Modifying the private vehicle panacea
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It is not unusual to discover that the citizens of Hamburg have given up on their cars entirely. A particular burden of ownership is immediately obvious when you try to find parking in one of the narrow streets in high-density inner city suburbs such as Altona or Eppendorf with their beautifully refurbished pre-war multi-storey apartments, mostly located less than a 10 minute walk from the next subway station.

The problem is so bad that police have given up issuing parking infringement notices because there are too many illegally parked vehicles. Traffic congestion has grown to such an extent that the average car trip takes almost as long as walking.  The inevitable consequence of such trends has been that more and more people use public transport and bicycles instead of driving. An increasing number of bikes now sold have some kind of electric motor assistance, facilitating longer trips or via hilly roads.

For those who do not own a bicycle or have made a visit to a remote city by public transport, a growing number of rental bikes have been made available. In Hamburg, some 70 or more rental stations, mostly located next to subway nodes, provide a supply of over 1000 red bicycles for hire. Joining the rental system is easy on the internet; booking is completed at the station or via mobile phones. The first 30 minutes for hire are free of charge. and after this, the rental rate is 8 euro cents a minute but up to total of no more than 12 euro a day. During the past year, more than 55,000 subscribers enrolled into the system, and now 5,000 rides are made every day in Hamburg alone.

A small team of repair men visit the booking stations regularly, fixing anything on the spot from flat tyres to gear switches, or simply making sure that the bicycles are clean, safe and operational.  The public and the users treat the bikes, and so far, no cases of vandalism have been reported, possibly the result of the striking colors and shapes deterring thieves. This system is successful now in a growing number of other German and European cities.  More than 100 cities are now participating, including Paris and London. Similarly, a roll-out to many more is under way, driven mainly by councils and mass transport providers such as Deutsche Bahn. In Paris alone, more than 1,400 stations offer over 20,000 bicycles for hire. Last year users in Paris made 50 million rides, and people say that the effect has been to make their city more liveable. A poll recently showed that half of those using the system have reduced their car use.

The automobile industry, under the leadership of Mercedes Benz and in collaboration with companies such as Europcar, has not given up on people preferring to use bicycles and public transport. Their answer is a project called "Car2Go", and offers a car-sharing system with a fleet of Smart for two on offer.  This suits those who no longer want to own a car in a city that is being strangled by congestion.  Typically, a car which is privately owned spends of its day unused. In cities as diverse as the small town of Ulm in Germany, and Austin in Texas USA, Car2Go has already been trialled successfully. In Ulm, a city with a relatively small population of 120,000, each Smart fortwo finds between 4 and 9 customers per day and 20,000 users have registered in the scheme, paying as little as a max fee of 9.90 euro [$AUS 14.00] per hour, or 19 cents a minute. The location of the next available car is published on the web or can be requested from a call centre. All cars have a GPS system, which enables monitoring of the car's location.  To facilitate access, a user can book a vehicle using a smart chip glued to the driver's licence. The ignition key is stored in the glove compartment. Maintenance and refuelling is provided and repair crews check all vehicles regularly.

It becomes clear from these developments that in highly developed societies the ownership of a private car is becoming less and less associated with some kind of perceived status or prestige. This is specially the case for highly educated urban elites, who seem increasingly to recognise that the promise of 'mobility' and 'freedom' put about by industry marketing hype is an illusion. The daily struggle for space in conditions of choked congestion, noise, toxic exhaust emissions and ever growing upkeep-costs increasingly weigh against the lure of private car ownership.
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