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Álvaro Andrade’s training centre in 
Pocinho boasts the singular strokes  

of the School of Porto.

113112 Rowing Centre  Pocinho | PortugalLong Section  Álvaro Andrade



 Social rooms are in the 
highest part of the sprawling 
complex.

 The Centre for High 
Performance Rowing meanders 
gently down the slope to the 
Douro River.

During the past four years, the inhabitants of Pocinho, a quiet Portuguese village 
hidden in the Douro River Valley, witnessed the creation of a building that boasts 
the singular strokes of the School of Porto, at once sober and conspicuous. 
 Although somewhat controversial within its circles, the new Centre for 
High Performance Rowing remained largely unnoticed by the media and the 
general public until last January, when ‘the bomb exploded’, in the words of 
Porto-based architect Álvaro Andrade. Thanks to the architect’s professional 
mien and the secluded geography of the location, the building started to 
receive the attention it deserves only recently, and partly by chance, when the 
municipality of Foz Côa submitted Andrade’s project for the Douro Architecture 
Prize 2013/2014. 

‘Andrade drew inspiration from  
a 1990s project by Porto’s own 

José Gigante and João Álvaro Rocha’

D
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 The premise of the design lies in a meticulous reinterpretation of two 
archetypal motifs that mark the landscape of this particular World Heritage 
Site: terraced slopes and wine estates. A series of factors emerging from 
Andrade’s study of physical surroundings and programmatic requirements 
led him to divide the project into three main components. The 84 rooms that 
constitute the first of these – housing – have been built into the landscape 
as centrally positioned shale terraces. Andrade describes the other two as 
‘social and training zones that are more dynamic’ and that ‘impose themselves 
on the landscape, spreading out along several levels in large, white, formally 
dissimilar and volumetrically complex structures’. He says the decision to 
organize the programme into three distinct zones ‘represents an effort to 
minimize eventual movement between levels’, an endeavour that is ‘surely not 
foreign to the history of spatial transformation here in the valley, which we are 
only trying to reinterpret’.
 Sudden inspiration, architectural instinct and a bit of serendipity were 
the ingredients that went into the final design. Andrade grins: ‘At 2 a.m. on 
the night before a meeting – that’s when we like to say that Pocinho crooked.’ 
Though it does resemble a crooked reptile as it partly blends with the landscape 
like a chameleon and its more substantial elements wriggle down the valley 
like a snake, biology wasn’t the architect’s muse, nor was Rem Koolhaas’s Casa 
da Música in Porto, as many seem to think. In fact, Andrade drew inspiration    

 A workout space at the 
lower end of the complex is next 
to the swimming pool.

 Dressing room.

‘Ostensibly random shapes  
guarantee exposure to the winter  

sun and shade in the summer’

Workout
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 An expansive hall connects 
social spaces at the top with 
private rooms further down the 
slope.

 Dining room.

 from the modulation and repetition of a rather simpler 1990s project by 
Porto’s own José Gigante and João Álvaro Rocha: the National Laboratory of 
Veterinary Investigation in Vairão, Vila do Conde.
 First impressions aside, a closer look at the centre shows that Andrade 
has left little to chance, not only in terms of its integration into the surroundings 
but also, and especially, in terms of accessibility and sustainability. Indeed, the 
pristine simplicity of the project’s green terraces and white volumes makes for 
more than astounding pictures; it hides a complex array of materials and forms 
that improve the building’s sustainability. Most of the structures in the housing 
area were dug into the ground and their rooftops covered in greenery, leaving 
only a small part of the skin exposed to the elements. Moreover, concrete walls 
and south-facing skylights (shaded from the outside during summer) comprise 
a natural heating system during winter. 
 Similarly, while the remaining volumes appear to be made of white 
concrete, they are actually the product of ‘dry-wall construction’, in which 

Socialise

heavy steel structures are complemented by ventilated façades and rooftops 
and double-thermal insulation. ‘We have attempted to address the topic of 
sustainable development. Ostensibly random shapes actually guarantee 
direct exposure to the winter sun through glass, while also providing shade 
from the summer sun. We’ve used materials that can be easily replaced and 
recycled when they are no longer useful.’ Andrade is also quick to challenge 
commonly held notions about architecture: ‘We integrated themes such 
as accessibility and sustainability into our project, but we refer to them 
merely as “architecture”, because they are an intrinsic part of the whole.’ 
 A nearly €8-million investment, the project is part of a programme 
initiated by the previous Portuguese government: a scheme for the realization 
of high-performance sports centres. Despite differences in opinion concerning 
the ideal environment for training professional athletes, Pocinho – next to one 
of the world’s best locations for rowing – was the obvious choice for Andrade’s 
building. In fact, rowing enthusiasts from Russia, Poland, Israel and England    
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 have travelled to the remote village, where Portuguese athletes had set up 
the National Rowing Centre in the old barrage-workers neighbourhood, fully 
understanding the benefits of the 30-km-long stretch of river that extends 
from Pocinho to Barca d’Alva. 
 Because the old centre used to fill up completely, it is expected that there 
will be even more demand for the new facilities, with their remarkably improved 
conditions. With that thought in mind, the architect incorporated enough room 
into his design, which now accommodates 130 people, for a nearly 75 per cent 
expansion within the spacious 25,000-m2 site. Should expansion become a reality, 
it will not compromise the visual impact of the design, however, as any new rooms 
will simply form a continuation of the terraced path, and common areas are 
already prepared to double their capacity by operating in scheduled shifts.  
 As yet, the Centre for High Performance Rowing – which ‘will work as a 
kind of sports hotel’ – remains closed, owing to the lack of funds for furniture, 
training equipment and kitchen appliances, but Andrade hopes that an official 
opening date will be announced later this year, perhaps in time for Olympic 
teams to train here for Rio 2016. 

 Bedroom.

 Corridors between rooms 
are nonlinear.

Sleep

‘The Centre for High Performance  
Rowing meanders gently down the  

slope to the Douro River’
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Socialise
+ 75.50 m
01 Wash-up area
02 Kitchen
03 Serving area
04 Cold room storage
05 Storage
06 Staff bathroom
07 Garbage room
08 Laundry
09 Bathroom
10 Bar
11 Dining room
12 Hallway
13 Terrace
14 Living room
15 Media room
16 Reading room
17 Research room
18 Secretary
19 Patio
20 Director’s room
21 Meeting room
22 Multifunctional room

Sleep 
+ 70.70 m
+ 68.65 m
+ 66.60 m
+ 65.80 m
01 Room
02 Hallway
03 Communal kitchen

Workout 
+52.00 m
01 Gym
02 Rowing machines 
03 Floor mats
04 Storage
05 Hydro massage
06 Swimming pool
07 Dressing room
08 Testing room
09 Physiotherapist’s office
10 Doctor’s office
11 Psychologist’s office
12 Waiting room
13 Technical room
14 Meeting room
15 Multimedia room
16 Hallway

Long Section

Plan

‘A programme organized into three zones 
minimizes movement between levels’ 01
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