
 

 

PART 1: PLANNING AND DESIGN ISSUES 
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Chapter 1: Sustainability 
 
“We do not inherit the Earth from our parents; we borrow it from our children.” 
 (Native American saying as quoted by the New Internationalist) 

 
 

 
 
W h a t  

i s  S u s t a i n a b i l i t y?  
This book seeks to contribute to the 
growing conversation in Australia and 
overseas about what constitutes a sustainable 
society. Since the 1980s, environmental 
consciousness has emerged worldwide. 
People are becoming more aware of 
landscape and development patterns that are 
fundamentally unsustainable from social and 
environmental perspectives. In 1987, the 
World Commission on Environment and 
Development (UNCED) published Our 
Common Future  (Brundtland, 1987) which 
recognised important key sustainability 
issues of global concern, including: 

 The gap between rich and poor nations 
is widening; 

 Environmental trends threaten to 
radically alter the planet and threaten 

the lives of many species, including the 
human species; 

 Each year, another six million hectares 
of productive dryland turns into 
worthless desert; 

 The burning of fossil fuels is causing 
gradual global warming; 

 Other industrial gases threaten to delete 
the planet’s protective ozone shield; 
and 

 Industry and agriculture put toxic 
substances into the human food chain 
and into underground water beyond the 
reach of cleansing. 

Recognising the urgency of these issues, the 
report announced a strategy for the future 
called sustainable development, defined as 
“development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs”  
(Brundtland, 1987: 43). Or in children’s 
words, “taking fruit without damaging the 
tree.”   

Despite these developments, ecological 
sustainability, in particular, still remains an 
undervalued aspect of our society. To 
establish a widespread social understanding 
of the importance of ecology to our very 
existence on the Earth will be a task that will 
continue for generations to come. The role 
of those in land and property 
development—and in particular those 
responsible for the creation of residential 
development—has not been fully explored.1 
This book takes one step in that direction. 

The concept of sustainability seeks to bring 
together the most important needs of our 
time and to project them into a future which 
is often difficult to describe. The needs are: 

 The need for environmental protection 
of air, water, soil, and biodiversity, 
upon which we all ultimately depend; 

 The need for economic development to 
overcome poverty; and 

 The need for social justice and cultural 
diversity to enable local communities to 
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express their values in solving these 
issues.  

Most models of sustainable development 
have three components: ecological 
sustainability, social equity and 
economic development. These are 
generally regarded as the “three pillars” of 
sustainability (see Figure 3). 

In the context of this book, ecological 
sustainability means acknowledging carrying 
capacities of local and global ecosystems. 
Social equity refers to the satisfaction of the 
basic human needs of all people through 
participation, accountability, increasing local 
self-reliance and using appropriate 
technology. In a sustainability context, 
economic development is about meeting the 
resource needs of communities in a 
sustainable way, without depleting scarce 
resources and spending our “natural 
capital”.2 

The model recognises the 
interconnectedness of our environmental, 
economic and social systems. All three 
processes are integrated in “glocal” systems, 
which are in motion all the time.3 The 
processes influence and limit each other. 
Finding the balance among social and 
economic behaviour and the physical 
environment is a delicate challenge and an 
important goal of sustainable development. 
 

W h a t  i s  t h e  
R e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  
Su s t a i n a b i l i t y  a n d  
C h i l d r e n ?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 “Trees become entire environments for 
children.”   
(Clare Cooper Marcus, 2001:99) 

Sustainability of the environment, the 
community and the economy are issues 
which affect everyone. Sustainability is also 

vitally important for children. Education is a 
key here, yet many people tend to 
understand environmental education too 
narrowly, in terms of formal education 
settings such as schools. As Fein explains in 
Teaching for a Sustainable World, “[The] 
possibilities for environmental education in 
the home are virtually endless” (Fein, 
1999:24). The home environment presents a 
wide array of possibilities with respect to the 
planning and design of residential 
environments and their implications for the 
education of our children. 

In all countries worldwide, practitioners, 
educators and policy-makers are exploring 
the role of urban and regional planning in 
the pursuit of sustainability. The whole 
urban realm emerges as a vital component of 
community development, both in terms of 
physically sustainable design and in terms of 
encouraging children’s understanding and 
valuing of sustainability and sustainable land 
practices. 

