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I. research process

my 
research





We were a group of 22 students investigating the 1km surroundings of Wow Hos-
tel and Art Residency in West Amsterdam. In march 2019, for 15 days, we expe-
rienced how it is like to live in the neighborhood, get to know the place, unders-
tand its dynamics. As little as I knew about the Kolenkitbuurt beforehand, and as 
assumptions-less as I tried to be, I of course did arrive here with all of my personal 
stories. The challenge was for me to acknowledge my own individual background 
while taking in new informations about the area : in the streets and the public 
spaces I observed people living their life, walking, discussing, shopping, waiting ; 
all the while trying to connect this field research with various perspective about the 
place. The designer and researcher Caroline Nevejan, the city planner Zef Hemel, 
and above all the teams of social entrepreneurs from Operatie Periscoop, Casco-
land, and Wow : so many outlooks on the situation of this particular circle! For the 
ones it is a former symbol of poverty district, a study case, for the others a striking 
illustration of urban renewal, or an absent community to help revitalize.

As I unconsciously processed all the data, my research angle started directing 
back to myself. I identified my own positions to the one of the artists, designers, 
researchers and social «place-makers» that we had the chance to get in contact 
with. Their presence, their number, and their motivations were intriguing, fascina-
ting, maybe disturbing. I name them The Social Actors. I studied their social role, 
their personal values and the ones of their projects, collected their opinions on the 
gentrification situation, and through this I could access to a deeper understanding 
of the social dynamics in the neighborhood. 

In this book you will find my research process and a gathering of materials 
(images, articles, analysis, interviews) that helped me get a grasp on the specifici-
ties of the gentrifying process in the Kolenkitbuurt.
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1.
feelings 
of 
unease

–
My own intuitive reactions, feelings and behaviors were the starting point of this 
research. From the first days on, while walking around I felt strangely uncomfor-
table : I was entering a private zone, a place where I didn’t belong, where I had 
no status and no reason to be. I was mentally excusing myself for being here, and 
trying to look like I was busy with stuff to justify me presence to people passing by.  
I was very self-aware of my look : I thought people were looking at me like I had 
«SPOILED DESIGN STUDENT» written on my forehead. Or rather, on my overly 
vivid green jacket. In some places these feelings were very strong, in other places 
way less. In the meantime, I was envying the open and always positive approach 
from the designers, social entrepreneurs and researchers we had the chance to 
meet during lectures.



"We observed how people feel in different 
places of the city; it is very subjective. We 
decided to give importance to subjectivity."

Caroline Nevejan



"We observed how people feel in different 
places of the city; it is very subjective. We 
decided to give importance to subjectivity."

Caroline Nevejan



>
My struggle to find my position as a researcher resonated with some obstacles 
mentioned by several organisations like the artists in residency at WOW and the 
teams from Operatie Periscoop and Cascoland. So I decided to further investigate 
this awkwardness and dig deeper into my concerns regarding my status.



2.
my 
meta 
zoom out

–
I stepped back and looked at myself and at the City Circle project in itself : as 
creative students and future professionals what is our role and responsability in this 
neighborhood ? A lot of questions came to me regarding my own function in an 
area where I was feeling and noticing a clear gentrification process taking place. 
If there was anything implicitly expected from us with the City Circle project, what 
was it, and how similar was it from the ambitions of the numerous existing social 
and cultural initiatives ? Were we paradoxically participating to the gentrification 
? I could identify distinct groups living in the same area, and what I first called the 
«social actors» was one of them.
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>
I decided that I was interested in finding out about the interactions and agency of 
these existing Social Actors within the neighborhood.



3.
meet 
the 
"social actors"

–
I spent time browsing through all of the online communication material I could 
find about Cascoland, Wow and Operatie Periscoop : their manifestos, their past 
events, news articles about their actions, their facebook pages... It led me to find 
out about more actors : B.A.C.K., The Bookstore Project, VoorUit, I collected them 
as exhaustively as possible. I went to meet one representative from each team and 
asked about their work, their feelings as a neighborhood resident, their vision of 
their position in the social structure, their wishes for the future of the neighborhood 
and of their organisation. They collaborate quite rarely together although they 
often have very similar approaches. They all seem to be trying to make inhabitants 
connect with each other. But I wonder : why is it not working yet ? 







>
The effectiveness of the interventions from the Social Actors is overall positive, yet 
not really stable. And I find their social position somewhat disturbing, so I keep 
wondering what do I exactly find slightly dubious here ?



4.
the 
tight rope 
of 
the social actors
–
When looking into the role of such creative and cultural projects in the gentrifica-
tion processes, I found an insightful analysis of the situation by the journalist and 
researcher Roel Griffioen who especially criticizes the case of Amsterdam West by 
warning that the Social Actors act as a kinf of underpaid neighborhood workers 
and that their presence is used as a lubricant agent for the interactions between 
low income longtime residents and rich newcomers, only to perpetuate the legi-
timacy of urban renewal operations (merely, gentrification). I look into Richard 
Florida’s major work : The Rise of the Creative Class is said to have been the bible 
and justification for the economical change and development of major cities in the 
world in the last 20 years. He is now being criticized for having set up the theoreti-
cal grounds for destructive gentrification processes. 







>
These theoretical insights start to forge my opinion on the situation : the Social 
Actors are walking on a tight rope between socially great or devastating actions 
in the neighborhood. The relationships of people are ruled by this creative class 
system in the circle, therefor I need to understand the system.



5.
different groups
and 
how they relate

–
In the circle, I can trace this system of interrelations as several juxtaposed bubbles 
of people living in their own world, partly connected through the Social Actors to 
a certain extent. Drawing from my conversations with them, I can confirm that they 
struggle making these links between bubbles happen since people are so segre-
gated into different buildings. 



"But the groups, 
they still live 
along each other. 
It doesn’t mix. 
Even within the 
groups, you have 
little groups."





>
The architectural definition of the neighborhood marks and even emphasizes the di-
vision between groups. One eloquent example that several Social Actors mention is 
the newly built Rhapsody housing complex, which I decide to observe a bit closer.



6.
the symbol 
of a failure : 
Rhapsody

–
Rhapsody is a project upon which several actors, and myself, have mixed feelings : 
it crystallizes the paradox of urban renewal hand-in-hand with bottom-up creative 
social organisations. The building  – by its geographic position  – materializes a 
clash between two extreme rich and poor bubbles, and this precisely right on the 
former working field of the Social Actors. The work of Cascoland into pushing for 
social inclusivity partly pays off. Each organisation reprensative give me their inter-
pretation of the situation, and I little by little understand the complex symbolics of 
it. It fascinates me because the Social Actors seem to have failed, but their frustra-
tion is tempered by bittersweet feeling of partial victory. 







>
This step reveals me how fragile and debatable the Social Actors power scope can 
be. But if they are not the ones advocating for the social inclusion of all different 
groups within the life of the neighborhood, I wonder who can do it ?



7.
meanwhile 
in france, 
people protest

–
If no Social Actors were present in the neighborhood, I wondered if the power of 
contestation would come from the inhabitants themselves. I feel like they would 
probably just let themselves be pushed around, even if they do have something to 
say. I looked for examples of similar gentrification situations elsewhere, particularly 
in France : in Marseille, after the inhabitants find out about a badly handled urban 
renewal plan from the municipality, people informally react and start making their 
voice heard, they put on banners and organise protest marchs. 







>
This bottom up way of taking action is now handled by the Social Actors in the 
neighborhood because they are an organised driving force. It is maybe in the 
french culture to immediately react and shout against the government when so-
mething happens, but why do the Amsterdamers of this neighborhood don’t act the 
same ? 



8.
why 
inhabitants 
won’t fight

–
To understand the deeper meaning behind the much more structured contestation 
habits in the Netherlands, I looked into what makes the dutch political culture as 
it is today. I try to understand the vision of the inhabitants, how it is to live in Ams-
terdam and face a conflict with the municipality ? An article about the dutch «pol-
der model» of consensus clarified something that I had intuitively felt : the need to 
systematize and keep the conflicts management at an institutionnal level is deeply 
rooted in a old habit of necessary shared handling of the polders between cities or 
regions. Even if that doesn’t seem natural from my french point of view, I see the 
positive side in it : if social issues are discussed in a structured way, change can 
happen more effectively, and the government can actually provide help. Although 
in our case here, there seem to be a sort of withdrawal from the municipality, and 
its replacement by the Social Actors.







>
The power of action is still possessed by the municipality, but its direct relationships 
with the inhabitants is absent. Inhabitants don’t feel like they have a voice and a 
ownership of their living environment. 



9.
what makes 
people 
concern

–
If the ultimate goal of social cohesion is difficult to achieve even by the Social 
Actors, isn’t it because inhabitants themselves don’t feel concerned by the issue ? 
I think it might come from a lack of feeling of ownership and power over the city. I 
searched for different examples of tools to change the perception inhabitants have 
of their own living environment : Ugo La Pietra suggests platforms to look at the 
city from different points of views, Adam Nathaniel Furman advocates a new way 
of perceiving and using city halls. 







>
I am inspired by the generous and empowering tools these artists / architects are 
presenting. It bridges the gap between what the government gives and what the 
people give. But the government need to give, for the exchange to work...



10.
in need of 
government 
generosity

–
It apeared more and more clear that the lack of generosity from the government 
was at the basis of the Social Actors struggles : they are funded by the government 
and therefor rely on them, but don’t always benefit from their financial and deci-
sion making power. I forged my opinion on that : if I would live in that neighbo-
rhood, I would feel much more involved and supported by the city if they provided 
public services where I could feel welcomed. I identified the status of the municipa-
lity and political power structures as a crucial point of the situation. 







>
Services are created by the Social Actors but I wonder why these projects and in-
terventions don’t evolve into more permanent public services funded by the govern-
ment. 



11.
problematic
ephemerality

–
Almost all actions initiated by the Social Actors are fragile. I collected all the 
proofs of ephemerality in their physical aspect, and also questionned the actors 
themselves about the durability of their project. Things are meant to be left to the 
inhabitants to deal with by themselves after some time. The rely on a hypothetical 
durable social autonomous federation of the inhabitants to justify the non perma-
nence of infrastructures seems like the critical incoherence here. 







>
Ephemeral needs to turn into durable, in several directions of the problematic : 
materiality, social, structural. But can we make this change ? How much is it rooted 
in the inhabitants practices ?



12.
existing 
interactions 

–
Through the research process I captured informal interactions taking place in the 
public space. I find these ephemeral conversations echoing the ephemerality of 
the Social Actors work. Some form of social interaction and cohesion does exist in 
the neighborhood and is visible in the public space if attention is given to it, but it 
is hard to get a grasp on it very thoroughly. I wonder how important and relevant 
are these forms of socialisation for the formation of a durable communal infrastruc-
ture. 







>
The informality of social interactions in the public space prevents it from having an 
impact on the development of the neighborhood. Could there be a way to inte-
grate it as a component of durable public services ? 
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Taking in all the viewpoints from Roel Griffioen, Richard Florida detractors, the 
stories and feelings of Johanna, Yehudi or Ruud, the history of these fragile and 
evolving cultural organisations, I look back at this research with fascinated eyes. I 
am still captivated by the complexity of the social interactions in this very place of 
1km diameter. I could continue reading into all the news articles, decrypting the 
issues, collecting thoughts. So much has happened there in the past 10 years : the 
Social Actors have been drawn to the neighborhood by economical and political 
forces, the urban renewal plans collapsed and emerged again, and we now enter 
the troubling phase of the story when we question the future and the legitimacy of 
all stake-holders. Are the Social Actors meant to leave ? Is the displacing of former 
residents irreversible ? How inclusive do we want the neighborhood to be, and 
how to make it evolve in such a way ? Many questions arise and I feel now much 
more aware of the ambivalence of the designer’s role in a situation like this. 
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In Amsterdam the 
Kolenkitbuurt had become 
a no-goarea. Until Roel 
Schoenmakers settled there 
with his artists from Casco-
land. Little by little, the 
neighborhood improved 
and now, four years later, 
project developers are 
standing in line. Did the 
artists allow themselves to 
be abused?
The Jan van Schaffelaarplantsoen in the Ams-
terdam Kolenkitbuurt was no man’s land, unsight-
ly, in the worst neighborhood of the Netherlands. It 
was set aside since the crisis, right next to the A10 
ring road. There were building fences around the 
field covered with weeds; residents had nothing to 
look for. 

Until the Cascoland artists in 2011 more or less 
secretly started to remove the fences. They called 
in the Kolenkitters and planted fruit trees, built 
a barbecue island, set up a chicken coop and built 
a skating rink. That is how the neighborhood 
appropriated the park, says Roel Schoenmakers, 
together with Fiona de Bell, the driving force 
behind Cascoland.

Advertisement
But how long have residents been in charge? The 
park now appears to be worth millions. A project 
developer is going to build 250 owner-occupied 
and rental homes, shops and parking space. At the 
end of May the developer and the district signed 
an agreement for Rapsody in West; a few days later 
the project was sold for 45 million euros to the 
American real estate giant CBRE Global Investor 
Offices. 

Has little Cascoland boosted the neighborhood 
so that capitalism can strike now? Is the future 
of the Kolenkit neighborhood in Los Angeles 
determined? «The park has really become a gift to 
the environment, but it has also been kept warm 
for market parties as an economically interesting 
area,» says journalist and architecture historian 
Roel Griffioen.

Free place
According to him, artists can be used to upgrade 
problem areas until they are taken over by 
the better-paid middle class. In this way, they 
help expel poorer residents. Griffioen wrote a 
controversial piece about it for the Belgian culture 
magazine rekto: verso, which was taken over by De 
Correspondent.

His namesake Roel Schoenmakers shakes his 
head. He, the man who settled in the eighties - the 
time of punk and do it yourself - at the then most 
unsightly places in the city. Who had a workshop 
on the abandoned NDSM site, who helped to create 
a sanctuary in the middle of the tipple zone on 
the shadowy Oostelijke Handelskade. Who gives 
Cascoland residents in disadvantaged areas a voice. 
In Amsterdam, but also in Durban, Johannesburg 
and Rio de Janeiro. And would he be a cog in the 
gentrification industry?

In 2009, the Kolenkit neighborhood had the 
dubious honor of being named the worst neighbo-
rhood in the Netherlands. The neighborhood is 
named after the church that was erected there in 
the mid-1950s and which was given its nickname 
because of its striking shape. The vast majority 
of the six thousand inhabitants are immigrants. 
Three out of ten households have to make do with 
a minimum income, while unemployment is high 
at more than 15 percent. It is the Vogelaarwijk par 
excellence.

Yet it is also a proud neighborhood, Schoenmakers 
noticed when he landed there with Cascoland in 
2010. The Ministry of Education and Culture 
asked the artists’ initiative with ‘spatial inter-
ventions’ to help strengthen contact between 
residents. ‘There are strong ties here in the various 
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cultural groups, such as the Turks and the Moroc-
cans. They were shocked that we came here, they 
did not see themselves as a huge problem area at all. 
We immediately noticed that the different groups 
were very separated. «

Shoemakers, «that guy with that beard,» as he 
is called in the neighborhood, would stay for 
six months. There are now five. The Cascoland 
office is located in two Piggelmee homes, low-rise 
strips between the flats. This is where the ideas for 
community building arise, such as transforming 
a closed inner courtyard into a neighborhood 
garden. «People who do not understand each other 
or who do not understand each other well can 
garden together, we discovered in Johannesburg,» 
says Schoenmakers. In a Piggelmee block next to 
that of Cascoland, family members of the residents 
can stay for 7.50 euros per night. Handy, because 
many homes in the neighborhood are small. The 
occupancy rate is 70 percent, a number of local 
residents run the ‘hotel’.

