






Energy use in the house accounts for more than a 
quarter of all energy used in the UK, but a typical 
household wastes a third of the energy it pays for.116 
Many low-income households spend at least 10 per 
cent of their income on fuel and this is expected 
to rise substantially as fuel prices increase.117 
Energy saving advice and financial assistance from 
programmes such as Warm Front aim to reduce 
energy waste and costs. Workshops and free energy 
audits for households such as the Save Energy in 
Stockwell project have environmental and economic 
benefits now and back up learning about energy 
and the environment in school, supporting the 
development of positive habits and life skills. 

5 Achieve economic  
 wellbeing

The environment, and sustainable development 
more broadly, has emerged as a key factor in 
business strategy, not only in terms of resource 
efficiency and cost-saving, but in developing new 
products and markets based on changing customer 
demand. In a recent survey of university applicants, 
46 per cent of respondents identified environmental 
considerations as important or very important when 
deciding which organisation to work for.118 A pilot 
project involving young people in Worcestershire 
high schools engages pupils in the design of ‘low 
carbon’ products and processes that respond 
to climate change. The project focuses on the 
commercial global need for eco-innovation, and has 
served as a launch pad for whole-school changes in 
energy and water use.

“Stop people building unnecessary 
buildings, e.g. shopping malls.”

Young person’s view of the London Plan  
in respect of climate change.122

“Young people aged 11-19 are 
helped to prepare for working life”

“Action is taken by partners to 
support families in maximising 
their economic wellbeing”
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One study suggests that while children living in 
rural areas generally want their environments to 
remain the same, children in urban areas express a 
strong desire for change.119 Inner-city regeneration 
and environmental improvement projects are 
frequently keen to harness this drive, but often 
involve only a limited range of young people due to 
poor engagement strategies and competing school 
commitments. An example of how this has been 
overcome is the DCSF Children and Youth Board, 

where the involvement of young participants (8 to18 
years) counts towards an ASDAN youth achievement 
award. Similarly, Defra’s Climate Change Champions 
programme involves nine young people in a busy 
schedule of events and publicity without disrupting 
(in fact enhancing) their school work. As well as 
gaining significant media coverage, the Champions 
have influenced positive change within their own 
schools and regions.

We know that even moderate traffic noise has 
an impact on classroom behaviour and reading 
comprehension, and that these effects are more 
likely for children with a hearing impairment or 
those using English as an additional language.120  
This is not just an urban problem. Despite comprising 
80 per cent rural land, Hertfordshire is one of the 
least tranquil counties in the UK. This is in part due to 
high levels of aircraft noise.121 Noisy environments – 
whether these are homes, schools, recreation areas 

or other places where children and young people 
spend time – erode their ability to concentrate, learn 
and achieve. This is an important consideration 
when deciding where to locate 
new facilities for children and 
families, or how to improve the 
ambience and effectiveness of 
existing sites. Where tranquillity 
is under threat it should be 
protected vigilantly. 

“Community regeneration initiatives address the needs of children and 
young people”

“Children and young people with learning difficulties and/or disabilities 
are helped to achieve economic wellbeing”
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In March 2005, the government asked its departments to apply sustainable development 

principles to all of their policy making,123 not only to address the consequences of years 

of environmental neglect, but because an integrated approach to economic, social and 

environmental progress provides better policy solutions. Children’s policy is no exception. 

The evidence presented here suggests that it may not be possible to deliver ECM at all unless 

sustainable development – and in particular the environment – becomes one of its leading 

considerations. As one local authority participant in this project put it, “We should not so 

much be considering what sustainable development could contribute to ECM as what it must 

contribute in order that the outcomes of ECM are themselves achievable.” 124

As they grow up children and young people are 
confronted by a range of environmental challenges, 
not just big global problems like climate change, 
but smaller, creeping problems like pollution, noise, 
loss of green space – challenges which leave an 
indelible mark on their attitudes, behaviours and 
wellbeing later in life. Children’s environmental 
wellbeing – their daily experience of living and 
learning in the environment around them, and 
their options and opportunities for experiencing 

a healthy environment in the future – is a critical 
factor in their overall wellbeing. It affects their 
physical wellbeing through the air they breathe, 
the food they eat and the streets and buildings they 
inhabit; their emotional wellbeing through their 
access to nature, and the sense of attachment and 
‘place’ they associate with their local area; and their 
economic wellbeing if the economy is damaged by 
current generations not living within environmental 
limits. 
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The studies commissioned for this paper point to a range of actions that might be taken by government – 
central, regional and local – to develop the environmental dimension of children’s policy. Three areas are 
highlighted as priorities, not only because the evidence demands urgent attention, but because time and 
again children refer to them as particular causes of concern:

