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Capability

The NSW coast is host to 59 active ocean pools - the high-
est concentration of these structures along a state coastline 
in the world. Ocean pools are unique structures providing 
protected access to our beaches, bays and harbours, and are 
highly valued assets serving as effective recreational infra-
structure for the community. In 2014 Nicole Larkin undertook 
‘The Wild Edge’ project with the purpose of recording and 
studying ocean pools. Through this study and for the first 
time, NSW’s ocean pools have been extensively mapped and 
catalogued in detail through evidence based documentation 
and research which also included siting and design analysis.
This forms Nicole’s deep and broad understanding of the 
design, functions and features which make ocean pools 
valued assets within coastal communities. Fundamental to 
this is maintaining the amenity, natural landscape, views and 
vistas which are iconic to the waters edge while creating 
protected and inclusive access to the water. 

Experience

As a platform Nicole’s grounding in evidence based design 
has been further strengthened by coastal and maritime 
projects which pursue best practices in coastal urban design, 
the design of coastal structures and public realm along 
foreshore areas. Recently completed projects such as Port 
Macquarie Ocean Pool and a revision NSW Coastal Design 
Guide exhibit the vast spectrum of these projects from a  

community-led ocean pool scheme to state government 
urban design strategies spanning the length of the coastline. 
Throughout, the approach to these projects addresses 
uniquely coastal design issues and opportunities including 
coastal resilience, naturalisation of foreshores and the 
protection and enhancement of the natural landscape. 

Best Practice Design

Nicole’s work employs an evidence based approach and 
draws on observations and analysis to understand best 
practice solutions. Within coastal environments this gives 
a comprehensive and considered understanding of ever 
changing processes and forces acting upon a site. Important 
to this is a strong collaboration with coastal engineers 
who have in depth knowledge and expertise in ocean pool 
design. James Carley is a principal consultant with UNSW 
Water Research Lab and has in conjunction with Nicole 
co-authored discussion papers focusing on best practice 
ocean pool design. Nicole and James have also worked 
together providing professional services for the design of 
Port Macquarie Ocean Pool Scheme. Collaborative design 
processes are at the foundation of each project Nicole 
undertakes, ensuring a high degree of interaction and 
facilitation with the consultant team, stakeholders and 
proponents.
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OXLEY BEACH OCEAN POOL

Location  Port Macquarie, NSW Australia

Project  Ocean Pool Feasibility Concept Scheme

Year  2020

Proponent Port Macquarie Tidal Pool Committee

Status  Feasibility Scheme Complete

Team  James Carley UNSW Water Research Lab

  Nicole Larkin Design

PROJECT FEATURES

• Children’s swimming and discover area

• Rehabilitation and recreation pool zone

• Two semi enclosed lanes for vision impaired swimmers

• Accessible surf viewing platform

• Eight lane lap pool 

A concept scheme was undertaken for Oxley Ocean Pool 

following significant community support for a new ocean pool 

in the area. The scheme formed part of a broader feasibility 

study which considered various potential sites for the pool. 

The scheme proposes an iconic community asset providing 

recreational infrastructure and activation to Oxley Beach. A 

key aspect of the design is conservation of the rock platform 

and enhancement of the unique headland, natural landscape 

and views. Hard and soft landscaped public domain  is 

provided at pool level and designed to buffer swimmers 

from prevailing weather and maximise year round use. An 

accessible ramp extends down and into the pool and with zero 

grade entries for ease of access and safety. The project will 

shortly commence design development for planning approval.
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THE WILD EDGE - A SURVEY OF OCEAN POOLS IN NSW

Location  N/A

Project  The Wild Edge

  A Survey of Ocean Pools in NSW

Year  2019

Proponent N/A

Status  Complete

Team  Nicole Larkin Design

AWARDS AND COLLABORATIONS

USYD Alumni Excellence Award (Culture)   2019
- ‘The Wild Edge: A Survey of Ocean Pools in NSW’

The Guardian Australia, ‘Liquid Assets’   2020
- Digital mapping collaboration

The ‘Wild Edge’ project is a documentation of ocean pools in 

NSW and analysis of their design, built structure and siting. 

