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Since the financial crisis started in 2008, spatial projects were cancelled or postponed 
resulting in an increase of derelict sites in cities in the Netherlands and elsewhere in Europe. 
Therefore, municipalities are actively encouraging citizens to participate in (temporary) 
transforming derelict sites to decrease the negative effects these sites bring. This stimulation 
of civic participation in general is assumed to be part of a transition towards participatory 
governance. Therefore, the governmental approach of stimulating civic initiatives to 
transform derelict urban sites is two-sided: governments want to decrease the negative 
effects of derelict urban sites by transforming them and this transformation should be 
done by citizens in the spirit of a withdrawing government. This study is discovering how 
civic initiatives develop by analysing how initial ideas for initiatives are communicated to 
convince necessary parties, how these parties influence the initiatives and if the initiative 
contributed to a decrease of negative effects of derelict urban sites. These insights help in 
reflecting upon if the processes of these initiatives are taking place within the assumed 
transition towards participatory governance.

Key words: participatory governance, place-making, storytelling, civic initiatives, derelict 
urban sites.

Abstract

Since the financial crisis started in 2008, spatial projects were cancelled or postponed 
resulting in an increase of derelict sites in cities in the Netherlands and elsewhere in 
Europe. Therefore, municipalities are looking for ways to transform these derelict sites 
and decrease the negative effects these sites bring. Some municipalities are actively 
encouraging citizens to participate in (temporary) transforming derelict sites. This 
stimulation of civic participation in general is assumed to be part of a transition phase 
wherein governmental parties are withdrawing and citizens are more in control. Therefore, 
the governmental approach of stimulating civic initiatives to transform derelict urban sites 
is two-sided: governments want to decrease the negative effects of derelict urban sites 
by transforming them and this transformation should be done by citizens in the spirit of a 
withdrawing government. The aim of this study is to discover how civic initiatives develop 
and thereby decrease the negative effects of derelict urban sites, and if the processes of 
these initiatives are taking place within the assumed transition phase of a withdrawing 
government. These insights can be used by governments to anticipate more easily on 
developments in civic initiatives and more appropriately create and execute policies in this 
field. It might also help citizens who are seeking for more control and looking for ways to 
give meaning to this control.
This study is conducted through the theoretical lens of three concepts: participatory 
governance, place-making and storytelling. Participatory governance addresses the trend 
of a withdrawing government and citizens more in control. The concept place-making is 
used to analyse the decrease of negative effects of derelict urban sites by civic initiatives 
that make use of those sites. Because civic initiatives are dependent on other parties for 
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implementation, these parties need to get convinced, whereby communication plays a key 
role. This communication is approached by the concept storytelling. 
The main research question in this study is:
“How do stories and storytelling of different parties involved in civic initiatives contribute 
to place-making of derelict sites in Amsterdam and Utrecht and in what way are these 
processes of place-making by storytelling a manifestation of the assumed shift towards 
participatory governance?”
To answer this main research question, five sub-research questions are guiding:

1. “What is the story behind the initial ideas of civic initiatives?”
2. “How do other parties involved in the process influence the initiative by their 
 stories?”
3. “How does the space/place perception of different parties involved in the initiative
  change during the development of the initiative?”
4. “How do stories and storytelling around the initiative contribute to this change in 
 space/place perception?”
5. “Where do processes of civic initiatives using derelict urban sites take place in the 
 shift towards participatory governance?”

This study exists of five separate case studies – three in Utrecht and two in Amsterdam 
– which are analyzed through the theoretical lens of the concepts place-making and 
storytelling. The five case studies are: project Westkust, an organically developing 
initiative in the railway station area in Utrecht; former football fields in Amsterdam North, 
used by different initiatives such as a dog playground and a children’s playground; building 
lot 1 in IJburg Amsterdam where sustainable children’s activities take place; a chicken 
rondo in Amsterdam Zuidas where local eggs are produced and children’s farm Nieuw 
Rotsoord in Utrecht. From the individual case studies, a cross case analysis is derived, from 
which the cross-case conclusions are related to the theoretical concept of participatory 
governance.  At least three strategies are used to achieve validity; the data sources are 
triangulated, member checking is applied and the research outcome consists of a rich and 
thick description.
This research has shown a large complexity concerning the first two sub-research 
questions. In the first place because all cases are different and all have their own stories and 
storytelling. However, there are some abstract aspects that can be derived from all cases 
and that explain the influencing factors on stories and storytelling of civic initiatives that 
use derelict urban sites. These aspects concern a convincing storytelling from initiator’s 
side and elements that influenced the initiative. The initiator’s convincing storytelling 
consists of six principles. First, the initiative is accepted and sometimes influenced because 
there is a match in interests and ambitions from different parties involved. The reasons 
for these interests and ambitions might differ, relating to the background of that person or 
party. The second important aspect in convincing storytelling concerns the characteristics 
of the storyteller, which is indirectly part of the story and the way the listener connects 
its own experiences and interpretations to it. Also the way the story is told is important 
(third aspect); in all cases with enthusiasm and persuasiveness. But at least as important 
is the listener (fourth aspect), who is interested and active and therefore willing to listen 
and willing to contribute to the initiative. In some cases storytelling towards one party 
was used in storytelling towards another party to be extra convincing (fifth aspect). Not 
only the initiative is influenced by several parties, the initiative itself also influenced 
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those parties ‘s perceptions in return sometimes, for example by contributing to municipal 
strategies concerning civic initiatives using derelict sites (sixth aspect). 
Concerning the elements that influenced the initiative, the initiatives got influenced by 
other parties because of preconditions that should be met, the duration of the initiative, 
complaints that should be taken into account, withdrawing volunteers or other involved 
parties and influence because of financial power. Of course the initiative is not only 
influenced by these involved parties, since none of the involved parties have all the 
power to control the whole process. Also external aspects influenced the initiatives. An 
important external influence is the economic situation of a city, which in all cases relates 
to the temporality for use of the sites. One case has proved to be able to exist for a long 
term – this year ten years – and in these years, storytelling again seemed to be necessary 
to reach certain goals. 
This research showed a change in perception within the concept of place-making. Change 
from negative place perception to positive place perception, but also different perceptions 
in the context of the location. These are in this research described by the terms place 
perception on micro level (only the site itself), meso level (the site in the context of a larger 
area) and macro level (the site in the context of derelict sites in general). Comparing the 
different cases, similarities are that during the implementation of the initiative most of the 
parties perceive the sites as positive places on micro level in a physical context because of 
an improved environment and as positive places on meso level in a social context because 
of an increased social network. 
This research has shown that the influence of storytelling and stories of parties involved 
on the change in space/place perception is both indirect and direct. Indirect because 
without stories and storytelling an initiative would not exist and could not develop. And 
direct because in general all cases show that by telling the idea of the initiative and 
starting the initiative’s story, people start to think about the site more consciously and 
start to change their minds. This makes them see the opportunities of the site because of 
their own imagination, which is a first step towards positive place perception. During the 
implementation of the initiative all cases show that this perception of place is strengthened. 
Aspects that influence both storytelling and the space/place perception of people involved 
in the researched initiatives concern the temporality for use of the site and the professional 
background related to spatial planning of some people involved in the initiatives. The 
temporal use of the site might influence the space/place perception of the site because 
people know the project will end within a short period of time which might make them 
protecting themselves against place perception to avoid huge disappointments when the 
projects stop. Some parties involved in the initiatives’ processes, mainly civil servants, do 
not show real place perception because they do not have many experiences with the site 
which makes that they do not value it or give meaning to it directly. They do care about 
the initiative though, because they feel part of it and feel responsible for it. Therefore this 
research proposes the concept of indirect place perception. 
Based on these insights, the researched civic initiatives show how they manifest themselves 
in the assumed shift towards participatory governance. Overall it seems that these civic 
initiatives are taking place in a participatory governance mode. However, the first six 
aspects of convincing storytelling that seem to occur in all researched civic initiatives 
can also be interpreted as preconditions for a successful civic initiative; only by meeting 
these preconditions, civic initiatives are able to be successful. If an initiator is not willing 
or able to meet these aspects, the chance for being successful decreases. In addition, 
these aspects are formed, shaped and influenced by other parties involved in the process. 
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Therefore, civic initiatives using derelict urban sites seem very dependent on both the 
willingness to participate (or in this case initiate) and the willingness to accept participants 
and their stories, which makes these processes less democratic.
Several civil servants involved in the researched initiatives gave examples of rejected 
initiatives which did not meet their municipal preconditions. These preconditions however 
are most of the times not developed in a participatory governance mode, since these 
preconditions are almost the same for every municipal district. This indicates a knowledge 
claim by the municipality on how these preconditions should look like. An aspect that is even 
strengthening the importance of the six aspects mentioned earlier, for being successful as 
civic initiative on a derelict site, is the temporal aspect for using the site. A lack of these 
aspects in telling the story of the initiative is decreasing the storyteller’s credibility and 
could therefore endanger the landowner’s (governmental or non-governmental) final plan 
for that site. Therefore, looking at the bigger picture of preconditions for developing civic 
initiatives on derelict urban sites, these processes seem to take place in more traditional, 
hierarchical governance arrangements. If the development of these preconditions would 
have been more open and placed in that district’s social and political perspective, the 
whole process of civic initiatives using derelict urban sites could take place in participatory 
governance modes; both the definition of preconditions for that specific areas, as the 
development of the initiatives themselves. 
The complexity of initial ideas for initiatives, influenced by storytelling and other parties 
involved in the processes, contribute to place-making of derelict sites because stories 
are able to change people’s minds because of a physical change (implementation of the 
initiative), but also already in seeing opportunities in someone’s imagination. Therefore 
stories and storytelling are able to change how a derelict site is perceived. The development 
of the initiatives that apply successful storytelling take place within a participatory 
governance mode. However, looking at the bigger picture of civic initiatives in general, 
they seem to be obliged to apply successful storytelling and meet predefined – mainly 
municipal – preconditions. Therefore, these processes in general take place in more 
traditional, hierarchical governance arrangements. 
This study was confronted with some practical limitations like available time and location 
of the researched sites and also with some research design limitations concerning the 
misunderstandings and abstractness of the used concepts. New questions popped-up in 
this research, resulting in suggestions for further research. Overall I think this research has 
reached – or at least has contributed to reach – the aim of this study. These insights might 
help in reflecting upon policies concerning derelict urban sites and civic initiatives for both 
governments as citizens and if these are meeting the expectations of governments and 
citizens or not. If not, then they would trigger both governments and citizens to come with 
new strategies which would better meet their expectations.
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“If we knew what it was we were doing, it would not be called research.” - Albert Einstein

With this Thesis I close the story of my educational carreer. I want to thank my parents, 
Ria and Niko, for their unlimited support. Let us celebrate the future. 
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They appear in any city, noticed, but many times unnoticed: derelict urban sites. Since 
the financial crisis started in 2008, spatial projects are cancelled or postponed resulting 
in an increase of derelict sites in cities in the Netherlands and elsewhere in Europe. These 
sites seem to have a negative impact on liveability, safety and economic value in the 
environment and residents perceive this environment as uncomfortable and unsafe (De 
Jong 2012). Therefore, municipalities are looking for ways to transform these derelict 
sites and decrease these negative effects. This is especially important since these sites 
often stay derelict temporarily and future plans for those sites could suffer from negative 
associations.  
Some of these sites are transformed by local citizens as so-called civic initiatives, for 
example an abandoned rink in Deventer transformed into a green meeting place (Movisie 
2014) or derelict lands used for an urban camping in Berlin (Bottom up city 2014). Some 
municipalities are actively encouraging citizens to participate in (temporary) transforming 
derelict sites. In Amsterdam and Utrecht this is for example expressed in online maps 
showing existing derelict sites, where citizens can see where they could start a spatial 
initiative in their neighbourhood to improve the quality of their environment (Municipality 
of Amsterdam 2014a, Municipality of Utrecht 2014a). These maps are promoted on 
municipal websites (e.g. Municipality of Amsterdam 2014b; Municipality of Utrecht 
2014b) but are also accessible via other media (e.g. Het Nieuwe Instituut 2014; De Stad 
Utrecht 2014). This shows that these cities, among others, are actively encouraging civic 
participation in transforming derelict sites. The question is however if these civic initiatives 
contribute to a decrease of negative effects of derelict urban sites. 
This stimulation of civic participation in general is assumed to be part of a trend. Current 
times seem to show that we are – in the Netherlands as well as in other western countries – 
in a transition phase wherein the relationship between government and citizens is changing. 
On one side, the ‘welfare state’ is withdrawing, while on the other side is attempted to 
promote a vital participative society. Traditional tasks the government was responsible 
for are decreasing and declining, while citizens are taking more responsibility (Van de 
Wijdeven et al. 2013). Governments try to keep up with this transition by developing 
ambitions in terms of ‘interactive policy making’, ‘co-responsibility’ or ‘changing roles 
between government and society’ (Buizer 2008). The question is, however, if governments 
are really withdrawing, expressed by stimulating civic initiatives, or if it is just a sham 
whereby governmental power and influence is concealed. 
Therefore, the governmental approach of stimulating civic initiatives to transform derelict 
urban sites is two-sided: governments want to decrease the negative effects of derelict 
urban sites by transforming them and this transformation should be done by citizens in 
the spirit of a withdrawing government. The aim of this study is to discover how civic 
initiatives develop and thereby decrease the negative effects of derelict urban sites, and 
if the processes of these initiatives are taking place within the assumed transition phase 
of a withdrawing government. These insights can be used by governments to anticipate 
more easily on developments in civic initiatives and more appropriately create and execute 
policies in this field. It might also help citizens who are seeking for more control and 
looking for ways to give meaning to this control.
These issues are, as been mentioned, not only present in the Netherlands. The Green Surge 
project – a European project to develop ways to link green spaces, biodiversity, people and 
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the green economy to meet major urban challenges (Green Surge 2014) – is an example 
which shows the issues of derelict sites in a lot of European cities.
This study consists of the analysis of five case studies in Amsterdam and Utrecht. In 
chapter two ‘Conceptual framework’, the theoretical concepts that were guiding for this 
research are explained. The objective of this study and the related research questions will 
be described in chapter three ‘Objective and research questions’. Chapter four ‘Methods’ 
clarifies the methods used for this study. The results of the different case studies will 
be elaborated in chapter five ‘Case studies’, which contains five individual case reports. 
Differences and similarities between the five researched cases will be explored in chapter 
six ‘Cross-case analysis’. Chapter seven ‘Civic initiatives using derelict urban sites and 
participatory governance’ addresses the development of civic initiatives that make use of 
derelict urban sites in the context of a withdrawing government. Chapter eight ‘Discussion’ 
reflects upon the conducted research and findings. The main conclusions from the results 
will be described in chapter nine ‘Conclusions’.    
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This chapter describes the theoretical lens through which this research is executed. This 
study is aiming to discover which position civic initiatives using derelict urban sites have in 
the development of a withdrawing government. This phenomenon will be described by the 
concept of the shift towards participatory governance. As mentioned in the introduction, 
municipalities actively encourage civic initiatives to use derelict sites. One reason for this 
is to increase civic participation in the spirit of this withdrawing government development, 
but another reason is to decrease the negative effects of derelict sites. How civic initiatives 
can contribute to this decrease will be explained by the concept of place-making. For the 
execution and implementation, civic initiatives usually depend on other parties’ support. 
Therefore, these parties need to get convinced, whereby communication plays a key role. 
This communication of the initiative and the dependency on other parties will be described 
by the concept of storytelling. Because governments have interest in two aspects concerning 
civic initiatives using derelict sites (a withdrawing government and decrease the negative 
effects of derelict sites) and civic initiatives are depending on other parties, both concepts 
(place-making and storytelling) can be used to expose the position of civic initiatives using 
derelict urban sites in the development of a withdrawing government – explained by the 
shift towards participatory governance.

Participatory governance 

The phenomenon of municipalities encouraging citizens to come with initiatives for 
using derelict urban sites can be placed in the context of participatory governance. This 
participatory governance refers to “the emergence, proliferation and active encouragement 
of institutional arrangements of ‘governing’, which give a much greater role to civil 
society in self-managing what until recently was provided or organized by the national or 
local state” (Swyngedouw 2005, p. 1992). Swyngedouw (2005) mentions a new form of 
governance in externalising state functions through deregulation, whereby civil society 
is increasingly involved for the organization of social and cultural activities. According to 
Arnouts et al. (2011, p. 44), “governance is about the governing activities of governmental 
and/or non-governmental actors which together constitute a certain governance mode”. 
Kooiman (2003, translated from Arnouts et al. 2012, p. 1) summarizes governance as “the 
set of interactions which (semi-)governments, market parties and civil society use to solve 
policy problems or create policy opportunities”.
Governance literature is in this sense often addressing a shift from government to 
governance. Governmental, state-based arrangements can be described by “hierarchical 
and top-down forms of setting rules and exercising power” (Swyngedouw 2005, p. 1994).  
In these times of Europeanization, neo-liberalization, individualization, decentralization 
(Van Tatenhove et al. 2000) and an increased empowerment of citizens (Arnouts et al. 
2012), governments are assumed to have shown some lack of effectivity, efficiency and 
legitimacy in executing policy. When it comes to the complexity and multi-layered nature 
of environmental problems, these have not been adequately addressed by hierarchical 
government (Bulkeley 2005; Görg 2007). Therefore, other forms of governance besides 
the state are necessary and desired, strengthened by a political motivated wish for a 
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withdrawing government (Arnouts et al. 2012). In response to this development, authors 
define different forms of governance. Governance is perceived as empowering, democracy 
enhancing and more effective, characterized by a horizontal network and “based on 
interactive relations between independent and interdependent relations who share a high 
degree of trust” (Swyngedouw 2005, p. 1995). 
However, governance literature is discussing whether and to what extent this shift from 
government to governance is taking place. Some claim that hierarchical government has 
lost ground and different modes of governance are upcoming (Rhodes 1994; 2000), while 
others argue hierarchical government is still very common (Goetz 2008). Again others 
say that different modes exist at the same time (Hill & Lynn 2005). The term ‘shift’ from 
government to governance suggests a replacement from one with another, but “what is 
defined as governance today already existed before the term became popular, and the 
phenomenon that were defined as specific traits of government are definitely not wiped out 
today” (Van der Zouwen 2006 in Buizer et al. 2011, p.7). Lemke (2002, p. 50) adds to this 
that “what we observe today is not a diminishment or reduction of state sovereignty and 
planning capacities, but a displacement from formal to informal techniques of government 
and the appearance of new actors on the scene of government, that indicate fundamental 
transformations in state hood and a renewed relation between state and civil society”.  
However, whatever the characteristics of the shift, most literature agree upon a partial 
shift that is taking place (Pierre 2000; Treib et al. 2005; Van Kersbergen & Van Waarden 
2004), in the sense that the “position of the state is gradually becoming less central at 
different levels of policy making and steering, and non-governmental stakeholders [like 
citizens using derelict sites for their initiatives] have started to play more authoritative 
roles” (Buizer et al. 2011, p. 8). The state is no longer always the steering actor in tackling 
societal problems (Hajer et al. 2004).
Governance literature (see for example Arnouts et al. 2011) describes different governance 
arrangements which indicate different levels in the shift towards participatory governance. 
According to Peters (2000), a shift in governance would depart from hierarchical, traditional 
governance – where government has a dominant role and non-governmental actors have 
a subservient role – towards a form of self-governance – where non-governmental actors 
have a dominant role, while government keeps its distance. 
This study is aiming to discover where in this shift towards participatory governance the 
processes of civic initiatives that make use of derelict urban sites are developing today. 
In this study only ‘today’s’ situations of civic initiatives using derelict urban sites will be 
analysed, an analysis of policy concerning derelict sites in the past will not be included. 
Therefore, this study is only addressing the level of governance of civic initiatives using 
derelict sites for the present situation, so no conclusions can be drawn about a shift from 
one mode to another. However, exposing the state-of-the art governance mode concerning 
civic initiatives using derelict urban sites can be used to reflect upon expectations from 
policies around this subject by both governmental and non-governmental actors. 

Place-making

Municipalities try to tackle the problem of derelict sites by encouraging citizens to come 
with initiatives for derelict urban sites, which fit in the concept of the shift towards 
participatory governance, and helps in decreasing the negative aspects of these locations. 
Theory around place-making helps in understanding how these negative aspects can 
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decrease. 
Important for a location are the concepts ‘space’ and ‘place’. According to Tuan (1977) the 
difference between the two concepts can be explained by the extent people give meaning 
to a certain area. ‘Space’ can be described as an area which has no social connections 
or does not have value for human beings. ‘Place’ in contrary can be described as an area 
created by human experiences. ‘Place’ exists of ‘space’ that is filled with meanings and 
objectives from these human experiences (Tuan 1977). One can argue that derelict sites are 
perceived as derelict sites because they are surrounded by places and are waiting to get a 
new destination to become places. Therefore, derelict sites in general can be perceived as 
spaces. Civic initiatives which use and transform derelict sites give value and meaning to 
that specific space and develop it as place. Negative experiences such as fear, disgust, or 
an uncomfortable feeling may be evoked by un-manicured  areas in cities (Bixler & Floyd 
1997) such as derelict sites. In that aspect, certain derelict sites are already perceived 
as places, but as negative places. However, keeping a certain level of maintenance and 
providing a cultural context – for example managed by a civic initiative - may reduce these 
negative experiences (Nassauer 1995; Kuo et al. 1998; Jorgensen et al. 2007; Tzoulas & 
James 2010). In this respect, civic initiatives which use and transform these derelict sites 
try to change negative experiences into positive experiences and therefore transform a 
negative place into a positive place. This brings me to a third concept: place-making, since 
I assume that civic initiatives which transform a derelict site, turn space into place or a 
negative place into a positive place. According to Project for Public Spaces (2014), place-
making is a transformative approach in which people improve the quality of public spaces 
and are more connected to the places they share with others. 
By which concept – space or place – an area is described, can change over time (Tuan 
1977). However, the terms space and place are still quite broad and do not cover the whole 
spectrum of place perception and changes in this perception. I can imagine, for example, 
that someone already has positive experiences with a site because it is part of a larger 
area where a festival was held. But when that person became involved in a civic initiative 
that used only that specific site, that person still perceives the site as positive place but 
certainly in a different way; on a different level, depending on the spatial context of the site. 
Therefore, I propose a more detailed view on space/place perception by suggesting different 
levels of place perception: on a macro level, where the site is perceived in the context of 
multiple derelict sites; on a meso level, where the site is perceived in the context of a larger 
area surrounding the derelict site, and on a micro level, where the site is perceived in the 
context of that specific location. This study is researching if and how civic initiatives that 
use derelict urban sites contribute to the place-making of these sites by analysing how the 
parties involved in the process changed their space/place perception in the spatial context 
of the site. 
Municipalities themselves could also transform derelict sites into places, for example 
by giving them other functions which are more valuable for people. However, many 
municipalities choose to leave this to civic initiatives in the context of a withdrawing 
government. Therefore, this phenomenon is part of the perceived shift towards participatory 
governance. According to Newig (2007) and Dietz & Stern (2008) “participatory governance 
is expected to lead to more effective improvements in environmental quality” (in Newig 
& Fritsch 2009 p.198). One of the reasons for this is argued to be that “the inclusion 
of stakeholders increases the acceptance of decisions and thus improves compliance and 
implementation on the ground” (Macnaghten & Jacobs 1997; Schenk et al. 2007 in Newig 
& Fritsch 2009, p. 198). The issue with derelict sites – especially in urban areas – is that 
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most of the times these sites remain derelict temporarily. Often plans for these sites already 
have been developed, but the possibilities to give these sites a ‘permanent’ function did 
not occur yet. As approach to decrease the negative effects these derelict sites bring, 
citizens are encouraged by landowners (governmental or non-governmental) to use them 
for initiatives in the meantime. In this way, these citizens are assumed to transform their 
perception of the site into positive place. However, the question is if these citizens share 
positive experiences with the location because of the initiative, or to a greater extent with 
the combination of initiative and location. If the latter is the case, this could have in turn a 
negative influence on the acceptance of earlier decisions around the permanent use of the 
site, because citizens want to keep the initiative and do not want another use of the site, 
for example the planned, permanent use. Therefore this study is also researching how in 
the processes of civic initiatives that use derelict urban sites is dealt with this temporality 
aspect concerning place perception. 
Spatial planning as a profession is about imagination: knowledge in different fields is used 
to analyse trends and predict future situations from which strategies are developed to 
reach a desired future situation. However, professional planners are not the only ones using 
their imagination for planning desired situations. Many citizens have shown to do so as 
well, for example by creating a civic initiative on a derelict urban site, which starts with 
an imagined idea. Since the perception of a derelict site can change over time, this means 
that a single human being that considers a derelict site as place because he or she imagines 
its possible future, can spread this idea and make other people share this desired future. 
These people in their turn also experience that derelict land as place instead of space. 
Spreading the idea of the initiative not only changes the space/place perception for more 
people, it is also crucial in gaining support for the initiative and therefore it increases the 
chance of implementation and success.

Storytelling

To get the idea of the initiative executed or implemented, initiators are dependent on 
different parties, for example because they need permission to use the site, they need 
financial support or neighbours’ support. Therefore, the initiator(s) of the initiative need 
to spread the idea and convince those parties to support the initiative. For the spreading 
of the initiative, the concept of storytelling is very important. Sandercock (2003) explains 
how stories and storytelling are involved in spatial planning practices: 

“In order to imagine the ultimately unrepresentable space, life and languages of the 
city, to make them legible, we translate them into narratives. The way we narrate 
the city becomes constitutive of urban reality, affecting the choices we make, the 
ways we then might act. My argument will be deceptively simple. Stories are central 
to planning practice: to the knowledge it draws on from the social sciences and 
humanities; to the knowledge it produces about the city; and to ways of acting in the 
city. Planning is performed through story, in a myriad of ways” (Sandercock 2003, 
p. 12). 

Sandercock (2003) mentions five key properties of storytelling in their most developed form. 
In this study, these five key properties will be analysed to research the initial ideas of civic 
initiatives using derelict urban sites. The first key property concerns a temporal framework 
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in a story, which in the researched cases will be formed by the situation before the initiative 
and the situation that would occur after the initiative is executed. The situation before the 
initiative provides reasons to develop the initiative, for example because the derelict site is 
unsafe or unattractive. The initiative would change this situation, strengthened by different 
arguments. This is described by the key property ‘element of explanation’. The stories of 
initial ideas for civic initiatives have potential for generality – the third key property in 
stories – in the sense that lessons can be learned from a specific initiative that may have 
applicability for other civic initiatives or derelict sites. The fourth key property in stories 
– moral ordering or tension – is provided in the fact that nobody is doing something about 
the negative aspects of the derelict site and that the initiative would. The plot structure 
– as fifth key property – is clear: an unpleasant or neutral situation on a derelict site as 
starting position; the initiative develops and turns it into a good – or at least better – 
situation, which makes the initiative itself the protagonist of the story. 
Van der Stoep (2014) shows that stories and storytelling are very important for civic 
initiatives to get the attention of people that are necessary to get their initiative executed 
and implemented.  Especially for spreading an idea and convincing other parties of the 
initiative, storytelling seems to be essential since stories are able to connect factual 
arguments and findings to the imagined future (Baker 2010). 
Behind the first idea and the imagination of a desired future for a specific derelict site is 
a story of the initiators and their wishes, needs, environmental circumstances, political 
driving forces, ideals, etcetera. By telling this story to the parties who are needed to get 
the initiative executed or implemented, those parties become part of the story because 
it allows experiences and interpretations of others (Baker 2010). Therefore, it is not only 
important how the storyteller tells the story, but also how the listener perceives the story, 
since it is a product of both (Boje 1991; Baker 2010; Throgmorton 2003). How the story 
triggers the listener depends on his personal perception and interpretation (Baker 2010). 
Because the initiative is depending on different parties to get the idea executed or 
implemented, those parties have a certain power which they can use to influence the 
initiative in a direction more favourable for them. This is part of a large critique on 
participatory governance where these civic initiatives are assumed to belong to. A stated 
objective of participatory governance is that it should increase democracy and citizen’s 
empowerment, while it often occurs to be undemocratic and authoritarian (Swyngedouw 
2005). “While the concept of stakeholder is inclusive and presumably exhaustive, the actual 
concrete forms of governance are necessarily constrained and limited in terms of who can, 
is, or will be allowed to participate” (ibid. p. 1999). In terms of hierarchical government 
or representative democracy, the ‘one person one vote rule’ counts (Swyngedouw 2005); 
if the problem of derelict urban sites would be approached from this mode, a citizen is 
able to vote for the party that in his or her opinion tackles the problem in the best way. 
In new governance modes however, the approach to tackle the problem is depending on 
two aspects. First, the willingness to participate (Swyngedouw 2005), or being able to 
participate, which depends on the power position (whether political, economic, gender 
or cultural) of the participant – in first instance the initiator of the initiative. Although 
everybody (within acceptable boundaries) is encouraged and invited by municipalities to 
come with initiatives for derelict urban sites, not everybody is willing or able to participate. 
A second aspect where the governance approach is depending on is the willingness to 
accept participants (Swyngedouw 2005) by the parties where the initiative is depending 
on, or at least the willingness to accept the participant’s story and motivation behind 
the initiative. As mentioned earlier, these parties have a certain power which they can 
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use to not accept and/or change this story. This two-sided dependency decreases the 
representativeness, accountability and legitimacy of these processes, which often leads 
to more autocratic, non-transparent systems of governance (Swyngedouw 2005). This 
study is aiming to analyse how different parties involved in civic initiatives using derelict 
urban sites use their power to not accept or influence the initiative, which might also say 
something about the democratic value and empowerment of citizens in civic initiatives’ 
processes. 
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The purpose of this study is to explore how stories of civic initiatives that use derelict sites 
are constructed and influenced by stories of parties involved in the initiative’s process 
and how this contributes to the change in space/place perception of people involved in 
the initiative’s process. The way different parties are involved and use their power to 
influence the initiative exposes where in the shift towards participatory governance the 
processes of civic initiatives that use derelict urban sites take place. These insights might 
help governments and citizens reflect upon policies concerning derelict urban sites and 
civic initiatives, and if these are meeting their expectations or not. If not, then it would 
trigger both governments and citizens to come with new strategies which would better 
meet their expectations. 

