
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Children’s Rights in Local Government Transport Policies: Getting 
it Right Through Shifting Conventions 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hulya Gilbert 
University of South Australia, School of Art, Architecture and Design 

hulya.gilbert@unisa.edu.au 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

State of Australian Cities Conference and PhD Symposium 
30th November – 5th December, 2019 

Perth, Western Australia 
www.soac2019.com.au 

mailto:hulya.gilbert@unisa.edu.au
http://www.soac2019.com.au/


SOAC 2019 

Children’s Rights in Local Government Transport Policies: Getting 
it Right Through Shifting Conventions 

 
Hulya Gilbert 

University of South Australia, School of Art, Architecture and Design 
 

Abstract:    The private car is currently the most dominant form of transport among families with school-
aged children, yet we lack transport policies that address children’s mobility equity issues. On the 
contrary, many transport policies consider the lack of car ownership as a disadvantage, as opposed to 
developing strategies to reinforce and utilise this position towards more socially inclusive and 
environmentally just mobilities. In the context of Western social norms, car-based mobilities of children 
are generally seen as unavoidable outcomes of our modern society. In order to disrupt these views, we 
need transport policies that fully recognise the equitable access to affordable sustainable mobility for 
all age groups. This paper explores the general assumptions that guide various local government 
transport policies and social practices including the expectation that children are best accompanied by 
their parents (generally in a car) to be safe from car traffic when accessing everyday services. It 
articulates how this neo-liberal view counteracts with children’s basic rights to have access to places 
that support their needs for learning and playing and participating in civic life. Finally, the paper aims to 
emphasise the importance of transport as a social function, in re-shifting the centre of expectations and 
responsibilities for children’s mobility, from individuals and cars to the wider society through more 
sustainable means.  This is in light of the view that cars don’t afford freedom, they lead to mobility 
injustice by creating dependencies for their owners while restricting the mobility freedom of others, 
especially children. 
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Introduction 
The last few decades have seen a substantial growth in the number of school-aged children being 
driven by car to access their everyday destinations. Contributing factors range from those relating to 
urban form to those relating to social and economic conditions.  For example, Australian cities are 
typically characterised by low density and segregated land uses which privilege the car over other travel 
modes.  This is often exacerbated in the outer suburbs where the provision of services for public 
transport and accessibility by walking and cycling is limited.  

With regard to social and economic factors, changing social structures such as increased employment 
rates for women and the growth in the number of both single-parent families and families where both 
parents are working usually mean extremely tight schedules that necessitate a private vehicle (Fyhri et 
al., 2011; Chatterton et al., 2015). Associated problems range from those specific to children’s health 
and wellbeing to those related to the social and environmental quality of our cities. Despite this, the 
critical relationship between children and sustainable mobility has received scant attention at the policy 
level.  

Children and families in the neo-liberalist car era 
The social and economic elements of the late 20th Century car era share a substantial number of 
commonalities with the core elements of neo-liberalism. We know that neo-liberalist agendas across 
western societies have significant implications for the social and environmental functioning of our cities 
in the form of decentralisation, reduced public spending and associated privatisation of public services 
and infrastructure (Thompson and Maginn, 2012; Gleeson and Low, 2000).  Mobility has significant 
political importance in the way in which our cities function, as neo-liberalism and Fordism in fact share 
many ideological principles (Walks, 2015).  

The lives of families with children and their everyday mobilities have been particularly affected by this 
neo-liberalist car era with the car dominating their travel modes when accessing childcare centres, 
schools and various privately run extra-curricular activities.  Lehner-Lierz (2003) describes this complex 
travel patterns of families with children as the phenomenon of ‘islandisation’ that induces numerous 
short trips. She outlines how children’s lives take place in islands separated by driving distances, such 
as a home island, school island, sports island, ballet island and playing island (p. 131).  She highlights 
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the importance of de-emphasising the ‘kilometres driven’ over the recognition of these short trips in 
transport planning discourses (p. 135).  

