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1. Introduction 

In recent times, there has been a rise of bike sharing systems (BSS) in many cities around the 

globe. In addition to the more traditional station-based systems, free-floating bike sharing 

schemes (FFBSS) have been introduced to the market. Subject of this paper is Vienna, the 

capital city of Austria. Since 2003, the station-based bike sharing system (SBBSS) “Citybike 

Wien” (Citybike Vienna) is in operation. Initial issues could be resolved but there are new ones 

arising. Additionally, the introduction of FFBSS stirred up the city in 2017 and led to new 

regulations. A similar process was observed all over the world. The paper aims to identify 

problematic issues concerning bike sharing systems in Vienna and analyze regulatory actions 

that have been taken to resolve these issues. Firstly, all the BSS available in Vienna today 

and in the past are listed and described, including their related issues. Then, we report which 

policies to mitigate the encountered issues were undertaken and within which timeframe they 

came into effect. Finally, we compare how Vienna tackled the BSS related challenges in 

comparison to other selected cities (Graz, Tianjin, Singapore, Melbourne, Seattle, Amsterdam 

and Oxford). In order to gain extensive knowledge about the bike sharing situation in Vienna, 

an interview with Martin Blum, the official Representative of Cycling Affairs of the city, was 

conducted. Further information has been retrieved by e-mail communication with the free-

floating BSS operators and via literature review of newspaper articles, academic publications 

and bike sharing regulations of different cities.  

 

2. Bike sharing systems and their issues 

The first SBBSS system that went into operation in Vienna was the “Viennabike” in 2002, 

followed a year later by its successor the “Citybike Wien”, which is still active until today. In 

2017 several free-floating bike sharing systems were introduced to the city, namely ofo, oBike 

and Donkey Republic. The company Greenride tried to establish another free-floating system 

in 2018 but stopped the project due to upcoming regulations. 

2.1 Citybike Wien 

Citybike Wien has been installed because its predecessor, the Viennabike, failed due to 

vandalism and excessive rental durations. Vandalism has been eliminated by mandatory 

registration with personal data. Responsibility for the bikes has been therefore transferred to 

the customer. Excessive rental durations are prevented by progressive hiring rates which 

incentivize short rides (Dechant 2013). The Citybike system works quite well in its present 

form, which is a result of the great amount of know-how that has been fed into the system over 

the years. Still, there are also challenges for this long-standing bike sharing scheme. 

Compared to cities in other countries, the stations are further away from each other with an 

average distance of about 700 meters. Depending on the built structure, most pedestrians 

accept a walking distance of 220 m to 350 m (Emberger and Pfaffenbichler 2017). Another 

issue for the BSS is the modernization of the bicycles and stations. Due to new developments 
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and technologies, a more modern bike should be implemented. Additionally, nowadays there 

is no need for a computer terminal at every station. Existing stations could be adapted and 

new stations could be designed without such terminals that need electricity and a network 

connection. Instead, the renting procedure could be managed with an RFID-card or a mobile 

phone only. 

2.2 Free-floating systems 

FFBSS are not limited to stations, instead users can park the bicycles almost anywhere. 

These systems have several advantages for the users such as more flexibility to leave and 

pick up bicycles independent of docking stations, serving more remote areas of a city and no 

need for the installation of expensive stations with IT infrastructure. The bicycles are typically 

equipped with GPS sensors that make it possible to track movements and collect data, which 

in turn can be used for diverse purposes such as scientific studies or urban planning. Two 

dockless schemes have been available in Vienna since summer 2017, ofo and oBike. The 

issues that concern both of the free-floating companies in Vienna can be summarized as 

uncivilized behavior. This includes indiscriminate parking and vandalism. In Vienna, the 

dockless bicycles of ofo and oBike have been parked on narrow sidewalks, blocking pathways 

for pedestrians, on tactile guidance systems and at public bike parking racks. Damaged 

bicycles that could no longer be used took up public space. The removal of illegally parked 

and abandoned bicycles require action by the city, which is only one of the tasks that are 

imposed on the city by these private companies (Blum 2018). In addition to the issues 

generally assigned to free-floating systems, according to Blum (2018), there have been 

problems caused by oBike due to the low quality of the bikes. He argues that the model of 

their bikes is difficult to steer, hardly repairable and cannot keep up with the quality that is 

mandatory for European markets. The media reported several severe acts of vandalism 

concerning oBike. In July 2018, shortly before the new police regulation came into effect, ofo 

and oBike both stopped operations in Vienna. 

