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Abstract
The environment surrounding us sends strong messages about how to behave 
and what to perceive. Planners and decision-makers play a key role in constructing 
these messages, and therefore help determine how people view and interact 
with the world. As a result, the living environment and its associated messages 
can greatly influence the physical, social and mental health of all residents. Since 
children are just learning about the world, their living environment will profoundly 
influence almost all aspects of their lives. This puts a great deal of responsibility 
on the shoulders of planners, who need to balance a number of different issues 
in urban design to make places more child-friendly. Four major issues that are 
critical to the creation and maintenance of a child-friendly community are: safety, 
greenspace, access and integration. The benefits of child-friendly community 
design range from the promotion of healthier lifestyles, to improving the quality 
of social interactions to the long-term sustainability of natural spaces. The United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) program Child Friendly Cities promotes child-
friendly community design and inclusive decision-making. Waterloo, Ontario, a 
mid-sized Canadian city, has many positive and community-oriented attributes, 
but could benefit greatly from incorporating child-friendly design procedures and 
participatory decision-making. 

L’environnement dans lequel on vit influence nos comportements et nos 
perceptions, par les messages qu’il nous transmet. Les planificateurs et les dé-
cideurs jouent un rôle capital dans la construction de ces messages qui, par con-

séquent, déterminent la manière dont les gens 
perçoivent le monde et comment ils y interagis-
sent. C’est pourquoi l’environnement de vie et 
les messages qui y sont associés peuvent influer 
grandement sur la santé physique, sociale et 
mentale de tous les citoyens. Puisque les enfants 
apprennent tout juste à connaître le monde, leur 
environnement de vie aura une incidence pro-
fonde sur la plupart des aspects de leur vie. Cela 
met une lourde responsabilité sur les épaules 
des planificateurs, qui doivent équilibrer bon 
nombre d’enjeux différents en matière de design 
d’environnement pour rendre les espaces de vie 
plus conviviaux pour les enfants. Les quatre en-

Catherine McAllister 
is a PhD student in the 

School of Planning 
at the University of 

Waterloo. She is using 
an interdisciplinary 

approach to examine 
the relationship 

between children and 
the natural environment 

in urban settings. 

 http://www.environmentsjournal.ca/index.php/ejis/issue/view/772/showToc
http://environmentsjournal.ca


46 Environments 35(3)

© Copyright Environments: a journal of interdisciplinary studies/revue d’études interdisciplinaires. 

jeux les plus essentielles à la création et au maintien de collectivités favorables 
aux enfants sont la sécurité, les espaces verts, l’accès et l’intégration. Les bien-
faits de la conception de collectivités accueillantes pour les enfants vont de la 
promotion de modes de vie plus sains à l’amélioration des interactions sociales, 
en passant par la durabilité à long terme des espaces naturels. Le programme 
Villes adaptées aux enfants du Fonds des Nations Unies pour l’enfance (UNI-
CEF) fait la promotion de l’aménagement de collectivités accueillantes pour les 
enfants et d’une prise de décision inclusive. La ville de Waterloo, en Ontario, une 
ville canadienne de taille moyenne, possède de nombreuses caractéristiques 
positives et axées sur la collectivité, mais elle pourrait grandement profiter de 
procédures d’intégration d’un design adapté aux enfants et de prise de décision 
participative. 

Key Words
Children, healthy communities, Child Friendly City, integration, Waterloo, 
Ontario

Introduction 
According to the World Health Organization, “Health is a state of complete 
physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease 
or infirmity” (World Health Organization, 2007). All facets of this definition of 
health should be considered when planning living environments.  Researchers 
and practitioners are increasingly recognizing this broader definition and are 
starting to understand that the way a community is designed and managed has 
a profound influence on each of them. Community design and management also 
has a strong influence on the economic, social, and environmental sustainability 
of the community as a whole. As examples of this changing understanding, 
consider the following:  There has been a recent surge of interest in defining 
the relationship between human health and the built environment (e.g. Tucs and 
Dempster, 2007).  The Healthy Communities movement has gained momentum 
over the past few decades, advancing healthy community ideals that include 
factors such as active participation, equal access to resources, diversity, and 
the provision of basic needs (OHCC, 2003). The Ontario Professional Planners 
Institute recently released a report on “Healthy Communities, Sustainable 
Communities” that acknowledges the links between planning, health and 
sustainability (OPPI, 2007). Finally, the Ontario Chief Medical Officer of Health’s 
(CMOH) Report, Healthy Weights, Healthy Lives (Basrur, 2004), clearly outlines 
the connection between the living and built environments and physical health.  

