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Sea to Sky Retreat Centre (SSRC) provides a quiet environment for contemplation 
in a rugged and picturesque mountain forest setting.  Located just south of the 
hustle and bustle of the Whistler resort community, SSRC is entirely off-the-grid. 
Therefore the facilities and infrastructure of Sea to Sky Retreat Centre can only 
function interdependently with the natural resources that sustain it. Sustainability at 
Sea to Sky Retreat Centre is a practical necessity. Like the 2020 Sustainability Plan 
of the Resort Municipality of Whistler, this plan sets goals for the not-too-distant 
future, when non-renewable resources become scarce, or when their use must be 
legally limited by the reality of climate change. 
 
Background and History 

 

 
 

The above picture was taken in Tibet at a place called "Mind Fell in the 
Lake," by Amelia Chow of Vancouver. Referring to this lake located near 
his monastery, Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche said that he would start a 
retreat centre in Canada if a place could be found that looked similar. 
 
At the same time, a local developer was planning the construction of a for-
profit vacation resort community on the east side of Daisy Lake. With little 
possibility of any municipal service hookups, it was an incredible challenge. 
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Before building, it was necessary to develop systems for power generation, 
water collection and treatment, sewage processing, and heating. The 2.5 km 
access road itself was a huge investment. The road cuts through a rockfall 
area above Daisy Lake. For example, one day some heavy earth-moving 
equipment that was left parked in the rock-fall area, was completely 
destroyed by a landslide. 

 
 
 

Model of 
unsuccessful resort 
development on east 
side of Daisy Lake 
 
 
 
The developer abandoned this project when it became evident that the cost 
of completing the project would exceed any probable economic gain. Amelia 
discovered that the property had been put up for sale and recognized that the 
land was perfect for a retreat centre. The land was then purchased and the 
development of the Sea To Sky Retreat Centre began. 
 
Rinpoche’s contemplative community known as Siddhartha’s Intent 
(meaning ‘the good intention of the Buddha’) purchased the land by means 
of generous donations and loans from members of the Siddhartha’s Intent 
community.   For our community, the land was also a challenge.    With the 
support of sponsors, many volunteers and a great deal of creativity, there 
was a gradual development of appropriate power, water, sewage, and heating 
systems at Sea to Sky Retreat Centre (SSRC). 
 
We have now completed the development described in the SSRC Master 
Plan which has the conscious goal of not over-building.  The current facility 
is in balance with the resources offered by the land. 
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SSRC’s Main Lodge 
overlooking Daisy Lake with 
Cloudburst Mountain on the 
horizon 

 
SSRC is operated by Siddhartha’s Intent, a registered Canadian charity, to 
promote the traditional practices of Tibetan Buddhism.  Retreats at SSRC for 
members of the Siddhartha’s Intent community are conducted according to 
the Khyentse lineage tradition of SSRC’s founder, Dzongsar Khyentse 
Rinpoche.   However, SSRC also provides a contemplative environment for 
practitioners in a multiplicity of traditions who aspire to nonviolence and 
seek inner balance. While having its own distinct path of meditation, study, 
and action, the Khyentse lineage is famous in Tibet for the diligence of its 
lineage holders in helping to sustain the integrity of many different 
traditions. In keeping with such non-sectarian activity, SSRC hosts a number 
of programs encompassing many spiritual paths.  Each different group 
retreat is conducted according to its own unique way. 
   
SSRC’s guests come to work on their minds and their bodies and are 
participants in SSRC’s sustainable life style.  By this experience, many have 
discovered that it is quite possible to enjoy good food, comfortable 
accommodation, and pleasant companionship in the context of habitations 
that operate in balance with the sustaining resources.   By inviting the guests 
of SSRC into a life of moderation, demands on the environment are lessened 
and the cost for guests is minimized.   
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Since the root cause of many environmental problems can be traced to 
problematic human behaviour, programs that evoke mindfulness, awareness, 
and inner balance can help tremendously. Sustainability, we believe, is in 
happy synchronicity with working to meet our charitable purpose of 
supporting contemplative practices.   
 
