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ey, do you know that feeling?
H You’re walking through your

neighbourhood and you think,
’This could be so much better...” That
boring bench nobody ever sits on. That
wall that could really use some colour.
That small square where you always have
to watch out for cars. Well, guess what?
You don’t have to wait for anyone to fix
it. The city is yours. You can make it,
change it and improve it. But how do you
make sure your voice is heard? That’s the
question we started with for the
(H)Activate the City project.

We’re a team of three: Urban Foxes from
Brussels, Pop-Up City from Amsterdam
and Basurama from Madrid. For years,
we’'ve been working on small-scale
projects to improve the city, together
with local residents. But getting young



people involved is a different kettle of
fish. You’re not always up for long-
winded chats, you might be a bit shy,
you’ve got other things on your mind,
and you don’t have the patience for
endless talking. But you know exactly
what you want. You have ideas about
where you and your mates can hang out,
which spot needs to be safer, or where
you can finally practice that sick trick.
That’s what this booklet is all about.

It’s your manual for hacking the city, your
way. No boring meetings, just doing. With
this booklet, we’re giving you the tools
you need to:

@ Kick off cool, small projects that make
a real difference.

@ Come up with actions that get people
thinking.

© Use humour and games to spark new
ideas.

We’re building on a huge urban hacking
tradition that we’ve all been a part of in
our own way. So, get inspired, get out
there and make your own city better.
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ave you ever stopped to think
H about who actually makes the city
you live in? The streets, the
squares, the parks — they might all seem
self-evident. But the truth is that cities

are constantly changing. And you, yes
you, can make a difference.

Urban hacking is a superpower that helps
you shape the city to your liking.
Whether you want to turn an awkward
kerb into a cool skate spot, transform a
dull wall into a colourful artwork, or fill a
neglected corner with greenery — urban
hacking is all about small, clever actions
through which you share big ideas and
improve your surroundings. It’s your
chance to show what matters to you and
how you see the city.



THE START OF A MOVEMENT
Urban hacking is as old as the city itself.
For centuries, people have been working
to improve their surroundings. But in the
past hundred years, cities have become
busier and more crowded. What is and
isn’t allowed is decided at town hall, and
so the city has grown increasingly formal.
More and more people want to contribute
something themselves. Take graffiti
artists, for example, who use dull parts of
the city to display their work. This scene
first emerged in the 1970s, when many
cities were in poor shape and rundown.
You might also know the artist Banksy. He
uses the street to deliver sharp social
commentary with witty, small-scale
artworks. His street art has become
hugely popular, but is still officially illegal.
Many others followed his example,
sparking a lively street art scene of
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FRENCH URBAN ADVENTURER
FLORIAN RIVIERE HAS A FUN
INAY TO HELP YOU GET AROUND
TOWN. Whenever you spot a
street without a proper
crossing, you can simply

roll out your very own
pop-up crosswalk! Made
from a recycled carpet, it
lets you safely cross
almost any street you like
— all for just €10. Photo
Florian Riviere



It’s easier to get
forgiveness than
permission

BANKSY
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sticker artists, stencil makers and people
brightening up the city with small
interventions. But it didn’t stop at
stickers, mosaics and tiny acts.

At the start of this century, two major
economic crises broke out in quick
succession, leaving many empty spaces
and buildings in their wake. These gaps
opened up opportunities for new ideas
about how cities could be used. A
movement of urban hackers emerged.
Ordinary people began experimenting
with small-scale projects in the city. Their
ideas and solutions helped to improve
buildings, squares and streets. This DIY
mentality spread like wildfire through the
internet and social media, and became
the foundation of a global movement.
From London to Tokyo and from New York
to Sydney, streets were turned into
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IN THE GERMAN TOWN OF
HANAU, LEGO GRANDIA IS
TACKLING BAD WHEELCHAIR
ACCESS IN A BRILLIANT WNAY.
Rita Ebel, who has used a
wheelchair for over twenty
years, builds awesome,
colourful ramps for local
buildings entirely out of
donated LEGO bricks! Her
ace creations are a
creative way to flag up the
everyday obstacles people
often overlook, making her
town's streets way more
inclusive and playful.
Photo Rita Ebel and family
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pocket parks, parking spots filled with
pop-up swimming pools, and swings hung
from scaffolding poles — even inside the
underground.

