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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. 

 
A National Geotourism Strategy (NGS) was launched by the AGC on 7th April 2021 following a period 
of strategic policy development by an appointed Reference Group. 

The recently released 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.’ https://tinyurl.com/y64p7vff 

 

 
 

A Proposed Geotourism Future for Mt Isa City Council and the  

National Geotourism Strategy 
 

 

 

Proposal 
 

In recognition of its proud and rich mining heritage, it is proposed that plans for Mt Isa’s 
economic transformation, as it relates to future tourism development, be based on global 
best practice and innovative geotourism principles.  

 

 

 

Geotourism (‘value-add’ nature-based tourism)  
 

Geotourism adds considerable content value to traditional nature-based tourism (the primary 
motivator of travel to Australia) as well as cultural tourism, inclusive of Aboriginal tourism, 
thus completing the holistic embrace of ‘A’ (abiotic – landscape and geology) plus ‘B’ (biotic – 
flora and fauna) plus ‘C’ (culture) aspects.  
https://www.agc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Understanding-Geotourism-
GeoRegions-and-Geoparks-in-Australia-NGS-June-2023.pdf 

 

 
 

https://tinyurl.com/y64p7vff
https://www.agc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Understanding-Geotourism-GeoRegions-and-Geoparks-in-Australia-NGS-June-2023.pdf
https://www.agc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Understanding-Geotourism-GeoRegions-and-Geoparks-in-Australia-NGS-June-2023.pdf
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Geotourism has been defined as ‘sustainable tourism which focuses on an area's geology and 
landscape as the basis for providing visitor engagement, learning and enjoyment', but it is not 
a niche market. It has links with adventure tourism, cultural tourism, ecotourism, 
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.’ 
Geotourism supersedes ecotourism, because the latter is practised in protected areas such 
as national parks whereas geotourism is undertaken in all areas, including places where 
primary industry activities such as mining are being undertaken, and in areas with Aboriginal 
land tenure.  
 
However, it needs to be understood that whilst geotourism does promotes tourism through 
visits to geological features (geosites), 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 is not geological tourism. Geotourism attractions are now being 
developed around the world primarily as a sustainable development tool for the development 
of local and regional communities. 

 
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 that geotourism is booming, whereas the development of geotourism in 
Australia lags many countries’ approaches, notwithstanding the fact Australia has taken the 
initiatives in several areas in development of the concepts underpinning geotourism. 
Nevertheless, geotourism has been supported over the past decade through an industry 
forum of Ecotourism Australia https://www.ecotourism.org.au/membership/become-a-
member/geotourism-forum 
 

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 travelers 
increases and destinations become more globalised and homogenous, these principles are 
resonating with travelers 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 

https://www.ecotourism.org.au/membership/become-a-member/geotourism-forum
https://www.ecotourism.org.au/membership/become-a-member/geotourism-forum
https://bit.ly/2WgeNLb
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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 in more 
recent years. This has occurred for all three main categories of tourists – international, 
overnight domestic and day trippers. 

 
This TTF report also highlighted the potential of 16 identified major landscapes developed by 
Tourism Australia and Parks Australia as the Australia’s National Landscapes program. Many 
of these landscapes 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 as envisaged in the NGS. 

 

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. 

 
Geotourism as a driver of place-based regional economic development 

 

Geotourism is increasingly seen globally as an instrument of regional economic development. 
Through its ‘place-based’ and holistic approach, geotourism: 

 

1. As previously stated, adds considerable content value to traditional nature-
based 

tourism (the primary motivator of travel to Australia) as well as cultural 
tourism, inclusive of Aboriginal tourism, thus completing the holistic embrace 
of ‘A’ (abiotic – landscape and geology) plus ‘B’ (biotic – flora and fauna) plus 
‘C’ (culture) aspects. 

 

2. Incorporates other forms of nature-based tourism such as ecotourism, 
agritourism, and astrotourism, the latter which should preferably focus on how 
Aboriginal elders have traditionally ‘read the stars.’ 

 
3. Celebrates geoheritage and promotes awareness of and better understanding 

of the geosciences, noting that a 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. 
https://bit.ly/39Zb4vf 

 

4. Contributes to regional development imperatives in areas experiencing social 
and economic difficulties through increased tourist visitation, particularly from 
overseas – of increasing interest to local government and state based, regional 
development agencies. 

 

5. Provides a means of highlighting and promoting public interest in mining 
heritage including coal mining. 

 
6. Provides the means of increasing public access to natural and cultural heritage 

https://bit.ly/39Zb4vf
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content through a range of new interactive digital applications on smartphones 
that enable advanced and innovative ways of experiencing nature. 

