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TO: California Road Charge Demonstration Team 
FROM: EMC Research 
RE: Road Charge Focus Groups – Summary of focus groups 
DATE: May 2021 

 
The following memo summarizes the key takeaways regarding the two rounds of focus groups 
conducted as part of the California Road Charge Demonstration Plan. The first set of research included 
five focus groups conducted among Bay Area, Central Valley, Northern California, the Los Angeles area 
and San Diego/Orange County area drivers in February 2021. Another set of seven groups was 
conducted among EV drivers, ride hailing service drivers, long-distance commuters, rural drivers in 
Northern California and the Central Valley, and Spanish- and Chinese-speaking drivers in April 2021. All 
twelve groups were conducted online. 
 
EMC produced summary memos for each individual group which highlights specific finds for each group, 
as well as the make-up of the group. This memo discusses main themes found across the groups. 
 
Group Make-Up 

• Group 1: Bay Area Drivers 

• Group 2: Central Valley Drivers 

• Group 3: Northern California Drivers 

• Group 4: LA Area Drivers 

• Group 5: Orange County/San Diego Drivers 

• Group 6: Super Commuters 

• Group 7: Central Valley Rural Drivers 

• Group 8: Northern California Rural Drivers 

• Group 9: Electric Vehicle Drivers 

• Group 10: Ride Hail Drivers 

• Group 11: Spanish Speaking Drivers 

• Group 12: Mandarin Speaking Drivers 

Discussion Guide Content 
The focus group guide asked questions on the following topics: 

• Driving habits, state of the roads and current gas tax attitudes 

• Introduction of the road charge concept and informative materials 

• Gauging perception of the road charge concept and concerns of fairness 

• Assessing road charge’s financial sustainability and concepts of data collection for the program 

• Testing comfort around data collection and security 
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Key Themes 
 
Issue Environment 

• Awareness of the state of road and highway maintenance funding in California was limited. 
While most participants generally were aware that taxes fund road and highway maintenance in 
California, and some were aware of the gas tax as one of those sources, there was little depth of 
knowledge about the way the funding works or the adequacy of funding levels. Many thought 
that since there generally is a lot of construction in their area the state has enough money to 
fund roads. Additionally, perceptions of discrepancies in road conditions across communities 
lead to assumptions that road maintenance funding is not always distributed equitably. 

• The current gas tax was mostly invisible to drivers. Most participants knew they were paying a 
gas tax as part of their fuel costs, but did not think or know how much of that cost is taxes, let 
alone know how much was the state tax versus the federal tax. Yet, many believed that the gas 
tax in California was high, simply because they think that taxes are generally higher in the state 
compared to others. They appreciated the pay-as-you-go nature of the gas tax, and had 
strategies for budgeting for fuel costs that incorporated the total amount they anticipated 
paying for gas 
(including 
taxes), and 
how much 
they could 
drive on that 
budget.  

• The cost burden of road maintenance should be shared. In discussions about road maintenance 
funding, most participants felt that everyone should share the burden of paying to maintain 
them, including individual Californians and the corporations using this public resource for profit. 
There was a general perception that companies likely had a way to avoid paying their share, 
even though the trucks they use to transport goods contribute significantly to wear and tear. 

• The initial, top-of-mind reaction was that those who drive more should pay more towards 
road maintenance. Hence, drivers initially tended to say that the gas tax was a fair way to fund 
road maintenance, assuming that those who drive more buy more gas—including businesses 
and corporations who make use of the roads for transporting larger loads than typical personal 
vehicles, hence causing more wear and tear. However, those who had to drive long distances 
because of their place of residence or nature of their work were likely to comment on the 
unfairness it placed on people who had no other options than driving long distances. 

 

 

 

 

 

“I wasn't familiar. I'm 
not quite familiar with 
the gas tax.” – Group 7 

“Well, I would imagine the fast track or the toll road fees 
[pay for road maintenance]. I don't know for certain that 
it seems logical that that money would go back into the 

roads as well. But I have no idea.” – Group 7 
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• Few were aware of the widening road and highway maintenance funding gap, but describing it 
as a result of increasing adoption of hybrid and electric vehicles is credible. The video 
describing the problem of decreasing gas tac revenues as a result of more fuel-efficient and 
electric/hybrid cars, “The Issue”, was effective in communicating the challenge of continuing to 
rely on the gas tax for road funding, and the 
impact of adoption of hybrid and electric 
vehicles on the widening funding gap; it was 
less clear that the ever-increasing efficiency 
of gas-powered vehicles was as much (if not 
more) to blame. 

 
Reaction to Road Charge 

• The initial interest in the concept of a road charge was limited, largely due to concerns about 
implementation and fairness. When participants were introduced to the idea, they raised 
concerns about the ability of the state to implement the program correctly given the complexity 
of tracking and reporting, the fairness of shifting to a miles-based system, and the perception of 
impact on the cost of driving for all Californians. While drivers were not rejecting the notion that 
they should contribute to road maintenance, they were not convinced that abandoning the gas 
tax mechanism completely, which they perceived as working fine for most drivers, is the right 
approach. Above and beyond, the point 
that increasing fuel efficiency was a main 
cause of the problem was lost on many; 
participants thought it was caused by 
electric and hybrid cars, and were doubtful 
that gas car drivers should be asked to 
help solve a problem that they didn’t 
create. 

• Presenting the road charge as a necessary change due to adoption of different types of 
vehicles led to questions about the broadness of the proposed solution. The framing of the 
funding gap as a result of the shift to hybrid and electric vehicles led many to ask why the state 
is not just considering a smaller solution aimed just at drivers of those vehicles, rather than 
forcing everyone to change to a new, complicated system. Many thought setting up a parallel 
road charge system for electric and hybrid vehicles, while keeping gasoline-powered vehicles 
under the gas tax, would be preferable. While some participants understood increased fuel 
efficiency in combustion engines was part of the issue at hand, there was more focus on the 
impact of electric and hybrid vehicles.   

 

“I feel that if a person was using the road 
then they should pay… whether you're 
using gas or not, you're still driving the 

same roadway.” – Group 10 

“I think the roadway belongs to everyone, 
but how do you tax one person and not tax 

another? How would they do it? So that's the 
one thing the video didn't say - is how are 

they going to do it?” – Group 10 

“…but I feel you should probably just add fees 
onto registrations. Every part of what’s 

registered at DMV, you take taxes out of it. 
But don’t do that and the gas tax. It seems 

like it should be one or the other.” – Group 6 

“One way for them to do it is more tolls. No 
one wants to pay more fees. I don't, but that's 

an easy way for them to start getting more 
money, because of the amount of people that 

commute back and forth from wherever 
they're driving to, there's tolls.” – Group 6 
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• Most assume nearly every driver would pay more under a road charge. Most participants felt a 
road charge was just a way to get more out of every resident and shift more burden to 
individual drivers and away from corporations, as opposed to a way to rebalance the existing 
burden. This was reinforced by general feelings of distrust about government and transparency 
overall, and a perception that anything 
they were not being told was probably bad 
for them. Many feared that the gas tax 
would not actually go away, and they 
would never really know because of the lack 
of transparency around the amount of the 
gas tax and the gradual way it is paid.  

