High-tech hire bicycles a success abroad 

The Public Transport bicycle has been a great success in the Netherlands. Every day, some 700 people pick up a bike from the rack, fast and easily. However, there are many more bicycle rental systems abroad which are even more flexible and high-tech, with Lyon and Berlin leading the field. What can we in the Netherlands learn from them? We compare the similarities and differences. 
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The Public Transport bicycle was launched in 2001 with a subsidy of 2 million Euros. Today, Public Transport bicycles can be hired at 87 locations and by the end of 2005 20,000 people were the holders of a specially adapted Dutch Railways pass or Public Transport bicycle pass. In all, they made 189,000 journeys in a year. The cost of a journey at 2.75 Euros was collected by direct debit from the user’s bank account. A pass holder is not automatically a frequent cyclist. 11% of pass holders cycle once or more times a week; 25% cycle once to three times a month and 65% only rent a Public Transport bicycle once a month or less. The Public Transport bicycle is often used for social and recreational purposes and business trips, but rarely for commuting to work or school. According to a survey conducted by the Fietsersbond (Dutch Cyclists’ Union) based on data from the end of 2004, 36% of clients travelled by train more often thanks to the Public Transport bicycle. Car use declined too: 12% of customers sometimes or regularly leave the car at home and take the train. The Fietsersbond calculated that among 10,000 pass holders, the Public Transport bicycle generated an extra 16,000 train journeys a year. 

Where the Public Transport bicycle has replaced other transport, this has mainly been at the expense of the bus, tram or metro (72% of the respondents) and walking (46% of the respondents). There are problems with the Public Transport bicycle too, for example complaints about the unavailability of bicycles, the opening times of the station parking facilities, the bicycle saddle and unclear invoices. Then there is the constant debate about future financing.
The Ministry of Transport, Public Works and Water Management (V&W) wants the Public Transport bicycle to be self-financing. If the number of journeys doubles, the running costs will be covered, according to Public Transport bicycle.

Although the municipality of Amsterdam is not enthusiastic about white bicycles, Public Transport authorities are enthusiastic about the Public Transport bicycle: the Regionaal Orgaan Amsterdam, the province of North Holland and Rotterdam city region are all planning to open more than ten bike rental locations. Public Transport bicycle is currently negotiating with other provinces and city regions. 

Bicycle safes

Some of the organisational problems faced by Public Transport can be solved by installing automatic bicycle safes. These are now installed at eight stations. The safe can be opened with a pin code. The bicycle itself has an electronic label, whereby the safe can ‘observe’ whether the bicycle is present. The costs are then collected by direct debit. There are also plans to install bicycle safes at suburban bus stops. The province of Gelderland is considering a trial with the Public Transport bicycle at stops serving the express bus network. In this context, the Public Transport bicycle box is being developed. The glass box will be able to house ten to sixteen bicycles. Marc Maartens of Public Transport bicycle: “These will be like Smart towers along the motorway: by increasing the visibility of the product, it will sell itself.” 

In Eindhoven, they are going a step further. At De Hurk business park, a trial has started with the Bike Dispenser, an automated dispensing and collecting system specially designed for this kind of commuter bicycle. With a few modifications, the Bike Dispenser will also be suitable for renting and returning Public Transport bicycles. 

Background

Amsterdam and Copenhagen 

The idea of making bicycles available cheaply or for free dates back to 1965. The famous but doomed white bicycle plan in Amsterdam inspired a series of experiments providing free or low cost bicycle rental for general use. However, it was not until the 1990s before really usable systems appeared. The first system was launched in Copenhagen, where the white bicycle plan was implemented in 1995, the Citybike. The system still works according to the shopping trolley principle. By inserting a 20 kroner coin (around 3 Euros) into the slot on the handlebar, the bicycle can be removed from the rack. On returning the bicycle, the user receives the 20 kroner back. There are now around 2,000 bicycles in the centre of the city, distributed over 110 racks. Not very much is known about their use. The original concept was aimed at reducing traffic congestion in the city, but the bicycles now tend to be seen as a tourist attraction and are a prominent part of every brochure about the Danish capital. However, the Citybike does have its problems. Although the bicycles were specially made for this purpose and the parts cannot be used on normal bicycles, every year a couple of hundred disappear. On the other hand, fewer normal bicycles are stolen now that there is an alternative. 

