
 
  

REPORT 
ADMINISTRATIVE SERVICES COMMITTEE 

MEETING DATE:  OCTOBER 23, 2012 

  FROM: Commissioner of Corporate Services 
  
DATE: October 2, 2012 
  
SUBJECT: Gairloch Gardens 
  
LOCATION:       
WARD: 3      Page 1 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS: 
 

1. That the report dated October 2, 2012 from the Commissioner of Corporate 
Services be received; and 
 

2. That further direction be provided to staff regarding the option(s) to be further 
developed. 

 
KEY FACTS: 
The following are key points for consideration with respect to this report: 

• In 1971, James A. Gairdner bequeathed his estate, Gairloch Gardens, to the 
Town of Oakville with the wish that “the residence and the land immediately 
adjacent thereto be used as an Art Gallery for the display of art by 
contemporary artists and the remainder as a public park”; 

• The town is not legally bound by this wish; 
• The Oakville Galleries is planning to vacate the Gairloch estate; 
• In 1986, the Town designated the Gairloch estate property under Part IV of 

the Ontario Heritage Act. 
• The estate requires approximately $1,000,000 in maintenance over the next 

10 years to bring it into a state of good repair; 
• The major options for the future of the estate include: 

1. Keep estate intact and complete all repairs to the property and find a 
municipal use for the facility. 

2. Keep estate intact and lease out the estate house. 
3. Sever estate house and outbuilding, dividing property at the bottom of 

the natural hill of the property and retaining lakefront access for the 
town.   
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BACKGROUND: 
On March 5, 2012, Council passed the following resolution:  
 
“That staff enter into discussions with Oakville Galleries on the potential relocation of 
the Galleries and that a further report be brought forward to Council on options 
including the potential timing of the severance and sale of the main house.” 
 
The purpose of this report is to provide Council with an overview of a range of 
preliminary issues which have been identified to date as a result of discussions 
between staff, Conservation Halton and Oakville Galleries regarding the future use 
and potential development options of the Gairloch Gardens estate.   
 
HISTORY 
 
Oakville Galleries 
In 1978, Oakville Galleries was formed through the amalgamation of the Gairloch 
Gardens estate with the Centennial Square Gallery.  The Oakville Galleries was 
incorporated as a non-profit charitable corporation by Letters Patent under the 
Ontario Corporations Act on June 27, 1980, to: 

§ Provide facilities and education regarding visual arts; 
§ Operate community art centres; 
§ Provide Art Gallery Services for the community; 
§ Cultivate and advance the cause of visual arts in the Town of Oakville and 

the Regional Municipality of Halton and area; 
§ Collect and exhibit works of art; and 
§ Stimulate interest of the public in matters undertaken by the Galleries. 

 
In 2009, the Galleries commissioned a Facility Plan Audit, which concluded that the 
Galleries have outgrown Gairloch estate. The Galleries is subsequently evaluating 
options regarding its future needs. A local market assessment and business plan is 
currently underway to determine a sustainable operating size and model for the 
Galleries in a new, unified location. This report will be completed in January 2013. 
 
The Town of Oakville has a legal agreement with the Galleries which deals with 
ownership of the collection passing to the town should the Galleries face dissolution, 
and the administrative support the town  provides to Oakville Galleries. 
 
Gairloch Gardens 
Located in southeast Oakville on Lakeshore Road, the land presently known as 
Gairloch Gardens was originally part of 400 acres of farmland. In 1922 Colonel 
William Mackendrick purchased 11.4 acres of this land and built an Arts & Crafts 
style house with lake side landscaped grounds.  In 1960, James A. Gairdner, an 
investment dealer residing in Oakville, bought the property and named the estate 
Gairloch, a Gaelic word that means “short lake.” He died in 1971 and bequeathed 
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his estate to the Town of Oakville with the wish that “the residence and the land 
immediately adjacent thereto be used as an Art Gallery for the display of art by 
contemporary artists and the remainder as a public park”.  The town is not legally 
bound to this wish, but the use of the property was the subject of a significant public 
debate in the 1970s with the outcome that Mr. Gairdner’s wishes were respected.   
 
