SWAN CREEK WATERSHED
Swan Lake Nature Narratives, with Lenny

Hi Everyone,
Today I would like to take you on a little trip beyond Swan Lake to explore
the watershed in which it is located. (A watershed is all the land on which
water drains into a river system.) First let me show you the big picture.
Swan Lake and Swan Creek are part of the Colquitz River Watershed. It is
a small watershed as the Colquitz River is only about 10 kilometres from
Elk Lake to the sea at Portage Inlet which is brackish (salt and fresh
mixed) water. From there the water flows down the Gorge Waterway to
Victoria’s Inner Harbour and then empties into the Strait of Juan de Fuca
at Ogden Point, about another 8 kilometres making for a total run of less
than 20 kilometres. Compare that to the Fraser River which flows about
1,400 kilometres from Vancouver to Mount Robson in the Rockies and you
see why I call it a small watershed.
And Swan Creek, which is only about 2.5 kilometres from
Swan Lake to the Colquitz River, is an even smaller watershed.

PAGE 1

2020 10 19

SWAN CREEK
WATERSHED
But just because it is so tiny, it doesn’t mean
people don’t think it is a big deal. There are many
volunteers and organizations that look after it,

because not only is it a beautiful little oasis in the
middle of a city, but it also is the home to a small
run of Coho Salmon.

The stream leaves Swan Lake and passes under
the Pat Bay Highway and through a small
subdivision until it emerges in a gorgeous little
linear park.
There is a bucolic trail that follows the
meandering stream.
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At this time of year it gurgles and bubbles
under the trees and over the rocks.
The creek passes under Mckenzie Avenue, one of
Saanich’s busiest roads. Note the artwork is
approved and the rocks were purposely placed in
the stream to create a riffle, or small rapids, to
oxygenate the water and create better salmon
habitat.

There are signs placed along the creek to teach
how salmon need places to hide, streamside
vegetation, clean water and cool temperatures.
A bit further along the trail and you come to the
Bob Cox bridge. It was named after Mr. Cox
because he was one of the founding members of
the the Friends of Swan Creek Watershed.
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It is a beautiful place with riffles and
pools for the salmon to rest and spawn
and for the Great Blue Herons to fish.

The Friends of Swan Creek Watershed and the Peninsula Streams Society helped the
students of nearby Mckenzie School turn the railings of the bridge into a public art gallery to
raise awareness of the stream ecosystem, the incredible salmon, and the need to provide
stewardship for this special place. Here are a few examples of their work.
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The creek continues on it’s way to the sea. Areas
have been fenced off to protect
the habitat and,
the salmon.

Before too long the Swan Creek tributary joins up
with the Colquitz River and not to far from that spot,
right behind the Tillicum Mall, there is this structure.
A bridge and below the bridge is a fish counting
fence blocking the salmon from heading up river.
To try and get by the fence they go into the long
pen sticking upstream to the right.
The pen is a fish counting box where volunteers
like Gary and John come several times a day to
check and see if there are any salmon to be netted
out, identified, counted, and released to swim
upstream to spawning areas. On this day there
were no fish present, but it had not rained for
several days, notice the low water level. The Coho
only like to head upstream when they smell lots
of fresh water cascading down.
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I had to be patient and wait but at least I was
kept company by this Red-tailed Hawk who was
watching us from a Garry Oak tree nearby.

We didn’t have to wait too long. A couple of days later it rained all night. Look how much
higher the water is. Here Dorothy Chambers joins John counting the salmon. Dorothy, a
member of the Friends of Cuthbert Holmes Park, along with some others, founded the Colquitz
Salmonid Stewardship and Education Society now known as Salmon In The City. Dorothy
spends an incredible amount of time coordinating stewardship efforts throughout the entire
watershed to protect these salmon. She is known as an Urban Salmon Warrior as she has
fought and won many battles to protect this vital but fragile habitat in the middle a large city
where road run off, oil spills from home heating tanks, and development pose constant risks.
And today it seemed like she, and the small army
of volunteers she connects with, can be happy
that their efforts are succeeding because there
were so many fish to count and release that John
was working up a sweat.
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Sometimes the net
was so full of Coho
you could see it
bend.
The fish count was
going up rapidly.
Later Gary gave John a break. These men are
dedicated volunteers sometimes having to visit the
fence three or four times a day for October, November
and part of December. Not to mention some like Gary
here also volunteer at the Goldstream Hatchery and
with the Esquimalt Anglers. They are all eco heroes.
Some of the fish are the fully mature four year old
males and females. Others like this little one are
sexually mature two year olds called “Jacks.” Dorothy
said, like some other male juveniles they never really
went far on their own. Instead they stayed at home in
the seas nearby where the living was easier, they got
old enough for the hormones to start raging, and now
head upstream with the fully mature females to
spawn. Unfortunately for the younger ones, they, just
like the older salmon, spawn and die. The Jacks only
live two years, but they are good years occupied with
just food and sex!

PAGE 7

2020 10 19

SWAN CREEK
WATERSHED

It was a great day. Dorothy educated many passersby about the importance of protecting
salmon habitat. They took out 25 Coho by noon. That makes close to a 100 fish that have
already come home. Hopefully it will get up to three or four hundred before they are done.
Most will spawn upstream in Copley Park near Mann Ave. Some will head up Swan Creek
and spawn there, or even get all the way to Swan Lake where I saw one once.
This is why I get so excited about the return of the fall rains.

If you want to find out more about this project please watch this video of Dorothy
Chambers making a presentation about Salmon in the City.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a3JKE_52kp0
If you want to see the fish fence in action, wait for it to rain, then visit the fish fence in the Tillicum
Mall behind Montanna’s restaurant, look for the sign by the main trail and the side trial to the little
bridge below. This year they start their day at 8:30 am promptly so arrive a little early to enjoy the
stream first.
Have fun and celebrate fall! Lenny
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