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Abstract

Red-Light Districts have long been contested urban spaces where contradictory 
values around morality, tolerance, safety, tourism, and economic interests coexist. In 
many cities, these areas are increasingly subject to transformations that aim to redu-
ce nuisance, regulate tourism, and reshape urban identities, often raising concerns 
about the future position of sex work in the city. This research focuses on De Wallen, 
Amsterdam’s Red-Light District, which is currently facing renewed plans for transfor-
mation. De Wallen is a highly visible, multifunctional urban area where residential life, 
tourism, consumption, and regulated sex work intersect, yet remains characterised 
by persistent tensions related to liveability, safety, overcrowding, and deeply con-
flicting interpretations of its identity. Using a qualitative single-case study approach 
combining policy analysis, literature review, semi-structured interviews, and scenario 
planning, this research examines how the spatial characteristics of De Wallen and 
the value conflicts among its actors can inform future scenarios for the district. The 
findings demonstrate that every proposed transformation involves unavoidable tra-
de-offs: interventions that improve liveability tend to reduce the visibility, safety, and 
economic security of sex workers. Future scenarios for De Wallen are therefore only 
possible if these trade-offs are made transparent, marginalised voices are structurally 
included, and policy-makers explicitly acknowledge that spatial interventions always 
encode choices about whose values are prioritised.

keywords: Red-Light District transformation, De Wallen, value conflicts, scenario 
planning, Sex work 
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Motivation Positionality Statement 

I was sitting in front of the Bushuis in Amsterdam with my friend. She came to visit 
me during my study break at the university. We were talking about the city and what 
was happening around us, about how Amsterdam was becoming increasingly ex-
clusive and gentrified. ‘’Did you hear about their plans for the Wallen? Insane!’’ my 
friend said. ‘’They are going to remove everything’’ I asked her what she meant, and 
she told me about the municipal plans for the new erotic centre. I looked around and 
was struck. Even though I was not deeply familiar with this part of Amsterdam and its 
culture, it felt like a confirmation of the direction the city was heading, the very directi-
on we had just been discussing. ‘’And what will be left? More Negen Straatjes??’’ she 
said.
 
This brief conversation, in September 2025, became the starting point for this rese-
arch. The question had, however, been forming for longer. Since reading Smooth City  
by Rene Boer, the concept had stayed with me describing a city driven by an incre-
asing desire for perfection, efficiency, and control, one that becomes sanitised, where 
urban life is made smoother at the cost of everything marginal, complex, and diverse. 
Alongside this, I became aware of the place of queer and erotic culture within Am-
sterdam. Besides other things, represented these spaces for me the kind of diversity 
and complexity that the Smooth City logic tends to put under pressure. 

This tension became the foundation of this research. Rather than focusing solely on 
critique, however, this thesis is oriented toward the future: toward understanding what 
alternative urban visions might look like, and what role spaces of erotic culture and 
sex work might play within them. It is guided by a belief that the city can be otherwi-
se.

Hope you enjoy reading it!

As a researcher, I write from a position that is different from that of the people that 
use the space that I study. And while I bring care and critical attention to this work, I 
am not a sex worker, nor have I lived the realities that shape the lives of those I wri-
te about. I am an outsider to this community, and I approach this research with the 
awareness that my social position, including my race, class, and professional status, 
insulates me from the stigma, violence, and marginalization that sex workers navigate 
daily. Therefore, I cannot fully know their experiences, and I do not claim to speak for 
them. Rather, I try to listen carefully, represent their perspectives with honesty and 
respect, and try to remain accountable to the limits of my own standpoint.
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1.0 introduction 



Red Light Districts have long occupied ambiguous and paradoxical places within 
cities. Red Light Districts are urban areas with a concentration of commercial sex 
or erotic activities. This concentration of sex work into one district has been a com-
mon urban trend since the 19th century (Fiolka et al., 2022). They are spacesthat are 
simultaneously ‘’marginalised and romanticised, avoided and frequented, opposed 
and cherished’’ (Singelenberg & Van Gent, 2020). Burgers (2000) and Singelenberg 
& Van Gent (2020) describe Red Light Districts as a function of everyday consump-
tion and as praised spaces associated with excitement and misbehaviour. (Hubbard, 
2012) characterises such areas as places where contradictory values coexist: ‘’noise 
and stillness, the sacred and the profane, repression and tolerance’’(Hubbard, 2012, 
p. 195). In relation to contradictory values, (Mörk & Brandellero, 2024) point out yet 
another contradiction. The visible character of Red-Light Districts is argued to con-
tribute to social tolerance and the normalisation of sex work. On the other hand, this 
same characteristic causes many researchers and policymakers to raise moral and 
social concerns. 

Among other reasons, these moral and social concerns about sex workplace Red 
Light Districts in cities as a matter of debate in recent decades. As cities are dea-
ling with changed, debates about the place of sex work in the city have intensified 
(Singelenberg & Van Gent, 2020). The reasons for the changes can vary greatly, for 
example, it no longer fits the image of the city, or it attracts too much crime (Hubbard, 
2004). Another reason for debates, according to critics, is the attempts to “clean up” 
RLDs, removing “undesirables” to make way for new investments, middle-class resi-
dents, and new consumption spaces (Sanders-McDonagh et al. 2016).  Across cities 
in the world, formerly notorious sex work areas such as Times Square in New York, 
Place Pigalle in Paris, Surabaya in Jakarta  and the Reeperbahn in Hamburg have 
undergone substantial spatial and functional transformations since the 1990s, some-
times completely removing sex work as urban function. These shifting geographies 
of sex work have attracted sustained scholarly attention, particularly in relation to the 
effects of the transformation in relation to liveability, displacement and gentrification 
(Loopmans & Van den Broeck, 2011). Most of these transformations of Red Light Dis-
tricts were followed by protests as they did not always result in the desired outcomes 
for sex workers (Setyawan et al., 2024). Sex workers and other marginalized groups 
in Red Light Districts have historically had limited influence on policymaking. Their 
voices are often underrepresented or overshadowed by dominant narratives from go-
vernment, media, and residents associations (Mörk & Brandellero, 2024). In addition, 
the transformation of red-light districts often involves many contradictory values and 
conflicts among the residents, business owners and 

1.1 Context and background
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governing bodies, making it a contested urban space. Understanding the future of 
the Red-Light Districts therefore requires a shared understanding of actors and their 
values, focusing on marginalised voices and power asymmetries. 

The Case | This research focuses on de Wallen, Amsterdam’s historic Red Light 
District, a globally recognised urban area characterised by a dense historic street 
pattern, thirteenth-century buildings and canals, where sex work has been spatially 
embedded since the city’s origins as a harbour town (Aalbers & Sabat, 2012; Mörk & 
Brandellero, 2024). The legalisation of sex work around 2000 formalised a long-stan-
ding culture of tolerance by recognising sex work as legitimate labour, resulting in a 
highly visible and regulated form of window sex work that has shaped a distinctive 
adult-themed urban landscape alongside bars, coffee shops, hotels and other tou-
rist-oriented functions (Hubbard, 2012). While this visibility has enabled regulation 
and a degree of worker safety, it has simultaneously contributed to de Wallen’s com-
mercialization and economic value as a tourist destination. As well as intensified 
moral, social and spatial tensions. 

Today, the area faces persistent liveability challenges, including overtourism, pressu-
re on public space, nuisance, perceived insecurity and a growing sense of alienation 
among residents of the city, with municipal research indicating that nearly 80 percent 
of Amsterdam residents actively avoid the city centre (rapport_binnenstadsenque-
te_2024, z.d.) (Couzy, 2019) These pressures affect not only residents of de Wallen 
but also sex workers, who experience overcrowding, disruptive tourist behaviour and 
reduced control over their working environment (Van Liempt & Chimienti, 2017). De 
Wallen’s international visibility and symbolic role within Amsterdam’s global image 
further complicate governance, positioning the area within global circuits of tourism 
and mobility rather than solely local urban dynamics (Hubbard, 2012). Functioning 
simultaneously as a residential neighbourhood, a consumption and leisure zone and 
a site of sexualised commerce, de Wallen embodies what Mörk & Brandellero (2024, 
p. 674) describe as an ‘intersection of residency, consumption, recreation and sexu-
ality’, generating everyday frictions between users with competing claims to space. 
These tensions are amplified by conflicting interpretations of the district’s identity, 
ranging from moral decline to cultural heritage, which underpin ongoing debates and 
protests involving residents, sex workers, business owners and the policy makers 
over whose values should guide the area’s future development (Aalbers & Sabat, 
2012; Fiolka et al., 2022).	

	
	

Figure 2: Problems related to the case15 16



1.2 Problem statement 1.3 Research questions 

Problem statement | The future of the sex work landscape of de Wallen in Am-
sterdam remains highly uncertain. Despite previous policy interventions, the area 
remains a highly contested urban space characterized by persistent challenges. 
Conflicting values and recurring spatial conflicts has led to the current misalign-
ment among users (e.g. residents, business owners, sex workers, and municipal 
authorities) regarding both the nature of the challenges facing de Wallen and the 
desired direction for its transformation. This lack of a shared vision hinders efforts 

to create a future for the neighbourhood. Existing policies often prioritize redu-
cing visibility, nuisance, and change of the image, while insufficiently engaging 
with the everyday spatial and social realities of sex work and the multifunctional 

urban space. Such approaches risk only displacing existing problems rather than 
resolving them, potentially increasing the vulnerability of sex workers and spatial 
inequalities. Consequently, there is an urgent need for a comprehensive under-
standing of the existing challenges and potentials, spatially and socially, and the 
development of future scenarios to envision alternative futures that provide just 

space for all actors.

The main research question guiding this research is:

“How can the spatial characteristics of de Wallen and the conflicting values among its 
actors inform the development of future scenarios for the future of sex work in Am-
sterdam’s Red-Light District, de Wallen?”

To answer this question, the following subquestion are formulated: 

This thesis is structured to move from theoretical grounding toward empirical ana-
lysis and normative reflection on the future of De Wallen. The theoretical framework 
establishes the conceptual lenses used throughout the research. It introduces the 
three landscape frameworks, regulated, lived, and moral. Than it then narrows toward 
Red-Light Districts as urban phenomena, examining how such districts have been 
historically understood, governed, and transformed. The framework concludes by 
addressing the values associated with Red-Light Districts. The methodology explains 
the research design, justifies the three landscape frameworks as analytical tools, and 
describes how spatial analysis and value mapping were combined to produce the 
four future scenarios that form the core output of this research.
 
The results are presented in three parts. The first maps the spatial characteristics of 
De Wallen across the three landscapes. The second presents the actor analysis, exa-
mining how different users perceive and value the area and where their values con-
flict. The third presents the four future scenarios, each representing a different confi-
guration of spatial and social priorities with its own trade-offs. The thesis closes with 
a conclusion directly answering the main and sub-questions, followed by a discussion 
of broader implications, a reflection on the academic contribution, an account of the 
research’s limitations, and finally a set of recommendations for policy-makers, plan-
ners, and future researchers.

SQ3: “What future scenarios can be developed for the transformation of De 
Wallen?”

SQ2: “How do different actors perceive and value de Wallen, regarding the 
transformation of de Wallen?”

SQ1. What are the spatial characteristics and functions, regarding the trans-
formation of de Wallen?
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Academic significance | This research contributes to a growing body of research 
on Red Light Districts and transformation of these areas. Current research focuses 
mostly on safety, policy and the moral side of sex work. There is a lack of knowledge 
on the integration of sex work in the city landscape. In addition, there is a particular 
focus on sex work as an illegal activity and on public space, with less attention paid to 
regulated red light districts and what their position in the city should be. It is important 
to focus on this because there are many Red Light Districts in Europe and their trans-
formations are often determined by legislation and policy, but not by a broader urban 
vision of red light districts as part of the city (Weitzer, 2014). This research identifies 
and analyses conflicting values and spatial characteristics of the Red-Light District. To 
eventually create scenarios for the future and attempts to answer the question of what 
the sex work landscape will look like in the Red Light District. The aim is to ultimately 
present a possible strategy based on the scenarios, considering the voices of sex 
workers, residents and business owners. This could potentially provide guidance for 
policy or area development.	

Scope | This study examines the spatial and social challenges and potential at the 
Red Light District, de Wallen in Amsterdam, to subsequently design possible scena-
rios to relating to these challenges. It analyses challenges in the social and spatial 
realm to get a better understanding of the different values of different actors on de 
Wallen. Due to time restraints, the transformation of Red light Districts is only conside-
red in Amsterdam, not focusing on other cities. That makes this research a qualitative 
research based on a single case study. Additionally, the perspectives of social and 
spatial are chosen for this research, so others are not within the scope of this rese-
arch. The reason for these variables is because of the assumption that these variables 
shape future of de Wallen the most. 

This study involves qualitative data-gathering methods, including semi-structured 
interviews with stakeholders in de Wallen and scenario planning. While the focus is 
on participatory methods for urban development, this research does not cover de-
sign aspects related to urban development projects. Another important notion, this 
research rejects the idea that sex work is by definition exploitation. Sex work is work. 
However, exploitation does exist; this is mainly due to criminalisation, uncertain resi-
dence status and policy, lack of rights and protection.

1.4 Relevance and goals

19 20



2.0 literature review



2.0 Literature review   2.1 Red light Districts 

This chapter examines three central concepts; Red Light Districts, values in RLDs, 
and RLD transformations, through a review of relevant literature, structured in line 
with the sub-questions of this research.

The first section addresses Red Light Districts, focusing on their spatial characteris-
tics and functions. It draws on literature concerning the geographies of sex work and 
explores broader trends that are reshaping RLDs, including De Wallen.

The second section examines values in RLDs, with particular attention to different 
user groups, their perspectives, and the conflicts that emerge between them.

The third section focuses on RLD transformations, discussing various forms of trans-
formation, the diverse visions that underpin them, and the conflicts that arise in the 
process.

Each concept is analysed in relation to broader theoretical frameworks, and the chap-
ter critically engages with key debates on RLD transformations and the relationship 
between spatial change and place value. This analysis ultimately informs the develop-
ment of a comprehensive conceptual framework.

Spatial characteristics | Red-light districts are areas in cities or towns that are the-
med around commercial sex (Aalbers & Sabat, 2012). They consist of clusters of 
activities or individuals that are characterised by sex work. However, some districts 
have few or no visible sex workers and consist of entertainment or other services. 
The combination of sex work into one district has been a common urban trend since 
the nineteenth century (Fiolka et al., 2022). These processes worked over time by 
fostering a space where actors knew commercial sex was more of a secure option 
because of lighter enforcement of regulations and policing.  Some Red Light Districts 
are single-use, largely consisting of only sex related businesses. Others are more 
multi-functional, located in the city centre amongst many other functions (Aalbers & 
Sabat, 2012; Mörk & Brandellero, 2024). This can be a mixture with functions asso-
ciated with leisure activities, bars, restaurants, hotels, gambling arcades, strip clubs, 
and porn shops. 

In some case Red Light Districts have mixed functions that have nothing to do with 
sex and the leisure industry, like residential or retail functions (Weitzer & Boels, 2015). 
As Mörk and Brandellero (2024, p. 674) describe RLD as an ‘intersection of residen-
cy, consumption, recreation and sexuality’. While this multifunctionality contributes 
to urban vitality, it also generates everyday frictions between users with competing 
needs, expectations and claims to space. RLD also vary in terms of spatial characte-
ristics, some exist only of sex and strip clubs while others, like in this study, are more 
linked in window sex work. The presence of sex workers behind large glass windows 
creates a unique urban landscape in which sexual services are openly displayed 
within public space. As a result, these areas have been described as a highly com-
mercialised adult-themed environment (Hubbard, 2012). Because red light districts 
are often located in historically dense inner-city areas, their spatial rigidity limits possi-
bilities for functional separation. This intensifies conflicts between residential, com-
mercial and sexualised uses of space, making these districts particularly sensitive to 
debate and transformation.

Regulated, lived and Moral landscape | To understand the spatial and social dyna-
mics of red light district such as de Wallen, this research adopts a threefold landscape 
perspective from Hubbard (2012) : the moral landscape, the regulated landscape, and 
the lived landscape. These three dimensions help capture how the area is framed, 
governed, and experienced in everyday life.
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	 Regulated landscape | The regulated landscape draws attention to the extent to which 
urban space is actively shaped and controlled by political and institutional forces, rather than by 
market demand or informal social acceptance alone. In red light districts, sex work is not sim-
ply permitted or prohibited, but managed through a combination of legal frameworks, licensing 
systems, zoning regulations, and enforcement practices. This regulated landscape determines 
where, how, and under what conditions specific activities can take place, as well as how visible 
or hidden they are within the city.

Hubbard (2012) shows that regulation of sex work has shifted from direct forms of control—such 
as criminal law and police repression—to more indirect mechanisms, including spatial planning, 
bureaucratic procedures, and the management of “tolerated zones.” In this sense, the regulated 
landscape is not only about restricting behavior, but about organizing the spatial configuration 
of sex work in ways that align with broader urban governance objectives, such as tourism, safe-
ty, and real‑estate development. Government interventions thus leave a material imprint on the 
district’s form, while simultaneously shaping the social and legal conditions under which sex 
workers operate.	

	 Lived landscape | The lived landscape shifts the focus from abstract moral categories 
and formal regulations to the everyday experiences, practices, and experience of the peop-
le who inhabit or use the area. This perspective emphasizes that urban space is continuously 
produced through movement, interaction, and social behavior, rather than given once and for all. 
Red light districts are shaped by the presence and actions of diverse actors, including sex wor-
kers, clients, tourists, residents, and visitors, whose everyday practices co‑construct the district’s 
character.

	

The lived landscape is not only about what happens in the district, but also about how it feels: 
the atmosphere, sensory impressions, and changing moods at different times of day and night. 
People perform roles, negotiate encounters, and navigate safety, stigma, and pleasure, all of 
which contribute to the experiential texture of the place. In this way, the lived landscape hig-
hlights the agency of users and residents, showing how they actively reshape space through 
their routines, interactions, and emotional responses. By bringing together the moral, regulated, 
and lived landscapes, this framework offers a nuanced lens through which to analyze the spatial 
complexity and social life of red light districts. 

	 Moral landscape | The concept of the moral landscape refers to the way different parts 
of the city are assigned distinct moral meanings and values. In this perspective, certain areas 
come to symbolize what is considered acceptable or unacceptable behavior, thereby shaping 
the boundaries of social normativity. Red light district such as de Wallen have historically been 
framed as a space of “immorality,” where activities such as sex work are tolerated yet socially 
set apart from what is regarded as normal or respectable. According to Hubbard (2012), by con-
centrating these activities in a specific district, the city defines a contrast to mainstream morality, 
making the district a visible boundary of what is deemed deviant.

At the same time, this distinction is becoming less clear‑cut. Rather than standing entirely out-
side of “normal” moral values, red light district such as de Wallen increasingly reflect broader 
social and economic transformations, in which intimacy and sexuality are shaped by commercia-
lization and exchange. In contemporary consumer culture, sex is not only linked to relationships 
and reproduction but also to ideas of choice, efficiency, and pleasure as commodities. The red 
light district thus does not merely represent an exception to everyday norms, but reveals internal 
contradictions and ambiguities within prevailing moral frameworks.

Regulated

rulesse
cu

rity

Lived
Moral

Figure 3: Visualisation of Sex work landscapes, own work
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Red Light Districts in Flux | Aalbers & Sabat (2012) describe red light districts as 
urban landscapes that are in a state of change, driven by three developments: digiti-
sation, globalisation and tourism. Firstly, the rise of the internet has radically changed 
the spatial logic of sex work. It has become less dependent on visible street or win-
dow locations and can move to online platforms, causing physical red light districts 
to lose some of their central function. Secondly, globalisation plays an important role. 
The globalisation of the sex industry has led to increasing international mobility of sex 
workers and the emergence of a transnationally organised sex industry (Loopmans & 
Van Den Broeck, 2011). Another result of globalisation is migration, which places red 
light districts within global circuits of mobility (Hubbard, 2012). In some cases, this 
has resulted in changing labour relations and new forms of regulation (Aalbers & Sa-
bat, 2012). Thirdly, the growth of tourism contributes to the transformation of red light 
districts. The Red Light District is increasingly positioned as a tourist attraction, with 
sex work becoming part of an urban spectacle. At the same time, this tourist function 
clashes with policy goals relating to quality of life, safety and image (Aalbers & Sabat, 
2012). These global processes are made possible in part by low-cost airlines and the 
Schengen zone (Loopmans & Van Den Broeck, 2011). The result is a red light district 
in flux: an area in which sex work continues to exist, but is constantly being reformed, 
relocated and renegotiated under the influence of broader urban and global proces-
ses.

In recent decades, red light districts have been urban areas subject to significant 
change. Literature on the transformation of red light districts has identified different 
types of transformation, differing in pace, governance tools, and impacts on users in 
red light districts. The following types can be identified: the closure of sexual activities 
in red light districts, the gradual transformation of red light districts, and the transfor-
mation of the function of red light districts into creative or craft functions. In the follo-
wing chapter, these three types are described based on various case studies.

Closed down | The first type of transformation involves the complete closure of Red 
Light Districts, typically enforced by state authorities. A prominent example is the 
Dolly District in Surabaya, Indonesia, which was officially closed by the government 
in 2014 (Setyawan et al., 2024). The closure aimed to improve safety, reduce crime 
and transform the area’s image and economic activity, converting former sex work 
establishments into craft-focused businesses, such as the Dolly Saiki Point. Help 
programs were implemented to support former sex workers in accessing alternative 
livelihoods, including social, economic, and religious initiatives. Despite these efforts, 
Setyawan et al (2024) present negative outcomes. A decade after the closing, former 
sex workers continue to face economic insecurity, relying on informal or precarious 
employment; social exclusion, due to ongoing stigma and discrimination; and admi-
nistrative marginalisation, reflected in unequal access to social services and legal 
labour protections (Kanto et al., 2018; Setyawan et al., 2024). Many former workers 
resort to hidden or online forms of sex work, highlighting that closure can function 
more as a displacement strategy than a genuine eradication of sex work and the 
criminality around it. These findings demonstrate the effects of abrupt RLD closure, 
where formal interventions fail to provide sustainable alternatives. It also shows that 
the success of RLD closure should not be measured solely by the disappearance of 
visible sex work, but by the long-term socioeconomic inclusion and empowerment of 
affected populations.