• When provided with road charge cost 
information, many questioned whether the road charge would be implemented at the rates 
presented in the focus group materials. Many suspected that even if a road charge started off 
at the two-cent rate shown in the materials during the implementation stage, it would inevitably 
increase with time. They were also skeptical about statements that said that the road charge 
would be a replacement for the gas tax; they did not think the state would really give up a tax 
they were already charging. (Please see individual attachments to the summary memos for 
groups 6-12 for more information and for the information presented to each group. Groups 1-5 
were not shown this information.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Rural people would pay more as well. And 
people who have hybrids, even not all 

electric ones, but people who have 
hybrids… My husband, has a Honda Civic 
hybrid that gets 40 to 45 still miles to the 
gallon. He would pay more…” – Group 8 

 

“…I just kind of doubt that the fuel 
tax is going to go away. I can see it 

on the ballot now, should we 
replace the fuel tax or should we 

redirect these funds to something 
else.. I feel like it would just be 
another way to get more taxes, 

but we would probably end up still 
paying a fuel tax.” – Group 6 
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• Many had concerns about equity in implementing this new plan. A shift to a per-mile charge 
led to concerns about people who have to drive many miles, be that because they have a job 
that requires a lot of driving that is not reimbursed or paid for by their employer, a long 
commute due to an inability to afford to live closer to their workplace, lack of public transit 
outside urban areas, or multiple jobs to make ends meet. Few made the connection that these 
people were likely already paying more in a gas tax, and for those that did, it didn’t make sense 
to shift to another solution with the same inequity. Most came to the conclusion that for a road 
charge to be made fair, it should take into account other factors than the number of miles 
driven, such as the weight of the vehicle. 

• The concept of equity was not just about individuals and needs to include companies and 
other entities. The concerns about punishing those who are already at a disadvantage set aside, 
a conversation about equity was hard to swallow without acknowledgement of how the burden 
would be shared by the corporations that are using 
California highways to profit with heavy, damaging 
delivery trucks – it reinforced that this was all a way to 
shift more burden to the individuals and away from where 
they felt the true responsibility should lie. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“… we would be punishing something 
that is just also a consequence of a lot 
of the socioeconomic dynamics of how 

urban planning has been happening. 
And what I mean by that is oftentimes 
you have to live way further out from 
the city because it's cheaper and you 
have to drive all the way to the city or 
to the main area because you cannot 

live closer to where you want. And 
then it would be a double punishment 

in the sense that you cannot live 
closer to your work because it's more 

expensive to afford living there. And in 
addition to that, you have to commute 

two, three hours, whatnot. And if 
you're driving, then you're punished 

because you have to live far away 
because you cannot afford to be 

closer. So I don't know if I'm making 
sense. But it feels like we will be 

punishing also those folks that are 
living further out or commuting longer 
distances out of the fact that it's more 
expensive to live closer to what they 

regularly would be.” – Group 1 

“I think [road charge is] bad because overall, I feel 
it's going to contribute more to the economic divide, 
the wealth inequality. I think corporations are going 
to find loopholes and the little guy's going to end up 

stuck with the bill.” – Group 3 

“But the second issue is if I lived in Redding and I 
needed to get to Sacramento to work, how do I get 

there? There're no options because the state 
provides no public transportation. There's no way 
for me to get [there]except driving. And so now 
again, you're going to say, well, because I live in 

Redding because of the housing crisis and I work in 
Sacramento, sorry, there was a point when I felt 

that I have to pay that I have to pay more in gas tax. 
I just don't feel that's right.” – Group 10 
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• Electric vehicle drivers should not be punished for their choices. For many, the idea of creating 
a new system to impose a fee specifically on EV drivers felt misplaced. The perception was that 
EV drivers purchased their vehicles with the understanding that the vehicle might cost more but 
they were saving on the gas tax and doing something positive for the environment. Many 
worried that imposing a per-mile charge on EV drivers may take away an important incentive 
that is helping California make a difference in climate change, and that a road charge would 
slow or even reverse the rate of EV adoption. In addition, some went as far as to say that a road 
charge was essentially a perverse incentive for low-fuel efficiency vehicles such as pick-up trucks 
and SUVs, further undermining California’s clean air goals and efforts to phase gasoline-
powered vehicles out of the fleet. One group suggested that fuel efficiency should be a factor 
determining the rate at which the road charge is paid, to ensure all vehicles are contributing to 
road maintenance while still incentivizing lower levels of carbon emissions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Technical Implementation Concerns 

• The gas tax is easy and works; the road charge sounds hard. Many participants felt it would be 
impossible to implement a road charge accurately and fairly. Some of their concerns included 
data recording and reporting accuracy, data privacy and tracking issues, people finding ways to 
underreport miles, how to charge out-of-state drivers, whether Californian drivers would still 
pay this tax when they travel out of the state, and the timing and frequency of road charge 
payments. Many wondered if it was just too risky to 
throw away a system that mostly works fine for one 
that they were not confident could even be 
implemented. 

 

 

“I say bad idea because, only because 
there's no fair and good way to report 

these numbers. Then people from out of 
state, won't be paying. I don't see a way 
that they're paying money at all for the 
roads. So until they can figure out those 

two things, I think it's a good idea in 
concept, but a bad idea overall, if you 

can't make those things work.” – Group 3 

“Part of me wants to say it's a good idea, but 
part of me says that there's so many 

unanswered questions. I'm leaning more 
towards it's a bad idea. There's so much that 

we don't know. It's hard to make an 
informed decision at this point.” – Group 3 

“I'm pro people using electric, trying to help the environment on things like that. So why are we 
punishing those people for trying to make it economical and improving the environment in that sense 

by punishing them so we can be equal because we're all using the road. Well, you can make the 
choice too, you could have made the choice to drive and electric car. You didn’t because you can't 

afford it or whatever other reasons, I don't think we should punish people that can and are, want to 
use electric cars and people that want to and can use gas cars.” – Group 2 

“Can you depend on the size of the vehicle to collect the tax? Because people who drive 
electric vehicles, you don't pay for gas because you only use your electricity. Is it possible 
[to charge] on the CC, six liter, the gas tank, how big it is to collect the tax? I think that's 

fairer.” Group 12 
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• Payment frequency and timing was a significant concern among some drivers. Most knew they 
paid a gas tax every time they filled up their tank, and that was part of how they planned how 
far they could afford to drive. Without knowing the frequency of payments under a road charge, 
many feared it would be a significant monthly or annual bill, and even if it was the same amount 
they had paid under the gas tax, they could struggle to anticipate larger amounts under this type 
of system. They also worried that with a road charge you had to pay after you drove the miles, 
and there was a greater risk of overspending without realizing until it was too late. This concern 
does not exist under the gas tax – you pay when you fill up, so you have already included the tax 
amount in your thinking about how much gasoline you can afford to buy.  Many expressed a 
preference for small, frequent payments, since this is how they pay the gas tax now and they are 
used to budgeting in that way. 

• Phrasing regarding “tracking” hurt the idea of a 
road charge. The notion of tracking the miles driven 
brought to mind the idea of “being tracked” by the 
government, which undermines the receptiveness 
toward a road charge. Having to install a device in 
one’s car for this purpose elicits privacy and cost 
concerns. That being said, most drivers are familiar 
with the mileage-based insurance and smog 
checks, and many participants thought the 
milage reporting would be similar to those 
mechanisms that they are more comfortable 
with.  

• Road charge reporting must be automatic. While some were concerned about the privacy 
implications of automatic mileage reporting, concern that people would misreport and 
underpay (whether on purpose or accidentally) generally outweighed those concerns. Many felt 
their location information was already being gathered by technology companies, insurance 
companies, and others, so providing that information to a state program as well was not a big 
concern. While some initially liked the idea of using other systems where mileage is already 
collected, such as insurance records, annual vehicle registration fees, or smog check data, these 
tools all raised concerns about the risks of large and infrequent payments as opposed to 
frequent, small payments. 

 

 “Well, it would be nice if there was that 
element of honesty, but if it's incumbent 

upon the driver, there's going to be 
people that are not going to, they're 

going to play with the numbers. So the 
only way that they could probably get an 

actual number is, they check your 
mileage when you do a smog check, and 

it's recorded and sent in.” – Group 4 

“To get the most accurate information, 
they're going to have to somehow track 
us. They're not going to ask me, ‘How far 

did you drive this year?’ Because I'm 
going to say I went five miles, right? So 

they're going to have to track us 
somehow and the people are going to be 

concerned with privacy.” – Group 5 



 

 

 
TO: California Road Charge Demonstration Team 
FROM: EMC Research 
RE: Road Charge Focus Groups: Group 1, Bay Area 
DATE: March 2021 

 
The following memo summarizes some key points regarding a focus group conducted as part of the 
California Road Charge Demonstration Plan. This group consisted of drivers in the Bay Area.  
 