Barbecue island
What Cascoland does may look like construction 
work, but it is indeed visual art, says Schoenma-
kers. ‘We just don’t advertise ourselves that way. 
Most people here have no connection with western 
art. The art aesthetic is in our other view of the 
design and use of public space, and of designs such 
as those of the barbecue island. Our goal is for 
people here to see public space again as a meeting 
place, not as a government domain. » 

In part that role of the artist is Roel Griffioen on 
the contrary. «While community centers are being 
closed all over Amsterdam and there are hard cuts 
in social functions, artists act as a kind of underpaid 
neighborhood workers,» he wrote in his essay on 
the De Correspondent site.

«Not the individual artists are wrong,» Griffioen 
emphasizes. «We are all involved in the renovation 
of the city, where there is no longer room for 
everyone.» Griffioen lives anti-squat in New West, 
and participated in a few of the art projects that he 
criticizes. ‘I noticed how many artists are walking 
around here. Many of them live here because they 
get cheap living space in exchange for services to 

the neighborhood and just manage to keep their 
heads above water. In the meantime, they serve as a 
lubricant to make the neighborhood more pleasant 
until urban renewal - with its demolition of social 
housing - continues. »

According to Griffioen, Amsterdam also uses 
the ‘breeding grounds’. The municipality offers 
these affordable studios to artists and creative 
entrepreneurs and increasingly settles them in 
disadvantaged neighborhoods. According to the 
municipality, where they raise and strengthen the 
neighborhood, Griffioen believes that they are 
mainly there to give those neighborhoods a hip 
twist and to prepare them for gentrification. «Art is 
no longer the goal, it is primarily a means. »

It is criticism that has been around for some time 
and that leads to fierce debates in the art world, 
says scientist Karin Wilschut, teacher of cultural 
sciences at the University of Amsterdam. ‘Commu-
nity art has long been seen as a means of eman-
cipating residents. But for example two Belgian 
philosophers, Gideon Boie and Matthias Pauwels, 
state that Dutch artists are too active to act. They do 
not really resist the existing social order. »

Not to send
Artists often have to leave when a neighborhood 
becomes popular. «Then rents go up and a number 
of initiatives from the market are priced,» says 
Wilschut. ‘See the buildings where de Volkskrant, 
Trouw and Het Parool were housed. That sands. 
« That does not prove that the municipality 
consciously supports this development, says 
Wilschut. «Ultimately, gentrification that takes 
place outside the center can be influenced, but 
cannot be controlled. »

Has Cascoland been abused? «On the contrary,» 
says Roel Schoenmakers. ‘We have become indis-
pensable for the government in the development 
of the city. We are city makers. The conversation 
with residents, government and developers is 
precisely the core of our work. We are not a wipe 
for bleeding, not a disguised community worker, 
we have become indispensable in bringing about 
changes from below. »
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"artists act as a 
kind of underpaid 
neighborhood 
workers"
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"artists act as a 
kind of underpaid 
neighborhood 
workers"

says Roel Griffioen
(extract from 

article «Probleembuurt, pas 
op voor kunstenaars!», De 

Volkskrant, 2015)
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It starts with the artists, he says. That simply has 
an effect on the environment, says Schoenmakers. 
‘The NDSM site was once a sanctuary, now it is 
getting tidier. But when it was cracked, nobody 
in the government thought: we can use this. And 
that we took possession of the Jan van Schaffelaar-
plantsoen was not at all the intention of the district. 
We removed those fences without permission. 
And I don’t think the corporations are out to scare 
people away. »

There is a bio-digester in the Piggelmee building 
of Cascoland. In this way, bread that local residents 
are not allowed to throw away is converted into 
gas. The same eco-thinking is used on a large scale 
during construction in the Jan van Schaffelaar-
plantsoen. Thanks to an enormous amount of solar 
cells on the roof, the residents are even supplying 
energy back to the grid. Moreover, the space 
between the apartment buildings remains public. 
The project developer talks about the construction 
of vegetable gardens and a greenhouse and the 
local residents get full say. Roel Schoenmakers: 
«That would probably not have been the case if we 
had not taken possession of the park. »
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The first thing I noticed here in the Kolenkit-
buurt was what you already found out : 
there are a lot of social organisations and 
art organisations here. Some are still here, 
some disappeared again. What you called 
: Cascoland, the Wow hostel came here - 
when was it ? 2014 or so ? 

Yes, more or less five years ago.

Yeah ? Like that. So, many many many 
organisations. I made an inventory about 
it long time ago, and there were about 25. 
So...

Did you make an inventory ? I would be super 
interested in seeing that !

Yeah I did ! But it’s from years ago, so 
maybe many of them changed already. But 
I was amazed about it. And I also found 
out that the organisations all had a focus 
here, on a special group or you know... 
The welfare organisation were very much 
into the poor people in the neighborhood, 
the art also different types of groups... But 
they all worked for themselves, so there 
was not a connection. Now, there is a, we 
have a... We call it a «quarter network 
meeting», here in the Kolenkitbuurt, the 
«Kolentkit quarter network lunch», it’s 
called. And then we have a whatsapp 
group, it is organized by our... It’s from the 
city council, per neighborhood there is a 
person who is responsible for the neighbo-
rhood : het gebiedsmakelaar. And the 
one here is called San San Liem, she is a 
woman, she organises the lunch. And they 
are all professionals.

So this is someone from the Geemente, from 
the municipality ?

Yes, yes. So now we talk with each other. 
I think it started last year or so. So it’s just 
new. And this is very very nice, because 
now we talk, and we get to know each 
other, and we try to find connections 
between each other cooperations, coope-

rative... working together. So that’s very 
important. 
But now, about the history, that’s the 
people, who live here. Before 1980, - 
because the neighborhood was founded 
in the 50’s, 1950-55 - there were dutch 
people coming from the center to this 
neighborhood to have more space and 
green and stuff like that. In the 1980’s the 
houses were not so good anymore, and we 
had the family reunion program, from the 
immigrants, especially Moroccans and Tur-
kish immigrants. So the building corpora-
tions - that’s the corporations who owns the 
social housing, do you know what I mean ?

Ok yes, I don’t know the equivalent because 
I think in France it doesn’t work like this and I 
don’t know in english the name, but I unders-
tand the system.

Yes, they are corporations, and you are 
member of the corporation, and you get a 
social housing from them. There is a huge 
waiting list here in Amsterdam. So the 
corporations they choose the old buildings 
to put all thoses families, family reunions, 
in those houses. Especially in the Kolenkit-
buurt, especially across the railway, in the 
Slotermeer.

Slotermeer, more than... ?

Yes. And I don’t know exactly the effect 
that it had, but it pushed away, and not 
only pushed away the original people, 
dutch people, they moved out, out of Ams-
terdam, to Plemerente, Almeere, to cities 
around, you know. So this became - it’s a 
nasty word, but I have to - a ghetto. An im-
migrant family ghetto. With a lot of Moroc-
cans, and also Turkish people. The Kolenkit-
buurt is more Moroccan than Turkish. So 
then because they had the low salary jobs, 
and also they came when the man lost their 
jobs in the 80’s, so they had to live from 
social welfare. So they became very poor, 
or they were already poor, but they stayed 
poor. Poorness is a very hard item here in 
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the Kolenkitbuurt, a lot of effort is going to 
those people. Because there is still, only a 
part of them came out of this poorness.
Ok, that is from the 80’s, and then... And 
also, some criminality. So that’s why we 
became on that list number one. Ok, then 
2000’s, 2005-2004, there became a new 
organisation, called Far West, and Far 
West became all the social housing from 
those corporations. And the corporates 
said : «do whatever with those houses, but 
make it a good neighborhood». So they 
made a huge plan and the plan was to - 
according to the time period - to tear down 
housing and build new ones. In the whole 
neighborhood, the whole Kolenkitbuurt. 

But social housing ?

It was 100% social housing.

And rebuild also social housing ?

No. Rebuild a mix. Because they thought - 
and I still think it’s a good thought - that a 
mix will upgrade the neighborhood. Yeah ?

Mm-hm.

So they had a percentage of houses you 
can buy, houses you can rent expensive, 
social housing and stuff like that. Anyway. 
Then they built this building, it was the first 
building : «Scala», the first building. And 
in 2006 I read an advertisement and I 
thought «oh it’s very cheap, and we want 
to buy», because we rented elsewhere in 
Amsterdam. So within a week, «chhhhp» I 
signed the contract.

Wow, ok ! That was cheap, for Amsterdam ?

Yes it was incredibly cheap. It was before 
the crisis, because the crisis started in 
2010, about. So then, I came here, and 
there was still a lot of old buildings here, 
with the original people. A bit of a mix 
of original Dutch people and Moroccans 
and Turkish people, but the majority was 

Moroccan and Turkish. And then they built 
here across the street the building. And the 
special building, across the street, you’ve 
seen it...

The tower ? The «New Kit» ?

The «New Kit», yes it goes like that. And 
then, in 2010 the crisis came. So the whole 
plan for the whole neighborhood, «chup 
chup chup chup», went to the garbage 
bin. So we had to wait, because the whole 
plan should have been ready in 2015. 
But in 2015, we came just out of the crisis, 
and then 2 of the 3 corporations started 
to build new plans, make new plans. One 
across the big street, where you see a 
lot of building now there. We have three 
parts in the Kolenkitbuurt we have the 
northern part, with a street like that, the 
street is called Witzghanlaan, where you 
have Wow building, Wow is also northern 
part. Then you have the middle part, it’s 
between the Witzghanlaan and the Bos en 
Lommerweg. And this is the southern part. 
And so one of the corporations, which 
is called Eigen Haard, is building in the 
middle. Then we had a big field next to the 
highway, where there is now a huge new 
building, you have seen it or so, it’s called 
«Rhapsody».

Yes, it’s not ready yet, or ?

Almost ready.

And it’s kind of curved and with this path in the 
middle.

Yes, yeah.

Ok, yes, we talked about that a lot.

As a designer do you like it ?

Hum... I think aesthetical-wise, I don’t real-
ly have an opinion on it because I am not 
super... It depends a lot on, I don’t know, I am 
more interested in what it’s going to do to the 
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neighborhood than its shape, so... In that sense 
I’ve heard very negative comments from people 
we talked with in Wow during the project, so I 
am kind of suspicious about it, but in the same 
time, I don’t really know so much what’s going 
to be the effect and who is going to live there 
excactly so...

This is funny. I think architecture-wise, it’s a 
beautiful building. But it’s huge you know, 
and it’s next to some old buildings, 2 old 
buildings, they are called the «Nieuwe 
Hackbar», and the Nieuwe Hackbar was 
build just before Scala, not build, just 
renovated, just before Scala, and it was 
converted from social housing to houses 
to buy. So those were the first houses you 
could buy in the Kolenkitbuurt. But the 
Rhapsody is huge... Rhapsody was built 
for middle segment rent, so not social but 
just above the social, so not high rent but... 
And especially my political party wants to 
have more rents in that segment because 
that is special for teachers and policemen 
and people in healthcare and stuff like that. 
When couples live together they just can 
pay that rent but they can’t pay the higher 
rent. And they also have problems to buy 
houses in Amsterdam nowadays, so it’s spe-
cial for that. We need them, we teachers 
and policemen, especially in this neighbo-
rhood. So Rhapsody was built like that, but 
it also had the task to let the neighborhood 
participate, in thinking how to use the in-
side court, and I was part of the... How do 
you call it ? It was a group of people from 
the neighborhood, led by Cascoland, and 
so - we had a meeting yesterday again, 
how we will work on it - so five people of 
them are going to have a house there.

From, from the team ? From Cascoland or ?

No, not from Cascoland, from the neighbo-
rhood. And they will participate in control-
ling the inside, how do you call that ? They 
are all new inhabitants coming, and they 
will organise the community, meetings 
and stuff like that. Because there will be a 

warehouse ? How do you call that, a glass 
house, in the middle, 2 next to each other, 
that’s for meetings and activities and stuff 
like that. So that group of 5 people will do 
that. There will be a guest house, with one 
room, where people from the apartments 
but also from the neighborhood, just from 
the Kolenkitbuurt can rent it for when you 
don’t have place for guests, they can be 
there for a very cheap price, I think it’s 
10 euros per night or so. And 2 ladies will 
organise that, take care of the cleaning 
and stuff like that. And Fouad Lakbir will do 
the artistic things there. And there’s a guy 
called Peter, he is from Parkhuis De Zwiger, 
have you heard about that ?

No.

Ok I’ll explain maybe later. And there will 
somebody who takes care of all the green 
parts, plants and stuff like that, that will be 
Eline, it’s an english lady. And they will all 
get an apartment there !

Ok, but because they are involved in the pro-
ject ?

Yeah ! They are involved in the project. So 
there will be an opening and stuff like that. 
So that’s about Rhapsody. It’s a mix of 
social housing rents and buying houses.

Inside Rhapsody ?

In the middle. The southern part is almost 
ready. Then you have, along the Bos en 
Lommerweg, the big building, long buil-
ding, and originally it was planned to tear 
it down and build a new one, but now 
they renovate it, the city of Amserdam 
renovated it, and sold it 2 years ago. And 
in that building, in the first floor, there are 
shops, and there is BACK. So this is all re-
novated. So yes the southern part is almost 
ready with the renovating, it’s also a mix 
of social, rent and buying houses. But now 
we have the northern part, and a couple 
of houses in the middle area : nothing will 
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be done for the time coming, and those 
people living there call themselves «the 
forgotten people», and that’s very sad. 
Very serious. So that’s a bit the story about 
the history of the area. In one year time the 
whole area will be changed, there will be 
new shops and... And what’s coming into 
the neighborhood, especially the expensive 
rents and the houses, those are the people 
with more money, with jobs etcetera, 
you’ve heard about the word gentrifica-
tion, so there is a huge gentrification here. 
And you see that there are now all kinds 
of groups with different backgrounds. You 
have the Moroccan people, you have the 
Turkish people, you have the Surinamese 
people. Here in our building we have 10 
different nationalities, in one building, 10 ! 
Russian, Italian, Moroccan, Turkish, Dutch... 
Just the surname, you name it. I counted 
once. But the groups, they still live along 
each other. It doesn’t mix. Even within the 
groups, you have little groups. Within the 
Moroccans you have little groups, within 
the Turkish you have little groups. And that 
makes it very difficult.
And now there is, have you heard about 
the documentary «Hackbarstraat» ? So in 
2002, they made the documentary, I’ve 
seen it, it was in the time when there was 
a lot of criminality and a lot of poverty in 
the neighborhood. And so already they 
knew about some plans, but there was one 
street, called Hackbarstraat and the people 
were interviewed, young people where 
interviewed, children. And 20 years later, 
almost 20, they are going to do a remake. 
Those were in 3 parts, and now they make 
2 parts, and it will be on dutch national 
television in September. And last night 
they filmed in BACK. So I gave them a lot 
of information last night, I also could say 
somethings about it. And now they are ma-
king a documentary about «what became 
of the neighborhood, 20 years later?». 
I think the documentary is called «the 
Kolenkitbuurt», or «the Kolenkitbuurt 20 
years later». So it deals about the people 
living next to each other, and it doesn’t 

mix, but what will happen, is there some 
change, noticeable? It mentions gentrifica-
tion, and things like that. So that’s about 
the neighborhood how it is now. And about 
the organisations, some of them work some 
not. WOW is... But also WOW is a bubble 
inside the Kolenkitbuurt.