The benefits to society arising through greater 
personal mobility have been obtained at substantial 
(and often overlooked) costs to communities, 
particularly children who are no longer free to explore 
their local areas safely, and are most susceptible to 
traffic noise and pollution. This is a serious problem 
as it shrinks and degrades the space in which 

children grow up. This has implications for physical 
and mental health. The wider costs to society of 
poorly planned transport are estimated to be 2½ to 
3½ times more than the costs of traffic congestion 
alone.vii DfT guidance (2009) encourages the use of 
20mph zones in residential streets, around schools, 
shops, markets, playgrounds and other areas.viii

Response 1a
New developments and regeneration schemes 
should aim to reduce pollution, noise and safety 
problems arising from road traffic, not simply 
minimise further negative impacts – a very 
important distinction. Safe and healthy freedom 
of movement of children and young people (and 
everyone else) across communities should be 
a goal of existing and new local developments.  
This cannot be achieved, for example, by locating 
new houses next to busy roads (whether or not 
such areas happen to be available for development) 
or placing new roads and infrastructure close to 
residential areas. New developments need to be 
designed around pedestrians and cycle users with 
safer walking areas, enforcements to stop vehicles 
parking on pavements and ‘traffic-taming’ 20 mph 
zones. 

It should be possible for young people and 
parents to make sustainable journeys safely from 
their homes to schools and local services. Cycle lanes 
that are off-road or have low protection barriers 
between cyclists and traffic should be extensive 
as they are in some other European countries, and 
public transport should be intelligently designed 
and affordable. A density of 50 homes per hectare 
is vital to enable communities to attract and sustain 
good public transport and support a local school. 
High levels of density need not mean a drop in 
desirability or quality. Housing in some of the most 
expensive parts of London such as Kensington has 
grown to a density of 400 homes per hectare and 
remains extremely popular. 125

Priority 1:  Road traffic
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The validity of roads that are causing excessive noise, 
pollution and safety concerns in proximity to homes 
and places where children grow up (e.g. schools) 
should be reassessed and, where possible, they 
should be returned to communities for recreation 
and green space. This may run against the grain 
of decades of priority given to road development, 
but it is time to question past assumptions and 
take steps to restore quality of life where it has 

been destroyed by roads. The potential benefits to 
children, communities and society more generally 
are significant. 

Traffic calming and speed restrictions both have 
a role to play, but ‘stopping up’ orders should also be 
considered in deserving cases. The Charles Dickens 
School in Southwark is an example of where such a 
project is proceeding.

Response 1c
Public service providers should lead by example 
in encouraging the use of sustainable modes of 
transport. For example schools and children’s 
centres, hospitals, health centres, children’s homes, 
and local authority offices should demonstrate 
in a visible way how cycling, walking and public 
transport can become the norm for their staff, 
pupils and patients – with benefits to health and 

fitness as much as the environment. New facilities 
should be sited in places which reduce dependence 
on cars rather than increase it. Action here could 
have a significant impact on local congestion.  
In 2004 almost one in four car trips by residents of 
urban areas was generated by the ‘school run’127 
not to mention other services used by children and 
families.

Response 1b

Example

Sustainable development is a key 
theme for pupils at Charles Dickens 
Primary School in Southwark.  
The school offers “concrete 
experiences of the natural world” to 
pupils despite its urban setting, and 
the environment provides a powerful 
means of bringing together the 
many cultures and nationalities in 
the school community. The school is 
currently involved in a campaign to 
close a road running between two 
of its sites in order to provide pupils 
with a safer and healthier space to 
learn and play.

Example

In Oxford road 
traffic flow controls 
introduced in and 
around the City in 
1999 have been 
shown to increase 
lung function and 
reduce wheezing in 
asthmatic children, 
with the greatest 
improvements 
in those from 
low income 
backgrounds.126

“My area usually has fresh air in the morning,  
but lately it smells of car fumes and truck fumes.” (age 12-14)

“There are too many cars driving around outside  
when you are trying too get to sleep.” (age 9-11)

“When I’m walking it’s really hard to cross the road.” (age 9-11)

Sustainable Schools consultation respondents128
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A distressing conclusion of this paper is that 
children’s emotional health is suffering as a 
consequence of lack of access to (and experience of) 
green space, broadly defined to include well cared-
for parks and outdoor recreational facilities as well 
as more natural habitats and spaces. Over the last 
fifty years children’s proximity to natural areas has 
reduced greatly as a result of industrial, road and 
housing developments in urban and rural places. 
Constant development on green rather brownfield 
sites continues to destroy areas of value to children 
for learning, discovery and play – including areas 
that are not managed for this purpose but are 
nonetheless used by children. This, combined with 
increasingly sedentary recreational pursuits (which 

may be encouraged by diminishing opportunities 
for outdoor play) reduce the time available for 
children to experience and connect with the natural 
world. This is bad for their physical and emotional 
health – and the health of their communities – and 
affects their ability to form lasting attachments 
with the environment and hence care for it during 
their lifetimes. English Nature’s Urban Green Space 
Standard recommends that everyone should have 
some natural green space within at least 300 metres 
of their home. This is a minimum recommendation: 
300 metres may feel like a long journey to a 
small child and any major road or risky feature of 
the journey is likely to be a significant deterrent –  
“it might as well be a river!”.129

Priority 2:  Green space

Those involved in planning and regenerating 
residential areas should make pedestrian access to 
(and management of) quality green spaces a high 
priority. They should take care to include natural 
habitats within their schemes as these have the 
greatest potential to promote emotional health and 
act as a resource for discovery and learning. Even 
minimal supervision by park or community wardens 
will help to ensure these spaces feel safe and remain 
of good quality. 

