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Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade 

(JSCFADT), through its Trade Subcommittee 

 

Inquiry into Australia’s tourism and international education sectors 

Updated Submission by Geotourism Australia, a wholly owned 

entity of the Australian Geoscience Council Inc. 

 

The Australian Geoscience Council Inc (AGC) is the Peak Council of geoscientists in Australia. 

It represents eight major Australian geoscientific societies with a total membership of over 

8,000 individuals comprising industry, government, and academic professionals in fields 

including geology, geophysics, geochemistry, mineral and petroleum exploration, 

environmental geoscience, geotourism, hydrogeology, geomorphology, and geological 

hazards. https://www.agc.org.au/ 

 

The THRIVE 2030 Visitor Economy Strategy (Action 7.5) of the Australian Government states 

‘Grow and develop high-quality products and experiences around unique Australian locations 

and themes, including approaches which integrate sustainable nature tourism with economic 

opportunities for Traditional Owners, and capitalising on emerging tourism trends such as 

geotourism.’  

Action 7.7 also states: ‘Enhance the visitor experience through use and availability of 

technology.’ 

Reference: https://bit.ly/3DzUOeD 
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ISSUE: The challenges and opportunities for growth in tourism and how 

Australia can reassert itself as a leader in the international tourism 

sector through 

Geotourism  

 

Geotourism is an established concept in many places around the world, especially Europe, 

North America, and China. Geotourism is defined by the US National Geographic Society (and 

updated by the Arouca declaration in 2011, as ‘tourism that sustains or enhances the 

distinctive geographical character of a place—its geology, environment, heritage, aesthetics, 

culture, and the well-being of its residents’. Importantly, geotourism is heavily endorsed by 

UNESCO and supports a range of UNESCO Sustainable Development Goals. The Geological 

Society of Australia has defined geotourism as ‘sustainable tourism which focuses on an area's 

geology and landscape as the basis for providing visitor engagement, learning and 

enjoyment.’ 

At the foundation of geotourism is the physical landscape, which shapes the geosystem 

services provided to the biota and human societies that live in the place. Geotourism is 

therefore integrated – it sees geology and landscape as the foundation bedrock around which 

society, culture, and ecosystems interact. As such, UNESCO recognises that geotourism can 

be practised in wild and protected places such as World Heritage Areas (e.g., Blue Mountains, 

Great Barrier Reef, Tasmanian Wilderness World Heritage Area), but also in areas with 

significant modification, and in UNESCO Geoparks. 

Because ‘the Earth’ is the focal point for geotouristic sites and experiences, most are 

situated in areas of aesthetically pleasing, culturally significant or notable landscapes or 

landform elements. Mountains, caves, rivers, reefs, sand dunes, even novel soils that 

produce heritage grape varieties are often focal points around which geotourism sites and 

experiences are situated. Tourists who engage in these experiences often do not realise that 

they are taking part in a geotouristic experience or a place of high geotourism value, but 

when we are encouraged to think about all the big Australian touristic experiences through 

the lens of geotourism – we can see just how many there are located here in Australia! 

In Australia, we have embraced the inclusive nature of the geotourism concept and have 

understood the inter-relationship between natural and cultural heritage elements. By 

focusing on the geology and geomorphology (i.e., physical geography) as well as the ecology 

and culture arising from these geological characteristics, it is believed in Australia that 

geotourism adds considerable content value to traditional nature-based tourism as well as 

to cultural tourism, inclusive of Aboriginal tourism, thus completing the holistic embrace of 

‘A’ (abiotic – climate, sky, landscape, and geology) plus ‘B’ (biotic – flora and fauna) plus ‘C’ 

(culture) aspects. 

For the geoscience community, geotourism promotes tourism through visits to geological 

features (geosites) in both protected and non-protected areas including those characterised 

https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/wdyczmxwvc0dsizzwe291/Declaration_Arouca_-EN.pdf?rlkey=3l42q9bpsea3nr97gmlkn5otb&e=1&dl=0
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by mining heritage, use of ‘geotrails’ and viewpoints, guided tours, geo- activities (such as 

geological time trails, fossil walks, rock gardens etc.), and patronage of visitor centres and 

museums. It therefore brings in a new type of visitor/tourist through those who are 

interested in geology and geography; also, of interest to visitors not familiar with these 

geotourism concepts. Further highlighting the link between geotourism, ecotourism, and 

wildlife tourism in Australia, a 2008 study of geoscientists (some of which were retirees) 

showed that many of them thoroughly enjoy natural environment tourism and leisure 

activities of all kinds, and appreciate learning about the relationships between earth’s 

history, biota and culture! 

Geotourism does have links with adventure tourism, cultural tourism, ecotourism, wildlife 
tourism, astrotourism, and agritourism, but is not synonymous with any of these forms of 
tourism, although in broad terms it embraces them all because it is essentially ‘place based.’ 
 

Importantly, geotourism is undertaken in all areas, including places utilised by people 

(cultural tourism) and where primary industry activities (i.e., agriculture/agritourism, 

mining, and forestry) are prevalent, and in areas with Aboriginal land tenure or are subject 

of cultural interest. It is therefore about the place, regardless of its condition. 

