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Children’s transport and mobility: towards a child-centred
methodology/toolkit

Children and youths under the age of 18 have received remarkably little attention in
transport and mobility studies and transport policy in low income countries, apart
from limited work on road safety. This is an extremely important omission, given that
over half the population of many low income countries consists of children and young
people. Improving mobility and access to health and education facilities for both girl
and boy children has massive implications for their subsequent livelihood potential. It
is crucial to many of the Millennium Goals.

Research collaborators from the University of Durham, U.K.; The Concerned for
Working Children (CWC), Bangalore, India; the University of Cape Coast, Ghana;
CSIR Transportek, Tshwane, South Africa; and the International Forum for Rural
Transport and Development (IFRTD), working with child researchers, have produced
a pilot Methodology/Toolkit on children’s mobility and transport. This not only
focuses on child mobility and access problems, but aims to support children who
want to be part of the structure and processes for their participation and
empowerment.

As May observes (2001), although children’s participation in development agendas
has increased, there is still much tokenism where children's voices are concerned.
Drawing substantially on CWC’s experience in promoting innovative child-centred
participatory methodologies (mostly in a children’s rights context), our child research
collaborators (approximated equal numbers of boys and girls) have piloted the
transport methodology in sample rural and peri-urban locations in three countries
(Ghana, India, South Africa). The study was most extensive in India, where 144 child
researchers were involved in three different panchayats in Karnataka (one remote
rural, one accessible rural, one peri-urban). In Ghana, the pilot was limited to 12
children in one peri-urban settlement near Cape Coast in Central Region and in South
Africa to 13 children in one remote rural settlement in the Eastern Cape Province,
because of the relative novelty of the approach in these countries, and limitations of
time and funds.

From our preliminary field tests in India, Ghana and South Africa we conclude:

e The child-centred approach shows substantial potential in all three country
contexts.

e Children between 9 and 18 years of age were able to collect and analyse a
wide range of data on transport and mobility issues using diverse methods,
including in-depth interviews, focus groups, observation (transect) mapping,
traffic counts, questionnaire surveys, etc.

e Using the methodologies they developed, children were able to identify a
range of problems affecting them and their peers. They may face very
different hazards from those perceived by adults, not least because of
difference in physical growth and development, but also sometimes because of
their common position of powerlessness or other factors: e.g. they are less
easily seen as they attempt to cross busy roads; they may have more difficulty



climbing over rocks or big roots of trees, jumping over gullies and fences,
fording streams or walking on slippery bridges; small feet get caught in tree
roots; bus conductors may start the bus before they have safely alighted,; it is
harder for young girls to avoid the unwelcome attentions of bus conductors or
drunks as they return through the forest at twilight etc.

All the children involved in the project reported that they enjoyed their
involvement: they had gained new understandings and skills as a result of their
participation and wanted to conduct further research into issues impacting on
children. The Indian children had already received a letter from their local
Gran Panchayat (Local Government administration) congratulating them on
their excellent work. The Ghanaian children from one school have since
formed their own organisation and started another research project entirely on
their own initiative, to consider school feeding arrangements.

This project provided an opportunity to test the ground regarding child-centred
approaches to studying transport and mobility. We focussed on a very limited
number of rural and peri-urban sites. Further testing in all three countries will
be necessary to ensure coverage of more diverse contexts (agro-ecological,
socio-economic and cultural). Adaptation of the toolkit to urban conditions
and for research by non-literate children is possible, for instance, but will need
further attention.

Examination of children's access and mobility is needed in diverse settings,
not just to explore and extend our tentative observations about children’s
transport issues, or to promote child-centred approaches, but to raise the
visibility of the problem, and to develop policies and institutional support to
improve conditions. The methodology can help sensitise transport
professionals and policy makers to the specific mobility needs of children so
that they can be addressed.

There is a very positive impact on children if they can do their own research
towards solving their problems and influencing policies.

Children learn extremely valuable research and information management
skills.

The following points, which are broadly relevant to any type of child-centred study,
also need to be taken into consideration in future planning of child-centred research:

Child-centred studies are time and labour intensive. They may need substantial
adult facilitation, particularly in the early stages where the children involved
are unused to conducting their own studies. The Ghana pilot with 12 children,
for instance, was supported by five university staff, facilitated by two staff
from CWC, working with the children full-time over a six days training
period. The time required for the programme can present difficulties for
children who usually have to prioritise school and/or work tasks.

Careful preparation (consents from diverse stakeholders) and sensitisation
among stakeholders is essential. This is especially time-consuming where the
approach is to be newly employed. In our South Africa study such
groundwork took months before the pilot could commence.

Broader organisational structures need to be in place if children are not to be
merely information gatherers or information providers but rather, to be
empowered to look for solutions and implement them. From this perspective
(strongly promoted by CWC), children’s participation should not be an
activity or an end in itself but a process whereby children influence outcomes:



information only becomes power if it is used. The role of adults in this
approach is to support children in their research and to influence policy at
national levels. In India, CWC has been successful in promoting
organisational structures to support children’s initiatives: their strategy is just
7 months old in the 3 Panchayats where the study was conducted, which
suggests there is considerable potential in any area, provided the adult
facilitators have the expertise and skills (as shown by achievements in the 5-
day pilot work in Ghana). In our Ghana and South Africa pilots, where there
was no well-established structure of children’s advocacy organisations within
which to set the studies, the process had to be facilitated in a very preliminary
way by identifying stakeholders to help take the issues forward.
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