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Vélo à la Carte: A public private 
partnership in Rennes, France

Vélo à la Carte, which operates 200 

bicycles at 25 stations, was started in 

1998 as a partnership between the City 

of Rennes and the commercial billboard 

company Clear Channel Adshell. 

Clear Channel offers the smart bike 

system to local authorities that are also 

using other services of the company, 

as information kiosks or bus shelters. 

The company is responsible for the 

implementation and operation of Vélo à 

la Carte in Rennes. The services are paid 

for through advertisements which appear 

on outdoor furniture, funding also the 

smart bike programme. For Clear Channel 

Adshel, the service is benefi ciary as it 

adds value to the range of street furniture 

as additional amenity that is provided to 

local authorities. The City of Rennes 

benefi ts from the increased mobility 

choices for its citizens.

Ready for implementation? �

Suitable city size and topography  

Commitment and resources to provide favourable 
framework conditions for urban cycling

Analysis of target groups, cycling habits and available 
Public Bicycle schemes performed

Suffi cient resources and public space available

Evaluation of business models/ tendering process

Relevant stakeholders on board/ local champion involved

Call a Bike needs to provide a suffi ciently high coverage 

with bicycles, which are left unbound in public space 

(need to check parking restrictions for bicycles) to make 

sure that users always fi nd a bicycle close to where they 

are. OV-fi ets can operate with less bicycles as they are 

picked up at rail stations and returned at the same spot.

Evaluate business models and be aware of fi nancial 

implications: As mentioned above (see “Costs” section), 

Public Bicycle schemes are fi nancially not self-suffi cient 

in most cases. Public Bicycle schemes require substantial 

investments in their set-up and operation, especially in 

the start-up phase. There are different options of 

fi nancing a Public Bicycle scheme, involving the public 

and private sector and backing up the lack of profi tability. 

A local authority may consider to use a tendering process 

to compare costs and the service quality offered by 

different providers. Additionally, local authorities need to 

keep in mind the need for complementary activities, 

such as the improvement of cycling conditions and 

marketing activities. A long term fi nancing strategy also 

needs to be developed.

Form alliance of stakeholders that support 

implementation: Depending on the chosen type of 

Public Bicycle scheme, a range of stakeholders needs 

to work together to enable a successful implementation. 

Local authorities, user associations, and possible private 

partners should be involved in the preparatory phase 

to ensure a cooperative arena. A “local champion”, 

e.g. a politician, can have a decisive role in pushing the 

realisation of a Public Bicycle scheme.

Vélo à la Carte station and smart card use

Photos: Ronan Mulet, Clear Channel France.
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The implementation phase of a Public Bicycle scheme is a key element to secure 

its long term success.

Choose the right moment for 

implementation: It is recommendable to 

start a Public Bicycle scheme in spring or early 

summer, when people enjoy the nice weather 

and are most likely to cycle. Also, it is 

favourable to join the start of a Public Bicycle 

scheme with another event, e.g. a cycling 

festival that draws additional attention.

Acceptable distance for the user and 

easy localisation: The locations where 

Public Bicycles can be found in the city centre 

should be easy to be located by the user. 

Fixed terminals should not be located more 

than 300-500 metres from important sources 

and destinations of traffi c. Mobile phone-

based services that are not rack-bound 

should include a service that enables the 

location of a bicycle via mobile phone. 

Modern technologies can help to indicate 

the user where to fi nd a free bicycle.

Guarantee availability of bicycles:

The location of Public Bicycles should be well 

planned according to the expected demand. 

Existing examples show that pick-up and 

drop-off by users over the day often lead to 

an unequal distribution of bicycles throughout 

the city. In this case, a re-distribution of 

bicycles is needed to guarantee the 

availability of bicycles and avoid frustration 

for users that do not fi nd any bicycle or 

cannot drop it off at full racks.

Integration with public transport:

Public Bicycles should be made available at 

important public transport stations. 

This allows for a combined intermodal use of 

bicycles and public transport services and 

increases the attractiveness of the system. 

