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Every	  street	  needs	  a	  Neighborhood	  exchange	  box!	  
 
"Neighborhood exchange boxes" are both works of urban art as well as unusual opportunities to create 
social and cultural links between people in a neighborhood. 
The concept is simple: The box is an excuse for creating spontaneous and discreet connections:  locals, as 
well as passers-by and people working in the area, can put any object into the box or take any object from 
it. A simple open connection is created. 
 
On a superficial level, the boxes are simply recycled newspaper containers decorated for their new purpose 
- boxes for exchanging everyday objects. 
 
On a deeper level, they tie in with a whole range of current values and concepts like ecology and altruism. 
By seeking out the simple pleasure of exchanging, users build a new kind of social relationship. 
 
 
« For several years, on the wall opposite my home, 
I would deposit books, CDs and other items I no 
longer needed. Then, I would look down from my 
balcony. The items, which were taken by passers-
by, were mostly appropriated within the first 5 
minutes, others within half an hour and the rest 
over the next few hours. With an Interest in these 
objects’ new lives, and the interactions issued 
from my actions, I decided to place the first official 
exchange box in my street, in June 2011, in order 
to encourage the inhabitants of my neighborhood 
to experience this form of exchange too. » 
 
Dan Acher, creator of the exchange boxes  
	  
	  
Aims	  of	  Neighborhood	  Exchange	  Boxes	  
 
 
ECONOMIC AIMS // Giving and receiving 
Sharing is the message underpinning this project, originally launched just before Christmas. Interactions in 
our world today are increasingly focused on money. We asked ourselves if it was still possible to create the 
conditions for people to just simply give and receive just for the sake of it? This is how the Neighborhood 
exchange boxes were born.  
 
SOCIAL AIMS // Encouraging a sense of sharing 
The boxes will boost the neighborhood community, creating a new sense of belonging and contributing 
through opportunities to share and connect. 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL AIMS // Creating a new phase in the product life cycle 
 
Through exchange boxes, local people can pass on objects which they no longer use. Rather than being 
thrown away or destroyed, they enter a second life cycle. 
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Boxes	  description	  
 
You can create your own boxes by recycling and adapting old newspaper boxes, wooden or metallic 
cabinets, shelves, an old fridge, etc. You can also have them custom-made, with the shape and dimensions 
that fit your needs.  
 
The ideal dimensions for a box are: 
Height: 44cm  
Width: 43cm  
Depth: 30cm 
As shown in the diagram (provided as a suggestion only) 
 
We advise not to add a door to its box design, for two reasons:  

1.   This “barrier” slows down exchanges, some people hesitate to open the door to help themselves.  
2.   A door calls for more maintenance and repair (hinges, cleaning of the window, etc.) that the simpler 

and thus stronger design, on duration of the boxes activities. 
 
Decoration	  techniques	  
 
In order to draw attention of passers-by and to be respected, the boxes should be decorated with bright 
and joyful colors, transmitting a positive and welcoming impression. On the boxes should be written what 
they are and what they are made for, in order to facilitate the appropriation by users.  
 
Two decoration techniques are possible:  
 
1. To paint directly on the boxes 
 
You can have artists to draw or paint directly on the boxes with UV-resistant paint, and then have them 
coated with weatherproof varnish. But we noted that the lighter colors still fade after a couple of years. The 
interior can also be painted or covered with a material (fake grass, fabric…), or hold written information.  
 

    
 
Examples of inside decorations 
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2. Apply printed anti-UV stickers 
 
Stickers can also be used, subject to the same weatherproofing specifications. This solution guarantees the 
best holding over the long term. Drawings are hand-designed, created directly on paper and scanned, or 
computer-designed. They are then printed on stickers that will be applied on the boxes. The sticker is a long 
one-piece strip that covers the left side, the top and the right side, in order for it not to come off at the 
angles. As the boxes are often placed against walls or barriers, the back can stay raw.     
 
 
Launching	  the	  decoration	  
 
For the boxes decoration, you can involve different populations:  
 
1. Artists or visual art students 
 
Give a creation mandate to well-known or emerging local artists. They can paint directly on the boxes or 
send their creations for printing on stickers. Remember that it is important to respect copyright. Sign a 
contract and copyright release with the artist to use the box and photos of it. 
 
2. Children/teenagers from local schools or leisure centers  
 
Contact one or several schools or leisure centers, for them to create drawings for the boxes. Do not make 
them draw directly on the boxes, the result would be too uncertain.  We advise for them to work on A4 white 
pages, for the drawings to be then scanned and assembled by a graphic designer.  
 
The projects can be individual or collective creations. It can be interesting to give the kids a precise theme 
to guide them and obtain a coherent whole (for example flowers, toys, animals…). Each kid draws one 
object and then they get assembled by hand or computer to get a collective “collage”.  
 

  
 
Example of a box with a collective decoration created by kids 
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3. The local population, through an art contest 
 
Use creative talents in an original way and launch a drawing contest for your boxes. It can go through your 
website, Facebook page or official city newspaper.  
	  

