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Executive Summary 

Preamble 
The purpose of this project was to develop a 10+ year Master Plan for the 
Stephen Leacock Museum National Historic Site. Part of the plan was to look at 
the full range of disposition options for the site, from complete privatization (i.e. 
selling off the site to the highest bidder for redevelopment) to keeping it within 
the City of Orillia as a treasured attraction.  The Report goes into some detail in 
assessing these various options, but it was ultimately determined that keeping 
the Museum and site as a municipal asset was the preferred and recommended 
option.  However, this does not mean that the simple status quo, i.e. ‘more of 
the same’, is the recommended path.  Rather, the site needs investment in 
infrastructure and personnel if it is to achieve optimal performance.  The analysis 
shows that with such investment, the site can become an even more valuable 
asset to the City with increased attendance and utilization, and a lower net 
operating cost. 

The Site 20 Years from Now

The Old Brewery Bay National Historic Site (OBBNHS) is an active year-

round site that provides a wide range of experiences for residents and 

visitors alike. Anchored by the House Museum that explores the life and 

legacy of Leacock through its collection and exhibits, the activities on 

site are all tied to the life and legacy of this complex man. As well, the site 

is sought out as a location for significant community and private events, 

as much as for its stunning waterfront location and viewscapes as for 

association with the Leacock legacy. Through vital partnerships with 

a range of community organizations and businesses, the site features 

events and activities almost every weekend that are in the Leacock spirit 

and tradition. A renovated Swanmore Hall is designed in keeping with 

the integrity and quality of the site and provides high-quality foodservice 

at a waterfront location, an active retail presence, and accessible visitor 

services and amenities, as well as adequate office space for staff  

and partners.

At the same time, the OBBHNS continues to provide easy access to its 

park-like setting and Brewery Bay for neighbours and residents. It is seen 

as a valued community asset and cultural landscape which reflects the 

natural elements, viewscapes, shoreline and solace which Leacock  

found in nature.

The museum activity centre is proudly owned and maintained by the City of 

Orillia. It is operated by the City with its various partners, and is one of the 

iconic ‘must-experience’ attractions in the area. It is nationally recognized 

as a successful historical and relevant museum, heritage  

site and activity program in the 21st century.
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The recommended Vision is: 

“Old Brewery Bay National Historic Site is a premier destination 
fostering creativity, inspiration, and learning through the lens of 
Canadian cultural icon Stephen Leacock.”

Recommendations

The recommendations contained in this Master Plan that will enable this vision to 
come to fruition are listed below.  For each, a suggested timeframe is presented 
according to a short, medium and long-term period1:

Strategic Positioning

(1) The SLMNHS should remain organizationally where it is at present:
As indicated in the Preamble, this project considered a full range of possibilities
regarding future ownership and governance of the facility.  After considering the
advantages and disadvantages of all these, it is recommended that the current
structural and reporting relationship be maintained. (Timeframe: short-term)

(2) Revise the strategic positioning of SLMNHS: Stephen Leacock was a
cultural maven of his time, a renaissance man who was involved in and
enjoyed politics, literature, humour, theatre, music and good companionship
and conversation. Old Brewery Bay was his summer cottage, and a source of
relaxation and inspiration, which in many ways is a quintessential Canadian
experience. As Leacock’s image continues to diminish in the public eye, the
museum would benefit by expanding its mission and mandate to capitalize on
this relationship, using his life and legacy in connection to old brewery Bay as a
unique springboard or lens into the Canadian identity and the broader themes
of literature, economics, leisure and academia. This orientation would also be
reflected in a new name for the site: The Old Brewery Bay National Historic
Site. (Timeframe: short-term)

1 Note that these recommendations were initially developed in late 2019, before the pandemic of early 2020.  Originally the ‘short term’ was considered to be the 2-year period 2020 and 2021.  However, because of the setback the pandemic 

caused in 2020, and the likely lingering effects into 2021, the ‘short term period’ has been effectively ‘postponed’ by 2 years.  Accordingly, the short term in now considered to be a fluid time period between now and 2023, with the medium term 

being 3 years beyond that (to 2026) and the longer term sometime beyond 2027.



TCI Management Consultants / Reich&Petch / FHG International Stephen Leacock Museum National Historic Site – Master Plan | September, 20203

The recommended Mandate is: 

To promote active, year-round use of SLMNHS2 through  
programmes, exhibits and workshops that: 

1. Inspire active learning through literature.

2. Explore the life and legacy of Stephen Leacock.

3. Preserve the site as a community asset for the benefit 
   of future generations.

INSPIRE, EXPLORE, PRESERVE 

Collections

(3) Revise the collections policy to be aligned with the strategic positioning:  
The overall collections policy should be reviewed and revised as needed to 
reflect a somewhat broader collection mandate, aligned with the new Vision 
and Mission as articulated.  (Timeframe: short-term)

Partnerships

(4) A greater range of partnerships with corporate and community 
organizations should be explored: The SLMNHS should continue to expand 
its range of partnerships with various community organizations to augment 
resources and extend its reach. (Timeframe: short-term)

(5) A stronger partnership with OMAH should be explored: Recognizing  
the specific synergies and efficiencies that could be realized through a  
stronger partnership with the Orillia Museum of Art and History (OMAH),  
it is recommended that a closer association between the two organizations 
be explored.  A Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the two 
organizations capturing these details should be developed.  
(Timeframe: medium-term)

(6) Increase budget for partnership programming:  It is recommended that 
the budget of the Museum be increased by $25,000 per year specifically for 
partnership programming. (Timeframe: short-term)

Foodservice

(7) A named franchise for a basic coffee / foodservice operation  
should be considered: A named and well-recognized coffee and/or 
foodservice operation should be considered and explored.  If unsuccessful 
in the attraction of a compatible franchise, the municipality should consider 
offering a basic cafe service itself as an essential service to visitors. As with 
leasing to a named operator, this would entail reconfiguration of the space. 
(Timeframe: short-term)

2   Note that even though a name change is recommended, which would imply a new acronym (OBBNHS), to avoid confusion, the rest of this report will refer to the site by its current name and use the acronym SLMNHS.



TCI Management Consultants / Reich&Petch / FHG International Stephen Leacock Museum National Historic Site – Master Plan | September, 20204

Admission Pricing

(8) Admission fee structure should be increased:  The current fee structure,
low relative to industry standards, may contribute to an impression that the visit
is not worth very much, and so consideration should be given to increasing
– even doubling – the fee, which would bring it into alignment with similar
attractions.  (Timeframe: short-term)

Programs and Exhibits

(9) Continue to expand programs and exhibit themes to broaden audience
appeal.  Existing topics and themes interpreted tend to be static and somewhat
predictable.  A range of additional topics that could be explored to encourage
more repeat visitation are suggested in the Report.(Timeframe: short-term)

(10) Modernize and upgrade the exhibits and displays to incorporate more
interesting and changing exhibits.  Elements of this approach should
include: use of modular display cases for flexibility; Borrow objects to reduce
need for collections storage; create graphic standards to apply to new exhibits;
and the use of digital media (touchscreens) to access archival material.
(Timeframe: medium-to longer-term)

(11) Focus exhibits on the ground floor and use upstairs spaces for
programs. Increasingly aging visitors (for the most part) may find it difficult to
get upstairs and there is no realistic prospect of installing a modern elevator.
Accordingly, exhibits should be located in the ground floor (which is accessible)
with the upstairs area in the house used for programming. (Timeframe: 
medium-term)

(12) Use Living/Dining Room as exhibits/programming space: The living and
dining room areas are not especially unique or dramatic, and do not add any
significant impact to the visitor experience.  Accordingly they are most suitable
for exhibits and/or programming space. (Timeframe: medium-term)

(13) Use library and sunroom as furnished rooms: In contrast to the living room
and dining room areas, the library and sunroom areas are very evocative of
Leacock and his lifestyle (especially the library) and have dramatic impact just
as period finished rooms (i.e. almost an artifact in and of themselves).  They
should not be cluttered with exhibits.  (Timeframe: medium-term)

Site and Building Improvements

(14) Additional ‘overflow’ parking and lighting should be developed behind
the museum house, to be used only for larger events. Turfstone permeable
pavers, which allow grass to grow through the pavers and for natural drainage
to occur, should be considered.  Also paving should be configured around the
trees to preserve the existing canopy.  This area should be lit with relatively low
intensity lighting to minimize light pollution on to the neighbouring residential
area.  In addition, with the reconfiguration of Swanmore Hall, consideration
should be given to the addition of a few parking spots where this may be
possible, possibly behind the Hall. (Timeframe: short-term)

(15) Modify ramp in style more compatible with House: The existing ramp off
the east end of the main house is functional, but an eyesore, and significantly
detracts from the dramatic vista of viewing the front of the house head on.
(Timeframe: longer-term)

(16) Add interpretation along pathways: There are significant opportunities for
enhanced interpretation along the pathways on the site.  These could relate to
the natural flora (and fauna) of the area, vistas and viewpoints that Leacock
would have seen, indigenous learnings, etc. (Timeframe: medium-term)

(17) Install permanent wayfinding on site:  As earlier observed, the site is in
need of more than just the one signage installation.  There should be several
signs on the property, located at key decision points when paths diverge.
(Timeframe: medium-term)
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(18) Improved signage to the site from key off-site decision points should be
implemented: Attractive trailblazing signage should be installed at key off-site
decision points (highway and roads). (Timeframe: medium-term)

(19) Upgrade platform stages with electrical hook-up for outdoor
programming and events: Several comments related to a desire to have
some sort of a platform or stage for outdoor programming and events.  The
ones currently on the property are in need of repair.  If upgraded, they could
function as a small revenue generator as well for the SLMNHS. (Timeframe: 
short-term)

(20) A basic level interpretation of the site and introduction to Stephen
Leacock should be provided at Swanmore Hall.  A basic-level orientation
for those to the site should be offered to ensure that all visitors can orient
themselves with an introduction to the man and his times, and the site.
(Timeframe: medium-term)

(21)The retail operation at SLMNHS should be relocated to Swanmore Hall: 
A better and more visible location for the retail operation would be at
Swanmore Hall, where a single Point of Sale (POS) could be located.  This
would have a number of advantages: it would free up premium ground floor
space at the House for exhibits and programs; it would enable a smoother and
more convenient experience for visitors; it would allow a larger retail operation
with more gift items for purchase to be provided; and it would (likely) result in a
higher level of sales. (Timeframe: medium-term)

(22) In renovating the space at Swanmore Hall, provision should be made
for the café operation as well as an expanded banquet hall. The operation
of the Banquet Hall and café could be a significant revenue generator for the
Museum. At present, the banquet room / dining hall area in Swanmore Hall
feels fairly ‘cold’ and institutional.  Through painting and décor, the atmosphere
in the room could be considerably improved and give a glimpse into the man.

Also, a permanent café operation is highly desirable, and any physical redesign 
of Swanmore Hall should take this possibility into account. Should the City 
be successful in attracting a franchise, they could help with much needed 
upgrades to the facility. (Timeframe: medium-to longer-term)

(23) An outdoor structure enabling year-round and more flexible use of the
grounds should be considered.  Serious consideration should be given
to the purchase and use of a permanent outdoor pavilion structure that can
accommodate larger crowds and be useful for 4-season activities (e.g. ice
skating, seating with dance floor, etc.).  The lawn policy, consistent with the
items raised above, should be updated to reflect this.(Timeframe: short-term)

(24) Enclose or cover the patio:  An enclosure or cover should be added to
expand the use of this very precious ‘resource’ over four seasons.  There are
very few places anywhere on Lake Couchiching where there is public dining by
the lake. (Timeframe: medium- to longer-term)

(25) Create accessible path to Boathouse: At times, the pathway to the
boathouse can be treacherous.  The recommendation is to level the pathway
from the parking lot to the boathouse so that it is accessible by those using
walkers and wheelchairs (as well as being safer for the general public in times
of inclement weather). (Timeframe: short-term)

(26) Modify boathouse washroom to barrier-free standards: Ensures the
washroom is accessible to all those using the boathouse, thus expanding its
potential use. (Timeframe: medium-term)

(27) Upgrade lower level of boathouse for programming use: The lower level
of the boathouse needs to be upgraded to accommodate more intensive
programming use. (Timeframe: medium-term)
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Marketing and Promotion

(28) More aggressive marketing should be undertaken:  It is recommended  
that a more aggressive marketing program be undertaken, targeting new  
and more diverse audiences. (Timeframe: short-term)

(29) The web site should be redeveloped to be more exciting and engaging: 
The web site is staid and unexciting. It is recommended that a separate web 
site be developed that contains all necessary information for visitors to make a 
decision to visit (for example, admission prices are mentioned but not shown) 
and is fresh and exciting.  (Timeframe: short-term)

Staffing

(30)  A reconfigured and augmented staffing structure is recommended:  
The Curator (Collection and Program Supervisor) position should be 
established as a full-time position. Additional staff resources for programming 
and marketing are required as well to carry out a number of recommendations 
set out in this report. (Timeframe: short-term)

(31) Museum Ambassadors should be established: The Museum’s volunteer 
program should include Ambassadors, aligning with senior staff, who would 
advocate and support a variety of museum-related activities. (Timeframe: 
medium-term)

Other

 (32) Site security should be improved: There were several mentions in the 
interviews and surveys about concerns with loiterers and homeless persons 
on the site after hours, drinking and partying on the site, etc. Accordingly, it is 
recommended that site security be increased.  Initially this might take the form 
of more frequent random police checks after hours on the property.  If the issue 
persists, more stringent methods (even potentially involving CCTV installations) 
should be considered. (Timeframe: medium term)

(33) Investigate goose management program:  Some comments from visitors 
and event managers related to problems with goose droppings on site and 
in the water, and concerns about the slipperiness and sanitation of the site.  
Although a relatively small problem at present, it does have the potential to 
become a larger-scale issue over time. It is recommended that this issue 
be monitored and that in the medium to longer term, a specific goose 
management strategy may need to be put in place. (Timeframe: medium-
term)

Implications of These Recommendations

The implementation of these recommendations will be expected to have some 
significant positive benefits to the overall operation of the SLMNHS, which are 
detailed in the Report.  These include:

• Attendance is expected to increase from the current 13,000 (approximately) to 
30,000 over a 5-year period, as a result of greater marketing and awareness, 
a wider range of programs, and site improvements which will enhance the 
overall visitor experience.

• The net operating cost, currently at just over $300,000 per year, will 
decrease to an estimated $264,000 by the end of the medium-term, a drop 
of approximately 12% over the 5-year period (over which time programs 
available and attendance are both anticipated to increase).

Note that these numbers are illustrative only of the general direction expected in 
terms of the increase in attendance and the decrease in net operating cost.  They 
are general order-of-magnitude indications, and not intended to be point-specific.
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This first section to the Master Plan contains basic background contextual 
information, specifically: 

• an initial introduction to the site
• the need for a Master Plan
• specific deliverables from the work
• outline of the activities undertaken
• key assumptions underlying the development of the Master Plan

1.1 The Stephen Leacock Museum National Historic Site

The Stephen Leacock Museum National Historic Site is located at 50 Museum 
Drive on 3.9-hectare of coastal property between Atherley Road and the south 
shore of Lake Couchiching. It includes Leacock’s stately 19-room summer 
home, boathouse and gardens in addition to walking trails and an administration 
centre. The property was purchased by the Town of Orillia in 1957 and opened 
as a museum in 1958. It is protected by an Ontario Heritage Trust conservation 
easement and was designated by the City of Orillia under Part IV of the Ontario 
Heritage Act (Bylaw 1978-271). There is a second easement on that portion of the 
property that is behind Swanmore Hall. It became a National Historic Site in 1992. 
The entire site is zoned as parkland, Open Space (OS1).

The Museum was established to pay tribute to Stephen Leacock’s lifetime 
love affair with Orillia, a town he immortalized as the mythical Mariposa in his 
quintessential best-seller Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town. Its mission is to 
develop, operate and maintain a museum whose primary purpose is to promote 
the legacy of Stephen Butler Leacock (1869-1944) in the context of literary 
learning and the maintenance and interpretation of his summer home as an 
internationally, nationally and locally significant asset. Its mandate is to engage in 
a diverse range of activities and programs specifically designed to: 

1. Actively encourage reading and the appreciation of literature as a primary
means of enriching human life;

2. Showcase the life and legacy of Stephen Butler Leacock as an internationally
renowned Canadian man of letters, through the promotion and encouragement
of both public and private access to and consideration of his published work, 
archival correspondence and associated artifacts and materials; and

3. Maximize the Museum property at Old Brewery Bay for the better
understanding of Leacock’s life in Orillia, natural environment, the evolution
of human settlement and the greater consideration of Simcoe County as an
incubator and catalyst for arts and culture. 

The Museum is open daily from 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. between May and August, 
and Monday to Friday from September to May. Staff host guided tours, talks, 
exhibits, and special events throughout the year, but with greater frequency over 
the summer season. Swanmore Hall is the administrative hub and welcome centre 
for the Museum, and provides accessible washroom facilities to patrons year-
round. The property is also a popular dining, rental, and programming venue with 
food service provided by an on-site caterer.

1. Introduction & Situation Analysis



TCI Management Consultants / Reich&Petch / FHG International Stephen Leacock Museum National Historic Site – Master Plan | September, 20208

1.2 Context for this Study: Need for a Master Plan

The Museum has not undergone a master planning process since 1999 when 
staff, board members and stakeholders developed the strategy paper 2000 
and Beyond: A Conservation and Presentation Report. It was completed as a 
condition of Parks Canada’s national historic site cost-sharing program and set 
out preservation and presentation strategies for the Museum. While some of the 
information may still be relevant, over the last 20 years the museum industry 
has changed dramatically. Within a highly globalized and competitive market, 
cultural institutions such as museums are being challenged to develop innovative 
strategies to meet the needs and interests of their community, visitors, and 
municipal operators to ensure their viability. For a national historic site designated 
under the Ontario Heritage Act, this is compounded by the importance of 
preserving the integrity of its heritage attributes. 

A museum master plan combines features of strategic plans, institutional plans, 
business plans, as well as facility and visitor experience plans. It will provide the 
City of Orillia with a revised context for operations based on current trends, the 
unique features of the site, community needs, and municipal requirements that 
will establish the Museum as a premier destination for tourists, residents and 
rental clients. 

The primary objective of the master planning process is to establish an action 
plan that looks to optimize operations such as administration, programming, 
the visitor experience, site flow, use, event capacity, scope of events, gift shop 
inventory, and collections. The plan should look at the site’s current and future 
potential and make recommendations on how to achieve sustainability and 
maximize use in the short, mid and long-term.

3 Specific Objectives and Deliverables from the Project

The goals and objectives of this project were as follows: 

• Modernize the Museum’s mission, mandate, and brand.
• Assess and make recommendations regarding the site’s governance model,

organizational structure, staffing cohort, and resource allocation to achieve the
desired goals and objectives of the plan.

• Review and assess the current program delivery system related to exhibits,
tours, special events and programs including strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and threats to the delivery of Museum services. Develop goals
and objectives for the provision of Museum programs and services for the short,
mid and long term.

• Review the service delivery methods used within the industry and make
recommendations on how to optimize Museum operations as they relate to the
collection, food service, the museum, grounds, gardens, boathouse, trails, and
Swanmore Hall.

• Determine where the Museum should expand or curtail services in areas such
as, but not limited to the following: the bistro, direct programming, marketing,
curation, external rentals, facility allocation, parkland usage, partnership
programming, community outreach, gift shop, and visitor services.

• Review the Museum budget and make recommendations on the allocation of
existing and future funding that supports the desired goals and objectives of the
plan.

• Identify and make recommendations with respect to strategic partnership
opportunities between the Museum, community organizations and private
sector providers that strengthen and support the Museum’s mandate and
services.

• Revise/update the Museum’s collection policy.
• Make recommendations on how to improve visitor tracking including passive

users (i.e. walkers, picnickers).
• Review and make recommendations with respect to the existing fee structure

including rental fees, lease fees, admission fees, membership fees. Identify
ways to maximize revenue generating opportunities (i.e. membership program,
grants, fundraising, fee-for-service/charge-backs, municipal levy, admissions,
rentals).
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• Conduct a full facility assessment with the intent to maximize use, improve 
the visitor experience, and preserve the collection and heritage features of the 
property, including existing and potential buildings original to the site. 

• Review existing and potential infrastructure and make recommendations to 
improve wayfinding, access, site flow, and visitor services. 

• Develop short (1-5 years), medium (6-10 years) and long term (11-25 years) 
goals for facility development and/or redevelopment objectives with realistic 
timelines and order of magnitude budgets. 

• Review and examine potential capital financial resources, fee structures and 
partnership opportunities to develop the required and the desired facilities with 
the least amount of imposition to the municipal taxpayer. 

