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Experiments

Making a Splash

By Côme Bastin and Fleur Weinberg

Imagine a city without an outdoor swimming pool
and imagine that this city is the capital of Europe.
Using design, research, public happenings and
tiny pools, the Pool is Cool collective has been

advocating for a pool in Brussels since 2016.
And understandably so, because an open-air
pool isn’t just a place where you can swim,
but a social space for all citizens.
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“Since there aren’t any swimming pools in Brussels,
they have even built some themselves!”

“Big Jump” at the Brussels canal: the pan-European event highlights the importance
of good water quality in cities. © Pool is Cool

Previous page
“Guerrilla swimming” at St. Catherine’s fountain to raise awareness of the lack
of outdoor swimming facilities. © Pool is Cool

In Brussels, the thermometer rarely climbs above ten degrees in
the winter. All the same, on this particular day a group of people is
bathing in one of the public fountains in the Belgian capital. After
a while, two police officers turn up and order them to get out of
the water. Are they Siberian tourists who miss their morning ice
bath? No, they are activists doing what they call “guerrilla swimming”: braving the elements – and municipal prohibitions – to protest. A few months ago these water guerrillas revealed the name
of their organisation: Pool is Cool. But what are they fighting for?
“The problem is pretty clear: there is no outdoor swimming pool
in Brussels, which is extraordinary for a city this size,” explains
Paul Steinbrück, architect and co-founder of Pool is Cool. It is
true that there are many cities with fewer inhabitants and sometimes a colder climate – Helsinki, Zurich, Oslo – that don’t have this
problem. “For us, an outdoor pool is much more than a place to
swim,” Paul Steinbrück says. “It’s a social place where people
can gather and be connected to nature. It’s an urban feature that
can change the face of the city.”
One of Pool is Cool’s most recent actions was a petition to the
city of Brussels to demand public open-air swimming. But that is
only one of many tools the collective has been using since 2016
to mobilise fellow citizens and pressure politicians of the Brussels
region. The members of Pool is Cool have been using design,
masterclasses, happenings and civil disobedience in the public
space to campaign for a public pool. And since there still isn’t
one in Brussels, they have even built some themselves!

Tiny Pool

Positive disobedience
It’s been eight months since Pool is Cool started their “lobbying”
actions in Brussels. Apart from the guerrilla swim in March, which
was documented in numerous photos and video posts, a Big Jump
in the city canal was organised during European River Swimming
Day in July. The event, which wasn’t actually permitted, helped
communicate the need for clean places to swim. “I think it’s important to understand that we use public disobedience with a smile
and without bad intentions,” says Louisa Vermoere, who is a member of Pool is Cool and also is Human Cities Communications
Coordinator. “We don’t want to be negative, but to engage people with funny initiatives and show them how fantastic it would be
if there were a place to swim.”
Other actions developed by the collective include dry swimming.
Members were first photographed on a green screen and then
superimposed on different pictures. As a result, they could be
seen swimming in crazy places like a meadow or a filthy lake. The
idea was taken a step further during the SuperMoucheSuperVlieg
Festival in Brussels’s Forest Park in June 2017. Pool is Cool
installed a “dry pool” where participants could swim on a blue
plastic tarp, with a trickle of water from a hose. “Even before we
opened, there were lots of kids impatiently waiting to jump into
this pool which didn’t really exist”, Louisa Vermoere remembers.
“It was proof for us that this was needed in Brussels.” In Paul
Steinbrück’s opinion, it showed that the atmosphere of an openair pool isn’t only about the water. “Parents and visitors enjoyed
watching the children bustle about while they themselves relaxed
in their deck chairs.”

In August 2016 Pool is Cool constructed its first public swimming pool, called BADEAU, in a popular area close to the port of
Brussels. After receiving a grant from the municipality, the collective only had six weeks to design and build the tiny pool. For
that reason, they opted for a light structure made of scaffolding
material and wood. Black EPDM rubber (often found in garden
ponds) was used for waterproofing, while plants with specific bacteria and a UV lamp were used to sanitise the water. The swimming pool was built in just 4 days and it stayed open for 3 weeks,
each day looked after by two Pool is Cool volunteers.
The installation, which was more of a paddling pool than an
Olympic one, immediately attracted people from all over the
city in search of some respite from the heat. Children could walk
around on its 40 square metre surface and swim in a small part
that was deeper. In the meantime, parents could enjoy a drink at
the nearby bar run by local association “Public Vzw”.
For three weeks, from 2pm to 6pm, it became possible to relax
by a pool in Brussels. And even though the location was not at
all central, journalists and politicians also came and appreciated the value of public outdoor swimming. “This area is sometimes seen as poor and unsafe,” Paul Steinbrück says. “But the
whole experiment was very positive and we made friends with
many of the locals!”
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Children are ready to jump into the "SUPER DRY POOL"; the event showed one doesn't need
much water to have fun in a pool. © Pool is Cool