The guests visiting SSRC are served by SSRC staff members who practice 
karma yoga  as an aspect of their spiritual path. Following is an excerpt from 
the daily sadhana which creates an aspiration to act for the benefit of others: 
 
“May I be a guard for those who are protectorless,  
A guide for those who journey on the road. 
For those who wish to go across the water 
May I be a boat, a raft, a bridge.” 
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Good Now and in the Future 
 

A micro-hydro system provides clean, quiet 
power that is usually sufficient to power the 
whole facility.  Micro-hydro does not damage 
the environment and in fact the water 
channels and small pond-dams actually 
mitigate erosion. 

 
Pictured to the left is Marble Creek which is 
above SSRC.  A 1.8 km pipeline brings 
Marble Creek water to SSRC during the dry 
summer season.  During the winter, there is 
more than sufficient water from springs and 
seeps in the forest immediately adjacent to 
SSRC .  

 
In addition to providing a 
power source, SSRC's water 
system serves several other 
purposes. The overflow of 
the micro-hydro pond flows 
into the drinking water 
reservoir. The overflows of 
both also flow into a pond at 
the foot of a small waterfall 
near SSRC's main facilities. 
The water in this pond is 
available as a fire-fighting 
reserve in the event of a fire 
emergency. 
 
Those who reside at SSRC easily become attuned to the seasonal and even 
daily fluctuations of the water supply. For example as water volume 
decreases, power availability also decreases. Having a strong sense of the 
limitations of our water resources and thereby power, there is a respect for 
the resource and willingness to practice personal conservation measures.  
Staff members adapt to the reality that resources are limited. While one 
average household in Vancouver uses over 10,000 kWh per year of electrical 
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power, 12 structures at SSRC are quite comfortably electrified with about 
the same amount of electrical power. The primary difference is a mindset 
geared towards energy conservation. At SSRC no-one is expected to 
sacrifice comfort, but it is necessary to accept a life without instant 
conveniences.     

 
Sewage is processed at SSRC by septic fields at three of the main buildings 
and by a biofilter that serves several of the outlying retreat facilities. There 
are also three outhouses at locations not served by septic fields or by the 
biofilter. 
 
Garbage at SSRC is carefully handled and is always stored indoors. We all 
realize that carelessness with garbage or any food stuff outdoors could 
become a bear attractant. When bears become habituated to seeking food in 
areas inhabited by humans, they are termed "problem bears." However, such 
circumstances always seem to end up badly for the bear. Sometimes 
conservation officers decide that there is no choice except to shoot a 
“problem bear.” By careful handling of bear attractants, SSRC community 
members try to avoid falling into situations in which humans and animals 
come into conflict. 

 
SSRC has had to avoid composting its vegetable waste in order to avoid 
attracting bears. However, a new composting facility at Carneys in 
Squamish has made it possible to store compostables in biodegradable 
plastic bags. The bagged compostables are now dropped off weekly along 
with recyclables and garbage. 
 
The meals served to the guests of SSRC are vegetarian.  For some guests and 
staff of SSRC there is a religious inspiration for vegetarianism, for others 
there are health reasons, and for still others, it is a new experience.  For 
those on a vegetarian adventure at SSRC, it is hoped that there will be a 
discovery of alternatives to meat dishes that are not only nutritious but also 
attractive and tasty.  By following a vegetarian diet, there is significant 
environmental benefit according to such classic agribusiness analyses as 
“Diet for A Small Planet”  
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Viability factors  
 
The viability of Sea to Sky Retreat Centre is directly related to its charitable 
operation as an undertaking of Siddhartha’s Intent. There are no paid 
administrators within Siddhartha’s Intent. It is a non-profit volunteer 
organization from the top down. All offerings of money and effort are 
applied 100% towards the actual charitable purposes of Siddhartha's Intent. 
 
