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FEATURE

is  very tight.” The club relies on volunteers 
and fund-raising events like quizzes to 
top up the membership fees and cover its 
costs.

The solution was found with a 
partnership with the Melbourne Methodist 
Ladies’ College, a prestigious private girls’ 
school with a strong rowing programme, 
but no easy or permanent access to water. 
The school, which has had a long-running 
arrangement with Richmond to store their 
boats there, agreed to fund the extension 
in exchange for a guaranteed bay in the 
boathouse in the years to come.

As well as extra space and a separate 
changing room, the partnership also has 
the added benefit from the school’s point 
of view of giving a central location to use 
as a base for trips to the city from their 
more suburban grounds. It can be used as 
an informal classroom as well. “They sit on 
the floor with their laptops, on beanbags,” 
comments Locher, and so far the sharing 
of space has worked well.

Design challenges
Design has been key to the success of the 
sharing arrangement. While essentially 
doubling their space, the extension has 
been built to broaden the possible uses 
of the club, incorporating room for a new 
gym area, as well as allowing corporate 
events, the school’s uses, and even 
weddings. To make this work, flexibility 
was integral.

Flexibility is a theme that comes up 
again and again about the club. “We took 
really great care in getting the most out 
of the space, to make the space very very 
multi-purpose,” says Locher. “If you look 
at the building, it’s not just a clubhouse 
for us: it’s also a space that will contribute 
to the future of the rowing club. This will 
enable us to rent out spaces to generate 
some income for the club to secure our 
future. This is not just for the rowers in the 
afternoon. This is really to make sure that 
we can generate some income into the 
future.”

The floor plan can be rearranged to suit 
the club’s needs. One of the walls folds 
back, and ergos can be moved out to the 

balcony area when the weather is right, 
meaning that the same space can serve as 
gym, classroom, and meeting room within 
the same day.

This kind of flexibility does not happen 
by accident: the club’s committee had 
to keep a keen eye on plans to ensure 
that they would work in daily use. 
One particular issue was the fact that 
everything had to be simple to use. Locher 
says, “As an architect, it’s very difficult to 
fully understand that these clubs have no 
maintenance, no responsible person – they 
are fully run by volunteers.” In trying to 
pack a lot into a small area, the details 
count: storage, for instance, was needed 
to stow the tables and chairs if the club 
was being used for something else. “It’s a 
very small thing if you think about it, but 
it’s incredibly important that you can clear 
out space.”

Community
But it should not be forgotten that the 
boathouse is still first and foremost for 
the community of rowers who make up its 
membership – and the development has 
had an invigorating effect for them. The 
balcony area offers room for socialising 
(more often than not in the Melbourne 
sun) that did not previously exist – before 
the extension members could not even 
look out over the river. “Now people stay 
in the club, and that’s just what we want in 
a community building,” says Locher. “We 
have a strong community in the club but it 
has definitely improved that.”

The noticeable change in the habits of 
the members will, the club hopes, even 
boost the membership base – although 
these things take time – as the boathouse 
becomes a positive draw rather than 
purely functional amenity. The club’s 
members are confident that the building 
has done its job: “It works,” says Locher. 
“I think we’ve got it right. All of these 
different functions that we wanted to put 
into the building can run at the same time 
without interfering too much. Now it’s 
been half a year, it does everything we set 
out to do. It’s really nice to see it now that 
people really use it.” ROW360 t
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