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The Australian Geoscience Council Inc (AGC) is the Peak Council of geoscientists in Australia 
representing eight major Australian geoscientific societies with a total membership of over 8,000 
individuals comprising professionals in all fields of geoscience including geology, geomorphology, 
hydrogeology, and geotourism. The AGC is represented on the Steering Committee of the Ku-ring-
gai GeoRegion www.kuringgaigeoregion.au  which embraces Hornsby Shire. 

 
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. In April 2024, the AGC formed a 
grouping of Geotourism interests branded as Geotourism Australia. 
 

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 capitalizing on emerging tourism trends 
such as geotourism.’ https://bit.ly/3IwDGNA 
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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://bit.ly/46TKxdU 
 
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.’  
 
However, it needs to be understood that whilst geotourism does promote 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 

http://www.kuringgaigeoregion.au/
https://bit.ly/3IwDGNA
https://bit.ly/46TKxdU
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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://ecotourism.org.au/community-resources/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 
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 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 

https://ecotourism.org.au/community-resources/geotourism-forum
https://bit.ly/2WgeNLb
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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. Nature-based tourism is identified as a Key Focus (3.1) in 
showcase Hornsby Shire’s destination strengths. 

 
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 the means of increasing public access to natural and cultural heritage 
content through a range of new interactive digital applications on smartphones 
that enable advanced and innovative ways of experiencing nature. 

 
6. 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. 

 
7. As already evidenced in the establishment of the Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion (which 

includes Hornsby Shire), 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). 

 

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

 

https://bit.ly/39Zb4vf
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9. Offers the potential for new industries and employment opportunities through 
the development of major projects within Australia. 

 

Geotourism is also the driver of some 229 UNESCO Global Geoparks currently located in 50 
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. As does 
apply for UNESCO’s World Heritage Area program, Global Geoparks have become ‘magnets’ for 
overseas tourism attraction.  
 
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 current project to commence the process of developing a GeoRegion was initiated by 
community group Friends of Ku-ring-gai Environment (FOKE) in 2018, originally with the objective 
of nomination of the Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park as a UNESCO World Heritage site. The project 
has been expanded considerably to a longer-term goal of nomination as a UNESCO Global 
Geopark, once approved by both NSW and Australian Governments. A pre-requisite of a UNESCO 
Global Geopark nomination is that a 'defacto' Geopark must be operating for over a year prior to 
nomination. 
 
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. These span pathways for identifying and implementing major 
geotourism projects, to the development of digital platforms to provide information for travelers 
on geological features in this region. 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 
 

• 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 
 

https://bit.ly/3RzjxZ2
https://bit.ly/34IfCjq
https://bit.ly/3HEcyaB
https://bit.ly/3n6yiT2
https://bit.ly/3ufYI9w
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The seven strategic goals of the NGS 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 such as the 

establishment of approved geoparks. 
 

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

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

5. 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 international visitors, who are 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 
(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 for tourism in New South Wales is 
outlined in the following two video presentations. 

 

 

 



 
Geotourism – A Major Driver for the Hornsby Shire Destination 

Management Plan 2025-2030  6  

• Warrumbungle National Park Geotrails 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_V1oZeqdUg0 

 
• 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 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 currently under development, but when completed it will provide 
access to all key geosites and geotrails located within the Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion. 

 
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. 

 

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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• 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 the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service, Councils, universities, and 
community groups, four outstanding localised geotrails https://bit.ly/4m90gue 

 

• 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 ;  and 
 

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

 

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. 

 

 

https://bit.ly/4m90gue
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=noCYYqa-WKU
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In summary, Goal 3 of the NGS seeks to establish a framework for creating high quality, 
sustainable geotrails across Australia supported by innovative hardcopy and/or digital-based 
interpretation tools. This framework can include the implementation of Focus Area 2.8 in 
ensuring the growth of Hornsby Shire’s visitor economy, considering the existence of geotrails 
in the Thornleigh and Hornsby ‘Diatreme’ Park areas as well as the potential for additional 
heritage geotrails in the Berowra Waters area. 
 
NGS Goal 4: Geodiversity values in Hornsby Shire - 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. 

