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There's nothing like a global economic meltdown to make you really appreciate saving money on taxes. So this is good news for some commuters: Monday was the first day that San Francisco employers had to comply with the Commuter Benefits Ordinance, a law intended to promote public transit. 

The law gives employers three options: Reimburse employees for transit fares; offer them a free shuttle service between home and work on company-funded vehicles; or set up a payroll deduction program that allows them to spend $115 a month in pretax wages on transit passes or vanpool rides. (Up to $20 a month can be used for bike-related expenses by those who pedal to work.)

It is expected that most employers will choose the final option because they, too, can benefit financially with savings on payroll taxes. That's why the law wasn't fought by business groups.

"It's a win-win all around for everyone," said Supervisor Ross Mirkarimi, author of the law, thought to be the first of its kind in the nation. "Employees can enjoy savings on their commute costs, employers can take advantage of tax breaks and the (promotion) of transit use is good for the environment."

The law applies to employers with 20 or more people on the payroll. Employees who work at least 10 hours a month in San Francisco are eligible. Worker participation is voluntary. For more information, go to commuterbenefits.org or call (415) 355-3700.- Rachel Gordon