Another critical way in which this neo-liberalist era has manifested itself is the ideologic shift of traffic 
problems from being a social policy issue to an individual issue (Sauter, 2003). For example, de-
politicisation and individualisation of traffic accidents became evident with children and their parents 
generally being the responsible parties, not the system (Sauter, 2003; Hillman, 2006; Low, 2013). 
Parusel and McLaren (2010) also criticise the political environment that endorses ‘traffic safekeeping’ 
as the responsibility of parents and children and the lack of political will to address the issues 
surrounding the dominance of cars. Similarly, granting children independent mobility has often been 
associated with irresponsible parenting or in some cases it is criminalised (Hillman, 2006; Acharya, 
2016). This is highly problematic with the importance of social culture emphasised by Fujii and 
Taniguchi (2014) where sustainable travel modes are considered socially desirable values. 

Children’s mobilities in an age of disruption 

Over the last decade, a range of technology trends has dominated mobility discourses. Autonomous 
vehicles (AVs) are perceived to provide greater safety, fuel efficiency and more productive use of travel 
time while system malfunction, data privacy and liability in the event of a crash have been highlighted 
as potential barriers to its adoption (Vij, 2019; Zmud and Sener, 2017). Though this technology is still 
at its foundational stage (Mladenovic, 2019), several studies have begun to predict higher rates of 
uptake of this type of mobility by families and children along with the elderly (Mladenovic, 2019; Lee 
and Mirman, 2018; Zmud and Sener, 2017; Haboucha et al., 2017). In their study to understand 
American parents’ acceptance of AVs to transport their children aged 0 to 14 years, Lee and Mirman 
(2018) found two distinct categories of parents; those in favour of and those opposed to its adoption. 
Those in favour of the technology did so because they liked to embrace the new, while those opposed 
to it raised concerns over the monitoring of children during the travel time, particularly about the use of 
child restraints when no adults were present in the car and regarding the monitoring of children after 
the trip ends.  

Similarly, another study in the U.S. exploring the factors that influence parents’ decisions to let their 
children travel in AVs without an adult, found that parents were concerned about the use of child 
restraints and also the security issues surrounding other people entering the vehicle without their 
consent (Tremoulet et al., 2019).  While the presence of other children in the vehicle was seen as a 
reason for a willingness to use AVs to transport their children in this study (Tremoulet et al., 2019), other 
research has found that parents would still prefer human-operated vehicles to autonomous school 
buses (Anania et al., 2018). 

Micromobility such as shared bikes and e-scooters has also been an important trend over the last 
decade.  Though their overall importance in replacing short car trips and supporting multi-modal trips is 
recognised, like AVs, their uptake in Australia compared to other countries has been limited due to a 
range of barriers such as entrenched car culture and a lack of government policy support (Meng et al., 
2018; Fishman et al., 2014). Furthermore, regulatory issues such as a minimum age of 18 years for 
eligibility to hire and use these services (City of Adelaide, 2019) presents a barrier for wider uptake as 
it excludes school-aged children.   

Despite the important implications these trends indicate as a response to automobility, a number of 
uncertainties will need to be overcome for their disruptive potentials to be realised. For example, as a 
result of technological improvements regarding increased fuel efficiency, the demand is likely to 
increase and therefore private car usage will also (Hensher, 2008; Sorrell, 2015).  Similarly, the possible 
unanticipated consequences of these technologies (e.g. AVs), such as social inequality has been 
discussed (Mladenovic, 2019) as has the importance of a comprehensive understanding of the overall 
benefits as well as burdens of these technologies for societies instead of considering to adopt them 
immediately (Mladenovic, 2019).  

The high cost of freedom to have a car 
Across the globe, the car often has been associated with freedom and quality of life in political 
discourses (Hillman, 2003; Wachs and Crawford, 1992). In the context of increasingly busy lifestyles, 
the use of the car to access daily destinations such as workplaces, shops, schools and recreational 
activities has become the norm and is seen as an essential asset to operate the work and social life. 
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It was stated that the convenience afforded by the car is important only because of the spatial and 
temporal constraints that the car itself has created (Sheller and Urry, 2000). In fact, automobility is the 
main reason that daily destinations such as home, business and leisure are separated by distances that 
can be overcome only by cars therefore, any freedom and flexibility afforded by car has a coercive 
nature (Urry 2007, p.120). This coercive nature of automobility is particularly evident in households with 
children and their entangled and tightly configured daily schedules (Wind, 2013) that are hard to conduct 
without the flexibility the car offers (Sheller and Urry, 2000). 