Vandalism is another problem. The percentage of bicycles requiring repair is high. Of the maintenance budget, around two thirds go on repairs resulting from vandalism. And the financial resources are limited. The required funds are collected through the municipality and sponsors who advertise on the bicycle racks. For maintenance, workers on subsidised job schemes are used. However, despite the shaky foundations for the project, the city of Aarhus in Denmark (300,000 inhabitants) has not been dissuaded from setting up a similar system with 250 bicycles. 

Meanwhile, the Danes are considering whether the Citybike has sufficient survival potential or whether they should switch to the latest generation of ‘white bicycles’: the Smartbikes. These bicycles resolve the main objections. The main feature of Smartbikes is that the user must first register before being able to rent the bicycle. This is an important step in tackling bicycle theft.  

High-tech 

Elsewhere in Scandinavia, following Copenhagen’s example, slightly more advanced systems have been introduced on a modest scale, for example in Helsinki and in various Norwegian municipalities like Oslo (1200 bicycles, 100 racks), Drammen (350 bicycles, 32 racks) and 

Bergen (100 bicycles, ten racks). The main change with respect to the Copenhagen concept is that instead of a coin, an electronic card is required to remove the bicycle from the rack. This means that the temporary owner is known. “Our experience is that most bicycles are used for commuting between the station and work”, says Per Arne Grøndahl from advertising company Clear Channel, the company which set up the system in Norway. “In Oslo we see peaks of 20,000 journeys in a week.” Between November and March, the system does not operate due to weather conditions. The system is also demonstrated on a modest scale in other cities, including Madrid, while similar systems are being launched in the rest of Europe too. In France, Rennes was one of the first cities with the white bicycle plan (200 bicycles), followed by Lyon, among others. Smartbikes are also being introduced in Austria, Germany and England. Vienna has been operating a fairly advanced Smartbike project since 2003. Users can register online as well as at one of the fifty racks, using a credit card if necessary. The first hour is free, after which you pay 1 Euro an hour. The system has attracted huge interest and there are now 42,000 users. In 2005, 200,000 journeys were made. Of these, only 11,000 were with the one-day tourist pass. In England, a trial project has been operating in several suburbs of London over the last year and a half with 35 bicycles and 300 users. This OYBike system uses specially developed bicycles (with bicycle basket) and a mobile phone for giving the code required to unlock the bike. Bernie Hanning of OYBike: “At first the bicycles tended to be used by tourists, but the number of commuter users is growing. Now that the system has proved itself, we are looking to expand the system in the near future, also to other cities. This year, for example, we plan to introduce the system in Manchester.” The costs are related to the chosen operation model. “If the municipality wants to set up the system itself, this costs 475 pounds per bicycle, plus 25 pounds per month in maintenance. But you can also choose a system whereby advertising revenue completely covers the costs of the system.” 

Lyon 

However, the most spectacular systems can be found in Lyon and several German towns. In Lyon, the system is called Vélo’v. It was introduced by advertising company JCDecaux, which rapidly distributed 2,000 bicycles over 173 stations. The system has various subscription forms, for example weekly or for a longer period. Depending on the form of subscription, the use of the first half hour is free. Thereafter the bicycle costs 0.50 Euros for half an hour, rising to 2.00 Euros an hour after one and a half hours. Unlike Copenhagen, the system is not mainly used by tourists: 92% of the users come from Lyon and the surrounding area. Among the users are many students in the twenty to thirty age group (32%) and many highly qualified people in the thirty to forty age group (34%). A small percentage (7%) are former car drivers. 37% used to walk to their destination. 51% used public transport. But the environmental component is not entirely negligible. The 36,000 subscribers make around 15,000 journeys every day, equivalent to around 40,000 kilometres. 

