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 “We used to live in a world where there were people and there were companies. Now we live in a 

world where people can become companies in 60 seconds (…). Before the Industrial Revolution, towns 

were villages where everyone was a sort of entrepreneur. With the sharing economy, we can return to 

this situation. It is going to free us of the big franchise chains. Everything can be small again.” 1 

“The success of companies like Airbnb reflects a profound change in our society, which is both more 

individualistic and more connected… The one thing the peer-to-peer economy has not relied on much 

so far is government regulation. The people who use these companies may be mostly political 

progressives, but they are operating in a lightly regulated economic space. They vote left, but click 

right.2 
 

Introduction 

When in 2006, under François Ascher’s direction, IVM ran the seminar “To buy or to rent consumer 

goods”, rental was still essentially about traditional commercial structures (car hire in stations and 

airports, skis in ski resorts...) and was still poorly understood as a sector,3 whether in purely statistical 

terms (scope and frequency of the practice) or in terms of motives. A survey in four European 

countries (Germany, France, Great Britain, Italy) cast light on the frequency of these practices, and the 

motives behind them, finding that they varied between individuals and depending on the nature of the 

objects purchased or rented. Ideas from anthropologists and philosophers helped to shift the enquiry 

away from the simple question of “buying or renting” towards collaborative practices and the flow of 

consumer goods between individuals.  
 

The publication that followed this seminar 4  provided an initial insight into what is nowadays called 

the sharing economy. It was the first attempt to quantify the potential of the two collaborative 

practices that existed at the time in relation to the car: car sharing (for all types of journey) and 

carpooling (for commuting). It also identified one factor that is essential for the development of these 

practices – trust.  The estimates of potential were then very hypothetical, since very little was known 

about the practices themselves.5  
 

The situation in 2014 is quite different.  
 

Dozens of start-ups, some of them independent, others attached to big national corporations or Internet 

multinationals, were launched in France, developing markets for sharing vehicles, journeys, parking 

spaces… and for short-term vehicle supply. They raised millions of euros from venture capital funds.6  
 

Spontaneous carpooling practices, in particular upstream of motorway tolls, came under the spotlight 

because of the illegal parking they generated. Today, local authorities and motorway operators 

collaborate to create parking areas where carpoolers can wait safely.  
 

There is now information, some of it fragmentary, some of it based on large-scale surveys, which casts 

light on carpooling practices, the motives of users and the impact of carpooling on traffic. Sharing as 

an emerging mode of consumption is therefore (a little) better understood. Nonetheless, its forms and 

practices are still changing fast, so it is important to remember that the progress report that follows 

relates to the situation in mid-2014, unless otherwise stated. 

                                                 
1 Brian Chesky, co-founder of the private homesharing platform Airbnb, speaking at the Aspens Ideas Festival, 2014. 

Reported by Guillemette Faure, Le Monde 27/08/2014. Airbnb (which is not a listed company) is estimated to be worth $10 

billion, four times more than in 2012. 
2 Brookes David 2014, New York Times 23/09/2014 
3 With the exception of real estate rental. 
4 Jean-Pierre Orfeuil, 2008. Mobilités urbaines. l’âge des possibles, Scrineo, 2008 
5 At the time, people were simply asked if they were familiar with the concepts of ridesharing or carpooling. These days, this 

familiarity is taken for granted, and the purpose of surveys is to measure the practices. 
6 In the US, the ridesharing firm Zipcar was valued at around $500 million when it was sold to Avis in 2013, although it had 

never made a profit.  
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Car sharing and carpooling have been officially recognised and codified, which is an important step in 

France. The “Mapam Act” of 27 January 2014 set a specific legal framework for car sharing and 

carpooling activities.  Article 52 of the act states that “car sharing refers to the activity of making 

available a motorised land transport vehicle or a fleet of motorised land transport vehicles to 

subscribing users or users approved by the organisation or person managing the vehicles. Each 

subscriber or approved user can access a self-drive vehicle for the journey of his choice and for a 

limited duration.” Carpooling is defined as “the common use of a motorised land vehicle by a 

nonprofessional driver and one or more adult passengers for a common journey”. In addition, the act 

reaffirms that if private initiative is insufficient, inappropriate or lacking, authorities with the 

prerogative of organising mobility may create a public car sharing service and virtual platforms to 

facilitate carpooling.7  This Act does not remove all the ambiguities.  With regard to car rental between 

individuals, the Ministry of Finance accepts it “provided that it does not generate regular revenues and 

remains occasional”.  Only carpooling for the purpose of sharing costs is authorised. Carpooling for 

profit (attempted by companies like Uber in its Uber pop service) remains illegal, because it is an 

unlicensed public transport activity. 
 

The first, general part of this article will consider developments in this so-called sharing economy.  

The second section will summarise the general factors associated with mobility in France that are 

useful in identifying the potential benefit of the new services. Sections III, IV and V will successively 

consider services based on the sharing of vehicles and journeys, and on the use of vehicles with 

drivers.  We will conclude by attempting to suggest future prospects. 
 

                                                 
7 Julia Sciaud “Le credo de la mobilité automobile partagée, infrastructure et mobilité” No. 137, April 2014. 
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I DEVELOPMENT OF THE SHARING ECONOMY 

 

The sharing economy, collaborative consumption, emerging consumption: from ecological 

constraints to the opportunities opened up by a new economy 
The endless accumulation of consumer goods has long been a concern for those who worry about the 

future of the planet and the impossibility of extending the (then) western way of life to all its 

inhabitants. Initially, solutions to this problem were sought in the tracking of goods throughout their 

life-cycle and in the widespread implementation of recycling.8 The early years of the third millennium 

have seen the exploration of another possibility, separation of ownership and use. This is about 

enjoying the benefits of a consumer good without necessarily owning it. This theme is developed in 

the seminal work by Jeremy Rifkin,9 “the Age of Access”, which announces the end of ownership. A 

few years later, Rachel Botsman set out the basics of the sharing economy.10  What seems most 

important in this short history, which has been played out over less than one generation, is the 

transition from situation in which the dominant principle was an environmental imperative (the need to 

reduce humanity’s ecological footprint) to  one in which the dominant principle is opportunity, ready 

to be embraced by a market economy built on new foundations. This is true not only for virtual 

resources (images, sound, text), but also for material goods (e.g. the success of eBay, valued at €42 

billion in 2011). 
 

This new economy is undoubtedly of interest to the established economy. For example, the Deloitte 

agency11 recently published the figure below on its website, showing a fictional character who earns as 

much by sharing his goods (his house, his car) and providing a few services (shopping, moving 

furniture for a neighbour…) as working as an employee in the formal sector. The message is clear: the 

sharing and “peer-to-peer” economy has a rosy future. However, one needs to look carefully at the 

figures in the right-hand column to understand that this character remains very… fictional: he rents a 

room in his home several times a month, when only 3 million people in the US have practice 

“couchsurfing” since the creation of Airbnb.12 The 2.2 million monthly trips on self-service bicycles in 

the US constitute a drop in the ocean of the country’s automobile journeys. However, there is no doubt 

that these new prospects offer a greater source of potential growth than the formal economies of the 

developed countries. When a €200 increase in the annual living standard of an employee seems more 

like a dream than a reasonable expectation (it would represent a 1% rise in the national wage bill), it is 

not unreasonable to think that those same €200 can be saved by buying preowned goods more often, or 

earned by occasionally renting space in one’s home or car.  
 

Nonetheless, there are obstacles to be overcome before a majority of people would be ready to share 

their private space (the home), or an object that many still perceive as personal (a car). In addition, if 

this type of commercial relationship between individuals were to develop significantly, it could trigger 

a response firstly from the tax authorities, always in search of new sources of tax revenue, and 

secondly from the established sectors, who would see themselves as victims of unfair competition.  

That is what has happened in Canada with coach firms suing carpool services, and is happening in 

France with taxi services, which see the new category of chauffeur driven tourist vehicles as damaging 

to their interests. It would seem, therefore, that this “emerging economy” is intruding into the sphere 

of the traditional economy. We are not yet (quite) there, and it is important first to measure how far 

sharing practices have penetrated into the population as a whole.  
 

                                                 
8 See for example Mac Donough William and Braungart Michael, Rethinking the ways we make things, North Point Press, 

2002 
9 The Age of Access: The New Culture of Hypercapitalism, Where All of Life is a Paid-For Experience, Putnam Publishing  

Group, 2000    
10 Rachel Botsman and Roo Rogers “What's Mine Is Yours: The Rise of Collaborative Consumption.” Harperbusiness 2010 
11 A consultancy present in 150 countries, with a network of 200,000 professionals. 
12 One might however refer to the report by New York’s attorney general which notes that a significant proportion of rentals 

are illegal, practised by people who offer a large number of places for accommodation, sufficient to worry the commercial 

accommodation sector and the municipal authorities, which are in fact seeing a change of function in certain residential areas 

and also facing a loss of tax revenue. 
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Figure 1.1 

Potential of the sharing economy according to Deloitte 

 

 
 

The travel sphere, and particularly long distance travel, would seem to be a leading niche in this new 

economy, no doubt partly because it is also associated with the quest for new and offbeat experiences. 

This is certainly what is suggested in Figure 2 below, which covers only the big players in the sector, 

whose stock market values can exceed US$10 billion. The market for travel within everyday 

environments is also lucrative, with fleets of self-service vehicles and new ways of tackling the taxi 

function. The Roland Berger agency estimates that the worldwide annual growth rate in activities 

associated with shared mobility will be 35% by 202013.  
 

Figure 1.2   
The sharing economy in the travel sphere 

 

 
Source: What’s Next for the Travel Sharing Economy? M. Velikova, 8/8/2014, Travlpeer.com 

 

                                                 
13 Roland Berger, 2014/06 Sharing the future.  Perspectives on the Chinese car market 
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Development of the sharing economy: foot on the gas, barriers falling. 
The first driver, which makes sharing conceivable, is anthropological in nature: for the previous 

generation, objects (like the car) and places (like the home), certainly had a utilitarian function, but 

they were also a medium of identity and self-expression, invested with a very powerful symbolic 

charge. For some of the population, this association of objects – or certain objects – with the intimate 

realm is on the wane: it is easier to lend an automobile or to let a stranger into one’s home when the 

thing shared no longer carries such a powerful symbolic charge as in the past. This is true in particular 

of the younger generations. It is no longer rare today to see young adults move into their parents’ 

homes when the latter go on holiday… and then rent out their own city centre apartment. 
  

The second driver, the factor that converts a theoretically unlikely possibility into abundant 

opportunities, is the information and communication technologies. The Internet has brought “peer-to-

peer” out of the necessarily restricted domain of exchanges between people who know each other or 

the lending of empty outbuildings between neighbours, and has permitted multiple forms of exchange 

or lending between strangers.14 The specific domain of mobility, which sometimes or often requires 

real-time adjustments, has also benefited from the dazzling progress of the mobile Internet on 

smartphones, and from generic technologies such as GPS or electronic door and engine release 

systems on automobiles. 
 

The principal obstacle to exchange between individuals, lack of trust,15 was removed, even in a 

country like France marked by a lack of mutual trust,16 with eBay’s invention of ratings and feedback 

by the parties to the exchange. Anyone who cheated on a deal would be quickly exposed to the whole 

world, their e-reputation tarnished, and their capacity to trade quickly diminished or even eliminated. 

They would be excluded from the community, without the need for disciplinary procedures. These 

days, we may see parents entrust their 14-year-old daughter to a carpool driver, partly because 

previous exchanges are recorded on the carpool website, partly because the girl has a mobile phone, 

and partly because the driver knows perfectly well that misbehaviour will lead to automatic exclusion 

from the community. In addition, we cannot totally rule out the possibility – although this is simply a 

hypothesis – that the marked loss of trust in everything institutional has been counterbalanced by a 

revival of trust in people who devise new ways of living: we ask fewer formal guarantees from local 

farmers than the big supermarkets already provide officially…  
 

Two further, more recent, drivers are worth mentioning.  The first is very down-to-earth – the savings 

people can make in a context of stagnant revenues and the quest for the “best deal”17 or the biggest 

bang for your buck. This very pragmatic motive has come very much to the fore in recent years in all 

surveys.18 One final motive emerges in certain interviews, although its impact cannot yet be measured:  

the pleasure of taking part in an alternative economy and giving the finger to the traditional economy 

and its actors, a source of much disillusion. These include the banks and the financial crisis, garages 

that seem often to overcharge, the railway system or taxis, suspected of exploiting their monopoly 

position to charge excessive prices or provide poor quality service.    
 

                                                 
14 The parallel with Adam Smith’s parable of the baker is worth noting: where there is competition, you no longer need to 

know “your” baker to get good bread. The market does the job of eliminating “bad” bakers. 
15 For economics Nobel prizewinner Kenneth Arrow, the issue of mutual trust is the main explanation for the slow 

development of certain societies. It is also central in the great sociologist Antony Giddens’ ideas on modernity.  
16 Algan Yann and Cahuc Pierre, 2012 La société de défiance, Albin Michel 
17 See the slightly less recent rise of price comparison sites. 
18 The previously mentioned survey by Guillemette Faure (Le Monde 27/08/2014) suggests a related idea: the sharing 

economy could be a resource for some of the educated middle-class, finding their lifestyles threatened at a particular stage in 

their lives: renting out the car from time to time is a way of not having to dispose of it for financial reasons; letting out a 

room is a way of paying the bills, etc. “Necessity is the mother of invention, but we shouldn’t conclude from this that we 

have moved into the post-ownership era.”, observes D. Chartier of D'cap Research, a design and consultancy agency that runs 

a survey on “ways of getting when times are hard”. It had identified “a revolution underway in French society: the marriage 

of making-do and the Internet,(…) a phenomenon born of the marriage of the web and the crisis” in an interview with Rue 89 

(12/11/2012) conducted by Pascal Richer: “The crisis and the web have generated a very large getting-by economy.” 
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The terms used to describe new ways of living and consuming (sharing economy, collaborative 

economy, circular economy, emerging consumption) have not yet been settled, any more than the 

contours of this new economy. In the widest sense, any type of exchange of goods or services between 

individuals could fall within this category, even if major players (like eBay) or smaller entities (car 

boot sale organisers) play a facilitating role. Other types of exchange are usually considered to fall 

within this category, even when the transactions are not between individuals. In the domain of food, 

for example, this applies to participation in an Amap,19 or in the travel sphere, to the use of a 

ridesharing scheme. The line between these “new economies” and the “traditional” economy is fine 

and porous: employing a car sharing service falls into the first category, employing the services of a 

“big rental firm” in the second, but it is likely that if car sharing were to develop sufficiently to 

compete seriously with private car ownership, it would move into the traditional economy, as has the 

taxi, for example… Nor can this dividing line be defined by the size or value of the facilitating 

organisations: there are big players, valued in billions of dollars, and very small-scale players whose 

future remains uncertain.  We have to accept a certain fuzziness in the definitions. 
 

