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If we can bui ld a successful community for children we will have a 

successful community for all people.  

 

Paraphrased quote from Enrique Peñalosa, former mayor of Bogotá, Colombia
1À

 

 

 

 

Obesity in children in rural places outpaces their suburban and urban 

counterparts with conventional/traditional land use policies in rural ar-

eas playing an important role in the trendéThree rules to achieve rural 

smart growth are: help existing places thrive, ensure that the local land 

use regulations allow for development of traditional towns and villages, 

and protect the rural landscape that many communities value as inher-

ent.2 

 

 

 

If just nine families participate regularly in a Walking School Bus 

over the course of a school year, they can collectively prevent 

almost 1,000 kg of carbon dioxide from being released into the 

atmosphere.
3 

 

                                                 
À Superscript numbers throughout this document point to references and other notes that begin on Page 63. 
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Summary 

This document is in three parts. The first part provides reasons as to why land-use and 

transport planning should be made more child- and youth-friendly in rural communities. 

The second part sets out 19 guidelines that could be applied in the course of a municipali-

ty or other agency becoming more child- and youth-friendly in its transport and land-use 

planning. The third part provides some discussion of implementation strategies.  

 

This document is intended to accompany the Child- and Youth-Friendly Land-Use and 

Transport Planning Guidelines that have been developed for every province.
4
 Each prov-

ince has its own Guidelines document to reflect the context and research available for the 

province. The guidelines are prompted by disturbing trends in young peopleôs transport 

activity and related matters. These trends include decreasing levels of physical activity, 

increasing levels of obesity, high incidences of traffic fatalities, increasing exposure to air 

pollution, reduced independent mobility for youth and subsequent concerns over their 

emotional well-being.   

 

For example, children and youth appear to be travelling much more by car and school 

bus, reducing their opportunities for exercise via walking or bicycling to their destina-

tions. Furthermore, decreased independent mobility and increased reliance on automobile 

use may be associated with weight gain and compromised emotional development for 

youth. This is a particular concern for children and youth in rural communities.
5
  

 

Compared to adults, young people are especially vulnerable to the adverse health effects 

of motorized traffic, including poor air quality inside vehicles and poor air quality out-

doors that results from motorized traffic in the community. 

 

Recent statistics indicate that 17% of Canadaôs population consists of young people less 

than 15 years of age.
6
  The transport needs of young people differ from those of adults, 

partly because their destinations are different and partly because they travel using differ-

ent modes. On schooldays, in urban areas, the majority of walking and cycling trips are 

still made by young people notwithstanding the notable increases in travel by car. Thus, 

facilities for non-motorized modes are much more important for young peopleôs travel 

than they are for adults, and time spent on school buses merits attention. However, stu-

dents in rural schools are less likely to use active modes of travel.
7
  

 

The guidelines recognize that land-use as well as transport is a key factor in determining 

the transport patterns of young people as it is for adults. Rural areas pose specific chal-

lenges and opportunities related to active commuting and sustainable transportation. Dis-

tances can be large, population densities are smaller, and pedestrian and cycling infra-

structure may be lacking.  

 

The 19 guidelines are grouped into six categories:  putting young people first in land-use 

and transport planning; providing for them as pedestrians, as cyclists, and as transit users, 
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providing for journeys to and from school, and reducing the impacts of all transport activ-

ity on young people. Each of these will be discussed with specific reference to rural 

communities.  

 

Several barriers regarding young people and transport are noted, along with suggestions on 

how they might be overcome. Opportunities for including young people in decision-making 

about transport and land-use are outlined. The guidelines have been prepared chiefly for use 

by municipalities as a resource in making their land-use and transport planning more child- 

and youth-friendly. They may well find application in other contexts including the work of 

school boards/districts and relevant parts of provincial governments. The guidelines could be 

used to complement planning for active transport (i.e., non-motorized or human powered 

transport) and efforts towards attainment of more sustainable communities, as well as the de-

velopment of Integrated Community Sustainability Plans.  

 

This document is intended primarily for small towns, villages and predominantly rural areas, 

and may be less applicable to areas that are defined as ñremote.ò Given the limited resources 

that are available in rural areas, and the many demands upon these resources, it is always im-

portant to look for opportunities to ensure that resources meet the needs of multiple sectors 

whenever possible. Child- and youth-friendly planning identifies the needs of a specific 

group but contributes to the well-being of all citizens. 

 

Use of the guidelines could result in communities that are not only more child- and 

youth-friendly but are more agreeable for persons of all ages, andðthrough their empha-

sis on active transportðmore sustainable. They are an ideal complement to age-friendly 

planning
8
 as well as age-friendly rural and remote communities.

9
 

 

 

 



CHILD- AND YOUTH-FRIENDLY LAND-USE AND TRANSPORT PLANNING - RURAL  

 

 7 

PART I. WHY HAVE GUIDELINES FOR RURAL COMMUNITIES? 
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1. Rural Demographics 

Determining what percentage of Canadians live in rural areas varies according to how 

ñruralò is defined. (See Box 1). Depending on the definition selected, between 19% to 

30% of Canadians were living in rural areas in 2006.
10

 Using the census definition for 

rural, an increasingly larger share of Canadian citizens have been ñliving within the 

commuting zone of larger urban centres. Among individuals living in the countryside in 

2006, over one-third were living relatively near the jobs (and other services) of a larger 

urban centre.ò
11

 Thus, there are synergies between rural and urban areas as well as within 

rural communities that are also the centres of where people live and work. Turning to 

Figure 1, we can see that provinces on the east coast are the most rural provinces. It is 

also important to note that the most populous provinces are found at the bottom of Figure 

one and therefore have the lowest percentages of rural residents. 

