
 

April 12, 2016 

 

Dear Stakeholders, Donors, Volunteers, Program Participants, Users and Friends: 

As you know, Five Oaks has been moving through a carefully-planned yet bold redevelopment strategy. 

Along the way, we have had many “markers” as to when we would proceed with redevelopment and 

when we would stop redevelopment to ensure donor money was carefully stewarded.   

In light of several pieces of work now completed, the Five Oaks’ Board of Directors has come to the 

difficult decision to stop redevelopment and is recommending to cease operations of Five Oaks for mid-

November 2016. 

The formal motion from the Board of Director’s April 7, 2016 minutes read as: 
“Motion:  With profound sadness we recommend to Hamilton Conference that Five Oaks 
cease operations effective November 15, 2016.    Fred / Ted.  Carried.” 
 

The information leading to this decision includes: 

1. Currently, Five Oaks continues to lose money.  Despite reducing expenses by $80,000 in 2013 

and holding these expenses down, increasing the number of new grants, donations staying 

steady and increasing our hosted groups by 40% over the last 3 years, Five Oaks continues to 

lose money.  We have the most incredible donors and supporters so it’s certainly not for lack of 

very generous, committed people.   

 

Five Oaks, for decades, has lived in a precarious financial situation and as the buildings age, 

capital needs become greater and cost of living rises, we are reaching a breaking point.   In light 

of this, we are also aware that conference grants and general council grants may be reduced 

and eliminated over the next couple of years as the church structure shifts. 

 

Even if grants continue to be supported, Five Oaks will likely meet its maximum line of credit in 

late 2017.  The Board of Directors does not believe it is in the best interest of the organization & 

staff to bankrupt Five Oaks before closure and has chosen to act proactively. 

 

2. On March 11, 2016, we received the Business Plan from the consultants we have been working 

with for the past year.  The consultants indicated they believe there could be potential for a 

viable, break-even business model (in a mature state so after several years) for what we were 

proposing to become (off-grid with a focus on Right Relations, spirituality and ecology).   

 

However, the Business Plan indicated a number of major concerns including: 



a. The consultants have never seen an organization or company attempt the “flip” we are 

proposing.  They flagged this as very high risk.   

b. We would need to become a high priced, tourist resort.  The price-point that we would 

need to charge per night (not including meals) is around $200/night.  We would be 

inaccessible to many people including most of our current constituency.   

c. The new business model would be sales-driven.  The danger with this model is that it 

would be prone to focusing on sales targets and could easily lose sight of mission. 

 

3. The financial resources Five Oaks would require to make a high-risk “flip” in operations into a 

high priced business model includes: 

$4.5 million for new main building and eco accommodations 

 The break down includes: 

 $1,750,000 million for construction of the main building and dome (includes 

solar, wind systems, heating and cooling, bathrooms etc.) 

 $1,000,000 for massive renovation of 3 retreat houses to totally green and make 

them off-grid and high end ($625,000) adding 16 bedrooms + eco 

accommodations  such as tiny houses which are priced at $75,000 each x 5 

($375,000). 

 $250,000 septic, leaching beds, water lines, water systems, new phone lines etc. 

 $250,000 associated construction costs (site grading, parking lot, road ways, 

outdoor lighting etc.) 

 $500,000 decommissioning (attention to asbestos) 

 $500,000 contents (beds, mattresses, furniture, kitchen equipment, office 

equipment, meeting space furniture etc.) 

 $250,000 landscape 

Some of these numbers could be on the lean side.  These numbers do not 

include any renovation for the lower field.   

$1.5 million (average  of $250,000/yr.) for operating money over a 5-6 year period until the new 

business model reached a mature state and could break even. 

$250,000 to hire the human resources required for a 2 year period to support the construction 

of new buildings and to reposition the business. 

 

$200,000 to offer severance to staff – which includes many long term staff – in order to right-

size the operating model.   

 

So a grand total of approximately $6,450,000 would be required in its entirety by later this year 

and into next year.   

 

We would also require access to cash for overages should construction exceed our planned 

budget. 



 

4. Access to money is an issue.  We are not able to secure any more money from banking 

institutions.  We have also not been successful in securing money from corporations and other 

investors although several attempts have been made.  This means that all our financial 

resources need to come from within a church… a church that is preparing to have its own 

financial resources right-sized.   

 

 

5. Early on in the process, we identified key church stakeholders that we would first approach to 

ask for money.  In order for the capital campaign to be successful, we needed to secure 80% of 

the funds upfront and then raise the remaining 20% from general donors.  Through recent 

conversations with stakeholders, we have learned that the amount of money we require is very 

likely not available. 

If the Board chose to proceed, our next step would be to invest a large amount of donor money into 

producing architectural drawings.   

