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ABSTRACT

After examining the characteristics of the degradation of the urban  environment and the costs that this entails for the child’s development, in particular as far as play experience and autonomous mobility are concerned, the article goes on to discuss the role of children’s contribution to the promotion of real and consistent change in the city.

The reasons underlying the recent increase in the number of experiments on children’s participation are examined together with the main characteristics of this strategy as a privileged access to knowledge concerning the needs of our younger citizens and as an innovative resource in solving the city’s problems. It is shown how children’s participation experiments can lead to the acquisition of a fresh sensitivity and competence by city administrators and technicians.

An analysis is made of several proposals made by children in the course of participation experiments followed by the authors in cities in Italy and abroad during ten year’s of activities in the “The Children’s City” project. These proposals confirm the children’s capacity to identify the city’s problems as they emerge and to propose solutions that are often innovative or useful for all members of the population.

Premises and purpose of the article 

At the Institute of Psychology of the CNR, Rome, a research and international coordination group was set up for the “Children’s City” project (Tonucci 96), which promotes forms of active children’s participation in the city’s life aimed at achieving a coherent change in the direction of sustainable development. The authors have worked with Italian, Spanish and Argentine cities, following initiatives promoted by the local administrations and occasionally personally leading the Children’s Councils and Participation in Planning experiments.

The article aims to describe the purpose, the aims and the underlying motives and features of children’s participation on the basis of the experiments carried out since 1991 within the framework of this project.

Introduction

Up to only a few years ago, the city was a place of meeting, of social intercourse, for walking in. For this reason it was supposed to be, and actually was, despite all its contradictions and social injustice, beautiful, rich in monuments, surprises and ever new perspectives.

In such a city, the citizens were interested in, and accustomed to, going out and experiencing the city, enjoying walking its streets, its squares and meeting places. The house was an important place, although linked essentially to primary functions; all social life, interests, entertainment were situated outside, in the public spaces of the city.

Today the situation seems completely reversed: the strongest desire expressed by the citizens is to get back home as quickly as possible. The home has become rich and comfortable, a place where defences have been erected against the outside world, reassuring and relaxing on the inside. The city has become hostile, and is perceived as a danger to be avoided. The idea is to go from one private place (the home) to another “private” place (the workplace, school, gym, theatre, etc.) and in order to avoid the many dangers liable to be encountered in such a disturbing journey, it is preferred to use a private means of transport like the motor car. The public places that previously characterized the city are now considered dangerous, abandoned, privatized, as transit or parking places. The continuity of private venues and the disappearance of public places is what to some extent characterizes a “non city”. 

This is how the city responds to the needs of its adult, productive, citizens, who are highly motivated to go out and can afford to do so. They need to travel large distances very quickly and preferably in their private vehicles. The other citizens, those who are weaker or simply less interested in travelling long distances, end up by no longer being able to go out, or do so as little as possible. Our cities increasingly seem to have no old or handicapped people. In the streets you see no children, as they divide their time up between the school, afternoon activities (guitar, various sports, language learning) and the television.

What has happened? 

Why have the city’s characteristics changed so radically over the past few decades?

In a period of strong tendency towards urbanization and great industrial productivity, the cities were sacrificed to these lines of development. The responses over the past few decades by city administrators and technicians are not related to an overall project, a cultural elaboration, a policy, but essentially to speculative pressures on the one hand and production pressures on the other. On the one hand, the city has had to accommodate an astonishing number of new citizens. As a result the number of inhabitants has doubled or tripled, and in some cases increased even more. On the other, it was necessary to enable this working population to get to its place of work by build commuter links, providing public transport, manufacturing all-purpose cars, encouraging workers to buy cars, enabling motorists to travel around freely and park in the vicinity of their homes or workplaces. And also to make it possible for working parents to leave their children and the elderly in someone else’s care, and not to be directly responsible for the handicapped.

Observing the changes having occurred over the years, it can be seen how the streets and public areas have increasingly become  places where the motor car has exclusive rights, and have gradually lost their function of public place. Even as far as the extreme, paradoxical decision: in order to move around in safety, all citizens travel by car, even for short distances, even to take the children to school. At this stage pedestrians disappear and, with them, the concern about protecting their territory, the pavements, the thoroughfares and squares, as well as their needs, such as being able to cross the street safely and easily. 

The main aim of urban mobility is to facilitate motor traffic, to make it more ‘fluid’ and “speed it up”. Motor cars have an engine, but the ground level, the most favourable itinerary, is always reserved for them: it is the pedestrians who have to climb over bridges or descend into the underpasses. Many of the areas previously used by adults, especially the elderly, as well as by children, as free spaces, have been turned into parking lots or service stations.

The majority of city dwellers have difficulty in walking along the city streets, in crossing them, in going to school on their own, to the post office, the market, and in satisfying their needs autonomously, in exercising a specific right, which is included among the inhabitants’ general rights - that of using the city spaces, of moving around them in safety. A Rome friend told us that his grandmother had not left the house for several months because the traffic lights did not stay green long enough to allow her to cross the street.

The disappearance of these citizens from the streets is dramatic proof of the loss of democracy in urban areas.

What price have children paid for these changes?

Although these changes cause problems for everyone, children pay an even higher price: they spend most of their time shut up inside closed spaces where they engage in activities organized and controlled by adults; they have extremely limited autonomy, which is highly delayed considering their age; they have no opportunity to go outside with their friends and play or to share the adventure of the gradual discovery of new places; they are not allowed to learn to cope with risks geared to their growing capabilities (Tonucci, 1995). 

