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From Imagination to Reality on Child 
Spaces for Recreation: Insights and 

Foresights on Zimbabwe 
 

SAMSON MHIZHA1 

 

Abstract  
Much research on the importance of physical and recreational 
activities and play among children exists globally, though little 
has been done in Africa in general and Zimbabwe in particular. 
More importantly, there is limited research evidence and policy 
dialogues on the importance of planning for child spaces for 
recreation and play in Zimbabwe. The main objective of the 
current study is to explore challenges and policy implications for 
recreational and play spaces in urban Zimbabwe. The study 
employs a literature review approach and reviews relevant 
studies from 1980 to 2023.  The main challenges discussed 

include rapid urbanisation without development, little research, 
ambivalent policy and legal framework, corruption, politics of 
urban planning, invasions of play and recreational spaces, the 
prevalence of sedentary lifestyles and lack of scientific 
knowledge on the importance of physical activities. There is a 
dearth of public policies on the promotion of children’s play and 
recreational opportunities, with the situation in communities 
compounded by a weak public capacity to plan, implement and 
enforce the promotion of recreational and play facilities.  

 
Keywords: play, open space, resilience, town planning, 

urbanisation 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Globally, there is widespread recognition that play is vital for 

children‘s health, physical, social and emotional development 
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and overall well-being (Lester and Russell, 2010; Adjei-Boadi et 
al., 2021; Lambert et al., 2019).  Consequently, children‘s right 

to play is popularised under Article 12 of the African Charter on 
the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) and Article 31 of 

the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC) (Adjei-Boadi et al., 2021). For Adjei-Boadi et al. (ibid.), 

these two international instruments reckon the children‘s rights 

are ―to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational 

activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate 
freely in cultural life and the arts.‖  Moreover, there is mounting 

global appreciation of the role of children‘s recreational facilities 

and open spaces, especially in Target 11.7 of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) on sustainable cities which says: 

―By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and 

accessible, green and public spaces, in particular for women 
and children, older persons and persons with disabilities‖ (UN 

General Assembly, 2015:22).  

 

The United Nations mandated all nations, developed and 

developing, to ensure that their children, among other 
populations, have access to recreational spaces, playgrounds 

and open spaces since they are critical in assuring good health 

and physical and emotional benefits such as reduction of stress 
and depression (Shoari et al., 2021). Furthermore, evidence has 

shown that greening of open urban spaces for play helps in 
reducing violence and crime (Mcdonald et al., 2023), enhancing 

social cohesion and networks (Bille, Jensen and Buitenwerf, 
2023), reducing the probability and risk of obesity and 

overweight (Dadvand, Gascon and Markevych, 2019; Islam, 

Johnston and Sly, 2020), increasing physical activity (Dadvand, 

Gascon and Markevych, 2019; Islam, Johnston and Sly, 2020) 

and improving mental well-being (Bille, Jensen and Buitenwerf, 
2023).  

 

Recreational spaces, open and green spaces and playgrounds 

have also been credited for spaces of relaxation and connection 

with nature (Veitch, Salmon and Ball, 2010). Nevertheless, 
Janssen and King (2015) and Lambert et al. (2019) have 

reasoned that children‘s creational activities are influenced by 

the environment and their perceptions of neighbourhood 

design, including factors like pedestrian facilities, aesthetics 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412022002136#b0070
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412022002136#b0175
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and traffic issues. Janssen and King (2015) write that for 

children to enjoy play in recreational facilities, they consider its 
playability based on the presence of trails, very low-traffic 

streets, undeveloped green spaces, playgrounds and cul-de-

sacs. Most of the research done by social science researchers on 

playability has been done in developed countries, especially in 
Europe, North America and Australia (Lambert et al., 2019; 

Barr et al., 2020). There are very few studies on the importance 

of play and physical activities in Africa, especially on planning 
for children‘s play and recreational spaces. However, it is worth 

noting that some recent academic outputs, for example, 
Oyeyemi et al. (2019 and Barr et al. (2020),  on play and 

physical activities in urban areas in Africa have focused on 

adults, with little on play activities among children. In addition, 

in recent years, there have been efforts to participate in the 
universal Report Card on Physical Activity for Children and 

Youth to generate national baseline data on physical activity 
and environments that enable physical activity (Ocansey et al., 

2014). Countries which have been involved include Zimbabwe, 

South Africa, Kenya and Ghana. Regardless of the huge 

knowledge of how crucial play is to children‘s development and 
growth, including their general social and mental well-being 
(Veitch et al., 2010;;Wood, et al., 2017;  Bille, Jensen and 

Buitenwerf, 2023), there is a deafening silence on the matter 

both in terms of policy and scientific outputs. This article seeks 

to contribute to the limited knowledge of the importance of 

considering play among children during urban planning. It 
examines the extent to which playability features in Zimbabwe‘s 

urban design. This is against the backdrop of rapid 

urbanisation across Africa in general and Zimbabwe in 

particular and the associated lifestyle changes and declines in 
physical activity (Barr et al., 2020). 