Given the information above, the Board of Directors unanimously voted that we have done enough 

work and received enough good information to make the heart-breaking decision to stop. 

We are experiencing profound sadness with this decision.  With the profound sadness, we also feel 

comfort that the right decision has been made.  

We do trust that God is up to something great.  

Please know this is just our first communication.  The Board has a fully developed closure plan and with 

staff, will be working to ensure the closure has integrity and honours Five Oaks’ beautiful legacy.   

We have prepared the attached appendix to highlight the various steps in the proposed redevelopment 

that was conducted by the Board and staff over the past three years. It is our hope that the United 

Church of Canada can learn from the experiences at Five Oaks. 

We certainly need your prayers for peace and comfort.  We are holding you in our prayers, as well. 

At this time, we will turn towards each other for love not against each other in anger.  We trust in God’s 

will and find peace in this decision.   

Many blessings, 

   

Christine Grose                                              Melissa Connor                                
Chair of Board                                                Executive Director  
Five Oaks Education & Retreat Centre      Five Oaks Education & Retreat Centre 
 
 
 



APPENDIX: FIVE OAKS REDEVELOPMENT JOURNEY 
 

1) The Need for Redevelopment at Five Oaks 
 
The redevelopment process started with a critical assessment of the operations and business plan at 
Five Oaks. For a number of years, Five Oaks had been operating at substantial loss. Revenues from users 
did not meet the costs to provide services. In order to meet its budget, Five Oaks required substantial 
donations, grants and bequests from the United Church of Canada (UCC), Conferences and Presbyteries, 
individuals and organizations.  
 
It was becoming increasingly obvious that Five Oaks could not rely on such gifts indefinitely. It needed to 
become more self-sufficient financially. Expenses had always been managed very carefully; managing a 
tight budget was a continued priority. Five Oaks marketed its services to users outside the UCC and 
moved to an operation that saw a substantial increase in the number of hosted events attended by  
non-UCC users.  
 
The buildings at Five Oaks were largely built in the 1950/1960’s. They are old and are costly to maintain. 
The older buildings were a major limiting factor in what Five Oaks could charge. Users now have higher 
expectations in the experience and would not pay sufficient rates to make Five Oaks financially viable.  
 
The current business model was reviewed and a number of changes were considered. These included 
moving to a weekend or seasonal basis to make more optimal use of Five Oaks facilities and better 
match revenues and expenses.  Outsourcing of services such as food and housekeeping was considered. 
Our analysis indicated that these actions would not make a substantial difference in the financial 
outlook for Five Oaks.  
 
The Board concluded that Five Oaks needed to take bold steps to survive and meet the changing needs 
of the UCC and users of Five Oaks. For these reasons, the Board initiated a redevelopment process. Five 
Oaks received substantial financial support to undertake this initiative. The Board expresses its gratitude 
to all those organizations that believed in the role a future Five Oaks could play within the UCC. 
 

2) Early Steps to a New Business Model 
 
Five Oaks requested a consultation through EDGE, a group that assists congregations within the UCC, 
which need guidance in the effective use of their real estate assets. Several meetings were held at Five 
Oaks with EDGE consultants. 
 
The EDGE consultants assessed a number of business models ranging from the traditional church user 
groups to a tourism model, which would involve construction of hotel/convention facilities. They 
concluded that Five Oaks could not survive in its current model and fundamental change was necessary. 
The Board accepted their change argument but wanted to pursue some of the intermediate models that 
would seek to enhance Five Oaks business while maintaining ties to its roots in the UCC. The move to a 
pure tourism model would likely be best met by selling the Five Oaks land to those more experienced in 
land development and the tourism business.  
 
 
 



3) New Themes for Five Oaks 
 
The Board gave prayerful and careful thought about a new direction for Five Oaks. New Mission and 
Vision statements were developed. They may be accessed at: www.fiveoaks.on.ca 
 
After substantial discussion, the Board identified a new direction for Five Oaks that would contain four 
components: 

 Oaten Institute: The Oaten Institute was named for the founder of Five Oaks. It represented a 
means to provide programs within the UCC to foster lay and clergy education that could be 
offered in person or by electronic distribution to users across Canada; 

 Spirituality: Awareness -living a spiritual life which makes us feel fully alive, Intention - listening 
for the sacred in all things, Presence - honouring the gift in each moment, Vulnerability - 
knowing our existence is deeply inter-twined with the evolving web of life & Divine Mystery - we 
are guided by the voice of wisdom in its many forms 

 Environment: Living with respect in Creation is a growing and important movement within the 
UCC and within Canada. The property at Five Oaks affords a wonderful opportunity to offer 
programs and experiences to those interested in enhancing our relationship with the 
environment; and 

 Right Relations: The location of Five Oaks near Six Nations provides a great opportunity to offer 
programs and activities that will help understand and improve the relationship between 
Canada’s First Nations peoples and the UCC and on a broader basis all Canadians. 