The project also challenges concepts of what ocean pools 

should become and how this integrates with our communities, 

natural landscape and built environment in adaptive and re-

silient ways. Many existing ocean pools are under threat from 

sea level rise and storm surges. But they are also experienc-

ing a revival as an iconic part of Australian beach culture as 

valued community assets. This presents the community with 

an opportunity to revitalise this unique type of recreational 

infrastructure in a considered, vibrant and enduring way. The 

research undertaken through this project equips the commu-

nity with a design framework and evidence based research to 

sensitively adapt or build new ocean pools now and into the 

future. 
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THE NSW COASTAL DESIGN GUIDE

Location  NSW, Australia

Project  NSW Coastal Design Guideline

Year  2020

Proponent Department of Planning, Industry and 

  Environment NSW Government (DPIE)

Status  Complete

Team  REALMstudios

  Nicole Larkin Design

PROJECT FEATURES

• Place-Based and Country-led approach

• Provides guidance on site mapping, design development 

and assessment of the proposal

• Addresses coastal hazards and risks and best practice 

management strategies

DPIE commissioned REALMstudios to undertake a revision 

of the NSW Coastal Design Guidelines in early 2020. Major 

updates included a shift towards Place-based and Country-

led approach to urban design in alignment with NSW 

Government Architect policies and strategies. The document 

provides guidance for the protection and enhancement of the 

natural, built and operational aspects of the coast. The project 

involved significant engagement with local council and state 

departments to understand and address inherent issues such 

as management of coastal hazards, monoculture economies, 

town centre densification, foreshore development and legacy 

infrastructure. Strategies provided focus on balancing and 

leveraging competing factors which commonly converge 

in coastal areas to achieve best practice outcomes for the 

natural and built environment. 

NSW Coastal 
Design Guidelines
For an iconic, resilient and thriving coastline
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The NSW Coastal Design Guidelines provide 
urban design guidance for coastal settlements 
to support better design processes, decision 
making, built outcomes and environmental 
performance.

1.1 Guidelines Purpose and Approach

Guidelines Purpose

The coastline is a vast and diverse ecosystem 
shaped by natural, built and operational forces 
which converge along the waters edge. It holds 
a significant place in our cultural identity and 
has deep connections to the lifestyle, heritage, 
economy and community of New South Wales. 

Increasingly, the cumulative forces of settlement 
and human impact place a range of spatial and 
temporal pressures on our coastal ecosystems. 

In response to this, coastal settlements in NSW 
must adapt if we are to conserve the coast and 
evolve with it. Unique pressures such as sea 
level rise and storm surges require resilient, 
interconnected frameworks capable of protecting 
and enhancing coastal areas. Such frameworks are 
founded on effective relationships between the 
natural, built and operational systems that shape a 
settlement. 

The urban frameworks which underpin settlements 
in NSW govern how we interact with the coastal 
ecosystem and the forces that shape it. One 
pathway to effectively address the pressures of 
human impact on the coast is through best practice 
urban design. Urban design practices promote 
positive outcomes, support better decision-making 
and engender community custodianship for the 
coast and its ecosystems. 

The Coastal Ecosystem

The forces and influences which shape the 
New South Wales coast are comprised of nine 
systems. They span across the natural, built and 
operational aspects of coastal settlements and their 
surrounding environments. The nature and function 
of each system is described below.

Bermagui, Bega Valley Shire

Landform
Shape of the Coast
The geological formation of 
the coastline and its unique 
landforms. The foundation 
and frame for all else that 
happens on the Coast.  

Connectivity
Access and relationships
The connections between 
resources and amenity 
along the coast and the 
interdependencies they 
enable. 

Economy
Shared resources
The economics of a 
place, in production and 
exchange, sustains its 
built form and its social 
activities. 

Blue Systems
Performance
The water cycle of the 
Coast from rain catchments 
to salt marshes, estuarine 
waterways, the waves and 
tidal movements.  

Spatial Framework
Place
The way a settlement’s 
spatial framework integrates 
with and addresses the 
coastal landscape. 

Culture
Community
The culture of coastal 
settlements are the 
relationships between place 
and the events which take 
place there. 

Green Systems
Habitat and produce
Ecosystems and produce of 
the land and the sea; bush 
land, agriculture, estuaries 
and aquaculture. 

Built Form
Identity and character
The built form of the coast 
creates the character 
of place, and supports 
enterprise and activity.

Governance
Custodianship
Systems of governance 
inform how to act in a 
place, work with it and 
relate to each other.

