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By Gord Hutchings

When I was approached by the Greater Victoria Compost Education Centre to write an article about Orchard Mason Bees 
(OMB), I decided that gardeners and nature enthusiasts should be provided with a basic understanding of this local 
pollinator. To give a bit of background to this fascinating native species, OMBs are distributed throughout Southwestern
Canada and Western United States and along with many other native species play an integral role in the pollination of plants 
in North America. A pollination crisis is looming in North America and many other parts of the globe due to loss of natural 
habitat, altering the plant-pollinator interactions that are critical for crop production. 

OMBs emerge only once a year as adults, usually around early March and live until early June. After mating, the female 
locates suitable egg-laying chambers that will be secure for her offspring. In the wild, suitable nesting chambers consist of 
fissures in bark, other insect holes or hollow reeds. Around urban developments, egg-laying chambers can be found in house 
siding and roofing, holes where bolts have been removed, even gaps in lawn chairs and any other place that provides a blind 
channel. To encourage OMB females to lay their eggs in a human-designed home, OMB keepers create residences with a 
variety of channelled orifices called ‘condos’. Condo is a perfect description for these chambers as the OMB females come 
together to lay eggs but prefer to remain completely independent of one another, similar to the behavioural pattern of the 
Purple Martin (which some birders may be familiar with!). 

Figure 1. Schematic view of stacked pine wood trays with channels and clear plastic inspection covers at each level. 

The female creates mud divisions within each channel creating a ‘cell-like’ structure where she can provide nectar and 
pollen for her offspring. Females are laid first so that they are deeper in the channel with the males laid at the entrance, 
providing the first line of defence should a predator attack the channel entrance. The overall length and shape of the channels 
is an important factor in determining the ratio of females to males, as well as how efficient it is for the female to lay down 
her mud partitions. With the help of my father (who kick started my interest in OMBs!) combined with my research at 
university, I determined that the optimum length of the channels needed to be 30cm (12”) and square in shape for easier 
production with a table saw. The clear inspection cover on each tray of the condo allowed me to observe the progress of each 
female in her channel.  The more females produced in these channels means a greater volume of pollination since it is the 
females who do the majority of flower visitations. Important discoveries and structures like the Orchard Mason Bee condo 
can hopefully be used as a template for other pollinating bees as critical natural habitat continues to be reduced in many 
important food producing areas of the world.

Interested in Mason Bees? Keep your eyes out for Mason Bees courses at the centre with Gord
Hutchings as well as the Mason Bee condos & larvae we will be carrying in the spring!
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We gratefully acknowledge the core funding support that we receive from the CRD and the City of Victoria.  Additional support is
provided by the Fernwood Community Association and through the generosity of our Compost Club Members and the residents of 
Greater Victoria.
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Since I began with the Centre as executive 
director in 2005, I have had the pleasure of 
working with a brilliant team of enthusiastic 
staff, board and volunteers. As the time has 
come for me to take a new path, I want to thank 
you all for such a wonderful experience. I wish 
everyone the best as you continue on the 
journey to beautiful organic gardens, healthy 
soil and providing inspiration for the young and 
old alike to sink their hands into dirt

teaming with red wrigglers. I look forward to teaching my son the values of 
sustainability that the Centre holds true. When I am not out exploring nature with 
him, I can be found working part-time with the Islands Trust. I hope to see you at 
future events as we all continue supporting the Centre's goal of "spreading the dirt" 
throughout the community. 
Warm regards,
����������	
��

Sonya, husband Peter, and their son 
Desi enjoying family time.
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The newly finished Composting Toilet is a great new addition to 
our Site. Composting Toilets systems convert human waste into 
organic compost and usable soil through the natural breakdown 
of organic matter into its essential minerals. The model we have
here is the Sun-Mar Excel. Its success lies in its 3 chamber 
design. Each of the three chambers: composting, compost 
finishing, and evaporation have their own independent 
environments for their optimum efficiency. The excel model 
requires little maintenance and is a high capacity electric system. 
When used properly composting toilets are odorless and kill any 
waste borne pathogens.  

Instead of sending waste into the municipal waste stream, 
waterless toilets offer a great solution to water and sanitation
problems. Predictions of more severe droughts and worsening 
water shortages as the earth’s climate changes have led to an 
increased interest in composting toilets. That explains our full
workshop on Composting Toilets with quite a big wait list! If 
you are interested in learning about Composting Toilets and are 
not registered in the workshop please feel free to contact Angela 
with any questions and she’ll be glad to explain how our system 
works.
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Our phenomenally successful 2-year Black Gold Rush project is now officially over, 
and although we will be integrating many aspects into our regular programming, our 
intrepid Project Coordinator, Analisa, has completed her contract with us. Analisa 
contributed so much to our Centre and she will be greatly missed by all who worked 
with her. We wish her luck in her autumn travels to South America and we hope we 
get a chance to work with her in the future. Thanks for all your hard work Analisa!
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This summer we had some great volunteers at the 
Centre. I was very pleased to have more help on the site 
than ever before. Global Lifestyles Canada is an 
International Field School located in Victoria. This 
school sets up international students with internships, 
language classes and working holiday experiences. The 
Compost Education Centre was very lucky this summer 
to get 2 volunteer interns from Germany.

Christian and Thorsten were such hard workers and we 
all had quite a fun summer together. Christian kept our 
fence line nice and clean and harvested more cherries 
than I have ever seen on the site before. He and Marion, 
the site intern for the summer, were excellent caretakers 
of the site. Thorsten had some carpentry experience and 
worked away like a busy little bee and finished the 
addition to the Composting Toilet. After five years we 
finally have a finished Composting Toilet 
Demonstration! I want to say a big thank you to 
Thorsten and Christian - the Compost Centre will not be 
the same without you! 
~ ������������������������
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B. Jarvis M. Lovell S. Facini
D. Grieg R. Pegg D. Golto
M. Berry J. McIntosh S. Strega
C. Pattison            B. Pilon

Above: Thorsten 
proudly displaying his 
workmanship on the 
Composting Toilet!