 
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 . Its application in Australia is 
recommended when considering geoheritage considerations as it relates to areas such as the 
Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion and areas within it such as Hornsby Shire. 

 

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 These criteria 
will assist Hornsby Council Focus Area 2.9  in ensuring the growth of Hornsby Shire’s visitor 
economy. 

 
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: 

https://bit.ly/39Zb4vf
https://bit.ly/3NjMDco
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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.  
 
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 
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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. 
 
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. Of 
particular relevance to this need is the THRIVE 2030 Visitor Economy Strategy (Action 7.5) of the 
Australian Government (supported by the NSW Government) which  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.’  
 
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.  Therefore, if geosites have significantly recognised cultural values, it makes it easier to put 
in place appropriate geodiversity site protections. 
 
These considerations relating to the interests of First Nations peoples need to be addressed 
within Hornsby Shire’s Destination Management Plan, and through the process of development 
of the Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion, appropriate advice can be shared. 
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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 in geotouristic experiences.  The 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. 
 
Development of GeoRegions including the Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion 

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 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 

https://bit.ly/47Nappn
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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. 

Currently Australia has only three approved GeoRegions under active consideration, two of which 
are located in New South Wales i.e. 

Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion, just north of Sydney, 440 sq km area in size and contained within three 
Local Government Areas (Hornsby, Ku-ring-gai, and Northern Beaches) and protected areas 
including the magnificent Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park www.kuringgaigeoregion.au and 
https://bit.ly/3Lixasb  The NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service, along with three municipal 
Councils, are major partners in this project. Refer Attachment ‘A’. 

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 particular significance 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.  

 
Angus M Robinson 
Coordinator, Geotourism Australia 
Australian Geoscience Council Inc 
 

31st July 2025 
  

http://www.kuringgaigeoregion.au/
https://bit.ly/3Lixasb
https://bit.ly/3PXLVDN
https://bit.ly/48MtsQN
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Attachment ‘A’ 

The Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion 

‘A world-class wonderland of natural and cultural heritage’ 

The Friends of Ku-ring-gai Environment Inc (FOKE), a community organisation, has initiated a 

project with the objective of making a positive contribution to conservation based in and around 

Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park, by seeking recognition of the very significant natural and cultural 

heritage values as exemplified by a wide range of geosites which exist in this area.  

Having conferred with a range of experts on the geology, geomorphology, and related natural and 

cultural heritage values of Ku-ring-Gai Chase National Park, it was decided to investigate further 

particularly the special geoheritage values which exist in the proximity to the Ku-ring-gai Chase 

National Park area. 

These geoheritage values (both geomorphological and geological) form the platform for the 

development of the other natural heritage attributes as well as demonstrating the close 

relationship between landscape and human activity over many thousands of years. 

Natural and Cultural Heritage of the Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion  

The special geosites chosen to profile exist in a broad area (with the working project name of ‘Ku- 

ring-gai’) and previously classified in 2002 as forming part of the Hornsby Plateau Landscape 

which includes: 

• Cliffs, beaches, and lagoons from Long Reef to Barrenjoey. 

• Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park. 

• Muogamarra Nature Reserve. 

• Northern Garigal National Park. 

• Eastern Berowra Valley National Park. 
 
This outstanding GeoRegion contains: 

• Numerous geological sites, including several sites of international significance. 

• Currently more than 50 key geosites have been identified across the area. 

• Extensive rare and threatened flora and fauna relating to geology. 

Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park was registered on the National Heritage List in 2006, with this 

assessment: 

‘Assessor's Summary of Significance: Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park and Long Island, Lion 

Island, and Spectacle Island Nature Reserves contain an exceptional representation of the 

Sydney region biota, a region which is recognised as a nationally outstanding centre of 

biodiversity. The place contains a complex pattern of 24 plant communities, including 

heathland, woodland, open forest, swamps, and warm temperate rainforest, with a high native 
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plant species richness of over 1,000 species and an outstanding diversity of bird and other animal 

species. This diversity includes an outstanding representation of the species that are unique to the 

Sydney region, particularly those restricted to the Hawkesbury Sandstone landform. The place is 

an outstanding example of a centre of biodiversity.’ 