Astrotourism and ‘Sky Country’ 

in recent years, the concept and attraction of astrotourism has blossomed in many parts of 

outback Australia, particularly in WA, the NT, SA, and NSW (and emerging in Victoria) as 

many tourists flock to destinations which offer the opportunities to experience the 'Milky 

Way' with the benefit of crystal-clear skies. In many respects, astrotourism can be 

considered as one component of the holistic geotourism approach which is designed to 

'maximise tourism benefits for a destination community, minimise negative impacts, and 

build a responsible tourism strategy that celebrates and builds on a sense of place.' 

However, 'the place' which is subject of most astrotourism is the same 'Milky Way' viewed 

from different localities from East to West across Australia. Researchers have uncovered 

fascinating examples of Indigenous 'star knowledge' relate to seasonal conditions, planting 

schedules, animal behaviour, and symbolically to features of landscape of the place in which 

Aboriginal people live. It could be argued that an Aboriginal perspective of the night sky 

could be of more value to fulfil the geotourism experience of the place being visited than a 

standard scientific view of the heavens, located many light years away. Clearly, tourism 

operators in Australia should engage with Aboriginal specialists to ensure that their 

perspective becomes a major feature of the astrotourism experience. 

‘Geotourism Industry’ and Geoparks 

Supported by the UNESCO Global Geopark program, geotourism attractions are now being 

developed around the world primarily as a sustainable development tool for the development 

of local and regional communities, i.e., at the core of the ‘geotourism industry.’ Globally, 

geoparks are being established to enhance awareness, appreciation, and protection of 

geoheritage - protected geological and geomorphological features and phenomenon 

promoted in geoparks as the centerpiece of 'single, unified geographical areas where sites 
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and landscapes of international geological significance are managed with a holistic concept 

of protection, education and sustainable development'. In Australia, as a first step, as a 

response to Goal 2 of the NGS, geopark proponents are being encouraged to identify a 

‘GeoRegion’ as a mechanism for exploring, assessing, and seeking both government approval 

and community support for geopark development. 

Geoparks can be regarded as accommodating the ‘highest order’ of geotourism and 
geoconservation, in the same way that World Heritage Areas and national parks might be 
seen as the highest order of protection and enjoyment for biodiversity, culture, and 
geodiversity. Therefore, whilst the establishment of geoparks highlight one form of 
geotourism, they most definitely provide opportunities to celebrate and explore the Earth’s 
natural features whilst also incorporating culture, protections, and sustainability in a way that 
is true to the core values of all nature-based tourism in Australia. 

 

ISSUE: The promotion of regional Australia as a world class international 

travel destination 

The Geotourism Market  

According to the National Geographic Society of the USA, geotourism is: 

• Environmentally responsible - committed to conserving resources and 

maintaining  biodiversity. 

• Culturally responsible - committed to respecting local sensibilities and building 

on local heritage. 

• Synergistic - bringing together all elements of geographical character to create 

a travel experience that is richer than the sum of its parts and appealing to 

visitors with diverse interests. 

The landmark 2003 Geotourism study, sponsored by National Geographic and conducted by 

the Travel Industry Association of America, found that 65 million American households are 

predisposed to support the principles of geotourism. As the global population of travellers 

increases and destinations become more globalised and homogenous, these principles are 

resonating with travellers across the globe. 

According to the 2017 report ‘Unlocking Our Great Outdoors’ of the Tourism and Transport 

Forum (TTF) https://bit.ly/2WgeNLb  international visitors to Australia are increasingly 

engaging in nature-based tourism. In 2016, it was reported that 5.2 million international 

visitors, or over two-thirds of all the international visitors to Australia, engaged in some form 

of nature-based tourism. In addition, nature-based tourism attracted 20.1 million domestic 

overnight visitors in 2016 and 23.6 million domestic day trip visitors. After recording flat 

growth between 2005 and 2011, nature-based tourist numbers have accelerated up until the 

advent of the COVID pandemic. This had occurred for all three main categories of tourists – 

international, overnight domestic and day trippers.  

https://bit.ly/2WgeNLb
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This TTF report also highlighted the potential of 16 identified major landscapes developed by 

Tourism Australia and Parks Australia (until it was suspended in 2014) as the former  

Australia’s National Landscapes programme (i.e.,  Australian Alps (New South Wales/Victoria), 

Australia’s Green Cauldron (New South Wales/SE Queensland border region), Great Barrier 

Reef and Wet Tropics area (Queensland), Australia’s Red Centre and Australia’s Timeless 

North (Northern Territory), Australia’s Coastal Wilderness (New South Wales/Victoria), the 

Flinders Ranges and Kangaroo Island (South Australia), the Great Ocean Road (Victoria), the 

Greater Blue Mountains and Sydney Harbour (New South Wales), the Kimberley, Ningaloo-

Shark Bay and Great South West Edge (Western Australia), and Tasmania’s Island Heritage. 

Many of these landscapes still offer the opportunity for particularly younger FITs (increasingly 

‘digital natives’), eager to combine a geotourism experience obtained through adventurous 

self-drive tours, by accessing newly developed geotrails. 

The upsurge in domestic tourism experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic in recent years 

has reinvigorated interest by Australians in exploring the best of what regional and outback 

Australia has to offer, and the adoption of geotourism-focused product development offers 

the opportunity to excite first time visitors and importantly to encourage repeat visitation.  