Children are excluded from the city; their social integration takes place only in places designed for them ad hoc, with friends that they have not chosen themselves and with adults performing a specific teaching and controlling function. This means that in their play activities the children are not allowed to observe adults’ activities and so have less opportunity to acquire knowledge and abilities through observation and imitation (Germanos, 1995). It also means that children no longer have the daily experience of meeting and playing with older or younger children, which inevitably used to lead to behaviour that, although frequently conflictual, was nevertheless a rich source for learning skills, and imitative or protective attitudes.

Playing in the city. If it is true that by far the quantitatively and qualitatively most significant development in a woman or a man takes place in the early years of life, that when they reach school age most of their fundamental learning has already taken place, that everything that happens later is strongly affected by the “foundations” that were laid during the early part of life, it is necessary to acknowledge the fundamental role of play in a person’s development. A child’s play is focused on his body and on his mother’s body, the exploration of nearby space, the use of objects to learn to know, to know oneself, to simulate, interacting with others in games of increasing richness, organization and complexity, the laying down of rules, are all fundamental elements in any harmonic development. 

The traditional city, in which no spaces were specifically set aside for children, offered itself to children as a playground in itself, a defined and protected space arranged in such a way as to accommodate children’s play in an adult’s world. It was not a space especially designed for children and for this reason was perceived by them as mysterious and varied, abounding in stimuli and surprises. On the other hand, the modern city increasingly takes on the appearance of a sandbox, of small fenced in spaces designed with specific functions and set up for children and for them alone. The playground city was intriguing because it was varied and extensive. It had flexible boundaries; meeting others was sought after and not shunned, security was ensured by a process of continuous spatial appropriation by the children. In the sandbox city nothing unexpected happens, the perception of its space is immediate and it terminates in the very instant in which it is perceived, security is achieved through a clear-cut separation of the inside from the outside (Bozzo, 1995). In recent decades there have been profound changes in the way children use public spaces: the age at which children are allowed to stay outside the home without adult control has been raised considerably, the variety and quality of the places they can go to have been reduced, greater limitations have been imposed by adults and the number of professionals whose job it is to monitor children’s activities has increased (Gaster, 1991). In this exasperated need for protection and safeguarding guaranteed by the constant presence of adults and by the creation of places for children designed on the basis of security and control criteria, it has become impossible for children to enjoy experiences involving risk. Risk must be considered an essential component of play: it is from the process of encountering new difficulties and overcoming them that comes the awareness and satisfaction of learning. This produces pleasure, consolidates the level attained and encourages striving to attain new goals, to seek more difficult challenges, wider spaces, more complex relationships. Children tackle risks commensurate with their abilities, because their aim is to pass the test and not engage in a foolhardy and cynical challenge (i.e. attitudes that are not found in children). All this is inevitably inhibited by the presence of adults who cannot help controlling and protecting.

The different ways in which children appropriate public spaces in the neighbourhood, in particular, access to play places, the possibility of moving around autonomously and their evaluation of the open spaces in the neighbourhood, are affected by the way the urban environment is designed (Giuliani et al., 1997). The relationship between space and play activities is a complex one. Streets and squares near their homes, unlike what happens in the case of private gardens, encourage a larger number of peers, make it possible for different games to be played and allow the children to gain familiarity with the environment, which is perceived as a semi-private space (Brougère, 1991). The activities engaged in by the child in the environment in which he lives are influenced also by the “naturalness” of the places: in places in which there are lawns and trees, creative games are more frequent than in areas lacking vegetation (Taylor, A. F., et al., 1998). 

If the social demand for play in public places requires security, separation and control, the cities will set up spaces dedicated to children that are rigorously horizontal in order to facilitate adult supervision, fenced off and equipped with stereotyped furnishing in which only the games for which they have been designed can be played (Marillaud, 1991) These games above all encourage the motor dimension, but tend to inhibit expressiveness in the children’s play (Danacher, 1991); they do not promote socialization among children, giving priority to the relations between adults and children and prove inadequate to satisfy the children’s play needs (Alexander, 1977; Ader and Jouve, 1991). In order to meet the children’s play needs, the environment must be rich and stimulating so as to offer them different opportunities for interaction and appropriation; this means providing free access to the different city spaces (Moore, 1978; Ader and Jouve, 1991).

The home, whenever the economic conditions allow it, tends to be autonomous and self-sufficient. The cottage and its garden and fenced yard will allow the child to play in a rich and high-organized space without ever leaving it and where they only meet invited friends. When this is not permitted by the economic conditions, one falls back on the  children’s bedroom, the terrace. Wohwill (1981) suggests that the single-family homes on the outskirts of the cities could be more advantageous to young children in allowing them to acquire a knowledge of the environment than an apartment in a multi-storey building. Nevertheless as the child’s home range expands, the single-family house no longer facilitates the necessary relationship with the complex urban setting. 

In recent years in many cities a policy of protecting and boosting public park areas has been developed, although parks and gardens are often far away from the children’s homes so that they generally have to be accompanied by their parents. As a result there is a move afoot to reappraise home unit courtyards and people are invited to free them from parked cars and to go back to using them for social purposes (Lorenzo, 1995; Drum, 1995). A survey carried out in Rome (Prezza et al., 2000) showed that these “neighbourhood” spaces can become very important places for the younger children, who are thus able to live their early experiences of autonomy and of meeting other children and adult figures different from their parents. It was also found that the courtyard was more frequently used  by the children as a place to play in compared with the park and private spaces, and a positive correlation exists between autonomy of movement and the possibility of using these spaces. 