The social and spatial inequalities created by the vicious cycle of car-oriented systems have also been 
highlighted by other scholars (Delbosc and Currie, 2013; Low, 2012). This is particularly the case in the 
context of car users restricting the rights of the movement of non-car users like pedestrians and cyclists. 
For example, the ‘safety and security’ is usually cited as the main reason for driving. While the car 
provides safety and security for those in the car, the risks are externalized to others who do not drive 
(Urry 2007, p. 133).  In the case of children, these risks are multiplied due to their limited social 
experiences and skills to negotiate traffic therefore their limited ability to see and be seen. Also, their 
developing bodies make them more susceptible to serious injuries in the event of a collision with cars. 

Central to the entire discipline of transport planning is the concept of social exclusion, not only as a 
result of social inequality but also as a result of distance and inadequate transport options (Currie et al., 
2010; Hine, 2012; Lucas, 2012). Scholars have long debated the impact of car dependence on the loss 
of opportunities for non-motorised mobility and the associated social interaction and health-related 
benefits for individuals and societies. Similarly, the ‘right to drive’ and car-based mobility has been 
challenged due to its exclusive nature (Sauter, 2003; Urry, 2007) as well as the inclusion of the ‘lack of 
car ownership’ as a measure of disadvantage (Johnson et al., 2010). However, in reality, the spatial 
and social exclusion due to the lack of or inaccessibility of other transport options is often overlooked 
owing to the prevalence of car use across Australian societies.  

Recently, the role of positive mobility experiences in fulfilling citizenship rights has been highlighted. 
Spinney et al. (2015) assert that citizenship is more than a legal status as it has social and cultural 
elements in relation to societal membership and social norms. They then discuss the importance of the 
mobility experiences of individuals in constructing their social identities and citizenship. They question 
the meaning of citizenship if individuals have uncomfortable experiences of mobility in public and private 
places (p. 327). With this, they argue the importance of mobility experiences (and the places of transit) 
supporting individuals to exercise or unable to exercise their citizen rights. 

In the meantime, children and their families were highlighted as distinctive subjects of the spatial and 
social inequities that were generated by car privileging transport policies (Collins and Kearns, 2005). 
Lehner-Lierz (2003) contests the view of cars affording freedom and explained how it created new 
dependencies for women in the context of women generally being responsible for ‘escorting their 
children, grandchildren and other sick and older members of the family and neighbours’ (p.137). In the 
context of the complex employment and commute characteristics of dual-earner families with children, 
Schwanen (2007) elaborates on how fathers’ lifestyles and labor force participation were also affected 
by their responsibilities to chauffeur children, particularly to school and childcare. 

Despite the prevalent belief across the world that cars provide freedom and flexibility, it seems that cars 
may actually create a real threat to people’s freedom and right to move.  This is because beliefs around 
the ‘right of the car’ feed into a vicious cycle of car-based systems where the car becomes an essential 
tool and (a right) to function. As a result, the spatial and social segregation exacerbates and social and 
environmental inequalities deepen as one’s right to move in a car restricts others’ rights of movement 
without a car and forces them to be in cars.  

As an alternative to the physical ownership of a car, mobility as a service (MaaS) is an important trend. 
This represents a shift away from a reliance on privately owned cars as MaaS enables a multi-modal 
system where a range of micromobility can be integrated with other shared mobility practices (Mulley 
et al., 2018). Undoubtedly this system would offer viable alternatives particularly for the inner suburban 
households to achieve a better mix of public transport, shared mobility and micromobility tailored to 
their needs without owning a car. Further research is needed to determine the possible uptake of this 
system for facilitating children’s everyday mobilities and the capacity of this system to deliver social and 
spatial equity (e.g. for families living in outer suburbs). 

The next section discusses children’s rights in the context of mobility and explores how children’s rights 
are regarded in transport policies. 
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Children’s rights in relation to mobility 
The term ‘child friendly’ has been used to refer to the UNICEF Child-Friendly Cities Initiative that is the 
embodiment of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) that was developed in 1989. This 
definition asserts that a child-friendly city is committed to improving the lives of children (under the age 
of 18) within their jurisdiction by realising their rights, including those related to their everyday mobilities 
as articulated in the CRC (UNICEF, 2019). 