Geoparks, World Heritage Sites and Indigenous Protected Areas 

One outcome of a geotourism venture is a geopark. Geoparks have been established world-

wide to create enhanced opportunities for the people who live within their boundaries and 

foster economic benefits for them, usually through the development of sustainable 

geotourism. By attracting an increasing number of visitors, a geopark fosters local socio-

economic development through the promotion of a quality label linked with the local natural 

and cultural heritage. A geopark encourages the creation of local, innovative enterprises and 

cottage industries involved in geotourism and geological inspired products. 

Geoparks also focus on community engagement and ownership. In Australia, national parks 

focus only on biodiversity aspects of natural heritage, and often with insufficient attention 

given to geological heritage.  Indigenous protected areas and world heritage areas have 

similar, specific remits. In contrast geoparks can span multiple land tenure boundaries and 

are both a regional development concept as well as a branding tool. They achieve these goals 

through geoconservation, education, and geotourism. Unlike World Heritage Areas and other 

protected lands, geoparks can comprise both protected and non-protected areas and enable 

and celebrate sustainable development, including the provision of housing, resource 

extraction and forestry within parts of the geopark.  

Geoparks can choose to evolve through a series of levels from ‘aspiring’, ‘national’, ‘state’, 

‘regional’ (e.g., European or Asia-Pacific Regions) to ‘global’.  There are now hundreds of 

geoparks around the world. Support to individual geoparks is offered through the Global 

Geoparks Network (GGN), most of which are in Europe, the UK and Ireland, and Canada. By 

2024, this global membership had increased to 213 from 48 countries. The original target of 

the GGN is establishing 500 geoparks around the world.  

Whilst the USA (no longer a member of UNESCO) is not embarking on developing UNESCO 

Global Geoparks, the National Park Service, an agency of the USA Government, manages all 
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national parks, most national monuments, and other natural, historical, and recreational 

properties with various title designations, sharing many of the attributes of geoparks, as has 

been perceived by Americans as exemplars of geotourism. 

In short, all these economies contain substantive travelling populations who understand 

the benefits of geotourism and are seeking similar experiences (including geoparks) when 

they are looking to travel overseas.  However, Australia lacks the presence of a UNESCO 

Global Geopark, although there are three regions with aspirations to achieve this status 

(i.e., Ku-ring-gai and Glen Innes Highlands projects in NSW as well as the Murchison project 

in Western Australia). By comparison, New Zealand has been successful in having a 

nomination for the Waitaki Whitestone Aspiring Global Geopark approved by UNESCO in 

2023  https://www.whitestonegeopark.nz/ 

There are outstanding geological and palaeontological forms within the Flinders Ranges of 

South Australia that have recently qualified it as a nomination site for a World Heritage Listing, 

of which there are 20 major sites in Australia https://whc.unesco.org/en/statesparties/au , 

noting that 14 of these are major, geotourism (i.e. nature-based) destinations located on 

Mainland Australia and on Lord Howe Island.  

The AGC has been collaborating with the Victorian Goldfields World Heritage Bid (involving 

15 Victorian Councils) to be positioned as a National Geotourism Strategy (NGS) supported 

initiative, and in return for geotourism to be recognised as a key driver for regional 

development across the heritage mining sites of Central and NE Victoria. 

It needs to be appreciated that both UNESCO World Heritage Sites and Global Geoparks are 

major attractions for overseas travellers with a ‘bucket list’ seeking world class geotourism 

experiences. 

 

ISSUE: The role of Australia as a hub in support of  
tourism in the Asia Pacific region 

 

Asia-Pacific Global Geopark Network 

By acquiring an approved UNESCO Global Geopark, Australia can qualify for admission to the 

Asia Pacific Global Geopark Network https://asiapacificgeoparks.org/ 

China 

In China, there are three levels of geoparks: provincial, national, and global geoparks. They 

are all managed by local county or municipal governments under the direct supervision of the 

Ministry of Land and Resources. Currently, there are over 320 provincial geoparks (originally 

labelled as ‘scenic areas’) in China, among which 200 have already gained national status. 

With 47 of these now designated as global geoparks (including Hong Kong Geopark) having 

acquired this status, China manages by far the largest number of global geoparks in the world. 

https://www.whitestonegeopark.nz/
https://whc.unesco.org/en/statesparties/au
https://asiapacificgeoparks.org/
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Of particular significance (based on some recent visitor surveys taken in geoparks in China, 

Taiwan, and Hong Kong) is the recognition that the largest visiting demographic comprises 

the 18–24-year-old age grouping.  

In the Asia Pacific region, geoparks are also located in Indonesia, Japan, South Korea, Vietnam, 

the Philippines, Iran, Malaysia, Thailand, and New Zealand, with India committed to future 

UNESCO Global Geopark development.  

Indonesia 

The 5th Geotourism Festival and International Conference (GFIC) 2024 was initiated by the 

Indonesian Geoparks Network (IGN) which is a geopark network in Indonesia comprising 10 

UNESCO Global Geoparks and more than 10 national geoparks. 

GFIC included a one-day workshop in a partner country, this year in Australia. The GEOFEST 

2024 Sydney Workshop represented a direct response to a recent MOU arranged between 

the Australian Geoscience Council Inc (AGC) and the IGN in 2023. It was an international event 

attracting over 100 delegates including geoscientists, environmental professionals, 

educators, students, and tourism planners/managers/operators. The focus of the workshop 

was on building a strategy framework for geotourism development.  

