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Pioneering in Amsterdam

The Transformcity approach is rooted in ten years of on-the-
ground pioneering in Amstel III, one of Amsterdam’s largest 
and most complex transformation areas. Due to the 2008 
financial crisis, the municipality had to withdraw her top-down 
redevelopment plans for the area and struggled to mobilise 
the many different owners and stakeholders. 

We decided to adopt the area as a living lab for our alternative 
and collaborative strategy. Starting with very small steps, we 
developed a flexible and layered framework that combines  
open community building with more formal coalition 
formation. We mixed storytelling, placemaking and social 
events with spatial analysis, data research and (co-)design. 

Over time the growing enthusiasm and trust in the area led 
to creating a new shared future vision. The different interests 
and cross-links were made tangible while tackling thematic 
and spatial issues on the short and long term. Structural and 
project-based investments were unlocked from public and 
private parties and even individual citizens and entrepreneurs. 

Dive into Amstel III’s story and take advantage of our insights 
and lessons - and of course our mistakes.

2



©  Amsterdam The Case Study  -   All rights reserved by Transformcity   



©  Amsterdam The Case Study  -   All rights reserved by Transformcity   

The area was facing a structural high vacancy rate of circa 30%. 
This meant 200.000 m2 of vacant office space, dispersed over 
the different buildings. Already in the 1990’s the municipality 
had acknowledged that the area was outdated and had started 
making studies for renewal and mixed-use interventions. In 
2008 they published a new future vision for Amstel3, turning 
the area into a multifunctional and green neighbourhood. The 
vision clearly reflected Amsterdam’s proactive urban planning 
and development tradition. By acquiring the real estate and 
demolishing most of the old (low quality) office buildings, they 
could design a new masterplan and tender the individual plots on 
the market. This top-down approach had proven very successful 
in the past, resulting in beautiful new neighbourhoods in for 
example the docklands. 

In the crisis however, this approach suddenly proved very fragile. 
Amsterdam has a ground lease policy and had leased out all plots 
in Amstel III on long-term contracts. Spending a lot of resources 
on large scale acquisition would have been way too risky. The 
crisis was making clear how fast and unpredictably the world 
was changing through global financial systems and investment 
flows, technological disruptions, political and cultural shifts and 
changing consumer demands. The future was becoming ever 
harder to predict and before an urban plan on paper was even 
finished, reality may already have caught up with it. This could get 
cities in serious trouble, both in terms of vacant and deteriorating 

About the area

Amstel III once was a state-of-the-art office district, planned 
and developed in the 1970’s and 1980’s in a greenfield on the 
Southeast side of Amsterdam. The area was located between the 
A9 and A2 motorway and the railroad, connecting Amsterdam to 
Schiphol Airport and Utrecht. It covered over 250 ha with 120 office 
buildings. Influential companies like Cisco, Ikea, Bijenkorf, Reebok, 
V&D and McDonald’s had their headquarters there. Adjacent to 
the area, the AMC university hospital and Amsterdam’s main 
entertainment hub with the ArenA football stadium and various 
music venues were located. 

Amstel III was designed according to the modernist principles 
and ideas about separating functions. It was typical in its 
monofunctionality. The individual office buildings were positioned 
on large private parking lots aligned with hedges and a gate to 
keep everybody out who did not have a clear reason to be there. 
The area was very much car-oriented and the only public space 
consisted of asphalt roads and a large green strip alongside the 
railroad. The area was used only during workdays, more or less 
from 9 to 5. There were no public amenities, like restaurants. 
Every office building had its own canteen. The only exception was 
a large IKEA store. 
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neighbourhoods and in terms of financial debts when expected 
business cases could not be realised. A redevelopment in public-
private partnership, another tested and proven model, was not 
possible either because the private property was so fragmented. 
The city would have to deal with eighty different owners, varying 
from small private parties to large foreign investment funds.

Without concentrated ownership, the controlled top-down 
process of visions, masterplans and tenders was not working 
anymore and Amstel III was finding itself in a deadlock situation. 
Adequate action was needed as the area ran a substantial risk of 
deteriorating fast. Real estate experts warned that the vacancy 
in the area would increase, as the total office vacancy in the 
Amsterdam Metropolitan Area was already 2 million m2, much of 
it in better state and on more attractive locations than Amstel III. 
Amstel III needed a new redevelopment model which was based 
on large-scale collaboration and which took the existing situation 
as a starting point - in all its complexity and messiness. And it 
needed it fast.

The municipality had started working on an alternative strategy, 
deciding that they would not purchase real estate from the 
owners, but facilitate initiatives from the market with a flexible 
zoning law, the TREX financial tool (for the leasing of the ground) 
and a dedicated integral team of experts to advise and support 
the initiatives. This was unknown territory for both the municipality 
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and the market and it became clear that the market was not 
ready to take up the role of initiator just like that. The stakeholder 
web in Amstel3 was complex and consisted of approximately 80 
owners with 25 different financiers behind them, a few hundred 
companies renting or sometimes owning the office buildings, with 
in total circa 26.000 employees. There was limited contact -and 
trust- between the various parties and in general a weak sense 
of ownership, engagement and initiative. Having no overview or 
collaboration tools, made it very difficult for stakeholders alone 
to formulate a future vision and start initiatives. This deadlock 
situation in Amstel III pointed out the lack of resilience and over-
dependency on the government in the traditional (linear, top-
down) planning and development processes. The question arose 
how areas like this could be connected, activated and organised to 
ensure continuous adaptivity to change. How could stakeholders 
create alliances and make informed decisions and investments to 
keep areas liveable and attractive over time?

During the first reluctant conversations between the municipality 
and a few owners, a dynamic emerged in which both tended 
to point at each other to take the first steps and make the first 
investments. Who had made most money in the past, who was 
most responsible for this situation and should therefore now 
‘clean up the mess’? What made it even more complicated was 
the fact that the group of owners was very heterogeneous with 
varying interests, understanding, attitude, sense of urgency 
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* Explaining the terms

The free rider problem is the burden on a shared 
resource that is created by its use or overuse by people 
who aren’t paying their fair share for it or aren’t paying 
anything at all.

The prisoner’s dilemma is a paradox in decision analysis 
in which two individuals acting in their own self-interests 
do not produce the optimal outcome. The typical 
prisoner’s dilemma is set up in such a way that both 
parties choose to protect themselves at the expense of 
the other participant.

The tragedy of the commons is an economics problem 
in which every individual has an incentive to consume a 
resource, but at the expense of every other individual - 
with no way to exclude anyone from consuming. Initially 
it was formulated by asking what would happen if every 
shepherd, acting in their own self-interest, allowed 
their flock to graze on the common field. If everybody 
does act in their apparent own best interest, it results in 
harmful over-consumption (all the grass is eaten, to the 
detriment of everyone).

(source: Investopedia)

and investment power. Much of the real estate ownership was 
organised through office funds, looking at buildings through 
a financial portfolio lense rather than a geographic area lense. 
Taking action on the scale of an area together with other owners 
was new and soon the free rider problem and prisoners’ dilemma 
became apparent, just as the tragedy of the commons.* Bringing 
all eighty owners together seemed an impossible mission, so how 
should we then make a start?
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on a daily basis and spending a significant part of their lives there. 
And what about all the people who were desperately looking for a 
place to live in Amsterdam, while 2 million m2 of office space was 
lying vacant in the metropolitan area? 

What was especially interesting about these challenges, was the 
fact that many of them were situated in existing urban areas with 
many existing stakeholders, not only the municipality and the real 
estate owners but also the companies renting the spaces and 
of course the everyday users. A lot of people and organisations 
had something to win and to lose in these areas. What if we 
could somehow connect and activate them and build very local 
projects with very local support base around them? Would we 
then not be able to create our own jobs? And would those jobs 
not bring about much more creative freedom and autonomy than 
the traditional commissions we were used to?

