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Summary: 

 

Oregon residents have 

access to thousands of 

taxpayer dollars to 

subsidize their purchase of 

an electric vehicle. Due to 

prohibitive up-front costs 

and lack of infrastructure 

in rural communities, these 

rebates are typically used 

by wealthy, urban 

residents. Low-income and 

rural Oregonians should 

not continue to subsidize 

their purchase, especially 

since the market is driving 

EV prices down on its 

own. 
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“... For a rancher in 

Montana, EVs are not 

the solution. These 

cars are for people 

who live in urban 

areas and don’t travel 

more than 100 miles 

or more a week.” 
 

Why are rural, low-income residents 

subsidizing Teslas for Oregon’s urban 

elite? 
 

By Rachel Dawson 

 

Oregon state officials recently celebrated helping the state reach 25,000 registered 

electric vehicles (EVs) through local incentives and the Clean Vehicle Rebate 

Program. This celebration, however, is a punch in the gut to the state’s low-income 

and rural residents whose taxes fund the rebates and incentives used to purchase the 

EVs by predominantly wealthy and urban Oregon residents. 

 

Programs include two rebate programs through the Oregon Department of 

Environmental Quality, a federal tax credit, and local utility rebates (though local 

utility rebates generally tend to target businesses and the 2019 Nissan LEAF). For 

example, a consumer could use between $7,500 and $10,000 taxpayer dollars to 

purchase a new 2020 Tesla Model 3, which currently sells for $39,999. In fact, 24% 

of the EVs registered in Oregon are Teslas. 

 

These incentive programs may shave a couple thousand dollars off the consumer 

cost of EVs and plug-in hybrids, but their prices will likely still be too high for 

those with lower incomes. Purchasing an EV also isn’t a viable option for many 

residents living in rural counties due to a lack of EV infrastructure. 

 

The three counties with the largest number of EV purchases, Washington, 

Multnomah, and Clackamas, are all coincidentally located in the Portland metro 

area. They also happen to be the three most wealthy counties in the state, so it’s no 

wonder their residents purchase 75% of the state’s registered EVs. 

 

David Larson, Jaguar Land Rover’s general manager of product development, told 

ABC news that EVs “still cost a lot more than ICE [internal combustion engine] 

cars and charging takes a long time ... For a rancher in Montana, EVs are not the 

solution. These cars are for people who live in urban areas and don’t travel more 

than 100 miles or more a week.” The same logic could be applied to people living 

in Eastern and Southern Oregon. 

 

EVs are being promoted due to their supposed environmental benefits, but in 

reality, the emissions are simply being shifted from urban cities to rural areas. The 

electricity powering the vehicles comes from a mix of coal, hydro, wind, solar, and 

gas power plants. You won’t see any of these plants in Portland as most of them are 

located in other areas of the state, such as Eastern Oregon, where utilities can 

purchase and construct facilities on large plots of land. 

 
 

 

  

https://www.koin.com/news/oregon-celebrates-halfway-mark-to-50k-electric-vehicles/
https://www.koin.com/news/oregon-celebrates-halfway-mark-to-50k-electric-vehicles/
https://goelectric.oregon.gov/incentives-rebates
https://abcnews.go.com/Business/automakers-telling-electric-vehicles/story?id=61237093


 

 

 

 

“Officials’ 

environmental 

concerns should 

be eased by the 

fact that vehicle 

emissions in 

Oregon are 

decreasing despite 

a growing 

population and are 

projected by 

ODOT to decrease 

to 20% below 1990 

levels by 2050.” 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Oregon officials are very vocal when it comes to “environmental benefits,” but seem 

to have tight lips when it comes to the range of issues EVs experience. 

 

The vehicles use lithium ion batteries which are sensitive to temperature changes. 

Larson says that cold weather can cut range by up to one third. These issues make 

EVs a suitable option for warm, urban areas—a big reason why the largest markets 

for EVs in the US are located in California, Texas, and Florida. This may not be an 

issue in warmer climates, but EVs will experience a variety of problems during 

Oregon’s cold winters. The battery can also be significantly drained depending on 

how fast one drives, heating or cooling the vehicle, and radio usage. 

 

Portland also has one of the milder climates in the state, so it is no surprise that the 

state has seen a surge of EV purchases in the urban metro area. 

 

But even in an urban environment, relying on an EV can prove costly and 

inefficient. Recent electricity blackouts in California have left thousands without 

power, leaving EV owners stranded unless they own a gasoline powered generator to 

charge their vehicle or have access to other means of transportation. 

 

Officials’ environmental concerns should be eased by the fact that vehicle emissions 

in Oregon are decreasing despite a growing population and are projected by ODOT 

to decrease to 20% below 1990 levels by 2050. This is due in part to older vehicles 

being retired and replaced by more efficient cars. 

 

Multiple legislative concepts related to EV infrastructure will be discussed in the 

legislative short session this year. LC 222 would amend building code requirements 

to create an EV infrastructure requirement for the construction of certain buildings, 

such as privately-owned commercial buildings and residential and mixed-use 

buildings with five or more “dwelling units.” LC 224 would authorize the Public 

Utility Commission to allow utilities to recover the costs of EV infrastructure from 

all ratepayers. 

 

The passage of these potential bills would further disperse the cost of EVs to those 

who do not own one through increased power bills and housing prices. Oregon 

taxpayers from across various counties and income levels should not be subsidizing 

EV purchases that tend to be used by wealthier residents living in urban 

environments. Given that EVs are already decreasing in price as new vehicles enter 

the market and technology improves, state officials should not move forward with 

the above legislative concepts and should eliminate the unjust EV rebates. 

 

Rachel Dawson is a Policy Analyst at Cascade Policy Institute, Oregon’s free 

market public policy research organization. 
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Cascade Policy Institute is a tax-exempt educational organization as defined under IRS code 501 (c)(3). Nothing 

appearing in this Cascade Commentary is to be construed as necessarily representing the views of Cascade or its 

donors. The views expressed herein are the author’s own.  

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2019/10/09/californias-power-outage-mean-problems-electric-cars-tesla-says-charge-up-quick/?utm_campaign=Issue:%202019-10-10%20Utility%20Dive%20Newsletter%20%5Bissue:23476%5D&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Sailthru
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2019I1/Downloads/CommitteeMeetingDocument/208756
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2019I1/Downloads/CommitteeMeetingDocument/209064
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/10/20/electric-car-prices-finally-in-reach-of-millennial-gen-z-buyers.html
http://www.cascadepolicy.org/