1.4 Activities Undertaken

Activities undertaken in support of the development of this Master Plan  
included the following:

• Several meetings (including a start-up meeting) with a 4-person Steering 
Committee comprised of SLMNHS staff, the Manager of Culture, and the 
Manager of Tourism from City of Orillia Corporate Communications and Tourism 
Division;

•  Review of relevant background materials; 
- 1978 By-law 1878-271: Stephen Leacock Memorial Home  
- 1983 Stephen Leacock Home Heritage Conservation  
              Easement Agreement 
- 1998 Stephen Leacock Memorial Home/The Old Brewery  
              Bay National Historic Site Commemorative 
              Integrity Statement 
- 1999 Stephen Leacock Museum Conservation & Presentation 
- 2000 Stephen Leacock Museum National Historic Site 
             “2000 and Beyond” 
- 2005 A Culture Plan for the City of Orillia  
- 2011 Statement of Significance, Stephen Leacock Home 
- 2011  Leacock House Museum Conservation Study  
              Facility assessment 

- 2012 Orillia and Area Tourism Roundtable 
- 2014 Parks, Recreation and Culture Master Plan 
- 2016 City of Orillia Tourism Strategic Action Plan 
- 2017 Facility Condition Assessment, Leacock Boathouse 
- 2017    Facility Condition Assessment

• Interviews with key stakeholders who comprised Museum staff, other 
municipal departmental staff, Council representatives, volunteers and other 
individuals in the community;

• A community survey to enable any resident of the City or surrounding area to 
provide input to the Master Plan (and which elicited over 200 responses) and 
which specifically probed into any concerns that those residents living in the 
immediate vicinity of the attraction may have had regarding activities and events 
on the site;

• A visitor survey to obtain input from actual users of the site (which received 
over 50 responses);

• An event survey from 13 event planners that probed into the reactions of those 
who had rented the site for some sort of major event (e.g. wedding, corporate 
function);

• Observational analyses of the site and staff ‘in action’ during selected 
occasions and events to determine whether there were any obvious areas for 
improving visitor flow or separating incongruous activities;

• Benchmarking four other National Historic Sites that are focussed upon 
an historical personality (e.g. an inventor, businessperson, explorer, political 
figure, humanitarian, etc.)      

• Preparation and review of documents and reports. 
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1.5 Assumptions Underlying the Analysis

As with any high-level Master Plan of the type developed here, there are some 
fundamental assumptions placed upon the analysis which are articulated below.  
As well, several cautions and caveats should be borne in mind. These are:

• overall, this is a high-level review:  This Master Plan analysis is necessarily 
a high-level overview of key strategic directions that are recommended for the 
operation.  Because by its very nature a Master Plan examines all aspects of 
an operation, it cannot go into great detail in any particular one.  For example, 
the architectural and physical design recommendations presented here are 
directional and strategic in nature: specific drawings and detailed schematics 
are not part of this exercise, although they may be part of a subsequent 
analysis if certain recommended directions are to be pursued.

• financial analysis indicative not point-specific:  It follows from the above 
that the financial analysis presented here is broadly indicative of the order of 
magnitude cost and revenue implications of the various directions proposed, 
rather than being highly specific and precise cost and revenue estimates.
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2. Data Collection & Synthesis

This section of the Report presents various lines of evidence investigated 
throughout the course of the development of this Master Plan, and concludes with 
a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) assessment that is 
the basis for the strategy.  The areas presented are:

• results from the community survey
• results from the visitor survey
• perspectives from a sample of event planners who have used the

site in the last year
• review of the buildings and site from an architectural perspective
• results from a benchmarking review of similar historic sites

These findings, plus the overall experience and judgment of the consultants, form 
the basis for the concluding SWOT assessment, which as mentioned, is the basis 
for the Master Plan. 

2.1 Community Survey Summary Results

A community survey was undertaken with an open invitation to anyone interested 
in providing input into the future direction of the Stephen Leacock Museum 
National Historic Site. The survey was online from August to October 2019 and 
garnered an impressive 212 responses from the community.  A prize of a catered 
dinner for two at the Museum was offered as an incentive for respondents to 
complete the survey. The full results can be found in Appendix A of this Report; 
the discussion below focuses on the highlights and key implications of the results. 

While not a statistically representative survey (as respondents were self-selecting, 
not randomly chosen) the results appear to be reasonably reflective of the City 
and region. Most respondents (81%) were permanent or seasonal residents of 
the City or came from elsewhere in Barrie or Simcoe County.  As is usually the 
case for a survey of this type, there was a preponderance of seniors represented 
in the response, although a fair proportion were under age 45. Nearly half of 
respondents were retired.  Nearly ¾ of respondents were female. A wide range 
of household income levels were reported with 11% reporting levels greater than 
$150,000 and only 7% less than $30,000. The sample represented both long-term 
residents as well as a reasonable proportion of newer residents in the community: 
25% had lived there for 20+ years; and 11% for 2 years or less.

All respondents were invited to state the extent to which they agreed with various 
statements supporting the Museum.  Most respondents demonstrated strong 
support for the facility:

Most respondents reported that they were well aware of Stephen Leacock as 
a person and were familiar with his works:  69% knew of him and had read his 
works;  28% had heard of him but never read his works; and only 3% reported that 
they had ever heard of him.

A clear majority of respondents were familiar with the site: 93% had previously 
visited and only 7% were first-time visitors.  Of those who had previously visited, 
63% had done so in the past year.
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The most popular activities on the site are:   

Generally, respondents showed very high levels of satisfaction with those aspects 
of the experience with which they were familiar. 

A majority of respondents wanted to see more promotion; more programming 
and events; and an improved dining experience. Particular themes mentioned 
included: a stronger focus on increased promotion to tourists (60% strongly in 
agreement); a stronger focus on increased promotion to residents (58% strongly in 
agreement); more public programming & events (53% strongly in agreement); and 
improvements to the waterfront dining experience (51% strongly in agreement)

Finally, over 70% of respondents agreed (strongly or somewhat) that the municipal 
budget for SLMNHS should be increased.

Immediate Local Residents
A zone of those living near to the Museum was defined as it contains residents 
who are potentially more af fected by noise and disruption at special event times 
than other residents of the City. This group was defined in the survey as those 
living ‘inside the red zone’, as shown on the map below. Some 36 respondents 
(17% of the sample) fell into this category.
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Immediate Local Residents
A zone of those living near to the Museum was defined as it contains residents 
who are potentially more af fected by noise and disruption at special event times 
than other residents of the City. This group was defined in the survey as those 
living ‘inside the red zone’, as shown on the map below. Some 36 respondents 
(17% of the sample) fell into this category.

A separate set of questions was asked of these residents: “How often do the 
activities at Stephen Leacock Museum National Historic Site, or the impact 
that the attraction may have (traffic, congestion, noise, etc.) bother you?” 
Most indicated that the they were never or rarely bothered (Never: 59%;  
Rarely: 21%).

2.2 Survey of Visitors 

All Respondents
A visitor survey was administered to visitors to the Museum over the months 
of August, September and October 2019.  Visitors had the opportunity to 
complete an online or paper version of the survey at the end of their visit.  In 
total 58 responses were obtained.  While not a very large response, the results 
nonetheless do provide some flavour for the characteristics of those visiting the 
attraction.  Highlights of the results are shown below; the full details of survey 
results are contained within Appendix B.
 
Most visitors are relatively local (57%): living in Orillia, Barrie or elsewhere 
in Simcoe County. A further 17% live in the GTA, with 21% living elsewhere 
in Ontario.  Only 5% live outside Ontario.  In terms of the strict definition of 
‘tourist’ (those travelling more than 40 km. from their place of residence, and 
not commuting to and from work) most (52%) visitors fit the definition (despite a 
majority being from Simcoe County). This is shown in the diagram below:
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Despite the fact that the response contained representatives from a range of 
age groups, it was skewed towards an older demographic, with fully one-third 
of visitors being age 65 or older, and 35% of the sample being retired.  Most 
respondents (75%) self-identified as  female.

The average party size was 8.4 persons (note however that 3 parties with 70 
people each skewed this result upwards).
 
In terms of household income, visitors are from all points along the income 
spectrum, with over one-third (35%) having a household income of over $100,000.

Tourist3 Respondents
As previously mentioned, tourists constituted 52% of the overall sample.  
Of these visitors, 15% indicated that the primary purpose of their trip that day 
was to see the Stephen Leacock Museum and National Historic Site.  Other 
reasons for their trip that day were visiting friends and relatives (VFR): 30%; 
outdoor recreation: 11%; “vacation”: 11%; or ‘other’ reasons: 33%. More than  
half of tourist visitors (58%) were spending more than 1 day in Orillia. A third  
of tourists stayed in a hotel / motel / resort, with a further 20% in their own  
or a rented cottage: 20%; and 37% staying with friends and relatives.   
Most (92%) travelled in their own or a rented car. 

Other attractions tourists intended to visit included  Historic Downtown Orillia 
(55%); OMAH (45%); the Orillia Opera House (36%); the Farmers’ Market (32%); 
Casino Rama (27%); and the Waterfront Festival (23%). Nearly half of all tourists 
expected to spend less than $100 per person during their trip, with 36% expecting 
to spend between $100 and $500, and 16% expecting to spend over $500.

Awareness of Leacock and the Museum
Prior to their visit that day, nearly one-third of respondents did not know much or 
anything about Stephen Leacock, while nearly half reported being quite familiar 
with him and his works. One-third of respondents had not heard of the site or 
didn’t know where it was.

Activities that people did on the site (or intended to do) during their visit that day: 
tour the museum (53%); use the grounds (28%); visit the boathouse (26%); attend 
private event (23%); use the trails (17%); ate at Trix’s Bistro (19%); purchase 
something at gift shop (15%); attend a public event put on by the City (11%).

As with most cultural attractions, ‘word of mouth’ was the most significant source 
of information for visitors with 47% citing ‘word of mouth’ as their primary source of 
information, and a further 39% indicating that they had “always known about it” 

3   According to the Ontario Ministry of Tourism, Culture and Sport, a ‘tourist’ is anyone traveling more than 40 km. from their place of residence (one-way) who is not commuting to and from work, or going on the trip for routine or extraordinary 

reasons (e.g. shopping, medical appointments, funeral, etc.)  See http://www.mtc.gov.on.ca/en/research/historicalstats/concepts_and_definitions_2014.pdf.  This definition was used in this survey.
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Levels of Satisfaction
Similar to the levels of satisfaction seen by community residents, respondents 
to the Visitor’s Survey showed very high levels of satisfaction with those aspects 
of the experience with which they were familiar (boxes highlighted in yellow are 
the majority response). Areas where half or more of visitors expressed that they 
were ’very satisfied’ with aspects of the experience were: the general appearance 
and upkeep of site and gardens (75%); availability of parking (74%); general 
appearance and upkeep of the buildings (72%); ease of access to all buildings 
and grounds (69%); accessibility / availability of staff (68%); overall value for time 
& money (65%); signage and wayfinding to the site (63%); museum hours of 
operation (61%); signage and wayfinding when on the site (60%); admission and 
pricing (59%); and interpretive displays and exhibits (58%).

Finally, visitors to the site were asked the extent to which they agreed with various 
statements relating to future strategic directions relating to site development and 
programming.  The strongest statements (where 50% of more of the respondents 
‘strongly agreed’ or ‘somewhat agreed’ with the statement) were: ‘Stronger focus 
on increased promotion to tourists’ (56% ‘strongly’ or ‘somewhat’ agreed); ‘stronger 
focus on increased promotion to residents’ (53%); and ‘improve the waterfront 
dining experience’ (53%).

2.3 Private Events Organizers Survey 
A survey was undertaken of individuals who had rented the Leacock Museum site 
for various types of private events. From a list of 20+ individuals who had planned 
events, 13 chose to participate in the survey which could be completed by 
telephone interview or using our online survey.  The discussion below highlights 
the key findings.  

Key Criteria: event planners were asked to identify key criteria they used  
to select the site. Themes included:
• Site on the water with catering
• Wanted site near our family homestead
• Catering
• Know the site well from prior use
• Location with great facilities, great service and great food
• Indoor space for eating, outdoor for pictures
• Small venue by the lake, gardens, history
• On-site caterer, ability to pick menu, real plates

Alternative site examined: Respondents considered a wide  
variety of other sites in making their decision including:
• Fern Resort
• Couchiching Beach and Tudhope Park
• Geneva Park
• Rama Powwow grands
• Hawkridge
• Local church
• Lions Club
• Georgian College
• Hotel venues
• Couchiching golf course
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How information was obtained: 
Respondents obtained information using a wide range of techniques:
• Email
• Phone
• In person
• Web site
• Various personal contacts
• Already knew the site
• Recommended by friend or colleague
• Happenstance

Ease of obtaining information: Generally respondents found it fairly easy to get 
information, although there were some suggestions about the need to improve the 
web site.
• Tent rental process was complicated
• Website information was good
• Museum staff helpful
• Need to improve web site, more pictures, accommodations,  
              sample menus, links to hotels

Reasons why SLMNHS was chosen:   
Reasons for choosing the site included:
• Friendly and professional staff
• Beautiful waterfront location
• Proximity to family homestead
• Needs met in beautiful location
• Able to hold number of guests needed and date available
• Logistics, setting, price, community based
• Historical value of site and learning opportunity about a  
              Canadian historical figure
• Familiar with the site
• Beautiful view, no stairs, lots of parking close to venue and open area

Numbers at the event: Numbers at the event ranged from 20 to 105.   
Five of the events were in the 70 to 80 range.

Events being celebrated:  
• 5 weddings, one bridal shower and one wedding anniversary
• 1 family reunion
• 1 student alumnae event
• 2 birthdays
• 1 public consultation
• 1 celebration of life

Facilities used:  
• Swanmore Hall (92%)
• Exterior grounds and gardens (46%)
• Leacock Museum (23%)
• Boathouse (15%)
• Tent (9%)

Satisfaction with making arrangements after the venue was chosen:  
Respondents were generally satisfied with various aspects of the site after the 
venue had been chosen. (Majority responses shown in yellow)
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Overall satisfaction:  Respondents were generally satisfied with various 
aspects of the site, although as noted, there were some who dissatisfied about 
communicating with the caterer or with the catering experience itself.  
(Majority responses shown in yellow)

Comments included:
• Site is fine other than kitchen which is not up to cleanliness standards
• Issues with catering operation
• Leacock staff very helpful
• Inadequate number of staff (2) trying to manage a wedding of 100 people
• Open minded, but we had to clean up geese droppings; couldn’t have wedding 

near lake
• Outdoor receptions difficult as clients need to book their own tent
• Price of food high
• Website needs to be improved
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2.4 Findings from the Benchmarking Assessment 

As part of the Master Plan, a benchmarking / best practice review was undertaken 
with a sample of other ‘personality based’ National Historic Sites in order to 
understand the operations of each and whether constructive lessons may be 
learned from these facilities and their operations.  These attractions participated in 
an interview in which a range of issues were discussed including overview of the 
operations, staffing and governance, utilization, admission fees, budget and main 
sources of funding as well as interpretation related to the historic figures.

The following attractions were used in the benchmarking:

• Bell Homestead National Historic Site, Brantford, ON
• Alexander Graham Bell National Historic Site, Baddeck, NS
• Ermatinger Clergue National Historic Site, Sault Ste. Marie, ON
• Bethune Memorial House, National Historic Site, Gravenhurst, ON

The reasons for their inclusion in this benchmarking exercise were:

• like SLMNHS, they are attractions centred around an extraordinary personality
• they are focused around the place where the individual lived or grew up; they 

are ‘house museums’
• they are all National Historic Sites (although maintained by different 

organizations)
• they are roughly the same size and scale of operation as SLMNHS
• they feature activities and programming that uses the individual as a ‘point of 

departure’ for a wider range of interests
• they all have notionally good reputations as being well maintained and 

respected

Appendix C contains comparable data and detailed findings for each of the 
benchmarked facilities examined.  The following are a number of summary 
conclusions and lessons learned from this task:

• A range of governance models exemplified:  Ermatinger-Clergue and Bell 
Homestead National Historic Sites are closest to the Leacock Museum as these 

sites are operated by their municipality as opposed to the Alexander Graham 
Bell and Bethune sites that are operated directly by Parks Canada.  

• Municipally-operated sites tend to have stronger local usage: The municipal 
attractions tend to draw a mix of local audiences and visitors, as opposed to 
the Parks Canada operated sites which attract almost all tourists.  For this 
reason, the municipally operated sites provide a range of activities and services 
including several local events to attract locals as well as visitors.

• Room for admission price increase: The Leacock Museum has the lowest 
admission prices of all the attractions suggesting room for a possible increase.

• Leacock Museum generates greater revenues from events: The Leacock 
Museum puts considerable energy into its events and generates proportionately 
greater revenues from event rentals relative to the other sites.  The other 
attractions examined spend less energy and time on facility and site rentals 
compared to the Leacock Museum, and generate less rental income as a 
result. This could mean that other sites are more generously supported by their 
‘owners’ than the SLMNHS.

• Potential for additional school group usage: Bell Homestead NHS has been 
quite successful attracting educational groups, caused in large part by the 
addition of a part-time educational coordinator on staff.

• Potential for additional partnerships: Bell Homestead has been successful 
with partnerships in its event programming including Bell Summer Theatre 
Festival with Brant Theatre and Symphony Under the Stars with the Brantford 
Community Symphony Orchestra.

• Importance of finding new ways to connect to the personality: Regarding the 
importance of the ‘personality’ at each institution, respondents emphasized the 
need to keep focusing on the person through all the various facets of their life, 
and continually find new and engaging ways for the public to connect with the 
individual.  It is necessary to find out why people are attracted to the site.  It is 
important to figure out your brand and stick to it.  

• Importance of web site and social media presence: Respondents emphasize 
both the need to work within their own web sites as well as to take advantage of 
social media as a flexible tool to promote the brand and site.

• Volunteer advisors and Friends groups can be effective marketing vehicles: With 
the exception of the Bethune site, most work with volunteer and friends groups 
to varying degrees.  These groups can be instrumental in helping to organize 
events and promote these activities.
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2.5 Diagnostic Assessment of Site, Buildings and Exhibits 

The architectural team on the project examined four basic elements of the site:  
the Grounds, the House (Museum), Swanmore Hall, and the Boathouse.   
Each is dealt with in turn.

 

The map below shows the overall location of facilities (including rentable spaces) 
on the site.

The magnificent house and gardens
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The Grounds

One of the most attractive aspects of the grounds is the large expanse of open 
lawn, with a view down to Brewery Bay on Lake Couchiching. The site is ideal 
for programming and special events, such as wedding receptions, ceremonies, 
retirements, etc.  The cobblestone walkway leading from the Museum house to 
the arboretum is the perfect space and backdrop for wedding ceremonies. The 
east lawn is used for large gatherings and receptions provided the weather is fine.  
Clients are required to rent a large tent or book Swanmore Hall as their inclement 
weather contingency.  For weddings with a seating capacity beyond 60, they often 
book their ceremony at the Museum and the reception elsewhere. 

In front of the house, there are extensive plantings and artefacts associated with 
Leacock himself and the time he lived on the site, such as the catalpa, sundial 
and gardens. There is no interpretation of the plants in terms of what they are, 
how or why they relate to Leacock, etc., which is a missed opportunity.

 Large expanse of open lawn

Despite the numerous onsite facilities, there is only one wayfinding sign providing 
broad general directions relating to where major facilities are located. 

Extensive plantings on the grounds

One wayfinding sign
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Although there may be no inexpensive or cost-effective solution for this, we do 
note that the parking lot effectively divides the site between the house (museum) 
and grounds on the east side, and Swanmore Hall to the west.  This can impact 
visitor programming and the visitor experience between the Museum house and 
Swanmore Hall. Parking in general is inadequate for large-scale events. Currently 
the site can accommodate 40 cars in the lot. Staff use the back lawn for overflow 
parking for weddings and public gatherings – however this space is not properly 
marked or lit at night.

Throughout the site there are small informal platforms that have been used as 
perches for various facilities for outdoor events.  They are in serious need of repair 
and lack electrical connections for sufficient lighting if they are to be used more 
often for programming purposes. These could be redeveloped in a manner to 
make them more attractive.

Parking lot divides the site into two Platforms on the grounds
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The House (Museum)

The House Museum is the obvious focal point of the site. It is three stories high 
and features furniture from the era along with exhibits inspired by the collection. 
It can accommodate small gatherings and workshops year-round, and features 
self-guided tours and daily talks on the porch during the summer season. While 
generally well laid out, as a general theme it is noted that there is relatively little 
interpretation throughout.

In the basement, is the quite attractive and interesting billiard room but without 
much in the way of interpretation.

Outside of the billiard room, the basement is essentially storage space, and not 
used at all for public access. It does mix collections storage (which technically 
should be maintained under more rigorous and stringent conditions) with 
general storage (which does not require the same narrow tolerances in terms of 
temperature and humidity conditions). It is understood that because of occasional 
leakage there is potential for water damage and therefore most of the collection is 
housed at Swanmore Hall.

Billiard room in the basement Collections in the basement
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The ground floor, features well-appointed furnished rooms, but, again, with 
little interpretation.

