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Don't give up on dockless
bike sharing just yet

Better regulation can unlock the potential of such services, in spite
of'the troubles faced by some companies running the business

Zhou Yimin
and Xu Yuting

For The Straits Times

¢ haphazardly, sometimes in
¢ disrepair, alongwalkways orin
i openspaces.

InMarch last year, Singapore

{ passedanew Bill tomanage
¢ dockless shared bikes. Operators

i arerequired to apply for apermit to
: operate the business, paya

Dockless bike-sharing services run
by private firms made their debut
inSingapore in January 2017.
Today, twoyears later, there has
been a shake-up, with a few pulling
outof Singapore and atleast one
China-based company facing
bankruptcy.

Despite this, dockless bike sharing :
remains atrue innovation that can
continue to offer genuine value to
commuters, if managed right.

Upon its launch twoyears ago,
the new bike-sharing service model :
quickly took Singapore by storm.
By the middle oflast year, these
private operators had dominated
Singapore’s bike-sharing scene,
with a total fleet size of more than
100,000 by last September.

Dockless shared-bike systems
attracted their fair share of
complaints from Day 1, particularly
on parking issues. To expand
market share, well-funded
operators flooded the streets with
massive numbers of colourful bikes
toattractusage and promote their
brands. This, coupled with
indiscriminate parking by users,
led to bikes cluttering sidewalks
and other public spaces in many
cities. Bikes were often left

{ registration fee for each bike, and
; actively maintain the bikesand
i ensure proper parking.

Failure to comply will resultin

: penaltiessuchasareduction of
¢ fleetsize, fines and suspension, or
: cancellation of licences.

Singapore isnotalone in finding
ways to manage the issues arising

: from the complaints. Several cities
! tookasimilar approach to regulate
: fleetsize and improve overall

i service standards.

Geofencing technology playsan

{ important role. Many Chinese

: cities designated “no parking”

i areas for shared bikes - including
: bridges, road carriageways, and

i areasnear major government

¢ buildings - that showupasred

: boxes on mobile phone apps.

¢ Parking within these areas will be
: detectedand users will receive

i notificationsvia SMS or the app

: about potential penalties.

: Changshahasseenan 80 per cent
¢ reduction in errant parking in just
: two weeks after the introduction of
i geofencing functionsin the city.

The situation, however, took a

¢ drasticturn, from having too many
: bikes to too fewbikes when users
: need them.

Before the newregulation kicked

: inlastJuly, GBikes, oBike and

: ShareBikeSG ceased operations.

i Operators cited difficulties in

: meetingthelicence requirements
¢ and financing the businessunder
i the new regulations.

Ofo China has announced that it

: is considering filing for

; bankruptcy,arousing fearamong
: users over whether they can claim
; theirdeposits back fromthe

1 company.

Disruptive technologies, such as

i docklessbike-sharing systems, are
¢ unlikely to be sufficiently managed
! byexisting regulation regimes. It

: may upset the status quo and could
: resultin public complaints.

: REGULATION THAT

i SUPPORTSINNOVATION

{ While some regulation is needed to
: safeguard public interests, itis

¢ worth taking along-termview, and
: amore openattitude, to ensure that
! beneficial innovations have time

¢ andspace tobe tested, take root

: and mature.

Toomuch attention is being

: placedon parking issues,and too

: little discussion is made on the

: benefits of dockless bike sharing

! against its unsustainable business

¢ modeland fierce competition, and
: the support neededto grow cycling
{ intoaviable mode of transport.

Ofo’s bike-trip data reveals how

docklessbike sharing has
: complemented Singapore’s public
i transport system tomeet the

: short-distance travel demands of
i people. InJanuary lastyear alone,
: ofobikes, then one of the largest

! operatorsin Singapore, made 2.4
: million trips in the city, averaging
! 77,400 trips daily.

! tripsstarted orended at, orinclose
: proximity to, public transport

i nodes such asbus stops,and MRT

¢ and LRT stations. More trips were

: undertaken in townswith good

: provision of cycling infrastructure
i andplanned park connector

i networks, such as Punggol,

: Tampines, Admiralty and

: Sengkang.

travel needs, from commuting
; duringrushhours, torecreational
¢ uses onweekends.

shared bikes are not limited by
! operatinghours, planned routes or
: catchments.

! totalusage in January lastyearwere
{ made between the late eveningsand
: earlymornings; 54 per centof these
! tripsendedatresidentialareas and
: hadalongeraverage duration. It

! offersaviable alternativeinareas

A substantial 36.6 per centof all

These trips served wide-ranging

Unlike public transport services,

Approximately 10 percent of ofo’s

! with relatively limited public
: transport coverage, suchas the
i western industrial areas.

As Singapore continues to

: develop and grow, we are likely to
! see greater demands on mobility
: services.Other mobility options

i suchasbike sharing, car sharing,

: and mobility-as-a-service are

! gaining popularity.

If cities deem bike sharing tobe

an important transport mode,

: long-term and well-thought-out
! strategiesare needed to define

: cycling’spositioninthe

! transportationsystem and

: formulate supporting policies.

: HOW OTHERCITIES

: MANAGEBIKE SHARING

i Bike sharing couldbe an

{ opportunity to adopt new visions
¢ and planning practices for cities.

Italsotakes collaboration

! betweenthe government, the

i private sector and the public to

¢ plan, regulate and adapt tothe new
service model. In Hangzhou, China, ;
¢ thelocal authorities proposed a

! ratio ofone employee for every 80
: bikes. Such maintenance staffwill
! manage the assets, redistribute

A25

bikesand remove errantly parked
i ordamaged bikes from the streets.

InTokyo, bike-sharing operators

: cooperatedwith companies with
: available parking spacesandlocal
¢ retailers such as convenience

i storesand fast-food chains suchas
.+ McDonald’s and Starbucks to

i establish dedicated bike-parking
! spacesontheir premises. Tokyo's
|| i experience demonstratesthat

¢ cooperation withinalarger

! ecosystem can create win-win

¢ situations.

The public should be involved,

: too.IntheUS city of Chicago, public

¥ : outreach programmeswere carried
i outto publicise the rationale for the

: bike-sharing scheme, with details

: i suchasits purpose, howuserscan

It takes collaboration between the government, the private sector and the

¢ public to plan, regulate and adapt to bike sharing, say the writers. ST FILE PHOTO

3 i questions. New York City setup

i dedicated community feedback

: channelsto gather public

i comments on its shared-bike pilot

i programme.

participate, expected issues and
responses to frequently asked

Therefore, a collaborative and

: experimental approach involving
i progressive, flexible and

: supportive regulations should be

i adopted to allow new innovations

i togrow.

Atthe same time, stakeholders

¢ couldadopt a more welcoming

i attitude towards innovations, and
¢ demonstrate awillingness touse

i theminaresponsible manner.

Forecaster and writer Anthony

i Townsend once pointed out:

¢ Technology for a smart city won't

i workunlessthere are two other key
! ingredients— both the people in

i governmentand the population

¢ need tobuy intoits value

i proposition. Thereneedstobea

: more widespread appreciation of

i both the benefits and the

¢ limitations of technology.
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