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100 member cities of the WHO European Healthy Cities Network, 
and introduce and test new concepts relevant to health and 
wellbeing. Key partners include Belfast City Council, Belfast Health 
and Social Care Trust, Department of Health (DOH), Department 
for Infrastructure (DFI), Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE), 
Public Health Agency (PHA), Queen’s University Belfast and Ulster 
University. This project has been developed with the support of 
Northern Ireland Housing Executive and Public Health Agency. 
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1. ABOUT THIS RESOURCE 

This resource is a main product of the Child Friendly Places programme of Belfast as a World 
Health Organization Healthy City, developed by Belfast Healthy Cities in consultation with 
Education Authority, Belfast Region. The focus of the resource is to assist in the teaching 
of	skills	exploring	the	relationship	between	our	built	environment	and	health,	and	using	
these	skills	to	identify	options	for	improving	places	and	making	them	more	child	friendly	
and people focused. It also aims to highlight the importance of the voice of children in 
decision	making	and	explore	ways	to	make	children	better	heard	in	decision	making.	

The built environment - our homes, our streets, our neighbourhoods and our cities and 
towns	-	provides	the	context	to	our	daily	lives.	Planning	of	these	environments	therefore	
plays a critical role for our health and well-being – socially, economically, environmentally, and 
culturally. Traditionally, there has been limited scope for individual people and communities 
to	contribute	to	decision	making	on	planning,	but	recent	legislation	and	policy	puts		growing	
emphasis on engaging communities, including children, in consultation and decision 
making	processes.	This	has	developed	as	a	result	of	long	term	work	by	the	children’s	sector,	
including the Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People established 
in 2003. In particular the Planning Act (Northern Ireland) 2011 provides a strong basis for 
developing	new	approaches	to	policy	making	on	the	built	environment,	as	it	states	that	the	
purpose of planning is to further sustainable development and improve social wellbeing.

Developing an early understanding of how our physical environment shapes our lives 
and	health	is	important	in	order	to	enable	children	to	explore	and	assess	the	relationship	
between	public	decision	making	and	the	lives	of	individual	people	and	families.	It	also	
assists	in	building	skills	in	critical	thinking,	problem	solving	and	advocacy,	by	providing	
opportunities	to	analyse	the	linkages	and	identify	potential	solutions.	In	addition,	studying	
the	built	environment	and	architecture	offers	opportunities	to	integrate	teaching	of	many	
key	elements	of	the	curriculum,	including	literacy,	numeracy,	science,	arts	and	design.
 
The	resource	offers	the	option	to	include	visits	
from professionals in the built environment 
sector and gain insights into the role and remit 
of these professions. The aim is to provide 
opportunities for children to develop creativity and 
problem	solving	skills,	with	a	view	to	supporting	
the overall curriculum and also contributing to 
skills	essential	for	future	lives	and	careers.	
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Aim of this teaching resource: 

1.	 To	provide	a	child	led	and	creative	approach	to	exploring	the	relationship	
between local built environments, everyday lives and health impacts with a view 
to developing understanding of the concepts of planning, built environment 
and health and developing proposals for strengthening the environment. It also 
enables teaching of the impact that ‘place’ can have on health and wellbeing. 

2.	 To	provide	opportunities	to	explore	decision	making	processes	and	identify	
mechanisms	for	engaging	in	decision	making,	through	identification	of	a	concrete	
proposal. This element also enables development of a local evidence base and 
resource	that	can	be	used	to	engage	and	inform	local	decision	makers.	
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2. LINKAGE WITH THE NORTHERN 
IRELAND CURRICULUM
This resource is designed to support the delivery of the Northern Ireland Curriculum. It 
provides	a	meaningful	context	for	active	learning	through	the	development	of	a	range	
of	whole	curriculum	skills	and	capabilities.	The	statutory	requirements	of	the	World	
Around	Us:	‘Place’	at	KS2	are	addressed	by	giving	children	the	opportunity	to	explore:

How	place	influences	the	nature	of	life;

Ways in which people, plants and animals depend on the features and 
materials	in	places	and	how	they	adapt	to	their	environment;	

Features	of	and	variations	in	places;

Change	over	time	in	places;	and	

Positive	and	negative	effects	of	natural	and	human	events	upon	a	place	over	time.	

How the resource is organised 
This	resource	is	structured	in	booklets	across	six	Units,	each	identifiable	by	a	different	colour.	

