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The experience 
to understand, 
the ingenuity to 
solve, the legacy 
to inspire.
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Introduction

We are a creative, international design studio 
experienced in making buildings and places 
where people do better. We use this experience 
to question traditional typologies, challenging 
what a particular building or space might look 
like, how it might be used, and the ways it can 
impact society. Rapidly evolving trends in physical 
activity have challenged our designers to rethink 
how we can make a greater number of people, 
more active. 

Engaging people in activity has never been more 
important, and the design of our towns and cities 
has a major role to play. 

We have been investigating the impact a 
progressive active design agenda can have on 
the mental and physical wellbeing of a city’s 

inhabitants. This initiative brought us to the Danish 
city of Copenhagen. Our research expanded our 
perspective and inspired us to look beyond the 
traditional leisure typologies.

Whilst leisure buildings can provide an essential 
focus for both team and individual activity, 
good design can play a key role in encouraging 
external active places and indeed the wider active 
infrastructure of our towns and cities. 

In particular, the relationship between buildings, 
places and infrastructure can be highly beneficial 
in promoting active lifestyles and bringing hard-
to-reach people to activity. Whilst our buildings 
are award-winning and innovative in their field, 
this sketchbook focuses on the themes of active 
infrastructure and places.
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Linear recreational routes such as linear 
parks, waterfront promenades and 
paths along waterways can become 
transformational pieces of active 
infrastructure.

Our investigations into the nature of active 
movement has shown that people are more 
likely to choose to walk, run or cycle along linear 
recreational routes where their movement is not 
interrupted by road junctions, heavy pedestrian 
traffic or other obstructions. In fact, research of 
elevated parks in the United States has shown that 
physical activity was the most common activity 
discovered in all of the studied parks1. 

These studied parks typically reappropriated 
abandoned infrastructure that were already 
designed to enable unobstructed movement, 
such as rail lines or bridges. Reappropriation of 
industrial waterways, canals and waterfronts 
is also a great opportunity to integrate activity 
routes. With improved public realm connectivity, 
this type of infrastructure can provide an 
environment which supports physical activity and 
active travel.

Activity patterns - London Activity patterns - Sydney

Activity patterns - Minneapolis

(by Flowing Data) (by Flowing Data)

(by Flowing Data)
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Linear recreational and activity infrastructure, in 
contrast to traditional parks, is inherently more 
equitable2. In addition to enhancing pedestrian 
connectivity of urban environments, they 
significantly improve public access to recreational 
space and activity opportunities. Linear parks 
tend to span across multiple neighbourhoods 
bringing green space closer to more people. The 
three parks of equal area in the diagram opposite 
illustrate this idea. Each has a different perimeter 
length due to its shape, placing Park C within 
walking distance of almost twice as many people 
as Park A.

Research conducted by TfL3 also suggests that 
quality linear infrastructure has economic and 
regeneration benefits. It not only improves 
footfall and retail slaes, but it also maximizes 
the number of properties that can be positioned 
adjacent or nearby, contributing to property 
values and general attractiveness of the area. 

Levels of walking and cycling have increased 
during the coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic, 
after the government advised people to avoid 
public transport. They have also announced a 
programme to create pop-up cycle lanes, wider 
pavements and safer junctions allowing the public 
to stay safe while moving through cities. This 
has the potential to dramatically shift our travel 
habits and create a new demand for linear active 
infrastructure.

Park catchment in relation to its geometry

8 

12

16

+40%

Cycle parking delivers 5x the 
retail spend per square metre 

than the same area of car parking
Raje and Saffrey, 2016

High street walking, cycling and 
public realm improvements increase 

retail sales by up to 30%
Lawlor, 2013

People who walk and cycle take 
more trips to the high street 
over the course of a month

TfL, 2014

Over a month, people who walk to 
the high street spend up to 40% 

more than people who drive
TfL, 2013

+30%
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Strava heat map - Cycling and running intensity

Opportunity - Connecting the green ribbon via the riverside Sunderland Riverside Masterplan model

We have found that the greatest 
social benefit comes from the 
integration of sport and leisure 
buildings with high quality linear 
recreation routes, to create 
connected activity networks, 
which promote active travel 
and increase the accessibility of 
sport and leisure opportunities. 

