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A Rationale for Updating the Definition of Geotourism
Background

With the rapid global expansion of geoparks and their associated geotourism activities, the original
‘geology-first” definition of geotourism requires revision. Geotourism today encompasses not only
geology but also ecology, culture, and socio-economic dimensions. The Global Geoparks Network’s
Arouca Declaration (2011) and UNESCO’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development underscore the
importance of these broader inclusions.

The 2013 Geological Society of Australia (GSA) definition - “tourism which focuses on an area’s
geology and landscape as the basis for providing visitor engagement, learning and enjoyment” no

longer fully reflects contemporary practice, even though it was updated a few years ago to refer to
‘sustainable tourism’.

Rationale for the Proposed Update
1. Reflects the Global Evolution of Geotourism

e  Geotourism has expanded well beyond a “geology-first” model since the early 2000s.

e International frameworks, especially the Arouca Declaration (2011) and UNESCQO’s 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development that explicitly embrace ecological, cultural, and
community dimensions.

e  Many geoparks worldwide now interpret geotourism as a holistic, place-based system
rather than a purely geological experience.

2. Addresses Limitations of the 2013 GSA Definition

e The current GSA definition focuses primarily on geology and landscape, which no longer
reflects global practice.

e Even with later sustainability amendments, it still lacks explicit recognition of biodiversity,
culture, community wellbeing, and socio-economic benefits.

e This limits Australia’s ability to align with international models and inhibits broader
partnerships.

3. Positions Geotourism as a Form of Positive Impact Tourism

e Sustainable tourism seeks to minimise negative impacts; positive impact tourism creates
net benefits for landscapes and communities.

e Geotourism is inherently well-suited to lead this shift due to its foundation in education,
conservation, and place-based engagement.



e An updated definition formalises this progression and distinguishes geotourism from other
niche tourism forms.

4. Improves Clarity for Governments, Land Managers and Industry

e Aclearer, broader, and more contemporary definition will support:
» geopark feasibility assessments;
» land-use planning;
» conservation funding;
» tourism development strategies; and
» community and Indigenous engagement.
e It provides a unified language for communication across sectors.

5. Recognises Interconnected Natural and Cultural Values

e The updated definition highlights the inseparability of geodiversity, biodiversity, cultural
narratives, and community identity.

e This aligns with modern landscape management principles and strengthens Indigenous
partnership opportunities.

6. Embeds Alignment with Global Sustainability Goals

e Explicit reference to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development links geotourism to
internationally accepted standards for:
» environmental stewardship;
» heritage conservation;
» inclusive governance; and
» socio-economic resilience.
e This enhances credibility and supports future geopark nominations.

7. Supports Australia’s Leadership Role in Geotourism

e A modernised definition positions Geotourism Australia at the forefront of global thought
leadership.

e [t demonstrates responsiveness to emerging research, international policy, and visitor
demand for authentic, meaningful experiences.

REVISED DEFINITION - APPROVED BY THE STEERING COMMITTEE

“A place-based form of sustainable tourism that safeguards the integrity of Earth’s geodiversity and
recognised geoheritage—its landforms, rocks, minerals, fossils, soils, and active geological and
hydrological processes, while strengthening the region’s interconnected biodiversity, cultural
narratives, aesthetic values, and the socio-economic vitality of host communities. Geotourism
achieves this through immersive interpretation, inclusive governance, and demonstrable, positive-
impact practices aligned with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.”
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