More recently, literature has emerged to offer links between child-friendliness and sustainable mobility. 
Tranter (2016) lists three reasons why active and public transport can be considered as child friendly: 
‘children prefer them, children can use them independently, and when adults use them, this does not 
make the city less child-friendly’ (p. 232).  Similarly, Gill (2008) recognises walking, cycling and public 
transport as child-friendly travel modes.  

Broadly, the key aspects of children’s rights related to their movements in their local environments can 
be listed as follows:  

• Have access to quality social services 
• Participate in family, cultural, city/community and social life 
• Live in a safe secure and clean environment with access to green spaces 
• Meet friends and have places to play and enjoy themselves 

(UNICEF, 2019) 

The predominant use of cars to transport children to their daily activities counteracts with these rights. 
For example, children who are transported in cars for most of their activities are subject to the social, 
emotional and mental problems associated with the loss of play opportunities as well as opportunities 
to participate in civic life. This is because of the extended time spent in cars and also the loss of streets 
and public places as play areas due to high volumes of high-speed car traffic (Gill, 2008; Gray, 2013; 
O’Brien, 2003).  

By contrast, active transport and public transport create numerous opportunities to exercise these 
rights.  Such non-motorised travel modes provide unique opportunities for physical activity, active play, 
social interaction and social capital, environmental awareness and contact with nature (Gilbert et al., 
2017; Giles-Corti et al., 2010; Mackett and Paskins, 2008), as opposed to passively sitting in a car 
where the surrounding environment is perceived as a backdrop. 

Linking children’s rights to mobility, the UNESCO initiated project Growing Up in an Urbanising World, 
lists both the positive and negative indicators for ‘child based environmental quality’ (Chawla, 2002). In 
relation to neighbourhood environment, the positive indicators such as ‘safety and free movement’, 
‘peer gathering places’, ‘varied activity settings’ and ‘safe green spaces’ all directly relate to children’s 
mobility within their local environments. In contrast, ‘heavy traffic’, ‘lack of gathering places’ and ‘varied 
activity settings’ indicate low environmental quality for children. ‘Social integration’ and ‘cohesive 
community identity’ are also closely associated with children’s non-motorised mobility whereas ‘social 
exclusion’ can be experienced by children who mostly travel by car as a result of the loss of opportunities 
for social interaction (Chawla, 2002, p. 229).  

More recently, the importance of equal and affordable access to sustainable mobility for all has been 
included in the UN New Urban Agenda (article 34). Providing services in a wide range of areas including 
sustainable mobility that is responsive to the rights and needs of children and youth have been affirmed 
(United Nations, 2016). 

Consideration of children in sustainable mobility policies 
Transport policies and practices can play a critical role in modifying children’s car-based mobility 
towards the child’s right to active and public transport based accessibility. However, despite the fact the 
growing recognition of children’s rights and their capacities to be change agents across a wide range 
of fields, transport policies do not seem to consider this area in detail.  

Gilbert and colleagues (2018a) assert that children’s right to sustainable mobility is not commonly 
considered in transport policies despite the acknowledgement of reduced rates of active transport 
amongst school-aged children. Through a review of policies on child-friendly cities and sustainable 
mobility, they found that there was little integration between Australian local government policies on 
children and sustainable mobility. They explained that within the child and youth-friendly guidelines of 
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local governments, the focus has been primarily on health and education with relatively little addressing 
children’s mobility rights and needs without a car. 

This then leads to where most social services such as schools, childcare centres and sports clubs 
operate from a point where the spatial and temporal constraints of automobility (Sheller and Urry, 2000) 
are reinforced e.g. choice of location, starting times for after school activities, car parking provision 
based on car-based mobility (Gilbert et al., 2018b). The remainder of this section highlights the other 
major gaps in local transport policies concerning children’s mobilities. 

Journey to primary school as the major focus 
Many transport policies in Australia consist of objectives and refer to guidelines for the development of 
active transport plans for schools with recognition of the reduced rates of walking and cycling amongst 
children.  Though this is an important step towards sustainable mobility, the focus of these travel plans 
is usually journey to school (primary) and their adoption by schools is optional (Gilbert et al., 2018b).  
The daily lives of children extend to various non-school destinations such as sports grounds, parks, 
shops and a wide range of venues for extra-curricular activities. Therefore, the ‘journey to school’ is not 
the most significant journey for many families with children (Hjorthol and Fyhri, 2009; Carver et al., 
2013). 

