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After 25 years based at 1300Smiles Stadium in Townsville, the North 

Queensland Cowboys are all set to move to the new North Queensland 

Stadium for the 2020 season. ATM editor Brett Robinson catches up 

with grounds manager Bruce Fouracre to look at the end of one era and 

the beginning of a new one.

NQS takes shape
All smiles as B

ruce Fouracre recalls with a 
hearty chuckle the first few 
weeks of his tenure as curator 
at 1300Smiles Stadium when he 
arrived in Townsville 11 years 

ago. Having spent the previous 15 years 
working at the Sydney Cricket Ground (SCG) 
alongside good mate, and cricket curating 
royalty, Tom Parker, Fouracre was looking 
forward to carving a name for himself in what 
was his first ground manager’s role. However, 
he was brought back down to earth rather 
quickly. Literally.

Within a few weeks of settling into his 
new surrounds, the stadium hosted a major 
national motocross event, with more than 400 
tonnes of dirt dumped on the Greenlees Park 
couchgrass surface. It was October, it rained 
the night of the event and temperatures were 
well into the high 30s.

Fouracre clearly remembers the ‘what 
have I got myself into’ moment when they 
started pulling up the boards covering the 
ground and seeing (and smelling!) the cooked 
turf underneath. But getting down on hands 
and knees, he could see some green shoots 

Having meticulously prepared 1300Smiles Stadium 
for many seasons, ground manager Bruce Fouracre 
(left) and his assistant Adam McNeill will be taking 
charge of maintenance operations at the new North 
Queensland Stadium which opens in February 2020
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starting to come through and he knew he had 
something to work with. As he has come to 
appreciate in the years since, Townsville is 
a “great place to grow grass” and within six 
weeks the surface was back to its pristine best.

That is just one of numerous memorable 
moments Fouracre has experienced at 
1300Smiles Stadium, a venue that, in his 
words, “has been very good to him” over the 
years. However, on Thursday 29 August this 
year, the stadium, which has been home to 
rugby league’s North Queensland Cowboys 
since the club’s inception in 1995, hosted 
its last official NRL game. In front of 15,141 
fans, the Cowboys bid farewell to 1300Smiles 
Stadium with a 15-8 win over the Bulldogs, a 
fitting bookend to the venue’s tenure given that 
it was the same opposition the Cowboys had 
faced in their very first premiership game there 
in 1995. 

Come next year, what will be their 25th 
season in the ARL/NRL competition, the 
Cowboys will be based out of the brand-
new North Queensland Stadium (NQS). The 
Cowboys will raise the curtain on a new era 
when they face Queensland rivals the Broncos 
in the opening round on 13 March 2020 in 
what will no doubt be a sell-out at the 25,000-
seat stadium. 

While it is a new beginning for the 
Cowboys and their loyal fans, it will also be 
a new one for Fouracre and his assistant 
Adam McNeill. Although still looking after the 
maintenance of 1300Smiles Stadium for the 

interim while its future is decided, both will be 
transferring across to the NQS to manage the 
new arena surface. 

Construction of the NQS, located adjacent 
to the Townsville CBD, began in August 2017 
and as this edition was going to print works 
had just started on the pitch. The sub-grade, 
drainage and irrigation system had been 
installed, with the first maxi rolls of Eclipse 
stabilised turf with Greenlees Park couchgrass 
scheduled to be laid in late January.

“The new stadium is going to be a true 
multi-purpose venue which will be a huge 
asset in the heart of the city,” says Fouracre. 

“It’s sad to be leaving 1300Smiles Stadium, but 
it has served its purpose really well and made 
a lot of people happy over the years. It gives a 
lot and doesn’t ask for much in return and has 
looked after me really well over the years. 

“Being realistic, it was time for a change 
and probably the right time to move. It was 
getting past its ‘use by’ date a little and 
there were always things that were needing 
attention. Going to a brand-new stadium is 
pretty exciting. I’ve never had that opportunity 

before and it will be a great chance to learn 
new skills and be involved in something new 
and something big.”

A COMMUNITY FACILITY
While all the hype and attention is around 
the new stadium development, 1300Smiles 
Stadium bows out of its time in the spotlight 
having served the Townsville community 
steadfastly for many years. Located in the 
suburb of Kirwan, about 20 minutes east of the 
Townsville CBD, it has an interesting backstory 
in its own right, having hosted numerous 
sporting codes and events during its lifetime. 