 
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK  

 

RESILIENCE AND PHYSICAL SPACES  

The current study shows that there is a relationship between 
resilience and ecology among children. Höltge et al. (2021) 

report findings from 14 countries showing that certain 
particular environmental contexts shape resilience. Though 

social and psychological factors influence resilience, the 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7612076/#R52
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7612076/#R9
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7612076/#R9
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7612076/#R66
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7612076/#R66
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7612076/#R93
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7612076/#R9
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physical environment in which children grow may shape the 

development of resilience processes. Ungar (2017) writes that 
there is a relationship between neighbourhoods and neurons 

via person-environment interactions. Resultingly, it is 

significant to appreciate the physical environments that may 

affect children‘s resilience (Ungar and Theron, 2020). Literature 

shows that physical environments with higher social cohesion 
can reduce child maltreatment (Abdullah et al., 2020), while 

more socially interconnected neighbourhoods are linked to a 

reduction in stressful life events and lower levels of suicidal 

ideation, anxiety, depression and aggressive behaviour among 
children (Kingsbury et al., 2020).  

 

A qualitative study conducted in the US on environmental 
health experiences among children in urban areas showed that 

resilience was developed and had sub-themes such as trust, 

leadership, engagement, representation, trust and safety (Bogar 
et al., 2018), while trust and safety helped them to develop 

resilience by navigating their local spaces and develop ―cognitive 

risk maps‖ for finding safer spaces such as community gardens 
(ibid.). Scholars have shown increased interest in studying the 

relationship between people and their natural ecologies 

(Seymour, 2016). Studies show that children who spend more 

time in nature have improved well-being, health development 

and positive attitudes toward the environment (Gill, 2014). 
Indeed, even among adults, Wood et al. (2017) reveal that public 

green spaces were linked to increased mental well-being. Hatala 
et al. (2020) show that youths from Canadian indigenous tribes 

showed that they had a calming influence, offered a sense of 

hope and helped them deal with anger, fear and general 

difficulties and stress in their daily lives.  

 

A study conducted in Africa shows that physical spaces and the 
safety of those spaces influenced how people adapted to their 

ecologies and how built ecologies are shaped (Watson, 2009). 
Watson (ibid.) reasons that town planning has customarily 

excluded the poor as is shown by the spatial planning in urban 

areas during apartheid in South Africa (Maharaj, 2020). 

Oosthuizen and Burnett (2019) conducted a study on youths in 
poor townships in Johannesburg and perceived their use of 

spaces and found categories of space based on activity and 
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safety: safe activity supportive, unsafe activity supportive, safe 

activity unsupportive and unsafe activity unsupportive. These 
scholars concluded that community mapping is useful as 

stakeholders can pick safe environments where they can 

conduct physical and sporting activity programmes for youth to 
increase participation (ibid.). The development of such spaces 

may aid in providing networks of activities that can promote 

youth resilience (Ungar and Theron, 2020). 
 

Studies also provide evidence of the impact of one‘s physical 

neighbourhood on mental health and resilience. A South 

African study assessing the relationship between social capital 

and youth mental health utilising family social capital and 

neighbourhood social capital as its primary variables, outlines 
that family social capital, as measured by household income, 

decreased the odds of depression, while higher perceptions of 

crime in the participants‘ neighbourhoods increased the 

chances of depression (Somefun and Fotso, 2020). These 

findings suggest that although increased family social capital is 
associated with decreased mental illness, it does not necessarily 
promote increased mental well-being (ibid.). 

 

 A study based in Reservoir Hills in Durban, South Africa, a 

historically Indian middle-income area, examined community 

members' perceptions of safety regarding urban open spaces 
(Perry et al., 2008). Parks and open spaces in the 

neighbourhood were viewed as unsafe by participants, who felt 

fearful of these spaces due to potential criminal activities, 

regardless of whether the spaces were well-maintained or not 
(ibid.). This contrasts with research globally, that generally 

indicates more green space is associated with lower incidences 
of illegal activity in urban environments (Shepley et al., 2019). 

These contrasts echo Ungar and Theron‘s (2020) arguments 

that resilience must be understood contextually and locally 

produced, hence no two ecological systems are the same. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Recreational public places are important in developing 
countries as it is an integral part of child development as it 

allows children to express both positive and negative feelings. 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF IMAGINATION CHILD RECREATIONAL SPACES 
The Blue Brain Teacher (2023) alludes that imagination is not 

just a playful escape, but a pivotal tool in a child‘s mental and 
emotional development. This fascinating cognitive process not 

only fuels creativity and fantasy, but also plays a central role in 

shaping children‘s understanding of the world around them. 
The Blue Brain Teacher (ibid.) posits that imagination is 

recognised as a critical cognitive process, integral to the 

development of social cognition in both infancy and childhood. 
It is important in adulthood as it generates new ideas from old 

ones and shapes thoughts about alternatives to current 

realities. Field (2016) avers that the landscapes designed for 

children are the stage on which innumerable dramas, comedies, 

games and imaginative play can unfold and designing spaces 
that promote imaginative play can help to support children‘s 
physical, emotional and social growth. Field (ibid.) observes that 

while few would argue against these efforts, it would be a 

disservice to the children if the designed spaces were meant 

only to develop their strength and balance at the expense of 

emotional and social skills such as creativity, empathy and 
cooperation.  