The latter report is of particular interest to this paper, because Basrur (2004) 
draws attention to concerns with respect to the health of children.  “Between 
15% and 25% of Ontario youth are overweight or obese” (Basrur, 2004: 25) and 
more than half of Canada’s youth are not active enough for optimal growth and 
development. Children are spending more time indoors watching TV (Basrur, 
2004) and less time interacting with the natural environment or exploring the 
community. Other research indicates that green outdoor areas are disappearing 
or are restricted and children are often segregated from society.

Many of these issues can be at least partially addressed with changes in 



47

© Copyright Environments: a journal of interdisciplinary studies/revue d’études interdisciplinaires. 

C. McAllister

policy and design which can encourage walking and cycling, improve access to 
recreational spaces, and make children and their parents generally feel safer 
about being outside. Among other considerations, the CMOH report offers 
suggestions such as these for improving health through changes in community 
planning policies, community design, and priority setting (Basrur, 2004). 

Children’s environments directly affect the way they interact with the world. 
The environment, then, has a significant impact on every child’s physical, mental 
and social health, yet until recently there has been little focus on creating child-
friendly communities. Children are often neglected in land use planning in two 
ways. They are given little consideration when it comes to design – although 
they see and interact with the world differently than adults do (Matthews and 
Limb, 1999): There is a lack of planning for children.  Second, they are not 
given an opportunity to participate in decision-making (Bartlett, 2005): There is 
a lack of planning with children. The combination can result in reduced levels 
of physical activity and a lack of interest in community engagement. Getting 
children involved in community planning and decision-making can help promote 
physical activity as well as improve children’s mental and social health through 
community engagement and empowerment. Children are more likely to venture 
out into spaces where they feel connected. They also have valuable ideas about 
how to make spaces actually usable by children. 

There are a number of people studying how to involve children in decision-
making processes (For examples, see: Bridgman, 2004b; Burke, 2005; Lauwers 
and Vanderstede, 2005). United Nations initiatives such as Child Friendly Cities 
(UNICEF, 2007) and Growing Up In Cities (UNESCO, 2007) promote inclusive 
decision-making. Child Friendly Cities give children the right to express opinions, 
participate in the community, receive basic services, be protected from various 
forms of violence, walk safely, play, have greenspaces, live in an unpolluted 
environment and be treated equally (UNICEF, 2007). In addition, the Child 
Friendly City program provides a framework to guide the process. It includes 
suggestions such as increasing children’s participation, conducting child impact 
assessments, and creating a children’s rights coordinating mechanism (UNICEF: 
Innocenti Research Centre, 2004). 

This paper discusses how planning in urban environments should 
consider children in two ways: planning for children, and planning with children. 
When planning for children, at least four main factors should be considered: 
safety, greenspace, access and integration. Covering each of these in turn, I 
demonstrate that the way planners deal with these factors has the potential to 
greatly influence children and, more specifically, their health. These four themes 
appear repeatedly in the literature and encompass the goals of the Child Friendly 
City listed above. I use the City of Waterloo as an example of a medium -sized 
Canadian city to illustrate how certain plans and policies could affect children 
with regard to each of these themes. 

I then discuss the other aspect of planning – planning with children. 
Involving children in planning is an excellent way to improve integration. It is 
also a necessary precursor to effective planning for children. It is not a simple 
process, and takes dedication and a willingness to listen and act. In discussing 
this aspect, I briefly examine the history of this trend, discuss some “best 
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practices”, and give examples of places taking positive steps towards inclusivity. 
Finally, I suggest possible steps that a city such as Waterloo can take to start the 
process of creating a Child Friendly City. 