The GEOFEST event was co-hosted by The University of Sydney. In his welcoming address, Dr 

Jon Hronsky OAM, Chair of the NGS Steering Committee said that the event is the first 

international joint co-hosted geotourism project organised in Australia with our closest 

neighbour Indonesia, and with New Zealand as a warmly invited participant. He pointed out 

that the event is very lucky to have attracted a large delegation from Indonesia and that the 

Australian participants are all looking forward to learning from their experiences with 

geotourism and their impressive range of UNESCO global geoparks. In responding by way of 

an official welcome, H.E. Ambassador Dr Siswo Pramono of the Republic of Indonesia advised 

that he was very pleased to see this significant event taking place. In a separate address, Dr 

Pramono explained how the development of the Natuna Geopark related to the socio-

economic development of the Riau Archipelago Province of Indonesia. 

One of the realisations gained from GEOFEST 24 and the Indonesian presentations was that 

major geotourism projects such as geoparks are most likely to be implemented (because they 

are most likely to be broadly supported by key stakeholders) in areas of economic 

disadvantage, with little alternative economic activity. In an Australian context, this 

realisation applies to both First Nations people communities and in other communities such 

as may be identified in some regions of Australia. Given the increasing level of interest in both 

mining industry engagement and Aboriginal cultural landscapes that offer tourism 

development opportunities, it appears that the case could be made to develop the two 

connected themes for future activity. This might be realised as a practical response to the 

‘Closing the Gap’ political imperative for highly disadvantaged communities in the NT and 

Western Australia who reside within high profile national landscapes with outstanding 

geoheritage attributes, and which have not already been identified as being prospective for 

exploration and mining. 
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ISSUE: The promotion of regional Australia as a world class international 

travel destination 

Geotrails 

The NGS (described below) is being designed to support the orderly development of major 

geotourism projects and activities in line with overseas trends and domestic regional 

development imperatives.  

Apart from geoparks, geotrails can also deliver geotourism experiences through a journey 

underpinned by an area's geology and landscape and where several geotourism sites can be 

connected into a single journey linking accommodation destination. Geotrails have universal 

appeal with safe access, are easy to establish, and represent a very cost-effective means of 

enhancing regional development. Geotrails can comprise roads, walking and biking trails, and 

disused railway easements known as ‘Rail Trails’. 

In addition, regional self-drive journeys such as the Great Ocean Road in Victoria, the 

Savannah Way stretching from Cairns to Broome, the West Coast Geotrail in Tasmania, the 

‘Dig The Tropic’ Geotrail and other ‘dinosaur’ trails in Queensland, the Red Centre Way in the 

Northern Territory, and the Murchison Geotrail in Western Australia represent excellent 

examples of how the application of geotourism principles is transforming journeys that are 

already been promoted by the Australian tourism industry. 

In New South Wales, the Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion geotrails in the northern suburbs of Sydney 

are being developed in a working partnership with the NSW National Parks and Wildlife 

Service and three local government agencies of Hornsby, Ku-ring-gai, and Northern Beaches.  

Queensland’s ‘Dig The Tropic’ https://bit.ly/3Sv5AZM  is an operating example of a formative 

geotrail. Dig The Tropic is a themed journey linking the wonders of the Southern Great Barrier 

Reef with the mysteries of Queensland’s Outback. Following the Tropic of Capricorn, visitors 

can experience a living museum created by ancient events left behind, visiting sites such as 

the Stone House Museum, Age of Dinosaurs Museum, Lark Quarry, the Sapphire Gemfields, 

Capricorn Caves, and the Great Barrier Reef. 

Active geotrails proposals are continuing to be being implemented or considered by various 

government agencies and/or university groups in Western Australia (Murchison GeoRegion 

https://bit.ly/3pd6Aps, and John Forrest National Park Railway Reserve Heritage 

https://bit.ly/3LVWymo and Meckering Geotrails), Tasmania (the 'Created from Chaos' 

Coastal Geotrail in NW Tasmania, and the Furneaux Geotrail on Flinders Island  

https://bit.ly/3s4vjeM),Queensland (Brisbane Valley Rail Trail, Dig the Tropics, Boulder Opal), 

New South Wales https://bit.ly/3xNrqA3 particularly Port Macquarie Coastal Geotrail – now 

completed https://bit.ly/3Oh2EQx , the Newcastle Coastal Geotrail https://bit.ly/40Ue448  , 

Warrumbungle National Park Geotrails https://bit.ly/3fc6lZs , Central Darling River, the 

Mutawintji National Park Geotrail https://bit.ly/3V6IEop and the  proposed ‘Wonder of 

Gondwana’ geotrails across the Outback/Central West region – all under development), South 

Australia (various projects including the Brachina Gorge Geotrail and proposals for new 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g0OxjOSJ8FI
https://bit.ly/3Sv5AZM
https://bit.ly/3LVWymo
https://bit.ly/3s4vjeM
https://bit.ly/3xNrqA3
https://bit.ly/3Oh2EQx
https://bit.ly/40Ue448
https://bit.ly/3fc6lZs
https://bit.ly/3V6IEop
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geotrails in the Goyder/Burra region), Victoria (Kanawinka/Great Ocean Road area), and 

Norfolk Island.  