Participant Pool 
Participants for the discussion were recruited from five Bay Area counties and drove at least weekly 
before the pandemic. A copy of a memo further outlining the recruiting criteria will be attached to a 
general summary report. The demographic make-up is illustrated in the table below.  
 

Demographic # of Participants   Demographic # of Participants  

Male  3  HHI < 50k 3 

Female 5  HHI 50k-150k 4 

18-29 2  HHI > 150k 1 

30-39 2  Alameda County 2 

40-49 3  Contra Costa County 2 

50-64 1  San Mateo County 2 

65+ 0  Santa Clara County 1 

Hispanic/Latinx 2  San Francisco County 1 

White/Caucasian 1  Electric Vehicle 0 

African American/Black 1  Hybrid Vehicle 3 

Asian/Pacific Islander 3  Gas Vehicle 5 

Other Ethnicity 1  Rideshare rider 7 

Drove > 100 mi/wk  3  Rideshare driver 1 

Drove < 100 mi/wk 5  Non-rideshare user 0 

 
Discussion Guide Content 
The focus group asked questions on the following topics: 

• State of the roads and current gas tax attitudes 

• Introduction of road charge concept and informative materials 

• Gauging perception of road charge concept and concerns of fairness 

• Assessing road charge financial sustainability and concepts of data collection for the program 
 
A copy of the moderator’s guide will be attached to a general summary report. 
 
Key Findings 
 

• Participants were quick to point out the discrepancies in the condition of roads in different parts 
of the region such as the South and East Bay.  

• While most assumed some tax was implemented on gas just like any other item, participants 
were not aware of the specifics of the gas tax or what it funds.  

• The video tested (Video 2) was found effective in explaining the road funding issue, and 
participants believed that there is a problem California needs to solve. 
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• However, the sentiment that taxes are generally high in California, coupled with a general 
mistrust of the government, led the participants to think that whatever option is implemented 
to solve this problem will end up costing them more than what they are currently paying. 

• There was general agreement that electric/hybrid vehicle drivers should contribute their fair 
share to road repairs. Some participants went further, saying that to the extent that roads are a 
public good, their funding should be shouldered by everyone, not just drivers.  

• Upon being introduced to the road charge concept, participants raised concerns about the new 
bureaucracy that would need to be established to administer this, possible inaccuracies of the 
technology that could be used for tracking miles driven, and with the thought the government 
could be tracking Californians’ movements.  

• The idea that under the road charge program drivers will pay per miles they travel evoked the 
feeling that it would be unfair towards disadvantaged groups, such as people whose job requires 
them to drive and do not have the option to work from home. The concept that the road charge 
replaces the gas tax, which also costs more to those who drive more or reside in rural areas, was 
difficult to grasp. 

• Participants assumed that road charge would be paid yearly, and that many would struggle with 
coming up with that lump sum. They voiced strong preference for incremental payments as they 
pay under the gas tax. 

• Even after further discussion, the aversion towards “tracking” and the assumption that a road 
charge would cost them more than what they are currently paying and will require them to do 
extra work lingered. 

• While the awareness of gas tax was low, participants felt that as a system it worked well in 
general, and that the state should build a parallel mechanism for electric vehicle drivers to solve 
the issue instead of bringing in a whole new system for everyone. 
 



 

 

 
TO: California Road Charge Demonstration Team 
FROM: EMC Research 
RE: Road Charge Focus Groups: Group 2, Central Valley 
DATE: March 2021 

 
The following memo summarizes some key points regarding a focus group conducted as part of the 
California Road Charge Demonstration Plan. This group consisted of residents of the southern San 
Joaquin Valley, near Bakersfield.  
 
Participant Pool 
Participants for the discussion were recruited from three Central Valley counties and drove at least 
weekly before the pandemic. A copy of a memo further outlining the recruiting criteria will be attached 
to a general summary report. The demographic make-up is illustrated in the table below.  
 

Demographic # of Participants   Demographic # of Participants  

Male  4  HHI < 50k 4 

Female 4  HHI 50k-150k 4 

18-29 1  HHI > 150k 0 

30-39 3  Tulare County 2 

40-49 2  Kern County 4 

50-64 2  Kings County 2 

65+ 0  Electric Vehicle 0 

Hispanic/Latinx 4  Hybrid vehicle 1 

White/Caucasian 2  Gas Vehicle 7 

African American/Black 1  Rideshare rider 6 

Asian/Pacific Islander 1  Rideshare driver 0 

Other Ethnicity  1  Non-rideshare user 2 

Drove > 100 mi/wk 4    

Drove < 100 mi/wk 4    

 
Discussion Guide Content 
The focus group asked questions on the following topics: 

• State of the roads and current gas tax attitudes 

• Introduction of road charge concept and informative materials 

• Gauging perception of road charge concept and concerns of fairness 

• Assessing road charge financial sustainability and concepts of data collection for the program 
 
A copy of the moderator’s guide will be attached to a general summary report. 
 
Key Takeaways 
 

• Participants initially pointed out that there are many construction projects going on with local 

highways and roads, and that there are disparities between roads in different parts of the 

region.  

• Central Valley participants had a high awareness of road issues and the gas tax, and were more 
aware of the latter’s cost than some other groups. 
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• Many felt that roads are a public good, and that their funding should be shouldered by 
everyone, not just drivers, and that funds for road repairs should come from multiple sources 
instead of one. 

• While the gas tax was not seen as being particularly unfair, some participants did remark that 
electric vehicle drivers did not pay that tax. Many said that individual contributions to road 
repairs should take into account factors such as vehicle weight.  

• One participant, before information about the road charge was shared, suggested a mileage-
based system as an alternative to gas tax. The concept was known since insurance companies 
have a system to track the number of miles driven for their purposes.  

• Upon being introduced to the road charge concept, participants raised concerns about whether 
drivers coming to California from other states, such as individuals or larger trucks that carry 
goods, would be contributing to road maintenance if the state adopted a road charge program.  

• Privacy concerns was not a large concern, since many were aware that insurance companies 
already track their mileage. However, the mechanics of how miles would be tracked was a 
question mark for participants. Many felt that people would cheat if the system were based on 
self-reported milage.  

• While some felt that that electric/hybrid vehicle drivers should contribute their fair share to 
road repairs, some thought that electric vehicle usage should be incentivized and saw a road 
charge program as punishing EV drivers for making an environmentally-friendly choice.  

• The idea of paying per miles driven seemed unfair towards specific groups, such as rural 
residents who need to travel greater distances. The concept that the road charge replaces the 
gas tax, which also costs more to those who drive more or reside in rural areas, was difficult to 
grasp.  

• Absent any hard figures that they could base comparisons on, most participants assumed they 
would be paying more if the state moved towards a road charge system.  

• Participants assumed that road charge would be paid yearly, and that many would struggle with 
coming up with that larger payment. They voiced strong preference for incremental payments 
like they pay under the gas tax. 

• Participants thought that road charge sounded expensive or impossible to implement and that 
any money gained through this tax would just go towards implementation. They did not trust 
the government to implement it in a way that would increase the quality of the roads.  

• Participants felt that gas tax worked well in general, and that the state should build a parallel 
mechanism for electric vehicle drivers to solve the issue instead of bringing in a whole new 
system for everyone. 



 

 

 
TO: California Road Charge Demonstration Team 
FROM: EMC Research 
RE: Road Charge Focus Groups: Group 3, Northern California 
DATE: March 2021 

 
The following memo summarizes some key points regarding a focus group conducted as part of the 
California Road Charge Demonstration Plan. This group consisted of residents of Northern California.  
 
