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“When we design 
a New Orleans 
that truly puts 
children’s 
interests first, 
we create a New 
Orleans that 
shows love to all 
of her people.
– LaToya Cantrell, Mayor of New Orleans
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When Mayor Cantrell first took office 
in May 2018, she signed an executive 
order creating the Office of Youth and 
Families (OYF). In a city where 40% of 
youth live in poverty and in a state that 
ranks 49th in terms of child-well-being, 
the creation of the OYF memorialized 
Mayor Cantrell’s commitment to serving 
vulnerable youth. Mayor Cantrell has 
renewed optimism through her The 
City of YES! campaign — a mantra for 
the city to say “yes to inclusion, yes 
to intentionality, yes to equity, and yes 
to growth and prosperity for all of our 
citizens and residents”.

Newly formed entities such as the OYF 
and the Office of Transportation aim to 
cut across institutional siloes and build a 
more holistic approach to environmental 
and social change through child-friendly 
design. The OYF has already made 
strides in areas such as expanded 
access to early childhood learning and 
a reformed juvenile justice system that 
prioritizes trauma-informed care.

The Office of Youth and Families, 
Arup, PlayBuild, and Tulane University 
recognized the timely opportunity to 
collaborate towards shared goals. The 
team has worked together to host a 
workshop in New Orleans with youth 
leadership, community representatives, 
and a range of city agencies and 
organizations from the New Orleans 
Recreation Development Commission 
to the NO Business Alliance to the 
Audubon Commission. From this 
session, we distilled a set of goals for a 
child-friendly New Orleans, which are 
described in this booklet.

It is critical to note that many of the 
recommendations contained in this 
booklet build upon existing city and 
non-profit initiatives that are currently 
underway. A ‘child-friendly New Orleans’ 
simply offers a new, cohesive frame 
for local actors, policymakers and 
philanthropy to align themselves around 
a common effort. 

Introduction

Children stand to be disproportionately impacted by 
the decisions made today regarding climate change, 
transportation, safety, economic opportunity, and public 
health. However, urban planning has not traditionally 
prioritized children’s needs. Arup’s publication ‘Cities 
Alive: Designing for Urban Childhoods’ describes how 
urban settings can play host to a network of spaces, 
beyond playgrounds, intentionally designed to create 
a citywide system of ‘children’s infrastructure’ that is 
sensitive to the physical development and evolving 
needs and behaviors of kids as they grow. A child-
friendly design effort in New Orleans would respond to 
the needs of over 25% of the city’s population — a youth 
population currently at-risk due to the combined impact 
of racial inequity, poverty, crime, and trauma.
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From our workshop in July 2019, 
the team distilled 11 goals for 
child-friendliness in New Orleans, 
spanning across four themes: 
Safety, Nature and Sustainability, 
Health and Wellbeing, and Stronger 
Communities. These themes were 
based on frameworks in the Cities 
Alive: Designing for Urban Childhoods 
publication. The New Orleans-specific 
goals are outlined in the diagram 
on the opposite page and further 
described on the following pages. 
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Create Safe Routes, Safe Streets, 
and a walkable New Orleans

Designing safer streets should involve 
initiatives like improving crosswalks and 
sidewalks, adding shade and refuge, 
and ensuring street lights and signals 
are distributed and functional. For 
child-friendly routes, these tactics are 
particularly important along routes to 
school, libraries, and other key areas of 
interests for youth.

Address Vacant Lots and Properties

Vacant lots with tall grass are known 
to be unsafe and intimidating for kids 
in New Orleans. Demolishing blighted 
structures, activating vacant lots with 
programming, activities, and gardens, 
and implementing neighborhood 
maintenance schemes can reduce risks 
and improve safety. 

Design for Neighborhood Protection

Passive and community-based 
surveillance can be fostered through 
including porches in the architecture of 
residential areas, and activated ground 
floors and outdoor balconies in mixed 
use areas.

Transform Blight into Play Spaces 

By re-using materials such as tires from 
blighted areas to create play structures, 
and/or adapting existing buildings, we 
provide space for play and recreation 
for children and families, in addition 
to encouraging a circular economy 
in New Orleans where resources are 
repaired and re-used, and landfill waste 
is reduced.