Therefore, the main research question in this study is:

“How do stories and storytelling of different parties involved in civic initiatives contribute 
to place-making of derelict sites in Amsterdam and Utrecht and in what way are these 
processes of place-making by storytelling a manifestation of the assumed shift towards 
participatory governance?”

To answer this main research question, five sub-research questions are guiding:

1. “What is the story behind the initial ideas of civic initiatives?”
2. “How do other parties involved in the process influence the initiative by their 
 stories?”
3. “How does the space/place perception of different parties involved in the initiative
 change during the development of the initiative?”
4. “How do stories and storytelling around the initiative contribute to this change in
 space/place perception?”
5. “Where do processes of civic initiatives using derelict urban sites take place in the 
 shift towards participatory governance?”

The research will be based on three case studies in Amsterdam and two in Utrecht. 
However, as mentioned in the introduction, issues related to the assumed shift towards 
participatory governance are not only taking place in the Netherlands, but for example in 
a lot of European cities which are part of the Green Surge project. Therefore, this research 
might also be of relevance for that project and other cities which are dealing with these 
issues. 

3. Objective and research questions
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Which methods are used to conduct this research is described in this chapter. Different 
aspects of the methodology will be elaborated, concerning the worldview from which 
this study is executed, the research design, data collection procedures, data recording 
procedures, data analysis and interpretation, and validity and reliability. 

Worldview
This study will be executed from a transformative worldview, in the sense that it is aiming 
at reforming the political agenda by addressing important social issues (Creswell 2014, p. 
9), where civic initiatives are part of. In this study this concerns exposing the influencing 
power different parties have in processes of civic initiatives using derelict urban sites. This 
study can be used by governments and citizens to reflect upon this influencing power and 
thereby on policies around civic initiatives using derelict urban sites.

Qualitative research design
To answer the research questions, civic initiatives using derelict urban sites cannot be 
investigated at the level of society as a whole. Therefore, “individual parts of a society 
have to be demarcated and studied. This justifies the use of the case study approach as 
research design” (Yin 1994 in Arnouts et al. 2011, p. 46). 
Thomas (2011, p. 17) offers the following definition of case study: 

“Case studies are analyses of persons, events, decisions, periods, projects, policies, 
institutions, or other systems that are studied holistically by one or more methods. 
The case that is the subject of the inquiry will be an instance of a class of phenomena 
that provides an analytical frame — an object — within which the study is conducted 
and which the case illuminates and explicates”.

The subject of the cases will in this study be civic initiatives using derelict sites in 
Amsterdam and Utrecht, in the analytical frame (the object) of stories that make places 
in the perspective of the assumed shift towards participatory governance. The reason for 
doing case studies is to get an in-depth overview of the complexity that stories bring, the 
things they cause and the ways they are used. By exploring these stories, the role of the 
derelict sites is placed within that complexity, and therefore also the concept of place-
making. How these stories are constructed and influenced and how this relates to place-
making of derelict sights could say something about the manifestation of these processes 
in the assumed shift towards participatory governance. These insights help in answering 
the question how stories and storytelling of different parties involved in civic initiatives 
contribute to place-making of derelict sites in Amsterdam and Utrecht and in what way 
these processes of place-making by storytelling are a manifestation of the assumed shift 
towards participatory governance.
Because stories are subject of this study, its research strategy also consists of narrative 
research. In this type of research the researcher studies the lives of individuals and the 
stories they provide about their lives (Riessman 2008 in Creswell 2014). This study is 
focused on stories told by initiators using derelict urban sites for their civic initiatives and 
on stories told by other parties involved in the initiatives’ processes. 
Both types of research – case study and narrative research – form a research strategy 

4. Methods
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framework (see figure 4.1). This research strategy framework shows five separate case 
studies which are analyzed through the theoretical lens of the concepts place-making and 
storytelling. For each case, sub-research questions 1-4 will be answered. The individual 
case reports are included in chapter five. From the individual case studies, a cross case 
analysis will be derived, based on the outcomes of each case and the answers to sub-
research questions 1-4. Chapter six will contain this information. Then the cross-case 
conclusions drawn from the cross-case analysis will be related to the theoretical concept 
of participatory governance by answering sub-research question 5. This will be included 
in chapter seven. 
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Figure 4.1: Research strategy framework, inspired by Yin’s case study method (1984 p. 51).
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Data collection procedures
For the case studies, five civic initiatives are purposefully selected. The selection is based 
on two criteria. First, the civic initiatives should be focused on the transformation or usage 
of a derelict site in Amsterdam or Utrecht. As mentioned in the introduction, these cities 
have a lot of derelict space within their municipal borders and are also as municipalities 
actively encouraging civic participation for these sites. Second, the group of people that 
is actively involved in the development of the civic initiative should contain (an) initiator(s) 
and other parties where the initiative is depending on for execution and implementation. 
This aspect is important to analyze the storytelling for gaining support from these parties. 
In this research, three cases in Amsterdam and two cases in Utrecht are analyzed that 
met these preconditions. Telling of stories is not only verbal, but also non-verbal, through 
written documents, websites, etcetera. These can represent aspects of lived experience 
(Clandinin et al. 2010) and are “mediums in which interpretations and their underlying 
meanings are manifested” (Crotty 2003; Schwartz-shea & Yanow 2012 in Van der Stoep 
2014). Therefore, analysis of these kinds of storytelling is also part of the research strategy. 
The earlier introduced research strategy framework (figure 4.1) shows that from the 
different case studies, cross-case conclusions will be drawn. This research is aiming to 
generalize in some way by producing accurate portrayals of its subject matter, progressing 
towards objective truth and scientific expertise (Gergen & Gergen 2000). This seems 
contradictory, since this is a qualitative study in which all cases are unique and have 
their own complexity. But precisely because multiple cases are used, the methodological 
innovation of multiple voicing is used by removing “the single voice of omniscience and 
to relativize it by including multiple voices within the research project” (Gergen & Gergen 
2000, p. 4). This influenced the selecting criteria for the different case studies. Besides the 
two main criteria mentioned in the first paragraph of this sub-chapter, the different case 
studies should at least be located in different areas across the cities and also the use of 
the different sites should be different to some extent. This gives a richer impression of the 
different views across the cities and will entail a richer set of stories. This contributes to the 
validity of this research, which will be more elaborated later on in this chapter. 
For the analysis, four types of data are collected. First, qualitative observation in the form 
of an actual visit of the derelict sites to get a better feeling of what the stories are about. 
Second, qualitative face-to-face interviews, always one-to-one. This is important to get 
insights about how initiators communicated their initial ideas, but also how the listeners 
perceived these ideas and possibly influenced the initiative. Having a one-to-one interview 
means less censorship because of the absence of other parties involved in the initiative’s 
process. Third, qualitative documents such as official documents from the initiative, 
notes from meetings, notes or documents in municipal archives, newspapers, etcetera 
are collected. Fourth, qualitative materials are gathered, for example websites from the 
initiative or social media messages which are used to communicate the initiative to a larger 
audience. 
The following table (4.1) shows in more detail how different data contributes to each part 
of the research. 
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Sub-
RQ

Subject Aim Theoretical focus Data source

1. Story of initiator about 
initial idea 
behind civic initiative on 
derelict site

Analyzing the initial 
idea told as story by 
the initiator

Storytelling 
- perception of story and
  accepting or influencing
  initiative

Interview with the initiator

2. Acceptance or change 
of initial idea by parties 
where the initiative is 
dependent on. 

- Analyzing how
  other parties 
  perceived the story
  told by the initiator
- Analyzing the 
  motives to accept
  or change the 
  initiative by those
  parties
- Analyzing how these
  parties used their
  power to influence
  the initiative

- Interview with the  initiator
- Interview with other parties 
   involved in the initiative’s
   process
- Observation at activities,
   meetings, etc.
- Documents such as reports,
   notes from meetings, news-
   paper articles, etc.
- Materials such as websites,
   social media messages, etc.

3. Change in space/place 
perception by parties 
involved in the 
initiative’s process

- Analyzing how
  parties perceived the
  derelict site before the
  initiative in terms of
  space or place
- Analyzing how
  parties perceived the
  derelict site after the
  initiative in terms of
  space or place

- Interview with the initiator
- Interview with other parties
   involved in the initiative’s
   process

Storytelling 
- five key properties in
  stories by Sandercock
  (2003)

Place-making 
- change in perception of
  derelict site from space
  to place
- change in level of place
  perception (macro,
  meso, micro), related
  to the spatial context of
  the site 

4. Relation between change 
in space/place 
perception by parties 
involved in the 
initiative’s process and 
storytelling

Analyzing how 
outcomes of sub-
research questions 3 
and 4 relate to each 
other

Place-making 
- change in perception of
  derelict site from space
  to place or between
  different levels
Storytelling
- perception of initial
  story and accepting or
  influencing initiative

5. Reflection upon position 
of civic initiatives 
using derelict urban 
sites in shift towards 
participatory governance 

Analyzing how civic 
initiatives using 
derelict urban sites 
fit within the concept 
of participatory 
governance

Participatory governance
Place-making 
- influence of temporality
  on change in space/place
  perception
Storytelling
- willingness to participate
- willingness to accept
  participants and their
  stories

- Interview with the  initiator
- Interview with other parties 
   involved in the initiative’s
   process
- Observation at activities,
   meetings, etc.
- Documents such as reports,
   notes from meetings, news-
   paper articles, etc.
- Materials such as websites,
   social media messages, etc.

- Interview with the  initiator
- Interview with other parties 
   involved in the initiative’s
   process
- Observation at activities,
   meetings, etc.
- Documents such as reports,
   notes from meetings, news-
   paper articles, etc.
- Materials such as websites,
   social media messages, etc.

Table 4.1: Data sources in research.
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Data recording procedures
In this study it is important that the collected data would provide in making analyses 
of stories. Therefore, protocols are used to steer the data collection and make sure the 
necessary data would be collected. During observations of activities and meetings about 
the civic initiative, the researcher recorded voices and made notes of important non-verbal 
attitudes and messages. Besides that, the researcher made reflective notes, such as own 
“speculations, feelings, problems, ideas, hunches, impressions and prejudices” (Bogdan & 
Biklen 1992, p. 121). Interviews were also audio taped.

Data analysis and interpretation
After the data collection, the data is analyzed and interpreted. In this study this does 
not mean that all data should first be collected after which analysis can start. Analysis 
of data, for example the first interviews, took place in the period that more data was 
collected. Results and insights of former data analyses was used in further data collection. 
Data analysis and interpretation is an ongoing process, in which all available data is 
“winnowed” (Guest, MacQueen & Namey 2012 in Creswell 2014) in certain themes by 
making use of coding (Creswell 2014). First, the available data was organized: audio tapes 
were transcribed and linked to relevant notes. Secondly, all data was read and viewed. 
After this, a general impression rose. Third, all data was read and viewed again and codes 
were formed from the emerging information that was collected. In this study, an example 
of a code is ‘aesthetics’, when participants mentioned that the initiative contributed to 
the environmental quality of the site. Another example of a code that was identified is 
‘characteristics of storyteller’, when participants mentioned the enthusiasm or patience of 
the initiator of the civic initiative. 
The next step is the identification of specific themes. These are the major findings in the 
research, which “should display multiple perspectives from individuals and be supported 
by diverse quotations and specific evidence” (Creswell 2014). Themes in this research 
are for example ‘interests’, where codes as ‘aesthetics’ and ‘safety’ are part of. Or the 
theme ‘way of storytelling’, where codes as ‘characteristics of storyteller’ and ‘transparent 
communication’ fit in. In this study, different themes are interconnected into a story and 
themes and stories are compared or connected across different cases (see figure 4.1). After 
this, the themes are represented in a narrative, which is interpreted by the researcher. 

Validity and Reliability
Validity in this research means to check the accuracy of the findings (Gibbs 2007 in 
Creswell 2014). At least three strategies are used to achieve this. First, the data sources 
are triangulated: different sources of data are used, as mentioned in the data collection 
chapter. Second, member checking is applied. The interpreted stories, storytelling and 
space/place perception are checked by the participants for their trustworthiness and 
relevance. Third, the research outcome consists of a rich and thick description by using 
different data sources. 
Reliability indicates that the approach is consistent across different researchers and 
projects (Gibbs 2007 in Creswell 2014). In this study it is important that procedures are 
documented in different steps so that others could follow these procedures, especially for 
the generalization of findings (Yin 2009) as an outcome of the cross-case analysis. This 
is expressed by the similar lay-out of all case studies, where the research questions were 
guiding.
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For this study, five cases are researched. These individual cases will be elaborated in this 
chapter. For each case, the first four sub-research questions will be answered. chapter six 
will elaborate on a cross-case analysis, based on the outcomes of the separate cases, by 
which the four sub-research questions will be answered in that context. The structure of 
all described cases is the same in this thesis report. They start with some background 
information about the case. Then the story behind the initial idea of the initiative (sub-
research question 1) will be elaborated in the sub-chapter ‘Initial idea’. After that will be 
described how different stories from different parties influenced the initiative, divided 
in different parties and the reasons why they were needed for the initiative (sub-research 
question 2). This will be elaborated in the sub-chapter ‘Goals, storytelling and influencing 
the initiative’. Then will be shown how the perception of the site as space or place changed 
for the different parties involved in the initiative’s process (sub-research question 3) and 
what the influence of storytelling and the initiative’s story was in this change (sub-research 
question 4). Both sub-research questions will be addressed in the sub-chapter ‘Change 
in space/place perception’, whereby for each separate party is explained how his or her 
perception changed and what the role of storytelling was for this change. For both sub-
chapters ‘Goals, storytelling and influencing the initiative’ and ‘Change in space/place 
perception’, the main findings will be summarized under the heading ‘Summary’.

5. Case studies
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In the city centre of Utrecht, close to the central railway station, a civic initiative called 
‘Westkust’ (translated: westcoast or West kisses) was initiated in the summer of 2014. 
The initiative is located on a derelict site in the neighbourhood Lombok, close to a main 
road and roundabout ‘Westplein’. The site is about the size of half a football field and is 
privately owned by a large real estate developer in the Netherlands. The initiative has been 
promised some money from the municipal ‘liveability budget’.  
Originally, the abandoned site was occupied by a school from which the former passage to 
the executive’s residence is still visible. A lot of beautiful old buildings like an old bathhouse 
formed the entrance of the city centre. Already more than twenty years ago, many of these 
buildings were demolished to put some new ones in place and make money with them. 
Unfortunately this did not happen and what is left is a large building lot around the central 
railway station. What should have been the astonishing entrance for Utrecht is now an 
ugly, shabby and stony environment in the middle of the city. 
Around the year 2007, the municipality asked the network ‘Lombok Centraal’ to come 
with ideas for the development of this side of the railway station area, because plans 
for this specific area were still unclear. The initiator of civic initiative Westkust, who will 
be called Paul, was part of that network and got involved in this brainstorming. In co-
creation with the municipality a vision for the development of the area was made. The 
vision includes a large Lombok square, which should connect Lombok with the city centre. 
However, there is still a lot of discussion about the infrastructure in the area. Citizens want 
a tunnel for motor traffic, but this is expensive and therefore hard for the municipality to 
financially underpin. This discussion delays the planning process of the south-western part 
of the Utrecht railway station area. 
In the summer of 2013, Paul joined Makelaars van de Tussentijd (‘brokers of the meantime’), 
a collective of citizens focusing on temporary use of abandoned space. This focus is 
consistent with his ideals in seizing opportunities that these sites provide and improving 
the environmental quality. Ongoing projects from Makelaars van de Tussentijd – including 
project Westkust – are construed as showcases. Eventually the idea is that this will result 
in jobs for other derelict sites.
A few initiatives were unrolled in 2013 and 2014 in the area of Westplein: temporary 
plans for now, for the meantime. Paul was involved in the development of four temporary 
initiatives. He started an initiative with mobile gardens after noticing a need for green in 
the neighbourhood because a lot of people did not have a garden. Interested neighbours 
were given the opportunity to cultivate their own crops in squared meter bins. Another 
initiative that was developed was Paviljoen pOp – a pop-up location which provides room 
for design, music and mindfulness (Maanzaad 2015). On a former part of the road, a 
temporary bicycle shed is placed, and in the spring of 2014 a cultural festival took place at 
this side of the railway station area. Part of this cultural festival took place at the derelict 
site of the real estate developer, where an urban farming-market was situated. 
At that time, the derelict site was in use as parking lot and storage space for the building 
developments at the lot next to the site. On that lot, a large apartment block – Buenos 
Aires – was built, which was developed by the same real estate company. This made Paul 
and some others think about the fact that after completion of this building, the derelict site 
would become empty again. This would offer opportunities for temporary use of the site 
until a permanent building would be placed. 
At the time of writing, Westkust provides room for multiple initiatives. A local artist who 

5.1 Westkust
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Figure 5.1: Impression of project Westkust in Utrecht.
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turns caravans into small museums together with neighbours, an open-air, mobile cinema, 
a project to make compost from local organic waste, a ‘Mexican garden’, a rolling dinner 
table where people can meet each other and several gardens. The left page shows an 
impression of these initiatives (figure 5.1). 

The initial idea - a story of the initiator’s ideals and motives

The story behind the initial idea of the initiative starts with the spatial situation of the 
Utrecht railway station area, which was perceived as unpleasant by Paul as resident from 
the neighbourhood Lombok: 

“It is a no-one’s land, nobody is caring about it. It is just a place to cross and not 
to stay. […] A lot of people pass this area, but it is the messy back of the district. 
It is not like: welcome in Lombok. A lot of people think it is a shame. […] One of 
my friends used to say: ‘this excavation around the railway station takes so long, 
my child grows up in this excavation. […] It is such a shame that a site like this is 
not used. And I hear people complain about the unsafeness of the area, and that 
there is no entertainment.[…] I looked at the area with a certain irritation, about 
the annoying image of only bare backs. Because it is some kind of a closed building 
block which is cut open. It is like a large thoroughfare that snapped through it, like 
pacman.” – Paul. 

But, Paul believed this area had a lot of potential because it is situated in the middle of the 
city, a lot of people pass and it is easily accessible. As initiator, Paul was very motivated to 
do something about the situation:

“I like to do something for my own environment. And well, I am a spatial planner, 
so I like to commit to my own environment, besides my job, where I can express 
myself without the influence of a boss. […] I was thinking, I want to do something 
about it [the bad situation of Utrecht railway station area]. I like to get things done. 
[…] To just seize opportunities in what public space, derelict sites offer. […] I got 
involved because I already worked on some initiatives. And because I live in this 
neighbourhood and I follow the developments around the railway station area, which 
I found interesting.” – Paul. 

The discussion about the different infrastructure variants was slowing down the planning 
process and Paul was wondering what would happen in the meantime. Therefore, he 
developed an idea for a civic initiative on the derelict site for that meantime, before 
permanent buildings were placed. “Improving the liveability and overcoming barriers has 
been the direct inducement for improving the Westplein. Executing initiatives on location 
can already endorse this approach and vision” (translated from Makelaars van de Tussentijd 
2014a p. 5). With this initiative, Paul wanted to decrease the negative effects of the railway 
station area:
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“That is what we want to show; that this is not just a traffic square, but a place where 
nice things happen. […] We want things to happen over here, liveliness. And that 
there will be supervision, and some entertainment in which residents can join”. – 
Paul. 

Partly because of his professional background as spatial planner, Paul is interested in 
organic area planning and he believes this concept could also be translated to the railway 
station area in Utrecht. Therefore, the initiative would grow organically:

“It will develop very organically, we do not know how things will go. I do not have 
a blue-print plan. A lot of people asked me in the beginning: ‘what is your plan?’ I 
do have an idea, but I do also think other people should come with ideas. I am not 
going to do so much on the site, I especially like it that other people get a chance to 
do something here”. – Paul. 

The final aim of the initiative is summarized in the project plan, containing five aspects:

1. Increasing the environment’s safety;
2. Promoting social contacts of neighbours and residents of the district;
3. Programs at the border of the future Lombokplein (liveliness);
4. Making the image of the site more green and attractive;
5. Making use of the site that would otherwise be derelict 
(Makelaars van de Tussentijd 2014a).

Goals, storytelling and influencing the initiative

For the initiative of Westkust, Paul and the other initiators needed some parties to get 
involved to get the initiative executed in the way it is right now. They needed permission 
from the landowner, the real estate developer, to use the site for civic initiatives. They 
needed – or at least wanted – some money from the municipality to finance (a part of) the 
initiatives. They needed supporting neighbours to get the neighbourhood involved. And of 
course they needed ideas and initiators that wanted to use their site for their initiative and 
make it lively. 
In this subchapter I will elaborate on how Paul and the other initiators of Makelaars van 
de Tussentijd communicated the initiative in order to reach these goals. As mentioned in 
the conceptual framework, this dependency on other parties gives these parties a certain 
power to influence, change or even ignore the initiative. Therefore, I will also elaborate on 
if and how these parties used their power to do this. Besides that, the initiative showed to 
have some influence on some of those parties’ strategies and perceptions concerning civic 
initiatives using derelict sites in general, which I will also elaborate on. 

Getting permission to use the site: how the landowner got convinced and influenced the 
initiative.
In the communication towards the landowner, from now on called Jean, Paul emphasized 
a few aspects of his story and interests to convince Jean of his idea and to get permission 
for using the site for his initiative.
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The first aspect he emphasized was that he referred to the landowner’s responsibility 
concerning (social) safety in the neighbourhood.

“We referred to their responsibility: ‘it is nice that you own the land, but when 
nothing happens, the neighbourhood will suffer from it. You have to take action 
and do something with it’. […] Because those neighbours were really afraid, some 
burglaries took place. […] We asked some of those neighbours to tell their story to 
the landowner.” – Paul.

This responsibility is also acknowledged by Jean:

“I am a neighbour, we as real estate developers are neighbours. So for now, I am 
the neighbour of the people who work and live there. Therefore I think I have to 
take a good position to provide social security. Because when you don’t undertake 
anything over there, you do not want to know what will happen…” – Jean.  

The second aspect Paul emphasized is that the initiative would cause liveliness. This could 
result in that the location would positively enter the mental maps of people, of future 
residents. Therefore it would add value to the location. This is of course something that 
appeals to Jean because he wants to promote the location so he can sell it and make money 
with it. And that is in the end his job, his core interest. 
So far these aspects are emphasized because they seem to be part of the interests of both 
parties, although the reason for these interests differ: Paul wants a safer environment for 
himself and his neighbours, Jean wants a safer environment because of moral reasons and 
he does not want to harm the reputation of the company he works for. Paul wants a nicer 
environment, more connected to the city by creating liveliness, Jean wants to promote the 
location by creating liveliness to sell the location and make money with it. 
These aspects already seem to explain why Jean is interested in giving permission to use 
his site for the Westkust initiative. However, some background information concerning 
Jean’s experiences with the site and neighbourhood will make it even more clear why Jean 
is willing to support the initiative. 
The company Jean is working for is involved in the project since the end of the nineties. They 
would develop four blocks, from which two became incorporated in the railway station 
area. Two blocks remained, for which a new plan was developed in 2005-2006. However, 
this plan was very unpopular by the Welstandscommissie (‘aesthetics committee’) and the 
neighbourhood Lombok because it would cut off Lombok from the rest of the city. This 
made a great impression on Jean:

“I started as project manager for this location in 2006. On 20 June 2006 – I will never 
forget that date – I presented the plan in the morning for the municipality’s aesthetics 
committee and I got bombarded with the term Chinese Wall. The next day it was in 
the newspaper – very amusing – and in the evening we gave a presentation for the 
neighbourhood. That did not go well either…” – Jean.

This experience made Jean probably even more aware that a good relationship with the 
neighbourhood is very important to get their plans implemented. 
A new plan was developed which contained building blocks that will be situated on a 
large square: Lombok square, so Lombok will be more connected with the city centre. 
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Jean thinks this is a good development, but it makes their building developments more 
dependent on what will happen on Westplein and this side of the railway station area. 
And the ongoing discussion about the infrastructure which is slowing down the planning 
process is not helping. This explains why he is even more willing to support initiatives that 
cause liveliness on that location and in the area. 
The negotiation position of Paul seems quite strong if you look at what Jean and his 
company offer: besides the permission to use the site for initiatives, the company also 
bought the construction trailer so Paul and the other initiators would be able to use it, plus 
the company pays for electricity and gas. The extra motives explained above might have 
contributed to this promising negotiation position of Paul and the others, but besides that 
also the fact that a lot of tasks are taken care of by Paul and the other initiators makes it 
easier for Jean and the company he is working for, since they do not have to put much effort 
in the site anymore. Paul and Jean both acknowledge that the good contact from earlier 
experiences with the market and the festival which brought mutual trust was a precondition 
for this development. Besides that, Paul and the other initiators spent a lot of time and 
energy in the start-up phase with conversations and proposals. This improved the trust 
towards each other. Jean mentions explicitly the clear communication with Makelaars van 
de Tussentijd as intermediate and specialists in this field. He also mentions the importance 
of Paul being a citizen of Lombok, which might have encouraged him to emphasize and 
work towards a good relationship with the neighbourhood.  
However, Jean did use his power position to influence the initiative in terms of the limited 
duration of the initiative. To get permission to use the site, a user contract was developed 
which also addressed the period of time available for the initiative. Paul and the other 
initiators proposed plans for half a year, two years and five years. The two and five year 
plans provided possibilities with pop-up stores, shipping containers, temporary student 
housing, etcetera, which would cause more liveliness but also demand larger investments. 
For a period of six months these investments would not have been realistic. However, the 
real estate company decided to sign a contract for only six months because of the risks that 
longer obligations would bring:

“In the end we said: not [a contract] for two or five years. The market has changed 
and some parties could jump in any moment. The building plans are there and even 
with some small changes the constructing could start quite fast. Then it would be 
annoying when a contract with temporary initiators stands in your way.” – Paul.

In this way the initial idea of the initiative is influenced because it might not cover the 
whole ‘meantime’ until permanent buildings will be placed. 