Participant Pool 
Participants for the discussion were recruited from five Northern California counties and drove at least 
weekly before the pandemic. A copy of a memo further outlining the recruiting criteria will be attached 
to a general summary report. The demographic make-up is illustrated in the table below.  
 

Demographic # of Participants   Demographic # of Participants  

Male  4  HHI < 50k 5 

Female 4  HHI 50k-150k 2 

18-29 1  HHI > 150k 1 

30-39 3  Butte 5 

40-49 1  Shasta 2 

50-64 3  Tehama 1 

65+ 0  Glenn 0 

Hispanic/Latinx 1  Colusa 0 

White/Caucasian 3  Electric Vehicle 0 

African American/Black 2  Hybrid Vehicle 0 

Asian/Pacific Islander 0  Gas Vehicle 8 

Other Ethnicity  2  Rideshare rider 7 

Drove > 100 mi/wk 4  Rideshare driver 0 

Drove < 100 mi/wk 4  Non-rideshare user 1 

 
Discussion Guide Content 
The focus group asked questions on the following topics: 

• State of the roads and current gas tax attitudes 

• Introduction of road charge concept and informative materials 

• Gauging perception of road charge concept and concerns of fairness 

• Assessing road charge financial sustainability and concepts of data collection for the program 
 
A copy of the moderator’s guide will be attached to a general summary report. 
 
Key Takeaways 
 

• Participants noted that there are many construction projects fixing or improving local highways 

and roads, and they thought that the state was doing a better job of taking care of the roads 

than towns and counties in the area.  

• There appeared to be high awareness of road issues in general and the gas tax among Northern 
California participants, and some acknowledged that revenue from gas tax is going down. 
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• Participants thought the gas tax, and the concept of being taxed on how much one drives under 
a gas tax, is generally fair. While one participant pointed out that electric vehicle drivers did not 
pay gas tax, the group generally agreed that that was acceptable, as people should be 
incentivized to drive EVs.  

• Upon being introduced to the road charge concept, participants were concerned about how 
mileage would be tracked. One participant said that it should be an automated mechanism, 
since they expected many would cheat a system based on self-reporting.  

• While there was some discussion about privacy concerns, many were aware that insurance 
companies already track their mileage, and did not see a road charge as being materially 
different from that. 

• Another area of concern regarding road charge was how out-of-state drivers would contribute. 
Some thought that businesses that use a lot of vehicles would move across the border to 
Nevada or Oregon to evade a road charge.   

• Some thought that a road charge would be unfair to those who have to drive more, such as 
those who have to drive for work, or live in rural areas. While the gas tax generally costs those 
who drive longer distances more money, this connection was not easily made.  

• Participants would prefer to pay a road charge in incremental payments as they pay under the 
gas tax. 

• Participants felt that both gas tax and road charge were designed to get money out of the little 
guy or the individual drivers, rather than corporations who “make money off of the roads”, such 
as Amazon and Walmart. While this concern does not signal an issue with the switch to a road 
charge program, it highlights that there is a credibility gap regarding taxation, as well as 
skepticism about government.  

• While some felt that that electric/hybrid vehicle drivers should contribute their fair share to 
road repairs, some also expressed that electric vehicle usage should be incentivized and saw a 
road charge program as punishing EV drivers.  

• Participants did not necessarily think that the gas tax needed to be removed, but that a parallel 
mechanism for EV drivers would solve the issue in a more straightforward manner.  



 

 

 
TO: California Road Charge Demonstration Team 
FROM: EMC Research 
RE: Road Charge Focus Groups: Group 4, Los Angeles Area 
DATE: March 2021 

 
The following memo summarizes some key points regarding a focus group conducted as part of the 
California Road Charge Demonstration Plan. This group consisted of residents of Los Angeles and 
Ventura counties.  
 
Participant Pool 
Participants for the discussion were recruited from Los Angeles and Ventura counties and drove at least 
weekly before the pandemic. A copy of a memo further outlining the recruiting criteria will be attached 
to a general summary report. The demographic make-up is illustrated in the table below.  
 

Demographic # of Participants   Demographic # of Participants  

Male  3  HHI < 50k 3 

Female 5  HHI 50k-150k 4 

18-29 2  HHI > 150k 1 

30-39 2  Los Angeles 5 

40-49 2  Ventura 3 

50-64 2  Electric Vehicle 1 

65+ 0  Hybrid Vehicle 1 

Hispanic/Latinx 2  Gas Vehicle 6 

White/Caucasian 1  Rideshare rider 7 

African American/Black 2  Rideshare driver 1 

Asian/Pacific Islander 3  Non-rideshare user 0 

Other Ethnicity  0    

Drove > 100 mi/wk 3    

Drove < 100 mi/wk 5    

 
Discussion Guide Content 
The focus group asked questions on the following topics: 

• State of the roads and current gas tax attitudes 

• Introduction of road charge concept and informative materials 

• Gauging perception of road charge concept and concerns of fairness 

• Assessing road charge financial sustainability and concepts of data collection for the program 
 
A copy of the moderator’s guide will be attached to a general summary report. 
 
Key Takeaways 
 

• Participants reported discrepancies between roads in different parts of their area and noted 

various road construction projects.  

• Participants assumed road and highway repairs and maintenance are funded through taxes, but 
the awareness of gas tax itself was low.  

• Many assumed that there is enough money in California for road maintenance and repairs as 
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taxes are so high in the state. However, when they received information that much of the 
funding for road maintenance comes from the gas tax, a few guessed that the pool of money is 
decreasing because of the shift towards electric vehicles. 

• Upon being introduced to the road charge concept, participants raised concerns about equity 
and fairness, in that those who need to drive long distances are often those who cannot afford 
to live close to their workplace, or their work requires driving.  

• Another area of concern was drivers from out of state not contributing their fair share to road 
maintenance. 

• Participants who need to drive long distances for their work, in particular, felt very strongly that 
a mileage-based system would work to their disadvantage. The concept that the gas tax also 
costs more to those who drive more (assuming they do not have an EV or hybrid) was difficult 
for participants to reconcile. 

• Most participants assumed they would be paying more if the state moved towards a road-
charge based system, as no monetary figures were provided in the group.  

• Some participants felt that both gas tax and road charge were more focused on ensuring that 
individual drivers paid into the system, rather than corporations like Amazon and Uber who 
contribute a lot to road wear and tear. They were skeptical that large companies would pay 
their fair share into the system and that the burden would fall on them, the individual drivers.  

• While some felt that that electric/hybrid vehicle drivers should contribute their fair share to 
road repairs, some also expressed that electric vehicle usage should be incentivized. 

• Like the other groups, participants thought that a parallel system that administered some fee on 
EVs made sense, but that switching gasoline vehicles to a road charge seemed unnecessary.  

 



 

 

 
TO: California Road Charge Demonstration Team 
FROM: EMC Research 
RE: Road Charge Focus Groups: Group 5, Orange County/San Diego 
DATE: March 2021 

 
The following memo summarizes some key points regarding a focus group conducted as part of the 
California Road Charge Demonstration Plan. This group consisted of residents of Orange, San Diego and 
Riverside counties.  
 
Participant Pool 
Participants for the discussion were recruited from Southern California and drove at least weekly before 
the pandemic. A copy of a memo further outlining the recruiting criteria will be attached to a general 
summary report. The demographic make-up is illustrated in the table below.  
 

