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Mission
We dedicate our expertise in horticulture, 
conservation, science and education to connect 
people, plants and place for the purpose of 
nurturing and preserving healthy growing life 
on our planet.

Vision
A world in which everyone is awake to the 
beauty, diversity and necessity of plants, and 
from that consciousness more actively works 
together to protect and preserve plant species 
and habitats and, by extension, our planet.

Role 
Royal Botanical Gardens (RBG) is the largest botanical garden in Canada, a 
National Historic Site, and registered charitable organization with a mandate 
to bring together people, plants and nature.

With the support of our funders, members, donors and volunteers, RBG’s 
activities include:
•  Protecting and restoring 2,450 acres of nature sanctuaries containing 

environmentally sensitive habitats where over 50 listed species-at-risk have 
made their home;

•  Teaching the public and educating school children about the importance of 
plants and nature, and how to be environmental stewards in their community;

•  Creating display gardens which beautify our regions’ landscape and 
teaching people how to transfer best practices into their own backyard;

•  Hosting events that celebrate our landscape and highlight our conservation 
activities (Fishway demonstrations, nature sanctuary guided tours, 
children’s winter exhibits); 

•  Engaging in research projects and networks to pursue environmental 
sustainability;

These and other leadership initiatives could not be undertaken without the 
support of our funders, members, donors and volunteers.

Funders
Royal Botanical Gardens is funded by the people of Ontario through Ministry 
of Heritage, Sport, Tourism and Culture Industries, Regional Municipality of 
Halton, City of Hamilton, Royal Botanical Gardens’ members, and many 
corporations, foundations and individuals.
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2019 represented the final year of an Ontario Trillium Foundation supported 
initiative which was to help grow our volunteer efforts here at RBG. This was 
a three-year project that supported the formal transition from the long-
appreciated and important Auxiliary of Royal Botanical Gardens to Royal 
Botanical Gardens Volunteers. The group has almost quadrupled in size in 
short order and has been hugely successful as we have volunteer help in almost 
every area of our operation.

RBG leveraged the momentum of the 2017 150th celebrations as our visitor 
and membership numbers continued to grow. Our attendance numbers 
exceeded 2018 which we are very encouraged to see. As seems to be the case 
each year, the weather continued to challenge us, however, we are learning to 
adapt as best we can. We  also continued to see significant growth in visitors to 
our natural land areas. The trails were very busy on most weekends which 
resulted in our trailheads parking revenue increasing. Of course, with 
increased traffic, there is directly related increased maintenance costs.

In 2019 we experienced another year of record setting high water levels for 
Lake Ontario that saw our natural lands crew having to work diligently on 
restoring shorelines, trails and drainage ditches which were already washed 
out and damaged from the previous year. Although all the wet weather is good 
for the plants, many areas were too wet to get to which led to delays in garden 
area maintenance.

That said, we are extremely proud to report that both our gardens and natural 
land areas continue to improve each year and our customer and events 
programming are always expanding. This includes our performing arts 
offerings along with additional sculpture in the gardens.

We exceeded the $1 million level in membership revenues again in 2019, with  
memberships growing to over 20,000 people. Total attendance in 2019 was 
366,593 (this number does not include individuals who are able to gain access 
to certain areas in our natural lands for free) which is a 5.5% increase over 
2018. Our revenue from general admission was $1.14 million in 2019, and 
while similar to 2018’s number, it represents more than double the value of  
six years prior. 

Royal Botanical Gardens was very pleased to host The Honourable Lisa 
MacLeod, Minister of Heritage, Sport, Tourism and Culture Industries for a 
visit in September. Minister MacLeod was here to make an announcement on 
our Repair and Rehabilitation Capital Funding. RBG is most appreciative of 
this support from the Province. It was wonderful to have the opportunity to 
show our Minister parts of this incredible provincial asset.

As this report is written, the world is dealing with unprecedented 
circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic. Like most other organizations, 
RBG is adjusting to the circumstances in every way possible for what will 
surely not be the year as planned. 