 
7. Engenders an increasing awareness of the importance of geology as a 

fundamental science that has had and will continue to have major impacts on 
civilisations. 

 
8. Promotes tourism through visits to geological features (geosites), use of 

geotrails and viewpoints, guided tours, geo-activities (such as geological time 
trails, fossil walks, rock gardens, rail trails, skywalks etc.), and patronage of local 
visitor centres and museums (both mineral and fossil collection). 

 

9. Encourages attractions to be developed as a sustainable tool for the growth of 
local and regional communities. 

 
10. Offers the potential for new industries and employment opportunities through 

the development of major projects within Australia. 
 

Geotourism is also the driver of some 195 UNESCO Global Geoparks located in 48 countries in an 
environment where some 10-15 new global geoparks are being created each year, recognising 
that in Australia, no UNESCO Global Geoparks have been established to date. 
 
UNESCO Global Geoparks are single, unified geographical areas where sites and landscapes of 
international geological significance are managed with a holistic concept of protection, 
education, and sustainable development. Whilst World Heritage Areas and national parks are 
created in perpetuity, the status of global geoparks is reviewed by UNESCO every four years. A 
most helpful infographic about the UNESCO Global Geopark program can be sighted at  
https://bit.ly/3RzjxZ2 
 
The key benefits of geotourism development are also detailed as an attachment to this 
submission. 

 

The National Geotourism Strategy (NGS) 
 

Launched in April 2021 by the AGC, the NGS is being implemented to support the orderly 
development of major geotourism projects and activities in line with overseas trends and 
domestic regional development imperatives. 

 

The NGS has seven strategic goals, all of which are considered highly relevant to the future 
tourism development of the Mt Isa region. These span pathways for identifying and 
implementing major geotourism projects, to the development of digital platforms to provide 
information for travelers on geological features this region. The Strategy can recognise their 
significant geoheritage and enable the establishment of new geotrails. 

 

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

• NGS Goals https://bit.ly/34IfCjq 

https://bit.ly/3RzjxZ2
https://bit.ly/34IfCjq
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• Media Release, Launch of the National Geotourism Strategy, 7 April 
2021 https://bit.ly/3HEcyaB 

 

• Media Release Explanatory Notes and Contact Details for Participating in 
Working Groups https://bit.ly/3n6yiT2 

 

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

The seven strategic goals of the NGS (including those highlighted and considered relevant to the Mt 
Isa region) are as follows. 

 
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. 
 

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

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

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

 

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. 

 
NGS Goal 1: Innovative, digital 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 technologies as 
a cost-effective means of accessing and better communicating geological content for tourists. 

 

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. 

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

https://bit.ly/3HEcyaB
https://bit.ly/3n6yiT2
https://bit.ly/3ufYI9w
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(including sites of cultural significance) where measures need to be put in place to protect 
geological heritage or have regard to Aboriginal cultural sensitivities.  

 

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://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_V1oZeq
dUg0 

 

• NSW Geological Survey https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fkdbez3Meh8 
 

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 in 
which the NPWS is an active participant), drone technology has been used to highlight coastal 
geomorphology and sedimentary rock features  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=holu30ie8OE 
 

To support and enhance the delivery and interpretation of high-quality natural and cultural 
heritage content, with a focus on geology and landscape, the National Geotourism Strategy 
(NGS) was established in 2021. As a result, there is a growing need for a technology platform 
that can provide an up-to-date inventory of Australian geotrails, geosites, mining areas, and 
cultural sites. 

 

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 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 travelers to gain a sense of what to 
expect before their visit. The platform is accessible through desktop and mobile browsers, 
ensuring that travelers 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 prototype of the Australian Geotourism Discovery Portal is under development. 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 Q4 2023, an evaluation will be conducted to assess the 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_V1oZeqdUg0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_V1oZeqdUg0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fkdbez3Meh8
https://ab.co/2TW8Fty
https://bit.ly/3HCsjPl
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=holu30ie8OE
https://lnkd.in/ga4deQar
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prototype's suitability and effectiveness. A public release of the platform is scheduled for early 
2024. 
 
NGS Goal 3: Delivering geotourism products and experiences through Geotrails 

 
Geotrails are journeys that offer the advantages of 

 

• relating directly to the tourism experience linking destinations particularly of 

geological or geographical interest; 

 

• having universal appeal, and do not compete with or impact on land access issues; 

 
• being easy to establish and representing a cost-effective means of enhancing 

regional development. 
 