Demographic # of Participants   Demographic # of Participants  

Male  3  HHI < 50k 2 

Female 5  HHI 50k-150k 4 

18-29 1  HHI > 150k 2 

30-39 3  San Diego 2 

40-49 2  Orange 4 

50-64 2  Riverside 2 

65+ 0  Electric Vehicle 0 

Hispanic/Latinx 1  Hybrid Vehicle 2 

White/Caucasian 3  Gas Vehicle 6 

African American/Black 1  Rideshare rider 6 

Asian/Pacific Islander 3  Rideshare driver 2 

Other Ethnicity  0  Non-rideshare user 0 

Drove > 100 mi/wk 3    

Drove < 100 mi/wk 5    

 
Discussion Guide Content 
The focus group asked questions on the following topics: 

• State of the roads and current gas tax attitudes 

• Introduction of road charge concept and informative materials 

• Gauging perception of road charge concept and concerns of fairness 

• Assessing road charge financial sustainability and concepts of data collection for the program 
 
A copy of the moderator’s guide will be attached to a general summary report. 
 
Key Takeaways 
 

• Participants were aware of local road construction efforts.  

• Participants assumed road and highway repairs and maintenance are funded through taxes, but 
the awareness of gas tax itself was fairly low.  

• Upon further discussion of the gas tax, a few guessed that revenues must be declining because 
of the shift towards electric vehicles. 
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• Upon being introduced to the road charge concept in Video 2, some participants immediately 
assumed that they would be paying more if the state moves towards the road charge, 
specifically those who drive often for work.  

• On that note, some participants thought it was unfair to those who had to drive because of their 
job, or because there was no public transportation available.  

• General mistrust of government, and the widely-held idea that any tax that starts being 
implemented never goes away in California, led some participants to suspect that this was just 
another way the government was trying to squeeze more money out of its residents. 

• Participants were not overly concerned about privacy, since many were aware that insurance 
companies already track their mileage, and that their phones already know where they go. 
However, the mechanics of how miles would be tracked was a question mark for participants. 
Many felt it would be easy to cheat if it was based on odometer readings and/or self-reported.  

• Participants would prefer to pay a road charge on a regular basis throughout the year, rather 
than once per year. 

• While some felt that electric/hybrid vehicle drivers should contribute their fair share to road 
repairs, some also expressed that electric vehicle usage should be incentivized and saw a road 
charge program as punishing towards EV drivers.  

• When considering the situation of supercommuters and rideshare drivers, participants did not 
find road charge to be fairer than the gas tax. The question of paying a fair share was much 
more top of mind in the context of corporations and employers than among gas drivers and 
electric vehicle drivers. 

• Participants felt that gas tax worked well in general, and that the state should build a parallel 
mechanism for electric vehicle drivers to solve the issue instead of replace the system 
wholesale.  

 



TO: California Road Charge Demonstration Team 
FROM: EMC Research 
RE: Road Charge Focus Groups: Group 6, Supercommuters 
DATE: April 2021 

The following memo summarizes key takeaways from a focus group conducted as part of the California 
Road Charge Demonstration Plan. This group consisted of long-distance commuters, or 
supercommuters, throughout California.  

Participant Pool 
Participants for the discussion were recruited from across the state and drove over 60 miles one way to 
work before or during the pandemic. A copy of a memo further outlining the recruiting criteria will be 
attached to a general summary report. The demographic make-up is illustrated in the table below.  

Demographic # of Participants Demographic # of Participants 
Male 4 HHI < $50k 0 
Female 4 HHI $50k-100k 5 
18-29 0 HHI > $100k 2 
30-39 2 Central Coast/Central Valley 4 
40-49 4 San Diego/Orange/Imperial 3 
50-64 2 LA/LA Area 1 
65+ 0 Electric Vehicle 0 
Hispanic/Latinx 3 Hybrid Vehicle 1 
White/Caucasian 2 Gas Vehicle 4 
African American/Black 2 Drove <200 mi/week 2 
Asian/Pacific Islander 1 Drove 200-300 mi/week 2 
Other ethnicity 0 Drove 300+ mi/week 4 

Discussion Guide Content 
The focus group asked questions on the following topics: 

• Driving habits, state of the roads and current gas tax attitudes
• Introduction of road charge concept and informative materials, including video #2 describing the

issue and #3 describing road charge
• Gauging perception of road charge concept and concerns of fairness
• Testing comfort around data collection and security

A copy of the moderator’s guide and other materials used will be attached to this memo. 

Key Findings 
• Participants reported discrepancies between roads in different parts of the areas they lived in,

with many feeling that communities with more low-income residents or people of color may not
get the same level of maintenance as others.

• Many in the group emphasized that they their long commute is not a choice but an obligation,
since they cannot afford living closer to their workplace.

• There appeared to be relatively high awareness of the gas tax among this group. Participants
thought that just like other taxes in California, the gas tax is too high, especially for people like
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themselves who have to drive long distances on a regular basis out of obligation, in contrast to 
people who can afford to live in urban centers and benefit from shorter commute distances and 
more accessible public transit. 

• While participants found the video explaining the problem of decreasing revenues effective, one 
participant observed that it highlighted mostly passenger cars and not semi trucks that cause 
more wear and tear. 

• Participants in the supercommuter group thought that the gas tax could be unfair to lower-
income people who cannot afford newer vehicles, and thought that hybrid/electric vehicle 
owners should also contribute to road maintenance. However, they were unsure if it was a good 
idea to remove a main incentive for moving towards lower-emission cars – not having to pay for 
gas and the associated costs. 

• Upon the introduction of the road charge concept, some participants immediately assumed that 
it would cost them more than they are currently paying in gas tax. They saw it as a way to make 
them, specifically, pay more because they cannot afford to live close to their jobs, and do not 
always have the option to work from home. Others saw that road charge could be cheaper than 
gas tax especially if you are driving through traffic, but were still reluctant about the concept 
because of fears of being “tracked” by the government. 

• The video describing road charge evoked questions about the mechanics of such a system, such 
as how it would be administered and how miles would be recorded. Some noted that people 
could cheat the system, while others voiced privacy concerns. 

• When reviewing the road charge cost information provided, which showed several rates, 
participants in this group had several concerns. They questioned whether the road charge would 
really be implemented at $0.02 and not at one of the higher rates shown. They were also 
skeptical about statements that said the gas tax would go away under road charge; they did not 
think the state would really give up a tax they were already charging.  

• While to many of the participants in the supercommuter group, the road charge concept did 
address some of their concerns around fairness, in particular ensuring everyone was paying 
something, while it created others such as data security concerns, concerns about people who 
have to drive a lot being even more overburdened, and concerns about having one more thing 
to track their expenses on. Participants suggested that the state should look for fairer and 
simpler plans to increase revenue such as toll roads.  



TO: California Road Charge Demonstration Team 
FROM: EMC Research 
RE: Road Charge Focus Groups: Group 7, Central Valley Rural Drivers 
DATE: April 2021 

The following memo summarizes key takeaways from a focus group conducted as part of the California 
Road Charge Demonstration Plan. This group consisted of drivers in the Central Valley.  

Participant Pool 
Participants for the discussion were recruited from four Central Valley counties, drove at least weekly 
before the pandemic, and self-identified as living in a “rural” or “remote” area. A copy of a memo 
further outlining the recruiting criteria will be attached to a general summary report. The demographic 
make-up is illustrated in the table below.  

Demographic # of Participants Demographic # of Participants 
Male 2 Drove > 100 mi/wk 3 
Female 5 Drove < 100 mi/wk 4 
18-29 0 HHI < $50k 2 
30-39 3 HHI $50k-150k 5 
40-49 1 HHI > $150k 0 
50-64 3 Kern County 2 
65+ 0 Tulare County 2 
Hispanic/Latinx 4 Madera County 2 
White/Caucasian 3 Merced County 1 
African American/Black 0 Electric Vehicle 0 
Asian/Pacific Islander 0 Hybrid Vehicle 0 
Other ethnicity 0 Gas Vehicle 7 

Discussion Guide Content 
The focus group asked questions on the following topics: 

• Driving habits, state of the roads and current gas tax attitudes
• Introduction of road charge concept and informative materials, including video #2 describing the

issue and #3 describing road charge
• Gauging perception of road charge concept and concerns of fairness
• Testing comfort around data collection and security

A copy of the moderator’s guide and other materials used will be attached to this memo. 