Through the support of Government of Ontario through the Ministry of 
Heritage, Sport, Tourism and Culture Industries, Regional Municipality of 
Halton, City of Hamilton, as well as donors, partners, numerous volunteers 
and members, RBG continues to implement long-term strategies to ensure 
financial success while focusing on critical environmental initiatives and 
showcasing a world-class tourism destination.

Board Chair and CEO Message

Cliff Carson, Board Chair 
Royal Botanical Gardens

Mark Runciman, CEO 
Royal Botanical Gardens
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Board of Directors

Officers of the Board
Cliff Carson–Chair
Keith Scott–Vice-Chair

Appointed by Council, City of Hamilton
Keith Scott (May 2015–November 2022) 
Councillor Lloyd Ferguson (December 2018–November 2022)

Appointed by Council, Regional Municipality of Halton 
Larissa Fenn (June 2019–November 2022)
Councillor Kelvin Galbraith (December 2018–November 2022)

Additional Members in Place of Appointments  
by the Governor-General-in-Council
Kevin Brady (June 2013–September 2022)
 
Appointed by the Lieutenant-Governor-in Council  
Province of Ontario
Peter Hargreave (April 2014–April 2020)  

RBG Appointees 
Clifford Carson (September 2010–June 2020)
David Conrath (March 2015–June 2020)
David Farrar, President & Vice Chancellor  
McMaster University (March 2011–June 2019) 

Representing RBG Volunteers
Frances Neufeld (May 2019–May 2020) 
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Strategic Direction 

Royal Botanical Gardens Board of Directors approved a five-year Strategic Plan 
late in 2014. Many initiatives have started and will carry-on through 2020 as we 
extended the plan by one year to allow for completion of RBG’s master plan. 
Although there have been some subtle changes to some action items, we do not 
expect any major changes to the overall plan for this period. The Board receives 
regular updates on progress. The goals and actions listed below are all on-going.

Strategic Priorities
1. The RBG Guest Experience
2. Financial Sustainability
3. Environmental Leadership
4. Governance and Leadership
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1. The RBG Guest Experience
GOAL: Provide a legendary guest experience. 

ACTIONS:
1.  Provide a comprehensive customer service training program that results in a 

“wow” guest experience at RBG
2.  Implement a work schedule for RBG’s team that has team members 

available to enhance the guest experience at all times.
3.  Create a complete and consistent signage and interpretation experience at 

all points of entry and throughout RBG (including digital points of entry).
4.  Obtain, analyze, and consider guest feedback on an ongoing basis to assist 

in improving the guest experience.
5.  Develop and implement an internal transportation strategy aimed at 

connecting the separate areas of RBG, giving guests options for moving 
around the property. This strategy ensures guest parking availability and 
provides alternative accessibility options including but not limited to 
transit, cycling, walking and arriving by car.

6.  Research public transit opportunities with key stakeholders in our area to 
provide improved access for our guests.

7. Provide guest amenities to enhance the guest experience.

2. Financial Sustainability
GOAL: Become financially sustainable by 2020 — RBG will have 
sufficient revenue to achieve its strategic goals. 

ACTIONS:
1.  Create new revenue streams for RBG. Leverage and enhance the existing 

land use plan to identify the next capital projects that should be undertaken 
over the next five years. For each project, develop a business plan which 
includes the feasibility of conducting a major capital fundraising campaign 
to cover capital costs.

2.  Develop and implement an infrastructure renewal program for all assets of 
RBG in order to maintain facilities in a state of good repair.

3.  Explore partnerships with the private sector and/or a university to leverage 
RBG expertise and physical assets in botanical and environmental science 
and research.

4.  Identify surplus assets that should be sold.
5.  Conduct an annual review of RBG businesses (activities) with a view to 

improving long-term performance.
6. Develop and implement a comprehensive donor strategy.

3. Environmental Leadership
GOAL: Take leadership on environmental stewardship and education 
locally, provincially, nationally and internationally. 

ACTIONS:
1.  Create a comprehensive communication plan around environmental issues 

and climate change.
2.  Secure key partnerships that build on the laboratory nature of RBG’s natural 

lands, species resources and scientific expertise (intellectual property).
3.  Demonstrate leadership in environmental stewardship by continuing to 

focus on operating in an environmentally responsible manner in everything 
we do.