 

Each	Unit	identifies	the	links	to	the	Northern	Ireland	Curriculum.	Each	Unit	also	sets	out	
a series of learning activities to help achieve the learning intentions for the session. 

INTRODUCING PLACE

EXPLORING OUR ENVIRONMENT

ANALYSING OUR ENVIRONMENT

IDENTIFYING CHANGE

IMAGINING & PLANNING CHANGE

EVALUATION 
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Using the resource 

This	resource	is	aimed	at	Key	Stage	2.	It	is	designed	to	offer	flexibility	and	enable	
tailoring	to	suit	each	class.	The	resource	contains	learning	exercises	enabling	use	of	a	
range	of	skills	including	research	presentation,	experimentation,	discussion	and	the	
arts.	Activities	include	discussion	based	activities,	ICT,	worksheets,	arts,	model	building,	
mind	mapping,	scavenger	hunt	and	guided	facilitated	walk.	Each	Unit	has	a	small	set	of	
core	exercises	containing	the	essential	teaching	material.	Additional,	optional	exercises	
are	offered	to	enable	appropriate	focusing	and	tailoring.	Teachers	can	adapt	exercises	
if necessary to suit the needs of the children and support learning outcomes. 
Each Unit has an overall learning intention that can be integrated as part of planning. The 
learning intention is designed to inform the development of the learning activities and to 
support assessment, and can also be used to support the development of a KWL board. 

Time required 

Each Unit has been designed so that it can be covered within one hour. However, additional 
time can be spent on each Unit, as appropriate within the class plan. Additional time may 
benefit	in	particular	Unit	5	which	focuses	on	developing	a	project	proposal.	It	is,	however,	
recommended that no more than three hours is spent on any one Unit. Units do not 
have	to	be	completed	in	one	block	but	can	be	slotted	into	topic	teaching	sessions.	

Worksheets 

Worksheets	are	contained	within	each	booklet	for	general	information	purposes.	

All exercise templates and videos included in the Units are also made separately 
available on the accompanying USB stick, to allow for use as desired in class. 
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3. KEY LEARNING MESSAGES 

What is Place? 

Place	comprises	of	the	environment	in	which	we	live,	move	about,	shop,	work,	
learn	and	play;	the	people	that	inhabit	these	spaces	and	the	quality	of	the	life	
that comes from the interaction of people and their surroundings. It also includes 
roads, streets and paths. It means our cities, our towns and our neighbourhoods, 
and	includes	buildings;	public	space,	transport	and	landscape.		

Why is Place important for children’s health?

Place	has	a	significant	impact	on	our	health	and	wellbeing.	Successful	places	give	
children a sense of belonging, a sense of identity and a sense of community.  

Positive places can be the critical factor in determining whether children’s lifestyles 
are	active	and	healthy.	Supportive	places	enable	children	to	walk	or	cycle	to	school,	
play	outdoors,	mix	with	people	of	different	ages	and	incomes,	and	observe	nature.			

Young children spend most of their time in their local surroundings and their development 
is	more	affected	by	the	environment	in	which	they	live	compared	to	older	children.			

Not	everyone	enjoys	equal	access	to	a	good	quality	environment.	There	is	a	clear	
link	between	the	quality	of	place,	health	inequalities	and	health	outcomes.		

Poor	quality	surroundings	can	have	a	negative	impact	on	children’s	health	for	example	
traffic	injuries,	air	pollution	and	respiratory	disease.	Place,	if	properly	designed	and	
managed,	is	an	asset	which	can	create	the	conditions	for	children’s	health	to	flourish.	

Does Child Friendly Places have a role in Belfast?

Yes! Almost one in five people in Belfast are aged 13 or under. 

Engaging with children is essential - it allows children to shape 
their neighbourhoods and encourages them to be active and 
participate in decision making processes. It also encourages 
children to become active citizens now and as adults. 
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4. TEACHER’S NOTES 

4.1 What is built environment education? 

Built environment education includes city planning, architectural and landscape design, 
preservation of historic sites, and the issues and challenges raised by these activities. 
Parks,	streets,	schools	and	landmarks	are	included.	So	are	recycling	of	resources	and	
developing	of	model	communities.	It	refers	to	decision	making	about	public	issues,	
such	as	saving	historically	significant	sites	and	balancing	the	sometimes	conflicting	
goals	of	environmental	protection,	social	wellbeing	and	economic	development. 	