Getting financial support: how the municipality got convinced.
In Utrecht, similar to a lot other municipalities in The Netherlands, budgets are available 
for supporting civic initiatives that make their street or neighbourhood more pleasant, 
more beautiful, more liveable or safer (Municipality of Utrecht 2015). This budget is called 
‘liveability budget’. Paul appealed to a piece of that budget to finance the initiatives of 
Westkust. Therefore, he contacted the district advisor of Utrecht West, who will be called 
Maria from now on. There were a few aspects – which will be elaborated below – he 
emphasized to convince her to support the initiative with a piece of liveability budget, from 
which most of them are acknowledged by Maria as well. The initiative also showed to have 
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some influence on municipal strategies and perceptions concerning civic initiatives using 
derelict sites in general, which I will also elaborate on. 
The first aspect Paul emphasized was of course that the initiative would support the 
neighbourhood and that he was working together with his neighbours. He showed to Maria 
that the idea was supported by the neighbourhood and that they consulted with the citizens 
of Lombok. Maria recognized this and showed willingness to support an initiative when 
it would be contributing to the society, neighbourhood, initiators and liveability. Earlier 
experiences of Maria show that the way Westkust is involving citizens and municipality in 
the process does not always count for every initiative: 

“What I really liked was the invitation he made to the neighbourhood. He brought 
several initiators together who presented their plans and ideas. […] I asked if I could 
come, because in earlier days a lot of initiators were very suspicious. Not only civil 
servants are suspicious, also citizens. And then such a municipal busybody is present, 
do we really want that? Paul was saying: Yes, that would be nice.” – Maria.

The fact that the initiators invited Maria was an aspect that convinced her even more to 
support the initiative. Maria also mentions that not every initiative that asks for liveability 
budget is really that positive for the neighbourhood:

“[I do not support] Projects where I get the feeling that people are just busy with 
their own exposition. […] That is a case where someone is busy selling his own shop 
for self-interest, which is paid from public money while this public has nothing to do 
with it. Not from me and not from my budget.” – Maria.

The fact that Westkust got financial support from the municipality proves that Westkust 
is in the eyes of the municipality contributing to the social network of the neighbourhood.
Paul mentions that before the idea for Westkust started, he already knew Maria from 
earlier meetings about the spatial vision or other initiatives on Westplein. This had 
created trust among both parties. What contributed to this trust was Paul’s professional 
background as municipal spatial planner, so he knows how the municipality works, which 
saves time. Besides that, Paul and the others were able to take care of complaints from the 
neighbourhood that were known at the municipality in their initiative. Maria mentioned 
the positive characteristics of Paul, who is able to connect initiatives so they really fit 
together. According to Maria, trust is very important for initiatives like these, because the 
money is needed on a very short term. Therefore there is not much time for explanation and 
measuring costs and benefits. Clear communication in all these points is very important. 
Both Paul and Maria mention that Westkust is part of a larger plan; the Westplein area. 
This added value is emphasized by Paul and acknowledged by Maria. Maria adds to this 
that a site like this can be found on several locations in Utrecht where the historic inner city 
is rubbing against new developments, where derelict sites ask for temporary use to make 
the location more lively.
Paul emphasized in his story to convince Maria the added value the initiative would bring. 
Besides that he mentioned the municipality’s responsibility for public space around the 
abandoned site. He came up with aspects of the district’s policy and what they want to 
achieve with their district vision. For example greening public space, strengthening civil 
society and improving the connection to the city centre, which are all part of the District 
West policy (Municipality of Utrecht 2013) and part of the initiatives aim. District West is 
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also focussing on temporary use of space around the Westplein (ibid.) and Paul proposed 
with his initiative to already start with that. 
Maria herself acknowledges that local politics pinned their hopes on civic initiatives. She 
likes that development. For the derelict site the initiative is using, she just hopes that it will 
be built soon because it looks so ugly and expressionless. But, she adds, if this temporary 
use takes a bit longer that would be fine as well, she is just happy that something happens 
on the site.
One of Maria’s jobs is to ‘oil the wheels’ of initiatives like Westkust. However, in these 
times, cuts hit these ‘oiling’ budgets and activities:

“Politics are in favour [of these civic initiatives], the associated finance, however, is 
another story. Because at the same time we have to deal with large cuts in budgets, 
and these also hit people like me, the ‘oil in the wheels’. What we can do then is 
quite limited, it is mainly up to the initiators and civil services”. – Maria. 

This proves even more the convincing power of Paul and the other initiators, but it also 
shows the believe of Maria in the project. Because she in the end had to convince the 
district alderman to provide the budget. 
Another aspect that plays in the background but probably had influence on the initiative 
is that dealing with civic initiatives is people’s work. Civil servants like Maria have in this 
case two jobs: facilitating civic initiatives but also enforce the law. This causes a dilemma 
since every civic initiative is unique which sometimes asks to deal creatively with these 
legal rules. Not everybody is able to do that, but seemingly the combination Paul, Maria 
and district alderman worked out very well. 
For Maria, there was no reason to influence the initiative. In the first place because it is 
situated on private land, but also to qualify for a piece of liveability budget the initiative 
met all the municipal preconditions.
The initiative in turn also influences how Maria deals with civic initiatives in general:

“It is a new development, there is no clear direction. Why it is sometimes so hard for 
civic initiators, is because they are cutting with a knife through the jungle; there is no 
clear path. I am very sensitive for the term ‘getting moved from pillar to post’. I wish 
it was that easy, that a bunch of lazy asses wiped it from their writing desks. Those 
people [civil servants] really want to participate, but they think: it is not possible. 
Or they say: maybe Harry knows. And Harry will tell them: no, I don’t know but try 
George. In the end all those people are trying to find a path, a direction. […] And 
next time it will go a little bit easier. But we all do it for the first time, and that takes 
time, attention, energy, sometimes money, courage, love.” – Maria.

This experience and insight helps Maria in dealing with other initiatives in a smoother and 
more efficient way. When she’s sharing this experience it might even add to policy more in 
general in this field. 

Getting neighbours’ support: how neighbours got convinced and influenced the initiative.
The initiators of the Westkust initiative needed support from the neighbourhood for at 
least three reasons. First, there was a need for strengthening the social cohesion in the 
neighbourhood. Paul is living in Lombok and he confirms that need. Second, the more 
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support the initiative will get, the more serious they are taken by other parties and the 
rest of the city. This will have influence on other goals that the initiative wants to reach, 
for example increasing the liveliness of the place by attracting people to the place. Third, 
support from the neighbourhood was needed to prescribe for the municipal liveability 
budget. 
Paul and the other initiators started to contact neighbours informally about the initiatives 
and together they discussed their views. Interested and involved neighbours have a chat 
group in Whatsapp, where also the initiators are part of. A larger group of neighbours 
is informed by several letters. Aspects that are emphasized by Paul and the others are 
aesthetic in nature - the initiative will make a better and more beautiful place of the 
derelict site, improve the safety of the environment and social cohesion. These aspects 
are also acknowledged by the neighbours who are interviewed for this research – Frank 
and Arnold. In these informal chats, neighbours indicated that they were suffering from 
noise pollution caused by the building activities. They were afraid these troubles would 
continue when the site was occupied by civic initiatives. Westkust’s initiators considered 
this argument and ensured that the initiatives would not cause annoying noise pollution. 
In this way the neighbours influenced the initiative in the sense that they put a limit to the 
activities on the site. The initiators emphasized this argument of not causing any annoying 
noise pollution even more in later informing letters (Makelaars van de Tussentijd 2014b; 
2014c.) and thereby they strengthened the serious side of the initiative to create more 
support. 
As mentioned before, one of the arguments to gain neighbourhoods’ support was to 
apply for the municipal liveability budget. Amongst other things, signatures from several 
neighbours contributed to this. But, when the budget was assigned to the initiative, it 
then served as a new argument to emphasize the trustworthy character of the initiative 
to convince neighbours and other citizens of Utrecht of the initiative. This is for example 
expressed in an informing letter:

“A large part of the neighbours has supported the initiatives by giving their signature 
in October to give the place a more attractive appearance. The municipality now has 
approved to use a piece of the liveability budget to enable the initiatives to develop.” 
– Makelaars van de Tussentijd 2014c.

Also the temporary aspect of the initiative is discussed in communication towards 
neighbours. Although both the landowner and the initiators have signed a contract for 6 
months for using the site, which might get extended, the informing letters emphasized this 
option of extension multiple times by the phrase:

“We are able to use the site for at least half a year.” – Makelaars van de Tussentijd 
2014b; 2014c; 2014d.

Seemingly the initiators see the possible short term of using the site as a threat in reaching 
their goals. By using the words at least half a year, the initiators explicitly want to show the 
option of extension to avoid or limit the possible negative consequences. 

Attracting initiatives: how initiators got attracted and accepted.
The idea of Makelaars van de Tussentijd is that they act as intermediates and connect 
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landowners and civic initiators. Therefore, they needed initiators to come with ideas and 
initiatives for the derelict site of project Westkust. Paul mentioned that ideas from the 
close neighbourhood were limited and therefore they made an appeal to a larger audience. 
Several press releases informed the city Utrecht about their activities and requested for 
new ideas and initiatives. Traditional media like local newspapers were used, but also posts 
on local websites and social media like Facebook were placed. The main aspects that were 
emphasized in this communication were the large space that could be used for several 
activities, the accessibility and visibility of the location and the chance to make something 
attractive and lively from a non-attractive place. 
Becky was one of the initiators that responded to the calls. She now is – together with her 
boyfriend – resident and supervisor of the site. She mentioned the aspects emphasized by 
Paul and the others as positive and attractive in the initiative. Besides that, she appreciated 
the facilities present on the location such as heating, a kitchen and a shower. But above all, 
the initiative appealed to her because she would be involved in connecting different people 
and different initiatives. This aspect is mentioned in the press calls, but not specifically 
emphasized. This shows that in communicating the initiatives, Paul and the others broadly 
made a good selection in what to emphasize but that it differs per person what appeals 
most to the reader or listener. 
Another notable aspect in the differences between the stories of Paul and Becky is the way 
the location would develop. Paul explains the organic character of the project:

“It develops quite organically, you do not know how things will go. I do not have a 
plan. A lot of people asked me in the beginning: what is your plan? I do have an idea, 
but I think that especially others should come with ideas. I’m not going to do a lot 
on the site, I like the idea of other people getting chances to do something here. And 
then it just remains to be seen what kind of initiators will come. And when initiators 
have a plan, it also might change.” – Paul. 

Although Becky acknowledges the positive side of this organic way of developing because 
it keeps the project open for new developments and initiatives, she also mentioned the 
negative influence of this aspect on her first thoughts:

“We were doubting a lot, initially. [...] It was quite unsure and that was what we found 
difficult. We did not know what to expect and what they expected from us. It was – 
and is – finding out together.” – Becky. 

In the end Becky decided to sign up for the project. Her main motivation was the temporary 
characteristic of the initiative; she perceives the initiative as an adventure, like six months 
backpacking, but at home. This motivation shows that the short duration of project 
Westkust also has benefits besides the disadvantages earlier mentioned. 
In the press calls, the safety aspect of the site was also touched upon. The messages 
mentioned the lockable fence and the call for somebody who will be frequently present 
on location to keep a watchful eye (Press call 2 Sept. 2014). This vacancy is now filled by 
Becky. Becky acknowledged that she was a bit afraid in the beginning and that she felt 
unsafe. After a while, she declared, this unpleasant feeling disappeared because of the 
good and warm contacts she had with the neighbours. Also this aspect – having good 
relationships with neighbours – was mentioned in the press calls, but was not specifically 
connected to the unsafeness of the site but more to the development of the initiatives. This 
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is for example expressed by a sentence in the press call:
“We are looking for a creative and socially enterprising person who [...] is able to 
cooperate well with neighbours and other initiators in the area.” – Makelaars van de 
Tussentijd 2014e.

This example again shows how everybody makes their own story around the initiative 
and that predefined intentions could be interpreted differently by the listener or could 
unintentionally be connected to other intentions later on in the development of the initiative.
Although Paul and the other initiators are depending on initiatives of others for using 
the site, they seemed to have a large power themselves in selecting which initiatives are 
appropriate and which are not, because all proposed initiatives are tested by Makelaars 
van de Tussentijd for meeting the landowner’s preconditions and for contributing to the 
initiative’s aims. This is therefore a matter of acceptance of participants and acceptance 
of the initiatives of those participants, which gives Paul and the others also power to 
influence those initiatives. However, because the site is privately owned this is not a matter 
of democracy, although the municipal liveability budget is also supporting the initiative. 
Therefore they support in some way non-representative or partly representative citizens 
who also have the power to not accept or influence other participants’ input. 

Summary
This sub-chapter showed how the initial idea of the civic initiative Westkust was 
communicated and how the initiative got influenced by different parties involved in 
the process. It showed that in convincing those parties, the aims of the initial idea were 
emphasized that would favour that specific party most because of a shared interest, 
although the reasons for this interest can differ. This chapter also showed that involved 
parties do not only influence the initiative itself, but they can also influence the storytelling 
of the initiator, and the other way around. For example the noise pollution as an experience 
in the past from neighbours influencing the storytelling by adding it to the communication 
towards other neighbours. Or Paul telling the story of an open and organically growing 
initiative, bringing Becky in doubt because of the uncertainties this brings. 
This chapter also showed examples of how the intentions of the storyteller are interpreted 
differently for each listener. An example is the possible negative consequence of the short 
availability of the site which is pretended to be limited by the choice of words Paul is using 
(at least six months available). On the other hand, this short term is instead perceived as 
positive by Becky because it makes the plan more clear and she perceives it as a six months 
(or a bit longer) adventure.
How different parties perceived the derelict site as space or place and if this changed over 
time will be analysed in this sub-chapter. If it changed, I will elaborate on when it changed 
and what the role of telling the story of the initiative might have been in this change.

Change in space/place perception

Before Paul had the idea for the initiative, he perceived the site as part of the whole Westplein 
area. He mentioned the non-attractiveness of the area and that the city’s structure seems 
to be cut in half. In this way he perceived the site on a meso level: as part of a larger area. 
However, Paul – as being part of Makelaars van de Tussentijd – also perceives derelict sites 
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in general as places to use temporary. In this way he perceives the site on a macro-level: 
as part of a network of derelict sites. He perceives these sites in general as spaces – still 
abstract and they do not have specific value for Paul – but he already sees opportunities for 
these sites and therefore perceives these sites as places in some way. 
In his storytelling Paul mentioned the opportunities to make the area more attractive and 
lively in which he emphasized the accessibility and visibility of the area. This is in line 
with his meso level view on the site. But besides that, he also mentioned for example the 
number of squared metres available for activities and the facilities on the site itself. These 
aspects are more part of a micro level of place perception. During the implementation of 
the initiative and the actual use of the site, the initiators looked at a more detailed level to 
the site:

“[The site] is paved with granulated rubble. […] If it was just regular soil then you 
could more easily do something with gardening. But there are some spots with less 
granulated rubble, so those could be used as garden space. And we have a piece of 
white sand next to the construction trailer where we can put some tiles which were 
left after the building activities. So in that way we use the site and we look at what is 
functional and which piece is most suitable for which use.” 

This way of looking at the site seems to contribute to the perception of place at a micro 
level instead of only at a meso level.
For Paul, a change in place perception can be distinguished. Before the initiative, he 
perceived the site as part of the Westplein area, thus on a meso level. He perceived this 
area as a place because it is in his neighbourhood and he is interested in the developments, 
but he had mainly negative feelings about the place. When he got the idea of the initiative 
Westkust he started to perceive the site more on a micro level and in a more positive way. 
These positive values and meanings increased during the implementation of the initiative. 
In some way you could say that this positive place perception could also reflect in the 
meso level for Paul, for example because the initiative could contribute to an increased 
social cohesion in the neighbourhood. Therefore, Paul might feel more attached to his 
neighbourhood on a meso level.
For the future, Paul has double feelings about the site and the initiative:

“It feels very double. […] On one hand it would be nice if they quickly start building 
so it will finally look nice and furnished. We use the meantime and what we will 
build over here has to leave some time…” – Paul. 

Jean, who works for the company that owns the land, is mainly focussed on the sites they 
own and how these relate to their environment. First, they would develop four blocks, but 
after a reorganization in spatial plans only two blocks remained. Jean perceives the site on 
both meso and micro level; he is interested in creating liveliness on the meso level, but in 
the end it is all about the micro level because it is all about marketing and selling the place. 
Therefore, it is hard to say if Jean perceives the site as space or place, because for him the 
site – and making a ‘place’ of it – is not an end goal but more a means to make money. 
However, in Jeans story related to the site there is a moment where he realizes that place-
making would be more important than he thought before: the moment when the first plan 
(the ‘Chinese wall’) was rejected by the neighbours and that their new plan became more 
dependent on the developments on Westplein. Whether or not Jean himself perceives the 
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site more as space or place, at least he was more willing to change the perception of others. 
This might also explain why he stated that his perception of the site did not change that 
much because of the initiative: he was already thinking of giving it a temporary function. 
Therefore, Paul’s storytelling did not change much in Jean’s perception of the site. Besides 
that, Jean mentioned that his professional background also influences his way of looking 
at derelict sites in general because it is his working field and he knows more about how 
those situations can occur. 
Maria, who is District advisor for District West in the municipality of Utrecht, perceived 
the site as a negative place:

“[I perceived the site as] an expressionless nobody’s land. Quite sad those kind of 
places. [...] For the environment’s future I think: fill up the whole place. On the other 
side – because I am very charmed by these kind of processes – I think, if it takes a 
year, that is fine as well. That something happens is positive anyway.” – Maria. 

By saying this, it seems that Maria is perceiving the site on a micro level. However, she also 
mentioned the site in the context of the whole area:

“Is the site showing new opportunities? No. But that’s not because of the site but 
because of the whole area. Westplein is not so much used yet and it in front of it 
is a huge building excavation. [...] It now is sort of a small square at the border of a 
strange place, a closed world which does not add so much.” – Maria.

This, combined with the argument Maria mentioned that there are more places in Utrecht 
like this, shows that Maria is perceiving the place at a more meso or even macro level. 
Maria’s perception of the place did not change so much because of the initiative. She is 
positive about the initiative, but still critical when goals are not reached yet and when 
the place did still not improve in attractiveness. But she is optimistic, and in that way the 
storytelling has contributed to the fact that she believes this site can be a better place. 
Also that the fact that Maria mentioned she is not perceiving the site differently, might 
have something to do with her professional background. Just like Jean, this is her working 
field and this initiative is not the first one she is facilitating. It is therefore also hard to say 
if she is perceiving these sites as spaces or places. It even seems that this background is 
withholding from seeing sites as possible positive places: first seeing then believing. 
The neighbours perceived the site before the initiative as unsafe and ugly place where 
they were suffering from noise pollution. Because of Paul’s storytelling they realized 
that something better could be made out of the place which undermines the negative 
consequences on micro level, but also contributes to for example social cohesion on the 
meso level. 
Now the initiative is in implementation phase, the neighbours are satisfied with current 
activities. Arnold however, declares that knowing about the content of some activities is 
necessary to perceive the place differently:

“Something that appeals less to me is the content of some initiatives, but that has 
more something to do with personal taste where you cannot argue about. For 
example a group of old caravans, from which the first impression is quite messy. But 
if you know the content [each caravan contains a small museum]  than you look at it 
differently and then it does not seem messy at all.” – Arnold 
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Although the neighbours are very happy with current developments, they think permanent 
building would be the final and best solution for the place and the area. In their story about 
the site and initiative, they perceived the site as a negative place in the past, nowadays they 
perceive it as a more positive place but when the place is built permanently in the future 
they think they will perceive the place as most positive.
Becky, one of the initiators and supervisor of the site, did not notice the site specifically 
before she knew about the initiative:

“I seriously never noticed before that there is a building lot over here. While I came 
here quite often, I did not live far from here. [...] I think because we are used to this 
part of the city being in ruins.” – Becky.

In this sense, Becky perceived the site as space; the site did not have value or meaning for 
her. After hearing about the initiative, she started to observe the site more carefully. She 
noticed mainly negative aspects in first instance:

“The first time I went to the place I thought: I do not like it. But back then it was way 
more messy than it is right now, there were a lot of cars. It was like.. it was during 
traffic jam, so the road was very busy with a lot of honking cars.” – Becky. 

But because she knew about the initiative, she started thinking about what it could be 
and the possibilities it would bring. She started to perceive the site more positively. This 
is in line with the initiative’s storytelling; the current negative aspects of the location are 
mentioned and used to encourage people to make it better. This more positive perception 
of the place is confirmed by the fact that Becky signed up for being a supervisor of the site 
and being part of the initiative. 
In the implementation phase her perception of the site becomes even more positive 
because she feels more connected to the place and because she has good contacts with 
the neighbours. 

Summary
In the perception of place, different levels can be distinguished for the initiative Westkust: a 
place perception on micro level – specifically focussed on the site itself; a place perception 
on meso level – more focussed on a broader area, mainly Westplein and the railway station 
area and; a place perception on macro level – more focussed on derelict sites in general. A 
party can have multiple levels of place perception at the same time, but the focus or level 
of perceptions can also change over time. 
Telling the idea of the initiative seems to have a positive effect in some way on all parties 
in the way that they see the possibilities of the site, although the change in perception is 
also dependent on the professional background, as Jean and Maria show. Implementation 
of the initiative and actual use of the site seems to contribute more or at least further to 
a positive perception of the site, which indicates that they see it more as a positive place.
For all parties this temporary use is perceived as an intermediate station towards an even 
more positive perception of the site in the form of permanent building, although this might 
not count for Becky and other initiators because she might feel less connected with the site 
after it is permanently built. 
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Figure 5.2: Impression of initiatives on DWV footballfields in Amsterdam North.
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In the area of Amsterdam North, former football fields are used for temporary activities 
since spring 2014. The football fields, which cover 5.9 hectares, are located in the centre 
of Amsterdam North as a green and quiet area surrounded by high-rise building blocks. 
The party that initiated these activities, or at least came up with the idea to give room 
for temporary use, was the municipal district Amsterdam North. This makes this story 
different from for example project Westkust in Utrecht, where the initiators were citizens. 
Therefore, the case of the football fields in Amsterdam North will focus on the story and 
storytelling from municipal perspective toward temporary users and their initial ideas and 
how this influenced the perception of space or place of the location for all parties. 
The football fields are located in the area of project Amsterdam North Centre; a residential 
area with a mix of middle class and high class dwellings surrounded by green, which should 
still be built. Part of this area is called Elzenhagen-Zuid, where the football fields are part 
of. Because of the recent economic crisis, plans for buildings were postponed in 2010 by 
the executive board of the municipality of Amsterdam (Municipal District Amsterdam 
North 2014a). At the same time the municipality of Amsterdam, including District North, 
developed a plan to optimise the use of sport parks and fields. According to the civil 
servant who was involved in the process of the DWV football fields and will be called 
Sarah from now on, research had shown that some sport associations were affected by 
a decreasing number of memberships resulting in sport fields that remained increasingly 
blank. An inventory was made of all sport associations and available accommodations and 
there was searched for a way to converge supply and demand. In this search, conditions of 
the sport fields and future developments in the environment also played a role. In the end, 
people chose to merge football club DWV, which used the football fields of Elzenhagen-
Zuid, with another club. This merged club started in July 2014 on another accommodation 
in Amsterdam North. What was left were the football fields of Elzenhagen-Zuid in a bad 
condition. 
Almost immediately, the executive board of District Amsterdam North and some policy 
officials started thinking about temporary use of this location. This temporary use of the 
football fields would initially last for a period of five to seven years. 
Currently, the former DWV football fields are occupied by a children’s playground, a dog 
playground, a cricket association, a sunflower labyrinth, allotment gardens and a campsite 
for a Mongolian yurt. On the left page an impression of these different initiatives is provided 
(figure 5.2). 

The initial idea – a story of the initiator’s ideals and motives

The story behind the initial idea of the initiative starts with an expected problem of 
unsafeness on the site and in its environment, as expressed by the involved civil servant: 

“It is quite a green site, surrounded by lots of tall trees. You really get the feeling of 
being in a piece of nature in the middle of the city. At one hand that is a beautiful 
and soothing aspect. On the other hand it means that the site is quite isolated. And 
strange things happen in isolated areas, that counts for the whole city. And another 
thing that is at stake on this site is that a little further a shelter for people with 
mental illness or drug issues is located. Some of them are trying to live a good life, 

5.2 DWV football fields
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but others fall back in old habits or invite friends from their past. And then weird 
things happen in such an area because it is so isolated. […] It is always a shame 
when sites like these become derelict and nothing will happen on it. Especially when 
it is situated in an area which is socially unsafe. If it is situated somewhere close to 
houses or at least not hidden from view, then it is still a shame.. But this site would 
become socially unsafe, we were quite sure about that. And to prevent that it is of 
course good to develop something on it. […] – Sarah. 

The municipal district of Amsterdam North sees an opportunity in stimulating activities 
by civic initiatives, which fits in the policy of the future vision for 2030 wherein temporary 
initiatives are encouraged (Municipal District Amsterdam North 2014a). These initiatives 
should complement the area:

“What for us as city district is very important, is that initiatives develop which have 
a function in the neighbourhood. They should connect to something that is missing 
in the neighbourhood and they should increase the social cohesion. […] What we 
have here, in this area, is mainly high-rise building blocks, so we wanted to offer the 
residents something that is missing in their neighbourhood: public space”. – Sarah. 

To reach these aims, the municipal district Amsterdam North developed a few preconditions 
the initiatives had to meet before their ideas became adopted. The initiatives should be; 
- easily realizable;
- publicly accessible;
- contributes to improvement of social safety and liveability;
- acceptable traffic flow and parking pressure;
- contributes to an increased number of visitors to the area;
- contributes to the connectedness of local residents and neighbours;
- target group is youth;
- easily combinable with other submitted initiatives (Municipal District Amsterdam 
North 2014a). 

Goals, storytelling and influencing the initiative

For the temporary use of the DWV football fields, the municipal district Amsterdam North 
needed some parties to get involved. Of course they needed initiators that wanted to use 
the site which met the drawn up preconditions, but they also represent all citizens of the 
district and therefore they also needed support from the citizens or at least from local 
residents and neighbours. 
I will describe how the municipal district Amsterdam North communicated the project 
in order to reach these goals and how the municipal initiative got influenced during the 
process. But, the municipality is not the only party who is telling a story to steer the 
process by convincing parties to come up with ideas and initiatives; the invited initiators 
also tell their story of their initiatives to get permission from the municipality to execute 
them. Therefore, I will also elaborate on their storytelling and how this has influenced the 
initiative, but also how the municipality influenced their initial story. 
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Recruiting initiatives: how initiators got attracted and how their ideas got accepted and 
influenced.
In the case of the DWV football fields, the process of the initiative is much influenced 
by the dependency on external influences that bring large uncertainties. One of these 
uncertainties concerns the dependency on the economic situation. Just before the football 
field became derelict, the economic perspectives were perceived as unfavourable for 
building and selling houses which led to an estimation of five to seven years for temporary 
use of the site. 
After the municipality had decided to look for temporal users of the DWV football fields, 
they put the location on the derelict sites map of the municipality of Amsterdam to invite 
citizens of the city to come with ideas and initiatives. Seemingly the scope of this map was 
large enough, since a lot of initiators came forward and the municipality even had to select 
initiatives because of the great enthusiasm. Placing the location on the derelict sites map 
can be understood as storytelling: a way of communicating the possibility to use the site 
temporarily. Although this way of storytelling can be perceived as not very active, initially 
it was effective enough. 
One of the parties that responded to the request from municipal’s side was Irene, owner of 
a dog walking service who had plans for a dog playground. Her initial idea for her initiative 
started with the difficult circumstances around dog walking services:

“I was already looking for a while for a piece of land where I could put a fence 
around. Because most of the parks are over-used by different dog walking services. 
People who walk their dog in those areas do not always appreciate that, not all dogs 
like it either. It is getting more difficult by the time. […] And I know a lot of people 
are not able to walk their dog. Or those dogs act aggressive, or they do not listen, or 
people themselves are a bit afraid and scared to walk their dog” – Irene.  

Therefore, Irene’s initiative is focussed on developing a dog playground:

“My idea was to develop a fenced dog playground and a location where I can walk 
the dogs from my dog walking service. […] I was looking for a place where I could 
walk my dogs and potentially a day-care for dogs. Favourably included with a small 
hut, so I have some shelter, and warmth and electricity” – Irene. 