Geotrails meld the geological heritage features of a region with a cohesive story and serve 
to incorporate and package in the biodiversity and cultural components (including mining 
heritage) of the region through which the geotrail traverses. An ‘Inventory of Geotrails for 
Australia’ documenting a considerable listing of projects is now available https://bit.ly/3DJllby 
 

ISSUE: The effectiveness of recent tourism campaigns overseas 

As pointed out by the TTF in their 2017 report, the lack of specific focus on Australia’s nature-

based tourism attractions has become evident in recent national tourism promotion 

campaigns. Tourism Australia stopped promoting the Australian National Landscape 

programme in 2014 and has been unable to focus on any alternative ‘brand’ since. The fact 

remains that Australia is the only continent in the world which lacks UNESCO Global Geopark 

development at a time that Australia’s tourism competitors are increasingly offering this 

highly attractive and branded product which has a dedicated ‘bucket list’ following. 

https://en.unesco.org/global-geoparks/list 

The AGC sees the articulation of a strategy with a staged and incremental approach as being 

essential to gain government endorsement of geoparks at all levels. The development of a 

National Ecotourism Strategy in 1994 and subsequent state/territory-based initiatives is 

considered as a particularly useful precedent and guide. Of significance internationally is the 

development of geotourism in Australia that lags many countries’ approaches, 

notwithstanding the fact Australia has taken the initiatives in several regional areas in 

development of the concepts underpinning geotourism, and this includes geotrail 

development. 

The National Geotourism Strategy 

Launched by the Australian Geoscience Council in April 2021, the NGS 

https://www.agc.org.au/geoscience-in-australia/geotourism/  with its seven key strategic 

goals has been developed to support the orderly development of major geotourism projects 

such as geoparks and other activities in line with overseas trends and domestic regional 

development imperatives.  https://bit.ly/3yWex5u 

As an outcome of the NGS, the Australian Geoscience Council Inc has recommended that 

groups wishing to establish potential geoparks should explore various alternative options for 

geotourism development, such as by first establishing GeoRegions. 

In Australia, GeoRegions can be single, unified geographical areas where sites and landscapes 

of geological significance are linked together around a central natural or cultural value. Their 

intended ‘bottom-up’ approach of combining conservation with sustainable development 

aims to involve local communities. The establishment of GeoRegions as a first exploratory 

step has now been accepted by the State/Territory Geological Surveys, through the auspices 

of its Geoscience Working Group. 

https://bit.ly/3DJllby
https://en.unesco.org/global-geoparks/list
https://www.agc.org.au/geoscience-in-australia/geotourism/
https://bit.ly/3yWex5u
https://www.agc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/GUIDELINES-FOR-THE-DEVELOPMENT-OF-GEOREGIONS_finalrelease.pdf
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It is also strongly recommended that the development of GeoRegions should include the 

establishment of geotrails between sites of important geodiversity, such as robust 

geoheritage sites, geological ‘monuments’ and landforms, or features recognised in state or 

national heritage registers. 

The GeoRegion mechanism provides a framework to undertake comprehensive consultation 

with the full range of interested or impacted community groups (including Aboriginal 

communities) and to resolve any identified land-tenure conflict issues that may arise. The 

following provides a guide to establishing a geotourism project using this mechanism. This 

approach offers the opportunity for proponents using the language of ‘GeoRegions’ to 

explore various alternative options for geotourism development, including a strong focus on 

the establishment of geotrails between sites of geological merit as interpretive sites, including 

robust geoheritage sites, some of which may already have been established as geological 

‘monuments’ or recognised in state or national geoheritage registers. As a first step, a full 

audit of natural and cultural heritage attributes in the region as well as early discussions with 

state/territory based Geological Surveys, Planning and Environment agencies, and any other 

state/territory government agencies responsible for land and resource management is 

recommended. This level of activity is currently underway in the three approved GeoRegion 

projects in Ku-ring-gai and Glen Innes Highlands (NSW) and Murchison (WA). 

In summary, the pursuit of geotourism through the NGS offers the potential for new industries 

and employment opportunities through the development of major projects within Australia.  

The NGS is being directed by a Steering Committee appointed by the AGC (and chaired by the 

Immediate Past Chairman of the AGC, Dr Jon Hronsky OAM) to implement seven strategic 

goals.  

1.  Assessment and promotion of new digital technologies to highlight and 

interpret natural and cultural heritage, highlighting geology and landscape. 

2.  To define an approval pathway for major geotourism projects. Currently the 

AGC is of the view that the establishment of the NGS offers the best means of 

ensuring an orderly development of geotourism based on having first gained 

government support and endorsement, recognising that each state and 

territory has individual needs and priorities. The NGS is aiming to establish a 

national set of administrative procedures for ‘georegional’ assessment to 

provide for potential geopark nomination at state and national levels and, as 

approved by governments, at a UNESCO Global Geopark level. GeoRegions are 

explained in the following video https://bit.ly/3TW3LWz 

3.  To establish a framework for creating high quality, sustainable geotrails.  

4.  To establish a national listing for geoheritage sites suitable for geotourism, 

noting again the revised global framework for the application of criterion (viii) 

of the World Heritage Convention as it applies to World Geological Heritage 

has recently been released by the IUCN. Geodiversity provides many essential 

ecosystem services, e.g., surface and groundwaters, soils, rock weathering and 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iOzka7xbrLQ&t=15s
https://bit.ly/3pd6Aps
https://bit.ly/3TW3LWz


Inquiry into Australia’s tourism and international education sectors 
Updated Submission by Geotourism Australia of the Australian Geoscience Council Inc. pg. 11 

carbon sequestration, habitat diversity. Geodiversity in the form of landscapes 

also generates many key tourist attractions. Geodiversity is also an essential 

element of Aboriginal culture, with landscape respected as an ancestor. 