• forming logical journeys linking accommodation destinations where available; 

 
• melding the geological heritage features of a region with a cohesive story; and 

 
• incorporating the biodiversity and cultural components (including mining heritage) 

of the region through which the geotrail traverses. 
 

Geotrails not only link natural landscapes, wilderness, and protected areas, but also include 
human modified environments like quarries, road sections and urban settings. Geotourism 
argues that to fully understand and appreciate the environment, visitors firstly learn about 
the Abiotic (non-living) elements of climate, landscape, geology, and soils, as these determine 
the distribution of Biotic (living) elements of animals and plants. Both components influence 
the cultural landscape of how people inhabited the area in the past, as well as how they live 
there today. These become the key ABC (Abiotic, Biotic, Cultural) elements of 
geotourism/geotrails, which provides a cohesive approach to interpreting natural areas. 

 

In NSW over recent years, the Geological Survey of New South Wales (GSNSW) has developed 
in conjunction with Councils, universities, and community groups, four outstanding localised 
geotrails https://bit.ly/3OnKFWC 

 

• the Newcastle Coastal Geotrail linking fourteen geosites along about 10 km of 
coastal walk from near Newcastle CBD at Nobbys Beach in the north, to 
Glenrock State Conservation Area to the south; 

 
• the Port Macquarie Coastal Geotrail covering about 4 km of coastline from 

Port Macquarie CBD south to the Sea Acres National Park; 
 
• a series of geotrails of the Warrumbungle National Park have been captured in 

a video production https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_V1oZeqdUg0 
 

• the newly established Mutawintji National Park Geotrail, located some 130 

https://bit.ly/3OnKFWC
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_V1oZeqdUg0
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km north-east of Broken Hill in far west NSW, follows existing walking tracks 
to explore the park’s ancient geology and Aboriginal cultural significance. 
Exploring the park with the NSW GeoTours app https://bit.ly/3Zc1IBu  tourists 
will be led back through time. This project was delivered in partnership with 
NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service, and with guidance from the 
Mutawintji Board of Management, Mutawintji Local Aboriginal Land Council, 
local Aboriginal elders, and members of the wider community. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=noCYYqa-WKU 

 

The development of geotrails serves as an effective means of linking the diverse mining 
heritage of the Mt Isa-Mary Kathleen-Cloncurry region. The work undertaken in support of 
Etheridge Shire Council in 2017/2018 is illustrative of what can be achieved with this 
approach.  

   https://www.etheridge.qld.gov.au/downloads/file/449/esc-geotourism-discussion-paperpdf 

 

Geotrails are also an effective vehicle for promoting broader community interest in 
geoscience and recognition of it as one of the four fundamental sciences along with physics, 
chemistry, and biology. As such there are long-term educational and cultural benefits in 
fostering the appreciation of how our Earth influences landscape, ecology, and our lifestyles. 

 

In summary, Goal 3 of the NGS seeks to establish a framework for creating high quality, 
sustainable geotrails across Australia.  

 
NGS Goal 4: Geodiversity values of the Mt Isa region - the link between natural geodiversity 
and biodiversity values 

 

A focus on biodiversity values is invariably given significant attention in destination 
management planning. However, it is also worth recognising that the underlying geodiversity 
of any ecosystem may be as influential upon flora and fauna as the ambient climate and 
provide a proxy measure for biodiversity.  

 

In evaluating geoheritage, there are three key land management concerns of interest to the 
geoscientific professions: 

 

• Geodiversity is significant for a wide range of reasons; ranging from pure 
geoscientific interest, through provision of ecosystem services including habitat 
diversity and onwards to a cultural perspective that includes landscape as 
ancestor and visitor attractions. 

 
• Aspects of geodiversity can be susceptible to degradation because of human 

disturbance. In many cases such degradation is permanent and irreversible. Only 
active landforms have any potential for recovery, which may be imperceptibly slow 
on a human timescale. 

 
• Geodiversity must first be valued to conserve and protect it. 

 

https://bit.ly/3Zc1IBu
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=noCYYqa-WKU
https://www.etheridge.qld.gov.au/downloads/file/449/esc-geotourism-discussion-paperpdf
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With these factors in mind, the Working Group for Goal 4 has finalised criteria to be applied in 
defining geoheritage sites deemed suitable for geotourism https://bit.ly/3NjMDco 

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

 
This goal recognises the significant opportunities for geotourism that occur in unprotected areas 
outside of national parks and reserves.  This goal is concerned with geodiversity, landforms, and 
places, that: 
 

1. Have been exposed or modified by human activities (especially mining & quarrying). 
 
2. Possess significant additional value to people, through cultural history, recreational use, 

or educational opportunity. 
 
