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“We have to reduce about 80% of our greenhouse gas emissions . . .” 
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hat happens when a mayor and his green team decide to salt twenty thousand 
freely-available bicycles over the surface of a compact city with a well-
working public transport system that 

already has close to 400 kms of cycle paths and 
routes in an area of barely 100 sq. kms -- -- where 
cycling is already growing at very rapid rates and 
where close to 150,000 trips are carried out each 
day – and with a tightening noose on unfettered 
car use in the center?   
 
In these pages, we take a first-hand look at the 
Paris Vélib’ City Bike project, the largest ever 
attempted to this and one that is rich with lessons 
and clues for other cities.   
 
The goal of this analysis, which is aimed above all at mayors and local leaders who may 
wish to have a balanced appreciation of this new city-shaping tool, is not to try to “sell” 
you this concept. Rather we set out here to give you an accurate understanding of what it 
is, how it works, and what it means for Paris. And possibly how it might be put to work 
in your city. 
 

W
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3.1 Vélib’ in brief 14 
 
·  20,600 public bicycles available freely (by end 2007) 
·  Full automated service. 
·  Availability to registered card holders: 24/7. 
·  Infrastructure 1: 1451 stations, fully wired and handing some 20 bikes each 
·  Infrastructure 2: Currently some 380-plus kms of protected right of way for bikes 
·  Access – By application with credit card for automatic charging 
·  First half hour free (as soon as you have parked your bike in a wired rack, you can 

pick up another one – so can be used on multiple occasions during the day) 
·  Most Parisians now have a free bike waiting for them within 200 m. of wherever 

they are (and at all major transit points and activity nodes) 
·  Pass/Subscription: € 1/day. Annual pass: € 29  
·  Service opened on 15July 2007, with about 50% of system in place at that time 
·  Full system completion – planned by end 2007 
·  Ten year contract with SOMUPI who are supplying, building and operating the sys-

tem, a joint company held by JCDecaux SA and Medias et Regies Europe 
·  Cost to city – zero (in fact they receive a portion of the advertising income as well) 
·  Financed by sales of publicity panels at stops – in a single contract covering both 
·  Guaranteed maintenance and performance specs 
·  Jobs created – ca. four hundred for system management, oversight and maintenance 
·  The contractor, JCDecaux, has won recent tenders for bicycles in Aix en Provence, 

Brussels, Marseille, Mulhouse and Seville, as well as the Lyons project. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Vélib’ stand for twenty bikes on a Paris street

                                                   
14 For an excellent summary of the latest on Vélib’ produced on 5 Oct. 2007 by , please click to the 
Velo Mondial Blog  report (http://velomondial.blogspot.com ) “Velib in Paris:33 questions” at 
http://www.scribd.com/doc/361657/The-Velib-in-Paris33-questions  
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3.2 How it  works: 
 
(1) Check your Vélib’ map and walk to the nearest stand (see below for city map as an 

example)  
 

(2) Spot a free bike with the green light active on its rack, indicating that the automotive 
monitor  has spotted no anomaly.,  
 

(3) Check to make  sure the tires, seat, brakes, chain, lights, gears, etc are in good order,  
 

(4) Check in to the control point to reserve following the step by step instructions;  (Or if 
you have a Vélib’ card  all you have to do is. . . ) 
 

(5) Pop your Vélib’ smart card into the stand, which combines a lock, a light which 
shows you if that bike is free or not, and a card reader, which then . . .  
 

(6) Unlocks your bike; and  
 

(7) You adjust the seat height for your comfort and safety, wipe off the raindrops, pull 
your new bike out, and off  you go.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To return the bike at the end of your trip, all you have to do is slide-lock it into one of 
the stands.  You’ll see a yellow light indicting that your bike is now off your card and 
onto the system. That’s all there is to it.  
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3.3 What makes Vélib’ special? 
 
The huge differentiating factor in the Velib’ project is the combination of (a) its sheer 
scale and (b) the quality of the technology and operations system, in tandem with the fast 
developing new mobility structure of the compact city that it serves.   
 
Here to make this point is what the city map is going to look like once all the planned 
stations are in operations. (Remember: For a city of 105 sq. km and a pop. of 2.1 million.) 
 

 
 
With so many pick-up points located so close to where you are and where you want to go, 
you can be sure that it is going to change the entire mobility nexus of the city.    
 