Built	environment	education	increases	the	knowledge	of	children	about	the	interrelationships	
of	people	with	their	environments	in	the	past	and	present	and	in	different	parts	of	the	
world.	It	aims	to	develop	critical	thinking	skills	for	engaging	with	the	built	environment.	
The	focus	of	built	environment	education	is	to	build	skills	in	understanding	what	
constitutes	high	quality	built	environments,	and	how	environments	can	be	designed	to	be	
aesthetically pleasing, functional, safe, and above all, responsive to the needs of a range 
of	population	groups	including	children,	older	people,	and	people	with	disabilities. 

4.1.1 Why does the built environment belong in primary school? 

Key	to	improving	the	quality	of	our	built	environment	is	widespread	education	about	it.	
Citizens	who	lack	knowledge	of	the	built	environment	are	not	likely	to	act	effectively	to	remedy	
deficiencies	in	it.	Professionals	in	architecture	and	design,	for	example,	have	reported	that	the	
public	seems	unable	to	tap	their	expertise	to	assist	in	the	remediation	of	built	environment	
deficiencies.	Most	members	of	the	general	public	do	not	even	know	what	to	ask	for.	Educating	
children	about	place	and	also	engaging	them	in	the	decision	making	process	can	contribute	
to	their	active	community	participation	and	effective	use	of	their	knowledge	and	experience.	

Every	aspect	of	the	built	environment,	whether	in	a	city,	town	or	village	or	individual	land	mark	
building such as a castle, has its own story to tell and these can be turned into rich learning 
resources	for	all	curriculum	subjects.
 
Children and young people can learn about the built environment in their classroom, in the 
school	grounds,	as	well	as	in	the	local	neighbourhood.	Learning	can	include	exploring	the	local	
environment	and	also	studying	different	places	in	the	city,	country	or	indeed	another	country.	

4.1.2 Key benefits of teaching understanding 
of the built environment include:

•	 Children	enjoy	and	benefit	from	using	the	environment	around	them	
• Real life places and learning through practice enhances 

children’s understanding and learning 
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•	 Literacy	and	numeracy	skills	can	be	built	on	through	experiential	learning	
• Helping young people with career choices 

4.2 What is a Child Friendly Place?

Schools,	houses,	shops,	walkways,	railways,	parks,	recreational	and	community	
centres	are	all	part	of	our	built	environment.	The	design	of	neighbourhoods	influences	
levels	of	walking,	cycling	and	use	of	public	transport,	as	well	as	affecting	the	sense	of	
community. Our physical surroundings therefore shape how children and young people 
make	active	lifestyle	choices,	interact	with	their	community	and	view	the	world.1

A good city for children has been described as one in which children of all abilities can grow 
and	develop	to	the	extent	of	their	powers;	where	they	can	build	their	confidence	and	become	
actively	engaged	in	the	world;	yet	be	autonomous	and	capable	of	managing	their	own	affairs.2

 
A healthy community for children, in turn, has been described as one that raises healthy 
children who maintain their involvement in community and love for nature into adulthood, 
and transmit these values to their own children.3 When children are able to move about 
a	city	safely,	to	play	outdoors	with	peers,	to	mix	with	people	of	different	ages	and	
incomes, and to observe and appreciate nature, then a city becomes a good one for all 
of its residents. A good community for children is a good community for everyone.4,5

A child friendly built environment welcomes children of all abilities and supports 
their needs. It respects their rights as citizens to access community services 
and facilities and to participate in community development processes. 

A child friendly built environment contributes to implementing the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989).6  A child friendly built environment 
supports the right of every young person under the age of 18 years to:

•	 Influence	decisions	about	their	environment	(Article	12)	
•	 Express	their	opinion	on	the	environment	they	want	(Article	13)
• Participate in family and social life (Article 9 & Article 31) 
• Receive basic services such as health care, education and shelter (Articles 24, 27 & 28) 
•	 Drink	safe	water	and	have	access	to	proper	sanitation	(Article	24)	
•	 Be	protected	from	exploitation,	violence	and	abuse	(Article	19)
•	 Walk	safely	in	the	streets	on	their	own	(Article	34	&	35)	
• Meet friends and play (Article 15)
• Have green spaces for plants and animals 
• Live in an unpolluted environment 
• Participate in cultural and social events (Article 31)
•	 Be	an	equal	citizen	of	their	community	with	access	to	every	

service, regardless of ethnicity (Articles 22 & 30) 