Travelling around the city. Sixty years ago an elementary school child’s mobility was  not much different from that of his parents. Today an adult’s autonomy has increased enormously, while over the same period of time that of children has decreased considerably, largely due to the hazards caused by the use of motor vehicles (Parr, 1967). The phenomenon that Parr was describing as early as the late ‘sixties has today reached paradoxical proportions: the adults’ demand for mobility, scrupulously embodied in the town-planning and urban mobility choices in recent decades, has actually cancelled out any possible autonomous mobility for their children and for their elderly grandparents. 

The reduction in the child’s autonomy is not only related to the opportunity for extensive moving around the city. A growing number of children are accompanied to school by an adult, usually by car. Fewer and fewer children are allowed to cross the street on their own, or go and play without being accompanied, ride a bicycle in public spaces, etc. The reduced freedom and opportunity for making independent decisions has led to the children’s growth processes being slowed down because of their failure to learn both the spatial characteristics of the environment and behaviours that guarantee independence (Hillman, 1993). Research carried out in three quarters of the city of Rome, involving 8-11 year old children, showed that 13.5% always go to school on their own, 68.3% are always accompanied by an adult and 18.3% occasionally go to school on their own (Giuliani et al. 1997). Prezza et al. (2000) confirm these data for the city of Rome and point out that “boys have more autonomy than girls, older children than younger, those living in houses with courtyards, those living in a newly constructed district and those whose parents perceive the quarter to be safer as regards both traffic and socially". From research under way at the Institute of Psychology of the CNR, Rome, involving six Italian cities for a total of more than 1000 children, the average number of Italian 6 to 11 year olds who go to school accompanied amounts to 82.5%, although with significant differences between north (91.7%) and south (69.2%) 
. The survey found similar autonomy values regarding the children’s use of the quarter (going to play at a friend’s house, doing the shopping, going to the parish youth club, etc.).

Several elements of the urban fabric have more negative effects than others on children’s mobility. Street crossings are crucial elements in the pedestrian itinerary network. They are particularly dangerous places and, for this reason, represent actual cognitive barriers that prevent the children from taking possession of the city (Bonanomi, 1994).

Children’s reduced autonomy of movement is a disturbing phenomenon also because a large body of research has shown that the acquisition of environmental knowledge is influenced positively by the personal experience children have of a given environment (Hart, 1979; Spencer, Darvizeh, 1981; Cohen, Cohen, 1985; Torell, 1990). Research in progress at the CNR Institute of Psychology shows that the ways in which the home – school journey is implemented has an influence on the spatial knowledge of the environment possessed by 8 – 11 year old children
.

Neil Armstrong (1993), who investigated the effect of reduced autonomous mobility on the physical development of children, found that 50% of girls aged between 10 and 16 years and 30% of boys of the same age lacked experiences equivalent to those that can be enjoyed on a ten minute walk. 

The size of the home - range is negotiated by the children with their parents on the basis of such factors as age, gender, environmental context (urban, suburban, rural), on the parents’ and children’s environmental fears, on the attractiveness of the countryside, etc. In particular, Hart (1978, 1979) showed that gender is associated with substantial differences in home range size starting from age 8 - 10 years. This difference was due not only to the greater protection afforded to girls, but also to the fact that the parents considered that little boys should have greater freedom in order to acquire an adequate male status. Moreover, boy children transgressed the bounds of parental authority more often than little girls.

Clearly the development of children’s autonomous mobility is influenced not only by the real dangers lurking in the environment, but also by the perception of the risks involved by the parents and children themselves. The concept of risk is a very broad one, because the fears and concerns refer not only to the danger of physical accidents but also to atmospheric pollution, noise, the restrictions for children contained in the outside environment, the reduction of their freedom of movement, their separation from other children and adults (Bjorklid, 1994). The way the same risks are perceived is different in the children and their parents. Parents, for instance, unlike their children, consider traffic accidents as the most likely and serious events (Lee and Rowe, 1994). Also the assessment made by the parents of their children’s capabilities and skills has an effect on their autonomy and on the type of interaction between them and the environment (Hart, 1979; Spencer, 1990). Ampofo-Boateng and Thompson (1991, 1993) stress that the limitations to autonomy are due more to the parents’ fears than to any real incapacity of their children, for instance, in the case of traffic hazards. Blakely (1994) shows how the parents’ fears of kidnapping, attacks, etc. are blown up by the media, and thus result in an inflated perception of the dangerousness of the urban environment. This strongly reduces the number of opportunities for the children to meet other children outside the home and has an effect on the activities they undertake. This is so despite that fact that it is widely known that greater risks are almost always run by children inside and not outside the home, and at the hands of persons known to them and usually also to their parents and relations. The overall result is a reinforcement of the prohibition placed on children against going out alone and a strong tendency to educate them to be distrustful of strangers. 

Children are well aware of the dangers present in their environment. Their concern over pollution, traffic, crime, incivility, is by no means dependent solely on their parents’ repeatedly voiced fears or on the opinions spread about by the media (Woolley et al. 1999).

In recent years the issue of the promotion of pedestrian mobility, considered as an important response in seeking a solution for traffic problems and the sustainable development of the city, but also for understanding the importance of autonomy in a child’s development, have led to the introduction of initiatives in favour of child mobility. A study of the effects of an experiment to promote the autonomous movement of 6 to 11 year old children, called “Let’s go to school on our own”, proposed by the CNR Institute of Psychology in Rome and implemented in several Italian cities
, has highlighted the meaningfulness of this type of activity in the child’s development because, of all the various forms of autonomy, mobility is without doubt the one that is most highly penalized. The research also highlights the importance of the relationship between children’s autonomy and the adult’s parenthood model (Baraldi et al., 2000). Parents who associate their role above all with attitudes of protection and safeguarding find it difficult to allow their children greater freedom even in situations of social awareness building like those produced by the “Let’s go to school on our own” experiment. This is an opportunity to emphasize the importance of parents’ involvement in carrying out this initiative which, in the final analysis, demands a different conception of the child and, as we shall see later, a new culture of childhood.