 

Typically, residents in rural areas are older than residents of urban areas. ñWithin pre-

dominantly rural regions 15% of the population is senior (65 years of age and over) com-

pared to 13% in predominantly urban regions.
12

 Another feature of predominantly rural 

regions is that they have ñboth a higher old age dependency ratio and a higher child de-

pendency ratio compared to predominantly urban regionséThis implies that the working 

population aged 15 to 64 living in these communities are under relatively more pressure 

to care for both the young and the old.ò
13

 This demographic pattern also reinforces the 

value of considering child- and youth-friendly planning in combination with age-friendly 

planning. See Box 2 for an overview of age-friendly planning. 

 

 

Box 1. What is rural? 

 

Census Rural. The Statistics Canada definition of ñcensus ruralò refers to the population 

ñoutside settlements with 1,000 or more population with a population density of 400 or 

more inhabitants per square kilometreò 

 

Rural and Small Town (RST) refers to areas outside Census Metropolitan Areas 

(CMAs) and Census Agglomerations (CAs). A CMA has a total population of 100,000 or 

more with 50,00 or more in the urban core and a CA has an urban core of 10,000 or more. 

 

Predominantly rural regions. The OECD (1994) defined a ñpredominantly rural regionò 

as having more than 50% of the population living in rural communities where a ñrural 

communityò has a population density less than 150 persons per square kilometre. 

 

Source: Bollman, RD & Clemenson, H. (2008). Structure and change in Canadaôs rural demography: An 

update to 2006. Rural and Small Town Canada Analysis Bulletin, Statistics Canada, (7), p.4.  
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Figure 1. Percentages of rural and small town populations across Canada 

 
This figure is from Bollman, RD & Clemenson, H. (2008). Structure and change in Canadaôs rural demog-

raphy: An update to 2006. Rural and Small Town Canada Analysis Bulletin, Statistics Canada, (7), p.13. 
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Box 2. Age-friendly rural and remote communities 

 

In an Age-friendly community , policies, services, settings and structures support and 

enable people to age actively by: 

 

¶ Recognizing the wide range of capacities and resources among older people 

¶ Anticipating and responding flexibly to aging-related needs and preferences 

¶ Respecting the decisions and lifestyle choices of older adults 

¶ Protecting those older adults who are most vulnerable 

¶ Promoting the inclusion of older adults in, and contribution to, all areas of community 

life. 

 

Unlike city-dwellers, seniors living in rural and remote areas are much less likely to have 

access to a range of public and other types of transport. In fact, some communities have 

no form of public or private transportation. In communities where there is a public trans-

portation system, however, it often does not meet the needs of older persons. For exam-

ple, seniors often have different travel patterns than others who use public transportation 

ï they may travel outside the peak (work) hours and use it for different reasons, such as 

visiting friends, participating in activities, accessing services and going shopping.
14

 

 

 

 

1.2 Concerns about young people and todayôs transport and land-use 

There are many reasons to attend to the needs and aspirations of young people in rural 

communities with respect to transport, land-use planning and health.  Here are some of 

them: 

ü Residents of rural communities in particular are likely to be more car-dependent, trav-

elling longer distances for most purposes including attendance at school.
15

  

ü Rural youth are almost entirely dependent on cars and school buses to travel to school, 

part-time employment, recreational facilities, and social activities.
16

 

ü Young people appear to be spending growing amounts of time in cars. 

ü Some car travel has replaced walking and bicycling, removing valuable opportunities 

for physical activity. Young rural residents are less likely to walk or bike to school 

than their urban or suburban counterparts.
17

 

ü Rural youth report that a primary barrier to participation in school sports is transporta-

tion ï generally because there are no late buses or parents are unable to drive.
18

 

ü Growth in young peopleôs travel by car may contribute to growth in the overall 

amount of motorized transport activity and thus increased emissions of globally active 
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pollutants, including those associated with climate change. It may also increase the 

risk of traffic-related injuries and fatalities.
19

 

ü Being in cars can be harmful to occupants, because in-car air quality can be poorer 

than the ambient air quality and because the view of the passing world through a 

windshield can limit opportunities for young people to explore and become acquainted 

with the physical geography and environment of their local neighbourhoods and com-

munities.  

ü Increased car travel (and car idling) around schools and other places where youth con-

gregate will lead to increases in air pollution within these vicinities. 

ü Transit services are generally unavailable in rural areas, limiting transportation options 

for youth and all members of the community.  

ü Lack of transportation facilities can lead to out-migration of youth from the communi-

ty and reduce the economic viability of the region.  

ü Reducing motorized transportation is a central goal of most climate change strategies 

and will contribute to healthier environments for young people today as well as future 

generations. 