Create New and Strengthen Existing 
Access to Nature, Recreation, and 
Water 

We can re-establish common green 
and blue spaces (i.e. lakes and river 
access) throughout the city with new 
pocket parks and public spaces along 
the waterfront. Creating safe circulators 
to, and programming in, these new and 
existing spaces can encourage kids to 
spend more time outside in all seasons.

Strategies for the eleven goals

Prioritized goals

Safety

Nature + Sustainability
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Promote Mental Health and 
Wellbeing

Children and adolescents thrive when 
they have access to trauma-informed 
services in their schools and recreation 
hubs. All youth should have equitable 
access to programs that promote 
positive development and social-
emotional wellbeing. The City should 
work to destigmatize mental illness and 
eliminate barriers to resources.

Equitable Distribution of Heath 
Amenities and Services 

New Orleans can create networks of 
health services that are walkable or 
easily accessible through zoning and 
transportation services. Service centers 
should be designed and operated 
inclusively, allowing children to access 
them during their full operating hours. 

Establish Communication and 
Awareness Strategy & Platform 

Many New Orleans residents aren’t 
aware of, or don’t feel included in, city 
programs and events. Strengthening 
communications and outreach through 
communication hubs and digital 
platforms can help raise awareness 
and participation in child-friendly 
programming. 

Foster a Connection to New Orleans 
History

The city can strengthen its messages 
of inclusion and representation by 
showcasing local history through 
creative placemaking, and by 
interpreting New Orleans history 
through a child’s lens. This helps to 
implicitly remind youth that this is their 
city and that their story matters. 

Invest in Community Appearance 
and Infrastructure 

Equitable beautification and investment 
in the upkeep of storefronts, green 
infrastructure, and street amenities, is 
critical to fostering healthy and strong 
communities. This maintenance work 
encourages kids and families to spend 
time outside in their communities and 
interacting with their neighbors. 

Invest in Intergenerational Spaces

Dedicated intergenerational spaces like 
movie theaters and bowling alleys, in 
addition to local businesses and green 
space, encourages people of all ages to 
gather and connect. Providing private 
family spaces, like family restrooms 
and nursing rooms, and repairing 
transportation infrastructure can further 
support use of these spaces.

Strategies for the eleven goals

Health + Wellness

Stronger Communities
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Four of the goals were identified as 
priorities for the city:

1 Creating safe routes, safe streets,      
and a walkable New Orleans

2 Transforming blight into play spaces

3 Creating new and strengthening 
existing access to nature, recreation, 
and water

4 Establishing communication and 
awareness strategy & platform.

The illustration on the following pages 
showcases routes that demonstrate 
strategies New Orleans could invest 
in to create safer streets, transform 
blight, and connect youth to nature. 
Integrated throughout the illustration 
are communications and awareness 
strategies that act in support of the 
other three goals.

Identifying four priority goals
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Safe Routes

Slow streets and safe intersections3

Shared play street1

Multi-modal and active mobility2

Connect youth-centric destinations4

i

i

1

4

3

2

2

1

3

4
1

2

4

3

Priority routes for a child-friendly New Orleans

Making vacant lots safe and controlled1

Activating sites through pop-ups2

Turning blank sites into recreation 
space

3

Lot adoption and mowing programs4

Transforming Blight
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Communications and Awareness

WiFi hubs and mesh network

Community centers

Program ambassadors

i

i

1
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2

2
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3

4
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4
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Site clean-up1

Outdoor active recreation3

2 Site activation through environmental 
education

Access to waterfront as an amenity4

Connection to Nature

i Informational signage

Priority routes for a child-friendly New Orleans
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Create Safe Routes, Safe Streets, and a walkable  
New Orleans

Designing safer streets should involve initiatives like 
improving crosswalks and sidewalks, adding shade 
and refuge, and ensuring street lights and signals are 
distributed and functional. For child-friendly routes, these 
tactics are particularly important along routes to school, 
libraries, and other key areas of interests for youth.

Other approaches to safe streets could include bike lanes 
and cycling infrastructure, speed reduction, designated 
play streets, encouraging active mobility and outdoor 
fitness, and designing signage to be accessible for 
children. Several cities and towns have created “walking 
school buses” where groups of kids walk to school with 
one or more adults along a planned route. 

