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Conwana Coast Fossil Walk:
a unique opportunity for retired geologists

years, to the ancient Greeks. However, it wasn't until the 17th

and 18th centuries that the true nature of fossils was really
understood. Today more than ever, fossils capture the interest and
imagination of increasing numbers of people ranging from small
children to the elderly. It is therefore surprising that guided fossil
walks weren't offered anywhere in the world until recently.

In 2002, the first guided walks were offered on England's
Jurassic Coast from Lyme Regis and Charmouth in Dorset. The
stretch of coast chosen for the fossil walks was where, in the early
19th century, Mary Anning as a child made many incredible fossil
finds. In 2006, the Jurassic Coast was granted World Heritage status,
raising public interest in these guided walks. Now, every year, more
than 5000 adults and children participate in guided fossil walks on
the Jurassic Coast.

In Australia, the easily accessible and richly fossiliferous rock
platforms of Ulladulla's harbour were chosen for the first guided
fossil walk. Bruce Runnegar, who had studied the molluscs and other
marine invertebrate fossils in the southern Sydney Basin in
the 1960s-1970s, lent his support. Bruce described the fossil
preservation on the Ulladulla rock platforms as "world class"

our fascination with fossils has been traced back almost 4 000

Australia’s first guided walk

The two-hour Ulladulla Harbour Guided Fossil Walk was launched in
2009. This novel tourist attraction immediately attracted interest
from local residents and visitors to the region.

The walk also attracted a visit from geotourism specialist, Angus
Robinson. He was really impressed, but strongly advised me to come
up with a new name to attract more interest. The fossilised animals
on the Ulladulla rock platforms were living in shallow water on the
continental shelf off the east coast of Gondwana 270 Ma. So, guided
by the success of the Jurassic Coast brand for the Dorset guided
walks, | suggested that the Ulladulla Harbour Walk be rebranded the
‘Gondwana Coast Fossil Walk' (GCFW).

The success of the guided walk's first summer season made it
clear that a team of volunteer fossil guides was needed. So, a short,
hands-on training program was advertised locally and produced
20 new volunteers. These included one geologist, lan Lavering, but
most were retirees who brought with them experiences from diverse
backgrounds: teachers, scientists, a civil engineer, and many others
who had simply enjoyed fossicking during their travels or who had
an interest in fossils or geology.

Since guides give a briefing session prior to departure on
each walk, | provided the new recruits with a set of resources I'd
developed. Each set includes several poster-sized illustrations and
local fossil specimens for hands-on demonstrations. About half of
the recruits began leading guided walks almost immediately, while
others felt more comfortable as assistant guides and some wanted
to go along as observers to gain further experience.
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A short-lived home for the GCFW,
and two new attractions

In 2011, GCFW gained approval to make the abandoned Abalone
Co-op building in the harbour precinct its home. This harbourside
location and the amount of available space made it ideal for
launching the guided fossil walks. An audiovisual area, with a
seating capacity of 25, was used to deliver a short PowerPoint
presentation in briefing sessions. Local fossils were displayed in
several glass cases and a large table was used to display larger
specimens.

Unfortunately, in October 2013, an arsonist-lit fire completely
destroyed GCFW's harbourside home and 80% of our local fossil
specimens. As a distraction, the volunteers began work on another
of GCFW's planned geotourism attractions, the Geological Time Walk
in Brodie Park. The self-guided walk, which lays out 510 million years
of south coast geological history chronologically, and to scale,
is more than 255 m long. Officially opened in 2015, this walk is
significant, since the only other one in Australia is in the grounds
of Geoscience Australia.

GCFW's original plan was to develop an integrated package of
three geotourism attractions. This goal was achieved in 2015, when
the Fossil House Museum was opened in the oldest house in
Ulladulla (circa 1852). The museum, which is free, opened from
10 am to 3 pm six days per week, but our recent reduction in
volunteer numbers forced a reduction to four days per week.

At the South Coast Regional Tourism Awards in 2016, the hard
work of the 30 GCFW volunteers was suitably rewarded. The judging
panel unanimously voted GCFW's package of three geotourism
attractions 'Best Tourist Attraction’ on the NSW south coast from
Albion Park to the Victorian border.

New recruits needed to meet demand!

Ignoring 2020, with its unique set of circumstances due to
catastrophic bushfires followed by the COVID-19 restrictions,
participation in guided walks and visitors to the museum have been
steadily increasing year by year due to positive word of mouth and
social media feedback.