Children are much more susceptible to the 
three interacting systems of sustainability 
than any other group in our society. This is 
because the environment is their learning 
realm. It teaches them what we—the 
adults—value and communicates significant 
messages about what we believe is worthy of 
our protection and care. Equally, without a 
healthy economy, children will not have 

Figure 3: Circles of Sustainability 
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access to the resources—such as adequate 
public spaces or schools—which are vital to 
their healthy growth and development. 
Without a community which encourages 
positive social interaction, children can be 
subjected to emotional deprivation, absence 
of appropriate role models and an absence 
of the strong sense of neighbourhood 
security and safety which a strong 
community provides. This is especially 
important for children because it is in these 
sensitive and formative years that individuals 
form many of their perceptions about how 
the world works. With a positive community 
background, a child can become a confident, 
intelligent and sensitive individual with an 
ability to envision, enact, create and reflect 
positively in the world. It is the dream of all 
planners and designers that the 
environments we create support these life-
enhancing qualities. Too often, however, we 
simply do not know what is important and 
what needs to be emphasised—or fought 
for. 

Finally, without an ecologically healthy 
environment, the very future of our children 
is threatened. Their participation in the 
continuity of human life on Earth, as well as 
their ability to interact with and appreciate 
other species, is likely to be diminished. In 
taking care of the Earth and nurturing it in 
the planning and design of residential 

environments, we support the life of our 
human and natural communities into the 
future. 

The relationship between children and the 
natural and built environment can also be a 
reciprocal one. In communities where their 
voices are listened to and valued, children 
are empowered to become significant 
contributors and participants within a 
process of sustainable development (which 
is also their learning realm). The 
environment includes both the social and 
environmental context of neighbourhoods.  

 

T h e  P o l i t i c s  o f  
C h i l d r e n  a n d  
Su s t a i n a b i l i t y  
The principle of sustainable development 
emphasises the necessity to integrate 
environmental protection with economic 
and social development in order to honour 
the trust of future generations. This is where 
children come into the equation. Children 
have a special interest in this goal, as they 
will be the adults and leaders of tomorrow. 
They have to get involved in discussions and 
future planning as authentic participants. 
The connection between children’s rights 
and sustainable development has been 

formally articulated in several global 
declarations and documents.  For example, 
Chapter 25 of the Agenda 21 endorsed at 
the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, 
reminds us that:  

“Youth comprise of nearly 30 percent of the 
world’s population. The involvement of 
today’s youth in environment and 
development decision-making and in the 
implementation of programmes is critical to 
the long-term success of Agenda 21.”  
(United Nations, 1992) 

The Children’s Rights and Habitat Report 
presented by UNICEF at the United 
Nations Conference on Human Settlements 
in Istanbul in 1996 pays particular attention 
to children’ s role in sustainable 
development in urban environments. 
Children have a special interest in the 
creation of sustainable human settlements 
that will support long and fulfilling lives for 
themselves and future generations.  

They require opportunities to participate and 
contribute to a sustainable urban future 
(UNICEF, 1997).  Thus, it is clear that it is 
important to listen to children’s voices. 
Further, they often know better than anyone 
else what their needs are. 
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H o w  d o  C h i l d r e n  
L e a r n  t o  V a l u e  
S u s t a i n a b i l i t y?  
There are a number of ways by which 
children today learn to value sustainability. 
As social awareness of environmental issues 
grow, television, Internet, newspapers, 
community groups and schools inspire and 
inform children.  

Planet Neighbourhood, a three-part television 
series produced by WETA-TV in 
Washington in 1997, is a prime example of 
the multi-media learning possibilities.  

The series was accompanied by an eight-
page Viewer’s Guide, a website 
(www.weta.org/planet, 2002), a CD-Rom, a 
Community Resources Guide and a Teacher’s 
Guide for use in schools (WETA: 1997).  

Alongside the variety of teaching mediums 
exists an even more subtle, while even more 
powerful, teacher of environmental values; 
the environment itself. The environment is a 
communicating medium, which conveys to 
its users the values which designers and 
administrators encode into it. Users, 
adopting and adapting environments, decode 
those messages.  

