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Introduction: 
 

In the fall section of Dr. Eric Higgs’ ES341/ER311 course, our group was 

assigned the task of implementing signage into the Elliot Naturescape. This report begins 

with the goals that our group set out to achieve, a timeline, background information on 

the Elliot Naturescape project which the signage is meant to address, First Nations 

significance, technical details, research on what makes good environmental signage and 

then finally three design concepts which we feel adhere to these principles. Alex Naylor 

tackles the goals and objectives section. Christina Noer looks at the background 

information surrounding the Elliot Naturescape restoration, and provides us with much of 

the impetus for the sign. Next, Benjamin Mock moves us through some of the details 

surrounding First Nations traditional use of the plants in the naturescape, the dedication 

ceremony which took place and some ecological impetus for the naturescape. Then, Brian 

Tichauer shows us some research on interpretive signs so that we have some grounded 

interpretive sign principles with which to better convey our message to the public. 

Finally, Jordan Trustham lays out the three design concepts, materials and other features 

of implementing the sign(s) into the naturescape. In terms of a budget, we were told that 

there was two thousand dollars set aside for this project.    

Ecological Restoration Project Timeline 
 
Start           Finish 
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The first step our group took was to arrange a meeting with Ryan Hilperts to 

discuss our chosen project. The majority of the group attended the meeting and we found 

out all that we could. Once there, Ryan informed us that we should contact both Sarah 

Webb who is the Sustainability Coordinator for Facilities Management and Val Schaefer 

who is the Professor who taught this class the previous year and was in charge of the 

Elliot Garden planting project. Ryan showed us the copy of the 2007 restoration projects 

that had been done for the Elliot Naturescape the year the planting took place. Another 

very helpful thing which Ryan told us about was the concept of Environmental 

Interpretation. This refers to the way in which you should go about conveying 

information to the public in relation to environmental matters. 

Our next step conducted as a group was an interview with Sarah Webb. At this 

interview we had prepared a few questions to ask Sarah about the budget, some general 

guidelines for the signs’ appearance and so on. Sarah referred us to a sign which is 

located near Bowker Creek and told us that there were aspects of that sign she would like 

to see in our sign and other characteristics she would not like to see in our design. She 

informed us that we should not worry about artificial lighting for the sign as the 

University was in the process of replacing its lighting situation. She also told us about the 

university graphics standards and where we can go to find out more about them. One 

thing that Sarah emphasized to us was that this sign was to be the first of its kind, and 

therefore she wanted it to be fairly simple so that the same theme of the sign could be 

used or integrated into other sustainability/restoration sites around the campus.  
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The next group step was the interview carried out with Val Schaefer, who was the 

class teacher for ES 341 the year that the restoration project for the Elliot Garden planting 

took place. In the interview Val told us that the background for this project was that the 

Department of Sustainability in University of Victoria Campus Planning wanted the 

small plot of land next to the Elliot Building to be fenced and planted with native 

vegetation in order to restore the area and educate people on campus about native 

vegetation and the importance of biodiversity. He told us that they had focused on 3 main 

gardens: the Gary Oak Meadow, Douglas Fir Forest, and two Edible gardens. He also 

spoke about the path that exists there but which cannot be accessed because of the rabbit 

fence that was installed around the naturescape after installation to prevent the remaining 

plants from being eaten. From there, he said, it may be a good idea to mention the bunny 

problem on the sign itself to show that they are not only cute but also a huge pest. 

From here we met for a discussion about the overall design of the sign. For this 

everyone was asked to prepare a few simple examples of what they thought would look 

good on the sign, and bring them to the next group meeting. Once we had the group 

meeting we showed each other all of our ideas and discussed the pros and cons of each 

design and came to an overall decision as to how the sign should look like. From this we 

outlined clearly to each group member what their part in the project was.We then met up 

later to put our parts together. From the details we have assembled, and pending approval 

by appropriate university officials, we expect that this sign should likely be installed 

within a few months of approval and a contract price agreed upon with a given sign 

company. We are sure that our basic design will be a good template for other similar 

projects around campus. 
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Goals 
 

The important characteristics to think about when setting goals in ecological 

restoration projects are that they must be based on the consultation of all parties involved, 

values-based, and realistic and achievable in the context of flexibility for unforeseen 

influences. With  that in mind we came up with our goals for the restoration project of 

“development of Elliot Garden signage” and those restoration goals are as follows: 

• To increase awareness about the Elliot Garden and its purpose 

• To come up with a central and distributive sign design theme that can be used for 

all University sustainability/restoration projects   

The first goal to increase awareness about the garden and its purpose is a very broad 

goal. However it is an important one because in its present state the garden does not offer 

any factual or graphic information for passers by to interpret, and therefore it is assumed 

to be just another garden or area of the University which is fenced off to prevent rabbit 

inhabitance.  

The second goal is to come up with a central sign design theme so that it may be 

used at any or all University sustainability/restoration sites around the campus. This is a 

very broad goal but an important one because there is very little signage around 

ecological restoration projects on campus. Our goal is to effectively design one type of 

signage theme that may be used as a form of template for any other 

sustainability/restoration sites. Although there are numerous signs at restoration sites 

around campus, they are either temporary or they do not adequately reflect the incredible 

effort of the restorationists.   
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Objectives 
 

A number of things need to be considered when developing the objectives for a 

restoration project proposal. One of them is that the objectives must be measurable 

through monitoring and therefore should be achievable. Another aspect of restoration 

objectives is that they must be related in some way to the goals of the restoration project. 