Gradual displacement | The second type of transformation is the gradual change 
of red light districts through urban policy, without formally banning sex work. Three 
examples are Montreal, Paris, and London. In Montreal, sex work wasn’t explicitly 
banned but was deemed incompatible with the city’s new image (Fiolka et al., 2022). 
Urban planning tools—like zoning changes, public-space redesign, and fast-tracked 
development—helped shift the area’s focus to culture and real estate (Frank, 2019). 
These were paired with increased policing and surveillance to limit street-based and 
informal economies (Stein, 2019). London’s Soho underwent a similar shift. Policies 
targeted “undesirable activities” to attract wealthier residents and investors (Singe-

2.2 Transformation of Red light Districts 

Figure 4: Former sex workers in Dolly District, source: (“In-
donesia Takes On ‘Dolly’ Red-light District”, 2014)27 28



lenberg & Van Gent, 2020). Zero-tolerance policing, stricter licensing, and the closure 
of sex-related properties, along with social housing privatisation, turned Soho into a 
more upscale neighbourhood (Hubbard, 2004). Paris’s Pigalle also changed gradual-
ly: regulation, rising rents, and enforcement pushed out brothels, sex shops, and bars, 
replaced by cafés, hotels, and boutiques for a young, middle-class, and tourist crowd. 
The visibility of the sex industry depends on government policies at all levels (Stric-
kland & Gravari-Barbas, 2025). This process is often called gentrification, referring 
to the gradual displacement of sex work through policy, market forces, and symbolic 
change, rather than outright prohibition (Singelenberg & Van Gent, 2020; Strickland & 
Gravari-Barbas, 2025.; Van Liempt & Chimienti, 2017).

All three cases produced major consequences. In London, property prices rose, the 
sex industry declined, and small-scale businesses disappeared while high-end clubs 
remained under strict regulations. Sex workers experienced workplace loss, uncer-
tainty and relocation to less safe locations. Entrepreneurs outside the sex industry 
welcomed increased safety and commercial value, while residents were divided: new 
residents appreciated reduced sex work visibility and rising values, but noted lost 
identity and cohesion (Singelenberg & Van Gent, 2020). Hubbard (2004) emphasises 
that while Soho became “neater”, sex worker safety deteriorated. Pigalle saw similar 
effects: rising prices, changing composition, and reported loss of identity and exclu-
sion as it transformed from a space for marginalised groups into a curated consumer 
space with aesthetically preserved but functionally eroded history (Strickland & Gra-
vari-Barbas, 2025).

A key feature of this transformation is using the district’s sexualized past in redeve-
lopment, referencing Red Light history through branding while physically excluding 
sex work and sex workers (Fiolka et al., 2022). This creates symbolic continuity with 
the past, but erases its material reality; sexual histories are commodified while current 
sex work is cast as undesirable. Pigalle, once known for sex work and nightlife, is now 
a tourist and residential area that markets its sexual heritage as “naughty but nice,” 
with icons like the Moulin Rouge disconnected from real sex work (Strickland & Gra-
vari-Barbas, 2025). Brothels and sex shops have been replaced by cafés, boutiques, 
hotels, and restaurants for a young, middle-class, and tourist clientele. These cases 
show that displacement is achieved through layered policy and design, not outright 
repression. Sex work isn’t eliminated, but pushed into hidden, precarious spaces. 
Urban renewal and economic growth benefit new residents and investors, but mar-
ginalize sex workers, who lose visibility and stability. By turning sexual heritage into 
cultural capital while excluding contemporary sex work, these gradual changes create 
curated consumption spaces and obscure the social costs of displacement.

Creative city transformation | The third form is one of the two forms mentioned 
earlier, but with a different outcome. In the case of Surabaya (Dolly Area) and Koga-

Figure 5: Flag with Save Soho, source; Sim (2015)

Figure 6: The Moulin Rouge, in Pigalle source; Sim (2015)
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Sasajima (2013), shows a different model of creative repurposing. Here, the red-light 
district was actively transformed into an arts district, driven by state control and mu-
nicipal policy. The transformation came about through the interaction between resi-
dents’ movements against sex work, large-scale police operations and creative city 
initiatives by the municipality. Sex work was eliminated in a short period of time, and 
former brothels were replaced by art studios and cultural facilities. These cases show 
the transformation of Red-Light Districts with a different purpose than commercialisa-
tion and touristification. 

In both cases, the approach was generally seen as desirable. However, the Environ-
mental and Social Impact Assessment (ESIA) shows that this transformation had 
both positive and negative effects. Although the batik industry offered new econo-
mic opportunities, it also brought social and ecological tensions. The Surabaya case 
shows that creative repurposing does not automatically lead to sustainable inclusion 
but depends on long-term support and realistic economic prospects. The research 
above from Setyawan et al (2024) also showed precarious living situations for former 
sex workers. Although the neighbourhood was improved in appearance, no organic 
or vibrant creative environment emerged. Artistic practices remained heavily depen-
dent on institutional support and were temporary and isolated from the broader urban 
context. Kogane-Cho shows that creative repurposing, when driven top-down, can 
lead to a sanctioned cultural enclave in which creativity functions primarily as a policy 
tool rather than as an autonomous urban process. 

Although this approach is generally seen as desirable, innovative and for-
ward-looking, it also raises questions about inclusion, sustainability and power relati-
ons. This was also said over a 2008 initiative called Red-light Art Amsterdam, which 
was launched in Amsterdam’s Red-Light District. Red Light Art Amsterdam was part 
of a series of municipal programmes (Red-Light Art, Red-Light Fashion, Red Light 
Design) in which former window sex work buildings were temporarily repurposed as 
studios and presentation spaces for artists and designers. The plan was developed 
in collaboration between the municipality of Amsterdam, housing associations and 
cultural institutions. The aim was to add cultural quality to Red Light Districts and 
activate vacant workspaces, and according to Serino (2012) also to disconnect them 
from their previous functions. Serino (2012) describes how cultural programmes such 
as Redlight Art, Redlight Fashion and Redlight Design function as transitional instru-
ments in gentrification: they redefine the symbolic meaning of the space and increase 
its market value. At the same time, they place artists in an ambiguous position, in 
which critical artistic practices are embedded in municipal policy.

ne-cho (Yokohama), sex work is terminated or severely reduced, after which crea-
tive production, craftsmanship and culture are deployed as an alternative economic 
and symbolic foundation. In Surabaya, the Dolly Area (Setyawan et al., 2024), was 
completely shut down in 2014. Following this closure, a large part of the local com-
munity lost its livelihood, not only sex workers, but also supporting businesses such 
as hotels and restaurants. The economic cycle of the area changed and many busi-
nesses disappeared. In response, creative repurposing through the batik industry 
was pursued by state initiative. The traditional batik craft industry was revived as an 
alternative income model for former residents. This approach was explicitly linked to 
empowerment: residents had to be supported in changing professions, developing 
entrepreneurship and adapting existing ideas about income and labour. Training and 
guidance played a central role in this. The transformation of Kogane-Cho, studied by 

Type of 
transfor-
mation 

Vision / func-
tion 

Spatial Out-
come

conditions Illustrative 
Cases

Involved parties Positive Impact Negative Impact

Closure Eradication 
of visible sex 
work; moral 
value, safety 
value and 
identity value 
change

Sex work 
removed

state power, 
political 
will, moral/
religious 
pressure

Dolly 
District, 
Surabaya

Government, 
sex workers, 
NGOs, religious 
organisations

Alternative 
employment 
through sup-
port schemes, 
crime reduc-
tion

Displacement 
rather than elimi-
nation; long-term 
economic precarity 
of former sex wor-
kers; social stigma; 
administrative 
marginalisation

Gradual 
Displace-
ment

Rebranding 
and upgrading 
of the district; 
sex work 
framed as 
incompatible 
with new users 
and urban ima-
ge ; liveability 
value, identity 
value

Gradual 
reduction of 
visible sex 
work; trans-
formation into 
consumption- 
and invest-
ment-oriented 
urban space

Zoning 
tools, 
market 
pressures, 
policing, 
investor 
interests

Soho 
(London), 
Pigalle 
(Paris), 
Montréal

 Local autho-
rity, investors, 
new residents, 
sex workers, 
small business 
owners

Rising property 
values, im-
proved safety, 
commercial 
growth

Loss of workpla-
ces; increased 
insecurity for sex 
workers; rising 
property values; 
social homogeni-
sation; symbolic 
preservation of 
sexual past along-
side functional 
erasure

Crea-
tive-city

Replacement 
of sex work 
with creative 
production, 
new economic 
and symbolic 
base; 

Conversion 
into art dis-
tricts, studios, 
or craft hubs; 
cultural bran-
ding of former 
red light areas

Collaborati-
on between 
the local 
authority, 
cultural 
instituti-
ons and 
housing as-
sociations; 
resident 
protests as 
a catalyst

Koga-
ne-cho 
(Yoko-
hama), 
Dolly Area 
(Surabaya), 
Red Light 
Art Am-
sterdam

Local autho-
rity, housing 
associations, 
artists/desig-
ners, former 
sex workers, 
cultural institu-
tions

New economic 
opportunities 
(e.g. batik), 
cultural revi-
talisation of 
vacant spaces

New opportunities 
but continued 
precarity for former 
sex workers; 
dependence on in-
stitutional support; 
creativity as policy 
tool rather than 
autonomous urban 
process

Figure 7: diagram types of transformations
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2.3 Value discussion and conflicts in the transformation of 
red-light districts

Herzog et al (2024, p. 1328) state the following about values in urban space: “Past 
and present development projects demonstrate that pluralistic values of various 
stakeholders often lead to conflict about the planning of urban space (McAuliffe and 
Rogers, 2019). A key challenge for planners and decision-makers is to identify and 
address these diverse and often competing values of citizens and other stakeholders 
(Van der Wal et al., 2015).” As described before, transformations of Red-Light Dis-
tricts can be seen as contested processes, with actors expressing feelings of loss and 
displacement, but may also resist, be relieved by, or adapt to changing circumstances 
(Singelenberg & Van Gent, 2020). RLDs are therefore inherently linked to competing 
values and conflicts that can arise as a result. Understanding these values is essential 
for the transformation process and for mitigating the conflicts that may arise (Herzog 
et al., 2024; Kuitert et al., 2023). This chapter first discusses various values in RLD, 
followed by a discussion about users, and then an explanation of value conflicts. 

Value in RLD | Urban space is continuously shaped by social practices (Lefebvre, 
1991). In this process, different actors attribute diverse meanings and values to the 
same piece of space economic, cultural, symbolic, affective, and moral (Birdsall et 
al., 2021). These values are not fixed but emerge from everyday use, power relations, 
and sensory experiences. In Red‑Light Districts, understanding these overlapping 
value regimes is crucial, because transformations often focus narrowly on economic 
upgrading or spatial order, while overlooking the relational, emotional, and moral 
dimensions that make the area meaningful for different groups (Bazelmans, 2013; 
Basak & Van Liempt, 2025).

To make these values analytically usable, this thesis combines Birdsall et al.’s (2021) 
typology with two practical frameworks: the value‑based approach of the Veldaca-
demie and the Just City Index. The Veldacademie operationalises urban values as 
tangible qualities of the built environment, such as inclusivity, social cohesion, health, 
safety, and environmental comfort, by focusing on how spaces enable meeting, play-
ing, learning, cooling, and everyday liveability (Veldacademie, n.d.; 2021). The Just 
City Index, in turn, offers a participatory list of 50 values, such as equity, inclusion, 
participation, and safety, that communities can select and prioritise to define what 
“justice” means in their specific neighbourhood (Just City Lab, n.d.; Mayors’ Institute 
on City Design, 2025). Together, these frameworks allow the research to move beyo-
nd economic indicators and instead examine how different actors assign, negotiate, 
and prioritise a range of economic, cultural, affective, moral, and political values in 
relation to the district’s transformation.

Value Sub Value Source

spatial experience Value Visibility De Veld Academie

liveliness De Veld Academie

Cultural Value Cultural expression De Veld Academie

Cultural offer De Veld Academie

History De Veld Academie

Leisure De Veld Academie

economic Value affordability De Veld Academie

suitable employment De Veld Academie

local economy De Veld Academie

innovation De Veld Academie

neighborhood oriented 
economics

De Veld Academie

Healthy development Value Sense of Security De Veld Academie

Meaning De Veld Academie

Personal Growth De Veld Academie

Exchange of Knowlegde De Veld Academie

Proper education De Veld Academie

Democracy Value Voice TJC Index

Protest TJC Index

Debate TJC Index

Conflict TJC Index

Identity Value Vitality TJC Index

Pride TJC Index

Character TJC Index

Beauty TJC Index

Authenticity TJC Index

Acceptance Value Inclusion TJC Index 

Respect TJC Index

Tolerance TJC Index

Trust TJC Index

Spatial experience Accessibility TJC Index 

Reachability TJC Index 

Quality of living TJC Index 

Traffic safety TJC Index 

proximity to amenities TJC Index 

Diversity TJC Index 
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Users in RLD | To continue the discussion about the value of red-light districts, it is 
important to outline the different users and their value. Herzog et al (2024) confirm 
this, suggesting that mapping stakeholders can help make different values visible and 
support the identification and understanding of potential value conflicts (Herzog et al., 
2024). 

	 Sexworker & erotic entrepreneurs | Sex workers and erotic entrepreneurs 
are an obvious user of Red-Light Districts, however their say is not always included 
in decision-making processes. Sex work is a form of labour in which sexual services 
are provided in exchange for money or other resources. It is a highly heterogeneous 
field of work consisting of street work, window sex work, escorts, online work, clubs, 
etc. It is embedded in migration, gender, class and radicalisation (Macioti & Geymo-
nat, 2016). The sex industries around the world are associated with serious forms of 
marginalisation, violence, exploitation, and even forced labour.  Generalizing, sex wor-
kers value safe and visible workplaces, autonomy and stability (Basak & Van Liempt, 
2025). A safe and legal working environment, respectful treatment, being recognised 
and having a say (Mörk & Brandellero, 2024). They want to be protection from crimi-
nality and violence from the police and from clients (Macioti & Geymonat, 2016). Ano-
ther user group consists of business owners in red-light districts. Their interests lie 
in economic viability, accessibility and visitor flows. They want diversity in functions, 
predictability of policy and participation (Basak & Van Liempt, 2025).

	 Residents | Another user, who is not always part of red-light districts, but 
nevertheless a prominent and important stakeholder, are residents. They want safety, 
cleanliness, social cohesion and lively neighbourhood functions. In some cases, Red 
Light Districts are described as having a big influence on the liveability in the neigh-
bourhood and lacking quality of life. However, it is also argued that there is internal 
diversity among residents (Basak & Van Liempt, 2025), whether sex work can exist in 
the neighbourhood. On the one hand, residents indicate that it can create a close-knit 
community, but others believe that there are many safety issues and that it is no lon-
ger appropriate currently. (Mörk & Brandellero, 2024). 

	 Policy makers | The organisation, which is also an important stakeholder, are 
policy makers, whose main task is to ensure safety, care for residents and, in this 
case, reduce crime and human trafficking. (Mörk & Brandellero, 2024). Policy ma-
kers believe that there has been a decline in the quality of life in the city centre and 
a spread of economic monoculture over the years, which is deemed unfavourable. 
They want a quieter, cleaner and more manageable city centre. Combating monocul-
ture and overtourism (Basak & Van Liempt, 2025). Studies on the liveability in Am-
sterdam’s Red-Light District show that different groups (residents, sex workers, busi-
nesses, municipality) hold conflicting perceptions of values, and policy participation 
mechanisms often privilege some voices over others. This is directly usable to theo-
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Figure 9: Value framework per users
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sex workers. Attempts to solve conflicting values through displacement or sanitisation 
do not eliminate value tensions but merely shift them elsewhere in the urban system.

rise whose values count in transforming a red-light area. Participation is not neutral, 
but reproduces existing power relations, giving some views structurally more weight 
than others. Specifically in the red-light district, sex workers are involved, but their 
concrete interests are not always considered. Similar for less vocal residents, who 
do not have the time or space to participate in participation processes, are also often 
overlooked (Basak & Van Liempt, 2025). However, research explicitly foregrounds sex 
workers and residents as knowledge holders and political actors, challenging state 
“reform and rehabilitation” projects (Patnaik, 2023). Centring voices from communi-
ties allows for an acceptance of their realities and reduction in stigmatization (Macioti 
& Geymonat, 2016). 

Conflicting value | In Red Light Districts, value conflicts become particularly visible 
because spatial interventions aimed at improving safety, liveability or urban image 
frequently undermine the working conditions, autonomy and security of sex wor-
kers.  Conflicts materialise where the realisation of one value impairs another and are 
continually changing over time and space. Value conflicts in urban transformation 
cannot be understood merely as disputes over resources, such as space or money. 
As Herzog et al (2024) argue, such conflicts originate from differences in orientations, 
concerning what actors consider legitimate, desirable, or morally appropriate. Value 
conflicts, therefore, extend beyond pragmatic disagreement and reflect deeper dispu-
tes over societal themes. Often covering social, economic and ecological aspects 
(Campbell, 1996) and mostly also involving a liveability aspect (Godschalk, 2004). 
Classic planning debates frame core tensions between economic growth, social equi-
ty, environmental protection and liveability, including gentrification conflicts where 
equity and liveability clash (Herzog et al., 2024). Coppens et al. (2011) also state that 
value conflicts are frequently rooted in ethical commitments or identity-based beliefs, 
which actors are generally unwilling to compromise. These conflicts, therefore, ex-
tend beyond technical or policy disagreements and reflect competing visions of what 
urban life should be and whose values should guide urban development.

When such deeply held values collide, they result in persistent tensions and dilem-
mas that are difficult to resolve through conventional decision-making approaches. 
Paradox theory provides a useful analytical lens in this context, as it explains how 
conflicting yet equally legitimate values can coexist simultaneously, creating situati-
ons in which no single option fully satisfies all concerns (Greco et al., 2024). Rather 
than seeking to eliminate conflict, scholars argue that the inherently conflicting nature 
of values should be acknowledged and managed. This requires embracing value con-
flict, adopting a paradoxical perspective, and aiming to optimise the balance among 
competing values (Steenhuisen, 2009). To actively adopt an incommensurable per-
spective on value pluralism, conflict must therefore be embraced rather than avoided. 
In Red Light Districts this paradox becomes particularly visible, as attempts to impro-
ve liveability for residents often simultaneously undermine the safety and autonomy of 

Figure 10: Conceptual framework
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3.0 The approach



3.1 Methodological framework

Type of research | For this study, a qualitative exploratory research approach was se-
lected since it most closely matches the current state of the research topic. The goal 
of exploratory research is to gain a better understanding of a subject, issue, or phe-
nomenon that is still little understood or poorly characterized. It is especially helpful 
in the early phases of study, when the main goal is to develop a basic knowledge that 
may direct future exploration rather than to extract definitive results. In fields inclu-
ding the social sciences, business, and urban studies, this method is frequently used 
to investigate new problems, new concepts, or difficult problems where the body of 
knowledge is incomplete or dispersed (Mbaka & Isiramen, 2021). It is appropriate to 
do qualitative exploratory research to examine the viewpoints, place values, and futu-
re-oriented thoughts of important stakeholders in light of this research gap. Because 
of its intrinsic flexibility and open-ended nature, exploratory research frequently uses 
qualitative techniques like focus groups, interviews, literature reviews, and case stu-
dies to gather a variety of viewpoints and insights (Olawale et al., 2023).

The methodology for all sub-questions is explained. The synthesis in SQ3 is conduc-
ted through scenario development, using the key spatial characteristics identified in 
SQ1 and the actor values and tensions identified in SQ2 as framework. These ele-
ments are combined to construct a set of contrasting future scenarios that reflect 
different priorities, governance choices, and spatial outcomes. The outcome of this 
sub-question is a number of well-define scenarios that can support reflection and 
discussion among policymakers and other stakeholders. In this way, SQ3 contributes 
to an understanding of possible futures for de Wallen, without prescribing one definite 
solution.

The case | This research is a qualitative single case study focusing on De Wallen. De 
Wallen is selected as a case study because it is a real-world context that is currently 
facing transformation plans. It is also a location where sex work has been legal and 
established for a long time. The area involves many different actors who are relatively 
open about their interests and objectives. In addition, de Wallen has been the sub-
ject of extensive academic research and receives significant media attention, which 
makes it more accessible for research purposes. The case includes a wide range of 
perspectives, resulting in multiple possible approaches to addressing the issue. This 
diversity clearly illustrates the challenges surrounding the transformation of a red-light 
district and provides space to explore different solutions. Moreover, it is a location 
where no single, clear solution exists, making it particularly suitable for investigation 
and critical discussion on the transformation of Red-Light Districts.

A1 Presentation | Isa van der Heide 
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Figure 11: Methodological concept
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3.2 Research Method

The methodological framework outlines 
the various research methods that were used 
in this study, illustrating the interconnections 
between the research questions, methodolo-
gies, outputs, and outcomes.

SQ1 | Sub-question 1 examines the spatial 
characteristics and functions of De Wallen, 
with a focus on how different actors interpret 
and assign value to the area. Data for this 
part is collected through field observations in 
De Wallen, spatial analysis, and semi-structu-
red interviews with residents, policymakers, 
sex workers, and cultural institutions.

SQ2 | Sub-question 2 investigates how the-
se actors perceive the value of De Wallen, 
specifically in relation to sex work. Emphasis 
is placed on capturing diverse perspectives 
across stakeholder groups. Data is primarily 
derived from semi-structured interviews with 
residents, policymakers, sex workers, and 
cultural institutions.

SQ3 | Sub-question 3 constitutes a synthesi-
zing step that integrates findings from the first 
two sub-questions. It combines spatial inter-
pretations with actor-based valuations to ex-
plore potential future directions for the trans-
formation of De Wallen. This analysis draws 
on the results of the previous sub-questions, 
supplemented by relevant policy documents 
from the Municipality of Amsterdam.

Figure 12: Methodological framework
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3.3 Data collection

This research uses qualitative data to investigate the future of the sex work landscape 
at de Wallen from multiple users’ perspectives. The spatial and social values of de 
Wallen are analysed and brought together in different future scenarios. The research 
design shows that all sub-questions have a different data collection method, which will 
be explained below.

Literature review | For the literature review, academic articles, relevant publications, 
and master’s theses related to the central concepts of this research were systemati-
cally examined. These sources were accessed through a range of academic databa-
ses and libraries, including Scopus, WorldCat, the TU Delft Library archive and repo-
sitory, the TU Delft Architecture Library, as well as Google Scholar. The key insights 
derived from this literature are analyzed and synthesized to identify connections 
between concepts within theoretical framework presented in Chapter 2.

Field observations |  Field work will be conducted between March 2026 and April  
2026 at de Wallen in Amsterdam. The site was  paid four visits, conducted at diffe-
rent times of the day and on different days of the week, including weekday daytime, 
weekday evening, weekend daytime, and weekend evening. The variations in visiting 
moments are tented to capture differences in use, activity patterns and social interac-
tions. The focus of the observations is the area around the Oudezijds Achterburgwal. 
Sex work is spatially concentrated in this area and interactions between different 
actors are most apparent. 