Yes, by staying there, and also exchanging with 
artists in residency that were part of the project 
as well during 2 weeks, we could really notice, 
and also them, they were feeling really like they 
have their own path in the neighborhood of 
going shopping, going to one specific place, 
but they don’t feel like there is so much interac-
tion.

Yes. There’s not, you know. And for the 
new people, from the gentrification, they 
have to work, most of them, because they 
have to pay the rent and the mortgage. 
And for everything, really everything, they 
have to go out of the neighborhood, you 
know. Do the shopping out of the neighbo-
rhood, going out for dinner, eating out, 
out of the neighborhood, dancing and stuff 
like that, out of the neighborhood, there’s 
nothing here ! Really nothing. So when 
you walk during the day on the street, you 
hardly see them. 

Yes, that’s very true.

The most people you see, are the women 
with the scarves, the old Turkish men who 
are retired who walk over the street and 
go to the Mosk, here we have the Mavlara 
Mosk here. So in a way that is the reality. 
But when there will come shops here, a cof-
fee shop and things like that - not a coffee 
shop with weed - across the street here in 
Rhapsody, next to BACK there will come a 
patisserie... There’s a Moroccan restaurant, 
but there’s hardly anyone eating there so I 
don’t know 
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"But the groups, they 
still live along each 
other. It doesn’t mix. 
Even within the groups, 
you have little groups."
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"But the groups, they 
still live along each 
other. It doesn’t mix. 
Even within the groups, 
you have little groups."

says Ruud Van Buren
(extract from 

an interview, april 2019)
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How a power 
district remained 

a problem 
neighborhood

by Jaap Stam 
30.07.2013
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Four years ago, the 
Amsterdam Kolenkit 
neighborhood was the 
worst neighborhood in the 
Netherlands. Something 
has been tried in the mean-
time, but without much 
success.
«How do I get the patience organized?» Godfried 
Lambriex, city councilor for urban development 
in West Amsterdam, sees this as his most impor-
tant task. 

The Kolenkit neighborhood was the worst 
neighborhood in the Netherlands on a list of 
the Ministry of Housing, Neighborhoods and 
Integration four years ago. The residents have 
been promised many improvements, but urban 
renewal is stalling. 

The social renewal has been continued. Artists 
and students try to keep the neighborhood 
liveable, residents get all the space they need for 
activities. Do a lot together, but do not lean on us, 
is Lambriex’s motto. 

In the meantime, the borough is renovating the 
craziest spots. «You can’t say every day: tomorrow 
it will get better,» says Lambriex (PvdA, 51). If 
possible, he uses rules smoothly.

The district councilor is a pleasant politician. 
Relaxed, clear, not a seller of nice weather chats. 
The economist has been in politics for eight years, 
including three as a director of West, but does not 
have the politics of a politician. 

The Kolenkit neighborhood - 43 hectares sand-
wiched between the A10 and the railways - was 
built in the 1950s and consists for the most part of 
portico apartments. The name owes the neighbo-
rhood to the former reformed church, which was 
given the nickname Kolenkit.

Half a century ago, people from Amsterdam were 
struggling in the Jordaan and De Pijp to move 
to the West. The neighborhood later discolored. 
Around 80 percent of the six thousand residents 
are immigrants - mainly Moroccans and Turks. 
Half of households have hardly had any educa-
tion, three out of ten have to live on a minimum 
income, unemployment is high (more than 15 
percent), many residents speak little or no Dutch 
and have problems with parenting. 

The somber porch houses with their narrow 
balcony are far past the date. They are noisy, drafty 
and damp. Large families live in too small houses, 
there is a lot of stress behind the front door.

Adult children with their own families who live 
with their parents are given priority when a home 
is released. According to the latest count, 60 
apartments are still inhabited. 

Amsterdam and the housing associations have 
had the neighborhood muddled for a long time. 
At the beginning of this century, a start was made 
on what was to be a major renewal. A thousand 
homes would be demolished and 1,400 built until 
2015. Also owner-occupied and more expensive 
rental properties to attract higher educated and 
more wealthy residents. The crisis hit the wheel - 
722 new homes were completed.

Mohamed Moutar has been living in 
Blauwvoetstraat for 8 years. Four-high. All those 
years he has been waiting for a new flat - he would 
be next, he was promised. At the front, it over-
looks Lommerrijk, a brand-new block, construc-
ted from so-called Gooise stones. When it was his 
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flat’s turn, the crisis broke out. 

He has no central heating. In the winter Moutar 
sleeps with his wife and two children (the third 
is coming) in the living room by the gas stove. 
The roof is leaking, the mold is shining through 
the wallpaper. The housing association does not 
renovate, nor does it repair - the flat is being 
demolished. But when? A flatmate has a blocked 
drain and showers at the neighbors.

Moutar’s patience also comes to an end. «So-
mething has to happen, especially when we are five 
with us. As long as the biggest inconveniences are 
remedied. « 

Something has to be done, Lambriex agrees. The 
streets will be refurbished anyway - that is what the 
district itself is about. «It’s the reverse order, but 
we can’t keep waiting.» 

Welcome

The residents must feel that they are welcome, says 
Lambriex. If they already live in a bad apartment, 
then it should not be a gang on the street. 

Boilers and geysers from a flat a little further 
away were so bad that they were replaced. In the 
autumn, the housing corporation will let you 
know whether the new construction will continue, 
or whether it is allowed by the regulators. For the 
umpteenth time. «How often can you think about 
something?»

The same ragged porch apartment stood at the 
place of Lommerrijk. The tenants who have 
returned look out on the same old crap that they 
have left. Residents of owner-occupied apart-
ments feel cheated. They have paid 3.5 tonnes for 
110 square meters and have the same sad view. 

The street bustle in the Kolenkitbuurt is like in 
any other working-class neighborhood, only the 
decor is more than average worn out. Mothers 
sit on the steps of the porches, one man repairs a 
bicycle, another comes on his scooter with spare 
parts. A woman in a red T-shirt with the inscrip-
tion ‘District manager’ lifts a struggling child and 
brings it to the De Kit neighborhood room.

Discarded household goods have been squashed 
against the waste containers - under the sign that 
the neighborhood is ‘finished’ with junk on the 
street. The Kolenkit neighborhood has received 
extra garbage collectors and extra enforcers, but 
garbage is a persistent problem; the neighbo-
rhood must also want. «And we need to brush and 
rake better,» Lambriex says. 

Residents who want to start a toy loan, residents 
who cook for each other, residents who want to 
get involved in everything - they all get a helping 
hand. The latter have been given a place in the 
neighborhood office.

Corporations make vacant shops available for 
almost nothing. The city district provides paint. 
An exchange fair for second-hand clothing, a 
craft club, homework counseling, a film club for 
children, language lessons for women - it all finds 
shelter in the corner buildings. ‘Do you also have 
a nice idea? Let us know! ‘Is on a shop window. 

Coffee

Neighborhood rooms where you could only drink 
coffee and tea, West has stopped. ‘Just a space to 
meet: you arrange that yourself. If we make a space 
available, it must be about something. «

Students who provide a consideration - homework 
assistance, language lessons, read aloud - can 
move into a home that should have been demo-
lished cheaply. Lambriex: «Because of their pre-
sence and the arrival of new residents in the new 
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" ʻNo advertising 
please. We already have 
everythingʼ, says the 
sticker on their letter-
box."
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" ʻNo advertising 
please. We already have 
everythingʼ, says the 
sticker on their letter-
box." notes Jaap Stam

(extract from 
article "Hoe een krachtwijk 
een probleembuurt bleef", 

De Volkskrant, 2013)
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building that is already there, the neighborhood 
is already more mixed.» 

In 2001, the Kolenkitbuurt scored a 5 in a livea-
bility study by the municipality of Amsterdam. 
Ten years later it was raised to a 6 - a satisfactory 
but still the worst figure in the city. 

Less is complained about the lack of facilities, 
insecurity, nuisance (from pigeons, rats and han-
ging youngsters), vandalism, insults and violence.

The Kolenkit neighborhood is a small area in the 
West district. Lambriex: ‘We have one neighbo-
rhood that stands out, we can put a lot of energy 
into it. That is easier than when you have to choose 
from ten, such as New West. « 

The news that the Kolenkit neighborhood was the 
worst neighborhood in the Netherlands worked 
like a flywheel. «That shock released a lot of ener-
gy, everyone started to run faster. Calling in the 
police, for example, is easier. « 

The administration of the district has pruned 
heavily in the forest of social workers. The drivers 
did not know what they were seeing when they hit 
three years ago. ‘If there was a problem, the whole 
of the Dutch aid community was mobilized. There 
were people who watched what went well and what 
went wrong. And there were people who wrote 
reports about those people.

From now on, multi-problem families - the jargon 
is the same - will have to deal with one confidant. 
It encourages families to come up with solutions 
themselves. They are often found in their own 
circle. 

The Ernest Staesplein fell apart with grief. In a 
rejected school building, an expired gym and 
mosque lean against each other. The city district 

could no longer see the deterioration and started 
to work. Street makers are busy, new play equip-
ment is already there, the buildings are busy with 
carpentry.

Aunt Hennie has been with the martial arts school 
for 29 years and has been kept on the line for 
years. Her patience has been thoroughly tested. 
‘What I was not promised: we would get a new 
building, we would go to another location. How 
many drivers I haven’t had, they all came up with 
great plans. « 

Half-baked 

She finds half-baked the redecoration. ‘The holes 
are still in the wall, the windows don’t close. The 
mosque has become beautifully beautiful. Why 
does it take precedence? We have been busy for 30 
years to keep the youth off the street. I get along 
well with the people of the mosque, but we’re in 
the damn corner. I told them I have the wrong 
color. «

Lambriex had her on the phone yesterday. Just 
before her school, earth was dumped for a new 
hedge. She said: you are all going to deliver rats to 
me. Mr. Lambriex, do something about it. « Lam-
briex then called the responsible official. He was 
already there and said, «I think I have to admit.» 
Lambriex: «Then you give in nicely.» 

On the fallow Jan van Schaffelaarplantsoen, at 
the foot of the Kolenkit, a lot has happened since 
the artist collective Cascoland manages it. There 
should have been two flats for a long time, but you 
will almost regret that they will ever come.

The artists are there to stimulate residents. That 
was difficult until they started with chickens. 
People come out the door for that. Twelve families 
take care of the chickens roaming around. Nor-
mally, a chicken coop in the public space requires 
a lengthy procedure, in this time of urban renewal 
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that has ceased, the borough is celebrating the 
reins. 

At the neighborhood table there is a lunch twice 
a week, where residents come and bring home-
made dishes. An oasis in a neighborhood without 
hospitality. A barbecue is arranged regularly. In 
the past winters there was a skating rink, school 
classes came with the gym.

The guesthouse, another initiative of Cascoland, 
overlooks the field. When small-sized families 
have family from the country of origin staying, 
they can sleep there for a small fee. Local residents 
manage the home. A guest car will be available 
soon. It can be placed in front of the home of the 
family that has guest on the floor. The truck can 
be dismantled in no time and serve as a removal 
truck. Handy when better times come and resi-
dents can leave their apartment.

Visual artist Fiona de Bell walks with a buzzing 
lawnmower over the ramps on the park to trim the 
grass that is peeping through it. The city district 
does not mow. Because the terrain is in the books 
as fallow, the public gardens department does 
not take it along. The practical approach in the 
Kolenkit neighborhood has not yet penetrated all 
the gaps of the civil service. 

Mac Busz lives a few blocks away. Three years ago 
she moved into an apartment two storeys high, 
just refurbished. She had to wait eleven years for 
her own home. She is annoyed by the negative 
stories about the neighborhood. ‘The people are 
hospitable. I am asked a lot inside. In the middle 
of the night I cycle on the street, never had any 
problems. «

Also on the Schaapherderstraat 32 three-level 
they keep the courage in it. ‘No advertising please. 
We already have everything, «says the sticker on 
their letterbox.
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" Visual artist Fiona de Bell 
walks with a buzzing lawn-
mower over the ramps on 
the park to trim the grass 
that is peeping through it."
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" Visual artist Fiona de Bell 
walks with a buzzing lawn-
mower over the ramps on 
the park to trim the grass 
that is peeping through it."

says Jaap Stam
(extract from 

article "Hoe een krachtwijk 
een probleembuurt bleef", 

De Volkskrant, 2013)

111



interview

interview
in

te
rv

ie
w Yehudi

Van De Pol

44 years old,
founder of Operatie Periscoop,

living in the neighborhood 
since 2005
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When was the year when you first arrived here 
?

2005.

So it was before this news of the list of the worst 
neighborhood of the Netherlands.

Oh, yeah, yeah...

What’s your opinion on that, how did you feel 
when it happened ?

Yeah, I think it’s a bit of a media hype. It 
also caused a lot of ressources from the 
government to go to the Kolenkit. That’s 
why you can see so many initiatives, 
specifically in Kolenkit. If you go on this 
neighborhood, or the neighborhood next 
to Kolenkit, totally different, because there 
is just maybe one or two. Kolenkit is «Pfffrr-
rrrr», everybody wants to be here, it’s also 
kind of a fetish with «oh, this is the bad 
neighborhood!». That’s also good for your 
image. You know what I mean : «Yeah we 
are an active collective who works in the 
worst neighborhood of Amsterdam! Look at 
how tough we are!». But this is not like that. 
We work there but we came much later. 
Two years ago I think, we did a small work 
there, we started working in the Kolenkit. 

Didn’t you work in the Kolenkit neighborhood 
before that ?

Yeah, but it was then as a more smaller 
scale. We did one research before in the 
Kolenkit, with kids.

Your scope of action is actually bigger than 
Kolenkit ?

Yes, we are doing projects in Amsterdam 
South, Amsterdam South-East, Nieuwe-
West.

It just happens that you are here ?

Our base is here, because we lived here, 

we started here, so we wanted to have the 
base also, this office. We are very happy 
that we managed to do that. 
But about the media hype... Some friend 
told me, who grew up here in Kolenkit, they 
are actually very sad that this stamp was 
put on the neighborhood, because it also 
let the government to disrupt the neighbo-
rhood. Because you can see it’s a lot of 
new buildings, and through new buildings, 
a lot of people are just... Well «evicted» is 
maybe a bad word... But it is...Stimulated 
to move to another area. That’s why Ruud 
could move in, he bought a house and 
that is a whole new type of people in the 
neighborhood.

Because it used to be only social housing, from 
what he explained, and then they wanted to 
mix.

And that mix, yeah on paper it’s a mix, but 
it’s not mixed. What my friend said is that 
the community lost its soul while this hap-
pened, because there was a community, 
it was maybe not the community that the 
government wanted but there was definitely 
a strong social community. And the societal 
problems within the neighborhood were 
also from outside the neighborhood. But 
the measures they took were to disrupt also 
the positive things in the neighborhood. 
And that you can feel if you walk on the 
streets : it’s very anonymous, nobody 
greets each other, you move like a stranger 
through your own neighborhood. 

How do you feel, yourself, as a local resident 
? How do you perceive those different groups 
and what connection do you have to these 
bubbles of new comers and others ?

I must say in the Kolenkit I do not have 
so much contact with the different groups 
of the community. And it is very hard to 
get contact. And I think that it has a lot to 
do with the fact that it is anonymous and 
people are not making an effort, there are 
almost no community places, there is only 
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a few unattractive spaces where you could 
meet : the square at WOW but nobody 
seats there, small play gardens where 
only maybe some parents from one school 
come... There no central... It’s gone, and 
that’s really a bad thing. And through the 
urge of building so much new houses, there 
is no room for community anymore. But that 
is tough to...

When you are speaking about people that you 
greet in the street, that is not specifically happe-
ning in the Kolenkit neighborhood ?