Since children comprise a significant portion of our current population, as 
well as our entire future population, their health and their relationships with the 
community should be of primary concern in the design and management of our 
communities.

The City of Waterloo: A Case Study
The City of Waterloo is one of the fastest growing areas in Canada (Region 
of Waterloo, 2003). Waterloo prides itself on being an “Environment First” 
community – one at the forefront of the environmental movement. The City’s 
website states that, “The dynamic approach we have taken to address concerns 
for the environment has won us the respect and praise of the industry, as well as 
the public’s confidence” (City of Waterloo, 2009a). Waterloo has won a number 
of environmental awards, including a “Service to the Environment” award in 
2008 and a “Community Sustainability Award” in 2006 (City of Waterloo, 2009b). 
In addition, Waterloo has recently been named the world’s most Intelligent 
Community for 2007 (City of Waterloo, 2007b). Waterloo has many child-friendly 
attributes, as well as many programs and services directed at children. However, 
while many policies and plans aim to improve conditions for all citizens, less 
attention has been given specifically to children’s needs. Primarily, there are no 
provisions for including children’s voices in decision-making processes. Waterloo 
could become a Child Friendly City by involving children in decisions and by 
providing safe, accessible, integrated communities with plenty of greenspace. 
These changes would promote the physical, social and mental health of 
Waterloo’s children. The City of Waterloo serves as a good case study, as it 
is a relatively wealthy area of Canada that boasts of its many forward-thinking 
initiatives. One might expect that it could easily take steps to become more child 
friendly, but it has not done so yet. 

Planning for children
When searching for information on how to create healthy communities that are 
also child-friendly, four main themes show up repeatedly. These themes – safety, 
greenspace, access and integration – encompass the Child Friendly City goals, 
and also address the rights of children that are laid out in the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNHCHR, 1989), which will be discussed later. 

Safety 
One major requirement of the Child Friendly City (UNICEF, 2007) is a focus 
on safety. A safe community fosters feelings of security and, subsequently, 
improved social and mental health. In addition, people who feel secure are more 
willing to engage in outdoor activities, thus leading to improved physical health. 
With respect to children, safety is prevalent in the minds of most parents and 
also decision-makers. Concerns about traffic, crime and “stranger danger” result 
in a climate of fear for both parents and children, resulting in over-regulation of 
childhood activity (Blakely, 1994; Spencer and Woolley, 2000). 



49

© Copyright Environments: a journal of interdisciplinary studies/revue d’études interdisciplinaires. 

C. McAllister

There are few places where parents feel safe letting their children play 
unsupervised (Veitch et al., 2006; Blakely, 1994). In addition, parents influence 
the level of fear in their children (Matthews and Limb, 1999), so children may not 
feel safe exploring on their own. The demographics and physical attributes of a 
neighbourhood affect parental assessments. According to one study, the factors 
that influence freedom for children include sex, age, the presence of courtyards, 
proximity of parks, age of the neighbourhood and the network of relationships 
between neighbours (Prezza et al., 2001). Parents of children living in areas of 
low socioeconomic status showed particular concern with their neighbourhood’s 
safety (Veitch et al., 2006). One major goal in planning for safety is to reduce 
criminal activity. This can occur in many ways. For example, providing well-lit 
areas and improving visibility can help to reduce or at least re-direct criminal 
activity. Media hype over incidents of crime can cause excessive concern in 
parents (Blakely, 1994). 

Communities should be designed to facilitate walking, thus promoting 
healthier lifestyles and reducing traffic congestion. Currently, many communities 
are designed for the convenience of vehicles, with limited concern for the 
safety of pedestrians. A review of the literature on physical activity and the 
physical environment concluded that these two factors were undeniably linked 
(Krahnstoever et al., 2006). In a number of studies, a community’s level of 
walkability and access to parks was positively correlated with physical activity 
and inversely correlated with levels of obesity (Newberger and Butcher, 
2005; Saelens et al., 2003; Frank et al., 2004). The link between obesity and 
neighbourhood design is also a major issue raised in the OPPI report (2007) and 
Basrur (2004), as noted above.

