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1. The community bike workshop 

The Bike 
Shed, CERES, 
Melbourne 
Australia 



Community bike workshops 
are:‘not-for-profit 
community-based 
organisations formed around 
the restoration and 
maintenance of bicycles’ 
Facilitating cycling as a form of sustainable transport 
 

 
 
 
 



Volunteer workers (and some paid) 

The institution itself  – governance 
arrangements, mission, physical and online 
status 

Outside networks – bike 
advocacy, government, NGOs, 
community economy 

Social interaction  - as part of community 
capacity building and empowerment. Non-
market based transactions and local scale 
interactions  

Knowledge and skills  - imparting these, hel  
to socialise and demystify technology 

A building – and discarded or gifted parts and 
bikes from all over the city or region.  

People with bike problems, desire to own a 
bike, looking for parts, skills 

The workshop ‘assemblage’ comprises: people, things, social interaction 

Bikes and parts and tools 



 
E.g. 
Organizational Models 
Legal Filings 
Insurance 
Accounting 
Fundraising 
Publicity 
Strategic Planning 
Over 300 examples of Community Bicycle Organizations and International Bicycle Aid Organizations. 
Teaching Resources 
Common Activities: 

Community Bike Shop: Providing bicycle tools, parts, used bikes and mechanical expertise to the public. 
Earn-a-Bike: Programs that allow people to literally earn a bike through learning or volunteer work, sometimes focused exclusively 
on youth. 
Valet Bike Parking: Providing corralled areas where volunteers watch your bike while you enjoy an event. 
Safety Education: The League of American Bicyclists has a nicely pre-packaged program called Smart Cycling which includes a Bike 
Rodeo Kit. 
Mechanical Training: Park Tool has a nicely pre-packaged program called the Park Tool School. 
Helmet Distribution 
Bicycle Art: Following Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle old bikes and parts are turned into works of art. 
Bicycle Advocacy: Many Community Bicycle Organizations concentrate on the grass roots elements of educating and getting people 
on bikes. However some organizations, or at least some of their members, are also involved in traditional bicycle advocacy. 
Women's Only Night: Encouraging more women and transgender people to get involved and learn in a comfortable space without 
men. 
Commercial Bike Racks: Providing outdoor bike racks and installation local businesses and cities. 

Organization Building Resources: 
 

http://www.bikecollectives.org/ 
 

More formally – workshops have rules, committees, procedures and these are 
shared online -  

http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Organizational_Models
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Organizational_Models
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Legal_Filings
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Insurance
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Accounting
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Fundraising
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Publicity
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Strategic_Planning&action=edit&redlink=1
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Community_Bicycle_Organizations
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Category:International_Bicycle_Aid_Organizations
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Teaching_Resources
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Community_Bike_Shop
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Earn-a-Bike
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Valet_Bike_Parking
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=League_of_American_Bicyclists
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Smart_Cycling
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Bike_Rodeo_Kit
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Bike_Rodeo_Kit
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Park_Tool
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Park_Tool_School
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Helmet
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Bicycle_Art
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Reduce,_Reuse,_and_Recycle
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Bicycle_Advocacy
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Community_Bicycle_Organizations
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Bicycle_advocacy
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Commercial_Bike_Racks
http://www.bikecollectives.org/wiki/index.php?title=Outdoor_bike_racks
http://www.bikecollectives.org/


rules 

Rules, Working Bikes, Chicago 

Guide for volunteers, 
Portland 



Research methods 
• Participant-observation 
• Semi structured interviews with key personnel; 

collaboration with Dr. Ruth Lane, Monash and 
student Bernadita  

• So far; 16 workshops in USA, UK, France, Belgium, 
Australia, NZ (to do: Berlin and Paris) 

 



2. Bicycles and urban studies 
• In critical urban studies, there is not much directly on bikes 

– Anti-consumption literature (degrowth)  
– ‘Right to the city’ should include right to mobility, following 

Lefebvre. (small mentions in Harvey etc. on social movements).  
– Brief mentions in the community economy work of Gibson -

Graham 
– Structural problems and conspiracies theories (eg the company 

car problem in Belgium, the road lobby) 
– Urban finance and projects – big schemes get you re-elected, bike lanes 

don’t. Developers want public transport, jobs  and a cultural sector, not bike 
lanes and small workshops) 

– 2 urban bike anthropologists (Adonia Lugo, Luis A. Vivanco) and 
also Rachel Aldred and Dave Horton in UK. Lugo focuses on racial 
and gender injustice even in the bike ‘movement’ itself, and 
developing “situated knowledge.” 

– Horton, D 2006, 'Environmentalism and the bicycle', Environmental Politics, 15, 1, pp. 41-58. 

