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the green mama talks  kid-friendly cities

Welcome back to Canada! As an immigrant myself, I often find 
myself comparing Canadian cities and communities to others I’ve 
known around the world. And because I also have a background 
in community planning, I like to look at the design reasons behind 
how we experience our communities. So, while I can’t tell you where 
to live, I can tell you a bit more about the benefits of children living 
in cities and how to start thinking like a designer when critiquing 
whatever community you choose to call home. 

The Health Benefits Of Good 
Neighbourhoods 

I am lucky enough to rent a house in a diverse urban 
neighbourhood that faces onto a park and playground. I didn’t know 
how much it would affect my life when we moved here, but it has 
been transformative. Both my children have friends they have met at 
that park and the two of them will go and play out there without me. I 
can look out the window and see that they are okay, and continue my 
work. Because the playground is surrounded by other homes, artists’ 
studios, and even a few businesses, I know that there are always 
neighbours around to help, if needed, as well. And I like that in this 
park they meet children and adults that look very different from them 
and for whom English is not the primary language spoken. It feels like 
a traditional neighbourhood – once common in Canada, but now the 
exception. 

The very structure of how our communities are designed in 
North America now makes it rare to find a neighbourhood or town 
where the majority of children walk or bike to and from school on 
their own, play unsupervised with other children in the park and know 
most of their neighbours. Not only does this mean we wouldn’t leave 
our babies alone in strollers, it may be affecting our health. People 
who live in traditional, mixed-use, pedestrian-oriented communities 
like I just described are more likely, says Dr. Kevin Leyden, “…to know 
their neighbours, participate politically, trust others, and be socially 
engaged.” This is called having “high social capital” and people 
who have it tend to “live longer and be healthier physically and 
mentally” than their counterparts in more car-dependent suburban 
communities, according to Leyden’s research published in the 
American Journal of Public Health. 

In North America we often think that having kids necessitates 
moving to the suburbs. Yet, the Leyden study isn’t the only one 
suggesting we may be better off doing the opposite. Research 
published in the Journal of Development and Psychopathology 

suggests that middle-class kids in the suburbs are at a greater risk 
of illicit drug use, depression, and bouts of misbehaviour than their 
inner-city counterparts.

If suburbs are failing to provide families the health, safety, and 
community they want, then how do we get more from our cities and 
towns? You design for kids!

Q
My family just moved back to Canada after a few years living in 

Iceland. While we are happy to be back closer to our families, I really miss 
the quality of life we had there. I used to leave my baby sleeping in her 
stroller while I went into a shop! Everybody did. Life seemed safe and, in 
some ways, easier. Now we are living outside Toronto, trying to figure out 
where to settle in Canada, and I crave someplace to live that feels that safe 
and family-friendly here.

by Eco Aficionado 
and syndicated 

columnist Manda 
Aufochs Gillespie
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“If You Make A Great Place For 
Children To Live, It Will Be A Great 

Place For Everyone” 
This is according to Dr. Rae Bridgman, Professor in the Department 

of City Planning at University of Manitoba, where she teaches a class 
on designing kid-friendly cities. One undeniable example of this 
comes in the form of transportation design. “Kids can’t drive cars. 
They can walk and take bikes. Our cities need to accommodate all 
these forms of transportation,” says Dr. Bridgman. What can work for 
youth can also work for the elderly. A parent navigating sidewalks and 
busses with a stroller gets a tiny taste of the complexity of navigating 
life with a wheelchair or walker. While one may not see the elderly 
as often riding bicycles, a system of bike lanes that accommodates 
parents with kids is one that can also attract older riders as well 
as provide safe routes for electric powered wheelchairs. As well, 
providing an interconnected system for pedestrian access to patches 
of green space, waterfront parks and playgrounds means that children 
and the elderly will be able to access, use and feel safe in spaces that 
might otherwise be under-utilized. 

Even though kid-friendly transportation design is so inherent 
to creating vibrant, accessible communities, it seems that most are 
failing to do it. Kids used to walk to school on their own and ride 
their bikes to the corner store. Indeed, when we were young, almost 
60 percent of us walked or rode to school. Today, however, only 28 
percent of kids do this, according to Active Healthy Kids Canada. 
They give Canadian children a failing grade overall when it comes to 
maintaining a healthy amount of active movement. 