Sallis and Glanz stress that “priority should thus be placed on designing 
roads, sidewalks, and crosswalks that make it safe for children to walk and cycle” 
(Sallis and Glanz, 2006, p. 94). Specific guidelines to improve transportation 
safety and accessibility for children have been recommended in the Centre for 
Sustainable Transportation’s report on Child- and Youth-friendly land-use and 
transport planning guidelines (Gilbert and O’Brien, 2005).  

Unfortunately, people are travelling by car more frequently, particularly in 
suburban areas, which are often further from jobs, schools and other facilities. 
This trend results in an increase in traffic, reduced safety, and reduced physical 
activity. A report from the Region of Waterloo’s public health department found 
that people living in suburban areas spend significantly more time in a car, and 
significantly less time walking than do their urban counterparts (Fisher, 2005). 
Waterloo is frequently adding new subdivisions on the outskirts of the city. 
However, the City of Waterloo’s Official Plan encourages pedestrian activity and 
promotes the building of a series of linear parks for pedestrians and cyclists 
(City of Waterloo, 2004). The City Council of Waterloo also recently adopted a 
Pedestrian Charter which acknowledges the advantages of a pedestrian-friendly 
community and states their intention to improve walkability in Waterloo (City 
of Waterloo, 2008). Yet there is still no specific mention of children, for whom 
walkability considerations differ substantially from those of adults.

Planners should aim to create urban spaces where people feel positive 
about their neighbourhoods and parents feel secure enough to allow their children 
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to explore. Ultimately, safer neighbourhoods will foster more physical activity, 
and improved mental and social health. A safe community, however, comes at a 
cost. Concerns over safety have taken precedence over the other three factors 
I mention: greenspaces, access and integration. Greenspaces pose potential 
safety hazards; increased access means exposing children to a wider variety of 
dangers; and integrating children into decisions means giving up some control 
over their lifestyles.  A balance among these is required.

Greenspace 
Urban greenspace offers many benefits. It contributes to the improved health of 
citizens, it helps preserve the natural environment, and it improves the long-term 
sustainability of cities. Urban nature can take any number of forms, from parks 
and greenbelts, to gardens or even features like green roofs (van den Berg et 
al., 2007).

Urban nature can be more important to children than untouched wilderness 
areas, as it is available in daily life within a familiar environment (Meyer, 2005; 
Wells, 2000; Jansson, 1984). Access to greenspace is also one of UNICEF`s 
requirements for the Child Friendly City (UNICEF, 2007). Research has shown 
that children tend to prefer to play in natural areas (Freeman, 1995). In addition, 
repeated exposure to nature helps children develop a sense of environmental 
responsibility and respectful interaction (Bott, et al., 2003), as well as a preference 
for greenspaces (Tesser and Martin, 1996). This could lead to changes in public 
opinion on land-use decisions (Balling and Falk, 1982) as well as increased use 
of greenspaces for recreation. 

Physical activity in children has been positively correlated with the proximity 
of parks. For example, adolescent girls who lived near parks were more likely to 
engage in non-school physical activity (Cohen et al., 2006). Natural areas can 
be excellent playgrounds, offering opportunities for exploration and interaction 
that can never be substituted with built structures. In one study of a natural play 
space, the natural landscape’s diverse features were found to encourage versatile 
play (Fjortoft and Sageie, 2000). Providing green areas for recreation can clearly 
have an influence on physical health through opportunities for activity. 

Other strong evidence has indicated that natural areas have positive social 
and psychological effects on residents. Natural areas help children develop 
appropriate independent social skills and freedom of movement leads to increased 
socialization (Prezza et al., 2001). One study indicated that greenspaces help 
children strengthen interactions with peers (Meyer, 2005) and that they promote 
a healthy sense of community. 