For her initiative, Irene had some preconditions:

“With my dogs I am located in Amsterdam, in IJburg for example, in Amsterdam-
East. Than it should not be that I have to drive another thirty minutes to that place. 
[…] And I had to now on forehand if I could drive my car to this site, because I 
cannot walk ten dogs across the whole location, that would not work. […Another 
precondition is] that I could place a fence, because a fence is very necessary”. – 
Irene. 

Irene was already looking for a terrain like this for quite a long time, inspired by other 
dog playgrounds across the country. Preferably for permanent use, but she does not have 
enough money to buy land for a commercial price. She asked different city districts in 
Amsterdam for available terrains, but until then without any positive response. She got 
informed about the leaving football club by a friend’s son, after which she contacted the 
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municipal district Amsterdam North to state her interest. However, because there was so 
much interest from different parties, the municipality was able to be more critical about 
the initiatives, for example by prioritising the mutual cohesion of the initiatives. In this 
phase Irene’s plan for a dog playground was refused by the municipality:

“We had the feeling that the dogs would cause nuisance.[…] And we also thought it 
would not fit with the other activities that came forward at that time. That were art 
activities; camping in art objects for example. They declared that they did not want 
to have dogs around all the time.” – Sarah. 

However, in the spring of 2014 the financial prospects for the area seemed more positive 
again. Therefore, the daily executive board of District North sent a letter to the executive 
board of the municipality of Amsterdam with the request to take charge of the redevelopment 
of Elzenhagen-Zuid soon, because they expected that permanent development could be 
prepared in a short period of time and the implementation would start in 2016 (Municipal 
District Amsterdam North 2014b). As a consequence, the time left for temporary use 
of the football field was shortened to a maximum of two years. This resulted in a lot of 
parties that were withdrawing their initiatives because it would not be profitable for them 
anymore; only two remained, including Irene. Therefore, the municipal district became 
more dependent on the initiatives that remained and became less strict with their aims and 
preconditions. They did for example not focus on youth anymore:

“We realized at that moment that framing in themes, target groups or any other kind 
of framing could work mainly as an obstruction for the process, given the short 
amount of time available for initiatives.” – Sarah. 

 Irene was still interested in using the site, and the municipal district Amsterdam North 
invited her to tell a little bit more about her initiative and explain it in more detail:

“At the moment we got around the table with Irene and she explained her initiative 
a bit more in detail, it became clear that the safety can be guaranteed by the fence. 
And about the nuisance of barking dogs; she is only present for four hours a day, so 
we thought that would not be so bad.” – Sarah.

However, Irene stated that her plan did not change from the beginning and the fence was 
already part of that plan. It seemed that the municipal dependency on initiatives resulted in 
a position which gave more room for storytelling by other (remaining) parties and listening 
from municipal side. 
In her storytelling about her initiative, Irene made good use of the fact that her initiative 
would respond to the need for dog walking space in the neighbourhood and the contribution 
to social cohesion, which is one of the main aims for this project according to Sarah. 
This is what Irene stressed explicitly in this case. However, if you look at other locations 
where she is interested in starting a dog playground, it seems that this contribution for the 
neighbourhood is not a priority. She is for example interested in a location outside the city 
between a highway and a railway, where not much close neighbours live. Being located 
in a neighbourhood has some disadvantages since people can complain about barking 
dogs, which was actually the case at the football fields. The municipality handled this 
very carefully, which will be more elaborated on in the goal ‘getting support from the 
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neighbourhood’. 
What can be concluded from this, is that Irene is interested in doing something for the 
neighbourhood by providing a dog playground. However, she is not explicitly interested 
in doing this for this specific neighbourhood, but more for people in general. She has a 
greater aim:

“I hope that also other districts in Amsterdam will understand that these places 
have a function. Not only for the dogs, also for the people. When you come here on 
Sundays, there is much fun, with a cup of coffee or tea and some laughing. It is like a 
community centre. […] There is also a feeling of justice. For children there is enough, 
why not for dogs? A lot of people do not have kids but only a dog. People come 
together because of dogs, just as with kids. So why aren’t there so much facilities for 
this target group?” – Irene. 

Being located on this site might contribute to this aim, but is in fact kind of a coincidence. 
However, she does meet some of the municipal aims, for example contributing to social 
cohesion in the neighbourhood and her initiative is therefore appropriate for temporary 
use of the site. 
When it became clear that the time available for use of the site was shortened, only two 
initiatives remained, which was not enough to occupy all the football fields. This new 
phase not only forced the municipality to look and listen more carefully to the remaining 
initiatives, it also changed their way of storytelling. In the first phase, they only had to 
place the site on the derelict sites map, where the location with a little information told 
its own story, enough to attract initiatives. However, this was not enough in the second 
phase; the municipality had to take a more active stance by searching for initiatives 
themselves. For this, they for example sent letters to residents and organized information 
meetings. Striking about these informing letters, which also requested any input from 
the neighbours in the form of ideas, opinions or wishes, is the way it is already steering 
towards a certain direction. Although the municipality gave some room to come with own 
ideas, in the informing letter small scale activities were already mentioned as examples like 
sports, playground, camping, barbecuing, gardening and walking dogs (Municipal District 
Amsterdam North 2014c). By doing this, the municipality already steered the requested 
initiatives in a favourable direction, which would meet their preconditions (but in the end 
of course the residents’ preconditions, as being representatives). 
A few new parties showed their interest in temporary use of the football fields in response 
to the letter. One of these parties was the head of a nursery in Amsterdam North, who 
will be called Deborah. Her story of her initial idea starts with the lack of open space for 
children of the nursery:

“We are situated in Amsterdam and therefore we do not have much open space 
which we can use privately. And we want to add value to what we offer, because we 
have to prove ourselves as entrepreneurs. To attract children to the nursery, but also 
to keep them we always try to develop fun activities. […] We are always between 
four walls. We are situated in a house, not on a farm, so the children do not spent 
so much time outdoors. And these days they prefer to sit behind the computer” – 
Deborah.
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Therefore, her initiative contains a plan to develop outdoor activities for children of her 
nursery: 

“That children will go outside. They can develop themselves, they can be outdoors 
much more often. With a nice reason, they can bring their bikes, play a little bit, skate 
over there, you name it. And we want to realize a kind of small village with huts 
and connect them to allotment gardens, which makes it also a socially responsible 
activity. Because we are going to grow organic crops, which the children can take 
home or donate for example to the food bank. […] My goal is to deliver those kids 
a nice time outside. Including elements of solidarity, sustainability, teaching them 
how to garden, construct things, using different materials. But also teaching them 
how to collaborate to realize certain things. Like I said, donating crops to the food 
bank, feeling responsibility. So many educational goals that we offer to those kids. 
But of course also the sporting. Children are getting too fat, they say, obese. Get 
them moving and get them away from that computer, that is my goal” – Deborah.

For this initiative, a precondition concerns the safety of the initiative:

“It is important that the terrain is available for us to use privately. It should not be 
the case that other children can have entrance. Because a lot of youngsters live in 
this neighbourhood who screw up the whole atmosphere and demolish things. It is 
for our safety, and that things stay in the way we left it the day before” – Deborah. 

In this way she meets the direct preconditions of the municipality for this project (contribution 
to social cohesion, small scale, etcetera) but she also addresses other points on the political 
agenda like sustainability and health. By communicating this, she strengthens her story and 
storytelling. 
Being a representative of the municipality, Sarah was convinced by Deborah’s idea because 
it met the municipal preconditions and because of Deborah’s enthusiasm and self-reliance:

“Deborah presented her idea on the information evening we organized. It was very 
nice, she was very enthusiastic from the start. […] She renders positive energy and 
she could easily explain her plans. […] We immediately had the feeling like: […] she 
will arrange it all by herself and we don’t have to worry about it.” – Sarah. 

This shows that not only the content of Deborah’s idea was convincing, but also the way 
she told this content: not only by mail, but in real life, to show and prove her enthusiasm. 
Also her self-reliance seemed to convince the municipality. It would ease the municipal 
burden and would create support by neighbours because Deborah would be responsible 
for the gardening which can also be used by those neighbours. This also contributes to the 
goal ‘getting support from the neighbourhood’. 
One of the main reasons for the municipality to provide the site for temporal use was to 
avoid unsafe situations when the site would be occupied. On the other hand, Deborah 
mentioned the relative safe situation of the location because it is privately in use by them. 
This means that their part of the site is only accessible and in use by them. In this way a win-
win situation is created concerning the safety aspect of the location, which strengthens 
the stories of both parties for getting involved in the project of temporal use of the DWV 
football fields.
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In contrast to the municipality, Deborah perceives the availability of the site for two years 
as quite long. One of her main ideas for the site is to provide children with construction 
materials so they will be able to build huts. For this she got inspired by ‘Jeugdland’ an 
adventurous nature playground in district Amsterdam East (Jeugdland 2015). In this 
playground, the constructed huts will be demolished within a week, but on the football 
fields the huts are behind fences and might stay for almost two years. In this perspective, 
two years is indeed quite long.
Although the municipality communicated that they wanted to start quickly with providing 
the site for temporal use, both Irene and Deborah mentioned that they faced a lot of red 
tape caused by contracts and getting the keys of the accommodation. This situation shows 
that storytelling by the municipality (“…starting quickly…”) brings expectations, which 
cause disappointments when these are not met. However, it did not influence the initiatives 
in the sense that initiators were for example withdrawing.
Sarah mentioned that she thinks that the short period available for temporary use is the 
reason why not all initiatives fit together that well:

“When it became known that the location was only available until 2016, a lot of 
parties declared that it would not be profitable for them anymore. En then what 
happens is kind of an ad hoc happening, with totally different parties coming 
together. […] But the parties that have registered and were still interested for this 
period of time, were welcome. […] This means that there is not so much cohesion  
between the initiatives. I can imagine, for initiators but also for neighbours and local 
residents, that it would be nice to discover a kind of theme within the initiatives, a 
little bit more cohesion.” – Sarah.

By saying this, Sarah indicates that the importance of using the site – and with that avoiding 
an increase of unsafeness in the area – had precedence over other aims for the initiatives 
on the site, like for example cohesion between initiatives. 
But although Sarah doubted about a cohesion between the different initiatives, both Irene 
and Deborah recognize any of it:

“Next to us some gardening boxes for neighbours will be placed. […] Someone 
will construct a sunflower labyrinth, it will be fun for the children to play in that 
labyrinth! […] And there is a dog playground [although I will be a bit distanced in 
case of biting dogs], but it would be nice for the children to stand behind the fence 
and watch the dogs.” – Deborah.

In fact, Sarah recognizes the benefits of having a lot of dogs on the site:

“We selected initiatives that can carry risks such as unsafe situations because of 
drugs dealers or  loiters who cause nuisance. In case of the dog walking service 
this is quite clear, they carry thirty dogs with them, which has a deterrent effect on 
people that want to bring trouble.” – Sarah. 

This shows that what seemed to be negative in the first phase proved to be positive after 
more carefully ‘listening’ to the storytelling of – in this case – Irene. 
The initiative on the DWV football fields also showed to have some influence on municipal 
strategies and perceptions concerning civic initiatives using derelict sites in general. Sarah 
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sees this initiative as part of a trend in derelict sites and civic initiatives. In earlier days, 
initiators were more reticent and the first parties that jumped into the ‘market’ of using 
derelict sites were mainly commercial parties. Nowadays, she notices a lot more pioneers, 
responsible citizens looking for ways to contribute to society. This can be interpreted as 
a confirmation of insights Sarah gained in the course of time, which have formed her 
mind set and approach concerning derelict sites and civic initiatives and therefore have 
influenced her strategies and perceptions around these aspects. 

Getting support from the neighbourhood: how storytelling by municipality and initiators 
convinced neighbours.
Besides the goal of getting initiators that want to use the site temporarily, the municipality 
also has an aim in getting support from the neighbourhood. By sending informing letters 
and organizing meetings for citizens and neighbours, the municipality worked on both 
goals: gathering ideas, initiatives and wishes from residents, but also informing them 
about the project so misunderstandings would be as little as possible. Projects like these 
always bring dilemmas for the municipal district Amsterdam North (and probably for every 
public authority); on one hand they want to facilitate bottom-up ideas and initiatives – this 
is even one of the pillars of local policy -, but on the other hand they represent all citizens 
in the district, so they have to deal with complaints and contradictory ideas very carefully 
as well. 
The municipal approach to get support from the neighbourhood consists of a few 
aspects. The first aspect is that an inventory was made on the needs and wishes in the 
neighbourhood:

“And as a response [on the informing and inviting letter] we got a lot of reactions 
from neighbours that they wanted to garden, walk or walk with their dog. So no 
large-scale activities. That was very clear: no big events, no large traffic attraction. 
And that is what we took into account.” – Sarah

These wishes were guiding in the selection of initiatives. For example one of the parties 
that responded to the municipal request for initiatives was an initiator who wanted to 
organize a large festival. This would have caused a lot of nuisance and probably traffic 
problems and therefore it was rejected by the municipality because it would harm the 
neighbourhood without any reciprocal service. However, with the initiatives that are 
selected, the municipality stresses the fact that these initiatives really do something for 
the neighbourhood – another aspect to get support from the neighbourhood. This is for 
example expressed in an informing letter by the sentences:

“On the fields there is space for gardening in gardening-boxes. […] If you have a dog 
yourself, you can make use of it [the dog playground]. […] The terrain is also available 
for you. If the gates are open, you are welcome to take a look.” - Municipality of 
Amsterdam District North 2014d.

In the case of complaints, which was the case because of barking dogs, Sarah mentioned 
that the municipality consults with all parties, preferably together around one table. 
Together they search for a solution. In this way not only the municipal storytelling is used 
but also storytelling of other involved parties, in this case Irene, which can add information 
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to come to a better solution. 
A fourth aspect to get support from neighbours, concerns transparency. The municipality 
tries to be as transparent as possible about the project and about uncertainties that go 
along. For example about the construction of a heating-network pipeline in the area 
somewhere in 2016, which would decrease the accessibility of the location. Being 
transparent about this uncertainty could have counteracted the goal ‘recruiting initiatives’, 
so it was not emphasized: it was not mentioned in the informing letter. However, to have 
no misunderstandings or disappointments this uncertain aspect was mentioned later, on 
an information meeting. 

Summary
The storytelling from municipal side changed during the different phases of the process: 
from a quite non-active way of storytelling (placing the location on the derelict sites map 
of the municipality) towards a more active way of storytelling (sending letters, organizing 
information meetings). These ways of storytelling differed in means, reach (from regional to 
local) and communication about the content (from little information to more information). 
External effects and uncertainties around the economic situation caused a dependency on 
remaining initiatives in the second phase. Therefore, the municipality was forced to ‘listen’ 
more carefully to the storytelling of these initiatives, from which one was initially rejected. 
By doing this, the municipality got more convinced and eventually allowed this initiative. In 
the end, this initiative even strengthened the initiative on the DWV football fields because 
it contributed to neighbours’ and other initiators’ wishes. 
In some cases the common interest of both or multiple parties was stressed in the 
storytelling to convince others about the initiative or project, although the reason for 
this interest might have differed. Examples are Irene’s dog playground providing in the 
neighbours wishes although she is interested in providing for all people; the safety aspect 
of the site: the municipality wants liveliness to avoid unsafe situations and Deborah feels 
safe because of the fence, and; the perception of the time period of two years which 
differed for Sarah and Deborah but they are both interested in using the site temporarily. 
The common interest was in the initiative of Deborah stressed and also enriched her story 
and storytelling with arguments of other policy fields. 
This subchapter showed that storytelling is not only about the content but also about the 
way you tell the story; using body language, expressing your story and showing enthusiasm. 
This enthusiasm was also convincing because it showed self-reliance. This influenced the 
future perspective in the bstory of Sarah: it would decrease work for the municipality.
By listening to residents and neighbours, this subchapter showed that the story of the 
project got influenced. This was also used in the storytelling towards these residents 
and neighbours. When complaints arose, these were heard. If possible and necessary, 
storytelling of other involved parties was used to come to a solution for the problem. The 
municipal district Amsterdam North is always trying to be transparent about the project, 
although they are not always emphasizing everything when these aspects might negatively 
influence other goals. 
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Change in space/place perception

How did different parties perceive the derelict site as space or place and did this change 
over time? As I will show, this change can be identified by how the initiative changed at 
the moment of other parties’ involvement. 
Civil servant Sarah declared that she perceived the site as a high-risk unsafe area and that 
it would be a shame not to use such a piece of land in a city like Amsterdam. In her job as 
civil servant she knows a lot of sites similar to this one which are also in use by temporal 
initiatives. It depends on the location which initiatives fit best. In this way, Sarah perceived 
the site on a meso level: she looked at the fields in relation to its environment. The question 
is if Sarah already had a perception of space or place and if she has one right now. Her 
perception of the place is not specifically direct, she does not live there or visit the place 
often; the project is part of her job. In that sense she does attach value to the project and 
therefore maybe also to the site because it is her job. This might be described by indirect 
place perception, in which her professional background plays a big role. Within her job, the 
site became more place than space because she carries a certain responsibility for it. 
After the selection of initiatives, civil servants including Sarah allocated the initiatives 
to the different fields. In this way the site is explored more in detail on micro level, in 
which the state of the fields was guiding. On this basis the various initiatives were divided. 
Sarah’s first impression on micro level was quite negative: old stuff, fields in quite a bad 
shape. This perception changed after she heard the initiators telling their initiatives and the 
chances and opportunities they saw. This influenced her look at such sites and initiatives. 
Storytelling by initiators has especially changed Sarah’s (indirect) perception on micro 
level from negative to positive. On the moment of writing this thesis, the project is still in 
development. The future might prove if Sarah’s indirect space or place perception on meso 
level changes as well.
Irene was already searching for a site which she could use for a dog playground and she 
was already asking several parties for derelict sites for her plan. In that sense she already 
looked on a macro level to derelict sites in general as potential dog playgrounds. When she 
heard about this location, she perceived also this site as potential place, although again in 
this case counts (just like with the storytelling) that for Irene it is not about this place, but 
just a place in or around Amsterdam where she can start a dog playground. 
For the layout of the dog playground Irene made use of materials available on the site itself, 
for example billboards and picnic tables. By doing this, Irene adopted the former ‘place’ 
partly in her new place. Therefore, people who perceived the football fields (when they 
were in use as football fields) as place might still perceive it a little bit as place because of 
these objects. 
Irene feels responsible for the site:

“These benches were from the football club, these were already here. And there 
were a bunch of lighting columns which were taken away by another football club, a 
bit against my will. They make a lot of mess and destroy the grass and then they also 
wanted to dig out the electricity cables. So I stopped them, because they would open 
up the whole floor. And who is supposed to clean it..? Bye!” – Irene.

This shows she perceives her piece of land on a micro level as place; she attaches value to 
the condition of the location and this is what she protects.
The temporality of the initiative influenced the way Irene has furnished the terrain:
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“If it was not temporary I would have placed another fence. This is.. well, the dogs 
should not act too wild otherwise they will pull out the whole fence. Then it should 
be more sustainable.” – Irene.

This could say something about her place perception of the location. Because she knows 
it is for a short period of time, she might act more ‘reserved’ in allowing place perception, 
because it might bring (extra) negative feelings when the project stops and she did attach 
much value to this specific place. 
Storytelling has had influence on the place perception of Irene, especially on the moment 
she started to use the site. When she did not know about this site being available for 
temporal use, then she would not perceive the site as place on a micro level.
Deborah knew about the football fields because at the other side of the fields a temporary 
building of a primary school was situated, from which she picked up children to bring to 
the nursery. Back then the fields were still in use by the football club and she looked at it 
in a neutral way:

“I did not have certain personal bond with the location. You pass it every time and 
then you see a football club like you see them everywhere in Amsterdam. I did not 
have any thoughts of using it by myself.” – Deborah. 

In this way, Deborah perceived the site as space. She started to look differently to the place 
after reading the information letter sent by the municipality. This shows a large influence 
of storytelling by the municipality on the place perception of Deborah. Now she looks 
at the site as a large open field where children can do things which they cannot do in the 
streets of Amsterdam. She started to perceive the site as place, with possibilities and 
opportunities for ‘private’ use. This place perception is mainly on micro level, because it is 
focussed on the site itself.
When they viewed the site more in detail, they came up with more ideas to enrich the 
initiative. For example by making use of the paved part of the site for skating or making use 
of the broadcasting hut as a watchtower for the children. These aspects might also enrich 
Deborah’s place perception because the site shows more possibilities. 
Deborah herself acknowledges her change in perception of the site:

“We used to pass the site and did not have thoughts about it. Now we look at it and 
say: this is our place!” – Deborah. 

Storytelling thus has had influence especially by indicating the availability of the site for 
temporal use and the search for ideas and initiatives. Deborah’s place perception is mainly 
caused by her own imagination, by seeing the site’s opportunities. 

Summary
Civil servant Sarah perceived the site before the initiatives on meso level; as a possible 
unsafeness for a larger area. During the allocation of the initiatives she started to perceive 
the site more on micro level. First negatively, but because of the storytelling of invited 
initiators later on positively. A small remark can be placed on Sarah’s place perception, 
since she is more interested in the project instead of sharing meanings with the location. 
Her place perception might therefore be indirect. Irene perceived derelict sites in general 
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as potential places and therefore perceived the site on a macro level. When she started 
to implement her dog playground she perceived the site on a more micro level. Deborah 
perceived the football fields as space before the initiative. Because the initiative brought 
the opportunity to use the site privately, she started to perceive the site as positive place 
on micro level because of its potentials for her nursery. Overall all parties perceive the site 
more  positively as place, mainly on micro level. Physical aspects in the implementation 
phase strengthened this positive place perception. 
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Figure 5.3: Impression of building lot 1 in IJburg Amsterdam.
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IJburg is a new city district in the east of Amsterdam, created by reclamation of a part of 
the IJsselmeer. At the end of 2002 the first residents started to live on the islands of IJburg. 
Nowadays approximately 20,000 people live in the district (Municipal District Amsterdam 
East 2015). On a derelict site in IJburg an initiative started in March 2013 which contains 
a green playground with elements of sustainable energy and urban farming. The initiator, 
who will be called Eric from now on, is a resident of IJburg, a father and owner of HOTPOT, 
an agency for projects with an idealistic twist.
Because of the economic crisis, a lot of building lots that were supposed to be built, 
remained as derelict site. Eric noticed a call from the municipal district East to come with 
ideas for temporary use of those sites. Some neighbours came up with the idea of a sports 
or street-football field. Somewhere in the neighbourhood, but still at some distance from 
Eric’s home, such a street-football field was already established. However, this football 
field caused a lot of nuisance because of loitering. This is something Eric noticed, so he felt 
that another idea had to be developed. Initially, Eric was interested in temporary use of lot 
number 20, a lot which was situated in front of his house. Due to circumstances – which 
will be more elaborated later on – the initiative eventually started on building lot 1. Today 
the derelict site is in use for a natural playground with gardening, an insect hotel, a water 
construction, a small windmill, solar cells, some elephant grass as an example of biomass, 
and several activities and workshops concerning sustainability and urban farming. The left 
page shows an impression of the initiative (figure 5.3). 

The initial idea – a story of the initiator’s ideals and motives

The story behind the initial idea of the initiative starts, as already mentioned, with a 
request from municipal side to come with ideas for derelict sites in IJburg:

“On a certain moment, the city district asked if there were any ideas for temporary 
use of those sites. We are looking at that site from our home […] so I was in my spare 
time finding out what kind of site it actually was and what was interesting about it. 
[…] It is your direct living environment. It is about trying to provide a space with 
something better than what is assumed to come or what could come”. – Eric. 

Therefore, Eric wanted to develop an initiative, for which his motives were idealistic:

“Most important for me was doing fun things, and I was always interested in 
sustainability. I have been in politics for GroenLinks [a left-wing party]. Well, maybe 
realizing a small thing around the corner [for children], also for reaching parents via 
their children by implementing educational elements. The idea is that children learn 
about sustainability and that they will convey this to their parents. […] And maybe 
also the aesthetical element, you try to make a nice site in such an environment. 
And personally I enjoy getting these kind of complex projects on track. A kind of 
challenge around the corner” – Eric. 

5.2 Building lot 1 IJburg
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Thus, the final aim of Eric’s initial idea can be summarized by the following three aspects:

1. the initiative should be sustainable
2. the initiative should provide educational elements about this sustainability
3. the initiative should contain aesthetic value

Being a fun activity and bringing a challenge by a complex project were extra motivations 
for Eric. These motives were captured in Eric’s first idea for an initiative on building lot 20:

“Then I thought: well, maybe we can use the whole site to grow corn. It seemed fun 
to me, a kind of urban farming in the middle of the city. Including a small tractor, that 
would be an attractive image” – Eric. 

Goals, storytelling and influencing the initiative

For realizing the initiative on building lot 1 in IJburg, Eric had to convince the municipality 
of his initiative so they would facilitate it and provide financial support. In this chapter I 
will analyse how Eric communicated his initial idea in order to reach this goal and how 
his initiative got influenced by the municipal district Amsterdam East because of their 
power position. Besides that I will elaborate on how the initiative contributed to municipal 
strategies and perceptions concerning civic initiatives and derelict urban sites in general.

Getting facilitating support: how the municipality did not accept the idea and influenced the 
initiative. 
Eric’s first plan to grow corn on the whole site in the concept of urban farming was rejected 
by the municipality, because the initiative was supposed to involve civic participation and 
this initial plan was conceived as a commercial activity by municipal district Amsterdam 
East. And commercial activities were not allowed, whatever the level of green. Commercial 
activities will not be facilitated by the municipality because this would not be fair to other 
entrepreneurs in the neighbourhood who are paying rent for their location. However, a civil 
servant who was involved in the initiative’s process and will be called Amy, admits that 
there are examples of exception:

“Sometimes you have to consider the situation. If I recall the case of Zeeburgereiland 
[an island close to IJburg, created in the late 19th century (Ruimtelijkeplannen.nl 
2015)] we organized a competition for using a large piece of land to give the area 
a little appearance. In the end we meant to sell it. The winner could use a piece of 
land on the Zeeburgereiland for ten years, almost for free. Now there are driving cars 
with wind sails around. That is business, those guys are not just pursuing their hobby 
over there, they make money with it. But we were looking for a balance: how do we 
together profit most?” – Amy. 