9

Revive 
custodianship 
and Aboriginal 
knowledge of 

country

Protect and 
enhance the natural, 
built and operational 
systems of the NSW 

coast

Reinforce 
relationship to 

place  

Orient to the 
natural coastal 

landscape

Adapt 
settlements 

to current and 
future coastal 

hazards

Cultivate 
cross-boundary 

relationships

Hierarchy of 
considerations: 

1. Landform
2. Landscape 
3. Built Form

Consolidate site 
and settlements

Balance 
urban 

development 
and the natural 

environment

Integrate 
settlements and 
natural coastal 

landscapes

Establish 
resilience through 

diversity

Protect 
and enhance 

natural 
processes, 

ecologies and 
values

Improve 
the quality, 

performance 
and amenity 

of coastal 
waters

Guiding Principles

The guiding principles of 
this advisory document are 
founded on the protection and 
enhancement of environments, 
communities and settlements in 
coastal areas. 

‘Our coast is intimately linked to our national economy, industry, arts, social 
lifestyle and cultural identity. We do, however, risk ‘loving our coast to death’, 
as its amenities and resources attract intensive human use.’

Australia State of the Environment: Coasts (2016) 
Australian Government Department of the Environment and Energy

Guidelines Approach

The guiding principles of this document aim to 
balance the competing forces and influences 
which shape the NSW coast.

This approach understands the coast in two ways: 
as a complex whole (an ecosystem), and as a series 
of individual, interrelated parts (interdependent 
systems). It highlights relationships between 
coastal forces, which typically create conflicts or 
collaborations.  Understanding these relationships 
highlights the critical issues and opportunities for 
coastal settlements to address in their evolution. 

This approach also emphasises development that 
addresses the spatial and temporal pressures 
linked to settlement and human impact on the 
coast.  The responses should deliver combined 
environmental, social and economic benefits to 
the coast and its communities, now and into the 
future.

This intent governs the Coastal Design Guidelines’ 
principles for best practice urban design 
outcomes.  The principles are supported by 
objectives which describe the intended outcomes 
across the natural, built and operational systems of 
coastal settlements.  The objectives are refined by 
a series of strategies offering specific direction for 
how to work within coastal settlements.

Together, the principles, objectives and strategies 
facilitate constructive dialogue between 
proponents, the community, relevant authorities 
and land managers at all stages of project 
development, to ensure that the challenges of 
working in this environment are fully addressed.  

The Guidelines can form a key part of any design 
process engaged in working along the coast.
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3.3 Archetypal Settlement

Applying the design guidance provided in 
this document, the elements identified for an 
archetypal settlement are then addressed. 
Strategic initiatives are proposed in response 
to inherent issues and opportunities of the 
settlement.

Two ways of understanding the coastal 
environment are illustrated for this process; 

 — a complex whole (an ecosystem), and 
 — a series of individual, interrelated parts 

(interdependent systems).

CULTURE Temporary markets 
activating car park space

BUILT FORM Consolidate settlement inot low risk 
areas, provide diverse housing options such as 
mews housing, garage top and granny flats

GREEN SYSTEM Increase main street tree canopy 
by 60%

GOVERNANCE Relocate legacy water treatment and run off 
facilities, re-purpose redundant water collection area into 
saltmarsh habitat with boardwalk

SPATIAL FRAMEWORK Re-zoning low lying 
caravan park into temporary event area

BUILT FORM Infill development 
in residual block space
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ECONOMY Surf club, emergency 
congregation point, community space and 
restaurant 

LANDFORM Stablaise dune with native 
planting and aboriginal produce gardens

BLUE SYSTEM Re-naturalisation of boat 
ramp and estuary. River entrance stablised 
against storm surge

GOVERNANVE Implement cycleway and 
walking path with bridge upgrade

CONNECTIVITY Extend coastal 
walking track to headland

Revive 
custodianship 
and Aboriginal 
knowledge of 

country

Protect and 
enhance the natural, 
built and operational 
systems of the NSW 

coast

Reinforce 
relationship to 

place  

Orient to the 
natural coastal 

landscape

Adapt 
settlements 

to current and 
future coastal 

hazards

Cultivate 
cross-boundary 

relationships

Hierarchy of 
considerations: 

