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Downstream from the Pont Mirabeau (pictured on the 
cover), a barge ties up to a quai on the Seine.  Aboard live 
the master and his wife.  The barge moves up and down 

the river to twelve different locations during the day.  
Inside are a handful of mechanics working continually to        

maintain a critical part of the city’s                                   
transportation infrastructure …



This bicycle.

And over 15,000 others just like them 
on the streets of Paris.  



This is Vélib’ – short for Vélo Liberté. 

Freedom bike.



Vélib’ stations in Paris Vélib’ was inaugurated in 
Paris on July 15, 2007. 
(Story here.)

Modeled after successful 
systems elsewhere, 
particularly in Lyon, the 
contract tendered by the City 
of Paris was won by 
JCDecaux, the second 
largest outdoor advertising 
company in the world.  

http://www.iht.com/articles/2007/07/15/news/paris.php


This is how it works.

First you get a pass – daily or weekly – at one of 
about 1,200 Vélib’ stations.

(Over 160,000 Parisians, including 15 percent 
suburban dwellers, subscribe to  an annual pass 
costing 29 Euros.  They swipe for a bike.  Others 
log in.)



Daily and weekly passes can be bought with a credit card at a station 
terminal.  A weekly pass costs €5 (with a security deposit of €150); a 
daily pass costs €1. (In six months, 3 million passes were purchased.)

Now you have 30 minutes of free cycling. The next half hour will cost   
€1, then €2, then €4 for each additional half hour.  The idea is to 
encourage high turnover without cannibalizing bus or Metro. 

Each bike gets between 4 to 18 trips a 
day.  On an average winter day: about 
60,000 trips. On very bad rainy days 
this may drop to 40,000. 

In Vancouver, there are about 57,000 
bike trips a day.



The highest usage 
so far was during a 
transit strike when 

there were 
something like 

179,000 trips per 
day, even before the 

system was 
completely installed. 

(Story here.)  

It’s estimated Vélib’
makes up one-third 

of the bike trips in 
Paris.  Of the Vélib’

trips, 56 percent are 
taken by annual 
passholders, 44 

percent by short-
term users.

By summer, as the 
system builds out, 

there may be as 
many as 200,000 

Vélib’ trips per day 
on the 20,000 bikes 

that should be 
available by then, at 

1,451 stations.

(Q&A here.)  

http://www.iht.com/articles/2007/11/22/europe/velib.php
http://www.scribd.com/doc/361657/The-Velib-in-Paris33-questions
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The City of Paris is only 10 km in diameter, largely level, and smaller in 
area than the City of Vancouver.  That makes the bicycle often the most 

practical form of transportation for short trips.
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Paris Vancouver

Vélib’ is another layer, another transportation choice,         
used in conjunction with foot, transit and car. 

A quarter mile A quarter mile -- 300 meters 300 meters -- to the to the VVééliblib’’
stations and closest Metro stop.stations and closest Metro stop.

Where I stayed.Where I stayed.



The Vélib’ website
provides real-time 
information on how 
many bikes are 
available at a nearby 
station – info also 
available on mobile 
phones.  

The system is being 
continually managed 
and monitored 
electronically. 

(Imagine the 
patterns and lessons 
to be found as the 
system learns more 
and more about how 
it is being used – a 
transportation and 
urban planner’s 
dream.)

http://www.en.velib.paris.fr/comment_ca_marche


The bikes, especially designed 
for JCDecaux, weigh 22 

kilograms, or nearly 50 pounds, 
and are very stable.  They are 

equipped with a comfortable 
and easily adjustable seat, a 

basket, a bell, a lock for interim 
stops, three gears that make 

them run surprisingly smoothly, 
as well as a generator that 

automatically powers the front 
and rear lights, even when the 

bike is stopped at traffic signals. 



As noted by 
Loek Hese-
mans in Price 
Tags 99: 
cycling in 
Europe is not 
a lefty 
alternative 
lifestyle.  

Everyone of 
every status 
might be on a 
bike. 

No helmet,   
no spandex, 
no sweat.

http://www.sightline.org/publications/enewsletters/price_tags/pricetags99


Vélib’ alone is 
not enough.  
Paris also has 
separated bike 
lanes – and lots 
of them.  
Another manif-
estation of the 
Greening of 
Paris.



Parisians have access to 400 km of bicycle 
paths inside Paris and 23 km in the            

Boulogne and Vincennes woods.

Vancouver has 
240 km of bike routes.

Where lanes are 
not physically 

separated, 
they’re clearly 
marked, given 

priority and 
sometimes 

shared with 
buses.

http://www.map-subway-paris.com/bicycle-map/


The increase in accidents lags 
the increase in bicycle usage.

As the number of trips goes up, 
so do incidents. There has been 

a 37 percent increase in 
accidents over the course of 
2007. Most of the accidents 

were minor injuries, and for the 
most part a result of insufficient 

preparation on the part of the 
people using them for the 

special conditions of                         
cycling in cities.