Key Findings 

• Participants thought that the highways near their homes were generally well maintained, even if
more local roads near their homes in more rural areas were more in need of repairs and
maintenance.

• These drivers had some awareness of where road and highway maintenance funding comes
from, including the gas tax.

• Generally speaking, participants agreed that those who use the roads should be paying for



20-7751 California Road Charge Demonstration - Central Valley Rural Drivers Focus Group
  -2- 
 

 

maintenance. 
• Some participants guessed that the amount of money brought in by the gas tax is going down, 

as there are more electric cars on the roads.  
• Upon watching the video describing the issue with decreasing revenues from the gas tax, 

participants immediately got the idea and begrudgingly accepted that they were going to end up 
paying for the roads somehow, whether that be through the gas tax or some other measure the 
government implemented. One participant brought up an idea similar to a road charge. 

• The notion that the gas tax is unfair to lower-income Californians who cannot afford newer 
hybrid or full-electric vehicles resonated with participants. Yet, they also noted that not having 
to pay the gas tax was part of the appeal for those who owned electric cars, and that electric 
cars were needed to meet carbon emission goals and to help with air quality. Some participants 
thought that corporations and some vehicle types should contribute more to road maintenance 
for this mechanism to be fairer. 

• Upon watching the video explaining the concept of road charge, the Central Valley rural drivers 
were hesitant to introduce an additional layer of bureaucracy and oversight due to a number of 
concerns, including cost, complexity to implement, and data privacy. 

• When asked to envision how California moving towards a road charge program would affect 
their own lives, participants were concerned this would add another mental burden in their 
daily lives. One of the appealing elements of the gas tax is that they don’t have to think about 
paying it, as it is calculated in the price they see at the pump, and paid for with their gasoline. A 
road charge would mean another after-the-fact bill they would have to plan for and pay. 

• Many thought that having to pay a road charge might change their driving habits and cause 
them to think twice before taking a “fun” trip, such as vacations, visiting family, or driving the 
next town over to go out to dinner, versus a needed one like driving to work or dropping 
children off at school. There was a perception that they would have to plan for and ration their 
trips to not accidentally rack up more road charge than they could afford. 

• Many in this group said it would be more fair if, in addition to the number of miles driven, other 
factors such as the weight of a vehicle should be taken into consideration in the road charge 
equation. 

• Another area of concern regarding road charge in this group was how out-of-state drivers would 
pay the charge, or how miles Californians drive out of state would be charged. Some thought 
that businesses that use a lot of vehicles would move across the border to Nevada or Oregon to 
evade the California road charge, or that it could possibly impact tourism. 

• Participants in this group were also concerned about how mileage would be tracked, and viewed 
devices that could be used for monitoring distances they travel as an invasion of their privacy.  

• One thing that the participants looked for but could not locate in the materials provided was 
mileage reimbursement from employers, which was a big concern for some, either because they 
submitted miles for reimbursement, or paid their employees’ mileage.  
 



TO: California Road Charge Demonstration Team 
FROM: EMC Research 
RE: Road Charge Focus Groups: Group 8, Northern CA Rural Drivers 
DATE: April 2021 

The following memo summarizes key takeaways from a focus group conducted as part of the California 
Road Charge Demonstration Plan. This group consisted of drivers in Northern California. 

Participant Pool 
Participants for the discussion were recruited from Northern California counties, drove at least weekly 
before the pandemic, and self-identified as living in a rural or remote area. A copy of a memo further 
outlining the recruiting criteria will be attached to a general summary report. The demographic make-up 
is illustrated in the table below.  

Demographic # of Participants Demographic # of Participants 
Male 1 Drove > 100 mi/wk 2 
Female 4 Drove < 100 mi/wk 3 
18-29 1 HHI < $50k 1 
30-39 0 HHI $50k-$150k 3 
40-49 2 HHI > $150k 1 
50-64 1 Butte County 3 
65+ 1 Shasta County 2 
Hispanic/Latinx 1 Tehama County 0 
White/Caucasian 4 Electric Vehicle 0 
African American/Black 0 Hybrid Vehicle 1 
Asian/Pacific Islander 0 Gas Vehicle 4 
Other ethnicity 0 

Discussion Guide Content 
The focus group asked questions on the following topics: 

• Driving habits, state of the roads and current gas tax attitudes
• Introduction of road charge concept and informative materials, including video #2 describing the

issue and #3 describing road charge
• Gauging perception of road charge concept and concerns of fairness
• Testing comfort around data collection and security

A copy of the moderator’s guide and other materials used will be attached to this memo. 

Key Findings 
• Rural Northern California participants’ views of road quality were closely tied to the recent

natural disasters in the area, which included significant wildfires and the Oroville Dam failure.
Residents believed that emergency funding was helping to fix the road damage caused by the
disasters, but that this was a work in progress and the construction caused necessary driving
delays.

• There was some awareness around the gas tax among this group. They felt that Californians pay
a lot in gas tax and other taxes towards road maintenance, and they expressed skepticism about
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government spending and efficacy around use of tax dollars. 
• While discussing the fairness of the gas tax before the road charge concept was introduced, one 

participant brought up the idea of pay-per-mile, to ensure hybrid and electric vehicle drivers 
also contributed their fair share to road maintenance funding. However, after watching the 
informational video on road charge, participants, including the one who initially mentioned the 
idea, expressed skepticism. 

• While the video describing the problem with decreasing revenues from the gas tax was easy to 
understand, it did provoke skepticism among the participants, particularly in relation to the use 
of the word “fair” as well as to the notion that electric cars are better for the environment. 

• Upon watching the video explaining the concept of the road charge, participants had many 
questions about how the miles driven would be tracked and reported under such a system, and 
it evoked fears of “big brother”. 

• Respondents had a few concerns while studying the road charge cost information material. They 
questioned whether the road charge would really be implemented at $0.02 and not at higher 
rates shown on the calculator, and felt that the state would be likely to increase the rate after 
implementation.  

• Road charge sounded like a complicated and expensive plan to fix something that is not broken 
for most drivers, and participants suggested that the state simply create an alternative 
mechanism for charging electric and hybrid cars for their use of the roads. However, there was 
some concern that this would disincentivize people from buying hybrid or electric vehicles.  

• The theme of an urban/rural divide was more prevalent in this group than some others, as 
participants bemoaned the fact that residents in cities have the opportunity to take public 
transit or have access to amenities in walking distance, while rural residents do not have that 
option. It did not seem fair to them that the state would make it more expensive for them to 
drive when they do not have access to useful public transit systems. 

• An observation that was unique to this group was that non-road-using recreational vehicles such 
as boats and ATVs, as well as fuel needed for generators (which many had due to regular power 
outages), would not need to pay into the system under a road charge. For the recreational uses 
in particular, they did not want them to escape paying the gas tax, because their use was still 
creating harmful emissions and contributing to pollution. 

• One of the main concerns regarding the road charge among Northern California rural 
participants pertained to privacy and data security. They expressed strong resistance to the 
notion of being “tracked” by the government, and one participant even stated they would be 
willing to pay more if it meant they would not need to share location information.   



TO: California Road Charge Demonstration Team 
FROM: EMC Research 
RE: Road Charge Focus Groups: Group 9, Electric Vehicle Drivers 
DATE: April 2021 

The following memo summarizes key takeaways from a focus group conducted as part of the California 
Road Charge Demonstration Plan. This group consisted of electric vehicle drivers from various regions of 
California.  

Participant Pool 
Participants for the discussion were recruited from across the state and drove at least weekly before the 
pandemic and currently owned an all-electric engine vehicle. A copy of a memo further outlining the 
recruiting criteria will be attached to a general summary report. The demographic make-up is illustrated 
in the table below. 

