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Subject: Petition 0726/2010 by John E. Doherty (Irish), on behalf of the Irish 
Drivers’ Association, on Vehicle Registration Tax in Ireland (VRT)

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner complains about the 36% registration tax which, under the Irish Finance Act of 
1992, is imposed on motor vehicles imported into Ireland. The petitioner considers that this 
tax hinders the free movement of goods and thus contravenes the fundamental principles of 
the EU. He also states that failure to pay the tax results in confiscation of the vehicle and a 
fine of up to 10% of the amount of the tax. The petitioner therefore calls on the European 
Parliament to investigate whether this state of affairs is legal under EU law.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 27 October 2010. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 202(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 29 March 2011.

The Commission's observations

As EU law stands at present, Member States have wide discretion over maintaining or 
introducing taxes on cars. Taxes such as the Vehicle Registration Tax (VRT) exist in several 
Member States. According to the Court of Justice, such taxes do not constitute customs duties, 
but need to be examined in light of Article 110 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union (TFEU, former Article 90 EC Treaty). 

Registration taxes, such as the VRT, are permissible when applied to goods originating from 
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other Member States provided they meet the conditions contained in Article 110 TFEU. The 
European Court of Justice has repeatedly stated that taxes may be levied by Member States on 
the first registration in their national territory of cars produced or purchased in other Member 
States, provided those taxes do not discriminate against cars originating in other parts of the 
EU. 

Further, the Court has also held that the charging by a Member State of a registration tax on 
second hand cars from another Member State is contrary to the first paragraph of Article 110 
TFEU where the amount of the tax exceeds the residual tax incorporated in the value of 
similar used vehicles already registered in national territory. 

In the case of Ireland, certain aspects of the VRT tax are currently part of infringement 
proceedings initiated by the Commission. 

The decision as to which cars are liable for national tax is generally linked to vehicle 
registration. In a Communication1 of 15 May 1996, the Commission observed that an 
individual cannot be allowed to register his vehicle in the Member State of his choice as this 
would mean that all vehicles would be registered in the Member State with the lowest tax 
rates. The Court of Justice upheld this position in its decision in Case C-451/99, Cura 
Anlagen.

Although the Commission has consistently tried to remove the persisting tax obstacles 
causing distortions to the free movement of passenger cars within the Internal Market, so far 
its proposals in this area have not been adopted due to insufficient support from the Member 
States. For instance in 2005 the Commission presented a proposal for a Directive 
(COM(2005)261) which, inter alia, included the abolition of car registration taxes over a 
transitional period of five to ten years and provisions establishing a refund system for 
registration taxes to be applied on those passenger cars which have been registered in a 
Member State and are subsequently exported or permanently transferred to another Member 
State. 

Conclusion

Certain aspects of the Irish vehicle registration tax are currently part of infringement 
proceedings initiated by the Commission.

                                               
1  OJ C 143/4 of 15 May 1996.