On the second floor there are themed exhibit galleries but because these are on 
the second floor, and not well signed, they are essentially out of sight and out of 
mind.  Also they are inaccessible to those with mobility issues.

On the main floor, the ticket counter/bookstore is not intuitive or obvious.

Well-furnished rooms with little interpretation

Themed galleries on the third  floor

Ticket counter / bookstore
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Swanmore Hall

Swanmore Hall is the primary venue for indoor programming and rentals.  
It includes the hall, welcome area, office space, kitchen, servery, the 
collections room and accessible washrooms.  The banquet hall’s open 
concept allows for versatility and is used for programming and special 
events. It is currently the backup location for ceremonies in the event of
inclement weather.

There is little to no interpretation in Swanmore Hall outside of a dated 
cabinet in the primary hallway leading to the banquet room that staff 
use to promote exhibits and upcoming events. 

There is no signage for the banquet room (either in terms of directional  
signage outside Swanmore Hall, or inside the Hall itself).  Moreover, the  
banquet room facility itself lacks charm and ‘character’.  As pointed out  
elsewhere, it’s small capacity of 89 standing; 55-60 seated; with an  
additional 55 seated on the terrace (weather permitting), is limiting.

Regarding the kitchen equipment, the equipment is not always in proper working 
order, and the whole area, lacking air conditioning, gets very warm on certain 
summer days (it is not insulated).

Relative lack of interpretation

Utilitarian look and feel of the banquet hall

View of the kitchen area
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The patio is lovely on a warm summer day but is subject to the vagaries of 
weather, insects, wind, cold/cool weather, etc. Being open to the elements,  
it uses only umbrellas for protection against the sun and rain.

The office in Swanmore Hall is the old bookstore, and is shared between two 
staff – the Collections and Program Supervisor and the Museum Coordinator.  
The office can get very busy at times and is not necessarily conducive to the 
occasional private conversations needed by those renting the facilities (e.g. 
brides). The collection is kept in the adjacent room. However,  there is limited 
capacity for storage, and shared access to the safe as well as general storage).

Boathouse
In 1995, the community came together to raise the boathouse over one weekend. 
It is a beautiful two storey building with a washroom, decking and open space. 
The space lends itself to a wide range of uses including workshops, day camps, 
and cafe operations. It is a very strong asset to the site, and has potential for a 
wide range of uses. However, it is hampered by being set apart from the main part 
of the site (i.e. the house and Swanmore Hall) as well as being accessible only by 
means of an informal pathway that is not easily navigable (for seniors, those with 
walkers, etc.) – it is not barrier free.

Very attractive patio with significant potential

The boathouse
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The Main floor is open with access to the water and wrap-around deck. 

However, the Second Floor is inaccessible (to those with disabilities), 
with a very narrow and steep-pitch staircase that is potentially dangerous.

The second floor, which was used as a ‘Kids Discovery Centre’ is in somewhat 
rough shape at this point.

Main floor of the boathouse

Interior views of the second floor of the boathouse

Access to the second floor of the boathouse
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2.6 Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities & Threats  

(SWOT) Assessment 

A SWOT Analysis as the Basis for a Master Plan 

A Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) assessment is a 
way of undertaking a situation analysis for an organization or entity that examines 
current factors that affect it (strengths and weaknesses) as well as emerging 
factors that will or might affect it in future (opportunities and threats).  A SWOT 
analysis can provide the basis for a Master Plan.  Different elements (strengths, 
weaknesses, and so on) will logically imply different types of Master Plan 
initiatives, as shown in the chart below:

The following analysis presents the SWOT assessment for SLMNHS, based 
upon the various lines of evidence developed as well as being grounded in the 
consultants’ judgment from having worked in a wide variety of other cultural 
organizations over the past decade and beyond.

SWOT Analysis for SLMNHS
The section below presents the SWOT assessment for the SLMNHS.  The simple 
coding reference system outlined below is used to show where the perspective 
came from:
CS – from the Community Survey
VS – from the Visitor Survey
EP – from the Event Planner Survey
BM – from the Benchmarking Assessment
SA – from the Site Assessment
CJ – from the Consultant’s Judgment (as conditioned by experience as well as the 
reviews of background materials and the various interviews undertaken)

Strengths
• beautiful, unique, iconic nature of the site (CJ, SA, EP)
• high levels of satisfaction with the site, staff and programs (VS, CS, EP)
• National Historic Site status (CJ, CS)
• municipal commitment to maintaining and operating a National Historic Site (CJ, 

CS)
• provision of park and open space and water connection for the public (CS, VS, 

SA, CJ)

Weaknesses
• lack of awareness on the part of residents and visitors (CS, VS, CJ)
• relatively poor visibility and signage (CS, VS, SA)
• site accessibility (house, path to boathouse, etc.) (SA)
• lack of consistent food service for visitors (hours, food items) (CS, SA, CJ)
• some issues with catering services (EP, CJ) 
• Swanmore Hall not functioning optimally (SA)
• uncertainty regarding future ownership / governance structure (CJ)
• site constraints (bordered by the Leacock Village, a senior’s residence) (SA, CJ)
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Opportunities
• increase awareness on the part of residents and visitors (CS, VS, CJ)
• improve visibility and signage (CS, VS, SA)
• explore greater partnerships with other cultural providers (BM, CJ)
• revamp mission, mandate for focus beyond just Leacock (CS, VS, BM, CJ)
• improve accessibility throughout site (SA)
• reposition interpretation throughout house (SA)
• develop more connections to school groups and curriculum (CJ)
• provide more programs and events (with appropriate resources and facilities) 

(CS, VS, CJ)
• upside potential to increase pricing structure on all fronts (admission, events, 

etc.) (BM, CJ)

Threats
• decrease in municipal allocation to run museum program (CJ)
• too much emphasis upon generating revenue at the expense of the museum /

curatorial function (CS, VS, SA)
• lack of utilization due to static programming & lack of marketing (CJ)
• fading awareness of Leacock and his relevance (CS, VS, CJ)
• unauthorized use of site after hours and for illicit purposes (CS, SA, CJ)
• other municipal assets competing for limited tax dollars (CJ)
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3. Master Plan Elements 

This section of the Report contains the specific components of the Master Plan. 
First is discussed the fundamental question of site ownership and governance.   
As this section will show, the basic conclusion from this work is to retain 
ownership of the buildings and site within the municipality, keep it as a cultural 
asset and treasure within the Culture Department, and invest in additional staffing 
and programming.  (As will subsequently be shown in the next Chapter of the 
Report, it is expected that this investment will ‘pay off’ in the sense of increased 
attendance and utilization, as well as a reduced net operating cost.)

With that question addressed, the rest of this section addresses other elements 
of the Master Plan.  In order (as they build upon one another) are presented 
recommendations relating to:

• strategic (re)positioning of the site
• collections policy (which follows from the strategic positioning)
• partnerships, programs and activities 
• food service recommended options
• site, buildings and exhibits
• event management
• pricing and fee structure

Each of the sections above contains recommendations numbered sequentially 
(this does not necessarily reflect the importance of the recommendation, but is 
rather just a tracking system for easy reference and to avoid confusion).

3.1 Organization & Governance

Governance Options

A key part of this Master Plan is to recommend a future governance or disposition 
option for the SLMNHS.  The recommendation is for the operation to remain 
where it currently is, as part of ‘Culture’ in the Parks Recreation and Culture 
Department. The rationale for this is explained below.

Through the interview and consultation process and benchmarking and the 
consultant’s background experience it is apparent that there are several 
possibilities. These are:

1) Leave as is within the municipality, under ‘Culture’: Under this option the 
position of the SLMNHS within Culture (which itself is within the larger Parks, 
Recreation and Culture Department of the City of Orillia) would remain as is.

2) Move to ‘Tourism’: This option which emerged as a possibility through the 
interview process, would entail moving the SLMNHS within the municipal 
organization so that it reported to ‘Tourism’ rather than ‘Culture’.  This would 
only serve to shift the museum’s focus to primarily a tourism destination and 
less a local attraction.  Currently, the SLMNHS is already marketed to both 
tourists and the community as a museum, parkland, program facility and 
rental space.  While moving the operations to ‘Tourism’ is an option, it would 
not necessarily add any financial benefit and runs the risk of diminishing the 
community cultural and musicological aspects of the site. It is equally a tourism 
destination as it is a local asset for residents to use and enjoy.

3) Create a separate municipal division or department for SLMNHS: This 
scenario envisages that the SLMNHS, as a unique and distinct entity, would 
become a separate division of the municipality, either remaining within Parks, 
Recreation, Culture and the SLMNHS, or becoming a separate Department 
unto itself. While these options are theoretically possible, it is not seen that 
there would be any material advantage in this situation over the status quo, 
and in fact there could well be additional costs and complexities involved in 
creating another separate municipal entity. 

The first three options articulated above would see the SLMNS remaining firmly a 
municipal asset with slightly different reporting structures.  The remaining options 
considered would position the attraction outside the municipality.
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4) Become a separate not-for-profit organization: This option would see 
the operation and possibly the ownership of the SLMHS transfer to a newly 
established not-for-profit organization that would be responsible for operation of 
the facility. (Note that in 2012, the SLMNHS went from being a separate not-for-
profit organization to a municipal entity for many the reasons outlined here, so 
this would represent a reversal of that move.) In many cases in municipalities, 
this model works such that the municipality continues to retain ownership of 
the historic site, but its operation is totally undertaken by a not-for-profit (often 
volunteer) organization. Often in these situations the municipality will look after 
some operating costs such as maintenance of the grounds, and promotion 
of the museum through the municipal web site.  Often the municipality will 
contribute some funding support as well. But in this model any staff are not 
municipal employees, but rather report to the not-for-profit organization.  In 
rarer circumstances, the not-for-profit organization will both own and operate 
the historic site (e.g. Parkwood, in Oshawa). While these arrangements can 
have some advantages in some areas (e.g. fundraising where it is often easier 
for an entity that is separate from government to raise money for operations 
than a municipal department4) there are often concerns about the stability 
of operating funding, which can place undue pressure on raising funds from 
other sources. (In extreme cases of this model the museum ends up being 
primarily an events centre to generate revenue, while running a sideline and 
marginalized museum operation, which is the case with some historic sites 
now run primarily as event centres – e.g. Casa Loma in Toronto.)

5) Merge with the Orillia Museum of Art and History: Another possibility is 
for the SLMNHS to be administered by the Orillia Museum of Art and History 
(OMAH). This option would see OMAH essentially take over the operations 
at the site and integrate programs and activities at the Museum with the 
rest of its operations in the Sir Sam Steele Building.  In recent years, OMAH 
has transformed itself into a very dynamic and proactive organization and 
there could be considerable synergies with the rest of its operations and 
marketing activities.  This option would be similar to the previous one with the 
exception that rather than forming a new not-for-profit organization with no prior 

experience, SLMNHS would be associated with an organization with a proven 
track record. As noted in Option 4, this model has its challenges. In addition to 
stability issues, outsourcing operations adds a level of complexity that would 
still require staff resources to ensure objectives are being met along with 
ongoing capital investment from the City.

6) Operation by Parks Canada: Another logical possibility would be for a 
National Historic Site to be operated by a national organization, rather than 
by a local municipality.  Parks Canada would be the natural entity, as they 
own and operate several national historic sites already (indeed two of the 
benchmark operations reviewed in the course of developing this Master Plan 
were Parks Canada National Historic Sites).  While on the face of it, this 
would be a very attractive possibility as core funding and virtually guaranteed 
sustainability would follow, it is our understanding that this option would 
in practice be highly unlikely. Parks Canada has no appetite for acquiring 
additional high-maintenance and high-responsibility sites. There are other 
acquisition priorities for the national parks service in terms of representation 
of the natural areas of the nation and maintenance of existing infrastructure. In 
terms of priorities for national historic site acquisition and maintenance, there 
are three foci: indigenous heritage, women, and non-traditional ethnocultural 
groups5, neither of which the SLMNHS would appear to meet in a significant 
way. Finally, if Parks Canada were to manage the site, it is also possible that it 
would be converted to a seasonal operation as is the case with the other Parks 
Canada sites examined.  Thus while in theory this could be an attractive option, 
in reality it is not a likely possibility.

4 This tends to be the case in trying to raise money for operations; it is less true for capital projects. 5 See: https://www.pc.gc.ca/en/lhn-nhs/plan/cadre-framework
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7) Tender operation to a private sector: Another option would be to approach 
the private sector (probably through a tender process) with the possibility of 
having them bid for the right to use the site, under certain provisions including 
respecting the heritage nature of the home, operating the museum, and 
ensuring public access at an affordable level.  The private sector operator 
would be free to make certain other improvements to the site (not interfering 
in any way with the heritage aspects of the property) and to run profit-making 
events and activities.  The municipality would continue to own the property. 
(This is essentially the model for the operation of Casa Loma in Toronto, where 
Liberty Entertainment runs the operation under an agreement with the City of 
Toronto, and the City continues to own the property.)  While this could have 
some positive aspects if a willing private operator could be found, it is in our 
view unlikely for such a model to work in Orillia.  There are several reasons for 
this: the local market is relatively small (certainly compared to Toronto), making 
it difficult for an operator to make a go of it and reap an acceptable profit 
margin.  Moreover, the cost of running the museum operation and associated 
programming would cut into this profit margin over time.  The temptation for a 
private operator would be either to cut back on the museum programming or to 
do a deal with the city where they would essentially be paid to provide museum 
activities and events.  This could end up costing as much as, possibly more 
than, the current operation.

8) Sell off the site (privatization): A further option examined would be to 
sell off the portion of the property that was not covered under the heritage 
easement agreement that the City has signed with the province.  A variation 
of this option would be for the City to sell the entire site in which case the new 
owner would be responsible for respecting and maintaining the conditions set 
out in the 1992 easement agreement with the Ontario Heritage Trust.  (This 
option is actually not unprecedented.)  A private developer could then build 
a residential or possibly commercial development such as a restaurant, on 
the available lands not subject to the easement agreement (subject to zoning 

requirements or amendments)6. The City could potentially generate significant 
capital through this option that could be used to refurbish and upgrade the 
museum if it retained ownership of the museum (although the capital funds 
could of course be used for other municipal purposes). While attractive from 
this perspective, either privatization option would likely trigger significant public 
outcry from existing residents who live adjacent or near to the site, as well as 
from the general public who would see it an encroachment on their parkland 
as well as possible betrayal of the Leacock legacy7. On the positive side, the 
owner or developer could bring significant financial resources to maintain the 
Leacock residence.  However, under either of these options, it is likely that the 
maintenance of the Leacock residence and associated heritage legacy would 
be subordinate to other commercial objectives the owner or developer wished 
to achieve. There would be considerable risk that the existing natural and 
cultural character of the site would be significantly altered to maximize revenue.  

6 The Leacock Museum is currently zoned Open Space (OS1) and designated Stable Neighbourhood in the City’s 

Official Plan. If the site were to be privatized, then the for-profit use would need to be properly designated and 

zoned in the City’s Planning documents, as the permitted uses in the Open Space (OS1) zone are primarily limited 

to government-related uses (i.e. community centre, conservation use, marine facility, open space, public park, 

public use, recreational establishment, recreational trail, seasonal sales outlet). 

7 These perspectives are supported by the comments from interviews as well as the public survey.
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Evaluation of Options

Any objective evaluation of these various options must take a number of criteria 
into account.These include:

• financial impact upon the City: this could range from being positive in the 
sense of either costing less than at present for the operation of the site; or 
neutral (meaning costing the same as at present); or negative (i.e. costing more 
than at present).

• risk to the heritage value of the property: some options may entail greater 
risk to the heritage value of the property or its potential to provide community 
education as a national historic site if there is a temptation to use the property 
to actively generate the greatest amount of revenue possible. 

• likely community reaction from immediate neighbours: the established 
residential community immediately adjacent to the site will be particularly 
affected by these various options; any that create the potential for more noise 
and congestion must be carefully considered.

• conducive to increased use and utilization of the site by the general 
public: in addition to the impact seen by immediate neighbours, some options 
that reduce accessibility or eliminate parkland may be scored negatively 
compared to others that retain or actually improve access.

• stability of the operating entity:  this criterion considers the risk, particularly 
for options that do not envisage continuing municipal operation, that the 
operating entity may not have the track record or the operating experience 
to guarantee transition to a smooth operation (assuming that such a willing 
organization can be found or created).

• reputational risk to the municipality: related to the foregoing, and again 
particularly relevant for those options that do not envisage continuing municipal 
operation, this criterion assesses the potential risk to the City of Orillia if the 
new operating entity somehow does not manage the SLMNHS in a responsible 
and transparent manner, and if there is any negative publicity resulting.

• organizational complexity for the municipality: some options may be less 
likely for the municipality to embrace as they may be more organizationally 
complex and difficult to manage for the municipality; generally simpler is better.

• municipal accountability: another important dimension would be the degree 
to which an option ensured full transparency to the municipality, so that Council 
and the public can be assured that the SLMNHS is accomplishing its goals and 
providing benefits to the community.

• fundraising potential: another consideration is the ability to raise funds.  It is 
often difficult for government entities to fundraise because of the perception that 
operations are already funded through tax dollars, and so citizens are already 
paying for the service.  On the other hand, not-for-profit entities that are more 
distant from government are often free of this constraint.  (As well, on occasion, 
government entities are prevented from fundraising activities by policy.)

• realistic possibility of occurrence: finally, this criterion looks at the realistic 
possibility of occurrence in terms of whether or not the option is likely to gain 
traction in the current economic and policy environment of the City and the 
country (as a general truism, those options that are furthest from the status quo 
tend to be the least likely unless there is a large financial advantage to pursuing 
them).

Rather than developing a detailed and technically complex point rating system that 
would assess each option on each criterion, a simpler scoring system comparing 
each option to the current situation is employed. This method simply indicates 
whether each option is better than, worse than, or the same as the status quo. 
The judgment is based upon feedback from the interviews, the visitor and 
community surveys, the benchmarking analysis undertaken, and the consultants’ 
extensive experience in the industry. 
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The matrix below evaluates each of the options against each criterion.  
The following colour-coded system is used.

Governance Conclusion

Those options that would result in a situation that is ‘better’ than the status quo are 
clearly preferred options (i.e. those showing a lot of ‘green’ in the column).  Those 
showing a significant amount of red in the column are riskier options; while there 
may be some positive aspects, these may be outweighed by other areas where 
the option is judged to be worse than the status quo.

A review of the preceding chart shows clearly that the ‘operation by Parks Canada’ 
option would be the preferred one, as it would result in responsible and respectful 
management and operation of the site (relieving the municipality of that burden), 
and if maintained as a year round operation could result in increased utilization 
and attendance, and not run any risk to the image or reputation of the City if 
this route were taken.  However, the final assessment in terms of the realistic 
possibility of this option being likely is that it is highly unlikely.  Parks Canada 
already has capital and operating expenditure commitments, and it is apparent 
that acquisition of this site would not meet current interpretive theme targets.  
While it is worth having a conversation with Parks Canada on this matter in the 
unlikely event that there is interest, this is not the recommended governance 
option for the SLMNHS.

Another possibility often mentioned is that of merging with (or in the view of some, 
being taken over by) OMAH.  While this has a number of advantages in terms of 
operating and programming synergies, and the ability to access the significant 
marketing and promotional resources of OMAH, there are significant uncertainties 
regarding cost to the municipality.  As well, public opinion on the issue is divided.  
Accordingly, this report does not recommend a merger. We are recommending 
stronger partnerships that would see the museum’s sharing resources, 
programming, and marketing through an MOU.

Other alternative configurations within the basic municipal structure (i.e. becoming 
a separate department in Culture or becoming part of Tourism) were seen to be 
either organizationally more complex, or run some risk of dilution of the cultural 
mandate of the attraction.  While either option could work there is no compelling 
reason to think that the situation would be materially better over the status quo.
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The option for the SLMNHS to break away from the municipality and form its 
own not-for-profit entity to run the site may have some potential benefits in 
terms of fundraising, but there would likely be concerns relating to the formation 
of a new untested entity taking on the major challenge of running a complex 
site.  As well, the organizational complexity that would be involved for the 
municipality (assuming they retained ownership of the site) in finding or creating 
a suitable organization, and developing an MOU with the new entity, policies and 
procedures, etc. could be onerous.

The privatization options too run some risk. If the City were to maintain ownership 
of the museum, it is unlikely that private sector groups will come forward with 
a bid to operate the site without considerable concessions to ensure their 
own profitability, which would likely end up costing the municipality more than 
at present. And the option of simply selling off the site for development is not 
recommended as this would leave little, if anything, of the remaining historical 
portion of the site to operate effectively as a museum (lacking a ‘critical mass’). 
as it is, the site is constrained due to parking issues. It may also result in other 
physical changes to maximize revenue, such gated entry as seen at Casa 
Loma, which goes against the many steps taken by local citizens to preserve the 
property for public use. it is therefore expected to trigger significant outcry from 
the community (those living in the immediate neighbourhood as well as in the rest 
of the community) and public consultation would be required to change the zoning 
for this purpose. There would also likely be negative press and media attention, 
which could result in some reputational risk for the City. 