There seemed to be a lot of potential there for new types of 
initiatives, mixing spatial design expertise and problem-solving 
attitude with an ability to communicate with different stakeholders. 
What was needed was a healthy dose of entrepreneurship and 
optimism and the sense of agency to start an unsolicited initiative. 
This was a really exciting realisation and, given the crisis situation, 
there was nothing to lose and everything to win. Saskia decided to 
give it her best shot. In 2010 she was granted a start stipend from 
Fonds BKVB (now Dutch Creative Industries Fund) to kickstart her 

About the initiator

Since the beginning of the crisis, a large group of architects, 
urban designers and planners had been confronted with 
unemployment, less paid work and big projects that were put on 
hold with uncertainty about their continuation. Transformcity’s 
founder Saskia Beer was one of them. She had just graduated 
as an architect and returned from a design internship in Tokyo, 
ready to start her career in an Amsterdam-based office. After half 
a year she lost her job there. It was summer 2009 and there were 
simply no jobs, not outside the field of architecture either. At the 
employment agency Saskia was told people like herself were 
hopeless cases, impossible to employ.

At the same time she was shocked by the lack of resilience in 
her profession. Architects kept trying to get commissions from 
their former clients, even though these organisations did not 
have commissions to offer anymore. The old commission-based 
business model needed an update. It was fascinating to realise that 
the fact that so many projects were frozen or cancelled did not 
mean that the challenges were solved. Urban wastelands, vacant 
real estate, areas in need of transformation: there was still a lot of 
work to do. Many of these challenges were even very urgent, like 
Amstel III, if one considered all the people who were working there 

9



©  Amsterdam The Case Study  -   All rights reserved by Transformcity   

experimental research and set up real pilots in the city.

The application focused on proactively exploring new creative 
solutions for urban challenges like vacancy and transformation 
while at the same time developing and testing new business 
models for creative entrepreneurship. The research started with 
a creative design exploration of underused city edges. At first 
these ideas were purely conceptual and architectural, but soon 
they became more inspired by the dynamics behind the physical 
intervention. How does the real estate market actually work? 
What are the deeper causes of vacancy? How could a small 
intervention make deeper impact on larger urban processes and 
how can we integrate new business models, marketing trends and 
innovative forms of entrepreneurship to realise projects without 
a clear client?

One book in particular offered a very precise and convincing 
frame for individuals to start big and bold movements based on 
a meaningful vision for change. This book, ‘Tribes’ by Seth Godin, 
was precisely the last bit of encouragement Saskia needed to 
turn her ideas into reality. This crisis period was both extremely 
stressful and financially insecure and at the same time extremely 
exciting and exhilarating in all its creative freedom and seemingly 
endless opportunities. The world seemed to be lying still, but that 
also opened up a new playing field for experimentation and for 
new unexpected actors, movements and projects.
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personal agency in the people working there. And by triggering the 
collective imagination and initiatives in all their diversity, Amstel III 
could gradually transform into a much more locally specific and 
interesting neighbourhood, with its own layers of archaeology, 
than if it were redesigned at once on the same municipal drawing 
board that also planned many other areas in the city. 

Moreover, bringing together so many different stakeholders 
with all their different interests and reasons to care for the area 
would also grow the area’s organisational resilience. Everyday 
users and inhabitants have a stake in the liveability and quality 
of their everyday life, while local entrepreneurs want to run a 
successful business and property owners want to optimise return 
on investment and safeguard value on the long term. Together 
they can become a lot more than the sum of the parts, lifting 
the whole area up. Depending on the economic situation new 
external investments and developments may flow to the area as 
well, boosting its development by reinforcing the already active 
local efforts. By working together structurally, the area would 
always have a stable quality basis and community that can cope 
with unexpected changes and crises. This would be so much 
less fragile than a large-scale top-down approach that is highly 
dependent on external investments and the economic situation, 
making it a bit ‘all or nothing’ where one needs to hurry to develop 
as much as one can as fast as possible before the next crisis hits 
and everything comes to a standstill again.

Adopting Amstel III

During this research period, Saskia met the project managers 
from Amstel III at a design conference that they had organised 
about the area. During the excursion part of the conference, 
the problematic of Amstel III was explored and discussed. 
The group identified spatial problems like a high vacancy rate, 
complete monofunctionality, anonymous office buildings with 
mirrored facades, poor public space that was deserted outside 
office hours and a complete focus on the car. As designers, we 
also immediately came up with spatial solutions. However, when 
thinking about how to finance these solutions it became clear 
that a much broader strategy was needed.

Perhaps the stakeholder complexity that was perceived as the 
big problem from the perspective of a top-down redevelopment, 
could be the solution from a collaborative point of view. If so 
many different stakeholders had something to win and to lose in 
the area as it was, couldn’t we take that existing situation and step 
by step mobilise more people and companies to join in a local 
movement to upgrade the area and add value in their everyday 
life while attracting new initiatives, target groups and investments? 
By actively engaging everybody in the transformation process 
we would stimulate a much higher level of empowerment and 
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keeping it light and experimental.

Our first proposals for Amstel III were still rather architectural. We 
analysed the area and together with the municipality we selected 
strategic locations from an urbanist point of view, where modest 
interventions could make a big impact in the area. Parallel to 
this, we roughly mapped the different stakes and interests in the 
area and identified interesting overlaps. By combining both, we 
could formulate the first projects that many parties would benefit 
from – and would hopefully contribute to. By realising those 
first interventions together and witnessing the positive change 
they’d bring, the potential of the whole area would be unveiled 
incrementally. This would then set the conditions and support for 
next steps with bigger projects.

We made a booklet with a variety of quick Photoshop collages, 
unveiling alternative possibilities for the buildings and public 
space. Then we set up the first meetings with local stakeholders, 
like real estate owners, companies, the business association, 
citymarketing and other influential organisations in Amsterdam 
Southeast. The collages functioned as a communication tool, 
stimulating the stakeholders’ imagination to see beyond the 
current situation and collecting valuable input about their opinions, 
challenges, ambitions, ideas and hesitations. By doing this, we 
got a first understanding of their priorities and the willingness, 
capacity and conditions to participate and invest. 

Amstel III represented a tough yet very fascinating challenge 
that actually might fit better to a small and flexible designer and 
curator than to a traditional big developer. Saskia set up a meeting 
with the municipality to pitch this idea. Thanks to the stipend, she 
could afford the time to experiment. Therefore, she could offer the 
municipality an alliance and safeguard her independence through 
her own budget. By not being commissioned by the municipality, 
the experiment could take its time and did not have to show 
measurable output in an early stage. Later, this independence 
also helped to gain the trust and active involvement from the 
market and to survive severe cost-cutting within the municipality. 

The alliance we set up was summarised on a simple one-pager, 
listing a few mutual agreements. Our initiative would commit to 
supporting the public (societal) responsibilities and long-term 
transformation goals for the area as set by the municipality. The 
municipality would commit to supporting us by means of their 
ambassadorship, network, knowledge and data and they would 
be our sparring partner. This agreement was deliberately open 
and lightweight. We both had a lot more to win than to lose and 
we agreed on giving it our best shot. We refrained from long-
term commitments and agreed to adopt a more agile approach. 
This allowed us to start small and experiment and to be open 
and honest during regular evaluations. In short, the alliance was 
based on mutual trust, shared values and most of all optimism. It 
gave the initiative enough gravitas and institutional back-up while 
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This first round of conversations resulted in a finetuned design 
proposal for three pavilions and a lighting installation in the green 
strip parallel to the railroad. The intervention anticipated on the 
municipal plans to create a public park here in the future and aimed 
to immediately turn the space into a lively and representative 
environment. We refined our design visualisations and set out to 
acquire the necessary budget in the form of adoptions, donations 
or sponsoring in cash or material. Simultaneously, we spoke to 
several cafe and restaurant owners to test their willingness to run 
their businesses in these pavilions. 