Just, if you now go out later on, and you 
will walk through this neighborhood, and 
just try yourself, say «hi» to some random 
person and they will say «hi» back. This is 
a closed community. Almost only residents 
come here in this neighborhood. And 
through that, people know and accept you 
directly as a visitor, as a resident, some-
body who is worth greeting. And that’s 
interesting. Kolenkit, everybody goes all 
the directions. Maybe you can, but it’s less 
likely, to get a «hi» back. 

I remember that you took us in between the 
buildings, especially in the Kolenkitbuurt, where 
the «Werkplaatsje» is and...

That’s not Kolenkit, that’s Van de Winckel-
buurt. That’s the other side of the highway. 
The Kolenkit starts at the highway. Inside 
the highway, towards the center, that is not 
Kolenkit. Kolenkit is outside the city. That’s 
where the border is. Of course people 
move. But that’s a different vibe. That’s my 
personal experience. The Werkplaatsje, 
the Lidewijdepad has much more open 
and more neighborhoodly vibe than in the 
Kolenkit. And that part of the Kolenkit is still 
the old part so it’s not renovated, but the 
other part, where Ruud lives, everything 
is new, and even the people who used to 
live there, they have different neighbors. 
It’s like shaking in a pot, some left and 
some stayed, and you stay but you come 
in another building, so everybody had to 

build up a new social structure. And then 
Ruud and the likes, many people bought 
a house, and they are very segregated, 
the «bought» people and the social hou-
sing people. So everybody know «oh he 
doesn’t have money» and «he does have 
money». And with that mind you also ap-
proach each other. This is not good in my 
opinion. 

Do you feel that, because you are not living in 
that specific building, but how do you perceive 
these things ?

I know, well, I cannot speak for those buil-
dings of course.

But here you bought a house ?

I bought a house, but it was not in the 
Kolenkit, it was a smaller house, a smaller 
apartment, four layers, just small you know. 
I mean four homes together, and that’s the 
community, in the four houses. But where 
Ruud lives it’s a hundred different apart-
ments, they are forming a unit, and it’s all 
bought, and they are very strongly connec-
ted, they are new, they are organized, 
they are like this. And the other house next 
door, that’s also a hundred appartment, 
but it’s social housing. And they look at 
these houses and they are all white people, 
mainly, who bought, and non-white people, 
who didn’t buy. So that is segregating 
100% almost, so that is really not a positive 
tweak. And then you can say «oh it goes 
much better in the neighborhood, look at 
the statistics : income rises, social apprecia-
tion rises.» The problems were not solved, 
it was just a statistical manoeuvre to raise 
income. Also what they do a lot is to put 
student housing in the neighborhood where 
it’s bad, because then the single house and 
the families go up, the educational level 
goes up. All these things, statistically you 
improve the neighborhood without doing 
anything, to get others into the neighbo-
rhood : gentrification. 
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"That’s the funny thing : the 
government subsidizes a buil-
ding but it doesn’t have as 
much connection as for ins-
tance Stichting Amina, who is 
partly funded, but it’s not a 
government initiative."
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"That’s the funny thing : the 
government subsidizes a buil-
ding but it doesn’t have as 
much connection as for ins-
tance Stichting Amina, who is 
partly funded, but it’s not a 
government initiative."

says Yehudi Van De Pol
(extract from 

an interview, april 2019)

119



interview

interview
in

te
rv

ie
w

120



121



interview

interview
in

te
rv

ie
w

How do you feel about BACK organisation ?

We are closely connected to what is or-
ganized. We use to have an office there, 
before we moved here. We were really 
aiming at making it a very nice space. But I 
don’t feel that there is a heart in the space 
anymore. Have you been there ?

No, not yet, I will go later.

Ok. It depends on who is there of course. 
But it’s not a very community place, it’s just 
for some people to use it, to do things. And 
we would have done it differently, to be 
honest. In the place where we ended our 
tour last time, the painted building, there 
is a children workshop every Tuesday at 
2:30. And that is a similar place like BACK, 
but there it is much more embedded within 
the community and the community feels 
also a bit of a ownership for this place, 
because so many different members of the 
community can do things there. But that is 
harder in BACK.

The policy of BACK is that people ask for a 
space within the place and then they would 
provide the space and the organisation facili-
ties for them, but they are not at the initiative of 
things as an organisation.

Yeah, that’s how you interpret things. I 
think it is done in a manner that is a bit too 
uptight for the neighborhood, like «I don’t 
understand it so I’m not gonna bother». It’s 
an expensive project...

And apparently it will end ?

Yes... But what people will say is «the 
neighborhood doesn’t want it, doesn’t 
need it». While they do not realize that 
the way it is managed or being promoted 
or not promoted, this in fact influences the 
demand for this space. So you can easily 
take the wrong conclusions out of a project 
like this. Because I would say that Kolenkit 
desperately need public spaces, open 

access to community centers etcetera. But 
they also need to be organized in such a 
way that the community actually participate 
in it, or do something there. Because it 
started with Ruud and some of his friends 
from the same building. They have set it up, 
and it’s nice of course that these places are 
there, but I think that the group that coor-
dinates it has difficulties letting it go, they 
are holding it, and by holding it people 
want to go in there, but they don’t feel like 
they can participate, so they leave. And 
then the building is empty, because that’s 
unfortunately the reality of the space most 
of the time.

What to you think of another statement : why 
not leaving people do their own stuff and if they 
don’t show any interest maybe this is because 
there is nothing to be done here, they don’t 
want to be bothered and maybe it’s fine like 
this.

Well yes, if an approach doesn’t work then 
you have to change it, and not continue it 
the same way. And that’s what happens 
now I think : clearly something is not wor-
king for this space. And yes, a community 
can help itself quite well I think, and the 
community within Kolenkit was always quite 
good in helping each other, that was the 
community. But that community is gone.

How did you notice this absence ?

The absence I notice because I see it, 
and the community how it was is just from 
stories I hear from people who used to 
grow up there. Because that’s from per-
sonal accounts that people say «yeah, I 
knew many people, everybody knew each 
other in the neighborhood». That’s how 
it was, but then it became number one 
worst neighborhood. People were in shock 
when that happened, they were shocked. 
And this is imposed on you, and by what ? 
Maybe because there was a large group 
of young people who were criminals, but 
these criminals were active city-wide, not 
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necessarily in the neighborhood, but they 
focused all their attention there. And partly 
it is also good to give it attention if things 
go wrong, because there was some heavy 
elements definitely, and also in other parts 
of Bos en Lommer, and you need to take 
action on that of course. But that is the 
issue of throwing the baby and the bath 
water, you know, just «BOOM» everything, 
you wipe the entire area clean, you clean it 
but you do everything. You ask me «don’t 
you think that the community should just 
clear it out themselves?». Yes, but at the 
same time Kolenkit is an area where the 
social statistics of income, of loneliness, of 
poverty, of house violence, is quite high. All 
those statistics they peak. Another figure : 
the children obesity is 22%, whereas in the 
city it’s 12%. So 22% of the kids in Kolenkit 
are overweight, how is that happening ? So 
there are all of those statistics that do give 
signals of «hey there is something going 
on that needs attention». And then there is 
the idea of «ok let’s set up a center that we 
can provide to the community», but I think 
this way of providing to the community is 
not done in the right way, so you should 
change that, and see if you can actually 
get in touch with the community. There is 
another center, I don’t know if you have 
seen it, «Stichting Amina», that one has a 
very strong foot in the community. Because 
BACK doesn’t really have a strong foot 
in the community, that’s the funny thing : 
the government subsidize a building but 
it doesn’t have so much connection as for 
instance Stichting Amina, who is partly 
funded, but it’s not a government initiative. 
There is a large social program they offer, 
for fathers, mothers, parents, for children 
they do things, young women, they have 
a lot of these programs. And I think they 
are much stronger embedded within the 
culture of the neighborhood than BACK 
unfortunately is. I would expect more of 
the new people within the neighborhood to 
use the space like BACK, but it also doesn’t 
happen a lot. So my action would be to 
change the policy within that building, and 

this is what we do we go outside. Change 
the approach for the building inside, but 
also, you need to be on the streets in the 
Kolenkit I think. That’s what I would want 
to do, and that’s what we are going to do 
this year much more in a specific part of 
the neighborhood, to really try and look 
for the connection within the community, 
and see what is actually needed and what 
can actually work to somehow restore the 
sense of community. I really think we need 
some attention still, it’s being neglected a 
little bit. 

How about Cascoland ? They are also very 
active in lots of ways.

Did you meet them already ?

Yes. What are your links with them, how do you 
communicate ?

Well, we know each other. We agree on 
a lot of things, on how the neighborhood 
works. I think they were here at the peak 
of the... They started here in 2010 in Ko-
lenkit, we came 2016 I think, so they were 
already there for six years and they had 
this whole place where nothing was hap-
pening, next to the highway were this now 
beautiful new buildings arise. I think for 7 
or 8 years they had this field.

Where the Rhapsody is ?

Yes. And they have managed quite well 
to keep a foot in the door, to get some 
guarantees for locals to live there, resi-
dents from the neighborhood to live there, 
2 or 3. And this turns out to be a really 
big money making machine of course for 
the guys investing in it. They bought pro-
bably the ground really cheap, and they 
built a beautiful place, of course these are 
beautiful houses, clear, but none of the 
residents who are from the social housing 
can probably afford the prices. So you 
will have another bubble, gentrification in 
effect. And it’s very hard to stop. And also 
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"I would say that Kolenkit des-
perately need public spaces, 
open access to community cen-
ters etcetera. But they also need 
to be organized in such a way 
that the community actually par-
ticipate in it, or do something 
there."
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"I would say that Kolenkit des-
perately need public spaces, 
open access to community cen-
ters etcetera. But they also need 
to be organized in such a way 
that the community actually par-
ticipate in it, or do something 
there." says Yehudi Van De Pol

(extract from 
an interview, april 2019)
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as an artist Cascoland is very clear on this 
: it’s sometimes frustrating, you do it for 
the community, but in the end who profits, 
who benefits ? Community goes all places, 
they don’t have any protection from the 
government, it’s just the value of the price 
for the ground and the houses are so high, 
nobody can beat that. And that’s for us to 
see of course, how far they will be given 
a space, which would be the least to do. 
But I am afraid it’s just going to be another 
bubble. It’s a bit tough. For them also... I 
don’t know if they admit that, but I know 
that at one point they were doing so many 
projects, they were being well funded, and 
now they have to do with much less money 
but still maintain all these different projects 
that they have set up. And that’s hard to 
manage but also to... The ideal of the go-
vernment is to invest in artistic projects like 
Cascoland, and after two years they leave 
and the community flourishes. But it doesn’t 
really work like that, and it needs a certain 
minimum of investment to continue to coor-
dinate and do projects and these things, 
and I think that is what they are struggling 
with. I think they have done fantastic work : 
they set up a community garden, they have 
set up this participation with the Rhapsody. 
They have done many of those, that was 
their area you know, really to work in set-
ting up a hotel one night so you could sleep 
outside, funny things they do, a cinema.

And they have very much this action-research 
approach.

Yes. Definitely. They of course try to involve 
community. But I also think their approach 
is always very... They keep their art always 
very present. Their projects always have a 
very nice artistic value to it, even though 
the neighborhood is really like «who cares 
about the art?». But they really make sure 
that every project looks really nice. I like 
that of them.

Do you think that works well ?

Partly yes. Yeah definitely, of course you 
need to give attention to what you do and 
to do it as good as you can. I think their 
ethic for the aesthetic value is very high, 
but sometimes you loose in that process the 
community, that’s the downside of it. Com-
munity is sometimes very mainstream, not 
high art interested, you know what I mean 
? Like, a pizza is fine, you know ?...

Yes. But how does that work or fails in your 
opinion ?

Sometimes it works fantastic, if you are 
looking at say vegetables project, where 
they found women from the community to 
cook to rescue and recycle vegetables who 
are almost thrown away but still good and 
cook with different people from the commu-
nity and you make a project from that, to 
keep it for a longer time. So they sold those 
things, and they were involved with the 
community. And when the Rhapsody was 
still open, they had this lunch every tuesday 
and friday, and you could eat really nice 
stuff there, people came from all over the 
place, also people from the government. 
Yeah that was really a super fantastic 
project. I think the projects are sometimes 
fantastic and sometimes smaller and less 
successful maybe but I like their approach, 
their focus on the artistic. I find it to... I am 
also looking at what do we do different. 
And I think maybe more towards a direct 
collaboration with the community, and the 
artists... But it’s really hard to put the finger 
on our different operational differences.

Although I do feel it, looking at it with my 
outsider point of view, but I also can’t pinpoint 
exactly the difference.

Yes, this is also people involved maybe, 
or... The biggest challenge is to hand the 
project over, because however beautiful 
project you can set up, it’s also you who 
have to be the engine of continuing it. And 
that is where the challenge lies in the work 
we do : you have to find a way out be-
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cause nothing can last forever.

How do you see the future for Operatie Peris-
coop ? Do you feel like this should fade away 
at some point and disappear ? In five years 
from now, how would you like things to be ?

Well I don’t want to stop working with 
Operatie Periscoop, but clearly the projects 
have an end date The focus of the govern-
ment on a specific area, that changes. 
That’s why we also look at... But that’s 
more as an internal point of view as a 
company, as an organisation. You have 
to find ways indeed to let projects go and 
to look for new projects or do new things, 
develop new things. We are doing now a 
design of a square in Amsterdam South. 
The festival Best Of The West, for me that 
is something to continue, we are trying to 
involve Nieuwe West, that’s the next step, 
and that’s something that our organisation 
can always organise. And maybe we don’t 
do it forever, but that is something that 
lasts. It’s not like a community project that 
at one point, you start it and you leave. In 
a way we have left the neighborhood for 
a large part where we started, the one I 
showed you. These women who are organi-
zing there, they do that for the last 3 years 
for themselves, we are not involved. And 
that is something I am quite proud of, that 
we achieved, because that is the hardest 
part. Because people always somehow 
expect you to keep going but you have 
to step back. And then it will change, you 
artistic vision will just «Pshwewww», be 
gone with the wind. You know, especially 
we had these workshops in the neighbo-
rhood, and they were very artistic quality, 
we hired artists to come and give really 
nice workshops and then the ladies from 
the neighborhood took over, and yeah 
people start baking cupcakes, coloring 
them with sugar and everything, while we 
always went to the nature shop and got all 
these healthy things and... Yeah, accept 
it!  I mean you can’t change everybody in 
once. But they did it, and they do it for 3 

years. And that for me is something that 
you let go. And also the government really 
is happy about that. It’s not about solving 
the problems in the community but what 
we have achieved in that neighborhood is 
that the contact person within the govern-
ment has a much more connected network 
within that neighborhood, that they can 
rely on without us. When we were not 
there, there was no network. When we 
came in and we worked intensively for 3 or 
4 years, and then we left, this person from 
the government will always be there, like 
San San Liem the Gebiedsmakelaar, she 
now knows much better who to contact for 
what and what, and different networks. So 
in a way their work can continue, and it’s 
more easy, because of the work we have 
done together. And there much more active 
members of the community who have taken 
on tasks to do, so with that you can keep 
working. And if anything arrives then you 
can always as a government say «ok we 
need to put extra effort on this» and that’s 
ok. And another thing that we also started 
doing is to really coach and lead teams, fo-
cusing on a specific social topic. I like that, 
it’s recent, and that is also a next step for 
us as an organisation, it’s to not only do 
the outside artistic interventions, but also 
work with all the actors, on the prevention 
of poverty around the neighborhood, and 
we are now working with the government, 
the social workers, the debt prevention 
team, with all these people we are now 
designing together strategies, activities, 
working ways to prevent poverty. It’s not 
only about doing the outside interventions, 
it’s to work with the team to come up with 
interventions that we can do together.

