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Introduction: Why map 
swimming access in Greater 
Western Sydney? 
 

Summer temperatures are soaring across Australia. Beating the heat on sweltering summer 

days has become a priority nationwide, from rural areas with limited water supply, to areas 

facing the additional challenge of urban heat islands.1 The need to stay cool in summer is 

especially true for residents of Greater Western Sydney (GWS), who face sweltering 

temperatures that are predicted to increase in both intensity and frequency,2 

 

On Saturday 4 January 2020, the GWS city of Penrith recorded the hottest temperature 

globally: a high of 48.9 degrees Celsius.3 If emissions reduction action is insufficient to 

disrupt climate change effects, GWS is expected to experience 46 days per year of 

temperatures of 35oC or more by 2090.4 In combination with the intensity and increasing 

frequency of natural disasters, such as bushfires and floods,5 experiences of high 

temperatures have prompted a growing awareness of climate change and its present and 

expected impacts in GWS.6  

 

Water based activities, such as swimming or playing under a sprinkler, offers a chance for 

people to briefly escape the heat and find relief from high temperatures. Staying cool on 

high temperature days is not only important for comfort, but for the ability of adults and 

children alike to focus on school and work responsibilities, be happy, and remain healthy.7 

As such, this paper aims to map swimming and water sites for GWS residents to cool off 

locally. It also draws some brief conclusions regarding the need for continued investment 

into public infrastructure and more broadly, climate change action to mitigate future risks.  

 

 
1 Yasmin Parry (2018) ‘How Western Sydney is tackling the mysterious ‘heat island’ effect behind rising temperatures’, ABC 
News, 1 March, available at https://ab.co/37sL5eF  
2 Ralph Trancoso, Jozef Syktus, Nathan Toombs, David Ahrens, Kenneth Koon-Ho Won and Ramona Dalla Pozza (2020) 
‘Heatwaves intensification in Australia: A consistent trajectory across past, present and future’, Science of the Total 
Environment, 472: 140521; Will Steffen, Lesley Hughes and Sarah Perkins (2014) ‘Heatwaves: Hotter, Longer, More Often’, 
Climate Council of Australia, available at https://bit.ly/3vz5hDx  
3 Australian Associated Press (2020) ‘Australian heatwave: Canberra and Penrith smash temperature records that stood for 
80 years’, The Guardian, 4 January, available at https://bit.ly/3Mh4BJK  
4 Hannah Melville-Rea (2022) ‘Western Sydney will swelter through 46 days per year over 35oC by 2090, unless emissions 

drop significantly’, The Conversation, 17 February, available at https://bit.ly/3vBBw4P    
5 Laura Butler, Amy Lawton and Barbara Beard (2020) ‘Resilience Through Disasters: LCSA Members Survey Report, WESTIR 
Limited, available at https://bit.ly/3xImzAN  
6 Ali Sardyga (2021) ‘Hawkesbury residents share stories to inspire climate change resilience’, Western Sydney University, 
available at https://bit.ly/3rHj4qy  
7 Doctors for the Environment Australia (2020) ‘Heatwaves and health in Australia: Fact sheet’, Doctors for the Environment 
Australia, available at https://bit.ly/3vCa8ng  

https://ab.co/37sL5eF
https://bit.ly/3vz5hDx
https://bit.ly/3Mh4BJK
https://bit.ly/3vBBw4P
https://bit.ly/3xImzAN
https://bit.ly/3rHj4qy
https://bit.ly/3vCa8ng
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What makes GWS so vulnerable to heat? 
GWS’s vulnerability to extreme temperatures is shaped by several factors. As explained 

below, factors range from geographic features and planning trends to demographic 

makeup.  

 

Geographic vulnerabilities  
Excluding two LGAs (Blue Mountains and Lithgow), the entirety of GWS lies on the 

Cumberland plain. The Cumberland Plain is an area of relatively flat topography, which (due 

to low altitude and distance from the coast) escapes the cooler mountain temperatures 

found across the Great Dividing Range or the cooling sea breezes of Sydney’s east. As such, 

records have found that Sydney’s heat events can be up to 10oC warmer in the suburbs of 

GWS.8  

 

Planning vulnerabilities: Urban heat islands 
As built environments absorb and retain more heat compared to natural areas of 

vegetation, areas of suburban development and urban density help to trap heat.9 This 

phenomenon is known as an ‘urban heat island’.10 Urban heat islands are worsened by 

factors that absorb light and disrupt water flows, such as limited vegetation, dark building 

materials, and poor urban design features.  

 

Both nationwide and locally, urban planning measures are beginning to address planning 

choices that worsen urban heat islands. For example, regulators have introduced mandates 

against dark coloured roofing in South-West Sydney.11 Others have encouraged the 

expansion of urban greening features like green walls, green roofs, and green pavements for 

shade and water retention, with the aim of providing relief from the sweltering heat.12 

 

Social vulnerabilities: Demographics 
Much has been written by natural disaster and vulnerability scholars on the notion that 

vulnerability is not only physical or inherent, but social and produced (e.g., Oliver-Smith 

2013; Bankoff 2002). What this means is that it is not only the severity of a heat event that 

shapes the vulnerability of people to its effects, but also the resources and systems available 

to individuals that protects them from such effects. For example, a household with access to 

a well-insulated, airconditioned home and stable electricity may be less vulnerable to the 

effects of a high temperatures than a household without such comforts.  