5.  To develop geotourism in regional mining communities with potential 

geoheritage and cultural heritage sites. This goal focuses on geotourism 

opportunities in regional areas which occur outside parks and reserves, but 

which may contain interesting features and narratives including geological, 

biological, and cultural elements. Goal 5 is designed to develop geotourism in 

areas with regional communities (especially past and present mining 

communities) not covered by significant conservation legislative protections, 

but which are still worthy of recognition and promotion. It unites a cross-

section of representatives from mining groups, Aboriginal heritage and tourism 

groups, conservation, tourism, as well as academia to explore tourism 

potential in places containing geodiversity that have been exposed or modified 

by human activities (especially mining & quarrying), or has significant 

additional value to people, through cultural history, recreational use, or 

educational opportunity.  

6.  To strengthen Australia's international geoscience standing through 

geotourism excellence. 

7.  To develop and enhance geoscience interpretation and communication skills 

for everyone actively involved in the presentation of geosites, enabling the 

provision of accurate and thematic information in an accessible manner.  

 

Key documents relating to the launch and further development of the NGS can be 

downloaded. 

• NGS Goals  https://bit.ly/34IfCjq 

• Media Release, Launch of the NGS, 7 April 2021  
 https://bit.ly/3HEcyaB 
 
• Media Release explanatory notes and contact details for participating in 

Working Groups  https://bit.ly/3Ohe7j4  

• Media Release, THRIVE 2030, 7th April 2022 https://bit.ly/3ufYI9w 

NGS Goal 1: Innovation: digital and new products 

 

In developing the NGS for Australia through the implementation of Goal 1, the AGC has 

recognised that state-based geotourism maps, supplemented by publications, may well be 

eventually replaced by digital technologies (e.g., 3D visualisation, augmented reality, virtual 

reality, holograms, and live streaming using smartphones and drones) and GIS and other 

technologies as a cost-effective means of accessing and better communicating geological 

content for tourists and visitors.  

https://bit.ly/34IfCjq
https://bit.ly/3HEcyaB
https://bit.ly/3Ohe7j4
https://bit.ly/3ufYI9w
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There exists a major challenge to structure digital frameworks which capture and interpret 

key elements of natural and cultural heritage sourced from a wide range of directories, and 

which define the holistic nature of geotourism, having regard to the process of digital 

transformation which is impacting on all industries. The imperative driving this goal will be 

meeting consumer needs, particularly from international visitors, now increasingly 

accustomed to the use of digital devices to underpin all aspects of their tourism experience, 

including the booking and sharing of experiences. 

Moreover, it is recognised that these technologies provide a means of interpreting geosites 

(including sites of cultural significance) where measures need to be put in place to protect 

geological heritage or have regard to Aboriginal cultural sensitivities. These technologies can 

also be applied to reimagine visitor information centres (VICs) to include geosite 

interpretation capabilities and to assist visitors in accessing digitally enabled information.  

A key outcome of Goal One has already been achieved. A digital platform prototype has been 

developed, known as the Australian Geotourism Discovery Portal. This platform serves as an 

information hub for various user personas, enabling them to discover and explore a wide 

range of attractions and destinations across Australia. The portal, utilising the University of 

Tasmania’s (UTas) ArcGIS Hub Solution platform, boasts a user-friendly interface and easy 

navigation. Users can explore the platform by state or GeoRegion, and each geosite, geotrail, 

mining site, or cultural site is accompanied by detailed descriptions, photos, and available 

amenities. This allows travellers to gain a sense of what to expect before their visit. The 

platform is accessible through desktop and mobile browsers, ensuring that travellers can plan 

their trips conveniently while on the go. Furthermore, the platform can potentially integrate 

with other travel tools, such as booking and transportation services, to offer a seamless travel 

experience. https://lnkd.in/ga4deQar  The project is being developed through two phases. 

Phase 1: Development of prototype and data ingestion workflow. Excellent progress has been 

made on this and the last part of this, the data ingestion workflows, are almost complete. 

Phase 2: Populating the portal with data. During this phase, the platform will be made 

available to potential partner organisations and NGS stakeholders. Moving forward, the next 

steps involve aggregating data from diverse sources, including geological surveys, partner 

organisations, and public spatial repositories. This process poses a significant challenge and 

necessitates cooperation and support from multiple stakeholders. Subsequently, in 2025 an 

evaluation will be conducted to assess the prototype's suitability and effectiveness.  

A manuscript for the AGDP platform has been submitted, approved and now published by a 

prominent Sustainability journal and can be viewed at https://www.mdpi.com/2071-

1050/16/13/5482 

More information about what Goal 1 sets out to achieve relating to virtual and augmented 

reality experiences are explained in the following two video presentations to an Earth 

Sciences (AESC 2021) conference. 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GzhjHq4XQ7Q&t=5s 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KqC_r7esrj0 

https://lnkd.in/ga4deQar
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/16/13/5482
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/16/13/5482
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GzhjHq4XQ7Q&t=5s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KqC_r7esrj0
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The application of digital tools in recent geotrail development in New South Wales is outlined 

in the following two video presentations. 