Demographic # of Participants Demographic # of Participants 
Male 4 HHI < $50k 1 
Female 4 HHI $50k-150k 4 
18-29 0 HHI > $150k 3 
30-39 3 Bay Area 4 
40-49 2 Sacramento/North 1 
50-64 3 Central Coast/Central Valley 2 
65+ 0 LA/LA Area 1 
Hispanic/Latinx 1 Charges car at home 6 
White/Caucasian 4 Charges car at station 2 
African American/Black 0 Charges car at both - 
Asian/Pacific Islander 3 Economically motivated 3 
Other ethnicity 0 Environmentally motivated 3 
Drove > 100 mi/wk 5 Mix of motivations 2 
Drove < 100 mi/wk 3 

Discussion Guide Content 
The focus group asked questions on the following topics: 

• Driving habits, state of the roads and current gas tax attitudes
• Introduction of road charge concept and informative materials, including video #2 describing the

issue and #3 describing road charge
• Gauging perception of road charge concept and concerns of fairness
• Testing comfort around data collection and security

A copy of the moderator’s guide and other materials used will be attached to this memo. 

Key Findings 
• Participants in the electric vehicle drivers group were aware of local road maintenance efforts;

but questioned the efficiency of these efforts since they needed to be redone so frequently.
• Participants assumed road and highway repairs and maintenance are funded through taxes, but

had varying levels of the awareness of gas tax.
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• Upon further discussion of the gas tax, a few guessed that revenues must be declining because 
of the shift towards electric and hybrid vehicles. One participant said he isn’t paying anything 
towards road maintenance, and imagined that the state would soon come up with another 
system so that electric vehicles contribute to those funds. 

• Many said gas tax is a fair way to fund road and highway maintenance, but one participant 
suggested that a mileage-based mechanism would be a fairer method. Other respondents 
reacted to that suggestion by wondering how out-of-state drivers would pay into that kind of 
system. 

• The group found the video describing the problem of decreasing gas tax revenues effective and 
persuasive; having made the shift from gas to electric vehicles themselves, they understood the 
severity of the issue.  

• Overall, it appeared that cost-savings was not a major factor in participants’ decision to buy 
electric vehicles, and there was no strong reaction against the idea that electric vehicle drivers 
like themselves should also be contributing their fair share towards road maintenance—
participants generally agreed that as electric vehicle drivers they should be paying their fair 
share. Some also brought up the advantage of taxes to incentivize the use of public transit.  

• There was some concern, however, that a road charge would deter more cost-conscious people 
from switching to electric cars.  

• The concept of road charge evoked questions about how high that charge would be, how the 
state would deal with out-of-state drivers, and how the miles driven would be tracked, but there 
was no strong opposition against the idea. 

• Upon watching the video describing the road charge, participants did have questions on 
whether vehicles would be charged by weight, if California residents would still pay when they 
drive out of state, and what mechanism would be used to report the miles driven. 

• When studying the road charge cost information provided, which showed several rates, one 
participant described road charge as “rebalancing” the situation. Others thought replacing the 
gas tax with a road charge came down to giving a discount to people who drive non-fuel 
efficient cars, and would disincentivize people from buying more fuel efficient or electric/hybrid 
vehicles. Some thought that keeping the gas tax in place and creating a parallel system to allow 
electric vehicle drivers to contribute to road maintenance would be preferable. 

• Some respondents were concerned about their privacy and were not comfortable with a device 
that could track their location and miles driven; in contrast to other groups making a point about 
electric vehicles being computers, EV drivers did not feel like they are already being tracked and 
were just as concerned about the notion of being “tracked”. However, many were aware that 
insurance companies already track their mileage and thought there could be a similar 
mechanism for the road charge.  

• Participants were divided about whether they would prefer to pay a road charge incrementally 
throughout the year, or yearly like their registration fee but even those who said they’d prefer 
incremental payments were not overly concerned about having to pay it once a year. 



TO: California Road Charge Demonstration Team 
FROM: EMC Research 
RE: Road Charge Focus Groups: Group 10, Ridehail Drivers 
DATE: April 2021 

The following memo summarizes key takeaways from a focus group conducted as part of the California 
Road Charge Demonstration Plan. This group consisted of ridehail drivers from across California.  

Participant Pool 
Participants for the discussion were recruited from across the state and drove for a ridehail company 
either over the past year, or in 2019 before the pandemic.  A copy of a memo further outlining the 
recruiting criteria will be attached to a general summary report. The demographic make-up is illustrated 
in the table below. 

Demographic # of Participants Demographic # of Participants 
Male 4 HHI < $50k 3 
Female 4 HHI $50k-150k 5 
18-29 1 HHI > $150k 0 
30-39 3 Bay Area 4 
40-49 2 Sacramento/North 2 
50-64 2 Central Valley/Central Coast 2 
65+ 0 Drove ridehail over the past year 6 
Hispanic/Latinx 1 Drove ridehail previously 2 
White/Caucasian 4 Drove > 100 mi/wk 3 
African American/Black 2 Drove < 100 mi/wk 5 
Asian/Pacific Islander 1 
Other ethnicity 0 

Discussion Guide Content 
The focus group asked questions on the following topics: 

• Driving habits, state of the roads and current gas tax attitudes
• Introduction of road charge concept and informative materials, including video #2 describing the

issue and #3 describing road charge
• Gauging perception of road charge concept and concerns of fairness
• Testing comfort around data collection and security

A copy of the moderator’s guide and other materials used will be attached to this memo. 

Key Findings 
• Participants described the condition of the roads and highways in their area as poor, though this

varied regionally.  They expressed skepticism on the efficiency of the road repair efforts, and
they questioned the mechanics of the road repair. Also noting the differences in quality across
counties and regions, participants also questioned the mechanics of road repairs.

• Many were aware that road maintenance is funded through the gas tax. While some assumed
that the gas tax revenue from is going down, one participant guessed that this was due to the
increasing prevalence of hybrid and electric vehicles.
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• While some said gas tax is a fair way to fund road and highway maintenance, other participants 
thought it was unfair to those who have to drive long commutes to work and to those living in 
rural/remote areas or areas where public transit is not available. 

• Most participants found the video describing the problem of decreasing revenues easy to 
understand. While it was generally accepted that hybrid/EV owners should pay their fair share, 
participants stressed that asking everyone to pay for using the roads does not seem fair to long 
commuters and those without access to public transit.  

• Participants’ questions regarding road charge were about how the miles driven would be 
tracked and reported, whether it would be charged as incremental payments or one big bill once 
or twice a year, and how the state would deal with miles driven outside of California. 

• One participant said that the problem of decreasing revenues was caused by those with higher 
incomes who can afford to switch to an electric or hybrid vehicle, and that lower-income 
communities were not causing the issue with declining gas tax revenue. Therefore it seemed 
unfair to impose a new system on them as a solution to a problem they did not cause. 

• Participants’ questions were not fully answered by the informational video, though some 
participants said it could be a good approach to address the issue of declining gas tax revenues if 
questions around mileage tracking could be resolved. Others thought it nonetheless would be 
unfair to those for whom driving is an essential job duty, such as ridehail drivers and delivery 
people, and suggested a parallel system for hybrid/electric cars instead of replacing the gas tax 
completely. 

• Whether they would have to pay for the miles outside of the state was another area of concern 
to this group. 

• The group agreed that a road charge should be paid by ridehail customers in the way that tolls 
are currently passed on to them.  

• Studying the road charge cost information provided, which showed several rates, some 
participants thought that road charge was unduly punishing to electric vehicle drivers, and that 
it could undermine the push towards greener vehicles. 