To service this increasing demand, GCFW needs new volunteers
and has a desperate need for new walk guides. Below, some of our
guides share their experiences and why they enjoy being a guide.

Julian, whose PhD in Chemistry gives him a strong science
background, manages the museum and is a reqular walk guide.

“Taking groups for walks on the Ulladulla Harbour rock platform is a
great way to spend a couple of hours. The excited reaction of people
when they see all the fossils at their feet is amazing. Participants
often comment 'have walked on these rocks many times and never
realised what | was looking at! It is satisfying to be asked a range of
questions that show their growing understanding. It's also rewarding
to see the children’s enthusiasm looking for fossils then calling you
over to see their find or ask about it.




Visitors entering the Fossil House Museum. All images courtesy Phil Smart

“As a Fossil House Volunteer you get to meet children and adults who
have an interest in fossils and geology. It is gratifying to be able to
answer their questions and increase their awareness of what the
fossil record can tell us. Many of the adults appreciate talking about
how difficult it is to grasp a sense of geological time. One of the best
parts of volunteering in the Fossil House is listening to children
talking excitedly about dinosaurs and rattling off their names. Many
of their questions are quite interesting too — ‘How do they know what
colours dinosaurs were?™

John has been guiding walks for almost 10 years.

“I had a limited background in geology from working as o technical
assistant in mineral exploration in WA. On becoming a guide | was
thrilled by what | was learning from the experienced guides, especially
our two qualified geologists. | then became so interested that
| started researching facts myself so | could become more informed.
I quickly realised that the kids wanted to be entertained while the
adults were taking it all in and knew they would be able to follow up
with the kids at home. The number of great feedback comments
posted on Trip Advisor made me confident that my approach was
getting through."

Shoalhaven Tourism staff on a visit to the Geological Time Walk

Elke, one of our most experienced guides, still loves leading groups
on the rock platform and after 10 years she has too many wonderful
stories to tell.

“Each group has its own group dynamic so it's always a new
experience. | find sparking an interest in the fossils is really easy,
particularly with children. Once they get started the fossils work their
magic and their enthusiasm is infectious. | also enjoy telling the
adults about the fossils and the geological history and their feedback
is always very rewarding. Since | also speak fluent German, I've been
able to give groups of German visitors their own guided walk.”

lan Lavering has enjoyed working as a guide for many years and
has assisted other guides by passing on his expert paleoecological
knowledge.

. "As a guide, the anticipation evident on everyone's faces is clear from

the start. For many, getting to the first fossil stop can't come quick
enough. When the first few fossil sea creatures have been clearly
recognised, then it's time to get out some ‘high-tech’ tools to aid
examination and interpretation.

“I've found playdough can be used to fill shell cavity spaces so the
shape of a brachiopod or bivalve becomes clear to the participants
of all ages. A pack of cards helps by providing an illustration of
stratigraphy and sedimentary strata. An old telephone directory
provides a vivid illustration of deformation of sedimentary strata and
how and why rocks deform and bend under stress and compaction.
“I encourage my fossil hunters to take lots of pictures and only leave
footprints. | enjoy reminding them that when a piece of rock breaks
to reveal a creature that lived in the sea in the Early Permian, they
are the first person on the planet to see it.

“My quide work has also taught me that, for participants on a quided
fossil walk in Ulladulla Harbour, the opportunity to get up close to a
real fossil has a massive impact on visitors and locals alike - and is
one of the Fossil Walk's greatest successes.”
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Information session on the Geological Time Walk for Shoalhaven Tourism staff

Mike, a retired civil engineer, is GCFW's guide co-ordinator. Mike
was responsible for producing the site plan for the Brodie Park Time
Walk. He also enjoys leading school groups and visitors on walks.
He gained a great deal of satisfaction from the following incident
with a school group.

Are you a retired GSA member living on
“Generally children are just so much better at finding fossils than me. the south coast of NSW? You too can enjoy

One boy, in a Year 7 class from Ulladulla High, found a couple of - s . .
exceptional fossils that | told him he could keep. At the end of the the benefits of joining our small band of r

walk he gave them to me and said that he wanted to donate them to enthusiastic volunteer Fossil Walk guides!

our Fossil House Museum. His teacher, somewhat amazed, then told
me that he is their most difficult student and that he never engages
with anyone in any of his classes." Contact Phil on 0408 588 166 or by email

at philsmart@westnet.com.au

PHIL SMART
President -
Gondwana Coast Fossil Walk Inc.
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