It seemed that Eric’s plan was not convincing enough for the municipality, although they 
make exceptions sometimes. This might mean that the usage of derelict sites on IJburg 
does not have that much priority for the municipal district Amsterdam East, or it might say 
something about the persuasiveness of Eric’s storytelling. 
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Because of the rejection of his first idea, Eric started to look around for inspiration for a 
new idea and came across a firm that organizes activities on derelict sites in Rotterdam. 
Eric asked them to come to Amsterdam and help him in developing an initiative for the 
derelict site in front of his house. However, it would be a hassle for them so they did not 
agree. Eventually, Eric started to collaborate with two other parties; BuitenRuimte voor 
Contact (‘public space for meeting’ – a network which stimulates connectivity between 
people by working together on natural playgrounds to meet people and use public space 
(BuitenRuimte voor Contact 2015) – and De Gezonde Stad (‘the healthy city’) – the former 
Milieucentrum (centre for environment) in Amsterdam – which had similar plans for 
derelict sites in IJburg. Eric added the concepts of sustainable energy and urban farming 
to the initiative. Together they presented a plan to the municipality, which consisted of a 
vague sketch; no final plan was developed, so it left room for neighbours’ input.
Although the municipality reacted positively on the new plan, they also brought forward 
a new problem of project developers who could not relinquish building lot 20 on IJburg. 
Therefore, that building lot could not be used temporarily by civic initiatives anymore. 
Eric and the others were quite disappointed, but luckily the municipality came with an 
alternative in a short period of time; building lot 1, which was owned by the municipality 
so no other parties could interrupt the agreement of temporal use. Eventually they signed 
a user agreement for two years. The period of preparation took about one and a half years. 
The initiative for building lot 20 and later on building lot 1 was considered as a difficult 
project, both by Eric as by May. But because of a number of aspects present in Eric’s 
storytelling, mentioned by Eric and May, this project has convinced the municipal district 
Amsterdam East. 
First, the content was convincing. The initiative is about greening and sustainability. These 
are general concepts that give the municipality reason to facilitate the project. Besides 
that, these concepts are high on the political agenda, which strengthens this reason. 
The initiative contributes to the neighbourhood’s social fabric and it is supported by the 
neighbourhood. This was not directly the case with Eric’s first corn-growing plan. By 
incorporating these aspects, Eric shows that he is able to meet the municipal’s wishes and 
preconditions, the second aspect which helped to convince the municipality. In this way he 
is entering a dialogue with the municipality in his storytelling and story-making. 
The third aspect that is incorporated in Eric’s storytelling is that he explained the initiative 
in detail to the municipality, strengthened by attractive sketches, designs and posters (see 
for example appendix I). This showed the serious side of the initiative. Besides that, Eric 
himself is according to Amy a very enthusiastic but also phlegmatic person with a large 
social network. He knows how people and municipality work because of his professional 
background as politician. This gave Amy the confidence that the project would do well. 
The initiative needed a relatively large amount of financial support. A lot of patience and 
perseverance from especially Eric’s side were required to finally get enough subsidies. 
These aspects show the importance of how the story is told and what the background 
of the storyteller is for how the story is perceived by the listener (the municipality) and 
if it will convince the listener. Eric also mentions the importance of the relatively large 
amount of active civil servants the municipal district Amsterdam East has. This shows the 
importance of the listener for the storyteller to tell his story in confidence by having a high 
probability of success for the initiative.
Eric’s perseverance is also shown by the fact that when something is important to him, he 
really wants to go for it. This was for example the case with a small windmill which was 
part of the original plan and meant to educate children about sustainable energy. However, 
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this windmill was in the first place rejected by the municipality because there were no 
windmills allowed on land according to provincial policy (Municipality of Amsterdam 
2013). However, Eric felt that this windmill was very important for the initiative, so he 
chose a new strategy of storytelling: he engaged the media. To the media (local, regional 
and even national media) he told about the small, sympathetic windmill, constructed by 
children which was not allowed by the tuff guys of the province with their unsubstantiated 
policies. Although this storytelling to the media is in fact part of storytelling to the 
municipality to reach his goal (getting facilitating support), the way it is executed is totally 
different. Besides the means that are used, Eric mentioned the main difference in amount 
of content and focus:

“[communicating the initiative toward] the municipality is somewhat more detailed. 
It takes way more time to write and read that information. And that is something 
they prefer, they want to know the details. Being a journalist, you don’t want such a 
long story, otherwise everyone will quit reading after the third sentence. Then you 
need a nice image. Such a windmill is friendly, the children, that combination works 
well.” – Eric. 

Eventually, the initiators got permission to build the windmill. Partly due to this initiative 
an amendment was made on the provincial policy concerning windmills on land. Now 
windmills are sometimes allowed if they are smaller than seven metres. This shows that 
Eric’s storytelling to the media not only influenced the initiative because it contested the 
municipal rejection, but it also had its influence in other policy fields. 
The initiative showed to have some influence on municipal strategies and perceptions 
concerning civic initiatives using derelict sites in general. Amy mentioned that there are 
discussions going on within the municipality about promoting civic initiatives or not. 
There are people who are in favour of actively promoting the temporal use of derelict sites 
by citizens, however, experiences have proved that by doing this, expectations will be 
raised which cannot always be met. For example because people want to garden, which 
is not possible because the soil is not suitable and there is no money for remediation. 
This can cause disappointments. In that perspective, Eric’s initiative is also an example of 
disappointment because of expectations that were not met: the rejection of building lot 20. 
Although the municipality always wants to make clear the uncertainty of using these sites 
and the temporal aspect of it, it still feels contradictory for citizens if they are first invited 
to come with ideas and in the end are rejected by that same party. This initiative confirms 
the reason to take the direction of facilitating initiatives instead of a promoting direction. 
In that way, Eric’s initiative and the experience with disappointments around the rejection 
of building lot 20 is part of the story around civic initiatives using derelict sites in general 
for policy of the municipal district Amsterdam East. 
Amy reflected upon initiatives like this and realized that the municipality is closely involved 
in the start-up phase, but later on this gets less:

“When an initiative has been running for quite a while, which is in some cases 
even years, then we can lose track of what is happening, which parties are involved 
and if there are any redeemable opportunities. This asks for some kind of project 
management.” – Amy. 

This shows that by reflecting upon this and other initiatives, the future of the municipal 
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story concerning civic initiatives using derelict sites might be influenced by experiences 
and insights like these. 
Another aspect Amy realized after reflecting upon these initiatives and on municipal 
internal processes, was that these internal processes should be fine-tuned in order to 
create more opportunities for initiatives like this:

“We are in fact quite a large municipality and what happens within the city districts 
is mainly management and administration. And we have the services which develop 
policy, manage the land, develop urban programmes. We have a mayor and aldermen.. 
and the alignment of ambitions and projects is not always easy. This means that it 
can happen that at the end of the year, because of all kinds of financial movements, 
money will be available for some projects. […] And then the central city states that 
there is for example 100,000 euros available for greenery projects but you have just 
one week to sign in. Well, if you’re talking about fine-tuning, then this is something 
that can be improved.” – Amy.

In this way, the initiative of building lot 1 among other initiatives contributes to this 
reflection which in the future might lead to more coordinated internal processes within 
the municipality of Amsterdam. 
The initiative on building lot 1 contributed, together with other initiatives on derelict sites 
on IJburg, to the search for a civil society by the municipality of Amsterdam, where citizens 
are more and governments are less in control:

“I had faith in him [Eric] leading the initiative for about two years. […] You should 
sometimes accept that it might disappoint […], but if you never try than nothing 
happens anyway. […] And I think as city district we have to realize again and again 
that when you ask something from citizens, you have to give them something in 
return. That should be a balance. And if you grant a group of people something 
which seems to turn into another direction than expected, well, that’s the way it 
goes. And maybe they will stick their necks out some other time.” – Amy. 

In fact, the initiatives do not only contribute to this search for a civil society, they also 
reflect upon the needs and wishes of residents of the district and neighbourhoods in IJburg:

“The place [building lot 1] is in my opinion quite meaningful, it expresses how 
residents of IJburg look at their own neighbourhood. Of course only a few people 
are really participating in the place, but the fact that the place exists and is used says 
something about the need for these kind of places in neighbourhoods.” – Amy. 

In their turn, this insight influences policy for to-be-built districts in Amsterdam, for 
example the earlier mentioned Zeeburgereiland:

“[We had a meeting] about the central island and how it should look like. Well, I 
recognize an echo of these insights. Earlier phases of IJburg are evaluated and the 
ideas sometimes came from residents of IJburg first phase, who really say: in IJburg 
second phase we should be able to meet each other, where there’s more attention for 
sustainability, green, contact with the water.” – Amy.
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It might even influence the to-be-built building lots in IJburg first phase, where Amy 
heard ideas about smaller building volumes as a consequence. In this way the initiative on 
building lot 1 together with other initiatives on IJburg’s derelict sites might influence the 
story of other districts or the future of their own district and neighbourhood, even in the 
‘permanent’ plans. But shouldn’t these initiatives then be expanded since they can really 
evaluate the local need of residents? Amy warns for ‘unrolling’ these kind of initiatives in 
other places by the government:

“Something worked very well in Amsterdam North. Then we are going to ‘unroll’ this 
plan in the entire city. But it is not working anywhere of course. Why not? Because 
mister Janssen lives in Amsterdam North. And Eric lives in IJburg. It depends on a 
lot of very local aspects if something works or not.” – Amy.

As an alternative, Amy puts forward the possibility for governments to come with non-
finished spatial plans, where there is room for evaluation in the meantime so the final 
design will meet the local needs. The future will show how this story continues…

Getting support from neighbours and local residents: how neighbours and local residents got 
involved and influenced the initiative.
Because Eric’s initial idea was rejected because it was lacking civic participation, a new 
goal popped-up: getting support from neighbours and local residents. In the first place 
because this was a precondition for municipal support, but also because the initiative 
needed volunteers to work out the initiative in concept and to execute the initiative and 
manage the site, because Eric was not able to do it all by himself. In March 2013 the 
project started. There was just a vague sketch and no final plan was developed, because 
neighbours and other residents were asked to come with input. Together with residents 
– about ten people – they thought about the design of the site. Soon Ben, a teacher of 
the primary school which is situated next to building lot 1, joined their company. Ben put 
forward ideas about school gardens, which fit well in the concept of urban farming. 
The first aspect that was used by Eric (and the other parties that helped him in developing 
the initiative) to convince neighbours and local residents to support the initiative, concerned 
the content of the initiative. Eric emphasized that it would be a shame if the building lots 
are not in use in stony IJburg and that the building lots (both 20 and 1) are in close by:

“According to me, that is an important precondition for the success of these kind of 
civic initiatives. Otherwise it is no civic initiative. When it is not in your neighbourhood 
then you do not feel connected and it is physically too far away.” – Eric. 

Another aspect concerning the communication about the content of the initiative is that 
it unites different elements that different people favour, for example education, urban 
farming and greenery. This is an aspect that was acknowledged as important by one of 
the involved volunteers: a teacher of the neighbouring primary school, who will be called 
Roger from now on. The aspect is consistent with a part of Roger’s background story. The 
primary school has a programme for children including the themes science, nature and 
technology. Concerning the theme nature, Roger wants to replace some lessons by going 
outside and do research in school gardens and in the school’s environment. Besides that, 
the whole city of Amsterdam has a programme for children in the 6th grade of primary 
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school (age of children is nine to ten years), where they have their own gardens. There were 
no school gardens in IJburg yet, so Roger saw an opportunity in realizing school gardens 
for 6th grade children on building lot 1. 
A second aspect Eric emphasized in convincing neighbours and local residents of the 
initiative to get their support is the openness of the initiative. Although there was a first 
sketch made which was used in the first conversations with the municipality, the initiative 
was still open for a lot of input and changes by neighbours. Eric and his partners from 
BuitenRuimte voor Contact and De Gezonde Stad already started the initiative and placed 
a tent on the site where he invited neighbours to come with new ideas. In this way he 
showed the serious side of the initiative (not only talking but also acting) and made people 
think differently about the site in an active way. Eric mentions that a plan for an initiative 
like this should not be finished before asking people to support it, otherwise they will think 
that they are no longer necessary and you do not get any input or volunteers. 
Although Eric has put some effort in inviting neighbours and local residents to come with 
ideas, the success of the initiative can also be explained, according to Eric, by the fact that 
a large amount of active people live in IJburg. He connects this with the relative newness 
of the district and the first building phase with large sandy surfaces and hard winds, which 
almost forced people to think about using these pieces of land in a different way. IJburg 
provides the possibility to meet people easily; because of its physical characteristics (very 
accessible because of clear building blocks) and some good working (online) platforms, 
where people can post something quite easily, for example if they need help (see for 
example the online platform ‘Hallo IJburg’ – halloijburg.nl 2015). 
Besides the aspects of content and approach of the initiative, the aspect concerning the 
way the initiative was communicated and the way its story was told also had a large stake 
in getting support from neighbours and local residents. Eric mentioned that it is important 
to actively tell the story to anyone who might be interested, instead of just mumbling 
your ideas without any listeners. He did this for example by telling about the initiative on 
an information meeting for residents of IJburg, called ‘IJburg droomt, IJburg doet’ (see 
for more information about this community their facebook page – Ijburg droomt, IJburg 
doet 2015). Probably Eric’s professional background in communication and consultancy 
have influenced his success in communicating the initiative, but also the fact that he was 
participating himself in the implementation phase of the initiative might have convinced 
people. 
However, the consequence of his enthusiasm might also have downsides and is in that 
way influencing the initiative. Eric declared that finding volunteers for the initiative was 
quite hard because most of the volunteers do not like meetings. Thereby, it is an outdoor 
project and people do not show up when the weather is bad. Besides that, some people 
were disappointed after they heard that the gardens were public and not for private use. 
Also the uncertainty factor about the temporality of the use made some volunteers stop or 
pause their proceedings. This was for example the case for Roger and the primary school:

“We put some effort in developing the site. I spent two Saturdays on remediating 
soil and constructing a water-playset. Together with some children from 7th grade 
we prepared the first gardens in the autumn. […] In spring the 6th grades started to 
plant and manage the gardens. However, after summer holidays the plants did not 
grow so much because the soil was still too sandy and poor. At the same time it was 
unclear whether building lot 1 was still available for us or if it would be built soon. 
[…] In short, disappointing harvest and uncertainty about the continuation of the 
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project made the school decide to stop spending time and effort in the project until 
there was more clarity about the procedure.” – Roger. 

It is not Eric’s intention to manage the site day in day out, but due to his enthusiasm and 
the responsibility he takes for the initiatives, people might get the feeling that he will do 
everything and they do not have to do anything but just profit from the initiative. Also 
Roger is glad that his school can make use of the site without all the administration that it 
brings, although of course he puts a lot of effort in it in other ways. This brings a dilemma 
for Eric and maybe even for civic initiatives in general: according to Eric, enthusiasm and 
participating in the initiative from the start is necessary, otherwise nothing will happen. 
But after that it is hard to enthuse people for continuing and broadening the initiative. 
The initiative on building lot 1 develops in a context of a growing number of initiatives in 
IJburg. Eric already feels a possible downside of this growth, since there are in some way 
too many initiatives for too little volunteers and active people in IJburg. Eric notices a kind 
of ‘initiative-tiredness’ as a consequence of this. Initiatives that are fishing in the same 
pond of volunteers are almost competing. 

Summary
Eric as initiator of the initiative communicated his initial idea, which got influenced by the 
municipal district Amsterdam East and by neighbours and local residents because of their 
power positions. 
Experiences from municipal side tested Eric’s storytelling and the intentions of the 
initiative in relation to municipal ambitions. This chapter also showed different aspects in 
convincing storytelling: the content and approach of the initiative; the ability to meet other 
parties’ wishes and preconditions and therefore entering a dialogue with the listener; the 
way of storytelling – detailed, enthusiastic, phlegmatic, patient, active; interested listeners. 
Thereby, this chapter also showed that the way a story is told can influence the position 
of the storyteller in the initiative and it can influence how people react and participate. In 
this way it also influences the initiative itself.  Storytelling can exist of different kinds of 
storytelling, expressed by for example the windmill story to the media as part of storytelling 
to convince the municipality. In this way you may even speak of sub-storytelling. However, 
the way of storytelling is quite different; towards the municipality very detailed, while 
toward the media very focussed on just one subject. 
This chapter showed that the initiative contributes to municipal strategies and perceptions 
concerning civic initiatives and derelict sites in IJburg, for example by a shift in focus 
towards facilitating civic initiatives instead of promoting these. This initiative made the 
municipality reflect upon its internal processes concerning civic initiatives and contributed 
to the search for a civil society. The initiative also reflected upon the needs and wishes of 
residents of IJburg, which might influence future spatial strategies. 

Change in space/place perception

How did the place perception of different parties change over time in the IJburg case? 
And if it changed, when did this change took place and what could have been the role of 
telling the story of the initiative in this change? These are the guiding questions for this 
sub-chapter. 
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When IJburg first phase was just developed, the first shops and a school were situated in 
temporary buildings on building lot 1, until the permanent shopping centre and school were 
constructed. After that, the building lot became sandy again which made some neighbours 
complain about dust and wind. The site was sown with grass herbs and became neglected. 
Eric described his perception of the site at that time as neutral. This use of the place 
happened and he did not pay any attention to it. There were no positive nor negative 
feelings toward the site, so in that sense Eric perceived the site as space. 
Because of the initiative, Eric’s perception of the site changed:

“Of course for us it got more content. First it was a neutral site to us, like whatever. 
You did not even notice it. Now it is a place where we have a little piece of history. We 
did all kind of things, I know people because of it. So you associate it directly with 
all kinds of people and activities. […] From a neutral to a positive feeling.” – Eric. 

From this point of view, Eric’s perception of the site changed from space to place on micro 
level because he associates people and things that happened because of the initiative with 
that specific piece of land. Besides that, Eric mentioned that he is glad that the initiative 
moved from building lot 20 to building lot 1 because this lot is smaller, more clear, is more 
in plain view and is more easily accessible because it is next to the shopping centre. These 
aspects show an improved or intensified place perception on micro level because of its 
location in the neighbourhood.
However, Eric also declared that he liked other benefits of the initiative, for example the 
expansion of his social network: he got to know the neighbourhood and it’s people better. 
Besides that he mentioned that derelict sites on IJburg provide opportunities for other 
alternatives instead of just grass or dog walking fields. Derelict sites bring green into the 
neighbourhood. These aspects show a place perception on a meso level since it contributes 
to the whole neighbourhood or even the district. Also his favourable future situation for 
the site concerns a place perception on meso level; a green and natural use of the site is 
preferred because it would provide the neighbourhood with some breathing space. Eric 
cannot choose between a derelict site or a building for building lot 1, because a derelict 
site provides alternative opportunities for the neighbourhood, but a building brings more 
people with creative ideas and support for local entrepreneurs. Both are focussed on the 
site as service of the neighbourhood or district and are in that sense perceived on a meso 
level. 
Because it seems hard for Eric to keep the initiative alive all the time and his intentions are 
not to do it all by himself, there is a risk of a fall back. This is for example already expressed 
by huts made of willows, which are already naturalizing. Eric likes this development because 
it shows the dynamics of such a project. Therefore, it is hard to say how his perception of 
the site continues; probably the values and meanings Eric has with the place decrease on 
the moment he takes a step back from the initiative. But on the other side, he already shares 
a piece of history with it and might always feel kind of connected to it.
Civil servant Amy perceived the site before the initiative as a desolate corner of the district. 
Being located next to the shopping centre was even worse, because it kind of negatively 
influenced the environment of the shopping centre. Although this sounds negative, she did 
not have real negative associations with the site:

“No real bad and unsafe things happened which made us think we should do 
something about it. […] It was more about seizing opportunities.” – Amy. 
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This shows that Amy perceived the site as space. After the initiative started to use the site, 
Amy perceived the site in a more positive way on micro level:

“If you pass by the site, you get curious, you are stimulated […] to enter it. […] You 
get surprised in what you see. And I like the aspect of the place that it has potential 
for residents of IJburg to meet each other and do something.” – Amy.

Eric’s storytelling has contributed to this and is still contributing. In the first place because 
he mobilized people to help in constructing the initiative, but secondly because he is still 
organizing activities and workshops on the site, for example a workshop wicker braiding. 
In that way he is still telling the story of the initiative and actively encouraging people to 
participate. 
But, according to Amy, the initiative also influenced the neighbourhood and district IJburg:

“According to me, this is one of the pearls in IJburg. This is what you should strive 
for. That places like this arise that look like a ‘frayed edge’, but where good and nice 
things happen, which are bursting from energy. I think it adds value.” – Amy. 

In this way she perceives the site as a positive place on meso level; as a contribution to the 
neighbourhood. 
Roger, teacher of the primary school next to building lot 1, has been working there since 
the starting phase:

“This piece of IJburg has had all kinds of functions in the past ten years. Eight years 
ago I stepped out of the car on a sandbank, with my feet in the samphire. The school 
was located in containers, waiting for a permanent building. And there was a snack 
bar and a supermarket, also in containers. In short: a high level of beach-feelings, 
which was very nice.” – Roger. 

This implicates a positive place perception on meso level; not only the site contributed 
to this feeling, but the whole neighbourhood or even district. During the development 
of IJburg, the containers and temporary buildings disappeared and some sites became 
derelict and neglected. The beach-feelings disappeared some more for Roger and with 
that, his perception of the site as place. Although he gives value and meaning to the school 
next to building lot 1, he did not for the site itself. Therefore, his perception of the site on 
micro level changed to neutral; he perceived it as space.
Eric’s s storytelling contributed to Roger’s ambitions concerning gardening and green and 
because the initiative took place on building lot 1, his perception of this site changed from 
neutral to positive on micro level. 

Summary
Just like with the other cases of this research, different levels can be distinguished in the 
perception of place for the initiative on building lot 1: a place perception on micro level – 
specifically focussed on the site itself; a place perception on meso level – more focussed 
on a broader area, mainly the neighbourhood or district IJburg and; a place perception 
on macro level – more focussed on derelict sites in general on IJburg. A party can have 
multiple levels of place perception at the same time, but the focus or level of perception 
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can also change over time. 
None of the parties involved in this researched case perceived the site as a negative place 
before the initiative, all of them perceived it as space. Telling the idea of the initiative 
seemed to have a positive effect on the place perception of all parties in the way that they 
see the possibilities of the site. Implementation of the initiative and actual use of the site 
seemed to contribute more or at least further to a positive perception of the site, which 
indicates that they see it more as a positive place. All parties recognize the added value of 
a green place like building lot 1 now is to the stony district IJburg. 
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Figure 5.4: Impression of Chicken rondo in Zuidas Amsterdam.
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In the south of Amsterdam, in the business district of the city, an initiative called ‘Wij krijgen 
kippen’ (‘We’ll get chickens’) started a small chicken rondo in spring 2013. The initiative 
is located on a derelict site in the eastern part of the business area and accommodates 200 
chickens. Municipal services and commercial firms are involved in the project and signed a 
user agreement for two years with the possibility of extension of one to two years. 
One of the initiators of the initiative, who will be called Patrick, got the idea for the initiative 
after he built a henhouse for the children of a friend of his, who is also an initiator and will 
be called Jennifer. The children’s grandparents gave them a few chickens and they needed 
some shelter. The henhouse was placed on a piece of green at the bank where their floating 
house was located. Because other floating houses were located at this bank as well, the 
henhouse was visible and accessible for a lot of neighbours. A lot of people passed by and 
were interested in the henhouse. They started talking with each other about it. Patrick was 
surprised by how easy people connected because of such a henhouse. 
Today, a large chicken rondo is developed which accomodates 200 chickens in the business 
district Zuidas Amsterdam. The left page shows an impression of the initiative (figure 5.4). 

The initial idea – a story of the initiator’s ideals and motives

The story of the initial idea for the initiative starts with Patrick and Jennifer who were very 
interested in new forms of sustainable energy and had the ambition to develop Amsterdam 
and its transportation, residents and working environment in an energy-technologically 
smart design (Wij krijgen Kippen 2015). Another matter is the negativity behind the food 
that is coming from the bio-industry:

“In those times diseases occurred, like avian flu, mad cow disease and swine fever, 
and those images dominated the media. We cannot go on with these activities, those 
images were horrible and they say something about how we deal with our food 
production. Food scandals, you name it. In that sense it was also an inspiration  for 
a more small scale, neighbourhood-bound food production, so everybody knows 
where its food is coming from and nothing bad has happened to it” – Patrick.

Also the concept of derelict sites was an inducement for the initiative:

“What I think is poignant, is that all derelict sites eventually will be built with offices 
that remain empty. That is an insane phenomenon. […] Besides that, due to the crisis 
I think, those sites remain derelict for years and you could do something with them. 
Grow rapeseed or any kind of vegetables. That would provide a certain vitality to a 
city” – Patrick. 

Therefore, Patrick and Jennifer wanted to start a campaign to inform as many people as 
possible about closed cycle design food and energy production. A henhouse would provide 
physical attention to their campaign:

“Chicken manure could be used to produce energy. […] residents from the 
neighbourhood would bring their food left-overs which could be given to the chickens. 

5.4 Chicken rondo Zuidas
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This would fit in the recycle concept. The eggs would be distributed locally, and a 
solar panel could be placed on the roof to make it energy-neutral. In that sense it 
would be a closed cycle system. […] It would be an initiative that is founded on the 
neighbourhood. A farmer could organize events and make money with that. Space 
could be rented, selling chicken eggs, manure. It was quite a hermetical thing. […] In 
the end it would be supported and managed by the neighbourhood” – Patrick. 

They planned to locate the initiative on a derelict site in the ‘Zuidas’, the business area of 
Amsterdam:

“For me as an artist it seemed interesting, at the time the idea of the initiative arose, 
to keep chickens in Zuidas, the most expensive land in the Netherlands. I think it is 
interesting because it contains a conflict” – Patrick. 

The initial idea of the initiative can be summarized by three aspects:
1. the initiative should be sustainable because of its closed cycle design;
2. the initiative should be placed on a derelict site, and;
3. the initiative should be developed by and for neighbours.

Goals, storytelling and influencing the initiative

For the chicken rondo initiative, Patrick, Jennifer and some other initiators needed some 
parties to get involved to get the initiative executed. They needed permission from 
municipal service Zuidas, to use the site for civic initiatives. They applied for a national 
subsidy and therefore needed support from the municipal district South. And they needed 
supporting neighbours to get the neighbourhood involved, because the initial idea was that 
the project would be established by and for neighbours. 
In this subchapter I will explore how the initiative was communicated in order to reach 
these goals. I will show which aspects convinced these parties and if and how these 
parties used their power position to influence the initiative. I will also describe how the 
initiative contributed to municipal strategies and perceptions concerning civic initiatives 
and derelict urban sites in general.

Getting permission to use the site: how municipal service Zuidas got convinced and influenced 
the initiative. 
For permission for using the site, the initiative applied for support from the municipal 
service Zuidas, a separate service located in district South to boost the business area. 
The municipal service Zuidas is established to support and supervise the metropolitan 
project Zuidas. In 2030 Zuidas aspires to be the most ambitious and international oriented 
district in Amsterdam (Amsterdam Zuidas 2010) and is concerned with large projects such 
as developing offices and residential areas and tunnelling highway A10. In 2010 the new 
director of municipal service Zuidas proposed a program to stimulate liveliness in order 
to reach the vision of 2030 step by step. Therefore, the program 15 by 15 was developed 
which concerns fifteen small projects that should have been developed between 2010 
and 2015 and were focused on improving the current condition of Zuidas. One of these 
measures was about excavation management; reducing nuisance of building lots by for 
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example temporary use by other activities (Municipal Service Amsterdam Zuidas 2010). 
Therefore, requests for these kind of activities are handled at this municipal service. The 
municipal service is actively inviting citizens to come with ideas and initiatives, for example 
expressed by showing the availability of these derelict sites or building lots on a digital map 
on several websites, posts on Twitter and Facebook and so on.
Jennifer proposed the idea of the initiative in the starting phase to a civil servant of Zuidas, 
who will be called Sophie. They already knew each other as a business relation. Although 
the idea was quite small in the beginning – a henhouse of about 30 chickens for a few 
months  as an information point for sustainable energy – Sophie was already enthusiastic 
from the start. Important aspect was that the plan was well-thought and supported by 
attractive sketches made by Patrick (see for example appendix II). 
Projects that are developed within the 15 by 15 program contain four core values: they 
should be Amsterdam-like, international, ambitious an lively. Initiatives that address at 
least two of these four aspects are in general suitable for temporary use of space in 
Zuidas. The first idea for the chicken rondo initiative contained already two of these core 
values; Amsterdam-like, because it is there for the neighbourhood and for restaurant from 
Amsterdam, and lively because the chickens attract people to take a look or buy eggs. 
In the course of time the initiative grew in ambitions and gained a lot of attention in the 
media. This made even some large companies interested in becoming a partner. However, 
these parties did not want to take high risks and therefore the initiative got less ‘extreme’. 
Because the initiative concerned the life and health of animals and human beings, experts 
needed to be involved to carry the responsibility. Therefore, Rondeel – a firm that produces 
organic eggs – got involved as partner and with them some other parties like a large 
supermarket and some catering companies.
Although the municipal service Zuidas is not aiming to steer civic initiatives or co-develop 
them, this development was of course in favour of Zuidas en their ambitions. The initiative 
contributed to the humanity aspect of the area and would be a statement in terms of 
sustainability – another project of the 15 by 15 program. But because of the growth of 
the initiative, it also touched upon the two other core values of the program: international, 
because international firms were involved, and ambitious, because this up-scale project of 
200 chickens required for example an environmental permit comparable to permits used 
for large chicken farms. 
Sophie mentioned that the programme 15 by 15 was established for another – more hidden 
– reason:

“A basic industrial area, that is not Zuidas worthy. We pretend a high quality. […] 
Zuidas’ image used to be quite bad, because of the construction fraud. People are 
often biased about Zuidas. In this area only the money would count, with the large 
banks and the bonuses. It’s a vulnerable area because a lot of head offices are located 
in here. So, 15 by 15 also shows the other side and contributes to a change in image 
of the area.” – Sophie.