 

Yonzon, (2022) asserts that children‘s play has a central role in 

everyday educational reality of early childhood settings. As a 

common practice, play explorations act as tools for supporting 
children‘s development. Yonzon, (ibid.) alludes that for most 

infants and toddlers engaging in imaginary play, this 
constitutes a new reality. Fragkiadaki et al. (2021), observe that 

the early experience of imaginary play involving improvisation 

and extending stories as part of the institutional practice, poses 

continuous challenges for infants, toddlers and educators. 

Vygotsky, (1966) suggests that play is the main source of 
development in early childhood and children, giving meaning to 
things when in imaginary play. Vygotsky (=ibid.) further 

suggests that tools play an auxiliary role in individuals' mental 

functioning, creating a mediating activity which is considered a 

psychological tool. Play is understood as the most critical 

activity across home, childcare and school, allowing progressive 
and significant physical, social, cognitive and emotional 

development for children (Fleer, 2013; Garner and Bergen, 

2015). Imagination play is important for children‘s ability to 
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move from modelled real-life actions, relationships with others 

and concrete objects in social relations to abstracting and 
enabling playful and symbolic use of objects. 

 

METHODOLOGY  

The study employes a literature review method to collect 

published studies in recreational spaces for children, both in a 

local Zimbabwean context and internationally. The literature 
search focuses on published studies in academic publications 

and a few media outputs. This study collated studies that 

focused on particular child spaces for recreation and play. The 

primary databases used to source international literature are 

the Web of Science and SCOPUS. Key words included in 
searches, in varying combinations, were ―child spaces‖, ―open 

spaces‖, ―recreation‖, ―children‖, ―play‖ and ―green spaces‖ 

(Pillay, 2023). Search results were screened to include only 

journal articles and book chapters. The publications are from 

1980 to 2023. For more local literature from Zimbabwe and 

Africa, SCOPUS, Web of Science and SABINET African Journals 
databases were used. Search results were filtered for journal 

articles and book chapters. A few relevant media outputs have 

been included. 

 

FINDINGS  
 

DEFINING PLAY 

It is important to define play and recreation. According to Lynch 

and Moore (2016), play is a primary occupation for children and 

is recognised as a universal human right. Gill (2021) says play 

is well-acknowledged as a major feature of a child‘s life while 
activities that delineate children‘s play can change with age and 

context. Play is defined differently by people from different 

contexts, hence the exercise is not easy and is worsened by 

trying to compare it to terms such as ‗recreation‘ and ‗leisure‘. 

These terms share similar characteristics (including the 
involvement of some level of physical activities) and outcomes 

such as reduction in stress and improved health. Nevertheless, 

McLean and Hurd (2012) note that play can be distinguished 

from leisure and recreation, although the lines of distinctions 

can be blurred. While play can be broadly defined as an activity 

that is self-motivated and undertaken for intrinsic purposes, 
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leisure refers generally to how an individual uses his or her free 

time (Henderson, 2010, cited in Adjei-Boadi, 2021; McLean and 
Hurd, 2012). On the other hand, recreation is defined as 

activities undertaken during one‘s free time and these activities 

are generally voluntary and for pleasure purposes (Henderson, 

2010, cited in Adjei, cited in Adjei-Boadi, 2021).  

 

It is important to note that governments in developed countries 
invest heavily in the subject, that they even define play 

themselves. According to the Scottish Government (2013:12), 

―play is freely chosen, personally directed, intrinsically 

motivated behaviour that actively engages the child‖. Not to be 

outdone, the Welsh Assembly Government (2002:3) reasons 
that play ―is performed for no external goal or reward and is a 

fundamental and integral part of healthy development - not only 

for individual children but also for the society in which they 

live‖ Bartlett (1999) also defines play as children getting 

involved ―passionately in their surroundings through 

exploration, manipulation, physical exuberance, 
experimentation and pretence, either alone or with others‖ For 

this study, play, leisure and recreational activities are used 

interchangeably as are playgrounds, open spaces and 

recreational facilities. 

 
BELIEFS AND KNOWLEDGE ON PLAY AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITIES  

It is important to note that looking at beliefs and knowledge of 

play is very critical. Governments, parents and stakeholders 

that value play will promote it and those that do not, will 

neglect it. Lester and Russel (2010) write that some adult 

caregivers take play as a socialisation process and have the role 
of impacting cultural beliefs and may promote it. Nonetheless, 

some adults believe that play is unsettling, threatening 

(assuming that children may be bullied) or of no value, leading 

to prohibitions and sanctions, yet children appreciate play 
greatly (ibid.). However, some parents do not promote play 

because of their hurried lifestyles, punishing work schedules, 
preference for their children to use devices like smartphones 

and their increased emphasis on academics over play 

(Ginsburg, 2007). Aribino and Muchemwa (2023) argue that in 

Zimbabwe, there is an emerging phenomenon of the 

development of new residential settlements such as gated 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7612076/#R83
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7612076/#R97
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7612076/#R8
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1350293X.2022.2070648
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communities, high-density areas and new schools which do not 

have recreational spaces for children. They lament that it is 
clear that those in charge of developing those new suburbs and 

schools have no working knowledge of the importance of play 
for children (ibid.). According to Chitagu (2021), most local 

authorities no longer reserve land for child recreational centres 

because of their lack of understanding of the importance of 

play. 
 