The continued existence of a green space should 
not be dependent on the passion of local activists 
and the vagaries of local planning decisions, where 
local authority officers and elected members may 
be asked to make impossible choices between 
economic growth and somewhere to play for 
children. In order to halt further reduction of urban 
green space, the land use planning system must be 
used more efectively than that.

Example

Northamptonshire County 
Council received Beacon status 
in 2002 for ‘Improving Green 
Urban Green Spaces.’  
Its Pocket Parks Programme, in 
partnership with organisations 
and other local authorities, 
has created 80 spaces owned 
and managed by local people. 
Spaces such as old brickyards 
and former landfill sites are 
transformed into biodiverse 
green spaces, some as small 
as 0.4 hectares.
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Public service providers should explore their options 
for improving or offering green space amenities 
within their own facilities and estates, and actively 
promote the benefits of green space to children and 
their families and carers. Where they have been 

developed for this purpose, school grounds can also 
be made available out of school hours and during 
holidays to allow young people to access green 
space.

“There are hardly any flowers or environment around as there is  
mainly litter which is spoiling our village and area.” (age 12-14)

“The fact that so many new houses have been built taking away  
the beautiful landscape that used to exist, now its just another  
skyline full of close cramped houses.” (age 15-19)

Sustainable School consultation respondents131

Response 2b

Example

The London Borough of Barking 
and Dagenham’s Parks and Green 
Spaces Strategy (2003) includes a 
scoring mechanism for the quality of 
their green spaces and other outdoor 
facilities. Celebrated as Best Practice 
by CABE Space, the Strategy will spend 
£5m of Council funds between 2004 
and 2008 and has attracted further 
funding from other organisations.  
These investments have led to a  
10 per cent increase in public park 
satisfaction in 2006 compared  
to that in 2003.130

2 minutes
walking distance
(200m) to small
local park

5 minutes
walking distance
(400m) to
local park15 minutes

walking distance
(1.2km) to
district park

40 minutes
walking distance
(3.2km) to
metropolitan park

Existing Parks and
Green Spaces

London Borough of
Barking and Dagenham
Boundary

River Tham
es

Example

Children aged 5-12 years of age involved in the Little Green Fingers project have, through 
their flower and vegetable gardening, contributed to the Valley Community Centre in Salford 
and have won Best Community Garden. Planning permission is awaited to extend activities to 
a small plot of green space on the estate. Some of the thirty to forty children involved have 
been known to spontaneously join in an hour’s weeding on a Sunday evening.
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Can children achieve economic wellbeing in the face 
of climate change? Sir Nicholas Stern didn’t think so. 
If our prosperity is tied to the health of the planet, 
then many of the hard-earned improvements 
to children’s wellbeing that the government is 
currently trying to secure will be undone. The 
consequences of inaction are already being felt 
in areas like changing patterns of weather and 
disease, food security, human migration and loss 
of biodiversity, and will intensify dramatically over 
the lifetimes of the present younger generations. 
Across Europe it has been estimated that between 
15,000 and 52,000 people died from heat in the 
summer of 2003.132 By 2060 the Hadley Centre 
predicts that these conditions will be considered 
‘unusually cool’.133 Given the high value placed on 
children in society, it is surprising that we continue 
to dump problems like climate change, waste build-

up, pollution and freshwater scarcity on children – a 
contradiction that is creating a mixture of fear and 
frustration among many of them. As champions of 
children’s interests, those involved with children’s 
policy and services have a unique opportunity to 
challenge environmental irresponsibility wherever 
it arises.

Over 1500 children contributed to the Children’s 
Statement on Climate Change (2010) expressing 
their concerns about climate change and asking 
adults to act with a sense of urgency. The statement 
was delivered by the Children’s Secretary to the 
Prime Minister and to the Secretary of State for 
Energy and Climate Change. It was also sent to UK 
delegates of the UN Climate Change Conference in 
Copenhagen to remind them that, above all, climate 
change is about protecting the rights of children and 
young people.ix

Priority 3:  Climate change

For children’s sake, all programmes, policies and 
initiatives brought forward by government and public 
service providers at all levels should be screened for 
their contribution to sustainable development, and 
challenged if they cannot be accomplished within 

environmental limits. Similarly, public services 
providers should take every opportunity to promote 
low-carbon ways of living to their stakeholders and 
exhibit this in their own buildings, operations and 
behaviours. 