For a real change we need the children 

The same citizens who previously demanded rapid mobility totally at the service of the motor car, also thanks to the cultural change promoted by the environmentalist movements and the alarm raised by the measurement of air quality in the cities, are now modifying this demand. They are demanding greater cleanness, less occupation of the land, greater health safeguards. The administrators respond by promising protective action and radical changes in the urban environment in their administrative programmes. However, the citizen’s attitude is contradictory: they are afraid of a coherent response which would involve having them give up numerous privileges that they now consider as rights. For this reason, the administrators prefer to proceed with the partial and often only apparent execution of their promises and prefer to give priority to action reducing the effects rather than the causes of the problem: elastic asphalt road surfacing and anti-noise barriers to reduce acoustic pollution, huge underground parking stations built in order to free space on the surface, motor car traffic periodically halted or compulsory catalytic exhaust pipes in order to reduce the pollution indicators. But, at least in our Mediterranean countries, nothing is done about the number of motor cars, or their compatibility with those citizens who choose to walk or go by bicycle.

The child as a parameter. Again the working adult is the model to be borne in mind in any administrative action. It is always a matter of satisfying his needs, neglecting or trampling on the rights and needs of the majority of the population. A perverse connivance thus exists between adults and the administrators based on the privileges of the former and the consent of the latter.

It is out of this awareness that was born the “Children’s City” project in which the mayors and city administrators are invited to change their point of reference and take the child rather than the productive adult citizen as the parameter. The child is chosen, not for the purpose of providing this category with greater resources or services, but to choose the smallest as a guarantee for all; the furthest away from adult logic and mentality in order to guarantee that the needs of all will be heard and taken into consideration. This is a new philosophy of city management.

Taking the child as the parameter makes it difficult to respect the conspiratorial agreement between voters and administrators mentioned earlier: children need to grow up and to do so they have to play. In order to play they have to be able to move around the city, they have to be able to play their games with as little interference as possible from adults. They therefore need an environment accessible to pedestrians and guaranteed by the concern and social responsibility of all. Such an environment would not only satisfy children’s requirements but also those of the elderly and the handicapped and, if it were possible to shake off narrow-minded privilege, those of all citizens. It is a question of rethinking the city as a public place, where the streets and squares can be used as channels of communication and exchange; and as a safe place, not because they are guarded, but because they are frequented, lived in, occupied by people who have taken on board the need for collective welfare.

The younger citizens not only represent the need of all citizens but also those of the city considered as a large ecosystem, which today is seriously ill. All the ills found today in the modern city actually correspond to children’s suffering: the city suffers from its development into separate specialized zones while children need a well-structured, complex, shared environment; the city suffers from the large dwelling conglomerations that are a source of social hardship, marginalization and delinquency and the children suffer from the impossibility of being able to meet in these dangerous environments, where there are no parks or squares; the city suffers from the traffic, pollution, noise and the children suffer from the insecurity that prevents them from freely enjoying their essential exploration and play experiences.

In this sense the child may be said to be a sensitive environmental indicator and when the child is all right it means that the city has found its natural function as a place of sharing, cooperation and solidarity. This is a correct way of proposing sustainable development.

The children can help us. Not only can children become a cultural point of reference for the administrators but they can also take on the role of protagonists in contributing to changing the city in this way. They must be allowed to express themselves, be listened to and one must be willing to take their proposals into account. These are three extremely complex attitudes, that are normally not adopted by adults, in the belief that their role as parents, teachers or in any case of adults, implies the functions of educating, teaching and protecting, and that the children’s role is to obey.

To allow children to express themselves, to succeed in listening to them and to be willing to take their proposals into account involves a pre-condition: to be convinced that children know, are fully aware of what they want and particularly what they lack, and that they are capable of formulating proposals. This preliminary condition is satisfied by adopting a critical attitude to the traditional certainties of the adult responsible, by a correct, attentive and sensitive observation of children’s behaviour, by the study of children’s development and skills and by recovering the memories of one’s own childhood, of one’s satisfied desires and of those that were not.

If this attitude of helpfulness and curious and interested expectation regarding children surfaces, it is possible to implement positive experiments of child participation. The most interesting and well-tried in the ten years of the “Children’s City” project experience in the various Italian and foreign cities that have participated are The Children’s Council and Children’s Participation in Planning.

The children’s council. Many years ago, starting in France, experiments involving Local Municipal Councils of children and young people were undertaken and today they are quite common also in Italy. Their main feature is that they offer the younger generations the opportunity to enjoy an experience of administration as close as possible to that of adults so that they can appreciate the characteristics. It is essentially an experience of civic education involving the formation of parties, an election campaign, an election similar to that of adults, the victory of one of the parties, the nomination of the mayor and his council. Customarily the programme of the Council thus formed consists in the implementation of a project that the winning party proposed as its programme thanks to contribution from the Municipality. In the “Children’s City” project the proposal is substantially different and  much more simply involves a group of children, usually aged 6 to 10 years, who work with an adult group leader for the purpose of ‘advising’ the city administrators. The children are preferably randomly selected in the schools, and the council meets in premises outside the school and expresses the children’s point of view on the various issues concerning the life of the city, naturally starting from those of more direct interest to the children. The opinions, protests and proposals that emerge are communicated to the mayor and the town council.