Marginalised teenagers 
In line with the ‘journey to primary school’ being the main focus regarding children’s mobility, secondary 
school-aged children’s travel patterns and mobility needs are not commonly considered in local 
transport policies (Gilbert et al., 2018a). In the context of global trends of younger generations delaying 
their acquisition of a driver’s licence and a car (Delbosc and Currie, 2013), the mobility needs of this 
age group are particularly important. This is not only due to this age range being the final stage before 
being eligible for driving, but in relation to travel behaviour being pre-cognitive and highly habitual 
(Schwanen et al., 2012; Chatterton et al., 2015).  As such, these years are critical for the formation of 
sustainable travel behaviour and the marginalisation of this age group in the local transport policies is 
highly problematic.  

Displacement of the responsibility for traffic safety 
As previously stated, the neo-liberal car era saw the changing conceptions of the responsibility of traffic 
problems.  In many Australian cities, car users have disproportionate priorities and advantages over 
non-car users. This perspective is well embedded in the transport policy and practice in Australia.  
Sturup and colleagues (2013) describe Australian transport systems as ‘path-dependent’ meaning that 
various practices and rationalities embedded in it are used to maintain the current system that operates 
mostly based on private cars (p. 113). For example, ‘risk management practices’ within current transport 
systems emphasise the role of individuals and their behaviours rather than the system itself (Sturup et 
al., 2013). Concerning children’s mobility, it is a common viewpoint that it is the responsibility of parents 
to protect them from traffic accidents as opposed to the societal responsibility as experienced in some 
other cultures such as Japan (Malone, 2012). 

Sheller and Urry (2000) also illustrate the unjustified supremacy of the car due to its high speed. They 
explained that anything moving less slowly such as ‘pedestrians, children going to school or trucks 
collecting garbage have become obstacles for cars’ (p. 745). In response to the general Western norms 
that associate children’s independent mobility with irresponsible parenting and high risk-taking, Shaw 
et al. (2015) called for an action to include ‘children’s independent mobility’ as an indicator of road 
safety, not the other way around.  

Across the globe, road traffic injuries are the leading cause of death for people aged 5-29 years (WHO, 
2018). Road safety campaigns are widely employed across Australia as a response to these concerns 
around traffic safety and car crashes. However, it has been argued that these campaigns and programs 
are great tools to legitimise the car culture while successfully ‘securing the acceptance and status of 
car’ (Montero, 2016, p. 172).  

Emphasis on driver’s licence 
In terms of the car and social disadvantage, many transport policies also draw links between limited 
mobility and social disadvantage as a result of not having a driver’s licence. It was stated that this 
assumption undermines the importance of the right to sustainable travel and the right to choose not to 
get a driver’s licence and a car (Currie et al., 2010; Johnson et al., 2010; Gilbert et al., 2018a). This 
approach also implies the assumption that getting a driver’s licence is a standard and an essential part 
of growing up. 
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For example, the ‘Licence to Work’ program which has been recently announced in South Australia 
provides fully funded, supervised driving lessons during school hours to make it easier to gain a driver’s 
licence. This program asserts direct links between holding a driver’s licence and independence and 
future employability for secondary school students (RAA, 2018). 

Unpacking the assumptions underlying transport policies 
Rapid urbanisation continues to put major social and environmental pressures on our cities and 
transport remains in the centre of these issues. Local governments in particular play a critical role in 
promoting sustainable mobility within their council areas. By and large, each local government produces 
a transport plan that identifies the best set of strategies and actions to manage these challenges. In 
terms of children and mobility, again the local government is probably the most significant within the 
three-tier government structure in addressing the needs and rights of their younger residents by fully 
recognising the right to access affordable sustainable mobility (Gilbert et al., 2018a). 

As stated above, policies and practices related to children’s mobility needs often operate from the point 
of car-based mobility and accessibility. It is important to have a closer look at these assumptions to 
ensure that the strategies developed to promote sustainable mobility do not undermine children’s basic 
rights to access their everyday destinations through sustainable means. Identifying and understanding 
the assumptions that guide the development of such policies is also crucial for the process of successful 
change as the definitions of both the problems and the solutions are framed through these assumptions 
(Low and O’Connor, 2013).   