 
8 Donna Lu (2021) ‘Sydney’s inland suburbs are 10oC warmer than the coast in heat waves’, New Scientist, 2 April, available 
at https://bit.ly/3LgfwDa  
9 AdaptNSW (2020) ‘Metropolitan Sydney: Climate change snapshot’, NSW Government Office of Environment and 
Heritage, Sydney, available at https://bit.ly/3Lg8rT6.  
10 AdaptNSW (2020) ‘Climate change impacts on urban heat’, NSW Government Office of Environment and Heritage, 
Sydney, available at https://bit.ly/3L6XVO0  
11 Angus Thompson (2021) ‘’Blistering temperatures’: Dark roofing banned on Sydney’s urban fringe’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, 23 August, available at https://bit.ly/3MlJ02N  
12 NSW Government Office of Environment and Heritage (2015) ‘Urban green cover in NSW’, NSW Government Office of 
Environment and Heritage, available at https://bit.ly/3Exfpkn  

https://bit.ly/3LgfwDa
https://bit.ly/3Lg8rT6
https://bit.ly/3L6XVO0
https://bit.ly/3MlJ02N
https://bit.ly/3Exfpkn
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Across Australia and GWS, not all homes can enjoy the luxury of air-conditioning. Before 

shifting the discussion to swimming and water access, it is helpful to briefly consider the 

barriers to accessing air-conditioning as another tool for beating the heat. Firstly, the 

upfront costs for purchasing and installing an air conditioning unit can range from $300-

$1,300 for a portable air conditioner, to $400-$1,100 for wall unit, $600-$5,500 for a split 

system, and over $5,000 (even beyond $10,000) for ducted air conditioning.13 For the 30.5% 

of GWS families (and 29.2% of total residents) who live in rental properties and are 

therefore subject to the decisions of landlords, installing an air conditioning in unit may not 

even be possible, regardless of upfront costs and affordability.14  

 

Air conditioning is also not cheap to run. Consumer organisation Choice estimate that the 

yearly cost of running an air conditioner in Australia ranges from $310 to $600, depending 

on factors such as air conditioner size, room size, building insulation, and outdoor 

temperature (see Table 1).15 To quote the sustainable homes guide from the Australian 

Government Department of Industry: “heating and cooling together use the largest amount 

of energy in the average Australian home, accounting for around 40% of household energy 

use”.16 Evidently, it is not only the upfront task of air conditioner installation that may 

present barriers to purchasing a cooling appliance, but the ongoing running and 

maintenance costs. 

 

Table 1: Approximate yearly running cost of air conditioners  

Size Approximate yearly operating cost 

Small (up to 4kW) $310 to $490 

Medium (4 to 6kW) $390 to $550 

Large (over 6kW) $420 to $600 
Source: Choice (2020). As Choice states, approximate yearly cost to run is “based on how much each model 

costs to deliver a set amount of cooling and heating per year at maximum capacity, with the remainder of 

the year in standby mode (based on electricity costs of 30 cents/kWh)”. Prices are only indicative and actual 

running costs may vary. 

 

Beating the heat – swimming 
Another method of staying cool in GWS’s sweltering summers is swimming. Whether in a 

pool, beach, river, or under a sprinkler, residents of Greater Sydney have many options. 

Sydney’s plentiful harbour and ocean beaches are freely accessible, while also enjoying sea 

breezes that keeps Sydney’s east several degrees cooler than the west.  

 

While beach access may entail a quick walk, drive, or bus and train ride for residents of 

central and eastern Sydney, beach access is less simple for residents of GWS. The distance 

via car from GWS to the nearest coastal beach spans from 28 km (approximately 35 to 45 

 
13 Ibid   
14 Australia Bureau of Statistics Census of Population and Housing 2016, TableBuilder Pro 
15 Choice (2020) ‘How to by the best air conditioner’ available at https://bit.ly/3K2cQYw  
16 Geoff Milne and Chris Reardon (2020) ‘Heating and cooling’, YourHome, Australian Government Department of Industry, 
Science, Energy and Resources, available at https://bit.ly/3EyP0m4  

https://bit.ly/3K2cQYw
https://bit.ly/3EyP0m4
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minutes) from the eastern suburbs of Cumberland (or 12km to the harbour beach Carbarita) 

to 125km (approximately 2 hours) from Mt Victoria in the far west of the Blue Mountains. 

The resources to make this journey can be significant, both in time and money for fuel or 

associated costs. Public transport offers cheaper access alternatives, yet often at the cost of 

time spent travelling. For example, while the drive between a central area of GWS 

(Blacktown) to a Sydney coastal beach would take approximately 50 minutes with tolls, a 

train and bus trip would total over 1.5 hours. 

 

To swim more locally within the GWS region, residents have several options, including 

private pools, public pools, and natural or ‘wild’ swimming sites (such as water holes and 

rivers). Families with young children also have the option of cooling off at ‘splash parks’ 

across the region – playgrounds with water features for children to play amongst. In being 

located nearby, GWS residents may have easier access to help stay cool more often. Before 

we consider mapping these swimming sites, let us look at each type more closely. 

 

Private pools 
Private or backyard pools, though enjoyed by many across GWS, are not examined in this 

paper. Currently, there exists no dataset or resource through which to map homes with 

private pools, nor count the number of private pools by geographic area. Though private 

pools in NSW must be registered and locations are listed on the NSW Swimming Pool 

Register, no aggregate data is available nor is the database complete.17  

 

Public pools  
Public swimming pools are an icon of Australia. Their cultural impact and presence within 

Australian neighbourhoods and identity has been explored in recent visual culture, including 

a 2019 ABC television program ‘The Pool’18 and Australia’s 2016 exhibition at the Venice 

Biennale.19 Since Australia’s first public pool was established in the 1880s (the salt water, 

tidal Dawn Fraser Baths in Balmain NSW),20 public pools have provided opportunities to 

learn to swim, cool off in the water, socialise, and enjoy recreation. 

