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INTRODUCTION

DEFINITIONS

OUTDOOR SWIMMING

BRIEF

Any swimming that takes place in water that isn’t covered
by a roof.

DOOKIN
To dip, plunge or bathe

O P E N WAT E R S W I M M I N G
Primarily refers to outdoor swimming events and races,
often in wetsuits.

PORTY
The nickname used by locals to refer to
Portobello, a coastal suburb of Edinburgh

WILD SWIMMING
Swimming that takes place in unsupervised locations
such as in seas, rivers, lakes etc.

WINTER/COLD SWIMMING
Swimming outside in natural water temperatures during
winter.

Currently, there are very few physical spaces for outdoor swimmers as a community
to come together. This can make it challenging to meet others, share advice and
recommendations, or to find information as a beginner unsure of where to start. In
addition, people living in the city often have little access to nature. Outdoor swimming,
particularly wild swimming is an activity that is synonymous with immersing yourself in
the outdoors.
The centre for outdoor swimmers will be based in an urban environment with the aim of
(re)connecting people in the city with nature on their doorstep as well as with one another.
Whilst it will provide a welcoming atmosphere for outdoor swimmers of all levels, it will
particularly appeal to beginners looking to gain confidence, knowledge and find others
to swim with.

02

CONTEXT

OUTDOOR SWIMMING

OUTDOOR SWIMMING
IN & AROUND EDINBURGH

69%

45%

say outdoor swimming is

of swimmers increased how
much they swam outside in
2020

essential or very important to
their mental health

The largest outdoor swimming
group in Edinburgh, the Wild
Ones, have over 6000 Facebook
members. They regularly meet
on Sundays at either Portobello
or Wardie Bay.

Yet, outdoor swimming is not a new
phenomenon. People have swum in
lakes, rivers, and the sea, for bathing,
recreation and exercise, for centuries.

52%
of people who tried outdoor
swimming liked it more than
they expected

Wild Ones
In recent years, outdoor swimming
has become hugely popular. This has
only increased following the Covid-19
pandemic as indoor swimming pools
were forced to close.

60%
of swimmers are worried about
pollution & the risk of getting ill

Chilly Dippers

To name just a few examples: the
Victorians hailed sea bathing as a
cure-all; in the 1930s, 169 lidos were
built across the UK; and Great British
seaside holidays, rebranded as
‘staycations’, remain popular.

This student-led group focuses
on the mental health benefits
provided by outdoor swimming.
They meet mostly in Portobello,
and occasionally North Berwick.

Outdoor swimming has evolved
in recent years to become its own
recognised activity. It is a multifaceted
pursuit that is both leisure and
exercise. The people who partake in
this activity are similarly as varied.

75%
of new swimmers said they

Edinburgh Blue Balls
This newly formed group gives
men the chance to improve
their mental and physical health
through outdoor swimming.
They meet weekly in Portobello.

wanted to continue swimming
outside through winter

It is estimated that participation
in outdoor swimming in the UK
increased between 1.5 and 3
times since 2019

There is a large community of outdoor swimmers
both in and around Edinburgh. From Queensferry
in the West to North Berwick in the East, and
from Wardie Bay in the North to the Pentland
Reservoirs in the South, there are also plenty of
places to swim outdoors.

Yet, it is Portobello, just four miles east of
Edinburgh city centre, that seems to be the most
frequented among outdoor swimming groups
and individuals alike.

LIDOS

FINNISH ICE SWIMMING

A lido is a public outdoor swimming pool with
surrounding facilities.
Swimming, as a form of exercise and leisure,
emerged in the 20th century. This instigated an
era of pool building, initiated by the Havre des
Pas Pool in Jersey in 1895.
In the 1920s and 1930s, the building of public
swimming pools rapidly increased, following
Modernist ideals of health and efficiency.
However, the emergence of inexpensive
holidays abroad in the 1960s led to a decline
in public pools. Many closures followed in the
1980s.
In recent years there has been a
resurgence in lidos. Floating pools in
rivers or harbours, and natural, chemicalfree pools have been hailed as the next
big thing. In Scotland, there have also
been campaigns to reinstate historic lidos and
tidal pools which have fallen into disrepair.
Most recently, Tarlair Pool in Aberdeenshire is
awaiting planning permission to restore this
category A-listed site.

One of the key areas of inspiration has been
the Finnish tradition of ice swimming and
saunas.
Ice swimming has been practised since at
least the 17th century and there are over
150,000 ice swimmers in Finland. Holes are
made in many lakes across the country and
usually have a sauna or heated changing
room set up alongside them.
There are around 2 million saunas in Finland
compared to a population of 5.3 million.
In 2020, Finnish sauna were added to the
UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage List.