And by using the fact that you have the 
knowledge of what’s going on as well in the 
neighborhood ?

Yes, and we are in a more leading position, 
not as being the boss but we are directing 
it. And we are asked to do this by the 
government, so that gives us the position 
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" Kolenkit is «Pfffrrr». Everybo-
dy wants to be here, it’s also kind 
of a fetish with «oh, this is the bad 
neighborhood!». That’s also good for 
your image. You know what I mean 
: «Yeah we are an active collective 
who works in the worst neighborhood 
of Amsterdam! Look at how tough we 
are!». But this is not like that."
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" Kolenkit is «Pfffrrr». Everybo-
dy wants to be here, it’s also kind 
of a fetish with «oh, this is the bad 
neighborhood!». That’s also good for 
your image. You know what I mean 
: «Yeah we are an active collective 
who works in the worst neighborhood 
of Amsterdam! Look at how tough we 
are!». But this is not like that."

says Yehudi Van De Pol
(extract from 

an interview, april 2019)
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to do that. Because if the government 
wouldn’t have asked, we wouldn’t have the 
directing role. So we lead the evaluations, 
we lead the planning, and the direct acti-
vity planning meetings. So you can see the 
development in that.

The fact that you are commissioned by the 
government also shows that they acknowledge 
in a very good way your work.

Exactly, and that has a lot to do with our 
focus always on the collaboration with all 
involved : professionals, government and 
active citizens. Bringing them together 
in a team that works on a positive way, 
our focus is very much on that. I see that 
there is a lot of benefit to be gained by 
all parties if we focus on that. Any team, 
any place, any square in the city, if you 
go there and you look «who is working in 
this square? are you working together?», 
well the work in which they work overlap a 
lot. The complexity of how the government 
is organized and has outsourced a lot of 
tasks is very chaotic sometimes, and the 
partners are not working in a way logically 
together. What we’ve learned is that, to 
bring that together from a local perspec-
tive, to reevaluate working relations and to 
streamline that a little bit, that has become 
also a working field of ours, so that is in a 
way also our future, that we could develop 
more. And that is also as a result of doing 
so much down to earth activities, outside. 
And we still do that, but then we do it with 
the whole team. 

You feel the need and the will to really work as 
a whole ?

Yeah, I think you can call it a holistic 
approach, that is very important. That is 
also an objective of the government, they 
call it «gebiedsgegirtwerken», working 
from the area. The area should dictate 
what happens. Your policy goal of pre-
venting poverty should not dictate what 
happens here, it should be the need from 

the area, and meet each other half way or 
something. But at least the focus starts from 
the neighborhood. It’s an ambition. It’s not 
really happening yet because the govern-
ment has always a top down urge. So yes, 
not everything lasts forever. 
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"As an artist, Cascoland 
are very clear on this : 
it’s sometimes frustrating, 
you do it for the commu-
nity, but in the end who 
profits, who benefits ?"
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"As an artist, Cascoland 
are very clear on this : 
it’s sometimes frustrating, 
you do it for the commu-
nity, but in the end who 
profits, who benefits ?"

says Yehudi Van De Pol
(extract from 

an interview, april 2019)
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www.
cascoland

.com

website of Cascoland,
international 

Amsterdam-based network 
of artists, architects, 
designers and performers
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KOLENKIT VERHUISDIENST

«Following the call to think 
about a neighborhood artwork 
that depicts the transition 
of the Kolenkit neighbo-
rhood, Cascoland suggested 
setting up the Kolenkit Re-
moval Service with which 
neighborhood residents can 
help each other move. That 
Moving Van could also be 
arranged as a Mobile Guest 
House, successor to the 
successful Cascoland Guest 
House. During a public de-
mocratic vote, the Kolenkit 
Removal Service was chosen 
to be executed as a neighbo-
rhood art work.

The Kolenkit Removal Service 
has a Removal Car that is 
managed by local residents 
and can be used to relocate 
local residents.

The Moving van is driven by 
one of our drivers. Moving 
is only for Kolenkitters and 
is only possible within Ams-
terdam.

Who uses the relocation ser-
vice is obliged to help with 
the relocation of fellow 
residents for 2 hours. This 
is possible when it suits 
both parties and can also 
involve various activities 
such as, for example, hel-
ping to clean up and to help 
carrying things.»

KAS-COLAND

«In the run-up to a per-
manent Anchorage site in 
the roof garden of the new 
Rhapsody complex, Casco-
land fixedly installed a 
glasshouse greenhouse in 
the public space in the Ko-
lenkit. Since the begin-
ning of 2017, we have been 
experimentally demonstra-
ting that a glass, transpa-
rent meeting place for the 
neighborhood is viable.

In the spring of 2017 
Kas-coland opened in the 
Leeuwendalerstunnel under 
the A10 West, right in the 
walking route of local resi-
dents to and from the Gulden 
Winckel park.

Kas-coland was an immediate 
success. The passing pu-
blic experiences the green-
house as easily accessible 
that there is a continuous 
approach and Kas-coland is 
used intensively, on the one 
hand as a point of contact 
for questions about the new 
building, and otherwise as a 
meeting place for the par-
ticipants in the various 
sub-activities. We have been 
able to experimentally re-
fute worries expressed by 
the borough, the building 
combination and concerned 
local residents about the 
vandal resistance of a glass 
greenhouse in public space 
for months. We think that 
the programming of Kas-co-
land with, for and by lo-
cal residents has created 
a sense of ownership by the 

http://cascoland.
com/#/projects/

cascoland-kolenkit/
kolenkit-verhuis-

dienst/
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DE VERHUISZING

«In recent months, dozens of 
Kolenkitters have moved from 
Nannostraat to the new buil-
ding called the Titan, two 
blocks away. When the first 
pile was driven a year and a 
half ago, the starting shot 
for the new building was 
given via the pixel action 
Start.

This spring we started the 
VerhuisZing project. We col-
lected statements from the 
moving Kolenkitters about 
their experience of the re-
location and wrote those 
statements on striking Mo-
ving Boxes. The Moving Boxes 
were raffled among the thou-
sands and could be seen 
everywhere on the street, 
packed, the following weeks.

Jos Zandvliet composed «The 
Moving Song» and studied it 
with a choir of local resi-
dents and school children. 
During the festive opening 
of the Titan on 24 March, 
«Het Verhuislied» guided 
the new residents across 
the threshold of their new 
home. With gigantic pixels, 
which were turned in an or-
chestrated action by local 
residents to form words, the 
building spoke to those pre-
sent.

Thanks to: Jos Zandvliet, 
& ACCU band, Eigen Haard’s 
Gertjan Koele, Bos en Lom-
merschool and all the resi-
dents of the Kolenkit who 
participated, Iris Vetter 
(photography top photo), 

neighborhood over the green-
house that helps to maintain 
it.

Kas-coland offers and accom-
modated, among others, the 
SpullenBieb / Repair Café, 
workshops, meetings, consul-
tations, language lessons 
for women, plastic recycle 
workshops, film screening 
for children, i.s.m. Voo-
rUit, Radio Kolenkip, Rap 
workshops, production of 
KookKit neighborhood pro-
ducts, bread distribution 
place, meeting room for lo-
cal authorities and organi-
zations and as a point of 
contact for questions about 
construction. The use of 
Kas-coland is free and the 
opening and programming is 
provided by Cascoland, vo-
lunteers from the neighbo-
rhood and students from Voo-
ruit.»

http://cascoland.
com/#/projects/

cascoland-kolenkit/
kas-coland/
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Oski Collado (photography 
bottom photos), Bart Ma-
joor (photography and edi-
ting) bottom four photos + 
video).»

CAS-GO-LAND

After Gascoland, our own 
energy company that gene-
rated biogas from old bread 
to bake new bread, and our 
social real estate company 
Kas-coland, we opened our 
own electric transport com-
pany Cas-Go-land this week.

CasGoland transports local 
residents to the various 
Neighborhood restaurants in 
West as part of the Meal-
DAYERS project. From the 
municipal program «Amster-
dammers Make Your City» we 
have made an overview of 
all accessible and affor-
dable places to eat in the 
neighborhood. Every day you 
can go to different Neighbo-
rhood restaurants in Ams-
terdam West for a cheap, 
good meal for around € 
5. Because not everyone 
is aware of the various 
Neighborhood restaurants, 
we have made an interactive 
map of the Neighborhood res-
taurants in Amsterdam West. 
CasGoland offers an arrange-
ment for local residents who 
can choose how many days a 
week they want to eat out-
side the week, we make the 
reservations and arrange the 
transport.

CasGoland is Go!

Thanks to AMJS, Stadsdeel 
West and Easy Go Electric

http://cascoland.
com/#/projects/

cascoland-kolenkit/
de-verhuiszing/

http://cascoland.
com/#/projects/

cascoland-kolenkit/
casgoland/
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THE OUTLOOK/DE UITKIJK

On June 24th Cascoland ope-
ned The OutLook, a tempo-
rary artwork in the Ko-
lenkitbuurt, a viewpoint for 
residents and visitors with 
an open mind

From the OutLook you can see 
the past and the future of 
the neighbourhood. To the 
north is the old Van Eeste-
ren 50’s ‘New Building’ ar-
chitecture and the Cascoland 
communal vegetable garden 
maintained by residents from 
the surrounding buildings.

To the south you can see the 
new development, the fu-
ture of the neighbourhood, 
against the backdrop of the 
iconic Kolenkit Church-
tower, the name giver of 
the neighbourhood. Casco-
land designs this future in 
co-creation with residents 
in projects like the Anchor-
Place, the HelloBridge, the 
Share-Plinth and the Ko-
lenkit Stay-Over House, all 
visible from the Viewpoint.

The OutLook holds the names 
of all 153 contributors to 
the 2017 crowdfunder that 
raised €20.000 to build the 
Hello Bridge right here. As 
such the OutLook is a lead-
up to the realisation of the 
Hello Bridge!

KOLENKIT LOGEERHUIS

Back in 2011, at Piet Paalt-
jenspad 6, Cascoland started 
the Kolenkit StayOver House. 
Right in the middle of the 
hood with a splendid view on 
Jan van Schaffelaarplant-
soen.

The Kolenkit StayOver House 
is an extension of the hos-
pitality of the Kolenkit 
hood. Guests of residents of 
the Kolenkit can stay here 
up to three nights for €10 
per person per night.

The Kolenkit StayOver House 
is run by local residents, 
is functioning fully auto-
nomous and, regarding its 
occupation grade, is ful-
lfilling a need for ex-
tra domestic space in this 
neighborhood.

Registration and reservation 
daily from 9 to 10 AM at 
Piet Paaltjenspad 9. Bring 
ID and € 30 deposit.

http://cascoland.
com/#/projects/

cascoland-kolenkit/
the-outlook/

http://cascoland.
com/#/projects/

cascoland-kolenkit/
kolenkit-logeerhuis/
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'CasGoland offers an ar-
rangement for local resi-
dents'

'managed by local resi-
dents and can be used to 
relocate local residents'
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'We collected statements 
from the moving Kolenkit-
ters'

extracts from 
Cascoland website
http://cascoland.

com/
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In Amsterdam 
you now pay extra 

for the fact that you 
have neighbors

by  Nils de Lange 
21.02.2019
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Residents of the new 
Rhapsody real estate project 
pay an additional price for 
all kinds of services, such as 
living in ‘a community.’
There are a number of certainties in life. Everyone 
dies, Soldaat van Oranje The Musical is still 
extended one more time, and if a real estate 
developer gets the chance to sew things, he does it.

The latter became clear again in recent weeks in 
Amsterdam, where the developer of a real estate 
project saw an opportunity to do justice to the 
image of his profession. You have to give it to 
realtors, brokers and housing associations: every 
time they manage to come up with extremely 
creative methods to push up the already low prices 
on the housing market a little further.

I imagine there is a private society, a club, where 
all real estate men and women come together to 
inspire each other and to celebrate that they have 
been lurking their customers again this week. If 
you do not wear a pink shirt with a large collar, 
you will not get in, and there is a valet parking 
especially for Vespas. If these meetings really take 
place, the people behind the Rhapsody real estate 
project must have been the heroes of the evening 
during the last edition.

This is what is going on. In the Kolenkit neighbo-
rhood in Amsterdam-West, formerly the ‘ worst 
neighborhood in the Netherlands ‘, a new housing 
project, Rhapsody , would be built with houses 
at a ‘middle rent’. This means that the rent is 
somewhere between that of social housing and the 
exorbitant amounts of the free market: between 
850 and 1000 euros per month.

It goes without saying that many people were 
impressed: in no time there were more than seven 
thousand registrations for the 239 homes that were 
built. But by the end of the registration period last 
month - no property had been delivered yet - rents 
suddenly increased. The cheapest houses suddenly 

cost no more than 850 euros per month, but 
almost 1250. Even before someone had ever lived 
in them, they were suddenly a lot more expensive.

That was not quite the deal. It is not necessarily 
surprising that real estate developers do not keep 
to agreements, but in this case it is extra bad: the 
developer received a substantial discount on the 
land price from the municipality of Amsterdam 
, precisely to build affordable houses there. Just 
to be clear: houses of 1250 euros per month and 
more expensive do not fall into the ‘middle-rent’ 
category - that category runs to a maximum of 
1000 euros - and also not to the ‘affordable’ 
category. That is just expensive.

The next question is the apology with 
which the real estate entrepreneurs 
in question - the project is run by 
investment company CBRE and broker 
MVGM - arrive this time to state that 
they do not comply with the agreements. 
They come: the previously mentioned 
prices were « indicative and provisional 
« and still turned out to be higher. Can 
happen dude! In addition, residents get 
a parking space at their apartment, for 
which they pay around 150 euros. That 
price is twice as high as that of other 
parking places in the neighborhood, 
and that you as a resident do not have 
the choice to not take a parking space, 
for example if you do not have a car, we 
will have to overlook. But there is still a 
‘whole range of services’ for which you 
pay extra, says Frank Aalbers of CBRE 
in Het Parool. Residents can use shared 
cars, there is a spacious inner garden and 
a guest house and - and this is by far the 
most original reason for letting tenants 
extra rags that I have heard in ages - 
residents become part of ‘a community’.

This is one thing now. Brokers see it as a 
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service - a favor that they give you, and 
one for which they ask you for money 
- that you are part of a community. This 
of course means nothing more and 
nothing less than that you come to live 
in an apartment complex where other 
people also live. Congratulations, you 
have neighbors. And now quickly pay the 
agency fee. In the past you paid extra for 
a detached house on a beautiful piece of 
land - and you still do, but now you also 
pay extra to not live in a detached house 
on a nice piece of land, but in an apart-
ment complex in what is not yet the case. 
long ago was the worst neighborhood 
in the country. And if your neighbors 
decide to listen to a DJ Promo hardcore 
set on Tuesday night with the amplifier 
in a hearing impairment setting,

At CBRE they will be proud of this new 
excuse for asking more for apartments 
than they should do, and than they had 
promised in advance. Well done and 
congratulations.
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Michela
Trovato

Giancardillo

27 years old,
project manager and 
cultural programmer 
at Wow Amsterdam, 

working in the neighborhood
from 2015 until 2019
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ter in Art Studies so contemporary art and 
philosophy, and that’s also when I started 
working in WOW. At the beginning it was 
sort of a side job to do in the days that I 
wasn’t studying.

How did you find out about WOW ?

