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Swan Lake Christmas 
Hill Nature Sanctuary 
is a nature reserve. It is 
a registered charitable 
organization run by the 
Swan Lake Christmas Hill 
Nature Sanctuary Society 
(Charity # 11920 7157 
RR0001). The lands and 
facilities are owned by 
the Corporation of the 
District of Saanich, and the 
Nature Sanctuary Society 
operates through a land 
management agreement 
with the District of Saanich 
(Est. June, 1975).
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Vision
To be a leader in the stewardship of 
healthy, diverse ecosystems, and to 
provide an urban sanctuary that brings 
people and nature together.
 
Mission
To foster the community’s understanding 
and appreciation of nature through direct 
experience.
 
Values
•	 Collaboration to accomplish together 

what cannot be done alone
•	 Commitment to fostering community 

understanding of our work 
•	 Excellence in conservation, education 

and innovation
•	 Respect for the land we steward, the 

ecosystems within it, and the people 
who care for it.
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Pre-Contact

Swan Lake has been described 
as an important hunting and 
gathering area for the Songhees 
people. A number of arrow heads 
and spear tips have been found 
supporting this, as they indicate a 
high level of hunting.

What is in the name?

There is speculation that Swan Lake was 
named after James Gilchrist Swan, an 
American journalist, railroad promoter, 
reservation school teacher, lawyer,  
natural historian, and ethnographer.

1857

McKenzie Farm

Sheep farm is established by  
Kenneth McKenzie 

1903

Rogers Farm

First known as Alderlea Farm  
established as a dairy farm by 
George Rogers Senior 

1912

Girling Farm

Girling family establishes a small 
hobby farm at the lake 

1964-1897

Swan Lake Hotel

Located on Saanich Road opposite 
Falmouth. Reputed excellent for 
fishing and ice skating 

1889 and early 1900’s

Victoria Ice Company

Harvests ice from Swan Lake to be 
sold to households for ice-boxes 

Pendray Dairy Farm at Swan Lake
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What is in the name?

Christmas Hill may have been named 
after HBC Factor Joseph William McKay 
who noted it on Christmas Day in the 
early 1840s.

1917-1978

Pendray Dairy Farm

Joel Pendray operates a dairy farm 
which is continued by his son until 
1978 when the land is turned over 
to the Nature Sanctuary

1975

Swan Lake Christmas Hill 
Nature Sanctuary Society

Forms and officially incorporates 
under the BC Society Act on  
June 6, 1975

1976/77

Nature Sanctuary offices  at 
Girling Farm House

1977-1988

Herda House at current Sanctu-
ary site serves a nature house

1988

Current Nature House

Completion and official opening

1978

Building of first floating  
walkway across the lake

2015

North Boardwalk replacement

GOAL - 2019

Complete Boardwalk

GOAL - 2021

New signage and Nature House 
exhibit plans
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“Instructions for living a life.
Pay attention.
Be astonished.
Tell about it.”

 Mary Oliver 
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Message from the Board

The Swan Lake Christmas Hill Nature Sanctuary Society 
continued to thrive in 2019, strengthening community 
relationships while laying foundations for future projects. 
With unexpected upheavals arriving during the onset 
of 2020, the Nature Sanctuary staff and volunteers, 
demonstrated their dedication, resilience and hard work, 
by keeping the Nature Sanctuary healthy during events 
we have never experienced before. During the past many 
months, we have learned a lot about our priorities and, by 
focusing on our strengths, we were able to adapt decisively 
to ensure long term stability. This year brought a great 
amount of change, including farewells to beloved staff 
members and loss and hardship in our communities, both 
locally and globally. 

As we regroup this fall, we are taking time to review our 
strategic plan and reconnect with our mission: to foster the 
community’s understanding and appreciation of nature 
through direct experience. Our mission feels more important 
than ever, as connecting to nature is vital to our collective 
wellbeing, and we are inspired to continue serving our 
communities in inclusive, engaging and innovative ways.