          	  
 
Example of a public drawing contest (2016)                    The winners of the “Pharmacie Populaire” contest  

	  
Content 
 
1. The creations should include "Neighborhood exchange boxes" clearly written on one or both sides of 
the boxes.  
 
2. The creations can be figurative or abstract art  
 
3. Care should be taken to ensure that all artwork and photographs used carry a positive and polite 
message. The boxes need to look welcoming! Vulgar, violent, insulting, discriminatory or pornographic 
images must not be used.   
 
4. Keep a free spot on the top of the box for instructions, your information, sponsor logos, website address, 
etc.  
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Making	  your	  neighborhood	  exchange	  box	  a	  success	  
 
How to choose a location 
 
Location is key if the box is to be successfully integrated into the local social infrastructure. Locations are 
chosen based on the following criteria: 
• A neighborhood with urban housing (avoid streets of detached houses), 
• A minor road or lane (avoid busy roads or major thoroughfares), 
• No specific function (away from benches, litter bins and bus stops). 
 
We made a conscious decision to place the boxes in areas with flats rather than individual houses because 
the project is aimed at "urban anthills". 
 
We wanted to avoid busy streets so that the boxes would not be used as litter bins. Moreover, users may 
prefer to put something into or take something from the boxes without being in public view. A busy road 
may be too exposed. 
 
We also decided to use areas with no other function and turn them into social hubs. The hope was that 
people walking their dogs, joggers, commuters, etc. would alter their everyday routes just to pass by "their" 
box as often as possible. 
 
"They're sort of 'non-places'. They don't exist as places, but by installing a box we give them meaning and 
they start to live." (Dan Acher, "Faut pas croire" on RTS, 30.03.2013) 
 
Please note: authorization must be obtained from the relevant authorities to install a box in a public place. 
 

 
 
 
How to fasten your box 
 
These self-service boxes are located in public areas. However, they need to be chained to fixed street 
furniture. Chaining them holds them in place in bad weather and makes road maintenance and street 
cleaning staff's jobs easier. 
 
How to position your box 
 
For maximum use, the boxes must be protected from bad weather, prevailing winds and the rain. Position 
them facing downwind. 
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How	  to	  prepare	  for	  the	  boxes	  arrival	  
 
We recommend that you prepare well in advance for the arrival of your Neighborhood exchange boxes. To 
start the self-management process, you will need to get local stakeholders involved:  
 
The direct users:  
The neighborhood residents 
Local schools, kindergartens, leisure centers 
Schools parents’ association, residents’ associations 
 
The local social network:  
Local shops and businesses 
The solidarity and environmental associations  
The local library, the toy/games library 
 
The city’s concerned staff:  
The local police  
The road cleaning employees 
 
Here are a few ideas to get started: 

•   Ask the local residents to help decide where to put the box 
•   Collect objects to build up an initial stock 
•   Organize a launch party, with presence of the local press 
•   Distribute leaflets about the project via information points and shops 
•   Fix small information posters on the front of the boxes during the first weeks, for the users to 

understand the project and the context.  
•   Find a sponsor for each box, to encourage responsible use 

	  
How	  to	  explain	  the	  project 
 
In order for your neighbors to share and thank each other, and to discover and connect with the global 
project, we suggest you add this message on your box:  
 
“Thank your neighbors and share your pictures on Twitter / Instagram: #hclbox or directly on the website 
www.hclbox.org" 
 
You need to engage in communication to establish neighborhood exchange boxes as part of our urban way 
of life.  
 
Make sure you support Dan Acher's artivist project by using the formats and content below and mentioning 
it in all your publicity as you set up your boxes. 
 
Register on the global website www.hclbox.org 
 
To obtain the exact coordinates of each box: 
• Go to: https://maps.google.ch/?hl=fr 
• Enter the exact address at which you have installed the box. 
• Right click on the map at the exact location where you have installed the box. 
• Choose "What's here?" then click the symbol that appears on the map. 
• The coordinates appear in the Google tab bar. 
 
Share pictures of your box and its life on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram with the hashtag: #HCLbox 
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Ways	  to	  prolong	  the	  life	  of	  a	  box	  
 
Help encourage ownership 
 
Although the boxes should manage themselves once people get used to using them, we still recommend 
keeping the boxes clean and welcoming. 
 
Promote indirect communication 
 
People will naturally use the boxes or larger objects to post notes and messages. You can encourage this 
by replying and posting them on our website. 
 
Reinforce the message 
 
It is important to remind people of the project from time to time by using it yourself and placing a short 
message in with the objects. 
 
Keep the box in good condition 
 
The box will need to be maintained so that it remains well decorated and attractive. Plan to touch up the 
paint from time to time. 
 
Facilitate the flow of objects 
 
If bags of books, DVDs or CDs pile up around the box, arrange/separate them and then place them back in 
the box. You may wish to partner with a library or charity to make it easier to maintain a flow of objects into 
the box in the early days. 
 
If you remove your box 
 
If you feel the box is under-used, move it to an adjacent street. Let people know if their local box is being 
moved or needs to be removed temporarily. 
 
If you remove your box permanently, please let the users know of any new location or modification to the 
project. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© This document has been created by Tako, cultural propaganda. It is covered by copyright. It may not be 
reproduced, modified or communicated to third parties, in whole or in part, without written permission from 
Dan Acher.  


