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A greener ride: 
car-sharing pioneers 
Frédéric Mazzella (left) 
and Nicolas Brusson at 
their HQ in Paris

across europe, car-pooling 
websites are changing the 

way we travel – sharing 
journeys, saving money and 

cutting carbon emissions

icolas Brusson consumes his 
salmon tart and side salad with 
as much passion and attention to 

detail as he talks about his business. 
In a noisy brasserie, just a short stroll 
from his office in Paris’s 17th arrondis-
sement, he lowers his fork and pauses 
to explain why investors have just 
given his company $10 million to help 
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site to advertise their availability for 
upcoming journeys and earn money 
by filling those spare seats with pay-
ing passengers. 

Everyone wins: the driver, who 
shares fuel costs; the passengers, who 
find a cheaper way of travelling; and 
the environment, which benefits from 
a reduction in carbon emissions. The 
idea has really caught on in both 
France and Germany, and now prom-
ises to accelerate across the rest of 
Europe as other start-ups eye similar 

opportunities.
Back at the office after lunch, 

Brusson is keen to introduce 
his 34-strong team. It is a 
young, hip crowd of computer 
coders, marketing specialists 
and customer-service staff. 
The staff sip on coffee and diet 
cola as they lean over screens 
discussing webpage designs 
and user feedback.

Behind the glass wall of a 
private corner office, Brusson 
introduces his  partner 
Frédéric Mazzella. If Brusson 
is the business brains, then 
Mazzella, his co-founder and 
CEO, is the creative force who 
first came up with the idea of 
Covoiturage, as Blablacar is 
still widely known in its native 
France.

“I was trying to get home to 
see my parents for Christmas 
in 2003,” explains Mazzella. 

“They lived in the Vendée in 
the far west of France and 
there were no train tickets left 

out of Paris. I sat in the station think-
ing of all the empty car seats leaving 
Paris at that time heading towards my 
parents. What if I could let drivers 
know that I was willing to pay for a 
ride? It was such a simple idea. I 
couldn’t sleep for 72 hours. I searched 
online, but couldn’t find anything like 
it.”

Mazzella had already 
completed a masters in 
computer science at 
Stanford University in 
California. He had been 
inspired by the dot.com 
passion that emanates 
from Silicon Valley and 
was on the search for a business idea. 
But it was another three years before 
he met Brusson at the INSEAD busi-
ness school in France, where they 
were both studying for an MBA. 

They quickly built a business plan 
around Mazzella’s idea for an online 
hub for “social travel”— “Expedia 
meets Facebook”, as they now bill it—
and built a fledgling website. It took 
about two years for a critical mass of 
users to start using the site, but then 
it took off.

Mazzella points to a 
graph on the wall show-
ing the number of French 
users who’ve signed up 

since the company launched. From 
late 2008 onwards, his finger sweeps 
further up and up until it reaches to-
day’s peak on the sharply inclining 
curve.

“We transport 300,000 people each 

month,” he says proudly. “That’s equal 
to running 700 trains a month. The 
environmental advantages are consid-
erable. Since I built the very first web-
site in 2004, it is estimated that it has 
prevented 500,000 tons of CO2 from 
entering the atmosphere.”

Brusson adds: “People are princi-

pally doing this to save money, not the 
environment. Our research has found 
that 70% do it to save money, 14% to 
meet new people and 8% to save the 
planet.”

Ride-sharing has many names and 
variations around the world. It is dif-
ferent from (and, it seems, has largely 
killed off) hitchhiking, in that passen-
gers pay. Some countries have seen 
such systems flourish for decades; for 
example, the network of informal dol-
mus “taxis” in Turkey. Universities 
have also long seen their hallway no-
ticeboards filled with signs saying, 

“Lift Wanted” and “Share Petrol Costs”. 
And in Germany lifts have been organ-
ised via shop and railway station no-
ticeboards. 

Now the internet, and social net-
working in particular, combined with 
the focus on money-saving caused by 
the economic downturn, has helped 
facilitate and promote ride-sharing to 
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transform the way we all travel.
“Five years ago, people thought our 

idea was crazy,” he says. “But we have 
1.7 million users now—1.6 million in 
France, the rest in the UK and Spain. 
It will be Italy and Germany next. And 
then beyond.”