Since 1975, the Swan Lake Christmas Hill Nature Sanctuary 
has remained an ecological reserve in the heart of an ever-
changing urban landscape. While the surrounding lands 
have changed greatly over the 45 years since our inception, 
we have endured as a community dedicated to caring for 
our natural environment. It is with optimism and excitement 
that we welcome our new Executive Director, Cara Gibson, 
to help lead the stewardship of the Nature Sanctuary into 
its future. Her passion and expertise opens doors to a global 
scientific community, and we are looking forward to what 
the next many years will bring.

Swan Lake
c h r i s t m a s  h i l l
n a t u r e  s a n c t u a r y
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The calm, reflective surface of the early morning lake rests on the other side of the window as I write, 
the peaceful beauty of this place clearly connecting me to why I am passionate about our natural 
world. 

My name is Cara Gibson and I am the new Executive Director of Swan Lake Christmas Hill Nature 
Sanctuary. Having devoted my career to entomology and ecology, I am delighted to be stepping into 
this role to use my education and experience to continue developing the Nature Sanctuary’s caring 
community. While I have only just begun in my role as Executive Director, I can reflect upon 2019 from 
the vantage point of my previous position volunteering for the Nature Sanctuary as the Chair of the 
Ecosystems and Facilities Committee for our advisory board.

Last year (2019) was a strong year, with staff guiding many programs, community outreach and 
special event days, connecting with more than 26,000 participants. With the completion of the large 
boardwalk project the previous year (2018), much-needed site maintenance and restoration work 
was able to be completed, including replenishing the gravel around trails to ensure accessibility for 
everyone (even on rainy days). This works relies on staff volunteers and our greater community, and 
what a wonderful community we have! The dedication and expertise of the many volunteers, staff, 
partners, families, and friends of the Sanctuary are truly awe-inspiring.

The Tuesday Crew and other site volunteers contributed 2,070 hours removing invasives and nurturing 
native plants. The Silver Swans Quilters contributed their incredible handcrafted work to our gift 
shop. (They are currently making both adult and child-sized masks for sale. Consider popping by the 
Nature House to pick one up). The Board of Directors is actively engaged in developing and guiding 
strategy and governance to ensure a vibrant present and a thriving future. Across all of these areas, 
volunteerism for the Sanctuary summed up to 7,322 hours! Thank you to each staff member, Board 
Director, volunteer, and friend of the Sanctuary for the generous contribution of your time, skill and 
caring.  

We are also grateful for our partnerships with the District of Saanich, Victoria Natural History Society, 
the Capital Regional District, and the University of Victoria, and for grant support from Community 
Gaming, TELUS and the Evening Optimist Club. These organizations provide the critical foundations for 
us to do this work.

This summer celebrated the Sanctuary’s 45th year. I look forward to working together with you as we 
care for this wondrous place and continue to build upon the legacy of excellent stewardship that has 
gone before.

Sincerely, 

Cara Gibson, Executive Director

Swan Lake
c h r i s t m a s  h i l l
n a t u r e  s a n c t u a r y

Message to Sanctuary Supporters
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Christmas Hill

The highland environment of Christmas 
Hill is in marked contrast to the lowlands 
of Swan Lake. The glacially moulded rock 
faces, the vernal (seasonal) pond and 
the majestic view from the hilltop are of 
special interest to visitors. The meadows 
surrounding Christmas Hill bloom with a sea 
of wildflowers in the spring. The Swan Lake 
and Christmas Hill sections are connected 
by a trail corridor. A 2.5-kilometre loop trail, 
that includes two wharves and a floating 
walkway, provide access to the lake area.

Swan Lake Christmas Hill Nature Sanctuary Society   Annual Report

Photo: Robert Fraser

Site Services
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Swan Lake

The marsh around Swan Lake provides good 
habitat for many birds and small animals, 
including muskrat, river otter and mink. They 
make their homes in the rock walls, marsh 
grasses and cattails beside the lake. Swan 
Lake’s water comes from a large watershed 
to the north and the east, which includes 
Blenkinsop Lake. The water drains west from 
the lake into the Colquitz River and drains 
into the Pacific Ocean at Portage Inlet. 

Site Services

Photo: Robert Fraser
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Site Restoration
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Trails were replenished and new fencing 
was added to Christmas Hill

Many other programs took place in the Nature House and on the Sanctuary grounds. 