Zuidas wants to show that nice things happen in the area at the moment, resulting in 
another image that will be created in the media so the area will attract more businesses. 
This will contribute – according to the municipality of Amsterdam – to a vital, liveable and 
attractive area, but also to the competing position of Amsterdam in the Netherlands or 
even the world (Municipal Service Amsterdam Zuidas 2010).
Another reason for supporting the initiative of the chicken rondo was that it could contribute 
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to an improved image of the area Zuidas:

“It’s a very unusual thing for the Zuidas area. Chickens in Zuidas, chickens in the 
area where the biggest internationals are located. And because it’s so black and 
white it grabs people’s imagination and is picked up by the media. This changes 
people’s view of the area.” – Sophie. 

Therefore, the development of the initiative got more and more in line with the ambitions 
and expected benefits of Zuidas. However, this growth also changed the initial idea of 
the initiative a bit. The first idea of the initiative contained three aspects; it should be 
sustainable because of its closed cycle design, it should be placed on a derelict site and 
it should be developed by and for neighbours. The last aspect, however, got a bit lost, 
because the firm Rondeel is running the business after an exclusion of Wij krijgen Kippen 
as full partners of the project:

“If you inform the world about your initiative and we even won an award, then some 
parties knock on your door to show their interest. And on the moment you’re saying: 
okay, you’re a good party, then you become partners. Subsequently the conversations 
are about what those different partners should deposit in money, knowledge, time. 
At that moment you become full partners. […] Eventually everything was conceived 
and completed and we had to start building. At that moment we, as Wij krijgen 
Kippen, did not succeed in becoming full financial partners where after Rondeel 
said; then we’re going to do it our way. And that is what happened.” – Patrick.

Of course neighbours can still visit the place and pick up some fresh eggs, but they for 
example do not deliver food left-overs – or at least not enough – and therefore there is no 
question of a closed cycle design together with that neighbourhood. 
If the initiative wanted to keep this aspect of developing by and for neighbours, it should 
have been smaller according to Patrick so large firms would not be interested. Sophie 
acknowledges this as well, since the stakes are higher in a large project compared to a small 
project, because businesses invested and are therefore more dependent on the success of 
such a project. 
However, if the project stayed small like it was in the initial idea it would have affected the 
duration of the initiative:

“[If the initiative stayed small with about 30 chickens] we wouldn’t have supported 
it for five years, like we do now. We probably would have said that it would be nice 
for a year or so. [The difference is in] that it wouldn’t have been strong enough, that 
it wouldn’t have been financially independent. Then it would have been developed 
with some municipal budget and would it have been something for the meantime. 
More like an activity, not a real project.” – Sophie. 

This longer duration of the project however contributed to the other two aspects; carrying 
out the sustainability aspect and being placed on a derelict site. Now the initiative ‘Wij 
krijgen kippen’ had a platform to inform people about sustainable energy for a longer 
time and the initiative used a derelict site for a longer time. It was however still important 
that the project was temporary, even though it could last longer. If it would not have been 
temporary, the initiative probably could not have existed at all because the municipality 
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would not let them doing it permanently on that location. Another positive aspect was 
that the growth of the project also contributed to a plan to use more derelict sites across 
Amsterdam for chicken rondos to supply eggs all over Amsterdam.  
In this way, the initiative changed because of its growing ambitions and therefore it 
strengthened the image and competing position of municipal service Zuidas. One initial 
idea behind the initiative became a bit lost, but this ‘sacrifice’ contributed to two other 
motives and therefore steered the initiative in a certain direction. However, (yes, it is 
getting more complicated) the growth of the initiative in some way also contributed to the 
involvement of the neighbourhood. The reason for this is related to a change in location 
from the heart of Zuidas to the eastern part of Zuidas. The first plan was to locate the 
initiative in the heart of Zuidas to gain as much attention as possible. However, eventually 
this was not possible because the financial part was not complete in time and the municipal 
building agreements entered a permanent, definite phase. Therefore the initiators started 
looking for another location in Zuidas together with the municipal parties. Because of 
the preconditions for the location – the chicken rondo needed at  least a radius of 100 
metres non-built area -, there was only one option left: at the east side of Zuidas. This 
location was much greener and was more in use by local residents compared to the heart 
of Zuidas. Another initiative was also located in the neighbourhood: creative breeding 
ground Oldschool, which includes a restaurant and crop growing activities (Oldschool 
2015). A collaboration with this initiative started easily. 
Sophie acknowledges this contribution to involvement of the neighbourhood:

“For the neighbourhood over there, the residents, the students, the creative hotspot 
Oldschool, it is a big contribution. […] Before the initiative, nothing really happened 
over there. At the same time the chicken rondo was opened, some other initiatives 
took place as well, such as Oldschool, the opening of a tree garden and some 
allotment gardens. These boosted the area by giving it a face.” – Sophie. 

This experience with the initiative influenced Zuidas’ story in the sense that it contributed 
to their strategy concerning civic initiatives using derelict sites in Zuidas:

“What we used to do with initiatives was a bit over here and a bit over there, sports 
or arts, some for two years, some for a few months. But what we did at the eastern 
part of Zuidas with multiple initiatives at the same time, it gave a large boost to the 
whole area. Now we got inspired to also do multiple things in another area. In this 
way we are better able to promote the area.” – Sophie.
 

Sophie mentioned that some other aspects around the initiative convinced her to support 
the initiative. Besides the enthusiasm of the initiators, the fact that Sophie already knew 
Jennifer made her and the other initiators trustworthy. Another important aspect during 
the process was that all parties involved; the initiators; the municipal district South; Zuidas; 
the companies; the neighbours and so on, collaborated to make the initiative a success. 
The initiators got a large social network, which they used and expanded to be able to 
reach their goals. According to Sophie, social networking is essential for the success of 
an initiative, even more in these times of a withdrawing government. Sophie helps new 
initiators who do not have the (right) network by connecting them to people who might 
support the initiative. Besides that Zuidas works together with several parties to create a 
stage for upcoming initiatives. 
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There were also some aspects around the initiative that made Sophie doubt about 
permitting it. She worried in the beginning about nuisance caused by the chickens and the 
responsibility for those animals. The remote location might attract criminal activities, or 
the chickens would break out and run on the highway. Some risk management was needed 
to eventually gave permission to the initiative. 
Some other doubts concern Sophie’s experiences with other civic initiatives using derelict 
sites or public space in Zuidas:

“If things happen temporally, then these things come to an end. This temporality has 
as disadvantage in the final phase that people really like the initiative and it is a real 
success, which is sometimes negatively communicated on the moment it is over. That 
happened a few times.” – Sophie. 

When this negative communication was picked up by the media, it caused the opposite 
effect of what was initially intended. This discourages Sophie and governments in general 
in facilitating such initiatives. It makes Sophie think about the initiative and the amount 
of positive attention it creates compared to the possible negative consequences. However, 
Sophie still believes in a collaboration between governments and citizens, but it takes time 
to find out how this works best. The chicken rondo initiatives helps, together with other 
initiatives, in finding this way to collaboration. 
What also contributes to this search, is a network which has just set up in the municipality 
of Amsterdam in which Sophie is involved: the urban network for initiatives. Civil servants 
in Amsterdam noticed that it is sometimes hard to facilitate initiatives. The network is 
established to strengthen the collaboration between different parties and districts and have 
an overview of what is happening and how parties could help each other. Communication 
will be easier, know-how will be shared, which makes that not everybody has to start 
all over again with each initiative. The network is mainly focussed on communication 
and making contacts. For the initiative of the chicken rondo, the network might help 
in multiplying the number of chicken rondos all over Amsterdam on derelict sites. The 
network functions as a stage or stepping stone to increase the possibilities and strengthen 
the initiative. In this way the initiative contributed to the establishment of a network and 
therefore to the story of Amsterdam concerning civic initiatives using derelict sites, but this 
in turn might also contribute to the story of the initiative itself and its future of multiple 
chicken rondos. 

Getting support for subsidy and permission: how the municipal district South got convinced.
As part of the financial foundation of the initiative, the initiators applied for a national 
subsidy. To obtain this subsidy it was necessary to be supported by a city district and this 
city district should be part of the organization. Therefore, the initiators told their story of 
the initiative to municipal district South in order to get them involved and gain the national 
subsidy. Besides that, district South’s support was also needed for several permits. 
Important in this storytelling concerned the way of storytelling and the characteristics of 
the storytellers. In the first place, the name of the organization – Wij krijgen kippen (‘we’ll 
get chickens’) already attracted the district’s attention because it is such an unusual name. 
This works well in storytelling because it is catchy and sticks to people’s mind.
Just like toward municipal service Zuidas, the initiators strengthened their story by 
visualizing it with several attractive sketches made by Patrick. They also used other projects 
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as examples to show the opportunities of such a project. But above all, the enthusiasm of 
the storytellers was mentioned as an important aspect:

“Enthusiasm is a very important thing, it shows the human side of these processes. 
I think it is exactly where this is about. And then I already hear people say that you 
don’t buy anything with enthusiasm. That is true, but I could not describe it in a 
different way.” – Patrick. 

This argument counts not only for the storyteller, but also for the listener, in this case the 
municipal district South. For them this was a very interesting project in these times of 
changing society and growth in civic initiatives. Two civil servants involved in the project, 
who will be called Lisa and Sharon, were very enthusiastic and were really willing to listen. 
This made their collaboration work well. 
Because the municipal district was involved in the organization Wij krijgen Kippen, 
represented by  Lisa and Sharon, they felt more concerned with the project. This made that 
they committed themselves to the initiatives in more ways than strictly necessary. They did 
not only grant licences, but they for example also advised on legal matters. 
Another important aspect that convinced the municipal district South to support the 
initiative concerned the content of it, which matched the interests and ambitions of the 
district. Besides the fact that the initiative would support the neighbourhood and was 
supported by the neighbourhood, the sustainable aspect also really appealed to the 
listener, district South. The district’s alderman responsible for environmental issues was 
very interested in the energy issue. In the south of Amsterdam a lot of companies could 
switch to sustainable energy, so they were mainly interested in the sustainable energy part 
of the initiative. This is therefore an aspect that was emphasized in the storytelling toward 
the municipal district South.

Getting support from neighbours: how neighbours got convinced.
As mentioned earlier on, the change in location – from the heart of Zuidas to the eastern 
part of it – provided opportunities for the initiative to involve the neighbourhood. This site 
was located in a greener area, close to a residential area. The space around the site was 
already in use for leisure and was part of a green transition area with a bicycle route to the 
river Amstel. Also the combination with the other initiatives located in the eastern part of 
Zuidas distinguished the location from its former in the heart of Zuidas. 
One of the aspects of the initial idea of the initiative was that it should be supported by 
the neighbourhood. This is why the initiators presented their plan to the neighbourhood 
next to the site. In this presentation, mainly the neighbour-aspect of the initiative was 
emphasized, in which the collaboration with other initiatives like Oldschool worked like 
a magnet according to Patrick. An enthusiastic presentation, supported by attractive 
drawings, showed how neighbours could contribute, for example by adopting a chicken. 
These chickens were chosen for their human side, which strengthened this storytelling. 
Patrick mentioned that it was not very hard to inform the neighbourhood, since most of 
the people were very well informed about the developments on the site and made them 
understandable and interested listeners.
The storytelling resulted in a mainly positive neighbourhood,  which was not expected by 
Patrick. Only a few people were not interested, using words like “this is typically an idea 
for a provincial” – Patrick is originally coming from the peripheral province Limburg – , 
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but this group was too small to pay more attention to or change the storytelling strategy. 

Summary
The initiative of the chicken rondo on Zuidas grew because of storytelling; they attracted 
large firms which were able and more interested in financing a bigger project. The small 
initiative already matched some expected benefits for Zuidas. But the bigger initiative 
contributed even more. The growth changed the focus of the initiative; more towards 
sustainability and use of derelict sites, less towards neighbourhood support. 
This chapter showed that storytelling contributed to reaching goals because of the content 
of the initiative, which matched the interests and ambitions of the listeners. For example 
by bringing liveliness and contributing to the image and competing position of Zuidas and 
the involved large firms, or by showing the role of the neighbourhood which convinced 
neighbours and municipal district South. Or the sustainable aspect of the initiative, which 
appealed to several parties. 
Also the way a story is told is very important; enthusiastic, trustworthy and being involved 
in a large social network. The storytelling itself got supported by attractive sketches which 
enabled people to talk about something visible. Also the name of the organization Wij 
krijgen kippen strengthened the storytelling, since it attracted people’s attention. But not 
only the storyteller is important for the story of the initiative, also the listener. All parties 
were very interested en enthusiastic and therefore really willing to listen and contribute to 
the initiative’s story. 
The initiative itself influenced the municipal story concerning civic initiatives using derelict 
sites because it contributed to their future strategies, for example for Zuidas to combine 
initiatives at one place at the same time, it contributed to the search for collaboration 
between governments and citizens in general and it contributed to the establishment of a 
social urban network for initiatives. 

Change in space/place perception

An analysis on how different parties perceived the derelict site as space or place and if this 
changed over time will be elaborated in this sub-chapter. If this perception changed, I will 
explore when this change took place and what the role of storytelling might have been in 
this change.
Already before the initiative, Patrick perceived derelict sites and empty offices mainly as 
missed opportunities and therefore quite negative. With this initiative, Patrick wanted to 
do something about this by showing the opportunities such terrains provide:

“We showed them that these derelict sites can be used in a different way. And I think 
we changed their [municipal district South and Zuidas] minds a bit. They were not 
thinking of temporal use of building lots, they just wanted to sell it. But if you use it, 
it gets media attention and it will be used, you can even ask for rent. Maybe not the 
millions you expected before, but if you don’t do anything remains empty. Then you 
can do something with it.” – Patrick. 

Because the municipality facilitated the initiative, they showed their willingness to do 
something with these arguments and use these derelict sites temporarily. In this way this 
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willingness might have contributed to a more positive place or space perception of derelict 
sites in general, on macro level. 
Because the initiative is now run by large firms like Rondeel, Patrick – as one of the 
initiators – is not concerned with the initiative and the site anymore and moved his focus 
towards his artistic works. It is therefore hard to say if he ever perceived the site as place 
anyway. He acknowledged that for him it was more about the initiative and less about that 
specific location, although their interest was in a location in Zuidas. From this you might 
conclude that he did not perceive the site as place on micro level nor on meso level, because 
he does not use the place himself. His perception of Zuidas as negative place – expressed 
by words like ‘an incestuous monster where large companies cluster without even knowing 
why’ – might have changed a little bit, although just as a starting point toward a more 
varied environment with residents, shops, local entrepreneurs, urban farming in a closed 
cycle design as Patrick’s ideal. 
Part of Sophie’s job is to facilitate initiatives in Zuidas, which already made her look 
different at derelict sites in general. She sees the opportunities these sites provide for 
temporary use to improve the liveliness of an area. In this way she perceives these derelict 
sites in Zuidas as places on meso level; as potential places to improve the attractiveness of 
Zuidas in many different ways. 
Before the initiative, Sophie did not share specific values or meanings with the location on 
micro level. It was part of the area Zuidas and therefore part of her work area, which she 
perceived as space. After the construction of the chicken rondo, she visits the place quite 
often:

“I really like the place, I visit it quite often, also because of my job. […] I get a lot of 
requests from start-ups to use a part of the building for meetings. […] Therefore I 
go there often, have dinner in the restaurant with business partners and I will show 
them around. […] This totally changed my image of the location.” – Sophie. 

In this way she gives value and meaning to the site on micro level – and thus perceives it as 
place –  because of the social contacts and activities she undertakes over there. 
Besides that, Sophie noticed that the initiative gave a boost to the whole area  and its 
surrounding neighbourhood. She perceives this from her professional point of view, her job 
as civil servant, to which the initiative contributed positively. In this way she perceives the 
site indirectly as place on meso level. 

Summary
In the perception of place, different levels can be distinguished: a place perception on 
micro level – specifically focussed on the site itself; a place perception on meso level – 
more focussed on a broader area, mainly Zuidas; a place perception on macro level – more 
focussed on derelict sites in general. A party can have multiple levels of place perception 
at the same time, but the focus or level of perceptions can also change over time. 
Because Patrick is not so much involved in the initiative after its construction, he never 
perceived the site as place. His negative perception of Zuidas – on meso level – might have 
been influenced a little bit by the initiative because it showed that parties are willing to 
change toward a more varied environment for Zuidas. However, this is hard to say. 
Sophie perceived the site as space before the initiative. Because of the storytelling she saw 
some opportunities for Zuidas and therefore perceived the site on a meso level. This feeling 
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grew after the construction of the chicken rondo, since it gave a boost to the whole area. 
After the implementation of the initiative, she also perceived the site as place on micro 
level because she visits it often and undertakes social contacts and activities at the site and 
therefore giving value and meaning to the place. 
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Figure 5.5: Impression of children’s farm Nieuw Rotsoord in Utrecht.
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In district Hoograven in the south of Utrecht, a children’s farm called ‘Nieuw Rotsoord’  
has developed around ten years ago as a civic initiative on a derelict site. It has the size of 
about 1.5 hectares and keeps birds, sheep, goats, bees and rodents. Visitors can meet in 
the tea room, there is a possibility to picnic in an orchard, play music in a music bunker, do 
workshops, or play in the natural playground (Nieuw Rotsoord 2015). The site is owned by 
the municipality of Utrecht and they subsidize the initiative, which is full-time managed by 
a mother of two kids living in the neighbourhood. 
One of the initiators of the initiative is still the manager today, who will be called Sheila. 
The initiative is located on a former laundry. The main building of the children’s farm is 
now situated where the laundry buildings used to be, while the adjacent gardens formed 
the bleaching fields in those times. After the factory closed in 1974 (Municipality of 
Utrecht 2011), the site became derelict and in the end got occupied by a few people. They 
developed a children’s farm, which was first tolerated and later on even taken over by the 
municipality who also paid the managers. 
Although the site was quite large, only a small part was publicly accessible and the 
buildings where not included. The managers drew their income from raising sheep and 
goats. Sheila visited the children’s farm regularly with her little children. At the end of 
2003 the managers left and the site became derelict again. Most of the pens were broken 
down and even the electricity was pulled away. There was almost nothing left, which made 
the municipality decide to tear everything down and eventually rebuild it with apartments. 
However, some residents from the neighbourhood, including Sheila, wanted to keep the 
children’s farm, at least until the houses would be built.
Nowadays the children’s farm already celebrated its tenth anniversary. The left page 
provides an impression of the initiative (figure 5.5). 

The initial idea – a story of the initiator’s ideals and motives

The story behind the initial idea of the initiative starts in this case with the situation of an 
abandoned children’s farm which should be on the long term replaced by buildings. Many 
residents, among them Sheila, favoured the former situation with the children’s farm. 
Sheila even thought about volunteering in the former children’s farm:

“It started with my son who proposed to live on Rotsoord. I was thinking, living there 
was not an option, but working there could be. […] When those former managers 
were running the place I was thinking about volunteering, but eventually I was not 
interested because those people were quite negative and I did not like that. So it 
mainly had to do with those persons.” – Sheila. 

However, when the site became derelict, Sheila had several reasons to apply for managing 
the site as a children’s farm:

“Well, I like to work independently. I worked as a microbiology-analyst with a lot of 
bosses above me. […] and I wanted to have a farm for myself, but I could not afford 
that. So this would be a nice alternative, a children’s farm. My children came here 
very often. It is a green place for the children, because that is something I would like 

5.5 Children´s farm Nieuw Rotsoord
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them to grow up in. The city has a lot of advantages, but green is also important to 
me. Well, that is what I could provide them via this children’s farm. […] The fact that 
I could perform my hobbies as my job appealed to me. I liked engaging with animals, 
people. I already made oils, vinegars, herbs, stuff like that.” – Sheila.  

Thus, the final aim for Sheila was to continue the children’s farm as a green place in the 
neighbourhood.

Goals, storytelling and influencing the initiative

For the initiative of children’s farm Nieuw Rotsoord, Sheila and the other initiators needed 
some parties to get involved to get the initiative executed in the way it is right now. They 
needed permission from the municipality of Utrecht to manage the children’s farm and 
they needed their facilitating and financial support. Besides that, they needed support from 
neighbours and local residents; in the first place to show the municipality that the initiative 
has widespread support, but also because they needed volunteers to run the farm. 
In this chapter I will analyse how Sheila and the other initiators communicated the initiative 
in order to reach these goals. Because the initiative started already quite a long time ago, 
the information of how the storytelling in the beginning took place is not that fresh and 
there are no documents left that can be consulted from these times. However, this case 
is still interesting to research because it does tell something about storytelling of a civic 
initiative using a derelict site on the long run – even longer than expected. Therefore, I 
will elaborate on how the storytelling started and how the earlier mentioned goals were 
reached, but I will also elaborate on how the storytelling developed, had (unexpected) side-
effects and sometimes even changed. 

Getting facilitating and financial support: how the municipality got convinced and how the 
initiative contributed to their strategies and perceptions.
In communicating the initiative toward the municipality to convince them and getting their 
support, Sheila and the others emphasized a few aspects, which are also recognized by 
the civil servant who was closely involved in the process from the beginning, who will be 
called John. 
The first aspects Sheila emphasized concern the content of the initiative; it was an initiative 
coming from local residents and the former children’s farm used to be quite popular. 
Besides that, the site formed a pleasant green oasis in a stony and urban environment. 
John adds to this the size of the initiative, the diversity, the many different functions and 
the wide range of visitors that impressed. One of the tasks of a municipal district, like 
district South where this initiative takes place, is to look beyond the scope of regular rules 
and policy and see if initiatives like this are possible. In that way they connect the district’s 
dynamics with the municipal logics, most of the time by making use of a liveability budget, 
which was also used for project Westkust, another case in this research.
The second aspect that convinced was the way the initiative was communicated. Different 
means were used to show the neighbours’ support and emphasize the urgency of the 
initiative, such as signatures, posts in newspapers and flyers. Most important aspect they 
emphasized was Nieuw Rotsoord as the green and unique meeting place in Utrecht south. 
The municipality agreed with their proposal, whereby a user agreement was signed for 
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three years. Sheila became the manager and wrote a plan for the initiative. 
The first time Sheila and the other initiators entered the location, they were impressed by 
the size and opportunities of it. It was such a shame that only a small part of the site used 
to be accessible for visitors. The initiators’ vision was to create a place to meet each other, 
for everybody. Also for people who do not have much to spend. Commercially exploiting it 
was therefore not an option because it would higher prices which would exclude a group of 
people. This vision had influence on the design of the site; a large terrace so visitors could 
sit and relax and feel welcome, a natural playground for the children, herb-gardens and a 
protected orchard for picnicking. 
The initiative grew step by step, addressing the needs and wishes of visitors and neighbours:

“You notice the opportunities and the pleasantness of the terrain. The tea room 
was not included in our first plan, but we have realized it right now. Just because the 
site lends itself perfectly for it. People loved to sit here and did not want to leave, 
which made us think; we should provide more eating and drinking facilities. […] 
Opportunities are seized nowadays, more than in the beginning.  That is something 
that has to grow. When the children’s farm was running well, we were looking for 
the next challenge. And now the tea room is running well, so now the renovation of 
the main building will be the next challenge.” – Sheila. 

However, the survival of the initiative got threatened after approximately two years. Telling 
the story of the initiative became very important when the municipality developed plans 
to build houses on the site. Where it was before the development of the initiative just 
sufficient to tell the council about the initiative, this probably wouldn’t have been enough 
when the municipality came with these building plans. Therefore, they punctuated their 
storytelling:

“When they had plans to build over here, we said to them: come and take a look at 
what you are talking about. Because they decide about it on a distance. Come and 
walk around the farm, soak up the atmosphere and see what you are talking about. 
[…] And that is what happened; civil servants and aldermen visited the site and 
eventually they were convinced to cancel the plans.” – Sheila. 

This shows that just communicating the initiative and its added value to the municipality 
– both to civil servants and politicians – by just telling about it wasn’t enough to convince 
the municipality to stop their plans. The convincing element was the real-life experience in 
the storytelling, strengthened by the shown support from neighbours and visitors. 
Behind this changing of plans is a also political story. In the first years of the initiative 
there was no economic crisis. Space in Utrecht was scarce and pressure on the housing 
market was high. Therefore, the site of Nieuw Rotsoord was always part of a political 
question: making money with it or not? At the time those building plans were developed, 
an alderman of a conservative party was responsible. However, probably some lobbies in 
the background by a left-wing district alderman was one of the reasons why these plans 
were not executed and that the children’s farm could continue. 
John links the situation of Utrecht before the crisis – with its scarcity of derelict sites due 
to the pressure on space – to a lag in policy concerning civic initiatives using derelict sites 
nowadays, compared to cities like Amsterdam and Rotterdam which have large harbour 
areas where these kind of initiatives already took place for a long time. Nieuw Rotsoord was 
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back then one of a few civic initiatives in Utrecht and therefore might play an interesting 
role in the municipal story concerning the development of policy around civic initiatives 
using derelict sites. 
The fact that the initiative was threatened by municipal building plans did not negatively 
influence the initiative. In fact, it even brought opportunities:

“When the site was debated again, a lot of neighbours fought hard for the 
initiative. Then a landscape architect engaged in joined-up thinking and some more 
knowledgeable people, who wouldn’t show up normally. So the fact that we were 
threatened created opportunities to professionalize the initiative.” – Sheila. 

This professionalization is also for example expressed by a foundation that has been set 
up, including its associated administration. John adds to this that another strength of the 
initiative is that it did not professionalize too much and therefore kept its authenticity, 
something he is aware of because of his experiences with other foundations:

“In the case of a foundation, […] you see often a kind of professionalization because 
they face more and more issues. You need an administration, you need more money, 
you need more volunteers. It gets bigger and bigger and bigger. Then it is the trick 
that such a club does not go too far, because then it becomes one of the many social 
organizations, while one of the strengths is the initiative’s authenticity.” – John.

As a civil servant, John advised the initiators about their professionalization and used his 
past experiences with other initiatives and projects for this. Sometimes he advised them 
to work a bit harder, but most of the times the municipal district South itself had some 
difficulty in keeping up with the initiative of Nieuw Rotsoord in meeting their needs and 
wishes. 
Another aspect that was important for the success of the initiative was the perseverance 
of the initiators in their storytelling and believe in the initiative. Especially when the 
municipality had building plans for the second time, Sheila and the other initiators pulled 
out again all the stops to stop them. This made some neighbours despondent, but in the 
end it worked out well. 
The initiative started quite small, but expanded step by step. According to Sheila and John 
this is also one of the strengths of the initiative. It made the initiative keep its authenticity, but 
it also ensured that different people with different interests got attracted. This contributed 
to the diversity and social strength of the initiative. John mentions the important role or 
Sheila, because she is very dedicated to the initiative but is also able to delegate. John has 
some experiences with other initiatives that show the opposite and the negative influence 
this had on those initiatives:

“Other initiatives involve those kind of people, but they are not able to delegate. 
They run the initiative, but end up in fights with other parties.” – John.

The convincing aspects in the story and storytelling of Sheila and the other initiators so 
far are both acknowledged by Sheila and John. However, another aspect which was quite 
important for the municipal permission for the initiative was that it fitted very well in a 
developed vision for the whole industrial area Rotsoord, where Nieuw Rotsoord is located 
in:
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“We had ideas of Rotsoord as being little Berlin. We perceived it as an area where 
things were possible that would not be possible somewhere else in the city. A kind of 
messy zone against the inner city, with a lot of different characteristics and different 
uses. […] If the municipality had the intention to develop that area, then they should 
keep these distinctive characteristics. […] We thought this initiative would fit in that 
picture of the neighbourhood.” – John. 

This shows that ambitions from different parties are coming together in the initiative of 
Nieuw Rotsoord. Eventually, according to Sheila and John, the initiative might have even 
contributed to the the whole area Rotsoord, because it prevented the site from being built. 
If these plans were executed, probably a large part of Rotsoord would have been involved 
in these building activities. Because of the economic crisis some other derelict sites in 
Rotsoord became in use by small, local and creative initiatives, which has contributed 
to the total atmosphere of the area. However, the new train station Vaartsche Rijn which 
is situated close to the area and will open soon might steer the storyline of Rotsoord in 
another direction, since it will upgrade the accessibility of the area and therefore might 
attract (large) businesses. Or it might strengthen the current small-scale characteristic of 
the area and develops in a direction such as the Kop van Zuid in Rotterdam (see for an 
impression Rotterdam Kop van Zuid 2015). The future will tell…
As earlier mentioned, the initiative got permission to run the initiative. First for three years 
and after that a user agreement was signed for ten years. For the start-up of the project, the 
initiative got some money from the municipal liveability budget. However, for the longer 
term they should run it financially independent. The initiative started small and Sheila was 
back then the only paid employee. Nowadays they work with four part-time employees. 
However, because of the economic crisis the initiative should run with less subsidy. This 
would mean that they should cut in employees, but this would make the initiative more 
vulnerable:

“I got ill some day for a few months and all the work was for just one person. And 
you still need your professionals who take care of the animals and who know the ins 
and outs of law en legislation.” – Sheila.

