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Accommodation: 

 

I went through the student housing corporation, De Key, to find accommodation. 

Despite this being quite costly (e.g. the administration fee) I think I would advice 

finding accommodation this way. I don’t know of anyone who found their own 

accommodation but from what I’ve heard Amsterdam is a notoriously difficult city to 

find rental properties in and you can end up paying far more than you do for the 

(somewhat subsidised) student housing. The only exception, I think, would be if you 

were placed in Diemen. Although I had friends there, and many did enjoy it in the 

end, it is quite far out of town. However, I have never heard of an Otago student being 

placed there.  

 

Unfortunately you don’t get any say about where you are placed (aside from stating 

whether you want a shared room, room with shared facilities or private room). You 

also only get one offer so cannot refuse a room and get a second option. Despite 

stating that I wanted shared facilities I was placed in a studio apartment in the Grote 

Bickersstraat complex. At the time I thought my worst nightmare had come true (I 

absolutely hated the idea of living alone after living in such big flats back home). 

However, the reality was so much better than I expected. The Grote Bickersstraat 

complex is, I think, in one of the best locations in Amsterdam; at the top of the 

Jordaan area (the most beautiful part of the city) and close to the train station. The 

complex contained about 80 rooms, some being studios and others with shared 

facilities. There was no shared common areas, which made it more difficult to 

socialise, but this seemed a common feature of many of the accommodation options. 

It just meant I had to make more of an effort to put myself out there and organise 

activities/ pot luck dinners etc with people. It was still very easy to make friends 

(many of which lived in my building) and in the end my worries proved needless.  

 

Money matters: 

 

I opened a Dutch bank account with ING bank (which the university recommends). It 

was really easy to set up, the only complications being that all mail and online 

banking are in Dutch (google translate is a lifesaver!). Apparently you can get a 

mobile App that is in English but I never ended up doing so. ABN-AMRO bank 

apparently has forms and online banking in English so that may be a better/ less 

complicated bank to look into joining. Although I would rather not have had to open a 

Dutch bank account it quickly began to appear almost necessary. Lots of places only 

take “pin”, aka the Dutch maestro card (eg the supermarket, lots of cafes, the printers 

at university) and some will even refuse cash. Many places in Amsterdam also refuse 

to take credit cards, even mistaking my debit card for a credit card and refusing to 

take it. Therefore, although not absolutely essential, it seems to me to be worth 

looking into getting a Dutch bank account.  

 

I’m really not sure how much I’ve spent but it definitely hasn’t been cheap (or at least 

as cheap as Dunedin). Because I was in a studio my housing was at the more pricy 

end (560 euro a month). Buying groceries seems comparable to back home but eating 



out is a lot more expensive. However, this just meant we tended to have lots more 

potluck dinners instead of always going out for dinner. I think all up (including some 

amazing trips to Copenhagen, Sweden, Italy, London, Morocco, Barcelona, Belgium 

and France, and flights from and back to NZ) I would have spent at least $15 000 or 

so but I really haven’t kept track (would rather not think about it!).  

 

Courses: 

 

The university semester in Amsterdam is split into three blocks, each runs for about 6-

7 weeks. Law courses in English are only available in blocks 1 and 2, unless you need 

to do a reset which will be in block three. This means that if you’re studying law you 

will have a lot of spare time at the end (perfect for any travel plans). As a result the 

semester is much more condensed than at home and exams creep up on you very fast. 

I only had to do the equivalent of 45 credits back home so had a much easier 

workload than others (so keep this in mind with anything I say!). I took the largest 

portion of my courses in block one, meaning I only had one two hour lecture a week 

in block 2, leaving plenty of time for other adventures. Though this made block one 

quite busy, the stress only really came the week before exams and I definitely found it 

a lot easier than at home. Because there are only about 6 weeks worth of lectures, and 

most are only once a week for 2 hours, there is simply no time to cover the same 

amount of content as at home. The exams themselves are much more relaxed than at 

home, which was a little strange (eg the lecturer oversees them, your bag sits next to 

you, people loudly ask questions and they don’t start on time). Here’s a brief 

overview of my courses: 

 

1. International Investment Law (block 1, 5 credits, one 2 hour lecture per 

week): The lecturer for this course was amazing. A very lovely lady, who 

obviously had a real passion for the subject she was teaching and wanted the 

students to share that passion. There were non graded assignments throughout 

the semester (that were pretty easy and intended more as a way to check you 

were doing the readings than anything else). I found the exam itself, and study 

for it, really easy compared to at home- she did a good job revising the content 

with us and letting us know exactly what she expected from us. I liked the 

course so much I originally enrolled in Investment Arbitration (which was in 

block 2)- however, as I ended up not needing the credits I dropped this course.  

