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September 2011: Tunneling crew poses in the tunnel built by the tunnel boring machine ‘Noortje’ 

on the western side of the Damrak.  

 

Aim 

The aim of this vision document is two-fold. Firstly, it describes the vision, strategy and execution 

of Dienst Metro’s online communication and reputation management. It outlines the situation in 

2012/13 and the findings and experiences acquired during the adventurous journey since the 

project started in early 2010, with a view to sharing, discussing, enriching and deepening the 

knowledge acquired. This document is also intended to highlight the obstacles we came up against 

while developing an integrated online strategy. Based on our own experience, we call into 

question the communication policy that exists in a large number of organisations, including public 

authorities. Policy that is based on classic convictions which we believe respond inadequately to 

our changing society, public expectations of public authorities and their communications, and the 

development of the web. 

But we begin this document with a description of the online communication, or web strategy, 

of the Noord/Zuidlijn metro line and our findings in this regard. 



Part 1: the Noord/Zuidlijn vision 

September 2008: the project sinks into an unprecedented, deep-seated crisis 

Almost five years ago, on Wednesday 10 September 2008, construction of the Noord/Zuidlijn 

metro line was seriously disrupted by subsidence on Vijzelgracht. The wafer-thin social, political 

and administrative support for the metro line had already been considerably eroded in preceding 

years. The calamities that occurred on Vijzelgracht almost sounded the death knell for the 

ambitious project. Amsterdam was seriously embarrassed by the discussion that flared up, the 

increasing opposition to the construction work and the deepening mistrust in the project 

organisation. The management halted construction of the Noord/Zuidlijn metro line, and an 

investigation commission headed by former minister Cees Veerman was tasked with finding out 

how to take the beleaguered metro line forward. Veerman recommended completing the line, 

subject to a large number of adjustments to its organisation, management and execution. The 

Veerman Commission focused in particular on the City of Amsterdam’s communication strategy. 

‘Improve relationships with the city and local residents’ was its urgent advice. 

‘Wait until the dust has settled’ 

Construction of the Noord/Zuidlijn metro line stopped at Rokin and Vijzelgracht stations for 

almost a year, from September 2008 to August 2009. The dominating sentiments underpinning 

crisis communication activities were based on starting points such as: ‘Wait until the dust has 

settled’, ‘It’s better to keep a low profile if public opinion is turning against you’, and ‘Other parts 

of the city should rather avoid getting involved with the project because of the risk of cross-

contamination’. Or, lastly, ‘Keep out of the limelight until you have your own house in order’. 

A good illustration of the period of sudden radio silence was a meeting with a film crew making a 

film to accompany the Veerman Commission investigation. The cameraman – a freelancer 

working for the Netherlands Broadcasting Foundation (NOS) – visited a number of excavation 

sites for the metro line for the film. Standing in the impressive construction site at Amsterdam 

Central Station, he asked why we were not defending ourselves in the press. ‘Everyone is 

attacking you,’ he said, ‘and you’re doing nothing about it. No-one knows what a huge, 

impressive megaproject this is. You are just keeping your mouths shut.’ And we were doing just 

that, with the heels of our boots dug firmly into the partly excavated sand of the abandoned 

construction site. ‘In America, they would know exactly how to tackle this sort of thing’, the 

cameraman called out on his way out of the excavation site. 

Repositioning 

There was certainly no talk of an American-style PR offensive in those winter months of 2008. 

Since the presentation of the Veerman Commission’s final recommendations, we had been 

working on repositioning the image of the Noord/Zuidlijn project. Our aim was to regain the trust 

of residents and businesses around the excavation sites, of crucial stakeholders, and, of course, of 

the people of Amsterdam themselves. The project was being given a new identity in which the 

builder and the tunneler (tunnel boring machine operator) became the face of the organisation. 

The core themes of the new Noord/Zuidlijn were sensitivity, realism (‘one hell of a job’), 

expertise, and the fascination of a mega building project in the city. By doing so, we said goodbye 

to the project’s image as a closed organisation with inward-looking, uncommunicative engineers 

for whom the absolute faith in technology was the be-all and end-all, with excavation sites seen as 

isolated ‘cathedrals’ where the residents of Amsterdam were not welcome. 

