Society Update
Geotourism

Follow in the footsteps of giants —
outback Queensland dinosaur
geotrails

journey along the Australian Dinosaur Trail offers visitors a
range of unique experiences not available anywhere else in
the world, let alone Australia. The world-renowned outback

triangle, which links Winton, Hughenden and Richmond, is home to
some of the world's best preserved dinosaur fossils.

David Robson poses with life-sized bronze models of an adult and subadult
Diamantinasaurus matildae. /mage courtesy David Robson

More than 100 million years ago, herds of dinosaurs grazed the
interior of Qld. Winton is undoubtedly the paleontology
capital of the outback. Home of the Australian Age of Dinosaurs
Museum of Natural History, it also holds the world's largest
collection of Australia's biggest dinosaur fossils, just 24 km
southwest of Winton on a rugged mesa and wilderness area known
as 'The Jump-Up.

In 1999, while mustering sheep on his property Belmont near
Winton, David Elliott discovered the fossilised bone of what was, at
the time, Australia’s largest dinosaur. The bone was later identified as
part of a giant femur from a Cretaceous sauropod that roamed the
Winton area 95 million years ago. Over the last two decades, the
museum has accumulated many Australian dinosaur fossils. It holds
the holotype specimens of Diamantinasaurus matildae (Matilda),
Savannasaurus elliottorum (Wade), Australovenator wintonensis
(Banjo — Australia's most complete theropod skeleton) and Ferrodraco
lentoni (Butch — the first pterosaur to be named from the
Winton Formation). Visitors can take guided tours of the Fossil

Preparation Laboratory, visit the Reception/Film Centre/Cafe area
and see the 'March of the Titanosaurs' exhibition (a 54-m-long
sauropod track site) at the nearby Dinosaur Canyon.

The exhibition building houses the 450-m? Snake Creek Track
site, which was painstakingly relocated over several years from
Karoola Station about 80 km northeast of Winton. Its total weight
was around 300 tonnes, with the last section — a five-tonne
concretion containing fossilised flood debris — placed into position
in November 2020. It is now housed in an architectural award-
winning, temperature-controlled building funded by the Qld
government. This ensures that the Snake Creek Tracksite is protected
from degradation by weathering, vegetation growth, channel flow
and agriculture, and made accessible to tourists and researchers in
perpetuity.

The track site preserves an incredible density of footprints as
evidence of the most common vertebrate groups found in the Winton
Formation. As part of the admission fee, a guide explains the complex
array of footprints. For instance, the largest sauropod footprints of
91.5 cm would imply average stride lengths of more than 3.4 m,
suggesting that the sauropods were walking at a leisurely pace of
5 km/h. The site also contains the first turtle tracks to be reported
from Australia, despite our extensive body-fossil record of Early
Cretaceous freshwater and terrestrial turtles. They were on average
around 30 to 50 cm long and swam by pushing along with
alternating strokes of their front limbs. Several probable feeding
traces identified are tentatively ascribed to lungfish and
actinopterygian fish. And the front-feet impressions of two known
species of crocodile — Isisfordia duncani and Confractosuchus
sauroktonos — have been identified and are likely the result of them
moving through shallow water.

The importance of the Snake Creek Track Site within such a small
area has yet to be fully realised. However, it goes a long way to
redress the balance between the Winton Formation's ichno-fossil
and body-fossil records.

Just 100 km southwest of Winton is the Dinosaur Stampede
National Monument at the Lark Quarry Conservation Park. It has the
only evidence of a dinosaur stampede in the world, with more than
3 300 tracks of more than 150 dinosaurs identified. It even inspired
the dinosaur stampede in Stephen Spielberg's movie Jurassic Park!
Overall, the site preserves thousands of tridactyl dinosaur tracks
attributed to ornithopods and theropods.

In Hughenden's main street you can find ‘Mutt': the town's
famous dinosaur. Mutt is an 8-m-long and 4-m-high fibreglass
statue of a Muttaburrasaurus langdoni, a giant herbivore that

The Dinosaur Stampede exhibit at Dinosaur Canyon features 24 small dinosaurs leaping across the chasm to escape the clutches of a 5-m-long theropod.
The models are based on the ornithopods and small theropods found in Australia, and on the trace fossils found at Dinosaur Stampede National Monument

at Lark Quarry Conservation Park. Image courtesy David Robson
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roamed the shores of the historic inland sea where Hughenden now
sits. Then visit the Flinders Discovery Centre to see ‘Hughie; a skeletal
replica of a Muttaburrasaurus. Hughie's skeleton was the first entire
fossil to be found in Australia.

Richmond is the home of Australia's premier marine fossil
collection, originating from the Great Inland Sea. At Kronosaurus
Korner, 'Penny’ the Richmond plesiosaur represents Australia's most
complete marine vertebrate specimen. Underwater dinosaurs reigned
supreme more than 110 million years ago. The display also showcases
a premier collection of more than 1 000 marine fossils.

All of the above can be found in the footsteps of the dinosaurs
through the outback Qld Australian Dinosaur Trail - a documented,
five-day, 750-km self-drive tour. Commencing in Richmond, the tour
goes to Winton, Lark Quarry, Hughenden and Porcupine Gorge before
looping back to Richmond. The trail can also be also easily accessed
from Townsville. See tinyurl.com/aust-dino-trail for detailed
information on the distances travelled each day, together with
suggestions for accommodation and meals.

Other dinosaur sites in Queensland include Eromanga, a town
that hosts Australia's largest dinosaur: a 95 to 98-million-year-old
titanosaur called 'Cooper’ And the Riversleigh Fossil Discovery Centre
in Mount Isa highlights the fossils from the Riversleigh World
Heritage Area.

In late 2022, the complete head and body of a ~6-m-long
elasmosaur, a type of plesiosaur fossil with flippers like a turtle and
long neck like a giraffe, was uncovered by a station owner near
McKinlay, midway between Winton and Cloncurry. This is the first
complete elasmosaur fossil in Australia and a rare find globally. Staff
at Townsville’s Museum of Tropical Queensland are completing the
current examination.

Fossil tourism (or what is often described as 'Paleo tourism') is
gaining popularity across Australia, particularly for youngsters. It
represents another ‘abiotic’ characterisation of geotourism. With the
development of the geotrail concept within the framework of the

Image courtesy Queensland Museum
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Head and body of the elasmosaur fossil with turtle-like flippers and giraffe-like long neck, surrounded by the Museum of Tropical Queensland field work team.

National Geotourism Strategy, it is hoped that other elements of the
natural and cultural history in areas where high-profile fossils have
been located can also be highlighted and interpreted.

DAVID ROBSON
Chair, GSA Geotourism Standing Committee

Holotype fossils of Diamantinasaurus matildae, the most complete Australian
sauropod dinosaur, housed in the Collection Room of the Australian Age of
Dinosaurs Museum of Natural History. Image courtesy David Robson