The objectives which we developed for our chosen restoration project are as follows: 

• To design a sign for the Elliot Garden which is understandable to the “Average 

Joe” 

• To design a sign which conforms to the “University Graphics Standards” as 

outlined by the University of Victoria  

• To educate people about the importance of native vegetation in the region and 

its habitat loss, as well as educate them about the importance of biodiversity. 

• To inform, connect and engage students and the public in restoration projects 

carried out on campus. 

The first objective is related to the first goal of increasing awareness about the 

Elliot Garden and its purpose. It is an important goal designing the sign so that  the 

average person can understand it and walk away knowing more about the garden and why 

it is there.This is consistent with the overall goal of our restoration project and the 

previous year’s restoration efforts conducted on that site the year it was planted. This 

objective also shares common goals with the facilities management team who are 

ultimately in charge of the maintenance of the garden and for undertaking this project in 

the first place.   
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 The second objective is in accordance with the second goal which is to come up 

with a central and general sign design theme for all of the university’s 

sustainability/restoration projects. It is fairly self explanatory; the “University Graphics 

Standards” simply refers to the colours which are to be used for borders, the use of the 

University’s logo, and text size along with a number of other specific design 

characteristics. We feel this is an essential objective because it is important to have 

consistency among all signage projects so that people can recognize what type of sign it 

is and not mistake it for something else such as a University Campus Map or any other 

sign that may be found around the campus.  

The third objective is in relation to the first goal again only it is a more specific than 

the first, where simply the objective was to make it understandable to the “Average Joe” 

passing by, this objective is more specific about what sort of information is to be 

communicated across to the “Average Joe”. This is important because we want to 

communicate as much information about the Gary Oak, Douglas Fir and Edible gardens 

as possible so that people can be well informed about these ecosystems. This seems to be 

the ultimate goal/purpose of the previous years ES 341 class who undertook the task of 

planting the Elliot Naturescape. However in signage it is important to do this without 

overloading passers by with too much information as we will note later in the material 

which Brian Tichauer researched. 

Finally the fourth objective relates to both restoration project goals, this is because 

the objective is both increasing awareness about the Elliot Garden as well as encouraging 

increased awareness for other restoration projects on campus through the use of a central 

and/or general sign theme for all restoration project sites. We feel that this project 
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objective is a good general objective as it relates to and builds on both of the restoration 

project goals. Also this sign will be the first of its kind around the campus and therefore 

it’s important that we develop a successful design so that when students and/or the public 

see another restoration sign in the future they will be able to associate it with the Elliot 

Garden sign and know it is informative, connecting and engaging.   

All of these Objectives are obviously related to the goals of the restoration project, 

but they must also be measurable and reachable. I believe that all of these objectives are 

reachable and measurable, for instance you could ask the average person passing by the 

garden to take a moment to look at the sign, and then ask them if they understood the 

message of the sign, learned anything new about the relevant ecological environments, 

and if they had seen any other signs around the campus with a similar theme to them. 

Background Research 
 

The purpose for the Elliot Naturescape Project - which began in November 2007, 

and was carried out by students from Dr. Val Schaefer’s ES 341 Ecological Restoration 

class - was that the Department of Sustainability in University of Victoria Campus 

Planning wanted the small plot of land next to the Elliot Building to be fenced and 

planted with native vegetation. The objectives of the project were to restore the area, and 

educate people on campus about native vegetation and the importance of biodiversity. 

The goal of the project was to establish a Naturescape Garden reflecting native species 

composition of important local ecosystems namely the Garry Oak and the Coastal 

Douglas Fir ecosystems, while connecting people and wildlife to the site by providing an 

edible garden with flowers and berries. The original idea included having a path going 
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through the Naturescape Garden in order for people to be able to walk through the site. 

However, due to the increasing Bunny Problem on campus the area unfortunately had to 

be fenced and closed off. Prior to the project to site consisted of a few native trees, 

invasive grasses and other exotic species. The trees were kept and native plants were 

planted in each of three main areas created: The Garry Oak Ecosystem, The Douglas Fir 

Ecosystem and The Edible Garden (#1 & #2). An additional fourth area: The Ceremonial 

Bed was planted with additional plants kindly provided by different sponsors and local 

nurseries (The Elliot Naturescape Garden, 2007 & Schaefer, 2008). 

The main problem with this restoration project and others like it, is that there is no 

indication that the site is a restoration project except for the cedar rail fence and bunny 

proof fence surrounding the garden to protect the plants. This problem should not be 

ignored and was the main reason for the initiative of this signage project. As stated in the 

article The Urban Savanna by Paul B. Gobster in 1994: “Understanding public 

perceptions of ecosystem aesthetics can enhance the success of restoration projects” 

(Gobster, 1994 p. 64). In his paragraph: Making Ecological Restoration Sensitive To 

Public Concerns Gobster touches on some very important points, which are highly 

relevant to this signage project. He states how small and garden-like projects might serve 

more as symbols than function as real sustainable ecosystems and stresses the importance 

of using design cues to reveal that restoration is in progress in order to engage people. He 

suggests that even a fence can help frame and attract attention to small restoration 

projects like this. Signage is even more important in order to provide passers-by with 

information on the significance of the restoration project in order for people to 

understand the intentions of the project and appreciate that. What is being carried out, 
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might seem messy and mistreated, but is in fact a restoration project. Signage also helps 

tell the story of the native plants and the importance of the ecosystems (Gobster, 1994). 