In addition, during the years of the initiative, the number of laws and legislation they were 
facing grew and asked for professional assistance. It would have been much harder to 
structure the initiative if it will only be run by volunteers, because professionals bring back 
the risks to a minimum. The initiative of Nieuw Rotsoord showed that they are flexible 
enough so far to deal with cuts and financial independency and still carry out their aim of 
being a green meeting place for everybody. This might explain partly the long run success 
of the initiative. However, external influences like larger cuts or growing legislation can 
still negatively influence the story of the initiative. 
Another aspect that might explain the long run success of the initiative is that the initiative 
did not only get support from the municipality, but they also helped them in some way in 
return:

“Some buildings were already located on the site, and if there would not have 
been an initiative, the municipality had to break down these buildings. […] And 
that orchard, everybody acknowledged its quality. If there would not have been an 
initiative, it probably would have been fenced and got neglected. Those buildings 
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would collapse and those trees would not be maintained anymore. Therefore, the 
municipal maintenance service was in favour of a temporal organization of private 
management.” – John. 

 At the time the site became derelict, there were buildings and a nice orchard located on it. 
If there would not have been an initiative, a municipal service probably had to break down 
the buildings and orchard to prevent it from being neglected. This would have cost money 
and because of the initiative this money was saved.
John and others from the municipal district South helped the initiative in developing a 
finance strategy, in each step of the process, every time they started a new project within 
the initiative (such as the renovation and the tea room). In return, Nieuw Rotsoord helped 
the district if they had questions about for example public green. Sheila advised and even 
wrote plans for other projects. This aspect is an example of what could explain the long run 
of the initiative; Sheila is showing her willingness to help and therefore keeps the initiative 
going.
The initiative also shows that it is sometimes capable of what some professional welfare 
organizations should be but are not capable of:

“What we as a municipality would like to see from professional welfare organizations, 
is now done by this initiative. […] With traditional welfare organizations we have 
all kinds of agreements for subsidies, performances, year plans, they are checked 
by an accountant. I think they are in that way too much part of the ‘systematic 
world’, while Nieuw Rotsoord is still part of the ‘experience world’. If they get part 
of that ‘systematic world’ then they will be like those other organizations and they 
will be victims of their own success. So there is a tension between the amount of 
professionalization and authenticity. I think they did quite well so far.” – John. 

This insight might help John in managing and advising other civic initiatives and therefore 
contributed to his strategies and perceptions around civic initiatives using derelict sites in 
general. 
The initiative Nieuw Rotsoord contributed to the municipal strategies and perceptions 
around civic initiatives using derelict sites in general in some more ways. Since a few years, 
national, regional and local policy is focussed on a withdrawing government and giving 
more control to initiatives from citizens. For Utrecht, this meant a reorganization within the 
municipality; not only the district councils should have the task to facilitate civic initiatives, 
all municipal services should collaborate with citizens. John noticed that nowadays, the 
problem is not that there are not enough civic initiatives, but he feels that the municipality 
is not ready yet to deal with this change and needs some flexibility to trigger this change 
in organization and deal with these new developments. They have faced some difficulties, 
for example expressed by the relation between the council and the aldermen. Due to these 
new developments, the aldermen started to withdraw their power and leave it more to 
the initiative of citizens. However, sometimes things went wrong, but the aldermen were 
still held responsible by the council. This caused a step back; aldermen performed the risk 
management they used to do. Besides that, civil servants are facing a dilemma: they should 
represent the public interest, while they facilitate particular initiatives (and sometimes 
select them).This is a policy paradox and initiatives like Nieuw Rotsoord contribute to the 
search for new power balances and policy making; a new storyline.
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Getting support from neighbours: how neighbours and volunteers got convinced and 
influenced the storytelling.
Another goal for the initiators of Nieuw Rotsoord was to get support for the initiative 
from neighbours to show to the municipality and get permission for starting and later on 
continuing the initiative. In addition, it was important to find volunteers to get the initiative 
running.
As mentioned earlier, the initiative started quite small and the initiators got their support 
by actively collecting signatures from neighbours. What contributed was that there were 
actions across the city to protect green spaces against municipal building plans and a 
lot of people knew Nieuw Rotsoord. Because the children’s farm was threatened in its 
existence, a lot of people were willing to volunteer for the initiative. From the start it was 
a real civic initiative, supported by neighbours and local residents. Through the years the 
initiative started to grow and expanded its activities and projects. More employees started 
to work for the initiative and it professionalized. Like stated before, this brought some 
opportunities. However, it also had kind of a downside: 

“Now we are working with four part-time employees, so that is a big difference 
compared to the start, because back then I had the responsibility for all the work. 
But the other side shows , because it is more professional right now, that people from 
the neighbourhood are thinking: Nieuw Rotsoord will do it.” – Sheila. 

Today it is harder to find volunteers for the weekends or to organize activities. This shows 
that the conditions from the beginning have changed, which influenced the initiative. This 
has something to do with the timeframe of the initiative; a new generation and new families 
are visiting Nieuw Rotsoord nowadays and they probably do not even know or realize that 
it started as a civic initiative and is still run by volunteers. Therefore, the initiative needed 
a new kind of storytelling to show this civic side and to get more support from volunteers. 
This time not by really telling it, but by the opposite: 

“Some time ago we had a midsummer night’s festival, one of the biggest events in 
the neighbourhood. We as managers did not have the energy to organize it this year, 
so we decided not to do it. And that was the first time the neighbourhood said: we 
will organize it. And eventually the whole festival was organized by local residents.” 
– Sheila. 

Sheila and the other managers wanted the initiative to be a civic initiative again and they 
were telling this story by withdrawing. By doing this they made the neighbours realize 
again that it is their civic initiative, run by volunteers.
With the renovation of the main building, Sheila and the others are planning to do this 
together with neighbours and volunteers. They keep the ‘withdrawing’ strategy; the 
renovation starts if people want to help, otherwise it will not start and the initiative will 
not have right to exist according to Sheila. 
Another aspect that is contributing to the number of volunteers that work for the initiative 
is the collaboration with other parties. Nieuw Rotsoord contributed to municipal initiatives 
like Rotsoord.nu, which was developed to brand the area Rotsoord. A lot of activities were 
organized in Nieuw Rotsoord because of its green and pleasant character. Rotsoord.nu 
also started an initiative to stimulate mutual benefits for companies and organizations 
located in Rotsoord. For Nieuw Rotsoord this resulted in a collaboration with different 
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parties such as the library, a primary school and a retirement home. These collaborations 
contribute to the diversity and popularity of the initiative and therefore contribute to the 
continuation of the initiative’s story. 

Summary
To reach certain goals for the realization of the Nieuw Rotsoord initiative, a few aspects 
were important. First, the content of the initiative, which matched interests of both 
parties. Second, the way a story is told to be convincing, in this case very active and 
with perseverance. At important moments the storytelling by real-life experience was 
used to convince civil servants and politicians. The initiative Nieuw Rotsoord shows 
a possible political lobby behind the scene to stop the building plans. Also the level of 
professionalization, ability to delegate and a step-by-step growth are perceived as factors 
of success for the initiative, influenced and reflected upon by John because of his 
experiences in the past. Also the fact that the initiative fitted well in an already developed 
spatial vision for Rotsoord – as part of the municipal story – is a reason for its permission 
to start. This municipal story influenced the initiative from the start, but is still influencing 
it because of its subsidies and legislation. The initiative’s story continues due to a good 
relationship between initiator and municipality, expressed by help in return. The initiative 
even contributes to municipal strategies and perceptions concerning civic initiatives using 
derelict sites in general since the experiences with the process of Nieuw rotsoord might 
help to develop policies and strategies concerning this aspect in the future. The storytelling 
to get support from volunteers changed from active and being involved as volunteer to 
withdrawing and showing new generations the existence and importance of volunteers. 
New volunteers are connected to the initiative by collaborating with other parties and 
initiatives and thereby telling the story of the initiative to them.  

Change in space/place perception

How did different parties perceive the derelict site as space or place before and after the 
initiative? This sub-chapter will elaborate more on this question. Thereby, if a change in 
perception took place, is described when this change took place and what the role of 
storytelling might have been in this change.
Before the initiative, Sheila visited the children’s farm quite often with her children. In 
these times she perceived the site as positive place on micro level, although she also 
had some negative associations because of the former managers. When the site became 
derelict and she started the initiative, she noticed the high potential of the site to please 
more people from the neighbourhood and bring them together. In this way the initiative is 
of greater significance for the neighbourhood and district, which broadened Sheila’s place 
perception to meso level. 
The story of the initiative, Sheila’s involvement in it and the success she perceived also 
have had influence of how she looks at derelict sites in general:

“A lot of times, I think: you could do this or that with it, so much more. Before this 
initiative I did not pay so much attention to it.” – Sheila. 

Now, Sheila looks at derelict sites as places with opportunities:
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“It could be a place for the neighbourhood. It can be used, instead of just lying 
there. […] Throw some flower seeds for example, that would make it already a lot 
more attractive. It should have added value. And it does not necessarily have to be 
permanent, a few years is fine as well.” – Sheila. 

In this way, Sheila perceives derelict sites as potential places in general and thus on 
macro level, although she does not see a role for herself in tackling this issue because she 
mentioned she is too busy with her own initiative. This shows that her place perception on 
micro (and meso) level is more than on macro level.  
John was not very familiar with the site before the initiative. He heard some complaints 
about the a messy place. John remembered that one time the municipality had a plans to 
do something about that messiness:

“From municipal side some ideas were developed – which is typically municipal; 
people from the spatial field look at it and suggest to change all the different fences 
by one style fence. […] In some areas that would work very well, if you design public 
space in a certain way that has quality. But this is an area where you should not do 
that.” – John. 

Before the initiative, John did not give special value or meaning to the site and therefore 
perceived it as space. John’s impression of the site changed in a positive way because 
of the initiative. Nieuw Rotsoord now is a place that connects people from the whole 
neighbourhood and fits really well in the area Rotsoord because of its uniqueness:

“The size, the diversity, the different functions, the visitors.. We as municipality 
have to do with welfare organizations that fulfil those kind of functions. And what 
we would like to see being done by those welfare organizations, is Nieuw Rotsoord 
doing. A meeting function, a wide audience, bringing together different people with 
different backgrounds. A place where people feel at home.” – John. 

Therefore, John perceives the site more on a meso level as a positive place. However, 
the question is if John really adds value to the place itself, because he is not a frequent 
visitor and does not live in the neighbourhood. He noticed that the place provides more 
possibilities to give value and meaning to for other people, for neighbours, because of his 
job. Because of the initiative on that site, he succeeded in his job and therefore he indirectly 
values the place and gives meaning to it. 
John’s look at derelict sites in general has changed through the years. He perceives them as 
places with possibilities for temporal use. The initiative Nieuw Rotsoord has contributed 
to this. Although he looks with a jealous eye to for example Amsterdam, because he has 
the feeling that this city is more advanced in seizing opportunities concerning this issue. 

Summary
This sub-chapter showed how both Sheila’s and John’s perceptions of the site have changed 
because of the initiative. Although Sheila already perceived the site as place before the 
initiative, the initiative contributed to a more positive and a broader perception of place; 
from micro to meso and even macro level. John’s perception mainly changed from space to 
(indirect) place on meso and macro level. 
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In the previous chapter, for each separate case sub-research questions 1-4 are answered. 
An overview of all cases and their main aspects are presented in table 6.1. All cases have 
shown their uniqueness, which makes them in that way not comparable. However, there 
are some similarities between the cases, which will be described in this chapter. These 
similarities are on a more abstract level and they differ in precise interpretation for each 
case. In this chapter I will elaborate a cross-case analysis to draw cross-case conclusions 
for sub-research questions 1-4. In this way will be shown how stories and storytelling of 
different parties involved in civic initiatives contribute to place-making of derelict sites in 
Amsterdam and Utrecht. Just like the division in the previous chapter for each case, this 
chapter is also divided in sub-chapters: ‘Initial ideas’, relating to the stories of initial ideas 
of the initiatives (sub-research question 1), and ‘Goals, storytelling and influencing the 
initiative’, referring to the storytelling and change of the initial idea by involved parties 
(sub-research question 2). In contrast to the individual case-reports in chapter five, this 
chapter does elaborate separately on sub-research questions 3 and 4 in sub-chapters 
‘Change in space/place perception’, respectively ‘Role of storytelling in change of space/
place perception’. 

6. Cross-case analysis



85

Initiative Content Main focusLocation Size Time 
available

Initiator Other parties

Westkust Utrecht, 
Lombok, 
railway 

station area

Organical 
develop-
ment of 

initiatives

Safety, social 
cohesion, 
liveliness, 
aesthetics, 
using derelict 
site

0.5 ha At least 6 
months

Paul and 
Makelaars 
van de 
Tussentijd

- Jean as represen-
tative for real 
estate developing 
company
- Maria as civil 
servant
- Becky as 
supervisor and co-
initiator
- Frank and Arnold 
as neighbours

DWV 
football 
fields

Amsterdam, 
District 
North

Room for 
several 

initiatives

Social safety 
and liveability

5.9 ha First 
5-7years, 
now max. 

2 years

Municipal 
district 
Amsterdam 
North

- Irene, initiator of 
a dog playground
- Deborah, initiator 
of a children’s 
playground

Building 
lot 1

Amsterdam, 
IJburg

Natural 
playground

Sustain-
ability, 
education, 
aesthetics

0.5 ha At least 2 
years

Eric from 
HOTPOT, 
De Gezonde 
Stad, Buiten-
Ruimte voor 
Contact

- Amy as civil 
servant
- Roger as teacher 
on nearby primary 
school, co-initiator

Chicken 
rondo

Amsterdam, 
Zuidas

Small 
chicken 
rondo

Sustainable 
closed-cycle 
design, 
placed on 
derelict site, 
developed 
by and for 
neighbours

200 
chicks

At least 2 
years

Patrick and 
Jennifer 
from Wij 
Krijgen 
Kippen

- Sophie from 
municipal service 
Zuidas
- Lisa and 
Sharon from 
municipal district 
Amsterdam South
- commercial 
companies (not 
interviewed)

Nieuw 
Rotsoord

Utrecht, 
Hoograven

Continuing green 
children’s farm

1.5 ha More than 
10 years

Sheila 
and other 
neighbours

- John as civil 
servant

Table 6.1: Overview of all researched cases and their main aspects. 
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Initial ideas

Although all cases are unique, they do have one main similarity; their idealistic character. 
All initial ideas tell a story of improving the quality of derelict sites, in many different ways. 
Aesthetically, socially, sustainably. All stories have shown to contain the five key properties 
of Sandercock (2003) in some way, one maybe more distinctive than the other. These 
stories were a starting point for the development of the different initiatives and therefore 
play an important role in the processes of these initiatives. All researched initiatives show 
to be dependent on other parties for further development, which made them tell the story 
of this initial idea. How this worked out will be elaborated in the following sub-chapter. 

Goals, storytelling and influencing the initiative

All cases show initiators that needed to convince other parties in order to reach certain 
goals, such as getting financial support, facilitating support, volunteers, etcetera. To 
convince these parties, they told the story of their initial idea. Between all the researched 
cases, some similarities can be distinguished in how the storytelling of the initiator was 
convincing for other parties and how parties influenced the initiative. 

Convincing storytelling
All cases show similarities in the main aspects of storytelling that seemed to have 
convinced, since all these parties got involved in the initiative. These similarities can be 
summarized in six aspects, which will be further elaborated below. How these different 
aspects relate to each other is visualized in a simplified way in figure 6.1.

1. Match in interests and ambitions
In every case, a precondition for reaching goals and implementing an initiative is a match in 
interests and ambitions between storyteller (the initiator) and listener (the party that should 
be convinced). However, the reasons behind these similar interests and ambitions might 
differ for the storyteller and listener. These interests and ambitions relate to the benefits 
both parties expect from the initiative. The match in ambitions and interests present in 
the five cases of this research addresses an improved environment (social, physical, on 
several scales), personal benefits (ease in burden, job success, increased social network), a 
contribution to developed plans and/or a contribution to other (political) fields.
These interests and ambitions might in some cases also relate to an experience in the past 
from a party, which makes the expected benefits even bigger. This was for example the case 
in project Westkust, where the landowner was motivated to support the initiative because 
he expected benefits in the form of liveliness for the region, which was extra important 
considering his experience in the past with an increased dependency on liveliness because 
of changed spatial plans. 

2. Characteristics of the storyteller
An important aspect in telling the story of an initiative to reach certain goals concerns 
the characteristics of the storyteller. These might relate to experiences in the past of the 
listener, for example in the case of the chicken rondo in Amsterdam Zuidas, where the 
listener – Sophie from Zuidas – already knew the storyteller  – Jennifer the initiator – as a 
business relation. Or in the case of westkust, where the municipality (listener) already knew 
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the initiator because he was involved in the development of spatial plans earlier on. These 
positive past experiences cause trust, which increases the credibility of the storyteller. 
The characteristics of the storyteller can also be convincing in a way that they strengthen 
the storytelling. Examples that occurred in the researched cases were the professional 
background of the storyteller, its enthusiasm, having a large social network, being 
phlegmatic, patient, or able to delegate. These aspects have shown to be convincing in 
reaching goals for implementation of the initiatives, but these characteristics could also 
negatively influence the initiative after its implementation. This is for example expressed 
by the case on IJburg Amsterdam, where the initiator’s enthusiasm might have led to less 
volunteers because they thought he would do it anyway.
The listener might also get convinced because he or she expects some benefits because 
of the characteristics from the storyteller. This was for example the case at the DWV 
football fields in Amsterdam North, where the self-reliance of the storyteller convinced the 
municipality as listener because they expected that it would ease their burden in the future. 

3. Way of storytelling
Not only the content of the story and the characteristics of the storyteller influence how 
the story is perceived by the listener, also the way the story is told. This concerns direct 
storytelling, such as with much effort and energy, clear communication, transparent, many 
means used, telling a detailed story, supported by attractive visuals or reference projects, 
or actively showing the initiative in a real-life experience. It might also be indirect, for 
example by participating in the initiative and thereby telling its story, or collaborating with 
other organizations like in the case of Nieuw Rotsoord in Utrecht. Some cases show that 
storytellers are able to start a dialogue with the listener, for example by incorporating 
complaints from past experiences or ideas and opportunities as future benefits. This has 
added information to the story which influenced both the storytelling and the initiative 
itself. The initiator of Westkust also told an aspect of his story indirectly by inviting the 
civil servant for a presentation for the neighbourhood. This was a convincing aspect for the 
civil servant because it related to some of her experiences in the past with other initiatives 
that were not that transparent. This transparency contributed to the credibility of the 
storyteller.

4. Importance of listener
At least as important for the initiative were the listeners in all cases. These listeners have 
shown to be active and interested and were therefore willing to listen. If this was not the 
case, the civic initiatives probably would not have existed – or at least not in the way they 
developed right now – because they were depending on these listeners. In the case of the 
chicken rondo in Zuidas Amsterdam, some listeners – civil servants of district South – 
even became part of the initiative’s organization, which positively influenced the initiative 
because they were also supported in other fields like by advise in legislation and permits. 

5. Second instance storytelling
Storytelling not only influences the initiatives directly by convincing the listener, in some 
cases there was a kind of indirect influence by storytelling or storytelling followed by 
other storytelling. This was for example the case at Westkust in Utrecht, where the success 
of the storytelling towards the municipality (they subsidized the project) was used in the 
storytelling towards neighbours. Another example is in the case of the chicken rondo in 
Amsterdam Zuidas, where the success of the storytelling towards multinationals was used 
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in the storytelling towards the municipal service Zuidas. The case of IJburg Amsterdam 
showed an example of sub-storytelling; the initiator strengthened an element in his story 
by telling this story part to another (not involved) party, the media. This convinced the 
municipality to support this aspect of the initiative. 

6. Initiative influencing listener’s strategies and perceptions concerning civic 
initiatives using derelict sites
All of the cases show examples of how the initiative influenced the story of the listeners. 
This concerned mainly the stories of municipalities. The initiatives contributed, together 
with other civic initiatives using derelict sites, to municipal strategies in this field. They 
contributed to the search for how to deal with civic initiatives on derelict sites and its 
growing number. They contributed in the search for new power balances and roles for 
governments and citizens. For example in Zuidas, the experience with the initiative 
influenced the strategy for new initiatives in Zuidas in a way that they should be combined 
at the same time. And it was one of the reasons for developing a social urban network 
for initiatives, a collaboration between different parties and districts in Amsterdam. In 
the case of IJburg Amsterdam, the initiative, together with other initiatives, reflected 
upon the neighbourhood and district and influenced the later on developed plans and 
strategies of residential areas. Initiatives might also have influence on the municipal story 
in other policy fields, for example expressed by the case of IJburg Amsterdam, where the 
windmill as part of the initiative caused a change in the provincial policy that addresses 
windmills. Besides the listener’s story, some initiatives also influenced other stories from 
non-involved parties, such as other initiatives in IJburg relating to the ‘initiative-tiredness’ 
because of a growing number of initiatives. 
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Idea
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Content + approach

Storyteller
characteristics

Storytelling

Sub-storytelling

Listener
characteristics
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1.
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3.
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5.

6.
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Figure 6.1: Aspects in stories and storytelling influencing each other. Numbers correspond with 
numbers in chapter 6 ´Goals, storytelling and influencing the initiative´. 
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Influencing the initiative

As previously explained, the parties that needed to get convinced for implementation of the 
initiatives have a certain power to influence the initiative because of this dependency. How 
these parties used their power to influence the initiative differed per case and per party, 
but some aspects are similar for all or most of the cases. In general, parties often showto 
have some preconditions in some way, which should be met before they would support 
the initiative. However, the strictness of these preconditions also shows to be depending 
on the urgency and need for initiators – for example in the case of the DWV football 
fields – or other circumstances which made parties deviate from their preconditions – 
such as municipal district Amsterdam East that allowed commercial activities on another 
derelict site. Landowners (governmental and non-governmental) influence initiatives by 
determining the duration of the initiative taking place on the derelict site, for example 
in project Westkust, where the landowner signed a contract for just six months. This 
same project got influenced by neighbours, which put a limitation on the activities by 
complaining about noise pollution. Also during the development and implementation of 
initiatives parties seem to have influence, for example in the case of building lot 1 in 
IJburg, where volunteers were withdrawing under bad weather conditions. All cases show 
in some way a financial dependency, which provides parties who have money a certain 
power. For example in the case of the chicken rondo in Amsterdam Zuidas where the 
focus of the initiative changed due to the financial power of commercial parties, which 
was supported by a benefitting municipal service Zuidas. Also for the long run of an 
initiative, the dependency on money seems to stay, expressed by Nieuw Rotsoord, which 
is influenced by subsidy cuts. 
However, not only parties involved in the initiatives’ processes influence the initiatives, 
since they do not have the power to control everything. External aspects also had an 
influence on storytelling and the initiative. Most of these external influences carry an 
aspect of uncertainty. Examples are the economic situation in the Netherlands and Europe, 
which cause possible cuts in budgets, but also influences the temporality of using the site 
for civic initiatives. In the case of Nieuw Rotsoord in Utrecht, the economic situation was 
very good in the first phase of the initiative, which formed a danger because of the pressure 
on space in the city. Also political directions show to have an influence on the initiative and 
its permission for implementation. This influence is of course visible in municipal policy 
and therefore part of these interests and ambitions, but for example the case of Nieuw 
Rotsoord showed a direct influence in the form of political lobbies for permission. 
The perception of time available for using the site by initiators – influenced by the economic 
situation – is subjective and can relate to the listener’s experiences. For example in the case 
of the DWV football fields in Amsterdam North, where the initiator of the dog playground 
perceived the time available as short because earlier on a longer period was promised. 
Another initiator on the other hand perceived the time available as long because she 
compared it to another playground with similar activities but available just for one or two 
days, which makes two years seem quite long. 
The temporality of the initiative can convince a listener because he or she expects some 
benefits out of it. An example is in the case of Westkust in Utrecht, where the supervisor 
of the site got convinced because she interpreted it as an adventure of six months. The 
temporality of the initiative and mainly the uncertainty around it can also have a negative 
influence on the initiative, for example expressed by the withdrawing teacher – volunteer 
in the IJburg Amsterdam case – because he did not know if their work would be for 
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nothing if the initiative would quit soon. 
A longer duration also seems to have influence on initiatives. This aspect is only researched 
in the case of Nieuw Rotsoord in Utrecht, which makes it the least valid. However, I think 
it is still important to mention as a separate aspect, since it puts storytelling in another 
perspective and adds value to storytelling for an initiative. The case showed that after 
permission for the initiative, it got threatened by building plans twice. This danger made 
storytelling again very important. Because of this danger, the initiative professionalized, 
which influenced the initiative. In this case the aspect of time was an external influence, 
since the number of volunteers for the initiative decreased because volunteers left and 
new generations did not realize the importance of volunteers for the project. This made 
storytelling again important for the initiative. 

Change in space/place perception

Between the cases quite a lot differences can be noticed concerning the change in space/
place perception of different parties involved in the initiative’s developing process. 
However, some general similarities can be distinguished. 
In the analysis of the different cases concerning the change of space/place perception of 
different parties involved, there were some changes noticed, but many of these were not 
changes from space to place perception. Many of these changes took place within place 
perception, but then on different levels of spatial perception. In general, three different 
spatial levels of place perception can be distinguished; micro level – the site itself; meso 
level – the site in the context of the whole neighbourhood or district, and macro level – the 
site in the context of derelict sites in general.
Comparing all the cases and the changes in space/place perception of the parties involved 
in these initiatives, a lot of differences are visible. But in general one can notice that before 
the initiative was developed or its idea was told, there was not much place perception on 
micro level. Only one of these was positive, which was in the case of Nieuw Rotsoord in 
Utrecht, where the initiator perceived the site as place, but the potential danger (negative) 
of losing the site was the reason for the initiative. Most of the cases show a negative place 
perception on meso level or a neutral space perception. 
During or after the implementation of the initiative, many parties perceive the site as a 
positive place on micro level – mainly the initiators and neighbours – and meso level. Notable 
in these cases is that the positive place perception on micro level concerns mainly physical 
aspects such as green, aesthetics, activities, while the positive place perception on meso 
level concerns mainly social aspects such as social cohesion, social network, etcetera. This 
indicates an increased social responsibility for public space, which is interesting since it 
contradicts in a way with literature focussing on personal interest above public interest, for 
example in Nimby cases (see for example Dear 1992). 