The authors of this booklet are part of
that movement, too. In Madrid, Basurama
became a creative studio designing
impressive urban interventions often with
recycled materials; in Brussels, Urban
Foxes focused especially on engaging
young people in the city; and in
Amsterdam, Pop-Up City brought
together initiatives from across the globe
on a blog. This movement showed that
you don’t need to wait for politicians or
the council. You can just start! Whether
it’s cleaning your street, creating a
temporary park, or painting a pop-up
zebra crossing with tape and paint.



THIS IS MORE THAN JUST A
GAME. The Block by Block
foundation uses Minecraft
to empower communities
worldwide to design their
own public spaces. It’s a
simple tool that gives
everyone a voice, letting
residents and professionals
collaborate as equals.
Locals have used it to
build real-world projects —
from a child-friendly
market in Accra to a
community hub in Beirut -
proving that game-changing
ideas can start with a
simple block. Photo Block
by Block team
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STREET ARTIST CLET ABRAHAN
GOT FAMOUS FOR STICKING HIS
ART ON CITY STREET SIGNS,
TURNING THEM INTO FUNNY
LITTLE SCENES. He left this
piece behind in the Italian

city of Florence. Photo
Julia Tulke
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FROM SMALL IDEAS TO BIG INFLUENCE
Urban (H)acktivism is a mash-up of the
words hacking and activism. On one hand,
you’re tweaking the existing situation
without official permission (hacking). On
the other, activism means standing up for
what you care about in your own city.
Urban (H)activism has a few key traits
and ingredients:

Pop-up: you don’t have to build
something permanent straight awauy.
Start small and see what happens.
Maker culture: it’s about doing. Getting
your hands dirty, gathering materials and
unleashing your creativity.

Involvement: you’re not alone! Urban
hacking brings people together.
Activism: you take a stand for something
you care about, whether that’s more
greenery, safer streets or a great



hangout spot.

The rise of social media meant that all
these small, funny projects could be
shared across the world in no time. And
that inspired others to start improving
their own neighbourhoods and streets.
Meanwhile, official city planners noticed
that this approach worked. People could
actually do quite a lot themselves, and
sometimes even knew better what their
surroundings needed. What began as a
handful of ‘crazy’ ideas slowly started to
be taken seriously. This DIY approach
worked!

At the same time, larger sites were also
being tackled with a DIY mentality. Think
of De Ceuvel in Amsterdam, Les Grands
Voisins in Paris and Prinzessinnengarten
in Berlin, where entrepreneurs, artists and

16



http://De%20Ceuvel
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CITIES ARE USUALLY BUILT
FOR ADULTS, OFTEN
FORGETTING WHAT YOUNG
PEOPLE NEED. In Nashville,
the Youth Design Team is
flipping the script. They're
tackling real problems,
like using simple paint
designs to force cars to
slow down at junctions,
making them safer for
everyone. Youth-led design
in action. Photo Civic
Design Center Nashville

local residents collaborated, proving that
a temporary, pop-up approach can grow
into a successful, long-term project that
sets the tone for the rest of the city.

NOW IT*S YOUR TURN!
Today the situation is different. Many of
the temporary sites of the past have
disappeared. Cities are busy and built up.
And activism nowadays often focuses on
major international problems, rather than
the manageable issues in your own
neighbourhood. And we get it — you
probably don’t feel like spending hours
talking with adults about politics and
government. Yet your voice — the voice
of young people and children — is super
important. You see things adults don’t.
You know what matters to you and your
friends, and you are the future users of



the city. It’s time to wake up that
dormant energuy.