Brusson is the 35-year-old chief op-
erating officer of Blablacar.com, a 
website which aims to rationalise how 
people use cars. Rather than drive 
around with empty passenger seats, 
car owners can use the Blablacar web-

i like to share the costs of driving. 
About once a year, i travel from Porte 

d’orléans in Paris to Vannes in Brittany. So 
when i do this journey, i place an ad online. 
This time i did it a week in advance, but it took 
just one day to get booked up. it will take 
about four-and-a-half hours and i charge €29 
per passenger. 

i’ve never met my passengers before.  
They are Nicole Regnier, a 48-year-old 
information engineer and frequent ride-
sharer, and Tara Payne, an english teacher 
who is ride-sharing for the second time.  
i do like to talk with my passengers,  
but i don’t mind if they just want to  
listen to music.

“We transport 300,000 
people each month—
equivalent to running 

700 trains a month”

‘‘

France
Pierre Lebe Llego, 23, 
is a policeman who 
uses the website 
blablacar.com
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i first saw the website two or three 
years ago. i lived on the west coast of 

Sweden and needed to travel to see friends 
and family in Stockholm. i have my own car, 
but wanted to keep the costs down, so i 
signed up. 

i posted a ride going from Gothenburg to 
Stockholm for 200 krona [€22]. it usually 
takes about four to five hours. i got two 
replies straightaway. it was nice to have the 
company, to be honest. They paid in cash 
afterwards, but now the payment is online. 

i don’t feel unsafe because i’m 6ft 4in. i 
also had their phone numbers and emails, 
which helps to reassure you. i don’t feel like 
anyone would want to fool me. i’ve done it 
three or four times now, but i haven’t 
maintained contact with any of  
them.
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the Netherlands, as well as Sweden, 
has already noted national variations 
across Europe: “Some countries will 
struggle with ride-sharing. Sweden is 
good because most of the population 
live in one of the 10 big cities and the 
road network is developed, which 
helps to encourage ride-sharing. 

“However, Norway is hostile to car-
pooling because there are not enough 
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a far greater extent. 
Most sites, including Blablacar, 

work on the same principle. A driver 
will post details of an upcoming jour-
ney and name a price for the available 
seats. The average price is around 
€20-30, with the websites typically 
taking a 5-15% commission. 

Anyone seeking to take up the offer 
clicks to secure a seat. A pick-up point 
is agreed—in Paris, a popular spot is 
the Porte d’Orléans, where the Métro 
meets with the southern ring road. 
The driver leaves on the car’s hazard 
lights to attract attention. Most web-
sites now allow online payment, 
meaning no cash needs to change 
hands during the journey, with the 
website withholding the payment un-
til all parties signal they are happy 
with the journey.

one crucial factor behind 
the success of these web-
sites is that, as with Ama-
zon or eBay, they allow 

both driver and passenger to rate each 
other. A driver with excellent reviews 
and a high ranking will attract more 
passengers and can command a 
higher price. Likewise, a popular 
passenger is more likely to be ac-

cepted by a driver. 
“The currency of trust is essential,” 

says Brusson. “We have 80,000 ratings 
left on the site every month. We dou-
ble-check mobile numbers. Users 
have to text to our website a code they 
have received by email for the trans-
action to activate. We hold their bank 

details, so this adds an 
extra level of security 
and comfort.”

But, ultimately, users 
make a decision largely 
based on, as Brusson 
describes them, “social 
signifiers”. “Users cre-
ate a profile. They say if 

they are talkative, a non-smoker, what 
music they like, etc. People want to 
find someone like themselves, to see 
where passengers went to university, 
school, and so on. Someone’s ‘story’ 
is very important. When women book 
for the first time they nearly always 
go with a female driver.”

Markus Barnikel, who runs Mit-
fahrgelegenheiten.de, Germany’s larg-
est ride-sharing website (which trades 
internationally as Carpooling.com), 
agrees that reassuring users about 
their safety is key. “53% of our users 
are female,” he says. “It shows that 
fears about safety have largely been 
overcome.”

Barnikel also suggests that people’s 
increasing desire to source cheaper 
forms of travel is leading them to give 
ride-sharing a try: “The concept has 
been popular in Germany for nearly 
50 years. But it used to be just young, 
hippyish types who did it. The finan-

cial crisis means it has really diversi-
fied. Now even my mum says she 
would do it. It’s at least 50% cheaper 
than going by train. We now have 
33,000 people a day being transported 
through our system. 