The diversity of the city or urban 
environment can be used as a learning 

ground for children in relation to ecological 
values. As we create environments which are 
sustainable and which communicate that 
sustainability is important, we educate 
children (and adults) to value sustainability. 
Valuing sustainability and the principle of 
intergenerational equity also communicates 
to children that we value them and their 
futures. 

Play is 
children’s way 
of discovering 
their social and 
natural 
environments 
and introduces 
them to a world 
beyond their 
families. They 
learn to 
understand that 
they are able to 
function on 
their own, 
which helps 
them to build 
up feelings of 
self-confidence 
and self-esteem.  

The experience, 
with its social 
and natural 

diversity, teaches children to respect and 
accept difference.  

 

They learn to perceive, use and value the 
environment and these activities can 
encourage and support their development as 
individuals and responsible citizens within 
the community.  
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Figure 4 (next page) illustrates these ecological learning principles.  
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H o w  c a n  w e  C r e a t e  
S u s t a i n a b l e  
E n v i ro n m e n t s ?  
“ We learned that millions of 
people are successfully finding 
answers to these questions. And 
we found not just isolated 
examples of specific solutions and 
technologies, but a groundswell of 
interwoven movements for 
change; and we found it among a 
large variety of groups and all 
kinds of individuals, throughout 
the world.”   
(Suzuki and Dressel, 2002:3) 

 

I t  i s  p o s s i b l e ?  
Mapping a pathway to sustainability 
is a long-term, complex, and perfectly 
achievable task. As Suzuki and 
Dressel indicate, everyone from the 
local coffee shop owner to the multi-
million dollar trans-national company 
is implementing sustainable practices. 
In order to create a sustainable 

environment, it is important to have a vision 
for what a sustainable environment might 
look like. The box to the right illustrates 
Rogers’ (1998) vision for a sustainable city, 
which is also an excellent model for 
sustainable residential neighbourhoods. 
Looking at Roger’s model from a child’s 
perspective, creativity, easy contact and 
mobility are highlighted. These values are 

often expressed in children’s evaluations of 
residential environments. However, every 
locality is different, and a sustainable 
approach is always contextual. Thus, for any 
residential area, a first step towards creating 
a sustainable environment is to, in 
partnership with local residents and other 
professionals, develop a local vision of 
sustainability for that area.  

 

A s k i n g  t h e  r i g h t  
q u e s t i o n s  
The Natural Step Framework for 
Sustainability, founded by Karl 
Henrik Robert, is a system that is 
currently used by businesses around 
the world to clarify and implement 
their goals and strategies for 
sustainability. This method shows 
how it is equally important for 
developers to find a clear and 
compelling vision for what they, as 
an organisation, would look like in a 
sustainable society and then to 
develop flexible strategies to 
progress from their current state to a 
more sustainable one.  

The Natural Step Framework outlines 
the four basic principles for a 
sustainable society, below. For 

Figure 4: Ecological Learning 



 14

individuals, communities and organisations, 
asking the right questions simply means 
asking themselves “Do our activities reflect 
these principles or are they contrary?” and 
“What small changes could we make to 
ensure that we operate in a more sustainable 
way?” 

 In a sustainable society, nature is not 
subject to systematically increasing 
concentrations of substances from the 
earth’s crust (e.g. oil, coal, lead).  

 

 In a sustainable society, nature is not 
subject to systematically increasing 
concentrations of substances produced 
by society (e.g. DDT, PCBs). 

 

 In a sustainable society, nature is not 
subject to increasing degradation by 
physical means (e.g. over-harvesting, 
paving over fertile land, soil 
degradation). 

 

 In a sustainable society, human needs 
are met worldwide. 
(The Natural Step, 2002). 

 

Below are a few examples of ways that 
sustainability can be put into practice in 
residential areas. They range from 
community gardens and city farms to use of 
non-toxic play equipment. 

