Share the fleet 

Need a car just occasionally? Don't want to own one? Here's a plan
By Pat Schneider 
December 29, 2001

Did you ever think you'd like to shed your car and say goodbye to the high costs and hassles? But still have a vehicle at your disposal when you have to trek across town? 

Car sharing may be for you, and a program could be coming to Madison soon. 

"Car sharing" is a concept so foreign in the Midwest that many people mishear the name as "car pooling." 

But rather than just limit the number of vehicles used for commuting to work, as car pooling aims to do, car sharing seeks to lower the number of cars on the road by giving city dwellers a practical alternative to car ownership. 

It's like a corporate fleet run by a club. Members may reserve new, fuel-efficient cars at a number of convenient locations, use them as they like, and pay a fee for mileage and hours. 

As residents turn to walking, bicycling and busing for many of their transportation needs, the availability of car sharing could mean less congestion and less pollution. 

"It protects people and the planet," said Sonya Newenhouse, president of Madison Environmental Group Inc. The local consulting firm is assessing the feasibility of a car-sharing program in Madison modeled on those now operating in a number of U.S. cities. 

A car-sharing program provides short-term leasing to members, Newenhouse said. The fleet of vehicles that members use is parked in a network of locations close to where they live and work. 

Typically, members pay a monthly membership fee, plus set rates for hours and miles driven. Insurance, gasoline and maintenance are included in the usage rates, a formula that often adds up to savings over the cost of owning a car, she said. 

Actual charges in a Madison program have not yet been determined. But based on costs elsewhere, Newenhouse said, fees here might run: $10 a month membership fee, $1 to $5 an hour car leasing, and 40 cents to 50 cents per mile. 

Those costs are in addition to a deposit of $250 to $300 and a one-time application fee of $25 to $30. Usage charges are automatically made against a member's credit card. 

By use of a special key or "smart card," members get access to all vehicles in the fleet and to a lockbox in each that holds the ignition key, Newenhouse said. 

Car share members typically can reserve cars 24 hours daily by telephone or the Internet. Most programs guarantee car availability for bookings 24 hours in advance, but sometimes a car can be obtained in only 30 minutes. 

Some groups also offer discounts with traditional car rental firms for occasional weekend leases, a period not economical under the car share structure, Newenhouse said. 

Madison Environmental Group is studying the feasibility of a Madison program with the aid of a $20,000 state grant. The firm hopes to attract proposals for operation by this summer for a program serving downtown and the near east and near west areas of the city. 

A public meeting is planned for Jan. 22, at a location not yet determined, to detail the concept to the public. For more information, call Madison Environmental Group at 280-0800. 

The concept already has won approval from city officials. "It's a very exciting program," said David Benzschawel, environmental manager for the city of Madison. "It's been well received in other communities, and I think it will be well received in Madison." 

Benzschawel said direct financial support by the city is unlikely, but the city might coordinate programming with a car sharing venture, or jointly seek grants for it. 

The city's Climate Control Program generally supports measures that limit the use of cars and their greenhouse emissions, an umbrella under which car sharing fits. Yet Benzschawel acknowledges that the impact of a car sharing program will have a small effect on total pollution. "But these programs challenge people think about driving habits," he said. 

Madison mayoral aide Peter Munoz called car sharing "a worthwhile innovation that I hope will stick. But there are significant cultural barriers, especially in the Midwest where we are enamored of our cars." 

Partnerships with local government, businesses and other groups are vital to a successful program, Newenhouse said. 

For example, the program might utilize discounted spots in public parking ramps, or lease daytime spots in the parking lot of an apartment building that tenants use overnight, she said. 

Begun in Switzerland in the mid-1980s, car sharing came to the United States in 1998 with a program in Portland, Ore. 

Programs now are operating in Seattle; Traverse City, Mich.; Boston; San Francisco; Aspen, Colo.; Palo Alto, Calif,; Washington, D.C.; and Oakland, Calif. Planning is under way in eight additional cities, including New York and Chicago. 

The first national conference on car sharing was held on Earth Day last April in Atlanta, Newenhouse said. 

The size of existing car sharing organizations ranges from 28 members in Traverse City to 2,000 in Seattle. 

Most U.S. car sharing organizations are private businesses, while in Canada many are co-ops. 

Either type of enterprise might launch the program here, Newenhouse said. 

The concept won high marks in two Madison area focus groups, said Rebecca Grossberg, research associate for Madison Environmental Group. "People said they thought it would bridge a gap in transportation." 

Scott McDonell of Madison, who represents District 4 on the County Board, participated in a focus group and called car sharing "a great tool to make downtown more livable." 

"Parking where I live is $80 a month," he said. "It may not remove many cars from the road, but car sharing is a good anti-sprawl method." 

Attracting more people to downtown living will attract businesses to serve them, lessening the need for cars in daily life, McDonell said. 