4. Governance & Leadership
GOAL: Maximize all human resources (RBG’s team) to support the 
strategic directions of RBG. 

ACTIONS:
1.  Define the structure and composition of the Board of Directors.
2.  Determine the need for a separate fundraising arm or alternative option.
3.  Revise the organizational structure to facilitate the implementation of the 

strategic plan.
4. Transition from a management board to a governance board.
5. Put a succession plan in place for critical management and board positions.
6. Provide key information to RBG staff, members, guests and the public.
7. Maximize the involvement of the Auxiliary in the new strategic directions.
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It should be noted that some of the goals and actions contained in the plan 
align with Ontario government’s key priorities such as investing in 
infrastructure, improving quality of life for families and prudent balanced-
budget plans. 

Many of the above noted actions are either complete, well underway, or are in 
the early stages of development. We wish we could move faster on each one, 
however, it is challenging to address all actions while running the organization 
at the same time. The lack of resources has meant that staff have had to 
undertake additional responsibilities, although the plan actions really have 
required dedicated attention

That said, some strategic achievements that have moved considerably in  
2019 are:
•  RBG’s Master plan is well under way and should be completed in early 2020.
•  A customer service plan was developed and rolled out to the organization. 

This included full training of all RBG staff.
•  A new RBG brand has been developed.
•  A succession plan has been developed.
•  The Auxiliary of RBG was officially dissolved in 2019 and RBG’s 

volunteers are working within the organization. The number of volunteers 
has grown ever since.

•  An RBG Climate Change Resiliency Plan has been rolled out.
•  Several new partnerships have been established to support  

self-generated revenues.

RBG’s organizational structure is evolving, with more emphasis placed on 
providing a high-quality tourism and cultural experience for visitors.

RBG continues to review its significant programs as it strives to achieve 
efficiencies, maintain properties, provide enjoyable visitor experiences, and 
invest in revenue-generating and value-added activities, all while meeting a 
very diverse and important environmental mandate for local communities,  
Ontario and beyond. 
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Financial Performance 
While revenue from operations (admissions, programs and events) was below 
our ambitious targets by 1.7%, we exceeded the 2018 actual numbers by 10%. 
 
RBG uses restricted funds made up of prior year donations to maintain our 
level of operations. In 2019, the use of the restricted funds was 30% lower 
than budget.

Sales and Attendance Revenue
Overall revenue was $79k under budget, just shy of the projected increase of 
10% over 2018. As well, the first quarter was significantly under budget due 
to several large storm events and an underperforming winter exhibit Spiders 
Alive!. Through the core season from May to August, we saw a nice recovery 
and overall increase in revenue. Top areas driving the increase included events, 
catering, rentals and retail gift shop.

Visitation 
Visitation increased by 5.35% compared to the targeted increase of 11%. 
Similar to revenue, Q1 started off slow and behind budget, due to major storms 
and an underperforming winter exhibit. However, the core season attendance 
was very strong bolstered by a successful marketing campaign Come to your 
Senses which saw attendance increase significantly from May to August, 
including an increase in tourists. Holiday Traditions saw an unprecedented 
number of visitors. The Santa Experience sold out in just two days, and 
attendance grew by 72% to Winter Lights at the Rock Garden this year. 

There was also a higher percentage of visitors converted to members which 
contributes to the decrease in general admission. This also indicates that we 
need to continue to drive new visitors here to grow the overall customer base. 

Business Development  
(Membership and Donations)
Revenues were 27% over target and over $500,000 ahead of 2018 results. 
Membership continued to grow reaching over 12,000 memberships 
(representing over 20,600 members) and achieving 9% over budget. Our 
fundraising concert was a great success, bringing in over $167,000, reaching 
24% over budget. Major gifts came in at an astounding 128% over budget.

All revenue lines in business development came in over budget, putting us in a 
strong position moving into 2020. 