– Book in progress, Bicycle Justice (Lugo, Golub et al) 

 
 
 

 

 



• Rising tide of schemes and ideas in urban planning  
– Sustainable transport literature (policy measures, but 

without much politics, and more on public transport) 
– [too much] focus on  ‘star cities’ -Amsterdam, 

Copenhagen, Groningen, Portland , Davis CA.  
– John Pucher (Rutgers) and the bicycle ‘renaissance’  
– Full cost accounting and carbon management 
– Developing country transport solutions 
– What to do in cities with lower modeshare like Brussels, 

Melbourne? 
 

Koglin, T & Rye, T 2014, 'The  
marginalisation of bicycling in Modernist  
urban transport planning', Journal  
Of Transport & Health, 1, pp. 214-222. 

 
 



• Nonprofit sector reports and actions on cycling 
•  Government and planning research  

– Some listening to community planning?? 
• Good in Brussels. 
• Boris in London has a bike research team.  
• Also Bogota, Santiago etc.  
 

• Health and psychology literature 
–  feeding into policy 
– Large surveys, into behaviours, attitudes,  
accident factors  
– VUB strongly involved 

 
No cycling/society journal exists.  



Batterbury’s rule 
• Non-cycling urban studies academics tend not 

to work on cycling issues 
• The reverse is not true (cycling academics work 

on anything, including automobility) 
 

• Dans les études urbaines, les chercheurs qui ne 
utilisent des vélos, ont tendance à ne travailler 
pas sur les questions de cyclisme 

• L'inverse est pas vrai (les chercheurs qui sont 
cyclistes travailler sur quoi que ce soit, y 
compris l'automobilité) 
 



3. Space 
Locality – where are the workshops? 

– In Brussels, they are dispersed. Locations move/are 
unpredictable, but not so much present  in outer 
suburbs 

– In most cities, found in locations with cheap rents 
or populations with particular needs 
 

Facebook and webpages can allow mapping the 
locations, but this is not really helpful (it is done, for 
France and Wallonia) 



• Premises (local) 
–  Not much is needed – secure storage and room for 

tools and stands  
– financial outlays generally small  
–  size varies 
– Content of premises varies from bare walls and bikes, 

no water or electricity (Seattle, first location) , to 
massive warehouses 

– At least two bought their buildings but have to pay 
bank loans, eg Bike Kitchen LA. 

–  123Velo and Worcester Earn-a-Bike pay nothing as 
part of a collective, except utilities. Bike Shed in 
Melbourne paid nothing for years, but does now when 
$10,000 en caisse was  discovered ! 

 



Bike Kitchen, 
East 
Hollywood, 
Los Angeles – 
space was 
bought with a 
donation 
after years in 
an apartment 
building and 
then a 
shopfront. 
Appts. 
needed 

MONDAY: 12:00pm to 
5:00pm  
MONDAY NIGHT: "Bicycle 
Bitchen" (female-identified 
only): 6:30pm to 9:30pm  
TUESDAY thru THURSDAY: 
6:30pm to 9:30pm 
SATURDAY: 12:00pm to 
4:00pm  
SUNDAY: 2:00pm to 
6:00pm  

 
4429 Fountain Ave, LA 
CA 90029 



BICAS, Tucson, AZ – a stable, rented warehouse 
for 2 decades, with investment (but now they 
may have to move)  



BICAS, Tucson 
Shop and counter 
 
 
 
Tues-Sun 11-6pm 
 
Address: 44 W. 6th Street 
http://bicas.org/ 
  
  

http://bicas.org/
http://bicas.org/


Bike Shack, University district, Seattle; 
shared space with community tool loan centre; an 
unremarkable mid-priced neighbourhood with locals and 
some students 
 
A bigger workshop is downtown in Seattle 



Worcester MA, Earn a  Bike – basement of ‘Shared Soup’ community House 
in the cheapest and most disadvantaged part of town, bought with pooled funds from 
2 members in 2010  ‘Main South ‘ All wooden buildings, this one rebuilt after 2009 fire 

Hours (closed in Winter) 
Earn-a-Bike 
Saturdays 11-4 
Women and Trans Night 
Tuesdays 6-9pm 
Adult Night 
Thursdays 6-9pm 

Famous Clark University Geog 
Dept. is just down the road). Main 
South is regarded as ‘unsafe’ , only 
2 Clark faculty live there 
www.worcesterearnabike.org 
 
 
 

http://www.worcesterearnabike.org/
http://www.worcesterearnabike.org/
http://www.worcesterearnabike.org/


Shop Hours 
Mon: 4-9pm  
Wed: 4-9pm  
Fri: 12-4pm 
Sat: 12-4pm 
Sun: 12-4pm 

Women & Trans:  
1st & 3rd Tuesdays 4:30 – 

7:30pm 
Noche Bilingüe: 

2nd Tuesdays 4:30 – 7:30pm 
Open Shop Night: 

