Lime e-bikes prompt safety fears and calls for strict UK cycling rules
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Lime e-bikes, those distinctive green hire bikes that have rapidly multiplied across London and other UK cities, are increasingly drawing frustration from pedestrians, local residents, and even celebrities. The 92-year-old actress Dame Joan Collins recently voiced her annoyance on Instagram about the "loutish" behaviour of Lime riders, sharing images of e-bikes abandoned en masse on crowded pavements. This disorderly parking is more than a nuisance; it poses significant hazards, especially for vulnerable groups such as blind and partially sighted individuals who struggle to navigate blocked walkways. The National Federation of the Blind UK has openly called for the removal of dockless e-bikes, highlighting the safety risks and loss of independence caused by these obstructions.
Beyond the clutter, the rise of Lime bikes has been linked to a spike in accident-related injuries. London hospitals have reported an uptick in admissions due to what orthopedic surgeons have termed ‘Lime bike leg’—serious injuries resulting from the heft of the bikes, which weigh over 30 kilograms, falling onto riders during crashes. Pedestrians are not spared from harm either; in a notable July 2024 incident, a 56-year-old woman walking her dogs in Crouch End, North London, was struck at speed by a Lime e-bike. The rider briefly stopped but fled, leaving the injured woman with a sprained ankle and bruising. Such episodes fuel ongoing concern about rider behaviour and the danger posed to those on foot.
The core of the problem, however, may lie in the riding culture itself. According to those familiar with cycling in places like Belgium—a country lauded for its extensive cycle networks and stringent regulations—British cyclists often lack the necessary awareness and adherence to road safety protocols. Unlike Belgium, where cyclists are expected to follow strict rules such as using bells, refraining from mobile phone use while cycling, and signalling clearly, enforcement in the UK is less rigorous, and many riders appear indifferent to the Highway Code. This has led to widespread issues like cyclists running red lights, riding on pavements, and neglecting basic signalling, creating unpredictable and hazardous conditions for all road users. The resulting tension between cyclists and pedestrians fuels calls for improved education and stricter enforcement, with some suggesting that irresponsible riders should lose access to Dockless hire bikes until they demonstrate proper competence.
Local authorities and organisations have been trying to grapple with these challenges. In Brent, North West London, residents have repeatedly complained about Lime bikes left in obstructive and sometimes hazardous positions, even leading to the removal of bikes found in rivers and canals. Similar grievances have emerged in Hounslow, where bikes have reportedly been abandoned deliberately in dangerous spots such as in the middle of roads or on pavements, blocking driveways and posing serious risks to pedestrians and motorists alike. These widespread concerns have prompted council calls for stronger penalties and deterrents, urging Lime to comply with local standards to safeguard pedestrian safety.
Responding to the outcry, Lime announced a £20 million investment plan aimed at alleviating the parking chaos. The company’s CEO, Wayne Ting, acknowledged the problems caused by rapid e-bike demand and pledged collaboration with local authorities to improve the cycling experience, including dedicated parking bays and enhanced operational measures. Transport for London (TfL) has also stepped up, adopting a stricter policy to tackle the issue of poorly parked e-bikes, particularly on TfL land, with intentions to penalise operators allowing such disruptions. Despite these initiatives, the situation remains contentious, with community members and advocacy groups pressing for swifter and more effective action to prevent further accidents and restore safe, accessible public spaces.
While Lime and governing bodies work towards solutions, the wider lack of a coherent cycling culture in the UK continues to jeopardise the safety of both riders and pedestrians. The contrasting experience of cycling in countries like Belgium offers a glimpse of what could be possible with consistent regulation, education, and infrastructure investment. Until then, the streets of London remain a battleground of competing road users, where obstructive bikes, frustrated residents, and accident reports highlight the urgent need for a safer, more respectful approach to urban cycling.
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