Moyo and Chipfupa (2021) conducted a study on parents and 

children in Binga District and report that only 10.8% of children 

who participated in their study were aware of their rights to 

play while only 0.7% of the parents interviewed knew that 

children had the rights to play. This means that most adults 
and parents in Zimbabwe, or at least in Binga, are not aware 

that children have a right to play. Alternatively, Čavojová, Šrol 

and Ballová Mikušková (2022) argue that the main challenge is 

the lack of scientific reasoning in planning, as scientific 

evidence is expected to help question unfounded beliefs and the 
efficacy of alternative policy options, and is instrumental in 

arriving at it ultimate scientific evidence-based policies.  

  

Lack of proper knowledge on play is due to the unfortunate lack 

of scientific evidence in policy-making, possibly because of 

mutual scepticism between local scientists and policy-makers 
(Strydom et aal., 2010) and poor funding for research for local 

scientists (Ganda, 2017). Stewart (2023) reasons that evidence-

informed policies are very critical as they aim to improve 

societal outcomes and development, reduce harm, raise 

transparency and, therefore, also governance. Certainly, 

because of these benefits, there has been a noteworthy rise in 
investment in activities to increase the use of research evidence 

in policy in developing and developed countries in recent years 
(ibid.). 

 

Ganda (2017), as did NEPAD (2014); reports that in 2014, 

Zimbabwe had a budget of only US$24 million covering salaries 
and capital expenditures for universities when single 

universities in the West budgeted for more than US$3 billion 

per year for research expenses only (Zalaznick, 2023). In 

psychology, in the West, research is perhaps the most satisfying 
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and lucrative divisional field, ahead of all other divisions, while 

in Zimbabwe, one wonders whether there is a field known as 
research psychology. For that reason, there is evidence that 

although almost 90% of all children and adolescents live in 

developing countries, only about 10% of research on mental 
health in children comes from these countries (Kieling et al., 
2011; Dorsey et al., 2015; Sharma et al., 2022). For that reason, 

people in developing countries do not appreciate the importance 

of play because there is little research being conducted there. 
Ganda (2017), having worked in the higher and tertiary 

education ministry at director level, observes that challenges for 

cutting-edge research in Africa, especially in Zimbabwe, 

include: lack of funding (research is not a priority for budget 

decision-makers); poor investment in education to PhD level 
(focus being on basic education); skills migration to overseas 

institutions; and limited international collaboration. He 

concludes that the lack of cutting-edge research and the 

absence of evidence-based policy-making, are major hindrances 

to development in Africa. 

 
LACK OF PLAY AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITY 
According to Manyanga et al. (2018), physical inactivity, the 

fourth leading cause of death worldwide, together with obesity, 

is increasing globally. In developing countries like Zimbabwe, 

childhood obesity often co-exists with undernutrition (stunting, 

wasting and underweight), leading to a ―double burden of 
malnutrition‖ (ibid.). Nonetheless, there is limited literature and 

mostly unpublished data on physical activity for Zimbabwean 
children (ibid.). Generally, physical activity levels for 

Zimbabwean children are lower than elsewhere (ibid.). 
Manyanga et al. 2023 and the WHO (2022) write that physical 

activities for children are associated with several benefits that 

include improved academic performance, adiposity profiles, 
cognition and mental and physical health. Though there have 
been calls to increase physical activity (Makaza et al. 2016; 

Makaza et al. 2018) and minimise recreational screen time 

among children and adolescents in Zimbabwe, the present 

findings indicate that there have not been significant 
improvements between 2016 and 2022 (Manyanga et al. 2023). 
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Manyanga posits that there is need for more targeted public 

health messages, delivered in school settings, promoting various 
forms of physical activity, encouraging ‗breaking sitting time‘ 

and promoting active transportation (regardless of the belief 

that affluent people should not use public transport in 

Zimbabwe). Rural children are more active than urban ones due 

to less access to recreational screens and a lack of vehicular 

transportation to school.  
 
Pencil et al. (2023), as did the WHO (2000), note that overweight 

and obesity are significant public health concerns, with 

approximately 5% to 16.5% of adolescents in Africa being obese. 

Zimbabwe is one of the countries with a rising and unresolved 

obesity prevalence of 36.6% among adolescents since 2015 
(Mukora-Mutseyekwa, Nengomasha and Adjei, 2019). Obesity 

leads to an increase in non-communicable diseases (NCDs) 

such as Type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM), cardiovascular 

diseases and hypertension, which are currently part of 
Zimbabwe‘s biggest health threats (Kamvura et al., 2022). 

Zimbabwe is experiencing a nutrition transition where the 
consumption of obesogenic foods is high in urban areas and 

energy-dense foods associated with Western lifestyles have been 

adopted (Matsungo and Chopera, 2020]. The causes of obesity 

are multifactorial, including individual, environmental and 

societal factors.  
 