We believe that the toolkit of urban
hacking suits you perfectly. It’s not
about endless meetings or writing
complicated reports, but about making,
trying and acting. Launching an idea
through a small intervention is far more
powerful than just talking about it: it
immediately shows what you mean, and
you develop the real skills to change
things, because you instantly find out
what works and what doesn’t. You’'ll see
that some things can’t withstand the
weather, that some places barely have
anyone around to see or try your idea,
and sometimes things get damaged. By
doing, you learn. That’s how you also
learn to shape the city. We, the authors
of this booklet, have experienced that
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IN FRANCE, A CREW CALLED
THE WA HACKED A STREET
SIGN AND TURNED IT INTO A
BASKETBALL HOOP BIN.
Instead of just dropping
your rubbish, you can now
slam dunk your litter or
shoot a three-pointer with
a crisp packet. It’'s a
cheeky and awesome hack
that turns cleaning the
pavements into a fun game.
Photo Antoine Riviere
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the hard way, and we want to pass that
on to a new generation.

The city of the future won’t be built with
words, but with hands, creativity and
action. This booklet is packed with
inspiration and tools to get you started.
Grab your toolkit and hit the streets. The
city is waiting for you!
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hink of your city as an unfinished
T artwork you can add to. We’ve got

nine tools to get you started. Some
offer new ways to see the city; others are
concrete interventions to change it. Mix
and match, or just pick one. Don’t follow
the instructions rigidly. If you find a
better way, trust your gut and do your
thing. It’s OK if an idea fails. The real win
is taking action. Most people don’t know
they can make a difference. You do.
That’s your power to make an impact and
inspire others. Above all: have fun. Go
make your mark.



City expedition

Look at your city from a different angle.
Organise your very own youth city
expedition, combining teambuilding and
urban reflection.

22
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TOOL #2

Place evaluation

You can run this place evaluation activity
right alongside your other city
expedition tasks. It’s a unique way for
your group to analyse parts of the city
on your own terms, rather than someone
else’s.
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TOOL #3

Heaven or hell

Get creative and redesign a spot in your
city. No experience needed — sometimes
the worst ideas are the most usefull
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TOOL #4

Make your own tree
stump seat

Gutted when you see a chopped-down
tree? Don’t be. That stump is your
chance to create a cool, one-of-a-kind
chair right on that spot.
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TOOL #5

Create a park for the
heighbourhood

Got a boring, empty patch of land in your
area? Turn it into your own mini-park!
With a bit of imagination (and a little help
from nature), you can get it done in no
time.
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TOOL #6

Make a seat out of two
old car tyres

Car tyres are perfect material for an
urban hack. Basurama shows you how to
turn two worn-out ones into an awesome
seat.
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TOOL #7

Weave your own urban
hammock

Want to daydream in your own DIY
hammock? You can get pretty far with
just some rope. Weave a web between
three trees, or five, or eight... go wild!
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TOOL #8

Make a wildlife crossing
in your city park

Ever thought about how animals like
foxes and hedgehogs avoid bright lights
at night? A lit path is basically a wall they
can’t cross. Let’s help them out by
making a safe crossing for them — just by
changing the lights on a few lampposts
to red.
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Time to swing!

Did we mention we love old car tyres?
We’ll show you how to turn one into a
proper guerrilla swing, ready to make city
parks, bus stops, and streets a bit more

playful. Let’s get cracking and (H)activate
the city!
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Find your neighbourhood lacking? Don’t
just wait for change. (H)Activate the City
is your quide to urban hacking. Take
control and improve your city through
clever, direct interventions. This booklet
offers nine concrete tools for immediate
action — no endless meetings, just doing.
The city is yours to shape.

Created by urban design collectives
Basurama (Madrid), Pop-Up City
(Amsterdam), and Urban Foxes (Brussels),
this guide is designed for young people,
youth workers, and anyone passionate
about shaping the urban future.