Pools for the people

Making a Splash

Outdoor swimming pools may
have gained in popularity
in the past decade, but they
are not a new idea. During
a research trip to London,
the Pool is Cool team discovered that the majority of
public open-air swimming
pools in the United Kingdom
had been built in the 20s

and 30s, to give the growing middle class additional
opportunities for sport and
socialising. Almost every
borough had its own pool,
seen almost as a basic right in
modern society. With the rise
of liberalism and the consequent reduction in public
investment, many were closed
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or demolished. During the
inter-war years, Brussels also
had an Olympic outdoor pool,
surrounded by meadows,
which closed in 1978. Today,
the Belgian capital still lacks
essential public facilities which
have been reintroduced in
other major European cities.

“We don’t want to be negative, but to engage people
with funny initiatives and show them how fantastic
it would be if there were a place to swim.”
Louisa Vermoere, Pro Materia and cofounder of Pool is Cool.

For one day, the fountain on a roundabout in Brussels North Business District became
a pool for children, highlighting the possibility of outdoor swimming even in the dense city
centre. © Pool is Cool

Top: BADEAU, the first pop-up pool constructed by Pool is Cool
brought together a diverse crowd on hot summer days.
© Pool is Cool

Making a Splash

Bottom: Pool is Cool presented their research to the public on
various occasions to engage citizens in the debate and gather their
suggestions for the project. © Pool is Cool
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Challenging the city
In August 2017, Pool is Cool set up an open-air summer pool for
the second time. Located in the city centre, the installation combined a dry and wet pool and was deep enough for swimmers
to be fully immersed. The pool was part of the festival terrace
programme of the Bozar (Centre for Fine Arts Brussels) and was
intended for a more adult public. On the 11th evening a “Super
Cool Pool Party” was organised, with DJ sets until midnight. It
attracted people from all over Brussels. “It was another wake-up
call for the authorities in Brussels that showed something urgently
needs to be done about the lack of open-air swimming opportunities,” Paul Steinbrück believes.
Challenging the city government is one of the collective’s main
goals, as they obviously can’t create large permanent swimming
facilities on their own. “It’s always a huge challenge to find money
to construct our temporary pools,” says the co-founder of Pool
is Cool, “so we’ve met a lot of politicians and officials to get the
topic on the agenda.” Earlier in July 2016, the organisation discovered that more than 2% of the Brussels region (350,000 m2)
consisted of lakes, and that 25 of these were large enough to be
at least in principle feasible locations for swimming. The municipality was asked if they were suitable for outdoor swimming. “We
were told that there was no data on the biological water quality,”
Paul Steinbrück says. “Instead, they simply assume that the water
quality is either too bad or too delicate and that there can’t be any
swimming in the near future.” Meanwhile, Pool is Cool has met
other European collectives working in the same field and become
involved in masterclasses and research programmes.
In March 2018 there was good news at last. The Environment
Minister of the regional government commissioned a study from
the environmental administration into the possibility of swimming
ponds in Brussels. It was a first step towards a second study,
which will focus on the feasibility of open-air swimming in specific
ponds or lakes. It’s undoubtedly a victory for Pool is Cool, but
there is still a great deal of work ahead. “We have to keep putting
maximum pressure on the politicians,” Louisa Vermoere said. “It’s
the only way we’ll ever get the swimming pool we want so much.”

Pro Materia

Brussels

Since 1999, Pro Materia has
developed significant international design expertise,
especially in the European
Union “Culture” programme,
now known as Creative
Europe. By creating cuttingedge concepts, which are
highly human-driven and

collaborative, Pro Materia
cultivates the art of bringing people together within
frameworks that are informal,
freestyle and co-creative
(workshops, labs, exhibitions).
The Brussels-based creative
design agency has conceived
numerous innovative projects
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from scratch. Human Cities
is a prime example of this;
Pro Materia started the
programme in 2006
and is currently in charge
of communications.
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“It’s always a huge challenge
to find money to construct our
temporary pools, so we’ve
met a lot of politicians to get
the topic on the agenda.”
Paul Steinbrück, cofounder of Pool is Cool.

Situated on the edge of a canal, Badeau showed how open-air swimming
can enhance the city. © Pool is Cool

Brussels

105

In the summer of 2017, „The Biggest Pool“ of Brussels was a tiny container in the city
centre. An urban oasis at an unlikely spot. © Pool is Cool
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