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November 11, 2008 
 
 
Committee on LEED for Neighborhood Development 
U.S. Green Building Council 
nd@committees.usgbc.org 
 
 
Dear Colleagues: 
 
As representatives of the Children and Nature Network and allied organizations that 
specialize in research and design to improve the quality of environments for children and 
all ages, we submit the following suggestions.  We understand that the USGBC has a 
well-developed structure and process for consideration of changes and additions to the 
LEED Rating System.  We offer these proposed points to highlight the importance of an 
approach in which the LEED-Neighborhood Development Rating System will promote 
neighborhoods where children and their families can safely and conveniently reach 
resources like schools, parks and natural areas through bicycling and walking. This 
requires the provision of close-to-home resources and connected networks of bicycle 
and pedestrian paths. 
 
Research shows that when children play outside they are likely to be more physically 
active, which results in lower rates of overweight and obesity.1 Outdoor play needs to be 
supported by attractive open spaces and green spaces near children’s homes.2 Access 
to nearby green spaces like parks and natural areas is also associated with better 
health, sense of well-being, greater ability to concentrate and cope with life challenges, 
and lower levels of stress among both children and adults.3  People who report 
childhood play in nature are more likely to care for the environment in later life.4 When 
schools can be reached via sidewalks, paths, separated bike lanes or designated streets 
with low volume traffic, children are more likely to bicycle to school and arrive ready to 
learn.5 Motor vehicle accidents are the leading cause of child death after infancy and 
child pedestrians account for a quarter of these fatalities.6 Therefore neighborhood 
features that facilitate safe outdoor activities and independent mobility are critical 
elements of child and family-friendly design. 
 
For neighborhoods that promote children’s health, well-being, and connection with the 
natural world, based on research evidence, we recommend that the following features 
receive credit in the LEED-ND Rating System.  
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Safe and well-connected streets and paths 
 
Children’s independent mobility by foot and bicycle requires safe networks and 
connectivity. The LEED-ND rating system should recognize multiple ways of achieving 
these goals: 
 

1. Low volume, low-speed traffic on residential streets, which can be achieved by: 
 

a. Traffic calming techniques such as neck downs, central refuges, speed 
bumps and short blocks with stop signs.7 

 
b. Designated “home zones” or woonerven where children and other 

residents are recognized as primary users of the street and cars have 
secondary status.8 

 
c. Grid networks that locate homes for families with children on narrow 

streets and alleys. A comparison of street widths and traffic accidents 
found that 36-foot wide streets had four times more collisions per mile per 
year than 24-foot wide streets.9  

 
d. Cul-de-sacs and dead-end streets, which can be connected by bike and 

pedestrian pathways to provide connectivity. Parents favor cul-de-sacs 
with good reason, as research shows that cul-de-sacs have substantially 
lower accident rates than grid systems—a critical consideration for 
children’s safety.10  Although cul-de-sacs by themselves reduce 
connectivity, when they are part of a hybrid network that includes 
connecting paths, they encourage biking and walking. In addition, hybrid 
systems of this kind generate significantly less paved surface than grid 
systems, potentially contributing to the preservation of green space.11.   

 
2. Continuous sidewalks where pedestrians are protected from the street by 

vegetated buffers or parking areas 
 

a. Trees in planting strips. Children living in areas with more street trees 
have lower prevalence of asthma.12 

 
b. Distance between sidewalks and high-volume traffic to reduce exposure 

to harmful air pollutants. Proximity to traffic-related pollutants contributes 
to respiratory disease and allergies in children.13 

 
3. Separate pedestrian and bicycle paths that provide high connectivity between 

homes, schools, parks, natural areas and other amenities, achieved by: 
 

a. Mid-block paths that run parallel to but separate from the street system 
 

b. Paths that connect cul-de-sacs and dead-end streets to each other and to 
a comprehensive pathway system 

 
c. Greenways along rivers, stream corridors and stormwater channels 

 
d. Connector paths that join all parts of a community pathway system 
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e. Adequate bike racks at destinations 

