
 

Can e-scooters solve the 'last mile' problem?
They'll need to avoid the fate of dockless
bikes
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As urban planners, we have not been good at integrating land uses, such
as homes, shops and offices, with our transport infrastructure. Thus
many people find the nearest train or bus stop is too far too walk and too
close to drive (even if they could be sure of finding parking). This has
created what is commonly known as the "last mile" problem.

In some Australian cities, hilliness and hot summers add to this problem.
The consequences for people's work commute are obvious. In the end,
many people find it's simplest to drive to and from work.

Over the past 12 months, something new has been promoted as the
solution to the last mile problem. Shared e-scooters are reportedly on
their way to Australia. Powered by a rechargeable battery, these are
dockless, have a range of 20-60 kilometres per charge and a top speed of
24 kilometres per hour.

Businesses on the move

The two main e-scooter companies, Lime and Bird, have attracted the
most interest. Several other smaller companies have entered the e-
scooter market this year, including Scoot, Skip and Spin.

While both are new ventures, Bird and Lime have raised considerable
funding in a short time.

Bird, founded by a former Uber executive late last year, has a market
valuation of US$2 billion after raising US$400 million in venture capital
over the past four months. Bird has e-scooters in 74 US cities, Windsor
(Canada), Tel Aviv and Paris, as well as on 22 university campuses.

Lime was founded in January 2017 as a bikeshare business, but has
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branched out to e-bikes and e-scooters in the past six months. It operates
in 49 US cities and seven European cities, as well as on 20 university
campuses, although e-scooters have not been deployed at all locations. A
group of investors including Uber recently put US$335 million into
Lime, which is valued at US$1.1 billion.

Some believe Uber will buy Lime as a step in its quest to build a multi-
modal transport platform that provides car, bicycle and scooter sharing
services.

What's the appeal of e-scooters?

Uber is interested in e-scooters and e-bicycles because many of its
ridesharing trips are short ones that could be made by e-scooters.

If Uber could shift its short-distance passengers from cars to e-scooters,
it would be able to use fewer drivers and reduce operating costs. The
remaining drivers would be transporting passengers over longer distances
for higher fares.

Shared e-scooters provide a number of advantages over shared e-bikes.
The rider can stand up which, for office workers, means no wrinkling of
clothes. The posture is also easier for women wearing skirts and dresses.

Scooters are also easier than bicycles to manoeuvre along narrow paths.
In some places, e-scooters are not subject to helmet requirements (unlike
bicycles).

How to avoid the fate of dockless bikes

E-scooters are not without some disadvantages. Because they are
dockless, they tend to litter footpaths, parks and even rivers.
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This is similar to the problems presented by dockless share bikes. A
number of dockless bike share companies have been forced to withdraw
services in Australia because of this.

Many communities lack appropriate means of regulating them. The
question of whether e-scooters should be allowed on footpaths or only on
roads and bike paths remains unanswered. (Given that they have a top
speed of 24km/h, e-scooters travelling on footpaths pose a safety
concern.)

Lime and Bird have tried to deal with these problems. For example, Bird
has committed to a Save our Sidewalks (SOS) pledge and has
encouraged other e-scooter share companies to do the same. The pledge
has three components:

daily pick-ups of e-scooters every evening and redeployment the
next day
responsible growth in the number of scooters deployed based on
actual usage
revenue sharing of US$1 per scooter per day with host cities for
the purposes of building and maintaining bike lanes and
promoting safe riding

Adopting an Uber idea, Lime pays for people to collect and charge the
scooters each night.

While we have no e-scooter share systems in Australia yet, both Lime
and Bird are reportedly looking to launch here soon. How will they fare?
Are Australian cities prepared for them?

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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