Historic Amsterdam tea and coffee shop closes amid soaring rents
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In Amsterdam, a historic tea and coffee shop dating back to 1642 is poised to close its doors, highlighting the challenges faced by independent retailers amid rising commercial rents in the city. The shop, known as ‘t Zonnetje (The Sun), situated on Haarlemmerdijk, has been a familiar fixture for centuries, selling loose leaf tea and coffee sourced from countries such as Ethiopia, Java, and India. However, after operating for nearly 28 years under the current owner, Marie-Louise Velder, the business will shutter within two months due to unsustainable rent increases.
Velder, 76, who took over the shop 26 years ago from an English family, recalled paying a monthly rent of 975 guilders (approximately €440 or £376) in 1999. More recently, after a legal dispute with the landlord, rent was set to rise dramatically to around €4,500 per month, backdated to the previous September. The initial demand of €6,000 was partially reduced by an independent arbiter but remained a significant increase from her current €3,000 monthly rent. Speaking over a cup of Ceylon tea in the shop, Velder said, “It makes me sick, that’s all I can say,” lamenting the wider trend of traditional shops disappearing due to soaring rents.
The shop itself has a long and storied history. Initially selling herbs, coal, and buckets of water in Amsterdam’s prosperous era, ‘t Zonnetje evolved as the Dutch empire flourished, specialising in tea and coffee. Velder personally prepares blends in the basement, including a carefully perfected Earl Grey that involves steeping Assam leaves in bergamot for three days. At its peak, the shop offered 350 types of tea, though the range has recently been pared back.
The closure has sparked concern among locals about the encroachment of chain stores and tourist-oriented shops on Amsterdam’s retail landscape. Johannes Wilhelm, a 63-year-old resident and customer, described the imminent loss as “a real pity.” He pointed out the increasing presence of tourist-focused outlets selling products ranging from cheese to Nutella pancakes, stating, “Tourists are fine [and] good. But this should be here as well.”
Experts underscore the link between rising rents and the replacement of unique, small-scale traders by larger companies with standardised offerings. Karel Loeff, director of the heritage conservation group Heemschut, noted, “We can preserve the wooden beams and shelves … but we can’t preserve a function. We can’t say this is an original tea shop and you should preserve this for the future.” He emphasised the importance of long-standing local shops in maintaining the distinctiveness of cities, warning that “If you push them away and you only have standard brands and shops, the attractiveness of the city disappears.”
Amsterdam’s city government has been grappling with these issues for several years. In 2017, it introduced measures to restrict the opening of retailers primarily catering to tourists, including bike rentals and cheese shops, in certain parts of the city centre to protect local diversity. Nevertheless, urban geographer Iris Hagemans of Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences highlighted the complexity of the situation. She cautioned against oversimplifying the impact of tourism on the retail mix, noting significant variation even within short distances. Hagemans explained, “I think this monoculture is sometimes portrayed as a kind of oil spill that will eventually spread throughout the city, but the effect is much more local.”
She also discussed the challenges of government intervention to support independent shops, observing a potential disconnect between the shops people profess to want and those they actually visit. Highlighting the importance of market dynamics, Hagemans remarked, “The retail landscape should be able to respond to the market and be dynamic. And it’s democratic in the way that you vote with your wallet.” She advocated for targeted support for essential services like healthy food and healthcare rather than attempts to regulate taste or commercial viability more broadly.
The closure of ‘t Zonnetje takes greater significance as Amsterdam prepares to mark its 750th anniversary in October. A nearby banner heralds the milestone, and Velder has been informed of plans to support small business owners during the anniversary year. However, she expressed regret that such initiatives come “too late for me.” As the shop prepares to close, it stands as a tangible symbol of the pressures facing historic, independent retailers in Amsterdam and beyond.
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