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SUBJECT: Zero-emission transit buses: axle weight

SOURCE: California Transit Association

DIGEST: This bill establishes higher axle weight limits for zero-emission transit
buses, up to 25,000 pounds through 2027, with limits decreasing to 22,000 pounds
by 2032.

ANALYSIS:
Existing law:

1) Establishes a maximum curb weight, as defined, of 22,000 pounds on any one
axle of a bus procured through a solicitation process where the solicitation was
issued on or after January 1, 2019. (Vehicle Code Section 35554(c)(2))

2) Establishes a decreasing maximum curb weight, as defined, on any one axle of
a zero-emission transit bus of 25,000 pounds starting January 1, 2016, to 22,000
pounds by January 1, 2022. (Vehicle Code Section 35554(d)(1))

This bill:

1) Extends the dates by which zero-emission transit buses must reach target,
maximum curb weights, as follows:
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a) Establishes a maximum curb weight of 25,000 pounds on any one axle for
zero-emission buses procured through a solicitation process where the
solicitation was issued between January 1, 2027, and December 31, 2027,
inclusive.

b) Establishes a maximum curb weight of 24,000 pounds on any one axle for
zero-emission buses procured through a solicitation process where the
solicitation was issued between January 1, 2028, and December 31, 2029,
inclusive.

c) Establishes a maximum curb weight of 23,000 pounds on any one axle for
zero-emission buses procured through a solicitation process where the
solicitation was issued between January 1, 2030, and December 31, 2031,
inclusive.

d) Establishes a maximum curb weight of 22,000 pounds on any one axle for
zero-emission buses procured through a solicitation process where the
solicitation was issued on or after January 1, 2023.

Comments

1) Purpose of the bill. According to the author, “California has set ambitious zero-
emission goals, requiring that by 2029 all buses purchased by transit agencies
must be zero-emission vehicles. However, because of axle-weight limits set by
the Legislature, transit agencies are struggling to procure Zero Emission Busses
that keep up with their operational needs while staying within existing weight
limits. AB 1944 provides a practical and responsible solution by adjusting the
timeline for these limits while maintaining the previously negotiated upper
weight cap, allowing California Transit Agencies to continue making progress
towards our clean transportation goals.”

2) Innovative Clean Transit regulation. In December 2018, as part of its efforts to
regulate vehicle emissions, the California Air Resources Board (CARB)
adopted the Innovative Clean Transit (ICT) regulation. ICT is a statewide rule
that requires public transit agencies to transition their bus fleets to zero-
emission vehicles. Specifically, the ICT sets up two different timelines for large
and small transit agencies. A large transit agency is defined as (1) any transit
agency in the South Coast or San Joaquin Valley Air Basin that operates more
than 65 buses in annual maximum service, or (2) any transit agency outside of
these areas, but in an urbanized area with a population of at least 200,000 that
operates at least 100 buses in annual maximum service. A small transit agency
is any agency that does not meet either of these definitions.
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Under the ICT, large transit agencies are required to have 25% of their bus
purchases in each calendar year be zero-emission starting on January 1, 2023,
50% be zero-emission starting on January 1, 2026, and 100% be zero-emission
starting on January 1, 2029. Small transit agencies are required to have 25% of
their bus purchases in each calendar year be zero-emission starting on January
1, 2026, and 100% be zero-emission starting on January 1, 2029. All transit
agencies are required to fully transition all of their buses to zero-emission by
2040.

3) Heavy buses damage roads. As vehicles drive over roads, they exert pressure,
causing wear, and thus damaging road surfaces over time. The amount of
damage is proportional to the weight of the vehicle; however, this relationship
is not linear. Instead, broadly speaking, road wear is generally thought of as
being proportional to a vehicle’s axel weight to the fourth power. This means
that doubling the weight of a vehicle can increase damage to the road by
16 times. Large vehicles, like trucks or transit buses, can weigh up to 20 times
more than an average passenger vehicle, causing substantially more road wear
than a typical passenger vehicle.

