




Building 
in a Bubble
Vermont Contractor
Makes His Own Weather

Winter can create big problems
for a building project. Snow
and rain can damage finish
materials, and freezing temper-
atures can harm concrete and
mortar. When snow starts to fly,
projects slow down and quality
suffers.

So when Roundtree
Construction in New Haven,
Vt., started a high-end custom
project in November of 1994,
contractor Dan Morris decided
not to take the weather Nature
offered him. Instead, he made
his own. Morris set up an inflat-
able tent, heated it to 55˚F, and
spent the whole winter inside.

The project, an expensive
custom pool house designed 
by a California architect, need-
ed a lot of protection from the
weather. “We had a tremendous
amount of brickwork,” explains
Morris. In addition to the ordi-
nary concern for keeping bricks
and mortar above the freezing
point, Morris had another
worry: The designer had speci-
fied an unusual latex-modified
cement parge for the surface of
the brick. “It’s a very sensitive
process,” says Morris.

The rest of the project was
equally complicated. The build-
ing’s structure included both
steel and engineered wood
beams, with complex fasteners
and connectors. And the roof
was framed with antique wood
timbers, stained and sealed.

“We would have needed to
build some kind of weather
protection for the masons any-
way,” points out Morris. “This
way, we didn’t have to deal
with that. But the luxury of the
tent is, you don’t even have to
close in the building before you
start finish work.” Morris’s crew

did all kinds of work inside 
the tent at normal production
rates, including prestaining the
roof beams and “a tremendous
amount of custom tile and
stone work.”

How it works. The tent
resembles a large hot-air bal-
loon anchored to the earth (see
photos above). Essentially just
an enormous bag made of
tough plastic, the bubble has
no supporting structure;
instead, it is inflated with a
large fan. A propane heater
warms the incoming air. (The
heater is vented outside the
tent, says Morris — no combus-
tion products enter the work
space.)

The tent was custom fabri-

cated by The Fabric Shop of
Monmouth, Maine (207/946-
5513), who also supplied the
heater and fan as a rental.
Morris’s crew built an airlock
for the structure out of wood
and plastic, to allow delivery
trucks inside.

Costs. Including the pur-
chase of the tent, the equip-
ment rental, and the cost of
heating fuel, Morris estimates
the big bubble added $35,000
to the project’s cost. However,
he points out, the tent also
saved money by making it
unnecessary to build and tear
down shelters for the masons.
And he credits the comfortable,
dry environment for significant
productivity gains. ■
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Like a beached
balloon, the inflat-
able tent with its
site-built airlock
fends off the
Vermont cold.
Birds at left 
are geese, not
penguins.

Inside the structure, the Roundtree Construction crew works in comfort (left). At
right, a truck exits through the airlock tunnel.
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Maine: 
What’s That? An
Impact Fee?

A statute allowing towns to
assess fees on new construction
to offset the costs of growth has
been on the books in Maine for
almost ten years, but has never
been invoked. So when the
town of Standish, near Portland,
considered a proposal to set
impact fees for residential con-
struction, there was a lot of
excitement.

The town council ended up
rejecting a proposal to assess an
impact fee on anyone taking out
a residential construction permit
in Standish. But they did pass a
measure to assess fees on resi-
dential developers for road
improvement, based on the
expected traffic created by
future residents. “We don’t think
that’s revolutionary,” said town
manager Scott Cole.

A third measure, which
would cap the number of
residential permits at 60
per year in the town, will
be put before Standish vot-
ers as a referendum in
June. The town already has
a permit cap set at 75.

Builder opposition. Like
virtually all home builder
associations nationwide,
Maine’s HBA opposes
impact fees. HBA executive
officer Kendall Buck criti-
cized even the road ordi-
nance as too simplistic,
saying that the measure
took into account only the
number of people who
would frequent a location,
not the distance they
might have to travel on
town roads. He added that
the measure would unfairly
require builders and home
buyers to bear the cost of
town road and service
improvements that would
benefit all Standish 

residents.
Town manager Cole defend-

ed the road-improvement mea-
sure, saying, “It is not really dif-
ferent from other towns. The
expectation is that the develop-
er will pick up the cost of the
road upgrade.”

