
 
 

 

Making the business case for a sustainable local car 

club: indicative costs for community groups  

A range of factors are involved in making a community car club financially sustainable, from the 

location to the enthusiasm of volunteers to get the scheme established. The best locations for car 

clubs are those in areas with high-density populations (e.g. terraced housing or flats), and a total 

population of over 20,000 (this could be spread between two or more smaller towns in the same 

area)1. However, this document focuses solely on the financial business case.  

This document is intended to provide community groups with indicative costs to allow informed 

decisions to be made which car club model to adopt and what to charge. It is for guidance purposes 

only – anyone considering taking this forward should carry out their own research to ensure the 

figures are up-to-date and reflect local circumstances. Further guidance is given in the Carplus 

Community Car Club Handbook2. 

Costs  

The costs of a car club can vary considerably, depending, for example, on whether or not the 

vehicles are fitted with telematics3 and whether the car club is a franchise of a national operator or 

independent.  

These costs can be split into the costs that are specific to a vehicle, and costs that apply to the 

scheme overall (and are static, regardless of the number of vehicles).  

Start-up costs  

Capital costs of setting up a community car club  

 

Item  

Independent, 

without 

telematics (£) 

Independent, 

with low-cost 

telematics (£) 

Franchise, with 

telematics (£) 

Capital cost 

per vehicle 

Purchase price 8,000 8,000 8,000 

Vehicle branding 80 80 80 

Branding of parking space 30 30 30 

System for accessing keys 20 350 1,600 

Total upfront cost per vehicle 8,130 8,460 9,710 

 

Capital cost 

per scheme 

Set-up of booking/billing system 0 770 1,000 

Total upfront cost per scheme 

(regardless of vehicles numbers) 

0 770 1,000 

 

 
1 For example, Co-wheels East Lothian has vehicles in Dunbar, North Berwick and Haddington. Together, these 
towns have a population of 23,000.  
2 Available on our website at www.carplus.org.uk/community-car-club-handbook 
3 Telematics allow vehicle access using a membership card, and provide booking and billing services, therefore 
saving on administration.  



 
 

These costs can vary, depending on the choices made (e.g. how much the organisation decides to 

spend on branding the vehicles, or if the car club wants to provide booster seats). For the options 

detailed here, it has been assumed that the only difference is telematics; otherwise, the lowest-cost 

options (i.e. free website, no lining of bays) have been selected.  

It is possible that spending more on certain items (e.g. branding the vehicles or lining and signing the 

bays) may lead to increased income because they raise the profile of the scheme. Equally, it is 

possible that providing telematics (rather than using a keysafe and logbook) may attract additional 

members by making the scheme seem more professional. This depends on local circumstances and 

the target customer base. 

Most community car clubs in Scotland have chosen to operate as independent car clubs without 

telematics, to reduce their costs. Therefore this analysis will focus on how this option can be made 

to be financially sustainable.  

The vehicle costs detailed here are based on a small or medium-sized car, bought new or nearly-

new. Whilst older cars are cheaper to purchase, Carplus recommends that these are avoided 

because they are likely to have: 

- higher repair bills 

- less appeal to users, so are likely to lead to reduced levels of income 

- higher levels of emissions and be less safe.  

Feedback from community car clubs suggests that medium-sized cars are more popular, although a 

car club with a number of vehicles may choose to have a mix. Larger vehicles and electric vehicles 

will be more expensive to purchase.  

It may be possible to secure grant funding for the capital costs of start-up, and for the purposes of 

this document, it has been assumed that this will be the case. In this case, the income from the car 

club does not need to cover these costs; however, it will need to cover the day-to-day running costs 

and the costs of deprecation (to generate sufficient income to replace vehicles as required). These 

costs are detailed on the next page.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

Running costs  

Annual running costs of a community car club  

 

Item  

Independent, 

without 

telematics (£) 

Independent, 

with low-cost 

telematics (£) 

Franchise, with 

telematics (£) 

Notes 

Costs 

per 

vehicle 

Booking and billing 

system and member 

support  

04 22 2,000 

 

Insurance 1,250 1,250 900  

Breakdown cover 30 30 05  

Vehicle excise duty 15  15 15 
Assuming a mix of 

Bands A and B. 