In terms of the context of transport policies across Australia, various socio-economic attributes are 
evident. These include high rates of car ownership and car-based accessibility by the majority of the 
population.  As previously stated, the minority who have no access to a car whether due to not having 
a driver’s licence or a car or not having the physical capacity to drive due to sickness and old age, 
transport policies tend to consider these groups ‘disadvantaged’. 

Taken together these conditions point out a set of inherent assumptions that exist across the transport 
planning discourses in Australia: 

• Children need to be accompanied by their parents when accessing school and other services, 
most realistically by driving 

• Not having access to a car is a disadvantage 
• Journey to school (mainly primary) is the most important travel pattern for children 
• Holding a driver’s licence is an important and necessary stage to achieve independent 

mobility 

These assumptions then tend to serve the already deep-rooted ‘car-based mobility’ culture and the 
associated detrimental problems related to public health and safety and social and environmental 
sustainability, as described with its ‘path-dependent’ nature (Sturup et al., 2013). In addition, these 
assumptions continue to undermine children’s and young people’s right to be able to move around their 
neighbourhoods without a car. 

Future, what it should be? 
There is increasing concern over the impact of the contemporary lifestyles of children on the loss of 
their independent mobility and the opportunity to play and explore their local environments as well as 
the opportunity to have regular contact with nature.  This impacts upon children’s physical, social, 
emotional and mental development. It also directly impacts upon our planet in terms of increased 
transport related carbon emissions.  

How else could children relate to their environments? What is the role of transport policies to make this 
interaction between children and their environment ethical, equitable, socially and environmentally just 
while fulfilling children’s mobility rights? What would an alternative scenario look like to ensure that 
children can live in a world where their interactions with their human and non-human surroundings are 
not shielded by a car? For example, with the perception that driving is not an automatic human right 
(Sauter, 2003), what if the above assumptions were reversed to the following: 

• It is not a parental responsibility to accompany children throughout their everyday mobilities  
• The car is not an option for children when accessing daily destinations 
• Journey to school is only a small part of children’s everyday mobilities 
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• The mobility needs of secondary school-aged children are vital 
• Holding a driver’s licence or accessing a car is not relevant for one’s independent mobility and 

children would not automatically transition to the driver’s licence/car ownership   

Undoubtedly, these assumptions would significantly alter the aims and objectives particularly the 
conceptualisation of accessibility within the local government transport policies. Below, I focus primarily 
on the three aspects of local transport policies, namely physical and social infrastructure, regulation and 
land use changes. 

Physical and social infrastructure related changes 
In relation to physical infrastructure and relevant budget allocations, there would be a major shift in the 
priorities for building and maintaining safe walking and cycling paths and associated infrastructure such 
as green spaces, trees, pedestrian crossings, traffic lights, bike storage and maintenance stations, 
public showers and changing rooms. For example, schools and other destinations frequently visited by 
families with children would all need to be accessible by sustainable modes.  

Similarly, access to public transport infrastructure through active transport would be an important priority 
to ensure smoother intermodality. Unique opportunities would emerge to convert several car parks 
around schools into public places that contribute to the safe active travel and active play network. 
Furthermore, various urban design measures related to children (such as the provision of child-friendly 
places, child-friendly wayfinding infrastructure) would advance.  

In terms of social infrastructure and educational programmes, greater emphasis would be placed on 
promoting sustainable mobility for children, paralleling the practices in countries like the Netherlands 
and Germany (Pucher and Dijkstra, 2003). These programs would acknowledge the changing (not 
decreasing) mobility needs of different age groups (pre-school, primary school and secondary school) 
for more effective strategies. For example, while the programmes for pre-schoolers might include basic 
riding skills, the focus would change towards active transport in high volume traffic, traffic regulations, 
public transport use as the age increases. 

More importantly, for a community-wide success, these educational programs would not only target 
children but recognise the importance of other individuals and institutions constructing the social lives 
of children e.g. parents, teachers, schools, sports clubs, various extra-curricular activity providers, 
workplaces and so on. 