 

Public pools nationwide are largely operated by local government. Large pools may also 

share funding arrangements with state government. For example, the Parramatta Aquatic 

and Leisure Centre, which is currently under construction and is due to open in 2023,21 was 

made possible through a $77 million partnership between local government and the NSW 

 
17 The NSW Swimming Pool Register is used for safety inspections and similar compliance. Any private pool must be 

registered by either the property owner, strata manager, or local council on behalf of the household. The NSW Swimming 

Pool Register can be found at https://www.swimmingpoolregister.nsw.gov.au/  
18 Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) (2019), The Pool, available at https://iview.abc.net.au/show/pool  
19 Hannah Lewi (2017) ‘A history of the Aussie public pool’, Australian Geographic, 5 September, available at 
https://bit.ly/3OrkgIj  
20 Andrew Taylor (2018) ‘The battle to save Australia’s oldest pool’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 9 September, available at 
https://bit.ly/37zPPiy  
21 21 Selby Stewart (2019) ‘Parramatta’s new pool announced after years of negotiations and hot summers’, ABC News, 10 
September, available at https://ab.co/36z4R7D  

https://www.swimmingpoolregister.nsw.gov.au/
https://iview.abc.net.au/show/pool
https://bit.ly/3OrkgIj
https://bit.ly/37zPPiy
https://ab.co/36z4R7D
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Government.22 Elsewhere, the high running costs of public pools and the maintenance costs 

of such ageing assets have led to closures,23 threats of closures,24 and privatisation.25 Stories 

abound of communities taking action to protect local amenities from closure or 

privatisation, again demonstrating the importance of public pools to local communities.26  

 

Wild swimming: rivers and waterholes 
Natural or ‘wild’ swimming sites offer similar places for families to cool off in the water 

while remaining in GWS and a short distance from their homes. Such sites are often found in 

National Parks and reserves, managed by bodies such as NSW Parks and Wildlife. Depending 

on the site, this may mean the waterhole can be accessed at low or no-cost. In fact, of 

waterholes we identified in developing this paper, only one necessitated an entry fee (Bents 

Basin State Conservation Area in Liverpool LGA, $8.00) with another area (the Glenbrook 

area of the Blue Mountains National Park) involving an entry fee option if visitors wish to 

drive into the park rather than walk ($8.00 per car).27  

 

Wild swimming sites raise additional issues, notably issues of safety. When swimming in 

natural sites in GWS, visitors must be aware of local conditions that may impact water 

quality. Swimming in poor quality water risks illness.  For example, if water is contaminated 

with E. Coli by sources such as “faecal wastes from farm livestock, wildlife, and domestic 

animals, and pollution from urban streams and sewage”,28 to swim would risk contracting 

infectious diseases including gastrointestinal issues.29 Similar risks have been noted in splash 

parks, with a 2016 case seeing bacteria partially blind. For inland swimming, water testing is 

not as extensive as coastal areas. This is particularly true compared to Sydney beaches, 

where programs such as Beachwatch help members of the public to make informed 

decisions to plan their swimming.30 With this in mind, visitors to inland swimming sites 

should be mindful of local conditions, including recent rain or flooding events, and industry 

or events impacting upstream water inlets. It is also worth noting that for all wild swimming 

areas listed in this paper, caution should be taken, as sites are not necessarily always safe 

for public swimming.   

 

 
22 Megan Gorrey (2018), ‘Parramatta to get a replacement $77 million pool after funding stoush’, Sydney Morning Herald, 
10 September, available at https://bit.ly/3K3sVNR  
23 Jacob Saulwick (2019) ‘With another pool closed, Sydney’s council’s struggle to keep city cool’, Sydney Morning Herald, 6 
January, available at https://bit.ly/36xphhi  
24 Sarah Lawrence (2022) ‘Campaspe Shire backflips on decision to shut seven of the region’s public swimming pools’, ABC 
News, 20 January, available at https://ab.co/3K4pExs  
25 Nick Bielby (2015) ‘Fears pool privatisation could cost users more’, The Maitland Mercury, 25 November, available at 
https://bit.ly/3MoGwRp  
26 BC Lewis (2017) ‘Blue Mountains residents fighting to change a draft council proposal to close Katoomba outdoor pool’, 
The Blue Mountains Gazette, 24 October, available at https://bit.ly/3xJ0bHl  
27 Note: Bents Basin State Conservation Area also lies within Wollondilly LGA. However, as the Basin swimming area is 
located in Liverpool LGA, it is listed in this paper under Liverpool LGA. 
28 Ian Wright, Jason Reynolds, Katherine Morrison and Michelle Ryan (2020) ‘A tale of 2 rivers: Is it safer to swim in the 
Yarra in Victoria or the Nepean in NSW?’, The Conversation, 5 February, available at https://bit.ly/3rIJZCh  
29 T. Rowlands, M.M. Ryan, A. Estreich and I.A. Wright (2019) ‘‘Swimmability’’: A key element for communities to safely 
engage with Australia urban rivers’, IOP Conference Series: Earth and Environmental Science, Macao, China, 344: 012016. 
30 Lily Mayers (2019) ’Swimming in Sydney’s Nepean, Hawkesbury and Parramatta rivers is a ’huge act of faith’, say 
scientists’ ABC News, 6 January, available at https://ab.co/3jZNO1I  

https://bit.ly/3K3sVNR
https://bit.ly/36xphhi
https://ab.co/3K4pExs
https://bit.ly/3MoGwRp
https://bit.ly/3xJ0bHl
https://bit.ly/3rIJZCh
https://ab.co/3jZNO1I
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Another safety risk, critical to all swimming sites, is the risk of drowning. At wild swimming 

sites, drowning risks are heightened due to factors such as unexpectedly strong currents, 

cold areas, and submerged rocks and logs. Another factor increasing drowning risks in 

swimming holes is limited supervision, as lifeguards are largely not present.31 When children 

are swimming, it is also possible that the welcoming appearance and smooth surface of 

natural swimming sites can lull supervising adults into a false sense of safety, as underwater 

threats are disguised by low vision and change over time with weather and water level 

changes. A combination of such features has contributed to several tragic fatalities in GWS 

waterholes in the past five years, including at Parramatta Lake,32 Bents Basin (Liverpool),33 

Kentlyn Basin (Campbelltown),34 and Jellybean Pool (Blue Mountains).35 

 

The issue of water safety in natural swimming holes serves to highlight an important factor 

of public pools that goes beyond staying cool: learning to swim. Swimming lessons are a key 

service of public pools and are available for children and adults. For adults new to 

swimming, pools also offer relatively safe environments to learn due to factors such as 

marked water depths and the lifeguard supervision. Unlike beaches, pools also offer the 

advantage of clearer vision for supervisors and a wave-free swim. From this, we see the 

importance of ensuring swimming pools are financially and physically accessible to all GWS 

residents. 