 

 

Background: Beginning with work in Ontario in 2003, the Centre for Sustainable Trans-

portation began a broad consultation process to explore opportunities for meeting the 

transportation needs and aspirations of children and youth in Ontario. This led to the de-

velopment of Child- and Youth-Friendly Land-Use and Transport Planning Guidelines 

for Ontario. The Ontario guidelines have been endorsed by the Ontario Professional 

Planners Institute. Throughout 2008-2010, The Centre has been working with stakehold-

ers in every province to develop similar province-specific documents. Each document 

retains the same 19 guidelines with supporting documentation and best practice examples 

that are relevant to the province. Further information may be found at 

www.kidsonthemove.ca. 

 

Recognizing that the guidelines had a predominantly urban focus, this document was cre-

ated to address the particular challenges and opportunities for child- and youth-friendly 

planning in rural areas. It may have fewer applications to remote regions of the country. 

http://www.kidsonthemove.ca/
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2. Transport and land-use in rural communities 

 

Communities are traditionally built with one transportation mode and user 

in mind ï the adult automobile driver.
 20

 

 

Land-use in small towns and rural communities has a significant impact on transportation 

for all ages.
21

 The more settlement is spread out, the more cars are likely to be used, for 

two reasons. The first, which applies to most communities, is that when settlements are 

spread out, distances can be too far for practicable access other than by motorized means. 

The second is that low densities make transit alternatives financially difficult to sustain. 

Examples of rural transit initiatives will be discussed in Section 8. 

 

While distances between towns in rural areas present transportation challenges for non-

motorized transportation, there are many steps that can be taken within communities to 

enhance accessibility to pedestrians and cyclists. In villages and small towns, there are 

often ñhubsò that provide a concentration of destinations including schools, shops, com-

munity centres, businesses and places of worship.  

 

Another relevant aspect of land-use concerns smaller communities and the extent to 

which they have the facilities and resources needed for everyday living. Without nearby 

facilities and resources, journeys must be made to what are often quite distant communi-

ties, usually by car. For the present guidelines, the most relevant facilities and resources 

are schools. Elementary and secondary schools are encountering declining enrolments 

and are gradually being centralized, in most Canadian provinces.
22

 This means that on 

average, young people make longer journeys to and from school and are more likely to 

travel by car or school bus than by foot or bicycle. 

 

Itôs not only schools that have been centralized. Small local stores have been replaced by 

stores in malls, usually at a greater distance from customers, or by larger stores serving a 

broader catchment area. Children who might once have learned much from running er-

rands to a local store, now find themselves accompanying parents on long shopping trips 

by car. Rural adults may also have dual chauffeur roles, transporting elderly parents or 

neighbours to medical appointments and social events, as well as driving children to rec-

reation facilities and visits with friends. 

 

Density may be the most important factor influencing car use, but there are others. How 

land uses are mixed can be important. If schools, workplaces, and stores are near resi-

dences, the result may be more walking and bicycling.
23

  

 

As well as more general factors influencing overall use of the different modes, there can 

be local features that favour one mode over another. An example is provision of side-

walks, trails, bicycle lanes and paths. Another is the particular positioning of schools and 

community facilities which can be on main roads to facilitate access by motorized vehi-
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cles, or within neighbourhoods to facilitate access by pedestrians and cyclists.
24

 Rural 

schools that are located along a highway reduce the likelihood that students who live 

nearby will actively commute. This is because highways are unwelcoming and generally 

unsafe routes for students to take to school. 
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3. Transport and young peopleôs health  

The strongest reason to provide special attention to childrenôs needs in relation to 

transport is the possibility that current arrangements are harming them more than they 

might be harming adults. 

 

3.1 Young people are especially vulnerable 

Evidence of special harm need not be surprising. Hereôs what the Canadian Institute of 

Child Health has said about the physical vulnerability of children. 

The developing body systems of the child, particularly tissues and organs, are 

more sensitive to environmental toxicants. Tissues that are under development 

are more susceptible to toxic effects because they rely on chemical messengers 

for growth. Organ development begins during early foetal life and continues into 

adolescence. 

Children receive greater exposures than adults because they eat more food, drink 

more water, breathe more air per unit of body weight than adults. Furthermore, 

depending on their age, childrenôs ability to metabolize, detoxify and excrete 

many toxicants is different from that of adults.
25

 

 

Many of these observations would likely apply also to growing adolescents. They suggest 

strongly that young people are more affected than adults by transport-related impacts.  

 

Children and youth in poverty can be additionally vulnerable. They may have greater 

ópassiveô exposure to traffic-related pollution because they are more likely to live near 

high traffic areas.
26

 An additional vulnerability arises when distances are large, facilities 

are centralized, and transport opportunities are limited. Access to health care can be com-

promised.
27

  

 

3.2  Links among transport, physical activity, overweight, and health in young people 

 

Changing the built environment to increase childrenôs physical activity for recre-

ation and transportation, to improve access to healthful foods, and to reduce ac-

cess to less healthful foods can help provide long-term solutions to the childhood 

obesity epidemic. Unlike the often-transitory effects of motivational and educa-

tion approaches to addressing obesity, changes in behavior prompted by changes 

in the built environment should be long lasting.
28

 

 

Poor nutrition and sedentary lifestyles that revolve around television and video games 

have been blamed for young peopleôs reduced physical activity and rising average body 

weights.
29

 Recent evidence from Canada,
30

 the United States,
31

 and the United King-

dom
32

 suggests that dependence on automobiles to transport children to school and lei-
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sure activities may also be a factor. There is a growing body of research related to physi-

cal activity and the built environment, though there are few studies that have focused on 

children and youth in rural communities. The following are some relevant findings: 