2.3 Mixed system (Donkey Republic) 

The Danish company Donkey Republic is using a mixed bike sharing system. There are no 

specific stations for Donkey Republic bikes, but rented bikes have to be returned to one of the 

available drop-off locations. This is sometimes called “geofence” stations. In Vienna, these 

stations are located at public bike parking spaces. The only problem that has been associated 

with the system of Donkey Republic was the use of public bike parking racks and therefore 

taking away space for private bicycles (Der Standard 2017, Blum 2018). The practice of using 

these bike racks is legal according to the StVO (Straßenverkehrsordnung 1960), the Austrian 

road traffic regulations. Nevertheless, the company reacted to the complaints and installed a 

management to distribute the bicycles to bike parking racks that have enough capacity to 

support the bicycles of Donkey Republic in addition to the private ones. For the moment, the 

situation with Donkey Republic is seen as stable. 

2.4 Removal of illegally parked shared bicycles 

Damaged or illegally parked bicycles have been reported to the “Abschleppgruppe” (towing 

group) of MA 48, which removes the bikes, brings them to the storage site in Vienna and 

charges the bike sharing companies for this service (Mobilitätsagentur Wien 2017). According 

to Jurkovits (2018) of MA 48, 129 oBikes and ofo-bikes have been removed in the period 

between September 2017 and June 2018. They did not remove any Citybikes or 

Donkey Republic bikes. Concerning complaints by citizens, Blum (2018) stated that he can’t 
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give a number, since the complaints are reported to different authorities of the city. However, 

he said that there is a correlation between reports in the media and complaints by citizens. He 

assumes that a larger number of media reports makes people more aware of the free-floating 

bicycles and this leads to more complaints. 

 

3. Regulatory process in Vienna 

According to the legal basis in Vienna, operators of FFBSS do not need a permit or a license 

to place their bicycles in the city. As a first reaction to the new bike sharing system and the 

issues they brought with them, in September 2017 Radlobby Wien (Viennese Bicycle Lobby) 

published quality requirements for FFBSS (Radlobby Wien 2017), demanding a legal 

framework for the regulation of free-floating BSS. Then, in October 2017 Radlobby Wien 

(2017) published an aid for the parking of free-floating bicycles, which has been put on the 

basket of ofo bikes in cooperation with ofo. In May 2018 it was announced that there will be a 

local police regulation for FFBSS and what the key points in this regulation will be (Blum 2018, 

Kickinger 2018). After the administrative procedure, the local police regulation concerning 

dockless rental bikes (“Verordnung des Magistrates der Stadt Wien betreffend stationslose 

Mietfahrräder”) was published by Magistrat der Stadt Wien (2018), (the Municipality of Vienna) 

on 28 June 2018 and came into effect on 1 August 2018. 1 shows the timeline of the process 

in Vienna from the introduction of the free-floating BSS operators ofo and oBike in July 2017 

to the coming into effect of the local police regulation in August 2018 with a duration of 

12.5 months. 

 

Figure 1: Timeline FFBSS introduction and regulations in Vienna 

The rules of the new regulation (Magistrat der Stadt Wien 2018) includes a maximum number 

of 1,500 bicycles per operator, the need for an office in Vienna, data handling according to the 

law, an official accreditation mark on every bike and adherence to parking rules. The operator 

must remove bicycles that are parked against the rules or have been damaged by vandalism 

within 4 hours between 6 a.m. and 6 p.m. on weekdays and within 12 hours at other times 

from the moment they have been notified by the authorities. Violating the rules is an offence 

that can be subject to a penalty (up to 700 euros) according to the Viennese City Constitution. 