The positive effects of natural areas on mental health have been well 
documented. Kaplan (e.g. 1995) has written widely on this subject. Wells (2000) 
found that children who were relocated to greener areas showed improved levels 
of cognitive functioning and attention compared to children who moved to areas 
with fewer greenspaces. Research has also demonstrated how access to nature 
can counteract the effects of Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), as well as improve 
self-discipline in troubled youth (Taylor et al., 2001). Unfortunately, children 
appear to be losing this connection with nature. Richard Louv calls this “Nature 
Deficit Disorder” in his book that explores how children are being disconnected 
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from nature and how to address the problem (Louv, 2005). 
An examination of planning and policy documents at provincial and local 

levels reveals that greenspace preservation is a priority in Ontario and, more 
specifically, Waterloo. The Ontario Planning Act promotes the protection of 
the natural environment. The first stated purpose of the act is to, “...promote 
sustainable economic development in a healthy natural environment...” (Planning 
Act, 1990). The first listed responsibility of ministries and councils under the Act 
is to have regard to “the protection of ecological systems, including natural areas, 
features and functions” (Planning Act, 1990). The Region of Waterloo’s Regional 
Growth Management Strategy’s first goal is enhancing the natural environment 
(2003). The Regional Official Policies Plan (2006) lists environmental integrity as 
the first element in developing a sustainable regional community.

The City of Waterloo operates under an Environment First policy and there 
are rules and guidelines concerning greenspaces included in the Official Municipal 
Plan, the Environmental Lands Acquisition Strategy and the Environmental 
Strategic Plan (City of Waterloo, 2004, 1997, 2002). The goal of the Official Plan 
is to “enhance the natural and human environment and improve the quality of 
life for current and future residents” (City of Waterloo, 2004). The plan contains 
minimum guidelines for parkland and open space. Five per cent of land or cash-
in-lieu must be provided in new developments for parklands. It also contains 
specific guidelines for the number, size, location, accessibility and visibility of 
parks (City of Waterloo, 2004).

While these guidelines were not specifically designed with children in mind, 
they have profound impacts on local children. On the other hand, the Official 
Plan of the City of Waterloo includes a clause that requires where possible that 
parks be highly visible, accessible and located near schools (City of Waterloo, 
2004). This is, however, the only reference to children or youth in the Official 
Plan. In addition, terms such as “where possible” may serve to limit the actual 
implementation of such clauses.  

It appears that greenspace planning receives a fair amount of attention from 
the City of Waterloo. However, the question remains: are these areas appropriate 
for children? Recreational use, particularly by children, can be damaging to 
greenspaces (Pickett et al., 2001) so children are constantly reminded to stay on 
the paths, not to pick wildflowers, not to feed the animals and not to climb trees. 
Even some Ontario trail organizations are calling for minimum age requirements 
in the use of their trails (Ministry of Health Promotion, 2005). Children are likely 
receiving the message that greenspaces are not for exploration or play and 
that they are not particularly welcome. However, since greenspaces have the 
potential to significantly improve children’s physical, mental and social health, we 
should be sending the opposite message. 

Access 
Another major challenge is providing children with access to a variety of 
environments. Fears about liability and safety limit the areas that children are 
permitted to use. However, access to a variety of services and environments is 
considered a requirement for a Child Friendly City (UNICEF, 2007), and will have 
substantial implications for children’s health. Children with abundant access to 
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parks and play spaces are more likely to engage in physical activity and to have 
opportunities for building social connections, self esteem and confidence. 

Children need room to explore during their play activities (Malone and 
Tranter, 2003). As well as serving an important role in physical activity, play helps 
children develop their capacity to exercise control, demonstrate confidence 
and improve self-esteem (Chawla and Heft, 2002).  Planners need to create 
opportunities for children to be physically active and play in a safe, but varied 
environment (Thompson et al., 2005). Standard playgrounds, with uninspired, 
fixed equipment rarely take children’s need for variety or exploration into account 
(Matthews and Limb, 1999), but are still the norm. Children bore quickly of 
standard play structures. One good example of a creative style of playground is the 
“adventure playground” that allows children to construct their own surroundings 
with available building materials (Noschis, 1992). Adventure playgrounds, found 
in many European countries, but not in North America, show great potential for 
providing development opportunities to children (Staempfli, 2008). They offer 
less in the way of safety, however, and require more supervision. 