It soon became clear that everybody from their own perspective 
liked the concept and agreed that it would mean both a great 
improvement for the area and an interesting business opportunity 
for the future. Many real estate owners saw the need to have 
public  lunch facilities in the area and were willing to invest a bit 
outside their own property, but only when all their neighbours 
would invest as well. One owner suggested we could make a 
restaurant in the old canteen on the ground floor of his vacant 
office building. Unfortunately, no café or restaurant entrepreneur 
dared to commit just yet, at least not alone and not without 
substantial risk-reducing incentives from for example local 
companies. However, these companies hardly responded. Most 
were laymen in the field of urban development and were not 
used to having an active role or responsibility there. Many daily 
users had never thought about influencing their environment and 
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some assumed the municipality would not even allow them to do 
so. In general, people and organisations were not convinced that  
their own interest in the area was large enough and they were not 
activated. Everybody seemed to wait for others to take action.

We realised that our design proposals were in the correct line of 
thinking to upgrade the area, but they were too big to function as 
kick-starter projects. They simply required much more support 
base than we could realise on such a short term, the threshold 
was too high. We had encountered a lot of different overlapping 
interests, enthusiasm and even matching supply and demand. 
We could see the outlines of a local network full of resources 
and opportunities emerging, but that could only become reality 
if somebody would structurally bring all those people and 
organisations together, point out opportunities, stimulate others 
to do the same and facilitate collaboration and investment to 
achieve real and tangible results. 

What the area needed was a long-term presence from somebody 
who was willing to go first and who could build the campaigning 
power to step by step seduce others to join in on the long-term 
mission of transforming Amstel III. A new urban mission was 
born and a few weeks later, on July 29th 2011, Glamourmanifest 
was launched to kickstart and catalyse the transformation of 
Amstel III from monofunctional office district into a lively urban 
neighbourhood. 
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The Glamourmanifest

In order to put Amstel III’s transformation on the local stakeholders’ 
agendas as an accessible, relevant and urgent subject worth 
their time and energy, a local campaign was launched in 2011: 
Glamourmanifest. The light-hearted storytelling used glamorous 
metaphors to juxtapose the current boring situation with glimpses 
of fantastic future qualities. We translated the big and sometimes 
abstract transformation goals into relatable and personal desires 
for everyday life. The manifesto made people reconsider what 
they had taken for granted: that Amstel III would always be boring. 

The Glamourmanifest wanted people to rethink the area as it was, 
imagine possible alternatives and engage in making that happen. 
We wanted to trigger and activate people on a very personal level 
and therefore our communication was very personal and direct as 
well. We didn’t work in the area ourselves, but we had developed 
a very personal and profound urge for change and addressed the 
area from that urge.

That urge made the Glamourmanifest very productive and even 
a bit activist. It utilised Amstel III’s dullness as a motivation. It 
branded the process of turning Amstel III into a great place rather 
than branding Amstel III as a great place. Which it wasn’t. Yet.
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Glamourmanifest: “Demand more glamour in everyday life“

1. Hard working people deserve champagne on rainy Monday mornings

2. Hard working people deserve gold lustre next to tube lighting

3. Hard working people deserve rose scent next to exhaust fumes

4. Hard working people deserve poetry next to annual reports

5. Hard working people deserve a new romance during their lunch break

6. Hard working people deserve exotic cuisine next to cheese sandwiches

7. Hard working people deserve killer heels next to grey suits
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The launch

We set up a simple website and social media accounts and 
started to share the manifesto. We reached out to local media 
and influencers and invited as many people as we could to the 
public launch party in July 2011. We asked the municipality and 
owners in our network to invite their local connections as well 
and we distributed small home-made flyers during lunch breaks.

The Glamourmanifest launch was a festive event with food and 
drinks. We were hosted by a new owner in the area who had 
thoroughly renovated an old building and turned it into a shared 
office concept. Their lobby had the perfect informal living room 
atmosphere for our event, and they were happy to show it to the 
neighbourhood. The municipality sponsored the catering and 
Saskia asked some friends to help with serving the prosecco 
and snacks and take photographs of the event. 

The event was attended by circa eighty people, varying from 
property owners, agents, transformation experts and civil 
servants to employees from the nearby offices, artists living 
in the adjacent neighbourhood and representatives of local 
(business) organisations. Saskia gave a short presentation of 
what Glamourmanifest envisioned for the area and emphasised 
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that this could only succeed with a continuous collective effort. 
We toasted on a glamorous future for Amstel III and enjoyed a 
nice evening of networking, talking and laughing.

The response was very positive. For us it felt completely natural 
that all these different people were there chatting and laughing 
together. In fact, we had never organised a networking event in 
our lives and did not have the experience nor the budget for a 
professional event organisation. Instead the snacks were simple 
and home-made and the friends who helped as bartenders soon 
mingled with the crowd and everybody helped themselves. The 
gold decoration was over the top and visibly cheap, but everybody 
loved the idea behind it and some people, including Saskia and 
the responsible project manager from the municipality, showed 
up wearing gold-coloured dresses or accessories. 

During a follow-up meeting with a real estate agent, he pointed 
out that that artmosphere  was probably the key success factor. 
The evening did not feel so much like a networking event, but 
more like Saskia’s birthday party. The informality and excitement, 
humour and optimistism provided such an unexpected contrast 
with the underlying stakeholder dynamics, business culture and 
crisis situation, that people dropped their guards and relaxed. 
The positive energy and personal approach proved at least as 
important as the contents of the presentation. It created fertile 
ground for everything that was coming next.
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Glamourmanifest’s big and bold claim gave it the campaigning 
power it needed and that we could keep enhancing through 
local actions, social media presence and free publicity. The 
campaign provided us with an umbrella under which we regularly 
organised playful interventions in the area, like the distribution 
of golden garden gnomes in the middle of the night or pop-
up champagne parties. At first, we organised and produced all 
interventions ourselves and they were very small and low budget. 
The champagne was actually the cheapest prosecco we could 
find. However, the interventions were always high energy and 
explicitly referring to the bigger story. And that worked. The range 
of interventions started to create a buzz and new hope for what 
the future could bring for the area. Moreover, it emphasised that 
the project was not done, it was not a range of perfect events for 
people to consume. It was a real campaign that only lifted a tip of 
the veil of what was possible. It wanted to activate people to join 
in and make something happen together.

From the start we documented everything well. We took good 
photographs of all our activities to make the Glamourmanifest 
and the underlying transformation goals even more tangible and 
accessible. They communicated the good vibes and the growing 
community in the area. With every intervention we built and 
strengthened relations and trust. Next to that, we developed an 
increasingly profound understanding of how all these different 
people perceived the area and what their needs and wishes were. 
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brought the quality of the local events to a much higher level. 
Besides they amplified our outreach and publicity value as we 
combined our networks and channels. Our publicity helped to 
attract better events with more visitors. Which then attracted 
even more publicity and more sponsors. We had found our lever.

We invited people to our website, exchanged business cards, 
connected on social media and kept people updated through 
newsletters, inviting them for upcoming events and asking them 
to bring their colleagues as well.

Glamourmanifest also generated more and more positive free 
publicity. We sent out press releases for the bigger interventions 
and invited journalists. The weirdness of the story (people 
having guerrilla champagne parties in the most boring part of 
Amsterdam) and its authentic bottom-up character helped to 
attract the attention from the press. This further established 
Glamourmanifest’s existence in the area and in the world while 
also reframing Amstel III’s boring blankness as a blank canvas for 
all kinds of new and exciting possibilities.

