
 April 29, 2003 
 
 
TO: The County Board of Arlington, Virginia 
 
FROM: Ron Carlee, County Manager 
 
SUBJECT: Appropriation of funds for the reconstruction of the air supported 

structure (Bubble) at Gunston-Shirley Park. 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: Allocate $100,000 from the General Fund General 

Contingent (001.713) to the Department of Parks, 
Recreation and Community Resources (001.642) for 
the reconstruction of the air supported structure 
(Bubble) at Gunston-Shirley Park.  

 
 

 ISSUE:  Should the air supported structure located at Gunston-Shirley Park be 
reconstructed in order to support indoor sports programming? 

   
SUMMARY:  The Gunston Bubble collapsed in February 2003 from the weight of the 

extreme amounts of snow.  The membrane (or fabric) was torn, the 
restroom wall collapsed, and some equipment was damaged.  It is 
recommended that the Gunston Bubble be reconstructed at a cost of 
$100,000.  This investment would replace the membrane, repair the 
damaged restrooms, and replace or repair the damaged equipment.  
Reconstruction of the Bubble will permit the space to continue to be 
used as a rental facility for indoor sports programming during the cold 
weather months until a more suitable facility can be sited, planned, and 
constructed.   The Bubble will be closely monitored during subsequent 
snowstorms to safeguard against a future collapse. 

 
BACKGROUND:  The Bubble was initially constructed to house displaced Gunston  
programs during the school and community center renovation while the Barcroft Sports 
and Fitness Center was being built.  As these programs moved to their permanent 
locations, the County began to experience a huge increase in interest for space for 
indoor soccer leagues and indoor off-season practice and training space for outdoor  
sports such as soccer, baseball, softball, and lacrosse.  The County has very limited 
amounts of space for these purposes.  The Barcroft Sports and Fitness Center, which is  
the most suitable County controlled facility for this type of use, is already fully 
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scheduled.  Other indoor spaces, mostly in Schools, are primarily used for basketball, 
which is the in-season, priority sport during late fall and winter.  By renting the Bubble 
space to affiliated community sports groups looking for cold weather workout and 
training opportunities and offering some league spaces, the demand is at least partially 
met.  To fully meet this demand, a much larger facility would be required.   
 
The budget for this reconstruction is as follows: 
 
Replacement of membrane   $ 58,685 
Insulation     $ 15,000 
Restroom Repair and site cleanup  $ 19,400 
Equipment Replacement/Repair  $   6,915  
Total      $100,000 
 
DISCUSSION:  While the Bubble fulfills a need, it has major limitations that cannot be 
addressed by making a higher level of investment at the existing Gunston site.  The 
current footprint is much smaller than other indoor facilities in the region, limiting how 
much use it can support and the amount of revenue it can generate.  This makes the 
cost of an enhancement such as air conditioning for year round use prohibitive in that 
the amount of additional use could not increase proportionate to the added cost.   It is 
also questionable whether the heavily used Shirley Park could support a larger facility.  
As such, reconstructing the Bubble to its “pre-collapse” state is recommended.   
 
The initial intent was to repair the membrane rather than replace it in order to keep 
down the costs.  However, as the extent of the damage has been more fully 
determined, the cost differential between replacing the membrane as opposed to 
repairing it is only $5,000.   For this small difference in price, the replacement option is 
recommended since it leaves no uncertainty about how well it can actually be repaired 
and it will look much better.  In addition, replacing the membrane will permit the 
installation of an insulation layer.  This insulation is expected to reduce energy 
consumption by approximately 25%, which will recover the cost of the insulation in 
three to four years. It may also help maintain the indoor temperature more comfortably 
in the winter and possibly extend the useable playing time by a few weeks in the fall 
and the spring (October through April).   
 
Even though a new membrane is proposed as opposed to a repaired one, it is still 
recommended that the Bubble be viewed as an interim facility for indoor sports.  A new 
membrane will likely last more than five years.  However, the planning timeframe for a 
larger and more appropriately located facility should not exceed five years given the 
limitations.  
 
Working with the Fire Marshal, staff will explore any opportunity to slightly increase the 
maximum occupancy capacity for the Bubble.  However, the challenges of occupancy 
limits can be managed in other ways.  Crowd size is only an issue for the adult, 
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competitive soccer leagues that have used the Bubble.  Having tried it for a season, it 
has been concluded that the Bubble is not the best site for these games.  Next season, 
in building the master schedule, staff will schedule these leagues in other locations 
where crowd size is less of an issue, moving more compatible uses to the Bubble 
instead.  For practice and other recreational uses, the current 49 person maximum 
occupancy capacity is not a concern. 
 
The community response to the collapse has been mixed.  The users of the facility as 
well as the Sports Commission have urged the County to reconstruct the Bubble to 
support the indoor sports needs of the community.  The Sports Commission also stated 
that they consider favorably the restoration of the Bubble in a configuration that would 
not foreclose future enhancements.  
 
In principle, the Parks and Recreation Commission does not favor reconstructing the 
Gunston Bubble for two reasons: 1) the Bubble was never constructed for long term 
use, and 2) essentially no additional funding has ever been provided in the County 
operating or capital budget for maintenance and/or repair of this facility.  
 
It is the Commission’s view that the Gunston Bubble was never intended to be used 
beyond its initial purpose as a temporary home for displaced recreation programs while 
the Gunston School was being renovated and the Barcroft Sports and Fitness Center 
was being constructed.    They highlight this point by the fact that no additional funding 
has ever been provided in the County’s capital or operating budget for this facility, other 
than revenue generated by the rentals.  The current demand for indoor sports usage of 
the Bubble is an unintended result of continuing to use this facility once the original 
programs for which it was temporarily constructed moved out.   
 
However, the Parks and Recreation Commission recognizes that there may be a strong 
interest in reconstructing the Bubble to accommodate the existing demand for indoor 
sports space and lack of adequate space to fulfill this demand elsewhere in the County.  
With this in mind, the Commission supports the repair of the Bubble under the following 
conditions:   
 
1.   Repairs should be minimal in nature.  The existing membrane should be repaired 
only to the extent required to keep the Bubble functional. The Commission opposes any 
additional enhancements or spending that would further extend the Bubble’s life 
beyond the five additional years originally expected. 
 
2. Additional funding must be identified.  The Commission would only support repair of 
the Bubble if new funding were identified to pay for this action.  The Commission 
cannot support the reallocation of any existing PRCR operating or capital funds or the 
deferral of any funded projects or maintenance in order to pay for the repair.  The 
Commission feels strongly that adequate funding should have been incorporated into 
the budget up front in anticipation of facility costs such as these. The Commission does 
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not feel that it would be acceptable or appropriate to defer other important parks and 
recreation maintenance and/or capital projects to accommodate the repairs needed to 
the Gunston Bubble.  
 
Immediately after the collapse, the adjoining civic association, Long Branch Creek, 
requested that the Bubble not be reconstructed. They believe that left as outdoor space 
it would serve more people, and that the Bubble is an “eye sore”.  While the community 
doesn’t support its continued use, it is aware of the proposal for reconstruction and 
continued use as an interim indoor sports facility without any long term commitment to 
the site. 
 
FISCAL IMPACT:  The FY 2003 General Fund General Contingent currently has a 
balance of $956,987. With the addition of general contingent funds for the 
reconstruction, there would be no fiscal impact to the Department of Parks, Recreation 
and Community Resources budget.  In accordance with County fee policy for 
supplemental programs, the fee that will be charged to rental groups and leagues will 
recover all operating costs for the facility. 
 
   
 