ü Over 50% of Canadian children and youth rely solely on inactive modes of transporta-

tion to travel to and from school, with a further 21% using inactive modes for at least 

part of the journey. Adolescents are more likely than children to commute to school 

using sedentary forms of transport.
33

 Rural children and youth are less likely to active-

ly commute to school.
34

 

ü Less than half of Canadian children and youth are active enough to ensure proper 

growth and development. Among teenagers, less than 20 per cent do sufficient exer-

cise.
35

 As with other regions of Canada, girls in rural areas are generally less active 

than boys.
36

 In predominantly urban environments and small towns, active transporta-

tion can be an important source of physical activity for all residents. In predominantly 

rural areas, unless trails are available, motorized transportation to locations that enable 

physical activity may become more relevant.
37

  

ü A US study of rural 5
th
 grade children recommended that a potential means for in-

creasing physical activity of rural children and youth is to facilitate access to physical 

activity outlets.
38

 

ü In 2004, 26% of Canadian children and youth aged 2 to 17 were overweight or obese 

with 8% being obese.
39

 Rural youth appear to have greater risk related to obesity and 

physical activity.
40

 A Statistics Canada report found that boys (ages 12-17) in small 

town regions had the highest prevalence of obesity compared to other regions in Can-

ada.
41

A study of 675 rural Canadian children found a large association between obesi-

ty and elevated blood pressure across all ages (4-17) and genders.
42

 

ü A US study found that ñadolescents living in sprawling counties were more likely to 

be overweight or at risk of overweight than those living in compact counties.ò
43

 

ü Several studies have found that children who actively commute to school are more 

physically active outside of school.
44

 

ü Adults who live in highly walkable communities report two times more walking trips 

per week than adults in low walkable communities
45

 Furthermore, adults who are 

physically active are more likely to have children who actively commute.
46

 

ü A study by the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) investigated the impact of infra-

structure changes and education regarding the Safe Routes to School Program in the 

United States. The CDC found that the Safe Routes to School projects in the US have 

improved the walking and cycling environment for adults as well as children, stating 

that, ñinvestment in SRTS can contribute to increased physical activity among children 

and adults.ò
47

 

ü A UK study demonstrated that children who walk to school burn more calories than 

those who are driven. The number of calories burned weekly through walking to 

school is the equivalent of two hour-long classes of physical education.
48
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ü The World Cancer Research Fund/American Institute for Cancer Research (WCRF-

AICR) 2009 report has indicated a ñhighò rating for both the evidence and the poten-

tial cancer and chronic disease prevention impacts of increasing physical activity 

through active transportation.
49

 

 

3.3 Traffic-related fatalities and injuries 

 

The rates of traffic-related injury and fatality are generally lower for children than for 

adults. Nevertheless, the following should be considered: 

ü Road traffic crashes are the leading cause of injury death in Canada for children over 

the age of one year.
50

 Many traffic injuries and fatalities are preventable.
51

 

ü The risk of harm to a child as a passenger in a motorized vehicle is considerably high-

er than the risk of harm from a stranger.
52

 

ü A study in the UK found that one third of children who survive traffic crashes may 

suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder. Symptoms include depression, recurring 

nightmares, difficulty attending to schoolwork, and fear of cars.
53

 

ü In many rural areas of Canada, communities have shared-use trails (motorized and 

non-motorized combined) that enter the town or village. The Canadian Paediatric So-

ciety has taken the position that children and youth (under 16 years of age) should not 

be permitted to ride all terrain vehicles (ATVs), stating that children less than 16 years 

of age account for almost one-third of ATV injury-related emergency department visits 

and 30% or more of ATV injury hospitalizations.
54

 Safe Kids Canada recommends that 

children under the age of 16 should not be using ATVs, Off Road Vehicles and snow-

mobiles.
55

 Common sense also suggests that ATVs should not be permitted on active 

transportation routes that have a high volume of active travellers. 

ü Injuries and fatalities resulting from traffic crashes increase dramatically with the 

speed of the vehicle at the time of impact. For example, one US study reported that 

compared with crashes involving a vehicle travelling 16-31 kilometres/hour, the risk 

of serious injury or death to a pedestrian aged under 20 years was 2.1, 7.2, and 30.7 

times higher at vehicle crash speeds of 32-47, 48-63, and 64 km/h or more, respective-

ly. For any given vehicle speed, children appear more able than adults to survive 

crashes without serious injury or death.
56

  

The World Health Organization and UNICEF World Report on Child Injury Prevention
57

 

road safety recommendations include reducing speeds to 30 km/hour in residential areas, 

around schools and around play areas to protect pedestrians; separation of child cyclists 

from other road users through dedicated cycle lanes; use of bicycle helmets; and in-

creased education for children on pedestrian and cycling skills. 

 

A report on the built environment, physical activity, and obesity in childhood
58

 noted that 

given the high incidence of childhood pedestrian injuries, ñpriority should be placed on 
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designing roads, sidewalks, and crosswalks that make it safe for children to walk and cy-

cle.ò The same report points out that in countries where there are more extensive active 

transportation networks and laws that protect pedestrians and cyclists, there are lower 

rates of pedestrian and cycling injuries. 

