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Swan Lake Christmas Hill Nature Sanctuary is zoned as a conservation area. 
It is a registered charitable organization run by the Swan Lake Christmas Hill Nature 

Sanctuary Society (Charity # 11920 7157 RR0001) that was established in 1975. 

The lands and facilities are owned by the Corporation of the District of Saanich, and two 
small parcels by the Nature Trust BC. The Nature Sanctuary Society operates through a 

land management agreement with the District of Saanich.

We acknowledge with respect the Lekwungen peoples on whose traditional lands and We acknowledge with respect the Lekwungen peoples on whose traditional lands and 
waterways we work, learn and play, and the Songhees, Esquimalt and W̱SÁNEĆ peoples waterways we work, learn and play, and the Songhees, Esquimalt and W̱SÁNEĆ peoples 

whose historical relationships with the land continue to this day.   whose historical relationships with the land continue to this day.   
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VisionVision
To be a leader in the stewardship of healthy, diverse ecosystems, and to provide 

an urban sanctuary that brings people and nature together.
 

MissionMission
To foster the community’s understanding and appreciation of nature 

through direct experience.
 

ValuesValues
• 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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Message from the Board Chair & Executive Director

Looking back on the rollercoaster of 2020 reminded us of the big challenges that we all faced, but also 
the bright joys that are to be celebrated. The COVID-19 pandemic brought rapidly sweeping changes, 
but we were able to refocus our efforts on transparent, equitable processes and the fundamental work 
of the nature sanctuary – to steward these lands for all to experience.  

We worked to document gaps in our policies and procedures, and created a community of practice 
to progress organizational frameworks around decolonization, equity, diversity, and inclusion. This 
ensures that we can create a welcoming and accessible space for everyone. 

We reemphasized the conservation and restoration of the Nature Sanctuary’s 160 acres as central to 
all that we do. This is particularly timely as Eastern Vancouver Island was identified as one of Canada’s 
nine crisis ecoregions in 2020 (see below), and 2021–2030 has been declared the Decade of Ecosystem 
Restoration by the United Nations. With Cara’s background as a PhD trained ecologist, we connected 
the sanctuary with broader groups of researchers and applied biology practitioners. We look forward 
to building on our community-integrated approaches for protecting the endangered Garry Oak habitat 
of Christmas Hill and critical wetland around Swan Lake. 

Southern Canada’s crisis ecoregions: Identifying the most significant and threatened places for biodiversity conservation. 
Kraus & Hebb. 2020. Biodiversity & Conservation.



Amidst the struggles, our community came together, held us up and showed us how vital the Nature 
Sanctuary is! The Tuesday Crew forged on continuously with their tireless management of invasive 
plants on site. The Silver Swans more than doubled their handcrafted goods sales in our Gift Shop – 
totalling over $12,000! Lenny Ross, retired environmental educator, created weekly photojournalistic 
Nature Narratives that were read by the young and young at heart around the world. Our numerous 
other volunteers continued to help in the office and on site as restrictions allowed, but thankfully 
homemade treats appeared every week, providing a sweet foundation for our whole sanctuary team! 

We were delighted when staff created new virtual educational programs, reinvented how the Nature 
House could be re-opened safely, and welcomed other initiatives and changes that meant that we 
could adapt to our new reality. In addition to the 4,224 participants in our in-person programs, more 
than 5,400 people logged on for our online educational offerings, and we had 4,704 visits to the Nature 
House from June through December.

We received incredible support from long-time partners, District of Saanich, Government of Canada, 
Victoria Foundation, Victoria Natural History Society, and the Evening Optimists. We also developed 
new relationships with All One Fund, Inter-Cultural Association, and the Greater Victoria School 
District’s Indigenous Education Department. Additionally, we are grateful for the individual donations 
from over 130 community members. These partnerships and support allow us to conserve and 
connect the Nature Sanctuary’s plants, fungi, animals, and lands to you, and to over 60,000 other 
visitors each year. 

Thank you! 
We are humbled and honoured to be here, doing this work in community with you.  

Fallon Lindsay, Board Chair 
Cara Gibson, Executive Director 
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Late one afternoon in April, I found myself surrounded by great camas while Bewick’s wrens sang and 
orange-crowned warblers trilled from the Garry oaks.  A Sara’s orange-tip butterfly flew by and a few 
bumblebees languidly foraged amongst the camas.  A feeling of wellness and calm filled me even as 
I was aware the reason for my being in this meadow was to remove burr chervil – an invasive plant 
species which is relatively new to the sanctuary.  Burr chervil as the name suggests has seeds with 
burrs – all the better for seeds to be transported from park to park and around the sanctuary on the 
pant legs, shoelaces, etc. of people as well as the movement of animals.  So I try and carefully move 
through the camas patches removing the burr chervil before it seeds, while trying to minimize the 
damage to the camas and other plants.

I take inspiration from the Indigenous stewards of these lands in believing that humans can be a 
positive force.  Stewardship is essential to maintaining the health and resiliency of this ecosystem.  It is 
at times tedious and tiring, but also satisfying to feel like one can participate productively in ecological 
processes.