Cleaning, checking, 

taking vehicles to the 

garage, etc. 

1,100 1,100  1,100 

By local freelancer or 

garage at approx. £10 

per hour and full 

vehicle valet/check 

every fortnight. 

Service and 

maintenance 
670  670 670  

 

Depreciation (per 

year) 
1000 1,000 1,000 

If replaced every six 

years 

Total operating costs 

per vehicle 
4,065 4,087 5,685 

 

 

Costs 

per 

scheme 
Staff costs 16,5006 15,000 15,000 

Part time 

employee/freelancer 

for marketing and 

scheme development. 

Includes pension 

contributions, NI, etc. 

Booking system 487 0 0  

Marketing 2,000 2,000 2,000  

Storage/office space 0  0 0  
Up to c£3,000 if an 

office is provided.  

Liability insurance 300  300 0 

If the staff member is 

employed by the 

operator (in the case 

of a franchise), they 

will cover this cost. If 

the community 

organisation employs 

them, this cost will 

need to be budgeted 

for. 

 
4 For schemes without telematics, the cost is per scheme (rather than per vehicle) and is included in the 
estimate of staff time. 
5 This is included in the franchise fee.  
6 Additional time has been factored in for inputting the data from the vehicle logbooks.  
7 Systems are usually free for up to 50 members. This cost is for the SuperSAAS system once you go above this 
threshold. It is unlikely that a community car club would exceed the next cost threshold.  



 
 

Legal fees/ 

accountancy 
200 200  200  

This will vary, 

according to the legal 

structure. 

Total operating costs 

per scheme 
19,048 17,500  17,200 

 

 

Community organisations are often very enthusiastic when starting up, and can reduce the staff 

costs by making use of volunteers. However, in the long-term, there is no guarantee of maintaining a 

sufficient volunteer base for this. Therefore we have assumed that all core tasks are carried out by 

staff.  

Income  

Car clubs typically generate an income from members through three types of payment: a 

membership fee, an hourly charge and a mileage rate. The table below illustrates the rates charged 

by the commercial operators in Scotland.  

 

Car club rates charged by commercial operators in Scotland for diesel/petrol cars 

Car club and vehicle type  Membership fee (£) Medium car £ / hr Mileage rate £/ mile 

Enterprise Car Club Standard £60 / annum £6.20 £0.21 

Enterprise Car Club Enhanced £240 / annum £4.70 £0.21 

Enterprise Car Club (Glasgow) £20 / annum £4.45 £0.31 

Zipcar  £60 / annum £6.00 
60 miles for free then 

£0.29 

Co-wheels  
£25 joining, 

£5 / month 
£5.25 £0.15 

* Co-wheels: This monthly charge is refunded against any in-month hire. 

Membership fee  

In most cases, car club members do not use the vehicles very often (typically twice a year for 

members of community car clubs in Scotland); therefore it is safe to assume that very few would 

take up options of enhanced membership, which offer a higher membership fee but lower hourly 

rates. In most cases, community car clubs do not offer this.  

One exception is Moray Carshare, the oldest community car club in Scotland, which was established 

in 2007. Moray Carshare offers a ‘full membership’ of £16 per month, and hire charges (for example 

of Toyota Yaris) of 62p per hour plus 23p per mile for first 20 miles and 15p per mile subsequently. 

However, Moray Carshare has a fairly unique membership base of people who live on low incomes 

and are not inclined towards car ownership, so this pricing model may not work elsewhere. The 

close-knit nature of the community also allows for high car utilisation rates (members know each 

other so can be flexible about moving bookings).  

Currently, Scottish community car clubs charge either a one-off membership fee of £25, or an annual 

membership fee of £60. Whilst the membership fee can contribute to the cost of running the car  

 



 
 

club, it may also deter people from joining if they do not anticipate being a frequent user of the 

scheme.  

On average, Scottish community car clubs have 14 members per vehicle (although it is 

recommended to aim for nearer 30 members per vehicle). Assuming similar levels of membership, 

the table below details the potential income from membership, depending on the membership fee.  

