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Abstract

Over the past few decades public spaces in the cities have lost their identity as a public dimension for meeting and social intercourse. The streets and squares are now dominated by motor cars.

The autonomous mobility of pedestrians, especially elderly persons, children and the handicapped has been severely curtailed. Only a profound change in the way the city is governed can restore the citizens' right to mobility.

Here children can be of help. Children have the right and the need to be able to go out on their own, to cross the street, to meet their friends and play with them. Scientific research has clearly revealed the limits imposed by traffic and the various hazards represent a serious limitation of the children's development.

A city that accepts to take the child as a parameter for change is committed to making radical decisions in favour of the guaranteed mobility of all its citizens. As a first step in this process the "Let's go to school on our own" initiative is proposed.
Introduction

Until a few decades ago the city was a place of meeting, social intercourse, promenading. For this purpose it had to be, and was, despite all the contradictions and social injustice, beautiful, as well as rich in monuments, surprises and ever new perspectives. In such a city, the inhabitants were interested in going out and enjoying city life, walking its streets, gathering in its squares and meeting places. Today all this seems to have been turned upside down: apparently the strongest desire experienced by the inhabitants is to return home as quickly as possible. The home has become rich and comfortable, a defence against the world outside, reassuring and relaxing on the inside. The city has become hostile; it is perceived as a danger to be averted. The aim is to go from one private place (the home) to another (the workplace, school, gym, etc.) travelling in a private means of transport such as the automobile. This continuity of private places and the disappearance of public places is to some extent characteristic of a "non city". Nowadays our cities seem to contain no old or handicapped people. In the streets you see no children, who divide their time between the school, the many afternoon activities and TV.

The development of the city has not been based on an overall  project, a cultural elaboration, but is rather the result of speculative and industrial pressures. On the one hand, the city has to accommodate new citizens, who increase its population; on the other, this productive population must be allowed to travel to its place of work: by means of public transport and by allowing motor cars to circulate and park freely. The public areas of the cities have become the exclusive province of motor cars and have lost their previous function of public places. The main aim of urban mobility is to give priority to motor traffic. The majority of the population encounter obstacles along the city streets, in satisfying their needs independently, in exerting their specific rights, using the city spaces, moving through them without danger. The disappearance of this population from the city streets is proof of the loss of democracy in the city areas.

The condition of children in the city

The children have been excluded from the city, and their integration is allowed only in environments that have been specially designed for them (Germanos, 1995). The different ways children appropriate public spaces in their neighbourhood or quarter are affected by a complex set of factors (Giuliani, Alparone and Mayer, 1997). 
Playing in the city. The historic city centre, where no spaces were set aside for children, was capable of accommodating children's play in the world of adults. The city today consists instead of small fenced-in spaces, where there are no surprises, the perception of its spaces is immediate and security is ensured by means of a clear-cut separation between indoors and outdoors (Bozzo, 1995). 

In recent decades there have been changes in the way children use public spaces: there has been an increase in the age at which children are allowed to stay outdoors without adult supervision, and a decrease in the variety and quality of the places in which they can move; greater restrictions have been placed on them by adults and more professional figures are needed to supervise children's activities (Gaster, 1991). The relationship between space and play activities is a complex one. The streets and squares in the neighbourhood of the home, unlike the situation regarding private gardens, increase the likelihood of meeting peers, allow different games to be played and enable the children to become familiar with the environment which is perceived as a semi-private space (Brougère, 1991). The response by the local authorities in their attempt to offset the city's incapacity to accommodate children's place was the creation of specialized spaces, often equipped with standardized structures which implied a kind of coding of games and reduced the actual scope of the play component ((Marillaud, 1991; Danacher, 1991). Any kind of play area that diminishes the part played by imagination and makes the child more passive, however pleasant, clean and safe it may appear, cannot satisfy his or her play needs (Alexander, 1977). In order to respond to children's play needs the environment must offer them a number of different opportunities for interaction and appropriation, which means providing free access to the various city spaces (Moore, 1978).