“Carpooling has largely replaced 
things like InterRailing and hitchhik-
ing in Europe. And in countries such 
as Germany and France, where state-
run railways have blocked the 
emergence of intercity bus net-
works, carpooling websites are 
now thriving.”

The vision now is to fully 
integrate all forms of transport 
into one “smart mobility plat-
form”, says Barnikel. “Not just 
ride-sharing, but trains, ferries, 
buses and planes, too. We want 
to be the ultimate A-to-B ‘in-
termodal transport’ solution.”

talk is equally bullish in 
Sweden. “We adopt new 
ideas very quickly here, 
especially online,” says 

Sven Sawatzki, the 32-year-old 
founder of Samåkning, the 
country’s leading ride-sharing 
website. “We have 122,000 ac-
tive users in Sweden and we 
are looking to expand abroad. 
We have also designed internal 
ride-sharing sites for staff at 
Volvo’s headquarters in Stock-
holm and for various kommuns 
[municipal governments] 
across Sweden.”

But Sawatzki, who was born 
in Germany and has lived in 

A driver with excellent 
reviews and a high 
ranking will attract 
more passengers

‘‘

‘‘
Sweden
carl-Johan eriksson, 
32, is a master 
mariner who uses the 
website samåkning.se
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motorways. The fjords get in the way, 
which leads most people to fly be-
tween cities.”

Back in Paris, Brusson is also start-
ing to notice cultural differences. “In 
the UK, people don’t like giving out 
their mobile phone numbers, whereas 
this isn’t a big deal in France and 
Spain. In some countries, such as 

France, drivers don’t need extra insur-
ance to pick up paying passengers. 
The picture is less clear elsewhere, 
though.”

But these regional kinks are easy to 
iron out, insists Brusson. The advan-
tages of ride-sharing websites are 
clear, and are already transforming 
the way people both view and use 

cars:  “It ’s  economical , 
friendly and ecological,” he 
concludes.

Many cars sit parked and 
unused for most of the day. 
So why not let car owners 
make better use of their 

under-exploited asset? This is the 
thinking behind websites that allow car 
owners to rent out their vehicles to 
others in need of a car for a few hours 
or days.  

As with ride-sharing, there are 
significant hurdles to clear before it 
becomes widely adopted: should I 
really lend my car to a stranger? Am I 
insured if they crash it? But the idea is 
beginning to take hold among early 
adopters.

Car clubs—where a company allows 
the “micro-hiring” (by the hour, or 
even minute) of its fleet of cars among 
members—have been popular for a 
number of years. Companies such as 
Zipcar and Streetcar, which merged last 

year, have helped spread the idea 
internationally, particularly in big cities 
such as London. In Munich, BMW now 
rents out cars to its DriveNow 
members for €0.29 a minute, which 
includes parking, fuel and insurance. 
And, mimicking the success of the city’s 
Vélib’ bike-sharing scheme, Autolib’, a 
car club with 3,000 electric vehicles, 
launched in Paris late last year.

But “peer-to-peer” car sharing is a 
logical leap forward, doing away with 
the need for a fleet of hire cars, since 
every car becomes a potential hire car. 
As with ride-sharing, France and 
Germany lead the way in Europe. 
Berlin’s Nachbarschaftsauto.de and 
France’s Livop.fr are typical of this 
wave of start-ups.

in 2009, i had to travel from kiel to 
Regensburg as i was moving 

apartment. My dad lent me his car, so i found 
three passengers to reduce the costs. i 
charged each one €25, as the system seems 
to tolerate €5 per 100km. 

i already had two girls inside when i picked 
up Dominik at a gas station in Göttingen. He 
was returning to his university in Regensburg 
and helped with the navigation. Two days 
later he sent me a text message and we met 
up a month later. We started dating and fell in 
love. Within six months, i was pregnant; 
emilia is now a year old. 

We now own a car, but we still sometimes 
take passengers. it’s really popular  
with my friends in Germany. Gas is so 
expensive now, plus it’s a really nice  
way to travel and meet new people.

Germany
Julia Mallek, 25, is a
medical student who 
uses the website 
mitfahrgelegenheit.de

‘‘

‘‘

Would you like to drive my car?
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