Creating opportunities for children to be active and playful 
amidst daily life – such as safe walking routes to school, accessible 
playgrounds for all ages, and accessible transit – is essential to having 
communities that feel child-friendly. And the changes don’t always 
have to be big, capital projects. Dr. Bridgman gives an example that 
one of her graduate students is working on called “Play Finding”. The 
idea is to create way-finding strategies to help kids navigate and 
come to know their urban environments. They learn to recognize 
places, statues and know the history of their cities. “These kids will 
want to help and protect their city and the next generation,” says Dr. 
Bridgman. While creating Play Finding in our communities is relatively 
simple, the idea presupposes something very important and possibly 
controversial: that kids should be allowed outside and in our public 
spaces by themselves.

Trading Play For “Safety”
Encouraging play, and thus challenging the growing culture of 

“safety paranoia”, also known as “risk aversion”, is essential for creating 
healthy childhoods, say a growing number of child development 
experts such as Cris Rowan, a paediatric occupational therapist-cum-
community play consultant and author of Virtual Child: The terrifying 

truth about what technology is doing to children. “We are trading in 
child development for perceived safety,” she warns. Perhaps it’s a 
chicken and egg scenario: which came first – the paranoia or the 
lack of play? Whatever the answer, it’s clear that kids today are not 
getting anywhere near enough of the play they need for healthy, 

normal development. Children only get an average of a half hour of 
unstructured outdoor play a day – less than half of what they got just 
20 years ago – and nowhere near the three hours of rough and tumble 
play that young children need according to experts like Rowan. 	

The research suggests that both active and imaginative play are 
essential in developing language and math skills and in developing 
“executive function,” which is a greater indicator of a child’s future 
academic success than IQ. Children of all ages and even adults 
benefit from play. It can be as effective as Ritalin for treating ADHD 
and experts such as Richard Louv, author of Last Child in the Woods, 
suggests that unstructured play in nature can have a curative effect 
on children suffering from all sorts of issues – even mental illness. 
Rowan says a well-designed playground will benefit most children’s 
learning more than any class, computer program or app. Play can 
help with every aspect of healing, relationship building, and creating 
community. Less studied, but also impactful, are the benefits of seeing 
others – especially children – playing. It is mentioned in community 
meetings as one of the things that people notice in neighbourhoods 
that feel safe and welcoming. 

Public Spaces That Encourage Play Are 
Disappearing 

The most conspicuous examples are playgrounds and play spaces 
for older children. In Ontario, a group of nonprofits, researchers, and 
other institutions have joined forces to create Play Works whose goal 
is to bring back the power of play to Ontario youth and to advance 
the conversation in the political realm about the importance of play 
for teenagers. Louv points out that access to public play spaces and 
safe routes for kids to get around is an equity issue. It shouldn’t just 
be the children of one ethnic group, class or even those who have 
parents who simply value nature more, that get to experience daily 
play. “Every child needs nature,” says Louv. 

Rowan emphasizes that there needs to be places in communities 
for all children to play and that encourage age-appropriate play – the 
kind essential to the development of the entire child – for ages 0 to 
3, 4 to 7, 8 to 12, and 13 to 18. Once parents start looking around 
with the “critical eye of a designer,” as Dr. Bridgman calls it, they 
quickly come to the same conclusion that experts such as Rowan 
and the Play Works people have: there are almost no age-appropriate 
play areas for youth over the age of eight. This means places where 
they will be challenged physically and appropriately – high climbing 
walls, 40 degree angles, bars and hanging equipment. Rowan also 
recommends exercise equipment for adults located near the little kid 
play areas so that adults are moving while they are watching children 
play rather than zoning out on mobile devices and further modelling 
a behaviour that she says is a big part of the problem. 

