
HERE’S THE STORY ON NC’S BUDGET:

Transportation infrastructure connects 
people, business, and communities

BY THE NUMBERS

For more information about this and other budget topics, visit NCJustice.org/statebudget

For the past decade, North Carolina 
has chronically underfunded the 
state infrastructure, programs, 
and services that are critical for 
supporting every family and 
community in our state with the 
resources they need. In order 
to rebuild a more equitable 
state, the NC General Assembly 
must prioritize people over 
profitable corporations and 
make the public investments 
necessary to ensure every North 
Carolinian can thrive.

A dequate, sustainable, and equitable transportation infrastructure is a critical public 
good that plays a foundational role in communities. Without it, people can’t get to 

work or the grocery store, food can’t be transported from farms into cities, mail can’t be 
delivered, and any other number of basic, necessary actions can’t be completed. 

Due to years of underinvestment, North Carolina’s transportation system suffers from a 
number of failings that prevent the state from being truly connected, issues that will only 
worsen as the state’s population continues to skyrocket, technologies evolve, and living 
costs increase. Expanding cities will increase the need for robust public transit systems 
that can join business centers with their suburbs and surrounding rural areas, as well as 
make sure vulnerable populations – like people making low wages who cannot afford 
cars – do not get left out of the growing economy. New, innovative and equitable ways 
of taxing road usage will also become increasingly critical as fuel efficiency increases and 
construction costs continue to rise. 

NC FIRST, a commission designed to improve sustainable transportation, rated the 
state’s current infrastructure “mediocre.” Its recent report highlighted just some of the 
myriad ways the state could – and should – improve its long-term infrastructure plans, 
noting that an annual investment of $2 billion each year for the next ten years is needed. 
By making structural funding changes and focusing on expanding transit access for the 
states’ most vulnerable populations, North Carolina would be able to transform the way it 
connects residents, goods, and opportunity.

• N.C. currently gets 61 percent of its transportation funding 
from state and federal gas taxes. (NC FIRST)

• The cost of transportation infrastructure construction has 
risen 170 percent in the past two decades. (ITEP)

• In 2017, over 22 percent of NC residents who live below the 
federal poverty level used public transit. This is more than 
double the national rate and substantially higher than the 
average across the South. (BTC)

• In 2013, the state stopped paying the 20 percent local 
match that is needed to qualify for federal money for bicycle and pedestrian projects, meaning that 
many rural areas can no longer afford to create new, accessible ways to travel. (NC FIRST)

https://www.ncdot.gov/about-us/how-we-operate/finance-budget/nc-first/Documents/2021-01-08-final-report.pdf
https://www.ncdot.gov/about-us/how-we-operate/finance-budget/nc-first/Documents/2021-01-08-key-findings.pdf
https://www.ncdot.gov/about-us/how-we-operate/finance-budget/nc-first/Documents/2021-01-08-final-report.pdf
https://itep.org/federal-inaction-on-the-gas-tax-is-costing-us-dearly/
https://www.ncjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/state_of_working_NC_2019.pdf
https://www.ncjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/state_of_working_NC_2019.pdf
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The current system of funding infrastructure, primarily through the gas tax, is 
outdated, unsustainable, and causing costly delays.  As cars become more fuel-efficient and 
more people own electric vehicles, revenue derived from the gas tax will dwindle. It is also vulnerable 
to other shocks – during the pandemic, low gas sales led to plummeting resources for transit projects 
and maintenance. 

Additionally, the gas tax places a disproportionate burden on low-income drivers. Older, cheaper 
cars are less fuel-efficient and thus consume more gas, whereas wealthier households can afford to 
upgrade to newer cars that consume less gas or even electric vehicles. Additionally, as low-income 
residents are increasingly priced out of city centers, they are forced into longer commutes to work. 