A little more knowledge, continuing grey areas, signposting required 

A few (scarce) studies have sought to grasp the scale of the new consumption practices. One is the 

Observatoire des consommations émergentes (emerging consumption survey), set up by the 

Observatoire Société et consommation (society and consumption observatory), which surveyed these 

practices in 2012 and 2013. Another study was conducted by Ipsos for Ademe (France’s environment 

and energy management agency). Being recent, these studies lack historical depth, as their authors are 

aware. For example, the Observatoire des consommations émergentes notes that exchange, swapping 

and resale have always existed, but that the impact of the new technologies offered by a myriad start-

ups has been to expand the potential scope of exchange, to establish a system of trust around it and to 

revitalise the experience of buying and the pleasure associated with it.  
 

The aim of the 2012 edition of the Observatoire des consommations émergentes was to explore French 

attitudes to consumption and to identify consumption practices “outside the ordinary commercial 

channels”.  In terms of their general attitudes to consumption, the French divide into 4 groups of 

similar size: those who are satisfied with their current consumption levels, those who would like to be 

able to consume more, those who aspire to consume less but better, and finally those who aspire to 

consume as much but better. The desire to consume better is not a rejection of consumerism, but 

reflects a threefold aspiration: to optimise spending, to gain access to good-quality products20 and to 

make a civic gesture in environmental and societal terms. The practices identified include buying 

preowned goods (60% of people), selling possessions (49%), borrowing objects from friends and 

family (50%, including 10% for car borrowing), group purchasing via specialist Internet sites (37%), 

freecycling (recovering objects from pavements and skips (38%), renting (19%, excluding cars). Three 

reasons are identified for the development of these practices: pressure on purchasing power, 

facilitation by new technologies, and societal and environmental concerns. Overall, the Institute 

believes that currently half the French population has little or no interest in these practices. Of the 

other half, 48% are described as “bioethical” with a strong interest in fair trade and organic products, 

but little interest in the other alternative practices, The “eclectics” (42%), by contrast, have little 

interest in dietary matters, but strong interest in the recycling of possessions, group purchasing, rental, 

none of which seems to be based on particular values. Younger, bigger web consumers, they see these 

so-called emerging alternative practices as “ordinary”. Finally, the radicals (14%) engage in all these 

practices, and societal reasons are an important motivation for them. 
 

The second edition of the Observatoire des consommations émergentes confirms the division of the 

French into four groups of almost identical size in terms of attitudes to consumption. However, it 

identifies a slight diminution in societal motives and a rise in financial motives, which leads the 

                                                 
19 Association for the maintenance of peasant agriculture. A group of consumers undertakes to buy a certain volume of 

products from small local producers. 
20 In decreasing order of importance: products that last longer, are healthy, more environmentally friendly, made locally, 

genuinely useful, cheaper. 
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authors of the survey to interpret emerging consumption less as a critique of the consumer society than 

as a “new form of hyperconsumption”.  The overall assessment is that, far from being a fashion 

phenomenon, these practices “are becoming embedded in society and integrated into consumer 

norms”. Mobility is taken as an example: the car has lost its mystique and is often simply seen in 

functional terms.  Because of its cost, car ownership (particularly of a new car) has become subject to 

consumer choices. 17% of the French respondents in the survey said that they had hired a car at least 

once in the year, half of them from traditional rental firms, a quarter through car sharing systems and a 

quarter from individuals.  Almost one in four had used carpooling (one in ten even describing it as a 

regular practice). 6% of those who had used car hire or car pools said that they had sold their car and a 

further 10% were thinking of doing so. 
 

The Ademe study gives its own definition of sharing practices: “a practice that increases the use of an 

object or service through sharing, exchange, swap, sale or rental with and between individuals.” Six 

practices are analysed: participation in an Amap, carpooling, peer-to-peer rental, peer-to-peer selling, 

swapping and grouped purchases. The targets are fairly generic: the objects or services involved in 

rental, sale, swapping and group purchase are not specified. That is a pity. The survey conducted by 

IVM for the international “Buy or Rent” seminar showed, for example, that people are more likely to 

hire skis than ski boots, as much for reasons of hygiene and intimacy as for functional reasons.  
 

The main strength of the survey is twofold. Firstly, it casts light on the scale of the practices (see table) 

and identifies the biggest user groups: on average they are younger, more active and possessed of 

higher than average cultural capital. Secondly, it casts light on the motives and reasons for action: 

desire to meet people; concerns about societal trends; interest in new experiences; desire to make 

objects last longer; interest in “good deals” in general, desire to control expenditure.  
 

Table 1.1 

Percentage of population (aged 15 and over) involved in one of six “collaborative” activities 

 
 Selling goods 

to other 

individuals 

 

Taking part 

in group 

buying 

Exchanging/swapping 

objects 
Carpooling at 

least once a 

month/less 

often 

Renting 

goods to 

other 

individuals 

Belonging to 

an Amap 

Penetration 52% 23% 11% 8%/13% 6% 6% 

Source: Ipsos for Ademe, 2012 
 

Despite the distinctive common features of the “practising” population in terms of generation and 

motives, the authors of the survey were surprised to find that in general, practitioners only engaged in 

one or two of the six activities: individuals adopt a given practice on a case-by-case basis. There is no 

standard “collaborative consumer”, but consumers who adopt one practice or another depending on 

their needs and motivations.  
 

However, people who engage in carpooling are also more likely to belong to an Amap or to rent and 

exchange objects, whereas people who sell/swap objects are not specially represented amongst 

carpoolers. 

 

 

Table 1.2 

Percentage of the population regularly involved in carpooling relative to practice of other 

collaborative activities 

 
 Selling goods 

to other 

individuals 

 

Taking part in 

group purchasing 
Exchange/swapping 

of objects 
Selling goods 

to other 

individuals 

Belonging to an 

Amap 

% of regular 

carpoolers 
9% 8% 15% 16% 14% 
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Source: Ipsos for Ademe, 2012 
 

Table 1.3  
Methods of travel used by the general population and by carpoolers 

 
 Car 

driver 
Car 

passenger 
Urban 

transport 
Own 

bicycle 
Regional 

transport 
Motorcycle Tgv Vls Car 

sharing  

 

Aeroplane 

All 81 62 30 22 13 7 6 3 2 2 

Carpoolers 83 81 43 38 25 21 19 16 13 14 

Source: Ipsos for Ademe, 2012 

Interpretation: 2% of the total population practises car sharing.  13% of carpoolers practice car sharing. 
 

It is clear that carpoolers belong to a highly mobile population, which uses a much greater variety of 

travel methods than the general population, whether for urban, regional or long-distance travel. 
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 II THE CAR IN FRANCE: LARGE ROLE IN MOBILITY, PARTICULAR PROBLEMS FOR 

POPULATIONS IN SPECIFIC SITUATIONS. 

 
Cars are employed in 83% of the distances travelled by people around France. This dominant position 

is rendered possible by two essential factors: 
  

83% of the adult population (aged over 18) have a driving licence, despite the difficulty of the test and 

an average cost for lessons of some €1500 (much more in the case of repeated failures). This 

proportion rises to 90% for people “in the active part” of the life-cycle. By contrast, it is markedly 

lower at the bottom of the social scale: 66% of adults in households in the first income quartile hold a 

driving licence, as compared with 95% in the fourth quartile. 
 

81% of households have permanent access to at least one car (46% just one, 35% two or more).   Only 

5.1 million households (19%), a total of 7.2 million people, do not own a car.  Again, 37% of 

households in the first income quartile do not own a car, markedly higher than the average. 
 

95% of these vehicles are owned by the households, 2% lent by relatives, 2% are company vehicles 

and 1% leased or hired. The most common cases where individuals have access to a car that is not 

owned by the household, are students who have moved out of the family home but continue to receive 

family benefits, contractors where the vehicle is owned by the business, and senior executives, many 

of whom have company cars. 
 

The dominance of the car in the total distances travelled suggests that this is the method of transport 

that people find most practical for most of their journeys. It is also a relatively cheap method of 

transport, with an average cost (including depreciation, maintenance, insurance, fuel, road tolls…) of 

€0.33 per kilometre, or slightly over €4000 per year per vehicle. 
 

Nonetheless, it is a mode of transport that the authorities want to reduce, for different reasons: road 

and parking congestion in cities, contribution to urban air and noise pollution, fuel consumption and 

contribution to climate change. 
 

The car is also an object that has lost much of its symbolic value (in the past, it was an object of pride 

that signalled membership of the middle classes, a role played by other objects today), a fact 

evidenced by the ageing of the vehicle stock on the roads, both in Europe and the US. This loss of 

symbolic value goes along with a sense that car ownership and use are becoming increasingly costly, 

which is objectively untrue. 
 

Finally, it causes particular problems in particular circumstances for specific demographic groups.  
 

In big cities, parking difficulties can become a real headache for people with no private parking space.  

On average, 13% of vehicles are parked on the roadside at night, and this proportion rises to 23% in 

the centres of big cities, where parking is often difficult, and where the cost of a private parking space 

can exceed €1000 per year. 
 

People who have opted to use public transport for most of their travel needs can find the fixed costs of 

vehicle ownership high (depreciation, maintenance, insurance, parking) relative to their actual use of 

their vehicles.  One third of vehicles cover less than 7500 kilometres a year, which implies a greater 

cost per kilometre because of the high proportion of fixed costs. 
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Table 2.1  

Breakdown (percentage) of vehicles owned in terms of annual mileage 
 

Less than 2500 

kilometres 
2500 to 5,000 

km 
5000 to 7,500 

km 
7500 to 10,000 

km 
10000 to 12,500 

km 
More than 

12,500 km 
7.8% 12.8% 10.1% 19.0% 8.8% 41.5% 

Source: National Transport and Travel Survey 2008 
 

Conversely, others (whether living in big cities or in the countryside) may have to travel long 

distances very regularly (long daily commutes, long journeys for weekly commuters),21 and these 

journeys may represent a high proportion of the household budget.  
 

For others again, even “average” use of the car can be a costly household expense, especially in low 

income households where housing costs alone absorb a large share of family revenues.  The 

proportional cost of the car in car-owning households in the first income quartile living in rural areas 

is 24% of household expenditure, as compared with 13% for the global average of households. 
 

Finally, not having a car is on average a disadvantage, because the car has shaped the living 

environment (workplaces, leisure and consumption accessible only by car). It provides mobility for 

train or plane travellers at their destination. The need to be able to move locally helps to explain both 

the presence of the big car hire firms in stations and airports, and the efforts made by the rail operator 

to develop access to individual methods of transport on arrival at stations. Non-ownership of a car for 

financial reasons is even more of a disadvantage for people living in low-density areas where public 

transport services are scarce or non-existent. Nonetheless, not owning a car is not the same thing as a 

lack of car mobility. The 7.2 million people belonging to non-car households unquestionably have 

more limited mobility than car-owning households (an average of 2.5 journeys and 11.3 kilometres per 

day per person, as compared with a global average for all households of 3.1 journeys and 25 

kilometres per day per person).  However, the use of a car that they do not own accounts for 13% of 

their journeys and 31% of the distances they cover (i.e. 3.4 kilometres per day on average by car). 

Overall, therefore, there are 2.3 million car journeys per day made by non-car owning households, in 

other words some 2% of all car journeys. There is nothing new about this use of non-owned cars: the 

1994 survey found the same proportion of car use amongst non-car owning individuals. By focusing 

on households “in the active part of the life cycle” (households in which the key individual is not a 

student and is aged between 25 and 65), it is possible to distinguish between car use as a passenger (on 

average 2.8 kilometres per person per day) and as a driver (1.6 kilometres per person per day). These 

practices are lower in big cities (respectively 1.7 and 0.8 km) where there are plenty of alternatives to 

the car, but markedly higher in rural areas (respectively 6.7 and 6.0 kilometres per person per day)22.  
 

The particular case of Paris and its suburbs will be a frequent reference in the rest of this paper, 

because it is an area where many alternatives to the privately owned car can be tested, since a 

significant proportion of the population here lives without a car, for reasons other than financial 

constraints alone.  
 

Only 42% of households within the city of Paris own at least one car. Each Parisian covers on average 

4.2 kilometres per day by car. 74% of suburban households own at least one car. Each of the 7.2 

million suburbanites covers on average 13.5 kilometres per day by car. Together they account for 106 

million car kilometres each day. 

                                                 
21 Blablacar uses the term “geographical bachelors/spinsters” to describe couples who do not live together during the week 

because of the distance between their respective workplaces, but want to see each other as often as possible 
22 Coudert X., Fontanes M., Orfeuil J.P, « La mobilité dans la France d’en bas », awaiting publication 
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III CAR SHARING IN FRANCE: SITUATION REPORT, RECENT DEVELOPMENTS 
 

Introduction 

In the past, there were four main ways for people to drive a car that they didn’t own: borrow a car 

from a family member or friend, drive a company vehicle, lease a car (long-term), hire a car short-term 

from a commercial rental firm (Hertz, Avis, Europcar...). Today, there are many more ways of gaining 

access to a car without ownership.  

 

Below, we set out the options, leaving aside both the “traditional” activities of the big rental firms and 

the big self-service bicycle schemes like Vélib, which are well known.  