When working with signage, it is important to acknowledge the guidelines and 

research made on ecological interpretation and signage, in order to only choose the most 

important information to get through to the target audience, curious by-passers. During 

the interview with Dr. Schaefer we therefore focused on getting his opinion on which 

areas and species would tell the best story, are most interesting and hence would be the 

most important to include on a sign. Below is the background research on the main 

themes, native plants and ecosystems that we as a group and Dr. Shaefer found most 

important to include from the Naturescape Garden. This information was further 

elaborated on in a survey carried out in class on the 17
th

 of November 2008 and will be 

further processed in the paragraph on ecological interpretation theory and survey in order 

to decide on which details should be excluded and which should be included in the 

minimal text that is actually going on the sign. 

The main information on the garden to include based on interview with Dr. Val 

Schaefer the 29
th

 of October 2008 and reading through the Elliot Garden Naturescape 

Projects from 2007: 

The 3 main themes of the Naturescape should be: 

1. The Garry Oak Ecosystem 

2. The Douglas Fir Ecosystem 

3. The Edible Garden (#1 and 2) 
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The two main representative plants to include from each area should be exclusive the 

Garry Oak and the Douglas Fir, which will be touched upon in the history of the 

ecosystems. 

1. The Garry Oak Ecosystem 
 

The two plants to include from the Garry Oak Ecosystem area of the Naturescape garden: 

Camas: Camassia quamash. This plant was an important food source to the First Nations 

and plays a role in ceremonies. The plant is still one of the most important roots of 

western North American indigenous peoples (Anonymous, 2001). The bulb is nutritious 

and can be eaten raw. When cooked the root becomes sweet and tastes like sweet 

chestnuts. The bulbs are harvested primarily in summer but can be harvested all year. It is 

a Lily that flowers with beautiful violet flowers between March and June (Hebda, 2008).  

Chocolate lily: Fritillaria affinis. The bulb of the plant can be eaten raw, cooked or dried 

for winter. It is surrounded by small rice-like bulblets, that are delicate and resembles rice 

when cooked even though they have a slightly bitter taste. Even immature seedpods can 

be eaten raw or cooked. This plant was an important food source for some native North 

American Indian tribes (Sealy, 2008). The flowers are small single nodding broadly bell-

shaped and vary in color from brownish-purple mottled with greenish-yellow, to 

yellowish-green mottled purple (Klinkenberg, 2008).  

2. The Douglas Fir Ecosystem 
 

The two plants to include from the Douglas Fir Ecosystem area: 

Salal: Gaultheria Shallon. The pink urn-shaped flowers bloom from March to July. The 

delicious berries of this plant are edible to both wildlife and humans. They can be eaten 

raw, cooked or dried for later use. The taste is sweet and juicy with a pleasant flavour. 
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The berries are purple and ripen in late summer. The leaves can be used to make tea as 

well as medically as a poultice applied to cuts, burns and sores. Further uses by native 

people has been chewing leaves to dry the mouth, infusion of leaves used as a stomach 

tonic and treatment against diarrhoea and coughs, TB etc (Purch, 2008).  

Creambush. Holodiscus discolor also know as Ocean Spray. The plant has white to 

cream colored fragrant clustered pyramid-shaped flowers that flowers in late June and 

July. The fruits can be eaten raw or cooked and are small and yellow-brown in color 

(Klinkenberg, 2008). The seeds are a blood purifier and an infusion has been used to treat 

smallpox, chickenpox and black measles. Blossoms have been used to treat diarrhea. The 

bark can be dried, powdered and then used with oil as a dressing on burns. A leave 

poultice can be applied to sore lips and feet. Powder of the dried leaves has been used on 

sores and a decoction of the leaves has been used to treat influenza. The wood is very 

hard and does not burn easily and has hence been used for making tools (Purch, 2008). 

3. The Edible Garden 

The two plants to include from the Edible Garden area: 

Salmonberry: Rubus spectabilis. This plant has beautiful large rosy-red to dark reddish-

pink flowers from May to June (Klinkenberg, 2008). The berries ripe from August to 

October, they are juicy with a great flavour and can be eaten raw, cooked or dried for 

later use. The berries range in colour from yellow to red and are the size of a cultivated 

raspberry. The leaves can be used as tea substitute and young shoots can be harvested in 

spring, peeled and eaten raw or cooked. The medical uses of this plant are many: Leaves 

and root are astringent and a poultice can be made of chewed leaves or bark and used on 

burns, sores, wounds and to ease pain of aching teeth. The root bark is analgesic, 
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astringent, disinfectant and stomachic and a decoction of the root bark has been used to 

lessen the pains of labour and treat stomach complaints (Purch, 2008). 

Flowering currant: Ribes sanguineum. This plant is also known as red-flowering currant 

and has fragrant flowers varying from dark pink to white. The flowers are tubular-shaped 

and bloom from April to May (Klinkenberg 2008). The fruits are black currants that can 

be eaten raw or cooked and can be harvested from August to November (Purch 2008).  

4.The Ecosystem stories 

The coastal Douglas fir ecosystem and the Garry oak ecosystems are embedded in 

the Coastal Douglas Fir zone and are hence both restricted to low elevations along South-

Eastern Vancouver Island coast and a strip along the Sunshine Coast near Halfmoon Bay 

(Capital Regional District Canada, 2008). These coastal Douglas fir ecosystems are 

among the most threatened coastal ecosystems in the world for the same reasons as the 

Garry Oak ecosystems namely the large human impact on these area i.e. suppression of 

natural fires and urban development (British Columbia Ministry of Environment, Lands 

and Parks, March 1999). The ecosystems are situated in the same areas where people 

want to build their houses namely along the coast. As a result these ecosystems are now 

restricted to small isolated areas of important native flora and fauna in highly human 

impacted areas and hence, restoration and conservation of these ecosystems is very 

important (British Columbia Ministry of Environment, Lands and Parks, March 1999 & 

Nuszdorfer et al., 2008). 