 

 



 

 

Strategy  

The cautious, defensive strategy was thrown overboard. In its place came an offensive approach 

focusing on the development of enduring relationships with journalists, stakeholders, politicians, 

and engaged and interested parties. The Noord/Zuidlijn project is opening its doors, both literally 

and figuratively – by displaying proud milestones but also unwelcome setbacks. The organisation 

is available at all times to answer questions, and plays an active part in discussions about the 

project. And when coverage can be shown to be incorrect, the organisation responds straight 

away. 

AT5 

An example from that time is the Sunday’s tanning shop which local broadcaster AT5 incorrectly 

reported as having been damaged by the Noord/Zuidlijn construction works. After being contacted 

by our spokespersons, and following action on Twitter and the website stating that the report was 

inaccurate, AT5 changed its article several times over the space of two hours, and the report was 

finally given a whole different slant. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From aloof builder to sensitive organisation 

From analysts to experienced experts 

From the absolute faith in technology to ‘one 
hell of a job’, risks, and transparency 

Repositioning 

From closed-off excavation sites to 
fascination 



 

The evolution of an inaccurate report on the Noord/Zuidlijn project in five takes. With the 

conversation ongoing both online and offline, the AT5 editors changed the report five times. 

Take 1: Inaccurate report 

[Sunday’s at Rokin subsides due to Noord/Zuidlijn] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Take 2: Inaccurate report becomes inaccurate statement by addition of quotation marks 

[‘Sunday’s at Rokin subsides due to Noord/Zuidlijn’] 

 

Take 3: Subsidence removed from headline but connection with Noord/Zuidlijn remains 

[‘Sunday’s at Rokin affected by Noord/Zuidlijn’] 

 

Take 4: Explanation by project organisation about poor foundations quoted in headline 



[‘Sunday’s at Rokin closed because of weak foundation’] 

 

Take 5: Quote removed and foundations named as cause in final headline 

[Foundation causes Sunday’s to close] 

 
 



hierzijnwij.nu 

Two of the key elements in the radical change of direction in our communications were the web 

and social media. We developed a new website, hierzijnwij.nu (the name means ‘hereweare.now’ 

in English), about the use of tunnel boring machines (TBMs) below the city centre that started in 

March 2010. The website had two functions: to track the TBM process and to facilitate dialogue 

and cooperation with the city. 

The hierzijnwij.nu platform was based on the following starting points: 

• Cross-media approach in which various platforms and networks complement and 

reinforce one another 

• Making the best possible use of the interactivity of the web and therefore putting the 

conversation at centre stage; Using our own message to support the dialogue 

• The dialogue must be transparent, unmoderated, and uncensored; A wide range of 

opinions is essential for credibility and relevance 

• Collaboration with followers and interested parties is essential for this approach; The web 

content must be created in conjunction with followers and interested parties wherever 

possible 

• Our online identity, image and behaviour are based on strategic repositioning 

and core values 

Real-time image 

With the new website, there was no turning back for the Noord/Zuidlijn project team. The site 

tested the organisation’s new values to the max. The project could now be followed through the 

city every step of the way; every setback or surprise is visible and can no longer be concealed. 

The project team could prove their new identity at hierzijnwij.nu. The employees tell the story of 

the Noord/Zuidlijn project honestly and openly, but even more importantly, they listen to the 

opinions, comments and suggestions of interested parties, critics, and stakeholders. All the 

information and opinions about the North-South line on the internet come together at 

hierzijnwij.nu. Discussion is ongoing, and all these opinions can be seen on the home page. The 

project’s image is, as it were, being shaped in real time by the interaction between Noord/Zuidlijn 

employees and their followers on the internet. 

Growing trust 

Having started in 2010 as a campaign site about the work of the TBMs, the website hierzijnwij.nu 

has since grown into a cross-media community platform about every aspect of the metro line. 

After three years of hard work, we can proudly claim that our web strategy has played a major 

role in building trust in the city as a competent principal, implementer, and bearer of final 

responsibility for the construction of the Noord/Zuidlijn metro line. Besides the subsidence on 

Vijzelgracht and cost overruns, the public image of this project is increasingly informed by the 

fascination of the underground construction work and the heroism of the men working on it. 

 

Commenters 

The effectiveness of our web presence is clear for all to see every day at hierzijnwij.nu . We have 

managed to build our own sizeable community in a relatively short time. The hierzijnwij.nu 

platform has regular followers who react in the same way as commenters on the major national 

blogs. They comment on almost every report and regularly initiate discussions among themselves. 