In 1973 the Prefect of Police of Paris said that 20th century man was born with two legs 
and four wheels, as a justification for the city’s then fascination with providing for cars, 
at high cost to all concerned. Perhaps with projects like this we will discover then 21st 
century man was born with two legs and two wheels. 
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3.4 Accomplishments and lessons  
 
It is not possible to provide anything like a full-fledged status report of the system and its 
performance at this early date after just a few months of operation.  But with around five 
million rides since opening day, it is already possible to observe certain patterns. 
 
Vélib’ has been up and running for going on 
four months. It is  close to an unqualified 
success. In other words, just about every-
body loves it. (And it makes the opposition 
politicians and interests grind their teeth.) 
 
The two critical indicators are: (a) number of 
people making use of the system, and (b) 
safety. (Use satisfaction is covered by the 
use statistics, though there are some criti-
cisms that are being made and these will be 
reviewed briefly below). 
 
With going on two-thirds of the full planned 
system (bikes. stations) already on the street, patronage has grown steadily since opening 
day. In the very first days following the mid-July inauguration there were as many as ten 
thousand trips per day, and this number has steadily mounted. Most recently we are see-
ing on the order of 150,000 users on weekend days, and not far from half  that on normal 
week days.15   
 
If you go out on the streets and hang around the stands, you can see who is using the sys-
tem. When you see three, four or more bikes platooning on the street, you can bet that 
these are tourists, and casual visual observation and a bit of asking around confirms this. 
And if the main job of the Vélib’’ is to serve Parisians in their daily life, the success of 
the system as a tourist draw and tourism facilitator has been according to media reports, 
very substantial indeed. In fact, the statistics thus far available suggest that Vélib’ is one 
of the most “visited monuments” of Paris as of summer 2007. (The economic implica-
tions of this is not trivial and perhaps something that other cities will wish to think about.) 
 
Again casual visual confirmation suggests that people of all ages are using the system, 
and one would guess at rough female/male parity. Lots of young people, including high 
schools and university students. For the latter the flexibility of the Vélib’ makes good 
sense for them since their courses tend to be scattered at least in time and often in space. 
Also many have a job on the side to which they have to get. Basically it works like this: 
Vélib’’ for them transforms Paris into a campus.  
 
And bear in mind that as the size of the Vélib’ installation pushes toward it planned 2007 
limits, the city is at the same time steadily working on bringing new protect bike facili-
ties into play. The announced target is an expansion on the order of 10% or so each year 
for the rest of this decade, with the network due  to pass the 400 km. mark before the end 
of this year.  

                                                   
15 This split already gives an idea of how the system is being used. However it would be my guess that 
as the habit takes hold, the gap between the two will steadily reduce.  

E pur si muo ve! 
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3.5 Teething Problems 
 
Thus far, it  is excellent . .  but not quite perfect. Yet. 
 
But anybody who has ever worked in a laboratory or with a new 
computer system knows that there are inevitably going  to be 
glitches and problems at the outset. All the more if you consider 
the full complexity of the operation.  
 
Alread  more than ten thousand bikes circulating "real time" 
twenty-four hours each day between something like 1200 work-
ing stations, with construction underway bringing in new cycles 
and new stations every day at the same time that going on 
150,000  users/day are out on the street already putting Vélib’ to 
work. Each station has a complex informative interface, and dit-
to for each bike parking slot, which in addition to being a check-
in/check-out facility for the bikes, also performs several routine 
checks (tire pressure, brakes, lights) each time a cycle is parked.  
 
Add to that a public which is seeing all this for the first time (and many who are not all 
that familiar either with French or Paris (though the system provides both transactions in 
several languages and maps of several types), then you will appreciate that not every-
thing is going to be problem-free for all uses from the outset.  
 
But here in very general user terms are some of the patterns which I have observed over 
these first months: 
 

·  Young people cope without even a blink. Something doesn’t work for them the 
first (or second) time and they continue to work on the problem until one way or 
another it usually gives in.  They are rarely put off. 
 

·  Older spirits want and probably need it to work on a first time around basis. For-
tunately this is what they get much of the time.  But when  it does not work as 
they expect , they tend to talk away from it.  
 

·  But overall, you see more riders of all ages out on the street with each passing 
day, which is the bottom line. 

 
 
 
 

Check -in tower at station  
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Malfunctions, complaints, glitches . . . and soluti ons in process 
 

·  Other than complaints about the opacity of the software and access system for 
first time users (relatively few I would say), the main problems that appear to 
crop up have to do with the distribution of the bikes at the soon to be  more than 
1200 working stations (see above). 