“I do not like how people think that everything will last forever.” (age 12-14)

“There seems to be no respect for the world whatsoever.” (age 15-19)

“Soon the world won’t be worth living in,  
then they’ll [adults] be complaining!” (age 12-14)

Sustainable School consultation respondents134

Response 3

Example

Originally motivated by the savings to be 
made from renewable and community 
energy systems, Woking Council now has a 
climate change strategy which seeks to take 
a carbon neutral approach to the future of 
services and activities within the Borough. 
The planning system’s primary objective in 
Woking is sustainable development and new 
developments must be built to a standard 
that is resilient to future predicted changes 

in climate. All services must contribute to the 
aims of the climate change strategy. 

The Aalborg Commitment has been signed 
by 104 local authorities in the UK. It aims to 
provide a framework for local authorities to 
embed sustainability into their organisation 
through 50 commitments spread equally 
across ten themes covering economic, social, 
environmental and governance issues.
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This paper offers evidence and commentary on the changing nature of childhood in the UK, 

as seen through an environmental lens. It highlights the apparent contradiction of a system 

that places a high value on children’s wellbeing while allowing them to grow up amid 

mounting environmental pressures. The implications are immense, not only for children’s 

services practitioners who can and should champion sustainable development as an integral 

part of ECM delivery, but across departments in local, regional and central government where 

conventional notions of development – most often socially or economically rooted – must be 

changed if we are serious about passing on an acceptable world to our children.

The priorities outlined in the previous section – road traffic, green space and climate 

change – are amenable to influence, and in many cases action, by children’s services teams 

operating at all levels – local, regional and central. Some of the starting points for how this 

could happen are set out below. In brief, the challenge for children’s services is to move from 

a passive role that regards environmental objectives as separate from core business towards 

an active role that champions children’s needs for a healthy environment.

The partners behind ECM, led by DCSF, should 
take steps to communicate the importance of the 
environment to all of those working to achieve the 
five outcomes, while core guidance on strategy and 
service delivery (for example, on management 
of children’s homes and youth services) should 
provide concrete examples of how to address this 
opportunity in practice. This is a cultural shift; an 
initiative of the same kind as the DCSF’s ‘sustainable 

schools’ programme is needed to reach the full 
cross-section of children’s services teams and 
their stakeholders. Changes to the performance 
management framework and funding allocation 
for local authorities should also be explored with 
the aim of putting the correct incentives in place to 
support the application of sustainable development 
principles.

1 Central and regional government

Although environmental concerns intersect with 
many of the ‘key judgements’ for ECM, the current 
inspection framework135 does not signal the 
importance of these links to practitioners. While this 
can be addressed in part through the communications 
and guidance suggested above, the bigger question 
is whether the present key judgements are the right 
ones to evaluate the progress of ECM if sustainable 
development principles were to be applied.  
Here the picture is mixed: some judgements would 
no doubt be retained, but others would need to 
be modified or added. nef’s study, commissioned 
for this project, offered a variety of new factors 
that could be developed in the direction of key 
judgements. Based on these we recommend the 
following starting points:

• Number of children and young people 
walking or cycling to school

• Levels of air pollution (e.g. carbon monoxide, 
lead, nitrogen dioxide, particles, sulphur 
dioxide, benzene) present in residential areas

• Distance of domestic dwellings from 
quality green space (or for new housing 
developments, amount and quality of green 
space per unit area)

• Children’s sense of connectedness to  
(and understanding of) the natural world

• Number of children and young people  
who engage in activities benefiting the local 
environment and community

• Carbon emissions arising from public services 
per capita in local area.

Alignment of ‘key judgements’
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Example

Yorkshire & the Humber region developed 
a strategy for embedding sustainable 
development in education as far back as 2000. 
Supported by an active Forum of regional 
bodies and education practitioners, a full-time 
coordinator supports the implementation of 
the strategy working closely with the regional 
Government Office and Yorkshire Forward.  
This arrangement has proved effective in raising 
awareness about government initiatives like 
sustainable schools, as well as stimulating local 
partnerships and solutions.

In brief:

• DCSF to champion the need for a healthy and 
sustainable environment for children, working 
with other parts of government where policy 
interests are shared.

• DCSF to ensure that adequate incentives are 
in place to enable local authorities and their 
partners to tackle children’s environmental 
wellbeing.

• DCSF to provide communications and 
guidance to local authorities and their 
partners on championing children’s 
environmental wellbeing. The guidance 
should position sustainable development as 
a mode of delivering ECM, not an additional 
responsibility.

In addition to DCSF, other departments such 
as the DfT, Communities and Local Government, 
DH and Defra have an obvious role and interest 
in addressing the concerns set out in this report. 

Tackling children’s environmental wellbeing is a 
joint responsibility of many partners at all levels of 
government and public service.