Saunas are traditionally heated by wood
burned in a stove to between 80 and 100°c.
This heats a basket of rocks onto which
water can be thrown to increase humidity.
The benefits of ice swimming and saunas
includes reduced stress, better memory,
pain relief and improved antioxidative
protections.

PORTOBELLO

PORTOBELLO
K E Y S I T ES

Portobello is a coastal suburb of Edinburgh
located four miles east of the city centre.

4,500

1,700

Population

Households

2

20

Miles of Beach

Minutes to City
Centre

1977
Made a
Conservation
Area

When selecting a location for the
project,
the
most
important
considerations were proximity to
the sea and existing links to outdoor
swimming.

Historically, Portobello was a town in its own
right. Its name derives from the house of a
soldier who first settled here in the 1740s.

Portobello’s geographical relationship
to the sea is self evident. However, it
was the strong historic connection to
outdoor swimming that provided an
exciting opportunity.

The area developed significantly in the
18th century due to its growing industry
and popularity as a bathing resort. In 1896,
Portobello was incorporated into the city of
Edinburgh.

Shown on the map are Portobello
Swim Centre and the former site
of the Open Air Swimming Pool.
These are two key swimming sites in
Portobello along with the sea.

The completion of the promenade in the late
19th century made the seafront more widely
accessible. Similarly, the improvement
of rail and tram links in the inter war years
enabled more people to visit Portobello.
However, by the 1960s, the number of
tourists significantly decreased.

The chosen building, Portobello Old
Parish Church, is identified on the
map. This is a short distance from
Portobello Swim Centre and the sea.

Today, Portobello is a highly desirable
residential area. It remains busy with day
trippers, particularly on warm summer days.

The closest bus stops to Portobello
Old Parish Church are also shown.

Old Parish Church

Portobello Swim Centre

Portobello Open Air Pool

Bus Stop

PORTOBELLO

PORTOBELLO

P O RTO B E L LO SW I M C E N T R E

P O RTO B E L LO O P E N
AIR POOL

Portobello Open Air Swimming Pool opened in
1936. It accommodated 6000 spectators and
1300 swimmers.
The pool was 100m by 45m, and, below the
diving board, went as deep as four and a half
metres. It was filled by over six million litres
of water filtered from the sea and heated by
the power station next door. However, due to
its size, it was reported as remaining freezing
cold.
The Open Air Pool was Portobello’s main
attraction for over 40 years. Its popularity
begun to decline in 1970s as holidays abroad
became more affordable. It closed in 1979 and
was demolished in 1988.
Whilst many believe outdoor swimming to
be a new craze in Portobello (and Britain as
a whole), the Open Air Pool proves that this
is merely a resurgence of an ever-popular
activity.
This Victorian swimming baths was built
in 1898 and is Grade-A Listed. Located on
the promenade, it looks out to Portobello
Beach.

The Turkish Baths are the only authentic
ones in Edinburgh. These house a tepidarium
(warm), calidarium (hot), laconium (hottest),
frigidarium (cold), steam room and sauna.

The Swim Centre has two pools, a Turkish
baths, a cafe, creche, activity room and club
room.

The area outside the Swim Centre is
also a popular meet-up spot for outdoor
swimmers in Portobello.

SITE
1 6A & 1 6 B B E L L F I E L D
S T R E E T, P O RTO B E L LO

SITE
EXISTING PLANS
Portobello Old Parish Church is located on
Bellfield Street. This is perpendicular on one
side to the High Street and on the other to the
Promenade and Beach. The walk to the sea is
a matter of minutes. It is also in close proximity
to Portobello Swim Centre as well as numerous
bus stops.
The front of the building faces east/south east.
The interior receives light throughout the day
whilst the front garden particularly benefits
from morning and midday sun.
The building’s location, unique combination of
old and new buildings, and situation within a
walled garden make it ideal for the proposed
use.

SITE
E X I S T I N G S EC T I O N S
The church was built in 1810 and is Grade B
listed. An extension was added to the south
west corner in the 1960s.
Key features within the original church include
a stepped timber gallery supported by cast
iron columns, stained glass windows and
plaster cornicing.
The 1960s extension was designed by Alan
Reiach and Partners. The clerestory windows
and timber slatted ceilings are particularly
significant characteristics.
Portobello Old Parish Church served its
purpose as a church until 2014. At this point,
the building was sold and the congregation
was relocated. The church was bought by
ActionPorty on behalf of the community. In
2018, it reopened as ‘Bellfield’. It continues
to host celebrations, such as weddings and
christenings, alongside broader community
events, including classes, group meetings,
and live performances.