C o m m u n i t y  G a r d e n s   
Community gardens, children’s farms and 
community nurseries are great ways of 
implementing sustainable learning 
environments for children and taking steps 
towards local sustainability. Some examples 
of such projects are discussed below. 
Community gardens and farms, while not 
appropriate in every residential area, can 
provide an important focus for community 
life and ecological learning in new estates. 
They can contribute to a sense of 
community, sharing and connection which 
are often absent, especially in new 
communities developing on the urban 
fringes of larger cities. Their success 
generally depends on a sense of uniqueness 
and enthusiasm, as well as the skills of 
individuals in getting the project started. 
Often people who participate are from 
cultures with a tradition and skills in food 
production, such as those from southern 
Europe and Asia.  

There may be opportunities to combine 
community gardens with local food 
processing centres and gleaning 
cooperatives. A gleaning cooperative 
operates in the following way. A trust is 
established to receive unwanted food, either 
a glut of production from farmers at a good 
price or the yield of fruit trees and vines on 
private property. Operated as a community 
enterprise, a gleaning cooperative can 

contribute to community economic 
development, provide fresh fruit and 
vegetables to local people with the 
confidence that they know where it has 
come from, and the rest of the produce can 
either be sold at low cost to low-income 
people or given free to homeless or other 
people. There are many opportunities for 
children to participate in local food 
processing centres and they can be exciting 
places where cultural knowledge and skills 
are transmitted from one generation to 
another. 

Figure 5 on the next page is an illustration of 
a community garden. 

Food processing centres can be operated in 
situations where there is a surplus. For 
example, on public land, fruit trees can be 
planted and the produce processed at a 
community facility run as a not-for-profit 
local enterprise. These can serve quite large 
catchment areas, and can be equipped with 
solar food dryers operated on a community 
scale or equipment to use vacuum-evacuated 
freezer bags. Again, the advantages are that 
edible landscaping is turned to productive 
community use, and local people are able to 
find an outlet for unwanted produce.  

Children sometimes accompany adults who 
work in the gardens.  
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At the Collingwood Children’s Farm, 
which has been operating since 1979, 
the focus is on animals and high-
quality educational and recreational 
activities. Approximately 20,000 to 
25,000 children visit the farm every 
year, with approximately 60 per cent 
visiting in school groups. Children are 
encouraged to take part in the daily 
activities of the Farm, including 
feeding the animals, milking, 
harvesting crops in season and 
preparing, planting and weeding the 
vegetable gardens. The Farm also 
offers after school and holiday 
programs, playgroups and 
opportunities for work experience 
students. Garden plots are available 
for Collingwood residents but there is 
a long waiting list. Other examples 
include CERES in Brunswick and 
Myuna Farm, Bayswater.4 

The City of Salisbury City Farm, 
located in an outer suburban 
community in Adelaide, could 
provide a model for opportunities in 
new residential estates. The Farm, 
established in 1994, operates a number of 
programs beneficial to children including: 
information on animal care, increased 
awareness of ecological sustainability and 
employment, recreational and social 
opportunities.  

It is critical, of course, that these facilities be 
located in areas free from soil pollution, and 
preferably free from air pollution. A city 
farm can be as small as a house lot or as  

large as 20 ha. or more. It might have only 
one of many possible facilities, such as a 
community garden and flower growing, or a 
farmyard, or it might combine all these 

Figure 5: Community Gardens 
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activities. City farms in Britain have 
included: a community garden; kitchen 
gardens for families; animal pens; a chicken 
run; compost, manure and other recycling 
activities; picnic area; household repair 
workshop; meeting hall; craft workshops, 
auto repair workshop; and stables, track 
room and other facilities for keeping horses. 
Youth farms in Germany give children 
opportunities to experience real farming, 
including caring for animals from small pets 
to horses. Play is centred on the basic 
elements of Nature and is generally 
unstructured. Over 50 per cent of German 
youth farms are in urban areas. 

Another valuable approach is the 
community nursery. On low-density 
residential estates, it may be more effective 
to support people’s abilities to maximise the 
production potential of their own yards and 
verges or median strips. The quality of large 
areas of yard space can be enhanced through 
community-based nurseries with the 
following benefits: 

 They can focus on plants specifically 
suited to local conditions; 

 They can provide information about 
planting for year-round yield; 

 A local voluntary organisation with an 
“enterprise edge” can significantly reduce 
the costs of gardening; 

 Involvement in community nurseries can 
generate a sense of community spirit and 
communication often difficult to 
establish in the early stages of living on a 
new estate; 

 If connected to a community facility such 
as a neighbourhood house, resources can 
be efficiently shared; and 

 Local nurseries can offer valuable training 
opportunities for unemployed young 
people. 

