, created a cap-and-Invest program on top of the clean fuel program. This 
also has the industry paying to pollute, as they call it. It's a layer of obligation trying to do the same thing as the clean 
fuel program. The Move Ahead Washington transportation plan relies on $5.4 billion of auction proceeds from that 
program. This program is also supposed to go into effect on January 1, 2023. 

Laws Layering Regulations and Fees 
The following laws added expenses and restrictions on the petroleum industry during the past decade. 

• HB 1691 (2022) - This modifies existing law related to financial responsibility for oil spills with delegated rule-
making authority. The Department of Ecology can revoke a vessel owner's legal ability to do business in 
Washington based on criteria yet to be developed. The fiscal note indicates there will be new costs for regulated 
entities, but the extent of those costs is unclear. The House vote was 84-13-1, with Republicans Dent, Harris, 
Hoff, Kraft, McCaslin, McEntire, Orcutt, Robertson, Sutherland, Vick, Volz, Walsh, and Ybarra voting no, and 
Klippert excused. 
  

• HB 1091 (2021) - The Clean Fuels Program will limit greenhouse gas emissions attributable to each unit of 
transportation fuel. Part of the program is the ability to trade and bank credits, allowing the system to continue 
operating as it does but with a new cost layer on top of it. The program starts on January 1, 2023.  I-960 reports 
fee collections from regulated entities to be $6.7 million over 10 years. Republicans voted no with Democrats 
Rule, Shewmake, Springer, Sullivan, and Walen.    
 

• SB 5126 (2021) - The Climate Commitment Act created a cap-and-trade program to reduce carbon emissions, 
with the program starting January 1, 2023. It added new layers of government analysis to provide environmental 
justice. I-960 reports a $3.9 billion increase to affected fee payers over 10 years. Republicans voted no, along 
with Democrats Harris-Talley and Paul.  
 

• SB 5579 (2019) - This bill restricted delivery of Bakken crude on trains to Washington refineries. It increases 
penalties for violations. This provides a disincentive to use American oil. Republicans voted no. 

o The federal Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration ruled that the Federal Hazardous 
Material Transportation Law has pre-empted this law, 49 USC 5101. 
 

• SB 5993 (2019) - This bill increased the hazardous substance tax on petroleum to $1.09 per barrel and made it  
subject to an annual inflation adjustment. The current rate of this fee is $1.14 per barrel. The I-960 10-year 
projection was $3.5 billion. Republicans voted no as well as Democrats Leavitt, Mead, Morris, Paul, Reeves, and 
Shewmake. 
 

• HB 1578 (2019)  - To protect orca whales, this law requires specific oil-laden vessels coming into Rosario Strait to 
have export tugboats. Only Republicans Caldier, Mosbrucker, and Van Werven voted aye. 

o At the time of consideration, the Neah Bay escort tug had been deployed only 68 times in 19 years to 
assist vessels.   

o The estimate for hourly tug rates is from $1,000 to $4,216 per hour, plus $50 for security, a fuel charge 
of 20 percent of the total hourly cost, and a tethering fee of up to $940 per with an expectation of two 
hours for each transit. 
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• HB 1817 (2019) - This bill imposed requirements for apprenticeship programs, use of skilled journey-level 
persons,  and payment of prevailing wages at petroleum refining and petrochemical manufacturing facilities and 
contractors. Republicans Irwin, Kretz, Maycumber, and Rude voted aye. 
 

• SB 6269 (2018) - Oil Transportation Safety #2 - This bill expands the oil spill taxes to pipelines and increases the 
regulatory burden on vessels importing crude oil. The I-960 ten-year project was $13.4 million. Republicans 
Barkis, Buys, Caldier, Graves, Harris, Kristiansen, Mosbrucker (McCabe), Muri, Rodne, Smith, and  Van Werven 
voted aye. 
 

• HB 1449 (2015) - Oil Transportation Safety #1 - This bill required increased contingency planning for oil trains 
and delegated authority to impose new safety measures on oil tankers, such as requiring tugboat escorts in 
certain circumstances. It increases fees and reporting requirements. The I-960 ten-year project was $27.6 
million. Many Republicans voted no during House floor consideration but changed their vote during concurrence, 
likely because Senator Ericksen's floor striker was adopted. Republican David Taylor voted no on final passage. 
 

• SB 5987 (2015) - The Connecting Washington transportation plan increased the motor vehicle fuel tax by 11.9 
cents. The I-960 10-year projection was $5.2 billion. The House vote was 54-44. Republicans voting aye were  
Johnson, Kochmar, Muri, Rodne, Stambaugh, Stokesbary, Walsh, Wilcox, and Zeiger. Democrats voting no were 
Blake, Dunshee, Fitzgibbon, Gregory, Hansen, Kilduff, and Van De Wege.  
 

