
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE DESIGN OF A CENTRE FOR WATER SPORTS 
IN NEWLANDS, CAPE TOWN 

The integration of a sporting arena, 
 inspired by the relationship between man-made and nature. 
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Figure 1 Diagram of Newlands sporting precinct. 
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“Sport has the power to change the world. It has the power to inspire. It has the power to unite people in a way that 

little else does. Sport can awaken hope where there was previously only despair.”  
(Nelson Mandela, Laureus World Sports Awards Ceremony 2000) 

 

Figure 2. Public swimming pool, (Mendel, n.d) 
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ABSTRACT 
 
This treatise focuses on the design of a Water Sports Centre in the 
sporting precinct of Newlands in Cape Town. The building is 
concerned with the redevelopment of an existing facility that is 
underutilised and outdated, compared to the 21st-century sporting 
arena. The purpose of this treatise is to investigate the processes 
and issues involved in the design of a Water Sports Centre that is 
located in a public park environment, and to better understand the 
contextual, spatial, physical, and theoretical influences on the 
nature of such a project’s architectural resolution.  
 
The process begins with an analysis of the two separate typologies, 
namely, water sports centres and sports stadiums, to better 
understand the spatial and physical nature of the combined 
building types. Various precedents are investigated of which the 
materiality and physical nature of the buildings are uncovered to 
identify an appropriate architectural language. Moreover, the 
spatial nature of these buildings are divided into categories of which 
the inter-relationships are analysed. 
 
The nature of the site is then investigated to identify and develop 
constraints and design informants. The site-defining elements are 
analysed individually, and a corresponding set of issues is 
established through the study of particular precedents. 
 
With an understanding of the physical and spatial attributes of the 
typology, combined with an appropriate response to the site, the 
design resolution for the Water Sports Centre in the Newlands 
sporting precinct is presented. 
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INTRODUCTION 

BACKGROUND 
This treatise was born out of interest in sports architecture, 
especially water sports, and a curiosity of the landscape in Cape 
Town. Sporting arenas have a successful, lengthy history that goes 
back to the 8th century BC in ancient Greece (Cartwright, 2012). 
Pools or ‘great baths’ can be seen as far back as the 3rd millennium 
BC in Pakistan. Although swimming as an activity can be traced 
back to ancient Egypt around the 3rd millennium BC, the Romans 
were the first to build swimming pools separate from bathing pools, 
transitioning from the bathing realm to an area of activity and 
exercise (Lackman, 2013). 
 
The Greeks and the Romans displayed how sport and architecture 
could come together in celebration, but each in their own way. The 
Greek U-shaped form arena was embedded into the typography, 
and the spectators had a panoramic view of the landscape; whereas 
the Roman form, the Colosseum, dominated the landscape (Sheard, 
2005). 
 
Today’s sports stadiums are designed for maximum capacity and 
climate control. Also, due to the increase in private vehicular 
transport, stadiums have moved from the CBD to larger suburban 
areas, providing owners with a larger space for parking, seating, and 
ultimately more revenue. These disconnected stadiums have led to 
diminishing attendance and abandoned facilities. (gangolli, 2015). 
 
The Newlands area is situated on land that formed part of the first 
grant of property to ‘free burghers’ alongside the Liesbeek River. 
Over time the land-use changed from agriculture to early-industrial 
use and sports fields that have given the area its current form.  
 

Newlands, well-known for its high rainfall, has an extraordinary 
natural and cultural landscape – integrated into a great urban 
precinct of sports venues, mills and breweries – all connected by 
the element of water. The sports stadiums are among the best-
known in the world, and also regarded as ’the oldest and most 
significant place for recreation in Cape Town’ (association, 2011).  
 
The existing Newlands swimming pool was built in the 1960s and is 
an example of mid-20th-century Modern architecture. It features a 
skeletal grandstand with several identical concrete ribs that support 
the floating canopy-style roof. (Scheepers, 1996) It is currently left 
almost deserted for eight months of the year, due to the cold climate 
of the site. During the warmer months, the pool is well utilised by 
schools, clubs and the public. 
 

[A] public participation process was initiated to gain public 
input on the proposed business plan for the facility – which 
included a lease to Swimming South Africa. According to 
the business plan summary, programmes relating to health 
and sport and recreation in particular will be boosted and 
enhanced should the Newlands swimming pool, and its 
immediate surrounds, be made available. 
 (Fataar, 2015). 

 
 
The article suggests how the community and the users find the 
redevelopment of the pools beneficial, both in the short term and 
in the future. The economic viability of such a centre lies with sport 
in South Africa which is a multi-billion Rand industry. Swim South 
Africa and Western Province Aquatics are dedicated to the growth 
and development of water sports in the province, according to 
Fataar (2015,online). 
 