A	liveable	city	contains	complete	communities	with	mixed	use	and	affordable	housing	
close	to	shopping,	employment,	and	cultural	centres.	Its	transportation	networks	are	
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pedestrian friendly. It has a vital core with public spaces and economic activity, as well as 
green	spaces	such	as	agricultural	lands	and	parks.	Such	an	environment	will	best	meet	the	
social needs of children and the broader community. By creating communities that are 
responsive to the needs of children community planning can result in communities, towns, 
and	cities	that	are	economically,	ecologically	and	socially	beneficial.7 If families spend more 
time	in	a	city,	they	are	likely	to	spend	money,	contributing	positively	to	the	economy.

4.3 The built environment and health inequalities 

Children	grow	up	assuming	that	they	are	the	kind	of	person	that	their	physical	environment	
tells	them	they	are.	They	experience	their	environment	as	a	portrait	of	themselves.	This	is	
helpful	as	long	as	the	built	environment	reflects	positive	values;	but	for	those	growing	up	
in derelict inner cities, unattractive urban peripheries or monotonous suburbs, it becomes 
difficult	for	family	members,	school	teachers	or	community	leaders	to	counteract	messages	
implicit in the physical setting and to instil a sense of pride and self-worth in children.8

 
Children living in disadvantaged families are often also living in neighbourhoods which 
are	not	well	designed.	Thus	they	suffer	from	a	‘double	disadvantage’	and	the	associated	
cumulative	or	synergistic	risk	factors	increase	the	risks	to	health	and	wellbeing.9 The 
norm of car access has meant that children in households without access to a car cannot 
access play and physical activity facilities located outside neighbourhoods, which have 
been designed and sited to be available to those who do have private transport.10 Where 
facilities that charge entry are successful in a local area, free facilities may be downgraded. 
Yet	the	free	alternatives	of	street	play,	loitering	and	skateboarding	are	often	prohibited.11

 
The	quality	and	frequency	of	maintenance	is	often	lower	in	disadvantaged	areas,12 in 
some cases despite strong local calls for better living conditions.13 More greenery and 
less litter is associated with lower levels of obesity14	and	feeling	satisfied	with	the	area15 
but	disadvantaged	areas	tend	to	have	more	litter,	fly	tipping	and	may	actually	require	
more maintenance because they tend to be more densely settled.16 Safety is also more 
likely	to	be	an	issue	in	more	disadvantaged	areas.	Traffic	accidents	are	three	times	more	
likely	to	happen	to	children	from	the	most	deprived	compared	with	the	most	affluent	
areas,	yet	these	children	are	the	least	likely	to	be	travelling	in	cars.17 Street lighting 
is critical for a sense of safety, but provision may vary, as may provision of services 
including policing. As a result, children in more disadvantaged areas often have limited 
opportunities to use their local environment due to parents’ concerns about safety.18

4.4 Engaging/consulting with children on 
the built environment and place 

Working	alongside	children,	treating	them	as	equal	stakeholders	and	valuing	their	
knowledge,	is	now	considered	a	best	practice	approach	to	consulting	on	issues	relevant	
to	children.		Children	are	experts	about	their	own	experiences	and	aspirations,	and	have	
important	knowledge	and	evidence	about	how	the	environment	affects	their	everyday	lives	
and that of their families. Engaging children and young people in the planning and design 



12

of	city	environments	can	contribute	to	more	informed	decision	making	and	the	development	
of places and spaces that are engaging, fun, safe and accessible to people of all ages.19

Promising	approaches	to	engaging	children	in	decision	making	on	places	are	emerging	from	
Australia,	which	has	pioneered	work	in	this	field.	Examples	of	the	many	benefits	of	involving	
children	in	decision-making	are	outlined	in	a	Child	Friendly	Toolkit	developed	for	Victoria	in	South	
East Australia20 and guidance by the New South Wales Commission for Children21 and includes: 

Benefits	for	children:	
•	 Participating	in	matters	that	directly	affect	them	
• Seeing their community in a new way 
• Meeting new people 
•	 Developing	confidence	and	sense	of	self	
•	 Improve	their	experience	in	receiving	services,	increasing	potential	success	of	interventions	

