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14 April 2021 

 

Dear Mr Reynolds, 

Re: Submission to the Road user charge for zero and low emission vehicles consultation 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit to the Government’s consultation on its proposed road user 

charge for zero and low emission vehicles (ZLEVs). 

The Conservation Council SA is an independent, non-profit and strictly non-party political organisation 

representing around 60 of South Australia’s environment and conservation organisations and their 90,000 

members. Many of our member groups have a specific interest in energy transition and sustainable 

transport. 

Reducing our greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions – and thus the impacts of climate change upon our society 

and the environment – are dominant concerns within our organisational membership. In South Australia, 

the transport sector is the largest source of GHG emissions. Facilitating a rapid transition away from fossil-

fuelled internal combustion engine vehicles (ICEVs) and towards ZLEVs is therefore integral to reducing our 

state’s GHGs. 

Unfortunately, the proposed road user charge for ZLEVs would be wholly counterproductive to reducing 

our state’s GHG emissions and the other benefits that widespread adoption of ZLEVs would provide to our 

state. 

In reality, there is absolutely no relationship whatsoever between the amount of money the 

Commonwealth Government earns from fuel excise, and the amount Local and State Governments spend 

on roads. Governments make road spending decisions based on politics and need, not by how much they 

have earnt from petrol sales at any given time.  This justification for instituting a road user charge aimed at 

electric vehicles is therefore completely without substance.  

A new annual charge of hundreds of dollars at time of registration is a massive disincentive for electric 

vehicle buyers and sends the message that the government does not support electric vehicles. 
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EVs already struggle in the Australian market due to a higher upfront cost than equivalent petrol models. 

Most countries, especially in Europe, reduce charges like stamp duty to lower this cost gap. 

Lower cost also drives consumer interest.  Car manufacturers prioritise markets with strong demand and 

supportive policies, leaving Australia with very few models to choose from. Drivers in the UK can choose 

today from well over 100 different electric car and van options.  In Australia we have less than 15. 

It’s a self-perpetuating cycle: more demand attracts more supply which leads to more consumer interest 

and lower costs through economies of scale, leading to further demand. Kicking off this cycle is the reason 

other governments choose to invest in subsidising EV uptake, not putting fresh charges on top. 

Standard public policy would seek to disincentivise negative externalities and incentivise positive 

externalities in proportion to the social harm or benefit they create. A road user charge for light ZLEVs sets 

this logic into reverse, with the Government’s proposal setting a relatively similar charge for both ICEV and 

ZLEV users despite the serious social harms caused by ICEVs that the transition to ZLEVs will reduce, and 

the benefits that widespread ZLEV adoption will create for South Australian industry. 

These costs and benefits are briefly summarised below. 

ICEV GHG emissions 

As indicated above, the transport sector is the largest contributor to South Australia’s GHG emissions. The 

adverse impacts from climate change that are projected for South Australia’s economy, society and 

environment are serious and distressing. There is an urgent need to address rising transport GHG 

emissions, and electrification of transport is an essential strategy for this. 

ICEV air pollution 

The air and particulate pollution from ICEVs significantly raise the incidence and severity of respiratory 

diseases and cancers, including asthma, bronchitis, emphysema, and lung cancer, creating substantial 

health and financial costs to the government and our people.  

ZLEV consumer benefits 

A South Australian transition from ICEVs to ZLEVs to match our state’s transition into renewable energy 

provides a great opportunity to drive down transport energy – and therefore transport – costs for South 

Australian families and businesses, making South Australia a more attractive place to live, and to work and 

do business. 

Poorer, regional South Australian communities in particular stand to benefit as they host renewable energy 

projects, use transport more intensively, and have higher transport costs. 

ZLEV industry spin-offs 

The widespread adoption of ZLEVs creates consumer demand and other positive spin-offs for South 

Australian industry in areas which Government and businesses are hoping to develop strategic 

comparative advantages, such as hydrogen energy and battery manufacturing.  