The Douglas Fir is a keystone species, that has a influence on the whole 

ecosystem they are a part of. A typical Douglas Fir can live more than 750 years 

however, they rely on open spaces as they grow purely in shade, and they have to be 
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protected against high intensity storms and fires. These giant trees are tolerant to a wide 

range of environmental conditions and grow in a large part of the province, however 

many of the other important plant and animal species making up the Coastal Douglas Fir 

Ecosystems are specifically adapted to drought summers and rainy winters that 

characterize the climate of the areas these ecosystems are restricted to (British Columbia 

Ministry of Environment, Lands and Parks, March 1999).  

The Garry oak Quercus garryana is the only native oak tree in western Canada 

and is named after Nicholas Garry, a governor of the Hudson’s Bay Company. However, 

the Garry Oaks are more than just trees: “Intact Garry oak ecosystems are a rich mosaic 

of plant, animal and insect species” (Garry Oak Ecosystems Recovery Team, 2007). They 

have both cultural and biological significance: “Prior to European settlement, Vancouver 

Island supported a lot of Garry oak ecosystems, which played important roles in the First 

Nations life and culture. First Nations did prescribed burns of certain woodlands and 

meadows to maintain open areas for the growth of berries and root vegetables such as 

common camas.” Nowadays with the suppression of fires, increased human development, 

especially along the coast, and the intensive impact of invasive species (particularly 

exotic grasses) the integrity of these unique ecosystems are threatened including the life 

of the many species they support (Garry Oak Ecosystems Recovery Team, 2007). The 

problems these ecosystems are facing and the importance of their conservation will be 

discussed further in the next paragraph. 

After this background research of the most important information to include on 

the Naturescape Garden a survey was carried out in class in order to get a general opinion 

on what students find most important to include on an actual sign. The above information 
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will therefore be elaborated further on in a later paragraph together with the general 

guidelines of ecological interpretation and general considerations needed when 

performing signage. 

The Importance of First Nations Tradition to the Naturescape  
 

(Shaping the Land: First Nations Involvement, Endangered Ecosystems, and a Special 

Ceremony) 

In order to celebrate the completion of the Elliot naturescape, a ceremony took 

place on November 5, 2007 at the project site. Though the weather was cold and crisp, 

the event managed to bring together all the people who had contributed to the process. 

The ceremony began with a speech by Dr. Eric Higgs on the importance of connecting 

natural and cultural systems and was followed by speeches from Val Schaefer and Sarah 

Webb summarizing their own involvement in the project. At the end of the ceremony Dr. 

Jamie Cassels, UVic Vice-President Academic and Provost planted a ceremonial oak tree 

in the naturescape (ES341/ER311 class, fall 2007). The tree was intended to be a Garry 

oak but due to an apparent mix-up, as different species of oak was planted instead. The 

ceremony was able to attract around fifty interested participants and highlighted the 

significance of community involvement on sustainable projects at UVic.   

In a broader context, the area upon which UVic is located is part of the traditional 

territory of at least two Coastal Salish First Nations; the Songhees or Lekwungen and the 

Saanich or Wsanec. Without the active presence of these indigenous peoples, it is very 

likely that Victoria would have never become such a popular and desirable place for 

European settlement. This is why, when speaking about a native naturescape that has 

recently been planted, we must acknowledge those who were the original keepers of these 
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gardens and those who continue to fight to preserve our natural surroundings for future 

generations.   

I recently spoke to Adrienne Macmillan who was involved in the original project, 

about the Elliot restoration and completion ceremony (Macmillan, 2008). She believed 

that although the garden had experienced significant damage due to rabbits and birds 

looting seedlings and other native vegetation, the project should be considered a success 

because it was actively engaging and involved teamwork and participation from students 

as well as faculty. Macmillan classified the project as a focal restoration in that it 

centered on simple propagation techniques and teamwork and learning which 

strengthened the bonds between people and ecosystems. But as with restoration in 

general, everything seldom goes exactly as planned and Macmillan expressed frustration 

at the project’s inability to get representatives from local First Nations at the ceremony. 

She had taken it upon herself to invite elders from the Songhees and Saanich 

communities to provide their blessings to the project and the sacred lands upon which it 

was located.  “Part of what made it difficult”, Macmillan said “was that the garden was 

planted on two separate peoples traditional territories” (2008). In the end, the ceremony 

took place with the notable absence of local First Nations representation. Macmillan also 

cited this as a possible reason why the project has faced so many challenges since its 

completion.    

  

Up until the early 1900s the landscape of Southern Vancouver Island, and the 

Greater Victoria Area in particular had been extensively managed by First Nations 

through the frequent use of controlled burning. Far from being hunter gatherers, 
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Vancouver Island First Nation groups actively molded the landscape to suit their general 

needs. Management through frequent burning has been an integral part of Vancouver 

Island history for at least the past several thousand years and possibly even further back. 

The careful and repeated use of selective burning in certain areas promotes the rapid 

growth of important edible plants such as purple camas (Deur and Turner, 2005, p. 126). 

An old article describing Esquimalt stated, "Miles of the ground were burnt and smoky, 

and miles were still burning. The Indians burn the country in order to [promote] … more 

especially, the roots which they eat" (Deur and Turner, 2005, p. 125).  

The changes brought about through First Nations usage of fire is what made this 

area so desirable to Western European colonists in the nineteenth century. Figures such as 

James Douglas expressed great awe at the natural beauty of this land but failed to 

recognize the significance First Nation practices had on ecosystems (Turner, 2005, p. 