These observations aimed to gain a deeper understanding of the current physical and 
spatial characteristics of the area from the researcher’s perspective, and to examine 
the various ways in which the space is utilised. De Wallen is a contested space and 
this research method grounds the research in the lived reality of de Wallen. Observa-
tions focus on identifying spatial characteristics, activity patterns and social interacti-
ons. The observational summery from Roulston (2017) is used for the observations. 
This includes a description of social situations as comprised of place, actors, and 
activities (Spradley, 1980), along with the observation question from Miles and Huber-
man (1994).

In addition to observations, informal street conversations are conducted with indivi-
duals present in the area, such as café owners, shop employees, visitors, and local 
users of the space. These informal interactions serve an exploratory purpose, offering 
preliminary insights into neighbourhood attachment and perceptions of change. Whe-
re appropriate, participants may be invited to take part in semi-structured interviews 
at a later stage of the research.

Semi-structured interviews | Semi-structured interviews are a frequently used 
method for qualitative research (Creswell and poth, 2023). This method has several 
advantages, like the balance between structure and spontaneity (Creswell and poth, 
2023). Guidelines and questions will be prepared for the interview but there will be 
room for new questions based on the response or situation. Next, using semi-struc-
tured interviews adds to the validity of the data, as participants can clarify and elabo-
rate themselves. This provides a more accurate view of the participant’s standpoints 
(Creswell and poth, 2023).  Key actors, including sex workers, local residents, and 
policy representatives, are interviewed to explore how these actors interpret spatial 
qualities, how actors value de Wallen, how they perceive current transformation pro-
cesses, and how they evaluate the role of sex work within the area.

	 Peer/expert interviews | Purposive sampling is applied for the selection of 
participants in the expert interviews. This sampling strategy involves the deliberate 
selection of interviewees based on criteria that are relevant to the research objec-
tives. It allows for the inclusion of participants with specific expertise, professional 
experience, or institutional knowledge related to the topic under study. As a result, 
purposive sampling increases the likelihood that the collected data is relevant and 
valuable. Expert interviews exist of with employees of the municipality of Amsterdam 
and experts in the field. The Municipality employees should be either working with 
the case of the erotic centre or as policy maker for de Wallen. Their knowledge will 
be important as case specific and professional experience. As for the field experts, 
they should be expert in the topic of transformation of red-light districts, not specifi-
cally to a region or city. The contribution of the experts lays mostly in the professional 
and experience knowledge. For the experts and employees, the interviews involve 
questions about the current situation at de Wallen as well as the future. All interviews 
will be conducted using the same semi-structured interview guide to ensure consis-
tency and allow for comparative analysis across expert perspectives.

	 Citizen interview | For the citizen interviews, residents, sex workers and 
business owners of de Wallen are interviewed. The residents will not be selected 
on specific characteristics besides living at de Wallen. Residents will not be further 
filtered based on other characteristics; any residents can participate when wanted. 
Sex workers and Business owners will be picked through purposive sampling. This 
has the same reason as described above. As for the experts, the interviews involve 
questions about the current situation at de Wallen as well as the future. Sex workers 
can mostly be found through the organization of sex workers in de Wallen. There are 
various organizations that represent the interests of sex workers. Interviewees will be 
found through these local centres. The same goes for residents, they will be contac-
ted trough one of the many active local community centres. Once a small group of 
interviewees has been recruited, more can be reached through snowballing.
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3.4 Data synthesis

The collected data is analysed comparatively to identify similarities and differences 
between actors’ interpretations of spatial and social values. The results are synthe-
sized in a stakeholder value map, which visualizes differing valuations, conflicts, and 
alignments between actors. This analysis provides insight into social tensions and 
contested meanings surrounding the transformation of de Wallen and forms an es-
sential input for the scenario planning. 

Transcripts coding | The interviews with experts and citizens are audio-recorded 
and transcribed. The transcripts are then analysed using ATLAS.ti, a qualitative data 
analysis software that supports systematic coding and thematic organization of textu-
al data. Atlas.ti will help with a structured analysis of the transcripts the identification 
and comparison of recurring themes across interviews. This is done with the help of 
inductive coding. These codes will be formed by the data and applied to mark diffe-
rent themes. The coding process is conducted in two stages. In the first stage, broad 
descriptive codes are assigned to the transcripts. These codes consist of problem, 
value, future vision and landscape codes. In the first round, a generic value code is 
applied, such as ‘cultural’, ‘economic’, ‘social’, etc. For the landscape code, ‘moral’, 
‘regulated’ and ‘lived’ each have their own code. In the second round of coding, the 
value codes are specified  such as ‘meaningful connections’ and ‘safety’ and conflicts 
are also coded. All the value codes are derived from the value framework from the 
literature and the landscape codes are from the Hubbard’s (2012) framework. 

Interpretation of coding | To analyse the data from altas.ti, a co-occurrence table 
was created per stakeholder, plotting the specific codes and the stakeholder group.  
The quotes were then analysed to identify which aspects were important to which 
users. This was done for both problem perception and values. For the landscapes, 
ATLAS.ti was used in a different way. The quotes for each landscape were analysed, 
but not transcribed verbatim. These were incorporated into diagrams and drawings. 
Only for the regulated landscape were literal quotes used.

Stakeholder mapping | Stakeholder mapping functions as an overarching metho-
dological step that structures the selection of actors and perspectives for multiple 
sub-questions, rather than as a method tied to a single analytical outcome. To identify 
relevant actors and their positions, a stakeholder mapping is conducted as an initial 
analytical step. This map distinguishes between primary and secondary stakeholders, 
including sex workers, residents, policymakers, and local entrepreneurs. The stake-
holder map functions as a structuring tool to ensure that a diversity of perspectives is 
included in the analysis and to reveal potential power asymmetries between actors.

Rol in the neighbourhood

1 Resident 

2 Resident

3 Resident

4 Resident

5 Resident

6 Resident

7 Sexworker

8 Sexworker

9 Employee at cultural institution

10 Municipality employee

11 Municipality employee

12 Municipality employee

13 National government employee

14 Researcher

15 Researcher

16 Researcher

Figure 13: List of interviewees
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Scenario thinking | The interviews with experts and citizens are audio-recorded 
and transcribed. The transcripts are then analysed using ATLAS.ti, a qualitative data 
analysis software that supports systematic coding and thematic organization of textu-
al data. Atlas.ti will help with a structured analysis of the transcripts the identification 
and comparison of recurring themes across interviews. This is done with the help 
of inductive coding. These codes will be formed by the data and applied to mark 
different themes. The coding process is conducted in two stages. In the first stage, 
broad descriptive codes are assigned to the transcripts. In the second stage, more 
fine-grained and interpretative codes are added for more contextual depth and analy-
tical meaning. Recurring codes are subsequently grouped, and patterns of co-occur-
rence are examined to identify relationships between themes. 

	 Matrix | The 2x2 matrix is a scenario planning method that reduces a complex 
set of driving forces to two variables considered most uncertain and most impact-
ful. By plotting these two variables against each other on opposit axes, four distinct 
scenarios emerge, each representing a different combination of conditions. The 
method is valued for its clarity and communicability — it makes uncertain futures tan-
gible and comparable for a range of stakeholders (Jaoude & Carlow, 2022). In urban 
planning contexts, the 2x2 matrix is particularly useful in exploratory phases, where 
the goal is not to predict a single future but to map a range of plausible ones. A limita-
tion of the method is that reducing complexity to two axes inevitably simplifies causal 
relationships and may exclude important combinations of factors (Avin & Goodspeed. 
2020). This research acknowledges that limitation and addresses it partly through the 
addition of a fifth scenario developed using a different method

	 What if | The What If method approaches scenario planning from a different 
starting point. Rather than mapping external trends and uncertainties, it poses a 
normative question: what if a specific condition, need, or value were placed at the 
centre of the future? This makes it suited to planning contexts where the goal is not 
only to explore what is likely but to consider what is desirable from the perspective of 
a specific group of actors (Cai et al.,2020). In this research, the What If method was 
used to develop a fifth scenario centred on the needs of sex workers, a perspective 
that does not naturally emerge from trend-based matrix planning, but that is relevant 
to the research question.

Spatial Analyses |  The spatial analysis of the Red Light District was carried out using 
Hubbard’s (2012) ‘landscapes of sex work’ framework, comprising three landscapes 
that formed the basis of the analysis. Data was collected through four methods: 
Map data was sourced from the Municipality of Amsterdam (data.amsterdam.nl), 

including datasets on heritage sites, designated areas, real estate, land ownership, 
risk zones, safety and nuisance reports, implementation plans, and retail areas. 
This was supplemented by field observations conducted through walkthrough obser-
vations and street interviews in the Red Light District during March and April. Photo-
graphic documentation was self-collected during fieldwork visits. Google Street View 
imagery was additionally used for supplementary visual reference of specific locati-
ons.

3.5 Ethical issues

Ethical Considerations |To address ethical considerations, the researcher comple-
ted a Human Research Ethics Checklist (HREC). This was required because external 
experts and citizens, including sex workers, were contacted for interviews. Because 
of the collection of specialized person information about sexual behaviour of subjects, 
the HREC was used to identify potential ethical risks participants might face, such as 
reputational harm, re-identification, legal or policy-related consequences, or negative 
effects resulting from expressing opinions that differ from those of more influential 
actors. These risks are particularly relevant due to the sensitive and regulated nature 
of sex work and the small, highly recognisable study area.

To mitigate these risks, strict pseudonymised measures are applied. Only occupation 
and geolocation of participants are published in this thesis, and before using it for the 
thesis, feedback on quotes and transcripts will be asked from participants. Identifiable 
data is deleted after completion of the research. Prior to participation, all intervie-
wees receive clear information about the research purpose, data use, and their rights 
through an Informed Consent form. Participation is fully voluntary, and participants 
may withdraw at any time or decline to answer questions without consequences.

Data Management Plan | A Data Management Plan (DMP) was developed and will 
be applied as part of the ethical review process. The DMP outlines how data is col-
lected, processed, stored, and protected throughout the research. Interviews are 
audio-recorded solely for transcription purposes, after which recordings are dele-
ted. Transcripts are fully pseudonymised, and any non-pseudonymised versions are 
removed. The pseudonymisation key will be password protected. Directly identifiable 
information, such as names or contact details used for administrative purposes, is 
stored separately and securely.

All data is stored on the Project Storage space with access restricted to the rese-
archer and supervisors. Identifiable administrative data is deleted one month after 
completion of the research, while fully anonymised data may be retained for up to ten 
years in accordance with institutional guidelines. By applying the DMP in combination 
with the HREC and ICF, the research demonstrates careful consideration of ethical 
data management and the protection of participants throughout the research process.
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4.0 The findings 



This chapter consists of three part that relate to each sub question in this research. 
The first part will relate to the spatial characteristic regarding de Wallen. And this will 
be explained alongside the landscapes of sexwork from Hubbard (2012). The part will 
consist of observations, expert interviews, street-interviews and spatial analyses. To 
answer the question. ‘‘What are  spatial characteristics and functions, regarding the 
transformation of de Wallen?’’ The methods used for this section of the chapter are 
interwoven. It is a combination of expert interviews, lived experiences and observati-
ons. The aim is to highlight the diversity and complexity of the subject matter. In addi-
tion, questions are posed throughout the text. These are questions that arose during 
the research and were deemed important to include.

The second part of this chapter will relate to the place values of de Wallen and will 
consist of analyses of interviews with various stakeholders about their value in relation 
to de Wallen. Afterward conflicts between and within these values are analyses. The 
goal is to answer the question, “How do different actors perceive and value de Wal-
len, regarding the transformation of de Wallen?”. 

The third of this capter will consist of future recommendations for de Wallen again 
structured alongside the landscapes of sexwork from Hubbard (2012), to answer the 
questions “How can insights from spatial characteristics and actors value conflicts 
inform future scenarios for De Wallen?”. This will be done by looking at the trends 
surrounding red light districts and looking at the future.

4.0 Reading guide
landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

4.1 Spatial Characteristics and Functions [SQ1]

Regulated Landscape

Problem perception 

Trends

Lived Landscape

Value framework

Scenario building

Moral Landscape

Perception of value

Value conflicts

Scenarios
Comparison

4.2 Value framework and conflicts [SQ2]

4.3 Trends and future scenarios [SQ3]
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4.1.1 The regulated landscape of sex work
4.1.Spatial characteristics of de Wallen

The first part of this chapter focuses on the 
regulated landscape of De Wallen. As Phil 
Hubbard (2012) argues, the location and 
form of sex work are strongly shaped by 
regulatory forces. The concept of a regula-
ted landscape refers to how urban space is 
actively organised and controlled by gover-
nments through laws, policies, and planning 
practices. 
 
In De Wallen, sex work is therefore not sim-
ply permitted or prohibited, but carefully 
managed through a combination of legal 
frameworks, licensing systems, and zoning 
regulations. Over time, these forms of regu-
lation have shifted from direct control pri-
marily through policing and criminal law to 
more indirect mechanisms, such as spatial 
planning and administrative procedures. As 
a result, the regulated landscape is not only 
concerned with restricting behaviour, but also 
with structuring where, how, and under what 
conditions sex work can occur, while simul-
taneously influencing its visibility within the 
urban environment. 
 
To analyse this, this section draws on expert 
interviews, spatial analyses, and field obser-
vations. These methods are used to examine 
key regulatory dimensions, including the spa-
tial distribution of sex work and zoning poli-
cies, and how regulation affects accessibility, 
visibility, and everyday use of space. 
 

For this research, the concept of the regula-
ted landscape is applied broadly to include all 
regulated aspects of De Wallen. This means 
the focus is not limited to policies directly 
related to sex work, but also includes the 
broader regulatory framework that shapes 
urban life. In particular, attention is given to 
the socio-spatial context, including housing 
characteristics (e.g., WOZ values and the 
proportion of social housing), heritage regu-
lations, future development plans, and the 
presence of mixed urban functions. Together, 
these elements help explain how different 
regulatory choices shape the physical appea-
rance, accessibility, and overall character of 
De Wallen. 

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

moral landscape of sex work
lived landscape of sex work

regulated landscape of sex work
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4.1.2 experts interview on regulated sex work sector

For this part of the research, experts related to the regulated landscape were asked 
to reflect on the regulated landscape of De Wallen and how different stakeholders en-
gage with it. In addition, they were asked what changes they consider necessary. The 
two interviewees operate at different governance levels: one at the municipal level 
and the other at the national level. 
 
Regulated sexwork landscape at the national levels | The regulated sex work 
landscape in the Netherlands is highly decentralised, with municipalities acting as 
the main regulators and developing their own policies. There is no uniform national 
system, resulting in what can be described as ‘’a patchwork of regulations across 
the country’’. For example, in some cities, home-based sex work is allowed, while in 
others it is prohibited or requires a permit. This means that sex workers operating in 
different cities must comply with different rules, making regulation highly place-spe-
cific and uneven. Although municipalities, sex workers, and other organisations have 
expressed a desire for clearer national legislation, this has not yet been achieved: 
‘’people, including sex workers, want clarity about what to expect, but this has not yet 
been realised.’’  
 
Local Level | In Amsterdam, sex work is divided into a licensed and an unlicensed 
sector. The licensed sector includes venues that offer sex work legally with a munici-
pal permit, such as window sex work, sex clubs, escort companies, and sex theatres, 
such as those found in De Wallen. Importantly, ‘’sex workers themselves do not need 
permits; only businesses do’’. These businesses operate under permit regulations, in-
cluding rules on opening hours, location, and working conditions. Permits, therefore, 
determine where sex work can take place, under what conditions, and who is allowed 
to operate within the sector. The unlicensed sector consists of sex workers operating 
in places without a permit, including home-based work, independent escorts visiting 
clients, work in hotels or rented spaces, massage salons, and street-based sex work 
(Bleeker & Van den Braak, 2021). Importantly, sex work itself is legal in the Nether-
lands; illegality arises from working without legal authorisation to work in the country, 
similar to any other job. There is currently no room for additional sex work establis-
hments; a freeze policy is in place via local planning regulations regarding the esta-
blishment of new sex work businesses. Also, it is not permitted to solicit clients online 
(Bleeker & Van den Braak, 2021). 
 
Aim of the regulated landscape | At the national level, the government does not 
directly regulate daily practices but instead supports municipalities through informa-
tion and guidance. The focus is on three main goals: ‘’ensuring safety in the sector, 
supporting municipalities, and strengthening the position of sex workers.’’ However, 
‘’the main responsibility lies with municipalities, which set rules, choose locations, 
and issue permits.’’ Local regulation is structured around three core aims: protecting 
sex workers, creating a safe and regulated sector, and combating abuse, including 

exploitation and human trafficking. Regulation is therefore justified as a way to reduce 
harm and risks: ‘‘sexwork policy focuses on a good position for sex workers, a safe 
regulated sector, and preventing abuses such as exploitation.’’Another aim of the 
regulated sex work sector is to act as a barrier against exploitation and abuse. Accor-
ding to one of the experts, a “healthy, safe, regulated sex work sector” is one of the 
most important weapons against abuse. The licensed and unlicensed sectors are, in 
fact, so closely intertwined that they form “communicating vessels”, in which changes 
in one domain affect the other. This interconnectedness complicates governance, 
as interventions in the regulated sector may unintentionally drive activities into less 
visible and more precarious forms. 
 
 
Tensions within regulations | At the same time, regulations create tensions. There is 
a constant balancing act between protection and safety on the one hand, and control 
and restriction on the other. Some sex workers argue that excessive regulation in-
creases their dependence on operators and may heighten vulnerability: ‘’rules make 
us dependent on operators and more vulnerable to exploitation.’’ This dependency 
becomes particularly acute when local authorities close licensed workspaces. ‘’This 
leads to a shortage of venues and operators can ask higher prices’’. In contrast, po-
licymakers emphasise that regulation is necessary to protect those most at risk: ‘‘My 
role is to support those who are vulnerable and reduce risks where things could go 
wrong.’’  
 
Another key challenge is the sector’s limited visibility. Policymakers often only en-
counter the extremes, meaning they ‘’mainly see the outer edges of the sector.’’ This 
includes both those who work independently and successfully, as well as those in hig-
hly vulnerable or exploitative situations: ‘’either people who work independently and 
want fewer rules, or those working illegally and in vulnerable conditions.’’ As a result, 
a large part of the sector remains difficult to capture, and it is often unclear how large 
the sector actually is. 
 
Policy measures are also perceived as a source of problems. While sex workers often 
acknowledge the intentions behind regulations aimed at reducing nuisance, they 
emphasise the unintended negative consequences for sex workers. For instance, 
restrictions on alcohol sales and earlier closing times are described as significantly 
reducing income, particularly for night workers: “Most customers used to come after 
2 a.m., and now there’s no one.”  
 
In summary, the regulated landscape of sex work in the Netherlands is defined 
by its decentralization, with municipalities holding primary regulatory authority and 
developing varied local policies. This has led to significant regional differences and a 
lack of nationwide clarity for both sex workers and businesses. While the underlying 
aims of regulation are to protect sex workers, ensure safety, and prevent abuse, the 
resulting framework also introduces tensions—balancing protection with control, and 
visibility with privacy. Stakeholders agree on the need for clearer, more consistent 
national legislation to address the inconsistencies and vulnerabilities present in the 
current system. Moving forward, a more unified approach could help strengthen the 
position of sex workers, enhance safety, and create a more transparent and equitable 
regulatory environment.

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated
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4.1.3 the regulated economic system of de Wallen

This part of the chapter will analyse the regulated economic system in de Wallen. 

Window Work | Shown are the erotic functions right now on de Wallen. Window sex 
work is primarily concentrated along the Oudezijds Achterburgwal and its adjoining 
side streets. Additional clusters can be found in the immediate surroundings of the 
Oude Kerk. Within these areas, two distinct spatial configurations can be identified. In 
some locations, the windows are directly oriented towards the public street, making 
sex work visibly integrated into the urban streetscape. In other cases, more enclosed 
configurations exist, such as semi-internal alleyways (e.g., Boomsteeg), where the 
activity is more spatially contained. In total de Wallen has 249 window work spaces.  
 
Beyond window work, De Wallen hosts a variety of other erotic establishments. The-
se include sex theatres, sex clubs, and strip clubs, which represent more formalised, 
indoor entertainment venues. In addition, there is a growing presence of sex-themed 
attractions aimed at tourists, such as the 5D porn cinema, the Red Light Secrets 
Museum, and the “Sexy Loo.” These functions shift the focus from sex work itself 
towards commodified entertainment and experience. The area also contains a wide 
range of retail outlets related to sexuality. These shops sell products such as sex toys, 
clothing, and fetish-related items, but also include a significant proportion of goods 
tailored to tourism, such as novelty items and souvenirs.

Experts on economic system and safety | Policymakers stress that the economic 
model depends on centrality, scale and mixed functions: “People come to De Wal-
len because it is in the centre of the city… to make a window prostitution area work 
properly, you need a certain volume.” They describe an offer-driven model, where 
tourism, nightlife, coffee shops and erotic entertainment jointly generate demand: 
“People come for other functions… and then transition to a sex worker… If I remove 
all hospitality from the area, fewer people will come to De Wallen, and that will affect 
the earning model for window sex workers.”

Safety in window work is ensured by mandatory safety measures, including mana-
gers, emergency personnel, and alarm buttons in the rooms: “there are alarm but-
tons in the rooms, etcetera.” This safety framework is not only considered important 
for sex workers themselves, but also for clients. Clients are described as actively 
choosing the licensed system because they “know it is controlled,” which creates 
a sense of safety when visiting a sex worker. Another note worthy aspect is the re-
latively stable composition of the workforce: contrary to the perception of constant 
turnover, the respondent notes that “over 80% of the window workers have been 
working on the Wallen for many years.” 

casa rosso

5D porn

La Vie en Proost

Roos Kamer 

Eagle Amsterdam

sex palace

hospital bar

Love Club 21

bananenbar
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Figure 14: Sex and erotic businesses Figure 15: Window workspaces
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Economic system | The figures illustrate the economic system surrounding sex work 
at De Wallen, as described by one of the policymakers related to this economic sys-
tem. Rather than considering sex work in isolation as an economic function, the res-
pondent highlights its reliance on closeness to other bar and entertainment functions. 
Tourists come for the nightlife, coffee shops, and adult entertainment, and end up 
seeing a sex worker as well. The respondent explicitly frames this as an “offer-driven 
model”, in which the presence of multiple urban functions creates spillover effects 
that sustain the sex work sector.  

Hotels and Bars | De Wallen currently offers a wide range of these other entertain-
ment functions. There are currently 6,790 hotel beds in the neighbourhood, and it 
also has the highest number of cafes per neighbourhood in Amsterdam, with a total 
of 111 cafes and 139 restaurants. Furthermore, the density of coffee shops is also 
highest, with a total of 12 coffee shops. In addition, 19% of all establishments in de 
Wallen are tourism-oriented, totalling 464 businesses. Moreover, 5,012 people work in 
the tourism sector in the Red Light District (data Amsterdam).