It started out life as a harness racing track, 
known as the Willows Sports Complex, but 
with NSW Rugby League announcing that a 
North Queensland franchise would enter the 
then ARL competition in 1995, the complex 
was redeveloped in 1994. The reconstruction 
involved removing the elevated trotting track 
and constructing a new playing surface and 
grassed spectator mounds behind the northern 
and southern ends. The existing western side 
grandstand (which has a distinctive bend in the 

roofline where the finishing post was) was kept 
and terraces constructed on the eastern side. 

It was very much a community-based 
redevelopment and the story goes that the 
Cowboys players were involved in turfing 
the new ground and grass mounds, all up 
helping to lay some 12,000m2. Another story 
that Fouracre relays is that during one of their 
early games, which was badly rain affected, 
spectators started using the grass mounds as 
a makeshift ‘slip ‘n’ slide’. Concerned about 
the damage being caused to their handiwork, 
the Cowboys players pleaded with fans to stop 
as they would be the ones who would have to 
repair the turf! 

Rebadged as Stockland Stadium for the 
Cowboys’ first competition season, it wasn’t 
exactly a promising start for the fledging 
franchise. Within six minutes of their opening 
home game against the Bulldogs, Cowboys 
centre Adrian Vowles was sent off, much to the 
dismay of the more than 23,000 spectators. 
The Cowboys went on to lose that game and 
by season’s end would record just two wins 
from 22 games. 

After the Super League saga in 1997 – 
Stockland Stadium incidentally hosted the 
very first game of the breakaway competition 
on 1 March between the Cowboys and the 
Adelaide Rams – between 1998 and 2013 the 
venue was known as Dairy Farmers Stadium. 
Management and operation of the ground 
transferred across to Stadiums Queensland in 
2003 and during 2005 and 2006 it underwent 
an $11 million refurbishment, with extra seating 
added, new lighting erected and corporate 
facilities updated. 

As well as being the playing, training and 
administrative headquarters of the Cowboys, 
the stadium also hosted a multitude of other 
events. It held its first ever rugby league Test in 
October 2000 (Australia defeating Papua New 
Guinea 82-0) and hosted pool games during 
the 2003 Rugby World Cup and 2008 and 
2017 Rugby League World Cups. It has also 
entertained the likes of the Crusty Demons 
and Nitro Circus crews, staged numerous 

concerts including Elton John, Keith Urban and 
Cold Chisel, not to mention a plethora of local 
community sports events. 

For two seasons – 2009/2010 and 
2010/2011 – Dairy Farmers Stadium was also 
home base for the North Queensland Fury 
A-League soccer side. While the new franchise 
never reached great heights, eventually having 
its license revoked, the stadium’s playing 
surface did and was adjudged as the second 
best in the competition in its first season. 

Fouracre had arrived at the venue the 
previous spring in 2008. It was part lifestyle 
change – his son was just three-years-old at 
the time – and part career move as he was 
attracted to the opportunity to take charge of 
his first major venue. He bought a house some 
200m from the venue and for the past 11 years 
it has been his second home. Six years ago he 
was joined by fellow Sydneysider and former 
SCG apprentice McNeill who he handpicked 
for the assistant’s role. Like Fouracre, McNeill 
too bought a house just a stone’s throw from 
the stadium.  

A SEASON TO REMEMBER
Both Fouracre and McNeill have witnessed 
plenty of sporting highlights on the ground 
they immaculately prepare week in week out, 
but none quite compare to what transpired 
during the 2015 NRL season. While the 
Cowboys made their first NRL grand final back 
in 2005, losing to West Tigers 50-6, it would 
be 10 seasons later when they finally broke 
through in the most dramatic of circumstances. 

After dropping their first three games 
of the season, the Cowboys then smashed 

The new 25,000-seat North Queensland Stadium is located in the heart of Townsville and features a horseshoe-shaped, cantilever roof inspired by the pandanus plant  

1300Smiles Stadium was originally a trotting track, with the facility undergoing a major redevelopment in 1994 with the arrival of the North Queensland Cowboys into what 
was then the ARL (now NRL) competition 

During Fouracre’s 11-year tenure at 1300Smiles 
Stadium, it has been widely regarded as one of the 
best playing surfaces in the NRL comp

}It will be sad leaving 1300Smiles Stadium, but it has served 
its purpose really well and made a lot of people happy over the 
years. It gives a lot and doesn’t ask for much in return and has 
looked after me really well over the years.~- Bruce Fouracre
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out what is still their longest winning streak 
– 11 matches. They would win 15 of their 
16 matches between rounds four and 21, 
finishing the regular season in third place 
behind the Roosters and Broncos. They 
pipped Brisbane in the qualifying final 16-12, 
before trouncing the Sharks in the semis 39-0 
at 1300Smiles Stadium. They then travelled 
south to AAMI Park and beat the Melbourne 
Storm by 20 points to progress through to an 
all-Queensland grand final affair against the 
Broncos.

