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  SX̱ EDJELI (SENĆOŦEN) - Anna’s Hummingbird (English) - Calypte anna (Latin). Photo: Robert Fraser

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 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
Foster community appreciation and respect for natural systems and the 
knowledge and skills to act responsibly to benefit the environment and future life.

 

MissionMission
Conserve and restore Nature Sanctuary lands and waters while inspiring    
stewardship through community engagement and collaboration.

 

ValuesValues
 Land Stewardship
 Our integrated approach to conserving and restoring Nature Sanctuary 

ecosystems is grounded in practices that are ecologically sound and based in 
science, research, consultation, and traditional ways of knowing.

 Community Engagement
 We build relationships with a diverse community of learners, nature lovers, 

neighbours, partners, advocates and local organizations who are vital to 
sustaining and elevating our ecosystem restoration efforts. The Sanctuary’s 
welcoming urban greenspace fosters connection with nature and with each other.

 
 Inspiring Action
 We encourage curiosity, independent exploration and discovery of the natural 

world. Through inquiry-based learning, we inspire others to value the critical role 
that natural systems play in sustaining our quality of life and to be responsible 
advocates for nature conservation.

 
 Care and Respect
 In our stewardship of the land, we cultivate a strong ethic of care and respect for 

people and nature, and for the relationship between them. Nature uplifts and 
renews us and in turn supports community health and wellbeing.  

 Organizational Sustainability
 To increase and sustain our success, we thoughtfully manage our financial and 

human resources, data, and on-site facilities and infrastructure. We are ethical, 
accountable and transparent in our work.



In the midst of continual transitions in our lives — the impact of the pandemic and climate change 
— we are reminded of the importance of the Nature Sanctuary, the importance of providing a 
steadfast place in nature for respite and renewal. It is right here in urban Saanich that we can be 
inspired and healed by the teachings and beauty of nature!
Connection to the land, to place and to people continues to have a remarkable impact. Many of you 
recognized our evolving needs and worked with us to continue keeping this incredible space open 
and accessible to visitors, volunteers and program participants. 
We were innovative in fulfilling our mission by embracing new technology and opportunities to 
bring nature to people and people to nature. We’ve discovered the jewels of online learning, but we 
have to say, we are thrilled to be back on the land with our nature stewardship programs and our 
participants. We are encouraged by the increasing interest in biodiversity and native plants, and in 
creating healthy ecosystems in the spaces that surround us every day so that people and wildlife 
can thrive together.
We must acknowledge the extraordinary leadership and work of our staff team who maintained our 
momentum with grace and kept us operating safely and successfully throughout the year. Although 
the pandemic affected our daily routines in profound ways, we adjusted to a new normal here at 
the Nature Sanctuary and continue to serve our community and steward our precious ecosystems. 
The year’s challenges also reminded us how important it is to plan for the future. Our Staff and 
Board came together to reflect upon the past 46 years as a Society and to envision our next chapter 
in creating the 2022-2025 Strategic Plan. Our June 2021 Supporter Survey indicated that our top 
priority should be site restoration. There were many exciting ideas offered in the survey responses 
that were especially beneficial to the strategic planning process. 
Seeing how our community has interacted with the Nature Sanctuary during these unprecedented 
times has renewed our sense of urgency and commitment to conserve and restore Nature 
Sanctuary lands and waters for all. With the help of volunteers, members and friends, we are 
setting our sights high. Our big goals fall in line with our vision to “foster community appreciation 
and respect for natural systems and the knowledge and skills to act responsibly to benefit the 
environment and future life.” 
With our renewed focus on land stewardship through community engagement and collaboration, 
the year ahead feels very special and symbolic. Much like a butterfly emerging from its chrysalis 
symbolizes a rebirth and transformation, we too feel as though we have emerged. We feel ready to 
spread our wings!
As you read through the 2021 Annual Report, know that we are only able do this important work 
thanks to you, our loyal supporters. Our continued success is due to the generous contributions of 
our members, volunteers, partners, donors and youth, all of whom deserve our heartfelt gratitude. 
It is our goal to ensure that everyone feels welcome, safe and comfortable while they are at the 
Nature Sanctuary.