Historical significance 
Gairloch Gardens consists of two buildings and a public parking lot within an 11 acre 
landscaped site. The main building or house, is about 8500 sq. ft., has three storeys 
and a basement. Although it has had additions over the years it could be best 
described as a historic house.  In 1986, the Town designated the Gairloch Estate 
property under Part IV of the Ontario Heritage Act.    
 
Livable Oakville Official Plan 
The Official Plan recognizes the existing uses of the property and also provides 
further guidance in terms of other potential uses which may be considered for the 
property within the context of the current policy framework. 
   
Schedule G of the Official Plan designates the table land portion of the subject lands 
as “Parks and Open Space”.  The Lower Morrison Creek and associated flood plain 
areas are designated “Natural Area”.  The shoreline is designated as “Waterfront 
Open Space.” 
 
Uses permitted within the Parks and Open Space designation may include: parks, 
parkettes, squares and open space linkages; active or passive indoor and outdoor 
recreational uses; trails; cultural heritage uses; cemeteries; conservation uses 
including fish, wildlife and forest management; essential public works including 
transportation, utility, watershed management and flood and erosion hazard control 
facilities; and legally existing uses, buildings and structures. - (Part D, Section 17.2) 
 
In addition to the above, a range of “Community Uses” are also permitted within all 
land use designations with the exception of the “Natural Area” designation subject to 
compliance with locational criteria intended to ensure compatibility with adjacent 
land uses: 
 
Educational facilities such as elementary and secondary schools; 2.libraries, 
seniors centres, emergency services buildings and facilities; daycare centres; arts 
and cultural facilities such as museums, art galleries and performing arts centres. – 
(Part C, Section 7.1.2) 
 
Zoning 
The subject property is zoned RO1which would permit the following:  

• Detached dwellings 
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• Office of a physician within a detached dwelling 
• Practice of a domestic art 
• Lodging houses containing no more than 3 lodging units 
• Parks, playgrounds, recreational areas and community centres under the 

control of a public authority 
• Churches and other places of worship, convents, public schools, private 

schools and day nurseries 
• Group home and Foster home 
• Bed and breakfast establishment in a detached dwelling 
 

The current art gallery use is considered to be reflected within the range of potential 
community centre uses.  Alternate uses of the property which are not included in the 
above noted list would require a zoning amendment. 
 
Review of Issues and Constraints 
 
Gairloch Estate 2007 Public Feedback 
In 2007 the Parks and Open Space Department conducted a study regarding 
potential landscape and water feature improvements to the park.  At that time public 

consultation was completed 
and is attached as Appendix A.  
There appears to have been 
about 10 people at the meeting 
and the general consensus 
indicated that residents near 
the park were positive 
regarding park improvements 
but did not want to see 
increased activity in the park or 
in the parking lot. 
 
Morrison Creek Flood Plain – 
Development Constraints 
The entire property is regulated 
by Conservation Halton as a 
result of its proximity to the 
Lower Morrison Creek and 
Lake Ontario shoreline.   
Conservation Halton requires 
that a permit be obtained prior 
to the commencement of any 
new development including any 
modifications to the shoreline 
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or watercourse.  The riverine 
development setback from 
Morrison Creek has been staked 
to the satisfaction of 
Conservation Halton and 
generally represents the defined 
top of bank along the east limit of 
the creek.  
 
Conservation Halton – 
Preliminary Development 
Setbacks   
The dotted line in the adjacent 
diagram identifies the 
approximate development 
setback from the Lake Ontario 
shoreline which would be 
required by Conservation Halton 
based on undertaking 
improvements to the existing 
shoreline protection works.   
 
The solid line in the above 
diagram identifies the 
approximate development 
setback from the Lake Ontario 

shoreline based on maintaining the existing shoreline works.      
 
Alterations or additions to any of the existing buildings or structures including the 
construction of any new structures would need to be located outside the 
development setback limit.    
 