 

Many of these services are very new, so their economic viability cannot be assessed. For most of these 

services, the philosophy and scale on the supply side are fairly well known. Demand is often less 

certain, so it is not always possible to evaluate them in either economic or environmental terms. 

 

The most pragmatic: informal car sharing between individuals23  
Principle 

Sharing of a car between several households 

Scale 

An estimated 35,000 to 75,000 “practitioners” for a maximum of 20,000 cars (0.07% of France’s 

vehicle stock) 

Investment in transport equipment 

None 

Geographical scope:  

Mainly big cities 

Motives of practitioners 

Economic and environmental, the practitioners are generally members of associations in other spheres 

Description 

An individual car owner can lend it on occasion to another person if permitted under the insurance 

policy. Not much is known about this occasional practice. People from different households can 

organise to share the use of a car on a more regular basis. This is particularly the case for people who 

own a car but use it very little, and would have disposed of it if they had not met someone (or several 

people) ready to share the costs (or, in some cases, certain costs). This is also the case for people who 

would have considered buying their own car, but did not do so because a car owner they know wanted 

to share theirs.  It is these groups, people who have considered things in advance and decided to share 

a vehicle on a regular basis, usually completely informally, who were the target of the Adetec survey 

(2009). The informality of this phenomenon obviously makes any evaluation fairly difficult. 

 

The survey estimates that 10,000 to 20,000 vehicles, and 35,000 to 70,000 people are involved in this 

practice. It is therefore a marginal practice (there are a total of 32 million cars in France), and we 

know nothing about the trends (upward? downward?). However, the authors rightly point out that the 

number of vehicles and individuals involved in this practice was greater than the number of vehicles 

and subscribers participating in formal car sharing schemes at the same date.24  

 

According to the survey, informal car sharers can be found in all social groups and in all localities, but 

the members of these groups are invariably heavily involved in voluntary sector activities. The groups 

are essentially made up of friends, very rarely relatives and work colleagues. Amongst the motives 

given by the people surveyed, the dominant factors were optimisation of vehicle use and money-

saving, followed by community spirit and sociability, and lastly environmental concerns.  

 

                                                 
 23 The source of this paragraph is the Adetec report for Ademe (Adetec, 2009) 
24 At that time, Autolib did not exist. 
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The sample reveals that residents of big city centres are in a very clear majority in this group. This 

probably explains why the car owners only use their vehicle once a week on average, and why the 

other users (on average, there are two users in addition to the owner) only once or twice a month. This 

low frequency of use explains why the non-owning users are not necessarily neighbours: only 20% of 

non-owning users live less than 500 metres from the place where the vehicle is parked, and 30% more 

than 3 km away.  In all, the annual mileage of each shared car (with 3 sharers) is close to the average. 

Most of the mileage comes from evening and weekend outings, usually for journeys outside the 

customary environment.  

 

The historical activists, in the city: established car sharing 
Principle 

One entity, often in the voluntary or cooperative sector, provides a stock of vehicles to subscribers that 

they can borrow after prior reservation. 

Scale 

Two car sharing schemes existed in 1999, 19 in 2008, around 50 today, with 30,000 subscribers. There 

are schemes in around 20 French towns. Some of them form part of the Citiz network (formerly 

France Autopartage). In January 2014, the Citiz network comprised 15 structures, present in 19 towns 

and two regional-scale sites. In 2013, there were around 15,000 subscribers and 700 vehicles in the 

network. Some more commercial structures (such as Mobizen in Paris) are excluded from this statistic. 

Geographical scope: largely big cities 

Investment in transport equipment 

This strategy relies on dedicated vehicles. The scheme operators therefore acquire (in fact, usually 

hire) their own vehicles. 

Public interest 

Following efforts by several politicians, including Roland Ries, former Mayor of Strasbourg, car 

sharing is now recognised and regulated by the 2014 Act on local public action (Mapam).   

 

Nevertheless, it has never developed in France to the extent it has in Switzerland, with Mobility car 

sharing.25 One of the possible explanations is the parking facilities afforded to residents in most 

French cities, from reserved roadside parking spaces to resident-only parking at the very preferential 

rates they enjoy with proof of residence. In addition, these solutions are probably in local competition 

with peer-to-peer rental systems (see below) that attract larger numbers of people, despite less 

certainty of vehicle availability, and one-way schemes like Autolib, which benefit from the reflexes 

acquired from the development of self-service bicycle schemes. 

 

Description 

An entity, usually a voluntary sector bodies, supplies scheme members from a stock of vehicles 

located in one or more pickup points in a city. The borrowing and lending agreement between 

subscriber and company is made online. The vehicle pickup arrangements are made automatically, by 

electronic means (access code provided by Internet or smartphone).  

 

After use, the vehicle must be returned to its starting point. This is called a “round-trip” system, by 

contrast with Autolib’s one-way scheme, where the vehicle is left at a drop-off point near the 

borrower’s destination.  

 

Pricing is based on a subscription combined with billing for use, which depends on the total duration 

of the loan and the distance travelled. Citiz estimates a total average cost of €0.5 per kilometre for 

users, as compared with €0.3 in informal car sharing between individuals and €0.7 in schemes like 

Autolib. Different types of subscription offer different pricing levels for use. The scheme’s total cost 

depends on decisions by the authorities: whether or not vehicle parking spaces are provided free, 

participation via public-private partnerships, etc. 

 

                                                 
25 105,000 subscribers, 2650 vehicles and 1350 pickup points in 2012, in a country of 8 million people.  
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The typical customer of this type of scheme is someone who can do most of his ordinary travel in 

town by public transport and bicycle, but who needs a vehicle from time to time, for example to visit 

friends living in the outer suburbs, and is lucky enough to have a car share pickup point fairly close to 

home.  

 

According to a survey of users of these schemes outside Île-de-France, conducted by the 6t agency 

(2013), car sharing has significant benefits for local authorities which want to reduce traffic pressure 

in their localities. For the respondents (60% of whom had been members for less than three years), car 

sharing is economical (46%), practical (45%) and environmentally friendly (31%). The scheme 

members are motorists who drove little (5246 kilometres a year) and who drive even less once they 

join (3155 kilometres a year, 1477 kilometres of this by car share). Membership leads to a fall in car 

ownership: before joining, 39% of the respondents were non-car owners, 50% owned one and 11% 

two or more. After joining, these figures became respectively 78%, 18% and 4%. Travel practices 

shifted to walking (30%), cycling (29%), urban public transport (25%), the train (24%), carpooling 

(12%). The agency also estimates that each available car share vehicle replaces 9 private cars and frees 

up 8 parking spaces.  

 

It also brings benefits in terms of the functional economy. Overall, the France Autopartage network 

provided 650 cars to 14,000 subscribers, each of whom travelled 1477 kilometres per year. In other 

words, each car share vehicle covers around 31,800 km a year, three times as much as a car owned by 

a citydweller. 

 

Overall, therefore, it can be estimated that round-trip car sharing has very significant effects for 

anyone who adopts the scheme, but conversely, its potential for adoption is fairly low within the 

population, because of the need to be close to a pickup point: 52% of users live less than 5 minutes on 

foot from a pickup point, and 28% between 6 and 10 minutes. 

  

These good outcomes in terms of the capacity of such schemes to change the way people use transport 

methods should not hide the fact that their economics depend on two fundamental parameters:  

 

- The density of potential customers around pickup points, because the vehicle has to be picked 

up and dropped off at the same place. This depends first of all on local population density (and 

employment density, when services are offered to workers), and that is why most of the supply (and 

demand –  69% of users live in the inner city) is located in urban centres. It also depends on the 

population profile (proportion of young people, childless households…, who are more likely to be able 

to do without a car), which affects the likelihood of adoption. Finally, it depends on the quality of the 

other services (public transport provision, cycling conditions, commercial options), which make the 

car unnecessary for most journeys and, conversely, on the difficulties – in particular parking – arising 

from the ownership of an underused vehicle. All these factors need to be assessed locally, at district or 

neighbourhood scale.  

 

-  Time breakdown of service use. A scheme that will only be busy outside routine periods 

(weekends, evenings for leisure…) would not be successful in achieving its sharing goal, and would 

not be economically viable. That is why these services need to be opened up to professionals, often 

small companies, whose variable work patterns may generate one-off needs that exceed the capacities 

of their own vehicle fleets, and for use by people who have come into the city without their own car. 

To meet this latter need, a subscriber in one city needs to be able to use the service in another city, 

which is achieved very simply in Switzerland where “Mobility” is a national structure, and which is 

now being applied in France through agreement between schemes.   
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Car sharing in Paris: the example of Mobizen 

 
Car sharing was introduced in Paris in 1999 by Caisse Commune. A more commercial structure, Mobizen, came 

into being in 2007. Both structures were taken over by public transport operators (Transdev and Véolia), then 

merged. Today, the merged structure, operating under the name Mobizen, belonged to Communauto, the biggest 

car sharing operator in Québec (Canada), which has a partnership with Ada, a big rental company largely 

operating in the low-cost and local hire segment, with a large fleet of utility vehicles. In 2013, 112 vehicles were 

shared by 2437 active subscribers (22 subscribers per vehicle). Mobizen is not quite alone on the Paris market. 

Big car rental firms like Hertz offer short-term hire options (Hertz on demand). In addition, at the end of 2014, 

Avis announced its intention to set up its subsidiary Zipcar in Paris. Mobizen only offers a small range of vehicle 

types: Class A Mercedes (originally from Mobizen), Renault Clio (originally from Caisse Commune), Toyota 

Yaris and one utility vehicle (the Renault Kangoo). The charging arrangement is based on a €150 deposit 

(repayable), rising to €500 for a single use (the insurance excess), and three subscription levels which offer 

different user rates, as shown in the table below. 
 

Table 3.1 

Mobizen rate scale in 2014 

 

 Subscriber Non-

subscriber 
Monthly subscription (euros per month) 25 9 3 3 euros per 

use 
Per kilometre up to 50 km 0.26 0.36 0.41 0.21 

Per kilometre, over 50 km 0.26 0.26 0.31  

Per hour 1.5 2 2.3 4.6 

Per day 15 20 23 46 

Access to long-distance tariff yes yes yes no 
Source: Mobizen website, checked in September 2014 
 

The price for long distance use is €29.95 per day, plus €0.21 per kilometre up to 300 kilometres, and €0.15 per 

kilometre for distances above that. The tariffs include fuel and insurance (with a €500 excess) for subscribers. 

An annual subscription costs €54.5. A further survey by 6t, comparing Mobizen and Autolib, was published in 

2014. It shows the impact on travel behaviour of membership of the schemes. Membership of Mobizen is 

associated with a dramatic fall in private car ownership, and a fall in car use (127 km less car travel per 

subscriber). Globally, unlike in regional cities where public transport and bicycle use grow significantly after 

people during, none of the other modes of transport increases or decreases. 
  

 Table 3.2 

Car ownership and use of urban transport methods by Mobizen users 

 

 Before joining After joining 
Car ownership    

No car 56 87 

One car 41 10 

Two cars or more 3 3 

Day-to-day methods of transport used*   

Private car 9 1 

Public transport 64 65 

Bicycle 11 10 

Self-service bicycle 5 7 

Walking 35 36 

Motorcycle 8 8 

Car sharing - 0.2 

* This is not strictly speaking modal share. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ----------- 
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Social vehicle hire: widespread around the country, but still small-scale systems in each 

département 
Principle 

The unemployed or people on minimum welfare who have found a job are provided a vehicle for 

medium-term hire (up to 3 months) at an “off market” rate, if they find a job and the vehicle is needed 

to travel to work.  

Scale 

This innovation, introduced in a rural département in the mid-1990s, has spread to most rural 

départements and city outskirts, but whatever the location, the number of vehicles available is 

insufficient to meet demand. 

Geographical scope 

Rural and suburban areas 

Investment in transport equipment  

Yes, mopeds, cars, light utility vehicles 

Description 

An entity (social entrepreneur, voluntary sector enterprise) provides jobseekers with vehicles to help 

them look for work (one-off provision) or to travel to work (provision for a few months) at well below 

market rates (around €10 per day, including insurance, though fuel is not covered). Funding is 

provided partly by the State (regional labour and employment departments), partly by general 

councils.26 The scheme is also open to temporary workers, who have automatic access to it through 

Fastt.27 By way of example, in the Midi Pyrénées region alone, 400 temporary workers a year use this 

scheme, which amounts to some 8000 working days. 

 

Originating in a rural département  (the Lot in 1995, established by Jean-Pierre Clair with Auto 

Insertion Lotoise, which now operates right across the Midi Pyrénées region), these schemes have 

spread widely in most départements where personal vehicles are needed to get to work. The “Mobility 

and Social Integration” Forum, organised by City on the Move Institute in 2005 in Saint-Nazaire, did 

much to raise awareness of this issue.   

 

Social vehicle hire is often combined with other car-related services: community garages for repairs at 

controlled prices, social driving schools, lessons in cycling and in handling mobility instruments 

(maps, A-Zs,…). It also combines with assistance in looking for work or training courses and, because 

exclusion often leads to problems or addictions, with activities of a more psychological kind 

(counselling, “moral support” for clients…). 

 

These local structures are usually founded by social entrepreneurs familiar with their localities. Today, 

some have been brought together within a single national structure (Wimoov, formerly Voiture and 

Co), attached to the SOS Group, a large and diversified player in the social economy. Wimoov now 

has 70 employees and revenues of €5 million (support into employment and road safety measures). It 

is present in 6 regions with 9 local platforms. As well as public funding, its national visibility gives it 

access to finance from large corporate foundations. It supports some 1500 people a year into 

employment, with a success rate of slightly above 50%. It estimates that one euro invested in mobility 

support measures to help people into work represents a gain of six euros for society as a whole. 