 

2. International Public Law (blocks 1 and 2, 10 credits; one 3 hour lecture per 

week): I think UvA considers this course compulsory for exchange students- 

however, nobody ever told me I needed to do it and I ended up changing into 

it a few weeks in because I heard it was really good. The course used to be 

part of the law school but this year switched to become a BA paper, meaning 

non law students were also in the class. I checked back with Otago University 

and they were fine with us all still participating in the course (maybe check 

yourself to confirm this will still be the case in the future!). The lecturer, 

Heather, was one of the greatest people I’ve ever met! A brilliant woman who 

wanted us to be as passionate about world affairs as she was. Although the 

course itself was very fragmented and we often went off on big tangents I feel 

like I learnt a lot about current international issues and in a very “relevant to 

the day” context. The course itself was also extremely easy. In the end she 

cancelled the final exam for those that had gotten internal grades over a certain 



threshold (which was most of the class) which was a very nice surprise! I 

would definitely recommend this course. 

3. Introduction to European Union Law (block 1, 6 credits, two 2 hour classes 

a week): Another compulsory course. However, as I said earlier, no one seems 

to actually check if you’re doing the courses that are deemed compulsory so it 

may be possible to get out of doing this. This course was by far the hardest, 

mainly due to difficulties with the lecturer- she was a bit difficult to 

understand and seemed (to me at least) to have absolutely no interest in 

teaching. This is a course you just have to grit your teeth and bare (and 

actually do some work before the exam). On the other hand I do think I have 

learnt a lot more about how EU law works, which is extremely valuable, and 

this may have been the course I learnt the most from. 

 

Amsterdam is also right next to The Hague, the centre of International law. So I 

would definitely recommend getting involved in any international law courses as 

you will be taught by world class lecturers. I got to got o various courts in The 

Hague for class trips which was an incredible opportunity and something you 

couldn’t come close to back in Dunedin. I know that semester two (semester one 

in Amsterdam) offers a far wider array of courses focused on international 

criminal law and the various tribunals so if your heading there then you will have 

a huge selection of interesting courses to choose from. 

 

Transportation: 

 

Owning a bike is absolutely essential to living in Amsterdam! Amsterdam is the 

bike capital of the world and it is by far the quickest and easiest way to get around 

the city. Once you have a bike anywhere you would want to go is at a maximum 

20 minutes bike ride away. I never needed to take public transport while living 

there (even late at night you can bike home easily). I was lucky enough to know 

someone who had been on exchange the previous semester and bought her bike 

for 70 euro. I would recommend paying a little more (there are lots of, probably 

stolen, bikes that you could get for under 30 euro but these more often than not 

end up costing excessive amounts to repair). I made the mistake of buying a lock 

for 30 euro at a shop. You can pick identical ones up at the market for about 10 

euro. Make sure to have at least two locks on your bike as they get stolen all the 

time (one friend of mine had three taken over the semester, despite diligently 

locking them all). Although biking may seem terrifying at first you’ll be surprised 

how quickly you get used to it- cars are very good at giving way to you. Bicycles 

pretty much “own the streets”. 

 

Visa: 

 

I got extremely stressed about this back home and found it really unclear what was 

required (the embassy didn’t really seem to know either). Basically you don’t 

have to do anything until you get to Amsterdam. As part of your university 

enrolment you have to compile all the relevant documents and when you get there 

they end up giving you a pile of things, and making an appointment for you, to go 

to the council and get it all organised. There are two options; the Working Holiday 

Visa- this allows you to live and work in the Netherlands for a year for around 45 

euro. However note that you are only eligible to get this once, so if you think you 



might want to return to work later perhaps don’t get this one. The second is a 

student visa which is a lot more expensive (I think about 400 euro but since I 

didn’t get this I can’t confirm). This will get around any concerns you might have 

about restricting the possibility of working in the Netherlands in the future.  