 
The environment and right relations themes were identified at GC42 as important themes for the UCC.  
 
The Board hoped that by broadening Five Oaks business into these four areas that Five Oaks would 
expand its user base to become financially viable and more relevant to the UCC and society. 
 
 

4) Building Plan for a New Five Oaks 
 
An integral step in this vision was to upgrade Five Oaks in a manner that would demonstrate its 
commitment to the environment. A survey of Five Oaks users was conducted to assess whether this was 
a concept that had support. At updates to Conferences and Presbyteries, the concept of environment 
friendly theme was tested. In both situations, there was support for the environmental direction. The 
Board understood that these indications were general and did not take cost considerations into account. 
 
The Board and staff pursued several options to develop environmentally attractive buildings. Several 
presentations were received and business relations with some of the firms active in constructing net 
zero buildings were considered. These steps included discussions with Earthship Canada, Great Lakes 
Domes and local firms with expertise in this field. Creative approaches to financing this development 
were considered.  
 
We had substantial discussions with Brant County about an environmental development. Brant was 
supportive and open to expedite the approval process required for redevelopment. They hoped the Five 
Oaks site could be seen as an environmental leader and attract people to Brant County. 
 

http://www.fiveoaks.on.ca/


Board advisors with environmental building expertise were approached and agreed to provide advice to 
the Board. 
 

5) Financial Considerations 
 
The Board recognized that a sound financial plan was a critical step in the redevelopment process. 
Without such a plan, the redevelopment would not proceed.  
 
The Board arranged for presentations by firms active in fund raising. There were several important 
conclusions from the advice provided in these presentations: 
 

 Before an external fund raising program could be contemplated, the business model needed to 
demonstrate financial viability to attract possible donors; 

 A successful fund raising campaign would require substantial financial and administrative 
resources to conduct the planning and executing of a campaign;  

 A successful campaign needs to be preceded by a carefully designed program to nurture 
prospective donors. Such a process could take as much as five years; and 

 A successful campaign requires an initial big donor to create early momentum. 
 
The Board concluded that it would be difficult, if not impossible to meet these conditions and that the 
UCC would need to be the first donor. 
 
Five Oaks stayed in close contact with the various governing courts of the UCC. The general response 
was that initial construction capital might be available. Operating capital would not be available. Five 
Oaks should consolidate its work into a proposal that the UCC could consider. There was full awareness 
that a request for financial support from the UCC would be difficult given the financial challenges that it 
faces. 
 
The Board also monitored the costs of any move to closure. There will be substantial costs in staff 
severances, maintenance costs while property sold and legal costs of closing.   
 

6) Church Communications 
 
The Board and staff communicated regularly within the church about the redevelopment process. 
Presentations including a video were developed to tell the Five Oaks story. Representatives of Five Oaks 
regularly attended meetings of Conferences and Presbyteries to provide updates. No specific requests 
were made for financial support.  Communication was also circulated through regular newsletters and 
posted on the Five Oaks website. 
 

7) Final Report on Business Model 
 
As noted in the main part of this update, the consultants on a future Five Oaks business plan delivered 
their final report. Their report concluded that: 
 

 The eco-tourism market is growing and opportunities exist for organizations to successfully 
participate in his market;  



 Eco clients typically demand a superior experience. They are willing to pay more for that 
experience. Board did not think that church clients would pay such rates and a gradual squeeze 
out of church clients would result; 

 The report encouraged a process of early renovations followed by a five-year process to 
transition to a broader tourism model. The Board concluded that Five Oaks could not survive 
such a transition; and 

 The report was clear that the proposed new model faced substantial risks. These included risks 
faced by any start-up operation, development of tourist based marketing expertise at Five Oaks, 
new staffing model to provide more upscale experience and financial risks of any building 
project. 

 

8) Board Meeting on April 7 
 
The Board had met regularly (almost monthly) over the past two years on the redevelopment 
process. The Board met again on April 7 to consider the redevelopment process and its future. 
Representatives of the General Executive office and Hamilton Conference were present. 
 
The conclusion of the board at this meeting was to move towards closure. The reasons are 
presented in the main body of this report. The key considerations were: 
 

 Risks faced in moving to a potentially financially viable model; 

 Inability to raise necessary capital; as advised by the UCC representatives; 

 Concern that church users would ever use Five Oaks in sufficient numbers to make it 
viable. Closure will lead to a sale of the property. Perhaps funds generated by the sale 
can be used in a different way to support a future UCC; and 

 
The Board thanks the staff at Five Oaks and all supporters for their commitment to Five Oaks – and for 
prayers and participation along the redevelopment journey. 
 
 


