
 

Paris cabbies driven to anger by competition
from Uber

January 29 2015

Renowned for a scarcity of taxis and grumpy drivers, Paris is fertile
ground for new transport apps such as Uber, but traditional cabbies are
not giving up without a fight.

Philippe Rossignol, 45, has been driving a taxi in Paris for 17 years and
takes pride in the service he offers.

Sporting a suit and tie, and with magazines, water and a plug for
charging your phone, he aims to offer a little more than the average
cabbie.

But his business is in trouble—with profits down some 15 to 20
percent—and he lays the blame on mobile apps such as Uber, which
have flooded the market with amateur drivers.

"There are more and more of us taking a share of the same pie," said
Rossignol, who comes from a family of taxi drivers, grumbling he can
no longer afford to knock off early when he's close to home.

Similar complaints have been heard from cabbies all over the continent,
with drivers staging anti-Uber protests from Madrid to London to Berlin.

But Paris—with its tradition of protectionism—was always going to be
the most combative.

Indeed, Uber's American founder Travis Kalanick says he got the idea
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for his company while struggling to hail a cab in Paris.

In 2010, a poll by Hotels.com put Paris dead last among the world's
tourist hotspots for the quality of its taxis, the main complaint being the
rudeness of drivers.

The same year, a French think tank found that its rigid regulations meant
Paris had only 2.6 taxi drivers per 1,000 people, compared with 8.6 in
London and 17.2 in Dublin.

'Certain shortcomings'

The government tried to prise open the sector in 2009 by offering a new
licence allowing drivers to do pre-booked journeys but not pick up
customers in the street.

However the idea only really took off when Uber arrived two years later.

Uber's app puts customers together with independent drivers, and allows
them to rate their chauffeur and see a map of the route—giving drivers
an incentive to be polite, courteous and honest.

Rides in its "UberPOP" service, which uses drivers without any kind of
professional licence, cost around half an ordinary taxi ride.

The app has turned into a global phenomenon, valued last month at $40
billion (35 billion euros).

Rossignol concedes that Uber's success is partly a result of "certain
shortcomings" with the City of Light's taxis.

He says call centres have put pressure on drivers to improve their
appearance and attitude, but he still feels the competition from Uber is
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"neither right, fair nor healthy".

His chief complaint is that traditional taxi drivers face far stricter
regulations—including annual inspections of cars and medical
visits—and must cough up for an expensive licence which many Uber
drivers do not require.

"Today, a young person will work hard, gain his licence, but he will no
longer get a return on his investment," said Rossignol.

UberPOP is technically illegal in France, but the company has ignored
the rules and appealed a 100,000-euro ($113,000) fine it received last
year.

Uber's Kalanick told a technology conference in Munich this month that
the laws only "exist because the taxi industry is trying to protect itself
through regulatory capture."

He said Uber would create 50,000 new jobs in Europe this year, and help
take 400,000 cars off the road by encouraging drivers to use taxis instead
of their own vehicle.

That is unlikely to convince Paris cabbies. Alain Griset, head of the
National Union of Taxis (UNT), says Uber only works because it forces
down wages.

"If politicians had any courage, they would ban this business that takes
advantage of people who use it to scrape together a few measly euros,"
he said.
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