• The area provides a vast array of Aboriginal heritage sites including rock engravings, cave art 

sites, grinding grooves, shell middens, occupational deposits, stone arrangements, and burials. 

The location, combination and distribution of these features provide an outstanding insight into 

the life of the First Peoples and their use of this land over at least the last 6,000 years and 

perhaps extending back as far as 15,000-20,000 years. 

• It is one of Australia’s most dense areas for Aboriginal sites. Over 570 sites were recorded, 

some with multiple site traits. 

•  The area provides a human history dictated by the nature of the landscape, extending 
inland from the Pacific Ocean. 

 
This assessment has recently been updated by the NPWS in the document ‘Ku-ring-gai Chase 
National Park and Lion Island, Long Island and Spectacle Island nature reserves ‘ 
https://bit.ly/4fsX6OU 

Geological Heritage 

Of international geological significance: 

• The KGR reveals the best exposed geological section of early to mid-Triassic period (240 million 

years ago) sedimentary rocks in the Sydney Basin. 

• The sediments were deposited in Gondwana adjacent to a high latitude coast under a cold 

climate in fluvial, lacustrine, and shallow marine environments. Various rock units contain a 

diversity of fossils that inform us of past environments over nearly 50 million years. 

• The KGR includes eight volcanic diatremes (pipes) and associated dykes with the Hornsby 

diatreme having perhaps the best exposed geological section in the world. 

Of particular interest, geomorphology comprising deep valleys, extensive estuaries, pocket beaches, 

headland cliffs and coastal lagoons was formed by post-glacial sea level rise. Diverse rock types on the 

plateau and slopes have produced low nutrient soils which support an exceedingly high diversity of 

endemic flora and fauna. 

This landscape has presented numerous challenges and opportunities for human occupation. The First 

Peoples exploited the resources of the bush and coast, and left rich archaeological traces in rock 

engravings, occupation deposits and artwork in rock shelters, and extensive middens on the coast and 

along the Hawkesbury River. 

 

Development towards a UNESCO Global Geopark through Geotourism 

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 tourism. Geoparks stimulate economic activity and sustainable development through 

geotourism (holistic, nature-based and cultural tourism that focuses on an area's geology and landscape 

https://bit.ly/4fsX6OU
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as the platform for providing visitor engagement, learning and enjoyment) https://bit.ly/3oTemHQ 

By attracting an increasing number of visitors, a geopark fosters local socio-economic development 

through the promotion of quality brands linked to the name of a Global Geopark celebrating the local 

natural and cultural heritage. A geopark also 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 

generally only on biodiversity and often with insufficient attention given to geological heritage. 
 

Unlike World Heritage Areas and national parks, Geoparks can comprise both protected and non-

protected areas and enable and celebrate sustainable development. 

Geoparks seek to conserve significant geological features and explore and demonstrate methods for 

excellence in conservation and geoscientific knowledge. This is accomplished through protected and 

interpreted geosites, museums, information centres, geotrails, guided tours, school excursions, 

educational materials and displays as appropriate to the area. 

Whilst a UNESCO Global Geopark must demonstrate geological heritage of international significance, 

the purpose of a Geopark (at all levels including national and local) is to explore, develop and celebrate 

the links between that geological heritage and all other aspects of the area’s natural, cultural, and 

intangible heritages. These sites and landscapes of international geological significance are managed 

with a holistic concept of protection, education, and sustainable development. 

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

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

world. 

Whilst World Heritage Areas are created in perpetuity, the status of UNESCO Global Geoparks is 

reviewed and renewed by UNESCO every four years. 

To succeed, a UNESCO Global Geopark nomination, lodged by an appropriately incorporated 

management body, must have the support of local communities. 

Support to individual UNESCO Global Geoparks is offered through the Global Geoparks Network Bureau 

which is currently representing 229 members from 50 countries. 

In summary, the over-riding socio-economic benefits of geotourism include the following. 

• Measurable economic benefits - additional visitors, direct and regional economic output, and 

local employment. 