Through friends. I knew somebody who 
knew the head of the cultural program. 
WOW Amsterdam opened almost five 
years ago and it was initiated by Sandra 
Chedi. Marlies Buurman was the former 
head of the cultural program and we had 
some mutual friends who knew she was 
looking for somebody to join the team, 
because the cultural program was growing 
and she needed more hands to help out. 
So when I started my only work experience 
was as an intern at Jan Mot gallery in Brus-
sel, but within two months I organized an 
event in WOW for the Amsterdam Fashion 
Week. So it was a lot of responsibility from 
the start.

Was it also the beginning of WOW itself ?

No, WOW was already a year and a half 
old. So the first people who moved in were 
already out, because at the beginning 
artists could only stay one year. From then 
I think I met all the residents who came in 
after. WOW opened its doors in July 2014 
and I started working here in November 
2015. So it was a very young organization, 
but they already had a very good cultu-
ral programme. When I arrived, the fact 
that there were 3 people working on the 
cultural programme made it possible to be 
a bit more active. And I think the education 
started not because of me, but because of 
the fact the team was a bit bigger gave us 
the space and time to organize an educa-
tional and more neighborhood oriented 
programme, which since the beginning has 
been part of the vision of the WOW Ams-
terdam foundation. The first Liberation meal 
was in 2016, if I am not mistaken.
And did this meal come from your initiative ?

I am Michela Trovato Giancardillo and I 
have been working in WOW for 3 and a 
half years now, as a cultural programmer, 
so in short I organize the cultural events. I 
started doing mostly PR and then I became 
a project manager. 

What do you mean by PR ?

Like writing press releases, newsletters, and 
managing WOW’s social media... But from 
the beginning I started organizing projects, 
and now I organize the full cultural pro-
gramme together with Nandine van Karne-
beek. And I also coordinate the adminis-
tration regarding the Artists in Residence 
: their contracts, studio assignment, the 
discipline diversity and balance... My status 
is that, as a programmer, I am a mum for 
everybody! (laughs) No, I mostly manage 
the artists and their projects, and the 
projects that we do in the neighborhood. 
Which is not only the liberation meal but 
also the educational programs. Those are 
for me as important as the other events 
because they connect the kids and people 
from the neighborhood with the building, 
and with what we do in WOW. Sometime 
the neighborhood is, as you have seen 
during the two weeks you were here, a 
little bit difficult to reach out to, because it’s 
such a melting pot of different educational 
and cultural backgrounds. I myself am not 
dutch, I am Italian, and I have been living 
in Amsterdam for 4 years now, but I do 
speak the language so I have an easier 
access to the neighborhood compared to 
some of the artists in residency, who don’t 
speak the language.

Could you tell me more about your back-
ground, what did you study, where did you 
work before ?

So, I am a art historian, I studied art his-
tory in Florence and then I did a master in 
Cultural Studies in Leuven, Belgium. Then I 
came to Amsterdam to do a research mas-
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tionship with the neighborhood ? How did you 
feel about this ?

Yes, I think it was the first thing that I 
participated in which had a kind of the 
outreach for the neighborhood. And it was 
pretty difficult. In every program we do 
in the neighborhood we try to work with 
already existing social gatherings, to have 
them to come here. In the end, what we 
do when we organize something for the 
neighborhood or outside the building is 
always to think about the people who live 
here and their culture. For example during 
the liberation day we don’t serve alcohol, 
because that would prevent some people to 
join. Because while some people are totally 
fine drinking, others don’t even want to go 
to events where alcohol is served, so we 
take that out of the picture and make it pos-
sible for everybody to join and celebrate 
Liberation Day with us. But it is always a 
challenge, I think.

How were you feeling when you were not as 
involved in WOW, when you first started wor-
king here ? Did you have some doubts about 
working in this area ?

I don’t think I had doubts, because once 
you are here it’s a much less scary than the 
image people have of this neighborhood.

Were you convinced that you wanted to work 
in an art center that has this specific position of 
working in a difficult neighborhood ?

That was more of a discovery. Obviously 
the reputation in Bos en Lommer wasn’t 
great but I was very new to the city so I 
didn’t know that...

Did you know about it before ?

No, I think it’s mostly when I looked up 
where it was. I was also living very close, 
not in Bos en Lommer but in West, just a 7 
minutes bike ride from here. So it was not 

No, it was initiated by Marlies Buurman. 
The first year we had a theater piece Niet 
Meer Zonder Jou (Never Again Without 
You) from the theater company Zinaplat-
form,.The performance was basically a 
public conversation between Nazmiye Oral 
and her mother Havva. In the
show they portrayed the scathing, angsty, 
sometimes fearful and valuable encoun-
ters between a member of the traditional 
Muslim community – mother Havva – and 
a liberated daughter – Nazmiye. An open 
debate about that which was never talked 
about at home. So it was definitely a rela-
table piece for the neighborhood, but also 
very difficult because the play was very 
confrontational for some people, especially 
the photo exhibition which came with it.

That was the first event that was offered to the 
neighborhood ?

I think one of the firsts in which we invested 
a lot of energy in reaching out to the 
neighborhood. However all our cultural 
events are free and open to everyone. 
Every year we also have Open Studios 
normally in conjunction with 24 Hour West 
or Nieuw West. The city of Amsterdam has 
a partnership with a marketing agency, 
in order to spread the tourists and people 
who live here around the whole city. They 
want to promote things which happen 
outside the center and stimulate people to 
get out. For this reason they organize these 
24 hours events : 24 hours East, 24 hours 
West, 24 hours North., and so forth

Once a year ?

Yes, once a year for 3 districts, so it’s 
always changing a bit, some years it’s 
West and some years it’s Nieuwe West, 
and we always participate because we are 
right on the border!

This play was your first acquaintance with the 
cultural programme of WOW and its rela-
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"Sometimes you get a bit 
disenchanted by the fact that 
in the end people who come 
to the openings are not from 
the neighborhood, but are 
mostly artists..."
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"Sometimes you get a bit 
disenchanted by the fact that 
in the end people who come 
to the openings are not from 
the neighborhood, but are 
mostly artists..."

says Michela Trovato
(extract from 

an interview, april 2019)
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really a big step for me. Probably yes I 
heard that it was a difficult neighborhood 
but at the same time not being from the 
city I had less preconceived and formed 
ideas. I moved in Amsterdam in August 
and then in November I started working 
here so I didn’t have that much prejudice 
on this neighborhood. So I came here and 
I mean, I don’t know, actually I don’t find 
it so...’scary’. I have been working here 
for 4 years and sometimes I go home late 
at night and I never felt unsafe. Obviously 
things happen but things happen eve-
rywhere.

Were you also interested in having these 
contacts between the neighborhood and WOW 
?

I think for me the WOW model was a 
discovery on all levels because in Italy 
something like this doesn’t exist... It’s 
an Amsterdam model to have «Broe-
dplaatsen», like creative hubs. What was 
interesting to me was actually the reuse of 
empty spaces in the city. And if you notice 
they are mostly in the outskirts in these 
more difficult areas, there are not many 
broedplaatsen in the center. And I think this 
is something interesting that these places 
are the first outreach of the art world 
to the outskirts of the city. And for me it 
was interesting to create a program with 
emerging artists. To be honest I think for 
me that was the most interesting part. And 
after it also came to the outreach to the 
neighborhood, and being able to attract a 
diverse public that you don’t see in mu-
seums. I think It’s interesting, sometimes 
you get a bit disenchanted by the fact that 
in the end people who come to the ope-
nings are not from the neighborhood, but 
are mostly artists. So I think this community 
role is important and sometimes is also 
supported by bigger institutions : we were 
talking with the Rijksmuseum, they wanted 
to give a workshop during the Liberation 
Day, in the end it didn’t work because of 
timing but they want to come here. So there 

is an interest of museums to reach out to 
a broader public. We work also with the 
Musiekgebouw aan het IJ for educational 
projects. Bigger institutions have an interest 
with WOW, or communities like WOW, to 
reach outside their walls. And for me it’s a 
very interesting aspect. Also how you think 
in how you work inside and how you work 
outside of the ring.

People mention a lot this geographical - but 
mostly mental - barrier of the ring.

Yes, it’s so hard to get people to come 
here. It’s hard to reach people from the 
neighborhood, but it’s also hard to get 
people from other districts to come here. 
Because it seems so far away - even 
thought it’s not. You can still bike West for 
20 minutes before you are out of the city.

When you arrived in Amsterdam where were 
you living, where do you live now, and why ?

The first time I was an exchange student 
and I was living in Oost. But where you live 
in Amsterdam is very much about where 
you find a place to live, because it’s so 
difficult to find something. And I think part 
of why I wasn’t so surprised about working 
here is because where I lived in Oost was 
also pretty much diverse neighborhood, I 
lived there 6 months and was a really nice 
experience... 

Did you like it here ?

Yes, yes very much. The area where I 
used to live back then is now a bit more 
gentrified than 5 years ago. Like there is 
«Marqt», which is the beginning of gentri-
fication (laughs). And they also have a 
open air mall and stuff like this. But defi-
nitely it was totally fine, and when I came 
here I saw the same environment in which 
I lived before. Then when I moved back to 
Amsterdam for my master I lived in West, 
and now a bit more towards the center, 
but it’s all a matter of where you can find 
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something.

It was a battle !

Yes, it was a battle to find something ! But it 
just happened that I found it in the center, 
but it could have been in West.

In which neighborhood do you spend the most 
of your time ? 

Here. Last year we had this project in Bos 
en Lommerplein, and I spend a lot of time 
there. We had this big event in June on 
the square itself, we programmed it. We 
worked together with the people who were 
programming the re-branding of the square 
and we had a space... Did you go up the 
square where the market is ?

Yes, I did.

Here. Last year we had this project in Bos 
en Lommerplein, and I spend a lot of time 
there. We had this big event in June on 
the square itself, we programmed it. We 
worked together with the people who were 
working on re-branding the square and we 
were able to use three of the empty stores 
on the squre. One was an exhibition about 
sustainable fashion, one was a pop-up 
store, and the other one was only for one 
day, a big video installation. So because 
of that project I worked there from June 
to October for 3 days a week. And is was 
really interesting to see because the market 
during the summer gets really really empty, 
but it was still a nice opportunity because 
people were still coming in and being cu-
rious.Our main target wasn’t really to sell, 
but to reach out to the neighborhood and 
be more accessible to them, and people 
came in and asked what we were doing 
there. And also Operatie Periscoop had 
a space just before us, in another one to 
the empty spaces, so they also did a lot of 
programming on the square, which is one 
of the central points of the neighborhood.

Was that the first occasion for you to work 
outside of the building ?

Yes. I think it was really nice because 
people were curious. And we spent 10 
days building up the whole thing, and 
the event itself was visited also by a lot of 
people from the neighborhood. We had 10 
workshops that had something to do with 
fashion and they were all for free. And 
then there was a close swapping market for 
a couple of euros, so it was very accessible 
for the neighborhood. It was an experience 
to be there and be outside of the building 
because now I am a bit disconnected when 
I sit here in the backyard.

Could you describe me your typical day ?

Sure. It’s quite relaxed, I get here around 
9/9:30 and then once I get here I mostly 
just work in the office until 18. It happens 
that I get coffee with people who live here, 
artists, so either they come here or we go 
in their studio and we talk about what they 
are working on and upcoming projects. 
So most of my contacts are with them. 
And then I think my main contact with the 
neighborhood is the supermarket, so some-
times if I forget to take something for lunch 
I go there and then eat. So in a way I am 
here, I work also with the neighborhood, 
but many times I am detached from it a bit. 
Because the cultural programme is still hap-
pening in the building. And in a way I think 
that’s also something to think about.

What’s your opinion on that, on a personal 
level ?

I think that in a way it shouldn’t be expec-
ted from WOW to be a community place 
but at the same time we pay attention to 
our role in the neighborhood. I think for 
example what I liked, being in Bos en 
Lommerplein is that then I got to know 
the fruit stand guy or the fish guy, or the 
Turkish pizza place, and then you go and 
have a chat with them, and then it gets you 
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" I am here, I work also with the 
neighborhood, but many times 
I am detached from it a bit. Be-
cause the cultural programme is 
still happening in the building. 
And in a way I think that’s also 
something to think about."
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" I am here, I work also with the 
neighborhood, but many times 
I am detached from it a bit. Be-
cause the cultural programme is 
still happening in the building. 
And in a way I think that’s also 
something to think about."

says Michela Trovato
(extract from 

an interview, april 2019)
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closer to the community. And here it is a 
bit more disconnected, because I have also 
other things to do of course. When I was in 
the store I was still working for the cultural 
programme but then people would come 
in and have a chat, and ask what WOW 
is, what I was doing there on the square. 
When we had the office in the front of the 
building we had a bit more connection but 
still it’s not like people come in.

When did that change ?

Around two months ago I moved my office 
here in the greenhouse. Here is is much 
more isolated. I had fun in the front, I saw 
the postmen, because they have a col-
lecting point nearby, and I would see 10 
people going in and out at the same time, 
really funny. Being in the front you are 
much more connected to what’s happe-
ning. You see more interactions. But even if 
it was nicer, most people that come in were 
actually hostel guests who thought that it 
was the reception.

Are there some good sides of being here in the 
back ?

Mmmmm... The light ? (laughs) But here I 
definitely concentrate more.

How come that you had to change space ?

They are making an exhibition space 
there, which is also nice because probably 
people feel more welcome to just walk in 
since it is on the ground floor. At the same 
time I think the person who has really more 
contacts with people who live here is Saïd 
Bensellam, people actually go and hang 
out in the corner close to where he has his 
apartment and office.

How does the selecting process work for the 
residencies ?
We have 50 studios. We always try to 
keep balance in the disciplines. We don’t 
only have visual artists but also fashion 

designers, musicians, graphic designers, 
theater makers, dancers and performance 
artists... So we have more or less 9 diffe-
rent disciplines. When a studio becomes 
available I look at how the balance is and 
what we need. We get applications almost 
everyday, at least one a day, sometimes 
more, it depends. We ask for a two year 
plan and how you are going to develop 
your practice, how can WOW help them 
in their career development, why do you 
want to live here. And then we look at their 
portfolio, CV, and a recommendation letter. 
They are mostly people who just graduated 
or they are doing their masters.

There is a rule for that, you only accept people 
who just graduated ?

Yes, or sometimes they are still doing 
Sandberg or a master of film or theater. On 
the basis of their portfolios and what they 
write in the plan, we invite a selection, and 
of course the meeting is to understand how 
well they can work within the cultural pro-
gramme. Especially for the ones who speak 
dutch, how well they can work for our com-
munity programme. Of course, since we 
have a programme for the neighborhood 
we find that important - not everybody has 
to be socially engaged but it is important 
that some of them are open for it. Espe-
cially for certain disciplines like music or 
theater, it is important for WOW that they 
are people who are socially engaged 
and that open to give workshops or do 
something back for the neighborhood. So 
of course it’s a question, why do you want 
to live in WOW, what can WOW bring to 
you but also what can you bring to WOW 
in the terms of cultural programme and the 
programme for the neighborhood.
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The 
creative class

 as a 
foreign legion

by Roel Griffioen
for Rekto:Verso,

2014
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Amsterdam has got it right: with artists 
and other «creatives» you can cheaply 
maintain the quality of life and at the same 
time boost real estate prices. Particular-
ly in New West, the creative class is fully 
invested. But does the directed artistic 
activity not serve as a cover for an old-
fashioned neo-liberal urban renewal pro-
gram? «Breeding grounds» are more than 
creative free ports.