Socio-cultural perceptions and beliefs fuel the increase in 

overweight and obesity (Pencil, Matsungo and Hayami, 2021). In 

many African countries, including Zimbabwe, it is commonly 

believed that healthy people should not be skinny as it 

symbolises poverty and ill-health (Renzaho, 2004; Reese-
Masterson and Murakwani, 2016; Pencil and Hayami, 2021).  In 

Zimbabwe, where physical activity education is part of the 
school curriculum (Manyanga et al., 2023), increasing 

adolescents‘ physical activity levels should be achieved through 

both organised and recreational sports activities. 

 
CORRUPT COUNCIL AND NATIONAL PUBLIC OFFICIALS 

In Zimbabwe, there is an outcry that local authorities are taking 

advantage of the rising need for residential stands and are 

sacrificing space reserved for children‘s recreational facilities 
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and blamed that on greedy local authority officials (Dube and 

Chirisa, 2012; Marongwe, Mukoto and Chatiza, 2011; 
Muchadenyika, 2015; Aribino and Muchemwa, 2023). 

Muchadenyika (2015) writes that at one time the Movement for 

Democratic Chanage (MDC) party dismissed all their 

Chitungwiza councillors having found them to be very corrupt.  

Marongwe, Mukoto and Chatiza (2011) are disturbed to note 

that one minister responsible for the local government, once 
identified a piece of land reserved for recreational purposes in 

the city and influenced council officials to submit to him an 

application for change of land use and then approved the 

process himself and paid just US$2 300 for this stand 

measuring almost 20 hectares situated in the leafy Borrowdale 
suburb. In addition, Chatiza and Gotora (2021) write that land 

earmarked for recreational parks and other uses had been 

subdivided by land barons without even following appropriate 

channels. It occurred that individuals and council officials who 

identified any piece of land, developed it and claimed 

ownership, had the right to develop it.  
 

Mate, Oosterom and Mpofu's (2023) use of urban space is 

influenced by authoritarian politics that reflect broader trends 

in urban politics in Zimbabwe. Since the electoral successes of 

the MDC in urban areas, the Zimbabwe African National Union-
Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) has selectively and strategically used 

patronage, surveillance, repression and legal manoeuvring to 

subvert MDC-dominated city councils (Muchadenyika, 2015). 

Markets are sites of urban ruling party patronage, with ZANU-

PF brokers (referred to as ‗space barons‘) granting access to 

vending spaces in exchange for real or feigned support to ZANU-
PF (Ndawana, 2018; Oosterom and Gukurume, 2022). Informal 

traders occupy and use urban space in a decidedly illegal way 

as they use open and recreational spaces against their original 

uses (Mate, oostero, and Mpofu, 2023). 

 
POLICY AND LEGAL FRAMEWORK 

There exist laws and policies in Zimbabwe that have mixed 

signals on play and physical activity, with some promoting it, 

while others are silent on the subject. Circular No. 17 of 2004 

by the Ministry of Local Government, Public Works and Housing 

set the parameters for regulating housing development in 
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Zimbabwe using three facets: Planning, Infrastructure and 

House Construction (Marongwe, Mukoto and Chatiza, 2011; 
Chatiza, 2012). The Circular, among other standards, directed 

that each local government authority can set the percentage of 

area for recreational areas although the national minimum area 

was put at 5% of the planning area (Chatiza, 2012:14). The 

Child Rights Barometer (2018) writes that Zimbabwe‘s 

constitution upholds the rights of persons with disability and 
the Disability Act was made law in 2014. Internationally, 

Zimbabwe ratified the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disability in 2013 (ibid.).  

 

Section 83 is dedicated to the rights of persons with disability 

and obligates the state to take appropriate means within the 
limit of resources available to enable persons with disability to 
participate in social and recreational activities (ibid.). 

Furthermore, the Zimbabwean government promulgated a 

policy on persons with disability (GoZ, 2021). The policy asserts 

that children with disabilities should have equal access and 

opportunity with other children to participate in play, 
recreation, leisure and sporting activities, including in the 

school system and directed relevant stakeholders to develop 

national guidelines for ensuring inclusion of children with 

disabilities (GoZ, 2021).  

 
In 2019, the Zimbabwe government set out the national human 

settlement policy. The policy developed the national human 

settlements policy which stipulated that human settlements are 

areas where people live, work and play and the inhabitants 

thereof have the obligation to contribute to the planning, 

development and management of their areas (GoZ, 2019). The 
government of Zimbabwe (ibid.) laments that approved layout 

plans have been violated to the extent that beneficiaries have 

been building on undesignated land such as recreational stands 

and open spaces and indicated that those settled on 

recreational facilities will be relocated and the land‘s original 

purposes restored. The government (2019), in the policy, 
promised to set up policies to cater for many purposes, 

including recreational purposes. Additionally, the Zimbabwe 

government developed the school health policy in 2018. The 

policy, among other things, sought to provide recreational and 
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safe play facilities in schools and specified that safe schools 

should include safe playground spaces (GoZ, 2018). 
Nonetheless, no other laws and policies spelt out the children‘s 

rights to play in Zimbabwe.  

 

NEGLECT OF RECREATIONAL FACILITIES 

Chiweshe and Dandah (2021) affirm that most recreational 

facilities in most urban areas in Harare are in a sorry state and 
unsuitable for crying out for repairs and maintenance from local 

authorities. These local authorities have been reallocating 

businesses, churches or housing premises on lands originally 

set for recreational purposes, showing the high levels of 
corruption in the country (ibid.). Over the years, the impacts of 

bad governance, corruption, economic crises and lack of upkeep 
have led to the deterioration of recreational infrastructure.  