But the accident rate went down.   
As cycling use increases and 
traffic adjusts, there are less 

accidents per capita.  In Lyon, 
incidents increased by 6 percent 
– but bike usage had increased 

by 80 percent.

A friend in Paris reported that 
the only fatal accident so far was 

caused by a turning truck.  A 
helmet wouldn’t have helped.



One of the more common complaints about the system is the 
distribution problem - finding a bike at a station or finding an 
empty parking spot at another.  The operators estimate 93 

percent of trips end satisfactorily, and are looking to add stalls 
at popular stations and increase redistribution at night.

Vélib’ workers use small flatbed trucks to shift 
bikes among the stations, moving bikes back 

upstream after rush hour.  Or from the bottom 
of Montmartre to the top of the hill.

The bikes are most used for commuting, but 
also after the Metro closes at 2 am.  Rather 

than walk or pay for taxis, bar and club 
patrons ride their way tipsily through the 

streets of the city. 



Number of trips so far: about 15 million.

A third of all the measured trips on bikes           
were on Vélib’ – but cycling as a whole increased 
too (up 68 percent from 2006 to 2007), with more 

people using personal bikes. 

Bike shops have also reported more business. 

. 



Four hundred workers serve the Vélib’ system part time, 300 full time. 
Stations are served by staff doing four tasks: one is an electronics 
technician, another does station maintenance, another redistributes the 
bikes, the fourth does bike repairs on site.

When bikes require 
more serious work, 
they are transferred 
to one of 12 cages 
along the banks of 
the Seine, to wait for 
the barge to come by 
on which the repairs 
will be done (right), 
and then returned to 
the cages for redistri-
bution.





These are the 
faces of green-

collar jobs –
including the guys 

in the ties.

Bike Europe reports: 

“Banks and private 
equity firms are 
eyeing a growth 

market for the bike 
industry. The money 

involved in such 
systems is huge. 

“In return for the 
Paris Vélib’ system 

with its 20,600 
bikes, JCDecaux

obtained the rights 
to exploit 1,628 

billboards in Paris. 
The company 

expects to realize  
€600 million in 
advertisement 

turnover over the 
course of the 10-

year contract.”

Bike sharing has 
become a billion-

dollar industry.  



Moreover, the program could bring about €30 to €50 million in rental 
receipts into public coffers, city hall officials say. JCDecaux is paying for 
system implementation, the docking stations, the bikes, their 
maintenance, operations and reporting in exchange for exclusive use of 
these urban billboards.

The trade-off: more advertising in an 
already saturated society. The 
physical presence of billboards with 
their moving signage can be 
distracting and another impediment on 
already cluttered sidewalks.

However, it also means that a city can 
afford to implement the system 
without using tax dollars or relying on 
a reluctant transportation authority.



Issues for Vancouver

• Fully understanding the range of 
benefits that will accrue to a well planned 

and implemented system.

• Mobilizing the political will to make the 
best possible project work.

• Getting broad public support, including 
environmental, transport groups and 

operators, local boosters and the 
business community. 

• Ensuring that the size and density of 
the system is going to be adequate to 

facilitate high levels of service.

• Restructuring the street system and 
traffic speeds to ensure that a large 

number of cyclists, new and old, can 
move safely from place to place.

• Helmet requirements and       
other liabilities.

                  

• Reallocation of street, sidewalk and 
parking space.

• Best choice of business model and 
implementation partners.

• Decision as to whether the system is 
going to be online in time perform well on 

the world stage for the Olympic Games 
in 2010.



Neal Peirce reports: “Almost identical systems (to Vélib’) are sprouting 
up across Europe -- in Lyons, Rennes, Barcelona, Oslo, Stockholm, 
Seville, Brussels, Vienna.  Many others are soon to come, including 
London and Rome.  

“Sometime this April the first serious U.S. fast bike-rental system is due 
to open in Washington, D.C., followed shortly by San Francisco. 
Considering the idea or in active negotiations are Houston, Tucson, San 
Antonio, Portland, Cambridge and Boulder. “

Best of all: a new generation introduced to bike-sharing will 
make it an essential part of the urban mix.

http://postwritersgroup.com/archives/peir080302.htm


Or The Vélib Project, featuring 
Eric Britton, a sustainability 
advocate advising a TransLink
task force currently examining the 
feasibility of bike sharing in Metro 
Vancouver. His web site is here, 
and the New Mobility Agenda can 
be found here.

For more on 
Vélib’, check 
out this video 

by Josh Soskin
and Grace 
Jackson –
Paris on 2 

Wheels a Day.

My thanks to Eric for his 
contributions to this issue.

And to JCDecaux for the tour                 
of their operations.

http://current.com/items/87766351_paris_on_2_wheels_a_day
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hDBfwU6zni8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hDBfwU6zni8
http://www.ecoplan.org/wtpp/
http://ericbritton.org/
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