 

 

                                                 
26 General councils are the political structures that manage France’s départements. These départements are administrative 

structures created after the French Revolution. At the time, their size was defined as the distance that could be travelled in a 

single horseback ride from any point to the main town. There are now 95 in France, with an average surface area of 6000 

km². The general councils are responsible for social action, in particular for recipients of minimum welfare benefits and 

jobseekers. 
27 Fonds d’action sociale du travail temporaire (temporary work social action fund). 
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Figure 3.1 

Typical experience of a client according to Wimoov 

 

 
Source: Wimoov website 
 

 

One-way car sharing: the example of Autolib in Paris 

Principle 

Self-service cars are a particular form of car sharing characterised by markedly greater availability in 

the public space and by the fact that there is no obligation to return the vehicle to the pickup point 

(“one-way” use). The first French experiments took place in Montpellier (in 1970, with Simca 1000s) 

and then, under the impetus of a national policy to develop the first generation of electric cars, in 

Saint-Quentin-en-Yvelines and La Rochelle. While the Saint-Quentin-en-Yvelines experiment failed 

to take off, the La Rochelle scheme was a benchmark until the mid-2000s.  

 

The most developed scheme in France is Autolib, based on the same principle as Vélib: you pick up a 

vehicle from a pickup station near your departure point, and leave it at a drop-off station near your 

destination. 

 

Autolib consists of a fleet of identical vehicles (Bolloré Bluecars, 4-5 seats, all electric), supplied for 

short-term rental at stations fitted with recharge terminals (around 5 terminals per station). You 

become a user by registering an identity card, a driving licence and a bankcard at the stations or 

online. You are then issued with a badge that allows you to access vehicles for the period of 

subscription (which runs from 1 day to 1 year). The user picks up a vehicle from a charging point and 

leaves it, at the end of the journey, at the station closest to his destination. Using a smartphone app, the 

subscriber can find the nearest available vehicle and book a parking space at his destination. The 

service is called “one-way”: the subscriber leaves the vehicle (and the rental contract is terminated) 

when the destination is reached. 

Scale 

The scheme was developed by a federation encompassing some 40 municipalities around Paris, and is 

now present in 62 localities. It is managed by a subsidiary of the Bolloré Group (a big industrial firm 

whose business portfolio includes innovative battery development). Paris was the first site where it 

was introduced. 

Geographical scope 

Dense urban areas 

Investment in transport equipment 

Yes, the vehicles are entirely dedicated to the activity There is also significant investment in 

recharging terminals. 
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Description 

Origin and development of the scheme 

Following the success of Vélib, Bertrand Delanoé, Mayor of Paris and candidate for a second term in 

2008, proposed in his electoral campaign the introduction of a system of self-service electric cars (he 

is well known in France for his openly pro-nuclear position). This set him at odds with his 

environmentalist deputy Denis Baupin (who in fact was standing against him in the election). From the 

start, he had perceived the system as operating across municipalities in the dense urban fabric, a 

response to critics who saw his road management policy and the development of Vélib as excessively 

focused on central Paris and neglectful of the wider metropolitan perspective. He therefore proposed 

to 81 inner-city municipalities that they should take part in the scheme.28 A dedicated interdistrict 

structure – the Autolib’ federation – was created in 2009 (becoming Autolib’ Métropole in 2013). 

Originally, 19 municipalities took part. The federation drew up the specifications for the desired 

scheme, then put it out to tender to potential operators. 

Six applications were submitted in 2010, of which 4 were shortlisted: one urban transport operator 

(Véolia), one group comprising a car rental firm (Avis), a car park operator (Vinci Park) and transport 

operators (Ratp, Sncf), one industrial firm (Bolloré) and one car rental firm (Ada). The federation 

chose Bolloré, seemingly in particular because Bolloré was prepared to take on significant private risk, 

whereas the competing bidders wanted to transfer at least part of the commercial risk to the state.  

The objective announced by Bolloré at the start (the scheme was launched in October 2011) was for 

200,000 subscribers after three to four years, with 3000 vehicles and 1100 stations29 (700 of them in 

Paris, i.e. 7 per square kilometre), each with 4 to 7 spaces fitted with recharging terminals and 

touchscreens that could be used to find the nearest vehicles if the station was empty.   

The scheme was deployed in phases. By the end of 2013, there were 841 stations in service, 60% of 

them in inner Paris and a total of 4266 terminals. 48 municipalities were involved when the project 

began operations. At the end of 2013, the federation (now called Autolib Métropole) included 59 

municipalities, 6 interdistrict structures, one département (Hauts de Seine) and two public 

establishments. The scheme also served a few municipalities in outlying départements in the Paris 

region. The area covered by member municipalities is 382 km² (2.2 stations per square km). It 

represents a catchment area of more than 3 million jobs and 3.5 million driving age adults. 

 In its (short) history, the scheme has encountered a few legal difficulties. The right to use the Autolib 

brand was amicably disputed by the city of Lyon, which had used it previously, and disputed in the 

courts by Europcar which had developed an “Autoliberté” package. In the early days, the company 

had recruited ambassadors to man the stations (structures that were roofed but not enclosed, called 

“autolib spaces”), whose job it was to market the scheme and help potential clients to register by 

scanning their documents at the stations.  The employment inspectorate prohibited this form of work 

in unheated premises without toilets. The environmentally friendly nature of the system, highlighted in 

Autolib’s advertising, was disputed by an antinuclear group, and France’s advertising standards 

authority upheld the complaint. 

                                                 
28 The possibility of joining the Autolib Federation is now open to 412 municipalities.  
29 As of July 2014, there were 2500 cars, 873 stations and spaces and 5000 recharging terminals and parking spaces. 
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Autolib today 

The scheme continues to expand. 40,974 subscriptions were sold in 2013, as compared with 18,775 in 

2012. There are 26 subscribers per 1000 inhabitants (of all ages) in Paris, and 13 in those suburban 

municipalities where the scheme exists. 2.7 million journeys have been taken. Some of the recharging 

terminals are available to outside customers with electric vehicles, which currently causes no problems 

of parking congestion because there are so few such vehicles. Subscription packages have been 

introduced for companies, with several cards per subscription and appropriate rates.  

Autolib has become part of the landscape (71% of people who signed up for a one-year subscription 

have renewed their subscriptions, which is a very good indicator of satisfaction), but has not really 

won hearts, especially with supporters of sustainable mobility (it should be said that one of the 

messages on the website, accessed on 17 September 2014, is “forget the hassle of public transport”, 

which is not a very good advertisement for intermodality). There are several reasons for this. It is a 

system founded on the car, operated professionally and on a commercial basis by a company, 

conveying the image of a big, influential corporate player, which is rarely seen as very positive in 

France… 

With the information we have today, can we form a reasoned argument about a scheme which was 

politically promoted on the grounds of sustainable mobility? That is what we will try to do below. 

Autolib and the functional economy 

All the car share schemes are based on the idea that a single vehicle, when shared, is used more than a 

vehicle that is owned “which runs 5% of the time and is stationary 95% of the time”, according to the 

time-honoured expression. The average operating Bluecar fleet in 2013 consisted of 1800 cars. These 

cars were used 2.7 million times for journeys of 9.1 km. It can therefore be estimated that each vehicle 

in the fleet covered 13,650 km in the year.  The level of use is therefore slightly more intensive than 

with a car owned by a Parisian (approximately 10,000 km per year) or a suburbanite (around 11,700 

km per year). It is markedly more intensive if we look exclusively at the use of personal vehicles in the 

territory of Île-de-France (around 8500 km, excluding journeys outside the region).  

This conclusion is favourable, but not spectacular. Moreover, it needs to be set against the scale of the 

dedicated fixed installations (recharging terminals, stations…) and centralised facilities (call centre, 

maintenance premises…) which, like the vehicles, consume energy, metals, materials… In particular, 

it is worth noting that between 50 and 70 vehicles need repairs every day,30 which is a lot… 

Autolib and changes in modal habits 

The table below summarises estimates based on the large-scale survey conducted by the 6t agency (6t, 

2014). It shows a fall in car ownership amongst new subscribers (on the basis of which the agency 

states that a Bluecar replaces 3 cars) and a 15% fall in motorcycle ownership.  Each Autolib user 

reduces the distance they cover by car by 43 km per month and the frequency of their use of scooters 

and motorbikes by 42%. They also cut their use of public transport, which will undoubtedly be a 

source of controversy. The study also notes a sharp reduction in the use of taxis. The percentage of 

people using taxis at least once a week falls from 19% to 6%, while the percentage who never use 

them rises from 11 to 20%. 

Table 3.3 

Level of car ownership and proportion of daily use of different modes of transport available in 

the city amongst Autolib users before and after joining. 

 

                                                 
30 Les chauffards coûtent cher à Autolib [Bad drivers cost Autolib money], Delphine de Mallevoüe, Le Figaro, 

09/10/2014 

http://www.lefigaro.fr/actualite-france/2014/10/09/01016-20141009ARTFIG00047-les-chauffards-coutent-cher-a-autolib.php#auteur
http://www.lefigaro.fr/actualite-france/2014/10/09/01016-20141009ARTFIG00047-les-chauffards-coutent-cher-a-autolib.php#auteur
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 Before joining Autolib After joining Autolib 
Household coownership (%)   

No car 50 60 

One car  37 30 

 Two cars or more 13 10 

Day-to-day methods of transport used*   

Private car 13% 5% 

Public transport 61% 50% 

Own bicycle 3% 2% 

Self-service bicycle 4% 4% 

Walking 25% 23% 

Motorcycle 9% 5% 

Car sharing - 16% 

* this is not strictly speaking a modal distribution, but proportions of users claiming to use this mode 

Autolib and the traditional economy 

In 2012, Autolib reported an average workforce of 449 people. We will take this as the figure for 2013 

(pure hypothesis), bearing in mind that marketing activities (prospecting new markets) may have 

fallen, whereas activities involved in running the fleet, the stations (maintenance) and handling the 

increase in users (assistance, call centres, repairs) will are undoubtedly have fallen. With an average of 

1800 vehicles in the fleet in 2013, that means 250 jobs per 1000 vehicles. The equivalent in the 

traditional system of car ownership is represented by all the people employed in selling, maintaining 

and repairing vehicles, as well as in selling fuel. In 2012, there were 530,000 people for a vehicle 

stock of between 32 million (cars) and 38 million (cars and light vehicles),31 i.e. 14 to 17 jobs per 1000 

vehicles. The intensity of salaried employment is therefore some 15 times higher than for “traditional” 

vehicle use. In principle, this is not an argument against the system. The intensity is much higher for 

taxis, with slightly over one driver per vehicle (which spends much more time on the road).    

                                                                                                                                

 
The Bolloré Group: facts and figures 

The Bolloré Group in 2013:  
€10.8 billion in sales 

€606 million operating profit 

Divided between: 

An advertising branch (sales €1.84 billion, profits €194 million) 

A transport branch (notably in Africa): sales €8.7 billion, profits €580 million32 
An electrical branch: storage, blue solutions (batteries), blue applications (Autolib…) Revenues €223 million, 

losses €126 million 
Autolib is part of the Bolloré Group, a company with capital of €40 million. With 393 employees in 2013, the 

company’s workforce fell by 12.47% compared with 2012. Still in 2013, sales grew by 168% compared over 

their 2012 levels, to €21,754,000, while net income (€-49,571,000) was up by 20%. Over the same period, the 

company’s commercial viability (its capacity to generate net income on the basis of revenues) varied by +70%, 

reaching -228%.33 

 
However, if the number of maintenance jobs also remains markedly higher than the number needed to 

maintain privately owned cars, it would seem somewhat difficult to justify this type of system as a 

global alternative to the “car in the city” in economic terms, especially as the advantages in terms of 

the functional economy and sustainable mobility remain limited to the reduction in local pollution. 

The negative returns for 2012 (-€61.7 million net loss and €43.8 million gross operating loss) are no 

doubt partly linked to the start-up phase,34 but they also show the scale of the challenge ahead to break 

even. These figures need to be set against revenues (subscription + usage charges) in the region of €30 

                                                 
31 Source: CCFA L’industrie automobile française, Édition 2012 
32 Infos de Enjeux les Echos, June 2014 
33 Information from société.com 
34 Information on 18/09/2014 at société.com. This is to be compared with revenues from users (subscriptions and usage costs) 

in the region of €30 million 
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million, meaning that, for users, the cost of a kilometre is around €1.2. This is 4 times higher than the 

full average cost of using a private car (excluding parking), but it can be less expensive if we include, 

for a private car, the cost of parking in a busy area (around 3 euros an hour), as well as the difficulty of 

finding a parking space, which is mitigated by Autolib’s stations. 

 

We have also to include the positive impact on the image of the Bolloré Group and of Autolib itself, 

which now has projects in Bordeaux, Lyon and Indianapolis, as well as the learning effects. An 

agreement between Bolloré and Renault, “which leaves room for PSA”, according to Vincent Bolloré, 

includes possible uses for Zoe (an electric citycar smaller than Bluecar) and the development of a two 

or three seat vehicle, but for the moment the plans are a little vague. In any case, one certainty 

remains: the market for one-way self-service vehicles, by its nature, needs to be confined to players 

with broad shoulders and a capacity to survive without generating cash flow for many years. 

 

Other one-way systems: Car2go, Ha:mo, Wattmobile 

We are not attempting to cover all the schemes here. The biggest (on a worldwide scale) is 

undoubtedly Daimler’s Car2go system. We will also look at Cité Lib by Ha:mo, launched in Grenoble 

in September 2014, and at the collaboration between SNCF and Wattmobile.  These services are 

covered together here because they reflect a new and probably lasting trend: rental vehicles with 

characteristics suited to urban areas either in terms of size or energy use. Whereas Autolib advertises 

“genuine space for 4 people and a 350 litre boot”, i.e. a “real”, which raises doubts about its suitability 

for the majority of urban uses, electric though it may be… 

 

Car2go 

Principle 

A fleet of vehicles with on-board GPS and code access is distributed around the streets of a city, 

without specific stations. A smartphone app enables subscribers to find the nearest available vehicle 

and drive it away. It is a one-way service without stations: users simply leave the vehicle when they 

reach their destination. 