147). Turner notes that upon noticing prairies created through First Nation burning, 

Captain George Vancouver stated "I could not possibly believe any uncultivated country 

had ever been discovered exhibiting so rich a picture...We had no reason to imagine this 

country had ever been indebted for its decoration to the hand of man.  

It is now known that many plant species require fire in order to regenerate 

themselves. An example of such a species is the lodgepole pine, whose hard cones must 

be heated to release their seeds (Turner, 2005, p. 152). Turner also notes that Garry oak 

ecosystems thrive on frequent and regular fire regimes which kill off invasive bushes and 

create tree speckled meadows comprised, in part by camas and wild grasses. While 

seasonal burning is a historically important practice, it does not apply directly to this 

project mainly due to UVic fire regulations and facilities management practices. 
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Today, the coastal Douglas-fir ecosystem is one of Canada’s rarest and most 

endangered ecosystems. It extends in a narrow strip along the southeastern coast of 

Vancouver Island, including several gulf islands, areas that are heavily populated and 

rapidly being developed (Nuszdorfer, Klinka and Demarchi, 1991, p. 82). In reference to 

the problems facing this delicate ecosystem UVic botanist and professor Richard Hebda 

stated, "What we are facing is the loss of a major ecosystem. Less than 1 percent of the 

coastal Douglas fir ecosystem remains today, and only a mere fraction of that is 

protected”. It is also believed that around 150 rare species of vascular plants occur in 

association with the coastal Douglas-fir ecosystem (Searle and Tanaka, 1993, p. 15). One 

of the main reasons why the coastal Douglas-fir ecosystem exists here is because of the 

rainshadow effect which is produced by the presence of Vancouver Island and the 

Olympic mountains. The rainshadow effect is both a blessing and a curse because, while 

it does allow two incredibly diverse ecosystems to exist, it also creates a desirable habitat 

for humans who, in turn, perpetuate the disintegration and destruction of all sorts of 

living things, Garry oak and Douglas-fir included. The uniqueness of the Douglas-fir in 

its ecosystem makes it a good candidate to include as important or vital to understanding 

the Elliot Naturescape. 

The Garry oak (Quercus garryana) ecosystem is another endangered ecosystem 

which can be found within the Victoria area. The Garry oak ecosystems occupy only a 

small part of the Coastal Douglas-fir zone and are mainly comprised of meadows and 

prairies containing grasses and spring perennials, including blue camas. The Garry oak 

ecosystem consists of two types, scrubland, found in steep, dry, rocky areas, and the 

parkland which can be found in low-lying, flat, moist areas. Today, less than 5% of Garry 
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oak habitat remains in near natural condition and this area is being lost annually, due to 

ongoing development on southeastern Vancouver Island (GOERT, 2007). 

 The coastal Douglas-fir and Garry oak ecosystems have several similar and 

overlapping features worth noting. Both ecosystems have overlapping ranges and both 

share plant and animal species such as Douglas-fir/Garry oak oniongrass and the eastern 

gray squirrel (invasive). For example, Garry oak trees can sometimes be found growing 

in stands of Douglas-fir. Also, both ecosystems prefer temperate climates, dry soils and 

low elevations. The small range of tolerance, coupled with the fact that they are mostly 

confined to island populations are partially what makes coastal Douglas-fir and Garry oak 

ecosystems so endangered today.  

When incorporating this knowledge into an interpretive sign, several pieces of 

information deserve more attention. In reference to the coastal Douglas-fir ecosystem, 

“Around 150 rare species of vascular plants occur in association with the coastal 

Douglas-fir ecosystem:” In reference to Garry oak ecosystems: “Today, less than 5% of 

Garry oak habitat remains in near natural condition and this area is being lost annually, 

due to ongoing development on southeastern Vancouver Island.” In reference to camas: 

“Purple camas is a traditional food source which has been cultivated and harvested by 

First Nations for thousands of years.” Lastly on the habitat of Garry oak and coastal 

Douglas-fir ecosystems: “Garry oak and coastal Douglas-fir ecosystems thrive in dry, 

coastal areas, such as those found on southeastern Vancouver Island.” These are just a 

few suggestions for succinct information which could be displayed on our sign.    
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Environmental Interpretation: 
 

The process of designing any interpretive sign is a very involved and thorough 

one; there are so many factors that go into making an interesting and realistic sign that 

have to be considered.  Some research done into the topic of environmental interpretation 

presented us with a variety of ideas considered to be effective in making interesting and 

successful signs.   

A successful sign is generally found to possess the following characteristics: 

simplicity and clarity, consistency and support of the main ideas, an acceptable amount of 

text, and proper referencing allowing the reader to find other information if interested 

(Ham, 1992).  This first aspect is achieved by creating a sign with a good mix of images 

and text, one that is not overly wordy, and one that uses words that can be understood by 

all audiences who read the sign.  We feel that by adding a map of the area and images of 

certain key species present in the naturescape, we will be able to provide support of the 

ideas presented in the text of the sign.  Studies have shown that the most effective signs 

possess sentences with 18 to 20 words (Ham, 1992) so attempts should be made to follow 

these guidelines.  Finally for more information we feel that referring the reader to other 

resources such as the Garry Oak ecosystem recovery team will be very helpful. 

Furthermore, signs are said to be useful and interesting if they follow the 3 ABCs 

of design: attractive, brief, and clear (Ham, 1992).  These ideas build on the previous 

characteristics mentioned above and their use will help to create a very effective sign.  

The attractive element of the sign will be achieved by creating a sense of balance in the 

sign; using separation of the text so as not to completely overwhelm the viewer.  The use 
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of visuals and an acceptable colour scheme, in this case following the UVic guidelines, 

will also help to add to this aspect.  The brevity of the sign will be achieved by using 

visuals to help explain points about species of interest and by creating a well-organized 

display.  Conveying the overall theme of the sign in the title and making the main points 

of the sign as conspicuous as possible will help to achieve clarity. 