• Warrumbungle National Park Geotrails  https://bit.ly/3fc6lZs 

• NSW Geological Survey https://bit.ly/3xNrqA3 
 

Recent developmental work in support of the Flinders Ranges WHA nomination from South 

Australia highlights the use of virtual reality https://ab.co/2TW8Fty 

The following link details an interesting example of a virtual tour from Rottnest Island, 

Western Australia https://bit.ly/3HCsjPl 

In another prime geotourism location (the Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion of New South Wales), drone 

technology has been used to highlight coastal geomorphology and sedimentary rock features 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ERlFZGcfjLE&t=3s 

Launched on 19th January 2024 within the Glen Innes Highlands GeoRegion, the Glen Innes 

Highlands Skywalk represents a demonstration of how combining technology, infrastructure, 

innovation, and creativity creates an immersive sensory experience that drives not only 

economic benefits through increased visitation and longer stays but social and wellbeing 

benefits for the local community.  

The Skywalk, a boardwalk extending over 80 m in length, provides visitors with spectacular 

views of the surrounding Glen Innes rural landscape and the township of Glen Innes. 

Overlooking the famous ‘Australian Standing Stones’ monument, it highlights both Celtic 

connections and Ngarabul Aboriginal culture.  

The Skywalk is an exemplary world-class geotourism experience. The contracted production 

group has delivered 22 audio stories and 360-degree drone-captured footage with 

augmented reality integrated into a hyper-local mapping platform comprising three primary 

viewing points as well as points of interest further afield through the use of video footage. 

This footage, delivering the abiotic, biotic, and cultural stories, enables the visitor to place 

themselves ‘virtually’ at those points of interest. Access to this digital information is obtained 

by using a smartphone to capture a QR code located on each of the three interpretation signs 

which are erected at these viewing points (refer picture of viewing platform one).  

This project was funded by a $2 million grant provided by the NSW Government.  

In effect, the outcomes arising from the implementation of Goal 1 represents a direct 

response to Action 7.7 of the THRIVE 2030 Visitor Economy Strategy. 

NGS Goal 3: Delivering geotourism products and experiences through geotrails 

This goal underpins and supports geotrail development nationally (as explained already in this 

submission), encouraging the application of the latest developments in digital technology and 

best practice in interpretation techniques. 

NGS Goal 5: To develop geotourism in regional mining communities with potential 
geoheritage and cultural heritage sites. 

https://bit.ly/3fc6lZs
https://bit.ly/3xNrqA3
https://ab.co/2TW8Fty
https://bit.ly/3HCsjPl
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ERlFZGcfjLE&t=3s
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This goal focuses on geotourism opportunities in regional areas which occur outside parks 
and reserves, but which may contain interesting features and narratives including geological, 
biological, and cultural elements. It unites through collaboration representatives from mining 
groups, Indigenous (First Nations People) heritage, and tourism groups, to explore new 
geotourism opportunities.  
 
This goal recognises that there are a range of landscapes in Australia that contain either 

Indigenous and/or European settlement value, and which do not fit into more ‘traditional’ 

narratives of geotourism in unmodified or protected areas. Mining landscapes, both past and 

present, possess important educational values and offer interesting aesthetics and 

experiences that could be of considerable interest to tourists, given the richness and extent 

of Australia’s mining heritage. Moreover, there are many other opportunities for celebrating 

and interpreting other elements of non-indigenous cultural heritage e.g. early explorers, 

transport systems such as Cobb &Co, early agricultural and forestry development, other 

significant immigrant communities such as the Chinese etc. 

Geotourism opportunities could also arise from the consequences of mine closure, much of 

which is currently oriented to environmental remediation. There is scope to include the 

preservation of mining heritage in situ with the geotourism or geoheritage potential being 

accepted as the rationale for conserving these assets as important cultural heritage assets for 

new geotourism product development. 

Indigenous cultural elements and landscapes cut across widely accepted, post-settlement 

landforms and landmarks, and have values specific to various groups and individuals. 

Therefore, there is potential to incorporate and/or communicate (with permission or via 

collaboration) creation stories and narratives of landscapes and features through geotourism, 

having regard to the importance of incorporating ‘Sky Country’ (astrotourism) constructs, 

and ensuring that they are melded skilfully with scientific natural heritage interpretation.   

In this context, there is an opportunity to see a greater emphasis put on the connection across 

geotourism, geoheritage, and the cultural heritage of First Nations peoples and the potential 

for future collaborations.  Notwithstanding this opportunity, tour operators (including those 

focusing on Aboriginal tourism attributes) need to receive extensive training through 

established certified organisations such as Savannah Guides and the Institute of Australian 

Tour Guides. 

Goal 5 of the NGS seeks to embed the Indigenous experience into the overall visitor 

economy, thus improving business capability and awareness, with a particular focus on 

engaging with mining communities. 

 

The Development of major geotourism projects through the NGS 

Currently the AGC is of the view that the establishment of the NGS offers the best means of 

ensuring an orderly development of geotourism based on having first gained government 

https://savannah-guides.com.au/
https://iatg.com.au/
https://iatg.com.au/
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support and endorsement, recognising that each state and territory has individual needs and 

priorities.  

