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What Happens When Children Design a City?

Lessons from Amsterdam’s Year of the Pedestrian

Earlier this year, sixteen young Amsterdammers from all city districts came together as part of the
Amsterdam Children’s Council to reimagine Amsterdam as a safer, more inclusive, and more enjoyable
city for pedestrians. This initiative was part of Het Jaar van de Voetganger (The Year of the Pedestrian)
and embedded in the broader urban vision of Amsterdam Maakt Ruimte (Amsterdam Creates Space).
Together, we created a co-design process where children weren’t just heard — they were empowered
to explore, build, and present their ideas for the future of their city.

Why involve children in city design?

Because their perspective is refreshingly honest and innovative, children move through Amsterdam
differently; they notice what adults miss. Narrow sidewalks. Dangerous crossings. The lack of play
spaces. Or how overwhelming it feels around Amsterdam Central Station. Their ideas aren't just
imaginative — they’re grounded in daily lived experience. And when given the tools, space, and
respect to think creatively, children become powerful urban designers.

The Designathon Journey

We kicked off the program on April 9, during a festive launch at City Hall. Alderman Melanie van der
Horst (Traffic and Transport, Public Space and Green Areas, Air Quality, Water, and the North


https://www.linkedin.com/in/melaniehorst/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/melaniehorst/

Amsterdam Initiative) and Rogier Noyon from the Dutch Pedestrian Association joined the children for
their first workshop, guided by facilitators from the Children’s Council of the City of Amsterdam and
Stichting Discussiéren Kun Je Leren.
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Over a series of workshops in May and June, the children identified key challenges they face as
pedestrians, sketched ideas, built prototypes, debated their ideas and drafted an official advisory letter
to the city.

Each session built momentum: on May 21, after building their prototypes, the children presented them
to experts lvo Frantzen (Policy Advisor for Traffic and Public Space) and Johanneke Helmers (Program
Manager for the Year of the Pedestrian), who offered valuable feedback. On June 11, they formally
shared their recommendations with Alderman Melanie van der Horst. And on June 26, they addressed
city council members during a public committee meeting.

Their proposals are now under active consideration and will be discussed by the city council in
September.

Designathon workshop; Amsterdam Children's Council with Alderman Melanie van der Horst and Rogier Noyon, Photo by Tom Baas


https://www.linkedin.com/in/rogiernoyon/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/gemeente-amsterdam/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/dkjl/
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https://www.linkedin.com/in/ivo-frantzen-1488235/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/johannekehelmers/

So what did they imagine?
Here's a glimpse of their ideas:

Wider sidewalks and clearer zones - Separate lanes for scooters, cyclists, and pedestrians, especially
near busy areas like Amsterdam Central Station:

#> Sky parking - One group dreamed of futuristic “sky parking” to free up space on the ground:




V£ Natural playgrounds in urban areas - Another group proposed traffic-free zones transformed into
green public spaces with wide, walkable paths for play, rest, and connection:

B8 Viaducts over busy roads - With covered walkways that double as information hubs, turning a
stressful crossing into a meaningful experience. One child put it perfectly: “You come out a different
person!”:




Why this matters

Children and young people have a right to be involved in decisions that affect them — that’s not just
good practice, it's a principle enshrined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 12).

But beyond rights, their participation brings real value. They grow up in a fast-changing world and often
see challenges and solutions from fresh, creative angles. By including them, we design smarter, more
relevant policies. And we help them build the confidence, citizenship skills, and sense of belonging that
fuel a healthy democracy.

If we want future-ready cities, we must co-create them with the future in mind — and that means with
young people, not just for them.

A model for other cities?

Amsterdam’s approach — involving children not as tokens, but as true co-designers — offers a blueprint
for any city seeking to become more inclusive, more human, and more future-proof. If you're working in
urban planning, education, or youth engagement, consider: What would your city look like if children
helped design it?

Want to learn more about the Designathon method or receive the full advisory letter from the
Children’s Council? Feel free to reach out.

#childfriendlycities #urbaninnovation #youthparticipation #pedestriansfirst
#amsterdam #designthinking #codesign #childrenasleaders #designathons
#changemakerchildren
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