Benefits	for	community:	
• Developing intergenerational interactions and understandings 
• Building a strong sense of community 
• Recognising the value of children’s contribution to community 

Benefits	for	policy	makers:	
•	 Grounding	decision	making	in	the	reality	of	children’s	and	young	people’s	experience	
• Removing assumptions about who children and young 

people are, what they need and what they want 
• Recognising children’s right to participate in community 

development processes as citizens of their community 
•	 Recognise	that	children	and	young	people	experience	

their	environments	differs	from	adults	
•	 Development	of	services	that	reflect	the	expressed	needs	of	

children, thereby improving access and participation 

The	Child	Friendly	Toolkit	developed	for	Victoria	in	South	East	Australia	states	that	one	of	the	best	
ways to develop child friendly places is to involve children in creating them. Ideally, this begins 
with children and young people participating in local government and community processes 
to	help	set	the	agenda	for	community	development.	At	the	very	least,	the	toolkit	recommends	
that	children	and	young	people	should	be	involved	in	community	projects	and	decision	making	
processes as they are developed and designed to ensure they contribute to children’s wellbeing.22   
  

4.5 Priorities of children in Belfast

A	key	element	of	the	Child	Friendly	Places	programme	of	Belfast	Healthy	Cities	has	been	
engaging children in identifying their priorities for their local environment through the 
Shaping Healthier Neighbourhoods for Children initiative.23 This programme engaged 
with	400	children	in	17	groups	across	Belfast,	and	focused	on	a	facilitated	walk	in	the	local	
neighbourhood, during which children photographed elements they felt to be particularly 
positive	or	negative.	The	photographs	were	developed	into	art	projects	that	showed	children’s	
proposals for how the local environment could be improved and made more child friendly.
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The	priorities	identified	by	children	in	this	project	have	been	developed	into	the	Children’s	
Voices: A Charter for Belfast, which is underpinning the development of an intersectoral 
action plan on Child Friendly Places in Belfast. The priorities are outlined below.
 

Belfast Healthy Cities launched a Child Friendly Places action plan to begin addressing these 
priorities in summer 2016. This is available at www.belfasthealthycities.com/publications

Green space: Green spaces should be good quality, well maintained spaces where 
children can spend time with friends and family. Children value green space and 
recognise that it is important in terms of social interaction, pride in the local 
neighbourhood and opportunities for play and physical activity.

Open space: Open spaces should be safe spaces where children can play and spend 
time with friends.  Play parks are welcome but small open good quality spaces close 
to children’s homes are also welcome. 

Clean and safe environments: Children see clean environments as essential to 
making their neighbourhoods more pleasant and attractive to live in. They are also 
aware of how others view the areas in which they live and are concerned about dog 
fouling, broken glass and graffiti.

Liveable and connected communities: Vacant houses should be occupied and 
derelict land used for children and community activities. Connected communities 
support independence.

Reduced traffic: Roads should be safer with less cars and increased traffic calming. 
Traffic has an impact on where children play, walk and cycle. Children recognise the 
effects of heavy traffic; including congested streets and parking difficulties, noise 
and air pollution. 

CHILDREN’S VOICES: A CHARTER FOR BELFAST

http://www.belfasthealthycities.com/publications
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4.6 Health impacts of the built environment 

This section is focused on evidence of how the built environment shapes children’s lives 
and through this, their health and wellbeing. This evidence is intended to provide a robust 
background	resource	for	the	teaching	Units,	and	can	be	used	as	a	reference	framework	for	
the learning activities. All sources are listed at the end of the resource, using an endnote 
referencing system.

4.6.1 Green space  

Green	space	is	any	vegetated	land	or	water	within	an	urban	area;	this	includes:	parks,	
gardens,	playing	fields,	children’s	play	areas,	woods	and	other	natural	areas,	grassed	areas,	
cemeteries	and	allotments.	Green	corridors	like	paths,	disused	railway	lines,	rivers	and	
canals.24

Children	benefit	significantly	from	having	access	to	high	quality	green	space	close	to	home.	
Green	space	offers	opportunities	for	active	play,	social	interaction	and	appropriate	risk	taking	
which are essential for children’s wellbeing and healthy development. In particular, green 
space	can	help	tackle	obesity,	support	mental	wellbeing	and	provide	a	meeting	place	for	
people	in	different	age	and	social	groups.	