An important point to consider when designing an interpretive sign is the fact that 

the average person has a maximum attention span of only 45 seconds (Ham, 1992).  This 

is important when trying to convey a large amount of information to an individual.  It has 

also been shown that people generally spend only about one-third of the time that is 

actually necessary to read a sign (Ham, 1992).  People are not drawn to text initially 

(Arndt, Screven, Benusa, and Bishop, 1993) and need to have their interest piqued in 

other ways, in our case, through the use of images and maps.  The hope is that a new sign 

will act as an outlet for people to gather around and discuss the garden.   

Survey of Interest: 
 

One of the suggestions that came up during background research was the usage of 

surveys to determine what a group of individuals would find interesting about the Elliot 

Garden (Bitgood, 2002).  We thought that this would be a very useful way to gain 

information on what was valued about the garden and help us to incorporate those ideas 

into our design.  Our original hope was to survey all interested students of the university 

in order to get many different viewpoints .  However, the logistics behind this idea were 

very difficult and it would have been a very lengthy process to gain approval from the 

ethics committee to allow for this type of survey.  Our next idea was to survey our ES 

341 class on what they thought was interesting about the garden.  Although we felt that 
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this was a bit of a compromise, as the students in class would know more about the 

garden then the majority of student on campus, we thought that we would still gain 

valuable information into areas of interest.  A formal survey (Appendix A) was composed 

outlining specific areas of the garden where we felt input would help to direct our 

planning.  However, due to a slight misunderstanding between Dr. Higgs and our group, 

we were unable to hand out the survey in class due to ethical concerns.  Hopefully future 

groups will be able to get ethics approval for this type of survey, as we feel it is a very 

useful way to determine awareness of an area and can act as a guide as to what people 

would find appealing in a sign.  As a compromise we were able to poll the class on their 

views as a way of gauging interest in the various components of the garden.   

Three main questions were asked of the class to help with our design and structure 

of the sign.  The first question dealt with what materials people found to be the most 

attractive for a sign to be made from.  The three options given, which we thought were 

the most practical, were having wood posts with an aluminums sign, having both sign and 

posts made of aluminums, and having both sign and posts made of wood.  The 

overwhelming interest was in using wood posts; however the poll was split between 

using a wood or an aluminium sign.  In this case we chose to use an aluminium sign as it 

allowed us the most flexibility with our sign and the chance to be the most creative. 

The second question dealt with one of the main features of the garden, the Garry 

Oak ecosystem.  Upon researching this area we found several items to be of interest to 

our group.  We finally decided on the camas, the chocolate lily, and the animals that are 

found within Garry Oak ecosystems.  This led to the issue of possibly talking too much 

about one part of the naturescape so we decided to include only two of these topics.  Our 
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question to the class was which of these topics interested them the most.  The majority of 

the interest was shown to be in the camas, with the chocolate lily and the animals 

drawing about the same amount of interest.  We feel that any future sign should definitely 

include mention of the camas and its functions and uses within the Garry Oak ecosystem. 

Our final question dealt with the overall ideals of the sign.  We wanted to get an 

idea of what kind of message people felt the sign should portray.  We struggled with 

whether we wanted the sign to portray the goals and ideals of the people who actually did 

the restoration work, the university of which the garden is a part of, or a combination of 

both.  The feedback from this question showed that most of the people felt that the sign 

should reflect the views of the restorationists; but this may have been a bit biased due to 

the fact that the people polled were all in a class on restoration.  We feel that the views of 

the restorationists are very important and will focus prominently in our sign, however, 

due to the fact that the university is funding the sign we feel that their views should also 

be taken into account. 

We feel that a survey can also be useful after the sign has been installed on the 

site.  To gauge how successful the sign is at gaining people’s attention and helping to 

increase awareness about the garden, a questionnaire could be created asking simple 

questions about the garden itself.  The hope would be that from reading the sign, the 

individual would be able to retain the key points and themes portrayed and successfully 

answer questions relating to the garden.   

Survey Results: 

 

* All posted numbers are rough estimates * 
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Question 1: What materials do you think would be most attractive for the sign to be 

made of? 

A. Wood posts with an aluminium sign: 17 

B. Aluminium posts and aluminium sign: 1 

C. Wood posts and wood sign: 16 

 

Question 2: What do you find the most interesting about the Garry Oak ecosystem? 

A. Camas: 14 

B. Chocolate Lily: 10 

C. Native Animal Species: 10 

 

Question 3: Do you think the sign should reflect the vision and goals of the people who 

produced the garden, the goals of the university, or both? 

A. Restoration workers: 18 

B. University: 0 

C. Both: 13 

 

Logistical Aspects 

Location of the Sign(s) 
 

There should be at least one main interpretive sign located at the northeast corner 

of the naturescape (Appendix B). This is the most accessible area for the sign to the 

public and offers lighting for viewing the sign at night. Although the naturescape may not 

be visible at night, the sign will continue to draw attention to the garden then. Some 
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statistical information might help to conclude how many people would be drawn to the 

sign at these times, but undoubtedly the location is the most likely area that the sign 

should be placed in. 

Technical Elements of the Sign  
 

Lighting   

 
Lighting will be an important element to plan for since there are many evening 

classes scheduled at UVic which would increase the viewers of the sign. Lighting may 

not be applicable to the in-garden signs should they be chosen by the university. 

According to our discussions with Sarah Webb, the lampposts currently situated around 

the Elliot Naturescape are scheduled to be changed to down lighting style of lamps. 