This forms an integral part of our strategic 
planning and briefing processes when looking at 
both large scale urban masterplans and individual 
sport and leisure buildings.

Our recent masterplanning exercise to reimagine 
Sunderland Riverside to stimulate regeneration 
along the post-industrial River Wear basin, drew 
reference from an analysis of the connectivity of 
recreation and amenity spaces currently available 
in the city. 

Strava data overlays of running, cycling, 
swimming and rowing uses across the city 
illustrated the high intensity use of the 
Wearmouth Bridge as a sole river crossing, 
resulting in low intensity of activity to the south 
bank, and Wear Basin parkscape. 

With indicative heat maps we demonstrated 
that the introduction of a new pedestrian bridge 
connection at riverside level would create a 
natural increase in activity across the south 
bank and create an activity trail connecting the 
city’s recreation routes and leisure buildings. 
Meanwhile, the high level bridge would connect 
the local sports hub with the city centre 
significantly enhancing the accessibility and 
attractiveness of local sports facilities.

21

1

1. Sunderland Riverside
2. Wearmouth Bridge
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Where new sport and leisure 
facilities are being considered, 
especially at the feasibility 
stage, the ability to link the 
new building into existing 
activity networks is highly 
advantageous.

Our recent sports and wellbeing hub for a 
municipality in the Netherlands forms part of 
a new urban development to the north of the 
city. The new hub will provide the area with 
community, school and elite sports facilities 
combined with a health centre and welfare 
provisions.

The wider development masterplan includes an 
urban fit track, connecting proposed recreation 
routes and planned leisure facilities to create a 
loop of activity.

The facility has been designed to provide a very 
compact and efficient plan that minimizes the 
footprint of the building to improve the quality 
of its immediate public realm. The arrival space 
connects directly into the ‘urban fit track’ with 
transparency of the building frontage integral to 
promoting use of the facilities.

Proposed urban loop of activity
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Sports and Wellbeing Hub

The sports hall will be built on top of the car 
park in a stacked arrangement to minimize the 
building’s impact on the surrounding context and 
to encourage arrival by active modes of transport. 

The elegant arched form symbolises strength 
and movement, reflecting the motion of a stone 
skimmed across water in arcs of diminishing scale, 
and the arched spans of a new bridge, which 
connects the city to the site. The main entrance 
is emphasized by a cantilevered half arch that 
creates a canopy and cut away corner of the 
building, inviting entry.
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Strava heat map - Lee Valley White Water Centre

Strava heat map - Lee Valley Ice Centre
* FaulknerBrowns project

Similarly, our new ice centre in Lee Valley forms 
part of the 26 mile-long Lee Valley Regional 
Park (LVRP). The park’s 10,000 acres comprise 
a diverse mix of heritage sites, nature reserves 
and award-winning green spaces alongside world 
class sport and leisure venues. This includes our 
London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games 
venue, Lee Valley White Water Centre.

Movement data analysis showed that the location 
and orientation of the existing ice centre on the 
site interrupted key circulation routes through 
the park. Although larger in size, the new facility 
has been rotated and sited in a way that natural 
movement through the park has been restored.

The landscaping strategy, combined with the 
flowing ribbon form of the building’s upper 
section, invites visitors to enter the park and 
explore its wide open spaces, quiet woodlands, 
and waterside environments. The welcoming 
entrance with a public cafe, creates a touchdown 
point halfway through the park, and invites 
visitors to explore the activities offered by the 
building.

London  
Stadium

Copper 
Box Arena

Lee Valley  
Hockey and  

Tennis Centre

London  
Aquatics  
Centre

Lee Valley  
Velo-Park

Lee Valley Ice Centre*
Lee Valley Riding Centre

Lee Valley  
Athletics Centre

Lee Valley  
White Water Centre*
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Lee Valley Activity Centres

Lee Valley White Water Centre provides 
opportunities for both elite athletes and the wider 
community. The centre was the first purpose-
built venue to be completed for the 2012 Olympic 
Games, operating as a community resource in the 
lead up to—and following—the event. The centre 
contains a 300m Olympic canoe slalom course, a 
160m intermediate course and a pavilion which 
includes a café with viewing terrace and function 
room. The timber pavilion appears to float in the 
landscape and has proved popular as a visitor 
destination in its own right. The vibrant social 
space offers an excellent vantage point to look 
north towards the open Lee Valley Park or south 
over the course itself.