Traditionally, children’s services have not considered 
how the places children, live, learn and play can 
either support or prevent outcomes for children. By 
working with local partners to improve the design, 
quality and maintenance of local environments, 
there are opportunities to address core issues like 
health, safeguarding, achievement and poverty. For 
example, providing well designed and maintained 
green space with naturalistic play areas can positively 
transform the everyday experiences of children, 
young people and their families encouraging better 

mental and physical health directly and indirectly.
Logic dictates that Directors of Children’s 

Services consider the impact of both the natural 
and built environment on the lives of children in 
their thinking and strategic planning. Their teams 
should ensure that the needs of children, young 
people and families are represented in wider local 
visions of sustainable communities and in planning 
processes which shape local streets, public space, 
town centre’s and green spaces.

2 Local authorities



DCSF’s statutory guidance for Children’s Trusts 
(2010)x challenges them to ensure that all local 
partners, including planning, transport, housing 
and environment, cooperate to meet the particular 
needs of children, young peoples and families in 
their local area. 

The guidance states “it is vital that the Children’s 
Trust Board is firmly positioned within the Local 
Strategic Partnership so it can champion the interests 
of children and young people within this forum and 
ensure that the Children and Young Peoples Plan 
is fully consistent with the Strategic Vision in the 
Sustainable Community Strategy” (Section 1.13). It 
is their role to ensure that that the needs of children, 
young people and their families are fully reflected 
in local priorities and targets, and that planning, 
housing, transport and environmental strategies are 
shaped accordingly (Sections 1.15 and 1.16). 

The guidance also advocates that Children’s 
Trust Boards should consider children’s safe 
guarding needs across the whole spectrum and 
should champion child safety in the wider Local 
Strategic Partnership, not only in the traditional 
child protection sense, but with reference to wider 
issues such as bullying, traffic calming, preventing 
accidents, ensuring safe access to quality green 
spaces and providing sufficient opportunities for 
safe outdoor play and safe places for teenagers to 
meet (Annex A, Item 4).

To ensure children and young people enjoy 
and achieve, the guidance states that a strategic 
approach to delivering the National Play Strategy 
for England (2008) is needed to plan, create and 
maintain play provision across a local area, and to 
ensure the appropriate participation of the third 
sector, children and local communities. This requires 
close working with the Local Strategic Partnership 
on issues such as town and highways planning and 
the management and maintenance of public space 
to promote child-friendly neighbourhoods (Annex 
A, Item 9).

The guidance also advocates that the views 
of children, young people and families should be 

sought and taken into account in the development 
of Children and Young Peoples Plans; this is in line 
with the Article 12 of United Nationals Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (2.66) and enables children 
and young people to make a positive contribution 
(Annex A, Item 9). 

The Children’s Trust also has an important 
contribution to make to help create more cohesive 
and safer communities. The Education and 
Inspections Act 2006 introduced a statutory duty 
for schools to promote community cohesion; this 
came into force in September 2007 and is now 
included in Ofsted inspections. Local authorities 
should recognise the contribution schools can 
make, and support them in fulfilling this duty, for 
example through helping schools understand issues 
facing their local communities, facilitating links 
with community partners, or encouraging schools 
to make their facilities available to the community. 
Similarly, Ofsted’s own surveys continue to show how 
sustainability contributes to school improvement and 
pupil wellbeing, and encourages schools to adopt 
DCSF’s National Framework for Sustainable Schools.
xi, xii In January 2010, Ofsted published guidance 
for its inspectors on how to recognise sustainable 
schools’ practice.xiii

As integral partners in Children’s Trusts, schools 
now have a duty to promote the wellbeing of 
their pupils and the Children’s Plan set out the 
Government’s intention to develop school-level 
wellbeing indicators. The vision of a 21st century 
school set out in the 21st Century Schools white 
paper Your Child, Your Schools, Our Future (2009)xiv  

is of a school which not only provides excellent 
teaching and learning, but actively supports the 
wellbeing of all children in its local area, and is also 
a vital community resource.

Following the ASCL Act 2009xv the responsibility 
for developing, publishing and reviewing Children 
and Young Peoples Plans (CYPP) has passed from 
the local authority alone to the Children’s Trust 
Board. The latter will be on a statutory footing from 
1st April 2010. The CYPP will now become a joint 

“ A strong and ambitious Sustainable Community Strategy, based on extensive 
engagement locally, agreed by the council or councils and the Local Strategic Partnership, 
is fundamental to the success of LAAs. The SCS sets out where the area has come from, 
where it is at, and where it wants to be with social, economic and environmental goals 
incorporated in a joined up way to contribute to sustainable development.”

Negotiating New Local Area Agreements
Department for Communities and Local Government (September 2007)
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strategy setting out how partners will co-operate 
to improve the wellbeing of local children, young 
people and families. Responsibility for implementing 
the CYPP will remain with individual partners who 
are under a statutory duty to have regard to the 
plan (Section 0.9).