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. 
 
Key concepts 
 
Primary geodiversity refers to ‘natural’ geology, landforms, and other landscape elements, some 
of which are conserved because of being rare or special to science i.e.  ‘geoheritage’. Secondary 
geodiversity refers to ‘human-modified’ versions of these elements that possess important 
additional values, such as: 
 

• cultural heritage related to Aboriginal and post European settlement values; 

• aesthetic values which may be visually rather than scientifically significant; 

• educational values which explain the place, its history and relevance; and 

• ‘system support elements’ including geomorphological features which result from its 
  geology and associated aspects. 

 
UNESCO defines cultural landscapes as ‘cultural properties that represent the combined work of 
nature and of man.’ In Australia, the phrase ‘cultural landscape’ incorporates many secondary 
geodiversity elements as part of the diverse social landscape including mining, Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander (Aboriginal), pioneer, agricultural, and artistic elements; the resultant-built 
forms; and the role in which the physical landscape plays shaping the social landscape.  
Secondary geodiversity sites or elements are perfect for geotourism, as they are often 
unencumbered by legislative protections, and such diverse cultural elements often form part of 
the identity of many regional mining communities, past and present.  
 
 
 
 

https://bit.ly/3NjMDco
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Mining landscapes 
 
Mining cultural landscapes refer to areas where the historical and cultural aspects of mining 
activities have left a lasting imprint on the environment and the resident communities. These 
landscapes often showcase the interaction between humans and their natural surroundings in 
the context of resource extraction. Mining cultural landscapes can include a variety of elements 
that attest to the impact of mining on both the physical environment and its cultural heritage. 
These elements are summarised.  
 

• Abandoned Mines: The built infrastructure of mines, such as shafts, tunnels, and 
equipment, can become integral parts of a mining cultural landscape. These structures 
often reflect the technology and methods used during different periods of mining 
history. 

 

• Mining Towns: Settlements that emerged to support mining operations, complete with 
housing, schools, and other infrastructure. These towns can illustrate the social and 
economic dynamics associated with mining communities. 

 

• Industrial Infrastructure: Beyond the mines themselves, mining landscapes may include 
processing plants, smelters, and other industrial facilities that played a role in extracting 
and refining minerals. 

 

• Transportation Networks: Railways and roads developed to facilitate the movement of 
mined materials to markets. These elements contribute to the overall character of 
mining cultural landscapes. 

 

• Cultural Practices: Mining often shapes and impacts on the culture and traditions and 
practices of communities, including the First Peoples and their custodianship of 
Country. 

 

• Environmental Impact: The ecological changes resulting from mining activities, such as 
altered landscapes, waste disposal sites, and environmental degradation, all of which 
can be addressed through sophisticated rehabilitation practices, and with ‘new value’ 
land use created through creative transformation processes. 

 

• Heritage Sites: Some mining cultural landscapes include specific sites or structures that 
are recognised for their historical or cultural significance and may be preserved as 
heritage sites. 

 
Conserving mining cultural landscapes is crucial for understanding the historical development of 
regions shaped by mining activities. Recognition and protection of these landscapes can occur 
through various means, including heritage designations (e.g., the proposed World Heritage 
listings of the Victorian Goldfields and the South Australia’s Burra/Moonta Cornish mining 
areas), mining-centric UNESCO Global Geoparks, mining parks (some 70 in China), as well as 
interpretation centres and geotrails. 
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Mining landscapes represent an important part of Australia’s post-settlement cultural heritage 
and economic development.  Mining landscapes, both past and present, possess important 
educational values and offer interesting aesthetics and experiences that could be of considerable 
interest to tourists.   Other examples are the Murchison Region (WA), Kalgoorlie-Boulder (WA); 
Mt Isa and the Central Highlands (Queensland); Lightning Ridge, Cobar, Broken Hill, New 
England, and the Hunter Valley (NSW); Queenstown and Derby (Tasmania); and Pine Creek 
Region and Tennant Creek (NT).  A number of these areas could be selected to explore the 
geotourism opportunities regarding their consequential and beneficial impact on local mining 
communities, as well as the potential of incorporation into more comprehensive packaged, 
tourism industry products. In addition, not forgetting also the significance of several ancient 
sites, potentially older than 40,000 years, of the Wilgie Mia Aboriginal Ochre mine in the Weld 
Range ( Western Australia) and the Koonalda Cave Aboriginal Flint mine in the Nullabor (South 
Australia). 
 