• Participants reasoned for road charge to be successful, there should be some kind of device in 
the vehicle that would track the miles automatically, but they were uncomfortable about the 
idea of their location being tracked. Some also raised concerns about the cost of purchasing and 
installing such a device. 

• As a way to avoid a big yearly bill and not have to have a tracking device in their car, one 
participant suggested reporting an average yearly number of miles the way it is done with 
insurance, pay the Road Charge monthly with insurance, and pay the rest if you go over, or 
receive a reimbursement at the end of the year. 

 



TO: California Road Charge Demonstration Team 
FROM: EMC Research 
RE: Road Charge Focus Groups: Group 11, Spanish-Speaking Drivers 
DATE: April 2021 

The following memo summarizes key takeaways from a focus group conducted as part of the California 
Road Charge Demonstration Plan. This group consisted of Spanish-speaking drivers from various regions 
in California.  

Participant Pool 
Participants for the discussion were recruited from across the state and drove at least weekly before the 
pandemic. A copy of a memo further outlining the recruiting criteria will be attached to a general 
summary report. The demographic make-up is illustrated in the table below. 

Demographic # of Participants Demographic # of Participants 
Male 3 HHI < $50k 3 
Female 3 HHI $50k-$150k 5 
18-29 1 HHI > $150k 0 
30-39 0 Bay Area 2 
40-49 4 Central Coast/Central Valley 2 
50-64 1 LA/LA Area 2 
65+ 0 Electric Vehicle 0 
Hispanic/Latinx 6 Hybrid Vehicle 0 
White/Caucasian 0 Gas Vehicle 6 
African American/Black 0 Drove > 100 mi/wk 4 
Asian/Pacific Islander 0 Drove < 100 mi/wk 2 
Other ethnicity 0 

Discussion Guide Content 
The focus group asked questions on the following topics: 

• Driving habits, state of the roads and current gas tax attitudes
• Introduction of road charge concept and informative materials, including video #2 describing the

issue and #3 describing road charge
• Gauging perception of road charge concept and concerns of fairness
• Testing comfort around data collection and security

A copy of the moderator’s guide and other materials used will be attached to this memo. 

Key Findings 
• Participants in the Spanish-speaking group described the condition of the roads and highways in

their areas as generally good, and assumed that there is enough money for road maintenance in
the state since they see construction and maintenance work around all the time.

• Respondents knew little about the gas tax.Upon learning that road maintenance is funded
through gas tax, participants guessed revenues would be going up, because they felt gas prices
go up constantly.

• Participants found the gas tax mostly a fair and convenient way to fund road and highway
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maintenance and thought it necessary since everyone needs good roads, not only for comfort 
but also for safety. 

• The video describing the problem of decreasing gas tax revenues was not as clear to Spanish 
speakers as it was to English-speaking groups. The video was subtitled in Spanish but the 
voiceover was in English. This group had higher levels of confusion regarding the topic than the 
others, likely due to both of these factors. 

• After the moderator introduced the concept of the road charge, participants had questions 
about how the miles driven would be reported under a road charge. 

• The video explaining the road charge was easier to grasp to the group. Upon watching it, 
participants felt that a road charge, in principle, was the same thing as the gas tax, and there 
was no strong negative reaction to the concept.  

• When studying the road charge cost information provided, which showed several rates, 
participants said it wasn’t fair that those who drive newer hybrid and electric vehicles do not 
pay towards road maintenance, especially because those are people who can afford newer 
vehicles, and get incentives like tax breaks and the ability to use carpool lanes. 

• One concern about the road charge for this group was that those from outside the state, 
tourists in particular, would not be paying even though they also cause road wear and tear.  

• Participants were confused about who would be paying more and who would be paying less if 
the state moved towards a road charge. 

• One participant also said that as many people were not aware that they are currently paying a 
state gas tax, seeing their road charge as a separate bill will make everyone feel as though they 
will be paying more. 

• To make the road charge more fair, participants reasoned that other factors, such as vehicle 
weight, should also be taken into consideration. In addition, one participant said companies like 
Amazon who do not use big trucks but smaller vans should contribute more nonetheless. 

• Participants were not overly concerned about privacy, and said they would prefer automatic 
reporting over self-reporting. The process of reporting miles during a smog check seemed very 
similar to how this aspect of a road charge could be implemented, and they preferred a private 
entity like insurance companies running the system rather than the government. 

• How drivers would receive their road charge bills and how they would pay those bills was a 
point of confusion and concern for participants. The mechanism to receive and pay those bills 
wasn’t clear, and some said that it was just easier to incrementally pay at the pump. 

 



TO: California Road Charge Demonstration Team 
FROM: EMC Research 
RE: Road Charge Focus Groups: Group 12, Mandarin-Speaking Drivers 
DATE: April 2021 

The following memo summarizes key takeaways from a focus group conducted as part of the California 
Road Charge Demonstration Plan. This group consisted of Mandarin-speaking drivers from various 
regions in California.  

Participant Pool 
Participants for the discussion were recruited from across the state and drove at least weekly before the 
pandemic. A copy of a memo further outlining the recruiting criteria will be attached to a general 
summary report. The demographic make-up is illustrated in the table below. 

Demographic # of Participants Demographic # of Participants 
Male 4 HHI < $50k 2 
Female 3 HHI $50k-150k 5 
18-29 1 HHI > $150k 0 
30-39 3 Bay Area 3 
40-49 1 Los Angeles area 2 
50-64 1 San Diego/Orange/Imperial 2 
65+ 1 Electric Vehicle 0 
Hispanic/Latinx 0 Hybrid Vehicle 0 
White/Caucasian 0 Gas Vehicle 6 
African American/Black 0 Drove > 100 mi/wk 5 
Asian/Pacific Islander 7 Drove < 100 mi/wk 2 
Other ethnicity 0 

Discussion Guide Content 
The focus group asked questions on the following topics: 

• Driving habits, state of the roads and current gas tax attitudes
• Introduction of road charge concept and informative materials, including video #2 describing the

issue and #3 describing road charge
• Gauging perception of road charge concept and concerns of fairness
• Testing comfort around data collection and security

A copy of the moderator’s guide and other materials used will be attached to this memo. 

Key Findings 
• Participants reported discrepancies between roads in different parts of their areas they lived in,

especially highlighting that they think lower-income communities and communities of color are
underserved in terms of road maintenance.

• The awareness around the gas tax was low. Upon learning that road maintenance is funded
through gas tax, participants reasoned that California was driving gas prices up to compensate
for the loss of revenue caused by the increased number of hybrid and electric vehicles.

• Participants found the gas tax a fair and convenient way to fund road and highway maintenance,
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with the exception that electric vehicle drivers do not pay into it at all. 
• The video describing the problem of decreasing gas tax revenues was clear to the participants. 

After watching it, they volunteered a number of suggestions of possible ways to make up for this 
decline, including extra taxes and registration fees.

• Participants had questions about how the miles driven would be reported under a road charge, 
and thought that some people would cheat the system if it is based on self-reporting. Some also 
raised concerns about the extra cost of installing a mile-tracking device in their vehicle.

• Upon watching the video introducing the road charge concept, participants said many other 
factors such as the size, the weight, and fuel efficiency of the vehicle, should be taken into 
account for creating a tiered system.

• Many thought that road maintenance revenue should not come from a single source, but other 
mechanisms such as toll roads should also be part of the system.

• Studying the road charge cost information provided, which showed several rates, participants 
felt that road charge was more fair than gas tax because all drivers contributed to it, but thought 
the proposal could be made fairer through a tiered system.

• Mandarin-speaking participants were a lot more focused on the fairness of the system than on 
how they would personally be affected by a road charge. They also did not express concerns 
regarding the privacy of mileage data.

• Mandarin-speaking participants, like many other groups, thought that the reporting mechanism 
could be similar to usage-based insurance. Paying one’s road charge together with registration 
fees at the DMV on a yearly basis also made sense to participants.
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