Ware and Cavanagh (1992) provide various ways to make public areas 
more accessible to children as well as to those with special needs. These include 
the dimensions of public facilities (such as width of entrances and the height 
of handrails), safety measures (such as non-slip surfaces), and clearly marked 
signs using images rather than just words. These measures improve accessibility 
for a broad range of people, including children. 

Spencer et al. (2000) have noted a consistent pattern of decline in 
children’s access to public spaces. Parklands are based on minimum values 
and, except for token areas such as playgrounds, public places are rarely made 
to the scale of children. Likely because of safety concerns, risk of damage and 
liability, people are less likely to permit children (or others) to roam freely on 
their land (Ministry of Health Promotion, 2005). The proximity of woodlands is 
very important in order to promote their regular use (Thompson et al., 2005) 
and access to recreational facilities has been correlated with increased levels of 
physical activity (Mota et al., 2005). In addition, access to services, parks and 
shopping may also be limited by factors such as socioeconomic status (Pickett 
et al., 2001). There are correlations between social stratification and access to 
greenspace (Grove et al., 2006). 

In the Official Plan for the City of Waterloo, minimum standards for parkland 
areas in new developments are calculated according to the size and density 
of the population. However, since developers are permitted to pay cash in lieu 
of meeting these standards (City of Waterloo, 2004), this could work against 
access in that the money may be used to buy or maintain land further away from 
communities, thus reducing accessibility. The City of Waterloo does appear to 
have some provisions for this in the Official Plan.  It states that “where possible, 
housing geared to low-income and single parent families should be located within 
walking distance of schools, public transit, local commercial outlets, parks and 
recreational facilities” (City of Waterloo, 2004: 86). This type of clause in planning 
documents works to counteract the effects of environmental discrimination. 

While providing access to facilities gives children the opportunity to 
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participate more actively in their community, there are still problems with this 
approach. Facilities for children are usually designed without direct consultation, 
resulting in a severe gap between what is provided and what is needed. A logical 
solution would integrate children and youth into decision-making processes. 

Integration
In many cases, children and youth know what they want and need better than 
anyone. At the very least, they often have valuable opinions or ideas to contribute. 
Integrating children into decision-making processes takes commitment, patience 
and creativity to find ways to help them communicate with adults. This is a 
worthwhile goal, as integrating children fully into their communities helps improve 
social and mental health by promoting feelings of empowerment and confidence 
and offering social interaction opportunities. It also helps improve physical health 
by giving children the opportunity to help create spaces that are useful to them. 
Unfortunately, children are often treated as problems, rather than valuable 
citizens with valid opinions. It also takes a significant amount of work to reach 
the children in a community. Outreach programs and collaborations with schools 
would help reach children who are not likely to come forward to join programs. 
The integration of children and their opinions into the community is one of the 
fundamental requirements of a Child Friendly City (UNICEF, 2007). 

Older children and adolescents tend to congregate in areas such as parking 
lots, malls, plazas and marginal spaces. This creates clashes between youth 
and adults (Matthews and Limb, 1999; Spencer and Woolley, 2000). In recent 
news, a device called the “Mosquito” has arrived in Canada. This is a device 
specifically designed to deter youth from particular areas using a high-pitched 
irritating noise that only they can hear (Perreaux, 2008). The popularity of this 
device is indicative of a much deeper problem and conflicts severely with the 
idea of a healthy, inclusive community. Children and adolescents are forced to 
find ways of fitting into the community, rather than being welcomed and having 
a safe variety of environments to play in, socialize in and explore (Berg and 
Medrich, 1980). 