 

 

Data sources 
 

To investigate public pool access in GWS in the face of a changing climate, WESTIR gathered 

a list of public pools and swimming holes in the region. This list was developed through a 

combination of WESTIR‘s local knowledge, online searching,36 and secondary sources that 

provide suggestions for families about swimming areas in GWS. For example, groups such as 

Parramatta Parents and Blue Mountains Mums,37 plus news outlets such as Broadsheet and 

 
31 Parramatta Lake is an exception to this in GWS, with lifeguards on duty at scheduled peak times of summer. See 
Parramatta Council: https://bit.ly/3xIgzrL   
32 Julie Power (2019) ‘Football club mourns teen who drowned in Lake Parramatta’, Sydney Morning Herald, 31 December, 
available at https://bit.ly/3rJ15QC  
33 Western Weekender (2019) ’Man dead: Tragedy at Bents Basin’, Western Weekender, 27 January, available at 
https://bit.ly/3OpcoXL  
34 ABC News (2021), ‘Sydney news: Teenager dies after diving into popular swimming hole The Basin’, ABC News, 21 
January, available at https://ab.co/3vvqZZe  
35 ABC News (2020) ‘Boy, seven, dies after being found at bottom of Blue Mountains swimming hole’, ABC News, 15 
November, available at https://ab.co/3xO8UIF  
36 The online search involved terms such as ‘swimming pool’, ‘swimming hole’, ‘waterhole’, ‘splash park’ and ‘water park’ 
via online search engines. 
37 ParraParents (2021) ‘Family friendly natural swimming spots: Western Sydney’, ParraParents, 9 March, available at 
https://bit.ly/3rHydrS; Blue Mountains Mums (2021) ‘Water play for kids Blue Mountains and beyond: 26 perfect spots to 
cool off this summer’, Blue Mountains Mums, 1 November, available at https://bit.ly/36BnUOO  

http://www.parraparents.com.au/things-to-do/water-fun/family-friendly-natural-swimming-spots-western-sydney/
https://bluemountainsmums.com/water-play-for-kids-blue-mountains/
https://www.broadsheet.com.au/sydney/city-file/article/seven-places-swim-wild-west
https://bit.ly/3xIgzrL
https://bit.ly/3rJ15QC
https://bit.ly/3OpcoXL
https://ab.co/3vvqZZe
https://ab.co/3xO8UIF
https://bit.ly/3rHydrS
https://bit.ly/36BnUOO
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Ella’s List have published partial lists of waterholes and splash parks in GWS.38 These lists 

provided a starting point for this paper. After compiling the lists, WESTIR gathered the 

coordinates of each site, which were then mapped using the mapping program MapInfo. 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) boundaries and population data were mapped 

alongside identified swimming sites to offer context and provide opportunities to analyse 

how many people lived closely to swimming areas. A databook is available upon request. 

 

Swimming sites in GWS 
 

To understand the water parks and pools identified in our search, we developed three 

categories: 

• Public pools, either indoor or outdoor, managed by a local council, private provider, 

or community collective and accessed by a small casual visitor’s fee. 

• Natural swimming roles or river swimming areas, often in national parks or state 

reserves and largely accessed for no cost. 

• Water splash parks or playgrounds for children that contain interactive water 

features but no pools, which are freely available. 

 

Three types of swimming areas are excluded from the compiled lists: private household 

pools, swimming schools, and pools in private gymnasiums or schools. Private pools are 

excluded due to the lack of an appropriate data source, as discussed above. Swimming 

schools are excluded as this paper’s core focus is casual swimming for recreation and 

staying cool. Often, casual swimming is not permitted at swim schools, and where it is 

permitted, must involve lap swimming not simply recreational swimming. Private 

gymnasiums, or pools that are accessed via membership to a gym or club, are also excluded. 

This is primarily due to the purpose of these pools – fitness, rather than recreation – plus 

the comparatively large upfront expenses of ongoing membership.  

 

Overall, we identified 44 public pools, 14 natural swimming sites, and 22 water splash parks 

or playgrounds in Greater Western Sydney. There were also 2 water theme parks. In the 

LGAs of Lithgow and Wingecarribee were a further 6 pools, 6 natural swimming sites, and 2 

splash parks. Though Lithgow and Wingecarribee are external to the ABS definition of GWS, 

they are included throughout this paper as they are part of the Department of Communities 

and Justice service districts covering GWS: Western Sydney/Nepean Blue Mountains 

(WSNBM) and South Western Sydney (SWS) respectively. All sites are visualised in Map 1. 

An interactive map, including detailed access and locational information, is available on 

WESTIR’s website. 

  

 
38 Miriam Kauppi (2017) ‘The seven best swimming holes, creeks and natural pools in Western Sydney’, Broadsheet, 16 
February, available at https://bit.ly/3MjGwlE; Tully Rosenberg (2021) ’21 FREE water parks in Sydney’, Ella’s List, 1 October, 
available at https://bit.ly/38cpJBW  

https://www.ellaslist.com.au/articles/top-8-free-water-play-parks-for-kids-in-sydney
https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=14fjSZxWJhg_z9cmPU-QUp_g9kXEldysn&usp=sharing
https://bit.ly/3MjGwlE
https://bit.ly/38cpJBW
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Map 1: All public swimming and water sites in GWS (see Interactive Map for details) 

 

  

https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=14fjSZxWJhg_z9cmPU-QUp_g9kXEldysn&usp=sharing
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Public pools in GWS 
 

As of early 2022, WESTIR identified are a total of 44 public pools open for recreation in 

GWS. The locations of these pools are shown on Map 2. WESTIR has also developed an 

online interactive map identifying the location of these pools, alongside other swimming 

and water sites.39 This map can be accessed and shared as you plan your next day of local 

fun.  

 

The LGAs with the most public pools are Blacktown, the Blue Mountains, Canterbury-

Bankstown and Cumberland (5 pools each). The number of pools are listed by LGA in Table 

2, alongside the numbers of wild swimming sites and splash parks. As shown in this table, 

more public pools were open in South Western Sydney (27) compared to Western Sydney 

Nepean Blue Mountains (23). On the other hand, Western Sydney was home to more 

natural swimming holes (16) and splash parks (16) compared to South Western Sydney (10 

swimming holes and 8 splash parks).  