This leaves the status quo option as the least risky and most stable way 
forward and is thus the recommended governance structure for the Museum 
at this time.  As noted (and the recommendations reflect this) a conversation 
with Parks Canada should be held to ascertain with certainty that this option 
is not a possibility.  As well, in the medium term it is recommended that the 
City invest in a trial partnership with OMAH in order to undertake a ‘proof of 
concept’ determination of the relationship.  At the end of that trial period, a formal 
evaluation would determine the advisability of developing a more formal long-term 
relationship with OMAH.

Recommendation 1: The SLMNHS should remain organizationally 
where it is at present: As indicated in the Preamble, this project 
considered a full range of possibilities regarding future ownership and governance 
of the facility. After considering the advantages and disadvantages of all these, it 
is recommended that the current structural 
and reporting relationship be maintained. 
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Guiding Principles

Moving forward, the recommendations set out in this report are predicated on 
these fundamental guiding principles: 

1. That the City of Orillia continue to own the entire remaining land base 
associated with the property.

2. That the Easement between the City of Orillia and the Ontario Heritage 
Foundation (June 6, 1983) with respect to the house / museum and its 
immediate property8 continue to be respected and enforced. (Note that the 
terms of the Easement bind the City to adhere to the covenants, easements 
and restrictions forever.)  

3. Further to the Easement Agreement, That the City continue to conserve the 
aesthetic and scenic character and condition of the Property and the present 
historical, architectural, aesthetic and scenic character of the exterior of the 
building on the Property.

4. The City interpret the property and the legacy of Leacock as the primary 
purpose of the SLMNHS through exhibits and appropriate programs and 
activities.

5. Within the aegis of (1) and (2) above, the City pursue revenue generator(s) that 
are compatible with and complementary to the operation of the SLMNHS.

6. That appropriate revenue generators to be explored should be; a destination 
restaurant and/or a banquet facility; smaller-scale foodservice operation; event 
centre; etc.

7. That the proceeds from any revenue generation operation that accrue to the 
City (e.g. rent, lease, share of the profits, etc.) should be earmarked for the 
operation of the SLMNHS.

3.2 Strategic Positioning: Mission and Mandate

The Mission of the SLMNHS was earlier stated to be:

1.  Actively encourage reading and the appreciation of literature as a primary 
means of enriching human life;

2. Showcase the life and legacy of Stephen Butler Leacock as an internationally 
renowned Canadian man of letters, through the promotion and encouragement 
of both public and private access to and consideration of his published work, 
archival correspondence and associated artifacts and materials; and 

3. Maximize the Museum property at Old Brewery Bay for the better 
understanding of Leacock’s life in Orillia, natural environment, the evolution 
of human settlement and the greater consideration of Simcoe County as an 
incubator and catalyst for arts and culture. 

The first part of this mandate is general and very appropriate given the history 
of the site and legacy of Leacock. The second and third parts however are very 
specific to promoting the life of Stephen Leacock, who increasingly is becoming 
an unknown figure to many if not most Canadians. Prime reasons for this are 
the fact that Leacock is no longer or rarely taught in schools, and there are no 
contemporary mass media productions that could be used as a ‘hook’ to create 
interest and awareness (in the way for example that Lucy Maud Montgomery is 
kept in the public consciousness by the production of Anne with an E or Louisa 
May Alcott with Little Women). The situation is exacerbated by the reality that 
many if not most residents of the Greater Toronto Area (a prime source market for 
the attraction) are from cultures where Leacock is unknown.

In the mid-fifties, when the municipality took over the property, the legacy of 
Leacock was relatively fresh and top-of-mind, and a mandate such as that 
articulated above, would have been highly appropriate. It was assumed that 
visitors knew who Leacock was, admired the man, and wanted to learn 
more about him. In the 21st century, however, this mission should be re-

8 Note that this does not include Swanmore Hall or the Boathouse and the peninsula.
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visited recognizing a need to educate visitors as to who he was and why he was 
significant, while not losing sight of the singular life and legacy of the man.

Leacock was a major Canadian literary figure between 1869 and 1944.In addition 
to being probably the best-known humourist in the English-speaking world 
between 1915 and 1925, he was a best-selling author, noted academic, and radio 
personality. His works were translated into more than a dozen languages including 
Chinese, Russian and Japanese.

It is not the place of this Master Plan to develop and recommend a revised 
mission and mandate, only to point out that such a revitalization would be highly 
appropriate. Themes that could be reflected in such a re-visioning 
could include:

- Emphasis on discovering who Stephen Leacock was (assuming that most 
new visitors have no idea who he was or why he was significant) and the story 
of how he came to be so famous in his time

- Exploring Leacock’s deep affinity to the site and the site’s influence upon his 
work – it was a place of inspiration for him and others – building upon this the 
site could be a centre for creativity: an incubator for arts and culture

- Showcasing the influence that Leacock had at the time (one of the most 
famous Canadians in the world) through associations with other notable people 
of the time

- Emphasis on the qualities that Leacock exemplified, and how these live on in 
other Canadian humorists and authors

- (Possibly) the use of humour as a coping mechanism, which may have been 
an unexplored side of Leacock given as a way of dealing with some of the 
stresses he faced in his own life

These themes still focus on Leacock but reflect a subtle shift in emphasis, from 
assuming that visitors know who Leacock is and wanting to know more about 
him, to assuming that they don’t know who he is and educating them as to what 
an extraordinary person he was.  Also, the idea that knowing about Leacock is 
not end unto itself, but rather a springboard to greater engagement with literature, 
humour and the Canadian identity, should be embodied in a revised strategic 
positioning of the attraction,

Recommendation 2: 
Revise the strategic positioning of SLMNHS:  
Stephen Leacock was a cultural maven of his time, a renaissance man who 
was involved in and enjoyed politics, literature, humour, theatre, music and good 
companionship and conversation. Old Brewery Bay was his summer cottage, and 
a source of relaxation and inspiration, which in many ways is a quintessential 
Canadian experience. As Leacock’s image continues to diminish in the public eye, 
the museum would benefit by expanding its mission and mandate to capitalize 
on this relationship, using his life and legacy in connection to Old Brewery Bay as 
a unique springboard or lens into the Canadian identity and the broader themes 
of literature, economics, leisure and academia. This orientation would also be 
reflected in a new name for the site: The Old Brewery Bay National Historic 
Site. 

At a strategic planning session held in November 2019 at the Museum attended 
by museum staff, other senior officials in the municipality, and elected officials, a 
number of strategic directions were discussed, clarified and agreed to.  Shortly 
after that session, staff and the consultants took the input from the workshop and 
developed a Vision, Mission and set of Guiding Principles for this Master Plan. A 
new name for the site, reflective of these changes, was also developed.

A fundamental perspective on this re-visioning session was the realization, 
heard from the interviews, the surveys and from informal conversations with 
‘millennials’, that the ‘brand identity’ of Stephen Leacock himself was fading from 
recognition.  Leacock is no longer taught in the public school system, and as a 
result few Canadians under age 40, or newcomers to Canada, have heard of the 
man. At the same time, though, there is a recognition that the light-hearted 
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and sometimes cynical perspective that  Leacock took to interpreting the world is 
alive and well.  Accordingly, it was determined that the branding and interpretive 
focus should focus on the creative process as seen through a ‘Leacock lens’ 
and perspective, rather than solely upon the house itself which currently 
focuses mainly on preserving elements of Leacock’s life for the benefit of future 
generations.

This is a subtle shift but has a number of implications, explored below.

A New Name and Brand
One key implication is that the name of the attraction should change so it was not 
seen to be essentially the ‘Stephen Leacock museum’.  An interesting alternative, 
adopted here as a ‘working title’, is to call the site what Leacock himself did: Old 
Brewery Bay. The subsidiary tag line could then read: The Home of Stephen 
Leacock. So the site could be renamed something like:

Old Brewery Bay National Historic Site

Home of the Stephen Leacock Museum

Note that such a name change or ‘re-branding’ might technically require  
Parks Canada permission; this is not seen to be an insurmountable obstacle.

The word ‘Mariposa’ (Spanish for ‘butterfly’), first used by Leacock as a 
pseudonym for ‘Orillia’, has also been proposed as a name to be incorporated 
into a refined brand identity for the site. While this is an entirely appropriate and 
authentic name, at issue with its use lies in the potential for brand confusion with 
the many other entities and activities using the ‘Mariposa’ name. These include 
the Mariposa Market (in downtown Orillia), the Mariposa Folk Festival, the 
Mariposa Belle (a cruise boat in Toronto), Mariposa bicycles, the Mariposa Inn 

and Conference Centre, among others.Thus while it would be suitable for an event 
or small-scale activity (such as a lecture series or a concert9) it is inadvisable to 
use the term as a primary identifier for the site.

Leacock knew the area as “Old Brewery Bay” and having this phrase embedded 
in the name would help refocus the mission and mandate of the museum, 
drawing attention to the fact that Leacock drew his inspiration from the site, which 
fueled his creativity and happiness as an author. It is where he shifted his focus 
from economist to humourist. The site’s heritage value is in its association with 
Leacock. Building on this, it is therefore recommended that the site’s vision and 
mission be updated accordingly.  Staff and TCI Management drafted the following 
future-oriented vision and mission:

Vision

  “ Old Brewery Bay National Historic Site is a premier destination 
fostering creativity, inspiration, and learning through the lens of 
Canadian cultural icon Stephen Leacock.”

Mandate

 To promote active, year-round use of SLMNHS through  
programmes, exhibits and workshops that 

 4. Inspire active learning through literature.

 5. Explore the life and legacy of Stephen Leacock.

 6. Preserve the site as a community asset for the benefit  
         of future generations.

    INSPIRE, EXPLORE, PRESERVE

9 For example, an intimate concert series done at the site in partnership with the Mariposa Folk Festival.
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Description of the Site in 20 Years 

With a renewed vision, mission and mandate, the MP sets out recommendations 
to transform 

Old Brewery Bay National Historic Site (OBBNHS) into an active year-round 
site that provides a wide range of experiences for residents and visitors alike. 
Anchored by the House Museum that explores the life and legacy of Leacock 
through its collection and exhibits, the activities on site are all tied to the life 
and legacy of this complex man. As well, the site is sought out as a location for 
significant community and private events, as much as for its stunning waterfront 
location and viewscapes as for association with the Leacock legacy. Through 
vital partnerships with a range of community organizations and businesses, the 
site features events and activities almost every weekend that are in the Leacock 
spirit and tradition. A renovated Swanmore Hall is designed in keeping with 
the integrity and quality of the site and provides high-quality foodservice at a 
waterfront location, an active retail presence, 
and accessible visitor services and amenities, as well as adequate office space 
for staff and partners.
 
At the same time, the OBBHSS continues to provide easy access to its 
park-like setting and Brewery Bay for neighbours and residents. It is seen as 
a valued community asset and cultural landscape which reflects the natural 
elements, viewscapes, shoreline and solace which Leacock found in nature.
 
The museum activity centre is proudly owned and maintained by the City of 
Orillia. It is operated by the City with its various partners, and is one of the 
iconic ‘must-experience’ attractions in the area. It is nationally recognized as a 
successful historical and relevant museum, heritage site and activity program in 
the 21st century.

3.3 Collections

The Collections Policy for the SLMNHS (developed in 2010) articulates the 
collections mandate as follows:

“The Leacock Museum National Historic Site collects objects, archival, 
pictorial and bibliographic materials pertaining to the  
life and legacy of Stephen Butler Leacock. The collections are  
made for the purpose of documentation, preservation, research, 
exhibition and interpretation for all generations.”

With the revised emphasis on the creative process through the lens of Leacock, 
rather than primarily upon the life and times of Leacock himself, the collections 
emphasis for the attraction may broaden somewhat.  Artifacts relating to 
Stephen Leacock’s life, that of his immediate family, and the history of the site 
and its relationship to the City of Orillia will still of course continue to be a major 
collections focus.  Items relating to the history of Brewery Bay specifically will also 
be of interest (especially if the name of the attraction changes to the proposed 
Old Brewery Bay National Historic Site). This would include the history of other 
families on the Bay, in addition to Leacock.

The interpretive focus of seeing the world through the eyes of Leacock presents 
a more difficult (but creative) collecting challenge.  Here a number of possible 
angles on artifact collection could be imagined, including:

• artifacts and archival materials (notes and letters) demonstrating a direct link 
between Leacock and other creative and influential persons of his day

• books, plays, manuscripts, etc. where the author acknowledged a direct 
inspiration or influence traced back to Leacock

• artifacts featured in Leacock stories, or Leacock-inspired stories
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These areas would likely represent a fairly small expansion to the current 
collecting mandate and are not expected to require a major push or initiative to 
expand the range and variety of materials held.  Once the new strategic direction 
has been approved, it would be timely to update the Collections Policy to reflect it.

Recommendation 3: Revise the collections policy to be aligned with the 
strategic positioning:The overall collections policy should be reviewed and 
revised as needed to reflect a somewhat broader collection mandate, aligned with 
the new Vision and Mission as articulated.

3.4 Partners, Programs and Activities

Current Programming Activities and Reception
In addition to the exhibits and interpretation of the house (museum) and site, 
SLMNHS provides a number of specific programs and services to the community. 
These include:

- Mariposa Book Club (in partnership with Manticore Books)
- Eating Their Words event
- Nutcracker Tea
- Artist in Residence Program

The programs themselves are creative, mission-relevant and engaging.  Generally 
these programs are well-regarded and enjoyed by visitors and users, although 
attendance has in some cased been less than expected and in some instances 
events have had to be cancelled due to insufficient enrollment.  This is part of the 
general marketing awareness issue, of which more will be said later. 

These events and activities fit in well with the existing and proposed future Vision 
and mandate for the SLMNHS.  Comments from the surveys that relate to the 
types of future programs and activities desired include:

- More programs and events that tie in directly with the school curriculum – 
some expressed a desire that every school child in the City and region should 
have a trip to the museum

- More events that tie in the history of the site in an appropriate way with themes 
and memes of contemporary interest (like the Downton Abbey and Game of 
Thrones events)

- More activities or exhibitions addressing less sanguine topics (such as 
privilege, historic attitudes to women, alcoholism in the family, etc.) using 
Leacock as an exemplar

- A writer-in-residence program (perhaps operating out of the Boathouse) should 
be explored, with writers’ weekends and associated events

- More activities that focus on the gardens

- More programming with the library (a logical partner)

- More outreach events (likely with a literary focus) to bring Leacock out into the 
community

It is clear that the limitation on programs and events is not upon lack of ideas or 
imagination on the part of staff, but upon the resources available to develop and 
deliver programs.    

Another key constraint is of course marketing – many comments from the 
interviews and surveys related to signage but there is a more fundamental issue 
related to the extent to which proactive marketing is being undertaken.  This is 
an area where the SLMNHS could either emulate or join the very active outreach 
marketing being undertaken by OMAH (of which more, later).
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Wider Range of Partnerships Across the Community
Many of the interviews and survey comments reflected a desire for a wider range 
of partnerships across the community. These would have a number of potential 
advantages:

• they can bring a wider range of financial resources to bear to help plan and 
deliver specific programs and activities (of the type discussed above)
• they can bring in additional types of expertise to the Museum, not currently 
available to staff 
• they can expose the SLMNHS to a wider audience (as partners help promote 
the product, activity or event to their own networks)
• they can elevate perceived interest and credibility of the Museum, as people 
perceive that more partners = events and activities that are more interesting and 
credible

Example of the types of partnership opportunities include, for example:

• corporate partnerships (e.g. with a brewery, to produce ‘Leacock Lager’)
• cultural partnerships (e.g. stronger relationship with Simcoe County Museum, or 
with OMAH [see below])
• community organizations (e.g. with Lions, Probus, etc.)

The development of a greater range of partnerships is predicated upon more 
staffing, which is addressed in the next section of the Master Plan.

Recommendation 4: A greater range of partnerships with corporate and 
community organizations should be explored: The SLMNHS should explore 
more active partnerships with various community organizations to augment 
resources and extend its reach.

Potential Programming Partnership with OMAH
Recognizing that several overtures have been made by the Orillia Museum of 
Art and History  (OMAH) regarding the potential to absorb the SLMNHS into 
their overall operation, and the synergies and economies of scale that could 
be realized, it is recommended that a closer association between the two 
organizations be explored.  However, rather than a wholesale takeover at this 
point, it is suggested that a trial period of 2 years be encouraged after which 
results would be assessed. During this time period, a number of activities are 
recommended:

- the existing staff complement at the SLMNHS be maintained

- 5 to 6 joint programs be developed between the two organizations (2 to 3 per 
year) – some of these would be at OMAH and some at the Museum

- volunteers from both organizations would be used in these programs and 
efforts made to integrate them into one body

- members of OMAH would have free admission to the Museum 

- criteria to determine the ‘success’ of the joint programs be developed (which 
would relate to audience participation, user satisfaction, staff reaction, 
volunteer reaction, cost/revenue, etc.) and explicitly used in the evaluation

- quarterly reports to the Manager of Culture and periodic reports to Council 
should be made

- OMAH includes the SLMNHS into its overall marketing and promotional 
activities

A Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the two organizations 
capturing these details should be developed.  As a starting point the two 
organizations should meet and develop a first-year budget for the joint program.
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Recommendation 5: A stronger partnership with OMAH should  
be explored: Recognizing the specific synergies and efficiencies that could 
be realized through a stronger partnership with the Orillia Museum of Art and 
History (OMAH), it is recommended that a closer association between the two 
organizations be explored.  A Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between  
the two organizations capturing these details should be developed.

Recommendation 6: Increase budget for partnership programming:  
It is recommended that the budget of the Museum be increased by $25,000  
per year specifically for partnership programming.

3.5 Food Service Analysis and Recommended Option

Analysis of Current Operation
The existing foodservice operation at SLM has been in existence since 2005.   
It is currently Trix’s Bistro (named after Beatrix, Stephen Leacock’s wife, and 
the niece of Sir Henry Pellatt of Casa Loma fame). It had reportedly been a 
successful operation until around 2005 but has declined since then. Major 
reported issues are:

• Banquet hall facility is small and outdated
• Washrooms are outdated
• Kitchen is in poor condition and needs redevelopment (a basic choice in this 

redevelopment will be full kitchen, catering kitchen or café kitchen, all of which 
lead to quite different costs)

• Much public dissatisfaction with service, food (this was confirmed as well 
through the ratings and comments from the community and visitor surveys)

• Café does not draw because its hours constantly change (another issue raised 
through the surveys)

• The level of gross revenue generated by the operation has been lackluster; 
net revenue generated to the SLMNHS has been fairly low: only $11,000 from 
combined café and banquet operations (plus lawn rentals)

• Most revenue is from banquets; only 20% (@$14,000) is from café sales
• There is reportedly little money available for refurbishment
• Banquet and café operations interfere with one another’s space

The current contract with the foodservice operator has come to an end as of 2019-
year end and the municipality is looking for guidance on next steps in terms of 
food service. In the past, the City has tendered operations for bistro and catering 
service. Given the scale, the two have been combined to maximize profits for the 
lease. However, the two functions often conflict as weddings are often held on 
weekends when tourists are also looking for lunch on the patio. Given that the 
bulk of the profits are in the catering service, this often results in the bistro closing 
for the day, a situation that is less than ideal from the visitors’ perspective.

As a general observation, it should be pointed put that the SLM provides a 
spectacular and unique location and opportunity for a foodservice or restaurant 
operation.  Nowhere else in Orillia is there a prime waterfront opportunity for such 
an establishment. In fact, such locations are relatively rare anywhere on Lake 
Couchiching or Lake Simcoe.  This prime and very valuable location should be a 
key consideration in the strategic positioning for a foodservice operation in future.

Analysis of Restaurant and Banquet Options
There are a range of possibilities to consider in this Master Plan.These are:

A) Shut the Restaurant/Bistro Operation Down Altogether:  This option recognizes 
that the current level of restaurant service is harming the overall reputation of 
SLM.  Moreover, the operation generates an insignificant level of revenue and 
good will to be worth continuing.  As well, re-tendering the current configuration 
is unlikely to interest local operators who would need invest to rebuild and re-
brand. The downside of this option, though, is that visitors expect some sort of 
foodservice as part of the overall visitor experience.  For a site as extensive as 
SLMNHS, where visitors can spend a significant amount of time, some sort of 
refreshment option is almost mandatory.