Noord/Zuidlijn employees respond to all comments, so there is a broad conversation ongoing 

every day that anyone can read and join in. 

http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/


Web statistics 

The number of visits has increased almost fivefold in less than a year. With an average of 50,000 

visitors per month, hierzijnwij.nu is the City of Amsterdam’s most popular website. The 

Noord/Zuidlijn’s digital media rank very highly on Google, placing themes relating to the 

Noord/Zuidlijn project high up in search results. Many forms of collaboration have been launched, 

such as the SkyscraperCity forum which is responsible for a substantial amount of traffic to 

hierzijnwij.nu. And finally, the cross-media campaigns on hierzijnwij.nu are very successful. 

Examples include the lowering of the immersed tunnel under Amsterdam Central Station on 31 

May 2011 and the sinking of the first tunnel section in the IJ on 25 September 2012. That day, 

hierzijnwij.nu achieved the highest number of page views on any one day since the website was 

launched: 52,607 page views (15,781 visits). Not only did we achieve an absolute record in visitor 

numbers on those days, but interaction with the traditional media attracted record interest on all 

fronts as well. The core value which the media almost unanimously adopted was that of Dutch 

master craftsmanship. 

 

Record year 

2012 was the most successful year since the inception of the Noord/Zuidlijn’s website 

hierzijnwij.nu in 2010. For three quarters running, including the last quarter of 2012, the 

previous quarter’s record was broken. In the fourth quarter, the website broke through 

the magic 200,000 ceiling for the first time by attracting 203,461 visits, an increase of 

13% on the third quarter (180,099 visits). 

hierzijnwij.nu 2012 (blue) vs. 2011 (orange) 

 

Liechtenstein 

Around 55,000 tourists visit Liechtenstein each year. Hierzijnwij.nu had 1,900,000 

visits in 2012. That is 35 times the number of people annually visiting 

Liechtenstein. Hierzijnwij.nu has more visitors than a small country in Europe. 
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Busiest day 

A total of 466 articles were posted on hierzijnwij.nl in 2012; more than one per day. The busiest 

day was 25 September with 52,587 page views. The Live page (a live video link with the IJ) was 

the most viewed page.  

The top five most popular articles in 2012 were: 

1. LIVE blog on the sinking of the tunnel element in the IJ – September 

2. Second LIVE blog on the lowering of the second tunnel element – October 

3. Third LIVE blog on the lowering and sinking of the third tunnel element – October 

4. We’ve finished boring the tunnel! – December 

5. Update Tuesday 07.30: leak of boring slurry at Vijzelgracht station – September 

Most comments 

The article with the most comments in 2012 was the “Win a tooth from TBM Gravin” competition 

with 287 comments. 

The top five followers with the most comments are: 

1. Susanne, Dienst Noord/Zuidlijn – 235 comments 

2. Ger Vermij – 181 comments 

3. Vincent Blom – 124 comments  

4. Rob Brandon – 105 comments  

5. Rouke – 103 comments  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/nieuws/live-blog-afzinken-noordzuidlijn-tunnelelement-in-het-ij/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/live/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/nieuws/live-blog-afzinken-noordzuidlijn-tunnelelement-in-het-ij/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/nieuws/tweede-live-blog-invaren-2e-tunnelelement-noordzuidlijn/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/nieuws/derde-live-blog-invaren-en-afzinken-3e-noordzuidlijn-tunnelelement/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/nieuws/wij-zijn-klaar-met-tunnelboren/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/nieuws/update-dinsdag-07-30-uur-lekkage-boorspoeling-in-station-vijzelgracht/
http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/nieuws/win-een-tand-van-het-graafwiel-van-boor-gravin/


Vision 

Underpinning our web communication on the Noord/Zuidlijn project is a vision which starts by 

breaking away from traditional reputation and communication management. We have adapted 

reputation management as a strategy for image building and awareness raising to the natural laws 

of the internet. Our starting point for building our image on the web is not the exclusive, repeated 

and often monomaniacal dissemination of our own messages but rather a dialogue, interaction and 

collaboration with our followers. A central pillar of this strategy is the bringing together of as 

many opinions as possible, both negative and positive: no censure, no moderation. By relying on 

the balance within communities, we have been able to create a credible image based on the 

opinions of our followers. The municipality takes part in this image-building but does not inform 

it. It anticipates opinions from communities on an ongoing basis so that the role of the local 

authority is one of collaboration with its followers (i.e. the city and its inhabitants) rather than a 

pre-determined core message. 