Scale 

This service is provided by Daimler (Mercedes) and has been adopted in some 30 cities around the 

world. The only scheme in France operated in the city of Lyon for a few months until a brand conflict 

(a company called Car Go claimed infringement) obliged Daimler to withdraw.    

Geographical scope 

Cities 

Investment in transport equipment  

Yes, a service based solely on two-seater Smart cars, everywhere in the world. 

Description 

The principle of the scheme was tested in a mid-sized German city, Ulm, in 2008. Since then, Car2go 

has gone on to operate 10,000 vehicles in 26 cities in 8 different countries (currently: Germany, 

Austria, Canada, US, Italy, Netherlands, plus trials that were suspended in France and the United 

Kingdom). The company pays a fee to the cities concerned, in exchange for the right to occupy space 

within the city, which relieves users of the need to pay for parking directly. The users pay per minute 

of use, with a diminishing marginal price according to the length of use (e.g. transition to an hourly 

tariff after one hour). In some cities, people may also have a subscription to pay. The tariff covers all 

the costs (fuel, parking, insurance…). 

 

At present, we do not have information on the financial equilibrium of these schemes. 

 

Cité lib by Ha:mo 

This scheme, planned for a 3 year trial, is based on a collaboration between France’s historical power 

company (EDF) and the carmaker Toyota. Seventy 100% electric urban vehicles (35 i-road and 35 

coms) are available to subscribers for short, one-way rental between 27 stations located near major 

points on the public transport network in 6 municipalities in Paris.  The proposed tariffs are 3 euros for 

the first quarter of an hour, 2 euros for the second, one euro for the third, and preferential tariffs are 

planned for subscribers to the urban transport network, the Ter and the self-service bicycle schemes.  



 22 

 

Wattmobile, a network of small electric urban vehicles available at rail stations 

Principle 

Subscribers can rent small electric vehicles (4-wheeled: twisy and 2-wheeled: e vivacity, a Peugeot 

electric scooter) available at pickup points containing 7 to 10 vehicles (and the same number of 

recharging terminals) on arrival at railway station. These vehicles are permanently tracked by GPS.  

Scale 

Increased from 4 French railway stations to around 20 in 2014. Plans for European deployment. 

Scope 

Near big railway stations 

Investment in transport equipment 

Yes, new urban vehicles 

Description 

Wattmobile is a service provided by a SME in Provence Alpes Côte d’Azur headed by David Lainé. 

Investors in the company include Full Charger, a supplier of recharging terminals, and several 

development funds (Eads, Total, SNCF).  It proposes small urban vehicles for companies, business 

centres, hotels and real estate developers, with the idea of “making a difference” through a more 

innovative approach than (often) oversize car parks in the basements of buildings. The offering is 

confined to small, shareable, electric two, three or four wheeled vehicles. 

 

Its most original service is a partnership with France’s historical rail operator, SNCF. This scheme is 

targeted at professionals who travel regularly to France’s big cities, providing fluid transport and 

fewer parking difficulties because of the small size of the vehicles. Users pay a subscription of €18 a 

month and are issued with an electronic badge which provides access to the vehicles and their 

location. The cost of hire (€9.6 an hour for a Twisy, €7.2 for a scooter) covers all costs (energy, 

insurance, alternative taxi service in the event of a breakdown). The scheme is too new for its 

customer base and financial viability to be assessed. 

 

The entrepreneurial approach of digital natives: peer-to-peer vehicle hire schemes, organised by 

online platforms that play the role of honest brokers. 
Principle: car hire between individuals in principle unknown to each other, connected by a trustworthy 

third party responsible for the security of the transaction 

Scale: across France as a whole, at least 30,000 vehicles available for hire at the beginning of 2014 

(0.1% of all privately owned vehicles), the combined stock of the 5 competing schemes. One source 

estimates the potential market (when mature) at €2.5 billion, but the basis of this estimate is not 

specified. 

Geographical scope: undefined 

Investment in transport equipment: none 

Description 

People wishing to make their private vehicle available for short-term hire post their offer on a 

dedicated Internet platform. Potential users check the offers, sort them according to their own criteria 

(vehicle location, date, vehicle type, rental fee, photo, comments by previous hirers…).  An insurance 

policy provided by a major insurance company covers the vehicle during the rental period: the owner’s 

insurance policy is not involved, so a claim will not expose the owner to penalties.35 Any traffic 

offences and parking fines are also covered. However, in schemes where the rental entails prior 

communication between the owner and the hirer, it is the car owner’s responsibility to check the 

validity and date of the “customer’s” driving licence (these systems are not open to drivers who have 

had a licence for less than two years, which seems to cause problems, especially in the case of driving 

licences from non-EU countries). 

 

                                                 
35 In France’s insurance system, drivers receive a no-claims bonus which reduces the annual cost of car insurance 

significantly if no claims are made, and conversely the cost rises steeply the event of a claim. 
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The websites recommend rental tariffs around 40% below the big car hire firms. The website operators 

receive a commission on each rental. These sites offer alternatives to the big “traditional” car hire 

firms (rental is charged by the day) rather than to car sharing.  

 

Compared with the big car rental firms, especially those in stations and airports, they offer an 

advantage in price and in potential proximity to demand: the available cars are widely distributed, and 

the owner may be able to bring the car to an agreed meeting point.  Like most of the systems of this 

kind, the websites publish ratings on the vehicles and their owners for potential customers, at least 

where the operation involves direct contact between the hirer and owner (which is not the case for 

Livop, which uses smartphone apps). 

   

Scale 

There are (at least) 5 “generalist” operators: Buzzcar,  Deways, Drivy, Livop, Ouicar. Some operators 

have amalgamated: Citizen became part of Buzzcar, Unevoitureàlouer.com was taken over by Ouicar 

in 2014. All of them have been in existence for at least six years.  There are also (at least) three 

operators in a very specific market: peer-to-peer rental at airports, which we will look at after the 

general platforms. 

   

The table below summarises the memberships claimed by the generalist platforms. 

 

Table 3.4 

Membership of peer-to-peer rental platforms 

 
 Number of community members Number of vehicles available for 

hire 
Buzzcar 75,000 7800 

Deways 30,000 (2012) ? 

Drivy 115,000 10,000 

Livop 6000 2000 

Ouicar 100,000 12,000 

Unevoitureàlouer.com* 30,000 2500 

NB: Data collected between 2013 and 2014, subject to fluctuations 

* Taken over by Ouicar in 2014 

Background and motives of the service creators36 

Buzzcar was set up in 2011 by Robin Chase, who had previously headed the USA’s biggest car 

sharing company, Zipcar (10,000 vehicles, 800,000 members), founded in 2000 with Antje Danielson 

and sold to Avis for $500 million. A graduate of MIT, she worked in the US transportation department 

(new technologies sector). Today, she has one foot in business and one foot in environmental activism 

(notably a board member at the World Resource Institute), along with other activities (blog, 

consultant, etc.). Buzzcar is in partnership with Mobivia Group.37 

 

Deways was set up in 2010 by 2 students at Essec (a business school), Gary Cohen and Alexandre 

Grandremy, after a more informal experiment in car sharing between students on the Essec campus 

(Cergy Pontoise, at the end of the RER regional railway line, involving 30 cars and 200 students). 

They upped the ante by raising capital from an American investor, Eyal Aronoff, well-known in the 

new technology and energy sectors (notably with Tesla). Deways is probably the operator that places 

                                                 
36 This paragraph draws essentially on an article by Renée Greuzard, Rue 89, 23/07/2013 and on the LinkedIn profiles of the 

people concerned. 
37 Mobivia Group encompasses 12 companies with more than 10,000 employees in motorist services. The Group has created 

a development fund, “Via-Id”, to develop activities associated with sustainable mobility. It is involved in Altermove (a 

concept store dedicated to urban mobility), Buzzcar  (peer-to-peer ridesharing), Green on (operating corporate fleets of two-

wheeled vehicles), Ubeequo (managing corporate ridesharing, as an alternative to company cars) and electric bicycles 

(physical and virtual store). 
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the most emphasis on creating a community, with advertising focused on physical proximity (a car 

available near home) and relational proximity (my car brings me money and friends, Dewaysers form 

a tribe, you get to know the community members in your neighbourhood…), and marketing operations 

involving, for example, drinks parties with members of the community. That is also why it is closer to 

car sharing than peer-to-peer rental. 

 

Drivy was founded in 2010 in Paris by Paulin Dementhon (who initially worked at Blablacar). Born 

into a family with environmental interests and educated at a major business school, he had always 

wanted to start his own company. He worked successively in a maritime transport firm, in a wind 

power investment fund, and in a dynamic carpooling start-up which failed to achieve the necessary 

critical mass to survive. Drivy is growing fast, starting 2014 with 16 employees and employing 27 by 

the end of July 2014.  

 

 

What are the activities of employees on collaborative economy platform? The example of Drivy 
 

Of the 27 employees, the technical development team (improving website function) now has 7 people, customer 

service 7 people (answering questions), “growth marketing” 3 people (who also devise promotions, such as a 

€15 discount for guests at a wedding…), quality marketing 4 people (helping car owners write advertisements or 

set rates, tracking owner responsiveness…), international development 3 people.  
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
As with Ouicar, this platform requires car owner and hirer to meet so that the owner can check ensures 

that the hirer has held a driving licence for at least two years and that the bankcard details match those 

provided on the website. The customer feedback mentions the practice of linking the rental with an 

advert on BlablaCar for carpooling, and the desire for “automatic coordination”, so that a Drivy rental 

generates an advertisement on BlablaCar, but this is not currently happening. Rentals are insured by 

Allianz, with roadside assistance from Mondial Assistance. 

 

Livop (“Smart car sharing, short or long-term peer-to-peer car hire”), which began operations at the 

end of 2010, was founded by Kiran Connely, an Irishman living in Paris, who had previously worked 

at different car hire firms.  With friends, he had opened an Irish pub which “went well”, and had the 

resources and desire to start a new venture. He is mostly “left-wing”, mostly “green”, but his main 

enjoyment is unsettling the establishment. Livop differs from the other peer-to-peer rental platforms in 

that there is no need for the car owner and hirer to meet. When an owner advertises their car on Livop, 

Livop provides them with a Livop-Box, a small on-board computer which controls the vehicle door 

locks and engine. It is Livop which manages car location and access; registered drivers pre-book and 

use their smartphones to unlock vehicles.  The box also records the number of kilometres covered and 

the length of time the car is hired by Livop members. Livop has hybridised the technologies used by 

fleet managers, in particular car sharing, and the system of peer-to-peer transactions without prior 

registration. It is also Livop (and not the car owner) which sets the rental charges. Insurance is 

provided by MMA. 

 

Ouicar is a site specifically dedicated to car hire, set up in 2012, an offshoot of Zilok. It is headed by 

Marion Carette, an entrepreneur’s daughter and business school graduate, whose first jobs were all in 

web agencies. In 2007, she co-founded Zilok, a general rental site for all types of goods, raising funds 

of €1 million covered by Meetic founder Marc Simoncini.38  The current Ouicar website states that 

“OuiCar believes in the functional economy and is one of the pioneers of collaborative consumption in 

France and around the world”. The site matches owners and hirers, but Ouicar believes in a personal 

meeting between them to establish trust and ensure that the hirer “respects” the individual’s car more 

than a car from one of the big rental firms.  Ouicar relies both on organic growth and on growth 

through acquisition, since a site that depends on meeting and proximity does better when the density 

of available cars is greater. This site primarily compares itself with the big players (Avis, Hertz, etc. ) 

and considers itself the fifth largest car rental operator in France. “With a car at the corner of every 

                                                 
38 A dating site which made its founder rich. 
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street, no need to go to an office, simply go downstairs to the neighbour’s place.” Ouicar also relies on 

the development of interpersonal routines, so that the owner and hirer get together for repeat 

arrangements (which always have to go through the website to be eligible for insurance). In this 

respect, it is not impossible that the platform is in competition with traditional car sharing. Ouicar 

reckons that an owner who rents out his vehicle for “two or three weekends a month” can earn €200 to 

€300 a month. 

 

The Ecomobilité Ventures investment fund, in which SNCF is the main shareholder (alongside Total 

and Orange), contributed twice (2012, 2014) to the funding of this company, along with Jaina Capital, 

the fund managed by Marc  Simoncini.39 In 2014, the company raised €3 million. Revenues increased 

tenfold in 2013, a growth rate also expected in 2014. The company claims to manage several thousand 

rentals a month.  In 2014, the platform took over a competitor, unevoitureàlouer.com. Insurance is 

provided by MMA. 

 

Unevoitureàlouer.com was founded by Vincent Saint Martin. An engineer and holder of a Masters 

degree in finance, he too had always wanted to set up his own business. He does not define himself as 

an “environmentalist”. He thinks that telling people to be environmentally friendly is not enough, and 

that it is more important to provide the means for it to work. 

 

A niche in the niche: car hire between individuals associated with plane flights 

Principle 

An airline passenger who is travelling to the airport by car rents out his car to another (arriving) 

passenger for the duration of his trip. 

Scale 

Currently, services since 2013 at or very close to Parisian airports (Orly, Roissy, Beauvais) 

Geographical scope:  near airports for operations 

Investment in transport equipment: none  

Description 

An airport is a place where tens of thousands of airline passengers’ cars are stored in expensive car 

parks, and also the location for several big car hire firms, with fleets of hundreds of cars. An airline 

passenger who drive to the airport can save the cost of parking if he finds someone to rent his car 

during his absence, whereas an incoming passenger can find a car more cheaply than with the big 

rental firms. 

  

Three start-ups are testing this seemingly promising market: Carnomise, a subsidiary of Carsonar, 

Travelcar and Tripndrive. As with the general websites, big insurance companies cover the risks.  

 

The economic models exploits three factors: for the car owner, the avoidance of parking costs or 

parking costs aligned on long-term parking prices if the vehicle is not rented, as well as a share of the 

income from rental; for hirers, prices significantly below those of the big airport rental firms.  