Geotourism opportunities could also arise from the consequences of mine closure, most of it 
currently oriented to environmental remediation (make safe, stable, and non-polluting), which 
has educational value, and highlights system support values associated with remediation.  There 
is scope to include the preservation of mining heritage in situ (e.g., gossans and other examples 
of economic geological significance), built (e.g., buildings, workings, and equipment), and non-
built (e.g., mining and personnel records), with the geotourism or geoheritage potential being 
accepted as the rationale for conserving these assets as important cultural heritage assets for 
new product development. 
 
Mining heritage has been already recognised at both international and national level in heritage 
protection and is worth conserving and presenting as a significant contribution to regional 
economic development and adaptive re-use of landscape in other countries.  Examples are many 
and include such diverse areas as the Sewell Mining Town (Chile), Andalusia Region in Spain (Rio 
Tinto), the Sorachi Coal-mining Landscape in Hokkaido (Japan), the Huancavelica mines (Peru), 
the recently approved Black Country UNESCO Global Geopark in the UK and the Baia Mare 
Geological and Mining Park in Romania).  In addition, China has some 70 national mining parks 
(e.g., the Changyu Dongtian National Mineral Mountain Park) and Taiwan has developed the 
Jinguashi Gold Ecological Park. 
 
In fact, UNESCO Global Geoparks in Europe are geoparks specifically because of their mining 
history, and that mining continues in some of these territories.   For example, in the Marble Arch 
Caves UNESCO Global Geopark (Ireland), there are many quarries – dolomite, limestone, cement 
factory, and there is active exploration for shale gas, which would need to be extracted by 
fracking technologies.  All these operations are undertaken in compliance with Irish legislation 
from both jurisdictions in the country.  In the Gea Norvegica UNESCO Global Geopark (Norway) 
are located large larvakite quarries which export polished ornamental stone all over the world.  
In the Magma UNESCO Global Geopark (Norway) one of their partners is Titania A/S which 
operates as a mining company extracting ilmenite in Norway for the European titanium pigment 
industry. The Naturtejo Da Meseta Meridional UNESCO Global Geopark in Portugal includes 
several mineralised geosites, including areas subject of previous uranium mining. 
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Potential enablers and collaboration 

Developing mechanisms for collaboration with providers of other cultural elements and 
landscapes inclusive of mining and resource industry heritage (e.g., mining companies, geological 
and mining museums, historical and professional societies, and geological surveys) has also been 
identified as an opportunity to further the socio-economic benefits of geotourism.   In this 
regard, the AGC has consulted with both the Heritage Committee and the Social and 
Environment Society of The AusIMM, a major AGC professional society member, to determine 
how best the development of geotourism throughout Australia can enhance the scope of 
regional development of mining areas during past and current mining activities, and after mine 
closure. 
 
With respect to extending this goal to explore ways in which geotourism can be utilised as a 
driver of enriching regional development of areas in which mining is already being carried out, 
the AusIMM’s Social and Environment Society is identifying several broad topics of interest that 
will form the basis of incorporating this aspiration into this goal, including the consequences of 
mine closure, increasing the potential scope of mining tourism to include preservation of 
elements and buildings in situ, and the importance of identifying cultural heritage professionals 
and liaisons. 
 
The identification within The AusIMM of cultural heritage management professionals who will be 
in the ‘front line’ of social performance professionals is particularly important in developing and 
managing geotourism activities where they impact on sites of geoheritage significance, an issue 
which also falls within the remit of Goal 4.  The government sanctioned, Rio Tinto Juukan Caves 
incident some years ago in the Pilbara of Western Australia serves to highlight the shared 
interest of geoscientists in respecting the Aboriginal cultural heritage of geosites, an issue that 
could be avoided in the future with appropriate representatives in the different stakeholder 
agencies.  Rio Tinto also has an interest in rehabilitating the Argyle diamond (WA) and Ranger 
uranium (NT) mine sites where ongoing interaction with impacted communities is required. 
 