Our growing brand value and local network helped us to engage 
sponsors to upgrade our interventions. Thanks to a large flower 
bulb donation we could organise a big planting event to brighten 
up one of the main green strips in the area. Meanwhile also other 
initiatives and organisations started to approach us to host or 
help them organise their events in Amstel III. The first ones took 
place in public space, but later we also found property owners 
who opened their buildings. Sometimes we helped them to 
find local sponsors or connected them with the municipality for 
permits. We opened up our local network and communication 
channels to invite people to the events. These other initiatives 
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Our first intervention after the launch was very small in scale and 
budget, but it turned out to be one of the largest in its legacy. 
We had bought a hundred small garden gnomes, spray-painted 
them gold and put them out along Amstel3’s public pedestrian 
routes on a Sunday night. On Monday they slightly distracted 
the commuters from their morning routine, walking to their 
offices keeping their eyes to the ground. The next day when we 
came to the area, the gnomes had all been taken away. 

A few days later we spread posters in the area, introducing 
Glamourmanifest and the website. On our website, we asked 
people to let us know whether the gnomes were doing fine and 
behaving well. We asked to send us a photo of the gnomes in 
their new habitat. Individual employees actually sent us photos 
and told stories about how the gnomes had taken over their job, 
so they could drink champagne the whole day. Other companies 
invited us over for lunch, because on the website they had read 
about our mission to upgrade the area and they were interested 
to learn more. The ice was broken, the first contacts established. 

Later during company visits, we were regularly showed a gnome 
who was apparently still a respected member of their staff.  The 
action later became symbolic for how to start big complex 
transformation processes and gave Saskia the nickname of 
gnome lady.
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In May 2012 we organised the ‘One and Only Amstel3 Bulb 
Planting Festival’. This event was anticipating on the Floriade 
Tender, the International Horticultural Expo that Amsterdam 
Southeast was preparing a bid book for at the moment. We 
wanted to celebrate the positive and collaborative energy that 
this tender was generating and manifest it physically in the area. 

One of the tender partners, Seed Valley together with Lily 
Company, provided us with 8000 lily bulbs and we invited as 
many people as possible from the area to help us planting them 
in the green pedestrian zone along the railroad. Of course, we 
also drank champagne and listened to local singer-songwriters 
giving live performances. The action cheered up the area and 
was reported on elaborately in the local newspaper. 

Even though Amsterdam did not win the tender, there was a 
concrete legacy to further build on. One and a half years later, we 
helped to organise a collaboration between Cisco Netherlands 
and the municipality to plant a bee-friendly flower mix in the 
public green zone between Cisco and the Bullewijk metro station, 
growing more biodiversity in the area for the bees that Cisco 
kept on their roof as one of their Green Council (CSR) projects.. 
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In 2013 we set up the RE:Land project in collaboration with The 
New Verbalizers and Maxime Vancoillie, our design intern at that 
moment. In this project, partly funded by the municipality, we 
temporarily turned Amstel III into an open-air museum. Small 
white museum labels explained everyday objects, varying from 
lampposts and garbage bins to dropped paint on the pavement. 

Later we selected three different artists to develop a series of 
sensory artworks to make passers-by slow down and experience 
their everyday environment differently. Some of them were very 
subtle, while others used humour to create unexpected and 
slightly absurd situations. 

Maxime developed her own artwork, ‘The Lookers’. Five 
installations cheered up the large and muddy social trail 
connecting Holendrecht station to the offices. Every installation 
invited people to climb in and have a look. People could literally 
put their head in the clouds, retreat to a starry night, see their 
surroundings through rose-coloured glasses or experience 
eternal sunshine. Many people had a look inside and came out 
with a smile on their face, others walked past seemingly without 
noticing. The artistic quality was much higher than most of our 
other interventions, but due to their relative fragility the works 
could not stay outside and therefore reached and engaged only 
a limited number of people.
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One of the wishes we heard a lot when talking to people in the 
area, was to have public lunch facilities. Some owners were 
willing to turn a part of their office space into a restaurant, but it 
was very difficult to find entrepreneurs who wanted to take the 
risk of opening a cafe or restaurant in this monofunctional area. 

Foodtrucks proved perfect to have a flexible start to test the 
demand in the area and to focus only on good times of the day, 
like lunch time and rush hour. We helped a few foodtrucks to 
land in the area, find a location on one of the parking spots and 
get their permits in order. 

This specific foodtruck was brought in by one of the owners, Merin. 
The municipality allowed the truck to stand in public space and 
Merin provided electricity from their building. Glamourmanifest 
was asked to help with local publicity, invitations and to organise 
an opening party for the neighbourhood. 

The foodtrucks helped to make people aware of new possibilities 
in the area and at the same time it helped to prove the demand 
for public lunch facilities. This later helped owners like Merin to 
attract entrepreneurs to open permanent cafes in their buildings. 
At this moment Amstel III has a variety of cafes, restaurants and 
foodtrucks and even a nightclub with rooftop terrace. As more 
housing projects are completed, this will only increase.
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the urban transformation goals underneath the glamour and the 
fun. Glamourmanifest was built on three interconnected pillars: 1) 
building a sense of community and awareness among the different 
users of the area, 2) physically upgrading and transforming both 
the public space and the individual buildings, and 3) boost the 
reputation of the area in order to attract new target groups and 
investments. Explaining how our light-hearted and incremental 
approach reinforced these pillars, helped to gain their trust in us 
as a serious project and laid the basis for their active engagement 
and support, also financially. 

These conversations also helped us to deepen our understanding 
of the complexity of the different stakeholder perspectives and the 
large variety in real estate financial, management and decision-
making structures. We talked about their plans and scope of 
investments for their own buildings and plots. We discussed 
opportunities for upgrading their property on the short term, 
varying from upgrading their outdoor space or accommodating 
food trucks to actual building upgrades. Next to this we asked 
them about their ideas, interests and priorities for the area as 
a whole. We collected and documented all input and built an 
extensive database. Every conversation provided pieces of the 
puzzle which would help us later to synthesise all different general 
and individual interests into a coherent vision and collective 
development strategy.

Behind the glamour scenes

Attracting other initiatives to organise their events in Amstel 
III brought more liveliness, quality and new visitors to the 
area. Next to that it had other positive effects. First of all, the 
Glamourmanifest team could now focus more on their next steps  
in the groundwork for a new future vision for the area. The actual 
manifesto can be understood as a temporary placeholder for that 
vision, generating attention and enthusiasm and ‘buying time’ to 
build a solid analysis and understanding of the area and to build 
enough support base. Making a new future vision would have 
to be a co-production in which both local, regional and national 
governmental goals and the different local stakeholder interests 
and ambitions were synthesised in a smart way. Only then the 
collective commitment and investment power in the area could 
be unlocked and the vision turned into reality.

A second positive effect of all the buzz and attention was that it 
became easier to get in touch with decisionmakers at real estate 
companies, local businesses and other key stakeholders in the 
area. Many of them had by now heard about Glamourmanifest 
and were curious to learn more about the initiative and the 
serious agenda behind it. During these conversations we 
discussed the more serious and long-term strategic layers of 
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with a terrace and a big artwork on the façade. One of the food 
truck entrepreneurs from our network opened a café on the 
ground floor to which we added an event space and flex offices. 
We organised all kinds of events and also hosted others, for 
example the main expo for a local art route. This brought new 
life and audiences to the building and the area, connecting the 
office district to the adjacent residential neighbourhood. 

Carteblanche helped us to make our impact more tangible and 
sustainable, beyond one-off events and interventions, and to 
create a publicly accessible meeting point for the neighbourhood. 
We loved having a space to program freely and also showcase 
milestones in our Amstel III mission. Carteblanche also showed 
the potential of unconventional and creative action to other 
owners in the neighbourhood. We attracted new tenants via 
our network and online channels and companies from the 
neighbourhood chose our event space for brainstorm meetings. 