1. Landform
2. Landscape 
3.Built Form

Consolidate site 
and settlements

Balance 
urban 

development 
and the natural 

environment

Integrate 
settlements and 
natural coastal 

landscapes

Establish 
resilience through 

diversity

Protect 
and enhance 

natural 
processes, 

ecologies and 
values

Improve 
the quality, 

performance 
and amenity 

of coastal 
waters

Guiding Principles

The guiding principles of 
this advisory document are 
founded on the protection and 
enhancement of environments, 
communities and settlements in 
coastal areas. 
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B L U E
S Y S T E M S

Blue System Objectives
 — Reinforce significance of special Aboriginal 

waterways and water bodies
 — Protect and enhance the visual amenity and 

scenic qualities of the coast
 — Establish place identity by reinforcing spatial 

relationships with waterways
 — Preserve and restore public sensory access to and 

from water bodies
 — Maintain natural ecological systems that support 

key industries and recreation opportunities

 — Create sustainable water management systems in 
settlements

Application
This example demonstrates how a specific urban design response 
aligns with the principles of blue systems and gives effect to 
urban design objectives through the adopted strategies.

 — Improve and restore water quality and aquatic 
habitats

 — Improve the integrity and resilience of hydrological 
systems and natural processes

 — Rehabilitate,stabilise and expand intertidal 
foreshore, wetlands, littoral and riparian habitats 

 — Protect threatened species with high biodiversity 
value from habitat loss due to sea levels rise 

 — Ensure coastal infrastructure is permeable and 
supports productive integration of coastal ecologies

 — Improve the absorption and filtration capacity of 
riparian and littoral lands

 — Protect estuary, foreshore and sensitive water 
catchments to maintain and improve water quality

 — Naturalise drainage patterns and over land flow 
to increase civic amenity, improve environmental 
connectivity and restore ecosystems

 — Implement principles of coastal resilience design to 
address hazards and reinstate natural processes

 — Mitigate and adapt to flooding and inundation
 — Consolidate settlement away from low lying areas

The guiding principles of this document are 
refined for each coastal system through tailored 
objectives and strategies. The strategies provided 
are not exhaustive, but suggest intended urban 
and built outcomes which meet the principles of 
the Guidelines. Further strategies and resources 
are also listed for reference.

PRINCIPLE

Reinforce 
relationship to 

place

PRINCIPLE

Adapt 
settlements to 

current and future 
coastal hazards

OBJECTIVE
Establish 

place identity by 
reinforcing spatial 
relationships with 

waterways
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Blue System Strategies

 — Reinstate natural intertidal foreshore areas, 
natural landforms and native vegetation 

 — Emphasise significant features of coastal Country 
and protect sacred areas through siting of access

 — Emphasise tidal datums and changes within 
the tidal zone through design and materiality of 
foreshore areas

 — Mitigate impacts on surf zone by profiling hard 
barriers to dissipate wave action

 — Provide recreational infrastructure (eg, ocean 
pools, surf reserves ,boat ramps, walking tracks 
etc)

 — Remediate legacy infrastructure, giving 
precedence to environmental outcomes (eg. 
Relocate and upgrade outfalls giving precedence 
to onshore water treatment)

 — Embed educational engagement opportunities 
in engineered natural infrastructure (eg. viewing 
platforms, walkways and habitat clusters for 
discovery learning)

 — Provide social amenity in re-naturalised space (eg. 
engineered benched seating merging into natural 
rock platform, tidal pools for marine habitat)

 — Elevate walkways to maintain habitat below

 — Construct decentralised, and localised water and 
wastewater treatment options 

 — Encourage vegetated swales and pervious 
surfaces to increase storm water infiltration. 

 — Re-naturalise existing urban drainage channels
 — Increase rainfall capture, storage and reuse by 

slowing the movement of water in the landscape 
through water sensitive urban design

 — Minimise road crossings over waterways and 
water bodies

 — Locate hardstand maritime and recreational 
infrastructure away from natural water systems 
and ground water outlets

 — Create storm water infrastructure using natural 
spaces and processesthrough water sensitive 
urban design

 — Increase natural catchment systems to slow and 
treat storm water

 — Build urban water gardens along streetscapes to 
irrigate trees and planted areas

 — Create adaptable and easily maintained natural 
stormwater systems

 — Create drainage swales, rain gardens and 
vegetated soaks to prevent roadway and 

hardstand run off reaching water ways

 — Connect neighbouring areas of aquatic 
vegetation (such as sea grass, salt marsh and 
algal and mangrove communities)