Alternatives to the current gas tax include rebates for low-income drivers, mileage-based taxes, 
weight-based registration fees, and other metrics to account for a driver’s impact on the road and 
environment. When planning a new system for transportation funding, policymakers ought to 
prioritize addressing the inequities of the current model. 
• Carolina Public Press: Shortfalls in North Carolina’s Infrastructure Threaten Future 
• Charlotte Observer: If NC has a huge budget surplus, why are our local road projects getting 

delayed?
• Governing: With Gas Taxes in Peril, More States Study Alternatives
• N&O: COVID-19 pandemic cuts Wake transit tax revenues, delaying bus and rail projects

North Carolina’s inadequate public transit infrastructure is a driver of increasing 
economic and geographic inequality. North Carolina has a significantly higher percentage of 
low-income residents who rely on public transit when compared to surrounding areas and the nation 
at large. However, the state’s system has much room for improvement. As cities grow and costs of 
living rise, the state needs to prioritize expanding transit systems to help low-income families connect 
to work by offering an affordable alternative to the expenses of owning a car. Additionally, designing 
projects that connect to rural regions is key to ensuring everyone in the state has access to the 
growing opportunities in the larger metropolitan areas. 

One of the ways the state is making this more difficult is through a lack of planned transit projects. 
Though departments of transportation are often underfunded, there are sometimes opportunities at 
the state or federal level to secure additional funding for existing projects. By planning more transit 
projects, North Carolina could ensure it is ready to receive dollars when they’re made available. 
Adequate investments in public transit are a critical component to fighting poverty and benefiting 
those who struggle to make ends meet, and to bridging the divide between urban and rural NC.
• N&O: Greenways, sidewalks, electric buses. See which NC projects made the cut in Congress.
• The Atlantic: Stranded: How America’s Failing Public Transportation Increases Inequality
• BTC State of Working NC 2018: How public works can boost North Carolina’s work force and connect 

rural N.C.

MORE RESOURCES
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• BTC Report: 2019 State of 
Working North Carolina (Part 
II, Chapter I)

• NC FIRST: Final Commission 
Report

• SiX: Anti-Racist State Budgets 
- Transportation Equity

• PSI: The Future Of Public 
Transport

Transportation infrastructure connects 
people, business, and communities

https://carolinapublicpress.org/44199/shortfalls-in-north-carolinas-infrastructure-threaten-future/
https://www.charlotteobserver.com/opinion/editorials/article234691917.html
https://www.charlotteobserver.com/opinion/editorials/article234691917.html
https://www.governing.com/archive/gov-gas-tax-oregon-california-mileage.html
https://www.newsobserver.com/news/local/article245041870.html
https://www.ncjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/state_of_working_NC_2019.pdf
https://www.ncjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/state_of_working_NC_2019.pdf
https://www.newsobserver.com/news/politics-government/article252028833.html
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2015/05/stranded-how-americas-failing-public-transportation-increases-inequality/393419/
https://www.ncjustice.org/publications/state-of-working-north-carolina-2018-crucial-connections/
https://www.ncjustice.org/publications/state-of-working-north-carolina-2018-crucial-connections/
https://www.ncjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/state_of_working_NC_2019.pdf
https://www.ncjustice.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/state_of_working_NC_2019.pdf
https://www.ncdot.gov/about-us/how-we-operate/finance-budget/nc-first/Documents/2021-01-08-final-report.pdf
https://www.ncdot.gov/about-us/how-we-operate/finance-budget/nc-first/Documents/2021-01-08-final-report.pdf
https://stateinnovation.org/anti-racist-state-budgets-transportation-equity/
https://stateinnovation.org/anti-racist-state-budgets-transportation-equity/
https://publicservices.international/resources/publications/the-future-of-public-transport---investing-in-a-frontline-service-for-frontline-workers?lang=en&id=11696&showLogin=true
https://publicservices.international/resources/publications/the-future-of-public-transport---investing-in-a-frontline-service-for-frontline-workers?lang=en&id=11696&showLogin=true