B) Basic Municipally-Operated Café: This option would involve the SLM using its 
own staff to operate a basic café operation, with regular (dependable) hours.  For 
example, regularized hours might be 7-days during summer season; and regular 
daily hours over the lunch period (eg. 11 – 3.)  Physical improvements under this 
option would relate to enlarging and reconfiguring part of the banquet space; 
creating a covered patio with heaters; closing the  kitchen and setting the area up 
as coffee shop; and, bringing in pastry, sandwiches, etc. from a local bakery.
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C) Branded Operation: Under this third option, SLM (or the City) would approach 
a third-party operator having an established brand identity and name recognition 
to update and operate the foodservice.  There are two sub-options to consider at 
this level: 

1) arrangements with a coffee shop operation (e.g. Williams Fresh Café, Coffee 
Culture, Coffee Time, etc.) to provide a coffee and foodservice operation; or,

 2) a higher-level service with an established ‘demand generator’ with a solid 
reputation such as a Keg, Montana’s, etc.  

This second sub-option category would clearly be a licensed operation, and would 
trade on the spectacular location in promoting itself as a destination restaurant. 
In the case of the first option, the opportunity would likely be to update the café 
and terrace area of Swanmore Hall to meet the needs of the operator (including 
whatever décor and themed branding might be required).  

In the second sub-option (i.e. the licensed destination operation) the option would 
likely be to tear down Swanmore Hall and rebuild.  In either case the basic nature 
of the financial arrangements with the operator would be to attract them with 
low rent overall (either a ground rent or percentage rent, or some combination 
thereof).

D) Banquet Operation: Another option to consider would be to further develop the 
banquet operation on its own. This could be done in conjunction with a café, but 
extensive renovation will be required.  A repositioned banquet operation would 
need to take the following factors into account:

• Must improve property to current standards (dining room, washrooms)
• Reconfigure space to separate café operations from banquets, so both can 

operate simultaneously without impact on one another
• Increase banquet space to seat 100+ seats to get more significant events
• Reconfigure kitchen for catering (caters to cook at their own site) or if inhouse 

catering, must rebuild kitchen (most equipment is too old)
• Develop list of approved caterers for banquets (if banquet room remains)

• Designate individuals with responsibility to sell events, meetings, etc. – consider 
as part of expanded set of responsibilities for program manager position

• Cross promote with caterers
• Control the Liquor License and Liquor sales on premises (i.e. the municipality)
• Collect percentage rent on food and beverage sold at events. (20% -25%)
• Require minimum banquet sales of $500,000 to generate $100,000 of income 

for SLM.  SLM will then have to cover additional costs related to marketing (say 
$25k), full-time marketing and coordination staff (say $60k) and cover utilities 
and other related expenses to maybe obtain a break-even result.

• Therefore, minimum catering sales requirement are likely in the $500,000 range 
(7 times greater than current sales), in order to break-even.

Recommendation: 

Recommendation 7: A named franchise for a basic coffee / foodservice 
operation should be considered: A named and well-recognized coffee and/
or foodservice operation should be considered and explored. If unsuccessful in 
the attraction of a compatible franchise, the municipality should consider offering 
a basic cafe service itself as an essential service to visitors. As with leasing to a 
named operator, this would entail reconfiguration of the space. 

Tendering the Foodservice Operation
The SLM has historically gone to tender for the foodservice operation. While this 
may be necessary because of municipal procurement requirements, in our view 
this is not as desirable as simply approaching desired operators one-on-one 
(direct solicitation) and testing their interest in the concept.This approach avoids 
the tedious tendering process which many potential suppliers will not respond 
to and lets potential suppliers know that they are a preferred option – which may 
make it more likely that they will be interested in the opportunity.
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Nonetheless, we recognize that the avoidance of a tender situation may not be  
an option. Accordingly, the following advice is offered if the City and SLM is 
required to go this route:

- A specific lease term for the café operator should be offered (likely 5+ years) 
– long enough so that the operator is relatively secure in whatever investment 
they may wish to make (provided they make the necessary capital investments)

- The range of food and beverages services and items to be limited in nature 
including, breakfast items, soups, salads, sandwiches and maybe some items 
from an outdoor BBQ

- Minimum levels of staffing should be specified (2 staff on site at all times)

- Limit time of the operation (i.e. operating hours) to ensure it can be done  
in one shift

- Any conditions for early termination of the agreement should be clearly 
outlined

- The museum should require a base and percentage rent from the cafe.   
A recommended base rent of $1000 instead of the current $500 should  
be attainable

Also, the municipality should recognize that some capital investment will be 
required to re-configure the operation so that the space will be workable and 
attractive to any incoming operation. However, depending upon the choice of 
franchisee, some or all of these costs could be offset by that partner.

Infrastructure to Enable Greater and More Reliable Use of the Grounds 
The development of additional outdoor infrastructure, such as a pavilion or tent 
structure, would enable greater and more reliable use of the grounds (in inclement 
weather, possibly in winter to enable skating, for example).  Another opportunity 
to consider with respect to foodservice and events, separate from the question 
of restaurants and banquet facilities, is the policy relating to grounds and lawn 
rentals for summer and good weather events.  At present this activity is somewhat 
haphazard; SLM could benefit from greater control and normalization of policy 
regarding this activity. Specific aspects that should be considered include:
• Establishment of an outdoor pavilion or tent that could accommodate larger 

parties and weddings; along with other events such as wine, cheese, scotch, 
beer tastings and festivals, winter skating on Brewery Bay, etc.

• Use of pre-approved caterers only which have knowledge of the site and will 
pay the pre-negotiated rent as percentage of sales

• Set defined rules for caterers operations in order to maintain quality, service and 
guest satisfaction

• Rent should be set as a percentage of catering food and beverage sales.  The 
bigger the event, the more impact on the property, and therefore, the greater the 
revenue should be

• Grounds/lawn rental fee should increase to competitive market rates @$1,500 
to $2,000

• SLM should either: 
• hold the beverage license and operate the beverage service at all events, as 

this provides very good revenue, but will be an effort: or, 
• SLM holds the license and sub-contracts the caterer who then would pay rent 

as noted above
• The marketing person (identified earlier) could assist in selling the grounds/ 

lawn space, recommending caterers, etc.
• Consideration should again be made to allowing two weddings at once, given 

the size of the property

Evaluation and Conclusions
• Continuation of the present foodservice operation poses a continuing risk to 

the image and reputation of the SLM – however, this is moot at this time as this 
relationship has come to an end

• We believe there is a need to provide at least a basic level of foodservice to 
visitors

• Foodservice should be compatible with rest of museum / historic site operation
• There are some additional revenue generation potential that is currently not 

being realized
• The location for a restaurant operation, while spectacular, is quite a distance off 

the ‘beaten track’, not visible from any major roadway, and not in a commercial 
area – accordingly it is unlikely to be able to seriously interest a larger 
destination chain

• Also, potential disruption to neighbours may be an issue w   destination-type 
restaurant operation (e.g. noise, congestion, lighting, parking).

• 
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3.6 Event Management
This section deals with external event management, as opposed to events 
planned and hosted by SLMNHS staff. 

External events are useful to the overall museum operation in three ways:

1. They can generate revenues to help offset operating costs;

2. They can expose new visitors to the site, who might then come back to visit the 
SLMNHS at some future point and/or tell friends and relatives about the site, 
who then may be intrigued enough to come for a visit themselves; and

3. They can increase the number of users to the site (both in terms of hard visitor 
numbers as well as the optics of the site being actively used).

Offsetting these benefits is the staff time involved in promotion and 
managing these events.

The survey of event planners showed that most were very happy with the venue 
after their event, except for the catering function (which is dealt with elsewhere in 
this report)10.  The venue is seen to be very appropriate and suitable for smaller-
scale weddings, at a very reasonable price point.  With the exception of catering, 
interaction with Museum staff was solidly positive.

The review of activities showed a number of areas in which the management of 
external events could be more strategically pursued.  First, the prices charged for 
external events such as weddings, is extremely reasonable. As noted elsewhere 
in this Report, there is a rationale for raising prices for weddings and other such 
events to a price point more aligned with overall market rates similar to the area.  
(This could nearly double revenues from this source.)  It is unlikely that this will 
have any dampening effect on the market: there are weekends when business 
has to be turned away because the facility is overbooked.

The other area where they is some opportunity is to encourage repeat visitation.  
This could take the form of discount coupons for the next visit, offering to sign 
up participants at events to an email list (see next section), or encouraging 
them to post photos of their event at the site on Pinterest or Instagram (as a way 
of encouraging greater interest and involvement in the site). Free tours of the 
museum for guests at the event is also sometimes offered (depending upon the 
schedule of activities at the event itself).

In addition to weddings (far and away the most popular use for the site for external 
events) there could be greater promotion of the site for  corporate meetings 
and other activities (after the kinds of renovations to Swanmore Hall discussed 
elsewhere have been made).  The use of the site for meetings for corporations 
and organizations would of course bring all of the kinds of benefits of revenue, 
exposure and utilization discussed earlier with respect to the wedding market 
SLMNHS as well.

3.6 Pricing and Fee Structure
As previously noted, the fees charged for admission as well as prices charged for 
events are extremely reasonable.  While there is some scope to increase price 
points to more market-oriented levels (on both fronts) this is frankly unlikely to 
generate significant-enough revenues to overcome any budget shortfall (which is 
on the order of $300,000 per year). 

A pricing structure sends a message of potential worth to users. If admission fees 
and rental rates are seen to be too far below market, it can create a perception 
that the facility or experience is sub-par and not worth a fully market-oriented rate.  
It also may be perceived to be unfair competition from commecial competitors.  
While often low prices are maintained in an effort to increase utilization, a low 
price structure often will have the opposite effect.

10 And even the reaction to the catering by event organizers was very polarized: they either loved it or hated it (with  

an unacceptably high proportion of users hating it).
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Elsewhere we address the fact that rental rates for events should be significantly 
increased to be on a more level footing with facilities elsewhere, to generate 
additional revenues that might in part cover the staff costs incurred in preparing 
for and managing the experience, and to reflect the unique and iconic nature of 
the site.

Admission prices as well should be increase to some extent.  A common 
measure is the ‘movie metric’: people are willing to spend $10 for a 2-hour movie 
experience, so should be prepared to spend approximately the same amount for 
an engaging and interesting experience visiting the site and the museum.  While 
this Master Plan is not the place to set specific admission price recommendations, 
this kind of approach would likely approximately double the admission fees 
currently being charged.  

Recommendation 8: Admission fee structure should be increased:   
The current fee structure, low relative to industry standards, may contribute to an 
impression that the visit is not worth very much, and so consideration should be 
given to increasing – even doubling – the fee, which would bring it into alignment 
with similar attractions.

3.7 Recommendations Regarding Site, Buildings and Exhibits
A number of recommendations are made to improve the functionality of the site 
and buildings as well as to improve the overall quality of the visitor experience.  
These site improvement build upon and complete the various recommendations 
set out in the Leacock Museum Conservation Study (1999).

Exhibits
A variety of exhibit-related recommendations are geared towards making exhibits 
and displays more interesting and compelling for visitors. They include:

-  Leacock’s circle: interesting friends and associates

-   the love/hate relationship between Leacock and Orillia

-   who are the Leacocks of today? (with perhaps more of a tie-in  
to the Leacock Medal winners)

-   what would Leacock have written about today?

-   differences between the wealthy and the not-so-wealthy in Leacock’s time  
(akin to Upstairs/Downstairs or Downton Abbey)

-  edgier subjects: Leacock and racism, Leacock and alcoholism

Several of these were suggested by the surveys.

Recommendation 9:  Continue to expand programs and exhibit themes 
to broaden audience appeal. Existing topics and themes interpreted tend to 
be static and somewhat predictable. A range of additional topics that could be 
explored to encourage more repeat visitation are suggested in the Report.

Recommendation 10: Modernize and upgrade the exhibits and displays 
to incorporate more interesting and changing exhibits.  Elements of this 
approach should include:

- Use of modular display cases for flexibility
- Borrow objects; reduce need for collections storage
- Create Graphic Standards to apply to new exhibits
- Use of digital media (touchscreens) to access archival material
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This type of infrastructure improvements were noted by in the surveys and are 
new industry standards to attract new, younger audiences and encourage repeat 
visitation. Note that in the ‘Financial Implications’ section of the report, the budget 
for operating expenses in increased each year to accommodate this. 

Accessibility and Use

Certain specific aspects of improving overall accessibility and use were 
suggested:

Recommendation 11: Focus exhibits on the ground floor and use upstairs 
spaces for programs.  Increasingly aging visitors (for the most part) may find 
it difficult to get upstairs and there is no realistic prospect of installing a modern 
elevator.  Accordingly, exhibits should be located in the ground floor with the 
upstairs area in the house used for programming.

Recommendation 12: Use living/dining room as exhibits/programming 
space: The living and dining room areas are not especially unique or dramatic, 
and do not add any significant impact to the visitor experience.  Accordingly they 
are most suitable for exhibits and/or programming space.

Recommendation 13: Use library and sunroom as furnished rooms:  
In contrast to the living room and dining room areas, the library and sunroom 
areas are very evocative of Leacock and his lifestyle (especially the library)  
and have dramatic impact just as period finished rooms (i.e. almost an artifact  
in and of themselves).  They should not be cluttered with exhibits.

Site and Grounds

There are also a number of opportunities for enhanced interpretation elsewhere 
on the site, as well as improved accessibility, wayfinding, and overall site 
functionality. 

Recommendation 14: Additional ‘overflow’ parking and lighting should be 
developed behind the museum house, to be used only for larger events. 
Turfstone permeable pavers, which allow grass to grow through the pavers and 
for natural drainage to occur, should be considered.  Also paving should be 
configured around the trees to preserve the existing canopy.  This area should 

be lit with relatively low intensity lighting to minimize light pollution on to the 
neighbouring residential area.  In addition, with the reconfiguration of Swanmore 
Hall, consideration should be given to the addition of a few parking spots where 
this may be possible, possibly behind the Hall.

Recommendation 15: Modify ramp in style more compatible with house:  
The existing ramp off the east end of the main house is functional, but an eyesore, 
and significantly detracts from the dramatic vista of viewing the front of the house 
head on.

Recommendation 16:  Add interpretation Along pathways: There are 
significant opportunities for enhanced interpretation along the pathways on the 
site.  These could relate to the natural flora (and fauna) of the area, vistas and 
viewpoints that Leacock would have seen, indigenous learnings, etc. 

Recommendation 17:  Install permanent wayfinding on site: As earlier 
observed, the site is in need of more than just the one signage installation.   
There should be several signs on the property, located at key decision points 
when paths diverge.

Recommendation 18:  Improved signage to the site from key off-site 
decision points should be implemented: Attractive trailblazing signage  
should be installed at key off-site decision points (highway and roads).   

Recommendation 18:  Upgrade platform stages with electrical hook-up for 
outdoor programming and events: Several comments related to a desire to 
have some sort of a platform or stage for outdoor programming and events.   
The ones currently on the property are in need of repair.  If upgraded, they  
could function as a small revenue generator as well for the SLMNHS.

Swanmore Hall

A number of recommendations pertain to Swanmore Hall that will improve the 
overall utility and functionality of the building in terms of the operation of the entire 
site. 

Recommendation 20: A basic level interpretation of the site and introduction 
to Stephen Leacock should be provided at Swanmore Hall.  A basic-level 
orientation for those to the site should be offered to ensure that all visitors can 
orient themselves with an introduction to the man and his times, and the site.
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Recommendation 21: The retail operation at SLMNHS should be relocated to 
Swanmore Hall: A better and more visible location for the retail operation would 
be at Swanmore Hall, where a single Point of Sale (POS) could be located.  This 
would have a number of advantages: it would free up premium ground floor space 
at the House for exhibits and programs; it would enable a smoother and more 
convenient experience for visitors; it would allow a larger retail operation with more 
gift items for purchase to be provided; and it would (likely) result in a higher level 
of sales.

Recommendation 22:  In renovating the space at Swanmore Hall, provision 
should be made for the café operation as well as an expanded banquet 
hall. The operation of the Banquet Hall and café could be a significant revenue 
generator for the Museum. At present, the banquet room / dining hall area in 
Swanmore Hall feels fairly ‘cold’ and institutional.  Through painting and décor, the 
atmosphere in the room could be considerably improved (made to feel warmer 
and more inviting) and give a glimpse into the man.  Also, a permanent café 
operation is highly desirable, and any physical redesign of Swanmore Hall should 
take this possibility into account. Should the City be successful in attracting a 
franchise, they could help with much needed upgrades to the facility.

Recommendation 23:  An outdoor structure enabling year-round and more 
flexible use of the grounds should be considered.  Serious consideration 
should be given to the purchase and use of a permanent outdoor pavilion 
structure that can accommodate larger crowds and be useful for 4-season 
activities (e.g. ice skating, seating with dance floor, etc.).  The lawn policy, 
consistent with the items raised above, should be updated to reflect this.  

Recommendation 24: Enclose or cover the patio: An enclosure or cover should 
be added so that the use of this very precious ‘resource’ can be optimized over 
four seasons.  There are very few places anywhere on Lake Couchiching where 
there is public dining by the lake.

Boathouse

Similarly, a number of recommendations pertain to the Boathouse that will 
improve the overall utility and functionality of the building and space. 

Recommendation 25: Create accessible path to boathouse: At times, the 
pathway to the boathouse can be treacherous.  The recommendation is to level 
the pathway from the parking lot to the boathouse so that it is accessible by those 
using walkers and wheelchairs (as well as being safer for the general public in 
times of inclement weather).

Recommendation 26: Modify boathouse washroom to barrier-free standards: 
Ensure that the washroom will be useable by all those potentially using the 
boathouse.

Recommendation 27: Upgrade lower level of boathouse for programming 
use: The lower level of the boathouse needs to be upgraded to accommodate 
more intensive programming use.
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Physical Reconfiguration Options and Costs

The following diagrams outline the major changes proposed to the Leacock House 
and Swanmore Hall, in order to facilitate the Master Plan recommendations.  Note 
that at this point in the Master Planning process, these changes (and the cost 
estimates associated with them) are preliminary and ‘high-level’ in nature.  They 
are by no means ‘written in stone’, and will become more detailed and refined as 
the planning process evolves.  The major changes include:

Leacock Home (Museum) – Main Floor
• maintain the Library as a furnished exhibit room (as this in many ways 

exemplifies the spirit of Leacock)
• the sunroom would also remain as a furnished exhibit room, showing off a 

unique asset of the home
• the study, dining room, and living room would be used for exhibits
• the existing pantry and prep room would be used as a staff room
• convert the bedroom into a private preparation room for brides (as well as a 

private meeting room for other purposes). This could also function well in the 
boathouse.

• the entrance way (west side of the house) would be reconfigured to be the 
vestibule with a very cursory orientation experience, supply space, a universal 
washroom, and eventually (possibly) a lift to the second floor

Swanmore Hall: The overall facility would be expanded  
to accommodate the following changes:
• a covered entrance / vestibule
• ticketing/retail shop (one point of sale)
• an orientation experience
• a 1,200 sq. ft. banquet area
• a concession / café area for coffee, light meals, ice cream and snacks
• a screened in porch area
• a servery
• an archives and collections storage area
• offices for staff
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Example of Changes to Leacock House –  
Possible Reconfiguration of Spaces
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Example of Changes to Swanmore Hall –  
Possible Reconfiguration of Spaces

See Appendix F for other possible configurations for Swanmore Hall

The costs of these alterations are estimated below.  (Bear in mind that at this stage in a Master Planning process,  
these are very high-level, order-of-magnitude costs.)
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Stephen Leacock Museum National Historic Site –  
10-Year Capital Budget(1)

(1) Budget in 2020 Dollars, Excludes Escalation and Taxes

(2) Interpretive Site Signage- Panel signs (2), inforails (8)

(3) Parking & Lighting- 42 parking spaces; 66.7% of cost- permeable parking surface; 33.3% of cost- lighting

(4) Events Pavilion- Roof, mass timber structure, open sides, floor, architectural treatment to suit heritage site 

     (3200SF x $300/SF)

(5) Mobile Washroom- 3 stalls including 1 that is fully accessible.  Rather than purchased, could be rented  

     on a per-occasion use or if purchased, in turn rented out to other community organizations and events.

(6) Swanmore Hall: - Renovation- Banquet Space (1200SF), Servery (400sf), Concession (100SF), 

      Tickets/Shop(150SF), Vestibule (150SF), Orientation; - Addition- Screened Porch (500SF)

(7) Leacock House- New Interpretive Exhibits- Living Rm., Dining Rm., Sun Rm., Study, Library 

     (approx. 2000SF x $150/SF))

(8) Wayfinding and Signage: - Hwy 12/ Atherley (2), Residential Streets (2), Entrance; - Site- Maps (2), 

     Directional Signs (2)

(9) Soft Costs Includes Design Fees, Project Management, Permits

These costs represent the upper end of a range of costs for each individual item, 
as shown.  There are, however, some areas where costs could be reduced:

-  Events Pavilion: a lower figure of $625,000 for construction costs (plus 
contingency, plus soft costs), would be possible, based on both a smaller area 
and a lower construction that would not involve the level of heritage detailing to 
ensure an optimum fit with the look and feel of the site (as was assumed with 
the upper end)

  -  Leacock House – for example, only half the exhibit space assumed in the 
upper end cast range would imply 1,000 sf of exhibits at $150 = $150,000 (plus 
contingency, plus soft costs)

-  Mobile Washroom modular unit could be rented rather than purchased, 
resulting in considerable savings (however, note as well that if purchased it 
could be rented out to other organizations for events, thus becoming a revenue 
generator (note that this possibility was not accounted for in the financial 
projections)

-  Soft Costs: at the upper end of the range, there were assumed at a normal 
‘commercial’ rate of 25% of the construction and contingency cost – however, 
if these projects were undertaken using in-house (municipal) resources, maybe 
soft costs could be pushed down to on the order of 15%?

