
America's Autos On Welfare: A Summary of Subsidies 

Do you think that public transit is subsidized but motorists pay their way through taxes? If so, you would 
be wrong! Subsidies for private motor vehicle use total $500 billion to over a trillion dollars per year in 
the US! 
 
The Sierra Club web site "America's Autos On Welfare" documents the details here 
https://vault.sierraclub.org/sprawl/articles/subsidies.pdf but below are some highlights. We need to 
invest in sustainable transportation for the future. Imagine what we could do if we took that kind of 
money and used it for sustainable transportation? 
 
Some of these subsidies are paid by the poor thru pollution related illnesses, thru walking and biking crash 
risks, thru transit made infrequent by low ridership and slowed by congestion and thru higher taxes. Some of 
these subsidies, or externalities as the economists call them, are suffered by motorists who are delayed by 
the very congestion they cause, and thru crashes and ill health, and higher taxes; but these costs are not 
levied in a way to fund convenient alternatives or to encourage or incentivize them to avoid driving. Most 
motorists haven’t a clue to the level of subsidies to driving. 
 

Categories of Subsidies  
1. Police, fire, ambulance; road construction & 
maintenance; other local gov't  
2. Property taxes lost from land cleared for freeways  
3. Parking  
4. Air, water, land pollution  
5. Noise, vibration damage to structures  
6. Global warming  
7. Petroleum supply line policing, security, petroleum 
production subsidies  
8. Trade deficit, infrastructure deficit  
9. Sprawl, loss of transportation options  
10. Uncompensated auto crashes  
11. Congestion 

 

$/gal  Annual  Annual Total  
gas,diesel  $/household  ($billion)  
Ketcham & Komanoff  8.60  9,655  1,135  
MacKenzie, Dower & Chen  4.71  5,290  622  
Miller & Moffet  4.32 7.55  4,854 8,475  571 996  
Office of Technology 
Assessment  

4.99 10.02  5,597 11,256  658 1,323  

OTA incl non$  16.44 – 23.71  18,468 26,632  2,171 – 3,130  
(primarily own accid. & travel 
time)  

   

Delucchi  4.35 – 10.49  4,884 11,791  574 1,386  
Litman  6.68  7,502  882  
Litman & Doherty  19.61  22,690  2,667  


