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I completed my last semester of my degree at the University of Amsterdam studying at the 
Faculteit der Rechtsgeleerdheid (Faculty of Law). I was such an amazing experience and I would 
highly recommend living in Amsterdam. It is a beautiful and vibrant city that has so much to 
offer. Once you are settled in there is nothing better than hopping on your bike and exploring the 
city, it is so easy to navigate once you get your head around the curving canals and where all the 
main squares are. 
 
Accommodation 
My boyfriend came to live with me in Amsterdam, so initially I was unsure if I could apply for 
accommodation through the university. I got in touch with the Amsterdam exchange advisors 
and they confirmed that there are couple’s rooms available for when only one of the pair will be 
studying at the UVA. 
 
The application process is the same as with applying for a normal room. Everyone selects a price 
bracket which states if you want your own room, own room with shared facilities, or a shared 
room (cheapest). Both my boyfriend and I had to apply and pay the administration fee which was 
about 150 Euros if my memory is correct, and we had to select the most expensive price bracket 
as we were applying for a couple’s room. We were given our own apartment in the De Key 
accommodation on Prins Hendrikkade, the closest accommodation to the centre of town so we 
were very lucky. When you get your room offer make sure you check early on De Key’s website 
to see if your room is on the list to get subsidized rent, if one of us was 23 we would have been 
able to get a huge amount of our rent paid so definitely look into that. 
 
Money 
I had saved up about $10,000 before going, including the $1,100 that Otago gives all exchange 
students before leaving.  I also got $170 a week from Studylink once I started studying. With that 
money I was able to travel through Greece, Croatia and Bosnia for a month before I started 
university, make trips in the semester to Paris and Turkey, and trips to Austria and Germany after 
my exam in December. € 
 
Our rent was €686.89 a month including power and Internet. Because we were splitting rent 
between the two of us it made it cheaper than if I was here on my own. We were spending about 
€50 a week on food and alcohol is really cheap too. Everyone says Amsterdam is really expensive, 
and it is if you want to dine out all the time, but if you cook for yourself the prices are pretty 
similar to, if not cheaper than, New Zealand. We shopped mostly at Albert Heijn as it was just 
down the road, but the cheapest places to buy food would be Dirk, Lidl and C1000. You can also 
get vegetables at all the different markets, but the prices aren’t that different and the cheaper 
supermarkets have really good vegetables I found. If you are going to shop at Albert Heijn ask for 
a bonus card (like a New World Coupon) otherwise you’ll be charged the normal price for things 
you think you are getting on special!  
 
The University 
The semester is broken up into three blocks, the first two are 8 weeks (7 class 1 exams) and the 
last is 4 or 5. The first two are finished before Christmas so even though the semester dates are 
until the end of January, you are finished before Christmas if you choose block 1 and 2 classes. 
The third block is for exam re-sits. Because of this structure, and the fact I only has class a couple 



of times a week, I found the courses less challenging simply because there wasn’t time to go in 
depth in the subjects. 
 
Enrolling is a bit confusing; you can only do it between certain dates on SIS. And once you are 
enrolled you then have to go onto another website login to make your timetable up yourself. 
And then you have to enroll for exams within a certain time frame too and if you don’t you get 
charged 50 Euros per course. I found it all a bit ridiculous really, they don’t make things very easy 
for you! Just keep track of your emails and it all works out eventually. 
 
All my classes were in Oudemanhuispoort, which is in the centre of town. It took me 5 minutes to 
bike to class. On exchange you study masters papers as they are all in English, I took 4 courses 
(21 credits) which amounted to 3 papers at Otago. Apparently this was below the minimum 
course load for a semester here but no one told me I had to take more so it must be OK.   
 
In the first block I took European Union law and International Criminal Tribunals – Procedural 
Aspects. Exchange students also have to take introduction to international law, but as I had done 
international law at Otago I didn’t sign up and no one tried to make me take it so again, I assume 
that was OK to do. 