Participation in planning. This activity involves a group of children who, together with city technicians (architects, town planners, environmentalists, etc. depending on the task) take action concerning an environment, a space or a service for which restructuring is planned. The aim is to find out the children’s needs, interpret the community’s needs together with them, to get their ideas and proposals on restructuring and to come up with a project that has the benefit of the children’s creativity, but at the same time is made feasible by expert adult help (Hart, 1997). In general the project arises out of a specific request addressed to the children by the administrators and the latter are bound to take the proposal that emerges into account.

Why do we need children’s participation?

Participation, education, belonging. One of the most serious problems facing our society is the difficult relations between the adults’ generation, who have the economic and decision-making power, and the generations at the two extremes, that of children on the one hand and that of the elderly on the other. Young people are not reflected in the adults’ society; they do not feel they are part of their city. They often seek refuge in attitudes of escape, ranging from loss of interest to drug-taking, or of aggressiveness, ranging from vandalism to crime. These seem to be the ways they relate to the generation of their fathers and the authorities, ways of declaring that they are not real citizens. If it is not possible to change this relationship it is difficult to imagine there can be a better future from either the social or the environmental point of view. Every proposal made by adults to change the attitudes and environments is likely to be thwarted by this breakdown in relations between generations. The winning strategy consists in abandoning paternalistic or conventionally educational attitudes, in which the children and the young people are involved as a function of what they will be tomorrow and not of what they are asking, hoping and needing today, and in calling upon the younger generations to accept a role of responsibility and active participation. In the Participation in Planning experiments the children feel they have been accorded trust and real responsibility. The adults are willing to listen to them, to accept their needs, to take their ideas into account and even put them into practice. The square, the home-school itinerary, the environment, that emerges from this original collaboration will be their square, their itinerary, their environment. They will be proud of them. They will be willing to make an effort to implement them, maintain them and defend them. They will feel they are citizens today and will get ready to change and look after their city. Although it is still difficult to find a scientific justification for these claims, there is some indication of how the actions arising out of these forms of collaboration between adults and children tend to be protected and conserved much longer than those offered by the administrations in the conventional way. It also seems that, by means of such participation experiments, the children build up attitudes of belonging and responsibility that are diametrically opposed to the extraneousness and lack of interest mentioned earlier. We think this should be considered an important result, a fundamental condition for the city’s real sustainable development.

It might be objected that, although significant, this effect involves an extremely small number of subjects and that it is not easy to multiply the experiments until they involve the entire children’s category. It is necessary to have environments available for planning, adult technicians who are willing and capable, as well as sufficient funds to carry out the projects. This objection can be met by two arguments. On the one hand, it must be considered that an experiment carried out by a group of children from different classes of the school has the backing of their families as well as of all their friends in the various classes and their families. This type of experiment has been found to produce a high level of interest and active participation in the adult population. The children must therefore be considered as agents and privileged promoters of participation also in the other social categories. On the other hand, if the local administrations are able to correctly assess the positive effects of these experiments, especially as far as the construction of positive and responsible attitudes in the young generations is concerned, they will without doubt be able to allocate substantial resources to them. They will probably go from an virtually experimental attitude of interest and curiosity to a generalization of these strategies to include all the planning action that in any case a city has to address.

Access to the needs of the weaker citizens. Children are capable of interpreting and expressing the needs and desires that today’s city is unable to satisfy. In the recent development of the city the needs of the weaker citizens have gradually been neglected to the benefit of adults, workers and motorists. The needs and desires the children may express correctly represent the needs of other unheeded social categories, for instance, the elderly, the handicapped, the poor, the foreigners. But in fact they also represent those of adults who, in order to gain some extra privilege for their cars, for their haste, for their need to earn money, have renounced serenity, peace of mind, human relations.

Of course, the children like everyone else are influenced by the conditioning and attraction of the proposals reaching them, by the models by which they are surrounded (childrens’ gardens, toys, electronic devices), by the alluring advertising messages with which they are bombarded. They too are flooded with stereotypes, artificially induced desires, inculcated ideas. Also children are afraid of paedophiles and consider themselves too small to enjoy the autonomy that they nevertheless feel the need for. To get useful and meaningful collaboration out of them it is necessary to allow them to reach beyond the stereotypes and to discover their true thoughts. Adults must believe that children are capable of doing this and they must therefore have received a professional training that enables them  to work satisfactorily with children.

Effective and innovative ideas. The children, who are conscious of their own needs and desires, are capable of expressing suitable proposals for satisfying them, and of expressing original and effective ideas. As we have seen, change for a child is not a rational cultural choice based on an aesthetic or environmental analysis, but a primary need. The way the city has been transformed does not allow children to enjoy the experiences that are essential for their development. The proposals they will make are therefore necessarily innovative as they are aimed at substantial changes, which make those experiences possible. Children need to be able to go out on their own; this simple need means that the homes have to be such as to enable the children to go out; the streets must not be dangerous places; motorists must respect pedestrians’ rights;  there must be social control ensuring the protection of public places; there must be places nearby where children can meet and play. It is not enough for them to be transported, accompanied and watched over; they cannot make do with just having so many toys, with having a superbly outfitted room, with the protection of the home; they cannot accept spaces, environments, courses, or schools custom-designed for them and to which they can go only if accompanied and in which they will always be entrusted to the custody and teaching of adults.