Below: Christian 
and dedicated 
volunteer, 
Bruce, hard at 
work on site!

�
����

����
������

������
���������
�����

�
�
��
�	

The Victoria Conservation and Compost Education Society 
(VCCES), which is responsible for the financing and operation of
the Greater Victoria Compost Education Centre, is seeking 
volunteers to create a new committee – the Capital Expansion 
committee. 

This new committee will research the centre’s future needs, consider 
the existing assets and possibility of raising further funds.  It will 
then develop a plan of action and bring it to the VCCES board for 
discussion and approval.  While this board will work independently, 
the chair will be required to report to the monthly board meeting and 
to eventually present a written recommendation.

This committee is very important to the Compost Education Centre. 
We are experiencing an ongoing growth in all areas of the centre’s 
activities and the time has come to take the next step in our capital 
development.  The hope of the VCCES board is that committee 
members, in particular the committee chair, will have a committed 
understanding and belief in the important future of the Compost 
Education Centre and its role in the CRD community.

If interested, please contact:
Janet Hockin

VCCES Board Chairperson
250 592 4457

janet1542@shaw.ca 
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Over the past two years, through the funding we 
received from EcoAction, we were able to expand 
our education program to include grades K-12 as 
well as college and university students. Our 
members must be “spreading the dirt” because our 
education programming is more popular than ever! 
We have already beaten the number of classrooms 
we went to last year (88) and we are just entering 
our busiest time! In fact, we are already full for 
education programming until the end of the year 
and are taking “reservations” for next year! Cheers 
to Tomiko, our hard-working Education 
Coordinator for doing such a great job!
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Have you seen our display at events in your 
community? The GVCEC travels to various 
festivals, markets, and community events to 
spread the good word on composting and 
conservation! This year our staff and volunteers 
have attended over twenty five events and reached 
over 7000 CRD residents! Our most recent 
outreach event took place at the tremendously 
successful ‘Hartland Happening’ day at the 
Hartland Landfill. Over 2000 CRD residents came 
to have a behind the scenes look at our award-
winning landfill and to check out the educational 
displays. Look out for the Compost Education 
Centre at your next community event!



Date Topic Time Cost
Oct. 4 Composting Basics 10- 12 pm FREE
Oct. 4 Marvellous Mushrooms 2-4 pm $15 (Members refer to new policy)
Oct. 18 Composting Toilets and Greywater Systems  2-4 pm $15 (Members refer to new policy) 
Oct. 25 Backyard Food Forests 2-4 pm $15 (Members refer to new policy)
Nov. 1-2 PUMPKIN SMASH 10-3 pm By Donation – See website for details.
Nov.15 Composting Basics 10-12 pm FREE
Dec. 13 Seasonal Sale 10-4 pm Come buy your Seasonal Composting Gifts!
DECEMBER CENTRE CLOSED TILL JANUARY

Full Events Schedule can be found on our website at www.compost.bc.ca

MUST PRE-REGISTER FOR WORKSHOPS BY CALLING 386-WORM OR EMAILING office@compost.bc.ca
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The deadline for submissions for the winter issue is 
December 6, 2008. Submissions to the newsletter 
can be sent to the Compost Education Centre. Unless 
otherwise noted, articles appearing in this newsletter 
may be reprinted only in other not-for-profit 
publications, with the credit given to the author 
(when named) and �����
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Giving to the Compost Ed. Centre is easy! Save 
time and paper by offering your donations on-line 
through Canada Helps.org.  Simply surf over to 
www.canadahelps.organd type in “Compost”.  
Our name is on the top of the search results.  Or, 
visit our website and click the Canada Helps link. 

And of course, donations are still happily 
accepted at our office. 
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It’s that time of year again, where we gather to celebrate the spooky and for the GVCEC to host 
our largest event of the year – our 4th Annual Pumpkin Smash. This year’s Smash will be 
expanding to include four Thrifty Foods locations. The event will be held November 1st and 2nd

from 10am to 3pm each day. Bring your family and friends, and of course your pumpkins, and 
join us for Tombstone Tipping and other family games to help us raise awareness for composting! 
Last year we managed to divert over 21 tonnes of jack-o-lanterns from the landfill – let’s see if we 
can beat that this year!

Saturday, November 1st - Cloverdale Thrifty Foods 
Hillside Thrifty Foods

Sunday, November 2nd - Admirals Thrifty Foods
Fairfield Thrifty Foods
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Hi everyone! I just thought I would give you all a little update
on the site happenings this year and upcoming projects. It has 
been a great year for the site. The mission figs yielded quite a lot 
of ripe fruit and the Issai Kiwi is just loaded with grape size 
kiwis this year. If you want to try a hardy kiwi come on down to
the site during November and try one! I made a decision to let 
go of the xeriscape garden and prepare the site for a greenhouse 
next year. It will be a much needed addition to our 
demonstration site and a very effective use of space in 
preparation for our spring plant sale. With the help of Gord
Hutchings, our local Mason Bee expert, we put up some Mason 
Bee condos this season and the site has seen so much food 
thanks to our friendly pollinators. I have also set up a great 
aerated compost tea demonstration. If you are interested in a 
demonstration of the aerated compost tea contact me and I will 
get some brewing for my fall foliar applications.
Workparties this year were phenomenal, and we are preparing 
for winter “wormparties” as we like to call them here at the 
Centre! Workparties take place every Friday between 1pm and 
4pm. Please contact Angela if you are interested.
���������������������������� sitemgr@compost.bc.ca