Looking forward to greeting you on site!
Sharon Daly, Board Chair 

Cara Gibson, Executive Director 
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Message from the Board Chair & Executive Director



How to pet a porcupine
The majority of work we do on site is invasive species control.  At times it seems like, as long-time 
site volunteer Betty Thacker says, “They grow up as fast you as you remove them.”  But we are 
persistent too and, by taking the long view, we can see the impact that we’ve had.  There is an 
area on Christmas Hill where we have been removing English ivy for five years and now that area is 
carpeted with fawn lilies.  Since we didn’t plant them, it seems reasonable to think that seeds and 
bulbs must have been dormant and our work restored the conditions that the lilies favour. 
Our efforts to control scotch broom has been ongoing for decades, and it will need to continue for 
decades to come, as the seeds can remain dormant for 60 to 80 years in the right conditions, and 
that doesn’t account for new introductions of seeds!
The overarching goal of our work is a fully functioning ecosystem and that can seem daunting as an 
achievable target considering what we are up against.  The fragmentation of the landscape makes 
the Sanctuary akin to an island – isolated from other islands of natural areas.  Isolation brings with 
it challenges of movement and genetic flow for some species, while at the same time benefiting 
other species that move easily or are fast colonizers.  So how best to proceed in a compromised 
situation, with limits on resources and knowledge?  For me, a framework that works is to simplify 
the ecosystem into three categories: Composition, Structure, and Function.

Composition: What is there?  I fear we frequently get stuck with this as the main indication of 
ecosystem functioning or health.  It is relatively easy and seems so scientific to count species.  The 
more species the better – right?  Of course, it is more nuanced than that.  Knowing what is present 
and especially knowing abundance and how a species relates to others is also important.

Structure: The arrangement of living and dead biomass.  Think ground cover, shrub layer, 
understorey, canopy – and all the biomass in between.  Cavities in trees, for example, are relatively 
rare and get used differently by wildlife than live branches.  Structure and composition interact with 
biogeochemical processes and contribute to ecological functioning.

Function:  The web of interactions and interdependencies which makes the ecosystem tick.  This 
includes things like decomposition, photosynthesis, pollination, herbivory, gene flow, and a whole 
lot more.

Determining the nature and timing of our effort is also key in moving along the path of restoring 
the Sanctuary.  Knowing the story of this place and finding a place for ourselves in the story also 
seem essential.  The Songhees and W̱ SÁNEĆ people stewarded these lands for millennia – shaping 
the composition, structure and functioning of the ecosystem while at the same time being shaped 
by the ecosystem too.  The result was a fire-resilient landscape with an abundance of plants and 
animals (including humans).  Re-storying humans in a wilderness or a land ethic will be essential 
not only to restoring ecosystems but also our society’s relationship with nature. 

Message from the Site Director

6



Many of us who work at the Sanctuary (ask Betty Thacker how to join the A-team) cultivate hope by 
spending time and working in natural places but also in gardens. That the two – nature and gardens 
exist on a continuum is easy enough for me to accept; though both terms are prickly and difficult 
to pin down with any precision.  In both nature and gardens we observe seasonal changes as well 
as changes that result from manipulating composition by removing invasive species; or adding 
native ones; or pruning shrubs to reduce drought stress, promote flowering and to allow more light 
for understorey plants.  This in turn affects insect and bird species.  I look for patterns or plant 
associations in nature to try and mimic in a garden setting.  By observing and mimicking nature 
in our backyards we have the potential to link up natural areas — or at least reduce the distance 
between them.  The continuity and frequency of our involvement in backyard (or patio, balcony, 
etc.) gardens also has the potential to teach us lessons that can in turn be used to inform our work 
in more natural spaces.  I’m thinking about propagation of species, for example  — particularly 
ones which don’t regenerate easily.  But just as likely you will also learn more about plant-pollinator 
relationships or invasive squirrels and rats. Together, we have the chance to teach each other our 
stories and work to restore ecosystems and relationships.
And what about the porcupine?  
When I started writing I was thinking of the theory of island biogeography – the branch of ecology 
which helps to explain the distribution of living things, and in relation to the Nature Sanctuary I was 
thinking in particular about the reasons islands are less biodiverse than surrounding mainlands, 
and particularly how the distance between the mainland and an island impacts its diversity.  
Islands — or fragmented habitats like the nature sanctuary — are more vulnerable to localized 
events like loss of species or invasive species introductions.  The study of island biogeography can 
help us to understand ecological trajectories and help to explain what lives here.  
No, we do not have porcupines on the island – it’s an island biogeography thing.  