·  There are a certain number of maintenance problems of the bikes  that crop up 
visibly and can get in the way of your easy use of the system, including most 
notably: defective tires, chains, seats, gears, broken plastics in housings, and oc-
casionally mechanical difficulties making it impossible to get bike out of (or in-
to) a bent parking slot. 

·  These are not fatally disabling difficulties since in most stations there will be no 
more than one or two of these, but it does lead the wary user to have a close look 
before taking out his beast: pinch both tires, check seat, look at chain, lift bike 
and ensure that wheel spins smoothly. After a while it becomes an automatism: 
one more principle of precaution..  No big deal.  

·  The telephone hotline installed in each station is thus far painfully slow when it 
works at all. (Work in progress.) 

·  The otherwise excellent web interface at 
http://www.velib.paris.fr/les_stations/trouver_une_station, which provides up to 
date information with such information as exact 
street address, number of available bikes, parking 
slots and whether or not the station accepts credit 
cards, is still undergoing teething problems and not 
always accurate. We expect however that these 
problems will be worked out as the system matures.     

·  The concept of the first half hour free was borrowed 
from the Lyons project where average usage was on 
the order of 17 minutes.  However in Paris the ser-
vice area is larger and trips are longer (a bit more 
than 20 minutes on average)  so the plan is (possi-
bly) to extend the free period  to 45 minutes. 

 
The overall impression is one of functionality, conviviality 
and openness. The system works to the satisfaction of most 
if not all of its users. People help each other, look each other 
in the eye, smile and thus the Vélib’ stations become con-
vivial public spaces.  Which of course is what this is all 
about. 
 
 

Checking in the first time  
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3.6 Vélib’ Questions & Answers 16 
 

·  Is Vélib’ a success in Paris? 
Within two months of start up the system provides more than five million rides, and 
already had 100,000 subscribers. 
 

·  Is it actually working to take cars off the street in Paris? 
To a certain extent yes. Random interviews come up with remarks by some  respon-
dents indicating that they are either using their car less these days, and in a few cases 
actually considering getting rid of it altogether.  We see it as part of a process, with 
Vélib’’ part of a broader new mobility package which includes public transport, taxis, 
carsharing, and, eventually when it really begins to bite in Paris, ridesharing. 
 

·  Where are the Vélib’ stations being placed? 
On the street. Bikes are located in visible activity nodes: transit stations universities 
schools, offices, factories, commercial and shopping centers, town hall and other 
government buildings, parking lots. Moreover they are for the most part taking the 
space previously used to park cars.   I estimate that the first round of 20,000 bikes 
are reducing on street parking by cars by on the order of 6,000 or more spaces.  And 
while this is consistent with the overall new mobility philosophy of the city, it is also 
important to sell the idea. And seeing it on your street corner helps.  
 

·  Do all the cycles end up in the same places? 
This can happen but is the exception, not the rule.  When there are large numbers of 
cycles and of pick-up points as is the case, the law of large numbers tends to kick in 
to mitigate these problems to an extent. Users can check on the internet to see the 
status of the stations nearest to them. And once there you can locate the nearest sta-
tion with free bikes or parking slots. Also, since the system is fully automated the 
Vélib’ team is aware when there are discrepancy and at that point they are geared to 
send teams out with small trucks and bike racks to manually redistribute.  finally, it 
is reasonable to anticipate that the entire process swill mature and improve with the 
benefit of experience. 
 

·  Does Vélib’ steal traffic from the public transport system? 
For the most part, Vélib’ trips were either otherwise carried out by bus (mainly) and 
metro or the regional rail system (less). Or by walking. And some by cars. The 
claimed advantage of Vélib' over all these is comfort and immediate availability 
 

·  What happens when the weather turns bad? 
Thus far, there is little loss of Vélib’ traffic in the rain, but the rains have been light 
and the weather generally good. What we can anticipate when the weather turns nas-
ty is that trips will for the most part be made by public transport or to lesser extent 
taxis and own cars. When carsharing is further developed (and it is in strong process 
of doing here in Paris), it is likely that it will take up some of the slack. Also, it can 
be observed than many people simply postpone their trip if they can, waiting for a 
more favorable moment. 
 