4.1.3 the regulated economic system of de Wallen
landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 16: Erotic themed entertainment 

Figure 18: Bars Figure 19: Hotels

Figure 17: Sexshops 
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4.1.3 the regulated economic system of de Wallen

Conclusion | the social-spatial analysis shows that De Wallen can be defined by 
diversity of functions, blending window sex work, erotic entertainment, tourism, retail, 
creative industries, and community services within a single neighbourhood. Rather 
than existing in isolation, sex work and related activities are interconnected with the 
broader urban economy, drawing on the vibrancy and spillover effects of surrounding 
nightlife, hospitality, and tourism.

Other functions | The neighbourhood also has functions not focused on adult en-
tertainment or leisure. 24% of all establishments are in the creative sector. Figure 22 
shows the number of cultural institutions and galleries in de Wallen. Compared to the 
rest of Amsterdam, this figure is around the city’s average. In addition to entertain-
ment-related businesses, the neighborhood also has community services, such as 
an elementary school, a family doctor, and a daycare center. In terms of healthcare 
facilities, the neighbourhood scores below the city average, particularly for young 
people, under 15.

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated
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Figure 22: Galleries and Art institutions Figure 23: Care institutions
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4.1.4 Housing, land-use mix and heritage Regulations

This section of the study examines regulations that shape the city centre in different ways. 
These include housing, other functions, and heritage regulations. These are illustrated using 
various maps. At the end, a conclusion would be drawn from all the analyses. The distribution 
of housing types (social rent, owner-occupied, and private rent) reveals that De Wallen has a 
relatively low share of social housing compared to the Amsterdam average. Within the Wallen 
area, approximately 15% of the housing stock is social rent, 20% is owner-occupied, and 65% 
is in the private rental sector.

This contrasts with the Amsterdam average, where social housing accounts for roug-
hly 40% of the total stock. However, compared to its immediate surroundings, De 
Wallen occupies an intermediate position: neighbouring areas to the west have as 
little as 9% social housing, while areas to the east reach up to 40%. Property values 
further illustrate the area’s socio-economic positioning. The average WOZ value in De 
Wallen is approximately €526,000, which is slightly above the Amsterdam average of 
€518,000. However, this figure is significantly lower than in adjacent western neigh-
bourhoods (€892,000) and remains below that in eastern areas (€597,000). This sug-
gests that, despite its central location, De Wallen remains relatively more accessible 
than some high-value parts of the inner city, although affordability remains limited. 

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 24: Social housing

Figure 25: Woz Value
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4.1.4 Housing, land-use mix and heritage Regulations

The functional mix of De Wallen highlights the dominance of non-residential uses. In 
most parts of the area, commercial and amenity uses outweigh residential uses. The 
average of De Wallen is 22% housing, 65% amenities, and 13% work, reflecting its 
character as a mixed-use area.  Future development plans indicate limited but targe-
ted housing interventions, primarily in the areas around the Oude Kerk, Warmoes-
straat, and Nieuwmarkt. Notably, most planned developments fall within the higher-
end rental or owner-occupied segments, suggesting a continued trend towards 
upmarket housing rather than an expansion of affordable stock. 

Finally, the spatial development of De Wallen is strongly constrained by heritage re-
gulations. The area lies within the buffer zone of the UNESCO World Heritage-listed 
canal ring and is designated as a protected cityscape. In addition, a large proportion 
of buildings are listed as national or municipal monuments. These protections signi-
ficantly limit large-scale spatial transformations but help preserve the existing urban 
fabric.

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 26: Mix of functions

Figure 27: Heritage regulations
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The next part of this chapter focusses on security regulation in the streets of de Wal-
len. The focus will be on rules, surveillance, camera’s, sign’s and security people.  At 
the end of the analyses, a section on the lived experience of these securities will be 
described.

Rules | This map visualises the range of regulations that apply specifically to De 
Wallen, in addition to general municipal legislation. These measures primarily focus 
on controlling behaviour in public space and have a direct impact on how the area is 
used, experienced, and managed. 
The regulatory framework consists of several overlapping measures, which can be 
grouped into three categories:

Behavioural regulations tell how people should behave in the public space of de Wal-
len 
 • Alcohol prohibition zones, where it is forbidden to consume or carry alcoholic be-
verages in public spaces.  
 • Cannabis (blowverbod) zones, restricting the use of soft drugs in public spaces.  
 • Begging prohibition zones, where soliciting money or goods is not permitted.  
 • Street performance restrictions, limiting or prohibiting street artists in certain locati-
ons.  
 
Tourism regulations target tourist pressure directly. The behavioural regulations also 
target tourists but also apply to any other visitor.  
 • Group cycling bans, prohibiting activities such as beer bikes.  
 • Guided tour restrictions, including bans on tours passing window sexwork sites.  
 • Regulated closing times within the core Wallen area, where hospitality and sex work 
venues    must close at 02:00, with no new visitors allowed after 01:00.  
 
Surveillance regulations show how the space is monitored.  
 • Designated alcohol sales areas, regulating where alcohol can be sold.  
 • Enhanced camera surveillance areas, where additional monitoring is implemented.  

4.1.5 Security regulations in de Wallen

Figure 28: Future housing projects (Data Zoekresultaten op 
Locatie - Data en Informatie, z.d.)

Figure 29: Price range of future housing projects (Data 
Zoekresultaten op Locatie - Data en Informatie, z.d.)69 70
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Surveillance and camera’s | Surveillance plays a central role in the regulation of 
De Wallen. A wide network of cameras is present in the area, operated by different 
actors, including the municipality, police, and private operators. Municipal cameras 
are used for multiple purposes, such as monitoring crowd density, enabling selective 
access control, and managing waste-related issues. Many of these systems process 
personal data. Police-operated cameras are primarily aimed at addressing street-level 
crime, such as drug dealing and public disorder. In addition, operators of sex work 
venues are required to install cameras at entrances and windows, further extending 
the surveillance network into semi-private space. 
 
Security personel | Beyond technological surveillance, there is also a strong presen-
ce of human enforcement. This includes:
•	 Hosts (street stewards), identifiable by red jackets, with approximately 15 pairs 

active during   weekend days. 
•	 Municipal enforcement officers (handhaving), particularly active during evenings 

and weekends. 
•	 Police presence, especially during nighttime hours. 
•	 VTH (Licensing, supervision and enforcement) personnel, ensuring compliance 

with regulations. 

Where regulations define what is permitted, surveillance and enforcement determine 
how these rules are monitored and enforced in space.

Figure 30: Regulations on the map 

Figure 31: Camera’s in de Wallen (Data Zoekresultaten op 
Locatie - Data en Informatie, z.d.)
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4.1.6 Observation on the regulated landscape

oberservations: one during the 
daytime and one during a week-
end night 
 
period: March and April

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 32: Observations on regulations 
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To better understand how regulation manifests in the urban environment, a series of 
field visits was conducted, including one specifically focused on surveillance and re-
gulatory measures. The methodology consisted of on-site observations, supported by 
photographic documentation and field notes. The field observations provide insight 
into how this regulated landscape is experienced in practice, revealing how rules and 
surveillance materialize in the streetscape and influence everyday use.

Two visits were carried out: one during the daytime and one during a weekend night.
During the daytime, the area appeared relatively calm. People were walking, sitting 
on terraces, and engaging in everyday activities. However, regulation and control 
were highly visible in the streetscape. Cameras and signage were present on nearly 
every corner, often indicating prohibited behaviours or informing visitors that surveil-
lance was taking place.

Two observations stand out. First, despite the omnipresence of cameras, there are 
also explicit signs prohibiting the photographing of sex workers. This creates a tensi-
on between surveillance and privacy. Second, there is a notable absence of behavi-
oural guidelines specifically addressing how to interact with sex work, suggesting that 
regulation focuses more on controlling visitors than framing ethical engagement.

The abundance of signage and surveillance infrastructure contributed to a sense of 
artificiality, resembling a controlled or staged environment rather than an organically 
functioning urban neighbourhood. During the nighttime visit (weekend), the atmosp-
here shifted significantly. The area became crowded, with a lively and often intoxica-
ted public. While the streets directly containing window prostitution appeared relative-
ly calm, the connecting streets were highly congested.

Although crowd control measures such as barriers were not observed on this occasi-
on, there was a constant presence of surveillance personnel and police. This produ-
ced an ambiguous experience: on the one hand, their presence suggested safety and 
control; on the other, it created a sense of underlying tension, as if intervention might 
be needed at any moment.

Additionally, the spatial conditions, narrow streets, high density, and limited lighting, 
made the area feel difficult to fully regulate. The environment appeared simultane-
ously over-regulated and beyond complete control. The distinctive red lighting further 
contributed to this atmosphere, creating a visually unique but also somewhat diso-
rienting environment.

4.1.6 Observation on the regulated landscape
landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 33: Collection of signs in de Wallen 
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Figure 34 illustrate the state of safety and 
the sense of safety in de Wallen. They also 
illustrate experiences with nuisances and the 
perception of insecurity. In all four categories, 
de Wallen ranks highest or second highest. 
This indicates that there is a high sense of 
insecurity and nuisance among residents. 
According to figure on recorded crime, de 
Wallen also ranks second highest with 258 
cases in 2025. These figures show that, on 
the one hand, it is very understandable that 
there is a high level of regulation and surveil-
lance in de Wallen. On the other hand, they 
may also indicate that all this regulation does 
not necessarily always reduce crime, but it 
may well increase the sense of safety. 
 
 
So the answer to the earlier questions is 
actually: no all the security measures do not 
simple provide safety feeling, the sense of 
security is still under serious strain......

4.1.7 The safety in numbers
landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 34: Figure of crime, safety and perception of safety
(Veiligheid in Beeld | Website Onderzoek en Statistiek, 
2022). Crime: high-impact crime (such as robberies, street 
muggings and threats) and common crime (such as pick-
pocketing, bicycle theft and drug dealing)
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4.1.8 conclusion regulated landscape

The regulated landscape of De Wallen involves a complex system of control that com-
bines regulations, surveillance, and enforcement to influence both behavior and the 
character of the area. The neighborhood serves several purposes, including housing, 
tourism, local businesses, and sex work, but the focus leans more toward managing 
tourism and public order than supporting residents. Although it is more affordable 
than other parts of the city center, residents have limited access to affordable social 
and healthcare services, and current plans do not suggest changes to this situation.

Many behavioral restrictions address alcohol and drug use, group activities, and 
tourist conduct, showing a strong emphasis on reducing nuisance and controlling 
visitors. This is supported by surveillance carried out by municipal authorities, police, 
and private actors in public and semi-private spaces. Despite this, the narrow streets, 
dense layout, and heavy tourist traffic make it difficult to enforce full control. This cre-
ates a situation where the area feels both over-regulated and only partly controlled.

Regulation here is not only practical but also visible. Cameras, signs, and security 
staff constantly remind people of monitoring, influencing how the district is experien-
ced. This visibility creates tension around privacy, especially for sex workers, where 
strict rules against photography exist alongside widespread surveillance.

This situation raises important questions about the impact of these controls, particu-
larly on safety, privacy, and the role of sex work.

Several important questions arise from this analysis:

- What impact do the strict regulations have on the actual sense of safety in de Wal-
len?
- Are the checks, signage, and actions of security personnel effectively achieving 
their intended goals?
- How do the numerous regulations affect the privacy of individuals within the district, 
especially sex workers?
- Is sex work considered part of the local amenities or simply labor, and how does 
this classification affect policy?
- How many sex workers are actively operating in De Wallen, and how does this data 
influence regulation and support services?
- What are the long-term effects of surveillance on the community’s trust and social 
cohesion?
- To what extent does the regulated environment affect the economic viability of local 
businesses, tourism and sex work?

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 35: Collection of camera’s 

79 80



4.1.9 Lived landscape of sex work

The second part of this chapter focuses on the lived landscape of De Wallen. The 
concept of a lived landscape refers to how a place is experienced, used, and felt 
in everyday life by the people who are present there. It emphasises daily practices, 
social interactions, atmosphere, and the emotional and sensory dimensions of urban 
space. 
 
The lived landscape refers to how space is continually shaped by everyday practices 
and encounters. In De Wallen, this means examining how different groups use and 
perceive the area in their daily routines. The district is not a fixed environment but 
is continuously reconfigured by flows of people, social interactions, and patterns of 
use that vary over time. Its character is shaped not only by what happens there, but 
also by how it feels, including atmosphere, sensory impressions, and shifting moods 
throughout the day and night. People actively shape this lived landscape by perfor-
ming different roles within it. Sex workers, tourists, residents, and others each con-
tribute to how the area functions and is experienced. Their behaviours, interactions, 
and presence influence how the space is used, how it is perceived by others, and 
how it changes over time. 
 
To analyse this, this section draws on a combination of literature review, street in-
terviews, and field observations. These methods are used to map which groups use 
De Wallen and how they use the space. Particular attention is given to identifying 
different patterns of use and potential clashes between user groups. In addition, the 
analysis considers the atmosphere and spatial layout of different streets and public 
spaces. 
 
Furthermore, attention is given to organised activities and events in De Wallen, as 
they also shape how the area is experienced. A short diary fragment is included to 
capture personal, embodied experiences of the space, complementing the more ana-
lytical observations. In addition, several street interviews with visitors provide insight 
into how the area is perceived and experienced by different users. Together, these 
approaches offer a comprehensive understanding of how De Wallen is lived and ex-
perienced. 

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

moral landscape of sex work
lived landscape of sex work

regulated landscape of sex work
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4.1.10 The people of de Wallen
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Figure 36: People of de Wallen 
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4.1.10 the people of de Wallen

The previous map provides an over-
view of users of de Wallen, including 
residents, workers and tourists. The-
se categories are based on numbers 
from the City of Amsterdam, Statistics 
Netherlands (CBS) and data gathered 
from interviews. Whilst these catego-
ries are stereotypical and exaggerated, 
they are used to illustrate the extremes 
among users. The actual users are far 
more diverse and individual; they are 
real people and would not necessarily fit 
neatly into these stereotypes.
 
Residents | There are 4,683 people 
living in de Wallen, the largest group 
being aged 25-45 (47%). The smallest 
group is aged 9-15, accounting for 4%. 
A total of 710 students live in the neig-
hbourhood (15%). 66% of residents live 
in single-person households, and the 
average length of residence is 6.1 years. 
80% of residents in the neighbourhood 
are unmarried. Of those living in de Wal-
len, 44% were born in the Netherlands, 
30% in Europe, and 26% outside Europe 
(Gemeente Amsterdam, 2024)  
 
Visitors | An interesting statistic for de 
Wallen is that 87% of people in public 
spaces are visitors. The number of 
overnight stays in Amsterdam for 2026 
is estimated at 26.4 million per year. The 
number of day visitors to Amsterdam 
as a whole is estimated at 28 million in 
2026. This would mean that 76,000 day 
visitors come to Amsterdam every day. 
It is not known exactly how many of the-
se visit de Wallen. 
 

However, it is known that, as well as 
being the most famous tourist hotspot 
(Gemeente Amsterdam, 2025). In 2023, 
tourists spent 21 billion in Amsterdam 
(Amsterdam Tourism Statistics - How 
Many People Visit? (2024), z.d.)

Amsterdam Central Station sees 
150,000 passengers arriving and depar-
ting daily (Reizigersgedrag | NS Dash-
board, z.d.). This includes commuters, 
day trippers and tourists. In addition, De 
Wallen neighbourhood is adjacent to the 
North-South line, which carries 25,000 
passengers a day, with Rokin station, 
which borders the area. Then there is 
the Nieuwmarkt, which attracts a further 
10,000 visitors https://maps-vervoerre-
gio.nl/nsinuitstappers/. Finally, between 
200,000 and 300,000 visitors arrive in 
the city centre from the cruise ships at 
the Piet Hein Kade (Hielkema, 2024). 
 
Companies | There are 2,480 business 
premises in de Wallen neighbourhood. 
The largest share of these premises is in 
the hospitality and hotel sector. This is 
followed by retail. In third place are ser-
vice and leisure businesses. There are 
10,792 people working here (Bedrijven 
op de Kaart, z.d.). 

During my observations, I identified 
where streets were particularly busy 
and mapped several regular and crow-
ded routes. This resulted in the map 
next to this text. Cross sections of these 
streets are in the appendix.  
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Figure 37: Accesroutes and public transport
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4.1.11 experiences of everyday life 
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Weekends during the day – when I 
go outside, the first thing I do is 

check whether there’s any rubbish, urine 
or vomit in the alley from the night before. 

to the community room, for
 a cup of coffee and a 

chat with the other residents

In the afternoon, we’ll be 
popping round for a coffee 

with a group of residents to get
 to know local business owners 

In the evening, 
I prefer to go out of 
the neighbourhood 

for a drink

Sex work is just
part and parcel of

life in the neighbourhood

It’s still quiet on the streets
at the moment, but 

they’ll soon be packedThis evening, there will be a 
meeting with interested 

parties to discuss measures
 to combat tourism 

in the neighbourhood 

The other route is also based on one of the respondents and on observations made 
during field visits. It depicts the life of a student who lives in the neighborhood. Many 
students live in the Red Light District; for example, some of them attend the university 
located in the southern part of the district. The neighborhood is described as a exci-
ting, lively area with many social spaces and features. 
 
In addition, the thoughts and experiences that arise while moving through the neigh-
borhood are described. One of the most important observations was that the intervie-
wee sometimes felt unsafe while walking through the Red Light District, although this 
was more often due to the clients than the sex workers themselves. 

The routes and these events are based on responses from the interviews. They 
show how residents experience the neighbourhood and what they do in a day. They 
demonstrate that the neighbourhood is vibrant and has a close-knit community. But 
they also reveal feelings of frustration, as well as feelings of insecurity and uncertain-
ty. And a certain resignation: residents are learning to live with it. 
 
One of the key points in everyday experience is the community space of the Wallen-
buurt, which shares a location with a local residents’ organisation. This space functi-
ons as a meeting point for neighbourhood initiatives and residents. The visit provided 
insight into how local actors organise themselves and create spaces for community 
interaction within De Wallen. One of the goals of this neighbourhood is to bring resi-
dents together and organise events. They strive to actively involve residents who may 
find it harder to get involved in the neighbourhood, such as older adults or people 
who don’t speak Dutch and don’t immediately feel at home here. 
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M

 
Walking from home to university.
It’s still early and Warmoestraat

is still quiet and clean

There’s so much to see
on the street – it is so 

exciting to walk around 
the neighbourhood

 Students are coming and going
 from the buildings all day long

 – during break times, 
the pavement is packed

university; many students travel by 
underground from Rokin, or cycle in 

from elsewhere in the city.

meeting my friends at a 
student cafe with live music
-There’s so much to do here

The street is so busy, 
I can barely get through. 

Cyclists, tourists, 
vans, pedestrians...

The streets are narrow and there
are women working here.

I don’t feel entirely comfortable 
walking through here – mainly
 because of the men hanging

around.

drinking a coffee 
at contra

going to the Nieuwmarkt 
to work in one of the 

many cafe’s of de wallen
- the visitors here are mostly 

local residents

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 39a: Everyday experience of resident Figure 39b: Everyday experience of student 
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4.1.12 Field work and Street interviews

To understand the lived landscape of De Wallen, a series of field observations and 
informal street interviews was conducted. Observations were conducted at 4 times 
(11:00, 15:00, 20:00, and 00:00) across multiple days, following similar routes to allow 
for comparison. The field work was conducted between March and April. In addition, 
informal conversations were held with tourists, workers, and passersby. The aim was 
to gain insight into how different users experience and use the area in everyday prac-
tice.

The interviews were conducted at three locations: the Old Church, Oudezijds Voor-
burgwal and Damstraat. During the initial exploratory site visit, it was clear that all 
three were busy locations with a wide variety of users. The exact locations are shown 
on the map opposite. These specific locations were chosen because they are busy 
thoroughfares and are situated next to areas with various functions within de Wallen. 
This made it possible to observe as many different users and  interactions as possi-
ble.

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 40: Location of street-interviews 
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arrive in de Wallen by metro

towards the room. A room in 
an alley is quieter and more

sheltered than the
rooms facing the canals
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Figure 39c: Everyday experience of Sexworker 
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nieuwmarkt

oude kerk

dam
3th cleaner seen in half 
an hour

construction workers
busy with street construc-
tion

group of tourists eating the hype ‘’ 
Fabel Friet’’ infront of the 
store

commercial signs and 
the municipality’s 
thematic street 

names

Only seating area in the 
street belongs to the 
private company, payment 
required

small sign of residents
in a highly commercial street

4.1.13 Field work
landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 41: Observations surrounding de Damstraat 
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nieuwmarkt

oude kerk

dam

first residential block with a front door 
on the streets

residential function is behind 
a fence to stop the unwanted ones

but what if you do not have a fence? 
isn’t this public the public street - who 
is welcome here? 

small signs of residents in a highly
commercial street

first green in the public space, 
this trip

lots of demolition work, 
scaffolding and construc-
tion workers

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 42: Observations surrounding de Warmoestraat 
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nieuwmarkt

oude kerk

dam

Residential 
and erotic 
function, next 
to each other. 
Resident 
enjoying 
coffee in the 
sun

appropriating stairwells and public space with plants and signs

The bridge near the old chruch 
was crowded with people 

taking pictures and tourists all 
afternoon

where to sit if you do not have a home?
or money for a cafe 

Entrance from streets to in gardens are
closed of with a high fence -

mix of functions: 
erotic, bar, 
culture
/church

bollards prevent 
cars from driving 
onto the square

no public furnat-
ure
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Figure 43: Observations surrounding de Warmoestraat 
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4.1.14 Street interviews
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OBSERVATIONS & STREET INTERVIEWS
tourism
monday 2 3 2026 between 12.30 - 13u
general: Very sunny and busy Monday morning

I asked multiple couples or groups who looked like tourists
what they were doing here and why they came to this place? 

group of men asked me: 
Where are the women?
I replied: which women? 
The women in the window, 
they replied

‘We come here to visit the city centre
of Amsterdam’ 
of Acity 

6 men used the ‘’krul”’’
in 10 minutes of observation

The terras of the Bull Dog 
was full with people smoking 
and drinking

2 tourboat passed by

In 10 minutes: 
-16  couples took pictures of each other
-12 groups of young tourists crosed the bridge
as well as countles people carring or roling luggage

veel bouwvakkers & bezorgers 
bewoners met de fiets

A group of tourists entered 
the Old Church and later a 
group of school childeren entered
the Church

‘’ we come for the old architecture 
of the city’’

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 44: Street interviews Oude Kerk 
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4.1.13 Field work

nieuwmarkt

oude kerk

dam

in the middle of the busy 
shopping street, a group of 
young people are moving a 
piano

combination of residential and 
erotic function

private or public?

the number of plates seems 
like a joke

office space on de Wallen

group of young tourists 
checking into an hotel,
blocking the whole sidewalk 

tourists are dropped off at the start of de 
Wallen in a kind of tuk-tuk

are here any supermarkets 
or other societal functions

few people looking 
through trash - looking for

cans

the streets are mostly filled with tourists
no residents carrying groseries, or
families with young childeren 

all the sexwork is very hetero-
sexually oriented - this makes 
public space very gendered

cars do not fit on the streets

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 45: Observations surrounding the Oude zijds voor-
burgwal 
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STREET INTERVIEWS
monday 2/3/2026 between 15.00 - 15.30
general: Very sunny and busy weekend afternoon 

main street of window sexwork 

cafe owner: ‘’I really like working on
de Wallen, only the evenings can be
a bit intense’’

a cafe owner gave me a free cup of coffee
after we had a chat 

A group of young men is buying t-shirts 
for each other and laughing 

‘’ we come here for the weekend - 
for a fun weekend out’’

‘’ we are visiting Amsterdam with the 
family and we were really interested in 
the Red Light District, what is why 
we are here’’

cafe owner: ‘’I am gonna bring 
some coffee to the girls next door’’

tourists are crowding the streets, 
family groups, groups of young teens,
couples, people alone, diverse public

the atmosphere is calm, people
are looking around, quitely, nothing 
to crazy 

later the atmosphere 
changed and people got more 
loud and excited

most of the people have started 
drinking and smoking 

the terrace is crowded

4.1.14 Street interviews
landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 46: Street interviews surrounding the Oude zijds 
voorburgwal 
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trucks that are too big for the streets, blocking the way for everyone else. Construction workers digging up the streets, turning 
them into chaos. Tourists who, all on their own, make the streets inaccessible to cyclists. Residents who fill every inch of public 
space with flower pots. Tourists have public toilet in front of one of Amsterdam’s oldest churches. Tourists asking complete 
strangers where the women in the windows are. Window workers next to, between and above houses, making nuisance to resi-
dents sometimes unavoidable. Residents trying to keep their doors clear of bicycles. 