As in the case of needs, also in that of ideas adults working with children and enlivening their experience of participation must be capable of allowing them to ‘take the floor’, of listening to them and of taking their contributions into account. They must be convinced that ‘it is worthwhile’, that children’s awareness and creativeness combine to make a formidable alliance for real change in the city. They must be aware that in their proposals the children take account of the needs of all the other social categories, starting from the weakest ones, and that they do so not out of generosity or altruism but for selfish reasons: they know that on their own they are lost and that only in a city that is shared and in which people participate can they regain their autonomy and citizenship.

What children tell us

Over the past ten years, in which the “Children’s City” project has been developed in Italy and abroad, we have managed to collect a number of proposals that emerged from the Children’s Councils and from the Participation in Planning experiments. Here we shall present several in order to show how ‘giving children the floor’ is not just a metaphor, and how their proposals are concrete and operational and how children tend to interpret the shared needs of the city and to restore to it the social and community characteristics it has lost over the last few decades. Of course it is necessary to go beyond the apparent simplicity of what children say and to be able to appreciate their richer and more impelling meanings.

The right to play in the city. Article 31 of New York City’s Convention of Children’s Rights of 1989 states that children have the right to play. Although apparently a truism, this is a right that is usually not respected. During an open town council meeting
 a little boy protested that when he was playing in the square a local policeman confiscated his ball. This is an apparently commonplace complaint that many Italian children could also endorse. Children are usually not allowed to play ball in public places; it is often against the rules to ride a bicycle or even to walk on the grass. That particular child was simply demanding the right of a citizen (not a future citizen) to have access to a public place in his own city. The Council acknowledged the validity of the protest and today, in the same city, children are allowed to play in the squares. A square where children can play is completely different, more animated and used more frequently also by adults. Another child pointed out how he and his friends were always sent out of the condominium courtyard because they were “a nuisance”. It was preferred to levy a set of rules prohibiting children’s games in order to protect adults’ peace and quiet and to turn the common courtyards into parking areas, rather than to leave them as neighbourhood spaces and give them priority for use for the children’s early autonomy and socialization and as spaces where everybody could meet. It was proposed that the mayors should invite the condominium councils to ‘amend’ the regulations in accordance with the guidelines laid down in the Convention and to reinstate the social use of the courtyards. 

A group of children, who were part of a delegation from several different countries and who had been received by the European Commission, proposed that children in cities should have the same amount of space for their play as adults have for parking their automobiles.

The right to move around the city. For children it is extremely clear that the ban on going out of the house on their own because of the danger of traffic is an injustice. They demand that their parents be less afraid and allow them more freedom; they demand to be able to cross the street and be respected by motorists; they demand to be able to go to school with their friends and without adult supervision. In practice, the children are asking the administrators to adopt a policy of protection and priority regarding pedestrians and cyclists. But this will be possible only when the city streets, because of their structure and not just because of the bans imposed, can obviate the dangerous behaviour of motorists and motorcyclists. Streets that are narrower and not straight, pavement-height pedestrian crossings are but a few of the measures that the administrators can take in response to these needs of children and of all pedestrians. A little boy from Granollers (Barcellona) said bicycles are more democratic than motor cars because everyone uses them, even children, while to drive a car you have to be old enough, have a licence and a lot of money; and furthermore, the motor car is dangerous and causes accidents, pollutes the atmosphere and is very noisy.

A little girl from a southern Italian city said a well-designed pavement should be wide enough allow a whole family to walk along it abreast. The little girl was talking about the right to go for a walk, and to go for a walk you have to be able to walk together. Enforcing the right to go for a walk could be another project idea.

One little boy said that to walk to school, without being accompanied by parents, is great but that the streets need to be clean, attractive, interesting. Once upon a time our cities were designed to astonish the visitor and the local inhabitant, to surprise them with monuments, fountains, paving, façades, displays of merchandise, unexpected vistas. It was designed in such a way that it was worth walking in. Today, having opted for the motor car, the cities has let itself go to seed, it has become ugly, packed with traffic signs, parked cars, increasingly violent and vulgar advertising hoardings, over-bright lighting. The little boy was asserting the need and claiming the right to a beautiful city, with interesting streets, shops, benches, trees and fountains. Streets to walk along, to go shopping in, to use for going for walks and to school. It is on the one hand an invitation to go back to planning and on the other to defend the traces of life left in the streets, the shops, the tradesmen, against the temptation of the commercial centers which are establishing ‘anti-cities’ on the outskirts of the cities, absorbing small tradesmen and sucking life from the city streets.  

The need for autonomy. A young member of the Children’s Council in an Italian city during an open Town Council meeting asked for a ‘football field without a coach’. Although apparently odd and eccentric, this request actually describes the level of saturation reached by children with regard to adults actually controlling all their activities. Nowadays it is practically impossible for children to actually play football, while it is possible to learn how to play football in one of the many after-school courses; but that is something different; it still means going to school. 

Other children have said that it is better to be accompanied by grandparents than by parents, and explained that the grandparents, when they accompany them to the park,  meet their own friends there, play cards, and chat, leaving the children comparatively free; parents on the other hand go there specifically to keep an eye on them, have nothing else to do, get bored and are a torment to their children. This is an interesting analysis, that suggests possible useful collaboration experiments between the two extreme generations at a time in which also the elderly represent a significant social problem.

Places to go to. In the Children’s Council of the city of Rosario, in Argentina, there was a debate on playing spaces and how difficult it was to provide enough for everybody. One little boy said it was not important for the squares to be big, the important thing was to have a lot of them. One important new design criterion: the places of meeting, for stopping, for playing must be accessible autonomously also to the smallest and weakest citizens. For this reason it is important for them to be near to home, and therefore numerous, even if smaller. This is a proposal that runs counter to the large installations, large parks, the big projects that are practically inaccessible to the majority of their beneficiaries.