SITE
E X I S T I N G E L E VAT I O N S

Overall, the existing layout is awkward and
unsuitable. This is more so in the extension as
well as in the transition between original church
and extension. This will have to be addressed
to achieve greater functionality.
There is also currently no accessible way
to move between buildings without leaving
and re-entering. Additionally, there is no lift
to the timber gallery in the original church.
This creates issues for those with mobility
difficulties.
The church is generally in good condition,
however, requires some repair and restoration,
particularly to the windows of both buildings
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DESIGN

FA C I L I T I E S
When beginning to consider the facilities
that would occupy the outdoor swimming
centre, it was important to retain the natural,
unrestricted essence of the activity.
The focus was on providing spaces that
would facilitate existing outdoor swimming
practices and would help prospective outdoor
swimmers to join the activity.

OUTDOOR POOL

CURRENT POOL

THERMAL POOL

The outdoor pool will be a natural pool similar to
the environments outdoor swimmers are used
to being in. It provides somewhere when the
tide times are wrong or winds are too strong.

The current pool provides a training facility for
outdoor swimmers to develop their skills for
open water swimming events or to develop
their confidence in large bodies of water.

The thermal pool will be indoors and offers an
alternative to outdoor swimming. It can also be
used for contrast therapy, going from cold to
hot water, to improve cardiovascular health.

CAFE

ADVICE AREA

EQUIPMENT SHOP & LOAN

The cafe provides a social space for outdoor
swimmers post-swim. It is accessible directly
from the pool and to the wider community via a
separate entrance.

The advice area is an interactive space for
existing and prospective swimmers. It provides
resources and recommendations on outdoor
swimming in & around Scotland.

The shop provides a place in Edinburgh to
purchase outdoor swimming equipment. To
make the activity more accessible to new
swimmers, equipment can also be hired.

CHANGING FACILITIES

SHOWERS

The changing areas and lockers are open to
those swimming at the outdoor swimming
centre and at Portobello Beach.

There will be showers within the changing
facilities as well as outside the main entrance of
the centre.

It was also important to include social spaces
for swimmers to enjoy after or outside of
swimming.
Many outdoor swimmers would likely still
want to swim in the sea at Portobello. As such,
changing areas, lockers and showers had to be
accessible to those not necessarily swimming
at the centre.
Any facilities had to support outdoor swimming
in Portobello rather than replace it.

ZONING

ZONING

PRE, DURING & POST
SW I M M I N G D I AG RA M
The zoning shows the locations of the
finalised facilities.

The initial zoning plans divide the existing
building into three categories: pre, during
and post swim. This can also be thought of as
supporting, swimming and social spaces.
The facilities that would be used before and
during are closely linked. Swimmers need to
be able to easily transition between changing
areas and swimming pools. These are therefore
located together on the ground floor.

During

Pre

It is less important that facilities typically used
after swimming are situated as closely. These
will occupy the first floor.

As with the more simplistic diagram to
the left, the spaces that will be used
before and during swimming are
located on the ground floor. The postswimming facilities are located on
the first and second floors. However,
swimmers will have access to these
from the pool area in the original
church.

Outdoor Swimming Pool
Thermal Swimming Pool
Changing Facilities
Accessible Changing, Showers & WC
Showers
Saunas
WCs
Current Swimming Pool
Cafe
Equipment Shop & Loan
Reception & Advice Area

Staff Areas
Cleaner’s Storage
First Aid Room
Post

Plant Room

C I R C U L AT I O N

BUILDING USERS & TIMES
7A M - 9 P M

First Aid

WCs
Changing Facilities
Showers
Sauna

Staff Office
& Changing
Current Pool

OUTDOOR SWIMMERS

Reception & Advice
Area

7A M - 5 P M

Thermal Pool

Based on a survey undertaken, outdoor
swimmers swim throughout the day. On
weekdays, the most popular times are outside
of the typical working hours of 9am to 5pm.
On weekends, people tend to swim towards
the middle of the day. As such, the swimmingrelated facilities will be open from 7am to 9pm.

Saunas
Outdoor Swimming Pool

WCs

Staff Room

9AM - 5PM
The above diagram shows the circulation
around the ground floor of the building.
Visitors access the reception by travelling
over the outdoor swimming pool. They
then access the changing facilities via the
reception. The changing facilities lead on to
other practical areas, such as WCs, showers
and first aid.