Jay Rastogi, 
Site Director
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Photo: Cara Gibson Photo: Ben Milligan
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Christmas Hill

In 2021, work continued to protect Christmas Hill, one of the last contiguous remnant Garry 
Oak habitat patches in Canada. There has been a big uptick in visitation and we installed 
additional fencing to prevent trampling of sensitive plants. We are also installing new 
signage to ensure that people know about the bylaws that help to conserve these lands 
(e.g. no dogs or bicycles) and how best to approach nature visitation (stay on trail!) and 
stewardship.
We restarted the repeat photo monitoring program as well as a project to document plant 
range expansions. This work will ensure we can reduce the the possible negative effects of 
competitive exclusion.

Site Services

Photo: Cara Gibson
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Swan Lake

Swan Lake and its wetland represent some of the greatest continuous riparian area in the 
Capital Regional District. Wetlands filter, clean and store water by absorbing it into the 
ground slowly. This improves water quality, reduces risks of costly flood damage, as well as 
increases our regional resilience to climate change.
This year, in addition to our regular water quality monitoring, we repeated the bathymetry 
for the lake (last done in 1981) to estimate the current volume. Through all of this work, we 
have noted rapid eutrophication — that is, an increase in nutrients that lead to harmful algal 
blooms. We started the process for more active restoration of this lake and wetland system.

Site Services

Anabena Photo: Rob Bowen Spirulina Photo: Rob BowenAphanizomenon Photo: Rob Bowen
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During the Atmospheric River flooding event on November 15, 2021, Rob Bowen of Diversified 
Scientific Solutions noted that the volume of the lake doubled.  This is not the full estimation 
of the flood management potential of this ecosystem, however, as the surrounding wetlands 
also held an increased volume of water (see images above and the “lake beyond the lake” in 
the cover photo). 

Photo: Cara GibsonPhoto: Sophie Gagnon
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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. 



Education Services

In 2021, we faced many variable COVID restrictions in addition to shifts in the education staff 
team. We paused programming and took this time to really listen to our community through a 
survey and interview process. We used the results from this work to design programs to meet 
the interests and needs that we heard from you and the rest of our broader community.

We offered more land-based, hands-on learning with an emphasis on active stewardship and 
restoration. We created remote learning opportunities through iNaturalist, social media posts 
and associated activities, including our Grab & Go Nature Kits. We initiated a Stream to Sea 
partnership and had a salmon tank in the Nature House with a subsequent release of the fry in 
nearby Swan Creek.

We are delighted with our new Research & Education Coordinator who has integrated our 
work across teams through both program design as well as several successful grant awards. 
Additionally, we have begun the process to collate the Nature Sanctuary’s historical data and 
other documents.

Photos: Cara Gibson

Photo: Kalene Lillico
Photo: Tim West
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Photo: Julia DawsonPhoto: Cara Gibson

“As one who teaches outdoor education for K-9 kids, I want to express my gratitude for 
both your hospitality and amazing resources that are available at the Nature Sanctuary. 
The benefits of the outdoors are numerous; it is so important for all of us to experience 
nature. Thank you so very much for making this available to us!”

-Reverend Angela Wood

Photo: Phaedra Otwey



16

Volunteer & Event Services

The Nature Sanctuary Volunteer Program began a season of careful regrowth in 2021.  Navigating 
Communicable Disease regulations and keeping volunteers, staff and visitors safe remained a 
priority, but we were delighted to grow existing outdoor volunteer roles and carefully restart indoor 
volunteering.  We worked to keep people connected to the healing and the restorative powers of 
nature  while also staying connected to one another through weekly newsletters and occasional 
online gatherings. A new Saturday crew of site restorers was initiated and has really picked up! The 
Nature Sanctuary was honoured to be awarded the Volunteer Organization of 2021 in Saanich’s 
Environmental Awards.