Aboriginal cultural elements and landscapes 
 
Aboriginal 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.  In this context, 
there is an opportunity to see a greater emphasis put on the connection across geotourism, 
geoheritage and the cultural heritage of Aboriginal people and the potential for future 
collaborations.  Implicit in this approach is the need to protect and preserve the cultural heritage 
of Aboriginal people, and in particular a recognition of the potential need to adhere to legislation 
designed to protect the environment, biodiversity, and cultural heritage of Australia.  Native Title 
means a higher level of acknowledgement than any other group that has had a period of history 
in a place, including involvement in planning and development opportunities such as 
geotourism. There could be scope in this space to develop Aboriginal Land Use Agreements to 
access some sites and places with local Aboriginal guides.  In many cases, these places are off 
limits to the public. By doing so, these initiatives could develop economic bases for the local 
Aboriginal communities who have custodial responsibilities over the places that could be visited. 
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It is considered that Goal 5 recognises the six Larrakia Declaration Principles that seem to be 
widely accepted in Aboriginal tourism development.  These principles were developed at the 
World Indigenous Nations Tourism Association conference in Darwin in 2012 and are 
foundations for Queensland’s First Nations Tourism Plan, with Canadian and NZ parallels.  These 
principles focus on leveraging a flourishing ‘First Nations’ tourism economy by sharing authentic, 
memorable, and culturally enriching experiences.  The principle requiring ’that equitable 
partnerships between the tourism industry and Indigenous (sic) people will include the sharing 
of cultural awareness and skills development which support the well- being of communities and 
enable enhancement of individual livelihoods’, seems particularly relevant to Goal 5. 
 
Potential enablers and collaboration 
 
The acknowledgement of Aboriginal cultural heritage beyond the benefits offered through 
geotourism includes the need to ensure it is appropriately protected.  This will ensure clarity on 
the strategy that the preservation of Aboriginal cultural heritage is equally as important as that 
of mining and other aspects of cultural landscapes, thus leading to improving the public 
perception of geoscientists and the industries in which they work.  Acknowledging Aboriginal 
communities and spirituality in relation to landscapes is appropriate, and in a contemporary 
spirit of reconciliation, respect and understanding previous injustices.  The need for 
collaboration with other professionals, expert in these areas, to address these issues is 
considered highly relevant. 
 
It needs to be recognised that geoheritage has little statutory protection.  Encouraging visitor 
access to geoheritage sites has the potential to invite damage to geoheritage values, an issue 
that needs to be addressed in Goal 4.  In constructing a framework to identify those sites that 
are suitable for geotourism (including for sites also of cultural significance), it needs to be 
recognised that the best protection for a geoheritage site may be through protection of its 
Aboriginal cultural values.  It follows therefore that if geosites have significant recognised 
cultural values, it makes it easier to put in place appropriate geodiversity site protections. 
 
It would also seem that the National Geotourism Strategy has applications to the ‘Closing the 
Gap’ Agreement. Several of the Social-Economic targets are loosely tied to the strategy including 
employment and connection to culture targets (targets 8, 14, 15 and 16).  Aligning the strategy 
to this Agreement will mean that it is more attractive to all jurisdictions including Australian, 
state/territory and local governments as well as Aboriginal organisations and communities that 
have all committed to ‘Closing the Gap.’  Organisations, including government departments, are 
currently looking for ways to engage with ‘Closing the Gap’ targets especially in shared decision 
making and collaboration.  In this context, the development of geotourism through the offered 
mechanisms of geotrails and GeoRegions, the latter graduating to geoparks if supported by 
state/territory governments, may well prove a valuable tool to address this need. 
 
Pioneer elements and built heritage 
 
Even though other types of heritage protections exist for old buildings and post-European built 
heritage, there is an overlap between these elements and secondary geodiversity.  Such areas 
could incorporate geotourism narratives or be included into geotouristic experiences.  The 
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notion of including ‘pioneer’ elements within this mix, is exemplified by the emergence of the 
Victorian Goldfields World Heritage listing bid, a project in which the AGC has been providing 
advice about geotourism and mining heritage opportunities. The project is a partnership 
between local governments, regional organisations, academia, and the private sector on behalf 
of the Victorian Goldfields community.  The bid seeks to achieve a World Heritage listing to 
celebrate the history and heritage of the region. However, because a World Heritage Listing 
precludes existing mining activities, the proponents may well need to consider making use of 
alternative mechanisms such as the UNESCO International Geoscience and Geoparks Program to 
further the intent of a project of this type. 
 
Bringing together mining related cultural values and geotourism 
 
As an example of how these cultural elements and landscapes can be developed by way of 
collaboration, it has been proposed that a ‘national mining park’ be considered for the Hunter 
Valley – a fitting celebration of the significant role that mining has played for Australia’s 
development, first undertaken by Aboriginal people (on a small scale) prior to European arrival, 
and then by ‘pioneers’ in the 1790s, commencing near Nobbys Head in Newcastle. 
 