 

Table 2: Overview of GWS swimming sites by LGA 

LGA/Region Public pools Wild swimming Splash parks 

Blacktown 5 0 5 

Blue Mountains 5 9 0 

Camden 2 0 2 

Campbelltown 3 2 1 

Canterbury-Bankstown 5 0 0 

Cumberland 5 0 0 

Fairfield 3 0 1 

Hawkesbury 2 2 1 

Lithgow 2 2 2 

Liverpool 3 1 2 

Parramatta 3 1 3 

Penrith 3 2 5 

The Hills Shire 3 0 0 

Wingecarribee  4 4 0 

Wollondilly 2 3 2 

GWS 44 20 22 

SWS 27 10 8 

WSNBM 23 16 16 

 

The two districts of South Western Sydney (SWS) and Western Sydney Nepean Blue 

Mountains (WSNBM) recorded distinctly different ratios of residents per public pool, based 

on 2016 population data. As detailed in Table 3, SWS pools served a slightly larger local 

market per public pool (48,043 people) compared to WSNBM (46,913 people). When 

 
39 The online interactive map is available via Google ‘My Maps’ here: https://bit.ly/3jnMMMv  

https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=14fjSZxWJhg_z9cmPU-QUp_g9kXEldysn&usp=sharing
https://bit.ly/3jnMMMv
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considering the number of residents per swimming site (including both public pools and wild 

swimming sites, but excluding splash parks), SWS’s higher population and fewer sites 

pushed the ratio for SWS to 35,058 residents per swimming site. This was notably larger 

than the rate seen in WSNBM (27,667 residents per swimming site), reflecting a greater 

density of potential local resident demand for swimming site access in SWS. The location of 

these pools is shown in Map 2. 

 

Table 3: Overview of population density around GWS swimming sites by LGA 

LGA/Region 
LGA 

Population 
(2016) 

Public 
pools 

Residents 
per public 

pool 

Swimming sites 
(public pools 

and wild 
swimming) 

Residents 
per swim 

site 

Blacktown 336,965 5 67,393 0 67,393 

Blue Mountains 76,902 5 15,380 9 5,493 

Camden 78,220 2 39,110 0 39,110 

Campbelltown 157,007 3 52,336 2 31,401 

Canterbury-Bankstown 346,300 5 69,260 0 69,260 

Cumberland 216,077 5 43,215 0 43,215 

Fairfield 198,816 3 66,272 0 66,272 

Hawkesbury 64,591 2 32,296 2 16,148 

Lithgow 21,090 2 10,545 2 5,273 

Liverpool 204,330 3 68,110 1 51,083 

Parramatta 226,153 3 75,384 1 56,538 

Penrith 196,064 3 65,355 2 39,213 

The Hills Shire 157,243 3 52,414 0 52,414 

Wingecarribee  47,878 4 11,970 4 5,985 

Wollondilly 48,520 2 24,260 3 9,704 

GWS 2,307,188 44 52,436 20 36,050 

SWS 1,297,148 27 48,043 10 35,058 

WSNBM 1,079,008 23 46,913 16 27,667 
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Map 2: Public pools in GWS 
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Accessibility of GWS pools 
Accessibility is determined by different factors. For the purposes of this paper, we have 

examined cost of entry and proximity to places of residence. Additional accessibility issues, 

including physical accessibility for people with disabilities and limited mobility, were beyond 

the scope of this paper. 

 

Pool access: Cost 
As of early 2022, the GWS LGA with the highest average cost of a casual visit to a public pool 

was Fairfield, at $9.50 for an adult and $6.50 for a child (see Table 4 and Figure 1). The LGAs 

with the lowest average pool access cost were in SWS: Wollondilly for adult admission 

($4.75) and Wingecarribee for child admission ($3.73). Looking broadly at regions, residents 

of Western Sydney/Nepean Blue Mountains paid slightly more (on average 10 cents more 

per adult and 29 cents more per child) than residents of South Western Sydney to access 

their local pools.  

 

Table 4: Average public pool entry cost by LGA (2022) 

LGA/Region 
Number 
of public 
pools 

Average entry cost 

Adult Child 

Blacktown 5 $7.00 $5.30 

Blue Mountains 5 $6.62 $5.08 

Camden 2 $5.50 $4.40 

Campbelltown 3 $6.90 $4.50 

Canterbury-Bankstown 5 $6.70 $5.50 

Cumberland 5 $6.99 $5.05 

Fairfield 3 $9.50 $6.50 

Hawkesbury 2 NA NA 

Lithgow 2 $7.20 $5.10 

Liverpool 3 $6.13 $4.73 

Parramatta 3 $6.80 $5.05 

Penrith 3 $6.50 $5.00 

The Hills Shire 3 $5.00 $5.00 

Wingecarribee  4 $4.85 $3.73 

Wollondilly 2 $4.75 $3.95 

GWS 44 $6.46 $4.92 

SWS 22 $6.64 $4.95 

WSNBM 28 $6.38 $5.09 
Please note: Entry fees were recorded in January 2022 and drew from online information provided by public 

pool operators. This list does not include GWS water parks, which also have higher than average costs: 

Aquatopia Water Park (Fairfield, $16.00 adult and child entry) and Raging Waters (Blacktown, $59.99 adult 

entry and $54.99 child entry). Entry costs in Hawkesbury were not publicly listed. 
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Figure 1: Average public pool entry cost by LGA (2022) 

 
Note: Excludes LGAs where pool entry cost is not publicly listed (i.e. Hawkesbury). 

 

Pool access: Proximity 
People may travel to their local pools in numerous ways, whether by car, public transport, 

or walking. Mapping public transport access is challenging to achieve in a systematic and 

region wide fashion. To determine the accessibility of pools via driving and walking, we 

looked at the number of people who live in a 1km radius from pool sites. A distance of 1km 

is equivalent to a walk of approximately 10 minutes, or a very brief car drive.  