 
Chiweshe and Dandah (ibid.) lament that recreational spaces 

such as the Stoddart Hall in Mbare, Harare, are in a bad state 

due to lack of upkeep. The two scholars note that most 

government and local authority facilities lack maintenance due 
to no maintenance budgets and, therefore, the country cannot 

host international sporting events. The sorry state of the 

facilities means sports development and tourism are affected. 

Perhaps the worst council is Chitungwiza, where council 

officials engaged in illegal land deals involving selling 
playgrounds and recreational spaces to home-seekers, with 

some houses being built very close to grounds‘ touchlines 
(ibid.). Traditionally, Zimbabwe has used sports to spread 

health messages in the fight against HIV-AIDS and malaria. 

Community sports are avenues for unemployed youths to build 

survival, livelihoods and resilience through leisure and 
gambling (ibid.). 

 

Mangizvo and Rupiya (2021) claim that recreational parks are 

an important visual element of the urbanscape, traditionally 

marked by their open access, recreational value and 

horticultural design. Urban parks came into being in the mid-
19th century in the United Kingdom as a response to the 

intolerable living conditions of Victorian industrial cities 

(Tzoulas and James, 2004). The parks have important functions 

and are places where city residents may experience the beauty 
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of nature, breathe fresh air and have receptive recreation in the 

form of music and art appreciation. Harare Gardens located in 
the city of Harare in Zimbabwe, is an example of a park that 

was not well-maintained during the late 1990s through to 2010 

because of limited financial resources. As a result, it has 

become a haven for muggers, prostitutes, vagrants and street 

kids (Mbiriyamveka 2010). The Gweru Civic Centre Park was 

also said to be in a poor state with the local authority neglecting 
it as the vegetation wilted while the infrastructure in the park is 

being vandalised. 

 

INVASION BY SPACE BARONS 

The trend is furthermore influenced by authoritarian politics 
that reflect broader trends in urban politics in Zimbabwe. Since 

the electoral successes of the MDC in urban areas, ZANU-PF 

has selectively and strategically used patronage, surveillance, 

repression and legal manoeuvring to subvert MDC-dominated 

city councils (McGregor 2013; Muchadenyika 2015). Markets 

are sites of urban, ruling party patronage, with ZANU-PF 
brokers (referred to as ‗space barons‘) granting access to 

vending spaces in exchange for real or feigned support to ZANU-

PF (Ndawana 2018; Oosterom and Gukurume, 2022).  

 

Dube and Chirisa (2012) opine that Africa is haunted as it faces 
a myriad of challenges including, among others, urbanisation, 

rapid unemployment and poverty, despite the continent‘s large 

natural and human resources endowment. Dube and Chirisa 
(ibid.) also reason and quote Kessides (2006) by saying Africa‘s 

problems are widely attributed to, and aggravated by, the ever-

increasing growth without development commonly described as 
‗counter-urbanisation‘ Dube and Chirisa (ibid.) further state 

that recreational and public open spaces have been invaded by 

innovative unemployed youths and adults. 

 

IMPORTANCE OF RECREATIONAL PARKS 

Parks are also established to provide fresh air, greenery, contact 
with nature and a framework for people from all parts of society 

to mix and socialise. They provide opportunities for people to 

engage in sedentary behaviour as they sit and relax while 
enjoying nature (Cohen et al. 2007). Parks are renowned for 

improving the environmental quality of urban areas (Edwards 
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and Tsouros 2006). They contribute towards air and water 

purification, at the same time; they are important in wind and 
noise filtering and microclimate stabilisation (Chiesura, 20043). 

The urban green, which includes garden parks, also helps to 
reduce urban temperatures (Dubbeling et al., 2009). 

 

Urbanites are, therefore, inclined to appreciate this moderation 

in temperatures in parks and may visit parks just to enjoy the 
coolness. Parks, by their very nature, attract a high 

concentration of birds and other wildlife in their vicinity. They, 

therefore, compensate for the lack of natural habitat in urban 

environments and, in a way, contribute to the conservation of 
biodiversity (Goddard et al., 2009). Naturalists find comfort in 

such environments. As Jim (2004) postulates, cities with high-
quality and generous green spaces in the form of urban parks 

and gardens, epitomise good planning and management. Such 

cities provide a healthy environment for humans at the same 

time bestowing pride on its citizenry and government. 

 

It is also apparent that urban parks provide social and 
psychological services to urban residents. A visit to the park 
may reduce stress (Hansmann et al. 2007). A park experience 

may enhance contemplativeness, rejuvenate the city dweller 
and provide tranquillity and a sense of peacefulness (Hami et 
al., 2011). They offer more than the visual enhancement of 

scenery. They offer psychological benefits, therapeutic and 

spiritual qualities (Krenichyn, 2006). Studies reveal that the 
mere presence of greenery in the form of trees, grass and 

flowers, is powerful enough to confer psychological benefits 
(ibid.). 