 

These services seem to have developed on a purely private basis, without consultation with the airport 

operators. The latter obtain a significant proportion of their resources from car parking, and have long-

standing relations with the big car hire firms. As a result, the exchanges take place in car parks located 

on the edge of the airport zone, which requires the use of shuttles (as is often the case for the 

traditional rental firms) to ferry passengers to and from the airport, which further increases the costs 

associated with the transactions, in particular for new operators with a small customer base. In brief, 

scepticism is in order about the future of the service if they cannot be incorporated in some way by the 

airports into a functional economy system. They are nevertheless an interesting option for airports in 

emerging countries, which are experiencing “double-digit” growth and which could, through these 

schemes, avoid the need to build a number of parking spaces.  

 

                                                 
39 Founder of Meetic 
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A smart C to B concept: Luckyloc 

Principle 

A person who needs to make a journey posts their itinerary on a platform. The big car hire firms need 

to rebalance their vehicle fleets (for example, too many vehicles in the South at the end of summer, 

and not enough in the big cities). If the proposal matches the car hire firm’s need, the individual 

concerned will transfer the vehicle, paying one euro for the hire and leaving a deposit. Fuel and 

motorway tolls are the responsibility of the driver. 

Scale 

Journeys between cities where car rental firms are present.  The company, founded at the end of 2012, 

organised 2000 journeys in 2013. The Argus Group (an institution in the world of pre-owned 

automobiles) became a shareholder in 2013. 

Scope 

Limited by the need to post the offer several days before the journey 

Investment in transport equipment: none 

 

And yet other services… 

Peugeot devised the “Mu by Peugeot” concept. Individuals provide a one-off ID check online by 

opening a rechargeable account, and can then go to a dealer to rent a car, a utility vehicle, a scooter, an 

electric or pedal bicycle, as required. The service has been launched in a number of European cities. 

Eighteen months after the launch of the service, 4000 accounts have been opened. It would seem that 

this service primarily satisfies a need to testdrive and experience new vehicles. 

 

Companies like Green On or Cyclez provide electric bicycles and electric scooters to companies on 

long-term rental, with “all-in” contracts including fleet management and maintenance. The “sales 

pitch” can be functional (5 bicycles can be parked in one car space, the cost per mile is almost zero), 

regulatory (meets the obligations of a “company transport plan”, compulsory for companies of a 

certain size), or relate to the image the company wants to project (the bicycles carry the “livery” of the 

company, conveying a positive environmental image). Similarly, certain municipalities acquire 

vehicles of this kind and offer them for long-term hire (e.g. by the month) to their citizens. Other 

companies provide electric vehicle on short-term hire (bicycles, scooters, cars) for special events.  

 

The transport operators are also in the mix. SNCF, for example, provides car share vehicles at some 

twenty railway stations in the Rhône-Alpes Region, and electric bicycles and cars in Parisian stations, 

through a partnership with Wattmobile.  For its part, since mid-2014 the Nord département has offered 

subscribers to its public transport network (Arc en ciel) folding bicycles for monthly hire, to tackle the 

“problem of the last kilometre” and thereby increase the range of influence of the network. 

 

Moving Car rents out mini-cars which can be driven from the age of 16 without a driving licence.   

The customer base consists of young people without a driving licence and the less young who have 

lost their licence,40 and find this a safer alternative to a scooter. 

 

 

                                                 
40 The points system for driving licences has been in force in France since 1992. Each driver starts with 12 points, which are 

deducted for a certain period each time an offence is committed. Drivers who have accumulated enough offences to lose all 

their points can either take a (fairly expensive) points recovery course, or lose their licence. In addition, there is automatic 

licence withdrawal for very serious offences. 
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IV CARPOOLING 

 

Introduction 

Carpooling has always existed, notably in the form of roadside hitchhiking for long distance journeys, 

where the hitchhiker is looking for experiences and interesting encounters.  

 

Ridesharing between individuals developed in the US, especially during the Second World War, when 

the war effort demanded fuel economies. The slogan “When you ride alone, you ride for Hitler” has 

become a folk memory, and it was very natural that the 1970s oil crises led to a revival of the practice 

on another mobility market, this time commuting, under the name “carpooling”.   

 

Figure 4.1 

When you ride alone, you ride for Hitler! 

 

 
 
This practice, initially fairly spontaneous, was supported by the authorities.  They developed an 

ecosystem favourable to it, although the reasons for action had shifted from the fear of gas shortages to 

combating congestion: reserved lanes for carpool vehicles on expressways, priority at bridge and 

tunnel tolls, the “best” parking spaces in company car parks, “round-trip guarantees” (by taxi or other 

means) provided by employers in the absence of one of the pool members, in certain companies a 

bonus for employees not requiring a parking space… Although the practice diminished in the 1980s 

with the fading of the spectre of high-priced oil, it remains at a good level (around 10% of employees) 

today, in a country where public transport provision is often very limited. 

 

What is the situation in France today? We will begin with a global overview, and then describe two 

systems with very different scales and principles: a very “rustic” local hitchhiking system in rural 

areas, and a very sophisticated scheme which plays a big role in the landscape of long-distance 

mobility, the firm Blablacar. 
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Overview of carpooling in France 
Carpooling services have developed a great deal in the last decade (especially since the spike in oil 

prices in 2008): in 2000 there were a dozen sites, 72 in 2007, more than 200 in 2011, with 2000 

dedicated parking areas, according to the National Carpool Federation. 

 
On the demand side, the term is now familiar to most people, and a significant proportion of people 

(around 15%41) say that they use carpools at least from time to time. There are more and more cars 

carrying the “I carpool” sticker.  So it has become more than a solution for students at out-of-town 

universities, employed as a response to the need to use a car despite tight budgets. 

 

The practice has been institutionalised by some operators in the labour market, in particular temporary 

workers who, in certain regions, in addition to a social vehicle hire service, can receive subsidies to 

access carpool services through the temporary work social action fund. 

 

There are numerous designers of matching sites, which offer their services to transport management 

authorities (in particular the départments), to big companies, to the organisers of major events that 

attract people from all over the country, and to public transport firms as a way of tackling the problem 

of the “last kilometre”. 

  

Large firms are obliged to draw up “company transport plans”, but this legal obligation is not 

monitored and assessed. They often include travel matching sites on their intranet sites, but the 

resources and time devoted to managing the sites are very variable (and often inadequate), and it is 

rare for them to go back on old habits, such as free staff parking, except when space constraints limit 

the possibility of providing this service. 

 

The authorities, in particular many largely rural départements, have set up carpool areas to facilitate 

the practice. On the other hand, by contrast with the US reserved carpool lanes on roads are almost 

non-existent in France,42 but could develop in the coming years.  

 

An unfortunately somewhat outdated study (Atema / Ademe, 2010) reports somewhat qualified results 

for everyday carpooling: it identifies more than 200 services provided by companies to their 

employees or by public authorities to their citizens. The cost of technical website management (done 

by specialist operators) was low, whereas the website owners allocated on average only half a full-

time position to managing the activity. The companies were successful in creating communities 

(subscribers to the service) representing on average 8% of their staff, and 10% of subscribers were 

active users (carpooling at least occasionally). In the most favourable conditions (good 

communication, site management…) these rates could rise to 17% and 15%, and therefore affect 2 to 

3% of employees. For the local authorities, 0.5% of the population was registered, and 4% of the 

subscribers were active. In both cases, commuting was the dominant activity. These statistics might 

seem disappointing. However, it should be recalled that a significant proportion of the French 

population lives not far from the workplace. only 1% of working people live more than 80 km from 

their work, and 6% between 40 and 80 km, and it is long commuter journeys that are the main targets 

of these services. Users of company services covered average distances (one-way) of 47 km two and a 

half times a week with 2.5 occupants per vehicle; users of “across the board” services travelled 

average distances of 92 km one and a half times a week. Three quarters of users were previous private 

car users, a quarter public transport users.   

 

Another perspective is provided by the operators of toll motorways, which have seen the areas around 

toll stations fill up spontaneously with unofficially parked vehicles, with people leaving their cars to 

share a vehicle (usually) with colleagues making the same (long) journey.  They responded to this 

phenomenon by developing carpooling areas upstream of toll stations, either on their own account or 

in collaboration with local authorities.  

                                                 
41 And even 18% according to the Sociovision survey in 2011 
42 The practice is nevertheless under consideration, particularly in Île-de-France. 
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This is particularly the case for the motorway operator Vinci,43which in 2013 conducted a survey of 

users of these areas. In 2010, the company provided 3 parking areas with a total of 159 spaces. In 

2013, it provided 8, for a total of 570 spaces. A survey of users of these parking areas (which are 

full)44 gives a picture of this carpool population: broadly speaking, they share rides with colleagues to 

commute to work or for business. Economic motives dominate (54%), but sociability is a big factor 

(30%), whereas environmental factors are fairly marginal (8%). Although predominant, financial 

motives do not explain everything. Indeed, 48% of carpoolers in any case have their fuel and toll costs 

reimbursed by their employers. By contrast, the distances covered are very unusual for work-related 

journeys. The average round-trip is 286 km for work-related journeys (46% of journeys, with 2.7 

people per vehicle) and 194 km for commuting (with three people per vehicle), whereas the average 

commuting round-trip in France is 28 km.   

 

For its part, the Sanef Group facilitates carpooling as part of its “motorway green package”.45 The 

“Paris-Oise”, situated next to the A1 near toll station No. 9 at Pont-Sainte-Maxence,  combines a 

carpool parking area, an HGV park, structures to encourage co-modality, and the renovation of the toll 

station. It has a further 4 carpool parks on its network: Château-Thierry (A4), Saint-Omer (A26), 

Senlis (A1) and Criquebeuf (A13). The approach forms part of a strategy to encourage optimum use of 

infrastructures, also potentially including public coach transport.  

 

These factors suggest that the practice is less underdeveloped than is generally thought. In addition, 

the existence of this ecosystem plays an insurance role, not only against one-off events (train strike, 

vehicle breakdown), but also against the possibility of a sharp increase in fuel prices: while carpooling 

currently only plays a significant role for journeys of at least 40 km, it could find a role in the future 

for journeys of 20 to 40 km in the event of a big rise in gas prices or a sharp fall in purchasing power. 

Nonetheless, the prevailing feeling today is that carpooling for commuting purposes has not found its 

“business model”, in the sense that the keys to development are much more in the hands of employers 

(who have many other concerns), than in a direct relationship between a carpooling firm and 

customers, as is the case for occasional long-distance carpooling.  This situation is not specific to 

France. The Irish company Carma, which primarily operates in the US specialising in frequent 

journeys and claims to be the world leader in that market, notably with real-time smartphone solutions, 

works primarily under contract with local authorities and employers.   

 

This is mainly the market in which the SNCF is seeking to position itself. First of all, it has since 2010 

set up parking space reservation for carpoolers in most of the station car parks along the Transilien 

line.46 With the takeover of Greencove Ingenierie and a new product called Idvroom, it provides a 

carpooling solution that offers the choice between prepayment (which guarantees s ride) and a share of 

“the cheapest costs on the market” (€0.2 +10% of the price of the journey, reduced to 7% when 

payment is made through the Idvroom electronic wallet), and direct payment between carpoolers 

without costs (but without a guaranteed ride).  

 

“Labelled” hitchhiking for local journeys in rural areas 

Principle: carpooling without organisation or prior reservation 

Scale: currently a few primarily rural areas 

Investment in transport equipment none 

Geographical scope: rural areas 

Background and motives of the innovators 

The primary motivation is societal: bringing life to low-density areas, helping young people without a 

driving licence or a car to travel, moving towards more sustainable mobility.  

                                                 
43 Other operators have made the same realisation, and have taken similar measures. 
44 Vinci autoroutes, press release, 5/04/2013 “Carpooling growing fast”. 
45 The “motorway green package” is a system in which the motorway companies undertake to invest in sustainable 

development and the environment. In exchange, the State lengthens the term of their operating licences. 
46 347 stations with car parks out of the 381 on Île-de-France’s regional network. 
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Description 

Hitchhiking is a very old practice: you stand by the side of the road, you hold up a panel showing your 

destination, and you wait for a kind motorist to pick you up. The results are arbitrary. The practice is 

most common with very long journeys, and there is nothing in the process to generate mutual trust. 

Associations in France and in Belgium, as well as politicians in rural municipalities, had the idea of 

meeting shorter distance needs by labelling the practice. Rézo Pouce, for example, is a scheme fairly 

well suited to rural communities. People who want to take part in the scheme register, sign a good 

conduct agreement and receive a “hitchhiker kit”. It consists of a sign placed on the windscreen for 

potential drivers, a member card for potential passengers, a telephone number to send an SMS stating 

a pickup point and the car registration number for security. Rezo Pouce started out in the small town 

of Moissac, and is now operational in an area of the Midi Pyrénées region made up of rural villages 

and small towns, with a combined population of 300,000 people. It has 160 pickup points, often 

intercity coach stops, stations and entry points into urban networks, in order to foster intermodality. 

The organisers specify a waiting time, which is not more than 10 minutes on average. The system had 

1000 members in 2013 (two thirds drivers, one third passengers). 60% of the drivers are women, and 

the motivation is primarily “social” (no money changes hands). The passengers are primarily young 

people aged 16 to 25, and people with financial difficulties, in particular women. On the other hand, 

users of the system report that it does not meet the needs of older people (for example, a ride into town 

for a doctor’s appointment at a precise time).   

 

Some big players (autoroutes de Sud de la France, Airbus Industrie, Tisseo, the Greater Toulouse 

urban transport network) are interested in forms of collaboration with the system’s backers. For the 

latter, the scheme is seen as meeting one-off needs, but also as an introduction to car sharing which 

could lead to regular carpooling practices. 

 

There is also a fairly similar system in the Drome. Inspired by a scheme devised in Belgium (“Vap”, 

for vehicles with several occupants, or covoit’stop, a system that took its first steps in 2005, which 

now operates in four provinces in Belgium and had almost 4000 members at the beginning of 2014), it 

is nevertheless more organised, with defined itineraries, signed pickup points, and a modest financial 

contribution by passengers (€0.5 for less than 10 km, one euro for 10 to 20 km, two euros beyond 

that). 