 
4. Safe crossings for children who must cross connector and arterial streets, 

achieved through: 
 

a. Underpasses and overpasses 
 
b. Neck downs and central refuges that narrow crossing distances 

 
c. Well marked pedestrian crossings 

 
d. At crossings of busy streets, flashing caution lights that even a young 

child can activate 
 
Nearby green spaces and natural areas  
 

5.   Central courtyards and greens that are overlooked by windows of frequently used 
rooms, where children can play in traffic-free areas within sight and calling 
distance of their homes 

 
6. Access to nature for children’s play and exploration, woven into the fabric of 

residential neighborhoods in a variety of ways: 
 

a. Landscape for nearby nature play in and around housing units and sites 
 
b. Preserve existing clusters of trees, boulders, prairie and other natural 

features wherever possible, and when they have been destroyed, restore 
examples of local natural habitats 

 
c. Place signs that indicate where children’s play is expected in natural 

areas 
 

d. Connect natural areas with green corridors and greenways, which should 
be considered natural areas in their own right 

 
e. Whenever possible, site child care centers and schools adjacent to parks, 

greenways and natural areas so that nature play and nature study can be 
integrated into educational programs 

 
f. Include appropriate space for community gardens in neighborhoods 

 
Accessible schools, parks and other amenities 
 

7. Schools, childcare centers, parks, playgrounds, natural areas, libraries, and other 
attractions and amenities for children and their families should be located along 
pathways or greenways for pedestrians and cyclists. 

 
8. Distance strongly influences whether children will walk or bike to school.14 To 

minimize travel distances, communities should construct and maintain 
neighborhood schools that children can reach on foot or by bicycle, rather than 
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busing children to distant centralized locations on the periphery of towns and 
cities. This policy is supported by research which indicates that children perform 
better in small schools,15 as well as studies that show adverse health impacts on 
children when schools are sited near major roadways.16 

 
For a recent publication that presents neighborhood examples of the preceding 
principles and that synthesizes the research on this subject, we recommend “Healthy 
planet, healthy children: Designing nature into the daily spaces of childhood” by Robin 
Moore and Clare Cooper Marcus.17 
 
Although this letter has focused on the needs of children, it should be noted that their 
needs often coincide with those of other family members, including older adults, who 
also depend on nearby resources in their neighborhood, seek green spaces and cultural 
resources like libraries for recreation and leisure, need to be able to walk, bicycle and 
take mass transit as alternatives to driving, and have limited abilities to safely cross and 
navigate streets with high speed, high volume traffic.  
 
 
 
Submitted by: 
 
 

 
Cheryl Charles, Richard Louv and Stephen R. Kellert 
Children and Nature Network 
charlessfg@aol.com, rlouv@cts.com, Stephen.kellert@yale.edu 
www.childrenandnature.org 
 
 
 

Louise Chawla and Willem van Vliet 
Children, Youth and Environments Center for Research and Design 
College of Architecture and Planning 
University of Colorado Denver 
louise.chawla@colorado.edu, willem.vanvliet@colorado.edu 
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Nilda Cosco and Robin Moore  
Natural Learning Initiative 
College of Design 
North Carolina State University 
nilda_cosco@ncsu.edu, robin_moore@ncsu.edu 
www.naturalearning.org 
 
 
 

 
Roger Hart 
Children’s Environments Research Group 
City University of New York Graduate Center 
roghart@gmail.com 
web.gc.cuny.edu/CHE/CERG/about_cerg/index.htm 
 
 
 

 
David Driskell 
UNESCO Chair for Growing Up in Cities 
Department of City and Regional Planning 
College of Architecture, Art and Planning 
Cornell University 
David.driskell@cornell.edu 
www.unesco.org/most/growing.htm 
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Frances Kuo and Andrea Faber-Taylor 
Landscape and Human Health Laboratory 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
fekuo@illinois.edu, afabrtay@illinois.edu 
www.lhhl.uiuc.edu 
 
 
 

 
Deb Hubsmith 
Safe Routes to School National Partnership 
deb@saferoutespartnership.org 
www.saferoutespartnership.org 
 
 

 
Kim Sanderson 
International Play Association 
ipacanada@mac.com 
www.ipaworld.org 
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