Embracing the Wild Workshops; were offered once 
again in both the spring and fall of 2019. The six 
sessions in the spring were almost fully subscribed 
and the fall ones were moderately well attended. 
There have been changes within the CRD which has 
led to them withdrawing their own staff participation 
in these workshops but at this time they do wish to 
continue sponsoring these workshops to be fully 
facilitated by our own site manager, Jay Rastogi. 

Seniors’ programs were fairly well subscribed in 
comparison with past years, with 15 programs 
delivered in 2019. The naturalist team is currently 
exploring the development of a few more 
programming options with the goal of expanding 
the available programs and marketing them to 
the libraries as well as the retirement homes and 
community centers.

Victoria Natural History Society (VNHS) A long-term 
partnership with the VNHS continues to be an 
important one and this year the organization again 
provided funds to sponsor monthly public special 
events. This allows us to continue offering quality 
nature themed events that are accessible to all 
members of the public, as these events are offered 
by donation, not by fee. The society is usually 
represented at Swan Lake drop-in events by a 
VNHS volunteer who hands out materials from the 
organisation and answers general questions from the 
public. 

The Bird Course, offered by Drs. David Bird & Rodger 
Titman was once again offered in 2019. The course 
was moderately well subscribed with 12 out of 20 
spots booked.

The Evening Optimists Club, long term supporters of the 
Sanctuary, saw low income or at risk students/schools 
enjoy programming during the 2018/2019 school year. 
Many schools resorted to a draw or lottery system in 
order to allot their number of programs. Education 
Services delivered 19 funded programs to fulfill the 
2018/2019 school year.

The split rail fencing will allow 
some trampled areas at the top 
to recover, but will continue 
to allow visitors to reach the 
peak and have the views of the 
surrounding landscape.  We will 
track how vegetation responds 
over the coming years.

Addition of new crushed gravel 
makes our trails more accessible 
for all visitors – especially once 
the rains arrive.

Program offerings included but were not limited to:
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1976

Education Programs Average

Per Year
Participants

850
2019
over 17,200

Volunteer Hours
Per Year

Combined
Trails Lengths 45th Anniversary

at Swan Lake
Christmas Hill

Bird
Species

Land

7,300

more than 200

14.5
hectares
(36 acres)

summit
109 metres
Statistics refer to Christmas Hill

4 km
1975-2020

The Natural Heart
of the City
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Summer 2019/Library programs: 

Children had a blast today learning all 
about how nature has inspired different 
inventions! Coral brought a bunch of 
examples from nature and a bunch of 
hands-on activities so the kiddos could 
try out velcro, suction cups, and swarm 
behavior for themselves! I was most 
shocked to learn that woodpecker skulls 
were the inspiration behind meteor-
resistant rocket ships.
   -Juan de Fuca Library

Photo: Rob Campbell
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Education Services

Swan Lake provides diverse and enriching ecological 
experiences and educational programs for all ages which 
inspire personal action towards stewardship activities. 

The Education Programs continue to be well subscribed. 
Over 17,209 people took part in 651 programs and/or 
events in 2019. Our Special events reach a large number of 
participants despite their lower occurrence and our on-site 
programs, including the Nature Preschool mini sessions and 
ESL groups, are also significant. 

In 2019, 372 school programs were delivered to 8,690 
participants. This is in keeping with the overall numbers of 
the last 5 years though down a bit from 2018.

“Kindergarten students are keen learners and 
absorb more than we know. It’s wonderful 
that programs out of Swan Lake are so 
comprehensive and that the naturalists working 
there are able to ‘read’ their audience and adjust 
their presentations accordingly.”
 - Teacher, School Program evaluation, Oct. 2019
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Volunteer Services

Program Partnerships

The volunteer program works with key community partner  
agencies to promote opportunities and recruit new volunteers.  
One such partner is Volunteer Victoria who coordinates volunteer 
opportunities in the CRD region and sends many interested 
volunteers to the Sanctuary through their on-line portal or staff 
direction.  Events coordinated by Volunteer Victoria include “Project 
Serve” (UVic students join Swan Lake staff to learn about and 
participate in environmental protection) and Volunteer Fairs in the 
community.