Obesity 

More	than	one	in	five	(22%)	children	in	Primary	1	in	Northern	Ireland	is	overweight	or	
obese.	By	Year	8,	this	figure	rises	to	29%	of	children.25	Obesity	is	associated	with	significant	
health	risks,	including	Type	2	diabetes,	heart	disease	and	cancer,	and	is	therefore	a	
major	public	health	issue.	Childhood	obesity	is	a	particular	concern	as	lifestyle	habits	
are	set	early	in	life,	and	overweight	children	are	more	likely	to	become	overweight	
adults.	Weight	issues	can	also	be	associated	with	mental	health	problems;	among	
children, low self-esteem and bullying have been found to have profound impacts.

Green space encourages active physical play, and can therefore contribute 
to preventing and supporting healthy weight. Evidence shows that children’s 
physical	activity	levels	are	increased	when	they	live	closer	to	parks,	playgrounds,	
and recreation areas.26 Children, as well as adults, who live in neighbourhoods 
with	more	green	space	also	tend	to	have	a	lower	Body	Mass	Index.27

Mental wellbeing 

Green	space	offers	opportunities	for	relaxation	and	stress	relief,28 and there is 
some	evidence	that	physical	activity	in	nature	can	effectively	alleviate	symptoms	
of depression. A study of GP records in the Netherlands indicated that the annual 
prevalence rates for 15 of 24 chosen disease clusters was lower where there was 
more	green	space	within	1km. 	This	correlation	was	strongest	for	anxiety	and	
depression. The correlation was also stronger for children than for adults.29 
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Regular access to natural environments has been shown to have 
a	number	of	positive	benefits	amongst	children:
• Reduced symptoms among children with ADHD and increased 

concentration and self-discipline among inner city girls30

• Enhanced emotional and values-related development in schoolchildren31

• Reduced stress in children in rural areas32

• Children’s perception of their neighbourhoods in terms of the 
trustworthiness or honesty of the people who live there or feeling safe 
walking	alone	has	a	strong	association	with	childhood	mental	health33

The importance of quality

The	benefits	of	increases	in	physical	activity	and	improved	mental	health	only	arise	where	the	
green	space	is	high	quality,	accessible	and	safe.34 Quality and maintenance are particularly 
important,	as	high	quality	green	space	invites	activity,	while	poor	quality	spaces	can	in	fact	
discourage use. Poorly maintained green space can attract anti-social behaviour, which in turn 
can	affect	perceptions	of	safety	and	reduce	social	wellbeing	in	an	area.	More	disadvantaged	
areas	are	more	likely	to	have	very	limited	or	poor	quality	green	space,	and	a	range	of	studies	
shows	that	this	leads	to	residents,	including	children,	feeling	excluded	from	society.35

4.6.2 Open space 

In	land	use	planning,	urban	open	space	is	defined	as	open	space	areas	for	parks	
and other open areas. The landscape of urban open spaces can range from playing 
fields	to	highly	maintained	environments	to	relatively	natural	landscapes	and	
also public realm spaces.36	Children	have	limited	independence,	both	financially	
and spatially, so they depend on shared spaces more than others. However, 
the	needs	and	interests	of	children	and	young	people	can	also	be	overlooked	in	
design of public space, and their presence regarded as intrusive or harmful.

Children’s access to play and recreational activities is recognised internationally 
as a fundamental human right. Article 31(1) of the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states ‘parties recognise the right of the child 
to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to 
the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.37 

Play	is	crucial	for	many	aspects	of	children’s	development,	from	the	acquisition	of	
social	skills,	experimentation	and	the	confrontation	and	resolution	of	emotional	
crises,	to	moral	understanding,	cognitive	skills	such	as	language	and	comprehension	
and	of	course	physical	skills.	However,	increasing	urbanisation	has	left	children	
with fewer opportunities than previous generations to play freely outdoors and 
experience	the	natural	environment.	Good	quality	public	spaces	can	help	to	fill	this	
gap,	providing	children	with	opportunities	for	fun,	exercise	and	learning.38 Open space 
within	residential	areas	is	also	vitally	important	for	children,	as	it	offers	opportunities	
for	active	play	and	socialising	within	close	proximity,	but	not	within,	homes.	
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The public realm is a place where children can be physically active. Given the chance, 
children	are	naturally	active	and	will	run	around,	hide,	seek,	hop	and	skip	wherever	they	
can. Children and young people are said to need at least 60 minutes of medium intensity 
physical activity each day.39 Research shows that play and informal recreation is one of 
the	most	effective	ways	to	meet	this	target	for	children.	One	recent	study	found	that	
unstructured	play	ranked	second	in	terms	of	calorific	intensity	and	concluded	that	‘walking	
and playing provide children with more physical activity than most other activities’.40