Vulnerable 

The Noord/Zuidlijn case shows that social media and web communication play a crucial role in 

the relationship between public authority and citizens/stakeholders. The natural laws of the 

internet have caused the traditional target groups and core messages to give way to communities 

and dialogue. A solid, long-term dialogue is created only when there is a two-way process of 

listening as well as sending. This calls for a public authority that has the courage to be vulnerable; 

one that can own up to uncertainties and even mistakes. A public authority that must unlearn the 

instinctive reflex of exercising constant control over its public image. The web penalises this 

immediately because the community will go elsewhere, drop out, or turn against you. Then the 

conversation about you will carry on somewhere else. 

New-style reputation management 

The central role for dialogue and collaboration needs to be firmly anchored in the overall strategy 

if our web and social media presence is to succeed. At the Noord/Zuidlijn, we refer to this as “new 

style reputation management”. Within this, a cross-media approach that both links and mutually 

enhances physical and digital communication is essential, along with organisation-wide 

integration of the web presence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Part 2: Opportunities and threats 

Sender bias 

Without having undertaken exhaustive research, we believe it is true to say that most government 

organisations want their communication departments to provide the public with accurate 

information in an easily accessible way. That is not the same as allowing the information to be 

informed and coloured by the same public in order to facilitate collaboration and dialogue. By 

focusing solely on the information function of the internet, the communication function (on the 

web) is reduced to information provision along traditional lines. The organisation informs people 

via the web (one-way) but does not communicate (two-way, or interactively). This leads to a 

dominant sender bias in these government organisations’ web strategies. We believe this is 

diametrically opposed to the starting points we outlined earlier for the Noord/Zuidlijn web 

strategy. 

Identity 

A second online dilemma for a public body is its identity. The identity of most municipalities is 

based on general core values and agreements governing how officials act towards the outside 

world. At first glance, this is a perfectly understandable strategy and choice. However, if you 

apply the guidelines to online dialogue and collaboration, things begin to jar. Experience – not 

least that of the Noord/Zuidlijn project – shows us that as an official on the web, you need an 

identity that ties in with the service or project you are working for. After all, every part of the 

municipality represents its own specific themes and its own specific values. Naturally, these 

dovetail completely with the general values of the municipality as a whole, but they are worked 

out in greater depth. We saw that happen straight away with the Noord/Zuidlijn project. When 

employees identified themselves online, they did so as employees of the Noord/Zuidlijn project, 

part of the City of Amsterdam, with the values of sensitivity, openness, and realism. 

 

Local authority policy does not provide for online “sub-identities”, so it does not allow any 

opportunities for online profiling of a specific department or local theme, or – in the most extreme 

form – of an employee. On the other hand, on the web we are seeing increasing personification of 

communication, involving not only the identity of the part of the organisation concerned but even 

the personal identity of the employee themselves. With the Noord/Zuidlijn project, you can see 

that the personal image of the employees has increasingly been forming the organisation’s 

identity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Project leader Boukje on Facebook; her personal identity showing the values of 

sensitivity, realism, and awareness 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Supervisor Ries on Rokin station Facebook account with personal identity and the value 

of fascination 

 

 
 

 

 



Centralisation 

The specific personal identities in online communication and its interactive nature still clash with 

another public authority trend, which is closely linked to the sender bias and identity in general: 

the centralisation of web communication. Centralisation of the web with a central identity and 

image as well as standardised information makes it increasingly difficult for the public to connect 

with this digital authority. Standardisation makes information impersonal and procedural, leaving 

no opportunity for people to inform and colour it together. This makes it difficult for the authority 

to participate in or build up online networks. 

Opportunities 

Where once the Noord/Zuidlijn project was long considered the ugly duckling of Communicating 

Netherlands, this negative image is no more. Over the past few years, interest in the online 

presence and vision of the Noord/Zuidlijn project has grown exponentially. Very soon after the 

launch of the website hierzijnwij.nu, requests for knowledge-sharing and learning were received 

from many different quarters. The project team has since held more than a hundred presentations 

and workshops on its new online reputation management, both for private parties, knowledge 

organisations and universities as well as for other municipalities and many departments of the City 

of Amsterdam itself. 