• Through establishment of a management entity, higher level of centralised coordination in areas 

of product development, travel and hospitality services, tourism promotion/branding. 

• Maximisation of sustainable development and enhanced management of over tourism. 

• A framework for focus on the 10 UNESCO Topics e.g., culture, education, climate change, 

geoconservation, sustainable development etc. 

• Through its defined mission, community engagement is maximised and measured. 

https://bit.ly/3oTemHQ
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The AGC is currently implementing the NGS (recently rebranded as Geotourism Australia) was launched 

in April 2021  https://bit.ly/3yyJpdy and is designed to support the orderly development of major 

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

imperatives. The AGC has determined that the KGR project is one of three significant and approved 

pilots for geotourism development in Australia, with the Glen Innes Highlands GeoRegion being also 

located within New South Wales. The Australian Government through the launch of its THRIVE 2030 

National Visitor Economy Strategy has recognised the role of geotourism in combining natural and 

cultural heritage-based tourism https://bit.ly/3DLwND9 

 

Current Progress of the Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion Project 
 

Earlier in 2020 a Steering Committee was established to determine the feasibility of this project. The 
current participants of the Steering Committee are: 
 
Friends of Ku-ring-gai Environment Inc: Ursula Bonzol (Steering Committee Chair and Angus M 

Robinson (Geotourism Australia Coordinator), Bob Conroy (former Executive Director, NPWS), Dr John 

Martyn (Geologist and author), Dr Peter Mitchell OAM (Environmental scientist, former academic), 

David Robson (Retired Chief Geophysicist from the GSNSW), Robert Corkery (Geological and 

Environmental Consultant], and Frederick W Cook (Retired Economic Geologist). Brad Twynham and 

Jayden Walsh also serve as cultural and specialist wildlife advisers, respectively. 

 

To date, in summary, the following work has been undertaken by the Steering Committee: 

•  A comprehensive account of the Natural Heritage of this GeoRegion (illustrating the rich and 

varied geology, scenery, and flora) has been prepared by Dr John Martyn. A sample of the 135 

page book is available at https://www.foke.org.au/projects-2/ku-ring-gai- georegion/ku-ring-

gai-georegion-sample/ 

• The GSNSW has reviewed the above-mentioned documentation and has formally advised that 

it has no objection to the concept of a UNESCO Global Geopark proposal embracing this 

GeoRegion. https://bit.ly/3Mm9mTU 

• A peer-reviewed journal paper, The Cultural and Natural History of the Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion, 

has recently been published by the Linnean Society of NSW https://bit.ly/41dnkQ8 

• The group continues to add to the list of geologically significant sites in this GeoRegion, both of 

national and international importance, and has commenced geotrail development with the 

design and installation of high-quality interpretive signage. 

• Auditing of all works as required under GeoRegion & UNESCO Global Geopark protocols. 

• Development of a GeoRegion website www.kuringgaigeoregion.au . 

• Undertaken guided geotrail walks in association with the NSW National Trust during Heritage 
Week in both 2023 and 2024, and the initiation of discussions with the Australian Institute of 
Tour Guides to examine the feasibility of establishing a specialist tour guide grouping for the 
GeoRegion. 

• Initiation of discussions with the teachers of the Gibberagong outdoor school at Bobbin Head 
which operates within the NSW Department of Education focusing upon providing outdoor 

https://bit.ly/3yyJpdy
https://bit.ly/3DLwND9
https://www.foke.org.au/projects-2/ku-ring-gai-georegion/ku-ring-gai-georegion-sample/
https://www.foke.org.au/projects-2/ku-ring-gai-georegion/ku-ring-gai-georegion-sample/
https://www.foke.org.au/projects-2/ku-ring-gai-georegion/ku-ring-gai-georegion-sample/
https://bit.ly/3Mm9mTU
https://bit.ly/41dnkQ8
http://www.kuringgaigeoregion.au/
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learning for students at schools in Sydney’s northern suburbs. The school caters for students 
from Kindergarten to Year 12, principally with activities and visits confined to one day. 

• Production by Dr Peter Mitchell OAM and John Illingsworth of three outstanding videos which 
serve to interpret aspects of the natural and cultural history of the Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion.  