 

3.4 Effects of traffic-related poor air quality, including poor in-vehicle air quality 

 

Because short automobile trips tend to have particularly high emission 

levels, increased active transport for short trips could reduce some of the 

most polluting automobile trips.
59

 

 

Road traffic is the main cause of poor air quality in most of the urban areas of the world 

and many rural areas, including in Canada. There is considerable evidence that this poor 

air quality harms children, including the following: 

ü Work for the World Health Organization (WHO) has found that children may be more 

vulnerable to airborne pollution because their airways are narrower than those of 

adults.
60

 

ü The same work for WHO reported that there appears to be no threshold for ozone lev-

els that are safe, and children are particularly susceptible.
61

 

ü Work in Denver, Colorado, found that children who live near high-traffic areas 

(20,000 cars per day) may be six times more likely to develop childhood leukemia and 

other cancers.
62

 

ü Children living in areas of Europe and California with poor air quality have been 

found to have reduced lung function growth that places them at risk for future respira-

tory illness.
63

 

ü Children and youth who live in low-income areas may experience multiple adverse 

health impacts from transport because of higher traffic densities. This risk of health 

disparity
64

 has been raised as an issue of environmental injustice. 

ü  According to another report, ñElevated in-car pollution concentrations particularly 

endanger children, the elderly, and people with asthma and other respiratory condi-

tions.  While it receives little attention, in-car air pollution may pose one of the great-

est modern threats to human health.ò
65
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Other work on in-vehicle air quality and its potential impacts includes the following: 

ü A study of childrenôs exposure to diesel exhaust on school buses in the United States 

indicated that concentrations of fine particulates were often 5-10 times higher than av-

erage levels measured at fixed-site monitoring stations.
66

 

ü A similar study conducted in California found that ñA child riding inside of a diesel 

school bus may be exposed to as much as four times the level of toxic diesel exhaust 

as someone riding in a car ahead of it. é these exposures pose as much as 23 to 46 

times the cancer risk level considered significant under federal law. Whatôs more, the-

se troubling results suggest that diesel exhaust on school buses could contribute to res-

piratory problems among sensitive children, such as asthmatics.ò
67

 

ü The Ontario Public Health Association investigated emissions from Ontario school 

buses and estimated that, ñin 2004, Ontarioôs 15,000 school buses collectively emitted 

approximately: 114 tonnes of particulate matter, 718 tonnes of hydrocarbons, 2,601 

tonnes of nitrogen oxides, and 285 kilotonnes of carbon dioxide.ò
68

 The study recom-

mended that replacing pre-1994 school buses should be a high priority for school 

boards and that emissions reductions devices should be installed on all school buses. 

School boards were also encouraged to develop anti-idling policies.  

ü One author reviewed relevant data and concluded, ñDrivers and passengers in cars 

may inhale up to 18 times as much pollution as people outside their vehicle, the worst 

occurring in slow-moving driving conditions in urban areas. Levels of benzene were 

found to be two to 18 times higher than ambient air and levels of carbon monoxide 

two to 14 times higher. Nitrogen dioxide is also higher (1-2.5 times), especially during 

high-speed driving on motorways and during afternoon rush hours.ò
69

 

 

  

3.5 Effects on emotional and behavioural development 

A road traffic crash can have an extreme impact on a childôs development, even if the 

child is not directly injured. There are more subtle effects from being in an automobile 

and from the effects of road traffic generally, including the effects of traffic noise and the 

effects of traffic on the quality of the social environment. Some relevant findings include 

the following: 

ü An Australian study found that heavy traffic reduces the independent mobility of chil-

dren and youth.
70

 Distances and traffic speeds reduce the independent mobility of 

young people in rural areas. 

ü The Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Research Institute asked youth to rate their quality 

of life and compared this to physical activity levels. Youth who were physically active 

in school and outside of school rated their quality of life higher than youth who were 

less active.
71

 

ü US work on adult social bonds in neighbourhoods found that these were weaker ac-

cording to the extent of automobile dependence of a neighbourhoodôs residents (but 



CHILD- AND YOUTH-FRIENDLY LAND-USE AND TRANSPORT PLANNING - RURAL  

 

 19 

not according to the extent of sprawl per se, i.e., according to how thinly the neigh-

bourhood was populated).
72

 

ü A report on a California Department of Education study suggested that physically fit 

students performed better academically.
73

 

 

There appear to have been few formal studies concerning the impact of mode of travel to 

school on intellectual and emotional development. Common sense may suggest that 

walking in particular, compared with travel by car, provides a richer environment more 

suited to enquiry and exploration and to establishing a sense of neighbourhood identity. 

Neighbourhood trust and social cohesion may be contributing factors
 74

  

 

Furthermore, there is a growing body of research that supports the value for children and 

youth to increase their exposure to the natural environment, including their neighbour-

hood and school grounds.
75

  

 

3.6 Concluding comment 

All the foregoing taken together provide more than ample justification for considering 

and implementing measures designed to change how children and youth move, and move 

themselves, and to reduce their exposure generally to transportôs adverse impacts. The 

following guidelines can provide both a stimulus and a guide to action. 
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PART II. THE GUIDELINES 
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 4. General considerations in guideline development 

 

3.1. Overview 

Although some of the guidelines proposed here are directed more to the benefit of some 

age groups of children and youth than others, most of the guidelines have common char-

acteristics. They seek on the one hand to increase the amount of active transportðnotably 

walking and cyclingðby young people and also the use of public transit, and on the other 

hand, to reduce their travel by car. As well, the guidelines are directed towards reducing 

the amount of all motorized traffic where children and youth congregate. 

