A UNESCO Global Geopark Proposal
for Gulaga, NSW

Douglas Finlayson, July 2025

According to the Australian Geoscience Council (AGC), the ‘highest order’ of
sustainable geotourism can be accommodated through the establishment of

Geoparks, 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 highlights one
form of geotourism, they most definitely provide opportunities to celebrate and
explore the Earth’s natural features whilst also incorporating culture, protections
where appropriate, and sustainability in a way that is true to the core values of all
nature- based tourism in Australia.

UNESCO appreciates that each Nation State can develop its own procedures for
assessing geopark proposals. In the case of Australia, the concept of establishing a
GeoRegion as a strategy is an essential step for geopark proponents refer
https://www.agc.org.au/wp-

content/uploads/2024/08/geopark one pager 12August2024.pdf

The language used to describe the various elements of projects associated with
geotourism can be confusing. The language can include words like Geotrails,
Geoheritage Sites, Geoparks, GeoRegions, Geocash, etc. See detail at

https://www.agc.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2025/04/AGCInformationBulletin8april2025.pdf . But ultimately,
in the international arena, UNESCO sets out the criteria to be satisfied for a

geotourism entity, a UNESCO Global Geopark, to be listed internationally by
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UNESCO. Other terms may be used to define other elements that have
geotourism potential within a country/state/region. Reading through the 101
guestions to be answered in a self-assessment process, the UNESCO checklist will
require a considerable amount of work by the proponents of any proposed
UNESCO Global Geopark.

The fact that there are all these various geotourism descriptions/expressions used
locally does not mean that they may not be appropriate for various tourist
cohorts, - local councils, regional parks, national parks, State Government national
parks, international tourist destinations, etc. It just means that if the aim of any
proponent advised by Geotourism Australia is to get UNESCO endorsement, there
is a lot of work to be undertaken.

| have long been associated with International Association of Geological Sciences
(IUGS)projects. Their most recent E-Bulletin 217 (June, 2025) described 16 new
Global Geoparks added to their world-wide list. The most recent sixteen Global
Geoparks added to the UNESCO list include the Island of Arran in the estuary of

the River Clyde in Scotland. Coming from Scotland | was interested to read what

they said about it.

The description of the Isle of Arran UNESCO Global Geopark ticked all the boxes
for geotourism; - geology, landscape evolution, heritage, biological landscape,

local industries, etc. etc. In particular, | noted that the island is only 432 sq km,
approx. 20 x 20 km, has a central mountain range including Goat Fell (874 m).
From an Australian perspective, it told me that UNESCO Global Geoparks do not
have to have a huge area. One of the approved GeoRegions (e.g. Murchison
GeoRegion) being developed in Australia seem, in comparison, to be much larger,
although the Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion is only some 440 sq km in size.

This got me thinking about possible UNESCO Global Geopark candidates in the
wider Canberra region, including the NSW South Coast, a region | am familiar with
after conducting University of the Third Age (U3A) geotours with about 25 (usually
retired) adults there over the last ten years.



My pick was the potential of a geopark nomination centred around the Gulaga
ancient volcano, formerly named Mount Dromedary by Captain Cook while he
sailed up the NSW coast in 1770, and the adjacent ancient volcanic Najanuga peak
(Little Dromedary). Within a 15-20 km radius of the peak are whole host of
tourism attractions that include the National Trust heritage village of Central Tilba,
the nearby towns of Bermagui, Wallaga Lake and Mystery Bay, as well as the
geologically associated offshore Montague Island tourist destination with outlying
volcanic rocks (marvellous scuba diving with seals). There is an excellent
geological guide to the area by ANU academic Tony Eggleton (“The Golden
Volcano”), as well as many land-based tours and sea excursions promoted by the
local tourist information offices. There are excellent topographic maps of the
region.

The volcanic eruption that formed Gulaga was the most violent and the most
significant ever experienced on the South Coast. It was an eruption that initiated
the creation of the NSW South Coast landscapes. Ninety million years ago (about
90 Ma), when Gulaga was an active volcano, the coast of continental Australia was
500 kilometres further east. The continental strip that is now New Zealand and the
sub-marine Norfolk Rise (now together called Zealandia) was still attached to the
Australian continent.