 

Tips: 

 

For public transport (trains, bus, tram, metro) you will want to get an OV- 

Chipkaart. These are essentially the same idea as the Snap card back home (you 

swipe on and off public transport and load them with money). The cards are much 

cheaper than buying tickets each time for the transport within the city (but trains 

are the same price regardless). Trains are far more expensive in the Netherlands 

than I had expected. For example, to get to The Hague costs 22 euro return. As I 

went on class trips there at least 5 times this ended up adding up quite quickly. 

One thing I wish I had known about in the first week is the personalised OV-

chipkaart which you can get a discount option loaded onto. This costs 50 euro and 

gives you 40% off travel during off peak hours (outside 6-9 am and, I think 

around 5-6pm). You can also take 3 or 4 friends with you for the same discount. 

Ask at the train station about this discount option. In hindsight I would have, at 

the very least, gotten one of these among three or four people also going on class 

trips and shared it. If you’re planning to travel extensively in the Netherlands it’s 

definitely worth getting this discount. By the time I learnt about it I was in my last 

month, so the original 50 euro cost meant it was no longer worth it. Something to 

think about! 

 

I would also recommend getting a museum card. They cost about 55 euro and 

allow unlimited access to all the museums in The Netherlands (apparently there 

are over 400!). Since museums in Amsterdam are really expensive (between 10-15 

euro each) it’s definitely worth getting. They are valid for a year so people often 

sell them on at the end of 6 months for 25 euros. It would be worth seeing if you 

could pick someone else’s up online.  

 

I would also recommend joining “ISN Amsterdam online market” and “Bike 

marketplace” at the beginning- at least while you’re looking for a bike. Some 

accommodation doesn’t have any kitchen equipment so you may find this a good 

place to stock up on that as well. Stores such as HEMA, Blokker and IKEA also 

have cheap household goods.  

 

If you’re interested in joining a gym the university has one (which has five 

different locations around the city, note that some are not open on weekends). 

This was 70 euro for three months (so by far the cheapest option I could find). 

Although quite basic, I found it more than adequate (and it also includes classes). 

Fit for Free is also meant to be another cheap option and this chain also has a few 

locations.  

 

Things to do: 

 

I think Amsterdam is one of the most beautiful cities in Europe- simply strolling 

around the many canals is a fantastic waste of an afternoon. As I’ve already said 

the Jordaan (near the Anne Frank house) is my favourite area with lots of good 



cafes and little shops. Make sure you visit café Winkel 43 for the best apple pie in 

the city.  

 

Leidisplein and Rembrandtplein are the main areas for going out. Although these 

were fun at first my friends and I started to get a little sick of how touristy the 

areas could be and attempted to find more “Dutch” places. I loved Hannekes 

Boom and Roest and would recommend both for a more relaxed night out. 

Paradiso, Trouw and Melkweg are good clubs and definitely worth a visit (bear in 

mind that the music and atmosphere can change dramatically depending on the 

night of the week).  

 

Although the ISN events can begin to get a little tiresome over time they are such 

a good way to meet people, particularly at the beginning. Therefore, I would 

recommend making an effort to go at least for the first few weeks (to be honest 

after a while I stopped attending but they are really useful in the beginning!).  

 

Final thoughts: 

 

First, don’t worry at all about any language barriers. The Dutch all seem to be 

completely fluent in English. So much so that, I’m ashamed to say, I hardly learnt 

any Dutch. Any attempts made were meet be smiles at my extremely poor 

pronunciation and then a switch to English.  

 

Also, although it’s really easy to get stressed out back home about university etc it 

all works out when you get here (and is far easier to sort once you’re here). 

University sorts itself out very fast. UvA seems quite disorganised and from NZ it 

is so hard to know what you’re meant to do or who to talk to. It’s all a lot simpler 

once you’re actually here! 

 

Exchange has honestly been one of the best and most eye opening experiences of 

my life. I have met some of the most wonderful people and had the most amazing 

adventures. Obviously there will be times when you get a bit homesick but this 

comes and goes and ultimately you’ll only really remember all the good times! 

Amsterdam is a fantastic city to live in and I couldn’t recommend going on 

exchange there enough. I wish I could do it all again! 

 

ENJOY! 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 


