Micromobility –

Has COVID-19 unleashed
its potential?
COVID-19 gives micromobility another stage to showcase its potential

Few years back, the trend of using small,
lightweight vehicles for short miles, known
as micromobility, brought a transition in the
industry. This included mopeds, bikes and
scooters (electric or manual; docked or dockless).
The benefits included being a convenient,
cheap, light, easy to ride, emission-free mode of
transport. Despite the industry rapid growth,
it faced regulatory and operational challenges
(Refer to WSP Paper on Going Small – The
Transition to Urban Micromobility).

As the world was hit by the COVID-19 pandemic
and lockdown orders were passed, demand for
these vehicles reduced. As a result, many shared
micromobility operators were forced to downsize.

MICROMOBILITY OPERATORS FACED WITH REDUCED SERVICES
AND SOME WITH DOWNSIZING
1.

Bird laid-off ~30% of its employees through a video call in March 2020.

2.

Bird and Lime suspended operations across US, Canada and Europe.

3.

Uber transferred its e-bike service, Jump, to Lime in May 2020.

4.

Singapore-based Beam, which has recently started services
in Western Australia, laid-off employees.

5.

Australia-based Neuron Mobility withdrew its scooters from Adelaide.

Even though the services were halted/reduced,
the usage of e-scooters and e-bikes did not
completely evaporate. In a world of no/reduced
access to public transit, social distancing
measures, and fear of infection, it started to be
viewed as an alternative to public transport and a
potential solution to move around people in cities.
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Figure 1 shows how trends quickly emerged within
micromobility across the world during the COVID-19 crisis.

Figure 1

Micromobility support during crisis time
Netherlands
‒ E-bike maker, VanMoof, confirmed
sales increased from Feb to Apr by
140% compared to same period last
year
‒ E-scooter company Felyx, providing
scooters for restaurant and medical
delivery services

US

UK

‒ E-cargo bikes in trial for
delivery
‒ Lime Aid- a new service
providing free 30 minute rides
to public health workers
‒ Spin and Lyft providing free
bikeshare access for people
working in healthcare and
public transport

‒ E-Scooters under
government trials
‒ Government
spending £90m
to study various
options, including
e-scooters
‒ Brampton, maker
of foldable bikes,
reported surge in
online sales of ebikes

Sweden

‒ ‘Voi it’ – a service by Voi, providing
e-scooters for food deliveries,
pharmacies at home and for
healthcare workers travel

Germany
‒ E-Bike sales
increased
after bike
shops
reopened

Australia

‒ Neuron Mobility offering health
workers free monthly passes to be
used during crisis

As we can see, the pandemic, in a way,
accelerated the use of these vehicles. Many
states in the US classified e-scooters as
essential services that could operate during
COVID-19 times. Private ownership of these
vehicles increased, as it was a more hygienic
option. Also, private owners are bound to
ensure vehicles are properly maintained,
which could likely reduce accident rates.
The UK, who banned the use of e-scooters, is
now running trials to assess their legalization.
The operators renting e-bikes and scooters are
increasing the frequency of disinfection and
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looking at new ways of cleaning. For instance,
Wheels, a US-based e-bike operator, partnered
with NanoSeptic, to come up with self-cleaning
surfaces (self-cleaning handlebars and brake
levers).
Could this transition really give micromobility a
chance to change/aid the conversations between
cities and operators? Could this crisis let the
future welcome micromobility with a more
efficient governance model?
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FROM E-BIKES IS A FUN AND
ALTERNATIVE SOLUTION

Fully Private

… TO A GREEN AND EFFICIENT
MODE OF TRANSPORTATION

Public-Private Partnership/Fully private

Not a recognized market
Less guidelines make it risky
Traditional sponsorship model
Trials in last mile journey
using e-bikes/scooters
Lack of safe physical infrastructure
Used for personal trips
Traditional e-bikes
Lack of data sharing between
operators and cities (policy makers,
urban planners, regulators)

Recognized/Valuable market
Proper guidelines on safety element
and speed limits make it safer
Government subsidies
Last mile journey using e bikes/
scooters is a norm
Dedicated lanes and parking lots
New B2B partnerships
Navigation powered e-bikes
Operators and cities developing
better decisions together