Another focus group participant wrote that just considering the concept of car sharing will encourage people to look at the total cost of car ownership, and maybe other habits as well. 

A chief concern raised by focus group members was reliability. 

If a car is not available when needed, "the word spreads," Newenhouse said. Agreements with local car rental companies to provide cars in the event of unexpected demand help ensure reliability, she said. 

Newenhouse said Madison's educated, environmentally aware, middle-income community should prove a fertile market for the concept. 

What is needed now is expressed interest in the concept, she said. There can't be a start-up without prospective members. 

Working on the concept whetted her desire to free herself of her car, said Newenhouse, who "divorced" her car last spring and eventually sold it. 

With walking, biking and informal car sharing, Newenhouse said that today she is in better shape and more social than when she had a car of her own. 

"It feels freeing. It had gotten to the point where the car felt like a burden." 
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Portland's car sharing guru: It bridges gap 

By Pat Schneider
December 29, 2001

As Dave Brook tells it, he realized one day that public transportation could never compete with the private automobile when it came to flexibility and mobility. 

So he decided to introduce car sharing to the United States to bridge the gap for trips where the bus wouldn't do. 

Car sharing offers members short-term leases on vehicles, making them more inclined and better able to pass up owning a car - or a second car, say its proponents. 

Brook founded CarShare Portland in Oregon in March 1998. After a merger with Seattle-based Flexcar, the Portland program boasts some 560 members with access to a fleet of 29 vehicles. Flexcar now operates in Portland, Seattle and Washington, D.C., and plans to expand to four more cities in 2002, he said. 

"Once you shell out the money to own a car, it's probably pretty rational to drive it a lot," Brook, now general manager of Flexcar Portland, said in a telephone interview. 

"What I liked about the concept of car sharing is that it gives consumers flexibility but sends the right price signal to drivers." 

Most Americans are not yet familiar with the concept of car sharing, so a close relationship with local governments and transit agencies in a new area helps a start-up effort gain credibility, Brook said. 

While some people are motivated to try car sharing because of environmental concerns, "on some level the money part has to work out." 

Car sharing is not always cheaper than owning a car, at least strictly in terms of dollars and cents. 

However, "we calculate that if you drive less than 7,500 miles per year, car sharing will be cheaper than owning a car," said Brook. 

In addition, he said, car-share group members drive new cars and do no maintenance on the vehicles. 

"Their only responsibility is returning the cars on time," he said. "They don't have to screw around with cleaning the cars or buying new tires." 

Steve Gutmann, a former Madison resident now living in Portland, said he appreciates the fact that he and his wife, Amanda, never pay for gas or car insurance or make a car payment. 

Gutmann has been involved in car sharing since it started in the city and credits the program with saving him money and helping him live a saner life. 

A banker who attended graduate school at the University of Wisconsin-Madison in the mid-'90s, he said he usually rides his bike to work. 

From the office, he frequently uses one of four Flexcar vehicles parked near his office to keep business appointments. 

Gutmann estimated he saves the company $100 a month because they don't provide him with a parking space. He bills the bank about $50 a month for leasing Flexcar vehicles for business use, he said. 

He and his wife typically will lease a car to visit his parents in the suburbs or attend an evening party. He said he will occasionally drive to work in the rainy season, while his wife purchases a seasonal bus pass. 

"It's so convenient," Gutmann said. "We don't have the hassles of owning a car." 

Because not owning a car cuts out many needless trips, he said, "it sort of slows your life down." 

For example, the couple did much of their holiday gift shopping at a nearby neighborhood commercial area, he said. 

"If we didn't find the perfect gift, we found whatever we found," Gutmann said. But the pace was pleasant. When friends with cars visit, in contrast, "things get pretty frenetic. We try to do too much." 

While happy with car sharing so far, he anticipates that he and his wife, who are expecting a baby, may need to own a car after the child is born. 

That would fit with car sharing demographics, Brook said. 

One group of car share users involves people between age 21 and the mid-30s, most of whom are not students, he said. He described them as people who are "living thoughtfully," choosing neighborhoods where they don't need a car for every trip. 

Another group is the 50-plus empty-nesters, some of whom give up their cars, and others who may turn to car sharing instead of a second family car. 

Families with school-age children may feel they need a car, or a second car, more, he said, and thus tend to car share less. 

The demand for car sharing in Portland has followed a boom in condo development in the central city, Brook said. "People might need the security of their cars for a year, but then they realize that they don't use it much and may have to rent a parking space for it." 

The success of strategies like car sharing in having a real impact on the environment, Brook said, depends on development of "mini urban centers" with the services, density and public transportation to allow people to give up owning a car. 

"Once people start living in neighborhoods where there are destinations - places people want to go - they start thinking about where they live differently. Something social comes back into life." 
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