                                 

➢ GeoRegion overview: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iOzka7xbrLQ&t=15s   

➢ West Head:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g0OxjOSJ8FI 

➢ Muogamarra Nature Reserve:    https://bit.ly/4emdK1e  

  

Approach So Far 
Stage One 

• Identify and establish geosites/geotrails with the support of NPWS (within their updated 
management plan), local Councils, Destination NSW, Aboriginal and community groups. 

• Connect with local government authorities, State and Federal Members of Parliament, and 

State Government ministers. 

• Engage also with local school communities. 
 
Stage Two 

• At some time in the future and only with State Government and LGA approval and funding 
(and with community, including First Nations People endorsement), seek Australian 
Government support for a nomination to UNESCO of a designated area as a potential 
Aspiring Global Geopark. 

 

Stakeholder Benefits of Establishing Geotourism within the Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion 
 
Destination NSW 

NSW is offered the downstream potential of adding to its destination attraction listing a potential 

UNESCO Global Geopark to complement the Blue Mountains WHA and Australia’s first National Park, 

the National heritage listed Royal National Park – together these three outstanding landscapes 

showcase for the world, Sydney’s unique natural and cultural heritage. 

 
In this context, the Ku-ring-gai GeoRegion and any future approved UNESCO Global Geopark offers 
Hornsby Shire a significant global attraction which add considerable value to any proposed ‘Hornsby 
Brand’, notwithstanding growth in domestic visitation from the Greater Sydney area and interstate. This 
factor will serve to strengthen the Destination Management Planning Performance Measures. 
 
Local Communities 

Local communities including bushwalkers, school groups, bush regeneration groups, environmental 
interest associations (e.g., FOKE, STEP, Hornsby Conservation Society and Hornsby Heritage 
Communities, Australian Association of Bush Regenerators (AABR), National Trust of Australia, National 
Trust of Australia (NSW), National Parks Association of NSW, Pittwater/Northern Beaches groups etc.,) 
and those with youth and seniors’ interests would benefit. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iOzka7xbrLQ&t=15s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g0OxjOSJ8FI
https://bit.ly/4emdK1e
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First Nations Peoples 

A substantial opportunity will be created to enable Aboriginal groups to celebrate their culture in so 

many ways e.g., contribute totem imagery and review and approve as appropriate the proposed name 

of any proposed geopark. New employment and business opportunities, particularly for Aboriginal 

tourism, will be created. 

The cultural history of the GeoRegion is described in detail in the Linnean Society of NSW journal review 

paper h t t p s : / / b i t . l y / 4 1 d n k Q 8  

Schools and the NSW Department of Education 

Given the high density of primary and secondary schools located within the northern suburbs of Sydney, 
the availability of geotrails and geosites provide a valuable resource to supplement curricula 
development in the areas of environmental sciences and cultural history through field visits, an outcome 
that has been successfully demonstrated in Port Macquarie through the establishment of the Port 
Macquarie Coastal Geotrail. 

National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) 

In respect of any future proposal to establish formalised geotrails in the first instance, it is reasonable to 

assume that the NPWS would want to be satisfied that the proposal added value to their existing 

management plan and that any additional ‘out of state’ visitors could be reasonably managed with 

existing funding resources. Should UNESCO Global Geopark be eventually established, NPWS would be 

able to participate in the benefit of engaging in the Global and Asia Pacific Geopark networks with its 

inherent knowledge exchange programs. 

 
Geological Survey of NSW (GSNSW) 

Active participation in the development of geotrails and geotourism generally. 

Geoscience and Natural Heritage Professional Societies  

e.g., the Australian Institute of Geoscientists, the Geological Society of Australia, the Australasian 

Institute of Mining and Metallurgy, the Sydney Minerals Exploration Discussion Group etc., Linnean 

Society of NSW, and other professional groupings. 

Provide an opportunity for engagement by society members in geopark organised activities and as 

instrument for promoting careers for young people in the geoscience, environmental sciences, and the 

natural resources industries. 

https://bit.ly/41dnkQ8