Micromobility devices entered the transport scene as the cool, hip and trendy mode of the
generation and in these times of COVID-19, this attitude is also transforming in this space.
With the rising focus on health, wellness and social distancing, use of scooters and e-bikes have
become more attractive providing an alternative mode beyond the typical first and last mile use.
There is an attitude shift in this space from the operator and user point of view. Operators have
altered their approach to incentivizing and bringing confidence to users of increased cleaning
and maintenance. For users, micromobility provides a safe and effective way of travel as well as
improved option of choice as there is a less crowded space of operators during these times.
The rising return and popularity of micromobility is likely to rebound as attitudes of social
distancing and active transport modes become the preferred choice. These behaviours
are already seen in some cities are seeing a mode shift away from public transport to
some users riding more and longer compared to pre-COVID-19 times. The recent push
for more active transport paired with increased usage of micromobility devices may
prove to be one of the major benefits in the new transport world we will live in.
Todd Nguyen

ENVIRONMENTAL PLANNER, AUSTRALIA
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Sources
MAY 22, 2020

MAY 05, 2020

Mapping the impact of dockless vehicles (Smart
Cities Dive)

Retro charm of two wheels may not save
e-bikes and scooters (Financial Times)

MAY 19, 2020

MAY 04, 2020

Rental-only electric scooter trials: Two steps
forwards, one step back (Pure Electric)

Researchers explore effects of COVID-19 on
urban mobility (Smart Cities Dive)

MAY 18, 2020

APRIL 27, 2020

Miami pilots e-cargo bikes to reduce congestion,
pollution (Smart Cities Dive)

Dallas one of 14 international cities with Lime's
new COVID-19 scooter program (CultureMap)

MAY 18, 2020

APRIL 22, 2020

Legalising rental e-scooter trials: defining
e-scooters and rules for their use (UK
Government)

Hellobike Launches Yunqi, the Next-Generation
E-Bike, to Offer a Safer, More Efficient Urban
Transportation Solution to Help Citizens
Maintain Social Distancing (PR Newswire)

MAY 16, 2020

These 5 Cities are Getting Micromobility Right
in Response to COVID-19 (Bird Company)

APRIL 15, 2020

MAY 15, 2020

New Mobility in the era of COVID-19 – what
will remain after the hype? (Nunatak – German
Strategy Consulting company)

May 15, 2020: Lime scooters gradually return to
Brussels from today (The Brussels Times)

APRIL 12, 2020

MAY 14, 2020

Cities are Transforming as Electric Bike Sales
Skyrocket (Verge)

Will e-scooters form vital part of travel post
Covid-19 restrictions in the region? (Gulf
Business Media)
APRIL 06, 2020

MAY 13, 2020

How the novel coronavirus is speeding the
scooter apocalypse (Verge Media)

COVID-19 reveals how Micromobility can build
resilient cities (Next City)
MARCH 31, 2020

MAY 12, 2020

German e-bike sales increase rapidly after shop
re-openings (Bike Europe)

How Covid-19 Pushes Mobility Innovations
(Inter Traffic)
MARCH 28, 2020

MAY 07, 2020

Uber leads $170 million round in Lime and
offloads Jump (VentureBeat Media)

Electric scooter companies pull out of cities
worldwide amid coronavirus (Hindustan Times)
MARCH 27, 2020

MAY 05 , 2020

Shared Micromobility, Rebooted (Shared Micro
Mobility)
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Bird lays off about 30 of workforce amid
covid-19 pandemic (Tech Crunch)
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MARCH 24, 2020

Sustainable business in times of corona: shared
scooters also available to entrepreneurs during a
crisis (DuurzaamBedrijfsleven Media)
MARCH 18, 2020

Lime and Bird suspend e-scooter rentals in
dozens of cities (Financial Times)
MARCH 15, 2020

E-scooters to be allowed on roads in
government trials (Financial Times)
OCTOBER 21, 2019

Going Small - The Transition to Urban
Micromobility (WSP)
JANUARY 29, 2019

January 29, 2019: Micromobility’s 15,000-mile
checkup (McKinsey)
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WSP is one of the world's leading
professional services consulting firms. We
are dedicated to our local communities
and propelled by international brainpower.
We are technical experts and strategic
advisors including engineers, technicians,
scientists, architects, planners, surveyors
and environmental specialists, as well as
other design, program and construction
management professionals. We design
lasting solutions in the Transportation
& Infrastructure, Property & Buildings,
Environment, Power & Energy,
Resources and Industry sectors, as
well as offering strategic advisory
services. Our talented people around
the globe engineer projects that will help
societies grow for lifetimes to come.

WSP Global Inc.
1600 René-Lévesque Blvd. West
11th floor, Montreal, Quebec
H3H 1P9
wsp.com