In a presentation to a public environmental forum held in 2016, it was suggested that this iconic 
‘park’ could embrace the region including mining and mining purposes lands from the Port of 
Newcastle and the Lower Hunter, to Cessnock and through to the Upper Hunter, and be 
nurtured within a regional, collaborative, multi-land use strategy that will provide for specified 
development within rehabilitated mined areas with the following uses. 
 

• Native flora and fauna habitat conservation – all connected through existing and 
proposed corridors. 

 
•      Soft adventure recreation. 
 
•       Mining heritage sites including buildings and mining equipment, geosites and geotrails. 
 
• Areas set aside for renewable energy generation (solar arrays, wind farms, biomass 

production) as recently foreshadowed by the NSW Government’s commitment to 
transform the now coal-dependent Hunter Region as a hub of new renewable energy 
and storage projects as part of its broad and ground-breaking plans to transition the 
state’s grid from coal to renewables. 

 
• Areas set aside for light industrial sites for ‘value adding’ manufacturing. 
 
• Engagement with the six strategic hubs of the Strategic Aboriginal Culture and 

Enterprise Scheme of the Wonnarua Nation Aboriginal Corporation. 
 
As one key outcome, it is proposed that this approach delivers a geotourism destination of global 
significance that would incorporate as well the outstanding ‘wine tourism’ and other natural 
heritage attributes of the iconic Hunter Valley.  Significantly, Bulga Coal Management Pty Ltd (a 
Glencore operated mine) has recently established the Wollombi Brook Conservation Agreement 
Area (WBCA) in collaboration with the Wonnarua peoples, in which facilities are being 
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established for Aboriginal cultural interpretation and community recreation.  The WBCA is just 
one of several biodiversity and Aboriginal heritage, offset properties that can be made accessible 
to the community for recreation and that are managed under comprehensive biodiversity, 
conservation, and Aboriginal cultural heritage management plans. 
 
The suggested concept of creating a ‘national mining park’ focused on coal mining areas might 
also have relevance for other regions around Australia. 
 
Development of GeoRegions 

Back in November 2009, Australian governments advised that they had significant concerns with 
the application of the UNESCO Geoparks concept in Australia and to take no further action to 
recognise any future proposals to further progress geoparks initiatives within Australia. 

Since then and as a result of discussions with the government Geological Surveys, the Australian 
Geoscience Council Inc. (AGC) has recognised that this decision represented the only formal 
policy decision of all Australian Governments relating to geoparks. Hence in framing a key goal of 
the National Geotourism Strategy launched in April 2021, the AGC obtained the support of these 
Geological Surveys and Geoscience Australia, through the auspices of the grouping of their Chief 
Geologists (GWG), to review an approval pathway for major geotourism projects which could 
possibly lead to geopark nomination at state and national levels and, as approved by 
governments, at a UNESCO Global Geopark level. 

The AGC had recommended that any geopark proponent should, in the initial stages of geopark 
assessment, adopt a nomenclature which removes reference to the word ‘geopark’ and focus 
instead on communicating the concept of a ‘GeoRegion.’ 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 and consultative step for potential 
geopark development has now been accepted by the State/Territory Geological Surveys and 
Geoscience Australia. 

On 27th November, the GWG has subsequently approved the release of a document setting out 
guidelines for the development of GeoRegions https://bit.ly/47Nappn . It is worth noting that 
the Guidelines stipulate that assessment and input into the further development of established 
GeoRegions are the responsibility of individual States and Territories, as legislation and tenure 
arrangements for land access are quite different in each jurisdiction. Any group wishing to 
establish a geopark from within an established GeoRegion will need to make representations to 
the designated State/Territory government agencies to determine how a proposal can be 
assessed, and the types of works to be undertaken within a GeoRegion before it can be 
processed for approval. 

 

 

https://bit.ly/47Nappn
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Currently Australia has only three approved GeoRegions under active consideration i.e. 

Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion, just north of Sydney, 440 sq km area in size and contained within three 
Local Government Areas and protected areas including the magnificent Ku-ring-gai Chase 
National Park https://bit.ly/3Lixasb 

Glen Innes Highlands GeoRegion  https://bit.ly/3PXLVDN within the New England Northwest 
area of NSW, a 5,487 sq km area managed by the Glen Innes Severn Council and with several 
national parks and mining heritage areas. Of likely interest to Mt Isa is the success of the Council 
having approved a comprehensive Tourism Destination Management Plan 

https://bit.ly/48MtsQN that has embraced 'geotourism as a holistic approach to featuring 
natural and cultural heritage into the relevant customer experiences.' The Plan also proposes the 
development of various trails including a rail trail, all with potential development as geotrails.  