 

Success stories of occasional long-distance carpooling: BlablaCar and Carpooling 
Principle: carpooling arranged in advance (fixed or mobile Internet) with characteristics guaranteed by 

the operator 

Scale: Europe  

Investment in transport equipment none 

Geographical scope: Primarily journeys of more than 100 km 

Background and motives of the innovators  

People with higher education and an interest in environmental and collaborative action 

 

Two big companies share the market in Europe: Commuting, which started in Germany, and 

BlablaCar, which started in France. 

 

The ancestor of BlaBlaCar is the website covoiturage.fr, founded by A. Caron in 2004 and sold to F. 

Mazella in 2006, when the limited company Comuto became publisher of the site. The company is 

financed through the sale of carpooling sites to companies and local authorities, whereas its public 

website is free.  

 

Between 2007 and 2011, the company introduced numerous technological developments (mobile 

navigation, incorporation of portraits, biographies, feedback systems to reinforce trust). It reached 1 

million subscribers in April 2011. Covoiturage.fr became BlaBlaCar. 

. 
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It was in June 2012 that the company made its main major strategic shift: from a simple matching site, 

which did not get involved in any financial exchanges between carpoolers, the website became a 

reservation platform showing tariffs based on starting point and destination, protecting itself against 

“no shows” through bankcard prepayment, with payment transferred to the driver after deduction of a 

10 to 15% fee. Last-minute cancellation rates immediately fell by 35%, to 4%.  At the same time, the 

website ran a powerful poster campaign in the Paris Metro, which consolidated its image.  

 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In trust we trust 

Trust, driver of success 

The Dreams system built by BlaBlaCar 

 
What differentiates BlablaCar from a large number of experiments that simply exploit technological possibilities 

is that it based the development of sophisticated algorithms on an in-depth anthropological analysis of the needs 

of the scheme’s potential users.  For F. Mazella, the “trustman” is today’s superhero. The acronym Dreams 

defines the components of this trust:  
 

D for “Declared”. Potential users must be able to describe themselves and therefore give up their anonymity. 
 

R for “Rated”. After an experience of travelling together, each person must be able to give a rating of their 

temporary partner, and this feedback (possibly moderated by the site operators) must be made available to 

potential users. 
 

E for “Engaged”.  Each person must be confident that the other will keep their undertakings. Payment in advance 

contributes to this for the passenger, and feedback from previous users contributes to it for the driver. 
 

A for “Activity-based”. Information is based on the assessments of people who have already experienced a 

carpool relationship. 
 

M for “Moderated”   The information provided by users can be checked by the site operators. 

 

S for “Social” Personal responsibility and good reputation are essential. 

 

Source: Talk by Frédéric Mazella on Slideshare 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
Since then, the company has experienced exponential growth,47 arising from the expansion of its 

geographical coverage: originally entirely French, the site is now present in 12 European countries. 

The figures grew from 1 million members and 200,000 people transported each month in April 2011 

to 3 million members and 600,000 people transported in April 2013, then 7 million members and 1 

million people transported each month in April 2014. It had more than 10 million members in 

September 2014 and had brokered rides for 2 million people, following its installation in new 

countries. According to its founder, the key to this success (apart from technology) lies in the building 

of trust, which is at the same level as the trust felt towards a member of one’s family. 

  

In France, it can be estimated that 14 million people travelled with BlaBlaCar in 2013, over an average 

journey distance of 330 km. The annual demand for journeys of more than 100 km is around 800 

million per year (600 by car, 100 by train), falling to 500 million above 200 km. From this, one can 

conclude that the potential for growth is still high, but it has already been noted that BlaBlaCar is not 

only a site that optimises car use, but that it also takes customers from the railway operator (a loss of 

customers currently estimated at 5% for the high-speed and intercity trains). The SNCF Group has 

responded with reduced price packages for certain times and under certain conditions, and by 

introducing coach services. 

                                                 
47 This growth is expected to continue. According to a study by the Roland Berger agency published in October 2014, the 

world ridesharing and carpooling market is set to grow by 35% a year until 2020.  
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Although operational profitability is not relevant, since revenues are being reinvested in geographical 

expansion and technological development, the company, whose growth is spectacular, has the 

confidence of investors (Accel Partners, Isai, Index Ventures) and recently raised $100 million, 

principally to finance its international development. 

 

Carpooling was founded in Germany in 2001, an initiative by 3 students from Munich. It is a matching 

platform very similar to BlablaCar. This site became a full-time managed business in 2007, and a 

former senior Yahoo executive took over the reins in 2011. It too has used venture capital firms 

(Earlybird) and partners (Daimler) to fund its international development.  Since its launch, it claims to 

have brokered 16 million carpool rides 171,000 friendships born of carpooling and 10 marriages… A 

survey conducted at the end of 2013 reveals several interesting points: the customer base is getting 

older (as with BlaBlaCar) and users are very loyal to carpooling. 87% of them consider carpooling to 

be faster, cheaper and more sociable than public transport. 67% say they chose this method to save 

money, 13% for the environment and 7% to meet new people. As with BlablaCar, more than 90% of 

journeys are made for reasons unrelated to work, with a large proportion for the purpose of seeing 

friends and family, and in particular girl/boyfriends for couples living apart, what BlaBlaCar calls 

“célibataires géographiques” (geographical bachelors/spinsters). Like BlaBlaCar, the platform is 

constantly innovating.  In 2014, it brought out a new version of its smartphone app called “Meet me 

now”, which allows passengers and drivers to see each other on screen and find each other by GPS,48 

which facilitates stressfree meetings “even in the most chaotic environments”.  New developments are 

in the pipeline to take it ever further towards a “first-class service”.  

 

In a comparison published in February 2014 in Tech.eu, R.Vauters estimated the BlaBlaCar 

community at 6 million people, compared with 5 million for Carpooling, with 1 million active users 

every month over average distances of 330 km for BlaBlaCar as compared with 1.3 million for 

distances of 200 km in the case of Carpooling. So the two companies are of similar scale, although it 

would seem that BlaBlaCar has grown faster in recent years.  

 

                                                 
48 For reasons of privacy, this facility is only available for a brief period before meeting and is controlled by users. 
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V DRIVING OTHERS: A BUSINESS RE-FORGED? 

 

Introduction 

Being carried in a private vehicle is a practice that long predates the car (think of the sedan chair).  

 

A chauffeur may be attached to an individual or to an individual’s status. Chauffeuring was fairly 

widespread in France in the early days of the car (the chauffeur was also part mechanic, in case of 

problems). These days, it is limited to senior executives in companies and government departments, 

politicians, celebrities. It is a practice that remains very widespread in certain countries (India, 

China…) where the scale of inequality maintains the existence of such domestic roles, and it can be 

justified economically when congestion is so high that a senior executive can make productive use of 

time spent in traffic. 

 

Chauffeur driven cars may also be employed occasionally by anyone, subject to certain conditions. 

The most widespread forms are the taxi, which has a monopoly on the right to roadside pickups, and 

private vehicles for hire. This category also includes shuttles carrying people between airports and 

hotels, tourist vehicles with drivers,49 which have to be booked in advance, and mototaxis for faster 

and more reliable transport (in France, the motorbike is the vehicle of choice to cut through 

congestion), though they can only carry one person and must also be booked in advance. The taxi is 

still the benchmark subcategory, although these days it is in competition with chauffeur driven tourist 

vehicles, mototaxis and, as we have already seen, self-service vehicle schemes (Vélib, autolib…). 

There has been a long and steady decline in the contribution of this practice to meeting mobility needs, 

with the explosion in the number of privately owned vehicles and the expansion of public transport 

services.50  At the same time, however, there has been a proliferation of situations where a driver is 

needed:  the ageing of the population and the increase in hospital outpatient care; the deferral of the 

driving licence by young urbanites, whether by choice or through financial constraint; loss of driving 

licence; the abandonment of car ownership in certain very dense areas; the difficulty or near 

impossibility of parking at certain destinations; the proliferation of leisure or business trips by train or 

by plane…  

  

There are therefore markets, with fairly distinct characteristics, for the taxi, which also vary from one 

area to another. Our focus here will be the markets in the big cities, and in particular Paris, where 

different services (“traditional” taxis, mototaxis, tourist vehicles with drivers, self-service vehicles) are 

in competition. We will begin with a few facts and figures about the activity and then go on to present 

the reasons why there is a general sense of unease around this profession. We will conclude by 

assessing what the new personal mobility services that emerged in the 2000s have brought to 

citydwellers. 

 

Taxis: facts and figures51 

There are around 57,000 taxis in France today, i.e. approximately 0.9 per 1000 inhabitants. One aspect 

of their role is purely commercial, the other entails the transport of sick people who do not require an 

ambulance, a function which is covered by health insurance. There are slightly less than 18,000 in the 

Parisian taxi zone alone, an area with a population of slightly over 6 million, i.e. 3 taxis per 1000 

inhabitants. The scale of personal mobility service in Paris (taxis + chauffeur driven vehicles, such as 

minicabs in London or liveries in New York) is somewhat below that of other big cities in the 

developed world. It is noteworthy that the top 3 cities in the ranking have tariff policies that are highly 

unfavourable to private cars (congestion charges in London and Stockholm, very high parking fees in 

                                                 
49 Provision of this kind has a long history in France in the form of luxury or ordinary limousine services. The Novelli Act of 

2009 removed the obligation to obtain a licence issued by prefectures and allowed access to the profession by a simple online 

declaration, which led an explosion in the number of companies in this business.  
50 It is noticeable, in fact, that taxis are not only far more present in the mobility practices of countries with a low level of 

development, but that they also hold a larger share of the working-class customer base, since the poorest categories do not 

generally own a private car. 
51 The statistics about the profession are imprecise. All the figures that follow are orders of magnitude, obtained from 

different sources. Not all of them relate to 2014, but they all postdate 2005. 
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New York and London) and that public transport fares there are also markedly higher. 

 

Different requirements have to be met to become a licensed taxi driver: three months of fairly strict 

(and costly) training, culminating in an examination in order to obtain a professional card, and various 

checks both on the vehicle (technical inspection) and its driver (medical examinations). The 

professional card is necessary, but not sufficient. In addition, taxi drivers must hold a licence, and the 

total number of licences in an area is subject to quota. As there are more applicants for the profession 

than licences, licences (issued free of charge by the authorities) are bought and sold on a market which 

brings together people who want to leave the profession and those who want to enter it.  

 

There are four different statuses of taxi driver. Independent (small-business status), hirer (the driver 

hires the licence from a licence holding entity and usually the vehicle as well, without having 

employee status, and notably without the right to unemployment insurance), employee or cooperator 

(the driver hires from an entity in which he or she holds shares). The Parisian taxi market consists of 

around 55% independent, 30% hirers, 7% employees and 8% cooperators. 

 

The taxi trade now has competition on the advance booking market from mototaxis (around 500 in Île-

de-France), which have developed since the 2000s with no specific regulatory framework, and from 

so-called chauffeur driven tourist vehicles (VTC), which have expanded in number from 100 in 2008 

(before the Novelli Act which opened up this market) to more than 5000 in Île-de-France today. The 

100 or so such chauffeurs operating in 2008 had a special regulatory status, corresponding to two tiers 

of activity in a luxury limousine market confined to celebrities or big events, an activity that was 

nevertheless highly regulated and subject to permit applications that were difficult to obtain. The 

Novelli Act of 2009 replaced this obligation by a simple declaration and modernised the description: 

the term now used is chauffeur driven tourist vehicles (VTC). By sharply reducing the barriers to entry 

(fewer training requirements, fewer inspections, no licence requirement), it triggered a serious 

imbalance in the competitive market. It opened the way for hundreds of firms to ride the Internet wave 

into the market. Their business is essentially the automated and optimised matching of customers and 

providers (drivers, who do not need to be given employee status). These firms employ all the modern 

tools based around the Internet (feedback platforms which consolidate the customer relationship and 

are used to eliminate drivers who fail to give satisfaction) and smartphones (GPS providing directions 

to the vehicle, possibility of speaking directly to the driver) and incorporated customer expectations 

from the start (advance information on fares, payment by bank card…). From the start, therefore, their 

image with customers has been one of modernity. The other side of the coin – the precarious status of 

the drivers, less stringent training and public monitoring and, for the most international of them, such 

as Uber, the possibility of avoiding tax by tax optimisation practices – remains in the background. 

Only the Uber Pop concept, which can be defined as commercial carpooling or as an underground 

(and therefore illegal) taxi service has been prosecuted in the courts (in most cases successfully) in 

several European countries. 

 

Table 5.1 

Number of taxis + chauffeur driven tourist vehicles per 1000 inhabitants 
 

New York 13.5 

London 10.8 

Stockholm 7.8 

San Francisco 6.7 

Madrid 5.0 

Amsterdam 4.2 

Métropole du Grand Paris 3.6 

Rome 3.2 

Brussels 2.9 

Berlin 2.6 

Source: Thévenoud report, 2014. Mototaxis are not included 
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As for demand, this accounts for some 1.5% of motorised transport in Île-de-France, less elsewhere. 

20% of rides begin by hailing a taxi on the public street, 50% at a taxi rank (practices in which taxis 

have a monopoly) and 30% through booking at a call centre.  

 

All taxis have the same fare structure. This fare consists of a fixed basic and an amount that varies 

with the distance and time measured by a taxi meter. It also differs depending on whether the journey 

is in Paris or in the suburbs, in daytime or at night, and it can include various supplements (luggage, 

more than three passengers). When the taxi is booked from a reservation centre, there is an additional 

pickup cost, which the customer cannot estimate at the time of booking. One third of earnings come 

from journeys between the city and its stations and airports, one fifth from transporting patients, the 

rest from a variety of work-related and personal activities. 