The CYPP represents the local vision and 
aspirations for children and young people in the 
area, setting out how partners on the Children’s 
Trust Board will work together to address locally 
identified needs. The CYPP should be embedded 
as a core element with the overall vision for the 
area contained within the Sustainable Community 
Strategy and be integral to the wider strategic 
planning of the Local Strategic Planning Partnership 
(Sections 5.1.to 5.7).

This means that the priorities and objectives 
of the CYPP should inform and be informed by 
the Sustainable Communities Strategy, the Local 
Area Agreement and the Joint Strategic Needs 
Assessment. CYPPs should reflect an awareness 
of the impact of the environment on children and 
young people, and on cross-cutting local strategies 
such as greenhouse gas reduction (Sections 5.5 and 
1.14).

Furthermore, the Local Government Act 2000 
provides local authorities with a discretionary Well 
Being Power to undertake any action to promote 
or improve the social, economic and environmental 
wellbeing of their area.136 Despite offering broad 
scope for innovation, evidence suggests that local 
authorities have been under-using this Power.137

A key milestone towards addressing the 
findings of this paper would be for Directors of 
Children’s Services (DCS) to take steps to align their 
strategies with sustainable development principles. 

Figure 2 New horizons for partnership working
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Example

Tameside Children’s Services have placed 
sustainable development at the centre of their 
strategy. Their Children and Young People’s 
Plan is designed around the symbiotic 
elements of the rain forest emphasising 
cooperation between departments and 
services. Children and young people are 
encouraged to get involved in the life of the 
community and take active responsibility for 
the environment they live in. 
Adapted from Tameside Children and Young People’s 
Strategic Partnership Trust 2006-07. Ia
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They have an opportunity to engineer a cultural 
shift in their teams by ensuring the environment 
is regarded as a core concern of and for children 
and young people, and through enabling effective 
cooperation with other council teams and external 
stakeholders. For example, a process of screening 
current and future local authority initiatives for their 
impact on children and young people would help 
to ensure that progress in one area or department 
is not undermined by opposing action elsewhere. 
Because of their positive community impact, action 
on areas such as green space and traffic should not 
be perceived as distracting from children’s services’ 
core priorities. The “achievement of wider outcomes 
for the community” is judged in the annual 
performance assessment of children’s services to 
be associated with the highest level of performance 
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In brief:

• Children’s services teams should champion 
the need for a healthy and sustainable 
environment for children, working closely 
with other relevant teams like transport, 
housing, planning, property, leisure and 
environment.

• Directors of Children’s Services and Lead 
Members for children and young people 
should ensure that their staff and delivery 
partners are able to recognise and support 
good practice and work effectively to 
enhance children’s environmental wellbeing.

“ All Councils and their Local Strategic Partnerships now have a Community 
Strategy in place. The challenge is now to turn these into Sustainable 
Community Strategies. Strategies which develop a stronger focus on 
integrating social, economic and environ mental issues and in tackling 
the area’s longer-term and more global impacts.”

Sustainable Communities: A shared agenda, a share of the action.  
Defra/LGA (2006)

(grade 4) in children’s services teams, alongside 
specific outcomes for children and young people.

Visible application of sustainable development 
principles to the preparation and renewal of 
CYPPs would be an important step forward. There 
is a real need to embed sustainability thinking in 
leadership and management across children’s 
services, and in CYPPs, ensuring that 21st century 
services for children are able to deal with 21st 
century challenges. By including the impact of local 
environments on children and young people in 
local needs assessment and development of CYPPs, 
Children’s Trusts and partners have the potential to 
create environments which support and promote 
outcomes for children. Children and young people 
should be involved in developing CYPP and should 
have opportunities to explain their needs including 
being able to meet friends and socialise in safety; 
being able to move around their neighbourhoods 
unimpeded by traffic danger, and having access to 
green space and opportunities for safe outdoor play. 
They should also have opportunities to explore and 
discuss their concerns about the environment and to 
learn about local plans to address climate change. 
As highlighted above, CYPP priorities should not 
just drive the work of the Children’s Trust but flow 
into wider planning activity to address the unique 
combinations of inequality (health, environmental, 
income) that exist locally.

One of our local authority participants commented 
that: “There is currently no specific mention of 

sustainable development within the Plan but a 
number of the priorities have an obvious connection.” 
A participant from another region noted that “the 
Council has one of the biggest sustainability teams 
in England, but they have not been asked to take 
any active role in the strategic direction of ECM”.138 
One local authority that is attempting to work 
around this commented that: “We are hoping that 
the CYPP Strategic Partnership will agree to require 
all CYPP lead officers to audit their CYPP activities 
against a sustainability checklist.”139

Feedback from participating local authorities also 
included frustration at the inadequate amount of 
time available to integrate sustainable development 
into ECM delivery.140 Acknowledging the central 
importance of the environment to children’s 
wellbeing in CYPPs would help practitioners to 
regard it as a mode of delivery rather than an 
additional responsibility demanding extra time.