 

The justification for taking these directions is set out above in Section 3. Present transport 

practices can damage the health of children and youth in one or more of four ways. They 

can harm the young person while travelling, as in exposure to collision risk or to poor in-

vehicle air quality. They can harm the young person when not travelling, as in exposure 

to traffic noise or to poor ambient air quality. They can harm the young person by reduc-

ing opportunities for necessary physical exercise and exploration of the neighbourhood. 

Finally, they can damage the environment and keep children from experiencing the bene-

fits of direct contact with nature. 

 

The particular vulnerabilities of children and youth, noted in Section 3.1, position them as 

transportôs ócanariesô, providing stronger indications than adults exhibit as to whether 

something is wrong. This is not a reason to use them as mine canaries were used, i.e., to 

give them early exposure to danger. Rather, it is a reason to provide them with greater 

protection, when they are travelling and when they are not. 

 

Most of the guidelines are not specific to children and youth. Indeed, many of them echo 

what is found in more general-purpose land-use and transport planning documents, espe-

cially those designed to move transport and land-use towards sustainability. There is 

widespread recognition that transport in particular, as currently practised, is not sustaina-

ble.  

 

4.2 Active Transportation 

 

Planning communities for, and with, young people complements efforts to create more active 

living environments and to promote active transportation for all ages. Active transportation 

refers to human-powered transportation such as walking, cycling, rollerblading, skiing, ca-

noeing, skating, as well as travel in a wheelchair. Many municipalities are developing active 

transportation plans.
76

 The guidelines could be used to ensure that children and youth are 

consulted in the development of these plans and that active transportation plans reflect their 

needs and aspirations for non-motorized transportation.  
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In Nova Scotia, the Cape Breton Regional Municipality, for example, developed an Active 

Transportation Plan that involved broad consultation of children and youth, including an 

online survey. The guidelines have also been included in the plan. The Halifax Regional Mu-

nicipality (HRM) active transportation plan
77

 noted the value of paying greater attention to 

infrastructure in school zones and the value of ñWalking School Busò programs. The HRM 

active transportation plan also states that ñyouth prefer sidewalks that link schools to bus 

terminals, recreation centres and shopping areas.ò Bridgewaterôs Active Transportation and 

Connectivity Plan notes that both children and the elderly benefit from active transportation 

networks that are safe and accessible.
78

 Greater synergy amongst school board, municipal 

government and provincial government representatives could improve active transportation 

planning with respect to all trips made by young people.  

 

There is notable awareness at many levels of government regarding the benefits of pro-

moting active transportation. However, the lack of infrastructure in towns and rural areas 

presents a significant barrier for young people and adults to safely walk, cycle or engage 

in other active modes of travel. Nova Scotia has a large rural population and a recent 

study
79

 of active transportation in the province gathered data from focus groups and travel 

diaries to investigate the barriers and opportunities for young people and adults in rural 

areas, small towns and Cape Breton Regional Municipality. Results of the study are pre-

sented in Section 4.3. 

 

Active transportation between communities can be facilitated with well connected trail 

systems. A US study of 2210 adults found that ñreduced access to a trail for walking or 

biking is significantly related to obesity. Previous research in rural communities has 

shown that trail users were more likely to meet physical activity recommendations, and 

increased walking due to trail use was reported more often among groups with lower so-

cio-economic status. Walking trail construction, enhancement, and/or promotion interven-

tions represent relatively inexpensive and cost-effective strategies to promote physical 

activity in rural communities, where resources may be scarce.ò
80

 

 

4.3 Youth and Active Transportation in Nova Scotia  

Forty-six youth participated in a total of 7 focus groups and 70 youth completed travel 

diaries for one week. The majority of youth reside in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia, though 

one focus group was conducted in Lunenburg County on the mainland. Results from the 

focus groups were consistent. The two greatest barriers that youth identified were dis-

tance and lack of safe infrastructure. This includes sidewalks, paved shoulders, bike paths 

and trails. The need for facilities such as parks and recreation areas nearby was also a 

concern raised by the youth. Many felt that there are few places for them to go to be with 

friends or to exercise. Their recommendations centred around infrastructure that would 

make active transportation a safe option (sidewalks, paved shoulders, non-motorized bike 

paths and trails), bike safety lessons for youth, bike racks at schools and other locations, 
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youth-led activities (e.g. hiking clubs, running groups on trails) and appropriate model-

ling of active transportation by adults. See Table 1. 