 

4. Establishment of regulations for FFBSS in other cities 

Alkhaddour (2018) analyzed the regulations of different cities around the world concerning 

FFBS that have been issued until February 2018. The observed rules in these regulations can 

be summarized as license requirement, limitation of the number of bicycles, operational 

requirements, operating fees, the management of bike distribution and parking rules. 
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Additionally, some cities demand from the FFBSS operators to collaborate with the public 

authorities and share anonymized data. Alkhaddour (2018) further mentions that the Tianjin 

(China) issued regulations (without analyzing them) and Amsterdam (Netherlands) has been 

in the draft stage of regulations for FFBSS in February 2018. For this study Tianjin, 

Melbourne, Seattle, Oxford and Amsterdam have been selected to be compared with Vienna, 

to represent Asia, Australia, the USA, the UK and continental Europe respectively. In addition 

to the cities discussed by Alkhaddour (2018), Graz has been selected, since it is another city 

in Austria and Singapore because it was one of the first cities with a FFBSS and the 

regulations concerning them came into effect around the same time as in Vienna.  

On a legal level, cities in North America, like Seattle, had to permit free-floating BSS 

companies to introduce bicycles to their cities in the first place, whereas in most European, 

Australian and Asian cities, according to the law, FFBSS could immediately start operations. 

This gives cities like Seattle the opportunity to formulate rules in advance, before bikes enter 

the public space and maybe use existing permits for similar services of new mobility (e.g. 

car2go) as a blueprint. Vienna, on the other hand, let the FFBSS companies come into the city 

and decided which rules should be applied after a trial period where problems have been 

analyzed. Contrary to this, dockless shared bikes have been introduced to Amsterdam and 

banned later because there already was a legal basis in place for this. A similar process can 

be seen in Melbourne, where the authorities acted upon an existing law to issue large fees for 

indiscriminately parked free-floating shared bikes. 

Additionally, there is a significant difference between contracts like the code that has been 

introduced by Oxford or the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) of Melbourne and legal 

regulations like the one in Vienna. Since the contracts are only a voluntary agreement with the 

bike sharing companies, it was possible to set them up in a short period of time, in Oxford 

even before the first dockless bikeshare operator came to the city and in Melbourne within 

4 months. On the contrary, the local police regulation in Vienna is an official legal text that has 

to be reviewed by different authorities of the city. This process simply takes more time, which 

explains the large differences between the establishment of Oxford’s Code of Conduct, 

Melbourne’s MOU and the coming into force of official laws of other cities, which is not that 

different in Tianjin (9 months), Singapore (13 months) and Vienna (12.5 months). It is more 

time-effective to set up voluntary agreements than new laws. More research needs to be done 

to find out what the effects of these two different instruments are, though the course of action 

in Melbourne suggests that voluntary agreements do not have a satisfying effect. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Problematic issues in Vienna vary between the different types of bike sharing. The station-

based system benefitted from the experiences with its predecessors and most operational 

problems have been resolved over the years. Today, this system faces some modernization 

issues and its future is depending on further developments with the more innovative schemes 

and investment choices by the city. The mixed system of Donkey Republic overcame the initial 

issue of using public bike parking racks with operational changes but it is still unclear how the 

new regulations are going to affect the company. Problems concerning free-floating systems 

(ofo and oBike) have been mainly due to vandalism and illegal parking 

It is concluded that the dissatisfaction of the public in Vienna with FFBSS is due to uncivilized 

behavior and the awareness of this behavior, which can be influenced by the media. The 
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attitude towards these new BSS can be influenced by the cultural background of a city and 

unclear business models. A legal framework is needed to cope with these new forms of 

mobility service. Different legal backgrounds in cities result in different regulatory approaches 

that vary in duration. The approach by Vienna was not to react too fast on a trend where there 

is still a lot of upheaval in the market. After the initial phase, it was decided to create a local 

police regulation. The new regulation caused FFBSS to turn away from the market in Vienna. 

The future will show how the situation with FFBSS develops, if the public will accept these 

new schemes and if some operators are going to stay in the city and become a fixed part of 

the transport system. The current situation suggests that FFBSS using geofence stations, like 

Donkey Republic, are more likely to be accepted by the city dwellers and to be able to cope 

with new regulations. Such mixed systems present a compromise between the advantages of 

station-based and free-floating schemes. Users are not as flexible as with true free-floating 

systems regarding the location to pick up and leave the bicycles. On the other hand, it is not 

necessary to build expensive physical stations with IT infrastructure and the placement of 

geofence stations is a lot more flexible. Additionally, vandalism and illegal parking can be 

largely avoided, as shown with Donkey Republic. 
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