Events were also limited due to pandemic restrictions, however, the Nature Sanctuary was 
delighted to host the Royal BC Museum exhibit “Mushrooms of BC” October through December 
2021 which drew additional visitors.  We also were able to host a Christmas Silver Swans Craft sale 
which generated over $3,600 for the Nature Sanctuary.

Photo: ChekNews

“Thank heavens for nature - of 
which we are all a part of and 
not apart from!”

-Nigel, Site Cleanup Volunteer
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Photo: Julia Dawson

4,749 hours of volunteer time 
78 volunteers, with 19 new 
folks!
1,440 hours of Site 
restoration & Sanctuary 
Nature Ambassador Program 
volunteerism
Silver Swans won the    
2021 BC Photo Contest!

Photos: Cara Gibson
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Enterprise ServicesEnterprise Services
Facility Rentals

We have a number of possible rental options including: 
1. The Tent on the front lawn of the Nature House which can accommodate larger gatherings 

regardless of the weather. It is surrounded by towering firs and Garry Oaks.
2. The Founders’ Wharf is perfect for intimate gatherings where guests can be surrounded by bird 

song and the soothing sounds of the lake. 
3. The Teaching Shelter offers a wonderful outdoor, covered sitting area.
4. The Classroom has an elevated stage for performances or presentations, and a sound system, 

projector and screen for all types of meetings. 
5. The Library can be rented separately, or as one large gathering space including the classroom. 
6. The Main Hall is surrounded by floor to ceiling bay windows with unparalleled lake views.
7. The Board Room offers a comfortable, flexible seating arrangement with conference call-in 

capability.  

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

1.

2.

4.

7.5.3. 6.
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In 2021, the Nature House Gift Shop emphasized Indigenous and local artists, including the 
Silver Swans’ handcrafted treasures and other nature education materials. We upgraded to 
a new digital payment process and visitors have repeatedly remarked on how wonderfully 
easy it is! People are also delighted with such a nice selection of local gifts with all proceeds 
directly supporting Nature Sanctuary work. 

Please reach out to us if you have items you might like to sell or other recommendations. 

Swan Lake Christmas Hill Nature Sanctuary Society Annual Report

Gift ShopGift Shop



Photo: Cara Gibson

Photo: Kalene Lillico

Photo: Cara Gibson
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“Here is a green world,
Come see how the leaves whirl
And soon you’ll remember
That we are a part of it all.”

-Kireni Sparks-Ngenge, 
Summer Intern, Songwriter



In 2021, the District of Saanich’s land management fee represented 49% of the Society’s total revenue. There 
continued to be substantial reductions in program revenue; in 2019 programs represented 10% of revenue, 4% 
in 2020 and 2% in 2021. Several successful grant applications in 2021 helped to cover these losses while allow-
ing us to adapt to new initiatives.

Finance

21

Revenue
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Finance
Expenses
In 2021, salaries and benefit expenses were slightly lower due to staffing changes. Administrative materials and 
services costs were lower due to COVID-19 reductions to in-person programming and facility rentals. Program 
materials expenses were higher due to our Grab & Go Nature kit costs. Site materials and other expenses were 
higher due to the completion of several projects, such as the new timberframe kiosk in the parking lot, fencing 
around one of our operational buildings, and sorely-needed upgrades to eight of the Nature House windows. 
Overall, expenses were slightly higher in 2021 due to site projects.



Supporting & Partnering Organizations

All One Fund
Camosun College
Capital Regional District
District of Saanich
Evening Optimist Club Of Victoria
Government of Canada - Summer Jobs
Government of Canada - New Horizons for Seniors
Garth Homer Society
Greater Victoria NatureHood
Habitat Conservation Trust Foundation
Inter-Cultural Association
Nature Trust British Columbia
Peninsula Streams & Shorelines
Provincial Employees Community Service Fund
Quadra Cedar Hill Community Association
Royal BC Museum
School District 61
TD Friends of the Environment Fund
Thrifty Foods - Smile Program
Vancouver Island Trails Information Society
Victoria Foundation - Community Recovery
Victoria Native Friendship Centre
Victoria Natural History Society
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We are grateful for the gifts from nearly 200 donors who have supported us 
and our work to conserve these lands and waters.



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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