The basic operation of SSRC requires an ongoing effort to support all key 
activities including bookings and correspondence with potential clients, meal  
preparation, routine maintenance of the facilities, housecleaning, project 
planning, accounting, shopping, meal cleanup, and the implementation of 
some small projects.  Special facility improvement projects & unplanned 
repairs require additional effort allocations.   
 
With the optimal number of staff in residence to share the workload, the 
operation of SSRC is feasible.  During periods in which the SSRC staff is 
not supporting group retreat programs, there are many opportunities to 
participate in projects that enhance SSRC as a contemplative centre.  Work 
projects are usually paused during program time, but given precedence 
during non-program times. To provide staff the opportunity for a 3 month 
holiday each year, SSRC closes during the winter months.  For those 
individuals who are happy to lead a life of moderation and who are 
committed to karma yoga, SSRC provides a lifestyle for residents that is 
attractive and fulfilling. Likewise, SSRC benefits from a staff dedicated to a 
contemplative, sustainable lifestyle.   
 
Contemplative centres in the West tend to have difficulty in achieving 
economic viability. In countries where a monastic tradition is established, 
there is a general societal appreciation and economic support of institutions 
and individuals dedicated to a contemplative way of life. However, Sea to 
Sky Retreat Centre has been required to chart its own economic course. 
SSRC is performing reasonably well, but further progress is essential. 
SSRC’s annual income now covers over 80% of annual operating expenses. 
The balance of operating expenses is subsidized by donations offered for 
recordings of the teachings of Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche. In addition, the 
proceeds of Rinpoche’s public teachings in Vancouver are allocated to a 
building-improvement fund for SSRC as well as a contingency fund that 
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provides a form of protection towards any unexpected expenses.   The aim is 
to support 100% of SSRC’s operating expenses through SSRC’s income.  
 
The key to achieving economic viability for SSRC is the auspicious 
coincidence of a team of dedicated practitioners of karma yoga. With the 
continuous presence of such a team, SSRC’s schedule can be confidently 
filled with retreat programs and with projects to improve SSRC’s viability. 

 
In Progress  

 
An ongoing project at SSRC is that of attending to the forest-building 
interface. A forest cleanup work-weekend in the Spring has become an 
annual event. By removing dead and down trees and pruning the low-
hanging branches in the forest around the SSRC facilities, the risk of damage 
from a catastrophic forest fire in our immediate area is reduced. SSRC is the 
only human habitation on the East Side of Daisy Lake, and as such, we 
potentially could act as an early warning system for forest fires in the local 
area. SSRC staff members have received some training in fire fighting 
methods as well as instructions on fire preparedness and prevention 
measures. In the future, it is hoped that SSRC staff will receive more 
frequent fire contingency training.   SSRC has equipment on site to fight 
forest and building fires, and has plans to install additional facilities. For 
example, valves with fire-hose fittings will be installed on the micro-hydro 
pipeline that runs 1.8 km through the forest above SSRC. If a forest fire does 
occur in the area adjacent to the pipeline, we believe that the additional 
water source could be an effective aid in suppressing such a fire.  By such 
means, SSRC aims to play a role in the protection of the forest on the east 
side of Daisy Lake. 
 
In regard to food, locally grown produce is given preference when shopping 
for SSRC groceries.  Also, attempts are being made to grow organic herbs 
and select salad vegetables at SSRC. Nonetheless, mountain gardening is a 
challenge; topsoil needs to be purchased. Further, it is important to 
remember that nothing can be grown that will attract bears, therefore no 
berries or other fruits are possible. Finally, the herbs and vegetables that are 
planted need to be protected from squirrels, birds, and especially the 
relentless black slug. Protection from squirrels and birds seems possible with 
fencing and netting, but no non-lethal deterrent for black slugs has yet been 
discovered. 
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Although it is not directly towards our charitable purposes to support organic 
farming, there has been an attempt to supplement our usual produce 
purchases with some organically grown items. However, unless a group 
specifically requests organic produce and is able to pay its increased cost, it 
is not currently economically feasible to purchase much in the way of 
organic produce. 
 