1st Thursdays 6:00 – 9:00pm 
 
 

 

Bike Farm, Portland – recently 
rented  cheaply after GFC and the fall in 
rents.  
Huge space in hipster East Portland 
neighbourhood ,  1810 NE First Ave 
bilingual 
 



Working Bikes, Chicago. 
Emerged from a small single-person 
effort to become a giant operation 
with thousands of bikes in storage, 
volunteers, and some paid staff. 
Bought a three floor warehouse in a 
poor Hispanic neighbourhood , 
Pincen, with a truck loading bay 

http://www.workingbikes.org 
Hours We are open for sales & repairs 
Wednesday 12 – 7 
Thursday 12 – 7 
Friday 12 – 5 
Saturday 12 – 5 
 

3 etages 
6000 velos exported each year to 
Africa 
1000 donated to local community 
 

http://www.workingbikes.org/


4. Aims, missions 
There are three main types of workshops:  

 
A) Volunteer community workshops (ateliers vélo 
communautaire avec des bénévoles) working towards 
vélonomie, with different levels of additional commitment 
to social transformation among them, and usually a 
‘leader’ or ‘representative’ for the asbl, 501 non profit 
status etc.  

 
• Mechanical Tempest in Wellington NZ, Worcester 

EarnaBike, the Bike Shed in Melbourne, Seattle Bike 
Shack, Portland Bike Farm,  

• Cycloperativa, 123 Velo 



123 Velo, Brussels, regularised squat with only volunteers and little or 
no link to government – founder shown. 
 
« …..Les bases du 123vélo sont l’échange de compétences et de matériels. Nous vivons grâce 
aux DONS de vélos non-utilisés, cassés, accidentés, ainsi que de toutes pièces tachées ou 
détachées. Ici tout le monde peut réparer ou apprendre à réparer son vélo. Les plus motivés 
pourront construire leur propre vélo en partant de zéro, mais aussi tout autre projet utilitaire, 
expérimental ou artistique, tant qu’il roule ! » 
  
 

Horaire:  
Le mardi et 
jeudi de 18h00 
à 21h00 
Adresse: 
Rue de 
l'Association 
11, 1000 
Bruxelles 



 Cycloperativa, Rue du Midi, Brussels 
Mission* 
L’association a pour but de promouvoir et de défendre 
l’environnement et la qualité de vie en ville par la 
promotion du vélo dans une démarche de coopération. 
 
L’objectif principal est de favoriser l’usage du vélo à 
Anneessens par la mise à disposition d’un atelier de 
réparation comme vecteur de cohésion sociale. 
 
Open: Monday night, 6-9 
 
*[Cycloperativa  La saga d’un atelier de vélo collectif à 
Anneessens  2015] 
 
 

A two year cheap lease 
ended in 2015. Move to a 
new shop awaiting 
development permits, Sat. 9 
May.  



B) Workshops with paid labour and shop pricing  
“social enterprises” (entreprises sociales) 

 
BICAS Tucson, Working Bikes Chicago, Rue Voot, 
Cyclo Bockstael?,  

 
• Social enterprise model. Retaining non-profit 

status (after bills and wages are paid) 
• Shop fees charged 
• But also some subventions (subsidies) – Cyclo 

Bockstael would otherwise charge more 



Our local – Rue Voot 

Cyclo Bockstael 



C) Workshops with a wider mission – aid and 
social welfare 

 
• Bath Bikes UK,  attached to Julian House (a 

homeless charity), Working Bikes in Chicago 
•  are they really community workshops? (WB 

has some community volunteering) 
 

Working Bikes 



5. People 
Volunteers and paid staff 
• Activists and professionals mix in workshops 

with different goals  – some are ‘bike nerds’ 
(obsédé par les vélos), some want better urban 
transport, others want non-profit organisations 
supporting social goals (le développement social 
du quartier, surtout).  

• E.g. Matt in Worcester MA– an 
unpaid student and local 
community organiser  

 
• Gender race and class? A lot of blokes 

 
 



 

Working Bikes originator, Chicago, 1999 
 
All workshops have 1-3 originators, 
 leading to teams of 3-8 key staff (3-6 mechanos) 
When the originator withdraws, is a critical point 
 



Professionals ; A. and M.- paid and 
committed staff (BICAS Tucson  and  
Working Bikes Chicago).  

Cyclo Bockstael, Laken (dep. 2014) 



Clientèle 
Not only hipsters and students (seen here at 
Beursschouwburg…) cycle or go to workshops 
Concern:  are workshoppers just people who cannot 
afford cars? 