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 47: Clash of users 
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4.1.15 conclusion fieldwork and street interviews

The field observations and walk-along interviews show that De Wallen is heavily domi-
nated by commercial and tourist activities, causing everyday urban life to be hidden 
in the streetscape. In streets such as Warmoesstraat and Damstraat in particular, the-
re is a lack of visible residential activity and apartments above the street level appear 
disconnected from public life, which contributes to the image of an area that functions 
primarily as an extension of the tourist economy. 
 
At the same time, the public space is characterised by pressure, competition and 
fragmentation. Small interventions such as fences, terraces and demarcations point 
to an ongoing struggle for space between different user groups. The lack of freely 
accessible facilities, such as seating or green spaces, means that lingering without 
consumption is hardly facilitated and reinforces the fleeting, visitor-oriented use of the 
area. 
 
Within De Wallen, however, there are clear spatial and social contrasts. In areas 
around the Oudezijds Voorburgwal, a more balanced mix of functions is evident and 
everyday life is more prominent, whilst other areas, such as the Oudezijds Achter-
burgwal, are dominated by commercialism, tourism and voyeurism. Furthermore, the 
analyses show that neighbourhood-oriented facilities are scarce and that the provisi-
on is strongly tailored to specific target groups, with an over-representation of tourist 
and niche functions. Although space is emerging for alternative and queer initiatives, 
the dominant structure remains largely economically driven and, at its core, hetero-
normative.

During my fieldwork in de Wallen, I tried to examine the different streets to highlight 
their diversity and how they are used. To show which spaces users occupy, how they 
present themselves in the streets and what they do there. I also wanted to see if I 
could identify any spatial clashes in the use of de Wallen by different stakeholders. To 
see if their differing values were reflected in the spatial arrangement.

This resulted in a analyses of the three main public spaces, the Old Church Square, 
the Dam Square, and Nieuwmarkt. Social, economic and environmental aspects were 
analyses in the space. The social aspect is mainly derived from interviews and infor-
mal conversations. The economic and environmental from field observations. The 
findings are concluded in figure..

4.1.16 everyday experiences of public space
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Figure 48: Street of de Wallen  

square
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Space Social Economic Environmental

Oude kerk plein Users: predominantly tourists 
 
They visit mainly to experience cultural and architectural features. 
 
The space is very small in scale, but it functions less as a place to 
stay. There are no free public benches  only seating associated with 
cafés and terraces, where you are expected to pay. 
 
Despite this, it still allows for social interaction. A community living 
room (neighbourhood space) borders the square, and there are 
also residential front doors opening directly onto it, which adds a 
layer of everyday life.

The surrounding functions include 
sex work venues, bars, and cafés. 
 
This creates a unique and somewhat 
unusual mix of uses.

There is virtually no greenery, 
although a canal runs alongside 
the space.

Nieuw markt Users: both local residents and tourists 
 
Respondents indicated that they often visit this place because it pri-
marily serves local residents. There is a weekly local market, along 
with various community-oriented events such as April festivities, 
the Warmoes Biennale, and the Wallen Festival.
 
At the same time, it is also considered a destination for many tou-
rists. 
 
The space is smaller in scale and feels more intimate, with a gre-
ater number of seating areas that encourage people to stay and 
spend time there.

The square is bordered by many bars 
and cafés, with a strong presence of 
restaurants that activate the edges of 
the space.

A metro station opens directly onto 
the square, and there are also many 
residential buildings surrounding it, 
contributing to a lived-in, everyday 
atmosphere. 
 
There are shops as well, but they are 
smaller in scale and more oriented to-
ward local needs rather than tourism.

The space includes a border 
of trees and is located near the 
water, although it still contains a 
significant amount of hard surfa-
ces (stone).

De Dam Users: mostly tourists
 
It functions more like a traffic junction or transit hub — a place 
people pass through rather than stay in. 
 
It often serves as a starting point for protests and expressions of 
public opinion. 
 
The space is very large and not intimate, with a limited amount of 
seating and little real opportunity for social interaction.

There is almost no greenery, and 
pollution levels are high due to the 
convergence of multiple traffic flows.

There is almost no greenery, and 
pollution levels are high due to 
the convergence of multiple traffic 
flows.

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 49: Table with public space analyse
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4.1.17 conclusion lived landscape

De Wallen is a heavily used and centrally located urban area that brings together a 
wide variety of users, including residents, visitors, business owners and sex workers. 
These groups make use of the streets, squares and infrastructure in different ways, 
which leads to a high degree of dynamism, but also puts pressure on the available 
space. Consequently, the neighbourhood is experienced in diverse ways: whilst some 
appreciate the liveliness and social networks, others experience nuisance, pollution 
and feelings of insecurity or exclusion within their own living environment. 
 
The spatial structure of De Wallen reveals clear differences between types of streets 
and connections. Residential streets mainly contain residential functions, but are so-
metimes physically closed off from public life by fences, whilst residents here do have 
to deal with considerable nuisance. Connecting streets running east-west function 
as busy routes for traffic and guided tours, with a predominantly commercial charac-
ter and little visible residential function. In a north-south direction, the canals show 
stark contrasts: the Oudezijds Voorburgwal has a mixed and relatively balanced mix 
of uses, whilst the Oudezijds Achterburgwal is dominated by adult entertainment and 
hustle and bustle, with little room for other urban functions. Other streets, such as 
the Warmoesstraat and Zeedijk, also differ greatly in character, ranging from distinctly 
tourist-oriented to more locally oriented. 
 
The spatial and functional layout of De Wallen is largely determined by tourism and 
commercial activities. The streets are predominantly characterised by functions gea-
red towards consumption, whilst the residential character fades into the background 
in many places. Public space is scarce and often (semi-)privatised, and basic ameni-
ties such as green spaces and seating areas are largely absent. This results in a frag-
mented urban system in which different users, functions and spatial logics coexist, 
but are not in balance.
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4.1.18 The Moral landscape of sex work

The third part of this chapter focuses on the mora landscape of de Wallen. The con-
cept of moral landscape refers to the fact that in different areas of the city are associ-
ated with varying moral values. Moral landscape refers to how different places in the 
city are assigned moral meanings and values.’ 
 
The red light district is often understood as a separate “immoral” part of the city, 
where activities like prostitution are contained and tolerated as an exception to every-
day social norms. However, this distinction is becoming less clear. Rather than being 
fundamentally different from the rest of society, areas like De Wallen can also be seen 
as reflecting broader social and economic changes, where intimacy and sexuality are 
increasingly shaped by commercialisation and exchange. In contemporary society, 
sex is not only linked to relationships or reproduction, but is also influenced by consu-
mer culture and ideas of efficiency and choice. As a result, the red light district does 
not simply stand outside of “normal” moral values, but instead reveals the ambiguities 
and contradictions that exist within them. 
 
To analyse this, the section draws on seventeen interviews conducted during this 
research. The interviews were coded in Atlas.ti using the code “Moral Landscape.” 
The selected quotes are analysed to identify recurring themes and patterns. The aim 
is to map the spectrum of moral diversity associated with De Wallen. This includes 
the various moral meanings and values that people attach to the area. The analysis 
aims to show how attitudes towards sex work are closely related to how de Wallen is 
experienced, with particular attention to its gendered dimensions. Ultimately, the goal 
is to highlight the contradictions within the moral landscape and to demonstrate the 
complexity of the Wallen.
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4.1.19 Moral landscape spectrum

The following pages contain a collection 
of quotes related to the moral landscape 
of de Wallen. These quotes are included 
here to demonstrate that the respon-
dents expressed a variety of opinions 
with different justifications and levels of 
intensity. Presenting these views in this 
way helps to make them feel personal 
and expressive, as they come from real 
people.
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Taken together, these quotes provide an 
overview of the moral landscape of de 
Wallen. This is shown on the following 
page and illustrates how all the opinions 
relate to one another. Most opinions 
are underpinned by something that can 
also be seen as aspects of the regu-
lated or lived landscape. Alternatively, 
they are purely moral opinions. 
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acceptance

principle

moral argumentation
lived argumentation

regulated argumentation
conditional

rejection

‘’window sexwork 
is outdated’’

‘’de Wallen is very male gaze,
it leads to understandable 

discomfort for women”

‘’gendered discomfort
around experiencing

de Wallen’’

‘’men get rude and 
creepy around 
sex workers’’

‘’skepticism about 
the voluntariness

of sexwork’’ 

‘’de wallen 
are gentrified’’

‘’there is no dutch 
women working and 

no dutch men 
visiting de Wallen’’

‘’protest from the 
Christian community’’

sexwork = work
‘’Its a part of 
amsterdam’s 

culture’’ 

‘’people get uncomfortable
 it’s good to be challenged

it’s normal and can be visible’’

‘’sex work is 
just a part of 

life’’ 

“I feel uncomfortable 
with how men look

at sex workers, but I
still believe they should

have the right to do this work.”

‘’sex work is not for everyone,
nor always perfect, feminist

or empowering’’

‘’sexworkers have the 
right to work and earn’’

‘’sexwork maybe reduces 
domestic abuse or assault’’ 

“there is a lot of projection,
women can imagine 

themselves in that position”

‘’sexwork is just 
part of the 

neighbourhood’’

‘’sex is normal, should
be visible in public space’’

‘’its good to have windows, in
a safe environment, people 

who do it volunentary’’

‘’window sexwork 
has become a 

tourist attraction’’

‘’Window sex work
is degrading to 

���en in genera�’’�

‘’It only portrays
a cis-heteronormative

view on sex’’
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4.1.20 Moral landscape conclusion

The aim of this framework was to illus-
trate the moral views people hold regar-
ding the Red Light District. The aim was 
also to examine whether moral values 
influence people’s opinions of the Red 
Light District or their willingness to 
spend time there.  
 
Firstly, it can be said that there are many 
differing opinions regarding the Red 
Light District. These opinions relate to 
gender, progressiveness, safety or reli-
gion. The opinions have been plotted on 
a framework where rejection – accep-
tance is set against conditional – princi-
pled. The first axis was chosen because 
the opinions on this axis varied, ranging 
from total acceptance to total rejection. 
The second axis was chosen because 
residents’ opinions were sometimes 
based on a principled idea, such as ‘sex 
work is degrading to women in general’, 
or more on a conditional judgement, 
such as ‘window work is not attractive, 
because men get groping around sex 
workers’, where the judgement is not 
necessarily focused on sex work itself 
but more on the environment in which it 
takes place.  
 
The diagram shows that there are two 
main clusters of opinions. The first is the 
group that accepts sex work in the Red 
Light District on principle. This includes 
statements such as ‘sex is normal, so 
it should be allowed to take place in 
public’ or ‘sex work = work’. The second 
cluster involves the rejection of sex 
work, but primarily because of the con-
ditions in which it takes place. Examples 
include “window sex work has become 
too much of a tourist attraction” or “the 

Red Light District represents an overly 
cis-heteronormative view of sex work”.  
It is noteworthy that few people stated 
that they fundamentally disapproved of 
window sex work in general. 
 
However, this analysis also raises a 
number of questions: 
 
- Why does it actually matter for the 
legitimacy of sex work in the Red Light 
District what people and policymakers 
think of sex work from a moral stand-
point? 
 
- Does the opinion that policymakers 
hold about sex work influence the policy 
choices they make?

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated
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4.2 Actors & Value perception 

The second part of the findings chapter examines the various users of de Wallen and 
how they percieve and value the area. Herzog et al (2024, p. 1328) state the following 
about values in urban space: “Past and present development projects demonstrate 
that pluralistic values of various stakeholders often lead to conflict about the plan-
ning of urban space (McAuliffe and Rogers, 2019). A key challenge for planners and 
decision-makers is to identify and address these diverse and often competing values 
of citizens and other stakeholders (Van der Wal et al., 2015).” As described before, 
transformations of Red-Light Districts can be seen as contested processes, with ac-
tors expressing feelings of loss and displacement, but may also resist, be relieved by, 
or adapt to changing circumstances (Singelenberg & Van Gent, 2020). RLDs are the-
refore inherently linked to competing values and conflicts that can arise as a result. 

In the following chapter, a description is given of how stakeholders value and percei-
ve de Wallen. First, the perception of the problem is described for each user, followed 
by the different values for each user. The various values are then analysed to identify 
conflicts between users. This analysis leads to a value framework for the Red Light 
District, which is an elaboration of the value framework found in the literature review. 
Within this value framework, we examine which values conflicts with and the different 
meanings associated with the values. A more detailed overview of values and percep-
tions per interview can be found in appendix. The data for this analysis comes from 
various interviews conducted between February 2026 and April 2026. 

country
region

city
neighborhood

civic sector public sector

public sector

interviewed stakeholders

civic sector

private sector

P1: Justice department
P2: sexwork and humantrafficing
department
P3: policy maker
P4: PIC information centre

C1: residents 
C2: resident organisation 

R1: cultural institution
R2: sexworkers
R3: researchers
R4: developer 

private sector

P1

P2

P3

P4

R1 R3

R2

R4

C1

C2

4.2.1 Perception of the problem 

Policymakers | Policy-makers highlighted three issues: the attraction of what they 
described as ‘undesirable’ tourists, the prevalence of a ‘sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll’ 
identity, and difficulties with transformation and changes, with the first two leading to 
livability challenges. An interesting aspect among the policymakers surveyed was the 
difference in the institutional roles and level they hold. This means that they view the 
Red Light District from different perspectives and with different objectives in mind. 
Their perceptions must therefore also be viewed in this light.

The first problem described by respondents was the influx of a particular type of tou-
rism in large numbers. They refer to the presence of “wrong” or undesirable tourists, 
characterised by excessive consumption, disruptive behaviour, and a lack of respect 
for the environment. As described: “[They] make a lot of noise, drink a lot, break 
things… and use too much.” This behaviour is not only seen as problematic in itself 
but also as economically profitable, leading businesses to cater specifically to this de-
mand. This, in turn, reinforces de Wallen’s international identity. According to the res-
pondents, the association with sex, drugs, and nightlife overshadows other qualities 
of the area, such as its historical and cultural significance. As they explain: “The other 
identity such as history and culture pales into insignificance.” As they explain: “The 
other identity such as history and culture pales into insignificance.” In this context, the 
presence of this identity is questioned: “I don’t really understand why we want to keep 
that identity at all that can be done somewhere else.” These issues are directly linked 
to quality of life and safety. They describe everyday nuisances, such as noise, van-
dalism, and inappropriate behaviour, which directly affect residents’ living conditions 
and result in high cleaning and surveillance costs for the local authority. For example: 
“Every little garden gets pissed on the green spaces are a nightmare.” In addition, ex-
treme crowding is described as creating potentially dangerous situations that require 
active intervention: “It can get so busy that we have to cordon off alleys because it 
becomes too dangerous.”. These conditions are seen as direct consequences of the 
interplay between tourism, consumption patterns, and spatial concentration.

Respondents also describe the challenges involved in implementing transformations 
as a problem. This is linked to difficulties surrounding renovations, stemming from a 
combination of spatial, economic and institutional constraints. The area is described 
as physically saturated and embedded within a historic urban fabric, leaving little 
rome for physical interventions: ‘If I wanted to add something, for example by instal-
ling more windows, that is simply not possible the area is already full. The buildings 
are small and listed – you cannot knock through walls or extend them.’ These spatial 
constraints are exacerbated by high property values, making large-scale interventi-
ons such as buying up properties financially difficult. 

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

Figure 53: Figure with interviewed stakeholders 

Public sector 
P1: National Level policy
P2: City level  policy
P3: neighbourhood policy 
maker 
P4: PIC 

Civic sector 
C1: residents 
C2: resident organisation 

Private sector 
R1: cultural institution 
R2: sex workers
R3: researchers
R4: developer125 126



As the respondent notes: “Property is still extremely expensive buying up buildings 
costs hundreds of thousands per property,” besides municipal budgets require choi-
ces between competing public interests. An example from the interview: “Why should 
I buy that corner property when I could use the whole sum to provide social care for 
half the district for a year?”. At the same time, administrative processes are described 
as contentious, with conflicting interests among stakeholders and legal proceedings 
further restricting the scope for action: “You can hardly do anything, because everyo-
ne wants something different anything you enforce leads to legal proceedings. It’s just 
very difficult.”

Another concern is safety. The respondents attribute this mostly to new technologies, 
such as tourists taking pictures or smart glasses that can secretly capture images. 
This creates risks for sex workers, especially for those who have not told their family 
or friends about their job.  Finally, the respondent also points to internal issues within 
the sector itself, including conflicts between sex workers and clients, such as instan-
ces where “sex workers had the tendency to add a few extra zeros when customers 
paid,” leading to aggression and police involvement. 

sexworkers | The second group is related to sex work on De Wallen. Respondents 
described the fear of being shut down driven by ongoing policy interventions and 
transformation ideas. One respondent explains: “There is always the threat of them 
closing more windows. It’s always in the back of our minds.” This is not framed as 
a hypothetical scenario, but as a realistic trajectory: “I wouldn’t be surprised if in a 
couple of years there were no more windows. it doesn’t feel like something that’s safe 
from being erased.” Another problem respondents described is a perceived loss of 
authenticity, which they describe de Wallen, as becoming increasingly “gimmicky” 
and oriented towards commercial consumption and tourism and feeling less authen-
tic. The respondent sees this also in the erasure of historical traces, for example the 
closure of the formerly active window streets, de Trompetsteeg. The windows have 
been closed and transformed into function not related to sexwork. A respondent 
describes ‘’that that street was very much historically tied to sex work. That historical 
connection is totally gone.’’

Tourism plays an ambiguous role within this perception. On the one hand, respon-
dents express strong frustration with tourist behaviour, particularly in relation to 
disrespect towards sex workers. This includes actions such as taking photographs, 
ignoring social norms, and displaying inappropriate behaviour. As one respondent 
explains: “Most of them haven’t seen anything like this before so they don’t know how 
to act.” At the same time, tourism is also recognised as economically indispensable, 
pointing out a paradoxical relationship: “Sex workers are dependent on them for their 
livelihood. It’s a love-hate relationship.” In addition to these concerns, respondents 
also report situational experiences of discomfort and safety concerns, particularly du-
ring peak moments. For example, one interviewee describes feeling overwhelmed by 
crowd behaviour: “I honestly dread walking to the metro on a Friday evening people 
get weird, and men get creepy.” 

These experiences are not necessarily framed as constant, but rather as context-de-
pendent and linked to specific times. As well as structural inequalities, for example 
when “operators choose not to rent to trans or homosexual sex workers.”

Residents | The third group that was interviewed were residents. They described a 
range of problems, including tourism pressure that leads to declines in safety and 
spatial issues. Residents describe how navigating the area becomes difficult due 
to the combination of high density of visitors and the narrow street pattern. As one 
resident explains: “It’s so busy. You come out of a side street. Then you have to wait 
for a gap to appear. Then you squeeze in. Then you just go with the flow.’’ However, 
overcrowding is not the only issue related to tourism; it is also a social and safety-re-
lated problem. Residents link the presence of large numbers of tourists to increased 
nuisance, including drug-related activities and a decline in their sense of safety. One 
respondent notes: “What I think is a real problem for a great many people is drug-re-
lated crime and the nuisance caused by dealers.” In addition, nighttime disorder is 
frequently mentioned, including noise, aggression, and inappropriate behaviour in 
public spaces. As described by another resident: “People often use it at night causing 
a terrible nuisance with fights, loud shouting, urinating in public and drug dealing.” 

At the same time, the sense of safety appears to be ambivalent and situational. Some 
residents describe feeling unsafe, particularly at night, while acknowledging that large 
crowds and eyes on the streets can also provide a sense of protection. As one inter-
viewee explains: “I feel a bit unsafe but I know nothing’s going to happen, because 
there are so many people around who see me.”

A second recurring theme concerns the area’s commercial character, especially the 
homogenization and tourist-oriented nature of its retail and amenities. Residents ex-
press concerns about the disappearance of affordable amenities, alongside the rise 
of tourist shops. As one interviewee states: “In some places, it’s actually really, really 
touristy. Think rubber ducks and stroopwafels. I really can’t be bothered with that.” This 
is accompanied by a perceived loss of authenticity, as described by another respon-
dent: “You always end up with the same old shops whereas it’s the unique ones that 
make the neighbourhood special.” Related to this, the identity of the area itself is per-
ceived as part of the problem. Several residents point to the role of de Wallen’s public 
image in attracting specific types of visitors and reinforcing certain behaviours. The 
neighbourhood’s association with “sex, drugs, and nightlife” is seen as influencing 
both its visitors and atmosphere. Consequently, some residents express a desire to 
shift this image towards a broader and more culturally oriented identity, emphasising 
the area’s historical and architectural qualities rather than its association with party 
tourism.
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Despite these challenges, residents also demonstrate a certain degree of adaptation 
and acceptance of the situation. Some indicate that they have become accustomed 
to noise and activity, and do not necessarily experience it as disruptive. For example: 
“I can sleep really well even when it’s noisy, I just think, ‘How nice,’ and turn over and 
carry on sleeping.” At the same time, this acceptance appears to have limits. Even re-
sidents who express tolerance towards tourism emphasise that current levels exceed 
what is considered acceptable: “We’re not against tourism per se, but the line has 
definitely been crossed.”