Repair costs 
Various repairs to the facility to keep it in a state of good repair scheduled over the 
next 10 years total $957,000 with major spending categories as noted below. 
 

Building Envelope $128,200 
Interiors $112,600 
Mechanical $78,800 
Life Safety $2,900 
Electrical $578,000 

Site $43,800 
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Shoreline protection works 
 
Improvements to the existing shoreline protection works would be necessary to 
maximize the development potential of the subject property.  The costs associated 
with upgrading the shoreline works would only be determined after the completion of 
a proper shoreline assessment and related engineering studies prepared by a 
coastal engineer.    
 
COMMENT/OPTIONS:  
 
The major options include:  

1. Keep estate intact and complete all repairs to the property and find a 
municipal use for the facility. 

2. Keep estate intact and lease out the estate house. 
3. Sever estate house and outbuilding for the potential sale, dividing property at 

the bottom of the natural hill of the property and retaining public lakefront 
access for the town.   

 
Following Council’s direction staff will develop an appropriate communications and 
public engagement plan to solicit public feedback before returning with a final 
recommendation. 

 
Option #1 — Keep the entire estate intact.   
 

Pros 
The Town of Oakville has owned and operated this property since it was 
donated to the town from private ownership.  As one of the last remaining 
intact lakefront estates, the property has excellent heritage value.  The 
architectural value of the estate house, currently the home of Oakville 
Galleries, is one of Oakville’s most unique vernacular Arts and Crafts inspired 
buildings.   
 
The reasons for Heritage designation clearly state that the cultural heritage 
value of the property lies in its intact nature – including both the residence 
and surrounding landscape features.  Retained legacy estate lots provide 
examples of historic development.   Almost all of the lakeshore estates of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries have been subdivided into 
smaller lots with many of the original houses being demolished.     
 
There are numerous plantings and park benches throughout the property 
which have been donated in memoriam by citizens who anticipated their 
donation would remain public property. 
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This estate was donated to the Town of Oakville with certain expectations 
and requests.  While the use of the space may not legally be restricted, the 
public perception is that it is, and that the estate was donated to the town for 
public use, not to be sold and/or severed. 
 
Possible Uses 
Possible uses for the site include: 

• Small conference facility , however the existing limited on-site parking 
may preclude this use   

• Wedding chapel and reception centre 
• A “hands on” Art Centre for Oakville artists or for art education 
• Seniors’ gathering location 
• Outdoor adventure, cultural or “eco” camps. 
• A satellite building for one of our community centres which would bring 

some direct programs to southeast Oakville  
 

Cons 
Maintaining ownership of the two buildings will necessitate repairs to the 
buildings to bring it into a state of acceptable repair.  The building was 
originally designed as a residence and using it to serve a municipal purpose 
will likely attract significant ongoing maintenance responsibilities including 
accessibility issues under the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act 
(AODA) standards. 
 

Option #2 — Keep the entire estate intact and lease out the estate house. 
 
Lease arrangements could take one of two forms: 

• Low rent in exchange for the tenant undertaking all required ongoing 
maintenance and/or restoration at their own cost. 

• High rent in order for the town, as a landlord, to complete all required 
ongoing maintenance and restoration of the building. 
 

Pros 
The Town of Oakville would retain ownership of the entire property, while 
leasing out the estate house to a tenant.  This would retain the heritage value 
of the intact historic lakefront estate, while providing the town with assistance 
for the ongoing maintenance of the building.  It affords the town long term 
options. 
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Possible Uses 
Possible uses for the site (subject to zoning amendments) include: 

• Bed and Breakfast 
• Day care centre/Montessori School 
• Lakefront restaurant, the lakefront venue would provide a 

special offering similar to Spencer’s in Burlington 
• Boutique hotel and restaurant 
• Small banquet and conference centre, however parking 

requirements for such a venue would likely preclude this use   
• A residence for visiting dignitaries 

 

Cons 
The leased use of the facility may draw complaints from the neighbouring 
residents.   
 