A rustling revolution is taking place in 
Amsterdam’s New West district. Before 
the crisis, cranes, construction fences and 
concrete mixers were the harbingers of 
inexorable progress. Now they are pop-
up restaurants, movie nights with beer 
from microbreweries, vegetable gardens 
with ‘forgotten vegetables’, a coffee shop 
with furniture made from scrap wood and 
sustainable products, or a t-shirt line with 
brave prints that must appeal to the ‘un-
derground feeling’ of the neighborhood ( 
«Sleezy Sleeves makes Slotervaart cool!»). 
Please note: New West is by no means a 
Hipsterville. That super city district, with 
its 144 200 inhabitants, easily leaving 
behind cities such as Leuven, Bruges and 
Namur, is struggling with major and deep-
rooted problems. Unemployment is higher 
there, the feeling of insecurity greater 
and social cohesion lower than within the 
A10 ring road. When New West makes the 
news, it is often about the umpteenth 
break-in or rolled up weed plantation, the 
increase in home prostitution or the rise of 
Muslim fundamentalism.

Until the crisis, demolition and new 
construction policy was seen as a panacea 
against all metropolitan ailments. Nieuw-
West became the crime scene of the 
largest urban renewal operation in Dutch 
history. It was deployed around the turn 
of the millennium, with the aim of elimina-
ting poverty and crime by intervening in 
the hardware. Neighborhood by neighbo-
rhood, the porch flats from the 1950s were 
replaced by high-quality new construction, 

with attractive apartments for the com-
mercial rental and purchase market, to 
attract other socio-economic groups.

Policy makers spoke gildedly about New 
West as «the largest construction site in 
Europe». But due to the crisis, the drea-
med future is falling more slowly than 
hoped. Because the luxury apartments 
turned out to be more difficult to rent 
than expected, the financial base under 
the operation was swept away. New West 
is nevertheless growing. Two thousand 
souls were added in 2012 - an Amsterdam 
annual record. In neighborhoods that are 
still waiting for demolition, permanent re-
sidents are steadily being replaced by stu-
dents and «anti-squatters» with temporary 
leases. Empty schools, offices, garages 
and retail spaces can be converted into 
«cultural hotspots» or «breeding grounds» 
in no time. Culture is also pumped in with 
community art projects and attractive 
housing agreements with artists. In the 
wake of this - slowly - the urban space, 
the range of shops, the demographics are 
changing. In the Overtoomse Veld and the 
Kolenkitbuurt, the two neighborhoods that 
are closest to the city, that is the fastest. 
You no longer have to look up from a hip 
coffee or sandwich shop, gallery or clo-
thing exchange store.

So it seems that the harsh approach to 
demolition and new construction has been 
exchanged for all kinds of «soft» pro-
cesses of urban renewal, with the cultural 
sector playing a key role. Will creativity 
and cultural entrepreneurship save New 
West? Has Plan B been implemented? 
Administrators prefer to call this develop-
ment an organic movement than «official 
policy». Paulus de Wilt, as district chair-
man responsible for culture and urban 
renewal, among other things, signals a 
change in mentality in the creative sector. 
People used to want to sit in the city, but 
now they see the benefits of New West: 
«There is room here, it is cheap and there 
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is something ragged about. It is actually a 
bit like in Berlin. «

Breeding with the neighborhood
The suggestion that New West has sudden-
ly been «discovered» by the creative class 
hides the fact that it is indeed directed 
from above. Take the breeding ground poli-
cy, which Amsterdam has known since the 
turn of the century. With eleven of those 
cultural assembly buildings, all opened in 
the past five years, New West is the leader. 
That is interesting, because initially that 
policy focused on the center and the old 
ports around it. The policy was to ensure 
that in this city, with its legendary span 
of the housing market, there remained 
enough affordable studios for artists 
and other «creatives.» The first breeding 
grounds were initiated and financed by 
the municipality, but the development and 
exploitation is now largely left to exter-
nal breeding ground developers, such 
as Urban Resort, Meurkens & Meurkens, 
Beehive and Codum. The activities of 
Bureau Broedplaatsen, an extension of the 
municipality, are limited to facilitating and 
mediating these processes and awarding 
subsidies for renovations. Developers are 
obliged to rent out 40% of the space to 
artists and «creatives» for a maximum 
rent of 59 euros per meter per year. The 
investments are recovered with the remai-
ning 60%.

New breeding grounds are increasingly 
being opened in the socially and economi-
cally weak neighborhoods that surround 
the central city, such as New West, North 
and Southeast. They are also assigned 
more and more social and economic 
functions. They must give «new impulses» 
to the neighborhood, for example «by 
involving the residents of the surrounding 
residential areas in cultural activities in 
the building». With a feature about the 
breeding ground policy in New West, the 
magazine Breed, published by Bureau 
Broedplaatsen, headed: «New life for a 

new neighborhood». The article wonders 
what «significance» the breeding grounds, 
which «shoot like mushrooms from the 
ground,» have for the neighborhood. «Do 
they promote social cohesion? Do they 
have a positive influence on the cultu-
ral offer? Do they ensure an increasing 
popularity of the neighborhood? «Yes, 
that’s the surprising conclusion. However 
much the places differ in character and 
approach, they are all full of «tenants who 
want nothing more than to increase the 
social cohesion and emancipation of the 
neighborhood».

Are breeding grounds a city renewal 
vehicle? In any case, there is a connec-
tion, says Arwen Schram, project leader 
at Bureau Broedplaatsen: «A breeding 
place has a lot of social and economic 
potential. It is precisely in a neighbo-
rhood with problems where there is little 
to be gained in the cultural field, such as 
New West, that we do not want to leave 
that unused. «The added cultural value is 
mainly in the activities for the neighbo-
rhood, says Schram. In some breeding 
grounds it is contractually stipulated that 
tenants work ‘for the neighborhood’ for 
a day part per week. This can vary from 
hosting a sniffing internship for children to 
designing a neighborhood logo or creating 
a mural. And although a breeding place 
rarely provides jobs for the neighborhood, 
Schram believes that her creative activity 
also has an economic component: «Just 
because people get their sandwiches from 
a baker in the street or do their shopping 
in the neighborhood.» however, social and 
economic aspects are not measured by the 
Bureau: «These are assumptions. We don’t 
have time to investigate that. Perhaps we 
should ask an intern for that as a gradua-
tion project. «

The economic view of the breeding ground 
policy is not new. Strangely enough, the 
Amsterdam squatters’ movement intro-
duced him. When the municipality closed 
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"These cultural actors work in an 
overcrowded field, where the inte-
rests often overlap with other or-
ganizations and agencies, neighbo-
rhood coordinators, practice teams, 
participation brokers, neighbo-
rhood caretakers and social wor-
kers. The coherence is not always 
clear."
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"These cultural actors work in an 
overcrowded field, where the inte-
rests often overlap with other or-
ganizations and agencies, neighbo-
rhood coordinators, practice teams, 
participation brokers, neighbo-
rhood caretakers and social wor-
kers. The coherence is not always 
clear." says Roel Griffioen in an 

article on Rekto:Verso
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some high-profile squats in the late 1990s, 
pragmatic squatters sounded the alarm. 
They pointed out to the municipality the 
economic importance of sanctuaries for 
the city, as places where experiment can 
lead to innovation. The reasoning is that 
once the sanctuaries are gone, the crea-
tive talent will go abroad and Amsterdam 
will lose its innovative breeding ground. 
That utilitarian view of creativity comes 
to the fore even more strongly in the term 
«breeding ground». It is the cultural laying 
batteries that produce ideas that we (the 
city, business, the economy) can benefit in 
the future.

Creative with Richard Florida
What exactly do breeding places owe to 
their popularity with policy makers? Jaap 
Schoufour, head of Bureau Broedplaatsen, 
once publicly suggested that the breeding 
policy was saved by the book The Rise 
of the Creative Class by Richard Florida 
(2002). Just as the mayor and aldermen 
no longer had any fiducia in further invest-
ments, the city marketing sociologist came 
up with a handy theory about how the 
urban economy is driven by the presence 
of hip, cool, clever and above all creative. 
Florida’s exhortation is short and to the 
point: give room to creativity and even the 
most disadvantaged groups will benefit, 
because the prosperity that is created 
seeps into the lower regions of the social 
pyramid. Reaganomics with a social face.

For policymakers around the world, Flori-
da’s cut-and-paste theories have become 
a sort of epistemic, beyond which one 
cannot imagine, as Martha Rosler notes 
in her caustic The Culture Class (2013). 
There is no doubt that the breeding 
ground policy is strongly colored by it. 
Although Florida’s trickle-down thesis has 
often been challenged, from both the left 
and right corners, it is chiselled in granite 
tables on desks in the boardrooms of the 
town hall, city district offices and housing 
corporations. Florida has given a social 

veneer to the breeding ground policy, 
because he «demonstrates» that the poor 
and the «oncreatives» are also spinning in 
the presence of cultural breeding rooms 
in their neighborhood. Perhaps it is out 
of gratitude that the «Arts Plan 2005 
- 2008» has been called Amsterdam’s 
Creative City. The report proudly states 
that Amsterdam is «the first city in the 
Netherlands, perhaps even the first city 
in Europe» that «systematically connects 
culture with social, economic and spatial 
policy.»

That tone is also reflected in the Stren-
gthen through connection report. Art and 
culture policy New West 2011–2014. It says 
that local art and cultural policy must act 
as an «integral part», and that it is even 
«one of the pillars» of urban renewal. And 
now that innovation is stagnating, the 
importance of art and culture has only 
increased, according to the report. Now 
«art and culture activities» are «at the 
intersection of area development, art and 
culture education, talent development 
and (cultural) entrepreneurship.» Art and 
culture are among the «most important 
value-making facilities». They contribute 
to the liveability of neighborhoods, a bet-
ter socio-economic position and «higher 
real estate prices».

It is really there: art and culture contri-
bute to higher real estate prices. How? 
Just by simply being there. Florida and its 
followers describe very precisely how the 
presence of «creatives» is enough to force 
the economic upgrading of urban peri-
pheral areas. That is their role within the 
capitalist food chain. Florida: «Capitalism 
has also expanded its reach to capture the 
talents of heretofore excluded groups of 
eccentrics and nonconformists (...) setting 
them at the very heart of the process of 
innovation and urban growth.» Soulmate 
Charles Landry speaks of artists in The 
Creative City as regenerators, explorers 
or kickstarters of gentrification processes, 
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which breathe new life into neglected 
areas and generate support structures, 
such as cafes, restaurants and shops: 
«They then attract a more middle-class 
clientele.» and attract more potential 
consumers. Thanks to their «creative acti-
vity», artists act as «the forerunners who 
attract targeted audiences [final buyers 
and tenants]» to quote a developer at a 
meeting about art and the housing market.

The caravan of Adelheid Roosen
Researcher Boukje Cnossen, who is re-
searching the internal ecology of breeding 
grounds from New West, has difficulty with 
that strong emphasis on economic growth: 
«You will suspect that this is the umpteen-
th vehicle of neo-liberalism. «Flexibility» 
and «entrepreneurship» simply serve as a 
discursive cover for the further reduction 
of the arts sector. «

Cultural actors willingly participate in the 
gentrification industry. This is evident, 
for example, from the vanguard language 
with which developments in New West 
are framed. The tendency is that the city 
is slowly rolled out over no man’s land 
outside. It is about «pioneering» or even 
about a «journey of discovery». You can 
taste it in newspaper reports that write 
that «New West is on the rise» and that 
«students, artists and young entrepre-
neurs are no longer obstructed by the 
A10.» The cultural actors in New West 
reproduce that idiom. An exhibition with 
paintings in Slotermeer will be named 
«Go West». Organized bike rides along the 
breeding grounds are called «expeditions». 
In roaring PR texts people talk about 
«opening» the neighborhood to the public, 
about the journey to the «other side» or 
about «mining». But of course New West is 
not a wasteland or no-man’s-land. People 
live there. Around 144 200 pieces. Howe-
ver, the discourse is designed with the 
point outwards, aimed at people outside of 
New West and intended to beckon them.

A complicated case is the celebrated 
location theater project Wijksafari Sloter-
meer. In May 2012, visitors were driven by 
Moroccan boys on the back of the scoo-
ter through the neighborhood, from play 
location to play location. With the project, 
maker Adelheid Roosen wanted to bring 
different worlds into contact with each 
other, and that seems to have worked out 
well, based on the reactions of visitors 
and stakeholders. None of the countless 
newspaper criticisms, however, raised the 
question of how local residents experience 
it when a month, four game days a week, 
swarms around the neighborhood around 
seventy «visitors». Because the public 
space is the backdrop, they are necessa-
rily sentenced to figurativeism. Whether 
you smoke a cigarette at the tram stop 
or squeeze in a lawyer at the vegetable 
shed, as soon as the caravan extends, you 
act unasked in the multicultural beautiful 
weather show of Adelheid Roosen. You do 
not belong to the viewers, but to who is 
viewed. This way your ‘otherness’ is em-
phasized even more. As a local resident, 
this appeared to me as a social-democratic 
form of watching monkeys. Slumming, but 
cozy.

And so many art projects in New West 
suffer from what BAVO has called ‘cultural 
therapy’: well-intended cultural initiatives 
hide the view of disastrous, bureaucratic 
developments because they are too fixated 
on mitigating the side effects. Art then 
becomes a palliative, in instead of highligh-
ting deep, structural problems - such as 
the connection between urban renewal 
and population policy, or the loss of public 
space and the emergence of gated com-
munities in ‘New New West’. What remains 
of the subversive potential of art if the ar-
tists so easily conform to the status quo? 
Is the legitimacy of the urban renewal 
operation not only being perpetuated this 
way? Take the temporary parks that are 
set up here and there in New West, on 
empty plots that have been waiting for in-
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"Is the legitimacy of 
the urban renewal 
operation not only 
being perpetuated 
this way?"
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"Is the legitimacy of 
the urban renewal 
operation not only 
being perpetuated 
this way?"

asks Roel Griffioen in an 
article on Rekto:Verso
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vestors for years. The furniture is designed 
so that it can be folded and driven away in 
one day. The municipality only has to cut 
their fingers, for example because a deve-
loper has been found, and all interventions 
have disappeared again.

Poverty move with artists
In the Kolenkit neighborhood, close to 
the inner city, the renewal machinery has 
started again. All but two portico apart-
ments will be demolished in the coming 
years. The share of social housing cone 
downwards, from above 90% to around 
50% - or in some neighborhoods even far 
below. The «original» residents get prio-
rity on the market, but you don’t have to 
be a math wonder to understand that not 
everyone can go back. And what do the 
artists do? They set up a free relocation 
service because they have heard that the 
residents who have to leave are reluctant 
to make money and time-consuming relo-
cation.

This example demonstrates that «soft» 
urban renewal does not replace «hard» 
urban renewal, but that both are part of 
the same operation. The «soft» approach 
is used to make the transition of «problem 
neighborhood» and «dream neighbo-
rhood» as smooth as possible. The crea-
tive sector serves as a lubricant to make 
the time more pleasant, through «social» 
art projects and breeding grounds, but 
also through a homestead policy whereby 
artists can settle for a pittance. The te-
nants with rights have been displaced, the 
gate is wide open for temporary tenants 
with a minimum of rights.

In the Kolenkit neighborhood, for exa-
mple, there is a clear focus on initiatives 
that run on artists. Within a radius of 500 
meters I count at least five such projects. 
Almost without exception, they have a so-
cial task in the neighborhood, in exchange 
for a direct subsidy or indirectly through a 

«real estate deal». In the latter case it is, 
for example, a home-work project where 
artists can rent a home for a pittance 
(under 100 euros), provided they partici-
pate in one of the social projects in the 
neighborhood for three hours a week.