6. Networks and linkages 
• Several forms;  
• internet réseaux  
• Within city – links to other like-minded organisations, 

particularly those dealing with a different aspect of 
social action and bikes (eg in Portland) 

• Information exchange (Cycloperativa  has a small biblio 
courtesy of a grant; likewise in Portland and Tucson) 

• Ambivalence about networking among volunteer 
networks. Anarchist sentiment, or a lack of time? 



• Critical Mass – on the Brussels CM site the links are clear 
“Afspraak op deze eerste Kritieke Massa lente bijeenkomst om 18h 
aan de Naamse Poort!n Onderweg zullen we de ateliers van La 
Ruche en Cycloperativa bezoeken. Achteraf nodigen we jullie uit in 
het atelier velo 123 op een hapje en een drankje; vanaf 20h/:/-
vegetarische maaltijd VRIJ PRIJS / vega bier aan 1 neuron / sap / 
muziek“  But not many people go 

• Other organisations and  the state. GRACQ  Groupe de 
Recherche et d’Action des Cyclistes Quotidiens ASBL– Fietsersbond 
(state links). Local GRACQ action groups seem more oriented to 
infrastructure improvements? In Ealing UK, links are evident 
between action groups and the workshop in that Borough 

• Across regions and countries - Heureux cyclage and Bike-Bike 
 



 

http://www.bikecollectives.org/ 
 

http://www.bikecollectives.org/
http://www.bikecollectives.org/


 

Portland Bike Farm works with 
the  
http://www.communitycycling
center.org 
The refurbishes and sells bikes 
and offers youth programs 

http://www.communitycyclingcenter.org/
http://www.communitycyclingcenter.org/
http://www.communitycyclingcenter.org/
http://www.communitycyclingcenter.org/


7. Summing up and future directions 
Culture and politics in bike research 
• There is very little research on workshops – this is an 

ignored and overlooked aspect of urban counterculture 
and transport debates. There is, possibly, too much 
focus on creating bike infrastructure SUPPLY, which 
does not itself create a bike culture -DEMAND.  

• Achieving Amsterdam and Copenhagen levels are 
always seen as ‘goals’ by planners, and by some 
grassroots citizens, but the ugly and even violent 
history of social protest in both cities, particularly in the 
1960s, is told less often (it was actually  the planners 
they were fighting). Also, lowering car numbers is 
politically very hard (esp. in Belgium with company 
cars).  
 



• Seen in context of the neighbourhood or social 
movements, the workshop is a speck in a 
dynamic, and changing urban system. Some 
workshops escape the locality, and probably 
provide more employment when they do so. 
 

• Look outside the door! The workshop is an 
assemblage  with its own internal dynamics, but 
it is embedded in places , communities and wider 
networks 

• To stimulate sustainable transport, workshops 
will play a  role. But the local state dislikes their 
political leanings, lack of conformity (safety, etc),  
and sometimes their chaos. Joining the local state 
is a compromise but it can pay off 
 



Actual status of workshops 
Missions vary from classic social NGO to local self help 
 
We have a big division 
• ‘Volunteer run’ vs ‘in transition to a social 

enterprise’. This fluidity depends on success, and the 
attitudes of key personnel. Volunteer status can be 
maintained, with financial and premises difficulties,  
and is one in the eye for capitalism, but requires 
much ‘bricolage’ and (ironically) some planning  

• Type b) workshops with paid staff still teach 
velonomie  but reach a different audience when they 
charge $$$. BICAS example suggests the political 
stance has to change in them, to to gets grants and 
government support.  
 

 
 
 
 



• The community economy requires support…. but 
maybe not too much? Volunteer workshops are 
not ‘sustainable’ without their “situated 
knowledge” – do they lose this as they become 
more conformist? 

• Workshop precarity– if too big or too successful 
they tend to be co-opted by the state and they 
lose their critical edge, or identify more with  
commercial interests from which the originators 
sought to escape 

• Like a fashion trend, they rely on word of mouth 
and volunteerism – part of the cultural attributes 
(or cultural industries?) of the city  
 

Yosemite CA waterfall – 
photo: Batterbury, Apr 2015 



Workshops and Urban theory 
•  Back to Lefebvre and Harvey – in cities there are 

always counter currents, & urban movements and 
bike workshops are part. As the state moves slowly 
on ‘just mobility’, vélonomie seems anti capitalist– 
adaptive and resilient, and ….resistant 

• Workshops are certainly not ‘post-political’ 
movements coopted by mainstream pro-market 
‘sustainable transport’ thinking (Swyngedouw & 
Wilson) – the politics is in the emancipatory 
technology  itself, as well as actions that take place 
around it and the beliefs that underlie it. So why 
are they almost ignored by urban theorists? 



Seattle street art, 
photographed while cycling 
of course 

More details, literature reviews, etc.  
http://bikeworkshopsresearch.wordpress.com 

http://bikeworkshopsresearch.wordpress.com/
http://bikeworkshopsresearch.wordpress.com/
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