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Child-friendly urban planning:
Lessons from Europe & Canada





What is a child-friendly city?



My answer

Arup (2017) adapted from Kytta M (2004) Journal of Environmental Psychology



We would do well to try 
to integrate our thinking 
on children’s formal 
participation with what
is known of children’s 
informal participation 
and culture-building 
through play with their 
peers.Roger Hart (2008)

‘Stepping back 
from the Ladder’



Children’s views about cities

Safety & free movement Heavy traffic  
Peer gathering places Rubbish & litter  
Varied activity settings
Safe green spaces



Housing

Public 
RealmServices

Brent Toderian, Former 
Vancouver Chief Planner

Family-friendly neighbourhoods
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Economy & 
demography

Children’s rights & well-being
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Sustainability

Rationale



Municipal resources
City Population Dedicated Municipal Personnel Annual Budget 
Antwerp 520,000 1 €2,000,000
Calgary 1,240,000 External funding (staff & other budgets):   €33,000
City of North 
Vancouver

53,000 1.5 €50,000

Freiburg 226,000 None identified None identified
Ghent 259,000 4 No dedicated 

budgets
New 
Westminster

71,000 At least 1/3 Not available

Oslo 673,000 3 €500,000 
Rotterdam 635,000 1 manager plus others. Staff & other budgets:

Promising Neighbourhoods:                       €1,800,000
Child Friendly Rotterdam:                          €5,000,000

Vancouver 631,000 None identified None identified



Ingredients
Ant-
werp

Cal-
gary

City of 
N Van

Frei-
burg Ghent New

West Oslo Rotter-
dam

Van-
couver

Public space P P P P P P P P

Dedicated 
officer time P P P P P P P

Engagement P P P P P P

Neighborhood 
framework P P P P P P

Links to 
housing P P P P

Planning 
guidance P P P P

Targets or 
indicators P P P P

Walking/ 
cycling P P P P

Residential 
streets P P P

Political  
champion ? P ? P P ?



Municipal 
Official (& 
Politician)

Focus on 
Residential 
Neighbourhoods

Links to 
Progressive 
Planning & 
Transport 
Policies

Meaningful 
Engagement

Investment in 
Spaces & 
Mobility

Measures & 
Indicators

Hub & Spoke model



Sapperton Park (top) and St Mary Park, New Westminster



Rode Loper (‘Red Carpet’), Ghent



All Age & Ability 
Cycle Infrastructure, 
Vancouver



Walking route (before & after), 
Sogn District, Oslo



There are now 10% more 
home-owning, degree-
educated people living in 
our target neighbourhoods.

Ronald Schneider, 
Former Deputy Mayor



School enrolment numbers 
have been down in the more 
urban communities and up in 
the more suburban 
communities. With one 
exception: New Westminster.

Mayor Jonathan Cote



A green city is more child-
friendly than a car city, 
automatically. The 
politicians can see that 
these are arguments that 
can sugar the pill. It’s better 
for children, so it’s more 
accepted in public debate.

Gro Sandkjaer Hanssen,
Norway National & Regional Research Institute



Challenges & questions

• Inequality
• Gentrification
• Legislation
• Teenagers
• Younger children



• Neighbourhoods first
• Everyday freedoms
• Win-wins
• People before policies
• “Children’s infrastructure”

Lessons & insights



Thank you!