 

Recreational spaces are often undervalued by city officials in the 

fast-growing cities of developing countries, thereby detracting 
from sustainable development. Therefore, sustainable planning 

of open spaces and recreational facilities in cities demands 

greater attention and care to ensure healthy and vibrant 

lifestyles for all residents (Khan, 2019:1). Recreational facilities 

encompass various types of facilities. The major types of 
facilities that draw particular attention to city planners while 

preparing physical or layout plans for cities include open 

spaces, parks, playfields and children‘s playgrounds. In the 
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case of Zimbabwe, the stipulated planning standards and 

provisions regarding open space facilities for cities are generally 
understood and applied within the context of operative master 

plans, structure plans or any other relevant local development 

plan. It must be borne in mind, however, that these statutory 

plans are prepared and administered in terms of the Regional 

Town and Country Planning Act (Chapter 29:12 of 1996) 

andallied legislation and statutory instruments – that impinge 
on land-use planning and development control. Recreational 

facilities are recommended to be within walking distance from 

residents‘ homes and should cater for all age groups of the 

beneficiary population.  

 
General guidelines for open spaces prioritise safety and 

integration, instead of segregation of play areas for different 

ages, environments and access for people with special needs. 

Arguably, a review of planning standards for densified 

residential areas in Harare demands an analysis of the city-wide 

open space requirements based on socio-spatial and economic 
audit profiles of both existing and envisioned recreational 

facilities in the city. 

 

PLANNING IN AFRICA AND URBANISATION 

The challenges Africa is facing include unemployment and 
poverty (UN-HABITAT, 2006-7) and these have not spared its 

modern cities. This is despite the continent‘s vast human and 

natural resource endowments (e.g., diamonds in Marange, 

Zimbabwe; copper in Zambia; and oil in Nigeria). Indeed, Africa 

is experiencing a resource curse, as the continent remains 

underdeveloped and impoverished despite the abundance of 
natural resources (Mlambo, 2022). Cities in Sub-Saharan Africa 

are buffeted by novel challenges on a day-to-day basis. These 

challenges are widely attributed to and aggravated by the ever-

increasing growth without development, commonly described as 

‗counter-urbanisation (Dube and Chirisa, 2012; Crankshaw  
and Borel-Saladin, 2019)). Local authorities in this region are 

thus in a fix. Rapid urbanisation in the region is a cause for 

concern; its shockwaves have a nesting effect (Dube and Chirisa 

2012). Along the same lines, Kamete and Lindell (2010) note 

that unlike in developed countries, where urbanisation, 

economic development and industrialisation, occurred 
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simultaneously, in Africa, there has always been a mismatch 

between the very lethargic economic growth and rapid 
urbanisation. Resultingly, proper urban life promoted through 

proper urban planning and reality, that is essentially informal 

housing, work and lives, caused conflicts linked to illegality, 

and extra-legality in urban land use became more severe that 

urban planning systems in Africa became less useful (Kamete 

and Lindell, 2010). 
 

Muchadenyika (2015) notes that scholars have dealt with the 

urbanisation of poverty and the informalisation of cities that 

has led to the deterioration and neglect of recreational areas. 

Academic views on African urbanisation are diverse. Some 
scholars reason that the phenomenon of urbanisation without 

development has made African urban areas hopeless, 

irrecoverable and degrading places, while authorities note these 

African towns are marked by limited formal employment, 

unregulated growth, lack of affordable and decent housing, 

acute environmental degradation, lack of social services, 
neglected and failing infrastructure, criminality, pauperisation 

and poor urban management and rising inequalities.  

 

DISCUSSION 

The study defines play and recreation as the primary 
occupation of children and is recognised as a universal right. 

The study reveals that the difference between play, recreation 

and leisure can be difficult to distinhuish. The study defines 

play as children getting involved passionately in their 

surroundings through exploration, manipulation, physical 

exuberance and pretence alone or with others. The study 
reveals that there are different beliefs and knowledge about play 

with adult caregivers viewing play as a socialisation process 

which has the role of impacting cultural beliefs and promoting 

them. The study shows that there has been the emergence of 

new residential areas with schools which do not offer social 
amenities such as recreational facilities that socialise children. 

In support of this study, McCormack (2023) posits that the 

continuation of the creation of urban centres that lack 

recreational facilities continues to reduce the chance of 

psychological and physical fitness of residents. 

 



KUVEZA NEKUUMBA 

VOL. 3 (1&2), 2024 
 42 

The study indicated the lack of reserved recreational areas by 

local authorities and planners. Similar to the present study, 
Bakar (2016) observes that in most developing countries, there 

is a lack of recreational facilities and this causes lower 

participation in recreational activities. The study reveals that 

lack of proper knowledge backed by scientific evidence in policy-

making, has led to poor regional and town planning that has 

overlooked the importance of play and recreational facilities 
(Mazhindu and Munanga, 2022). The study observes 

underfunding and poor investment as the causes of a lack of 

cutting-edge research which is also leading to the absence of 

evidence-based policy-making. Consistent with the study is 

Katowa-Mukwato (2018), who observes that lack of evidence-
based research has caused urban problems in Ethiopia, as 

policy-makers are not wellinformed on the need for social 

amenities. Lack of evidence-based findings on the importance of 

recreational facilities is leading to the deterioration of the health 

of people due to the lack of physical activities. 