 

The number of people residing within 1km of a pool was mapped in MapInfo using the 

smallest statistical area available: Mesh Blocks. As Mesh Blocks cannot be divided, the 1km 

radius around each pool site differs slightly from the 1km distance due to Mesh Block 

boundaries. This is demonstrated in the close-up map of Map 3. Regardless, it still indicates 

a fair approximation of the number of people living within the 1km radius area.  

 

From examining 2016 population data via Mesh Blocks, we see that for each GWS pool, an 

average of 7,091 people lived within a 1km radius. The greatest density of residents around 

pool sites was seen around Macarthur Girls High School Aquatic Centre in Parramatta LGA, 

where 17,126 people lived within 1km.40 This was followed by the Cabravale Leisure Centre 

(Fairfield) and the Auburn Ruth Everuss Aquatic Centre in Cumberland (16,552 and 16,493 

residents within 1km respectively). Meanwhile, the pools with the lowest surrounding 

population density were Kenthurst Community Pool (The Hills Shire), Nepean Aquatic Centre 

(Penrith) and Camden War Memorial Pool (Camden), reflecting a greater need for Hills 

Shire, Penrith, and Camden locals to rely on cars or public transport to access a pool (see 

Table 5). 

 
40 The Macarthur Girls High School Aquatic Centre is being used as a temporary public pool within Parramatta 
LGA while the Parramatta Leisure and Aquatic Centre is being constructed. 
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Map 3: Examples of mesh block buffer zones around swimming sites 

 
 

 

 

Table 5: Residents living within 1km of a public pool by LGA 

LGA Pool name 
Residents in 1km 

radius* 

Blacktown  Blacktown Aquatic Centre 10,123 

Blacktown Leisure Centre Stanhope 10,737 

Charlie Lowles Leisure Centre Emerton 8,946 

Riverstone Swimming Centre 4,926 

Mt Druitt Swimming Centre 11,442 

Raging Waters Sydney(a) 918 

Blue Mountains Glenbrook Swim Centre 2,829 

Springwood Aquatic & Fitness Centre 3,197 

Lawson Swim Centre 2,048 

Blackheath Pool 2,076 

Katoomba Sports & Aquatic Centre 2,195 

Camden Camden War Memorial Pool 943 

Mt Annan Leisure Centre 6,801 

Campbelltown The Gordon Fetterplace Aquatic Centre 6,801 

Eagle Vale Central 7,232 

Macquarie Fields Leisure Centre 7,580 

Canterbury 
Bankstown 

Birrong Leisure and Aquatic Centre 8,275 

Canterbury Leisure and Aquatic Centre 15,676 

Max Parker Leisure and Aquatic Centre 11,107 

Roselands Leisure and Aquatic Centre 14,249 

Wran Leisure and Aquatic Centre 5,745 
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Cumberland Merrylands Swimming Centre 14,038 

Wentworthville Memorial Swimming Centre 13,410 

Guildford Swimming Centre 10,515 

Granville Swimming Centre 9,250 

Auburn Ruth Everuss Aquatic Centre 16,493 

Fairfield Fairfield City Leisure Centre 11,111 

Cabravale Leisure Centre 16,552 

Prairiewood Leisure Centre 7,187 

Aquatopia Water Park(a) 7,187 

Hawkesbury YMCA Hawkesbury Oasis 4,156 

Richmond Swimming Centre 5,120 

Lithgow JM Robson Aquatic Centre 3,033 

Portland Olympic Pool 1,420 

Liverpool Michael Wenden Aquatic Leisure Centre 8,204 

Holsworthy Swimming Centre 9,115 

Whitlam Leisure Centre 14,535 

Parramatta Parramatta Aquatic and Leisure Centre(b) 14,823 

Epping Aquatic and Leisure Centre 8,646 

Macarthur Girls High School Aquatic Centre 17,126 

Penrith  Ripples Penrith 4,518 

Ripples St Marys Leisure Centre 3,860 

Nepean Aquatic Centre 903 

The Hills Shire Waves Fitness and Aquatic Centre 8,268 

Kenthurst Community Pool 535 

Ironbark Ridge Community Swimming Pool 4,750 

Wingecarribee Mittagong Swimming Centre 1,761 

Bowral Swimming Centre 1,598 

Bundanoon Swimming Centre 1,439 

Moss Vale War Memorial Aquatic Centre 2,779 

Wollondilly Mary Walker Warragamba-Silverdale Swimming Complex 1,443 

Wollondilly Leisure Centre 1,091 
* Please note: Residents within a 1km radius is determined by summing the populations of Mesh Blocks 

with centroids (the centre point) within the radius area. As such, these figures are approximate. Pools 

denoted with (a) are under construction. Sites denoted with (b) are private water parks with swimming 

facilities (Raging Waters and Aquatopia) and are not included in public pool counts elsewhere in this paper.  
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Wild swimming holes in GWS 
 

Compared to public pools, identifying and mapping swimming holes and areas for wild 

swimming is a more challenging task. Awareness of clean and safe places for freshwater 

swimming is often reliant on local knowledge. Drawing on the local knowledge of WESTIR’s 

team, plus a systematic online search of all GWS LGAs, we identified 20 wild swimming sites 

in GWS, with an additional six sites between Wingecarribee and Lithgow.  

 

The LGAs with the highest number of wild swimming areas were those covering large areas 

of National Park land, notably Blue Mountains (9 sites) and Wingecarribee (4 sites). Yet, 

these counts are likely underestimates as they do not include less known or less publicised 

swimming holes or multiples sites for one body of water, such as the Nepean, Hawkesbury, 

or Nattai Rivers. The location of identified natural swimming sites are indicated in Map 4. As 

this map and Table 6 shows, our search identified no wild swimming sites in five GWS LGAs: 

Blacktown, Camden, Canterbury Bankstown, Cumberland, and The Hills Shire. Any reader 

familiar with unlisted swimming sites is encouraged to contact WESTIR to inform any future 

updates of this map. 