However, defiant or illegal adolescent behaviour reinforces negative 
stereotypes. One way to get children and adolescents to take responsibility for 
their actions and to take ownership over their communities is to get them involved 
in design and decision-making. This could also increase the actual use of (often 
underused) spaces like parks and marginalized areas. The better integration of 
children into society would also include improving the visibility of play spaces to 
the community – as recommended by the City of Waterloo (2004) – and creating 
public facilities that can operate at the scale of children. 

The City of Waterloo tries to integrate public opinion and encourages citizen 
involvement in priority-setting and decision-making. For example, What’s in Your 
Waterloo? was a community visioning project conducted in 2007, which included 
a community forum and a survey, aiming to “refresh the community vision and 
set strategic priorities for the short and long-term in Waterloo” (City of Waterloo, 
2007c). In addition, the Mayor of Waterloo has initiated the Mayor’s Student 
Advisory Council to improve communication between the city and the students 
from Waterloo’s college and two universities (Mayor’s Student Advisory Council, 
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2008). However, these efforts are all limited to adults. 

The City of Waterloo does have a Youth Recreation Council advertised as 
“a group of youth making a difference in our city by organizing special events 
and programs for other youth, children and older adults” (City of Waterloo, 
2007a). However, unlike the city-run youth councils in other communities – 
such as Edmonton, where the youth council communicates directly with City 
Council (City of Edmonton Youth Council, 2008) – Waterloo’s youth council has 
little to do with planning or decision-making. Its activities appear to focus on 
organizing fundraisers and social events. While participation in this council would 
definitely be beneficial for a young person, it would not necessarily give them the 
opportunity to speak out about the community. 

A community that includes children will foster mental and social health by 
allowing children to be contributing members of society, and to feel their opinions 
are important. An integrated society also allows children to speak up about their 
spaces, and help planners identify ways to make spaces more useful for children, 
thus improving opportunities for physical activity. Planning with children would 
improve many of the problems outlined above. 

Planning with children
When people have control over their own lives, they demonstrate improved 
mental and physical health (Myers and Spencer, 2001). In 1989, a Convention 
on the Rights of the Child was assembled by the United Nations, laying out 
principles including non-discrimination, putting the best interests of children 
first, and respecting children’s views. Notably, the document acknowledges that 
children have a right to a voice in decisions that affect their lives (UNHCHR, 
1989). Despite the widespread ratification of the Convention, the inclusion of 
children in political decisions in most places is tokenistic or decorative at best 
and manipulative or deceptive at worst (Chawla et al., 2005; Driskell, 2002). 
Many programs initiated to fulfill the requirements of the Convention prove to 
be merely “showcase” activities and lack long-term monitoring or sustainability 
(Bartlett, 2005). 

Best practices for involving youth in communities have been well examined 
(Bridgman, 2004b; Chawla and Heft, 2002; Matthews and Limb, 1999; Driskell 
et al., 2001). These practices emphasize participation, empowerment, a holistic 
approach, accessibility, safety, sustainability and innovative approaches to 
development (Bridgman, 2004b). Driskell’s (2002) manual on Creating better 
cities with children and youth offers practical advice to involve children. Roger 
Hart, one of the leading researchers on this topic, put together a “ladder of 
children’s participation” identifying potential levels of participation. The rungs 
range from “manipulation” to “child initiated” projects. For many issues that affect 
children, the higher rungs are often more desirable (Hart, 1997). One recurring 
idea in the children’s participation literature is the need for creative approaches 
for accessing children’s opinions.

The United Nations Children’s Fund program, Child Friendly Cities 
(UNICEF, 2007), helps to build communities that are designed and run with the 
best interests of children in mind, by improving quality of life and by including 
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children’s perspectives in decision-making. Cities all over the world have 
used Child Friendly principles. Many European countries are well known for 
their Child Friendly communities, programs and policies. The European Child 
Friendly Cities network, which promotes the creation of Child and Youth friendly 
policies, supports child-friendly projects and provides resources and information 
(European Child Friendly Cities Network, No Date). In Switzerland, they have put 
together a certification process to create an incentive for cities to be involved in 
the Child Friendly Cities movement (Schulze and Moneti, 2007). 