For the EU project ‘Optimum2’, SOAB produced an interesting overview of twenty ‘fietsleensystemen’, including Call-a-Bike and Vélo’v. See www.optimum2.org (> measures > bicycle schemes) or the database on www.fietsberaad.nl (> fietsparkeren > parkeersystemen). 

New economy 

In 2001, Munich launched a pilot scheme with Smartbikes, first in the framework of the new-economy hype by a small high-tech company with stock exchange aspirations. This soon failed. But then the car rental branch of the Bundesbahn took over the bankrupt company in 2001 and the project was soon back on the rails. The scheme is called ‘Callabike’. The technology is mainly incorporated in the bicycle lock which can be opened with a pin code sent to subscribers on their mobile phones. After using the bicycle, the user just leaves the bicycle somewhere in the centre at one of the main junctions. The cost is 7 Eurocents per minute (5 cents for holders of the public transport pass), with a maximum of 15.00 Euros. The system now operates in Berlin, Frankfurt and Cologne. By the middle of last year, the total number of regular users had risen to 40,000 using 4,300 bicycles. Here too, the average user is highly qualified, between the ages of 25 and 45, with a public transport pass and low car ownership. 13% use the bicycle on a  weekly or daily basis, 44% one to four times a month. Unfortunately, the advanced technology has now produced a new form of vandalism: the software in the bicycle lock has been hacked in some of the bicycles, enabling people to ride for free.  

Advertising

Many of the Smartbike systems are financed from advertising revenue, the main players on the market being JCDecaux and Clear Channel. These are multinationals that provide outside advertising and which have revamped the bus shelters in many countries. 

However, the Dutch market is of no real interest to JCDecaux, says Giel de Wit of the Dutch branch of the company. “The Netherlands is a different market. Here people cycle much more anyway, and we feel that there is less need for such systems.” This has nothing do with the fact that the Netherlands is more susceptible to vandalism than other countries. 

De Wit: “We have no indications that this is the case. However the approach which we use with bus shelters – immediate repairs if something is broken and cleaning if it is dirty – is crucial for the success of such projects.” 

Since its introduction, Public Transport bicycle has grown rapidly: mid 2003 some 4500 rentals per month, now around 16,000 a month. It may well continue to grow at the same pace in the coming years. However, in the total number of journeys after rail travel, the share of the Public Transport bicycle is still very small: 16.000 rentals per month per 26 million return train tickets, i.e. 0.06% of the transport following rail travel. Incidentally, this is the same as the normal bicycle hire at Dutch Railway stations of  several years ago. And it is much less than journeys undertaken by passengers after rail transport on their own bicycles (around 2 million a month; 8% of the after-transport). The value of Public Transport bicycle is therefore much more in the fact that an extra service is offered for which a clear market seems to exist.  

Smartbikes in the Netherlands? 

All the systems described here have one important characteristic: users can pick up the bicycle at one point and leave it somewhere else. However this is not the case with the Dutch Public Transport bicycle (unless you are prepared to pay an extra 10 Euros to leave your bicycle at another station). And that makes a big difference in the use. In towns where figures relating to Smartbike use are known (Lyon, Berlin, Munich, Oslo), the use per town is several times higher than the Public Transport bicycle in the whole of the Netherlands. 

Yet, we will probably not see Smartbikes in the Netherlands in the near future, at least not in Amsterdam where the municipality is unwilling to test the project after the failure of the Depo white bicycle plan. That was the modern successor to the white bicycle plan set up by Luud Schimmelpennik, who was also involved in the first white bicycle plan in the capital. Due to problems with vandalism, Depo was unable to prove itself in the capital. However it might have more success in a municipality with a pioneering approach and a high-tech image where there is sufficient young user potential. In addition, the support of one of the big advertising companies would probably be necessary and they are not currently interested. 

For now, the tried concept of Public Transport bicycle seems to be the best option. But if it was possible to integrate the main advantages of the Smartbike concept into the Public Transport bicycle, success might be on the cards. Cautious moves are already being made in this direction. Marc Maartens of Public Transport bicycle: “At the moment, Public Transport bicycle is linked to public transport. But why not link it to the car, for example, by introducing the system at P+R sites?” 
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