 

Annual income from membership fees per car  

Average membership levels per car 14 14 14 14 14 

Annual membership fee 25 30 40 50 60 

Annual income from membership per car  £350 £420 £560 £700 £840 

 

This illustrates that membership only contributes a small amount of money towards the running 

costs. It should also be noted that the income may be lower than this, if membership is a one-off 

rather than an annual fee.   

Membership fees exist more to discourage people from joining if they have no intention of using the 

club, to avoid unnecessary administration. These are not generally seen as a key source of income.  

Mileage rate  

The primary purpose of a mileage rate is to cover the costs of the fuel and consumables such as oil 

and tyres. However, it can also be used to generate additional income. The Castlemilk car club 

feasibility study8 calculates the average fuel cost as 11p/mile for petrol or diesel cars, assuming the 

cars are booked for 4hrs and driven 40miles/day. (Carplus data show that community car club 

vehicles are, on average, booked for almost 4hrs and driven 29 miles per day.) 

Scottish community car clubs currently charge mileage rates from 12-24p/mile for small to medium 

sized petrol and diesel vehicles, with 17p/mile as the average rate for both sizes of vehicle.  

 

Annual income from mileage rates per car  

Average annual mileage 8,800 8,800 8,800 8,800 8,800 

Fuel cost per mile 0.11 0.11 0.11 0.11 0.11 

Charge per mile 0.13 0.15 0.17 0.19 0.21 

Annual income from mileage (after covering fuel 

cost) £176 £352 £528 £704 £880 

 

The table above demonstrates that at a mileage rate of 13p/mile and annual mileage of 8,800 miles9, 

each car will generate an income of £176 per year from mileage rates after covering the fuel cost. If 

 
8 Carried out for Carplus in 2016 and available at www.carplus.org.uk/castlemilk-car-club  
9 The average mileage for Scottish community car club vehicles at present (based on reported data on average 
mileage per hour during bookings and utilisation rates).  

http://www.carplus.org.uk/castlemilk-car-club


 
 

the mileage rate is increased to 21p/mile, this increases to £880. This illustrates that whilst mileage 

rates can make a contribution towards covering the scheme’s overall costs (rather than simply 

covering fuel costs), it will not raise significant amounts.  

It should be noted that setting a higher mileage rate may discourage members from using the 

vehicles for long journeys. For organisations with a key aim of reducing the distance people drive, 

this may be an important consideration when setting mileage rates. However, if more than the cost 

of fuel is charged as a mileage rate, it makes it more complicated for the member to compare the 

cost of car-ownership or car hire with joining a car club.  

Hourly rate  

On average, Scottish community car clubs achieve usage rates of 14% (i.e. almost four hours a day). 

It is worth noting that it is not desirable to achieve usage rates of above 25% - if members are unable 

to book a vehicle when they want one, they may leave the car club and buy a car. However, there 

remains potential for car clubs to increase their utilisation.  

Community car clubs are often set up by enthusiastic individuals who are keen to maximise the 

community benefits of the scheme, and who are usually members themselves. As a result, they 

typically set their hourly rates lower than commercial operators, and are often unwilling to raise 

these. However, in order for the car club to become financially sustainable, it is important for these 

charges to be set at a rate high enough to cover their costs; no one will be able to benefit from a car 

club that no longer exists.  

 

Annual income from hourly charges per car  

Hourly rate £3.50 £4.50 £5.50 

Utilisation rate (%) 14 14 14 

Annual income £4,292 £5,519 £6,745 

 

The table above illustrates that, at typical levels of utilisation, the hourly rate generates significantly 

more income for a car club than membership fees and mileage rates. This means that changing the 

hourly rate will have a greater impact on the financial viability of the scheme than the other rates.  

Business case  

As demonstrated in the costs section, some costs will be fixed, regardless of the number of vehicles 

in the scheme. Therefore a scheme with more vehicles will find it easier to become financially 

sustainable than a smaller scheme.  

As detailed above, the majority of the income will come from hourly rates. Therefore the main focus 

of this section will be on utilisation levels and hourly rates. All of the following tables are based on 

the costs of an independent car club with no telematics.  