The café became increasingly popular as an informal meeting 
point. We met a lot of new people from the neighbourhood 
and informally exchanged ideas. The more we talked about the 
potential of the area, the more people were triggered to share 
their own ideas. We did not actively engage in new building 
projects after Carteblanche, but we did help with relevant local 
information, inspiration and connections and helped to spark 
several other projects in the neighbourhood.

Carteblanche

At first some real estate owners, knowing that Saskia was 
an architect, suspected that Glamourmanifest would be an 
architectural acquisition strategy in disguise. Saskia however 
really got attached to her new role and soon the trust in our 
long-term commitment to the area grew. And then suddenly in 
2012 one owner asked us to help transforming his building. He 
saw all this social energy and marketing value being generated 
and attracted to Amstel III in the public and virtual space, but 
he didn’t see it being forwarded to the actual buildings. This 
observation was correct, for many buildings were managed by 
asset management companies who had no direct interest in 
hosting our parties and events. Sometimes buildings were partly 
rented, and the other tenants were not amused by us organising 
all kinds of public events in their building.

This particular building had been vacant for a long time and the 
owner was a very creative entrepreneur full of ideas. Together 
we created a new concept for the building that was also symbolic 
for the whole area: Carteblanche. Initially we made ambitious 
architectural designs, but we decided to keep it lean and mean 
and focus on the social programming instead. We did open up 
the back façade, giving it a new public front towards the street 
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knowledge. After all, somebody may be a layman in the field of 
urban development but an experienced professional in another 
field, bringing interesting new insights to the table. Sometimes we 
invited external experts on the topic to feed the conversation. Or 
we invited potential target groups and investors, for example to 
discuss how we could best introduce housing in the area.

These workshops sometimes led to follow-up meetings with 
small dedicated groups to elaborate specific ideas into concrete 
plans and projects. Sometimes they led to stakeholders bringing 
up new topics for the next workshop. And very important, the 
workshops brought the network together, stimulating new direct 
connections. We always aimed to create a positive, open and equal 
atmosphere where everybody felt comfortable to share their 
ideas and opinions. Sometimes the group was a bit unbalanced 
and the real estate sector took the upper hand. We then actively 
tried to correct that for following meetings. 

After every workshop or event, we made sure there was enough 
time for networking and catching up on the latest news in the 
grapevine - of course with a glass of champagne and some bites. 
This was crucial for growing a real and sustainable collective. It 
was both valuable and fun to be a part of it.

Building a collective

Behind the scenes of our public activities, our local network 
and database grew substantially. We kept our network updated 
through regular mailings and social media. This helped us to keep 
momentum while we further grew the network and support base 
through our one-on-one conversations with decisionmakers. 
As our network and trusted position in the area solidified, we 
started to organise workshops and sessions with more serious 
content on the agenda. Initially, we based our agenda on topics 
or locations that we ourselves distilled from our database of 
stakeholder input, knowing that many had an interest in those 
topics. Examples were parking, green spaces, wayfinding, adding 
public facilities, et cetera.

We continued with our glamorous interventions to further grow 
our community and invite them to the workshops as well. This 
led to increasingly diverse and interesting groups of participants, 
varying from the CEO of a big investment company to the 
receptionist at one of the local companies and from a resident 
from the adjacent neighbourhood to the municipality’s chief 
urbanist. This diversity caused a really interesting dynamic as 
everybody brought in their own perspective, whether it was 
from everyday experience or professional expertise or in-depth 
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representatives from the hospital and the municipality. We 
prepared by researching successful recent campus and 
innovation district developments. How were they developed over 
time? What facilities did they offer? How were they branded? 
What financial and governance structures were supporting 
them? What lessons could we learn from them?

At that moment we were also mentoring a graduation student in 
urban design. He made several aspirational collages that showed 
how we could step by step upgrade the area by emphasising 
its green character and give it a more campus-like feeling. He 
also made a very smart design for the large underused green 
zone that was now separating rather than connecting the 
office district and the hospital entrance. The interventions were 
relatively simple but could have a great effect. 

We continued these thematic meetings and over time the 
coalition was getting larger and stronger. Led by the relatively 
new Amsterdam Health & Technology Institute (AHTI) the 
coalition adopted the name Amsterdam Life Sciences District 
in close collaboration with the municipality and the first health-
tech related companies were attracted. A European subsidy for 
regional development was granted that allowed the coalition to 
further develop and expand with for example start-up incubators. 
At the same time the first large-scale residential developments 
were taking shape as well, requiring a softening of the business-

Healthtech Cluster

Amstel III is a very large area with a lot of stakeholders. Over time, 
we realised that we needed additional layers of collaboration on 
top of the large over-all community. The idea was that smaller 
coalitions that focused on a specific part of the area could 
agree more easily on larger interventions that required higher 
investments.

This started in the South part, which was separated from the 
rest of the area by a motorway and had its own access road 
and metro station. It also had a higher vacancy rate than the 
rest, it was considered a bit as the appendix of the area. On the 
other hand, it was very green and had a potentially stronger 
connection with the adjacent university hospital. In the past, 
first efforts had been made to explore that connection but there 
was some reluctance. In 2013, when another very large office 
building became vacant, the owners became more serious in 
giving this connection a new impulse. Could we thematise this 
part of the area and rebrand it as a campus for health, tech, 
innovation and research? 

In 2014 we organised the first stakeholder meeting on this 
topic with a group of owners, health-related companies, 
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like character and branding but also bringing a lot of students 
and young professionals to the area, sometimes prioritising 
those studying and working in the hospital. 

Last but not least, the hospital really liked the graduation design 
proposal for their green entrance zone and when it turned out 
that they actually had to renew their entrance, they used its 
inspiration for the guidelines of the design competition. The 
collective efforts and decisions and the different individual 
developments were connected, sometimes loosely, and together 
they keep continuing to build a more and more coherent and 
vibrant new neighbourhood.



©  Amsterdam The Case Study  -   All rights reserved by Transformcity   
Image: Theo Brouwer (graduation project NHTV Urban Design)



©  Amsterdam The Case Study  -   All rights reserved by Transformcity   

they did not take concrete action to upgrade Amstel III - and they 
could not do that alone. The Glamourmanifest was promising 
with a big upside and at the same time it was unthreatening in its 
smallness and lightness, having practically no risk or downside.

We brought our first members, including the municipality, on 
board during a meeting late in 2011 where a few active owners and 
the municipality were discussing collaboration on diminishing the 
office vacancy in Amstel III. Those were conversations piloted by 
the national government and the agenda and atmosphere were 
rather heavy. During our pitch we emphasised how incremental 
and highly actionable our approach was. We also used the light-
hearted cheerfulness of the Glamourmanifest and offered our 
members humorous yet visible rewards like VIP seats and drinks 
during our events. Of course, this was a mere symbolic gesture, 
but it proved effective as it made transparent who contributed – 
and who didn’t. 

Over time our membership base grew and we created more and 
more value for our members, not only in generating free publicity 
and attracting new tenants to the area, but also through our in-
depth local knowledge, creative thinking and sparring and of 
course our strong connections in the area and in the municipality, 
who was still an actively committed partner. We started to organise 
member-only sessions for exclusive information exchange and 
direct matchmaking with new leads or investors. This made it 

Business model

Of course, it was impossible for us to run the Amstel III project 
without a sustainable business model. We started very small, 
engaging real estate owners and the municipality as paying 
members of the Glamourmanifest. Initially we did not have much 
tangible to offer to the real estate owners. Glamourmanifest 
was a big promise of positive buzz and energy, but it had no 
real precedents that we could refer to. It was an open-ended 
adventure. On the short term we aimed to increase client (tenant) 
satisfaction, realise small physical upgrades and generate positive 
free publicity. Next to that, we aimed to lay the basis for more 
structural collaboration on the longer term to transform the area 
and generate substantial impact, growth and value for their real 
estate. 