These modifications would enable the overall 10-year capital costs to be reduced 
to on the order of $2.5 million.  There may well be other areas where savings 
could be incurred on any of the individual projects identified on the list above.
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3.8 Marketing, Promotion & Outreach
A predominant theme heard in the interviews and surveys was a lack of 
awareness on the part of the community about the existence of the SLMNHS 
itself, as well as the full program of activities and events occurring on the site.  
This is a common theme for most community museums, so SLMNHS is by 
no means unique in this regard.  However, there are several factors that may 
exacerbate the situation for SLMNHS. These are:

• outdated marketing strategies
• a muted web site presence (‘buried’ in the City’s web site, and without any first 

page presence of its own)
• limited use of electronic and social media (compared, for example, to OMAH 

which has a very active and aggressive email blast notification approach and 
takes advantage of social media extensively

The physical presence of SLMNHS as well hampers widespread awareness, 
being essentially ‘out of sight, out of mind’.  Poor signage to the site (as opposed 
to wayfinding on the site) was also mentioned as a factor; while this may be true 
to some extent, in these days where virtually every car or passenger in a car has 
access to GPS, it is frankly becoming less of a real factor and more of an excuse.

In any event, marketing is an area where significant improvements could be 
made.  Particular initiatives could be made in terms of a more active social and 
electronic marketing approach, and a more compelling web site that probably 
is seen to be separate from the City web site overall (but of course linked to it).  
On this latter point, a related issue may be that municipal web sites are typically 
staid, businesslike and just not very interesting.  For an attraction that is trying to 
convince visitors to come and experience wonderful and exciting things, being 
constrained by the confines of a municipal web site is often frustrating.

The trial partnership with OMAH that is proposed as a medium-term initiative 
would be one way of improving on some of these marketing outcomes, but even 
apart from this initiative there several improvements that could be affected even in 
the short term. Of course, there will be resource requirements in terms of staffing 
and budget that would be associated with implementing any of these directions.

Recommendation 28: More aggressive marketing should be undertaken:  
It is recommended that a more aggressive marketing program be undertaken, 
targeting new and more diverse audiences.

Recommendation 29: The web site should be redeveloped to be more 
exciting and engaging: The web site is staid and unexciting. It is recommended 
that a separate web site be developed that contains all necessary information for 
visitors to make a decision to visit (for example, admission prices are mentioned 
but not shown) and is fresh and exciting.  
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3.9 Staffing
In the SLMNHS there is currently a staff complement of:

• 1 FT Museum Coordinator
• 1 PT Collections and Program Supervisor (former Curator position)
• 1 PT Program Assistant
• 0.4 FTE unionized maintenance staff shared with the Orillia Opera House
• up to 3 seasonal staff
• 15 – 20 volunteers in an average year

The Museum Coordinator works together with the Program Assistant on internal 
and external events throughout the year. The Coordinator oversees the day-to-
day operations of the Museum including scheduling, purchasing, rentals and 
contractors. They work with the Opera House General Manager to coordinate 
custodial staff and supervise summer staff. Together, the Museum Coordinator, 
Marketing Manager and Collection and Program supervisor, they promote the site 
to residents and visitors as a four-season destination.

The Collections and Program Supervisor position, the former Curator position 
and a key to the integrity of the collection and programs, is currently a part time 
contract position, renewed annually. This is always a precarious situation when 
individuals in critical positions are not sure if their contracts may be renewed and 
are thus susceptible to being tempted away by jobs elsewhere (should those types 
of opportunities become available).  Moreover, the initiatives contained within this 
plan suggest that this position will become even more critical as the collections 
policy needs to be reviewed and revised, new programs developed over time to 
meet the new mandate, and partnerships with other community organizations 
further explored and developed.  Accordingly, it is recommended that this position 
be made a full-time one to provide additional surety and security.

In addition, in the medium term, the initiatives contained within this plan will 
require an additional staff complement position (likely 1 additional FT position) to 
help activate the proposed trial programming partnership with OMAH and other 
programming partners.  In the longer-term beyond that period, there may well be 
additional staff requirements as well (e.g. a marketing position). Note that this 
position is not costed out in the initial 5-year financial projections.

Recommendation 30: A reconfigured and augmented staffing structure 
is recommended: The Curator (Collection and Program Supervisor) position 
should be established as a full-time position. Additional staff resources for 
programming are required, as well as to carry out a number of 
recommendations set out in this report.

Museum Ambassadors Group 
Another aspect of governance that many local museums have access to is a 
group of volunteers comprised of representatives from the community.  This 
provides a vehicle for interested community members to provide input into a range 
of museum operations: programs and activities, events, partnerships, fundraising, 
volunteer recruitment, and even collections and acquisitions. Sometimes referred 
to as “Friends of the Museum”, Ambassadors would not have decision-making 
power, but rather  support museum staff, acting as a potential sounding board for 
new ideas and initiatives.  Such a group can be a very effective conduit within the 
community in promoting museum activities‘

The development and maintenance of such a Group would require management 
time to set up and administer.  However, the benefits can be worth it as a vehicle 
to reach out to and involve the community.

SLMNHS does not have such group at present, and it is suggested that such a 
program pbe formed in the medium term as some of the other initiative outlined 
in this plan start to be implemented. Specifically, there may be some potential 
to form an Ambassador Program, where local volunteers agree to become 
informal ‘Ambassadors’ for the SLMNHS.  Their role would be simply be to create 
awareness in the local community and beyond about the Museum, to promote its 
various events and activities, and to advocate for the importance and significant of 
the institution.  This would be purely a voluntary function, but could be made more 
significant by having business cards printed up for these Ambassadors, having 
periodic recognition and ‘thank you’ events, etc. In fact, every volunteer at the 
SLMNHS could be considered an ambassador in this regard.

Recommendation 31: Museum Ambassadors Group should be established: 
The Museum’s volunteer program should include Ambassadors, aligning with senior 
staff, who would advocate and support a variety of museum-related activities.
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3.10 Other Areas
Other recommendations that do not fit into the above categories but that have 
nonetheless been mentioned through the various interviews include:

Recommendation 32:  Site security should be improved: There were  
several mentions in the interviews and surveys about concerns with loiterers  
and homeless persons on the site after hours, drinking and partying on the site, 
etc.  Accordingly, it is recommended that site security be increased somewhat.
Initially this might take the form of more frequent random police checks after  
hours on the property.  If the issue persists, more stringent methods (even 
potentially involving CCTV installations) should be considered.  

Recommendation 33: Investigate goose management program:   
Some comments from visitors and event managers related to problems with  
goose droppings on the site and in the water, and concerns about the slipperiness 
and sanitation of the site. Although a relatively small problem at present, it does 
have the potential to become a larger-scale issue over time. It is recommended 
that this issue be monitored and that in the medium to longer term, a specific 
goose management strategy may need to be put in place.  
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4. Master Plan Implications 

This section of the Master Plan report presents the ramifications of  
the implementation of the recommendations contained in the previous  
section, in terms of the anticipated staffing, marketing, attendance  
and financial implications.  

This analysis presents:
• the recommended staffing model required in order to implement the 

recommendations
• outline of target markets and their needs, as context for the types of  

programs to be developed by staff
• an estimate of a reasonable target level of attendance that could be anticipated
• the financial implications over time of additional costs and revenues
• an outline of the benefits accruing to the City as a result of the investment  

in the Museum

The specific assumptions outlining the analysis are in the judgment of the 
consultants, reasonable estimates given experience elsewhere (both the 
benchmarking attractions reviewed as well as other museums and historic sites 
that the consultants have reviewed).  Nevertheless, it should be understood that 
these are reasonable order-of-magnitude estimates of performance, not point-
specific predictions—indicative of the general changes expected in terms of 
utilization and financial performance, but not necessarily definitive.

Note that these recommendations were initially developed in late 2019, before 
the pandemic of early 2020.  Originally the ‘short term’ was considered to be the 
2-year period 2020 and 2021.  However, because of the setback the pandemic 
caused in 2020, and the likely lingering effects into 2021, the ‘short term period’ 
has been effectively ‘postponed’ by 2 years.  Accordingly, the short term in now 
considered to be a fluid time period between now and 2023, with the medium 
term being 3 years beyond that (to 2026) and the longer term sometime  
beyond 2027.

4.1 Staffing Model

The existing staff structure is shown below (in blue in the diagram below).   
Note that not all positions are currently filled due to the current situation  
(as of May 2020), but this is the approved staffing structure.
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The additional staff positions (indicated in green and red) are ones that would be 
brought on-stream in the short and medium-term to provide new outreach and 
engagement activities, meeting the needs of a diverse array of market segments 
(see the next section).  

In addition, server staff would be required for the food service operation, likely 
in the medium-term, if the recommended arrangement with a franchise operator 
were not to work out. The financial analysis assumes, however, that such an 
operator would be found and that there would be no incremental staffing costs 
associated with the operation. It can also be assumed that additional staffing 
for food service or event management would be a fee for service and therefore 
covered by added revenue.

4.2 Market Segments 
The diagram below shows different market segments potentially attracted to  
the SLMNHS. These have been identified through the interview process as  
well as though the consultants’ experience and familiarity with other historic  
sites. The major segments are:
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This is a fairly traditional way to identify target market segments for a historic / 
cultural attraction.There are other ways of segmenting the market that may be 
more appropriate for specific activities and events that are being contemplated.  
In fact, the Museum currently offers activities and events that appeal to many of 
these groups.

11 Based in part upon Nova Scotia Museum Interpretive Plan, March 2009.

Clearly there is significant overlap between these various groups, which needs 
to be thought through in any approach to developing programs and activities 
for this group. One major conclusion from this analysis is that the OBBNHS 
has the potential to offer programs and activities to every one of these groups.
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4.3 Attendance and Utilization Implications 
Using 2018 data, the Leacock Museum has attendance of approximately 
13,000 from all activities including casual visitors to the Museum, group visitors, 
education groups and ‘in-house productions’ which are ticketed events that take 
place on the site.  The 13,000 visitors also include those attending rental events 
such as weddings, but excludes those casual users who just use the grounds, 
trails and park (who are not counted).

The Leacock Museum has been tracking its admission and ticket sales for its 
Museum visits and in-house productions in the past few years up to 2019 which 
are shown below to be highly variable.

It is interesting to note that admissions revenues for casual visitors dropped 
substantially from 2015 and in subsequent years as a result of a pay-what-you-can 
donations policy that was implemented.  

In 2019, the Leacock Museum has implemented a $5.00 admissions fee in place 
of the pay-what-you-can donations policy.   

In order to estimate future admissions, the following assumptions are made.

1. Through enhanced marketing and communications, it is assumed that the 
Leacock Museum can achieve an average of 10 casual visitors per day at 
the beginning of the short-term period.  Assuming the Museum is open 278 
days per year, the Museum will receive 2,780 casual visitors.  With continued 
marketing and promotion, this number of casual visitors will double by the end 
of the medium-term period.

2. Group sales visitors were estimated to be 235 in 2018.  This number is 
projected to double by the end of the medium-term.   

3. Education sales in 2018 are estimated at 77.  This number is projected to 
increase by 50% by the end of the medium-term.

4. Attendance associated with in-house productions are assumed to increase by 
15% per year (this could be a conservative estimate, and could be significantly 
higher if the OMAH partnership bears fruit).

5. In total, the attendance is projected to increase by nearly 50% by the end of the 
short-term period.

This projection is shown below:

This target level of attendance is not out of line with levels of attendance seen at 
other historical attractions (for example, the benchmarking attractions, all of which 
are in less populous resident and tourist market areas).
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4.4 Financial Implications 
In order to develop a financial model, additional assumptions are made with 
regard to the Leacock Museum’s expenses and revenues.  The 2018 actual 
expenses are used as the baseline in order to develop the model.  For modelling 
purposes, the expenses and revenues are shown in constant 2020 dollars.

Expenses

1. Salary costs in the short-term will increase over current levels by $66,500 
for an Outreach Coordinator position, and the same amount in the medium 
term for an Event Coordinator.  (This is based upon Category 2, Step 1 level 
positions, which are $54,000 plus 23% for benefits and MERCS.)

2.  Administration costs are projected to increase at 1% annually.

3. In -house programming costs (formerly Festival costs) are projected to increase 
by 1% annually until 2024.

4. Other operating expenses will increase by 1% annually.

5. Food resales costs are anticipated to increase by 2% annually (this assumes, 
conservatively, that the provision of food sales is provided in-house).

6. Maintenance and repair expenses will increase by 1% annually.

7. A annual partnership grant of $25,000 is given to the Museum to help 
coordinate programming with OMAH and other partners through the Outreach 
Coordinator.  This funding stays constant throughout the forecast period.

Revenues

1. Provincial and federal grants are projected to increase at 10% annually, 
reflecting increased programming and activity at the site as well as the 
perceived need to assist cultural institutions’ sustainability in the wake of the 
pandemic.

2. Ticket sales are based on the following assumed ticket prices.  It is assumed 
that prices remain at current levels until the end of the short-term period, and 
then increase to the end of the middle-term period when we are into a more 
normal operating environment.

3. Book store revenues will assume a gross margin of 25% on book store costs.

4. In-house program revenues will be $4,000 in the short-term and will increase 
by 25% annually as a result of increased marketing to the end of the short-
term period, and then 50% at the end of the medium term, reflecting the new 
Event Coordinator position.

5. Venue rentals will by $22,000 in the short-term, then will increase by 25% 
annually as a result of increased pricing and marketing to the end of the 
short-term, and then increase a further 50% by the end of the medium-term, 
reflecting the new Event Coordinator position.

6. Food revenues will be $10,000 annually based on a simple lease to a 
foodservices contractor to the end of the short term, and $20,000 by the end 
of the Medium-Term reflecting the more valuable nature of the opportunity 
(with higher utilization).  

7. Donations and sponsorships will be $10,000 in the short-term, then will 
increase by 10% annually. This is based upon an assumption of increased 
awareness of the museum (as a result of increased programming and 
marketing) as well as greater perceived relevance of the Museum (as a result 
of the change in marketing focus.)

8. Revenue accruing from the OMAH partnership (tracked separately, according 
to the stipulation of the MOU to be developed) is assumed to be double 
the amount of the grant (as the partnership activities will result in additional 
revenue and visitation to both OMAH and SLMNHS) – this be split equally 
between OMAH and the Museum, and thus will effectively be equal to the 
cost of the grant, so is essentially cost recovery by the end of the Short-Term 
period.  By the end of the Medium-Term, it is assumed that the relationship 
should actually be generating a tangible return to the Museum, so overall 
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revenues are assumed to increase by approximately $5,000 per year to the 
end of the medium-term. (This is proposed as a realistic target revenue goal, 
based upon experience elsewhere as well as the expectation that there should 
be a modest return-on-investment to the expenditures made for additional 
programming.) 

9. By the end of the medium-term, with the relocation of the ramp, there may be 
some opportunity for additional film revenues; this is assumed to be a modest 
$10,000 per year by this time.

The implications of the above financial projections are shown below:

Based on these assumptions, the net operating cost associated with the Museum 
will reduce from an estimated $301,000 in 2018 to $248,000 by the end of the 
Medium-Term.  Note that this represents a drop in the net operating cost of 
approximately 12%, over the same period as additional programs and services 
are being developed, as well as site utilization increasing.

Moreover, if this trend is projected into the long-term time horizon of this Master 
Plan, the drop in net operating cost is expected to continue, as shown in the graph 
below. As the diagram shows, in fact, into the longer term, the net operating cost 
is expected to continue to decrease.
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4.5 Benefits to the City of Orillia 
The benefits to the City of Orillia will include:

• Continued stewardship and preservation of Leacock Museum National Historic 
Site as a rich and valued national and community attraction celebrating the 
legacy of Stephen Leacock and his lakeside retreat on Old Brewery Bay.

• Enhanced utilization of the site by visitors and members of the Orillia 
community.

• An excellent educational resource regarding Leacock, his humour and his 
legacy.

• Community pride in an outstanding National Historic Site, its Museum and 
beautiful waterfront setting.
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5. Implementation And Next Steps

This section contains information advising on the immediate next steps to 
presenting this Report to Council, its’ adoption by that body, and the critical path 
envisaged (in very general terms) going forward.

5.1 Recommended Next Steps

This plan contains a number of recommendations over the next five years 
and beyond.  As always with a Master Plan such as this, which stretches out 
into the longer term, it will not unfold in exactly the manner outlined here.  
New opportunities, unforeseen at present, will emerge that need to be taken 
advantage of.  Contingencies will arise that may delay, or accelerate, any of the 
recommendations contained here.  The future cannot be predicted with exact 
certainty.

Accordingly, it is not realistic to expect that this Master Plan would be adopted 
as a precise year-by-year guide going forward, nor is it expected that each 
recommendation will be implemented where and when outlined here.  Rather, this 
Master Plan should be regarded as a guide to staff and Council in moving forward, 
and directional rather than specific in nature.

With this understanding it is recommended that Council adopt this plan in principle 
as a road map going forward.  Certain broader-based and more fundamental 
directions and recommendations, such as keeping the SLMNHS contained 
within the Culture Department and revitalizing the food services as discussed 
in the manner outlined here, should be adopted and assumed as grounding 
directions for the plan.  Other more granular and specific recommendations, such 
as improving the pathway to the Boathouse, should be implemented when it is 
expedient to do so.

After Council has approved the plan in principle, it should be referred to staff to 
then develop a detailed implementation plan, taking these recommendations and 
coming back to Council with a more specific plan of how the plan will unfold over 
the coming year (in some detail), and following years (in somewhat more general 
detail). This annual plan should contain resource estimates as well, in terms of 
time and cost.

5.2 Timing and Critical Path

Note that the recommendations were initially developed in late 2019, before the 
pandemic of early 2020.  Originally the ‘short term’ was considered to be the 
2-year period 2020 and 2021.  However, because of the setback the pandemic 
caused in 2020, and the likely lingering effects into 2021, the ‘short term period’ 
has been effectively ‘postponed’ by 2 years.  Accordingly, the short term in now 
considered to be a fluid time period between now and 2023, with the medium 
term being 3 years beyond that (to 2026) and the longer term sometime beyond 
2027.

The recommendations contained in this Master Plan are listed in the chart below.  
For each, a suggested timeframe is presented according to the following periods:

 Short-term: given the next two years of uncertainty, this is considered to be 
the next 4 years, until approximately 2023

 Medium-term: three years beyond the Short-term, to approximately 2026

 Longer-term: 2027 and on

(As indicated earlier, this is a suggested time frame, as events and other 
opportunities may intervene, especially in the medium and longer term.)

11 Based in part upon Nova Scotia Museum Interpretive Plan, March 2009.
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The critical path map following provides a suggested path forward, in terms of 
how these actions might unfold.  As mentioned, this is intended to be dogmatically 
followed, but rather presents general guidelines that will need to be reviewed 
periodically. The plan is thus indicative of the sequence and interrelationship of 
events.  As the plan unfolds staff may well choose to accelerate or delay any of 
these specific initiatives.  (A black box indicates when the initiative would start or 
be implemented; a gray box means work on that initiative continues throughout 
the year.)
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Critical Path of Recommendations
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Appendix A – Highlights of Community Survey Results
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Appendix B – Highlights of Visitor Survey Results
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Bell Homestead National Historic Site, Brantford, ON

This plan contains a number of recommendations over the next five 
years and beyond.  As always with a Master Plan such as this, which 
stretches out into the longer term, it will not unfold in exactly the 
manner outlined here.  New opportunities, unforeseen at present, will 
emerge that need to be taken advantage of.  Contingencies will ar

Overview

Bell Homestead National Historic Site (NHS) is a municipally owned facility that 
falls under the responsibility of the Brantford Parks and Recreation Department.  
The attraction also has a Bell Homestead Committee that is not a committee of 
Council but meets 6 times a year and is advisory in nature.  The facility is 109 
years old and was the home of Bell’s parents who had a small farm there.  The 
attraction is operated year round.

In addition to the main house, the Henderson House on the property is also used.  
Full interpretive tours are given in the main home, whereas the Henderson House 
allows is self-guided.

There is also a licenced café on site, “the Exchange Café” open Tuesday through 
Saturday from 10 am to 3 pm, April to September.  The main dining room seats up 
to 30; the smaller one can seat 10.  The second floor of the café is rented out as 
an apartment and generates some rental income.