Many young people have a good understanding 
of local and global environmental issues. Surveys 
of their needs must allow them to comment on 
what they like and do not like about their local 
areas, rather than choosing from prescribed lists 
of options. The ‘place shaping’ vision141 cannot be 
achieved without the participation of young people. 
Sustainable Community Strategies and Local Area 
Agreements also provide vehicles for integrating 
environmental concerns into services for children 
and young people. As recent guidance from LGA and 
Defra acknowledges:
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Schools, children’s centres, hospitals, health 
centres, children’s homes and other public services 
experienced by large numbers of children and their 
families are in an excellent position to change 
mindsets by running and promoting themselves as 
sustainable operations. If each such organisation 
set out to persuade its users, suppliers and other 
stakeholders that sustainable development is not 

only possible but advantageous and normal, then 
many people would be influenced in its wake. Large 
amounts of energy from communities and young 
people in particular can be expected to follow 
such an approach. The design and location of these 
organisations is also flexible in some cases creating 
opportunities to build sustainability in from the 
outset and address transport problems. 

3 Delivery partners

Finally, to echo the conclusions reached by nef in their 
supporting study, there is a need to raise awareness 
of the evidence base linking the environment and 
children’s wellbeing, particularly among children’s 
services practitioners, and also to address gaps in 
our knowledge. This effort should not be at the 
expense of action now where strong evidence is 

available, for example in the priority areas outlined 
in this paper: road traffic, green space and climate 
change. As our collective understanding in this 
area evolves, we expect government, on behalf of 
children, to lead the development of new indicators 
and ways of working. 

Example

Briercliffe’s new Children’s Centre was a 
runner up in the Royal Institute of Chartered 
Surveyors awards for its sustainable design 
features which include a sustainably-sourced 
timber frame, rain water harvesting and a 
sedum (grass) roof. The Centre also boasts 
a fully fitted kitchen facilitating sessions for 
families to learn about growing and cooking 
food. Where possible, activities are provided 
at a venue near to the key user groups.

In brief:

• Delivery partners should set an example to 
their staff, customers and wider stakeholders 
by running themselves as sustainable 
operations, and promoting sustainable ways 
of living and working to their communities.



The Department for Transport’s (DfT)  
Active Travel Strategy: www.dft.gov.uk/pgr/
sustainable/cycling/activetravelstrategy/pdf/
activetravelstrategy.pdf

The Cabinet Office’s An Analysis of Urban 
Transport (November 2009), The wider costs of 
transport in English urban areas in 2009, and DfT’s 
response.
www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/media/308292/
urbantransportanalysis.pdf
www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/media/307739/
widercosts-transport.pdf
www.dft.gov.uk/pgr/regional/policy/
urbantransport/pdf/researchreport.pdf

The Department of Health’s (DH) Be active, be 
healthy: a plan for getting the nation moving 
(2009) sets out how local authorities and PCTs 
can encourage more physical activity, for example 
through improvements to local infrastructure to 
encourage walking and cycling. The plan publishes 
the NHS costs of physical inactivity for every PCT 
in England, averaging £5 million per PCT every 
year – almost 1000 hip replacements per PCT. 
www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/
Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/
DH_094358

Sustrans’ Bike It provides details on Links to 
Schools and Safe Routes to Schools projects: www.
sustrans.org.uk/default.asp?sID=1102425335218

BTCV’s Green Gyms programme:  www2.btcv.org.
uk/display/greengym

Building Health: Creating and enhancing places 
for healthy, active lives: What needs to be done? 
A collection of papers by leading experts and 
campaigners which examine how the design of 
towns, cities and buildings can encourage physical 
activity.  www.heartforum.org.uk/Publications_
NHFreports_Pub_BuildHealth.aspx

DfT’s Call for comments on revision of DfT’s speed 
limit circular (including use of 20mph): www.
dft.gov.uk/pgr/roadsafety/speed-limits/pdf/
guidance.pdf

The Children’s Environmental Health Strategy for 
the United Kingdom (2009). Environment-related 
recommendations to improve the health and 
wellbeing of children. www.hpa.org.uk/cehape/

The Children’s Statement on Climate Change 
(2010) drew on the views of 1500 children and 
young people following a nationwide survey.  
It was presented to the Secretary of State for 
Children, Schools and Families, the Prime Minister 
and the Secretary of State for Energy and Climate 
Change, as well as delegates of the UN Climate 
Change Conference in Copenhagen 2009.   
http://publications.teachernet.gov.uk/default.aspx
?PageFunction=productdetails&PageMode=publicati
ons&ProductId=DCSF-01142-2009&