 

One taxi makes a dozen runs a day, over an average distance of 10 km, for an average duration of 25 

minutes, for an average fare of slightly below €20. These price levels are around average compared 

with other European cities, but seem more expensive in Paris where the cost of public transport is 

lower than elsewhere and where parking is cheaper. In a 2003 study, the typical fare for a 5 km 

journey in Paris was found to be 14 times the fare for a public transport ticket, compared with ten 

times in London and seven times in Barcelona. Despite these actual and perceived high prices, once 

the vehicle, the licence and the costs associated with travelling empty (around 40% of working time), a 

driver’s monthly earnings range from €1200 to €2500. These earnings are below the average monthly 

salary of employees in the Paris region, for longer working hours. On the other hand, the value of the 

licence increases over time, so drivers with their own licence can expect to make substantial gains… 

when they leave the profession. 

 

The vehicles, for their part, cover 50,000 to 60,000 km a year. They are replaced approximately every 

three years. They are therefore much newer (and less polluting) than private cars, whose average age 

ranges between 8 and 9 years. 

 

Paris taxis: a sense of unease with numerous causes. 

Anything one writes about the taxi inevitably starts with the sources of dissatisfaction. Here, we will 

try to summarise these dissatisfactions and their causes, without claiming to cover everything. 

 

An interstitial trade… 

The image of the taxi, the profession’s place in the public imagination, was for a long time positive. In 

the Tintin stories, the taxi was not just a vehicle that carried the hero efficiently from A to B, but it 

performed many other roles, for example following a “villain” without being spotted.  This image has 

deteriorated sharply in cartoons, films and video games. The profession has failed to project a positive 

narrative, equivalent for example to public transport’s image of “serving the city and sustainable 

development”, which does more to guarantee its existence than its users’ willingness to pay. The taxi 

has remained what M.X. Wauquiez calls an “interstitial trade” which conveys no message, no positive 

imaginative force, and which for this reason has remained outside the framework of solutions for 

building a “sustainable urban mobility”, which was and remains one of the concerns of local 

politicians.  Yet it had certain strengths, amongst others that of being a car sharing service before this 

concept acquired the success that we see with… other systems. 

 

And nevertheless under the spotlight 

There has always been great interest in this profession within the political world. At one stage, it was 

believed that taxi drivers were in a position to make or break political reputations through their 

intimate conversations with their customers. That is probably less true today, but they still have the 

capacity to bring traffic to a standstill in their demonstrations, a privilege they share with many other 

transport professions. In addition, the taxi driver is often one of the first people a foreign tourist meets 

when travelling from the airport. Taxi drivers contribute to the image of a country where tourism 

remains an important economic sector. It is also a service used more by the population’s upper 

categories, a group that is very sensitive to quality of service and treatment, and capable of expressing 

very sharp and convincing opinions. Finally, it is a service people call on when in a hurry, but which is 
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far from being always available when needed. These factors have given the taxi profession a very high 

profile, so that it punches well above its numerical or economic weight.  

 

A trade without a recognised leader capable of defining a consistent position 

The trade has not been able, or has failed, to establish a structure of dialogue with the authorities and 

public opinion, comparable with the big trade federations such as the public transport union, which 

works hand-in-hand with GART (transport authorities group) and has developed a power of conviction 

at national and even international scale (International Association of Public Transport). This is 

probably attributable to its fragmentation into different status groups (independents, employees, hirers, 

cooperators) whose interests are not always compatible, to the sense of autonomy of the independents, 

who are in a majority, and to the absence of big companies in this sector.52 

 

A profession of retraining and integration 

The people who carry on the trade of taxi driver in Paris today come, essentially, from two 

backgrounds: firstly, people who have retrained following redundancy or the abandonment of a 

freelance job, and secondly immigrants who ultimately have more likelihood of building themselves a 

future in a demanding but independent activity than as salaried employees (approximately 40% of 

Parisian taxi drivers are of foreign origin).  Because of the characteristics of the market in big cities, 

linked with inner-city gentrification, the use of the taxi by busy professionals, by tourists and for 

culture and leisure activities, and because of the fare levels, taxi users by contrast tend to belong to the 

wealthier categories of the population. As a result, a certain homogeneity of status that existed in the 

past and still exists in developing countries between service providers and customers, is no longer 

apparent today. The perspective of customers and of the governing elites is one of dominance. 

 

A trade that has found it hard to adapt to a changing world 

It is enough to point to the limited acceptance of credit card payments – for transactions that 

commonly involve several tens of euros – to measure this failure of adaptation. The image it conveys 

is catastrophic for customer relations. Similarly, uncertainty about the pickup charge reduces the 

potential clientele for phone orders. 

 

A regulated and quotabased profession 

Taxi services founded on the automobile were born with it at the end of the 19th century, and competed 

with and gradually replaced horse-drawn carriages. They developed steadily over the first quarter of 

the 20th century and became structured with standardised fares set by government, entrance 

examinations and complaint offices. The crash of 1929 and the great depression that followed 

prompted large numbers of the unemployed to try their hand in the trade. By the early 1930s there 

were 32,000 taxis, which led to a sharp fall in driver earnings, despite long working hours. In 1937 the 

Front Populaire government introduced a quota system, which substantially reduce the number of taxis 

operating, from 32,000 to 14,000.  

 

Taxis then joined the category of regulated and quota-based professions (like notaries or pharmacists), 

though they differed in having no monopoly on the mobility market (whereas, for example, the 

services of a notary are compulsory for any property sale). They would even become the emblem of 

this category and its failings in the successive reports seeking to modernise France (from the Rueff 

Armand report in the early 60s to the Attali report in 2007) by opening the sluice gates of access to the 

profession. It is true that the current situation has become absurd: the professional taxi licences, 

initially distributed free of charge by the authorities, are now traded at prices that have increased 

continuously over the years, because of the imbalance between the number of applicants wishing to 

enter the profession and the number leaving, while the total number of licences has remained roughly 

constant. The purchase of a licence cost €240,000 in 2012 (i.e. the price of a 30 m² apartment within 

Paris), as compared with €100,000 in 2000 (and 5000 in 1975!). This price has been carried over to the 

cost of the service which, although set by the authorities, has to reflect the repayment needs of 

                                                 
52 It should be noted here that well-known companies like G7 are primarily brokers who match customers to providers, and 

not integrated full-service firms. There are differences in technology, but not in philosophy, between G7 and Uber. 
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independents and the costs of hiring licences and vehicles for hirers (more than €3000 a month). 

Moreover, once they obtain a licence, drivers have absolutely no interest in seeing the number of 

licences increase, not only because there would be more competition on the market, but also because 

the resale value of their own licences could fall. This attitude is both understandable and Malthusian at 

a time when unemployment and the need for new jobs are high. The approach chosen, i.e. the 

introduction of competitors who are not required to obtain a licence, resolves none of the underlying 

problems of the profession or the imbalance in the market.       

 

Does the emergence of new chauffeur services in the 2000s meet the needs of citydwellers?  
Below, we summarise some of the most common dissatisfactions relating to taxi services, and analyse 

what the new services contribute to resolving the problems.  

 

Taxis are expensive. What is more, when you order a taxi you never know how much you are going to 

pay 

Tests suggest that the fares for new services such as chauffeur driven tourist vehicles (VTC) and 

motorcycle taxis are not on average lower (although they have no licence to acquire). In addition, 

these new services are not at present sufficiently consolidated around a few large operators for there 

always to be a VTC nearby in the event of a last-minute booking.53 On the other hand, users like the 

fact that the fare is agreed in advance and that they can pay by credit card (pending other options, such 

as smartphone payment, which already exist for certain public transport services and for parking). 

 

There are no taxis when I need one 

It is true that there are times when demand exceeds availability, and others when there is surplus 

supply. The fare structure contributes to this (rides are seen as unprofitable and stressful at peak 

congestion times), as does the system of actors (who may spend more than two hours waiting at the 

airport). The sharp increase in the number of VTC, the more measured increase in the number of taxis, 

the introduction of Vélib and autolib, the “Pegasus” plan (under which SNCF informs the profession 

when a delayed train arrives in the station after public transport operating hours) all help to tackle this 

anomaly. 

 

Journey durations are too long and too uncertain 

Motorcycle taxis offer a solution, for solo travellers, and if the journey is long enough to be “worth the 

money”. This is also true for Vélib on very short rides. 

 

The taxi is the only solution at night, when public transport does not run 

These days, there are the options of Noctilien, Vélib and Autolib 

 

The taxi is the only way to get to places where parking is too difficult or too expensive 

When the passenger does not need to be dropped off precisely at one’s destination, Vélib and autolib 

provide a solution. For travel to airports, public transport services are improving and VTCs and 

motorcycle taxis offer a new alternative. 

 

The taxi is essential, because I don’t know how to get where I’m going 

The spread of GPS in vehicles and on smartphones, the efforts made by public transport operators to 

make information on their services more accessible and user-friendly, are helping to reduce this 

problem. VTCs and motorcycle taxis are also a solution. 

 

So we can say that the situation for citydwellers who need to use individual transport has improved 

overall since the beginning of the millennium. However, there are four salient points worth noting: 

 

- The taxi profession and the people responsible for its regulation have contributed very little to 

this improvement. Innovation has essentially come from outside the profession: municipal initiatives, 

initiatives by start-ups or Internet giants, initiatives from the mass transit services. 

                                                 
53  The VTC directory, which is probably not complete, lists more than 60 companies in Île-de-France alone. 
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- A very significant proportion of these new services affect people only living in areas of dense 

urban fabric (Vélib, autolib) and links between the city and the airports (mototaxis, Vtc). With the 

exception of Vélib and the new services originating in public transport, these new services remain 

expensive, affordable only to the well-off or people who can have their travel reimbursed. There has 

been no return to the people’s taxi. 

 

- In consequence, these new services do more to improve the existing market than to extend that 

market towards poorer people or those living outside dense urban areas. This assessment perhaps 

needs some qualification if we take into account the development of public transport services at 

municipal and intermunicipal scale (in addition to the public transport managed by Stif), which 

essentially target local journeys for people without access to a car, and a few scarce municipal 

initiatives for on-request services aimed at the elderly or people with disabilities. 

 

- Finally, most of these services are developing outside the institutional sphere of transport, and 

without reference to the notion of intermodality, which seems very much more present in rhetoric than 

in action. Here again, some qualification is needed, notably with the introduction of new SNCF 

services to help long distance travellers to complete the final kilometres. 

 



 39 

 

 

 
 

Bibliography 

 
Adetec 2009 L’autopartage entre particuliers.  Rapport pour l’Ademe et MEEDDM, Predit groupe 3, Octobre 

2009 
Annuaire des VTC 2014 www.annuaire-des-vtc.fr/ile-de-france/ 

Atema Ademe 2010 Caractérisation de services et usages de covoiturage en France: quels impacts sur 

l’environnement ? Quelles perspectives d’amélioration ? 

Autolib métropole 2014 Rapport d’activité  

Benavent Christophe et Damery Nathalie 02/08/2014, « De Zipcar à Airbnb, le partage est-il l’avenir de 

l’économie ?”  Interview à Atlantico.fr 

Brookes David 2014 “Le succès d’entreprises comme Airbnb traduit une évolution profonde de notre société, à 

la fois plus individualiste et plus connectée”. New York Times 23/09/2014  

Cabinet Roland Berger 2014 “Sharing the future. Perspectives on the Chinese car market” 

Carpooling.fr 2014 Qui sommes-nous ? 

Chassigneux Pierre 2008 Proposition de réforme de la profession de taxi et des autres transports particuliers de 

personnes par véhicules de moins de dix places (voitures de petite remise, voitures de grande remise, véhicules 

motorisés à deux ou trois roues)  rapport au premier ministre 

Citiz, 2014, Citiz réseau coopératif d’entreprises d’autopartage, dossier de présentation 2014 

Codev 2004  Annexes thème 8 Les taxis à Paris 

Darbera Richard 2009 Où vont les taxis ? Descartes et compagnie. 

Deloitte 2014 “How much can you earn in the sharing economy ?” 

Les Echos 2014 /07/02 “L’essor du covoiturage est sans doute une des explications au recul de la clientèle des 

TGV en France depuis deux ans.” 

Greuzard Renée, 23/07/2013 « Parcours, convictions... Rue89 a rencontré quatre entrepreneurs qui ont monté 

leur start-up, à peu près au même moment. Tous assurent que leur affaire décolle ». 

Huyghe Marie 2014 “L’autostop classique” Forum Vie mobiles 

Ipsos public affairs et Ademe, Janvier 2013. « Les Français et les pratiques collaboratives. Qui fait quoi ? Et 

pourquoi ? » 

Novelli 2009, loi n° 2009-888 du 22 juillet 2009 de développement et de modernisation des services touristiques, 

dite « Loi Novelli » 

Ipsos Vinci autoroutes 2013  “les nouveaux usages de la route rapport de résultats” 

Mobivia 2014 Dossier de présentation Buzzcar, Mobivia group 

Obsoco, novembre 2012  « L’observatoire des consommations émergentes », première édition 

Obsoco, novembre 2013 « L’observatoire des consommations émergentes”, deuxième édition 

6t, 2013 Enquête nationale sur l’auto-partage: l’autopartage comme un déclencheur d’une mobilité alternative 

à la voiture particulière. 6T, recherche pour le Predit-Ademe, 2013. 

6t 2013 L’autopartage, tous les avantages de la voiture sans les inconvénients 

6t, 2014 L’autopartage en trace directe: quelle alternative à la voiture particulière ?www.6t.fr 

Schneiderman Eric T., 2014 Airbnb in the city, Office of the attorney general 

L Steinman 18/07/2013 “Le covoiturage bouscule le monde du transport”, Les Échos 

Thévenoud Thomas 2014  Un taxi pour l’avenir des emplois pour la France, rapport au premier ministre 

Vinci autoroutes, 2013 communiqué de presse, 5/04/2013 « Le covoiturage en plein essor ». 

Wauquiez Marie Xavière 2014 Taxis, l’avenir en 3d Kiss kiss bank bank.com 

Wauters R. 2014 02 07  “Ridesharing in Europe The race between BlaBlaCar and Carpooling”, tech.eu 

 

 

 

http://www.lesechos.fr/journalistes/index.php?id=9980