Cultural institutions | The respondent frames the problem as an overshadowing of 
Amsterdam’s cultural identity in de Wallen. According to the respondent, the city risks 
being reduced to a one-dimensional image associated with tourism and nightlife. As 
they explain, “otherwise Amsterdam kind of fades into oblivion and ends up in the 
category of cities where people mainly go to party.” Related to this is the perception 
that the inner city is seen as inauthentic or staged. The respondent explicitly challen-
ges this idea, stating that “it should not seem like the inner city is just a sort of façade 
of pretty Dutch houses it is actually real.”  In addition, the respondent identifies a 
struggle for recognition and visibility of cultural institutions within de Wallen. Cultural 
actors feel the need to justify their presence because the area is associated with Red 
Light activities. As the respondent notes, “we have to defend ourselves as a cultural 
hotspot, because you are located on the Wallen.” This indicates a perceived imbalan-
ce in which cultural functions are overshadowed by the area’s reputation. A further 
dimension of the problem is the limited engagement of local residents and Dutch 
visitors with the city centre. The respondent observes that many residents of the city 
perceive the centre as primarily a space for tourists, stating, “the centre is for tou-
rists,” which the respondent actively counters by presenting it as part of “their own 
history and culture.”

Perceptions of the problems faced by users differ in some respects but also overlap. 
However, the extent to which they are affected by the problems in the Red Light Dis-
trict has not been explicitly discussed. Figure [xx] shows how users are affected and 
how this relates to one another. It is clear that residents, sex workers, cultural institu-
tions and businesses are most affected by these issues, as they are directly involved. 
Further out from the centre are local-level policy-makers and interest groups. In the 
outer rings are national-level policy-makers. Although policy-makers have strong opi-
nions on the issue, it is important that they listen to those most directly affected

The following section of the chapter sets out the values associated with the Red Light 
District. As mentioned earlier, these have been drawn from interviews with various 
users of the Red Light District. First, there is a discussion of all the values, followed by 
the creation of a value framework. This framework comprises the values most fre-
quently cited by users and, taken together, forms the spectrum of values associated 
with the Red Light District. The framework is then used to analyse conflicts and per-
ceptions. The organization of the value framework figure was inspired by the frame-
work presented by Marthe Singelenberg and Anna Tores (2026) from their study into 
de Wallen, although the content, analysis, and interpretation are original to this study.

The values people attach to De Wallen differ by stakeholder group, but cluster around 
a few core themes: cultural & historic value, social value, safety, visibility, economic 
value, spatial concentration, liveliness, and acceptance. Below, each value is descri-
bed with perspectives and key quotes from policymakers, sex workers, residents, and 
cultural institutions.

Cultural & historic value | For policy makers working at the neighbourhood level, 
De Wallen is primarily valued as a cultural-historical area. They emphasise that its 
heritage, beauty and cultural offerings as most important values. One respondent 
describes De Wallen as “not only a tourist area, but also a historically very beautiful 
area,” pointing to heritage buildings, cultural institutions such as the Oude Kerk, and 
the district’s architectural and historical layers. They stress the aesthetic and historic 
value of the area: “it is simply a very beautiful city the beautiful façades that all tell 
stories. That is something you really want tourists who are interested in that to see.” 

Residents similarly highlight the historical significance of the neighbourhood. Many 
see De Wallen as the oldest part of Amsterdam with immense heritage value: “This is 
the oldest part of Amsterdam, so it’s of immense historical value. There are loads of 
museums, but also buildings, cultural heritage. I really think it’s one of the most beau-
tiful parts of the Netherlands.” For them, the historic character is part of what makes 

civic sector public sector

public sector

affectedness

civic sector

private sector

P1: Justice department
P2: sexwork and humantrafficing
department
P3: policy maker
P4: PIC information centre

C1: residents 
C2: resident organisation 

R1: cultural institution
R2: sexworkers
R3: researchers
R4: developer 

private sector

P1

P2

P3

P4

R1

R3

R2

R4

C1

C2

level of affectedness

4.2.2 Value framework
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the area special and worth preserving. 

Cultural institutions also attribute strong cultural and historical significance to De 
Wallen, describing it as “a very historical, significant place” where “there is still a lot 
of history and culture to be found.” Beyond heritage, they value the area as a site of 
cultural production, where festivals and initiatives create active engagement: “There 
is more to do than just walk through and leave.” For these organisations, history and 
contemporary cultural programming are deeply intertwined. 

Cultural value is also important to respondents associated with sex work. This was lar-
gely discussed in the Perception section of this chapter, but for the sex work commu-
nity, the area holds significant historical value. The area plays a key role in the history 
of the emergence of sex work and serves as a link to the existence of legal sex work.

Social value | Local policy makers describe De Wallen as an neighbourhood with 
strong informal social networks and a sense of community. They point to spaces 
where people meet, play games, sing, or simply interact: “There are many small pla-
ces where you can play games, sing, or meet people.” Semi-formal structures such 
as communities around shared gardens and neighbourhood groups further support 
mutual care. This contributes to a sense of social cohesion where “people know each 
other, greet each other in the streets it is like a village, Amsterdam is a village.”

Sex workers also emphasise the importance of social networks, both for information 
exchange and mutual support. Within the local community, they actively share know-
ledge: “Within the local community of sex workers. We try to disseminate information 
as much as we can.” This extends beyond the neighbourhood, as they aim to inform 
tourists and shape a more nuanced view of sex work: “Information to tourists, and 
hopefully they take it with them and develop a more nuanced view of sex work that 
they can spread further.” They also observe that local initiatives bring different groups 
together: “A lot of local people, business owners, residents. they know each other, 
talk, plan events together. There’s definitely a community here, and many residents 
and sexworkers are proud to live here.” At the same time, respondents point out that 
the relationship between sex workers and the broader community is not always fully 
integrated and also operate alongside each other. 

Residents similarly perceive De Wallen as a social, community-oriented neighbour-
hood. Long-term residents highlight the close-knit character: “I’ve been living here 
for over 30 years now. And you really do notice that there’s a fairly close-knit local 
community here.” Newer residents also experience the area as welcoming: “Everyo-
ne here is really welcoming. And they’re very interested when you have a chat with 
them.” Informal meeting places and everyday interactions create a sense of belon-
ging that many describe as “a village within the city.”

Cultural institutions link social value to tolerance and inclusion, seeing their work as 
rooted in openness: “The organisation stands for freedom and tolerance, and actively 
creates space for diverse groups to express themselves.” For them, social value is 
not only about community life but also about the ethical commitment to diversity.

Safety | City-level policy makers strongly link safety to visibility and regulation. They 
argue that the openness of window sex work makes it the safest form of sex work 
because it allows continuous monitoring: “It is the most visible form and that means 
we are best able to maintain contact.” Supervisors and police are regularly present, 
and “you can safely say that no new sex worker is working on De Wallen for more 
than 24 hours without being spoken to by one of our supervisors.” They can “just 
walk around and, at a convenient moment for the sex worker, say hello,” while sex 
workers “recognise the faces of supervisors and police because they see them wal-
king around the area.” These repeated encounters build familiarity and could lower 
thresholds for seeking help. It is important to note that this is from the municipality’s 
perspective. This does not necessarily mean that this approach to ensuring safety 
also makes every sex worker feel safe.

Sex workers emphasise safety in terms of control over their immediate working en-
vironment. The window system allows them to screen clients before letting them in: 
“The customer can only come in once we’ve opened the door you can see and smell 
the customer.” This control is supported by cameras, on-site management and emer-
gency systems, which together create what they describe as a “very safe” working 
environment. Even more important is the constant presence of people and other sex 
workers in the area, which brings a form of informal social control: “Just look outside. 
We’re right in the middle of the city, in a residential neighborhood. There are always 
people around: residents, tourists—there’s a lot of social control.’’ Closely related to 
safety is the value of self-reliance and autonomy. Respondents repeatedly emphasize 
that sex workers at de Wallen can operate as independent workers, with control over 
their schedules, clients, and working conditions. As one respondent notes: “You’re 
your own boss if you want to say no, then you say no.”

Residents frame safety more in terms of livability and a clean living environment. Whi-
le they rarely talk about safety in abstract terms, their concerns about drug-related 
crime and street safety reveal a strong underlying value: a safe, orderly neighbour-
hood where they can live without fear. Their wishes for resolution of these problems 
reflect the importance they place on everyday safety.

Visibility | City-level policy makers state visibility is not only a regulatory tool but also 
carries an emancipatory dimension for sex workers, especially for trans and queer 
sex workers. They argue that presence in a regulated, visible space is experienced as 
meaningful recognition: “Visibility has something emancipatory about it.” At the same 
time, they acknowledge that this same visibility can be experienced as stigmatising 
by others.
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Liveliness and mixed urban function | Residents appreciate De Wallen for its cen-
tral location and lively atmosphere. They describe the area as entertaining in itself: 
“The city itself is enough to keep you entertained. There are some truly remarkable 
people living here and walking the streets here.” The centrality makes it easy to meet 
friends and family: “It’s easy for everyone to get here, even friends from out of town. 
It’s just a short trip from Central Station.” The constant activity, cultural offer and 
nightlife all contribute to a strong sense of identity and diversity of experiences: “Ac-
tually, you can do almost anything here.”

Cultural institutions also emphasise the importance of mixed urban functions and 
authenticity. They argue strongly that different functions should remain integrated: 
“It should 100% coexist.” This includes not only cultural institutions and hospitality, 
but also sex work, which they explicitly recognise as part of the area’s cultural fabric: 
“Sexwork on the Wallen is also culture.  it has been there for a long time.” They des-
cribe De Wallen as a genuine urban environment rather than a purely touristic setting: 
“A real building with stories, with history, with people who live here.” For them, the 
area is “a lively and pleasant neighbourhood” with “many authentic cafés and restau-
rants,” where “there is much more to do than people think.”

Acceptance, tolerance and diversity | Residents describe De Wallen as a place with 
a high degree of acceptance and diversity: “There is a high degree of acceptance 
people are open to different things it is a place where everything mixes, and everyone 
can be themselves.” They see it as an iconic, liberal part of Amsterdam that should 
be preserved: “It is something that simply belongs to Amsterdam such areas are 
essential to prevent the city from becoming dead.” At the same time, they understand 
these positive qualities in relation to trade-offs, referring to the need for “flexibility” 
and describing living in the area as a process of “give and take,” where noise, crow-
ding and tourism are part of everyday life.

Cultural institutions explicitly link acceptance to their mission and identity. They 
emphasise that their organisation stands for “freedom and tolerance,” and that they 
create space for diverse groups to express themselves. For them, acceptance is both 
a social and ethical value, rooted in openness and a commitment to inclusivity.

Conclusion | The values attributed to De Wallen by policymakers, sex workers, resi-
dents and cultural institutions reveal a dynamic and multifaceted urban environment. 
Each group identifies distinct priorities, ranging from safety, economic viability and re-
gulatory oversight to social cohesion, cultural heritage, and acceptance. These values 
intersect and sometimes conflict, demonstrating the complexity of balancing diverse 
stakeholder interests in a unique neighbourhood. The ongoing dialogue between 
these perspectives shapes both the future of De Wallen and its place in Amsterdam’s 
urban fabric.

Sex workers value visibility as a quality that challenges stigma and contributes to 
the normalisation of sex work. They highlight the unique coexistence of sex work 
with everyday urban life in a historic centre: “The church and sex workers together. 
It’s unique in the world so visible and out in the open in a historic city centre.” This 
openness makes their presence undeniable: “It reminds people that we exist it doe-
sn’t have to be hidden.” They also note that this visibility can provoke discomfort that 
leads to reflection: “People feel discomfort, it makes them question why.” In this way, 
visibility is tied to broader values of tolerance, confrontation and social awareness.

For residents, visibility of sexwork is part of what makes De Wallen iconic and charac-
terful, though it comes with trade-offs. They describe living here as a process of “give 
and take,” where noise, crowding and tourism are part of everyday life. Elements 
such as sex work and sex-related retail are often seen as something one “gets used 
to,” or as “part and parcel of the neighbourhood.”

Economic value | Policy makers acknowledge that De Wallen has a highly functional 
economic system, in which sex work is embedded within the leisure and tourism eco-
nomy. They note that “sex workers earn very well on De Wallen,” and that “the rooms 
during peak hours are in very high demand,” indicating an active and competitive 
market. This economic value does not only directly benefit sex workers refereeing to 
tourist tax and the international recognition of Amsterdam as a tourist attraction. 

For sex workers, economic value is fundamental: “The reason people enter this 
profession is because they want to earn money, just likt any other profession.” De 
Wallen’s layout, visibility and accessibility attract clients who are “window-shopping,” 
and they recognise their dependence on tourism: “Tourists are the biggest source of 
income for girls working here. At the same time, they see sex work as key to Amster-
dam’s global reputation: “Sex work has done a lot for Amsterdam… to put it on the 
map.”

Spatial concentration | Policy makers value the spatial concentration of windows 
because it enables efficient monitoring and care: “It is very convenient to have all 
the windows gathered in one place.” This clustering has a clear social component: it 
allows sex workers to see and support each other. As one respondent explains, “for 
sex workers it is important that they can see each other and have a social network.” 

This proximity creates informal social control, where workers collectively obser-
ve each other’s well-being: “Then sex workers can notice among themselves: the 
curtains stay closed for a very long time.” In such situations, they may intervene or 
contact authorities, showing how peer-based monitoring contributes to safety.  Sex 
workers confirm the importance of being able to see each other and build networks, 
but also point out that their connection with residents could be stronger. They note 
that stronger ties could lead to a more unified voice in policy debates: “If there were 
more of a connection between residents and sex workers… we could have a stron-
ger, unified voice when speaking up.”
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Figure 55: Value framework
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4.2.3 Value perception

During the interviews and the creation of the value framework, it became clear that 
some users mentioned the same value but attached a different meaning to that value. 
In the following chapter, a few examples will be given regarding this phenomenon. 

Social | First and foremost, social value. Most respondents identified social value as 
a core value for the Red Light District. However, it is important to note that not every 
respondent is referring to the same community. Residents talk about social value in 
terms of interacting, meeting, and gathering with other residents. Sex workers, on 
the other hand, describe social value primarily in relation to other sex workers. Both 
groups describe the importance of social connections but are referring to different 
groups. 

Safety is a core concern for everyone involved in De Wallen, but its meaning varies 
among groups. Sex workers see safety as having control over their work, a secure en-
vironment and informal social control among the community. Policymakers focus on 
safety through visibility, monitoring, and regulation, while residents define it as low cri-
me, order, and a clean neighbourhood. Despite their different perspectives, all groups 
recognise the importance of working together to enhance safety in the area. 

Heritage | Different user groups also attach a different meaning to this value. For cul-
tural institutions, policymakers, and residents, the architectural and historical heritage 
is of great importance. This includes buildings such as the old church and museums, 
as well as the buildings along the canals. For sex workers, heritage also lies in some-
thing else: the connection between the history of sex work and de Wallen. Different 
groups attach different meanings to the same value. 

Visibility | Some sex workers find de Wallen’s portrayal of sex work to be too narrow, 
reinforcing stereotypes and ignoring the sector’s diversity. Also, for some residents 
and policy makers, the highly visible nature of sex work creates a gendered public 
space that feels uncomfortable. However, both sex workers and residents see this 
visibility as a step toward greater acceptance, making sex work a recognised part of 
everyday urban life. This conflict reflects competing understandings of whether visibi-
lity liberates or stigmatises.
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Figure 56: Different value perception
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A range of competing values underlies ongoing conflicts between policymakers, sex 
workers, residents, and cultural organizations in De Wallen. These tensions make it 
challenging to reach consensus on the area’s future and highlight the complexities of 
urban governance in a diverse environment.

Spatial concentration and visibility conflict| Policymakers favour clustering win-
dow sex work and maintaining high visibility, as this simplifies regulation, enables 
continuous monitoring, and supports social control among sex workers. However, this 
same concentration and visibility draws large numbers of tourists, leading to over-
crowded public spaces and consequently making residents feel less safe in their own 
neighbourhood.

Growth management conflict | While De Wallen is highly profitable for sex workers 
and local businesses, the influx of tourists and  tourist-focused amenities can under-
mine the area’s calmness. Residents express concerns about, drug-related crime, 
and the one-sided nature of local shops, which are primarily aimed at tourists rather 
than residents. This tension raises questions about how to sustain economic vitality 
without sacrificing a livable and diverse neighbourhood. 

Character conflict | Residents, local authorities, and cultural organisations often 
emphasise the neighbourhood’s cultural, historical, and authentic character, descri-
bing it as “a village within the city” with immense heritage value. Market-driven inte-
rests, by contrast, focus on its potential for economic gain through tourism. There is 
ongoing tension between maintaining a diverse, mixed-use neighbourhood and the 
risk of evolving into a tourism monoculture. These competing visions for De Wallen’s 
identity make it difficult to develop a shared path forward.

Livability conflict | De Wallen is valued for its open and tolerant character, but this 
same openness can undermine residents’ sense of safety and everyday livability. 
While some residents see tolerance as part of the area’s identity and as something 
worth preserving, others experience its consequences in the form of crowding, noise, 
and constant tourist presence. The conflict therefore lies in balancing the neighbour-
hood’s liberal character with the need for a calm and secure living environment. 

 

4.2.4 Value conflicts
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Figure 57: Value conflict
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4.3 Future Scenario - SQ3



4.3.0 the future  

The future of De Wallen has become a 
topic of extensive discussion and deba-
te.  During the project this research took 
place, several other studies have been 
carried out, books have been published, 
and talks have been held on the future of 
this unique and remarkable district.  In my 
own research, I sought the perspectives of 
respondents on what changes they envisi-
on and what direction they hope the area 
will take. This chapter aims to contribute 
to the ongoing conversation by offering 
new insights into De Wallen’s prospective 
future. 
 
This chapter is organised as follows. It 
begins with an exploration of global and 
local trends that may have influence on 
the development of the district. After that 
narrowing in on the most relevant trends 
for scenario building. Next, the process of 
constructing scenarios and their defining 
characteristics is outlined. The chapter 
then delves into detailed descriptions of 
each scenario within distinct landscapes 
of sex work. The core values, conflicts and 
trade-offs central to each scenario are 
subsequently discussed. The chapter con-
cludes by comparing the scenarios, dra-
wing conclusions and recommendations.
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4.3.1 Trends 

Global trends | In the literature review several trends were discussed regarding Red 
Light Districts, the three main developments described by Aalbers & Sabat (2012) : 
digitisation, globalisation and tourism. Firstly, the rise of the internet has, and will do 
in the future, radically change the spatial logic of sex work. It has become less depen-
dent on visible street or window locations and can move to online platforms, causing 
physical red light districts to lose some of their central function (Rijnink en Van Wijk, 
2020). Secondly, globalisation plays an important role. The globalisation of the sex 
industry has led to increasing international mobility of sex workers and the emergen-
ce of a transnationally organised sex industry (Loopmans & Van Den Broeck, 2011). 
Another result of globalisation is migration, which places red light districts within glo-
bal circuits of mobility (Hubbard, 2012). In some cases, this has resulted in changing 
labour relations and new forms of regulation (Aalbers & Sabat, 2012). Thirdly, the 
growth of tourism contributes to the transformation of red light districts. These places 
are increasingly positioned as a tourist attraction, with sex work becoming part of an 
urban spectacle. At the same time, this tourist function clashes with policy goals rela-
ting to quality of life, safety and image (Aalbers & Sabat, 2012). These global proces-
ses are made possible in part by low-cost airlines and the Schengen zone (Loopmans 
& Van Den Broeck, 2011). The result is a red light district in flux: an area in which sex 
work continues to exist, but is constantly being reformed, relocated and renegotiated 
under the influence of broader urban and global processes. 

In addition, social changes play a role, such as the persistent stigma surrounding sex 
work, whereby sex workers are often associated with exploitation, human trafficking 
and other negative perceptions (Snippe et al., 2018). Furthermore, political changes 
and international developments can lead to an influx of more vulnerable or unpro-
tected sex workers (Rijnink en Van Wijk, 2020). Finally, society at large appears to be 
becoming more conservative, which may put further pressure on the position of sex 
workers.

Local Policy | In addition, local objectives and plans set by policymakers have a 
significant influence on the character of Amsterdam’s red-light district. Firstly, tourism 
is expected to continue to grow, and the City of Amsterdam aims to reduce overcrow-
ding and nuisance. They intend to achieve this, amongst other things, by reducing the 
number of window-based working spaces and improving the city’s image regarding 
drugs (Uitvoeringsprogramma Aanpak Binnenstad 2025, 2025). The municipality also 
wishes to enhance the cultural value of the city centre, which means that heritage, 
identity and culture will be given greater emphasis in policy. Also the livability is a 
major theme and the municipality wishes to create more peace, space and safety on 
the streets. 

4.3.2 Scenario building  

Scenarios are developed by plotting two trends against each other on axes. It is 
therefore important to select trends that have a significant impact and are not entirely 
predictable. The most impactful and least predictable trends are plotted on the axes. 
The scenario axes are based on two variables that combine spatial impact with un-
certainty in the future of the Wallen: touristic pressure and the visibility of sex work. 
Tourism is an impactful driver because it shapes public space use, local economic 
logics, the livability of residents and the district’s identity. At the same time, it is also 
unclear exactly how tourism will develop in the future.

The extent to which sex work remains visible in the streetscape is also consequen-
tial for the spatial, social, and moral character of the area, as it determines whether 
the Wallen continues to function as a visible red-light district, which has a significant 
impact. The visibility of sex work is also uncertain. Digitalisation can reduce the de-
pendence on physical locations and shift sex work toward online or less public forms, 
while stigma and growing conservatism may further discourage public visibility and 
strengthen pressures toward concealment or displacement.  In this way, the scenario 
matrix remains focused on the most uncertain and structurally important dimensions.

The scenario planning method results in four scenarios. However, this study aims to 
focus on sex workers and their needs as well. The scenario matrices are driven by 
external trends and structural forces, which means the needs and agency of sex wor-
kers don’t naturally emerge as an axis. For the fifth scenario, a different method was 
used, namely the ‘What If’ method. Using this method, the question can be posed: 
‘What if we envisioned the future based on the needs of sex workers?’ Drawing on 
interviews and the sexwork manifesto, this question was central to the development 
of scenario 5, ‘The Sexy wallen’.