A transparent home. In an Italian infants’ school (children aged 3 to 5 years) the children, monitored by a group of architects, designed a house and discussed what a house needed in order to be lived in comfortably. One little boy said that the house had to be transparent. Above and beyond the poetic image, it is easy to imagine that this is a protest against the fortress homes our children are forced to live in, against being afraid of the others, the defence of privacy and the desire to open up to the outside world, to look outwards, to go outside, to be seen outside. 

A working group engaged on the General Town Plan, composed of boys and girls coordinated by an architect, having to give some indication as to how homes should be built in order for children to have a good life, said that there should neither be large condominiums with many apartments, nor single family cottages. In large condominiums you are afraid of the others and stay shut up in the house; in a cottage you do not need others and end up being just as lonely. The house proposed is a small block of units with only a few apartments where it is easy to get to know everybody, meet together and help each other. Perhaps the politicians and architects when they planned the peripheral areas of the cities, with their huge apartment blocks, or when they built apartments many tens of metres above ground level, paid little heed to the needs of children, the elderly and the handicapped.

A new childhood culture. The child is perceived by his or her parents, by teachers and trainers as a subject to educate, whose value lies in what he will grow up to be. Educating means preparing for the future, bringing out something that does not exist at present but will in the future: the future woman, the future man, the future citizen. In this way today’s child, the real child, with all his or her needs, skills, differences, is denied. Today’s child is non existent, transparent. However, the adult model proposed to the child as a model for his or her future consists of ourselves, the child’s parents, and teachers. This educational project is thus conservative in nature: it tends to guarantee that the future will be as much as possible like the past. Today’s children are instead worrying, subversive, because they are different: they think differently to us, their needs often clash with ours. Taking their needs and ideas into account can require considerable adaptation and sacrifices on the part of the adult. 

The new culture of childhood is the culture of today’s children, which is so remote from us that it is difficult to understand it, to listen to it, but if we are willing to put ourselves in the children’s shoes and listen to them, it will help to understand the world and give us the strength to change it.

With respect to children, as we normally experience them, the questions usually asked by the adult are: “How can we help them? How can we protect them?” With this new culture in mind, the question must be: “How can they help us?”

Conclusions

The proposals made by the children are much more numerous and relate also to other aspects of urban life. But even restricting ourselves to the ones described above, if a politician were to take them seriously, examine them carefully, turn them over to capable technicians and town planners, asking them to take them into consideration and to satisfy the needs represented by them, perhaps cities would rapidly undergo a true transformation to the benefit of all their citizens. We would have a city in which everyone could move around on their own, meet together, and autonomously solve their social problems. It would be a city in which lots of people travel around on foot, by bicycle, and so a more silent, cleaner, healthier city. A more attractive city. A safer city, not because it is defended by the police, weapons and telecameras, but by people who ‘occupy’ it, who live in it. And all this starting from the children.

Of course, listening to the children and taking their requests into account is difficult and hazardous: everything we give back to them we must take from their parents, who now regard what they have as a right (even though it is actually only a privilege). The problem is that the parents vote and the children do not. But perhaps parents are still willing to give up something for the sake of the future and for the happiness of their children; perhaps adult citizens are still capable of doing this for those who represent their future.

BOX 1. THE PROJECT, THE NETWORK

As described in the article the “Children’s City” project arises out of an analysis of urban degradation that causes distress in all social categories, particularly in the weaker ones, from children to the elderly, as well as out of the awareness that adults are unlikely to be willing to act to bring about the urgent and radical change that the other party deems indispensable.

In order to compel the cities to make a coherent and radical change in the direction of sustainable growth and taking into full account the well-being of social categories, it is proposed to make a change of parameter from the adult male worker to the child. This is a political rather than educational proposal for a new philosophy of city government. It is a proposal entrusted to the mayor and to the collective body of administrators: a transversal proposal involving all sectors of the administration (Rissotto e Tonucci 1998).

Activities. The project suggests setting up a Laboratory which will act as a working group for design and implementation, as well as a stimulus to the administrators and as a place of meeting between adults and children and for all adults in any way interested in childhood.

It recommends direct participation by children through the implementation of experiments such as the “Children’s Council” and “Participation in Planning”.

It suggests that administrators develop policies suitable for restoring the children’s autonomy by means of suitable structural action and changes of behaviour. One significant initiative, and a first step towards the recovery of children’s autonomy is the one known as “Let’s go to school on our own”. In this initiative children aged six years and above are expected to go to school on their own without being accompanied by an adult. A proposal like this, in order to overcome the families’ fears, must entail taking structural action against traffic hazards and rebuilding the attitudes of attention and responsibility of the neighbourhood adults (tradesmen, retired persons, local policemen). 

It demands a change of adults’ viewpoints and priorities, starting with the city administrators: recovery of condominium courtyards, a policy in favour of pedestrians and cyclists, the reassignment of streets and squares to public use by the citizens of different generations, increased autonomy for the citizens, starting from the weakest and smallest, the search for urban safety not through defensive measures but by participation and ‘occupation’ of the spaces by the citizens.

It is interesting to note how each initiative that really sets out to modify the urban context to adapt it and make it receptive to children’s needs on the one hand produces positive effects for all the social categories, in particular the weaker ones (the elderly, the handicapped, the poor), on the other, the need for decision-making and organization stages across the administration. In actual fact, in the cities in which the project is being applied most correctly and coherently, the Laboratory is flanked by an ‘interdepartmental’ working group consisting of representatives of the various sectors of the administration.