Regulatory changes 
In terms of the regulatory changes, speed limits would be the main candidate for an overhaul. Given 
the increased number of children on their feet and bikes or public transport, major reductions would 
apply to the speed limits. New speed limits would be optimal for mixing vehicles with children’s active 
transport (up to 30km/h across the city) and there would be an increased number of car-free zones.  
The centre of legal responsibilities and social expectations for children’s mobility (and traffic safety) 
would shift from the individuals and their cars to wider society and system. The privileges of car driving 
would be diffused. Consequently, there would be stricter conditions to acquire a driver’s licence and 
ongoing mandatory educational programmes for drivers. 

There are also several areas with relevance to the operation of local governments but outside their 
jurisdiction such as major public transport services and the way they are regulated.  However, 
advocating to senior governments (and non-government organisations) on behalf of their municipalities 
is an important function of local governments.  Through the set of new assumptions guiding the work of 
local governments in the transport planning space, advocacy towards the provision of cleaner, safer, 
more frequent, affordable and accessible public transport would strengthen while the cases for car-
based infrastructure would weaken.   

Land use related changes 
Land use policies that are closely linked to transport policies would be revolutionised towards closer 
proximity to, and non-car-based connections between, homes, workplaces and recreational places.  
There will be stronger advocacy by local government and local communities to ensure that the location 
and overall design of housing estates, schools, libraries, community centres and other services are 
responsive to the renewed needs of accessibility by sustainable travel modes. Simultaneously, the 
functioning of many child-related organisations such as sports clubs, venues for music, dance, drama 
and so on would need to make spatial (e.g. local venues only for after school sports) and temporal 
changes (e.g. starting times taking into account of non-car-based access). Eventually, the density of 
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these institutions and venues would increase and they would all need to operate on the active transport 
scale with smaller catchment areas. 

Conclusion 
Above is only a quick preview of a future society that is built on the premise that private cars not being 
readily available when accessing children’s daily activities. Since the features listed above interact with 
each other and a wide range of other external variables, such change would trigger wider changes and 
continue to reinforce its own existence, in the same way that the supply and demand dynamics of the 
self-expanding car-based mobility culture as described by Urry (2007, p. 206). 

Despite the prevalent belief that cars are essential for enabling children’s complex mobilities, the core 
features of automobility (e.g. spatial and temporal constraints) and neo-liberalism (e.g. individualism) 
are actually significant forces shaping this complexity which is characterised by tightly connected and 
cramped schedules. Automobility also poses a direct threat to children’s basic rights as its infrastructure, 
especially high-speed roads, threatens children’s safety and limits their everyday freedoms which is 
critical for their development. 

Although the new mobilities discussed earlier in the paper are promising in terms of reducing the 
environmental impact of children’s everyday mobilities, in the absence of solid political support, their 
adoption by a critical mass of families in the immediate future seems unlikely. More importantly, further 
research is needed to determine the capacity of these new mobilities to support children’s rights as 
discussed in this paper as the recognition of children’s rights in these new mobilities would be important 
for them to successfully disrupt automobility. 

Children’s mobility experiences within their local environments provide a unique representation of our 
multifaceted mobility challenges and offer us unique paths to address these challenges. Therefore, they 
have a significant potential to guide transport policies that aim to address the mobility needs of our 
changing cities. For this, it is critical that transport policies are grounded in an in-depth understanding 
of children’s specific mobility needs and rights to avoid the assumptions with the unintended outcome 
of conforming to the already entrenched car culture amongst families with children.  In the context of 
pressing social and environmental issues due to automobility, there is an urgent need to move away 
from the current assumption that the car is necessary to function in modern societies and car-based 
accessibility is a norm.   

Assuming no children have access to a car might be difficult to grapple within the context of well-
established car-dependent communities across Australia, at least in the short term. However, that 
should not get in the way of imagining a better future where there are fewer private cars carrying children 
to their everyday destinations. Even though it is the case that currently most children have access to a 
car and travel by car, planning and thinking as if they don’t would open up many possibilities and 
opportunities which would accelerate progress towards less private car usage and the associated, wide-
ranging benefits. 

Policies on local environments need to actively support parents by promoting the physical and social 
conditions they require to reduce their car use to transport their children. Their concerns over safety, 
their special needs created by complex lifestyles as parents, their fears about appearing as a ‘neglecting 
parent’ all need to be addressed to enable this change. Local transport policies, due to their centrality 
within multidisciplinary fields, have the capacity to facilitate the concerted approach needed to address 
these challenges in an equitable and socially and environmentally just way.    
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