Sex work Manifesto | The final input for the scenarios is a manifesto on the future of 
sex work, signed by eight organisations involved in sex work. The manifesto sets out 
twelve points which, according to the organisations, need to be addressed in order to 
improve the situation of sex workers in de Wallen.  Points 6 to 12 of the manifesto pri-
marily concern rights, participation, and policy measures related to housing and rela-
tions with the police. The first five points address the built environment of De Wallen. 
They argue that more legal workplaces are needed to improve the bargaining positi-
on in relation to operators and potentially reduce the rent for a room. They also state 
a need for diversity in workplaces to cater for the needs of, for example, sex workers 
with disabilities, those from different backgrounds, or those who are LGBTQ+. Fu-
rthermore, they call for permission to work from home and to solicit clients online. 
Finally, they express the desire for a workplace managed by sex workers themselves 
(Sekswerker Manifest, z.d.).
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“The scenarios are discussed in order from most to least likely, based on current 
trends and policy directions discussed in section 4.3.1. The Theme Park and The 
Moulin Rouge reflect trajectories already underway in Amsterdam, while The Clean 
Up and The Quiet Wallen require more significant shifts in either tourism patterns or 
political will. The Sexy Wallen is presented last, not because it is considered least de-
sirable, but because it represents the most fundamental departure from the current 
situation — and the most deliberate reimagining of De Wallen from the perspective of 
sex workers themselves.”

The Theme park| De Wallen remain primarily a tourist attraction, and visible sex 
work continues to be a prominent feature of the streetscape. The district functions 
as a space where visitors, nightlife audiences, and sex work continue to overlap. The 
public realm is busy, commercial, and constantly in motion, with a strong tension bet-
ween consumption, observation, and use.

The Moulin Rouge | the Wallen remain attractive to visitors, but sex work largely 
disappears from the street scape. The district remains lively and commercial, but its 
core function changes: tourism consumption and urban experience, rather than sex 
work, shape the atmosphere.
 
The Clean up | This scenario represents the strongest shift toward a normal, liveable 
urban district. Sex work barely visible in public space, while tourist pressure decrea-
ses significantly. The Wallen then become more of a mixed residential and urban area, 
with room for residents, everyday services, safety, and rest.

The Quiet  Wallen | Sex work remains physically present and visible, but the district is 
more strongly shaped around calm, safety, and everyday use. The municipality ac-
cepts that sex work remains part of the area, but tries to limit its impact on residents 
and public space. 

The Sexy Wallen | This scenario focuses on increasing the number of legal, acces-
sible and more suitable sex work venues in the Red Light District. These need not be 
limited to window-based venues, but could also include, for example, online recruit-
ment or home-based work. A venue that is co-managed by sex workers also came 
forward in the manifesto. 
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All scenarios are examined and analysed from the perspective of the three lands-
capes. For each landscape, specific aspects have been selected to enable com-
parison between the scenarios. For the Regulated Landscape, these are: security 
measures, economic orientation, risk of gentrification, and mix of functions. For the 
Lived Landscape, these are: tourist pressure, liveability, spatial segregation, autono-
my, and pressure on public space. For the Moral Landscape, these are: acceptance 
of sex work and perception of safety. 

For each scenario, certain aspects that characterise it have been highlighted. There 
are also arrows indicating whether the characteristic is increasing or decreasing. 
These arrows are in comparison to the current situation. Each scale runs from low to 
high, with the position of the marker indicating where this scenario sits relative to that 
range.
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4.3.3 The Themepark

This scenario describes a Wallen in which visible sex work remains 
an important part of the streetscape, while tourist pressure con-
tinues to dominate the area. The district retains its function as an 
internationally recognisable red-light district, and it is increasingly 
shaped by crowding, commercial consumption, and entertainment 
area.

Regulated landscape | Surveillance, policing, signage, and crowd 
management all become more prominent as authorities attempt to 
keep order in a highly pressured area. This could also mean stric-
ter rules for operators, as well as possibly forms of access control 
during peak periods, for example paying an entrance fee to enter 
the neighbourhood. The economic logic of the district would beco-
me more strongly oriented toward tourist consumption, with higher 
returns for hospitality, leisure, souvenir retail, sex work sector and 
other entertainment activities. Although central location could keep 
property values relatively high, the pressure on the housing market 
would likely make long-term and affordable living less viable, so the 
overall resident character of the area would continue to decline.

Lived landscape | de Wallen is experienced as a dense, commer-
cial space in which residents, visitors, and sex workers’ spaces 
continuously overlap. The everyday use of the district is shaped by 
crowding, noise, and a constant flow of tourists, which puts pressu-
re on public space and public amenities. Social relations also shift: 
tourists become the dominant presence in the street, residents turn 
into more passive users of the space. Resulting in residents shutting 
themselves away behind fences even more, and the physical sepa-
ration between residents and visitors will become even more pron-
ounced as a result of these fences. Public spaces will become even 
more fragmented and privatized. Sex work remains visible, but with 
more controlling, less privacy, and a more commercialised setting. 
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4.3.4 The Moulin Rouge Wallen value | the most central value is economic value. Profit and commercial return are 
the main drivers of this future. At the same time, visibility, spatial concentration, and 
liveliness remain important and are strongly reinforced in this scenario, since the area 
continues to function as a dense and active urban attraction with visible sex work. 

Trade-offs | “The main trade-offs are that tourist pressure and commercialisation 
undermine the values of a quiet environment, community, and authenticity. Over time 
the area becomes more oriented toward visitors than everyday residential life. For 
sex workers specifically, heavy security measures and the gimmicky character of the 
district can reduce both their autonomy and the social acceptance of sex work as 
legitimate labour.”

Figure 61: Scenario visualisation with value 

Figure 62: Scenario visualisation with sliding scales 

Figure 63: Scenario visualisation 
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This scenario depicts a Wallen in which sex work disappears from the public space, 
whilst tourism remains a strong presence. The neighbourhood may still be associated 
with sex work in a historical or symbolic sense, but no longer as an everyday spatial 
reality. The identity and tourist attraction therefore shifts from that of red-light district 
to a focus on heritage, architecture and history. 

Regulated landscape | The regulated landscape is becoming less specific to sex 
work and more generally urban and tourist-oriented. For example with less emphasis 
on monitoring windows and rules around sex work, and more on regulating visitor 
flows, the hospitality sector and noise levels. This is because bars, hotels, coffee 
shops and the like will still remain in the area. Due to the change in the neighbour-
hoods identity, the area may become more attractive to better-off tourists leading 
potentially more upmarket urban services.  Property values may rise due to an im-
proved reputation, reduced direct nuisance and potentially greater appreciation for 
an ‘authentic yet refined’ inner-city location. On the other hand the continuing tourist 
pressure may limit that increase in value. 

lived landscape | The neighbourhood may be perceived as aesthetically pleasing 
and touristy. There is less nuisance from visitors due to reduced nightlife. However, 
there are still cafés and bars in the area, which would continue to cause a certain 
amount of nuisance. Due to the symbolic association with sex work, references to 
this past are likely to remain visible in the streetscape, such as in the names of cafés 
or hotels. Residents may be less inclined to feel the need to protect themselves from 
tourists, however it does not fully develop into a quiet residential area.

Moral landscape | Because of the identity shift,  it is likely that with the disappearan-
ce of visible sex work and the persistence of its memory,  it may become more gimmi-
cky or even museum-like, without receiving genuine social recognition as a legitimate 
urban practice.

Value | the values that come to the foreground are economic, culture, safety, and, to 
some extent, heritage, a certain few on heritage. The area becomes quieter and more 
orderly, and this can improve liveability and make the district more attractive. 

Trade off | The key trade-off is between improved livability for residents and the safe-
ty, autonomy, and social networks of sex workers. As visible sex work disappears, the 
informal support structures and everyday community that window-based work pro-
vided are lost, pushing sex work toward more hidden and potentially less protected 
forms. A second trade-off concerns urban identity: while the neighbourhood becomes 
quieter and more attractive, it loses part of its distinctive character, with sex work 
remembered as history rather than recognised as a legitimate and lived urban practi-
ce.”
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Figure 64: Scenario visualisation with value 

Figure 65: Scenario visualisation with sliding scales 
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4.3.5 The Clean Up 

This scenario describes a Wallen where sex work is not visible and tourist 
pressure has decreased significantly. The neighbourhood is then developing 
into a more quiet and mixed-use urban district with a stronger residential 
character. Because there are no physical aspects to sex work, the memory 
of it fades away. 

Regulated landscape | the district loses its focus on sex work and tou-
rism, but its central location means it remains attractive for residential use, 
small-scale services, and potentially higher-income functions. The property 
market would likely undergo revaluation. As the neighborhood becomes 
quieter, more liveable, and less strongly associated with sex work and mass 
tourism, property values may rise. This creates a clear gentrification risk: 
the area may become more expensive and exclusive rather than more soci-
ally inclusive. 

Lived landscape | In the lived landscape of scenario 4, the district expe-
riences considerably less tourist pressure in public space, which creates 
more room for residents to use the area more comfortably. This could 
translate into more benches, small gardens, and a less fragmented public 
realm, with fewer physical separations between visitor routes and residential 
life. The area would likely lose part of its urban intensity, less lively and less 
socially diverse. 

Moral landscape  | As sex work largely disappears from the public debate 
of the district. It becomes less visible as both a social and moral issue in the 
shared urban space, because it is no longer part of the everyday streets-
cape. At the same time, the symbolic meaning of the Wallen changes: the 
district is no longer the iconic place where “Amsterdam can do anything,” 
but instead becomes a more ordinary inner-city area. However, the disap-
pearance of visibility does not mean that stigma fades automatically. On the 
contrary, when sex work moves out of sight, acceptance may not increase 
at all; it may simply become less relevant or even give way to forgetting and 
further marginalization. The moral position of sex work therefore shifts from 
being visible and publicly debated to being more hidden, less recognized, 
and potentially more vulnerable.

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated
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the values | values that come to the foreground are quiet, clean environment, liveabi-
lity, and a particular form of heritage. The neighbourhood becomes quiet, orderly, and 
more attractive as a residential inner-city area. This can improve everyday comfort 
and spatial quality. 

Trade off | The central trade-off is that while the neighbourhood becomes calmer and 
more liveable, this comes at a significant cost for sex workers: the loss of visible, ac-
cessible earning spaces eliminates a relatively stable income structure and the social 
community that came with it. As the district becomes quieter and more attractive to 
higher-income residents, gentrification risk increases, making De Wallen more exclu-
sive rather than more inclusive. Crucially, the disappearance of visible sex work does 
not automatically reduce stigma — instead sex work risks becoming socially forgotten 
and more vulnerable rather than more accepted.

4.3.6 The Quiet Wallen 
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Figure 69: Scenario visualisation 

Figure 67: Scenario visualisation with value 

Figure 68: Scenario visualisation with sliding scales 
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In this scenario, sex work remains a prominent feature of the Red Light District, but 
tourist pressure decreases significantly. The district is therefore no longer primarily a 
visitor destination, but does retain its clear function as a sex work area. 

Regulated landscape | sex work and erotic services continue to exist, but mass tou-
rism declines. This means that regulation focus is not as much on managing extreme 
visitor pressure, but remains necessary to keep the neighbourhood safe and manage-
able. The economic logic of the neighbourhood changes in this scenario. As a pro-
portion of the tourist disappears, the direct profitability of the existing tourist system 
declines. This means that the neighbourhood must adapt to a different type of visitor 
and to other forms of economic activity. This also has consequences for the surroun-
ding businesses in de Wallen that rely on tourism, therefore likely to shrink or adapt 
to a smaller audience. At the same time, the central location remains an important 
factor, allowing the area to remain attractive for other functions, such as small-sca-
le service providers.  For the housing market, the reduction in tourist overcrowding 
could make the neighbourhood more attractive for residential use, which in the long 
term could lead to a revaluation of the property. At the same time visible sex work 
may also influence the valuation of real estate. 

Lived landscape | In the lived landscape, the neighbourhood becomes quieter and 
less crowded. There is less constant movement  and nuisance of tourists, giving 
users more space in public areas. The atmosphere is less chaotic than in scenario 
1, but the neighbourhood remains clearly specialised. Sex workers may benefit from 
greater peace and quiet and less nuisance, whilst residents are less affected by pu-
blic pressure. It is also possible that more space will become available for other uses. 

Moral landscape | the moral tension is shifting away from spectacle and towards the 
question of how a sex work district can continue to exist in a responsible manner. It is 
likely that people continue to question the gendered aspect of the issue. Acceptance 
may increase due to the lower number of tourist, but sex work remains a visible and 
therefore morally charged part of the neighbourhood.

Value | The most central values are visibility, quiet, safety, spatial concentration, and 
liveliness. Sex work remains present and visible in the area, but tourist pressure is 
lower which increases livability. 

Trade offs |The main trade-off is economic: as tourism declines, sex workers must 
adapt to alternative ways of attracting clients, such as online recruitment, which redu-
ces their autonomy and the stability of their income. At the same time, a quieter and 
cleaner neighbourhood becomes more attractive to higher-income residents, creating 
a gentrification risk that can put visible sex work under pressure. As a result, accep-
tance may also decline, as sex work remains a visible and therefore still contested 
presence in an increasingly residential neighbourhood. 
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Figure 70: Scenario visualisation with value 

Figure 71: Scenario visualisation with sliding scales 
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4.3.7 The SEXY Wallen Instead of de Wallen being shaped by tourism or the reducing of tourism pressure, 
this scenario centres around sex work a legitimate urban function in its own right. 
The district becomes a place where sex workers can choose from different kinds 
of venues and work arrangements, depending on preference, body, identity, safety 
needs, and working style. In this scenario, the Wallen would no longer be a district 
where sex work survives despite the city. Instead, it becomes a district where sex 
work is actively planned for as part of the urban fabric. 

Regulated landscape | the municipality stops the freeze of new workspaces and 
increases the number of legal sex-work venues and formally designates more areas 
as sex work places. This strengthens the bargaining position of sex workers to ope-
rators and can reduce rent pressure. Regulation is about making the sector safer and 
accessible. New venue types may include co-managed workplaces, or hybrid spaces 
that allow online recruitment and, where desired, home-based work. The regulatory 
framework becomes more inclusive and more adaptive, while still setting clear rules 
around safety, labour conditions, and anti-exploitation measures. The security measu-
res in  at the street level are more surrounding protecting sexworkers and educating 
tourists than reducing tourist nuisance. Signs with texts ‘’be respectful to our wor-
kers’’ and ‘’tip well’’. 

Lived landscape | Sex workers can move more easily between different kinds of 
venues and may feel less isolated because the district supports peer networks, care 
providers, and more stable workplace communities. The area remains active and 
visible. 

Moral landscape | In the moral landscape, the key shift is from stigma and moral 
opinions toward recognition and legitimacy. Sex work is understood as work. This 
does not mean that all moral tensions disappear, but the central question changes: 
instead of asking whether sex work should be visible at all, the discussion focuses on 
what conditions make it safe. Morally, the Wallen become a place where the city takes 
responsibility for sex workers and be less related to nuisance or a tourist gimmick. 

Value | The central values of The Sexy Wallen are autonomy, safety, and acceptance. 
Unlike the other four scenarios, which are shaped primarily by external forces such 
as tourism pressure or policy reduction, this scenario places the needs and agency 
of sex workers at the centre of spatial and regulatory decision-making. The district 
becomes a place where sex work is not merely tolerated but actively recognised as 
legitimate urban labour.

Trade off | The tensions this scenario generates are real and should be acknowled-
ged. More legal and visible venues may attract more tourists, which runs counter to 
the municipality’s goal of reducing overcrowding. A stronger focus on sex worker 
needs, through co-managed workplaces, home-based work, and online recruitment, 
may conflict with resident preferences for a quieter, more orderly neighbourhood.

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated
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4.3.8 Comparison

When the four scenarios are placed side by side, a clear pattern emerges: a shift 
from a busy, commercial and highly controlled urban landscape toward a calmer, 
more residential and more “cleaned-up” landscape, but each step comes with its own 
price. The further one moves toward scenario 4, the less regulation is about mana-
ging tourism and the more it becomes ordinary, residential urban logic. At the same 
time, the risk increases that sex work disappears from formal space altogether, rather 
than being safely and adequately reorganised.

The most central trade-off concerns economic growth. When policy choices favour 
fewer visible windows and/or reduced tourist pressure in order to improve livability, 
this simultaneously cuts into sex workers’ direct income base. Consequently shrin-
king the stable and publicly accessible sector in which sex work in de Wallen takes 
place. As a result, the economic security  is directly undermined, even though the 
overall spatial quality of the neighbourhood may improve. This trade-off works in the 
opposite direction as well: when a high degree of tourism and visibility is maintained, 
livability for residents does not improve. Nuisance, safety problems and related issues 
persist.

A second key trade-off concerns the visibility of sex work in relation to safety, autono-
my and social infrastructures. In scenarios where sex work is visibly present, a form 
of collective infrastructure emerges, offering informal safety, economic stability and 
direct social networks. When this visibility decreases, sex work shifts toward more 
hidden or unregulated forms. This may initially appear to produce more calm and less 
public friction, but at the same time the structures that provided protection and mutu-
al support disappear, making the position of sex workers more vulnerable.

In the lived landscape, there is a clear trade-off between calm and liveliness. The cal-
mer and cleaner the neighbourhood becomes, the more liveliness decreases, while 
the neighbourhood becomes more livable. What is striking is that community value 
remains present in all scenarios in some form and does not fundamentally disappear. 
What changes is the way in which that community functions: in the more intensive 
and tourist-oriented scenarios, a shared but tense public space emerges, with over-
lap between different groups, while in the calmer scenarios the community may gain 
more space for residents and everyday neighbourhood life. Community is therefore 
not a disappearing value, but a constant that continuously takes on different forms 
under the pressure of spatial and economic shifts.

In the moral landscape, the less visible sex work becomes, the less it is recognised as 
a legitimate urban practice in public space. Acceptance does not automatically incre-
ase; instead, it may turn into indifference or forgetting. There is a broader tension be-
tween visibility and social recognition. Visibility generates confrontation and debate, 
but it also keeps sex work present as part of urban reality. When visibility disappears, 165 166
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direct friction decreases, but this does not lead to automatic acceptance. Instead, 
sex work may be pushed out of sight and gradually fade from public consciousness, 
leading to marginalisation and loss of recognition.

A recurring economic trade-off also exists between growth and inclusivity. In scena-
rios with strong tourist pressure, economic activity remains high, but it is tightly 
linked to tourism and other commercial functions. In the calmer, more “cleaned-up” 
scenarios, the economy shifts toward a residential character and small-scale service 
provision. The resulting higher property values and residential gentrification make 
the neighbourhood more attractive to affluent groups, but less accessible to lower-in-
come residents. Economic “improvement” therefore does not go hand in hand with 
inclusivity, but rather with selectivity and a redistribution of space.

Finally, “The Sexy Wallen” is discussed in relation to the other scenarios. The tensi-
ons this scenario creates, around tourism and resident livability, are acknowledged 
but should not be treated as disqualifying. Every scenario in this chapter involves 
trade-offs; what differs in the Sexy Wallen scenario is who bears the cost. The Theme 
Park, it is sex workers who lose autonomy. In The Moulin Rouge and The Clean Up, 
it is sex workers who lose income, community, and recognition in favour of a cleaner 
neighbourhood image. The Sexy Wallen reverses that logic: it is the first scenario 
where the cost is not automatically absorbed by sex workers themselves. But what 
distinguishes The Sexy Wallen from the other four scenarios is that it deliberately 
chooses a side, and treats that choice not as a flaw but as a position.”This makes 
visible a question that the other scenarios consistently avoid: whose needs has plan-
ning in De Wallen historically protected? The tensions generated by this scenario are 
not a reason to dismiss it, they are a sign that genuinely inclusive planning requires 
different priorities, not just better spatial solutions. 
 

landscape value scenariomorallivedregulated

characteristic
(regulated)

Scenario 1: 
Theme Park

Scenario 2: 
The Moulin Rouge

Scenario 3: 
The quiet Wallen 

Scenario 4: 
The Clean Up 

Security measuers Increase decrease decrease decrease

Economic orienta-
tion 

Increase constant, but 
change orientation

decrease and 
change

decrease and 
change 

Gentrification risk constant increase increase Increase signifi-
cantly 

Function mix more tourist constant, but 
changes function

more residential more residential

characteristic
(lived)

Scenario 1: 
Theme Park

Scenario 2: 
The Moulin Rouge

Scenario 3: 
The quiet Wallen 

Scenario 4: 
The Clean Up 

Tourist pressure Increase constant decrease decrease signifi-
cant

Livability decrease increase increase increase signifi-
cantly

Spatial segregation Increase constant decrease constant 

Autonomy of 
sexworkers

constant decrease constant / increase decrease

Pressure on public 
space

Increase constant /decrease decrease decrease

characteristic
 (Moral)

Scenario 1: 
Theme Park

Scenario 2: 
The Moulin Rouge

Scenario 3: 
The quiet Wallen 

Scenario 4: 
The Clean Up 

Acceptance of 
sexwork

decrease / under-
pressure

decrease constant / increase decrease

Perception of 
Safety

decrease constant / increase increase increase

Figure 75: Comparison table 167 168
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5.1 Conclusion

Aim | The aim of this research was to create future scenarios for de Wallen as an 
urban space characterized by persistent challenges. Conflicting values and recur-
ring spatial conflicts has led to the current misalignment among users, e.g. residents, 
business owners, sex workers, and municipal authorities, regarding both the nature of 
the challenges facing de Wallen and the desired direction for its transformation. This 
misalignment hinders efforts to create a coherent future for the neighbourhood. This 
led to an investigation answering the following research question: “How can the spa-
tial characteristics of de Wallen and the values among its actors inform the develop-
ment of inclusive future scenarios for the future of sex work in Amsterdam’s Red-Light 
District, de Wallen?”

Subquestion 1 | The first part of this research was aimed at answering the question: 
‘’What are the spatial characteristics and functions, regarding the transformation of de 
Wallen?’’ To better answer the question, it was divided into the following three parts, 
below addressed in turn: Regulated, Lived and Moral landscape. 

The regulated landscape of De Wallen can be understood as complex. The area is 
characterised by a strong mix of functions, where sex work is embedded within a 
broader urban economy of tourism, hospitality, and amenities, rather than existing as 
an isolated activity. The spatial analyses reflects limited residential presence, a below 
average (15%) share of social housing, and ongoing pressures towards more upmar-
ket development, while heritage protections constrain large-scale transformations. 
Security regulations of De Wallen involve a system of control that influences both be-
haviour and the character of the area. However, the data on safety and nuisance sug-
gest a tension: while regulation is justified by high levels of perceived insecurity and 
recorded crime, it does not necessarily lead to a clear reduction of these issues, and 
may instead contribute to a heightened sense of surveillance. As a result, De Wallen 
emerges as a space that is simultaneously over-regulated and only partly controllable, 
due to its dense urban fabric, narrow streets, and constant tourist flows. 