 

Results from this and other studies suggest that active transportation should be a high pri-

ority in small towns, villages and within a cycling radius of these centres as well as urban 

areas. In predominantly rural areas where distances between communities may be large, 

with only highways linking them, active transportation may be less feasible, or at least 

less affordable. Other forms of sustainable transportation may become the priority. Cy-

cling and walking trails are still a valuable asset in predominantly rural areas though they 

may not be used for active transportation.  
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Table 1. Barriers and Recommendations for Active Transportation - Youth Focus Groups 

 

N=46; 27 female, 19 male ages 12-18 

Barriers to Active Transportation 

Identified by Youth 

Recommendations from Youth 

  

ü No sidewalks 

ü No paved shoulders along high-

ways 

ü No bike paths and trails 

ü Lack of infrastructure makes 

routes feel unsafe 

ü Traffic speeds make routes feel 

unsafe 

ü Distances are often too great 

ü Few interesting facilities nearby 

such as parks, tennis courts, trails 

ü Shared use trails (motorized and 

non-motorized) make them feel 

unsafe 

ü Require bike safety training 

ü No forum where they can ex-

press their views and feel confi-

dent that their views will be in-

corporated into community plans 

ü Habits (some felt they had de-

veloped a ólazyô habit of using 

cars to travel to destinations 

within walking or cycling dis-

tance) 

ü Build sidewalks along routes where 

youth and others regularly travel 

ü Pave shoulders on highways and mark 

shoulder clearly with yellow line (and 

repair potholes in roads) 

ü Make bike paths and trails a priority 

ü Separate motorized and non-motorized 

trails  

ü Repair damaged equipment in parks 

and create recreation facilities in 

communities (tennis, badminton, bas-

ketball, hiking and cycling trails) 

ü Offer bike training to older children 

and youth 

ü Establish youth-led programs that en-

courage physical activity and active 

transportation (e.g. youth running, hik-

ing and cycling groups) 

ü Bike racks at schools and more school 

support for active transportation 

ü Access to recreation facilities in 

schools after hours 

ü Establish forums for youth to provide 

their views on community plans 

ü Purchase bicycles for community use 

ü More community events that encour-

age active transportation e.g. closing 

roads to motorized vehicles at speci-

fied times 
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5. Putting children and youth first 

 

Guideline 1. In transport and land-use planning, the needs of children and 

youth should receive as much priority as the needs of people of other ages 

and the requirements of business. 

This is the framework guideline that sets the scene for the guidelines to follow. 

 

Putting children and youth first means that their needs ï as set out in Section 4 ï are con-

sidered at every stage of transport and land-use planning processes. Transport systems are 

designed so that their needs can be met. Land uses are developed to support such 

transport systems. This would include school siting. 

 

An essential feature of putting children and youth first is that transport and land-use plan-

ning issues are seen from perspectives of children and youth. Furthermore, policies and 

practices are reviewed or developed with attention to how young people will be impacted 

by planning decisions. This requires the participation of young people in planning pro-

cesses, or, for the youngest children, the participation of those responsible for them. How 

this can be achieved is set out in Part III of this document. 

  

Guideline 2. Within each municipality, designate a staff member or council 

member, or both, as responsible for bringing the perspectives of young people 

to consideration of transport and land-use planning issues. 

Implementation of this guideline may be an essential requirement for application of all or 

most of the other guidelines. How this guideline is implemented will depend on how the 

municipality is structured, and also on its size. Predominantly rural areas may choose to 

meet the spirit of this guideline through mechanisms that are viable for smaller communi-

ties. For example, there may be a regional coalition or a regional planning commission 

that oversees the needs of children and youth; there may be a youth advisory council that 

is led by youth; there may even be a physical activity coordinator or school travel plan-

ning facilitator.
81

 

 

The responsible person could review all plans and proposals and advise as to their ac-

ceptance or rejection according to their compatibility with these guidelines and similar 

principles supporting the needs of children and youth. A further responsibility could in-

clude working with relevant school officials to encourage active transport for the trip to 

and from school. Another key part of the work could involve working with a forum for 

young people that could be established as a result of implementation of Guideline 3. 
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Guideline 3.  As may be appropriate, establish or adapt one or more forums 

for children and youth to ensure that their perspectives are considered by 

land-use and transport planners. 

In the case of youthði.e., about 12 years and olderðthis guideline might literally in-

volve establishing a youth advisory committee or other such group, charged with review-

ing and bringing forward plans and proposals. Some municipalities already have such a 

group. In such cases, the mandate of the existing group could be expanded.  

 

The intent of this guideline is to formalize the engagement of children and youth in plan-

ning their community. Interviews with youth in rural communities indicates that they can 

easily feel disconnected from the larger community and believe that their voices are not 

welcome.
82

 There is more information on how to involve children and youth in planning 

decisions in Section 11 of this document. 
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6. Providing for children and youth as pedestrians 

 

Guideline 4. Identify where children and youth want to go or need to go and, 

to the extent possible, provide ways of getting there by foot. 

Travel by foot should be the priority for children and youth who can walk. Walking can 

provide the maximum of exercise for the minimum financial outlay. Walkers encounter 

their surroundings and other people at a pace that facilitates beneficial contact. Walkers 

inhabit sidewalks and other paths in ways that add to the safety of other walkers. Similar 

considerations apply to children and youth who use wheelchairs. (Consideration for chil-

dren and youth as cyclists is addressed in guidelines 8-11). 

 

The travel patterns of children and youth can be identified by observation, by questioning 

them, and by questioning their parents and other household members. Such interventions 

have to be carried out with proper preparation and great care because of sensitivities 

about observing children and asking questions about them. In many cases, especially for 

school-related trips, the cooperation of schools is a key factor. Education and infrastruc-

ture changes have proven effective with Active & Safe Routes to School and School 

Travel Planning.
83

 A Centers for Disease Control study found that the Safe Routes to 

School projects in the US have improved the walking and cycling environment for adults 

as well as children.
84

 

 

Once travel patterns have been identified, each route should be assessed as to the degree 

it provides continuous pedestrian access: 

¶ Are there sidewalks or non-motorized off-road paths for the whole route? 