A	lack	of	interaction	with	the	wider	world	has	profound	implications	for	mental	health,	
particularly for the most vulnerable children. Early studies in this area found that irrespective 
of	demography,	a	child	deprived	of	play	experiences	is	more	likely	to	become	anti-social.41 

4.6.3 Clean and safe environments 

A	clean	neighbourhood	can	increase	the	quality	of	life	and	improve	the	physical	and	
mental wellbeing of residents. Clean neighbourhoods engender civic pride, while 
community attractiveness and identity also cultivate friendliness and consideration. 
Positive social interactions (including residents, employees, and visitors), in turn, contribute 
to community liveability.42

Civic	pride	discourages	litter,	graffiti	and	criminal	activity	and	increases	the	property	values	
of	homes	and	businesses.	Strong	civic	pride	is	also	key	element	of	cohesive	and	resilient	
communities.	When	individuals	feel	strong	civic	pride,	they	are	driven	to	take	actions	that	
either improve or support the well-being of the community. Those who witness displays of 
civic pride are encouraged to follow suit, adding to the momentum. Strong communities are 
more able to attract new investment into the community and local economy and are necessary 
for	keeping	local	businesses	in	business.	Just	as	important,	civic	pride	helps	support	the	
education system and creates an atmosphere for volunteerism and personal responsibility.43

High levels of litter are often associated with other negative factors, such as anti-social 
behaviour	that	can	affect	perceptions	of	safety.	While	both	litter	and	anti-social	behaviour	
are typically symptoms of more deeply entrenched issues such as deprivation, poverty 
and	hopelessness,	the	result	is	often	an	uninviting,	poor	quality	environment	that	not	only	
discourages	use,	but	also	affects	mental	and	social	wellbeing.	For	example,	children	may	
report	feeling	ashamed	of	their	area,	which	may	have	long	term	effects	on	their	wellbeing	and	
indeed	life	choices.	Poor	quality	environments	can	also	impact	on	physical	health,	in	particular	
by	stopping	people	from	walking	and	playing	in	the	area.44 Very poor cleanliness can also 
contribute to concrete health hazards, such as vermin infestation. 

Clean	environments	are	frequently	mentioned	as	the	key	priority	of	people	across	the	world.	
However, a 2014 survey by Keep Northern Ireland Beautiful indicated that more than one in 
six	streets	and	parks	surveyed	across	Northern	Ireland	failed	to	meet	the	survey’s	standards	
for	litter,	with	just	three	percent	of	the	places	surveyed	found	to	be	litter	free.	Cigarette	litter	
was	the	most	common	type	of	litter,	followed	by	confectionery	and	drinks	litter	such	as	bottle	
tops or tin cans.45
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Safe Environments 

Having a safe neighbourhood is important for positive child and youth development. 
Fear	of	crime	and	to	a	much	lesser	extent	crime	itself	can	deter	people	from	using	
even	good-quality	public	spaces.46	Children	and	young	people,	for	example,	are	often	
prevented from using their local environment because of parental safety concerns. 
Physical changes to, and the better management of public space can help to allay 
these	fears.	Such	changes	can	help	everyone	to	make	the	most	of	public	spaces.
 
Traffic	accidents	are	three	times	more	likely	to	happen	to	children	from	the	most	deprived	
areas	compared	with	the	most	affluent	areas.47	Traffic	concerns	are	the	main	reason	cited	
by parents in all urban areas for limiting children’s time outdoors, but the combined impact 
of	traffic	and	personal	safety	concerns	is	particularly	significant	in	more	deprived	areas.

4.6.4 Liveable and connected communities

Liveable	and	connected	communities	are	focused	on	improving	the	quality	of	life	of	all	
population	groups	by	providing	opportunities	to	walk	and	cycle,	meet	people	and	enjoy	the	
local environment.48

For children, liveable and connected communities are particularly important. Independent 
mobility	enables	children	to	learn	to	exercise	judgement,	have	better	social	connections	and	
to learn about their local neighbourhood.49	Pedestrian	friendly	streets,	traffic	free	bike	routes	
and	good	public	transport	links	make	it	easier	for	children	to	get	around	independently,	and	
also	help	tackle	obesity	by	encouraging	walking	and	cycling.	