The lived landscape of De Wallen is shaped by a diverse of users - residents, tourists, 
sex workers and cultural institutions - who are not only distinct from one another but 
also internally heterogeneous groups with varying needs, routines, and experiences 
of the area. De Wallen’s central location within Amsterdam, combined with its public 
transport connections and proximity to the cruise terminal, makes it a convergence 
point for large flows of people. This results in a space that is intensely used without 
interruption. The everyday experience of De Wallen described as contradictory. On 
one hand, the area is perceived as socially vibrant and exciting, offering a concen-
tration of activity, culture, and urban life that few other neighbourhoods in the city 
can match. On the other hand, this intensity comes at a cost: commercial functions 
dominate the streetscape, public seating is scarce, and the spatial logic of the area 
is overwhelmingly oriented towards consumption rather than dwelling. The result is 

an environment that is lively but not necessarily liveable. This tension is also visible 
in the position of residents. Their presence in the neighbourhood complex; on one 
hand, they are protected through physical interventions such as fencing and signage 
that distinguishes residential space from public space. On the other hand, residents 
also informally appropriate the street, sitting outside, socialising, and engaging with 
the neighbourhood in ways that assert a sense of belonging. This duality captures the 
essence of the lived landscape of De Wallen: it is a space where everyday life per-
sists, but always in negotiation with forces. 

The moral landscape of De Wallen was examined with two aims: to map the diversity 
of moral views that people hold regarding de Wallen, and to explore whether these 
moral values influence people’s opinions of the area or their willingness to engage 
with it. The analysis reveals a landscape of considerable moral complexity, shaped 
by attitudes relating to gender, safety, and religion. This framework revealed two 
dominant clusters. The first consists of those who accept sex work in De Wallen on 
principled grounds, operating from positions such as “sex is normal and should be 
allowed to take place in public” or “sex work is work.” The second cluster rejects sex 
work not on principle, but because of the conditions surrounding it, including its form 
as a tourist attraction or its reproduction of a narrowly cis-heteronormative image of 
sexuality. Notably, few respondents expressed fundamental opposition to sex work 
as such. It suggests that moral resistance to De Wallen is, for the majority, not about 
sex work in principle but about the spatial, social, and cultural conditions in which 
it is embedded. This shifts the moral debate away from a question of permissibility, 
toward a more nuanced set of questions about dignity, representation, and the kind 
of urban environment that sex work is allowed — or forced — to inhabit. In this sen-
se, the moral landscape of De Wallen does not simply reflect pre-existing values; it is 
itself produced by the spatial and social conditions of the area, and must therefore be 
read alongside the regulated and lived landscapes that shape everyday life there.

Subquestion 2 | The second part of this research, was aimed at answering the ques-
tion: ‘’How do different actors perceive and value de Wallen, regarding the transfor-
mation of de Wallen? ’’ The problems experienced in De Wallen are interconnected, 
and actors identify overlapping as well as conflicting issues. Residents primarily rai-
sed concerns related to liveability, safety, overcrowding from tourism, and the erosion 
of neighbourhood character and authenticity. Sex workers expressed concerns about 
the threat of closure and articulated an ambiguous relationship with tourism, recogni-
sing their economic dependence on tourist flows while simultaneously experiencing 
them as a source of nuisance. Cultural institutions echoed concerns about identity, 
particularly the fear that De Wallen is increasingly reduced to its association with sex 
work alone. 

The value framework confirms this complexity. Although actors share similar un-
derlying values, such as safety, social value, and heritage, these are not understood 
uniformly across groups. Shared terminology does not imply shared meaning: each 
actor defines and prioritises these values differently, and envisions different spatial 
and responses to them. Safety, for instance, is considered important by all stakehol-
ders, yet what makes the area feel safe differs between a resident, a sex worker, and 171 172



a tourist. This divergence in interpretation means that even where consensus on va-
lues appears to exist, disagreement remains about how those values should be reali-
sed in practice. Moreover, values frequently conflict with one another. As the problem 
perception analysis already suggested, improving one value often comes at the cost 
of another, producing unavoidable trade-offs. 

Subquestion 3 | The last part of this research was aimed at answering the questi-
on: “What future scenarios can be developed for the transformation of De Wallen?” 
This research developed five scenarios for the future of De Wallen, each describing 
a distinct direction for the district across the regulated, lived, and moral landscape. 
The Theme Park and The Moulin Rouge reflect trajectories already underway, driven 
by tourism pressure and municipal image politics. The Silent Wallen and The Clean 
Up represent more residential futures, quieter and more liveable, but at a consistent 
cost to the visibility, income, and social infrastructure of sex workers. Across all four 
matrix scenarios, a clear pattern emerges: every step toward a calmer, cleaner neigh-
bourhood is simultaneously a step away from the conditions that make sex work safer, 
more stable, and more recognised.
 
The Sexy Wallen scenario interrupts this pattern. By stepping outside the matrix me-
thod and centring the needs of sex workers directly, it makes visible what the other 
four scenarios obscure: that planning decisions in De Wallen have never been neu-
tral. Each scenario reflects a value judgement about whose needs matter most. The 
key lesson this chapter offers is that transformation without loss is not possible. The 
question is therefore not whether costs are incurred, but who bears those costs and 
which values we as a society wish to protect. 

Main research question | This research asked how the spatial characteristics of De 
Wallen and the values of its actors can inform the development of future scenarios 
for sex work in Amsterdam’s Red-Light District. The analysis shows that De Wallen 
cannot be understood as a problem solvable through a single spatial intervention. 
The physical fabric of the district interacts with a deeply fragmented value landscape 
in ways that make conflict not a temporary condition, but a structural feature of the 
area. The five scenarios make visible what policy discussions often obscure: that 
every transformation of De Wallen involves unavoidable trade-offs, and that no inter-
vention is neutral in its consequences. The scenarios for De Wallen are therefore only 
possible if trade-offs are made transparent, if sex workers are structurally included in 
decision-making, and if policymakers acknowledge that spatial interventions always 
encode choices about whose futures are prioritised. 

5.2 Discussion

This chapter situates the research in a broader academic context, highlighting its 
overall contribution to the field of urban studies and red light district research. First, 
the academic contribution is discussed, followed by the theoretical implications, me-
thodological reflections, and limitations of the study.

Academic Contribution | This research contributes to existing by transforming Hub-
bard’s (2012) abstract landscape concepts into analytical tools for spatial of the case 
of Amsterdam’s Red Light District. For example, Hubbard’s moral landscape refers 
to how different places in the city are assigned moral meanings, where areas like De 
Wallen are historically labeled as spaces of “immorality” where sex work is tolerated 
but socially set apart from what is considered normal or respectable. This research 
applies this concept per scenario by examining the moral tension in each; for exam-
ple, Scenario 3 shows heritage tourism rising while sex work identity declines. The 
innovation lies in applying all three landscapes (regulated, lived, moral) simultaneous-
ly across five scenarios, creating a comparative matrix.

A second contribution is that all users of De Wallen are positioned as equal stake-
holders, with their values and perspectives given equal weight in the analysis. This 
research demonstrates that it is critically important to center the voices of margina-
lized groups, particularly sex workers, in urban policy debates. By including the sex 
worker interviews and manifesto as a basis for Scenario 5, this research challenges 
top-down policy approaches and actively chooses to center sex workers as co-cre-
ators of urban futures rather than passive objects of policy. This answers calls from 
existing literature to foreground oppressed communities as knowledge-holders and 
political actors.

Third, this research provides a deeper understanding of the complexity of reality 
in De Wallen by generating insights into trade-off, for example the tourism-livability 
trade-off. Through scenario planning, the research demonstrates how findings can 
inform policy while acknowledging that transformation without loss is impossible, an 
insight for planners dealing with gentrification, cultural heritage, and marginalization. 
The research clearly shows where the pain points lie and offers an analyses of urban 
transformation under competing stakeholder values.

Theoretical implications | This research directly engages with and advances the 
discussion on urban value that Herzog et al. (2024) describe. Herzog et al. argue that 
“value conflicts in urban transformation cannot be understood merely as disputes 
over resources, such as space or money. Such conflicts originate from differences in 
orientations, concerning what actors consider legitimate, desirable, or morally appro-
priate.” (p2) This research confirms that conflicts are about competing visions of what 
urban life should be, not just resource allocation.  Greco et al.,(2024) describe that 
paradox theory as a useful analytical lens,  conflicting yet equally legitimate values 173 174



can coexist simultaneously, creating situations in which no single option fully satisfies 
all concerns. Results showed value conflicts are inherent, not accidental, and expli-
citly demonstrates the trade-offs and value conflicts across scenarios. It shows how 
values can be interpreted differently by different stakeholder groups. Furthermore, by 
applying paradox theory through comparative scenario analysis, this research moves 
beyond describing value conflict to showing how it can be managed rather than elimi-
nated—demonstrating that transformation without loss is impossible, and the critical 
question is which values are protected and who bears the costs.

Most existing research criticizes the transformation of red light districts from a retros-
pective perspective, analyzing what has already happened. This research goes beyo-
nd criticism by presenting multiple scenarios and showing how they interconnect, 
creating a more diverse picture of possible transformations. Importantly, this research 
is future-oriented rather than retrospective, offering space to think critically about 
transformations before they are fully implemented. This proactive approach allows 
planners and policymakers to consider trade-offs and consequences in advance, 
rather than only analyzing impacts after transformation has occurred.

Methodological reflection | This research has limitations that should be acknowled-
ged. First, the case study focus on Amsterdam’s De Wallen means that findings may 
not be directly transferable to other red light districts with different historical, cultural, 
or regulatory contexts. Also the focus on spatial and policy dimensions does not allow 
for extensively addressing economic analyses or detailed financial modeling of trans-
formation costs and benefits.

Secondly, the interviews revealed that social value emerged as the most prominent 
value among stakeholders. However, this finding should be interpreted with caution. 
Most interviewees were connected through the local community center (buurthuis), 
which may have influenced their emphasis on social cohesion and community. Ne-
vertheless, this finding was confirmed by people outside the community center, who 
also described De Wallen as a very social and close-knit neighborhood. This suggests 
that while the sampling may have been slightly skewed toward residents connected to 
community organizations, the finding about social value remains robust.

Thirdly, more residents were interviewed than members of other stakeholder groups, 
which provided greater diversity within the resident category but potentially less 
diversity among sex workers, businesses, and policymakers. This research focuses 
specifically on window sex workers in De Wallen, which represents only one segment 
of the sex work industry. The sex industry is highly heterogeneous, consisting of 
street work, window sex work, escorts, online work, club-based work, and other forms 
(Macioti & Geymonat, 2016). By focusing on window workers, this research misses 
the perspectives and experiences of other sex worker groups who may face different 
challenges, have different needs, and be affected differently by transformation poli-
cies. Additionally, sex work is embedded in migration, gender, class, and racializati-
on (Macioti & Geymonat, 2016), and this research does not fully capture how these 
intersecting identities shape different sex workers’ experiences of the district. Future 

research should address this limitation by including more diverse sex worker popula-
tions and examining how transformation affects different forms of sex work differently.

Lasty, scenario planning proved to be a valuable methodology for this research, 
offering several strengths. It allowed for the exploration of multiple plausible futu-
res rather than assuming a single inevitable trajectory. Furthermore, making value 
conflicts and trade-offs explicit and comparable across scenarios. It also provided 
a structured framework for integrating the three analytical landscapes (regulated, 
lived, moral) into a coherent comparative matrix. However, scenario planning also has 
limitations. The scenarios are not predictions but rather analytical tools for thinking 
through possibilities, which means they cannot tell planners which future is most de-
sirable or likely. The scenarios depend on the values and assumptions embedded in 
their construction, and different researchers might develop different scenarios based 
on the same data. Additionally, the scenarios simplify complex realities, which means 
some nuances and interactions may be lost in the process of creating clear, compa-
rable future pathways. Despite these limitations, scenario planning proved particularly 
well-suited for this research because it embraces paradox and value pluralism rather 
than attempting to resolve them. By showing multiple futures rather than prescribing 
one “best” solution, the methodology aligns with the theoretical finding that trans-
formation without loss is impossible and that the critical question is which values are 
protected and who bears the costs. 
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5.3 Future research

This research shows several directions for further investigation. First, the relationship 
between digitalisation and sex work in De Wallen deserves more systematic study. 
As online platforms increasingly replace fixed physical workplaces, it remains unclear 
how this shift affects the spatial organisation of the district, the working conditions of 
sex workers, and the regulatory frameworks that govern them.

Second, more research is needed into the specific workplace preferences and needs 
of sex workers themselves. This research has shown that diversity in venue types is 
important, but the conditions under which different workers prefer different settings 
remains underexplored. A better understanding of these preferences would allow 
for more targeted spatial planning. The possibility of self-regulation by sex workers 
also asks for attention. Co-managed or worker-led workplaces are currently rare, but 
the Sex Work Manifesto and interviews conducted for this research suggest there is 
demand such models. Future research could examine existing examples of self-regu-
lation in other cities or sectors, and explore under what conditions such models could 
be viable in De Wallen. 

Third, the scenarios were developed partly based on respondent perspectives, but 
it is not known how different stakeholder groups would actually respond to or evalu-
ate each scenario. Future research could test the scenarios or co create with these 
groups to see which futures they find desirable. Similarly, the value framework is 
based on a specific group of respondents at a specific moment. It would be worth 
investigating whether these values shift over time, or whether different demographic 
groups within De Wallen hold fundamentally different value frameworks that a single 
study cannot capture.

Last, de Wallen is unique but not isolated. Other European red-light districts, Ham-
burg’s Reeperbahn, or Utrecht’s Zandpad, have undergone similar transformations. 
Comparative research could examine what lessons those trajectories offer for De 
Wallen’s future. The relationship between visibility, stigma, and social acceptance is 
touched on but could be a standalone research focus. 

5.4 Recommendation

“This research suggests that future interventions in De Wallen should begin from the 
recognition that sex workers need to be actively included in research and planning 
processes. Their participation does not happen automatically, and it requires deli-
berate choices about who is invited, who is heard, and whose knowledge counts. At 
present, sex workers are often spoken about rather than spoken with, while policy de-
cisions are made in the name of safety without fully understanding sex workers’ lived 
realities. A more considered approach positions sex workers as legitimate stakehol-
ders with expertise about their own conditions, needs, and risks.
 
A second recommendation is that policy-makers should be more explicit about the 
long-term consequences of the trade-offs they make in De Wallen. The transforma-
tions being discussed have significant implications for quality of life, livelihood secu-
rity, safety, visibility, and the future of the district itself. This means that interventions 
should not be framed as straightforward improvements, but as choices that privilege 
some values while marginalising others. Any strategy for De Wallen should therefore 
make these trade-offs transparent and openly discuss who benefits, who loses, and 
what kind of urban future is being created.
 
A third recommendation is that the municipality should separate sex work more 
clearly from the focus on human trafficking in public debate and policy. While traf-
ficking is a serious problem that requires attention, an emphasis on it can reinforce 
stigma and make it harder to discuss sex work in a nuanced and realistic way. When 
sex work is automatically associated with exploitation, it becomes difficult to discuss 
working conditions, rights, safety, and spatial needs constructively. The municipality 
should therefore work to distinguish between trafficking and consensual sex work, 
and should avoid policy narratives that treat all sex work as something to be hidden, 
rescued, or eliminated.
 
Another recommendation concerns knowledge gaps. There is still limited knowledge 
about which spatial interventions in De Wallen actually work, which do not, and under 
what conditions they succeed or fail. This makes it difficult to evaluate proposed 
changes and increases the risk that interventions are based on assumptions rather 
than evidence. Future policy should therefore be accompanied by more systematic 
research, monitoring, and evaluation. At the same time, this knowledge production 
should be collaborative rather than top-down, so that sex workers themselves are 
part of defining what counts as a successful intervention.
 
Finally, the future of De Wallen should be approached with more openness to diversi-
ty, complexity, and discomfort. The current debate is polarised, and moral judgement 
often dominates the conversation, making it difficult to discuss sex work, its place 
in the city, and the wishes of those who do the work honestly. The existence of sex 
work is part of urban life, and a well-organised sex work sector can contribute to a 177 178



city that values freedom, autonomy, and emancipation. As one interviewee noted it 
perfectly: sex work is not perfect or universally empowering, but that does not justify 
denying sex workers the right to do the work and earn money.”

5.5 Reflection

This research began from the need to find a topic that engaged me. Within my mas-
ter’s programme I had encountered many subjects that I found interesting but that did 
not grip me in a deeper sense. I wanted to work on something that I could not easily 
put down. De Wallen offered exactly that: a place where spatial planning, moral deba-
te and urban identity, intersect.

That interdisciplinary ambition was also a challenge. This research combined spatial 
analysis from an urbanism perspective with a values-based qualitative approach more 
common in management research. During this process it felt like two separate studies 
that I was trying to hold together. The spatial observations produced in the first part of 
the research were difficult to translate into textual conclusions, and I wonder whether 
a spatial problem deserves a more spatial answer. Translating the values gathered 
through interviews into future scenarios raised its own questions; about interpretation, 
and the distance between what people say they value and what that means for how 
space should be organised. 

Looking back at the research design, my main reflection is that the weight of the 
research was not distributed as I would have liked. The first two sub-questions, on 
spatial characteristics and actor values, produced findings that, in retrospect, were 
largely confirmatory of existing knowledge. But the result that were the most contribu-
tion of this research, the scenario development, received less space and depth than 
it deserved. Given the chance to do it again, I would have moved faster through the 
descriptive groundwork and invested more in testing the scenarios directly with the 
people they concern most, in forexample a focus group. 

That brings me to my position as a researcher. I am not a sex worker, nor a resident 
of De Wallen. I am a student who chose this topic because it mattered to me. Throug-
hout the research I regularly questioned what my position as a researcher was. That 
distance between researcher and subject is not unusual, but in this context it felt 
worth taking seriously. At one point during the fieldwork, a sex worker mentioned how 
often they are asked to tell their story. They said it matter-of-factly, but in that moment 
I heard something that stayed with me: the thought that this research, too, was one 
more instance of someone asking. 

This connects to the boader scientific and societal value of this research. There is a 
question about what academic knowledge contributes in situations shaped by politi-
cal interest, public pressure, and moral debate. De Wallen has been studied, reported 
on, and discussed extensively. Another research report does not automatically move 
that conversation forward. What I hope this research offers is not a solution, but a 
framework for making the trade-offs more visible. 
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On Saturday, March 7, the Warmoes Biennale ope-
ned. This event was organised by two local entre-
preneurs from De Wallen. The biennale consists of 
two months of public art installations across bars, 
churches, and shops in Amsterdam’s city centre. 
 
According to the organisers, the aim of the event is 
to highlight the heterogeneity of the inner city. This 
is achieved by hosting art in a wide variety of every-
day locations, ranging from snack bars to laundro-
mats. The event targets both local residents, en-
couraging them to rediscover their neighbourhood, 
and a broader Amsterdam audience. The opening 
featured a parade through the city centre, with parti-
cipating organisations walking together, each car-
rying their own flag, forming a diverse, highly visible 
procession.

key observation: 
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This event took place on February 15, 2026, during 
the Day of Paid Love, and was held at Casa Rosso. 
This day celebrates sex work and aims to high-
light its social and cultural significance. The event 
was organised by an initiative called Full Service 
and brought together members of this community, 
including queer community, sex workers, clients, 
and local residents. The event lasted approximately 
two hours and functioned as a space for gathering, 
exchange, and visibility. It was primarily aimed at the 
Full Service community and those connected to it.

key observation: 
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appendix B - codes atlas.ti
name codegroup 1 source
belonging acceptance value Just City index 
empathy acceptance value Just City index 
inclusion acceptance value Just City index 
reconciliation acceptance value Just City index 
respect acceptance value Just City index 
tolerance acceptance value Just City index 
trust acceptance value Just City index 
normalisation acceptance value Just City index 
empancipating acceptance value Just City index 
cultural expression cultural value Veld Academie 
cultural offer cultural value Veld Academie 
history cultural value Veld Academie 
leisure cultural value Veld Academie 
voice democracy value Just City index 
protest democracy value Just City index 
debate democracy value Just City index 
confict democracy value Just City index 
critical  thinking democracy value Just City index 
productive economic value Veld Academie 
circular economic value Veld Academie 
affordability economic value Veld Academie 
suitable employment economic value Veld Academie 
local economy economic value Veld Academie 
innovation economic value Veld Academie 
economic economic value Veld Academie 
neighbourhood-oriented economics economic value Veld Academie 
sense of securiy healthy development value Veld Academie 
meaing healthy development value Veld Academie 
personal growth healthy development value Veld Academie 
exchange of knowledge healthy development value Veld Academie 
proper education healthy development value Veld Academie 
incentive design healthy development value Veld Academie 
space for imagination healthy development value Veld Academie 
air quality healty environment value Veld Academie 
water quality healty environment value Veld Academie 
sufficient rest healty environment value Veld Academie 
light and darkness healty environment value Veld Academie 
shelter healty environment value Veld Academie 
healty food supply healty environment value Veld Academie 
movement, sport, play healty environment value Veld Academie 
vitality identity value Just City index 
spirituality identity value Just City index 
pride identity value Just City index 
character identity value Just City index 
beauty identity value Just City index 
authenticity identity value Just City index 

identity identity value Just City index 
problems research inductive
change research inductive
desire for the future research inductive
clash / conflict research inductive
interesting research inductive
moral landscape research Hubbard landscapes 
Lived landscape research Hubbard landscapes 
regulated landscape research Hubbard landscapes 
meaningful encounters social value Veld Academie 
social engagement social value Veld Academie 
social network social value Veld Academie 
able to participate social value Veld Academie 
say social value Veld Academie 
mutual trust social value Veld Academie 
co reliance social value Veld Academie 
sense of safety social value Veld Academie 
sense of belonging social value Veld Academie 
affiliation social value Veld Academie 
inclusivity social value Veld Academie 
care social value Veld Academie 
social diversity social value Veld Academie 
zelfstandigheid social value Veld Academie 
self-reliance social value Veld Academie 
inviting spatial experience value Veld Academie 
liveliness spatial experience value Veld Academie 
clean environment spatial experience value Veld Academie 
openness spatial experience value Veld Academie 
welcoming spatial experience value Veld Academie 
orientation spatial experience value Veld Academie 
esthetic quality spatial experience value Veld Academie 
visibility spatial experience value Veld Academie 
quality of greenery spatial experience value Veld Academie 
accesibility spatial planning value Veld Academie 
closeness of facilities spatial planning value Veld Academie 
quality of living spatial planning value Veld Academie 
eligibility spatial planning value Veld Academie 
spatial connection spatial planning value Veld Academie 
traffic safety spatial planning value Veld Academie 
natural surveillance spatial planning value Veld Academie 
diversity spatial planning value Veld Academie 
active mobility spatial planning value Veld Academie 
centrality spatial planning value Veld Academie 
volume spatial planning value Veld Academie 
massa spatial planning value Veld Academie 
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