If he wasn’t already a local legend, 
Cowboys halfback Johnathan Thurston 
immortalised himself in NRL and club 
history on that evening, Sunday 4 October, 
at Sydney’s ANZ Stadium. In what is widely 
regarded as one of the greatest NRL finals 
of all times, and just the second to ever be 
decided in extra time, the Cowboys pulled off 
the most improbable Houdini act.

Trailing by four points with 15 seconds 
of the game to play, the Cowboys were on 
their fifth and final tackle about 10m from 
the Broncos try line. After a poor pass from 
dummy half, Thurston regathered, fended off 
two Broncos tacklers before looping the ball to 
five-eighth Michael Morgan. 

Morgan turned on the jets, drew three 
defenders, then threw a stunning one-
handed pass to Cowboys winger Kyle Feldt 
who, taking the ball literally as the final siren 
sounded, ran in unmarked in the corner to 
tie the scores at 16-apiece. With a chance to 
win the game, Thurston agonisingly drilled 
his conversion attempt low and hard into the 
righthand upright. 

Thurston, however, wouldn’t be denied. 
From the kick off for the first period of golden 
point extra time, his Brisbane opposite Ben 
Hunt fumbled the ball, fatally turning over 
possession on their 10m line. Four tackles 
later and the Cowboys had Thurston perfectly 
positioned behind play and he did the rest, 
clinically nailing the field goal from 20m to 

send the 82,000-strong crowd into hysterics. 
Thurston, who co-captained the Cowboys that 
night along with Matt Scott, lifted the Provan-
Summons Trophy for the first time and was 
duly awarded the Clive Churchill Medal. 

Fouracre recalls that season with great 
affection and how it galvanised the Townsville 
populous as the Cowboys went on their 
midseason charge to the finals: “It was an 
amazing time to be in Townsville,” remembers 
Fouracre, a born and bred Dragons fan. “The 
buzz around the city for the whole month of 
finals was unbelievable. And then to win it in 
the fashion they did was remarkable. 

“When the team made the final and 
flew down to Sydney, the Townsville Bulletin 
newspaper printed a map of the route the team 
bus was taking to the airport. The streets all 

the way from the stadium to the airport were 
lined with fans farewelling the team. After they 
won, there were about 15,000 people waiting 
at the stadium to greet them when they got 
back. It was pretty cool to see the community 
come together the way it did.”

OUT WITH THE OLD, 
IN WITH THE NEW
It was in late 2016 that the Queensland 
Government, together with the Federal 
Government, Townsville City Council and the 
North Queensland Cowboys, announced that 
a new multi-purpose arena was in the pipeline 
for the city. 

1300Smiles Stadium had initially been 
identified for replacement as part of Australia’s 
bid to host the 2022 FIFA World Cup. Despite 
the bid ultimately failing, the new North 
Queensland Stadium (NQS) project was given 
the green light anyway, with Watpac Limited 
beginning its construction in August 2017 (see 
breakout panel on page 28 for more on the 
features of the new stadium).

The announcement of the new arena 
development was a bittersweet one for 
Fouracre and McNeill. While they would be 
going across to the new facility upon opening 
and overseeing the new playing surface, it 
also meant farewelling the old venue and 
wondering as to its future. It was also rotten 
timing for McNeill, who just days before the 
announcement had purchased his house 
literally 100m from the stadium gates! 

While the future of 1300Smiles Stadium 
is still up in the air – Stadiums Queensland 
has yet to announce its plans – it will still very 
much be in use next season. Although the 
NQS will host all of the Cowboys’ 2020 home 
games, 1300Smiles Stadium will remain as the 
club’s administrative and training base until 
a new ‘centre of excellence’ is constructed 
adjacent to the NQS in time, it is hoped, for the 
2021 season. 

“We’re in a bit of a funny situation,” 
explains Fouracre. “Even though we held our 
last official NRL game in August, it wasn’t like 
we locked the gates and just walked away. It 

has been business as usual since then and 
we still did everything we would normally do – 
aerating, scarifying and topdressing. We didn’t 
switch off. We stayed focussed and made sure 
we kept it in as good a condition as possible. 

“The Cowboys have started pre-season 
already and we will be making sure we have 
1300Smiles Stadium in as good a shape as it 
was when it hosted premiership games. We 
don’t want to drop the standards we have set 
here. The one thing they did do right at the 
very start was the construction of the playing 
surface. It drains incredibly well and I’ve never 
had to replace any turf which I’m very proud of. 

