
Sabrina Hall 
Royal Botanical Gardens,  
Hamilton ON Canada 
 

Breaking Traditional Boundaries      
with Adventure Programming 

ROYAL BOTANICAL GARDENS’  
ADVENTURE CHALLENGE COURSE 



ROYAL BOTANICAL GARDENS 

• Hamilton, ON, Canada 
• Canada’s largest BG based on size: 11km2 

- 4 distinct entrances to 5 major gardens 
- Urban nature park with expansive natural lands 

(27km of trails) 
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Presentation Notes
Stylized map
In 2 different cities
Segmented by land bridge, fishway
McMaster University as neighbour on south shore
At the west end of Lake Ontario
Off the west end of Hamilton Harbour
RBG properties surround Cootes Paradise Marsh

Multi-click

Blank = transition to Mandated Areas
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Presentation Notes
Zoomed in on the Arb
Point out the NIC

Get into the full details of the course and set-up
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Horticulture
Conservation
Science
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Presentation Notes
Education: CP is educational conduit for getting RBG messages out to the public.
How? School, Camp, PP, Hort Therapy, VC, low ropes, bday parties, kids gardening

Space and programming background led to the ACC, here’s how the story begins…

Blank next = transition to how we were asked to do ACC by HWDSB
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Presentation Notes
What HWDSB wanted, a mud run.

Can we do that? NO
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Presentation Notes
We can’t do that because…
Barriers:
Bylaws
Multi-use areas
Impact
Internal staff (Gardens and Hort staff don’t really want people running around everywhere and turning gardens into mud)
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What we can do: the ACC



ACC MISSION 

Provide students with an opportunity to 
participate in a challenge course that will 
incorporate cross-curriculum linked 
activities. 



WHAT IT IS 

The A.C.C contains various physical and 
problem solving obstacles set along a 
natural 4-5km route which winds through 
RBG’s Arboretum and North Shore Trail 
system.  
 

With the emphasis on completion of the 
physical and mental tasks, not competition 
between groups, participant groups of all 
abilities are able to have a rewarding 
experience. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What it is:
Physical obstacles
Mental/problem-solving stations
4km route
Completion, not competition
All abilities
Rewarding experience

Click next 17 slides – taking high school students through the course, spirit, teams, 



SO WHAT MAKES IT UNIQUE? 

• Team based 
• Problem solving/mental obstacles 

– Curriculum linked: math, science, 
geography 

– Riddles and team work challenges 
• Challenge by choice 
• No mud 
• Completion not competition 
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Presentation Notes
Zoomed in on the Arb
Point out the NIC

Get into the full details of the course and set-up
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ACC 5km course map
Space elements out
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Elevation Profile, we use the slope of the land to our advantage to increase difficulty. 
But what about the challenge by choice, you can’t choose to go up and down hills – this is where pace comes into it, participants choose their own pace.



WHERE TO START 

• Proposed area to stage course – any 
conflicts? 

• How much lead time for development? 
• Available budget? 
• In-house element build capability? 
• Permanence of elements? 
• Intended audience? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So, you’ve decided you want to run a challenge course, how do you do it?
Liability – we designed our physical obstacles in line with school board provinicial legislated rules (e.g. maximum 8ft for mountain top)



REMEMBER SCALABILITY 

• Start small 

• Carpentry 

• Install 

• Signs & banners 

• Donations 

• Partnerships 
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Presentation Notes
Start small – we’ve expanded or changed the course every year
Scalability = focus on mental obstacles, age and stage appropriate means you can really scale this section
Partnerships – for us it was the school board, they committed that “if we built it, they would come”
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Changes 1
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Changes 2
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Volunteers
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Presentation Notes
Family focus:
Focus on completion
Any pace ok
Help each other with obstacles
Level course on upper arb
Atmosphere w music
Face paint
Participant bibs
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Success!!!











PRICING MODEL 

• School groups: $9.50/student 
– 200+ kids per day 

 
• Families: $25/child (4-12 years), 

$35/adult, under 4 free 
– Includes BBQ and drink ticket 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
At $9.50/student * 700 kids in a week = $6600 for the week

Families: the most tickets we’ve sold for one day is 200 at an average of $30/ticket = $6,000 for the day, but expenses are higher because we have catering to pay back (previous years $5 for BBQ = $1,000 paid for catering. This year likely $15 for BBQ = $3,000 for catering)




CHALLENGES 

• Departmental buy-in 
• Staffing 
• Family/public dates & registration 

minimums 
– Net revenue impacted by catering payback 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Departmental buy-in: start early and make them see it won’t impact as greatly as they think
Staffing: need lots of people on course, specifically at some elements as a safety precaution, this is where volunteers come in handy
Dates & registration minimums – can’t run it for a small group of people, have to have at least 50. Aiming for a particular vibe/feeling, and the bigger the group of people the better. Plus the operating costs are too high unless registrant numbers can bring in a certain amount of revenue.



SUCCESSES & LEARNINGS 

• Focus on 1 audience type: 
– *School groups, Corporate, Special 

interest groups/clubs, Families 
• Set it up and leave it up! 

– 1-week blocks 
• Engage community 

– Volunteers 
– Media  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Focus on 1 type of audience to begin with. We’ve had a lot of success with school groups, if you already have that audience attending, they’re an easy place to start
Set it up and leave it up! Set up is intense, with multiple departments involved for set up and take down. It is not worth setting up for a single event day. More bang for your buck the longer you can keep it running.
Community engagement: we utilize volunteers from RBG, local high schools, our own LIT and Jr Staff from our camp programs.
Media love the big event days, and in particular we had a local magazine “Get out There” send a family to cover the event and made a promo video
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