 EU law is compulsory for exchange students. It is incredibly boring, the lecturer is not very 
good, and there is a lot of content for only 7 weeks. There are two simple written 
assignments that are compulsory but not worth anything, and an exam. It is easy to just not 
do work for it and think you will be fine for the exam but I only just passed (a pass is 
5.5/10) and quite a few people failed it. It’s just a paper you have to put your head down 
and suffer through! 

 I took the Procedural Aspects paper as a prerequisite for a paper in the second block. It was 
really interesting as the lecturers are both lawyers at the tribunals and have real life 
stories. I was also able to secure an internship with on of the lecturers and helped with 
research on certain jobs he had. There was a 3500 essay (60%) and an exam (40%). 

 
In block 2 I took International Criminal Tribunals – Workshop and International Humanitarian 
Law. 

 The Workshop paper was so fascinating. We had no class and instead made weekly trips to 
The Hague to watch trials at the ICTY and visited the STL. We unfortunately couldn’t get to 
the ICC as they weren’t holding trials in December. The only assessment for this paper was 
a 2500 research essay. Unfortunately this was the last time the paper will be offered as the 
ICTY is winding down now,  

 International Humanitarian law too was really interesting. The lecturer has a strong French 
accent, all the Dutch students were complaining but I found it fine. This paper only had an 
exam. 

 
The University also has the International Student Network (ISN) who organize lots of things for 
exchange students. Definitely sign up for the ISN Introduction Week. It’s a bit disorganized at 
times, but in your groups you make really good friends so you’d be missing out by not doing it. 
They also have weekly parties at Coco’s Outback Pub in Rembrandtplein and have a few big 
parties a semester at the Odeon Theatre. 
 
Life in Amsterdam and Helpful Tips 
Coming for second semester (first semester at the UVA) you need to be prepared for bad 
weather. It rains a lot and can get quite cold so even though you will come over into summer, 



winter comes around fast so you need to be prepared for that! 
 
Also, I’ve noticed that everyone is a lot more casual here when they go out. Girls are actually 
realistic about the cold (unlike in Dunedin) and wear pants and nice tops out mostly, not tiny 
freezing dresses. So you won’t need to worry about bringing too many dressy things for going out 
in.  
 
Our room came with no kitchen equipment so we bought things from IKEA, you can get there on 
the train really easily. But there is also a good facebook page that I didn’t find until after we 
bought everything. It’s called ISN Amsterdam Online Market and people put all kinds of things up 
for sale, including kitchen equipment, museum cards and bikes (essential!). Also, make sure you 
like the IAmsterdam facebook page as they always put up information about things happening in 
the city. 
 
Public transport isn’t that cheap here, but when you are using it there is a really useful website 
and an app (you can change the language to English) called 9292 which can tell you all the times 
for the trains, trams, buses for where you want to go. Also, if you are travelling somewhere by 
train in a group of 4 people or more you can buy group tickets (called NS Groepsretour) from the 
NS website and the tickets are so much cheaper. The maximum is 10 people and you have to buy 
the tickets online, we used it for our weekly trips to The Hague. 
 
Don’t be put off by all the emails you will get about the different sites you have to log into and 
different forms you have to fill out. I remember feeling totally confused by it all, but once you get 
here it all works out. Being from NZ you can apply for your visa onine through the university and 
they make an appointment for you to get it once you get to Amsterdam (only costs 42 Euros for 
us too!).   
 
Amsterdam is a great place, and though I’m looking forward to going home I know I will miss it 
here too. I love the canals and the beautiful houses alongside them, and the bikes are so great. 
Make sure you visit other 
towns in The Netherlands 
too. A bike ride to Marken 
is really lovely (about 1.5 
hours) and there are 
beautiful towns like Lieden, 
Haarlem, Delft and 
Zandvoort that should be 
seen. Enjoy your time in 
Amsterdam and try to 
make the most of every day 
because the time really 
does fly once you get here, 
good luck! 
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