From the changing area, swimmers have
the choice as to whether to use the thermal
pool, or the current pool, saunas and
outdoor pool.
The outdoor pool connects the various
swimming facilities. This allows swimmers
to move easily between these spaces and
improves the transition between buildings.

This outlines the times that the facilities will be
open as well as who the likely users are.

LOCAL RESIDENTS

The cafe and advice area will be open from
7am to provide sustenance and support to
swimmers. They will close earlier at 5pm as is
more typical for these types of facilities.
The retail space will open for the shorter hours
of 9am to 5pm as is fairly typical for shops.
The most prominent users of the building
will be outdoor swimmers, including outdoor
swimming groups. Overall, they will likely use
all of the facilities, although some may be used
more than others. Local residents will also
have access to non-swimming facilities, such
as the cafe.

CONCEPT
These are the two main concept sketches that
aided the development of the design.
The drawing to the right shows the main
space within the original church building. This
explored how the swimming pool could take
over the floor with a series of pathways around
and over the water. It also conveys the idea of a
viewing platform that gives way to a waterfall.
The drawing below developed the changing
area into a series of interconnecting, halfheight cubicles. These replicate the experience
of changing behind the groynes on Portobello
Beach and allow chatty exchanges to occur
over the top.

LOGO
The sketches to the left show the various
iterations that the logo underwent. Whilst
aspects of these were successful, they either
did not convey an idea of swimming or lacked
a strong form.
It was important that the logo was distinctive
and recognisable from a distance. It also
needed to suggest what the space was used
for, and therefore had to give an impression of
swimming.
The final logo takes the form of the swimmer
as though seen from above. The ripples
reference the curved, organic forms used
within the design of the building.

PRECEDENTS

PRECEDENTS
PROJECT TITLE: Blue Lagoon
ARCHITECT: Basalt Architects
LOCATION: Iceland
YEAR: 1999,2014 & 2018

PROJECT TITLE: Therme Vals
ARCHITECT: Peter Zumthor
LOCATION: Switzerland
YEAR: 1996

Blue Lagoon is made up of a spa, two hotels, and various restaurants
and shops.

Therme Vals is a spa and baths built over thermal springs. It is buried
into the hillside to successfully merge with the natural surroundings.

It is situated on and around a series of geothermal seawater pools.
The blurred boundaries between land and water particularly
influenced Dookin In Porty. The bridges over and doors opening
into the water were particularly inspiring as well as the use of natural
materials, such as timber and lava.

There are several pools of varying temperatures from a 10 degree
plunge pool to a 42 degree hot pool. This project, along with research
into traditional bathing practices, inspired the temperature difference
between the swimming pools in Dookin In Porty.

PROJECT TITLE: Knubben
ARCHITECT: Snohetta
LOCATION: Norway
YEAR: Due in 2023

PROJECT TITLE: Tullin Sauna
ARCHITECT: Studio Puisto
LOCATION: Finland
YEAR: 2018

This redesign of a 1930s harbour bath is yet to be completed. Once
opened it will host an open-air stage, amphitheatre, restaurant,
indoor concert area as well as areas for aquatic activities.

The aim for this project was to create a neighbourhood sauna that
would act as a “communal living room”. Alongside the saunas, there
is a bistro and co-working space.

It is the combination of spaces to form social connections alongside
spaces to connect with nature that influenced the ethos behind
Dookin In Porty.

The informal, welcoming atmosphere was particularly relevant to the
ethos behind Dookin In Porty. The materials and design language of
this project were also influential.

PRECEDENTS

PRECEDENTS
PROJECT TITLE: Tarlair Lido
ARCHITECT: John C. Miller
LOCATION: Scotland
YEAR: 1931
Tarlair Lido is a disused lido that features two sea water pools, a
pavilion and changing huts. This is another example of the long
history of outdoor swimming in Scotland.
It was announced in 2021 that Studio Octopi have been appointed to
restore Tarlair Lido.

PROJECT TITLE: Thames Lido
ARCHITECT: Studio Octopi
LOCATION: London
YEAR: 2014-present

PROJECT TITLE: Trollstigen
ARCHITECT: Reiulf Ramstad Architects
LOCATION: Norway
YEAR: 2010
Trollstigen is a viewing platform commissioned as part of the
Norwegian National Tourist Route Scheme. The design drew from
water as a dynamic element and rock as a static element.
The National Tourist Route inspired the design of more dramatic
forms within Dookin In Porty. The materials used for Trollstigen,
including concrete, glass and corten steel, was particularly influential.