These lamps will serve the dual purpose of lighting the signage, if it is placed underneath 

the light, and preventing “spilled” light into the atmosphere. We are still not sure what 

type of light will be placed in the fixture, and this could make a difference to how the 

sign is viewed at night. If high pressure sodium bulbs are going to be installed in those 

fixtures, then the university may want consider using a different type of bulb for just this 

particular area in order to light the sign adequately. Those bulbs reduce the spectrum of 

available light to a poor quality yellow which makes the viewing of text on signage 

difficult.     

Sign Materials   
 

Substrate 
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The substrate should be made with either !” thick wood or "” thick aluminium. 

If the wood option is chosen, then it should be medium density overlay plywood, sourced 

from ethical wood suppliers who consider the glue compositions and renewable sources 

of wood. Maple is a good quality of wood to make this sign from, but only as long as it is 

not sourced from clear cut forests. There are suppliers who specialize in this type of 

wood, and they should be sought out by the purchaser(s). This should also be specified to 

the sign company when negotiating the sign contract. 

Mounting Posts 

 

The posts should be made from a non-toxic and environmentally sound wood 

source, or aluminium. If the aluminum posts are chosen, they should be square tubing, 

with mitred corners, capable of holding the loads that will hold the sign face in place. We 

would prefer that the sign is constructed from organic materials because of the amount of 

energy and pollution which are input into the manufacturing process of metals such as 

aluminium. Also, the aluminium will come long distances to the island, thus increasing 

their carbon footprint and adding to greenhouse gas emissions. 

 If the wood option is chosen, we recommend sourcing poles from a pole yard that 

recycles old telephone or electrical poles. There are such companies in operation on 

Vancouver Island, so this would not have to be transported from the mainland. Round 

posts would look the most “natural”, but this may also be cost prohibitive depending on 

materials’ availability. The bearing load of the sign face should be safety calculated to 

that of a person weighing 250-300lbs –approximately 150kg- to take into consideration 

that people may lean or stand on the sign (it is possible! I have seen signs bent and 

broken in very unusual ways).  An interpretive map of the naturescape should be drawn 
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up and centrally placed in the artwork of the sign. This map should be a top down view 

and include the names of all three of the gardens in the naturescape with “lines” pointing 

to the line drawings at the edges of the sign. (Appendix C)    

Footings 

 

The footings for the central sign and the smaller signs (if applicable) should be made of 

concrete. However, the sign installers should be careful not to sink the posts into the 

concrete, but instead sink bolts and/or angle irons to which the sign post will affix.               

Attachments 

 
The criteria for attachments for this sign should be that it is easy to dismantle, but sturdy, 

and that the signs within the garden can be partially unbolted at the base in order to turn 

the sign. This is because the fencing is temporary and the pathway may be reopened to 

the public in the future. If this is the case, then the signs in the garden and perhaps the 

central interpretive sign will have to be reoriented to face the visitors to naturescape.  The 

central sign should be angled at approximately 60 degrees. The apex of the sign should be 

at approximately 115cm to 120cm high off of the ground so that it can be viewed from a 

chair and can also be glanced at comfortably when looking down. The reason for the 

angled sign is that be viewed and looked past in order to interpret the referent and then 

back at the sign.      

Design Concepts 
 

Design Concept #1 – The Salal Leaf  
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The first of the design concepts is to have the sign shaped like a salal leaf (see 

Appendix C). This design will require an artist from a sign company to vectorize – line 

draw- the outline of a typical salal leaf or gaultheria shallon. We thought that the shape 

of a salal leaf would be very suitable as a background, since this species is so important 

to the First Nations people of the area and it is, functionally, a consistent background 

texture to mount on an aluminium or wood substrate.  In order to maintain the appearance 

of salal and not simply an interesting shape, the artist should incorporate the rest of the 

sign layout onto a photographic background. The background should have a “misty” 

appearance to simulate a foggy rain forest feel.    

Artwork 
 

i) A line drawing or depiction of the Dedication tree. Text should give a description 

of the significance of the tree to First Nations people of the area and Garry 

oak meadow restoration in general 

ii) A line drawing or depiction of edible camas in flowering stage and the bulb below 

ground with suitable caption text. 

iii) A line drawing or depiction of the chocolate lily 

Design Concept #2 – Circular or Ovular  
 

With this second signage concept, there is to be one central sign with two or three 

other signs located throughout the interior of the garden, and visible from the main edges 

of the naturescape (Appendix D). The main or large circular sign should be located at the 

central location at the northeast corner of the garden where we propose that concept one 

should be placed if that sign concept is chosen.  The information portrayed on that sign 

will reflect a map of the Naturescape, and depictions or photos of a few of the keystone 
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and important species that are planted in the area. The other signs should be located 

inside the naturescape, near each garden bed or tree in order to showcase some of the 

critical aspects of this naturescape like the camas, chocolate lily, Douglas fir or Garry 

oak. The amount of these signs should vary depending on the price of the signs. If done 

correctly, these signs would be small enough to avoid being too conspicuous, but be 

visible to anyone intentionally looking into the gardens. This theme could be repeated 

among the gardens and naturescapes that are in planning or in situ around campus.  