We could not make hard promises about outcomes, but on the 
other hand we asked for relatively small contributions. There was a 
balance. Many owners realised that the crisis was so fundamental, 
that doing nothing and simply waiting until everything returned to 
‘normal’ was not an option anymore. Only upgrading their own 
individual buildings was too limited as well. There was simply too 
much vacant real estate in the region on much more attractive 
locations. The value of their real estate would diminish rapidly if 

36



©  Amsterdam The Case Study  -   All rights reserved by Transformcity   

increasingly unattractive to not become a member and miss out 
on serious opportunities.

Later we added new layers to our business model, finetuning the 
interests and contributions of different big and small stakeholders. 
This varied from annual financial contributions to our organisation, 
which had by now become a foundation, to more concrete and 
one-off project sponsoring or crowdfunding in cash or kind. 
Sometimes we were commissioned by the municipality for specific 
projects. Last but not least, our field lab approach also enabled us 
to bring in various innovation subsidies over the years, matching 
the public money with the private contributions in our foundation.
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towards a new urban vision for Amstel III. The ideas were 
forecasting based on the current situation and the current potential 
to unlock investments for the area. During our conversations with 
stakeholders however, we started to sense a growing need for 
more security in the form of a shared future vision, supported 
by the municipality, that we could backcast from and then work 
towards. 

When in 2015 the economy went up again and new project 
developers took position in the area with big plans for mixed-use 
and housing blocks, especially in the South part, the municipality 
also sensed the urgency to make this future vision. In the past 
years they had established legal and financial tools to stimulate 
initiatives on the scale of individual buildings, but not so much tools 
to define and safeguard overall spatial quality on an urban scale. 
Of course, this vision could not be a masterplan based on a fixed 
final image nor could it be created by the urban designers from 
the municipality alone. After all, the real estate ownership was too 
fragmented to control the exact outcome. The municipality had 
to collaborate with all stakeholders and developers. Moreover, 
the stakeholders needed to collaborate with each other.

Due to our local network and knowledge, trusted position and 
design background, we were commissioned to make a new 
vision for the South part of Amstel III. It would be an intensive 
co-creation process with the local collective (real estate owners, 

New urban vision

After a few years of presence in the area, we had collected a lot 
of local information, both hard data and tacit knowledge, and 
together with our everyday experience we were able to make 
increasingly profound spatial analyses. Together with the urban 
design student who graduated with us, we made so-called ‘energy 
maps’ showing all stakeholder initiatives and priority locations on 
one map. The map revealed potential hotspots where a lot of 
interests were coming together and where potentially interesting 
collective interventions could take shape.

Based on that map we formulated three strategic zones where 
we would bring together the specific stakeholders to identify the 
ambitions for collaboration there. Based on the stakeholder input, 
we made design collages with a trajectory to step by step upgrade 
these zones. For each intervention we specified the interests and 
stakeholders whose support and investment we needed, and 
all interventions together would make a great result that was  
much more than the sum of its parts. The first strategic zone was 
about connecting the South part and the hospital (see chapter 
‘Collective’ for more details) and later the other two followed. 

These maps, collages and trajectories were our first attempt 
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We believed that was also the charm of the area and it deserved 
to be integrated into the vision as a guiding principle. We wanted 
to stimulate and celebrate the creativity and entrepreneurship in 
the area. This sometimes led to surprising or bold initiatives that 
an urban designer would never have thought of but that proved 
successful once realised. 

Another leading principle was that the neighbourhood is always 
finished and never finished at the same time. It is in constant 
transformation and therefore needs to be attractive and liveable 
at any given point in time, regardless economic setbacks or other 
unexpected events. The first steps of the development path were 
about building a consistently attractive basis for the whole area 
as soon as possible, emphasising on the outdoor spaces and the 
ground floor levels of buildings. We could start with that right 
away, using placemaking methods that can be low-budget and 
temporary yet make a big and visible impact. These can then 
grow and evolve incrementally and may get occasional boosts 
when larger projects are being realised. However, the liveability in 
the area should never depend too much on large future projects.

The development path was supported by a toolbox. This was 
a set of simple rules and guidelines and possible interventions 
that could be implemented by private stakeholders themselves. 
Everybody had something to gain with a more liveable and 
attractive neighbourhood. Some tools were focusing on daily users 

project developers, companies, housing corporations, the 
academic hospital and various individual employees working in 
the area on a daily basis) and the municipality. The public transport 
companies were also engaged for the station environment would 
be a key element in this vision. We organised two large co-creation 
sessions and an interactive installation in the Carteblanche café 
where people could walk in during their lunch break and share 
their input and ideas with us. We temporarily hired a lead urban 
designer and landscape designer to support our team.

The vision shows how this part of Amstel III can transform into 
an attractive and green urban neighbourhood step by step. The 
vision had to be both ambitious in its results and realistic in its 
strategy. The first signs of economic recovery were there, but we 
still had to make sure the vision was highly resilient and adaptive 
to future changes. Therefore, we took the current situation and its 
initiatives as one starting point and the desirable result in ten years 
as another. We then constantly back- and forecasted between 
them, designing a strategic development path throughout the 
years. 

The final image showed a possible outcome of following the 
development path, but there was enough flexibility so that a 
slightly different outcome would still have the same level of spatial 
quality for the neighbourhood. After all, we could not decide which 
owner would transform or redevelop their real estate – nor when. 
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or anticipating on future residents, while others were helping real 
estate owners to open up their ground floors or to collaborate with 
their neighbours to redesign their outdoor spaces or even densify 
their plots. The toolbox was very much about seducing concrete 
action, using inspirational reference images and practical tips and 
tricks to get them done.

Specifying a future image proved very valuable for many 
stakeholders. To them the future had been too much of a black 
box and now they had a framework within which they could 
finetune their own plans and develop initiatives. The vision also 
helped developers to bring in investors for larger projects, as it 
provided them with a convincing image of the future on the one 
hand and it gave them more certainty about the municipality’s 
line of thinking and commitment on the long term. 

Last but not least, the vision gave a clearer direction for our work 
as well. It provided us with content that had proved to be relevant 
for stakeholders. We could now define our plans and activities 
based on the development path in the vision, so that everybody 
immediately understood where our actions were leading up to. It 
added a new, more structural layer to our approach.
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Traditional approach
Area development through a top-down process of tenders or through a public-private partnership involves a limited number of 
decisionmakers and a relatively centralised project budget. The economy prospers and development is supply-driven. There is 
a strong trust in the future demand for space and big commitments and investments are made in an early stage of the project.

Crisis response 
Uncertainty about the future requires risk reduction. Especially in existing areas with many stakeholders, more parties need to 
invest. Development is phased in order to test the business case on a smaller scale. Limited trust and fragmented ownership 
are still bottlenecks. How to distribute risks and rewards? Who goes first? How to make corrections if plans need to change?

Glamourmanifest approach
The traditional focus on a final image (‘done’) is replaced by ongoing transformation. This is about inspiring, connecting and 
activating existing qualities and stakeholders. Instead of final images that require big budgets and heavy decision-making,  this 
incremental approach focuses on getting started and progressing continuously, even if the steps are sometimes very small.

!

!?

?!

ZO!City next phase
As soon as the small steps have led to substantial engagement and support base, a shared final image or vision is made. 
The clarity where the area is heading will convince stakeholders to make bigger, more structural investments. The process of 
constant fore- and backcasting ensures constant progress and support and at the same time resilience and adaptivity to change.
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in its approach was still relatively new and difficult to grasp in all 
its facets. In retrospect, the concept of an online platform that 
would translate that approach into one integral piece of software 
was probably a bit too much too soon for many people back then. 

