
A new nature-themed playground opened in June at Shades of Green, 
the only Armed Forces Recreation Center (AFRC) in the conti-
nental U.S. (CONUS). Opened in 1994, the AFRC is located on 

27 acres in Lake Buena Vista near Disney World in Florida. 
“Just minutes away from the Magic Kingdom and nestled between 

two PGA Championship golf courses, the Magnolia and Palm golf 
courses, the resort is the perfect destination for U.S. military members 
and their families to vacation,” explained Shades of Green General 
Manager Arnie Cole. “Shades of Green is operated by the U.S. Army 
in support of all branches of our military, offering tax-free accom-
modations. The resort has 583 rooms that can sleep up to five people, 
and includes a Wounded Warrior Suite and 23 ADA rooms. The rooms 
and hallways are the most spacious on the Walt Disney property, and 
include complimentary Wi-Fi for all guests.” 

The Army serves as the Department of Defense (DoD) executive agent 
for Shades of Green, as well as the other three AFRCs, which include 
Dragon Hill Lodge, Korea; Edelweiss Lodge and Resort, Germany; 
and Hale Koa Hotel, Hawaii. These joint-service Morale, Welfare and 
Recreation (MWR) facilities provide quality, wholesome, affordable, 
family-oriented vacation recreation opportunities to service members, 
their family members and other authorized patrons (including official 
travelers) of the total defense force. AFRCs continue to serve as force 
multipliers by supporting military readiness, retention and well-being 
objectives.  

PLAYGROUND APPEAL
With such a beautiful location and amenities at Shades of Green, 

one area the resort felt needed updating was the playground, which 
was “over ten years old, rusting, fading, and had play surface prob-
lems including flooding and mildew,” noted Cole. “We had a plan to 
upgrade the Millpond pool, and in addition to needing updating, the 
old playground did not fit with the new pool theme.”

Shades of Green worked with playground equipment provider Play-
world Systems and playground installer PlayMore West, to design a 
playground that would appeal to ages 5-12. XGrass provided rubberized 
safety surfacing for the playground. The 
project came in at just under $300,000.

The nature-inspired forest theme 
features a large hand-sculpted hollow 
tree trunk, which is the focal point of 
the playground. In addition, multiple 
playground pieces are set up around 
the eye-catching tree trunk, including 
a unique drop-zone pole and nature 
sound panels for children to interact 
with. For the sound panels, children 
can spin the knob to hear their favorite 
nature sounds, transporting them and 
their imaginations deep into the forest. 
The panels also provide an opportunity 
to teach kids about nature and science, 
and support free play and exploring.

Although it has only been open a 
few months, response to the new play-
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Shades of Green AFRC
OPENS NATURE-THEMED PLAYGROUND

ground has been phenomenal, with many families and parents excited to 
find a new play area to explore. “They love it!” noted Cole, who pointed 
out that there are additional plans to improve attractions at the Shades of 
Green resort, including an upcoming renovation of an adjacent Mickey 
Pool with new slide and water features, as well as the addition of indoor 
playground blocks for inclement weather programming. 

In addition to all of the great amenities at the resort, each day one 
of the four Disney Theme Parks opens an hour early or stays open up 
to an extra three hours after regular closing so Shades of Green and 
other select resort guests can spend extra time in the parks. “This 
amazing feature allows you to enjoy the day at a more relaxed pace, 
and take advantage of shorter lines at the most popular attractions,” 
noted Cole. “The shuttles to the theme parks are scheduled so that our 
guests can use this benefit to its fullest.” 

Shades of Green also offers 
U.S. troops from all services 
and DoD personnel serving a 
minimum of 270 consecutive 
days or more in a CENTCOM 
AOR or Balkans location for 
OEF/OIF/Operation New 
Dawn and their dependent 
children the opportunity for 
a special vacation at Walt Dis-
ney World Resort, including a 
20 percent discount on room 
reservations ranging from 1 to 
14 nights. For eligibility, you 
must be on R&R during your 
visit or have returned from 
your deployment within the 
past 12 months.

—GRF
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