Summary Notes and Recommendations from City of Berkeley Transit Benefit Ordinance Focus Group 

1. Focus Group for Large Employers

Date: February 3, 2009

Attending:

Trina Ostrander, Community Relations, Bayer
Cynthia Peterson, Marketing and Communications Director, Berkeley-Albany YMCA
Dave Lawson, Director of Operations, Alta Bates Summit Medical Center
Kara Vuicich, City of Berkeley

Jennifer Cogley, City of Berkeley

Steve Rossen Stuart Baker, Accor Services--Commuter Check

Did not attend meeting but received input:
Jennifer Freitas, Clif Bar
Q: All of you currently participate in a transit benefit program. Does the transit benefit work for you?

· YMCA: Mechanics of how employees redeem/use transit vouchers has a big impact on employees’ use; Lots of education required; employees are often confused about how they work and how to use them.

· Alta Bates has just begun offering Commuter Checks; no real savings on payroll taxes because they have to pay to administer the program. They plan to roll out vanpool program to increase participation. Have about 1200 employees participating out of 5300. Actively trying to manage parking facilities since there is not enough supply for demand. Employees have to trade in ability to park in order to get the transit benefit. (Employees pay $35 per month for parking but it’s not guaranteed.) Has been asking the city to enforce parking rules in adjacent neighborhoods to minimize conflict with neighborhood groups and increase usage of programs.

· Bayer: Mark Collins manages the program. Have 1500 employees and 300 daily contractors. Have a surplus of parking. In 2007, had about 240 employees using Commuter Checks, and a total of 410 were enrolled throughout the year. Have multiphase trip reduction program and are working to promote it to employees. Would like to be a poster child for providing alternative commute benefits. Will be conducting an employee survey through 511. Also wants to conduct a survey on traffic and parking impacts but needs to coordinate with city. Want to expand hours of BART shuttle, reach out to other employers and look at expanding and enhancing the route. West Berkeley BID is also looking to improve alternative transportation. Need to get Denny Abrams (4th St. owner/developer) on board. Have about 30 employees who bike to work.

· Clif Bar: We have about 180 employees at our Berkeley office, with about 25 using Commuter Checks and another 50 who participate in our commute incentive program (walking, biking, carpooling). Clif gives up to the tax exempt limit based on employee’s cost. Employees love the program and most of response on Commuter Checks is positive. I have received some feedback that for some folks it is inconvenient and out of the way to go to redemption centers and that they often waste checks because there is no mechanism to give smaller checks back. My only complaint about the program as the administrator is that the service fees seem steep and the turnaround on getting checks once they’ve been ordered is slow. It would be nice to be able to order checks online with a credit card instead of having to cut a check.  The other part of our program incents employees with gift cards, massages, etc for using alternative commutes. The main issues with this part of the program are tracking incentives and taxing employees, are currently working on some changes to the program to streamline this piece.

Large Employer Recommendations:

· Ordinance needs to be very flexible to include different alternative transportation and transit modes. 

· Use the SF ordinance as a model, but make sure Berkeley’s allows as much flexibility as possible. Also use SF experience to identify and eliminate loopholes.

· Berkeley ordinance needs to include new bicycle benefit. Secure bicycle parking would help increase bike use.

· Need to work out benefit option, exact amount of subsidy that needs to be offered to employees. (SF is currently $45 to match Muni FastPass, AC Transit has different fare structure)
· Can employers pass the cost of administration onto employees? Need to clarify this in the Berkeley ordinance.

· If employers opt to give subsidy, do part-time employees who are exempt get the same benefit as full-time? Yes, in SF ordinance. Suggestion to prorate based on the days worked per week (actual travel to work), but don’t want to create something too complicated. 

· All those attending offered to show support of the ordinance during the process to get it passed by City Council.

· Suggesting hosting a forum for employers once ordinance is passed to explain how it intersects with other programs (Commuter Check/Bicycle benefit) and to assist employers in evaluating costs so they can determine which option fits best. Focus of the forum should also be put on what the city and transit agencies can do to enable alternative commuting (better bike lanes, parking, more bike-friendly buses and BART schedules, etc.) 
2. Focus Group for Small Employers

Date: February 3, 2009

Attending:
Maureen O’Neil – The Treehouse (retail and on the board--Elmwood Merchants Association)
Natalie Kniess --Bistro Liaison (Head of newly-formed Berkeley Restaurant Assc.)
Joyce.Akiyoshi--Publishers Group West 
Lawrence Grown--METRO Lighting
Matt Nichols, City of Berkeley

Jennifer Cogley, City of Berkeley

Only Publishers Group West is currently offering transit benefits to their employees, although Bistro Liaison has agreed to sign up for the program and see how the process is for them and the response they get from their employees.
It was unanimously agreed that the issue of employee parking was problematic, from the restrictions/tickets/moving the car perspective to the lack of customer parking as a result. It was also agreed that it was important to take steps towards reducing our carbon footprint.
There was some issue with the perception of any kind of business ordinance. Businesses are sensitive to efforts by the city that create an additional burden on a business owner’s schedule. Once it was explained through examples that voluntary options have been ineffective and sometime also costly, there was an understanding of the need for this approach. Depending on the minimum size of the employer this may or may not impact very small businesses. Everyone agreed that the key to success would be in communicating the participation process in as simple a way as possible.

Attendees of this group will also attempt to get feedback from business groups they belong to and will report back.