After a few years of design research and prototyping the concept 
got fleshed out convincingly. In 2015 we started building a first 
version of the platform to test in the area. We could finance 
this thanks to funding from an innovation programme of the 
Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment (“Beter 
Benutten Vervolg”) and additional support from the Municipality 
of Amsterdam and the local collective. 

The platform was built around a colourful online map, showing 
items such as buildings, parks and stations as clickable objects that 
hold basic information about, for example, floor space, building 
year and ownership. Via the menu, detailed thematic – open and 
user-generated – data could be found about for example mobility, 
energy, real estate and local policy. The timeline also featured 
recent developments and future plans and scenarios. The full 
interactivity made it easy to engage directly by clicking on the 
map and markers and making comments. Everybody could share 
their ideas and initiatives for the area and feedback was obtained 
both from individuals and from official institutions. With the 
underlying crowdfunding infrastructure, project-based alliances 
could be formed and resources shared and combined. 

Online platform

Our network, data, position and impact kept growing. However, 
the Glamourmanifest organisation was still relatively centralised 
as a network structure. We analysed data, identified opportunities, 
organised events and managed the network. Stakeholders 
approached us with questions, ideas or requests and we made 
the connections, provided the information, et cetera. Over time 
this principle, together with our small team, was becoming our 
weakest link. We were about to get overwhelmed by what we had 
built ourselves. 

We decided it was time to start focusing on helping the local 
collective to self-organise and assume collective ownership over 
the transformation of their neighbourhood. In order to do this, 
we needed a smart way to distribute the local data and network. 
All different stakeholders needed to be able to find and contact 
each other directly, exchange data, plans and ideas and build 
collaborations and collective investments around real projects. 

In 2012, we had  the first ideas to build an interactive online platform 
that naturally integrated all the above goals and functionalities. In 
the beginning it was very difficult to communicate the concept 
convincingly to potential sponsors or investors. Glamourmanifest 
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All these everyday irritations and security costs together with 
the commercial interests created an interesting overlap and 
momentum to do something about this location together. 
During one of the co-creation sessions somebody representing 
a local company suggested to pave the social trail and add 
some lighting. Then somebody suggested a temporary park 
with flowers and benches. Then a real estate owner said, “Okay, 
but what if we put a pavilion there that could be an information 
centre and maybe a cafe or something like that?” He would 
then be willing to (co-)invest in that. Then people started to 
add more ideas, also about social programming and events, 
especially during rush hour. We helped to finetune these ideas 
and to synthesise them into one project proposal: “ZoZo”. We 
made campaign material for the crowdfunding, including a 
funny video with us crawling through the mud of the social trail, 
so that it could go live and profit from the publicity during the 
festive launch of the online platform.

We ran an intensive campaign for ZoZo both online and offline 
through on-site fundraisers and flyers. In the end we generated 
almost €150.000. Investments varied from €10 to €10.000 
and came from all kinds of local actors. A group of real estate 
owners and developers brought in ca. €10.000 each to sponsor 
the pavilion. Together they selected a local group of (social) 
entrepreneurs to run the pavilion and organise all kinds of 
events there. The entrepreneurs did not have to pay rent but 

ZoZo

Leading up to the platform launch in May 2016, we organised co-
creation sessions where we developed several project proposals 
together with the local collective. The shared urban vision was 
the starting point as we had already collectively identified a 
range of kick-starter projects there. These would be the ideal 
first initiatives to run on the platform and build local support 
around them. One of these proposals was met with particular 
enthusiasm and became the first crowdfunding campaign. 

Next to one of the stations in the area was a large neglected 
piece of grass land with a big muddy social trail leading to 
the offices. It was perceived as a gloomy and unsafe spot and 
was already highlighted as one of the hotspots on the energy 
map we had made years before. Many people were really fed 
up that they had to ‘crawl through the mud’ every day to get 
to work fast. Some companies even provided shuttle buses to 
their employees, even though the distance between the office 
and the station was very short. The first project developers in 
the area were worried about the bad first impression people 
would get when visiting the area by public transportation. The 
municipality was making plans to turn this area into a park, but 
that would take a few more years. 
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had to invest that money in on-site social events. Local housing 
corporations and the hospital contributed to the programming 
budget, while local companies bought coupons for €1000 
- €2500 that allowed them to use the pavilion as a creative 
meeting space. Some companies contributed in kind with their 
products, including the public transport companies who also 
helped with water and electricity. Even individual employees 
working in the area supported the project with small amounts 
of ca. €10 in return for free drinks during the opening. When 
the municipality saw this overwhelming support, they invested 
in the public space and lighting and lovingly named the location 
the olifantenpark (referring to the Dutch word for social trail, 
olifantenpad). They also helped to facilitate the permit process, 
that turned out to be especially complex with so many sponsors 
and owners. 

The pavilion has not been realised yet. Part of the budget 
was saved and part of it was used for all kinds of placemaking 
activities in the area. The municipality however did change the 
zoning law and design for the official park and added a place 
for a pavilion in there. Currently the municipality and the group 
of owners are looking for the best way to realise a permanent 
pavilion in the new park which will be finished soon.
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During the platform development the local stakeholders and 
officials at the Amsterdam municipality were consulted about 
the best ways to implement the platform in the area. The 
municipality, excited by its new possibilities for direct interaction 
with the neighbourhood, embraced the platform and shared data. 
Property owners uploaded building information pages and many 
people shared their projects and ideas. 

The platform was received very well, especially as a concept and 
promise of future possibilities. Various stakeholders and experts 
were very excited about it and it received a lot of publicity and 
interest from other cities as well. At the same time however, the 
concept was still very new and – together with a user interface 
that turned out to be not easy and accessible enough – many 
people in the area were reluctant to use the platform. 

In 2017 Transformcity became a Startup in Residence with the 
Municipality of Amsterdam and developed a more user-friendly 
and also more solid and scalable version of the platform. The 
municipality became our launching customer, implementing the 
platform not only in Amstel III but also in Sloterdijk II, one of their 
other large transformation areas. We collaborated intensively 
with their project teams and local stakeholders from both areas 
to constantly test and improve the platform. The new version 
went live in 2018 and now runs in both areas.
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taking the transformation mission of Amstel III on our shoulders, 
Glamourmanifest was easily understood as the provider, leaving 
the rest of the area as consumers. 

From starting initiatives and telling stories ourselves we went 
to collecting, facilitating and sharing other people’s stories and 
initiatives. Glamourmanifest had been a conversation starter, a 
manifesto to unleash action in Amstel3, using ourselves as the 
face of the revolution. Now so much more was going on in the 
area, that it was time to take a step back and lead the attention 
to the area itself - and all its active stakeholders. Many had 
become paying members by now and felt strongly related to 
Glamourmanifest’s mission, but not so much to its name. We 
changed the name into ZO!City, using the existing local branding 
prefix ZO for the Southeast of the city. We became the platform 
for local people, stories and initiatives. 

By now an interesting dynamic had emerged in the collective with 
many different big and small initiatives. It was important to make 
sure that the big project developments with their own supply 
chains would not accidentally replace the active yet often delicate 
energy, relations and value that had been built up by the local 
network over time by overpowering it and not actively investing 
in it. Most developers fortunately understood very well that this 
local energy was of enormous value for them, especially the ones 
who would be the first to start building. 

Embedding the organisation

It is important to note that the online platform was always meant 
to support and augment our offline activities rather than replace 
them. Especially in the beginning it took some effort to engage 
people and stimulate them to use the platform. Large groups 
of stakeholders could now be invited around the table 24/7, but 
inclusivity would always need attention and we needed to activate 
various channels to reach a broad group of people. Moreover, 
investing in a structural and physical on-site presence would 
always be a necessity. Of course, the work was now much more 
efficient and the impact of our actions was amplified. Parallel to 
developing the platform, we also made organisational changes 
to optimise self-organisation and resilience in the local collective.