 — Use construction materials and methodologies 
which provide marine habitat for structures sited 
below the mean high water mark

 — Create permeable surfaces that allow habitat 
encroachment and propagation (e.g. mixed rock 
sizing for habitat, vegetation planting for soil 
stability, beach re-nourishment)

 — Avoid impacts on aquatic vegetation (such as 
changes to flow, current and wave action and 
water quality)

 — Re-naturalise and engineer hydrology, hydraulics 
& flow regimes to support natural coastal 
processes (eg. salt marsh inundation, longshore 
drift)

 — Address hazards for existing development in this 
order: attenuation, dissipation, protection, retreat

 — Change zoning and land use in areas subject to 
incremental risk, coastal processes, erosion and 
weather events. (e.g. managed retreat)

 — Establish foreshore setback zones based on 
expected and projected changes (e.g. storm 
events or sea level rise)

 — Consider a 100 year planning time frame in terms 
of shoreline retreat and sea level rise

 — Design and locate foreshore facilities, such as 
carparks, toilet blocks and picnic areas, to reduce 
environmental impact

 — Site infrastructure and structures to permit 
natural tidal flows, propagation of marine life and 
natural longshore drift

STRATEGY

Emphasise tidal datums 
and changes within the 

tidal zone through design 
and materiality of 
foreshore areas

Suggested Resources

 — Coastal Planning Guideline: Adapting to Sea Level 
Rise, NSW Department of Planning (2010)

 — Environmentally Friendly Seawall Design Guide, 
Office of Environment and Heritage

 — Water Sensitive Urban Design Guideline, Office of 
Environment and Heritage NSW RMS (2017)

 — Queensland Urban Drainage Manual, Public Works 
Engineering Australasia (Queensland)

Built elements along the 
foreshore are designed to 
respond to tidal datums, wave 
movements and storm surges.
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C U R R I C U L U M  V I T A E
Nicole Larkin is a Sydney based designer and architect 
working across the field of design, architecture and planning. 
She is recognised for her high degree of capability and 
commitment to design excellence in the built environment.

More recently Nicole was a recipient of the University of 
Sydney Alumni Award for her contribution to culture through 
a body of research on ocean pools. This work was recognised 
for it’s significant value to the local coastal communities 
who use and love ocean pools. Her work has provided an 
important historical document that records the built form of 
these structures and their value within NSW. 

Building upon this Nicole has implemented her evidence 
based research into the design, strategic planning and urban 
frameworks which govern coastal structures and regions in 
NSW and Australia more broadly. The NSW Coastal Design 
Guidelines and a concept scheme for Port Macquarie Ocean 
Pool are examples of projects which benefited from this 
evidence based approach. Both projects are underpinned 
by a rigorous understanding of the unique pressures, values 
and opportunities which converge along the waters edge 
and the role design plays in protection and enhancement 
of coastal landscapes. Nicole’s work on these projects 
called for a deep understanding of the coastal management 
framework in NSW and a commitment to design excellence. 

Academic Qualifications
B.Design in Architecture      USYD   2011
Masters of Architecture      USYD   2013

Architectural Experience
Graduate of Architecture      Tzannes  2011
Designer       Tzannes  2016
Architect       Tzannes  2020
Architect        Nicole Larkin Design  Present
Architect       REALMstudios            Present

Awards

Selected Projects

USYD Alumni Excellence Award (Culture)   2019
- ‘The Wild Edge: A Survey of Ocean Pools in NSW’
Young Australian Designer of the Year   2017
Byera Hadley Travelling Scholarship  2017
- ‘The Wild Edge: A Survey of Ocean Pools in NSW’

Port Macquarie Ocean Pool Feasibility Scheme 2020
NSW Coastal Design Guidelines   2020
The Wild Edge: A Survey of Ocean Pools in NSW 2019

Publications
• ‘Ocean pools - Contemporary coastal engineering 

meets the steam age’ Australasian Coasts and Ports 
Conference 2019 (Co-author)

• ‘The wild edge: Ocean pool design principles’ 
Australasian Coasts and Ports Conference 2019 (Co-
author)

• ‘The Wild Edge: A Survey of Ocean Pools in NSW’ 
Nicole Larkin 2020, Architects Registration Board

• ‘Australians love ocean pools – but they are increasingly 
under threat’ The Guardian, Australia Jan 2020
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