“Long-term, I do hope the venue gets 
used properly and doesn’t just go to waste. 
I don’t want to drive past it every day and 
see tumbleweeds rolling through it. I’d be 
heartbroken if that happened.” 

LAYING THE FOUNDATIONS
Local civil construction business Mendi 
Group was awarded the pitch works for the 
new stadium and partnered with HG Sports 
Turf (HGST) for technical guidance to deliver 
the new playing surface. HGST is project 
managing the construction of the surface, 
which got underway in late November, and 
the first rolls of turf will be laid in January in 
time for the stadium’s public unveiling in late 
February and NRL debut on 13 March. 

HGST has designed the pitch in 
conjunction with Melbourne-based field of 
play experts SportEng and is supplying its 
proprietary Eclipse stabilised ‘ready-to-play’ 

turf which has been growing locally at Fortini 
Turf. The new playing surface was established 
mid-August, with washed Greenlees Park 
sprigs transported 1300 kilometres in a 
refrigerated truck from Twin View Turf on the 
Sunshine Coast.  

Due to its proven track record over many 
years at 1300Smiles Stadium, Greenlees Park 
was an obvious choice for the new surface and 
something that Fouracre was insistent upon 
when decisions were being made as to what 
variety to go with.

After the 11,000m2 plot at Fortini’s was 
prepared with HG’s Eclipse artificial fibre 

carpet laid on top of a geotextile backing, 
Fouracre and McNeill, together with turf farm 
employees, hand-spread the sprigs on 16 
August. A mower was then run over the sprigs 
to help break them up and spread more evenly 
over the surface, followed by a layer of soil to 
help bed them down.

Establishment has steadily progressed and 
with the warmer months now upon Townsville 
the new surface is ticking along strongly. 

Fouracre has been a regular visitor to the 
turf farm during this time, documenting the 
establishment, and will continue to do so up 
until harvesting and laying. 

Following completion of the turf installation, 
HGST project manager Josh Hanrahan will 
work with Fouracre and McNeill to assist with 
initial maintenance regimes and renovation 
plans for the new surface. Additional turf will 
also be grown and maintained at Fortini’s as a 
contingency.

The NQS gets its first public unveiling on 
22 February when it hosts ‘People’s Day’. This 
will give the chance for the local population 

to test drive the new venue and its facilities. 
A week later Elton John will officially christen 
the venue as part of his ‘Farewell Yellow Brick 
Road’ tour, then 13 days later the Cowboys 
kick off their 25th NRL season with a home 
match against the Broncos. Interestingly, 
not all of the new playing surface will be laid 
prior to the Elton John concert, with the area 
to be taken up by the stage to be installed 
immediately after the concert. 

Fouracre, along with McNeill, helped to spread the 
Greenlees Park couch sprigs at Fortini Turf in mid-
August. The sprigs were sourced from Twin View 
Turf on the Sunshine Coast and transported in a 
refrigerated truck some 1300km

With the warmer months now upon Townsville, the 
new surface is ticking along strongly and will be ready 
for harvesting and laying in January. Pictured is the 
Greenlees Park couchgrass 12 weeks after planting

Fouracre has been closely monitoring the new pad’s establishment and is looking forward to presenting the new surface for its NRL debut on 13 March

}The new stadium is going to be a huge asset in the heart of 
the city. Going to a brand-new stadium is pretty exciting. I’ve 
never had that opportunity before and it will be a great chance 
to learn new skills and be involved in the start of a new era.~

- Bruce Fouracre
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FACT FILE – NORTH QUEENSLAND STADIUM, TOWNSVILLE
Background: The North Queensland 
Stadium (NQS) is a joint project of the 
Queensland Government, Australian 
Government and Townsville City Council and 
is supported by both the NRL and the North 
Queensland Cowboys. The project forms 
part of the Townsville City Deal signed in 
December 2016. 
 
Location: The new stadium is located 
within the Townsville City Waterfront Priority 
Development Area adjacent to the Townsville 
Central Business District, between Ross 
Creek and Saunders Street. 

Capacity: The NQS will have a 25,000-
seat capacity with the option to expand to 
30,000 seats in the future. While the capacity 
is the same as 1300Smiles Stadium, the 
NQS provides 7000 more ‘seats’. It can 
also accommodate up to 40,000 patrons in 
concert mode. 

There are four primary seating areas 
in the new venue – Western, Southern and 
Eastern grandstands and the Northern 
terrace. The stadium will feature large plazas 
and landscaped green spaces. The grassed 
northern parkland and plaza will form part of 
the northern entry.