• HB 1186 (2011) - This bill expanded the requirements for oil-spill planning and imposed larger fines for oil-spill 
events. The House vote was 62-34. Republicans voting aye were Alexander, Angel, Dammeier, DeBolt, Hinkle, 
Hope, Hunt, Rodne, Smith, and Zeiger. 
 

• HB 2815 (2008)  (Dunshee) - This bill established limits on emissions of greenhouse gasses, with the Department 
of Ecology submitting a greenhouse gas reduction plan for review and approval by the legislature. It imposed 
reporting obligations of emissions from each major source sector. It also placed goals on reducing annual per 
capita vehicle miles traveled. The House vote was 64-31. Republicans voting aye were Anderson, Bailey, Rodne, 
and Smith. Democrats voting no were Grant, Kelley, Kessler, and Wallace.     
 

Bill # Description I-960 10-year 
projection 

HB 1691 (2022) Modifies Oil Spill Financial Responsibility N/A 

HB 1091 (2021) Clean Fuels Program $6,747,614 
SB 5126 (2021) Climate Commitment Act/Cap & Invest $3,947,790,216 
SB 5579 (2019) Restricting Delivery of Bakken Crude N/A 
SB 5993 (2019) Increase the Barrel Tax to $1.09 $3,486,830,000 
HB 1578 (2019) Orca Whale Protection via tug boats N/A 
HB 1817 (2019) Imposed Skilled Trade Requirements N/A 
SB 6269 (2018) Oil Transportation Safety #2 $13,384,000 
HB 1449 (2015) Oil Transportation Safety #1 $27,663,000 
SB 5987 (2015) Connecting Washington gas tax increase of 11.9 

cents 
$5,221,111,220 

   
 

Total: $12,703,526,050 
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Additional information  
• WA Attorney General's quarterly market analysis  
• Joint Transportation Committee: Transportation Resource Manual on State Taxes and Fees 
• Washington Research Council  policy brief:  "The Economic Contribution of Washington State's Petroleum Refining 

Industry in 2019." 
• Washington Policy Center:  "Cap-and-trade, LCFS, and gas tax bills would mean higher energy prices and do little for 

the environment."  These policies are estimated to increase the cost of motor vehicle fuel between 30 and 50 cents 
per gallon in 2023. 

• Free market think tank Manhattan Institute article "Pain in the Gas."  
• Ocean Resources Management Act, RCW 43.143; Washington Supreme Court holding in Quinault Indian Nation v. 

Imperium Terminal Services, LLC  
• U.S. Environmental Protection Agency Renewable Fuel Standard Program 

 
Regulation Amount Statute 
State Hazardous Substance Tax $1.09 per barrel adjusted for 

inflation [$1.14 in 2022] 
RCW 82.21.030 

Federal Hazardous Substance Superfund 
Tax 

9.7 cents per barrel 26 USC 4611 

Oil Spill Response Tax 4 cents per 42-gallon barrel RCW 
82.23B.020 

Oil Spill Administration Tax 1 cent per 42-gallon barrel RCW 
82.23B.020 

Oil Spill Liability Trust Fund 9 cents per barrel 26 USC 4611 
Petroleum Products Tax for 
underground storage tanks 

15/100ths of one percent 
multiplied by the wholesale 
value of the petroleum 
product 

RCW 
82.23A.020 

State Motor Vehicle Fuel Tax for 
transportation 

49.4 cents per gallon RCW 82.38.030 

Federal Motor Vehicle Fuel Tax for 
transportation 

18.3 cents per gallon on 
gasoline, 24.3 cents on diesel 

26 USC 4081 

Cap & Invest Allowance prices to be 
determined 

RCW 70A.65 

Clean Fuels Program Credit price to offset the 
carbon intensity of fuels to 
be determined 

RCW 70A.535 

2005 Federal Renewable Fuel Standard Requires specified volumes 
of renewable fuels to replace 
or reduce the quantity of 
petroleum-based fuels 
(biomass, cellulosic, 
advanced biofuel) 

42 U.S.C. 
§7545(o). 

 

The barrel and transportation taxes add up to 71 cents per gallon.   
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Stakeholders  
• There are five refineries in Washington:  BP Cherry Point, Phillips 66 Ferndale, Shell Oil, Marathon Petroleum, 

and U.S. Oil.   The Washington Research Council estimates the refineries employ 2,050 people. 
• Western States Petroleum Association and American Petroleum Institute 
• Constituents register over 8 million vehicles in the state and there are 7.1 million with driver's licenses. 
• Companies that rely on semi-trucks to transport goods that get an estimated 6.5 miles to the gallon of diesel.  
• Washington and American Trucking Associations 
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