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Transit Pass and Vanpool Benefits to Shrink to $125 Per Month in 
2012 

December 6, 2011 

Millions of people across the United States will experience a significant increase in the cost of their daily commute to 

work, and many employers will suffer a corresponding increase in payroll taxes for 2012 and beyond, unless U.S. 

Congress acts before the end of 2011.  The reduction will also restore a significant gap between the exclusion limit 

for employer-provided transit pass or vanpool benefits and qualified parking benefits, and creates an unintended 

economic subsidy that may influence some commuters’ choice to drive themselves to work over using mass transit.  

Unless U.S. Congress acts before the end of 2011, the monthly tax exclusion for employer-provided transit pass and 

vanpool benefits will shrink to $125 in 2012, from the current $230.  This reduction could mean the loss of hundreds 

of dollars of annual tax savings for employees who use these benefits.  Meanwhile, the monthly tax exclusion for 

employer-provided parking benefits is scheduled to increase by $10 to $240 for 2012. 

Background 

Section 132(a)(5) of the Internal Revenue Code generally provides that qualified transportation fringe benefits 

provided by an employer, including parking, transit passes, vanpool benefits and qualified bicycle commuting 

reimbursements, are excluded from an employee’s taxable wages.  In practice, qualified transportation fringe benefits 

may be provided to employees as a direct benefit in addition to employee wages, as part of an employee pre-tax 

salary reduction agreement, or as any combination of the two. 

2009 and 2010 Legislation 

The transportation fringe benefit provisions were first sponsored as an initiative of the Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) to reduce both pollution and traffic by creating incentives for more commuters to use mass transit.  

Prior to February 17, 2009, there was a significant gap between the exclusion limit for employer-provided transit pass 

or vanpool benefits ($100/month) and qualified parking benefits ($175/month).  The American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act of 2009 temporarily increased (through December 31, 2010) the transit pass and vanpool limit to 

be equal to the parking limit of $230/month, to eliminate an unintended economic subsidy that may influence some 

commuters to choose to drive themselves to work over using mass transit.  Near the end of 2010, the Tax Relief, 

Unemployment Insurance Reauthorization, and Job Creation Act of 2010 temporarily extended the $230 limit through 

2011 for transit passes and vanpools. 

http://www.mwe.com/�
http://www.mwe.com/�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/d5384565-a9c3-4a80-843d-8ae9974c2272.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/14e4914b-94cb-4801-b548-6b5c1fa73a50/international/1.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/d4e06126-bfab-4713-9f2d-b10ca83ef115.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/d7f3ffa6-bd1f-4055-93a8-4cc50d53a3e0/international/1.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/d73ac78f-00b3-459d-9078-4718c41a500d.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/b3f43ce0-784e-4a3d-bec4-7952103bfcce/international/1.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/78bd58b5-2d9f-46bd-9237-cd0e26136649.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/60c8b0f8-badd-486f-a2ae-731d99145cce.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/edc64bb6-82de-43ca-b21b-bbe6b9b26161.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/fa2f0972-3548-4a78-b7aa-8ca8cb391323/international/1.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/44fe7bdc-d977-4d68-b53e-ad6a51f26070.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/17cadc62-060d-4e27-9312-94d95e725bbe.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/23d92976-d977-4ab1-b56a-65eb0f33ebcc.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/dd158ef5-9817-4eb2-8e41-a293be535145/international/1.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/32abcf6c-c82a-444b-b389-aa0d4e0a69e4.cfm�
http://www.mwe.com/index.cfm/fuseaction/offices.detail/object_id/c46d47fc-e9f5-4241-a005-716a663a6ab5.cfm�
http://www.mwechinalaw.com/�


 

 
 

 
 

MCDERMOTT W ILL &  EMERY                                                                                                                       WWW .MW E.COM 
 
Boston   Brussels   Chicago   Düsseldorf   Houston   London   Los Angeles   Miami   Milan   Munich   New York   Orange County    
Paris   Rome  Silicon Valley   Washington, D.C. 

Strategic alliance with MWE China Law Offices (Shanghai)    

 

IRS Rev. Proc. 2011-52 “Inflation Adjusted Items for 2012” 

Starting in 2012, Revenue Procedure 2011-52 provides that the monthly exclusion under Code Section 132(f)(2)(A) 

for employer-provided transit pass or vanpool benefits is $125.  The monthly exclusion under Code Section 

132(f)(2)(B) for qualified parking benefits is $240. 

The Joint Committee on Taxation has estimated the cost of maintaining parity between the exclusion for employer-

provided mass transit and parking benefits to be $119 million for 2012. 

What Should Employers Do Now? 

Employers providing transit pass or vanpool benefits need to decide whether to restrict to $125 employees’ monthly 

salary deductions for 2012, or instead allow employee salary deductions of up to $240 per month.  If salary 

deductions for transit passes and vanpool benefits are permitted up to $240 per month and the law does not change, 

amounts in excess of $125 per month will be taxable for 2012. 

Congress could act to increase the monthly limit for transit passes and vanpools.  If Congress were to retroactively 

increase the monthly limit later in 2012, and if monthly employee salary deductions in 2012 will have been restricted 

to $125, the new limit could be applied going forward, but current tax rules would not permit employees to catch up to 

the higher limit for the portion of 2012 that already would have elapsed. 

A last minute change in the law would present additional challenges to employers in certain jurisdictions.  For 

example, the City and County of San Francisco, and the nearby cities of Berkeley and Richmond, California, 

generally require that employers with 20 or more employees offer qualified transportation fringe benefits to 

employees, including at least a pre-tax salary deduction election consistent with the maximum limitation under federal 

tax law.  Thus, if the monthly transit pass limit is increased later in 2012 (and perhaps retroactively), employers in 

these jurisdictions and localities with similar legislation may be required to make adjustments to the maximum levels 

permitted under the tax rules. 
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