Artwork 
 

Basic elements to be incorporated into the artwork of the main sign that is to be 

located at the northeast corner of the naturescape: 

i) Interpretive map, centered on the sign with cardinal points at bottom right 

ii) A line drawing or depiction of the Dedication tree. Text should give a description 

of the significance of the tree to First Nations people of the area and the Garry 

oak meadow restoration in general 

iii) A line drawing or depiction of edible camas in flowering stage and the bulb below 

ground with suitable caption text. 

iv) A line drawing or depiction of the chocolate lily 

Design Concept #3 – The Long Rectangle  
 

This concept would incorporate all of the elements of the two above concepts with the 

added bonus of more room to place graphics and map(s) (Appendix E and F). However, 

this option is rather standard and may not reflect the uniqueness of the area and lacks 

creative appeal or aesthetic. Additionally, Sarah Webb remarked and we agreed that the 
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sign needs to be accessible to those who use wheelchairs. This cumbersome design makes 

it somewhat difficult for those in wheel chairs to access the signs.  

Conclusion 
 

The purpose of this report was to start the design and implementation process for 

interpretive signage at the Elliot Naturescape that could be used as a template for future 

restoration/sustainability projects around campus. The three signage concepts were the 

result of clearly stated goals and objectives for the project, researching the background 

history and First Nations importance on the Elliot Naturescape. This was combined with 

knowledge of environmental interpretation and general guidelines for making signs. We 

believe that these three design concepts achieve the goals for all involved parties for this 

stage of the restoration project. It articulates the values of the University of Victoria, the 

goals of the original restoration project participants and will portray these values to the 

general public. With signs based on our design concepts we hope to inform, inspire 

and/or engage by-passers on ecological restoration projects carried out on campus now 

and in the future. 

Future Recommendations  
 

Recommendations for future groups who may be involved with this project are 

broken out into five main issues: 

• Lighting, the area needs to be more lit up than present 

• Graphics, the use of aerial maps, text, plant/animal photos, and integration with 

the “greenmaps” project 
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• Additional signage, once the Naturescape is complete additional signs could be 

used to be more specific about particular areas throughout the garden. 

• Monitoring, one of our group members expressed interest in seeing this project 

happen and is happy to be involved in the future. 

• Surveying, conducting surveys of the general public/student body to see the actual 

effectiveness of the sign in order to gage whether or not to use it for future sites 

around campus.   

Final Remarks 
 

The signs we conceptualized should not cost more than the Office of 

Sustainability has budgeted. If it is the case that the sign companies that bid on the 

project estimate excess costs, the project could be scaled down in ways that would still 

allow for most of the goals we have set out to achieve.    
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Appendices 
 

 

 

Appendix A 

 

This is a survey to try to figure out what people find interesting about the Elliot 

Naturescape.  We value your opinions and encourage you to write any comments at the 

end of the survey.  Thank you for your time. 

 

The Elliot Naturescape Signage Group (Brian, Jordan, Christina, Ben and Alex) 

 

Part A: Materials 

 

1.  What materials do you think would look the most attractive? (Please Choose One) 

A. Wood posts with an aluminums sign       ________ 

B. Aluminums posts and aluminums sign      ________ 

C. Wood posts and sign                              ________ 

 

2. What features do you think are most interesting and attractive on signs?   

Christina Noer User ! 11/20/08 9:15 AM

Comment:  
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(Rate 1 to 3, with 1 being the most interesting and attractive) 
 

A. Photographs  _________ 
B. Maps             _________ 

C. Text               _________ 
 

Part B: Sign Content 
 

1.Overview: What would you be interested in seeing as far as background information?  
Choose 3: 

A. Overview of Restoration project, ie. history, work done    _____ 
B. Cultural significance, i.e. First Nation’s usage, prescribed burning _____ 

C. Coastal Douglas Fir ecoregion information    _____ 
D. Garry Oak ecosystem information     _____ 

E. Ceremonial dedication of the area     _____ 
 

2. What do you find interesting about the Garry Oak section of the naturescape? 
 Choose 2 of A,B and C and check all that apply under headings: 

 
A. Camas                                                                             ______ 

 
1. Cultural significance to First Nation’s people    ______ 

2. Food source and nutritional information            ______ 
3. Flowering characteristics             ______ 

 
B. Chocolate Lily               ______ 

 
1. Flowering characteristics             ______ 

2. As a food source              ______ 
3. Cultural significance             ______ 

 
 

C. Animals found in Garry Oak ecosystems            ______ 
1. Spotted Towhee, Owls, Hawks, Hummingbirds 

 
3. What do you find interesting about the Douglas fir section? 

 
A. Salal (Choose 2) 

1. Flowering Stats                                     ______ 
2. Information about the edible berries     ______ 

3. Medicinal uses           ______  
 

B. Douglas Fir (Choose 1) 
1. Background on Douglas Fir ecosystem    _____ 

2. Douglas Fir characteristics  _____ 
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3.What do you find interesting about the edible garden? 
 

A. Salmon berry (Choose 2) 
1. Flower Info ______  

2. Berry production   ______ 
3. Medicinal Uses     ______ 

 
B. Flowering Currant (Choose 1) 

1. Flowering stats          ______ 
2. Edible parts of plant  ______ 

 
Part C: Overall View 

 

1. Do you think this sign should reflect the vision and goals of the people who produced 

the garden, the goals of the university, or both? 
A. Restoration workers  ______ 

B. University       ______ 
C. Both                          ______ 

 
Comments and Ideas: 
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A view facing south to the corner where we recommend the sign be located. Elliot building, which the 

naturescape is named in reference to, is located to the left outside of the picture. The sign should be 

located here to the right or left of the closest lamppost. This lamp will soon be replaced by 

“downlighting” which is as yet unspecified. (photo courtesy of Jordan Trustham) 
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Appendix C 

 

 

 

 

Appendix D 
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Appendix F 
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This sign is a good example of the approximate dimensions that the sign should be. Of 

course the design is very different for concept 1 and 2, but this is what I meant by design 

#3. See the next page for a side view of this sign. 
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