Parking is provided in two areas; a public parking lot accessible from 
Lakeshore Road East and a staff and short term parking area adjacent to the 
building, accessible from a private driveway off Lakeshore Road East. 
However, parking is currently inadequate for special events and may need to 
be upgraded to attract lessors.  
 
The Official Plan and Zoning may prohibit certain uses of the facility making a 
long term lease difficult to negotiate.  Ownership may attract long term liability 
issues. 
 

Option #3 — Sever the estate house 
 

The property could be severed following the topographic curves of the land.  
The Town of Oakville will retain ownership of the shoreline for public access 
of both properties. 
 
The severance will include both the estate house and the 1950s house as 
one parcel of land.  
 
The parkland portion of the property consisting of the linear waterfront park 
and Lower Morrison Creek floodplain area would be retained by the Town 
and maintained as a public park with designated heritage landscape features 
to be preserved. 
 
The designation by-law would be updated prior to severance of the property 
to ensure appropriate documentation and protection for heritage attributes on 
both parcels of land. 
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An easement should be held by the Ontario Heritage Trust to ensure the 
long-term preservation of the heritage features of the severed property. 

 
Pros 
A third party would take on responsibility for the care and maintenance of the 
estate house.  The heritage designation would protect the heritage features.  
A severance of the property would not be required to go through the 
traditional planning process given its municipal ownership.  The Town could 
establish conditions of approval associated with the future development of the 
property. The long term liabilities to the town would be lessened. 
 
Cons 
A heritage designation will not completely protect the facility from neglect 
although application and enforcement of the property standards by-law would 
assist. 
 
The town could assure itself that the first owner has good intentions for the 
property; there would be limited control over the use of the property in a 
resale situation.  There may be a risk of challenge to the Official Plan policies 
by future developers. 
 
Public access to the top of bank and shoreline walkway and the development 
constraints associated with building in proximity to the Morrison Creek flood 
plain and shoreline may make the property less desirable for prospective 
purchasers and therefore potentially impact the resale value of the property.  
 
The existing shoreline protection works would need to be upgraded to realize 
the full development potential of the existing structures.  The financial cost of 
upgrading the shoreline works would only be determined after the completion 
of a proper shoreline assessment and related engineering studies prepared 
by a coastal engineer. 
 
If portions of the property were sold (i.e. the estate house), an update of the 
heritage designation by-law would be required and heritage planning staff 
would recommend an easement agreement to ensure the long-term 
preservation of the heritage features of the property.  The restrictions of the 
easement agreement may reduce the resale value of the property. 
 
While not legally required, it is a commonly held public perception that the 
land was donated to the Town of Oakville for the specific purpose of a town-
owned art gallery and public park.  Even if the art gallery ceases operations 
at the estate house, many people may feel that the building should still be 
used as a public space. See Appendix A. 
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CONSIDERATIONS: 

 
(A)    PUBLIC 

The public has demonstrated considerable interest in this issue.  Staff, the 
Mayor and local Councillors have received communications.  It was also the 
subject of an article in the Toronto Star in 2012.   

 
(B) FINANCIAL 

There are no financial implications with respect to this report; however there 
will be financial implications in the final report.  Approximately $1 million in 
renovations is required for the main buildings not including the costs 
associated with upgrading the shoreline protection works.  The value of the 
property is a variable until the future use of the facility is determined. 

 
(C) IMPACT ON OTHER DEPARTMENTS & USERS 

The impact of this issue may be significant and affect multiple town 
departments. 

 
(D) CORPORATE AND/OR DEPARTMENT STRATEGIC GOALS 

This report addresses the corporate strategic goal to:  
• be accountable 
• be fiscally sustainable 
 

(E) COMMUNITY SUSTAINABILITY 
This issue impacts on the social and cultural aspects of the community. 
 

 
APPENDICES:  

Appendix A – Notes from Public Meeting held June 26, 2007. 
 
 
 

Submitted by: 
Gord Lalonde 
Commissioner, Corporate Services 
 

 
 