In 2012, we stepped up our knowledge-sharing activities around online reputation 

management even further. We are working with the University of Tilburg, the Logeion 

professional association, the KING knowledge institute for major infrastructural projects, and 

the Council for Social Development (RMO, a government advisory body). 

In autumn 2012, RMO published a survey of the Noord/Zuidlijn’s online communication strategy. 

In the study, the Council investigates how new media can influence policy and policy 

implementation processes and what tools the web offers members of the public to unite and 

mobilise. 

As a communication team, we are not only honoured that RMO included the Noord/Zuidlijn 

project as a case in its own right in its survey of the use of the web in public debate; the fact 

that our approach dovetails with the current changes in the public domain fills us with self-

confidence. Below are some illustrative quotes from the publication. 

Quote 1 from RMO report 

‘Around the Noord/Zuidlijn, an organic community is developing, as described by Castells in his 

book The Internet Galaxy (2001). Castells’ main proposition is that the Internet is dramatically 

changing the world and the context in which an organisation moves, and that only fluid, supple 

organisations will remain standing in the new network society. He proposes that the magic mix is 

formed by a mixture of decentralisation (including outsourcing non-core activities), innovative 

collaboration between large companies and lean-and-mean start-ups, linkage, and ad hoc 

networks. If we regard the Noord/Zuidlijn as “the big company”, then the new project 

organisation will behave according to this ideal model: it gives a wide range of different start-ups 

(by members of the public, businesses, local residents) access to the Noord/Zuidlijn, organises 

quick and accessible forms of interaction, connects with ad hoc networks (such as the Vijzelgracht 

Foundation) and delivers linkage via the new public liaison managers who follow hot on the heels 

of the project execution.’ 

Quote 2 from RMO report 

‘The Noord/Zuidlijn approach tallies with the analysis of Liu and Horsley (2007) but is not yet 

widely used. Liu and Horsley draw attention to the importance of different “micro-environments” 

http://www.hierzijnwij.nu/
http://www.adviesorgaan-rmo.nl/Publicaties/Onderzoeken/De_ingenieur_en_de_buurman_december_2012


in which public authorities can communicate. Communication of projects like the Noord/Zuidlijn 

must be optimally geared towards the specific context, Liu and Horsley say. In addition, they 

point out that there is always a choice between the use of mediated and direct communication in 

each of these micro-environments. 

‘Liu et al. understand mediated communication as communication with the ultimate target publics 

via media and/or stakeholders. This is exactly how the “new” Noord/Zuidlijn organisation will be 

communicating: via the professionals carrying out the work and via highly involved outsiders on 

various social media networks. Liu and Horsley point out that mediated communication is often 

the preferred choice, since in most cases, public authorities communicating directly with the 

public are subject to a number of constraints that colour the message with ambiguity. These 

constraints apply in particular to highly sensitive subjects: ‘government communication is 

frequently labelled as spin or propaganda’. By using mediated communication in micro-

environments, it is possible to avoid a number of these constraints. This is the way in which the 

Noord/Zuidlijn project is organising its new forms of communication. However, this state of 

affairs is far from self-evident. Other public authorities are struggling to interact on the internet. 

Even the Noord/Zuidlijn’s communication strategy with the City of Amsterdam is far from being 

fully implemented.’ 

Room for experimentation 

In the vision document, we describe our knowledge and insights around online communication for 

the Noord/Zuidlijn project. We hope it will inspire and challenge others in the sector to overhaul 

and improve the relationship between public authority and citizen with a distinctive online 

strategy; to move away from the pure concept of information that often prevails in public 

authorities; to create scope for experimentation in policy and to tap into the spirit of the times; to 

occasionally leave behind ingrained traditional convictions around communication and the urge to 

control. 

The Noord/Zuidlijn project organisation was recently renamed Dienst Metro. Encouraged by our 

experiences, in 2013 we intend to continue to build a platform for everything to do with the 

Amsterdam Metro: a platform for friends, followers, stakeholders, critics, pessimists, and fans; for 

an authority that is working on its reputation meticulously and completely in the public eye; for an 

authority that nurtures its relationships with its residents on an ongoing basis and moves along 

with the relationship between citizen and public authority; for an authority that does not regard the 

uniting and mobilisation of citizens as a threat but as an opportunity. 

Amsterdam, 11 June 2013 

Freddy Elink Schuurman, Web Manager, Dienst Metro 

Alex Sheerazi, Manager Communication Dienst Metro 