Lee Valley Ice Centre will replace the existing 
single-pad rink, which, after 34 years of use, 
is nearing the end of its operational life and 
struggling to meet demand. The facility will 
include two Olympic size ice rinks with capacity 
for 800 spectators, a gym and exercise studio, a 
multi-purpose studio and a café. The current Lee 
Valley Ice Centre is one of the most popular ice-
skating venues in the UK accommodating around 
279,000 visits a year from across London and 
the wider region. The new building will double 
the capacity to 557,000 visits per year and will 
expand the range of activities that can be run at 
the centre concurrently, to the benefit of the local 
community.
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Large scale infrastructure 
projects also provide an 
excellent opportunity to 
integrate activity networks and 
interventions; our Tidal Lagoon 
Watersport Centre is a great 
example. 

The centre forms part of the £1.3 billion Swansea 
Bay Tidal Lagoon project; which would be 
the world’s first, purpose-built, tidal energy 
lagoon. Capable of hosting local, national and 
international water sports events the building 
forms part of a wider lagoon linear recreation 
route including an urban and ecological park 
facing onto the lagoon. 

Incorporating a visitor centre and marine 
hatchery, the building encourages recreational 
and visitor usage as well as more formal and 
competition use.

Swansea Bay Tidal Lagoon Watersport Centre
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Swansea Bay Tidal Lagoon Watersport Centre

(by LDA Design)
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The concept of using natural 
and man-made water resources 
to encourage activity and 
participation also extends to 
the repurposing of existing 
infrastucture which has become 
underutilised or obsolete.

We recently developed a concept for a city centre 
white water course, river lido and water sports 
centre to be based in and around the historic 
George’s Dock, adjacent to the River Liffey and 
Dublin Docklands.

The scheme set out an activity-led regeneration 
agenda for the industrial waterfront, with a focus 
on creating a destination with a regional draw. The 
innovation of adapting the existing historic dock 
to incorporate a truly unique short-course white 
water experience, contributes to an authentic 
sense of place. 

By making the spectacle visible, interactive 
and accessible, it is not just the participant who 
benefits from the activity, but those spectating 
too.

Connnectivity through to the river lido and kayak 
centre provide an opprtunity for participation in 
less adrenalin-fuelled alternatives. 
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We are blurring the boundaries 
between formal sport and
exercise spaces and informal 
social and recreation spaces by 
increasing their transparency 
both internally and externally.
We believe that increasing the 
visibility of physical activities 
and collocating them with 
complementary uses can 
make sport and leisure more 
accessible to all. 

Whilst it is important to consider the creation 
of connected activity networks in our design 
thinking, it is equally important to make sure that 
the spaces delivered as a part of this vision invite 
and encourage residents to be active and take 
advantage of the opportunities provided. 

Facilities for organised activity such as swimming 
pools and sports halls are typical components 
of our sport and leisure design briefs. Despite 
being important community assets, rigid Sport 
England guidance leaves little room to explore 
how those spaces can engage people who might 
be intimidated by structured sports and exercise.

(by LDA Design)

(by LDA Design)



17Active Design

Sited on the edge of a popular city centre park, 
our sports centre for the University of Portsmouth 
uses glazing throughout the interior and exterior 
to encourage students and the public to engage 
with the variety of activities on offer. 

Internally, all the activities taking place in the 
building can be observed from the cafe in the 
public atrium through large glazed screens 
that bring you closer to action. An informal 
space around the perimeter of the sports hall 
encourages casual spectating and welcomes 
social participation into a space that would 
traditionally feel exclusive to those not directly 
engaged in sport. 

The ground floor is almost completely transparent 
with the pool hall facing on to the park, creating 
the experience of swimming in the landscape. The 
fitness suite is positioned to animate the street, 
inviting people who pass by to participate.  

Externally, the opportunity for activity extends 
into the public realm, with an informal and flexible 
public space that can accommodate a range of 
pop-up activities and temporary initiatives up to 
the size of a community basketball court. Open 
green space, complemented with robust street 
furniture and drinking fountains, allows physical 
activities to spill into the landscape.
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The centre is the first phase of the university’s 
£400m estate masterplan, designed to 
reshape the city centre campus and strengthen 
connections with the rest of the city. The 
university’s ambition for the new sports centre 
is to significantly enhance the non-academic 
life of students and to promote health and 
wellbeing through the provision of a wide range of 
opportunities for activity and movement.