Key collaborators:

Office of Transportation

Public Works

NOLA Public Schools

Ride New Orleans

Complete Streets 

Coalition

BikeEasy

FitNola

Children’s Hospital

NOHD

Prioritized goals in detail

SAFETY

Medium term goal

i

i
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Transform Blight into Play Spaces 

By re-using materials such as tires from blighted areas to 
create play structures, and/or adapting existing buildings, 
we provide space for play and recreation for children and 
families, in addition to encouraging a circular economy in 
New Orleans where resources are repaired and re-used, 
and landfill waste is reduced.

Re-used materials could be used for play structures, 
seating and benches, planters and landscaping, or 
walkways, as a few examples. These initiatives have 
already started in many neighborhoods through the 
re-purposing of old tires as play structures. Material 
upcycling can be combined with clean-up programs that 
prepare sites for greening and activation.

Key collaborators:

NORA

PlayBuild

NORDC

Green Project

KaBOOM!

CleanUP NOLA initiative

Prioritized goals in detail

NATURE & SUSTAINABILITY

Medium term goal

i

i
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Key collaborators:

TransDev 

Parks & Parkways

NORDC

Audubon Commission

NOPL

Children’s Museum

Audubon

City Park

City Hall Communications 

Team

Local media

Prioritized goals in detail

NATURE & SUSTAINABILITY

Create New and Strengthen Existing Access to 
Nature, Recreation, and Water 

We can re-establish common green and blue spaces 
(i.e. lakes and river access) throughout the city with new 
pocket parks and public spaces along the waterfront. New 
Orleans can re-establish the common green throughout 
the city by taking advantage of existing spaces like the 
neutral grounds.

Additionally, creating safe circulators to, and programming 
in, these new and existing spaces can encourage kids to 
spend more time outside in all seasons. Programs could 
include ecological education, sports and recreation, 
environmental stewardship, and food production, to name 
a few.

Medium term goal

i

i
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Establish Communication and Awareness Strategy    
& Platform 

Many New Orleans residents aren’t aware of, or don’t 
feel included in, city programs and events. Strengthening 
communications and outreach through communication 
hubs and digital platforms can help raise awareness and 
participation in child-friendly programming. 

The city can consider creating a digital platform that 
communicates current programs and services as 
well as an outreach plan. Creating community hubs 
and a distributed, resilient WiFi network can assist in 
providing the infrastructure for digital platforms and 
communications initiatives.

Key collaborators:

City Hall Communications 

team

Neighborhood 

Engagement

OYF

NOPL

NORDC

Office of Information 

Technology and 

Innovation

Telecommunications 

companies (i.e. Cox, AT&T)

Prioritized goals in detail

STRONGER COMMUNITIES

Short term goal

i

i
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Looking forward

This work is just the beginning of New 
Orleans’ path toward becoming a 
more child-friendly city, and there is so 
much more to come with the creation 
of a city-wide Youth Master Plan and 
other youth-centered programs and 
initiatives. The content of this booklet 
can be leveraged by city agencies in 
New Orleans, community groups, and 
local organizations to assess, plan, 
design, and monitor child-friendliness 
within their spheres of influence. 
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About the team

Office of Youth and Families

The Office of Youth and Families’ mission is to build 
a strong foundation for future generations of New 
Orleanians by engaging youth and the community in 
providing input into city government decisions affecting 
young people, improving coordination between 
agencies, expanding resources, and ensuring equitable 
policymaking.

PlayBuild 

PlayBuild NOLA is a non-profit based in New Orleans. 
Since late 2012 they’ve been on a mission to transform 
under-utilized urban spaces into exciting kid-friendly 
environments for play and learning. The PlayBuild flagship 
site at  2828 Thalia Street hosts year-round outdoor play 
and classroom activities. 

Arup 

Arup is an independent firm of designers, planners, 
consultants, engineers, and technical specialists offering 
a broad range of professional services. We hold an 
underlying passion for delivering impactful and change-
motivated results through research collaborations and 
industry services, in accordance with our mission to 
‘shape a better world’.

Tulane School of Architecture

The Tulane School of Architecture provides a world-class 
education in architecture, preservation, and sustainable 
real estate development. The school’s teaching and 
research advance these fields in the most relevant topics 
of today, such as climate change, the coastal and riparian 
crisis, and the challenges of social and environmental 
justice. 