The network, the research. The international research group of the CNR for the "Children’s City" project is concerned with support for and coordination of the cities participating in the project. Membership of the network is personally acknowledged by the Mayor and confirmed by a Town Council resolution.

In support of the cities’ activities the CNR group publishes a newsletter for the purpose of information exchange among the cities and to provide methodological support for the various initiatives; it periodically organizes seminars and training sessions for the Laboratory operatives, the administrators and the technicians of the city; it produces materials for the development and monitoring of the initiatives; it runs an international documentation centre; it is now setting up a web site which will bring all these functions together. 

The CNR group carried out research in a Rome quarter on the relationship between the method used for the home – school journey and the growth of the life environment in 8 to 11 year old children. 

It has also undertaken a national research programme to study the effects of the “Let’s go to school on our own” initiative to promote autonomous mobility in children on changes in the living conditions of children and on the urban environment. In particular, it is investigating the autonomy of 6 to 11 year old Italian children in their movements in the neighbourhood and along the home – school itinerary. 

It has participated with two cities in the network in the two-year European “Life Environment”  programme aimed at demonstrating the effectiveness and reproducibility of actions such as “Let’s go to school on our own” and “Participation in planning” for the sustainable development of the cities.

The project saw the light in Fano, a medium sized city in central Italy in 1991. Since then some forty Italian cities have joined in, covering the entire national territory, twenty Spanish cities and the most important Argentine cities, such as Rosario, Cordoba, Mar del Plata and Buenos Aires.

BOX 2. THE ITALIAN INSTITUTIONAL RESPONSE

In recent years there has been a noticeable tendency in Italian institutional action to concentrate more strongly on childhood not only to offset risk situations but also in response to the need for it to develop harmoniously and its possible contribution to improving life in the city. Childhood is thus recognized as such regardless of socio-economic conditions, a social category possessing rights that has often been betrayed by recent development more concerned with adults’ needs. This may be considered the beginning of a correct application of the Convention of the rights of childhood and adolescence of New York in 1989 not so much as an ethical intent as a true government commitment.

National action plan. The most significant action in this recent institutional itinerary is the “National action plan for childhood and adolescence” launched by the Prodi government in 1997 and confirmed in 2000 by the present government. The Plan commits all the government sectors to implementing specific action in favour of childhood according their respective responsibilities. 

The national action plan has promoted a number of legislative commitments in various sectors. Here we shall mention those closer to the issue at stake and that often reflect the motives and objectives of the “Children’s City” project. 

Law 285/97 “Provisions for the promotion of rights and opportunities for childhood and adolescence” again approved in 2000. This law, promoted by the Ministry of Social Solidarity, makes provision for the funding of project presented by the Municipalities in favour of childhood. In particular, as well as providing for action in the case of abandonment and risk and for innovative services to early childhood, it invites the Municipalities to undertake positive action to promote the rights of childhood and adolescence, to enhance the enjoyment of the urban and natural environment, to develop the well-being and life quality of minors, in full respect of all diversity (Moro, 1998; Ricci, 2000). The law, during the first three years of its application, has seen the establishment of a National Observatory to coordinate the activities promoted under the law, collect the relevant documentation and publish the results. Also Regional Observatories have been set up to monitor the activities promoted by the Municipalities and for operative training.

Neighbourhood contracts. In 1998 the Ministry of Public Works signed an agreement with the Ministry of Labour and Social Solidarity which transferred to the Municipalities substantial resources for action to be taken in degraded peripheral areas for the purpose of town planning and social rehabilitation, without overlooking the needs of the weaker categories, from children to the elderly.

 “Sustainable cities of little girls and boys”. This project, promoted in 1996 by the Ministry of the Environment, aims to promote the sustainable development of the environment by acknowledging the needs of children and their material participation in the life of the city.

In this context we find law 344 of 1997 providing for the establishment of an annual prize entitled “Sustainable city of little girls and boys”  to be awarded to those cities that display the greatest commitment to promoting urban sustainability, with special reference to improving the living conditions of children, who are taken as indicators of urban quality. The law also promotes an international Forum, in collaboration with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, for the purpose of allowing meeting and the exchange of the more significant experiences achieved in Italy and abroad concerning children’s participation in the life of the city.

Promotion of the cities of little boys and girls. Under this title several Italian Regions, notably Abruzzo and Emilia-Romagna, starting in 1999, have passed regional laws in support of law 285 for regional action acknowledging children and young people as possessing their own rights and having specific needs, including that of active participation in community life.
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� In some ten or so Italian cities in the north, center and south, several questionnaires were administered in the course of a survey of children’s various motor autonomies (going shopping, going to afternoon classes, etc. on their own) and on the conditions of their home-school journey. The questionnaires were administered to six to ten year old children and their parents. In several of the cities involved, this study will be used as a reference starting point in the assessment of the changes leading to the “Let’s go to school on our own”. The first stage of the research, involving the study of the children’s levels of autonomy is currently being processed.


�  This second survey by the CNR Institute of Psychology was carried out in a Rome quarter and consisted of studying how the way they go to school (on their own, accompanied by adults, on foot, driven by car) modifies the spatial knowledge of the environment in elementary school children (aged 8 to 11). The results are at the publishing stage.


� See the box "The project – the network"


� In the network cities in which a “Children’s Council” has been set up, once a year it meets the Town Council in an extraordinary meeting at which the young councillors can take the floor and present to the administrators their proposals, protests, and ideas.
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