Murchison GeoRegion, located some 550 kms north of Perth in the Mid West Mining and 
Pastoral Region of WA, a 281,200 sq km area embraced by seven Shires, co-supported by the 
Mid West Development Commission https://bit.ly/3XYXKfe 

Both the Glen Innes Highlands and Murchison GeoRegions are rich in mining heritage.  

Role of AGC professional societies 
 
Given that geological surveys have limited human resources as well as having other priorities, 
the Heritage Committee and the Social and Environment and Geoscience Societies of The 
AusIMM are taking a leadership role in advancing the aspirations of Goal 5, as it relates to the 
opportunity for engagement by mining industry professionals. In this regard, The AusIMM is now 
engaging with the Australian Institute of Geoscientists (AIG) and the Sydney Mineral Exploration 
Discussion Group (SMEDG). The AusIMM has enjoyed an enduring association with the Mt Isa 
mining operations since its inception. 

 
Through the auspices of The AusIMM, the AGC has recently engaged with EnviroMETS Qld 
https://enviromets.net.au/ a key relationship that was cited in a recent presentation to the 
SEGRA Summit, held in Toowoomba in July 2023 https://bit.ly/3QhnjWM 
The work of the SouthWest Development Commission of WA was also featured at this event. 
https://bit.ly/41GDwsj   
 
The AGC has also initiated discussions with the Esperance-Goldfields RDA in WA to explore the 
potential of establishing a GeoRegion with a focus on mining heritage https://bit.ly/3NXPqZ4 
 
Members of Working Group 5 are available to provide advice and guidance to the development 
of any future destination management plan related to the Mt Isa Economic Transition Program. 
 
Angus M Robinson 
Coordinator, National Geotourism Strategy 
Australian Geoscience Council Inc 

 

10th January 2024
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Attachment 
Key Benefits of Geotourism Development 

 
The benefits of geotourism development in Australia are many including: 

 
1. Tourism Industry development benefits can be realised through the holistic approach of 

geotourism which enhances the value of traditionally structured, nature-based tourism by 
generating new product development (i.e., including geology, landscape, flora and fauna, as 
well as cultural heritage attributes, both Aboriginal and post European settlement). 

 

2. Employment benefits through the adoption of a strategy to support and promote geotourism 
include the following, all of which have the potential to significantly improve Aboriginal 
employment, and more broadly, regional employment: 

 
• New domestic employment and consulting opportunities for natural/cultural 

heritage professionals, design of interpretation signage/boards, design of 
geotrails. 

• Management roles in geoparks and mining parks, regional development, and 
local government agencies supporting the visitor economy. 

• Direct employment opportunities in tour operations resulting from increased 
tourism visitation. 

• Opportunities for pastoralists and farmers to value-add and diversify by 
developing ‘farm stay’ tourism experiences. 

• Creating indirect multiplier effects across other industries to service the 
additional visitation. 

 

3. Societal benefits for local communities, particularly in rural and regional Australia, include 
the following: 

 
• A mechanism for celebrating and raising awareness of mining heritage, past 

and present. 
• An opportunity to enhance community engagement and build value into 

Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) considerations. 
• By celebrating geological heritage, and in connection with all other aspects of 

the area’s natural and cultural heritage (and most significantly, Aboriginal 
heritage), geotourism enhances awareness and understanding of key issues 
facing society, such as using our Earth’s resources sustainably. 

• By raising awareness of the importance of the area’s geological heritage in 
society today, geotourism gives local people a sense of pride in their region 
and strengthens their identification with the area. 
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• The NGS acknowledges the need to protect the scientific and cultural sensitivity 

of some geoheritage and geosites, and to ensure protection from geotourism 

where appropriate. 

• Education opportunities and early employment experience for school-age 

children who are more sensitive to protecting and nurturing our environment. 

In summary, the over-riding socio-economic benefits of geotourism are measurable economic 
outcomes through the enhancement of traditional nature-based tourism resulting in additional day 
and over-night visitors, increase visitor spend, direct and indirect regional economic output, 
household income and wages, and local (including Aboriginal) employment. 

Further References 

 Geotourism, GeoRegions, Geotrails, and Geoparks: A Regional Development Opportunity for 
Australia  https://bit.ly/3RO7LZX 

 

https://bit.ly/3RO7LZX

