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An ordinance requiring businesses to offer tax breaks to employees who use public transportation was passed by the Berkeley City Council on Tuesday. 

The Tax Relief Action to Cut Commuter Carbon Ordinance (TRACCC) requires all city businesses with 10 or more employees to extend the option of enrolling in a tax break program to employees who commute on public transportation. The ordinance would benefit both employers and employees who are looking to save money by becoming eco-friendly, and it will begin to be implemented next month. 

Cities like San Francisco and Richmond have already passed similar ordinances. 

According to Matt Nichols, Principal Transportation Planner for the City of Berkeley, the program is a "win-win." 

In an e-mail, Nichols said businesses with employees who take part in the program will receive tax breaks up to $240 per participating employee. Additionally, the employees who travel by transit or carpool will have their state and federal taxes lowered by up to $1,000, around a 40 percent reduction. 

"(This law is) important because there are available federal tax breaks for employers and employees to take transit and bicycles to work," Nichols said. "This means greenhouse gas reductions, while (also) reducing traffic congestion and parking for local businesses. It keeps money in your pocket." 

One business in Berkeley, West Coast Bayer Healthcare Pharmaceuticals, has been offering monetary incentives for the past three years for employees who carpool, bike or take shuttles to work. 

Sreejit Mohan, Director of Public Policy and Communications for Bayer, said offering the incentives has paid off. 

"We give (up to) $300,000 in commuter checks-it's a big incentive," Mohan said. "We offer reserved parking spots, we have a shuttle that takes (employees) to neighboring areas, the BART stations and Amtrak." 

Mohan said the company plans on taking part in TRACCC, and added that with the law's passing will hopefully help other businesses see there are many ways to be environmentally conscious. 

"It's more than giving back, it's giving back to the community and the environment," Mohan said. "This is very much a part of our green agenda." 

Although TRACCC will help businesses receive tax breaks and employees become more environmentally friendly, some are concerned the law will leave some businesses feeling left out. 

Councilmember Gordon Wozniak said he supports the law but wonders what it means for small businesses with employees who work part time. 

"Though it's a good thing, it might be an extra burden if we apply it to the smaller businesses," Wozniak said. "Overall, I think it's consistent with Berkeley's general Climate Action Plan. You don't pay taxes, (which makes it) a really good plan."
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