PROJECT TITLE: Stegastein
ARCHITECT: Todd Saunders & Tommie Wilhelmsen
LOCATION: Norway
YEAR: 2006

Studio Octopi proposed a series of sustainable year-round outdoor
swimming facilities that would float on the River Thames. These
would provide heated pools, cold water pools, changing rooms,
seating areas, cafes, shops, saunas and community spaces.

Stegastein was another viewing platform completed as part of
the National Tourist Route in Norway. It is constructed of steel and
laminated pine with a glass balustrade at the end. This gives the
illusion that the platform drops away.

The ethos behind this project to reconnect local people with nature
as well as to return to an established history of lidos on the Thames
closely aligned with the aims behind Dookin In Porty.

This instigated the idea for a viewing platform within Dookin In Porty. It
also significantly influenced the design and materials of the platform.

M AT E R I A L S

The materials and textures on Portobello
Beach were a key source of inspiration for the
material specification and colour palette of the
project.
Timber was the most prominent man-made
material. Groynes (low barriers that limit
erosion) appear along the beach at regular
intervals. These are used by outdoor swimmers
to change behind and have become one of the
main influences on the design.
The way in which the materials had weathered
and warped was also interesting. The rusted
metal was the most obvious example of this
and became another key element within the
proposals.
In collating the photos taken from Portobello
Beach, it was evident that the colour scheme
was fairly neutral. The blue of the sea, green
of the seaweed and orange tones of the
weathered steel provided the only colours.
The specified materials similarly have a neutral
base with accents of blue, green and orange.

M AT E R I A L S

From top left clockwise:
1. Diespeker Bespoke Terrazzo with Recycled
Sea Glass and Seashells
2. Spared Recycled Seashells
3. Clayworks Smooth Clay Plaster in WHI-01
4. SSAB Corten Steel
5. 1800mm Stainless Steel Waterfall Blade
6. AGROB BUCHTAL Ascona Tile in Mud
7. Knotwood Aluminium Decking in Nordic
Oak
8. Sculptform Curved Timber Battens in White
Oak
9. Neolith Fusion in Krater
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PROPOSALS

GROUND FLOOR PLAN

FIRST FLOOR PLAN

SECOND FLOOR PLAN

SECTIONS AA & BB

SECTIONS CC & DD

E A S T E L E VAT I O N

MAIN SPACE - Ground Floor Plan

MAIN SPACE - First Floor Plan

MAIN SPACE - Section AA

MAIN SPACE - Section BB

D E TA I L - G r o u n d F l o o r P l a t f o r m

D E TA I L - F i r s t F l o o r P l a t f o r m

D E TA I L - F i r s t F l o o r B e n c h S e a t i n g

D E TA I L - F i r s t F l o o r P l a t f o r m & B a l u s t r a d e

D E TA I L - Wa l l & C e i l i n g i n M a i n S t a i r w a y

D E TA I L - W a t e r f a l l & V i e w i n g P l a t f o r m s

D E TA I L - M a i n S t a i r s

D E TA I L - M a i n S t a i r s

D E TA I L M O D E L

D E TA I L M O D E L

The three dimensional model shows one
element from the main space that was
detailed. This element is the two platforms
which extend out into the thermal pool and
the void above.

From top to bottom:

The lower platform references piers which
project from the shore into the sea. Swimmers
can walk onto it or sit and dangle their legs in
the water.

3. Structural Glass Balustrade

The upper platform is based on the
viewpoints that appear along the Norwegian
National Tourist Route. The glass balustrade
at the end gives the impression that the
platform gives way.

5. Copper Water Channel

The upper platform also contains a waterfall
system. The sound and atmosphere created
by the waterfall references the natural
environments outdoor swimmers are used to
swimming in.

8. Neolith Fusion in Krater

The pump for the waterfall is located in the
base of the lower viewing platform. The
corten steel partition conceals the pipe that
takes this water up to the waterfall system in
the upper viewing platform.

1. SSAB Corten Steel Balustrade
2. Steel Balustrade Fixing

4. Knotwood Aluminium Decking in Nordic
Oak

6. Concrete Slab
7. Structural Steel Fins

7. Knotwood Aluminium Decking in Nordic
Oak and Pebbles Set in Grout
8. SSAB Corten Steel Partition and Stainless
Steel Waterfall Pipe
9. Concrete Slab
10. Concrete Base

RENDERED SECTION AA

VISUAL - Thermal Pool

VISUAL - Cafe with View to Retail Space

VISUAL - Outdoor Swimming Pool

