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Children are at the heart of many of our society’s 
aspirations and it’s clear that when we try we can 
get a lot right. The Government’s decision to focus on 
children’s wellbeing in Every Child Matters is a good 
one. Yet when we take our focus away from the things 
we do directly for children and look at the wider 
picture it’s clear that many children are expected 
to live in polluted, noisy, concrete environments.  
We chip away at our green spaces and consume 
natural resources to the point where we threaten 
our own existence. What would our neighbourhoods, 
transport choices and environmental policies look 
like if they took children’s wellbeing – both now and 
in the future – as their starting point?

These concerns are not some kind of sideshow 
to children’s wellbeing; they are critical features of 
a good childhood. And yet the majority of Children 
and Young People’s Plans contain scant reference 
to the environment. When it comes to listening and 
responding to young people’s views about their 
needs, we have to start by asking them the right 
questions. Not just what facilities they would like 
to see provided for their recreation, but what they 
think is wrong and right about their communities at 
a fundamental level, and what they would like to 
see change.

At the heart of this debate is a major social 
justice issue among and between generations.  
The poorest and most vulnerable people are the 
ones who suffer most and first from the destruction 
of the environment. For example, destruction of 
green and open spaces in inner cities removes 
what are often the only places for children and 

young people from disadvantaged communities to 
play outdoors. Similarly, we recognise the right of 
children to a safe, healthy, enjoyable and rewarding 
present – but are we acting to protect that quality of 
life in future? Climate change stands in the way of 
this at present. It has the capacity to destabilise the 
economy here and overseas, producing upheaval, 
insecurity and poverty as well as incalculable 
environmental damage. 

Our challenge is to extend the horizons of 
children’s policy beyond the present social and 
economic focus to embrace the environment as a key 
factor in wellbeing. Local authorities in their role as 
place-shapers and strategic champions for children 
and young people have a singular opportunity 
to lead this change, but they need concerted 
support and coordination from central government.  
We must do this today for all children, and we must 
ensure that children are being empowered to do 
this themselves through schools, youth services and 
community projects. 

Bringing social, economic and environmental 
factors together in this way is the basis of sustainable 
development, a core UK Government aim. It is a 
necessary part of building a society that cares for its 
children. It should be one of our core values. 

We owe it to children and young people to allow 
them a healthy and sustainable future. They will not 
easily forgive us if we continue to squander their 
environmental inheritance.

Waheed Saleem

Commissioner for Young People

Foreword

Note for the third edition April 2009

This document is now in its third print run. Since its 
initial publication in 2007, we have seen a growing 
recognition of the importance of sustainable 
development for children, young people and 
families.

The Department of Children Schools and 
Families (DCSF) has published its own Sustainable 
Development Action Plan: 2008-2010: Brighter 
Futures – Greener Lives. DCSF’s first national Play 
Strategy (2008) together with £235 million of 
dedicated investment brings to life the Government’s 
aim to create places to play in every residential 
community including a focus on traffic. 

The Department of Health’s (DH) physical 
activity plan, Be active, be healthy: a plan for 
getting the nation moving (2009) sets out new 
ideas on improving local infrastructure for walking 
and cycling. 

The joint DH and DCSF Healthy Lives, Brighter 
Futures: The Strategy for Children and Young 
People’s Health (2009) promotes walking, cycling 
and play; it also highlights the health benefits of 
green space. The Children’s Environmental Health 
Strategy for the United Kingdom (2009) pinpoints 
the need for environment-led action on child health 
and wellbeing, as does a suite of public health 
guidance from the National Institute of Clinical 
Excellence (NICE).
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absence”78 of an environment focus within ECM, 
and within existing Children and Young People Plans 
(CYPPs) in local authorities, is concerning for at least 
two reasons. Firstly, as we have already highlighted, 
there is strong evidence that the environment 
makes an important contribution to the wellbeing 
of children. Poor environmental quality simply 
inhibits the delivery of ECM. Secondly, in the wake 
of the Stern Review,79 the economic and social 
implications of climate change are well established. 
It is increasingly hard to envisage children’s policy 
without taking this into account.

The opportunity, then, is to recognise sustainable 
development and ECM as mutually supportive 
initiatives, the former providing a powerful vehicle 
for delivering the latter. However, it should not 
be assumed that action is required only by those 
delivering specialist sustainable development or 
environmental services. Nor should it be the sole 
responsibility of children’s services teams as many 
of the environmental factors affecting children lie 
beyond their immediate influence. The government’s 
recent guidance for local authorities on ‘sustainable 
communities’ points to the need for cooperation 
across a broad-based alliance of players from citizens 
to community groups, local to central government, 
and public, private and voluntary sectors.80 

Insufficient collaboration at a strategic level 
was one of the key barriers identified by our local 

authority participants. 81 While some elements of ECM 
service delivery are benefiting from a sustainable 
development approach, progress is often held 
back by the lack of systemic involvement across 
children service departments, the local authority 
as a whole and its relationships with local partners.  
It is vital that political leadership and the initiatives 
of individual local authority departments dovetail so 
that the actions of one do not cancel out the others. 
The refurbishment of a park led by community 
renewal officers may have little or no impact if the 
transport and planning departments are working to 
widen the adjacent road to four lanes, increasing 
air and noise pollution and reducing the pedestrian 
safety of those wishing to use the park. 

Enhancing ECM delivery within  
the inspection framework

Children’s services teams have many responsibilities 
and duties and it is important to ask, if we are 
encouraging their use of sustainable development 
principles, how this contributes to existing agendas. 
Taking each of the five outcomes in turn, this 
section suggests ways of embedding sustainable 
development as a mode of delivery of ECM. Examples 
of practice are linked to a selection of the relevant 
‘key judgements’ made by inspectors within the 
inspection framework for children’s services.82


