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Seattle’s Misplaced Bikes


Dockless bicycle sharing has become a visible urban alternative to stimulate mobility within a constricted city environment. 


The concept is an attempt to alleviate automobile gridlock, lower car emission levels, and enable easier accessibility. In principle, the concept is sound, needed, and increasingly prevalent within American and international population centers. The second-generation bicycle technology has introduced electric motors aiding navigation, GPS tracking systems and easier payment capabilities.


The dockless concept initially was introduced around 2015 in three metropolitan Chinese cities. Their experiences influenced the American marketing model. China plays an important role in the long-term viability of this program as the manufacturing center of the bikes. Current trade negotiations and tariff threats may ultimately influence or inhibit supply line sourcing.


From a practical standard civically, the absence of centralized docking stations, administrative infrastructure, and public financing has made the program’s premise attractive to American city planners.

 

Doubtlessly no American city has embraced the concept more fervently than Seattle. Seattle had its own pilot bike share program called Pronto between 2014-2016. Launched during the drizzly fall months, the program struggled with low ridership and a myriad of logistical issues. Rides were expensive, helmets mandatory, and docking stations remote and few.


After ending the non-profit funded experiment in 2016, Seattle altered course the following summer. Three private enterprise companies were recruited to deploy up to 4,000 bikes each on a six-month trial basis. Their equipment is colored lime green, yellow and orange. The objective behind this second experiment was more clearly focused and the cost to the city minimal.


Part of the arrangement between the city and participating companies was to document and track detailed usage patterns. This data has the potential to become valuable demographic research and an important strategic planning tool. By understanding travel and usage configurations, one might theoretically alleviate traffic congestion or continue to refine workable transportation alternatives.


But let’s be candid…the downtown Seattle core currently remains a construction morass and vortex of narrow one-way congested streets during the work week. The city lacks parking and increasingly, affordable housing. Viewable poverty accentuated by substance and alcohol abuse contributes towards street crime plaguing less affluent neighborhoods. The geographically compact center was never designed to accommodate the volume and concentration of traffic it must currently shoulder. Blame has been directed flagrantly towards vertically oriented construction and numerous entities, seemingly the primary beneficiaries of the design chaos.


Perhaps the blame is justified. Conversely, congestion becomes merely the inevitable consequence for a magnet center that so many wish to reside within.


With functioning electric bicycles, commuters, tourists and visitors currently have an additional motorized transportation alternative. Americans habitually complain about declining conditions within our urban utopias. Show me this contemporary utopia…anywhere. Americans enjoy complaining. It has evolved into a primary national pastime, along with integrating media sensationalized holidays such as Black Friday.


There ultimately may not exist a perfect equilibrium or cure for our litany of urban ills. Rest certain that enough brilliant, qualified, and restless minds
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