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How will the ‘build it and they will come’ approach play 
with autonomous vehicles, electric vehicles, car clubs 

and 
‘mobility as a service’

The growth in cycling in London since the construction of the Cycle 
Superhighways and other safe infrastructure tends to support the ‘build it and 
they will come’ mantra. But how far can it be pushed and will it hold up under the 
impact of upcoming changes in urban transport?

What makes people choose to cycle?

People choose to ride bikes in London based on their assessment of a variety of 
pros and cons:

Pros
● the alternative is almost always public transport which is crowded, 

sometimes unreliable and generally slower than cycling for journeys of up 
to 5-6 miles

● health benefits
● minimal environmental impact
● predictable journey times
● door-to-door transport
● very low cost 
● positive past experience of cycling

Cons
● the perception of danger
● lack of direct cycle routes
● the physical effort
● risk of bad weather
● the cost and inconvenience of acquiring and maintaining a reliable bike
● secure parking at both ends of journeys
● mixed-mode travel difficult to organise, e.g. a switch to public transport if 

weather changes
● some people have the option to use a car and will do so even for short 

journeys

The rapid growth in cycling that we have seen recently in London suggests that a 
growing minority of people are concluding that the Pros outweigh the Cons, for 
them. But we can’t assume that improvements to infrastructure and safety will 
turn the minority into a majority.
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The balance depends very much on individual circumstances and new transport 
options may well disturb the balance. This note identifies some things that may 
alter the balance in the coming years and suggests ways in which cycle 
campaigning might respond to those changes.

Future scenario

Information technology has already brought significant changes to the urban 
transport mix and this is likely to accelerate. They all exploit the mobile internet 
as a platform for the provision of transport services for profit. So far in London 
this has been exemplified by the advent of car rental clubs, Boris/Santander 
bikes and Uber. Their novelty and success derives from the storage and use of 
real-time data providing accurate and up-to-date information about the 
availability, cost and likely duration of any journey.

Several recent studies [IPPR 2017, ITF 2016] have suggested that these new 
systems are early examples of a radical and disruptive change in the way in 
which urban travel will be organised in the future. Their scenario is one in which 
vehicles of most sorts – bicycles, cars, buses, trams and trains are tracked, 
managed, maintained, booked and paid for via the mobile internet. Some or all of 
them may be organised as an integrated service in which each individual journey 
is planned based on the user’s preferences, budget, and time constraints – 
dubbed ‘Mobility as a Service (MaaS)’.

MaaS will begin to emerge with the wider availability of smart buses, (‘one-way’) 
car clubs, Uber and its competitors and pervasive rental bikes.The scenario does 
not depend on the emergence of autonomous (‘self-driving’) vehicles but it will be 
significantly accelerated by it because AVs are expected to reduce dramatically 
the price of an Uber-style journey [Evans 2017].

Implications for cycle campaigners

This is a complex issue. I believe we need to do as much as we can, as soon as 
we can to bolster the Pros and reduce the Cons for people choosing to cycle. 
Here are some possible campaigning goals: 
● Road pricing to counteract the negative effects of excessive use of MaaS 

motorised vehicles (i.e. congestion, pollution, road danger).
● Get plenty of cycle infrastructure in place before MaaS companies start 

demanding road space.
● Support pervasive rental bikes – on the Chinese model, huge numbers of 

cheap and convenient bikes would help make it an easy option or a 
default choice.

● Ensure that bike rental companies’ offerings are properly designed and 
managed.

● Promote electric bikes to remove the ‘physical effort’ objection to cycling.
● ‘Data is king’. We should join with the open data/open rights campaigners 
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to ensure that the key data on roads, travel statistics and real-time state of 
the road network is available to all at low cost. This implies that the 
highway authority (TfL) should legislate to require providers (taxis, Uber, 
etc.) to make their data available in standard formats/APIs. Without that, 
any provider can distort the options to favour their service.
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