 
The study reveals that there is lack of play and physical activity 

that is becoming, together with obesity, the leading cause of 

death worldwide. The study shows that child obesity co-exists 

with malnutrition and physical activity levels for Zimbabwean 

children are lower than elsewhere.  The study reveals that there 
has been a surge in on-screen play activity among children and 

adolescents in Zimbabwe. The lack of play and physical 

inactivity has led to obesity in children across Zimbabwe. In 

support of the study is Pradinuk (2011), who notes that 

physical inactivity is inversely correlated with the risk of obesity 

in children as they do not burn enough calories. Consistent 
with the study is Bhargava (2016), positing that there is an 

association between lack of physical activity and overweight and 

obesity among school-going children as there are no 

recreational activities. The lack of play is causing multiple 

problems among children because there has been a surge in on-
screen activity rather than physical activities.  

 

The study reveals that there has been corruption in council and 

national public offices with officials taking advantage of the 

need for residential stands by people. This has led to the 

distribution of spaces reserved for recreational facilities. Similar 
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to the study, The Herald (2021) reports that there has been 

mushrooming of businesses around recreational facilities and 

parks in Zimbabwe due to corruption by public officials 
extorting money from unsuspecting business people, giving rise 

to illegal dumpsites. The study shows that there has been the 

grabbing of land reserved for recreational facilitiesby land 

barons, turning them into residential stands. The study also 

shows that informal traders usurped recreational facilities for 
their businesses. The study notes that there has been 

negligence of sports and recreational facilities in Zimbabwe. 

Due to corruption in local authorities, sports and recreational 

facilities have been converted into residential stands and 

churches.  

 
The study reveals that parks are an important part of the 

urbanscape but they have not been maintained, thus they have 

deteriorated. Similar to the study, Razak (2016) observes that 

parks play an important role in the urban landscape as well as 

helping people relax and reduce psychological pressure. The 
study reveals the importance of recreational facilities as these 

provide fresh air and greenery to urban areas as well as 

purification for water, while reducing urban temperature. The 

study shows that parks provide social psychology by providing 

peaceful areas to urban dwellers to reduce stress. In support of 

the study, Ellis and Schwartz (2016) observe that parks provide 
access to recreational opportunities values, spur local 

economies, combat crimes and protect cities from 

environmental impact. The study shows that Africa lacks 

regional and urban planning, even with endowments in natural 

resources, the continent has remained behind.  In support of 
the study, Simon (2015) observes that in Ibadan, Nigeria, there 

has been poor planning and housing is encroaching on 

recreational facilities. Consistent with the study is Ajayi (2022), 

who alludes that there is lack of planning for appropriate 

amenities in urban open spaces. 

 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Child and planning-related policies and laws in Zimbabwe offer 

mixed signals regarding the recreation and play opportunities 

for children. Some are clear that planners should offer 

recreational facilities or open spaces for children‘s play, while 
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others are silent. This tallies with the lack of research on the 

area, the view that a healthy and prosperous person should not 
be skinny and the negative views on active transportation. Most 

universities in these countries do not consider themselves to be 

research centres, but graduate-churning institutions, hence the 

lack of scholarly contributions. Policy-makers, corporate key 

stakeholders and, sometimes, scholars themselves, do not deem 

universities as centres for research. Zimbabwe boasts very high 
literacy rates but very poor research knowledge-generation. 

 

Perhaps the worst finding from the study is that some local 

councils and national public officials are driven by a lack of 

knowledge and corrupt tendencies to not set aside recreational 
facilities by diverting that land to other purposes. Evidence 

shown in this study implies the likelihood of worsening of 

current challenges for children, unless conscious efforts are 

made to address them. Evidence suggests a growing incidence 

of sedentary lifestyles, less physical activity and increasing 

health challenges associated with obesity among children and 
youth in Zimbabwe. Children from rural areas appear to have 

better physical activities. However, the importance of play 

remains an overlooked area of research in the planning 

literature, though it has vital benefits for the mental and 

physical well-being of children. Future research could engage 
with the wider interdisciplinary play literature by expanding the 

scope of the review to include journals including, but not 

limited to, play, sociology, environmental psychology and early 

childhood education discourses.Future research can be 

transdisciplinary, involving local and national planning officials, 

corporations and academics to focus on age-inclusive and 
support urban areas. For the planning and play nexus to 

mature, research must go beyond disciplinary boundaries, age-

based assumptions and normative arguments to engage with 

questions of how planning can create change and meaningfully 

foster play. 

 Local authorities should engage the community on how 

public facilities, such as garden parks, could be 
improved and encourage residents to voluntarily 

participate in planting, maintaining and protecting the 

park and other green sites. There is need to educate 

urban residents on the viability and importance of 
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recreational facilities. The facilities could be utilised to 

bestow environmental and health awareness and literacy 
on the residents through taking responsible action.  

 The disused and dilapidated recreational facilities 
should be revamped so that they meet residents‘ needs. 

Children‘s playgrounds must have safe equipment that 

meets their needs. Recreational facilities should provide 

for a wider spectrum of activities. They should host 

functions such as book fairs and cultural and music 
expos.  
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