 

As with public pools, analysing Mesh Blocks surrounding a wild swimming site helps to show 

the number of people who can access the site via a brief walk or drive. For wild swimming 

sites across GWS, an average of 455 people lived within a 1km radius – fewer than the 

average residents within 1km of public pools, reflecting the more remote locations where 

wild swimming sites are located. The greatest density of residents around wild swimming 

sites was seen around Parramatta Lake in Parramatta LGA, where 5,126 people lived within 

1km (see Table 6). This was followed by the Wentworth Falls Lake and the Pool of Siloam in 

the Blue Mountains (2,000 and 1,397 residents within 1km respectively) and Windsor Beach 

(Hawkesbury, with 1,190 residents within 1km). 

 

Several wild swimming sites had no residents living within a 1km radius, according to our 

Mesh Block analysis. These sites include Victoria Creek Cascades, Minehaha Falls and 

Victoria Falls in the Blue Mountains, Kentlyn Basin in Campbelltown, Bents Basin State 

Conservation Area in Liverpool/Wollondilly, Yarramundi Reserve in Penrith, Jinda Pool in 

Wingecarribee, Lake Lyell in Lithgow, and three sites in Wingecarribee: Nellies Glen, Blue 

Pool, and Forty Foot Falls (see Table 6). Due to the imperfect boundaries involved in 

calculating an area’s population via Mesh Blocks (as shown in Map 3, and particularly 

important in less urbanised areas where Mesh Block areas are larger), it is likely that some 

people do live within 1km of these sites, and not truly zero as the findings suggest.  
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Map 4: Wild swimming sites in GWS 
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Table 6: Residents living within 1km of a wild swimming site by LGA 

LGA Natural swimming site name Type 
Residents 

within 1km 
radius 

Blacktown NA NA NA 

Blue Mountains Jellybean Pool River/creek 170 

Wentworth Falls Lake Lake/basin 2,000 

Blue Pool River/creek 18 

Glenbrook Gorge River/creek 18 

Victoria Creek Cascades River/creek 0 

Paradise Pool River/creek 302 

Minehaha Falls River/creek 0 

Pool of Siloam River/creek 1,397 

Victoria Falls River/creek 0 

Camden NA NA NA 

Campbelltown Simmo's Beach Reserve River/creek 693 

Kentlyn Basin Lake/basin 0 

Canterbury Bankstown NA NA NA 

Cumberland NA NA NA 

Hawkesbury Upper Colo River River/creek 60 

Windsor Beach, Macquarie Park Reserve River/creek 1,190 

The Hills Shire NA NA NA 

Lithgow Lake Lyell Lake/basin 0 

Dam Cliffs (Clarence Dam) Lake/basin 22 

Liverpool Bents Basin State Conservation Area Lake/basin 0 

Parramatta Parramatta Lake Lake/basin 5,126 

Penrith Yarramundi Reserve River/creek 0 

Nepean River, Tench Reserve River/creek 248 

Wingecarribee Nellies Glen, Carrington Falls River/creek 0 

Blue Pool River/creek 0 

Berrima River Reserve River/creek 297 

Forty Foot Falls River/creek 0 

Wollondilly Jinga Pool River/creek 0 

Minerva Pool River/creek 132 

Mermaids Pool River/creek 157 

* Please note: Residents within a 1km radius is determined by summing the populations of Mesh Blocks 

with centroids (the centre point) within the radius area. As such, these figures are approximate. 
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Splash parks in GWS 
 

A splash park is a playground equipped with water-based activities and equipment for 

children. This may include sprinklers, fountains, and dumping buckets. They are small, child 

friendly, and freely accessible versions of water activity areas found at conventional water 

parks such as Raging Waters or Aquatopia. For families living in homes without outdoor 

space, such as apartments, splash parks are an ideal alternative to backyard sprinkler or 

playing under a hose. Yet, just like public pools and wild swimming sites, splash parks are 

not without risks. In splash parks, maintaining stringent water quality standards is pertinent. 

This was demonstrated in a 2016 incident in Western Australia, where the family claim that 

the poorly treated water in a splash park caused partial blindless in their five-year-old 

daughter.41 

 

Splash parks in GWS are currently centred in more metropolitan LGAs, such as Penrith and 

Blacktown, with 5 splash parks each (see Map 5). As shown in Table 7, WESTIR identified no 

splash parks in the Blue Mountains, Canterbury Bankstown, Cumberland, The Hills Shire, or 

Wingecarribee. However, with the increased challenges of climate change and increasing 

household energy prices, splash parks are expanding across GWS. Sites are tentatively 

planned for Wollondilly and funding has been promised for parks (potentially with water 

features) in the Blue Mountains.42 

 

The high population density surrounding several splash park locations in GWS reflects their 

importance in an increasingly urbanising and warming Greater Sydney. For example, at the 

time of the 2016 Census, over 20,000 people lived in 1km from the James Ruse Reserve 

water playground (Parramatta LGA) – a greater number than those living within the most 

densely populated radius around a pool (17,126 people around the Macarthur Girls High 

School Aquatic Centre). Many people also reside within 1km of the Ollie Webb Reserve 

splash park, also located in the Parramatta LGA (18,782 people). 

 

 

  

 
41 Claire Bickers 2016 ‘Perth family to sue over eye infection to young daughter following Elizabeth Quay water park visit’, 
News.com.au, 19 March, available at https://www.news.com.au/lifestyle/health/health-problems/perth-family-to-sue-
over-eye-infection-to-young-daughter-following-elizabeth-quay-water-park-visit/news-
story/831a5dfa9247be17b8cd94af40128e9e https://bit.ly/3NphMIO  
42 See Blue Mountains Gazette 2022, ‘Labor promises funding for Blue Mountains parks, including $1 million for Mt 
Victoria’, Blue Mountains Gazette, 7 April, available at https://www.bluemountainsgazette.com.au/story/7688963/labor-
promises-funding-for-blue-mountains-parks-including-1-million-for-mt-victoria/  

https://bit.ly/3NphMIO
https://www.bluemountainsgazette.com.au/story/7688963/labor-promises-funding-for-blue-mountains-parks-including-1-million-for-mt-victoria/
https://www.bluemountainsgazette.com.au/story/7688963/labor-promises-funding-for-blue-mountains-parks-including-1-million-for-mt-victoria/


