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Or, how
Amsterdam’s
ugliest district
became its
smartest
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Opening pages &
this page⁄
The Knowledge Mile is
Amsterdam’s smartest
district, where universities
and co-working spaces
attract a bright and
trendy crowd, among

them Matthijs ten Berge,
founder, and community
manager Maarten Terpstra
(previous page, top left);
and fashion designer
Paulina Pabst (bottom
right), whose workspace at
the Volkshotel is below

A

mid the ongoing rejuvenation of
east Amsterdam, one of the most
impressive transformations is happening
in the stretch from Wibautstraat
into Weesperstraat. A collection of
office blocks, council buildings and
skyscrapers, once dubbed the city’s
“ugliest” district, is now one of its hottest addresses
where global companies, tech start-ups, co-working
giants and hipster hoteliers all compete for a piece of
the action. Because, while the area may not have beauty,
it does have brains – thousands of them.
In the past couple of decades, the area has become
home to the Amsterdam University of Applied
Sciences, the University of Amsterdam and Amsterdam
University of the Arts, meaning that some 60,000
students now mix with residents, businesses and high
culture like the Dutch National Opera & Ballet and the
Hermitage museum. The streets’ grey façades house a
hive of learning and ideas – so much so that the area has
been rebranded Amsterdam’s “Knowledge Mile”. »
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“This is like experiment street.
Everyone around Europe who wants
to do an experiment comes here”

What is
a “living
lab”?
First coined
in the late
noughties at
MIT, the term
living lab (also
“livinglab”) is
used to describe
city districts
that are used
to find
user-centric
solutions to
urban issues.

From left⁄
Matthijs ten Berge is the
man behind the Knowledge
Mile, which is now home
to start-ups and arts
organisations, as well as
archetypal Amsterdam
cyclists and tulips

“In the past, this area wasn’t a place where people
liked to go,” explains Matthijs ten Berge, the laid-back
creative who’s leading the reinvention. “People found
it too polluted, not attractive, not interesting. When
I came to work here it still had that reputation but
it wasn’t really true any more. All these knowledge
institutions had come here, cool places like the
Volkshotel had opened. We had Trouw [renowned as
one of Europe’s best nightclubs before it closed in 2015].
There was a lot going on.”
As director of Amsterdam Creative Industries
Network, ten Berge fosters collaboration between
Amsterdam’s education, business and social sectors.
He could see how much was happening behind the
closed doors along Wibautstraat and Weesperstraat, and
came up with the nickname Knowledge Mile as a way of
highlighting the variety of businesses, institutions and
organisations that pack the section of streets between
the Amstelplein business district in the east and
Nieuwmarkt in the historic city centre.
The name is more than just a branding exercise,
though. His initiative acts as a network to connect the
area’s residents, businesses and institutions so they can
work together to improve the city. Earlier this year it
hosted an “urban trail” where locals were invited to run

Areas like
Amsterdam’s
Knowledge
Mile bring
businesses,
public agencies,
universities and
ordinary people
together with
experiments that
use opensource data,
for example
from traffic
or pollution,
and test new
products and
services.

through locations including the Mondriaan Tower, the
lecture halls of Leeuwenburg and a hidden car tunnel
under the Amstel station as a means of getting to know
the area – and their neighbours – a little better.
At monthly meet-ups, Knowledge Mile residents
are invited to raise issues about their environment
with students who may have some ideas on how to
solve them and businesses who could fund the
research. All this feeds into the most interesting
function of this network: its status as a “living lab”,
a real-life testing ground for the ideas that arise from »

From AI monitors
that help support
bat conservation
in London parks
to a kind of
“dynamic glass”,
which optimises
light to benefit
well-being
and energy
efficiency,
innovations that
have come out of
living labs are
now being used
to improve the
lives of urban
residents in
interesting ways.
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“This is now the
most dynamic
area of the city”

Meet
the
locals

Willem Sijthoff
Founder & CEO,
Capital C

collaborations between different sectors that aim
to find solutions to urban problems, some of which
could have global implications and the potential to
be rolled out to other would-be smart cities.
One example is a prototype pavement tile, trialled
on the street‘s bike lanes, which uses light and
audio sensors to warn cyclists when a scooter is
approaching. Another is the growing development
of the area’s flat-roof space – a previously untapped
resource. Then there is the way business waste is
collected, a subject that becomes slightly more
interesting when you realise that the most profitable
option is by boat.
A few steps along the corridor from ten Berge’s
office in the Amsterdam University of Applied
Sciences, a rooftop garden is being remodelled and
expanded after the Amsterdam Fashion Institute
successfully used it to grow environmentally friendly
dyes for the textiles industry. Further down the street,
a reservoir installed on the top of an office block
collects water that’s been used to brew “rain beer”. »

From top⁄
Capital C’s CEO Willem
Sijthoff in the renovated
glass dome roof of
the Diamantbeurs –
Amsterdam’s former
diamond exchange

Until recently, the
Diamantbeurs was something
of a buried treasure. A huge
building dating from the
early 1900s, it was once the
centre of Amsterdam’s famous
diamond trade but had latterly
been owned by the city council.
Now it’s set to shine again as a
major creative hub, reinvented
by Dutch media entrepreneur
and publisher Willem Sijthoff
complete with outdoor terrace
with art installation, grand café,
co-working spaces and, on the
roof, a spectacular glass dome
for hire as an event space.
Sitjhoff is among many
who believe Amsterdam has
entered a third Golden Age,
with its blend of tech and
creativity. He hopes Capital
C – the C stands both for
creativity and carbon (a
reference to the diamonds
once cut here) – will harness
that momentum and become
the focal point of creative
Amsterdam. It’s the right time
and Weesperplein is the right
place, he says. “This is now the
most dynamic area of the city.”
capitalc.amsterdam
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“People here know if you
work together you can
create something special”
Tijs Bullock
PR manager,
Volkshotel