The site itself is 10.5 acres in a picturesque setting perched above the Grand 
River. Maintaining the site and grounds is done by the Parks department.

Mission:  Inspiring discovery and learning through the influential lives of the Bell 
Family that gave rise to Brantford’s distinction as “The Telephone City”. 

Utilization

- 14,287 total museum visitors

- 4,984 general attendance

- 3,928 education visitors

- 4,007 special event visitors

- 1,368 reached through outreach

- 35% of visitors are tourists

Staff Complement

Bell Homestead:

- 2 full-time staff plus one full-time educational coordinator

- 1 part-time historic interpreter year round (2 days per week)

- 2 summer students

Homestead café:

- 1 full time food and beverage supervisor during season

- 1 full time server

Budget

Bell Homestead  2017 Actual 2019 Budget 

Gross Expenditures $266,833 $290,240

Gross Revenues         132,241  136,360 

Net Expenditures 134,592  153,880 

  

Homestead Café 2017 Actual  2019 Budget 

Gross Expenditures 41,713   37,528 

Gross Revenues           23,601   30,700 

Net Expenditures 18,112   6,828 
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Note that the Museum recovers 50% of its operating costs (2017 actual) and the 
café recovered 57% of its costs that year.

Bell Homestead revenue components include:

- $153,880 municipal contribution

- $6,800 from Brant County

- $25,475 grants (CMOG and students)

- $22,300 admissions

- $14,000 education

- $1,800 memberships

- $7,585 rentals

- $6,400 gift shop

Admissions Fees

- $7.00 adults

- $6.00 seniors 65+ and students 13+

- $4.75 children 7 to 12

- Free - children 6 and under

- $5.25 pre-booked adult groups

- $5.00 Half day educational program

- $10.00 Full day educational program

- $30.00 overnight scouting

Events
Events organized by the Bell Homestead including the Exchange Cafe 
include the following:

- Loonie Family Day

- Valentine Dinner

- Edwardian High Tea (April)

- Holiday Bake Sale and Tea

- Barn Sale

- Family Arts Day

- Telephone Opera

- Bell Summer Theatre Festival with Brant Theatre (July through mid August, pay 
what you can)

- Mid Summer High Tea

- Symphony Under the Stars with the Brantford Community Symphony Orchestra 
(August)

- Coffee House at the Café (September)

- Thanksgiving Weekend Dinner

- Halloween Fun Fair

- Holiday Bake Sale and Tea (November)

- Melville House Christmas Celebration

Interpretation
Knowledge of Alexander Graham Bell depends on the demographics of the visitor.  
Older demographics know him well.  There is a younger generation who may 
have now grown up without a land line, so have little knowledge of Bell and his 
inventions.

In contrast to the facility in Nova Scotia, the Bell Homestead does more 
interpretation around Bell’s parents who lived there.  Bell visited 2 months 
every year while he was at school in Boston.  Theoretical and conceptual work 
on the phone was done in Brantford; while the physical work on the phone 
was done in Boston.

Bell is a central aspect of the experience and of interpretive tours, but is not the 
only element.  Family life on the farm and the technology of the phone are also 
addressed as well.  With school groups, interpretation is tailored to the curriculum 
and has a strong science component.  The addition of the full-time Educational 
Coordinator has been a more recent event and has allowed the organization to 
significantly improve its educational programs including outreach.
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Alexander Graham Bell National Historic Site, Baddeck, NS

Overview
The Alexander Graham Bell National Historic Site is operated by Parks Canada.  
The site is 25 acres with a scenic view of the Bras d’Or Lake in Baddeck on 
Cape Breton Island.  The site focuses on the genius and compassion of Bell and 
features many artifacts and exhibits including Canada’s first powered flight with 
the Silver Dart, produced the world’s fastest boat, advanced recording technology, 
designed giant kites, developed deaf education tools, explored artificial respiration 
and worked on the telephone.  Bell spent as much time as possible at his 
Baddeck home.  The site operates seasonally from the May long weekend until 
the end of October.

Utilization

- Attendance is 87,000, a 1% increase over 2018

- Prior to last year attendance was growing more 

- Cruise ships account for 15% of visitation and are driven one hour from Sydney

- School visits are estimated at 1,000 visits, a small percent, most of these 
occurring in 2 to 3 weeks toward the end of June.  School visits are free, but 
many will purchase educational programs

- Most visitors are reported to be older – Parks Canada is trying to attract 
younger visitors including youth, young families, and new Canadians

- Motor coach tours are 9% of visitors

- Almost all visitors are tourists; some locals come to the gift shop or attend 
special events

- Visitor profile:

 o Canada 56%

 o US 26%

 o Other 18%

- Within Canada, Ontario is the main market (34%); other visitors are from Nova 
Scotia (18%), Quebec (16%) and elsewhere in the Maritimes

Staff Complement

- They are part of the Parks Canada organization

- They have a full complement of 30 people including core staff, students, 
maintenance, administrative staff and supervisors

Budget

- As part of Parks Canada, there are different budgets that support the 
organization

- They don’t operate as separate units but are grouped in with other Cape Breton 
sites

- Expenses for their site range from $800,000 to $1 million every year

- Revenues are $500,000 to $600,000

- There is also a Friends group that operates the gift shop and café which 
contribute from $30,000 to $50,000 per year, allowing them to purchase certain 
things they can’t do within the Parks Canada budget
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- Approximately 6 paid staff are used for the gift shop and café. They sell 
branded Parks Canada items and some items associated with the Alexander 
Graham Bell site.  Products need to be related thematically to their site and Bell

- The café seats 20 people. They are not equipped for cooking. The menu is 
limited including coffee, tea cold drinks, snacks, cookies, cinnamon goods, etc.  
They purchase baking at local bakery and resell it. They are “happy if the café 
breaks even”.

- The café used to be in a different building which didn’t work. They now have 
moved it to the main building. 

Admissions Fees

- $7.80 adults

- $6.65 seniors 65

- Free – youth 17 and under

- Fees are set nationally by Parks Canada

Events

- Special events – outside groups have rented the venue for meetings.  

- Seeing an increase in groups using space, films, documentaries, music series

- They have partnered with a musical company that has been putting on shows 
the last few years

- They have hosted a couple of weddings which reportedly are a good revenue 
generator but a ‘can of worms’ to organize and take down.  They lack any kind 
of kitchen facilities

- They don’t have the capacity to service weddings well as a huge amount of 
work has to occur in a short period of time in order to allow the venue to be 
open to the public the next day, more staff would be needed

- Event pricing based on entry fee per person.  Pricing of events is somewhat higher 
than local venues as they don’t want to be perceived as competing with them

- Other events are organized for Canada Day, Aviation Day, and Celtic Colours 
International Festival

Interpretation

- Interpretation focuses on the person; Alexander Graham Bell is world famous 
and impacted communications around the world.  

- Teach in school he was the inventor of telephone.  However, this is only a piece 
of the story.  

- They like to interpret and talk about the whole story. There is a small telephone 
exhibit, models are not original – they don’t focus on it. People surprised by 
how broad Bell’s achievements were.  Pilots know about flight; deaf people 
know his deaf education initiatives.

- They have one an old phone with a circular dialer in the kids program.  Kids 
under 12 have no clue how to use it.

- Visitors now reportedly don’t want to see, hear and read about Bell, they want 
to do things.  Accordingly, a number of different activities have been created 
to help connect visitors to the Bell story.  These include kite workshops, 
multimedia, science experiments, popup programs, questions by interpreters 
in which kids get candy if they get the answer right.  There is a learn to camp 
program that brings them to the site and connects them to the place.  There is 
a need to use different tools. The focus may not be on Bell directly, but it helps 
visitors feel connected.  

- For every historic person of significance, you need to work hard at keeping him 
significant.

- Great thing about Bell story – It’s very broad, he was very involved.  Most will 
find their own connection to the story, that’s the piece that matters.  You need to 
keep working at how to connect.
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Ermatinger Clergue National Historic Site, Sault Ste. Marie, ON

Overview

The Ermatinger • Clergue National Historic Site is a year round attraction in Sault 
Ste. Marie.  The site is owned and operated by the City of Sault Ste. Marie with 
oversight by the Historic Sites Board.  The facilities on site include the Ermatinger 
Old Stone House named after Charles Oakes Ermatinger a prominent fur trader; 
the house of F.H. Clergue, a nationally designated important person, heritage 
gardens, a historically interpreted yard and an interactive Heritage Discovery 
Theatre.  As visitors enter the Heritage Discovery Theatre, they are shown a 
multimedia movie to help orientate them to the site.  There is also an 1812 gallery 
and “the Post” gift shop.  There is a Friends not for profit group that helps promote, 
advocate and fundraise for ECNHS. Foodservices are open all year. Grow a lot of 
items and do own preserving.

The Clergue Blockhouse served as the home of industrialist F.H. Clergue from 
1894 to 1908 and was relocated to the site in 1996. The original stone story 
or main floor of the blockhouse was originally a gunpowder magazine for the 
Northwest Fur Trader Company / Hudson Bay Company before Mr. Clergue added 
a second story to it for his residence.

Utilization

- Attendance in 2018 was 22,517 and has been growing over the last few years 
and this year’ visitation is up again over last year. Bus tours, cruise ships and  
visits increasing

- General site visitors, 4,146

- Cruise ships 1,870

- Group of 7 program, 625

- Packages sold by Tourism SSM 558

- Educational tours, 2,431

- Adult programming, 969

- Private bookings, heritage culinary, 680

- Special events, 6,338

- Venue rental visitors, 472

- Non-paying visitors, 4,377

Staff Complement

- 2 full-time staff plus 2.9 part-time FTEs

- Part time staff include gardener/maintenance, gift shop, cooks

Budget

- Annual budget expenses $431,000

- Revenues $112,000

- Net expenses - $319,000

- Been using Parks Canada Cost sharing program for renovations (eg, expensive 
to restore windows using period techniques)

- No operating funds from Parks Canada

- Revenues from events, rentals, poutine feast with downtown business 
association, education grants, film rental for Hallmark Christmas movie,  
Group of Seven teas, traditional dinners tied to local tourism. Gift shop
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Admission Fees

Admission

- $12.50 adults

- $11.00 senior, child, students

- $0.00 children 5 and under

- $30.00 family

- $11.00 adult group rate (10 or more)

- $10.00 senior group rate (10 or more)

- $0.00 bus tours (50 or more)

- $50.00 punch cards for Fridays by the Fire, Teas, Admissions (5 visits)

 

Education

- $3.00 1 hour tours

- $4.00 1.5 hour tours

- $5.00 2 hour tours

- $10.00 2 hour tours (lunch included)

- $15.00 workshops (fees and supplies)

Events

- March Break Programs

- Jr. Gardeners

- Poutine Fest/Canada Day Activities – Parade of Paddles 

- Moments in Algoma – Group of Seven

- Fridays by the Fire – Lunch

- Lilac and Lavender

- Strawberry Social

- Blueberry fest

- Special Bookings (Dinners)

- Weddings

- Participation in Downtown Association events, block parties, Moonlight Magic, 
Hallowe’en

- Culture Days 

- Christmas Tea

- (plus many others)

Interpretation
Relative to the other attractions profiled in this section, and because the 
individuals on not well known outside the local community, Ermatinger Clergue 
NHS focuses less on the personalities in its marketing materials and more on its 
ability to offer year round programs, with an interactive Heritage Discovery Centre 
and old stone buildings.  Once on site, the lives of Ermatinger and Clergue are 
explained relative to the buildings and local history. 
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Bethune Memorial House National Historic Site, Gravenhurst, ON

Overview

The Bethune Memorial House NHS celebrates the life and birthplace of  
Dr. Norman Bethune who was a physician and medical innovator.  Dr. Bethune 
served in the Spanish Civil War but is most noted for serving the Communist 
Army in the Sino-Japanese war where he treated those wounded in war as well 
as sick rural Chinese villagers.  As a result, Dr. Bethune is a highly revered Chinse 
cultural icon, likely better known in China than in Canada.  His story is relevant 
in China today, in part to emphasize his humanitarian and selfless motivations in 
an increasingly materialistic Chinese society.  The site is operated on a seasonal 
basis from the week before the May long weekend until the end of October.   
There is no foodservice on site.

Utilization

- 18,000 to 20,000 paid attendance

- Never counted the numbers of unpaid who just visit the grounds – estimated to 
be in excess of 60,000

- ½ of their market is associated with the changing fall colours; on a given day 
there may be 1,000 visitors through the house and an additional 1,000 who 
stay outside and take pictures  (this is all word of mouth, not marketed)

- Almost 100% of their visitors are tourists – there are few local visitors, it is 
ignored ‘en masse’, particularly since the school market has dropped off

- ½ of the visitors are from China; half are from the GTA with visiting friends and 
relatives from China; more than 90% speak Chinese – Chinese are mostly from 
mainland China

- Visitors from Toronto catchment area, then (in order) Scarborough, Markham, 
Mississauga, Agincourt, Vaughan

- Visitation has doubled in the last 10 years

- They used to attract about 2,000 students per year in the late 90s and early 
2000s; they have lost this group because of budget cuts in 2012 resulting in a 
loss of more than half their FTEs; schools want to come during the fall peak 
rush period so it is difficult to accommodate them; need to focus on school 
trips for November and December; used to have up to 12 school programs 
throughout the year

- Some bus tours who tend to visit the site but not come in

- Increase in independent traveller groups since end of 90s

Staff Complement

- 1 full-time site manager

- 9 month site supervisor

- 3 additional direct reports, about 3 months each

- Part time staff do front line interpretation, grounds-keeping, janitorial or gift 
shop; some part-time are high school students 

- Students problematic since not available when needed during the fall

- Had a friends group years ago through Parks Canada Partnerships – which 
never made money; seed funds are still available which are now used for 
exhibits

Budget

- Around $300,000 of which 2/3 is salaries

- Revenues $100,000

- Majority of revenues are admissions
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- Gift shop more a service than revenue generator (sell books in English and 
Chinese, post cards, pins – Bethune items sell.  Gift shop grosses about 
$10,000 a year

- Haven’t done weddings although some interest from wedding planners; used to 
do more when had more year round staff; yield was low on weddings

- Generate some revenues as a film site

Admission Fees (2020)

- $7.90 adults

- $6.80 seniors

- Free -  youth 17 and under

- $6.00 commercial group per person

- $2.40 basic education program per person

- $4.90 enhanced education program per person

Film Fees

- Crew 1 to 5 persons; $150 to apply; $500 per day

- Crew 7 to 15; $275 to apply; $1,000 per day

- Crew 16+; $750 to apply; $1,500 per day

- Some flexibility to waive application fees and apply discounts

Events

- Used to do 2 dozen per year, but have cut back on these since loss of  
full time staff

- Events not perceived to be too successful; bringing in people already  
here, or offering outside of regular season

- Christmas event might bring 200 to 300 people; if charge $5,  
would not see those numbers; yield considered low

- Done couple of Victorian Xmases, it’s a lot of work for 100 people, unless 
important.  Got special funding for Canada 150.  Used to run a Christmas 
program.  Don’t run it any more.

- Last year end of WW1, brought in reenactors, one brought a restored 
ambulance.  Targeted schools – brought in 300 kids over the day.  Net cost to 
Parks Canada to do this. Reached a market they didn’t have. 100th anniversary 
of commemoration

Interpretation

- Bethune is still central to the story of the house, although there are some 
visitors who are interested in the Victorian house

- They are very relevant to the Chinese community and don’t feel they have a 
compelling need to be relevant to huge numbers of communities 

- Well known by Chinese visitors, possibly the most well-known Canadian in the 
world, although not well known by Canadians

- China still uses his image positively particularly to emphasize his humanitarian 
story in what is perceived an overly materialistic culture

- Awareness of Bethune in Chinese community as active as ever.  Monuments 
to him in Spain.  Big tour organized by Chinese partners, academics, includes 
visits to Waterloo and to Montreal.  The Museum of Human Rights did an 
exhibit on him, there is a mobile blood unit in Spain.  A Vancouver filmmaker is 
making a documentary on him.

- There are perceived negative aspects to his personality which are interesting. 
For example, joined the Communist party in the last 4 to 5 years of his life, 
which was the only party backing public health care at that time

- It would be interesting to have for example Steve Paiken on site to debate the 
complex aspects of these personalities in today’s context, Bethune, Leacock, 
Sir John A.

- In the longer term, it may be advisable to focus on those who create curriculum 
on for example Grade 10 history or Grade 11 writers crafts – can reach those 
who are unable to visit the site through outreach programs 
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Summary
The table below shows a comparison of the Leacock Museum with the other 
benchmarked personality based National Historic Sites that were examined.
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At the time of writing (November, 2019) there are 73 reviews posted for the 
Stephen Leacock Museum National Historic Site, covering the period 2011 to 2019.  
Of 73 reviews posted, most rated the experience as ‘excellent’ or ‘very good’:

Nineteen of the reviews occurred in 2018 or 2019. They are repeated verbatim 
below, to give a flavour of the kinds of comments made and issues raised. Most 
reviews were very affirming and positive; only two were negative and both these 
had to do with the food service and catering.

Swanmore Hall -Stephen Leacock Home Museum
We attended an environmentally friendly ecological storytelling event hosted 
by Lakehead professors are writers sharing a variety of perspectives on 
environmental issues and climate change. Swanmore Hall is the ideal 
environment for reasonably small gatherings 75 people. The view of the lake 
on a winter’s day was particularly appropriate for the topic. We love Swanmore 
Hall - for many reasons. It is our favourite part of the Leacock premises.
Date of experience: November 2019

Trix’s Cafe (waterfront cafe at Leacock Home)
Pretty setting. Meagre portions, very, very disappointing. Reservations were 
made and the number in the party confirmed, however, they ran out of things. It 
was shocking what was given for a $13.00 lunch.
Date of experience: August 2019

A must stop.
What to say. Stephen Leacock must have been a great guy. The museum was 
very interesting, educational and fun. It was a sunny day, so the grounds were 
good place to visit also. The staff were very helpful and fun too.
Date of experience: July 2019

Sunshine City Gem
Looking for some history, some literary delight, some excellent food and drink...
want to do it beside one of the most beautiful lakes in Ontario, if not Canada.. 
then don’t hesitate.. head to SLM.. you won’t be disappointed
Date of experience: June 2019

Museum visit
great little museum. represents Stephen Leacock’s life very well. Staff is very 
knowledgeable about the Leacock family and their history very clean and tidy. 
the grounds are also worth exploring also well looked after
Date of experience: May 2019

Beautiful Spot
We had such a special and wonderful time at the Boathouse last summer!  
I called ahead to book a special lunch with my Grandparents to celebrate my 
wedding as they could not attend the wedding a few months later. The woman 
who arranged our lunch was so wonderful- she had arranged a beautiful table 
and had special wedding cups and plates for the occasion as she knew I was 
trying to make it special for my Grandparents. She went above and beyond 
and was attentive to my Grandparents needs the whole time. The Boathouse 
was such an amazing little venue- inside is rustic with beautiful wood ceilings 
and a great view of the water. A family of ducks kept swimming by and we got 
great family photos with the water in the background. The food was perfect- 
fresh and delicious. I would recommend this place for lunch, great views and 
wonderful service! Date of experience: June 2018

Attended a wedding at this venue
A great wedding venue, beautiful grounds overlooking the lake. 
The reception was also held here and the food was very good.
Date of experience: September 2018
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Rambling wooden cottage on the shoreline
I found this an excellent experience, though I was the only person visiting in 
late November! Leacock was Canada’s best-known writer in the 1910-1935 
period, producing a whole set of humorous books and speaking throughout 
the world -- even as he was a professor of economics at McGill University. 
His summer home is a rambling collection of unusual rooms -- now with 
artifacts from his life, as well as information about the Stephen Leacock Medal 
for Humour, awarded annually to a deserving Canadian author. There is also 
an excellent shop with copies of some of his most famous books, such as 
“Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town.” Date of experience: November 2018

GREAT PLACE TO HAVE A PRIVATE PARTY
Went to a private function here, and had a great time. The food was great, the 
service was good, and the view was the best in Orillia. Best in Orillia
Date of experience: July 2018

Never Heard of Him, but…
Being a Yank I never heard of Stephen Leacock, but being here, I had to find 
out. He is an interesting man, writing about Orillia and its colorful folk. He is a 
Canadian Mark Twain. It is informative, nice and cheap to visit.
Date of experience: August 2018

Beautiful Spot on Lake Simcoe
Tour started at 11 with a review of the property by a guide. With some historical 
background we were then able to view the home, grounds and boathouse. 
The building itself is beautiful and easy to navigate. I loved the wall sconces, 
furniture and sunny layout. The city of Orillia maintains the grounds and the 
gardens are beautiful. When we visited dozen of monarch butterflies were 
enjoying the flowers. We walked down to the boathouse and there is a lovely 
pond with lily pads where ducks were feeding. The view of Lake Simcoe from 
the boathouse is beautiful. Kudos to the city of Orillia for preserving this gem 
of a home and the memory of its owner. Date of experience: August 2018

A Writer’s Residence
I had the feeling that Stephen Leacock was just around the corner, in the next 
room! It was a fascinating look at his world and easy to picture him sitting in 
the sunroom or library composing his next essay. A comfortable place, full of 
photos and memorabilia, books and posters. All of this and right on the lake 
with a great view. Well worth the visit. Date of experience: July 2018

Nice to see the home of a Canadian Legend.
On the shores of Brewery Bay Lake Couchiching, it is a great place for a 
picnic. Walk the paths to the point and to the boat house for a relaxing visit. 
Read some Leacock in the trees and just rest away from the hustle of modern 
life back to a slower time. Date of experience: June 2018

Cannot find the cafe ‘Trix’ - outdoor patio/lunch beside the  
Leacock Museum, A group of 4 visited this place today, food was mediocre, 
no umbrellas on patio tables, it closes at 2 and people appeared at 1:30 so 
see if your table needed an umbrella. Hmmmm. Beef brisket was cold, on 
stale bread (said on calabrese - was not that). Would never go back, horrible 
experience, even paying was tedious. Nice view, awful experience.  Date of 
experience: August 2018

If you miss visiting this spot, you’ve made a mistake
It was more than worth the fifty mile drive. The museum and house are 
remarkably presented and restored, and the docent on duty when we visited 
was well informed and friendly. Lunch is a good option here. A real bonus was 
meeting the gardener and having a great chat about landscaping and flowers. 
I’ve been a long-time fan of Leacock’s writing, and the books available for 
purchase were another big plus. Date of experience: July 2018

Fascinating!
This is the beautiful home of author Stephen Leacock. The grounds are lovely 
and there is a walkway that follows the edge of the property on beautiful Lake 
Couchiching. The home itself is well preserved and has many of the author’s 
books and personal items. At certain times of year you can go for high tea or 
lunch and it’s so wonderful! I have enjoyed my visits to this museum and will 
go again and again Date of experience: July 2018
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Beautiful Old Historic home
The Leacock Museum (old Home) is on a beautiful point that jaunts out in the 
Bay. . Surrounding the old home is a well-developed flower garden maintained 
by the City of Orillia. The home itself is very interesting throughout the home 
are numerous little treasures including an 1867 Steinway piano. 