Meanwhile, Edmonton is one example of a Canadian community making 
strong efforts to include children, and has evaluated the city from a child’s 
perspective using a Child Impact Assessment Tool (Yates, 2005). This was 
initiated to achieve the goals of the Child Friendly City and resulted in a long range 
strategy (City of Edmonton Community Services, 2008) that involves: advocating 
for children; aligning programs, services and facilities to children’s needs; 
eliminating accessibility barriers; supporting families; and enabling children to 
become contributing citizens (Yates, 2005). Other Canadian communities have 
also made concerted efforts to engage children. Bridgman (2004a) provides 
many good examples of Canadian projects that meet these goals. For example, 
the City of Toronto has a Youth Cabinet which is considered the “official voice for 
youth at city hall” (Toronto Recreation, 2005). 

Including children in decision-making not only improves their feelings of 
self-worth and their social and mental health, it also has the potential to help 
planners design areas that are actually useful and desirable for children. Areas 
designed with children are more likely to be popular and used by children. Given 
the vast array of examples to draw from, it would be relatively easy to implement 
many Child Friendly principles in the City of Waterloo. Waterloo’s children lack 
the opportunities for participation evident in several other communities across 
Canada. 

What’s next? First Steps
A city that is serious about becoming Child Friendly can draw from a number 
of sources, such as other communities that have started the process. As a first 
step, the city would need to build a child impact assessment tool such as the 
one used in Edmonton (Yates, 2005). Among other things, this should include 
a detailed examination of policy documents, and how they affect children. This 
could be followed by the creation of a strategy for creating a more child friendly 
community and a commitment to follow through. This strategy should involve 
considerations such as the creation of a children’s rights unit, regular reporting 
on Waterloo’s children, and getting children involved through youth councils or 
roundtables. Ultimately, a Child Friendly Waterloo would be planning both for 
and with children. The City of Waterloo is taking many positive steps in terms 
of community involvement and creating a healthier and more sustainable city. A 
Child Friendly Waterloo program would fit nicely with this trend. 

Hopefully, UNICEF Canada will eventually establish a Child Friendly 
Cities assessment and certification program that would encourage Canadian 
communities to take the first steps in this type of initiative. 
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Conclusion
Children have an intense relationship with their environments. This means that 
a community’s design and land-use decisions have a significant impact on their 
physical, social and mental health. The four main issues discussed: safety, 
greenspace, access and integration, should be at the top of every planner’s list 
in order to create healthy, child friendly cities. 

The health benefits of a Child Friendly City are numerous. Obvious physical 
health benefits are derived from having safe places to play and walkable 
neighbourhoods. Less obvious health benefits include reduced stress and 
improved cognitive functioning. Integrating children into society and giving them 
access to amenities improves social and mental health through empowerment 
and increasing self-confidence. A safe, green, accessible, inclusive society is the 
healthiest option for children. 

There are limitations associated with UNICEF’s Child Friendly Cities 
program. It cannot account for the variability of community needs and priorities. 
What it does offer is a list of ideals worth striving for – and a framework to help 
achieve them. The creation of a Child Friendly City also signifies a partial shift of 
power that many are not willing to relinquish to children. We all need to recognize 
that children have valuable ideas to bring to our communities. This recognition 
takes commitment and a willingness to listen and act. It also means actively 
seeking out the younger members of society and giving them the opportunity to 
be heard. Mental health is closely tied to feelings of self-worth.  

Participation in an international program such as Child Friendly Cities would 
be a logical next step for a community such as Waterloo, which has made such 
a strong commitment to the environment and education. The creation of a Child 
Friendly City would demonstrate a significant commitment to health and would 
ensure that the youngest citizens are not left behind in the process. Examples 
set by other communities are proof that Child Friendly Cities can become a 
reality, increasing the chances for children to be physically active, to feel good 
about themselves and about their communities, and to be active and healthy 
participants in society. 
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