DCSF’s Children’s Trusts: Statutory guidance on 
inter-agency cooperation to improve wellbeing of 
children, young people and their families (2008). 
Outlines the responsibilities of Children’s Trusts to 
ensure that the needs of children, young people 
and families are reflected in local priorities.  
It advocates that Children’s Trust partners 
champion child safety in the wider Local Strategic 
Partnership, including issues such as preventing 
accidents, traffic calming measures, access to 
quality green spaces and providing sufficient 
opportunities for safe outdoor play and to meet. 
www.publications.dcsf.gov.uk/default.aspx?PageFu
nction=productdetails&PageMode=publications&Pro
ductId=DCSF-00943-2008&

DCSF’s Delivering Environmentally Sustainable 
Sure Start Children’s Centres (2010). Guidance 
highlighting a range of low cost to no cost options 
for Children’s Centres which save money and 
carbon, and encourage sustainable lifestyles. 
http://publications.everychildmatters.gov.uk/
default.aspx?DCSF-00286-2010
http://publications.teachernet.gov.uk/default.
aspx?DCSF-00286-2010

Play England’s Design for Play: A guide to creating 
successful play spaces (2008). Guidance shows how 
to design good play spaces which can be affordably 
maintained, give children and young people the 
freedom to play creatively, and still allow them to 
experience risk, challenge and excitement. www.
playengland.org.uk/Page.asp?originx_2757hp_709
94779705616h30y_2008630728a

DCSF’s Embedding the Play Strategy (2010). 
Guidance to help local authority executives and 
strategic planners to improve local play offers by 
embedding everyday opportunities for healthy, 
active play within top-level strategies. http://
publications.dcsf.gov.uk/default.aspx?PageFunction
=productdetails&PageMode=publications&ProductId
=DCSF-01194-2009

Further resources
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Groundwork – building sustainable communities in 
areas of need through joint environmental action: 
www.groundwork.org.uk

DCSF’s Guidance on Children and Young People’s 
Plans (2009).  www.everychildmatters.gov.uk/
strategy/planningandcommissioning/cypp/

The SDC’s Health, Place and Nature provides a 
knowledge base on how outdoor environments 
influence health and wellbeing. www.sd-
commission.org.uk/publications.php?id=712

Healthy Lives, Brighter Futures: The Strategy 
for Children and Young People’s Health (2009). 
A joint strategy from DH and DCSF setting out 
what children and their families can expect from 
child health services. Includes references to the 
‘wider determinants of health, including the 
environment’; promotes walking, cycling and 
play as well as the benefits of green space for 
mental and physical health. www.dcsf.gov.uk/pns/
DisplayPN.cgi?pn_id=2009_0031

Healthy weight. Healthy lives. A cross-
government strategy to tackle obesity by 
promoting healthy eating and helping children 
build physical activity into their daily lives. 
www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/
Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/
DH_082378

CABE’s Inclusion by Design: Equality, diversity 
and the built environment. CABE’s position on 
equality, diversity and the built environment. 
www.cabe.org.uk/publications/inclusion-by-design

Learning Outside the Classroom manifesto:  
www.lotc.org.uk

WWF’s Local Matters portal: www.wwflearning.
org.uk/localmatters

The DfT’s Manual for Streets supports a 
transformation in the quality of streets.  
www.dft.gov.uk/pgr/sustainable/manforstreets/

The National Institute of Clinical Excellence (NICE) 
has a suite of guidance advocating improvements 
to local infrastructure to encourage greater levels 
of physical activity and prevent accidents.  
www.nice.org.uk/Guidance/Type

The DCSF’s Play Strategy sets out the 
Government’s plans to improve and develop 
play experiences for children throughout the 
country. The strategy is backed by £235 million of 
investment to support safe, welcoming, interesting 
and free places to play in every residential 
community.  www.dcsf.gov.uk/play/

DCSF’s Statutory Guidance on Co-operation 
Arrangements, including the Children’s Trust Board 
and the Children and Young Peoples Plan (2010). 
www.everychildmatters.gov.uk

The SDC’s Sustainable Development: The key 
to tackling health inequalities (2010) finds 
measures such as active travel, promoting green 
spaces and healthy eating yield co-benefits for 
both health and carbon emissions, and warns that 
healthy, low-carbon living should be supported 
in ways that favour people with low incomes to 
reduce their vulnerability to ill-health. www.sd-
commission.org.uk/publications.php?id=1053

The DCSF’s Sustainable Schools strategy 
and guidance: www.teachernet.gov.uk/
sustainableschools/

Take Action on Active Travel: Why a shift from 
a car dominated transport policy would benefit 
public health. The leading public health, transport 
and planning bodies call on government to invest 
10% of transport budgets in cycling and walking 
initiatives to fight obesity.  www.sustrans.org.uk/
default.asp?sID=1089735305687

DCSF’s Sustainable Development Action Plan 
(2010-2012). www.dcsf.gov.uk/aboutus/sd/
actionplan.shtml 
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