In June 2015 we changed the name Glamourmanifest to ZO!City. 
We wanted to make the move from independent agent to local 
platform in order to catalyse the sense of ownership and pride 
among the local stakeholders and property owners themselves. 
We needed to prevent the stakeholders from becoming 
dependent on one central organisation, whether it was a big one 
like the government or a small one like Glamourmanifest. Many 
stakeholders in Amstel III were used to working in supply chains 
and the traditional relation of provider and consumer. By publicly 
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Given the fragmented ownership in Amstel III, no individual 
developer could have full control over when and where all 
transformation plans in the neighbourhood were going to be 
realised. They had to make sure their project would not fail in 
case the neighbours’ projects did not come through or a crisis 
would hit. They needed Amstel III to be attractive and liveable at 
any given point in time and the existing local entrepreneurs and 
placemaking initiatives were precisely providing that continuous 
quality.

We organised all kinds of activities to bring them all together, 
stimulating new connections and unexpected alliances. All these 
different people and organisations could really benefit from each 
other. Some initiatives were bringing liveliness and social security 
to the area and others were attracting new target groups while 
project developers could provide (temporary) space, expertise 
and investment power to get new initiatives off the ground.

Image: Ching’s Tea House

Image: Brouwerij Kleiburg
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anymore.

When Saskia officially said goodbye from ZO!City in 2018, she 
received the first edition of the Kabouterbokaal (the ‘Gnome 
Award’), a tongue-in-cheek reference to the garden gnomes she 
distributed in Glamourmanifest’s early days. It was a goodbye 
present and the start of a new local tradition. Every year the most 
engaged person in Amstel III, the one who brought most glamour 
to the area’s everyday life, will be awarded.

The goodbye party was a festive event. The diversity of people and 
stakeholders in the room was remarkable. Even more remarkable 
was to see how many of them knew each other already and 
were constantly making new connections, matches and updates. 
A local social entrepreneur knew most real estate owners and 
introduced them to some of his friends from the neighbourhood. 
A large corporation’s marketing manager was catching up with the 
local DJ and a foodtruck owner. The municipality’s project team 
blended in nicely as a natural part of the network, exchanging 
news and information and strengthening relations. The new 
ZO!City team made some new introductions here and there and 
suggested some stakeholders should get to know each other 
better. There was an open atmosphere that radiated a passion 
for this area, so full of promise and opportunity. And everything 
was taking place in a very informal setting with lots of laughter 
and local drinks and bites.

Local Legacy

In 2017 Saskia started to hand over ZO!City to a new team, so that 
she could focus on scaling Transformcity to other cities. ZO!City 
became an independent foundation funded by annual donations 
from the real estate owners and other big stakeholders, additional 
commissions from the municipality (for example for participation 
activities) and specific project subsidies. The culture of 
collaboration had really taken root over the years, both for private 
stakeholders and for the municipality. The new developers who 
had landed in the area had also joined the network and given it a 
boost with the scale of their projects and investments, which gave 
new urgency to residents from the adjacent neighbourhoods to 
stay informed and engaged as well. The network kept growing - in 
size, diversity and influence.

It was challenging for the municipality to define her role towards 
the new large-scale private development plans. How to find 
the balance between facilitating initiatives and setting sharp 
conditions? However, the project team always cherished the 
culture of collaboration and shared ownership. The collective 
of existing stakeholders also demanded this, they had not 
invested their time and energy in the area to be put aside now 
big investments were flowing again and they were not ‘needed’ 
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As the number and scale of building projects in the area had 
been exploding, ZO!City could not organise all activities alone 
anymore. Some developments brought their own marketing 
and placemaking agencies and at one point the municipality 
contracted a local placemaking collective to coordinate temporary 
use and programming of public space. 

A new landscape of initiatives that collaborated with each 
other emerged in the area, catering to the large and urgent 
demand for collective placemaking, participation, marketing and 
communication – not only in Amstel III but in other adjacent 
parts of Amsterdam Southeast that started to transform rapidly 
as well. At the same time there was a call for more cohesion 
and overview. This resulted in an upcoming merger of the three 
major organisations in Southeast: VAZO business association, 
ZuidoostPartners citymarketing and ZO!City. They will merge 
into a large public-private organisation in which the municipality 
will also participate substantially. This organisation will have a 
lot more budget and power and is more closely connected with 
the formal urban development processes. ZO!City’s goals and 
values have been integrated in this new organisation. ZO!City’s 
current team and board members will stay on board throughout 
the transition phase, safeguarding the network, trust and value 
created up to now. Then the initial foundation will be abolished, 
precisely ten years after Saskia’s adoption of Amstel III.

Image: Ryan da Silva
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combination of unconventional ideas and real implementation 
power. Concepts like Carteblanche, but also our online platform, 
could become reality thanks to this.

Over time the professional recognition of our work grew. At first, 
we were seen as a bottom-up project that was merely cheering up 
the everyday life in Amstel III, but over time the systemic change 
underneath the surface of our public activities was recognised. We 
were more and more often invited for talks, think-tanks, interviews 
and expert workshops. We also started to attract attention and 
interest from other research institutions, publicists and academia 
to work together. These collaborations varied from lecturing and 
mentoring student groups, internships and graduation projects 
to being a partner in long-term subsidised research projects and 
innovation programs. 

As a best practice, the project has won national and international 
awards and it inspired other urban transformation projects, both 
in Amsterdam and beyond. It has become a key reference project 
for local governments and big real estate developers for setting 
up collaborations with many different owners and stakeholders. 
Besides it has inspired other individual professionals to develop 
unsolicited urban initiatives themselves by proving the incremental 
impact of big missions, small steps and perseverance. 

Recognition & Replication

Since the beginning, our Amstel III project proved to be the perfect 
field lab. It allowed us to combine our theoretical research and 
hypotheses with on-the-ground experimenting, prototyping and 
testing. The idea behind the field lab was that it would be beneficial 
both to the research goals and to the area itself. Of course, this 
started very small, but over time we were able to develop and 
test more and more interesting new ideas and solutions in the 
area. One could even say that, through the constant sharing of 
our activities and insights with the outside world, our creative 
experimentation was becoming part of the area’s branding. 
Various unconventional yet relevant things were going on in 
this notoriously boring area, which generated a positive buzz 
and interest. Amstel III went from an outdated office district to 
frontrunner in innovative urban transformation. 

Besides, due to the severity of the crisis and the complexity 
of the local challenges, the majority of stakeholders and the 
municipality sensed that they had nothing to lose by joining in 
on these optimistic and high energy experiments. There was a 
real openness to experiment together, which made for a powerful 
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This document offers an in-depth description of our best practice. 
The Amstel III area has been our field lab for ten years and 
allowed us to develop  a thoroughly optimised new methodology 
for collaborative urban development. We have synthesised and 
processed all our research findings and practical insights and 
experiences into an online toolkit. With this comprehensive 
set of strategic frameworks, hands-on tips and inspirational 
references you can further deepen your knowledge and set up 
or boost your own projects.

The Amstel III project could only become a success thanks 
to the help and support of countless different people and 
organisations. Transformcity extends her gratitude to all 
team members, collaboration partners, (personal) advisers, 
volunteers, stakeholders, sponsors and subsidy providers that 
have supported us in the past decade. Our special thanks go to 
the Amstel III project team of the Municipality of Amsterdam, 
first led by Marlies Geijsel and later by Tamara Smit. Without 
their trust and courage to embark into this unknown territory, 
their critical reflections and advice and their collegial partnership, 
support and friendliness, this project would never have become 
reality.
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