Shortly after the public health restrictions due to the COVID-19 pandemic started to come into effect, 
the visitor numbers to the Sanctuary increased.  The pandemic has shown the value of healthy natural 
spaces for mental well-being.  Of course we knew this before.  With so little native landscape left on the 
island, the ecological value of this little piece of the planet becomes higher.  It is a refuge for rare plants 
and habitat for myriad organisms.  On its own, it is important, but when connected through our yards 
and gardens its impact increases.  

This has been an important aspect of the native plant gardening workshops (Embracing the Wild) 
I have been leading over the past few years.  The great value I see in native plant gardening is the 
connection it promotes with other life as well as a connection to the history of this place.  I wish I could 
remember who said, “If you appreciate the forest, you should also appreciate the processes which 
brought it into being.”  Substitute ecosystem for forest and we cover a lot of ground.  There are endless 
things to appreciate and discoveries (and rediscoveries) with which to fascinate oneself.  Native plant 
gardening is an activity that can be accomplished at almost any scale.  It allows for creativity and has 
the benefit of connecting the landscape for ecological processes and native species.  It reduces water 
use and provides habitat for insects, birds, fungi and more.

On my 8th birthday, my father gave me an oak seedling.  I happened to plant it in an old compost pile 
and it wasn’t long before that oak towered above me.  It wasn’t long after that that I started tending a 
small nursery – growing seedlings my father would gift for birthdays and anniversaries.  Now that the 
trees and shrubs were attached to events and emotions, the care and survival rate of these plants 
went up.  As he would say, “Boond, boond sai bharta sagar.” Literally, drop by drop the ocean fills, but 
really meaning that every drop in the ocean is of equal value.  Each of our individual actions add up.  
We all have ways to contribute to the well-being of this ecosystem.  

Thank you for being a part of this place and helping to sustain the Nature Sanctuary.

Jay Rastogi, Site Manager

Message from the Site Manager
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Christmas Hill

Garry Oak habitats are home to more plant species than any other terrestrial ecosystem in 
coastal British Columbia. Just under 700 plant species have been recorded in healthy Garry 
Oak ecosystems, with many occurring nowhere else in Canada. Additionally, 800 insect and 
other arthropod, 104 bird, 7 amphibian, 7 reptile and 33 mammal species occur in these 
habitats. 

Christmas Hill represents a remnant pocket of some of the last 5% of remaining Garry Oak 
habitat found in Canada. Conserving this place is critical for preventing the loss of these 
unique native, drought-adapted plant and animal species.

Site Services
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Swan Lake
Swan Lake is part of the greater 46 km2 Colquitz River watershed. Water flows down from 
Blenkinsop Lake and enters Swan Lake on its eastern shore via Blenkinsop Creek. From the 
western shore of the lake, water outflows into Swan Creek to join the Colquitz River, and then 
finally into Portage Inlet eventually joining the Pacific Ocean. 

Watersheds filter, clean and store water by allowing it to be absorbed into the ground slowly. 
This improves water quality, reduces risks of flooding and species invasions, and increases 
regional resilience to climate change.

In addition to these critical ecosystem services, many birds and other animals call this wetland 
home. Swan Lake is a key stopping place for migratory birds along the Pacific Flyway (200+ 
bird species have been documented on site), and beavers, mink and otters are frequently 
found frollicking in the water or surrounding riparian marshland. We also have one of the last 
remaining populations of Western Painted Turtles.

Site Services
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Swan Lake and Christmas Hill are connected by a trail corridor along Nelthorpe Street. 
Park in the Nature House lot to access any part of the sanctuary grounds. 
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“[O]ur daughter has been so motivated and got our 
family started removing ivy from the area bordering 
our property. You were an inspiration! Thank you for 
the wonderful classes and stay healthy.”
 - Junior Stewardship Series Parent
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Education Services

In 2020, the Provincial Health Order restrictions 
meant that education had to be offered very 
differently. The Education team reached out 
to 4,224 participants (compared with 12,985 
participants in 2019) and 242 programs (409 in 
2019) and two events (15 in 2019). These declines 
meant significant losses in revenue, but despite 
this, it was a year of creativity and innovation to 
try to offer nature education to the public from 
a distance. Naturalists filmed and released nine 
nature videos, five virtual events, and a three-part 
podcast series free to the community, generating 
over 5,400 views. 
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Photo: Angela Wood

The Naturalists also designed and offered a new program called the Junior Stewardship 
Project Series to support outdoor, hands-on learning. The adaptation to teach 100% of school 
and in-house programs outside with the help of microphones and tents, made it possible to 
continue offering nature education to a variety of schools and other groups across southern 
Vancouver Island. 
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Volunteer Services

The Swan Lake Christmas Hill Nature Sanctuary Volunteer Program experienced a very unusual 
year in 2020. Pandemic restrictions resulted in a significant drop in volunteer hours, but volunteers 
have remained connected to, and champions of, the Nature Sanctuary in innovative and unique 
ways!