There were also a couple projects with local high schools including Reynolds Secondary School and Pacific 
Christian Secondary School.  Teachers and students worked with site staff in environmental protection projects 
while learning about the mission and vision of the Sanctuary.  

Swan Lake also works with special needs support agencies such as The Garth Homer Society and Community 
Living Victoria.  Clients with these organizations volunteer in weekly activities at the Sanctuary including duck 
food bag filling, animal care, recycling and sweeping around the nature house and teaching shelter. 
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Volunteer time - 7322 hours  Office volunteers - 999 hours 
  
Tech volunteers - 194 hours  Silver Swans crafts raised -   
       $6000 
Cookie bakers - 188 hours

Swan Lake
c h r i s t m a s  h i l l
n a t u r e  s a n c t u a r y
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Enterprise Services
Facility Rentals

The stunning natural beauty of Swan Lake 
makes it the ideal space for meetings, 
memorials, special events, or gatherings. 
There are a medley of unique areas around 
the Sanctuary capable of accommodating a 
variety of preferences and needs.

The classroom has an elevated stage area that offers an 
opportunity for performances or presentations. A sound 
system, projector and screen is available. Small group 
break-out sessions can be made special by coordinating 
walking meetings around the lake.

The library can be rented separately or as part of the 
classroom with the divider between rooms removed to 
create a single, larger seating area.

The Teaching Shelter offers a wonderful outdoor, covered area 
with a picturesque view of the lake. It has bench seating 
and is the perfect setting for educational gatherings, 
intimate weddings, ceremonies, meditation, etc. Your 
imagination is the only limitation!

The Front Lawn of the Nature House can accommodate an 
intimate or larger gatherings. It is surrounded by towering 
firs and Garry Oaks and provides a unique natural venue 
for you and your guests. 
 
The Founders Dock is perfect for more intimate gatherings. 
Guests will be surrounded by rushes, bird song and lake 
water.  

Please contact us for additional information. 

Photo: Cara Gibson
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Gift Shop

The Gift Shop
Our small gift shop sells a selection of 
books about topics that range from our 
local environment, to plant and animal 
identification guides, to nature-themed 
children’s stories.   
We also have educational toys, mason bee 
homes, hummingbird feeders, and nature-
themed cards designed by a variety of local 
artists. 
Our very own Silver Swans ladies group 
offer a variety of their beautifully crafted 
work such as baby quilts, ornaments, tea 
cozies, place mats, table runners, oven mitts 
and masks.  
Please check back often as each hand-
crafted item is one of a kind!  

Swan Lake
c h r i s t m a s  h i l l
n a t u r e  s a n c t u a r y

3,237
bags of duck food 
sold in 2019
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Swan Lake Christmas Hill 
Nature Sanctuary brings 
people and nature together.

“In the end we will conserve 
only what we love, we 
will love only what we 
understand, and we will 
understand only what we are 
taught.” 

Baba Dioum

Our urban sanctuary connects 
learning, understanding and 
love to conservation.

Photo: Rob Campbell



The District of Saanich’s operating management fee represents approximately 56% of the Society’s total 
revenue.  Grants and Donations were lower in 2019 largely due to grants received in the previous year for the 
Boardwalk Project and roof replacement.  Other revenue is comprised of revenue from programs, facility rent-
als, plant sales, gift shop sales, membership and property rent.

Swan Lake
c h r i s t m a s  h i l l
n a t u r e  s a n c t u a r y

Finance
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Revenue
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Finance
Expenses
Salaries and benefits remained relatively consistent with 2018 and 2017 with slight variances due to new hires 
and wage increases.  Administrative materials and services increased in 2019 due to increased professional 
fees for contracted services such as bookkeeping.  Site materials and services decreased in 2019 as there were 
no major projects.  Overall expenses were slightly lower in 2019.
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Nature Sanctuary Society
3873 Swan Lake Road 
Victoria, B.C.  V8X 3W1 
Phone: (250) 479-0211   
Email: info@swanlake.bc.ca 
Web: swanlake.bc.ca 
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