Design: The NQS features a horseshoe-
shaped, cantilever roof inspired by the 
pandanus plant. The stadium roof will 
shade about 75 per cent of the seating, with 
generous overhangs over the concourse and 
main entry. 

In place of traditional trusses, folded 
plates achieve the roof’s ‘pandanus’ 
geometry. The folded plates provide strength 
to resist cyclonic wind loads and flexibility 
to allow the roof to expand and contract 
with tropical temperature fluctuation. The 
stadium faces north to catch the breezes 

and allow panoramic views to the Townsville 
CBD, Castle Hill and Magnetic Island. Other 
features include:
l  Standing terraces with views to the field 

of play;
l  A 9-metre-wide concourse where patrons 

can walk the full 600 metres around the 
stadium;

l  Sports lighting in the roof instead of light 
towers;

l  500,000 litres of storage for rainwater. 
Townsville City Council is working to 
connect the stadium to the recycled 
water network to help water the pitch and 
surrounding landscaped areas.

Facilities: A total of 88 external corporate 
boxes, 17 corporate suites and two major 
function rooms that can cater for up to 200 
people when combined. Four player change 
rooms with dedicated wet areas, spa baths, 
warm-up areas, medical room and massage 
room.

High Performance Centre: An 8000m2 
Cowboys’ Community, Training and High 
Performance Centre will also form part of the 
NQS complex. 

The centre will provide high performance 
training facilities for the Cowboys, with 
access available for other sports clubs 
including Townsville Fire (the city’s Women’s 
National Basketball League team) and touring 
sporting teams.

James Cook University has agreed terms 
as the first tenant of the co-located space 
and will host a sports science and research 
facility. Medical sports consulting and 
rehabilitation services will also be provided at 
the centre, while the Townsville City Council 
will have rights to the community field for 
general community purposes.

Funding for the centre is currently 
before the Queensland Government for 
final consideration, with the aim being for 
completion prior to the start of the 2021 NRL 
season. 

Remaining home games for the 2020 NRL 
season will see the Cowboys entertain the likes 
of the Eels, Storm, Bulldogs, Titans, Rabbitohs, 
Roosters, Knights, Sea Eagles, Raiders, Sharks 
and Warriors. The NQS is also scheduled 
to host the Opening Ceremony of the 2020 
NQ Games on 9 April. This biennial event, 
the largest regularly run multi-sport event in 
regional Australia, will be held in Townsville 
from 10-13 April with over 3600 athletes from 
an anticipated 40 sports. 

“It has been very interesting watching the 
new surface being planted and established,” 
says Fouracre. “HG have been really good. 
Apart from helping with the planting, I haven’t 
really had that much to do with it. I’ve left it to 
the guys there to grow-in and we’ll be going 
across to the new stadium in mid-January.  

“Once the new profile and turf surface is 
down, HG will be assisting Adam and I as we 
get used to maintaining it. I’ll be listening to 
everything they tell me. No greenkeeper knows 
everything, so I’ll be talking to as many people 
as I can. I’ve had a couple of good chats with 
Mal Caddies (Suncorp Stadium) as to what to 
likely expect. 

“It’s going to be exciting and challenging. 
It’s not every day you move into a brand-new 
stadium, so it’s going to be a big learning 
curve. We have seen a couple of shade 
models and from the looks of it one of the 
corners will be impacted a little. Going from a 
ground that has no shade to one where there 
will be some impact will be interesting. The 
intensity of the sun up here is very different, so 
I’m hoping that may alleviate any issues. The 

stadium’s horseshoe design and orientation 
means it has very good air movement through 
it, so that will be beneficial as well.

“I’m definitely looking forward to having a 
brand-new Rain Bird irrigation system, as well 
as some new equipment. We will be getting a 
new Toro 3575-D field mower, an aerator, as 
well as an Outcross utility. So we are getting 
some shiny new toys which sweetens the deal 
a little, as well as a more spacious shed which 
we’re pretty happy about. 

“We don’t expect everything to be perfect 
when we move in. We’ll just get in there and 
do our best to present the new surface to the 
best of our ability. We are going into it with an 
open mind. It’s our new home and it’s going to 
be great playing a part in the start of a new era 
for Townsville and the Cowboys.”

In place of traditional trusses, folded plates achieve the new stadium roof’s ‘pandanus’ geometry. These plates 
provide strength to resist cyclonic wind loads and flexibility to allow the roof to expand and contract with 
tropical temperature fluctuations 