Volunteers 
2019 marked our first full year of RBG’s new model for volunteerism. Our 
consistent volunteer team continued to grow to a record size with an 11% 
increase over 2018. These are the volunteers most critical to operations  
at RBG, as many volunteer several times a week and contribute essential  
skills and support. In 2019, the attendance of our occasional volunteers (those 
who come out once or twice per year) was effected by poor weather on some 
of our largest volunteer days (e.g. Earth Day). 2019 marked another record-
breaking year for RBG volunteer service hours, totalling 52,395 hours, one 
thousand more than in 2018. 

Human Resources 
Key goals for HR in 2019 included preparation for labour negotiations with 
CUPE who represents RBG’s outside workers, and the selection of a benefit 
broker to ensure RBG’s plan is cost effective and minimizes risk. In addition, 
we utilized the Guarding Minds at Work resource to assess employees’ 
psychological health and safety at RBG. Strategies will be developed in 2020 
to address results. 

Royal Botanical Gardens Targets and Results 
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Sustainability Efforts
RBG continued to improve sustainable day-to-day 
operations and focused on of reducing water 
consumption, greenhouse gas reduction, and waste 
diversion. 2019 results included:
•  16% annual reduction of water consumption  

from 2018
•  $3,782.63 in saved water costs with water 

monitoring equipment
•  54% of waste disposed of at RBG has been  

diverted from landfill sites
•  Continued efforts to eliminate the use of  

single-use plastics
•  Continued planning towards goal of reducing 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 20% of 2017 
baseline emissions by 2027

• Procurement of electric bike for staff use
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Science 
The science department continued research projects to combat invasive 
species, including testing burns to control the invasive grass Poa nemoralis, 
and led the interdepartmental committee developing RBG’s first strategy to 
detect and control invasive species. The department also began development of 
a new endangered species strategy for RBG, which addresses Canadian and 
global endangered species as well as rarity among horticultural collections and 
helps us advance our goal of protecting endangered plants.

Generating and disseminating plant knowledge is an important goal for the 
department. Herbarium staff participated in educational events aimed to bring 
awareness to plants, including during annual festivals and through specialist 
and professional plant identification programs. With the support of the 
Canadian Department of Heritage, we were able to upgrade protection of our 
collections against risks like insect damage and fire. Dr. James Pringle, our 
plant taxonomist, continued to explore the Gentian family, naming new 
species in 2019. 

With support from the Ontario Trillium Foundation, science and education 
departments have been leading an exciting project to research and present 
RBG’s own history and landscape to the public, and to make our archival 
collections more accessible. By the end of 2019 over 25,000 people had 
participated in the program, which included a second year of innovative The 
Spirits of Paradise theatrical presentations. 

Horticulture 
In keeping with our department’s operational goals, horticulture contributed 
to maintaining the collections and displays within our glasshouses in 2019 by 
making improvements to the glazing, ventilation and heating and cooling 
systems in the Mediterranean Garden, propagation greenhouses, and The 
Breezeway. In addition, the living wall feature in the Camilla and Peter 
Dalglish Atrium was completely renovated — the tropical plants and the 
growing media were replaced, and improvements were made to the pumps and 
general waterworks.

Within our goal to monitor and revise our hazard tree practices, the  
Hendrie Park Red Oak Management Plan was conceived and executed for a 
significant heritage tree in that garden. It provided a Level 3 inspection, 
deadwood abatement, removal of a conflicting pathway, turf removal, grading, 
mulching, and installation of a bollard and rope barrier with interpretive 
signage. Collections policies and maintenance plans were advanced through  
an extensive rose cultivar evaluation review program within RBGs  
sustainable Rose Garden which collects data on disease resistance, landscape 
value, and bloom abundance and fragrance to guide cultivar acquisition and 
sustainability, and regional recommendations to visitors, the landscape trade 
and interested professionals. 

A total of 2,973 volunteer hours were spent working in our outdoor 
horticultural gardens this past year. In addition, volunteers contributed  
1,421 hours within our interior glasshouse spaces, and 253 hours were 
reported from our Memorial Watchers group. Finally, numerous volunteers 
spent 927 hours on other projects, such as assisting with plant inventories and 
plant collections information gathering.