UNESCO emphasizes the importance of the human history in defining a
Global Geopark. In the Gulaga volcano region, the heritage of the Yuin
aboriginal families is an important aspect of the region. The Yuin people are the
aboriginal group inhabiting the south coast of New South Wales from the
Shoalhaven River to the Victorian border. "Yuin" is a collective term, encompassing
several distinct language groups like the Dhurga, Djirringanj, and Dhawa, who
share a common ancestry and cultural traditions, and are the traditional
custodians of the land and waters in the Eurobodalla Shire and surrounding areas.
The local aboriginal families around Gulaga play an important role in the
management of the Gulaga National Park that surrounds Gulaga mountain.

Perhaps the Gulaga volcanic peak is most famous for its gold, first
discovered in streams leading north from the mountain. On the 12th of
June 1860, the Illawarra Mercury published the first report of this gold
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find. This alluvial gold provided the first gold rush to the mountain and was
central to the colonial development of the Tilba villages. The source of the
gold was not discovered until March 1877 when reef gold was found in
narrow veins with pyrite near the summit of the mountain and reported in
the Singleton Argus and Upper Hunter General Advocate. Gold-bearing ore
was transported down the mountain on donkey and horse panniers and
shipped elsewhere for crushing, refining and gold delivery to the Colonial
Treasury vaults. There is still evidence of mining activities near the summit.

The eruption of Gulaga is associated with the rifting of the eastern Lachlan
Orogen about 95 Ma and the formation of the Tasman Sea. The present-day
coastal landscapes can be linked to many of these tectonic events. The original
volcano was probably at least twice the height of the present-day 806m. There are
many walking trails throughout the region and excellent topographic maps. By
arrangement, there are walking tours to the summit of Gulaga.

Not far south of Gulaga is the Montreal Goldfield, a rare goldfield, one that is on

the beach. In their heyday the Montreal Goldfield diggings extended from Camel
Rock in the north to Keating Headland in the south, a distance of about 4 km. The
alluvial gold was first found on the beach at Montreal, a small hamlet north of
Bermagui and it is one of only two places in the southern hemisphere where gold
was mined on a beach. There is an excellent guidebook to the goldfield and tours
run safely by local volunteers. There are lots of deep holes to fall into.

Other tourist attractions in the region include whale watching, recreational deep
sea fishing and oyster farming based at Bermagui. | have probably missed out a
few. Perhaps the most difficult part of establishing in the first instance a
GeoRegion would be mustering all the State and Federal administrators and the
various interest groups with a financial stake in the area around Gulaga Mountain
and the State Geological Surveys, numerous universities, and not forgetting the
First Nations peoples. However, Geotourism Australia can advise on the
procedures and guidelines for establishing a GeoRegion, the first step in a proposal
to establish a UNESCO Global Geopark. It will require work over several years to
complete.




Douglas Finlayson

| have been the Chair of the GSA ACT Geoheritage Sub-committee for quite a few
years and have been active in ensuring that geoheritage issues have been dealt
with as a member of the Geotourism Australian Geoheritage Working Group See
https://www.agc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/NGS-WG4-Geoheritage-

Report.pdf

Over the years there have been various national geotourism matters that require
attention including participating in a working group aiming to standardise ways of
getting site descriptions into Excel spreadsheets, etc. These activities have led to
other aspects of the National Geotourism Strategy of the Australian Geoscience
Council (AGC) and its various working groups under the banner of Geotourism
Australia.

See https://www.agc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/AGC media-release-

explanatory-notes 240305.pdf and contributing to submissions to the ACT

Government Tourism Strategy See https://www.leisuresolutions.com.au/wp-
content/uploads/2022/08/AGC ACT Tourism-Strategy.pdf . In that time | have
considered various aspects of geotourism in Australia. In this proposal set out in

this document, | suggest one possible candidate for a UNESCO Global Geopark.
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Sketch showing the syenite as the central core of three concentric intrusions; pyroxenite first,
then monzonite, and lastly syenite.



Syenite pillar near the summit of Gulaga, the result of weathering and erosion of surrounding
rock over long periods of geological time.



Najanuga (Little Mount Dromedary) from a viewing point at the water tank above Central
Tilba village.



Geological map, Gulaga area; from “The Golden Volcano — Tony Eggleton, 2014
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