When Dutch newspaper
De Volkskrant moved out of
its offices on Wibautstraat
in 2007, the empty building
was taken over by artists
and entrepreneurs. A hip
restaurant, Canvas, opened
on the roof and one of the
city’s best-loved clubs, Doka,
popped up in the basement.
More than a decade later, it
remains one of Amsterdam’s
coolest and most creative
spots – but now travellers can
stay there, too. The Volkshotel
was the first hotel in the city
to combine co-working space,
artists’ studios and rooms; and
it now welcomes an eclectic
mix of guests, artists and locals
who can take part in yoga
classes, share rooftop hot tubs
or just hang out in the bar.
Some 85 shared studio
spaces at the back of the
building house the city’s
creative talent, some of whom
have designed special rooms
in the hotel, while the DJs,
producers and bands based
there feed into the everchanging programme of weekly
events. “The hotel is open to
everyone,” says PR manager Tijs
Bullock. “Because people here
know if you work together you
can create something special
– especially in this street.”
volkshotel.nl
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Jesse Jorg
Founder,
WeTheCity

If something interesting is taking
place around here, there’s a
good chance Jesse Jorg has had
a hand in it. One of the original
members of the Knowledge Mile
initiative, he’s also the founder
of WeTheCity, a creative
platform that aims to show
Amsterdam “as a shared campus
to be enjoyed together”. His
projects include next month’s
ROEF, a two-day festival that
takes place across the city’s
rooftops, and the annual
BenchesCollective – in which
residents are encouraged to
host parties at public benches.

When he launched Boiling,
a pitching night he describes
as “an incubator for impatient
city makers”, it was obvious to
do it here. “You need a lot of
good ideas and it’s an area full
of people with ideas,” he says.
Attendees pay €10 to listen
to proposals for improving
the city, and the winner takes
all to help get theirs off the
ground. The night has launched
ideas including neighbourhood
guides to introduce shy
newcomers to an area and
the popular Kitchen Roulette,
where residents get to know
their neighbours better
through dining in each other’s
homes. wethecity.nl, boiling.city

From top⁄
The roof at the Volkshotel,
where you can even take a
plunge in a hot tub

“This is like experiment street,” says ten Berge,
smiling. “Everyone around Europe who wants to do
an experiment in a metropolitan city comes here
because we can connect them to this infrastructure
of people and institutions.”
Indeed, as its reputation has grown, and as the
city council has made improvements to traffic
and the provision of green space, interest in the
district has boomed. Companies including eBay
and LinkedIn have set up bases here, tapping into
a ready talent pool of graduates, while co-working
options – including WeWork and new hotel Zoku,
which offers apartment-style accommodation kitted
out with boardroom tables for meetings – embrace a
burgeoning community of entrepreneurs, start-ups
and digital nomads.
“It’s actually getting to the point where companies
who become successful are forced to move because
there’s no longer the space to expand,” says Cora
Kreikamp, the Knowledge Mile’s business manager. »
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Three
other
living
labs
Swissnex
SAN FRANCISCO

This Swiss-led
collective of
universities,
start-ups,
artists and
designers
explores future
ideas, including
the possibility
we might have
robot politicians
by 2026.

Rob Vernooij
Owner &
coach, Eerlijk

One of the most unusual cafés
in the Knowledge Mile – if not
the whole of Amsterdam – has
to be Eerlijk (“Honest”), a
venue that doesn’t stop with a
menu of coffees, but has one
of coaching options (both life
and business), too. Customers
who come in for a sandwich
can try a free, 15-minute
coaching taster from owner Rob
Vernooij, a qualified coach with
a background in hospitality – or
they can sign up for a series
of sessions in a bid to boost
professional or personal growth.
It’s a quirky idea for sure, but
Vernooij felt Weesperstraat was
the place it might work: “I felt
there would be interest in the
concept because people here
tend to be open to new ideas.”
The street’s student population
usually just come for the
coffee, he admits, “but I have
business people who come
to me for coaching. People
seem to like how accessible
it is. You can just drop in. I
don’t think there’s anyone
else doing anything like this.”
eerlijkamsterdam.nl
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swissnexsanfrancisco.org

Salt Flats
Innovation
House
CHICAGO

From top⁄
“Refresh your mind” urges
this sign at coach Rob
Vernooij’s Eerlijk café

Still, there are no plans to stop improving and
finessing. Indeed, the network’s latest project might
well be its most ambitious, as it plans to turn building
façades, roofs and even walls into green spaces to form
Amsterdam’s “longest and highest” park.
“When we started the Knowledge Mile we organised
sessions with residents and their main concern was
how to make the street more green. But we don’t have a
lot of space so we can’t create a park in the usual way,”
ten Berge explains. “In 2025, the city of Amsterdam will
be 750 years old and our plan is that, as we mark that
anniversary, we will also celebrate that together we have
made our environment greener and more sustainable.”
It’s a clever solution to an almost universal urban
problem – but then, what else would you expect on
Amsterdam’s smartest street? knowledgemile.amsterdam
Norwegian flies to Amsterdam from Oslo, Copenhagen,
Stockholm and New York. Book flights, a hotel and a
rental car at Norwegian.com

Experiments take
place every
day at this
co-working and
digital “strategy
space” in the
city’s West Loop
neighbourhood.

saltflatsinnovationhouse.co

Copenhagen
Street Lab
COPENHAGEN

This area in
the centre
of Denmark’s
capital is used
to address urban
problems from
air pollution to
noise. Currently
on the agenda:
intelligent
parking solutions
and optimised
rubbish
collections.
danskdesigncenter.dk