And although the council
voted against the plan to assess
an impact fee of $420 on each
new house to offset increases in
the town’s ten-year capital
spending plan, Cole countered
HBA assertions that the plan had
legal flaws. ”It was air-tight,” he
said. “I think it would have held
up.” 

According to the town man-
ager, council members voted
against the plan in part because 
they thought it would seem
“mean-spirited” 
to charge a special fee to new
residents. “There’s a general
feeling that we’re all in this
together,” said Cole. ■
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Rhode Island:
Septic and
Wetland 
Changes Ahead

Currently, new septic systems in
Rhode Island must be designed
by a licensed engineer or land
surveyor. The application then
goes to the Department of
Environmental Management
(DEM). “Depending how busy
they are, it might sit there for a
week or for two months,” said a
Rhode Island builder. DEM
employees have to visit the site
before approval to evaluate soil
and site characteristics, as well
as during and after construction
to verify compliance.

But under changes recom-
mended by a blue-ribbon panel
and endorsed by the governor,
the state would issue a septic
designer’s license to qualified
individuals. Licensed septic
designers would be allowed to
take responsibility for site evalu-
ation and system design, as
well as verification of correct
installation. The state would
conduct spot checks of field
practices, and designers who
violated state standards could
have their licenses revoked. 

DEM associate director Ed
Simansky said the change will
free up DEM personnel to
“focus on technical assistance,
which now we cannot do.”

Workable wetland process.
The wetlands permit process
would also be reformed, with a
statewide general permit issued
for certain types of activities.
“We’re not interested in
decreasing our protection of
the environment, but we want
to make the process more
workable,” said Saminsky. The
proposal would speed up an
application’s approval or disap-
proval, he said, and modify the
way wetlands are delineated. ■

A move by the town council of Standish,
Maine, to assess impact fees for new con-
struction had local builders in an uproar.
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Vermont Utilities
Push Energy
Conservation
Cash Incentives for
Efficient Buildings

Builders and home buyers in
Vermont now have a ready
source of help with energy-
related design and construction
problems. They also have an
$800 incentive to make wise
energy choices. 

Under a program managed
by Central Vermont Public
Service (CVPS), homes that
achieve a “Four Star” energy
rating from Energy Rated
Homes of Vermont (ERHV) qual-
ify for a $450 cash payment
and a $350 fee waiver. Green
Mountain Power and the
Washington Electric Co-op offer

similar programs.
As CVPS official Jeff Gephart

explains it, the builder or
homeowner first signs an
“Energy Assessment Services
Agreement” with the power
company. Then, an ERH spe-
cialist is assigned to review the
home plans and make a prelim-
inary “Energy Star” assessment.
Based on an analysis of its insu-
lation, lighting, space and
water heating, windows, and
ventilation system, a proposed
house can receive anywhere
from a One Star to a Five Star
rating.

Houses that earn a Four Star
or Five Star rating qualify for
the utility incentives. If the
plans don’t meet that thresh-
old, the utility and Energy Rated
Homes offer suggestions for
upgrades: improving the insula-
tion, choosing more efficient

heating equipment, lighting,
and appliances, buying better
windows, and so on. The house
as a system has to conserve
energy, explains Gephart, but
no one element is required.

As construction progresses,
ERH inspects the house to make
sure that the specified details
have been included according
to plan. At the end, a blower-
door test confirms the home’s
tightness.

The $800 incentive has an
immediate appeal. The promise
of long-term energy savings,
and possibly an Energy Efficient
Mortgage, adds to the attrac-
tion. Since CVPS started its pro-
gram last November, says
Gephart, participation by home
buyers is running at about 50%.
For more information, call CVPS
at 800/649-2877. ■

9606NEU2.qxd  3/18/98 13:36  Page 4