Science and Horticulture — Analysis of Plant Records 
The science and horticulture departments together reported on a specific 
performance measure, the number of living plant species in RBG’s collections 
that are endangered. Analysis of RBG’s Plant Records database indicates that a 
total of 78 plant species in RBG’s living collection in 2019 were listed as at 
some degree of threat by the International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature’s Global Red List of Plants (2015). This includes one species that is 
Extinct in the wild, 13 which are Critically-Endangered, 30 which are 
Endangered, 18 which are Vulnerable, and 16 which are Near Threatened. 

Preparation of a strategy for endangered species conservation at RBG includes 
assessment of the potential to protect more species in coming years, as 
appropriate opportunities and available space are assessed. In addition to the 
78 endangered species in the living collections, an additional 52 species of 
plants and animals that live within the nature sanctuaries are listed as being at 
risk of extinction in Canada. 

Mandated Activities 
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Education
Education plays the important role of connecting people with plants and our 
landscape by telling stories in unique and engaging ways while enriching the 
experience of our guests. We launched 2019 with our Spiders Alive! exhibit 
and offered a wide range of educational and interpretive programming 
throughout the gardens, at events and from a distance. We connected with 
over 129,000 guests through interpretive programming, growing our reach by 
20% over 2018.

We have several notable highlights from 2019. Barb McKean, RBG’s head of 
education, was honoured by Ontario Nature with the Richards Education 
Award for her outstanding contributions to outdoor education. Our 
interactive virtual programs have reached every Canadian province and 
territory as well as every state in mainland United States. These programs, in 
both English and French, have provided equal opportunities to students in 
urban centres and some of the most remote areas in Canada, thanks to our 
partnership with Connected North/Taking Global and funding from the 
Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC). 

Through our Heritage and Heroes project, we shared stories of our cultural 
landscape and rich history. Here are three highpoints from this project in 2019. 
1.  We shifted our award-winning Spirits of Paradise moving-theatre experience 

to Hendrie Park to feature more people from our area’s history. 
2.  We hosted a sold-out symposium to celebrate RBG founder Thomas  

Baker McQuesten. 
3.  We developed A Place to Grow, a new small travelling exhibit about the 

history of Ontario seed companies that will be touring across the province. 

Natural Areas
Record-breaking high lake levels again challenged nature trail access and 
conservation projects. A dozen trails and the boathouse were closed during 
peak water levels. To adapt to these conditions, trail resurfacing projects were 
completed at multiple locations in Cootes Paradise and Hendrie Valley.  The 
feature accomplishment was a new stair/observation platform combination in 
Hendrie Valley’s North Bridle Trail on a heavily travelled and slippery hill. In 
addition, the Princess Point parking lot was reconstructed with the addition of 
an accessible trail.

Upland conservation projects were diverse and featured Phase 1 of the 
Churchill Parks “pit and mound” restoration in preparation for reforestation, 
as well as reforestation at the park’s north end. Within the marshes, deep water 
allowed carp access into many restoration sites and precluded marsh 
restoration replanting. At the same time, the water made for extensive fish and 
wildlife breeding habitat and assisted with invasive non-native grass removal 
in the deeply flooded floodplains. Phragmites is now essentially eliminated 
from the property, save for the west edge of Cootes Paradise, and European 
Manna Grass is now greatly reduced. Turtle conservation was complemented 
by the protection of dozens of nests, as well as the release of another nest of 
Blanding’s Turtle hatchlings.

13



680 Plains Road West, Burlington, ON L7T 4H4
P.O. Box 399, Hamilton, ON L8N 3H8
905-527-1158 | 1-800-694-4769 | Fax: 905-577-0375
Charitable Registration: 13350 0850 RR0001

14



Financial Summary
Risk Discussion
Risk is evaluated regularly and reported and reviewed quarterly by 
the Audit and Finance Committee. The reports include a description 
of the risk, an impact and scope description, likelihood of the risk, 
mitigation strategy and overall risk assessment. The risk mitigation 
involves development of mitigation strategies designed to manage, 
eliminate or reduced risk to an acceptable level. 
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