As Australia’s renowned climate economist, Professor Ross Garnaut – and whose advice informed the 

South Australian Government Climate Change Action Plan 2021 – 20251 – has indicated: 

 
1 See: https://www.environment.sa.gov.au/topics/climate-change/climate-change-action-plan-2021-2025  

https://www.environment.sa.gov.au/topics/climate-change/climate-change-action-plan-2021-2025


“The international economy is ready to deepen trade and investment with states that embrace the 

low-emissions transition, and regional South Australia would be one of the biggest beneficiaries 

from embracing new zero emissions opportunities.”2 

That same report outlines many of the other benefits to industry from the transition to electric vehicles 

which the proposed ZLEV road user charge would act against. 

Light versus heavy vehicles 

Light vehicles also create substantially less damage upon our roads than heavy vehicles; if the Government 

is concerned about decreasing revenue from fuel excise, it should consider revisiting the distortion of taxes 

on light versus heavy vehicles in preference to disincentivising the transition to ZLEVs. How to target ZLEVs 

to generate government revenue is completely the wrong frame for the policy debate. 

Looming Demand Problem 

SA is experiencing its first taste of ‘minimum demand’, a scenario in which there is too much generation 

and not enough consumption to keep the grid stable (for example, the middle of the day on a sunny but 

mild weekend).  

The current ‘solution’ is to curtail solar power systems i.e. switch them off. As more and more solar is 

connected this will become more frequent without an appropriate response.  

What we need is a significant, controllable and flexible demand load to balance out the system. Which is 

exactly what electric vehicles could deliver. We need more of them on the road and quickly, with 

incentives in place to charge at times of minimum demand. 

  

Commencing a road user charge is good public policy which we support - but only when it is aimed at 

recouping costs from those vehicles which cause the most harm, not the least.   

If this were the case, ZLEVs would be deliberately excluded from the charge. 

 

Key points 

• The transport sector is the largest source of GHG emissions in South Australia; the transition away 
from ICEVs and into ZLEVs is one of the most important contributions our state can make to 
reducing global warming and the highly adverse impacts. 

• Air pollution and particulate matter created by ICEVs contribute significantly to the incidence and 
severity of respiratory diseases and cancers in South Australia, including asthma, bronchitis, 
emphysema, and lung cancer.  These diseases cause significant health and financial costs to South 
Australians and their government. 

• The proposed road user charge as designed is poor public policy because it hampers rather than 
helps the transition from ICEVs to ZLEVs. 

 
2 Government of South Australia, Department for Environment and Water, ‘New report highlights South Australia’s leadership in climate 
change’, 18 September 2020, https://www.environment.sa.gov.au/news-hub/news/articles/2020/09/Garnaut-report  
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• Embracing, rather than disincentivising the uptake of EVs will unlock industry development 
opportunities far more beneficial to the SA economy than a small amount of revenue for road 
funding, as well as help address a looming issue with minimum demand in our electricity grid. 

• There is no direct link between the amount of money collected in fuel excise, and the amount spent 
on road construction and maintenance. 

 

Recommendations 

1. Shift the focus of the proposed road user charge to instead: 

a. implement road user charges in proportion to the amount of damage that each vehicle 
causes to South Australian roads;  

b. hypothecate road user charges for use in road construction and maintenance; and 

c. provide a rebate or subsidy to each ZLEV owner proportionate to the public benefits created 
by the substitution of an ICEV with a ZLEV, or exclude (or significantly delay) the inclusion of  
ZLEVs from the road user charge. 

2. Recognise that an annual collection process at time of registration delivers a perception of a major 
additional cost, compared with the collection of a similar amount of revenue through a fuel excise 
hidden within the cost of purchasing fuel at the bowser. 

 

NZ provides an appropriate model here: a road user charge is applied. However, EVs and other low impact 

vehicles are excluded. 

On behalf of the Conservation Council of SA, I look forward to continuing our constructive engagement 

with the State Government on the proposed road user charge for ZLEVs and discussing alternative polices 

that would more effectively maximise the social, economic and environmental benefit to South 

Australians. 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 

Craig Wilkins  

Chief Executive 

If you require further information, please contact me on 0417 879 439 or at 

craig.wilkins@conservationsa.org.au 
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