¶ Can sidewalks, paths, or trails be installed where there are none? 

¶ Are there pedestrian crossings or traffic signals at road crossings, however minor, or 

could they be installed? 

¶ Do wide roads have two-stage crossings, with a protected island between traffic 

streams? 

 

Identifying where children and youth want to go may also involve learning about the 

kinds of facilities they would like to access that do not yet exist. Are there parks or recre-

ation facilities nearby? Are there locations where youth feel welcome and comfortable to 

simply spend time with friends? A US study
85

 looked at access to physical activity-related 

facilities and found that having local access to such facilities was associated with de-

creased odds of being overweight for adolescents. 

 

In rural communities, studies suggest that the ñdistance between destinations is the most 

significant barrier to active transportation. A well-connected system of non-motorized 

infrastructure (e.g. sidewalks, trails, pedestrian friendly streets) helps to minimize the 
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network travel distance by facilitating more direct routes.ò
 86

 The importance of well con-

nected routes suggests that greater coordination between pedestrian/cycling infrastructure 

and trails groups is warranted. Trail development is often carried out by interested com-

munity members and there may be competing interests regarding routing and the question 

of shared use motorized versus non-motorized trails.
87

 

 

Guideline 5. Assess pedestrian routes used or to be used by children and youth to 

ensure that they are as safe and suitable for them as possible. 

Availability of a route does not ensure its suitability for children. How suitable it is can be 

determined by walking or wheeling a child through the route or walking with a person 

wheeling a stroller. Here are some questions to be asked: 

¶ Is the route clear to a child, including which part of the path is to be used? 

¶ Are signs visible to, say, a nine-year-old child? 

¶ At road crossings, is the pedestrian crossing area maintained at the same grade as the 

sidewalk, i.e., vehicles use ramps, not pedestrians? 

¶ Where there are changes in grade, as at curbs, are there ramps for strollers and other 

aids used on sidewalks? 

¶ On shared-use paths, trails and sidewalks with a high volume of travellers, are motor-

ized vehicles prohibited, (thus decreasing the risk of injury)?
88

 

¶ Is there anything along the route that poses a safety hazard? 

 

The special problems posed by icy and snowy paths are addressed in Guideline 7 below.  

 

In terms of safety of young people as pedestrians, the primary danger is usually from road 

traffic. Another concern in rural areas is from wild and domesticated animals. Some rural 

residents also express concerns regarding pets that are not restrained. There can be 

heightened concerns about danger from strangers and, in some places, danger due to the 

nature of the terrain and other features of the route. Here are some questions to consider: 

¶ Are walking routes separated from traffic moving faster than about 30 kilome-

tres/hour (see Guideline 6 and Guideline 18)? (This may include separating motor-

ized and non-motorized paths and trails) 

¶ Where walking routes must be close to traffic, can traffic speeds be reduced to safer 

levels for children and other pedestrians? (This is more viable in small towns and vil-

lages). 

¶ Are pedestrian crossings fully visible to drivers with clear advanced signage? 

¶ Are road crossings supervised during high traffic times, particularly on routes to 

school? 
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¶ Are there óeyesô on the route; i.e., it is well travelled, or does it pass through places 

where people are watching who walks or wheels by? 

¶ Are there places along the route, e.g., variety stores or Block Parent, where children 

could take refuge if they feel in danger? 

¶ Are dangerous areas well fenced, e.g., construction sites, slopes, and bodies of wa-

ter? 

¶ Are walking routes illuminated for use during hours of darkness? 

 

Guideline 6. Separate sidewalks used by children and youth from heavily 

trafficked roads. 

The most obvious reason to keep young people away from road traffic and other motor-

ized vehicles is to avoid injury. Less obvious reasons are to reduce their exposure to 

noise, which may be harmful (see Section 3.5) and to the high levels of pollution that 

may exist near traffic. 

 

Here are some questions: 

¶ Where heavily trafficked roads must be usedðfor example, because childrenôs 

destinations are located on themðare sidewalks wide enough to avoid proximity 

to heavy traffic? 

¶ In new development and perhaps elsewhere, could sidewalks be separated from 

traffic by at least three metres, to avoid high concentrations of vehicle-related pol-

lution? 

¶ Are schools and recreation centres located within towns to foster greater pedestri-

an access? Furthermore, can school buses be routed to the school grounds along 

corridors that ensure the safety of students who are walking or cycling to school? 

 

Guideline 7. Ensure that sidewalks are always cleared of ice and snow. 

Itôs hard to push a stroller or wheelchair through uncleared snow on an icy sidewalk, or to 

expect a toddler or even a slightly older child to walk in these conditions. Thus, car jour-

neys in town may be made in winter on days when walking paths are not cleared.  

 

If accommodation of young childrenôs needs were to have a higher priority, snow- and 

ice-clearing from sidewalks and trails might be given a higher priority in the setting of 

municipal budgets. Where sidewalk snow-clearing is the responsibility of adjacent prop-

erty owners, there might be more diligent enforcement of relevant by-laws, benefiting 

seniors and those with limited mobility as well.  

 

 