Is this new-style welfare work? While 
community centers are being closed 
everywhere in Amsterdam and social 
functions are being cut back, artists act 
as a kind of underpaid community wor-
kers. These cultural actors work in an 
overcrowded field, where the interests 
often overlap with other organizations 
and agencies, neighborhood coordinators, 
practice teams, participation brokers, 
neighborhood caretakers and social wor-
kers. The coherence is not always clear. 
«There is no system in it. We are in each 
other’s subsidy waterways. That is the 
divide-and-rule-strategy of the city, «says 
a neighborhood organizer. «City and cor-
porations benefit from the lack of clarity. 
They need to invest less, and with all these 
different projects the return seems to be 
very high. «The hardware will soon be re-
placed and all these software experts will 
be redundant.

According to the neighborhood organizer, 
we have not yet reached the bottom of the 
well. «There’s just going to be a lot less 
money in this society. Our system becomes 
terribly American. Neighboring houses are 
a luxury from the 1970s, we can no longer 
afford that. The question then is: should 
we not do anything at all and just let the 
target groups that really need attention, 
such as artists and local residents, suffo-
cate? «

Mop with the degradation state
For example, many artists, designers, 
researchers and critics in the «creative 
hotspots» of New West try to carve out a 
place for themselves in an overcrowded 
sector, in which there is less and less to 
divide. They spring from job to job, and 
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meanwhile they try to find time and space 
to not only produce, but also to reflect. 
The «nouveau poor», that’s how Hito 
Steyerl characterizes that class. Or even: 
«Lumpen Freelancers». The word «free-
lance» is derived from mercenary: a «free 
lance» whose sword is not available to 
only one gentleman. A wonderful meta-
phor for this generation: relieved of the 
yoke of forced service to an all-powerful 
lord, but also devoid of privileges. Free, 
but also caught in the constant «Now» of 
friend services, outstanding bills, shine 
successes, temporary housing contracts, 
social media exposure, unbranded coffee 
and approaching deadlines. Can «de-terri-
torialized» foreign legion be expected to 
make a substantial commitment? Loyalty, 
commitment and solidarity seem difficult 
to settle on the unstable foundation of 
process and project-based work and low, 
irregular income.

Some of the creative nomads in that cir-
cuit realize that they are being used as an 
economic instrument, but they take that 
for granted, in other words, in the endless 
search for money and space. This creates 
a chain of complicity from which there is 
no escaping. «Almost all forms of subsidy 
have been abolished, what else can we 
do? We are all driven by the need to live 
cheaply, «says an artist living in a breeding 
ground. Another participant in a social 
housing project: «There is no one who 
is going to call out in principle» I prefer 
to live on the street! «If you can sit in a 
house here for nothing.»

Nieuw-West itself is one big breeding 
ground. The private equity firm is hatched 
on that nest. Community artists, cultural 
advisers, politicians and civil servants 
jointly keep the nest warm. The word 
«participation company» - coined by the 
king in his first speech from the throne 
and crowned almost immediately «word 
of 2013» - is of course newspeak for a 
government with a minimum of responsi-

bilities and expenses. The observation of 
philosopher Jacques Rancière that partici-
pation today is nothing but filling the gaps 
that power drops, is underlined in New 
West by the common work of the creative 
class.

Without realizing it, we are - I myself 
belong to this group, and have even been 
involved in some of the projects described 
above - in the role of «the friendly people 
whose help can always be called in to mop, 
as the government wants to release itself 
from its responsibilities, «to paraphrase 
Claire Bishop. In practice, participating 
means uncritically assisting in the demo-
lition of a welfare state based on equality 
and solidarity. The creative class, itself 
half asleep, guides the society towards a 
creepy night watchman state, in which the 
government has truncated its duties to 
light the street lamps. Or can artists do it 
cheaper too?»

Roel Griffioen studied Journalism and Art 
History. He is a freelance journalist and in-
vestigator, and lives in Amsterdam Nieuw-
West. He wrote this article with a research 
grant from rekto: verso.

Thanks to Alejandro Ramirez and Taf Has-
sam.
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How art and 
chickens revived 

Amsterdam’s most 
unloved district 

by Bob Knoester, 
Francesca Miazzo 

and Mark Minkjan
19.05.2014
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Kolenkitbuurt was a deeply 
troubled community when 
Dutch-led artists Cascoland 
were brought in to improve 
the residents’ quality of life. 
Their ‘bottom-up’ strategy 
has worked wonders
The Jan van Schaffelaarplantsoen in the Ams-
terdam Kolenkitbuurt was no man’s land, unsight-
ly, in the worst neighborhood of the Netherlands. It 
was set aside since the crisis, right next to the A10 
ring road. There were building fences around the 
field covered with weeds; residents had nothing to 
look for. 

Until the Cascoland artists in 2011 more or less 
secretly started to remove the fences. They called 
in the Kolenkitters and planted fruit trees, built 
a barbecue island, set up a chicken coop and built 
a skating rink. That is how the neighborhood 
appropriated the park, says Roel Schoenmakers, 
together with Fiona de Bell, the driving force 
behind Cascoland.

Kolenkitbuurt is a neighbourhood in western 
Amsterdam with a bad reputation. It was built 
shortly after the second world war as part of a major 
urban expansion plan, following the garden city 
principles outlined by Ebenezer Howard. Today, 
the neighbourhood is characterised by a repetitive 
pattern of monotonous, four-storey tenement 
blocks. Ninety-five per cent of the mostly small 
houses are in the social-rent sector, and they are 
occupied by some 7,000 people, many of them 
from large immigrant families.

Built between 1949 and 1953, the neighbourhood 
wasn’t originally given a name, just a number, so 
residents began calling it by the same nickname as 
the church around which it was built: Kolenkit, or 
“coal-scuttle”. Fifty years on, the area had fallen 
into despair and in 2004 was proclaimed the least 
popular neighbourhood in Amsterdam, with all 

“liveability” indicators in the red: high unemploy-
ment, poverty, youth crime and a relatively high 
rate of high-school drop-outs.

By then an urban renewal programme had started, 
demolishing more than 1,000 houses and building 
back bigger homes to diversify the housing stock 
and attract more wealthy residents. Yet in 2007, 
when neighbourhood liveability and social security 
were made priorities on the national political 
agenda, Kolenkitbuurt was still listed as one of the 
worst neighbourhoods in the Netherlands. All 40 
areas on that list were targeted with an intensified 
programme to prevent ghettoisation.

The need for a different approach to solving the 
problems of disadvantaged neighbourhoods has 
been widely supported in theory and practice. 
Academics argue that “bottom-up” urbanism can 
respond more quickly to societal needs, compared 
to a top-down approach. Kolenkitbuurt is an 
example of this strategy – for the social part of the 
programme, the district government adopted an 
unusual approach.

A tender call was put out to garner ideas on 
improving liveability in the neighbourhood. The 
eventual winner would be awarded the opportunity 
(and an operational budget) to execute their plan 
for a limited amount of time, during which they 
could prove their value to the neighbourhood.

The tender was won by Cascoland, a small interna-
tional network of artists, architects and designers 
formed by Dutch community artists Fiona Bell 
and Roel Schoenmakers. Cascoland has guided 
participatory projects in South African slums 
and in Rio de Janeiro, among other cities; each 
time it has provided an empty casco (“frame”) of 
facilitation and artistic skills which is eventually 
given meaning by local communities.

Cascoland had already been working in the 
Kolenkit area for three years as part of a study by the 
University of Amsterdam into the role of cultural 
enterprises in disadvantaged neighbourhoods. The 
fact they were already known by major stakeholders 
in the area – indeed were residents themselves – 
created the preconditions for a higher degree of 
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local involvement, which was an advantage over 
other competitors.

According to Stephen Graham, professor of cities 
and society at Newcastle University, one of the 
benefits of bottom-up urbanism is that it highlights 
creativity – in addition to encouraging entrepre-
neurship, providing incentives to property owners 
to maintain properties, and supporting environ-
mentally sustainable development. In this sense, 
Bell and Schoenmakers have acted as cultural 
process managers for bottom-up initiatives and 
ideas.

Due to the open character of their approach, 
however, no promises could be made about the 
outcome – which meant policymakers were initially 
reluctant to accept Cascoland unconditionally. 
The collective was allowed to run a pilot project 
for eight months from August 2010, with an 
operational budget that enabled two or three 
artists to work in the neighbourhood. The local 
housing corporation also made two small locations 
available for free; to gain a better understanding 
of the local residents and what services or activities 
were lacking, Cascoland began by organising 
weekly activities in these locations. The first was 
an open neighbourhood dinner where ideas were 
exchanged over an affordable meal.

By hosting activities with a low barrier to entry, 
Schoenmakers and Bell gathered many parti-
cipants to share information about what small 
additions would impact the quality of life in the 
neighbourhood most efficiently. This research 
phase revealed that the issue of liveability in itself 
was not perceived as problematic. Instead, the 
local families, many originating from rural areas 
of Morocco and Turkey, expressed a desire to 
keep small cattle as they had done in their home 
countries.

According to Nina Wallerstein, professor of 
family and community medicine at the University 
of New Mexico, “empowerment is a social-action 
process that promotes participation of people, 
organisations and communities towards the goals 
of increased individual and community control, 
political efficacy, improved quality of community 

life and social justice”. Cascoland’s involvement 
in Kolenkit increased its residents’ feeling of 
responsibility about the interventions and services 
developed in the neighbourhood. Moreover, the 
empowerment process increased the residents’ 
happiness with their living environments, because 
they could replicate some habits and activities 
typical of life in their home countries.

For example, residents said they wanted more 
meeting places such as parks in the area. As a 
result, one of Cascoland’s first interventions 
focused on a one-acre plot that had been vacant 
for years: the plot was derelict and surrounded by 
a fence, and perceived as a source of discomfort. 
Still, this piece of land was valuable because of its 
central location and its proximity to shops and the 
main walking routes in the neighbourhood, so 
Cascoland began by organising playful activities 
connected to the boundaries of the site – creating 
a labyrinth made from the fences so people could 
interact with the fenced environment in a positive 
way.

As some residents had expressed a desire to keep 
chickens, Cascoland also developed four mobile 
henhouses for the site, which were designed and 
made in collaboration with the residents. Several 
neighbourhood families with children were 
selected to keep the chickens, under the condition 
that they would feed them and clean the henhouse.

Gradually, the vacant plot developed into a 
meeting place. The henhouses stimulated 
commitment from neighbours and encouraged 
them to take responsibility for the management of 
their public space. The government saw the success 
of this intervention and eventually removed the 
remaining fences, allowing the community to fully 
reappropriate the unused plot.

Indeed, the mobile henhouses proved such a 
success that Cascoland could not meet the demand 
of neighbours interested in keeping chickens. 
Schoenmakers and Bell saw this as an opportunity 
to implement another important aspect of their 
approach: empowerment. They helped these 
interested neighbours apply for a permit at the 
district office to enlarge the henhouse project, 
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"Due to the open character of 
their approach, however, no 
promises could be made about 
the outcome – which meant 
policymakers were initially 
reluctant to accept Cascoland 
unconditionally."

204



article

article
article

"Due to the open character of 
their approach, however, no 
promises could be made about 
the outcome – which meant 
policymakers were initially 
reluctant to accept Cascoland 
unconditionally." say Bob Knoester, 

Francesca Miazzo and Mark Minkjan
(extract from article "How art and 

chickens revived Amsterdam’s most 
unloved district", 

The Guardian, 2014)
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and ultimately enabled the community to co-ope-
ratively design and build a large chicken coop 
surrounded by fruit trees.

Meanwhile, Kolenkitbuurt residents who fre-
quented barbecue spots outside the city expressed 
a wish to have the same facility within their 
neighbourhood. At the time, other districts of 
Amsterdam were imposing stricter regulations to 
prevent the development of barbecues in parks and 
squares, but thanks to the moderation of Cascoland 
and the involvement of the local community, 
Kolenkit was able to implement this project. The 
HoutsKolenkit, a publicly accessible area furni-
shed with three barbecue grills and several picnic 
tables, created a viable place for residents to cook 
dinner and eat together; it was a valuable social 
asset to the neighbourhood.

Cascoland’s strategy went further than simply faci-
litating general requests from residents, however. 
It was also able to identify less visible problems 
around the neighbourhood – for instance, children 
at the local school who were often appearing tired 
in class.

Upon investigation, this was traced to families 
letting visiting relatives sleep in children’s 
bedrooms due to lack of space. The kids, forced to 
sleep on the couch, were tired the following day. 
Cascoland and the residents came up with a simple 
solution: one of the vacant apartments was turned 
into a neighbourhood guestroom, maintained and 
managed by neighbours, that can be booked for a 
small amount.

In all, more than 20 interventions have been 
implemented since the beginning of the Cascoland 
project in 2010. Others include the decoration of 
a formerly dark and dank tunnel by neighbours, 
the creation of an ice-skating rink and a festive 
neighbourhood breakfast. Each project has its 
own purpose, its own planning, management and 
financing process, and different combinations of 
artists and residents are involved in each one.

In the beginning, policymakers had been reluctant 
to agree to such an open-ended approach to the Ko-
lenkitbuurt programme. However, the openness 

of Cascoland’s strategy – which did not include a 
precise set of outcomes, only a working method – 
can be considered its strength. No single “result” 
should be regarded as the final stage of an urban 
revival process, and when institutions support 
the creation of a bottom-up initiative, they should 
also define how to transmit the management of the 
process to the citizens themselves.

Cascoland was always focused on empowering the 
community to keep the programme going in the 
long term, helping residents to initiate and manage 
their own projects without outside assistance. 
In theory, this makes the Kolenkit programme 
resilient and Cascoland, in itself, redundant – so 
they can move on and focus on new initiatives.

This is an edited extract from CITIES Foundation’s 
new book, We Own the City: Enabling Community 
Practice in Architecture and Urban Planning, 
published by Trancity/Valiz and launching from 
Amsterdam on 27 May.
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"The collective was allowed 
to run a pilot project for 
eight months from August 
2010, with an operational 
budget that enabled two or 
three artists to work in the 
neighbourhood."
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"The collective was allowed 
to run a pilot project for 
eight months from August 
2010, with an operational 
budget that enabled two or 
three artists to work in the 
neighbourhood." say Bob Knoester, 

Francesca Miazzo and Mark Minkjan
(extract from article "How art and 

chickens revived Amsterdam’s most 
unloved district", 

The Guardian, 2014)
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"Cascoland’s strategy went 
further than simply facilitating 
general requests from residents, 
however. It was also able to identify 
less visible problems around the 
neighbourhood – for instance, 
children at the local school who were 
often appearing tired in class."
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"Cascoland’s strategy went 
further than simply facilitating 
general requests from residents, 
however. It was also able to identify 
less visible problems around the 
neighbourhood – for instance, 
children at the local school who were 
often appearing tired in class." say Bob Knoester, 

Francesca Miazzo and Mark Minkjan
(extract from article "How art and 

chickens revived Amsterdam’s most 
unloved district", 

The Guardian, 2014)

215



216



217



article

article
ar

tic
le

"In theory, this makes 
the Kolenkit programme 
resilient and Cascoland, in 
itself, redundant – so they 
can move on and focus on 
new initiatives."
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"In theory, this makes 
the Kolenkit programme 
resilient and Cascoland, in 
itself, redundant – so they 
can move on and focus on 
new initiatives." say Bob Knoester, 

Francesca Miazzo and Mark Minkjan
(extract from article "How art and 

chickens revived Amsterdam’s most 
unloved district", 

The Guardian, 2014)
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