26 
 

Map 5: Splash parks and water playgrounds in GWS 
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Table 7: Residents living within 1km of a splash park by LGA 

LGA Splash park name 
Residents within 

1km radius 

Blacktown Blacktown Showground Precinct (Francis Park) 8,148 

Bungarribee Playground 737 

Nurragingy Reserve 1,834 

Livvi's Place Elara 0 

Livvi's Place, Jordan Springs 8,842 

Blue Mountains N/A N/A 

Camden Camden Water Play Space 2,578 

Oran Park splash park (Dawson Damer Park) 671 

Campbelltown Campbelltown Billabong Parklands(a) 5,557 

Canterbury Bankstown N/A N/A 

Cumberland N/A N/A 

Hawkesbury Governor Phillip Park, Windsor 226 

Fairfield Deerbrush Park, Prairiewood (Fairfield 
Showground) 

8,377 

The Hills Shire N/A N/A 

Lithgow Lithgow Adventure Playground 2,882 

Aqua Blitz 0 

Liverpool Cirillo Water Park 6,420 

Bigge Park 16,021 

Parramatta James Ruse Reserve water playground 20,723 

Phillip Ruddock water playground 9,390 

Ollie Webb Reserve  18,782 

Penrith Cables Aqua Park (in Cables Water Park) 3,077 

Thornton Estate 4,198 

Phoenix Reserve, Erskine Park 8,431 

Werrington Lakes reserve 5,051 

Regatta Park(a) 2,382 

Wingecarribee N/A N/A 

Wollondilly Warragamba(a) 1,201 

Wilton(a) 897 
* Please note: Residents within a 1km radius is determined by summing the populations of Mesh Blocks 

with centroids (the centre point) within the radius area. As such, these figures are approximate. Splash parks 

denoted with (a) are either under construction, planned, or have been announced. 

 

  



28 
 

Conclusion 
 

As GWS faces increasing temperatures, prompted by climate change and effects such as 

urban heat islands, public swimming sites are invaluable community assets that play a 

crucial role in public health, wellbeing, and safety. As shown in this paper, GWS residents 

can find many cooling water sites local to their homes. Public pools are widely spread, 

though natural swimming holes make a cool dip more accessible for residents of the Blue 

Mountains and Wingecarribee, and are less common in urban LGAs that may be closer to 

Sydney’s beaches. In contrast, more urban LGAs in GWS enjoy greater proximity to splash 

parks, though with changing opening seasons and limited water features in these sites, the 

cooling potential of these parks for GWS families is limited. 

 

Maintaining the accessibility of swimming sites, including entry costs and proximity, must be 

a priority as local and state governments continue to maintain and invest in these significant 

local assets. Climate change prevention and mitigation must also be prioritised. As 

highlighted in a 2022 article in The Conversation, mentioned earlier in this paper, 

insufficient efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions risks a future where in 50 years, 

GWS residents face 46 days per year of temperatures beyond 35oC. As the author argues: 

“such a dramatic rise in extreme heat days is not inevitable. If global warming is limited to 

1.5oC this century, in line with the Paris Agreement, Western Sydney will have fewer than 17 

days of 35oC per year by 2090”.43  

 

Persistent days of high temperatures lend a familiar, local lens to the enormous challenge of 

climate change. High temperature days disrupt learning, as students swelter through school 

in non-air conditioned classrooms.44 High temperature days disrupt industry and economy, 

as workers see their commute disrupted by heat-related public transport challenges.45 They 

disrupt lives, as fatalities climb among the elderly and those with ill health.46 The joys of a 

cooling dip in the water – whether in a local pool, wild swimming hole, or under a splash 

park sprinkler – offer a comfort for GWS locals. With stronger climate action, we can hope 

this comfort will not be so desperately needed in decades to come. 

 

  

 
43 Hannah Melville-Rea (2022) ‘Western Sydney will swelter through 46 days per year over 35oC by 2090, unless emissions 
drop significantly’, The Conversation, 17 February, available at https://theconversation.com/western-sydney-will-swelter-
through-46-days-per-year-over-35-c-by-2090-unless-emissions-drop-significantly-177056   
44 Jordan Baker (2021) ‘After almost three years, 432 schools learn they’ve missed out on air conditioning’, Sydney Morning 
Herald, 21 October, available at https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/after-almost-three-years-432-schools-learn-they-
ve-missed-out-on-air-conditioning-20211021-p5922o.html  
45 Australian Associated Press (2019) ‘Heatwave set to unleash transport chaos on Sydney’, Daily Telegraph, 16 January, 
available at https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/news/heatwave-set-to-unleash-transport-chaos-on-sydney/news-
story/f32ff2f35c3691a32124c70a952234d3  
46 Behnoosh Khalaj, Glenis Lloyd, Vicky Sheppeard and Keith Dear (2010) ‘The health impacts of heat waves in five regions 
of New South Wales, Australia: A case-only analysis’, International Archives of Occupational Environmental Health, 83 (7): 
833-842; 46 AdaptNSW (2020) ‘Climate change impacts on heatwaves’, NSW Government Office of Environment and 
Heritage, Sydney, available at https://www.climatechange.environment.nsw.gov.au/heatwaves.  

https://theconversation.com/western-sydney-will-swelter-through-46-days-per-year-over-35-c-by-2090-unless-emissions-drop-significantly-177056
https://theconversation.com/western-sydney-will-swelter-through-46-days-per-year-over-35-c-by-2090-unless-emissions-drop-significantly-177056
https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/after-almost-three-years-432-schools-learn-they-ve-missed-out-on-air-conditioning-20211021-p5922o.html
https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/after-almost-three-years-432-schools-learn-they-ve-missed-out-on-air-conditioning-20211021-p5922o.html
https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/news/heatwave-set-to-unleash-transport-chaos-on-sydney/news-story/f32ff2f35c3691a32124c70a952234d3
https://www.dailytelegraph.com.au/news/heatwave-set-to-unleash-transport-chaos-on-sydney/news-story/f32ff2f35c3691a32124c70a952234d3
https://www.climatechange.environment.nsw.gov.au/heatwaves
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