The Australian Government’s THRIVE 2030 Visitor Economy Strategy sets out to assist the 

tourism industry and governments in setting a plan for sustainable long-term growth of the 

visitor economy over the next ten years. The Strategy is underpinned by a vision that delivers 

quality experiences for visitors, includes businesses that are globally competitive that are 

profitable, grow sustainably and providing jobs, growth and infrastructure that benefit 

Australian communities.  

One of the key Actions of this strategy is to ‘grow and develop high-quality products and 

experiences around unique Australian locations and themes, including approaches which 

integrate sustainable nature tourism with economic opportunities for Traditional Owners, 

and reflect emerging tourism trends such as geotourism.’ The AGC is pleased to see that the 

goals of the AGC’s NGS, launched over three years ago, are complementary to this Action, and 

that there is recognition within the THRIVE 2030 Strategy for the need to integrate natural 

and cultural heritage. These are core to the design of geotourism offerings. The inclusion of a 

geotourism case study within the Strategy documentation – the NSW Glen Innes Highlands 

aspiring ‘GeoRegion’ – represents a major step in and advancing geotourism concepts.  

Implication of the THRIVE 2030 Visitor Economy Strategy for geotourism development 

nationally 

Within the framework of the NGS and as a significant first for Australia, the Glen Innes Severn 

Council (in the New England Region of Northern NSW) has recently approved a 

comprehensive Tourism Destination Management Plan (DMP), which is now being 

incorporated within a regional planning instrument. https://lnkd.in/g5yk5aNu 

The DMP has embraced 'geotourism as a holistic approach to featuring natural and cultural 

heritage into the relevant customer experiences.' The DMP also proposes the development 

of various trails including a rail trail, all with potential development as geotrails. In addition, 

the Council has decided to seek approval for the Glen Innes Highlands being developed as an 

outstanding ‘GeoRegion’ with input anticipated from the Geological Survey of NSW as well as 

from other geoscientists with local knowledge and experience, particularly from the 

University of New England located in Armidale. 

The THRIVE 2030 Strategy document features the aspiring Glen Innes ‘GeoRegion’ and the 

NGS feature in a prominently displayed case study, inter alia, ‘Geotourism puts Glen Innes 

Highlands on the map In the Northern Inland region of New South Wales, Glen Innes Highlands 

is embracing an emerging global trend: geotourism. Geotourism is a nature-based experience 

that describes how geology shapes the character of a region. It uses storytelling to connect: • 

landscapes, landforms, and the night sky • flora and fauna • First Nations and European 

cultural heritage. Geotourism helps communities develop experiences that protect and explain 

the natural and cultural heritage of important regions. This ensures tourism has community 

acceptance and delivers socioeconomic opportunities. A region rich in natural and cultural 

heritage The Glen Innes Highlands region boasts major landforms, waterways, vegetation, 

wildlife, and cultural heritage. It aims to become a model geotourism destination in line with 

https://lnkd.in/g5yk5aNu
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the National Geotourism Strategy. Local First Nations peoples, state government agencies, 

local councils and other interest groups are working together to develop ‘geotrails.’ These will 

connect the region’s: • Australian Standing Stones monument • local mining heritage sites • 

World Heritage national parks • museums • festivals and events. The geotrails being 

developed include: • New England Rail Trail • Glen Innes Highlands Skywalk • Fossickers Way 

Touring Route • Stonehenge Recreational Reserve • World Heritage Way • World Heritage 

Walk • State Tourist Drive 11 – Miners Way. The geotrails will be brought to life through 

interactive visual and sound experiences and digital interpretations. Aiming to be recognised 

by UNESCO. UNESCO recognises 169 Global Geoparks in 44 countries (sic, currently 177 in 46 

countries). Glen Innes aims to be one of three Australian GeoRegions nominated as an Aspiring 

UNESCO Global Geopark. The others are: • the Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park and Northern 

Beaches coastline of New South Wales • the Murchison region of Western Australia.’ 

The NGS working groups can provide advice and assistance to those organisations and 

government agencies which are focused on developing new nature/cultural heritage-based 

tourism products through the application of the geotourism approach. 

In developing an approved process for processing any geopark proposals arising within 

GeoRegions, a key stipulated requirement is the continuation of consultation with community 

groups including relevant First Nations groups for the area, environmental and heritage 

interest groups, having regard to the recommended requirements for compliance with any 

state, territory or commonwealth regulations and/or best practice guidelines. The AGC is 

aware that the Australian Government is currently reviewing a proposed requirement for a 

National Environmental Standard for First Nations Engagement. 

As a NGS sponsorship initiative, a geotrail brochure for Angkerle Atwatye Standley Chasm, a 

tourist destination west of Alice Springs, has recently been developed and published in 

collaboration with the traditional owners and managers of Angkerle Atwatye Standley Chasm, 

which is 100% owned and operated by the local Arrernte Aboriginal community, identified as 

one of the points of interest in the West Macdonnell Ranges, easily accessible from Alice 

Springs.  

As provided for in Action 7.5 of the THRIVE 2030 Strategy, a geotourism approach enables 

the development and highlighting of Australia’s Indigenous cultural heritage, not separate 

to, but fully integrated into products featuring natural heritage elements. 
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