Street	trees,	as	well	as	neighbourhood	parks	and	gardens	within	a	ten	minute	walk	of	where	
children	live,	are	also	vital	for	their	development,	and	have	the	added	benefit	of	improving	
urban	air	quality.	Opportunities	to	move	about	a	city	safely,	to	play	outdoors	with	peers,	
to	mix	with	people	of	different	ages	and	incomes	and	to	observe	and	appreciate	nature	all	
support children’s healthy development. More importantly, however, environments that 
support	children	also	improve	living	conditions	for	all	of	its	residents.	For	example,	reducing	
car use reduces congestion and pollution and contributes to more life on the street, which in 
turn can improve safety. 

Key elements of liveable and child friendly environments include: 
•	 designing	buildings,	roads,	parks	and	street	furniture	to	inspire	imagination,	invite	

exploration,	and	serve	multiple	uses;	
•	 planning	social	spaces	like	cafés,	shops,	and	libraries	so	that	they	are	within	walking	or	

cycling	distance	of	residences;	and	
•	 creating	an	inclusive	environment	where	people	of	different	age,	race,	and	income	

groups	can	live	together	and	learn	to	appreciate	each	other’s	values	and	differences	–	all	
of these ideas contribute to liveable and connected communities.50 
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People from lower socioeconomic groups tend to have poorer access to environments 
that	support	physical	activity	such	as	parks,	gardens	or	safe	areas	for	play;	are	
less	likely	to	visit	green	space,	and	are	more	likely	to	live	close	to	busy	roads.	The	
walking	environment	in	more	disadvantaged	areas	is	often	of	low	quality,	although	
people	in	these	areas	are	less	likely	to	own	a	car,	and	therefore	more	likely	to	
walk.	This	introduces	inequalities	in	particular	for	children	in	disadvantaged	areas,	
who have very limited opportunities to access alternative environments. 

4.6.5 Traffic and transport

Traffic	is	the	leading	cause	of	death	in	children	aged	5	to	14	across	the	UK.51 In Northern 
Ireland,	each	week	four	child	pedestrians	are	injured	in	traffic	incidents.52 Children in the 
most	disadvantaged	areas	are	most	at	risk:	children	in	the	lowest	socio	economic	group	are	
more	than	four	times	more	likely	to	be	killed	on	foot	than	those	in	the	highest	socio	
economic group.53

Traffic	is	also	a	main	source	of	air	pollution	in	the	UK,	with	particulate	matter	and	nitrous	
oxides	the	main	health	hazards.54	The	World	Health	Organization	has	linked	transport	related	
air pollution to numerous health impacts, including mortality, asthma, rhinitis (runny nose), 
cardiovascular disease, cancer, adverse pregnancy and birth outcomes and decreased male 
fertility.55	In	the	UK,	it	has	been	estimated	that	traffic	pollution	reduces	overall	life	expectancy	
by	eight	months.	However,	effects	are	not	distributed	equally	across	the	population,	and	
people	living	in	more	deprived	areas	are	typically	more	exposed	to	air	pollution.56 

Chemicals	in	vehicle	exhaust	are	harmful	to	asthmatics;	asthmatic	children	are	particularly	
sensitive to air pollution. In Northern Ireland 182,000 people (1 in 10) are currently receiving 
treatment for asthma. This includes 36,000 children and 146,000 adults.57	Exhaust	fumes	can	
adversely	affect	lung	function	and	may	promote	allergic	reactions	and	airway	constriction.	
All	vehicles,	especially	diesel	engines,	emit	very	fine	particles	that	deeply	penetrate	lungs	and	
inflame	the	circulatory	system,	damaging	cells	and	causing	respiratory	problems.	Even	short-
term	exposure	to	vehicle	exhaust	may	harm	asthmatics.58
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http://www.publications.parliament.uk
http://www.publications.parliament.uk
http://229i.pdf
http://www.asthma.org.uk/asthma
http://www.ehhi.org/reports/exhaust/summary.shtml
http://www.ehhi.org/reports/exhaust/summary.shtml
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