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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
A carsharing organization is a member based short-term car rental organization for people who want convenient access to a vehicle for occasional use.   Members have access to a fleet of vehicles stationed in a network of neighborhood locations, and they pay for the hours and miles they drive.  A carsharing organization targets customers who don’t need a car (or a second car) on a daily basis.  Carsharing serves as a link between transportation modes, and provides economic as well as environmental benefits.  Madison is a good candidate for carsharing because of the city’s geography, complementary transportation initiatives, and well-educated and engaged citizenry.

The feasibility study is divided into two main parts: the market research study (Sections 2-4) and the business planning study (Sections 5-8).  

As a first step in the market research study (Section 2), we used census data to identify the Madison neighborhoods most suitable for carsharing, where: 1) a high percentage of the population bicycles, walks, or takes the bus to work, 2) average number of vehicles per household is low, 3) household density is high, and 4) a high percentage of the population is over age 24.  Through this process, we identified the target area for this study as nine census tracts in downtown, near East, and near West Madison.

Next, we conducted three focus groups with 21 interested residents of the study area (Section 3). Participants expressed enthusiasm about the economic, social and environmental benefits of carsharing and also raised thoughtful questions.  Most participants stated that they would likely join carsharing.  However, several people said they would first want to learn details of carsharing logistics and to compare the cost of carsharing with car ownership.  

Section 4 describes methods and results of the market survey.  We mailed a two-page questionnaire to 500 random residents of the focus area, and we also distributed it to individuals at environmental events.  We received 155 surveys from the random sample (33% response rate) and 146 surveys from the targeted sample.  We used the survey results to identify “likely joiners” and “potential joiners.”  The random sample contained 4% likely joiners and 15% potential joiners, and the targeted sample contained 17% likely joiners and 31% potential joiners.  Extrapolating findings from the random sample to the population in the focus neighborhoods corresponds to a total market potential of 4,672 members.   

Based on survey results, the average age of likely and potential joiners was 38.5; they were highly educated and most were childless.  Twenty-eight percent were students and 4% were retired.  Economics was the most common reason given by both random and targeted survey respondents for wanting to join a carsharing organization.  Environmental reasons followed closely behind.  The most common reasons for not joining carsharing included the belief that carsharing would be a hassle and the need to drive every day.  Respondents’ vehicle preferences included compact and hybrid-electric cars made by Honda and Toyota.

The business planning study follows the market research section of the feasibility study.  In Section 5, we compared carsharing to other transportation modes and services – including bus, taxi, rental car, and bicycling – and demonstrated how these transportation modes work in synergy, rather than compete with carsharing.  

Section 6 summarizes phone interviews with industry leaders from 11 North American carsharing organizations.  The purpose of the phone interviews was to gather details regarding the operational logistics of administering a carsharing organization.  Topics covered included: vehicle purchase, vehicle maintenance, parking arrangement, insurance, reservation system, vehicle access system, rate structure, billing system, vehicle damage and cleanliness, staffing, partnerships, and vehicle usage statistics.  We used the experience and advice of the industry leaders to develop recommendations for carsharing in Madison.

Section 7 describes efforts to market carsharing in Madison, both leading up to and after the launch of the service.  The media is very interested in the proposed carsharing organization, as is evident in the eight news articles and two television news spots covering the feasibility study.  We plan to continue to leverage media attention to market carsharing before and after the organization is launched.  In addition, we will market carsharing through our established partnerships with the city and related nonprofit organizations.  We will develop brochures, advertisements and postcard mailings.  We also plan to promote carsharing at the Farmer’s Market and relevant events such as Bike to Work Week, Earth Day, and Car-Free Day.

The final task of the business planning study was to develop a detailed operational budget and a five-year growth vision (Section 8).  We devised two scenarios based on adding 200 and 150 new members per year, respectively.  We calculated annual business income and estimated fixed and variable expenses for each scenario, and we then calculated annual net incomes and liabilities / assets.  The first growth scenario (200 new members / year) would realize a profit by the third year, and the second, more conservative scenario (150 new members / year) would be profitable by the fifth year.

We conclude that carsharing is feasible and will succeed in Madison.  The market is substantial, the city is supportive, the media is attentive, and the “climate” in Madison is ripe to embrace this new idea.  
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