Role of storytelling in change of space/place perception 

The role of storytelling for the change in space/place perception is in the first place 
important because without storytelling there would not be an initiative, so if an initiative 
plays a role in change of place perception, then storytelling does too. 
The second reason why storytelling is able to change a person’s space/place perception is 
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more direct. For example in the case of Westkust in Utrecht, where a neighbour mentioned 
that you need to know what an aspect of the initiative means in order to appreciate it. In 
general all cases show that by telling the idea of the initiative and starting the initiative’s 
story, people start to think about the site more consciously and start to change their minds. 
This makes them see the opportunities of the site because of their own imagination, which 
is a first step towards positive place perception. An example of this is in the case of Westkust 
in Utrecht, where the supervisor used to perceive the site as space – she did not notice it, 
but because of the storytelling by the initiator, she looked at the place more consciously. 
Her first impression was negative, but because she knew about the site’s future use by the 
initiative, she saw opportunities in the site; a starting point for positive place perception. 
Another example is in the case of the DWV football fields in Amsterdam North, where 
the civil servant involved in the process used to perceive the site as space. When she 
visited the location for the first time, her impression was quite negative, but because of the 
storytelling by the initiators she saw the potential of it. Eventually the implementation of 
the initiatives in all cases strengthens the change towards more positive place perception. 
An aspect that returned in all cases concerns the professional background of persons 
involved in the initiatives’ processes. Mainly from municipal servants, but also from for 
example the landowner in the Westkust case, their professional background related to 
spatial planning and civic initiatives has some influence on the perception of space/place 
and the change – or non-change – of it. Although these people are involved in the projects 
and they visited the site sometimes, in almost every case this does not go along with values 
and meanings they share with the site. However, they do share values and meanings with 
the initiative, because they support it and they are in some way responsible for it, because 
of their jobs. And of course they notice a positive change in the site, but that does not 
mean they give value and meaning to the site. But the site is connected to the initiative and 
therefore they might perceive the site indirectly as place. 
However, not only storytelling has had an influence on the change in space/place perception 
of different parties involved in the researched initiatives. Another important aspect that 
influenced this change is the temporality of the initiatives for using the derelict sites. All 
of the initiatives are in first instance developed as temporal projects, waiting for a final 
destination for the site (although one can discuss the term final). Some cases show that 
this temporal aspect might have an influence on the place perception of a person involved 
in the process of the initiative. For example in the case of the DWV football fields in 
Amsterdam North, where one of the initiators is putting less effort in the initiative because 
of the short term of the project. This might indicate that she could have perceived the site 
more as place when this term was longer and she would put more effort in it. Another 
example is in the case of IJburg Amsterdam, where the initiator is planning to take a step 
back in the organization, which might influence his place perception in the future. 
Another notable aspect in the cases concerning the temporality of the projects is about the 
future plans of the site. After comparing the different cases, the initiators who have their 
initiatives located in their neighbourhood – Westkust in Utrecht, IJburg Amsterdam and 
Nieuw Rotsoord in Utrecht – are more concerned with the future plans of the site than the 
initiators who do not live in the neighbourhood of the initiative’s site – in case of the projects 
DWV football fields in Amsterdam North and the chicken rondo in Zuidas Amsterdam. 
The first mentioned are more focussed on developing an initiative in the neighbourhood, 
where this neighbourhood plays an important role for them, while the latter are more 
focussed on the initiative itself. They do not care so much about what happens with the 
site after the initiative has moved, but in both cases the initiators hope that their initiative 
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can continue on another location. This difference might also be related to the difference 
in place perception for the initiatives; the sites located in the initiator’s neighbourhood 
are more perceived as places (especially on meso level) than the sites located outside the 
initiator’s neighbourhood. In the conceptual framework was suggested that initiators who 
were more focussed on the initiative instead of the location could be perceived as higher 
risk for landowners (governmental or non-governmental) because they could value the 
initiative too much and thereby endanger the permanent plans for the location. However, 
there is no clear difference in storytelling and influencing noticeable between the initiators 
that are more concerned with the location and initiators that are more concerned with the 
initiative itself.
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In the conceptual framework, I introduced the concept of participatory governance and 
the shift from government to governance. In this chapter I will reflect upon the position 
of civic initiatives using derelict sites in this shift and will thereby answer sub-research 
question 5. 
The researched initiatives seem in general not much influenced by municipal actors; 
they met a few municipal preconditions and obtained support, but during the processes 
initiators and other non-governmental parties were able to manage and steer the projects 
themselves. This is also something that civil servants emphasize; it is not their job to come 
with initiatives and take over these initiatives. Overall, these initiatives seem to show that 
processes of civic initiatives using derelict urban sites occur on the right side of the shift 
towards participatory governance (see figure 7.1).

However, these initiatives could also be interpreted as examples which just fit within 
governmental plans, developed on a more traditional, hierarchical level. This can be 
explained by the power that goes along with the processes of these civic initiatives and are 
related to the two-sided dependency to tackle the problem of derelict sites, as addressed in 
the conceptual framework under ‘storytelling’. This two-sided dependency exists by the 
willingness to participate and the willingness to accept participants.
The cross-case analysis showed that six aspects concerning storytelling of initiatives seem 
to occur in all researched cases. These six aspects are dependent on and can be influenced 
by the initiators and parties involved in the initiative’s process and can be interpreted as 
preconditions for a successful initiative in the sense that these aspects helped to convince 
parties and to reach certain goals. Therefore, these aspects might also indicate a certain 
undemocratic value concerning civic initiatives using derelict urban sites in general; only if 
initiators follow the rules of these six aspects they are able to be successful. In other words: 
if someone is not willing or not able to follow these rules, the chance for the initiative  and 
the initial story of not getting accepted is increasing. Besides that, the parties where the 
initiatives were depending on have used their power to form and shape these aspects and 
based on those aspects, those parties decide if they would accept the initiators initial idea or 
not. If not, they could use their power to influence the initiative. Therefore, civic initiatives 
using derelict urban sites seem very dependent on both the willingness to participate (or in 
this case initiate) and the willingness to accept participants and their stories, which makes 
these processes less democratic. 
Multiple civil servants interviewed for this research came with examples of civic initiatives 
that did not meet their preconditions concerning civic initiatives, for example Maria, civil 

Hierarchical,
traditional 

governance modes

Participatory 
governance modes

Figure 7.1: The shift in governance from old modes to new modes, based on Arnouts et al. 2011.

7.  Civic initiatives using derelict urban sites   
     and participatory governance
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servant involved in the Westkust process, who had experiences with initiatives that did 
not serve the public domain, or Eric’s initial idea of a corn field in IJburg, which would 
contain commercial activities. These initiatives were rejected because they did not meet 
the municipal preconditions. However, these municipal preconditions are not developed in 
a participatory governance mode. And although all interviewed civil servants declared that 
each initiative is unique and needs customized facilitating support, the preconditions these 
initiatives should meet seem to be the same everywhere. Therefore, these preconditions 
seem to be based on a knowledge claim as elaborated on by Buizer et al. (2011). Although 
Buizer et al. (ibid.) focus on knowledge claims in (social) science, these knowledge claims 
often function as foundations for policies. Therefore, policies can sometimes be interpreted 
as knowledge claims as well. In the case of civic initiatives using derelict urban sites, 
municipal preconditions can be interpreted as municipal knowledge claims for previous 
stated reasons. 
Buizer et al. (2011, p. 8) argue that there is no one reliable source of knowledge and 
therefore insist on an acknowledgement of knowledge claims:

“When different knowledge claims have been acknowledged first, then testing these 
claims means that criteria accompanying these claims need to be explicated. These 
are not just the traditional scientific criteria, but include cultural standards and 
any other claim that may make the knowledge claim defendable in the eyes of the 
participant, and hence worthy of recognition. Social and political context become 
relevant and questions of desirability may make part of an argument to support and 
test a knowledge claim for its relevance.”

To translate this to policies concerning civic initiatives using derelict urban sites, municipal 
preconditions could be placed in that city’s – or city district’s – social and political 
perspective and could be tested if they represent local need and wishes. If not, these 
preconditions seem not relevant for that specific area. By developing preconditions in a 
participatory governance mode, these preconditions could be more relevant for that 
specific area. 
An aspect that is even more strengthening the importance of the six aspects from the 
cross-case conclusions for civic initiatives using derelict urban sites is the temporality of 
the availability for using those sites. In other words: those six aspects could give civic 
initiatives more credibility in the sense that place-making by the initiative only focusses 
on the location itself and not on the combination of initiative and location, as elaborated in 
the conceptual framework under ‘place-making’. Because landowners (governmental and 
non-governmental) want these initiatives to be temporal because of planned, permanent 
land use after these initiatives, they might be even extra motivated or aware to not accept 
initiators and their stories who do not meet these six aspects, because otherwise their 
(permanent) plans might become endangered. For example the civil servant involved in the 
chicken rondo process, who mentioned that she would not support a certain civic initiative 
because in the past they contacted the media at the time their initiative should have left. 
This experience broke her trust in those initiators and therefore prevented them from 
developing another initiative. Although there is some difference noticeable between the 
space/place perception of initiators where the initiative is located in their neighbourhood 
and initiators where the initiative is located outside their neighbourhood, storytelling and 
influencing the initiative by other parties do not show many differences.  If an initiative 
is mainly focussed on the initiative – and continuing the initiative –, this could endanger 
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the landowner’s future plans for the site. Therefore, strict agreements and contracts are 
signed to avoid disappointments, and the presence of the mentioned six aspects might give 
these agreements more credibility. However, the expiring date for the researched initiatives 
that are not located in the initiators’ neighbourhoods has not been reached yet, so no 
conclusions can be drawn upon the development of these initiatives after this expiring date. 
One can conclude that if an initiative meets the six aspects as described in the cross-
case analysis, the chance of getting implemented is high and probably will develop in a 
participatory governance mode. However, by taking into account the bigger picture and 
the possibilities and especially restrictions of developing a civic initiative for a derelict 
urban site, these processes still seem to occur in a more traditional governance mode. The 
actors who have the power to accept or change an initiative are in most cases in the end 
governmental, since they define the preconditions those initiatives should meet. 
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This study’s objective – as described in chapter 3 – was as follows:

“The purpose of this study is to explore how stories of civic initiatives that use 
derelict sites are constructed and influenced by stories of parties involved in the 
initiative’s process and how this contributes to the change in space/place perception 
of people involved in the initiative’s process. The way different parties are involved 
and use their power to influence the initiative exposes where in the shift towards 
participatory governance the processes of civic initiatives that use derelict urban 
sites take place. These insights might help governments and citizens reflect upon 
policies concerning derelict urban sites and civic initiatives and if these are meeting 
their expectations or not. If not, then it would trigger both governments and citizens 
to come with new strategies which would better meet their expectations.”

By answering the sub-research questions in chapter 5, 6 and 7, this study has contributed 
to this objective. However, this research was also limited in some aspects, which will be 
elaborated in this chapter. This chapter will also reflect upon the possible influence of 
the researcher, the theoretical concepts used in this research and will suggest interesting 
research in addition to this study. 

Practical limitations
First, the time available for this study, which was six months. This time limit resulted 
in a selection of only five cases for study. If there was more time available for research, 
more cases could have been studied so the complexity of different stories and storytelling, 
influencing place-making would have been more clear and precise. 
Second, the aspect of location. The researcher lived one hour travelling from Utrecht and 
one-and-a-half from Amsterdam. This made that she could not visit the places as many 
times as wanted. Due to travelling costs and time all the visits should be planned way in 
advance and as efficient as possible. This might have influenced the research, since the 
number of people interviewed for this study was limited. If the researcher would live closer 
to the research locations, the research might have been richer in information or even more 
valid.

Research design limitations
At the start of this research, the research questions were a bit different and more focused 
on the selection of sites for initiatives. However, in all of the cases locations were merely a 
result of nearness and practicality, which made this focus not useful. Therefore, the focus 
of research changed a bit toward the influence of different stories on storytelling and the 
initiative’s story and less on the selection of a location and the role of this in storytelling. 
This change of focus was possible within the data collection and analysis, however, if the 
study was already focussed on this aspect at the start of my research, the results might 
have been more detailed.
During the data collection, some limitations in this research occurred. The questions 
from the interviews were constructed in a way that they would not reveal to much about 
the purpose of the study, so they would influence the interviewee as little as possible. 
Moreover, the interview questions were formulated in a way that the theoretical concepts 

8. Discussion
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of the research were not mentioned and were clearly pertinent to the interviewee’s 
own views and circumstances, so the interviewee could relate directly (Ritchie & Lewis 
2003). However, some questions were sometimes still not understood or perceived as too 
abstract. The subject was sometimes perceived as remote and respondents mentioned 
that they did not consider the aspects of what they were telling and how they perceived 
sites in a conscious way. Looking back, a little bit more information about the concepts 
and theories used could have been provided in accessible language, although this is not 
common according to methodology literature. Probably this information would have given 
the interviewees some guidance and explanation, which would have made their answers 
more precise and elaborated. Especially about the concepts space and place, which is hard 
to talk about if you have no clue what it means and what the difference is in the context 
of this research. Probably it would not have influenced the answers so much because the 
topic is not very sensitive. However, during interviews the theory was explained a bit more, 
which helped a lot, but it probably could have been better with a proper preparation. 
When explaining more about the theories of storytelling and place-making, some 
respondents – mainly those with a professional background related to spatial planning – 
were familiar with these concepts, since they are quite trendy these times. However, these 
concepts are mainly used in the context of marketing, by making locations more attractive 
through liveliness and positive stories. The focus in these concepts is in this way on the 
measures to be taken to improve a locations attractiveness for people in general. This 
research is on the other hand more focused on unconscious  storytelling and place-making, 
without using the concept explicitly in the process of an initiative. This misunderstanding 
in use and purpose of concepts and theory might have influenced the data collected for 
this research. 
Another limitation was that the researcher sometimes had the feeling that the respondent’s 
answers were ‘socially desirable’, or they at least emphasized these kind of answers 
sometimes. There was no question of lying in this aspect the researches presumes, although 
she does think that having an interview – being interviewed – influences the answers of 
respondents. 
In this research, stories and storytelling from different parties involved in initiatives’ 
processes were analysed. Some of the people researched were talking as representatives 
from a certain organization, for example from a municipality. However, the concept of 
place-making – as explained in the conceptual framework – concerns the perception of 
individuals. In this way these concepts are conflicting in this research. Therefore, making 
assumptions about generalization is  dangerous. 

Influence of researcher 
Because of the qualitative character of this study, the role of the researcher and the 
strategic, ethical and personal issues introduced with her involvement (Locke, Spirduso 
& Silverman 2013 in Creswell 2014) should be made clear. Biases, values and personal 
background shape the inquirers interpretation and the participant’s interpretation – a 
double hermeneutic (Giddens 1984). For this study it might be important to be aware of 
the fact that I already have a background in civic initiatives: I did some other research after 
this topic in courses and during my internship. These experiences might have shaped my 
expectations from the civic initiatives included in this research. Secondly, participants in 
this study might have estimated a certain power to this research, and therefore might have 
pushed the research in a certain direction for their own benefits. They for example might 
have thought that this research will be used for governmental policies, so they might have 
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emphasized some aspects (positive or negative) in the process, hoping or expecting more 
money, time, means, etcetera. Finally, even my personal characteristics like female, being a 
student, doing this research alone might have influenced the participants and the outcome 
of the research. Input from participants might have been biased and have certain values 
because of these characteristics. This input might be different when the research was done 
by for example a governmental organization or company.

Reflections on conceptual framework and empirical findings
This study has researched five case studies in Amsterdam and Utrecht through the 
theoretical lens of the concepts participatory governance, place-making and storytelling. 
Although this seems as a large conceptual framework, these concepts were indeed 
necessary to conduct this research. To discover which position civic initiatives using 
derelict urban sites have in the development of a withdrawing government, the concept of 
the shift towards participatory governance was used. Municipalities actively encourage 
civic initiatives to use derelict sites. One reason for this is to increase civic participation in 
the spirit of this withdrawing government development, but another reason is to decrease 
the negative effects of derelict sites. The concept of place-making explained how civic 
initiatives can contribute to this decrease. However, for the execution and implementation, 
civic initiatives usually depend on other parties’ support. Therefore, these parties need 
to get convinced, whereby communication plays a key role. The concept of storytelling 
described this communication of the initiative and the dependency on other parties. 
Because governments have interest in two aspects concerning civic initiatives using 
derelict sites (a withdrawing government and decrease the negative effects of derelict 
sites) and civic initiatives are depending on other parties, both concepts (place-making 
and storytelling) are used to expose the position of civic initiatives using derelict urban 
sites in the development of a withdrawing government – explained by the shift towards 
participatory governance. 

Participatory governance
The cases researched in this study indicate a shift towards participatory governance 
concerning civic initiatives using derelict urban sites. However, with information about 
other, rejected civic initiatives, a more complete picture is constructed in which the analysed 
cases take place. A central role in this play the (municipal) preconditions for developing 
civic initiatives on derelict urban sites. This research suggests that these preconditions 
are determined as ‘knowledge claims’. Based on these insights, this bigger picture 
demonstrates a more hierarchical, traditional governance mode where the processes of 
civic initiatives using derelict urban sites in general take place. 

Place-making
This research proposes some enrichments on the concept place-making. The concept of 
space/place perception is put in the context of a specific location, which influences this 
space/place perception. This research introduces three different levels of place-perception: 
macro, meso and micro, as well as the concept of indirect place perception. However, 
these are broad assumptions and function as a first step towards further development 
and nuance, where additional research could contribute to.  This study shows that the 
temporal aspect of using a derelict site by a civic initiative makes the aspect of successful 
storytelling more important and might be related to the nearness of the derelict site to the 
initiator’s neighbourhood. 
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Storytelling
In this study the initial ideas behind different civic initiatives are analysed by Sandercock’s 
(2003) key properties in stories. Then is analysed how this story is told to convince 
different parties to support the idea. These parties have a certain power, which made 
them sometimes influence the initiative. Examples of initiatives that did not succeed in 
their storytelling demonstrate the power these parties have. This implies that the success 
of an initiative is very dependent on storytelling, which shows an undemocratic aspect 
of these initiatives: the development is dependent on both the willingness to participate/
initiate and the willingness to accept participants/initiators and their stories by the parties 
involved in the process.  

Suggestions for further research
This research consisted of different case studies, which resulted in an overview of different 
stories, storytelling and place-making and therefore exposed more possibilities within 
these aspects, but the disadvantage of doing multiple case-studies in a limited amount 
of time is that these cases are researched somewhat general and leave room for more 
in-depth research. During this study I found out that each of the cases could have been 
researched as a whole Master thesis of six months, whereby the stories and storytelling 
and the influences and relations of different parties could have been studied in more detail. 
This could be an interesting research in addition to this one.
Only one case in this research concerned an initiative that survived on the long run. 
Additional research would be necessary to underpin, refute or elaborate the influence 
and importance of storytelling for the long run existence of civic initiatives using derelict 
sites. Also the aspect of proximity of the initiative’s site to the initiators living could be 
interesting to make subject of research, since this research have shown some first signs 
of influence of proximity on space/place perception for the long term. However, further 
research is required to prove this. 
This study showed that all of the cases influence municipal strategies concerning civic 
initiatives using derelict urban sites in some way. Although this outcome was not the focus 
of this study, it could be an interesting aspect for further research. Also the suggestion 
of ‘initiative-tiredness’ in the case of IJburg is interesting, since this places question 
marks, not at if a shift towards participatory governance is taking place concerning civic 
initiatives using derelict urban sites, but at if this is a desired development and if it should 
be encouraged and promoted by governments at all. Further research could focus on this 
aspect.
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The purpose of this study is to explore how stories of civic initiatives that use derelict sites 
are constructed and influenced by stories of parties involved in the initiative’s process 
and how this contributes to the change in space/place perception of people involved in the 
initiative’s process. The way different parties are involved and use their power to influence 
the initiative exposes where in the shift towards participatory governance the processes of 
civic initiatives that use derelict urban sites take place.
The conceptual framework consisting of theory about participatory governance, storytelling 
and place-making was used as theoretical lens to reach this aim by exploring how stories 
of civic initiatives that use derelict sites are constructed and influenced by parties involved 
in the initiative’s process and how this relates to the change in space/place perception of 
people involved in the initiative’s process. The way different parties are involved and use 
their power to influence the initiative exposes where in the shift towards participatory 
governance the processes of civic initiatives that use derelict urban sites take place.
Therefore, the following research question was constructed:

“How do stories and storytelling of different parties involved in civic initiatives contribute 
to place-making of derelict sites in Amsterdam and Utrecht and in what way are these 
processes of place-making by storytelling a manifestation of the assumed shift towards 
participatory governance?”

To answer this main research question, five sub-research questions are guiding:
1. “What is the story behind the initial ideas of civic initiatives?”
2. “How do other parties involved in the process influence the initiative by their 
 stories?”
3. “How does the space/place perception of different parties involved in the initiative 
 change during the development of the initiative?”
4. “How do stories and storytelling around the initiative contribute to this change in 
 space/place perception?”
5. “Where do processes of civic initiatives using derelict urban sites take place in the
 shift towards participatory governance?”

This research has shown a large complexity concerning the first two sub-research 
questions. In the first place because all cases are different and all have their own stories and 
storytelling. However, there are some abstract aspects that can be derived from all cases 
and that explain the influencing factors on stories and storytelling of civic initiatives that 
use derelict urban sites. These aspects concern a convincing storytelling from initiator’s 
side and elements that influenced the initiative. The initiator’s convincing storytelling 
consists of six principles. First, the initiative is accepted and sometimes influenced because 
there is a match in interests and ambitions from different parties involved. The reasons 
for these interests and ambitions might differ, relating to the background of that person or 
party. The second important aspect in convincing storytelling concerns the characteristics 
of the storyteller, which is indirectly part of the story and the way the listener connects its 
own experiences and interpretations to it. Also the way the story is told is important (third 
aspect); in all the cases with enthusiasm and persuasiveness. But at least as important 
is the listener (fourth aspect), who is interested and active and therefore willing to listen 

9. Conclusions
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and willing to contribute to the initiative. In some cases storytelling towards one party 
was used in storytelling towards another party to be extra convincing (fifth aspect). Not 
only the initiative is influenced by several parties, the initiative itself also influenced those 
parties in return sometimes, for example by contributing to municipal strategies concerning 
civic initiatives using derelict sites (sixth aspect). 
Concerning the elements that influenced the initiative, the initiatives got influenced by 
other parties because of predefined preconditions that should be met, the duration of 
the initiative, complaints that should be taken into account, withdrawing volunteers or 
other involved parties and influence because of financial power. Of course the initiative 
is influenced not only influenced by these involved parties, since none of the involved 
parties have all the power to control the whole process. Also external aspects influenced 
the initiatives. An important external influence is the economic situation of a city, which 
in all cases related to the temporality for use of the sites. One case has proved to be able to 
exist for a long term  – this year ten years – and in these years storytelling again seemed 
to be necessary to reach certain goals. 
By answering the third sub-research question (“How does the space/place perception of 
different parties involved in the initiative change during the development of the initiative?”) 
again all cases showed a large variety in space/place perceptions and changes between these 
concepts. However, some general similarities can be noticed. By analysing the differences 
between space/place perception before the initiative and during the implementation of the 
initiative, some parties perceived the site in both situations as place. However, there was 
a change noticeable, but not from space to place or the other way around. This research 
showed a change in perception within the concept of place. Change from negative place 
perception to positive place perception, but also different perceptions in the context of 
the location. These are in this research described by the terms place perception on micro 
level (only the site itself), on meso level (the site in the context of a larger area) and macro 
level (the site in the context of derelict sites in general). Comparing the different cases, 
the similarities are that during the implementation of the initiative most of the parties 
perceive the sites as positive places on micro level in a physical context because of an 
improved environment and as positive places on meso level in a social context because of 
an increased social network. 
This research has shown that the influence of storytelling and stories of parties involved 
on the change in space/place perception (sub-research question 4) is both indirect and 
direct. Indirect because without stories and storytelling an initiative would not exist and 
could not develop. And direct because in general all cases show that by telling the idea of 
the initiative and starting the initiative’s story, people start to think about the site more 
consciously and start to change their minds. This makes them see the opportunities of the 
site because of their own imagination, which is a first step towards positive place perception. 
During the implementation of the initiative all cases show that this perception of place is 
strengthened. Aspects that influence both storytelling and the space/place perception of 
people involved in the researched initiatives concern the temporality for use of the site 
and the professional background related to spatial planning of some people involved in the 
initiatives. The temporal use of the site might influence the space/place perception of the 
site because people know the project will end within a short period of time which might 
make them protecting themselves against place perception to avoid huge disappointments 
when the projects stop. Some parties involved in the initiatives’ processes, mainly civil 
servants, do not show real place perception because they do not have many experiences 
with the site which makes that they do not value it or give meaning to it directly. They do 
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care about the initiative though, because they feel part of it and feel responsible for it. 
Therefore this research proposes the concept of indirect place perception. 
Based on these insights, the researched civic initiatives show how they manifest themselves 
in the assumed shift towards participatory governance. Overall it seems that these civic 
initiatives are taking place in a participatory governance mode. However, the first six 
aspects of convincing storytelling that seem to occur in all researched civic initiatives 
can also be interpreted as preconditions for a successful civic initiative; only by meeting 
these preconditions, civic initiatives are able to be successful. If an initiator is not willing 
or able to meet these aspects, the chance for being successful decreases. In addition, 
these aspects are formed, shaped and influenced by other parties involved in the process. 
Therefore, civic initiatives using derelict urban sites seem very dependent on both the 
willingness to participate (or in this case initiate) and the willingness to accept participants 
and their stories, which makes these processes less democratic.
Several civil servants involved in the researched initiative gave examples of rejected 
initiatives which did not meet their municipal preconditions. These preconditions however 
are most of the times not developed in a participatory governance mode, since these 
preconditions are almost the same for every municipal district. This indicates a knowledge 
claim by the municipality on how these preconditions should look like. An aspect that is even 
strengthening the importance of the six aspects mentioned earlier, for being successful as 
civic initiative on a derelict site, is the temporal aspect for using the site. A lack of these 
aspects in telling the story of the initiative is decreasing the storyteller’s credibility and 
could therefore endanger the landowner’s (governmental or non-governmental) final plan 
for that site. Therefore, looking at the bigger picture of preconditions for developing civic 
initiatives on derelict urban sites, these processes seem to take place in more traditional, 
hierarchical governance arrangements. If the development of these preconditions would 
have been more open and placed in that district’s social and political perspective, the 
whole process of civic initiatives using derelict urban sites could take place in participatory 
governance modes; both the definition of preconditions for that specific areas, as the 
development of the initiatives themselves. 
By answering these sub-research questions, the main research question “How do stories 
and storytelling of different parties involved in civic initiatives contribute to place-making 
of derelict sites in Amsterdam and Utrecht and in what way are these processes of 
place-making by storytelling a manifestation of the assumed shift towards participatory 
governance?”  can be answered. 
The complexity of initial ideas for initiatives, influenced by storytelling and other parties 
involved in the processes, contribute to place-making of derelict sites because stories 
are able to change people’s minds because of a physical change (implementation of the 
initiative), but also already in seeing opportunities in someone’s imagination. Therefore 
stories and storytelling are able to change how a derelict site is perceived. The development 
of the initiatives that apply successful storytelling take place within a participatory 
governance mode. However, looking at the bigger picture of civic initiatives in general, 
they seem to be obliged to apply successful storytelling and meet predefined – mainly 
municipal – preconditions. Therefore, these processes in general take place in more 
traditional, hierarchical governance arrangements. 
This study was confronted with some practical limitations like available time and location 
of the researched sites and also with some research design limitations concerning the 
misunderstandings and abstractness of the used concepts. New questions popped-up in 
this research, resulting in suggestions for further research. Overall I think this research has 
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reached – or at least has contributed to reach – the aim of this study. These insights might 
help in reflecting upon policies concerning derelict urban sites and civic initiatives for both 
governments as citizens and if these are meeting the expectations of governments and 
citizens or not. If not, then it would trigger both governments and citizens to come with 
new strategies which would better meet their expectations. 
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Image justification

Impression Westkust initiative (figure 5.1): 
 All images: [online] Available: https://www.facebook.com/projectwestkust/
  photos_stream  [Accessed: 11-05-2015].
Impression DWV football fields (figure 5.2):
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Impression Chicken rondo (figure 5.4):
 Upper left: Facebook page ‘Wij Krijgen Kippen’ 2015. [online] Available: https://
  www.facebook.com/pages/Wij-krijgen-kippen/200698786617173?sk=
  photos_stream [Accessed: 11-05-2015].
 Upper right: Twitter account ‘Rondeel Ei’ 2015. [online] Available: https://pbs.
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 Middle: Iperen, J. van, 2015. [online] Available: http://3.bp.blogspot.
  com/-aZ-QPoyeyNI/UyHQutcRXDI/AAAAAAAACco/es1PivdMLq4/
  s1600/Stadskippen+op+Zuidas_01.jpg [Accessed: 11-05-2015].
 Bottom left: Mollen, C. 2015. Twitter. [online] Available: https://pbs.twimg.com/
  media/CA9KpriWkAAIS6N.jpg [Accessed: 11-05-2015]. 
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Appendices
Appendix I: Visual of initiative on building lot 1 on IJburg (BuitenRuimte voor 
Contact 2012).
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Appendix II: Visual of chicken rondo initiative in Zuidas Amsterdam (Bisscheroux 
2013).
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