Lenny Ross and his weekly “Swan Lake Nature Narratives” kept everyone engaged in the drama, 
humour and healing found in nature.  The Silver Swans quilting volunteers sewed masks at home 
raising funds for the Sanctuary, and providing a reusable and sustainable alternative to single-use 
masks. With funding from The Government of Canada’s New Horizons for Seniors Program, we 
were able to purchase much needed tools, equipment and outdoor wash stations to safely restart 
vital volunteer ecosystem restoration work.  

Cookie bakers kept spirits high by providing delicious treats, board members continued to vision 
for our future, Sanctuary Nature Ambassador Program (SNAP) volunteers kept trails safe and clean, 
admin volunteers helped on projects, animal care volunteers ensured our creatures stayed healthy 
and fed, and education volunteers washed hands and donned masks to teach children about 
nature.  So much work was done by volunteers in 2020, are we are deeply grateful for all the help, 
support, and encouragement given in the past year.  Thank you Nature Sanctuary volunteers!

Photo: Cara Gibson

3,635 hours of volunteer time 
78 volunteers
985 hours of site restoration & SNAP work
1,111 Silver Swans sewing hours, raising 
over $12,000!
500,000 steps by Lenny Ross while doing 
his 52 weekly Nature Narratives

Photo: Lenny Ross
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“Sewing… gave me something 
to focus on other than how 
isolated and lonely I was 
becoming…there was still a 
connection with a wonderful 
group of friends…and it 
felt good to be able to do 
something positive for the 
Nature Sanctuary.”

-Shelley P., Silver Swan Seamstress

Photo: Carol Anne
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Enterprise ServicesEnterprise Services
Facility Rentals

The Tent on the front lawn of the Nature House can accommodate larger gatherings 
regardless of the weather. It is surrounded by towering firs and Garry Oaks, and provides a 
beautiful, accessible natural venue. 

The Founders’ Wharf is perfect for intimate gatherings where guests are surrounded by 
rushes, bird song and the soothing sounds of the water.

The Teaching Shelter offers a wonderful outdoor, covered sitting area with a picturesque 
view of the lake and the aroma of sun-baked firs.

The Classroom has an elevated stage for performances or presentations. A sound system, 
projector and screen are also available. Consider including walking meetings around the lake 
as break-out sessions for your next meeting.

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

All locations are wheelchair accessible.
Please contact us for additional information. 

Photo: Cara Gibson
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Gift Shop

The Nature House Gift Shop sells art, handcrafts, and books about local natural history, includ-
ing plant and animal identification guides, and nature-themed children’s stories and educa-
tional toys.   
We are shifting to emphasize Indigenous and local artists. Please reach out if you know of items 
that might make nice additions to our offerings. And of course, think of us for your next unique 
gift! Proceeds directly support the Nature Sanctuary.

Swan Lake Christmas Hill Nature Sanctuary Society Annual Report

Photo: Julia DawsonPhoto: Cara Gibson

Photo: Cara Gibson
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“Swan Lake Christmas Hill Nature Sanctuary is a very precious jewel 
right in the midst of our city. While it seems like it is a large, secure 
natural oasis, it is actually a very fragile and vulnerable place that needs 
our support...It is a special place created to protect the habitat and the 
wildlife within it, and that is why no dogs are allowed, bicycling should 
not occur, and people should not jog on the boardwalk.”

-Lenny Ross, Retired Environmental Educator

Photo: Agile Drone Services



The District of Saanich’s land management fee represents approximately 58% of the Society’s total revenue. 
Grants and Donations were slightly higher in 2020 as compared with 2019 due to an increase in the number of 
grants received. There were large reductions in revenue from programs, facility rentals, and plant sales due to 
COVID-19 restricting the ability to meet in person.

Finance
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Revenue
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Finance
Expenses
Salaries and benefit expenses were slightly lower in 2020 due to decreases in staffing. Administrative materials 
and services remained at 2019 levels due to professional fees, contracted bookkeeping services and increased 
COVID-19 cleaning costs. Materials and services expenditures decreased in 2020 as there were no major 
projects. Overall, expenses were lower in 2020 with fewer programs and services on offer and concomitant 
reductions in spending.



Supporting Organizations

All One Fund
Bateman Foundation Gallery of Nature
Government of Canada - Summer Jobs
Government of Canada - The New Horizons 
for Seniors Program
Country Grocer
Capital Regional District
District of Saanich
Evening Optimist Club Of Victoria
Gardenworks
Greater Victoria NatureHood
Inter-Cultural Association
Level Ground Trading Company
Liquor Plus
Nature Trust British Columbia
Provincial Employees Community Service 
Fund
Quadra Cedar Hill Community Association
Royal BC Museum
TD Friends of the Environment Fund
Telus
The Butchart Gardens
Thrifty Foods
Vancouver Island Trails Information Society
Victoria Foundation - Community Recovery 
Program
Victoria Natural History Society
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We are grateful for the gifts from 130 donors who have supported us and our work to conserve this place.



Swan Lake Christmas Hill 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
Social: @SwanLakeNature 
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