In the area of house-cleaning, there has been an effort at SSRC to use 
environmentally friendly cleaning supplies.   Paper towels and toilet paper 
made from recycled paper have become equivalent in cost to conventional 
products and are the product of choice for SSRC.  The staff of SSRC will 
continue to be vigilant for news of better products as well as 
alternative cleaning methods.    
 
As the result of improvements of the SSRC micro-hydro system together 
with the ongoing energy conservation practices, it has been possible to 
minimize the sound and air pollution caused by SSRC’s diesel-powered 
electrical generator.    The aim is to further reduce diesel operation until 
reaching the point at which the equipment ismaintained only for emergency 
backup purposes. 
 
In 2008, power demand was reduced as the result of the replacement of our 
old top-loading washing machine with an energy-efficient front-loader.  
Also, the kitchen staff have become familiar with the operation of a pressure 
cooker as an alternative to the electric rice cooker.  During periods when less 
water is available for power generation, these measures play a significant 
role in minimizing the need to turn on the diesel generator. Together with 
initiatives to reduce power, there are ongoing efforts to improve water 
collection efficiency as the basis of increased micro-hydro output.  In 2009, 
the key focus of micro-hydro improvement will be the seasonal transitions in 
which the water supply is temporarily lessened. 

 
Future Initiatives    

 
Currently, SSRC staff members use all kinds of machines that consume 
petroleum products.   At some point in the future, the collective karma may 
change and by means of technology advances, it may be feasible to purchase 
non-polluting machines that run on sustainable fuels.  When feasible, of 
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course, SSRC will gradually plan to move towards the replacement of 
equipment with more environmentally friendly machines.  Of course, motor 
vehicles are the biggest challenge from an environmental and global 
warming perspective (as well as an economic perspective). In the short term, 
the most effective sustainable action is staff planning of vehicle use. By 
planning vehicle use, trips to town can be minimized. There is currently 
some effort made to co-ordinate multiple errands on each town trip, but 
more effort in this direction would both reduce emissions and save SSRC 
funds. 
   
In the future, we hope it will be possible to reduce SSRC’s dependence on 
propane. Wood is a renewable resource, and is presently being used to heat 
two structures at SSRC. However, it is not necessary to cut down trees for 
firewood at SSRC.  SSRC’s firewood needs are provided by trees that either 
fall in the winter or in storms, or are required to be cut for safety reasons. 
We do recognize that wood burning does cause air pollution. Although 
propane burns cleanly and creates less pollution than either fuel-oil or wood 
burning, a long term goal on a larger scale would be to find means of heating 
with renewable resources that minimize pollution. Geothermal heat pumps 
may be an option if the micro-hydro electric generation capacity of SSRC is 
increased at some point in the future. 
 

Conclusion 
 

The purpose of this Sustainability Plan is not to present an ideology of  
environmentalism. Rather it is to provide a practical direction towards the 
goal of remaining in balance with resources that are finite. We recognize the 
need to accept some contradictions and to make some compromises in the 
process of living and working in the world as it is.  By working with the 
interdependence of economics, human dynamics, and ecology, we are 
committed to moving forward with the sustainable operation of SSRC.  

 
 
 

This status report and plan was first written down by Ron Stewart, a resident volunteer at Sea to Sky Retreat 
Centre (SSRC).  Coincidentally, the first draft was completed on Earth Day, 22-Apr-2007.  Since that time, 
SSRC staff members, guests, visiting volunteers, as well as Siddhartha’s Intent (SI) Board members have 
extensively reviewed and commented this document.   The SI Board resolved to re-status this plan annually on 
each Earth Day.  This version contains the updates made on Earth Day of 2009.   

   