Thus, in order to mitigate these effects, large vehicles have maximum weight
loads. Current California law limits buses to a single axle weight of 20,500
pounds. However, numerous exceptions have been made over time, including
for transit buses and zero-emission buses. As of today, the maximum allowed
single axle weight for a zero-emission transit bus is 22,000 pounds.

4) Zero-emission bus availability. Currently, many zero-emission bus options are
available to transit agencies across California, including both battery electric
and hydrogen fuel cell options. However, these buses are not one-to-one
replacements for the traditional buses currently used by transit agencies in terms
of cost or performance. As a result, transit agencies are struggling to comply
with the latest phase of ICT rules.

These issues were highlighted in CARB’s comprehensive review of the ICT
regulation ahead of the Phase II transition in 2026. This review was carried out
before the 2026 rules came into effect in order to assess the readiness of transit
agencies to conform with the regulations. Overall, while the report found that
the market was generally able to support the required transitions to
zero-emission buses, there were key exceptions. Namely, the report identified
issues surrounding a lack of necessary infrastructure and associated high costs
with infrastructure deployment, and a lack of longer-range bus models.
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As a result, transit agencies do not have access to zero-emission buses with the
range necessary to comparably replace their current fleets. Generally speaking,
transit buses need a range of up to 300 miles, with additional margin to account
for weather conditions, terrain, running HVAC systems, and battery
degradation overtime. Presently, however, zero-emission buses available to
California transit operators have ranges maxing out at roughly 250 miles.

In order to increase bus ranges, bus manufacturers need to add additional
battery capacity which in turn increases the weight. Current models, with lower
ranges, are already at the statutory axle weight maximum in California.
Therefore, according to the author, some kind of exemption is needed to allow
bus manufacturers to find ways to increase range without substantially
increasing weight.

Beyond the weight issues, cost is also a concern. A recent audit of East Bay
Transit Agencies performed by the California State Auditor, found that the
average zero-emission bus costs roughly twice as much as the average diesel
bus. Multiplying this cost across the various agencies’ fleet sizes, the audit
found that the costs generally far exceed agency revenues and reserves.
Exacerbating factors further, the Federal Transit Administration has stopped
awarding grants for purchasing zero-emission buses. As a result, the audit found
that transit agencies will face difficulty meeting the ICT requirement and
recommended that the Legislature extend the ICT deadline.

Creating axle weight exemptions, again. AB 1944 seeks to ease some of these
burdens on transit operators by allowing them to operate heavier buses while
industry works to catch up and supply buses compliant with ICT. Specifically,
this bill extends the dates by which transit agencies must reduce the weights of
their zero-emission buses, pushing out the ultimate deadline for meeting the
22,000 pound curb weight requirement to 2032.

However, this is not the first-time limits on transit bus weights have had to be
pushed off. AB 1706 (Eng, Chapter 771, Statutes of 2012) allowed transit
operators to operate buses over the previously established 20,500 pound axle
weight limit, and to procure further overweight buses through 2015. As the new
2015 deadline approached, AB 1720 (Bloom, Chapter 263, Statutes of 2014)
provided an additional two-year exemption. Finally, AB 1250 (Bloom, Chapter
484, Statutes of 2015) aimed to address the issue in the longer term by creating
a decreasing weight schedule that allowed articulated buses and zero-emission
buses to slowly come into compliance with an increased 22,000 pound limit
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over a seven year period. This final deadline for 22,000 pounds was reached in
2022.

As discussed above, however, this 22,000 pound limit is too restrictive to meet
current needs. Currently, zero-emission bus manufacturers are attempting to
offset weight increases associated with increased battery range by finding
weight reductions in other areas throughout the bus. Manufacturers are counting
on innovations in bus design and battery technology to reduce weights in time
to meet the new deadlines for axle weight requirements put forward by this bill.
However, absent a specific technological or design innovation, it is unclear if
they will be able to do so, and thus this problem may reoccur in the future.

6) Local jurisdictions are concerned about road damage. While transit operators
tout the need of a weight limit exemption, local jurisdictions, particularly cities,
have raised concerns about increased road damage. Importantly, as roads
deteriorate more, they become exponentially more expensive to repair, meaning
relatively frequent resurfacing is cheaper than waiting to replace a pavement
entirely once it has degraded too much. However, even these more modest
repairs are out of reach for many jurisdictions, as in 2025 alone there was a
$54.2 billion shortfall in needed funding for maintaining pavement. As a result,
many local roads across the state are at risk of further degradation, requiring
more expensive repairs, and widening the shortfall even further.