The building will include a 25m, eight-lane 
swimming pool, an eight-court sports hall, 
a health club with a 175-station gym and 
multifunctional studios, climbing and bouldering 
facilities, two flexible squash courts and a ski 
simulator.  It will also set new standards for 
sustainability for a sports building and is on target 
to be the first of this type in the UK to be BREEAM 
rated ‘Outstanding’. 



19Active Design

Even though spontaneous 
physical activity is a biologically 
driven behaviour, researchers 
have demonstrated that 
carefully designed interventions 
and environments can increase 
daily levels of physical activity, 
improving health and wellbeing.

In addition to creating spaces for organised 
activity, we are always looking to increase 
opportunities for spontaneous movement. 

In our experience, low-threshold accessibility and 
attractive experiential context are the key elements 
in design for spontaneous physical activity. High 
quality exploratory designs encourage people to 
engage in discovery, play and movement, even when 
they don’t realise it.

Sportcampus Zuiderpark was specifically designed 
to engage residents of The Hague in physical activity 
and to tackle issues of adult and childhood obesity 
through the principles of active design. Located 
at the heart of the historic Zuiderpark, a popular 
city centre recreation space, the curved form of 
the building creates new, natural circulation routes 
through the park, motivating passers-by to explore 
both the perimeter of the building and the park. 

Sportcampus Zuiderpark 2018

Sportcampus Zuiderpark 2013
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An animated entrance courtyard acts as an extension 
to the park, creating a physical link between the 
building and the main approach routes. The flexible 
courtyard regularly holds activity taster events, 
and interactive features such as a basketball hoop, 
raised platforms and steps encourage spontaneous 
movement and play.

Forming the entrance sequence, the courtyard flows 
through into the reception area with a cafe and 
welcoming seating, inviting passers-by to enjoy a cup 
of coffee and observe activities taking place in the 
courtyard and through into the park.

From the main entrance the ceremonial stair takes 
visitors up to the gallery level where sporting 
activities can be observed from the main circulation 
routes , even before reaching the spectator seating 
areas.

(by Eveline van Egdom)
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Sportcampus Zuiderpark

Located at the heart of the historic Zuiderpark, 
the sportcampus is an innovative collaboration 
between the Municipality of The Hague and 
its private education partners: the Haagse 
Hogeschool and ROC Mondriaan. The overriding 
aim is to emphasize the importance of sport and 
exercise through learning and engagement, for 
the amateur as well as the elite athlete, using 
sport as the inspiration to deliver a healthier 
community and society.

The architectural response has been to create 
a landmark building that is respectful of its 
surroundings and inspirational for its users. 

Animated entrance courtyard

Cafe and social space
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Summary
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Considered building design has a significant role 
to play. Using transparency to make activities 
more visible, can remove some of the barriers 
to participation by making sport and exercise 
feel more accessible. Blurring the boundaries of 
formal exercise spaces, and promoting spectating 
and social participation, can also help previously 
inactive people to find their way into physical 
activity. 

Considering the full range of active design 
principles, it is possible to combine opportunities 
for engagement in a way that repeatedly nudges 
people into action. Even small interventions that 
promote play and discovery can engage visitors 
in spontaneous movement without them even 
realising it.

Whilst small interventions can make a difference, 
our experience has demonstrated that the 
consideration of activity and movement on an 
infrastructure level delivers much wider impact. 
Improvements of pedestrian connectivity 
and active travel infrastructure can be highly 
successful when integrated well into the local 
context, as well as wider infrastructure networks. 

Whilst there are some excellent examples of 
these principles in action, much more needs to be 
done to create a robust evidence base.

We believe that demonstration projects and 
associated research will be an integral building 
block to the creation of effective ‘active 
environments’ in the future. Therefore, we 
continue to look at new ways to demonstrate 
how good design can improve the way in which 
we engage in activity, both in buildings and their 
surrounding urban environments.

We believe that an effective solution to 
inactivity lies in the provision of carefully 
considered environments that promote 
movement and encourage people to 
participate in some form of activity, 
wherever this may be, and for whatever 
reason.
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