Moving around the city. Today the adult's mobility has increased substantially while that of the child has decreased, largely as a result of the hazards introduced by the automobile (Parr, 1967). A constantly decreasing number of children now go to school on their own, cross the road by themselves, go to their play places unaccompanied, etc. The reduction in the possibility to make independent choices has led to a slackening in the child's rate of development due to his or her failure to learn the spatial characteristics of the environment or appropriate behaviour to ensure autonomy (Hillman, 1993).

Some factors related to the urban fabric have had more negative effects than others on children's mobility. Street crossings are particularly dangerous places and for this reason represent true cognitive barriers that prevent the children from taking possession of the city (Bonanomi, 1994). The development of children's autonomous mobility is affected also by the perception of danger by their parents and by the children themselves. The concept of risk includes the danger of physical incidents, atmospheric pollution, noise, their separation from other children and from adults, etc. (Bjorklid, 1994). The perception of the risks is different in the children than in their parents. Parents for example, unlike their children, consider road accidents as the most likely and serious events (Lee and Rowe, 1994).

But if a city responds to the child's needs?

By taking the child as a parameter we are obliged to take into consistent and radical account the needs of the younger ones, of all those who go on foot, and to act on the causes and not the effects of the problem. A city prepared to accept this challenge must be capable of responding to the children's need for autonomy. This means that the streets must be made less dangerous and that the social community must be responsible for what happens in public spaces, so that they are acknowledged as spaces belonging to everyone.

On the one hand structural action must be taken that clearly indicates that the city has decided to prefer its inhabitants to automobiles: streets that do not allow speeds that are dangerous to pedestrians, pavements that represent a continuous itinerary without gaps in the form of carriageways or crossings. The level of the street, if used by motor vehicles, must be raised and lowered to accommodate any pedestrian crossings. 

If children are to be allowed to go out unaccompanied they must have stimulating places to go to. The places must be real, pleasant and interesting for the various generations and for this reason frequented by other people and therefore safe.

A city that opts for its children and pedestrians would have to promote the growth of a fresh sensitivity and therefore enforce the small number of highway code provisions that actually defend these subjects. For instance, it must rigorously enforce the regulations providing for fines to be inflicted on motorists that do not give way to pedestrians at pedestrian crossings.

“Let's go to school on our own”

This is an operative proposal that, although significant and complex, could mark the beginning of a long journey by the city towards a fairer and shared mobility. Elementary school children aged 6-10 years are invited to walk to school with their classmates without being accompanied by adults. Although apparently a simple experiment, it is necessary to overcome the parents' fears and help them understand that in order to develop harmoniously their children need greater autonomy and to be able to have their own experiences. It is consequently a complex experiment involving many different actors. However, if it is successful it can make real changes to the city.

The school must be involved so that it agrees to adopt the initiative in view of its educational value. A new social sensitivity concerning the neighbourhood must be built up, with the involvement of the city police, the elderly and local tradespeople. 

When these conditions are achieved and are positively summed together, the number of children going round on their own increases to the full satisfaction of both the children and their families. The results achieved are however fragile and can regress if any of the conditions described no longer exist, particularly the concern of the administrators and the interest of the school (Baraldi, 1997).

Conclusions

A city willing to critically reappraise its decisions concerning mobility and which looks to its children to do this, in the awareness that the children symbolically represent all the weaker citizens, is no longer a city gazing at a past that no longer exists but one that is thinking critically and sensibly of its future through choices of sustainable development (Tonucci, 1996). 

The idea of modifying the mobility of a complex environment such as a city may appear to be utopian, something that can be achieved only at the cost of very expensive changes. Some structural change is of course required, but a new and more democratic kind of mobility is made possible and guaranteed above all by the various components of society adopting new attitudes. 

A more autonomous and ecological mobility focused on pedestrians and the bicycle is not only a simple and cheap way of recovering public spaces, substantially reducing pollution and noise and saving monuments, but also makes an important contribution to the mental and physical health of its inhabitants. To provide city dwellers with more autonomous living conditions, greater opportunities for physically moving around and using the city with less need for help and services means choosing a policy of well-being. And this is guaranteed by the children.
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