For these reasons, local jurisdictions are concerned about allowing the operation
of heavier transit buses. One potential solution floated by some local
jurisdictions is to allow transit operators to utilize lower weight, low NOx buses
while waiting for advancements in zero-emission bus technology. While this
would address the bus weight issue, it would violate and effectively nullify the
ICT requirements by allowing the operation of GHG emitting buses.

Ultimately, the Legislature should consider whether it wants to maintain the
status quo, minimize road damage at the cost of increased transit emissions, or
accept heavier buses and thus increased road wear in exchange for zero-
emission transit buses.

FISCAL EFFECT: Appropriation: No Fiscal Com.: No Local: No
SUPPORT: (Verified 6/9/2026)

California Transit Association (Source)
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Alameda-Contra Costa Transit District
California Electric Transportation Coalition
Monterey-Salinas Transit

Orange County Transportation Authority
Sacramento Regional Transit District

San Diego Metropolitan Transit System

San Mateo County Transit District

Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority
Santa Cruz Metropolitan Transit District
Sunline Transit Agency

Transportation Agency for Monterey County

OPPOSITION: (Verified 6/9/2026)

League of California Cities

ARGUMENTS IN SUPPORT: Writing as the sponsor of this bill, the California
Transit Association states, “In December 2018, CARB adopted the ICT regulation,
which requires public transit agencies to convert their bus fleets to zero-emission
technology by no later than 2040. The regulation functions by way of a tiered zero-
emission bus (ZEB) purchase mandate, which requires that, beginning in 2023,
transit agencies purchase a fixed percentage of ZEBs with each bus
procurement...As ZEB deployment continues to increase (and short-range ZEBs
are deployed on available shorter routes), transit agencies will be required to
procure ZEBs with extended ranges to complete longer routes and more aggressive
duty cycles. With today’s technology, extended range ZEBs require additional
batteries, which result in additional weight that meet or, in some cases, exceed the
axle weight limits in current law.”

ARGUMENTS IN OPPOSITION: Writing in opposition, the League of
California Cities states, “AB 1944 authorizes higher axle weight limits for transit
vehicles, which, by well-established engineering principles, will accelerate
pavement damage on city streets. At the same time, the state’s transportation
funding system, heavily reliant on SB 1 (Beall, Chapter 5, Statutes of 2017), is
projected by the Legislative Analyst’s Office to decline by billions of dollars over
the coming decade as zero-emission vehicle adoption increases. Without a
corresponding funding solution, this creates an unsustainable mismatch between
infrastructure wear and available resources.”
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ASSEMBLY FLOOR: 62-3, 4/6/26

AYES: Addis, Aguiar-Curry, Ahrens, Alanis, Alvarez, Arambula, Berman,
Boerner, Bonta, Bryan, Calderon, Carrillo, Castillo, Chen, Connolly, Davies,
DeMaio, Dixon, Elhawary, Ellis, Flora, Fong, Garcia, Gipson, Jeff Gonzalez,
Mark Gonzalez, Haney, Hart, Hoover, Irwin, Jackson, Kalra, Krell, Lee,
Lowenthal, McKinnor, Nguyen, Ortega, Pacheco, Papan, Patel, Patterson,
Pellerin, Petrie-Norris, Ramos, Ransom, Michelle Rodriguez, Rogers, Blanca
Rubio, Sanchez, Schiavo, Sharp-Collins, Solache, Soria, Stefani, Ta, Wallis,
Ward, Wicks, Wilson, Zbur, Rivas

NOES: Bains, Hadwick, Macedo

NO VOTE RECORDED: Avila Farias, Bauer-Kahan, Bennett, Caloza, Gabriel,
Gallagher, Harabedian, Johnson, Lackey, Muratsuchi, Quirk-Silva, Celeste
Rodriguez, Schultz, Tangipa, Valencia
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