 

N o n - t o x i c  &  
Su s t a i n a b l e  M a t e r i a l s  
Critical to the success of any sustainable play 
environment is the use of non-toxic and 
durable materials. These are highlighted in 
the guidelines in Part 2. To reduce waste and 
decrease reliance on large quantities of 
embodied energy, environments built of 
durable and non-toxic material have longer 
lives and communicate an ethic of caring for 
Nature to the young users of the 
environments, as well as to their adult 
caregivers.  From a strictly pragmatic point 
of view, any structures which reduce 
maintenance demands likely to be caused by 
the hard use of children, also contribute to 
the wider sustainability goals identified 
above. 

S u s t a i n a b i l i t y  a n d  
P a r t i c i p a t i o n  
A question that is frequently asked in 
planning and design is, “What should we do 
to protect the natural world?” Another 
question is, “What would the natural world 
like in its own right, for its own values?” 
These are complex philosophical questions 
which open up the conversation about how 
we should plan our cities and towns. And 
they are also questions that children ask. 

Approaches from environmental ethics ask 
what are the views of the nonhuman Nature 
with respect to the planning and design of 
residential developments. For example, 
looking at park planning and design from 
the perspective of the parks themselves, 
their inherent worth and intrinsic value, how 
might this matter be approached? 
Addressing this question involves the notion 
of “considerability”: where does the 
community whose interests are to be taken 
into account begin and end? Is it more than 
the local community? More than the human 
community? How can we bring nonhuman 
Nature into the equation in a tangible and 
effective manner? 

The Urban and Regional Land Corporation 
began some ground-breaking work in this 
regard on a new suburban estate in Epping 
North. In a team development workshop in 
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March 2001, twenty members of the land 
professions involved in that residential 
planning project created a representation of 
nonhuman Nature to sit at their table for the 
next ten years while the planning for this 
estate proceeds. The result of an evening’s 
creativity yielded a sculpture made from 
natural materials found at the workshop site.  

The ‘Nonhuman Being’ was welcomed into 
the consultant team and now sits at all team 
meetings—as a reminder of the views of 
nonhuman Nature and how they are 
different from those of humans. Its “voice” 
reminds us all that not all planning and 
design should focus on human use and 
enjoyment of the natural world.  

Some natural values need protection simply 
for their intrinsic value. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes for Chapter 1 

                                                           
1 Timothy Beatley’s 1994 book, Ethical Land Use, 
explores these issues. 
 
2 Natural capital refers to the natural resources 
and ecosystem services that make possible all 
economic activity, indeed all life. These services 
are of immense economic value; some are 
literally priceless, as they have no known 
substitutes. Yet current business practices 
typically fail to take into account the value of 
these assets—which is rising with their scarcity.  
 
As a result, natural capital is being degraded and 
liquidated by the wasteful use of such resources 
as energy, materials, water, fibre, and topsoil. The 
first of four interlinked principles, therefore, is 
radically increased resource productivity. 
Implementing this first principle can significantly 
improve an organisation's bottom line, and can 
also help finance the other three: redesigning 
industry on biological models with closed loops 
and zero waste; shifting from the sale of goods 
(for example, light bulbs) to provision of services 
(illumination); and reinvesting in the natural 
capital that is the basis of future prosperity. 
 
3 Glocal combines the terms global and local. 
 
4 For further information on city farms, contact 
Australian City Farms and Gardens Network 
News, care of ACCESS, Canberra Business 
Centre South, 49 Wentworth Avenue, Kingston 
ACT, 2604. CERES is located at 8 Lee Street, 
Brunswick East. The Collingwood Children’s 
Farm is located at St. Hellier Street, Abbotsford.  

The ‘Nonhuman Being’ created by  
URLC consultants in their 2001 workshop 