Some examples exist for the use of a public 

transport pass as access medium (e.g. rail 

pass or local transport pass). This can be an 

important success factor, as a potential 

users already dispose of the access medium 

(e.g. rail commuters that use the Dutch 

OV-fi ets service).

Keep it simple for the user: In order to 

reach good acceptance of a public bicycle 

scheme, it is of key importance  to make its 

use as simple as possible. The registration 

procedure and access technology should be 

well thought through. Smart cards are 

usually more convenient to use than systems 

that are based on mobile phones, which also 

may require the user to pay for phone calls. 

Modern Public Bicycle systems all require the 

user to register for the service, some also 

ask for a user fee. These procedures should 

be quick and easy for the user and offer 

multiple options, e.g. the use of the credit 

card at a terminal, at shops, by phone. 

In general, the registration procedure and 

the rental process should be intuitive 

and be clearly communicated by the 

service provider.

Free service or user fee? For cities that 

want to use a Public Bicycle scheme with 

the primary aim to promote urban cycling, 

the use of the bicycles should be free of 

charge at least for the fi rst half an hour. 

Key aspects at this stage

Preparation Implementation Operation

Time range:  few months

Implementation

Time range: 
from few months to a year
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Public Bicycle schemes that are well accepted have the potential to become part of the urban 

landscape and the identity of a city. However, they need to be constantly monitored and developed 

in line with market and context conditions.

Preparation Implementation Operation

Monitoring and maintaining quality 

of system: It is crucial to monitor the use, 

acceptance and quality of a public bicycle 

system on a permanent basis. Usage data 

and critical feedback help to optimize the 

distribution of bicycles and to ensure a good 

availability and quality to the users. A high 

acceptance, also among the general public, 

and usage provide good arguments for 

keeping a scheme running in the long term.

Ongoing marketing: After the well 

promoted introduction of a Public Bicycle 

scheme, the interest among potential users 

may decrease. Therefore it is crucial to 

remind people of the benefi ts of the system 

and encourage its use to achieve a stable or 

growing number of users. Marketing should 

also aim at encouraging people that 

discovered urban cycling via a Public Bicycle 

scheme, to get their own bicycle and use 

it on a daily basis or for leisure activities. 

This can help to increase the modal share 

of urban cycling in general.

Long term fi nancing strategy: A key 

element for the successful operation 

in the long run is to develop a well planned 

fi nancing strategy. In many cases, start-up 

funding from the public side may be 

available, but there is little thought on what 

will happen after this phase. For each type of 

scheme, individual strategies need to be 

found. The OV-fi ets service for example can 

reach economies of scale that help to break 

even. Other schemes will always require 

external co-funding. For many schemes it 

seems that the use of advertising revenues 

can be a key element of fi nancing. 

Also, when a Public Bicycle scheme has been 

well established and a certain “bicycle 

culture” is in place, it seems realistic to 

introduce or raise moderate user fees. 

These should however remain on a relatively 

cheap level to avoid a decrease of user 

numbers. There is still the need to develop 

more business models to increase the options 

for local authorities to introduce a Public 

Bicycle scheme and keep it running. In the 

future, revenues from local road pricing 

schemes might also partially be earmarked to 

fi nance Public Bicycle schemes (cf. NICHES 

brochure on “Road Pricing Schemes”).

Enhanced integration with overall urban 

transport planning: To enhance the impact 

of a Public Bicycle scheme it is recommended 

to strengthen its integration with the overall 

urban transport planning and systems. 

The connection with the public transport 

system for example should be well visible 

and easy to use. Local authorities may also 

think about measures that discourage car 

use and make the urban landscape more 

pedestrian- and cyclist-friendly. Urban road 

pricing has the potential to increase the use 

of the bicycle. In London, the congestion 

charging scheme led to a surprising side 

effect, a 28 percent surge in cycling in the 

fi rst year.

Key aspects at this stage

Operation

Time range:  few monthsTime range: 
from few months to a year