Visiting the historical site is by donation which makes it affordable to all.  
The day I visited August 2, 2018 a unique hummingbird moth was flying 
around the garden collecting nectar. Out by the old boathouse I saw in the 
waters near the lily pads a 12 inch largemouth bass. the entire site is relaxing 
and picturesque. Date of experience: August 2018

A special time
As other reviewers have mentioned this home gave us a flavour of Stephen 
Leacock’s life. It is striking that no fee is charged. This a splendid place and 
the setting is idyllic. But, It is unfortunate that better tools are not utilized to 
better educate visitors - for example a film featuring highlights of his life or 
effective ways to present samples of his writings.Such improvements would 
go far to appreciating Leacock’s contributions and extending his legacy. 
The museum took little time visit. What made our visit special was returning 
to the museum later in the day (around 5) and listening to jazz session and 
having a light supper at the cafe lakeside. It was lovely. Jazz musicians play 
only on certain evenings in the summer. Special lectures and presentations 
are also offered in the evenings. We did not stay for the lecture. Best to contact 
the museum for specifics dates and times for the jazz sessions and other 
events Date of experience: July 2018

Loved it!
We were pleasantly surprised at how interesting it was to learn more about 
Stephen Leacock. Leacock is one of the favourite sons in Orillia (along with 
Gordon Lightfoot and Brian Orser). His cottage/home is an authentic example 
of the nicer cottages that were built on our Ontario Lakes. The Museum is 
staffed by well-trained guides who are eager to share their knowledge with 
you. We spend 2 hours here. Well done! Date of experience: June 2018
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The ‘New Normal’: What Will be the Parameters of Response of 
Cultural Institutions to a Post-Pandemic World?

Cultural institutions across Canada, North America and indeed the world, will 
face a challenging time transitioning to a ‘new normal’ (or what some are referring 
to as the ‘new abnormal’) after the peak (and possibly subsequent waves) of 
the COVID-19 pandemic have passed. The new normal will reflect a number 
of permanent or at least longer-term changes that must be considered in any 
strategic planning undertaken by the institution. While there will be losses there 
will also be opportunities that should be considered.

Many are clearly hoping that the pandemic will subside soon and that things 
will be ‘back to normal’ by the summer of 2020 with a re-opening of stores, 
restaurants, cultural establishments and major events proceeding as originally 
planned. While it is possible that no significant second wave of disease occurs, 
and cultural institutions are back to business by the summer and fall of 2020, this 
is by no means a certainty and in many respects the available evidence points 
to longer-term impacts. The spring season for many establishments has already 
been effectively cancelled by provincial emergency orders, and many large-
scale events have been postponed or terminated outright (such as the Calgary 
Stampede and Orillia’s own Mariposa Folk Festival). Even if life does bounce back 
to pre-pandemic levels, cultural organizations will have suffered a major body blow 
in this year and it will be difficult for many to simply bounce back to the way things 
were ‘pre COVID-19’. 

For cultural organizations, the impact is felt from both local and tourist visitors.  
Across the board, tourism is devastated with border closures, travel restrictions 
in place, a general fear of crowds and travel, and household financial restraint. 
Destination Canada is projecting a drop in domestic travel and tourism receipts of 
between a third (best case) to 60% (worst case)12.International travel to Canada 
will, presumably, be even worse.

It is perhaps useful to consider two time periods: the first being the short term 
between now and the end of the year 2020, and the second from 2021 and 
beyond.

The Year-End Transition: This will be the period from now (at the time of writing, 
mid-April 2020) to roughly the end of this calendar year. In Canada and the 
US, the first peak of infections and deaths will have passed, as will any second 
wave. Even though physical distancing measures may be relaxed, many people, 
particularly seniors and those with compromised immune systems, may be 
wary of crowds and of large gatherings for some time to come. This will have 
major implications for cultural organizations that are predicated upon events 
and gatherings. The traditional outcome-oriented metrics of success for cultural 
organizations will likely change as well. Certainly for 2020, attendance and 
revenue generation will not be useful success measures. (Some institutions  
have been losing hundreds of thousands of dollars each week of closure13.) 
New measures, such as better performance (i.e. lower percentage losses)  
relative to the average for similar institutions will likely be necessary.)

2021 and the New Reality: After the worst of the pandemic is over and we are 
into a new reality for cultural organizations in 2021 and beyond we can expect to 
see new patterns emerge. We will see more virtual and online presentations of 
collections and programming, and this will establish a new and likely permanent 
pattern in how cultural organizations interact with their audience.  Many individuals 
and couples who have never been online before, but were forced to by the 
pandemic, will realize that this is a viable way to interact with their beloved 
institutions. As well, institutions themselves will recognize that this is a strategic 
direction to which they must pay more attention in the longer term.

12 COVID-19’s Effects on Canadian Tourism: Domestic Travel, Destination Canada, (March 2020). 13 https://news.artnet.com/art-world/museum-lockdown-impact-survey-1827237
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Accordingly, it is perhaps best to plan strategically as though the effects of the 
pandemic will persist at least for the next year or two.  

We see 10 possible areas in which this will affect cultural organizations and 
institutions such as the Leacock Museum:

1. Lingering Reluctance to Participate in Large-Scale Gatherings: Events 
and activities involving large crowds or gatherings will likely be difficult over 
the next year. Fears of a ‘second wave’ pandemic will likely linger into 2021. 
Even after it is generally recognized that the current pandemic is past, many 
individuals (particularly in older demographics) will be nervous about crowds 
and will tend to avoid them - especially in winter months when the ‘flu season’ 
is upon us.  Attendance to events may take several years to build back to 
pre-pandemic levels.  This will especially be a factor for performance-based 
organizations where physical proximity will be a concern with respect to their 
fixed-seating capacity.  Some performance-based organizations for example 
are considering moving to a model in the short-term where essentially only 
half of all fixed seats would be sold to a performance14. (Airlines are already 
considering the elimination of middle-row seats for this reason.)  This will have 
obvious implications for revenue generation and attendance estimates.  Events 
are also a very common form of revenue-generation for cultural organizations, 
either through venue rentals or fundraising events geared to their own 
members and donors.  These organizations will likely wish to consider 
alternative forms of revenue generation and fundraising.

 What this means for the Leacock Museum: Many museum-generated 
events may have to be focused during the warmer months where groups 
will feel more comfortable attending outdoor venues. Eating Their Words, for 
example, may be set under the pavilion with access to fresh air. The Leacock 
Museum could then limit the number of seats per evening and host the same 
event for numerous nights. Other options would be to create virtual events 

where guests could participate from their own homes. Could we create a virtual 
ETW where dinners would be delivered to the homes? Participants would 
zoom in to our space to eat together and participate in online activities? 

2. Diminished Interest in Food Service: For many of the same reasons, cultural 
organizations offering food service as a visitor service and revenue-generation 
opportunity may find themselves compromised.  Patrons will be reluctant to sit 
as closely together as in pre-pandemic times, and some may prefer to avoid 
restaurants and cafeterias altogether.  Vending machines may be a practical 
alternative to offering safe food service in the shorter-term and take out or 
delivery possibilities may also be explored15. The same general situation may 
affect revenues in gift shops as well which are likely to seek ways of increasing 
their online sales.

 What this means for the Leacock Museum: This is the perfect opportunity 
to support the picnic basket initiative. With ample space and the possible use 
of a pavilion during inclement weather, clients may find this form of dining 
appealing. Again, this would mean seasonal use with more resources available 
to the warmer months.

3. Increased Expectations for Online Offerings: The pandemic has seen an 
explosion in creative online offerings from cultural organizations and this is 
likely to continue16. As mentioned, many patrons who were not very active 
online in pre-pandemic times () have likely now been exposed to online 
offerings and come to realize that they are easily-accessed and can provide a 
rich range of content.  This includes digital access to collections and archives17, 
online virtual and docent-led tours18, online lectures and webinars (one-way 
and interactive); online performances; greater engagement on the part of 
the institution through email; etc.  A particularly creative offering is the Getty 
Museum’s art challenge19, which engages patrons with the art coupled with 
their own creative activity. These various online offerings have familiarized 
many with the advantages of online communication and hyperlinked access, 
They will very likely be incorporated into greater expectations of the institution 

14  https://deadline.com/2020/04/how-movie-theaters-will-reopen-coronavirus-exhibition-movies-1202912607/ 15 https://www.vendingmarketwatch.com/management/associations/news/21130233/coronavirus-vending-  

machines-remain-open-safe
16 https://en.unesco.org/news/museums-facing-covid-19-challenges-remain-engaged-communities
17 https://www.goodhousekeeping.com/life/travel/a31784720/best-virtual-tours/
18 https://www.theartnewspaper.com/feature/on-coronavirus-lockdown-the-top-online-museum-and-art-tours
19 (https://www.boredpanda.com/art-recreation-at-home-getty-museum-challenge/?utm_source=facebook&utm_

medium=social&utm_campaign=BPFacebook
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in this regard in future.  These considerations may also require that cultural 
organizations have access to the necessary skills to upgrade online and digital 
offerings.  Further, as these organizations expand their digital capabilities, there 
may be opportunities to provide more online programming to other groups and 
institutions such as schools, community groups, social organizations, etc.  (The 
same phenomenon as well we expect has hit retail stores and restaurants, 
where many more customers now realize the convenience and safety of online 
ordering and will incorporate this into their post-pandemic purchasing patterns, 
to the likely detriment of small retailers and restaurants.)

 What this means for the Leacock Museum: Software upgrades and 
programs would be required to give the Leacock Museum a better online 
presence. This would include training for the staff and ensuring that our wifi, 
collections software and other systems can accommodate it.

4. Potentially Greater Opportunities for Fundraising and Development: 
This area is likely more difficult to ascertain with any degree of specificity.  It is 
possible that patrons of cultural institutions may be more receptive to planned 
giving and other fundraising initiatives, than they were pre-pandemic. The 
recent pandemic has made some patrons of the arts (particularly those in the 
older age brackets) more aware of their age and eventual mortality, and thus 
more likely to think upon issues such as estate planning and planned giving. 
To the extent that cultural institutions have provided uplifting and inspiring 
services and messages to their audiences in these difficult times, it could be 
that the post pandemic period will usher in new possibilities for fundraising and 
development.

 What this means for the Leacock Museum: The Leacock Museum has 
offered free admission or “by donation” admittance in recent years. It would not 
be difficult to return to this format with a focus on beginning to fundraise for 
specific capital projects like the pavilion. A pavilion would be an upfront cost 
which may become more appealing to guests wanting to gather for private 
functions. Open spaces will become more popular and this would give the 
Leacock Museum the opportunity to welcome more clients as there are not 
many spaces in the city who can do the same. The museum staff could then 
focus on creating all events for the outdoor spaces.

5. Changing Opportunities for Revenue Generation: In an effort to ‘bring 
people back’ to the cultural institution, many will be offering reduced-cost or 
free memberships, reduced-cost or free admission, free activities, etc.  This 
will naturally reduce revenues, which coupled with lower levels of attendance, 
will significantly diminish overall revenues. This will likely put greater emphasis 
upon fundraising, sponsorship and alternative strategies of revenue generation. 
Some smaller and more marginal operations may go under while others may 
be forced to reduce their staffing and/or hours of operation to reduce costs.

 What this means for the Leacock Museum: New funding opportunities have 
opened up as a result of Covid-19 including the Museum Assistance Program 
offered through Grants Ontario, and full advantage should be taken of these. 
Also new types of events and activities, such as on-line lectures, webinars, 
games, etc. where a fee could be charged should be considered. 

6. Changing Metrics: Recognizing the changes that will occur in 2020 and 
likely 2021 and beyond to some extent, organizations will begin thinking 
about changing the emphasis on reporting metrics and outcomes. Outreach 
measures such as website visits, participation in online activities, percentage 
of collections or performances made available digitally, etc. will become 
increasingly important measurements of success. engagement with the public.

 What this means for the Leacock Museum: Currently the Leacock Museum 
does not have an updated system on keeping records/statistics when it comes 
to visitors. A better online presence would assist in keeping better records.

7. Greater Focus on Collections Safety and Site Logistics: Some 
institutions have used part of this enforced down time to review and update 
their collections including safety and disinfection policies. Some of these 
institutions are currently involved in collecting and documenting this very 
moment in time, recognizing its unparalleled significance to current and future 
generations, in much the same way the ‘Spanish flu’ was one hundred years 
ago.  Organizations will need to plan for foot traffic flow, wayfinding on site or 
in their venue to maintain physical distancing.  It may be necessary to increase 
expenditures on janitorial and cleaning.
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 What this means for the Leacock Museum: The Leacock Museum has not 
had the staffing resources to focus on this aspect of its operations during the 
pandemic. The Collections & Program Supervisor is responsible for bringing 
the Museum’s collections management practices into the 21st century using 
industry-specific software and new storage practices. The Master Plan 
recommendations related to site flow will need to be enhanced to ensure 
physical distancing for the near future.

8. Volunteerism: Many volunteers at cultural institutions have of course been 
unable to undertake their volunteer activities as a result of the widespread 
closures. Some older volunteers (and for most cultural enterprises, most 
volunteers fall into this category) may be reluctant to ‘re-engage’ with the 
institution as a result of the factors mentioned earlier. This could put significant 
strain upon their ability to maintain certain areas of activity and may put 
increased pressure on new ways of identifying and engaging volunteers.

 What this means for the Leacock Museum: Approximately 90% of the 
museum’s volunteers are older or vulnerable people. If events and activities 
are focused out of doors or if tasks can be completed from home, then this is 
where energy should be focused. 

9. Governance: During the pandemic, some institutions took on roles that were 
highly unusual and outside their normal scope of operations (examples include 
libraries as food banks, museums as clinics or community shelters, organizing 
donations of supplies such as masks and gloves to health care professionals).  
Some cultural organizations may find that this taps into an area of service that 
deserves to be incorporated into their activities into the longer term.  Another 
aspect of fundamental governance that some institutions are considering is 
dipping into their endowments in order to bridge the gap into the ‘new normal’20.

 What this means for the Leacock Museum: As essentially a municipal 
agency, the Leacock Museum does not have an endowment fund to tap into, 
although the municipality could elect to use reserves to help fund some of 
the projects identified in the Master Plan. However, no fundamental change in 
governance or fundamental service areas is envisaged.

10. Relevance and Strategic Mission: Some cultural institutions have been 
using this time of relative inactivity (at least as far as providing in-institutional 
services to the public) as a time of reflection and planning. For some 
institutions this may result in a heightened sense of purpose and mission. 
For some it has meant time to ‘get the house in order’ by attending to internal 
projects on their ‘wish list’ that staff have never had a chance to attend to.

 What this means for the Leacock Museum: Staff have in fact been attending 
to a number of housekeeping and administrative tasks that there was 
previously never enough time to ‘get around to’. As well, there has been more 
time and attention paid to the details of this Master Plan process.

 

In addition to these factors which may relate to long-term strategic change on the 
part of the institution, there will be other elements that will need to be addressed 
in the shorter term. These include matters such as:

• temporary or permanent layoffs of staff, some of whom will not be returning to 
their jobs as other opportunities may have arisen

• safeguards and protections for the public, remaining staff and volunteers
• ensuring the organization has access to skill sets to increase and enhance its 

online presence
• funding shortfalls necessitating cutbacks in regular operations when things do 

return to a ‘new normal’
• reduced hours / days of operation in order to save money

20  https://www.barrons.com/articles/art-museums-given-leeway-in-funding-01587152860
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A Checklist of Factors to Consider

In light of the foregoing, there are several factors that managers and Boards of 
cultural organizations should consider going forward, and these are certainly part 
of what the Leacock Museum has been considering and will continue to deal with 
in the year ahead.

1. What safety and physical distancing protocols should be put in place to  
re-open to the public, and for how long? (Both for visitors as well as staff.)

2. What changes should we make to our special events programs after  
re-opening in terms of the frequency, types and size of planned events?

3. What sorts of innovative online activities have we developed to engage our 
audience and members and which of these should be continued in the future?

4. What will we be doing to embrace a more active online presence generally, 
which will be expected?

5. Should visitor amenity services such as food service, gift shops, and even 
basic service such as coat-check and washrooms be repositioned and if so 
how?

6. What sorts of metrics should we be using going forward to evaluate 
performance this year and into the future?  How can we best frame our 
activities to show positive results?

7. How are we staying connected to / with our volunteers and helping to sustain 
them? How will we encourage their renewed involvement in this new normal, 
and encourage new volunteers?

8. Are we / should we as an institution be documenting our own experience at 
this point in time? What are the implications for collections, archival materials, 
works of art, performances, staffing, etc.?

9. How onerous is the funding gap this year and next? What is our strategy to 
bridge this gap? What cost avoidance measures must be considered (layoffs, 
reduced hours, etc.)  What revenue generation strategies could be considered 
(online and other)?  Can we / should we use endowment funding in these 
emergency times?  Can we do a special appeal to our donor base?

10. Is there potential for a longer-term appeal to donors to consider planned 
giving and bequests to the organization in light of the recent pandemic 
scare?

11. Has this time of reflection caused any changes to our fundamental mission 
or mandate in terms of our approach to the public and our audiences?

12. Once things have ‘opened up’ and there is a rush on the part of cultural 
organizations to re-engage physically with their audiences (within the physical 
distancing considerations as discussed above) what sorts of marketing 
messages should we be projecting to differentiate ourselves amid the general 
proliferation?
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In the course of the architectural analysis, three additional reconfiguration options 
for Swanmore Hall were developed to respond to the various constraints on the 
existing facility, and the opportunities for improved functioning.  These are shown 
in the accompanying diagram and are briefly described below:

 Option 1 (SK - 1.1) – This option shows a major addition and renovation to 
allow for a restaurant operation (4,500 sq. ft.) with associated kitchen storage 
and staff area.  A two storey floor ‘Museum Centre’ would provide an additional 
2,000 sq. ft. for programming and related purposes.

 Option 2 (SK - 1.2) – This option considers an expanded food service area as 
well as a larger museum administrative area all on one floor. It also envisages 
an expanded lobby area for an orientation experience for the main House, as 
well as to provide a  basic level of information to those who may be on the site 
for an event, and not have the time or inclination for a visit to the house.

 Option 3 (SK - 1.3) – This minor renovation option considers a reconfiguration 
of the food service area to accommodate a coffee shop operation, as well as 
additional space at the back to accommodate additional staff administrative 
and storage space. 
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Option 1

This diagram shows the second-floor  
Museum Centre with an expanded food service area: 
dining and banquet facility.
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Option 2

This diagram shows a reconfiguration of 
Swanmore Hall all on one level, with a lobby 
/ orientation space as well as expanded food 
service and administrative / storage space.
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Option 3

This diagram shows a more basic re-orientation 
of the space to accommodate an improved coffee 
shop / basic food service area.