The Western Cape produces a large amount of sporting talent that 
is lost to international institutions due to a lack of professional 
facilities and expertise within the province. Large institutions, such 
as the Swim South Africa, Western Province Aquatics, and 
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University of Cape Town (UCT), will lease the centre as a core 
training and competition facility, with private sponsorship from 
First National Bank (FNB), Old Mutual and Maitland, who are 
committed to support and develop water sports in South Africa. 
Other sporting clubs, institutions and schools would hire the 
specific venues, while the general public would pay membership or 
day-to-day entry fees. The community ‘Learn-to-swim’ programme 
would be granted secure limited access. 
 
This proposed study is to show that, through critical assessment of 
the spatial and physical requirements of a Water Sports Centre, a 
set of issues will be uncovered to establish an appropriate 
architectural response that is honest to the nature of the building 
and the nature of ‘park’ within the Newlands context. 
 
There is a necessity to express this building typology with the 
technical and spatial requirements of a Water Sports Centre to create 
a symbol of our times which will better accommodate and equip our 
athletes to compete at an international level (SSA, n.d) 
 
  

Figure 3 article on the current Newlands Facility, source skyscrapercity.com 
(online, 2006) 
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PROBLEM STATEMENT 
 

The extent of water sports codes for swimming, diving, water polo, 
underwater hockey, and synchronised swimming, have increased 
into the 21st century, becoming more popular and competitive 
around the country; in particular, the Western Cape. An increased 
expectation of facilities leaves the current Newlands swimming pool 
centre underutilised and obsolete. 
 
The current swimming pool site is zoned as ‘Public open space’; yet, 
it is fenced and gated at all edges. There is a lack of connection with 
the community and a lack of spatial dialogue with the direct context 
and perimeter conditions, namely the historical and tranquil 
Liesbeek River, the residential strip on the south and the busy Main 
Road corridor that separates one from the sporting precinct of 
Newlands. 
 
The absence of a higher level indoor water sports facility within the 
province leads talented athletes to seek more lucrative 
opportunities elsewhere. This is motivation to accommodate and 
facilitate the water sports codes and the community, into a modern 
complex, located in an easily accessible, user-friendly, recreational 
park. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
The upgrade will make the pool the jewel in swimming’s 
crown in greater Cape Town. The planned upgrade will 
enhance Newlands’ reputation as the top sporting centre of 
Cape Town. (Ulmenstein, 2012) 

 

  

Figure 4. Newlands Swimming Pool 
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AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 
 

The primary aims of this treatise are to produce an architectural 
design that proposes the redevelopment of a dilapidated facility and 
supply a modern Water Sports Centre, while better integrating the 
site to the Newlands sporting precinct. The aims are: 
 
- to understand the nature of sports stadiums in general and 

swimming pools in particular; 
- to establish the spatial and physical nature of a Water Sports 

Centre; 
- to establish the spatial and physical nature of a public 

building in a park environment;  
- to understand how facilities of this nature sit with a park area. 
- to undertake a precedent survey of buildings with similar 

programmatic functions; 
- to explore the particular nature and urban qualities of 

Newlands; 
- to propose an appropriate architectural language particular to 

Newlands, Cape Town;  
- to develop an environmentally conscious building that is 

respectful of the connections between man, water and the 
built environment; and 

- to propose an urban design strategy in conjunction with the 
Newlands Sporting and Heritage precinct association.  
 

The objective is to redefine and open an enclosed site in and around the 
Newlands Water Sports Centre. With this proposed transformation and 
the issue of community interaction on the site, a more developed urban 
plan of the Newlands sporting precinct is proposed. 
 
  Figure 5. Newland swimming pool 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
This treatise will be researched by virtue of a qualitative research 
method. Raw data and unprocessed information will be analysed to 
produce a set of valid issues pertaining to the subject of an Aquatic 
Centre. The research will be applied research. An empirical 
research strategy was formulated, using a systematic approach, to 
obtain research information in the various chosen research topics. 
This research involves an analysis of unstructured data including: 
experience, direct observation, interviews, pictures, web pages, and 
document reviews. 
 
These findings will be used to formulate strategies and appropriate 
design responses to inform the subsequent design of an Aquatic 
centre in Newlands, Cape Town. 
 
Data will be collected (both primary and secondary data) via: 
 
Field research 
 
Non-participant direct observation of site, activities, processes and 
spaces; 
 
Interviews 
 
Unstructured interviews and group discussions, with athletes, 
peers, lecturers, professionals, and general public; and a 
 
Document review 
 
Books pertaining to the subject, published articles, analysis of 
documents and websites. 
  

Figure 6. Liesbeek River 
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Sport is one of the few things we have created in our society 
that is not predictable, it is never the same. It can be unique. 
Sport supplies the stories that make life worth living for 
many people. (Sheard, 2005) 

 
 

Figure 7 Graphic of CMAS world Championship, by (Ferrero, 1993) 