These tables illustrate the difference that the number of vehicles can make to the ability of the 

scheme to break even. They are based on the assumption that the mileage rate is 17p/mile and 



 
 

there is an annual membership fee of £40, with membership levels and mileage driven per hour of 

booking the same as for Scottish community car clubs at present.  

They also show the relationship between utilisation and hourly rates, and how this is affected by the 

number of vehicles in the scheme.  

Two-car scheme  

Each car club (or each town covered by the car club, if the scheme covers multiple towns) should 

have at least two vehicles, so that members can access a vehicle if one is already booked, or at the 

garage for maintenance.  

 

Breakeven utilisation levels and hourly rates for two-vehicle schemes  

Utilisation rate (%)  14% 25% 30% 38% 

Annual income needed from bookings and 
mileage (per vehicle) to cover costs10 

£13,039 £13,039 £13,039 £13,039 

Income needed per hour per hire £10.65 £5.93 £4.93 £3.93 

Breakeven hourly rate11   £10.22 £5.50 £4.50 £3.50 

 

The table above illustrates the difficulty of making such a small scheme financially sustainable. At 

typical utilisation rates (14%), the scheme would need to charge over £10/hr for the income to cover 

the running costs. This rate is unrealistically high – it is unlikely members would be willing to pay 

this.  

In order for rates to be made comparable to commercial operators, utilisation rates would need to 

be increased to almost 30% - as explained above, this is undesirable. Therefore, it appears that there 

is not a business case to be made for a traditional model of car club with just two vehicles. However, 

a scheme could start with two vehicles, if it is confident that it can secure grant funding to support it 

until it can grow to a sustainable size, or if the group is confident in the energy and commitment of 

the volunteers (possibly up to 2 days per week) to keep the scheme running.   

Six-car scheme  

Breakeven utilisation rates and hourly rates for six-vehicle schemes  

Utilisation rate (%) 14% 13% 16% 19% 

Annual income needed from bookings and 
mileage (per vehicle) to cover costs £6,680 £6,680 £6,680 £6,680 

Income needed per hour per hire £5.46 £5.93 £4.93 £3.93 

Breakeven hourly rate9  £5.03 £5.50 £4.50 £3.50 

 

 
10 The total cost of the scheme (fixed costs per scheme plus the cost of two vehicles) divided between the two 
vehicles. The equivalent calculation was used for the six-car scheme.  
11, 9 The hourly rate that would be charged to the customer, after the income from the mileage rate has been 
accounted for.  



 
 

The table above illustrates that a scheme would need six vehicles to be able to become financially 

sustainable at current utilisation rates, whilst charging hourly rates comparable to some of the 

commercial operators. However, even marginal increases in the utilisation rate, e.g. from 14% to 

16%, can have notable impacts – allowing the scheme to reduce the breakeven hourly rate from 

£5.03 to £4.50.  

The business case detailed above is based on average mileage rates and membership fees. However, 

raising these could mean that hourly rates could be lower – conversely, if these were lowered, the 

hourly rate (or utilisation rate) would need to be increased to compensate. It is important to set 

rates based on a balance of the need to cover costs and the members’ willingness to pay. It is 

recommended to base the latter on comparisons with commercial operators rather than on 

perception alone.  

Utilisation is the main factor affecting both the financial viability of a scheme and the number of 

vehicles needed to cover their costs. With a utilisation level of 14% and hourly charge of £5/hr, six 

vehicles are needed. However, at the same hourly rate, but utilisation level of 15%, only five vehicles 

would be required – or 17% utilisation would mean only four vehicles were needed.  

Conclusion  

Making a community car club sustainable is a balance of reducing costs and increasing income. 

Attracting new members will be a balance of spending enough to make the scheme attractive and 

keeping costs low. Increased expenditure may help to attract new members, but will require a 

higher level of utilisation in order to break even.  

Car clubs make an income from membership fees, mileage rates and hourly booking fees. By far the 

most important of these is hourly rates. It is important that community car clubs are willing to set 

their hourly charges high enough to enable them to break even.  

An independent car club with no telematics, at current rates of utilisation and typical membership 

and mileage rates, and hourly rates comparable to the national operators, will require six vehicles to 

break even. However, even minor improvements in levels of utilisation can significantly reduce the 

number of vehicles required.  

 