Both Rowan and Dr. Bridgman emphasize that designing cities 
for families, and notably here in Canada, also means designing well 
for their winters. A number of North American cities have come up 
with inspirational examples – think the ice-skating canals in cities like 
Ottawa – where families can ice-skate to school and work, the Emera 
Oval for free outdoor skating in Halifax, the free zoo and conservatory 
where families can warm up and play in the heart of Chicago’s largest 
park and the many urban nature preserves-cum-accessible winter 
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There are ten questions Dr. 
Bridgman encourages people 

to ask of a l l  their public 
spaces. These questions 

can help parents think l ike 
designers when they are 
at a community meeting 

or when they are sitting in 
a playground wondering 
why it doesn’t feel quite 

right.  With the help of such 
engaged parents,  Canadian 

communities can become more 
kid-friendl y and better serve 

all  its citizens.

1 Are there places for al l  chi ldren to 
play?

2 Do chi ldren have clean air  to 
breathe?

3 Are there drinking fountains and 
publ ic toi lets for chi ldren to use?

4 Do chi ldren enjoy touching 
bui ldings’  materials ,  textures and 

f inishes? (Have traces been left  by 
their  touch?)

5 Can you hear special  sounds in 
the space (wind rustl ing through 

leaves,  bird song,  chi ldren’s cal ls , 
human laughter)?

6 Does this place help chi ldren 
understand the change of the 

seasons?

7 Is there shelter from hot sun,  rain, 
the north wind’s chi l l?

8 Are there safe routes i f  chi ldren 
want to walk or bicycle or take a 

bus? Are chi ldren safe from traff ic?

9 If chi ldren need help or someone 
is  trying to hurt them, wil l  people 

run to help?

10 How are chi ldren’s ideas for 
designing and improving 

publ ic spaces heard and incorporated 
into decis ion-making?

play-lands with cross country skiing, sledding hills, snowshoeing 
opportunities, and a cart selling hot chocolate.

One of the communities Rowan worked with is Bella Bella, in 
northern British Columbia. “It rains, there are wolves and bears, it’s 
dark.” In other words, sometimes there needs to be indoor play spaces 
too. So they created one called “Crash and Bump” with bouncy castles, 
suspended equipment and obstacle courses. “A place where kids can 
just run and that is sensory, motor and attachment rich.”

How Can A Parent Tell If A Community 
Is Kid-Friendly?

There is nobody out there keeping a master list of great, kid-friendly 
cities. As UNICEF says in the preamble to their UKID Index of Urban 
Child Development, “detailed standardized data on the conditions 
for children in cities is often lacking,” as are indicators for comparing 
different cities and communities around the world. Their index looks 
at data in four key categories: a good start to life, protection from 
harm, education and knowledge, and standard of living. 

Perhaps more relevant to most North American families is the 
Youthful Cities ranking that looks worldwide at 80 indicators in 16 
categories to assess quality of life for youth. They include such things 
as diversity, access to bike rentals, kilometres of bike path per capita, 
walkability, access to education and post-secondary institutions, 
carbon footprint, number of public libraries per capita, and getaway 
city transportation costs. Toronto topped the list as the world’s most 
Youthful City in 2014. Toronto was the only Canadian city to be 
included and make the top twenty list. Berlin ranked #2 and New 
York City rated #3. In 2015, Canadian cities on the list will include 
Vancouver, Calgary, Ottawa, Montreal and Halifax.

“A city that allows children to feel safe, 
cherished, to play, and to enjoy living in 
the city as much as their parents do…”
…is a kid-friendly city, says Dr. Bridgman. To some extent it 

is one of those things that you know when you experience it. The 
Scandinavian countries are models in providing a certain type of 
support for families such as paid maternity and paternity leave, baby-
friendly hospitals, and subsidized childcare. Countries like Denmark 
and the Netherlands are known for their bike culture where it is easy 
for all ages and all types to bike and walk everywhere. And all of 
these Northern European countries are excellent in the creation of 
playgrounds (and often awesome outdoor play gear) because they 
believe that children should be outside playing in all weather. Places 
like France emphasize healthy and interesting food served hot in 
every school and childcare facility. Sometimes, it’s just simple things 
that stand out like the newer trains and busses in some cities that 
make it easier for parents to ride without unloading their kids from 
the stroller or the groceries from the cart. Some cities have begun 
to include children in participatory processes; one such example is 
Vancouver, who just invited youth to sit on the city council’s Children, 
Youth and Families Advisory Committee. And then there is Toronto, 
the world’s #1 Youthful City. While this list may seem disparate – from 
maternity leave to youth councils – all are examples that put the well-
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