                                                   
16 For more very useful Q&A detail check out  Velo Mondial’s “Velib in Paris:33 questions” at 
http://www.scribd.com/doc/361657/The-Velib-in-Paris33-questions 
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·  Is it dangerous? 
Interim results suggest there have been no major problems or increases in accidents 
involving cyclists, beyond those to be expected in the traffic in any busy city.  As of 
1 October twenty nine accident victims were reported, none with serious injuries.  
Safety considerations have been built into the program with high public visibility. In 
Paris this has taken the form  not only of an extensive and continuing public infor-
mation program, but also and in high visibility active partnership with the police who 
are on the lookout for and ready to penalize infractions, including such things as rid-
ing on sidewalks, the wrong way on one way streets, failure to respect traffic lights, 
and good conduct rules more generally.  
 

·  Can my public transport pass be used to secure a Vélib’?  
Yes, the new Navigo smart passes alloy you to access both systems (and soon will 
work in parallel with the carsharing operations as well). 
 

·  Does Vélib’ discriminate against older people? 
We are seeing people of all ages cycling in Paris. And much more now that there is 
Vélib’. (This tends to corroborate the thesis that the more cycles you have out on the 
street, the safer it is, and the safer it is perceived to be.) 
 

·  How good/bad is the bicycle itself? 
Quite good, as you might expect with a purpose-designed vehicle put together by one 
of the world leaders in street furniture and which has drawn on extensive past expe-
rience with many such projects in many cities.  There was some initial concern about 
the weight (ca. 22 kg) but once you have used them the problem goes away. (Also 
heavier bike offers better stability to rider.) 
 

·  Are  Parisians giving up using their own bicycles? 
No. In fact bike sales are up since the opening. There is a pattern of people first us-
ing Vélib’ to get back on the bike, and then to go out and buy a bike for other uses. 
The two are complements, not one-for-one substitutes.  

 
·  Are people afraid to use it at night? 

You see plenty of Vélib’s at night, though certainly less than in broad daylight (thus 
far). That said, Vélib’ also serves a useful niche which is created because from after 
midnight until about 05:30 in the morning most of the public transport system shuts 
down for maintenance and cleaning. Many people are using Velib for these other-
wise hard to make trips.  

 
·  Is their public information program up to scratch? 

Yes, I would say it is going on excellent. The signage, the web support program and 
information system, and the high visibility media support has been absolutely first 
class.  Virtually every single person in the city is aware of the service and in general 
well informed about how it works. 
 

·  Is there any other way of organizing a City Bike system in your city? 
Yes, and we suggest that you check with all vendors and partners (identified in these 
pages) as part of your careful run-up for your own great City Bike system.  
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3.7 Where does all that leave the City of Paris tod ay? 

And while this is put before you here as a broad conceptual appreciation and certainly 
not at all as a scientific exercise with hard numbers to prove the point – that you can get 
elsewhere and in any event is so context sensitive that even rough numbers can only be 
obtained through careful modeling in that place’s specific context, and at one point in 
time . 

As you can see here it is our qualitative finding that on by virtually all of these criteria 
state of the art city bicycle schemes like Vélib’, score positively in terms of all 26 
benchmarks.  And as you will note from the above, we find that the impact and poten-
tials are very strongly positive in all test criteria, and exceptionally positive in fully half 
of them as noted. 17 

There are good reasons for this. Thus,  not only do these vehicles provide very consider-
able “CO2 rebates” when they substitute for short car trips in the city, and indeed for 
public transit, but also they take over street space from mixed traffic and of course above 
all from single occupancy cars. All the rest will or at should be self evident as your work 
your way through the information that you will find here and in the sources and links 
also provided in the annexes and text.  

The high score of the Vélib’ at the end of the day, is a result above all of two things: (a) 
the kind and quality of 
project it is thanks to all the 
hard work, technical compe-
tence and brainpower that 
went into it, and (b) the vast 
scale on which it is being 
developed. Without the latter, 
it is simply one more nice 
idea. But with twenty thou-
sand carbon-free vehicles 
out there on the street and 
the manner in which it inte-
grates into the global mobili-
ty strategy and face of the 
city, it changes everything. 

And as you will see in future 
Briefs in the Greening of 
Paris series, this is just the 
beginning. 
 
 

                                                   
17 The service is not open to children under fourteen, but if we keep in mind that by increasing the 
number of cyclists and its supporting infrastructure, Vélib is also doing its bit to making the total cycl-
ing environment safer for children as well as adults. 

This used to be all parked cars. Now it’s all New M obility  
(And it’s no accident) 


