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1. 
Why 
re-defining 
geotourism
now?   

 Post pandemic rebound of tourism (e.g. China’s 
domestic geopark tourism recorded 240 million 
visits in 2022) 

 Surging demand and escalating physical risks

 Amplified calls for tourism models that 
explicitly safeguard geoheritage while 
delivering equitable local benefits.

 Geotourism with strikingly different meanings





2. 
From 
Geology to 
Place: 
A 30-Year 
Conceptual 
History

 1991 - 2005: The Geology-First Era

 2006 - 2015: The Stewardship Era

 2016 - Present: Integration and Critique



1991–2005: 
The Geology-
First Era

The Genesis of Geotourism
Anze Chen (1991) - Tourism Earth Science
‘An interdisciplinary applied science that studies the 
relationship between human tourism activities and 
the Earth's environment (the tourism earth-science 
system). It utilizes the theories and methods of 
Earth science (geology, geography, geomorphology, 
hydrology, climatology, ecology, etc.) to investigate, 
plan, develop, utilize, and protect tourism 
resources, as well as to manage the tourism 
environment and its sustainable development.’

Hose (1995) – Geotourism
‘The provision of interpretive facilities and services 
to enable tourists to acquire knowledge and 
understanding of the geology and geomorphology 
of a site.’

2015

2020



2006–2015: 
The 
Stewardship 
Era

Dowling & Newsome (2006)

Geotourism is sustainable tourism with a primary focus on 
experiencing the earth’s geological features in a way that 
fosters environmental and cultural understanding, 
appreciation and conservation, and is locally beneficial 

National Geographic  (2007, 2009)

Tourism that sustains or enhances the geographical character 
of a place—its environment, culture, aesthetics, heritage, and 
the well-being of its residents.

Arouca Declaration (2011)

Tourism that sustains and enhances the identity of a territory, 
considering its geology, landscape, environment, culture, 
aesthetic values, heritage, and the well-being of its 
inhabitants, under a sustainable concept, for the benefit of 
present and future generations.

Geological Society of Australia (2013)

Tourism which focuses on an area's geology and landscape as 
the basis for providing visitor engagement, learning and 
enjoyment.



2015–Present: 
Integration 
and Critique

The absence of definitional consensus generates 
three persistent ambiguities:

1. Boundary Creep: Does geotourism embrace every low-
impact activity in a geosite, a geotrail, within a national 
park or a geopark, or only those explicitly interpreting 
geoheritage?

2. Benefit Distribution: How can economic gains be 
transparently tied to geoheritage conservation and local 
livelihoods?

3. Spatial Scale: Should geotourism be evaluated at the 
scale of a single fossil bed, a geomorphological landscape, 
or an entire drainage basin?



3. 
Towards a 
synthesised 
definition

 2011: UNESCO Global Geoparks Network - Auroca
Declaration , defining geotourism

 2015: UNESCO formally institutionalised the Global 
Geoparks designation, promoting an integrated approach 
that links geodiversity, biodiversity, and cultural heritage 
within sustainable development frameworks.

 2025: As the number of global geoparks grew to 229, many 
offering tourism activities under the banner of geotourism.

 The meaning of geotourism remains ambiguous.

 Need for re-definition for clarification.  



Methodology

Systematic Literature 
Review

Semi-Structured 
Interviews

Delphi-Style Consensus 
Study 



Results –
Systematic 
literature 
review

% of papers with 
non-geo-centric 
definitions 

No. of papers 
with non-geo-
centric definitions 

No. of papers 
reviewed 
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Results –
Systematic 
literature 
review
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Results –
Global 
stakeholder 
interviews

Interview/ Survey Questions 
1. Are you staff of a geopark?

2. Do you involved in any geotourism activities (planning, operation, 
guiding) ?

3. What do you describe geotourism as (nature tourism, geological & 
topography, geographical features, others)?

4. Should geotourism be defined as geological tourism, mainly focus 
on the geology of an area?

5. Geotourism should comprise: geology, landscape, ecology, 
culture?

6. Emotional experiences when participating in geotourism activities 
(experience, appreciation, learning, exchange, enjoyment)?

7. Interpretation of geology (mythical, story-telling, professional, 
easy-understanding, no geological jargons)?

8. Which definition which agree to best describe geotourism (Chen, 
Hose, Dowling & Newsome, National Geographic, Arouca)?



Results –
Global 
stakeholder 
interviews
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Results –
Global 
stakeholder 
interviews
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Results -
Delphi-Style 
Consensus 
Study

Six versions of definition of geotourism: 

1. Chen’s definition (Geo-centric ? non-geocentric 
elements?)

2. Hose’s definition (Geo-centric) 

3. Ross & Newsome’s definition (Non-geo-centric)

4. National Geographic definition (Non-geo-centric, 
geographical)

5. Arouca Declaration  definition (Non-geo-centric)

6. Geological Society of Australia  (Geo-centric)



4. 
The 
proposed, 
refined 
definition

Six Geotourism
Definitions 

Agreed to at 
least one with 
modifications

Modification 
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Final 
definition  

Refined 
definition

Don’t agree 
at all
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Consensus Study
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Refined 
definition:
Geotourism
re-defined  

 ‘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.’ 

 More information: 
https://www.agc.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2026/01/AGCInformationBulletin3
1December2025.pdf



Operational 
elements 

 Placed-Based Identity - strong ‘sense of 
place and belonging’ 

 Triple-Bottom-Line Commitment -
environmental integrity, socio-cultural 
respect, and economic equity. 

 Stewardship Imperative - tourism-
generated revenue must be reinvested into 
conservation and community-led initiatives;  
turning passive consumers to active 
contributors.

 Narrative Centrality - Immersive 
interpretation or interpretive storytelling, 
scientific literacy and cultural empathy, 
enriching the visitor journey and reinforcing 
the value of geoheritage.



Research 
and Policy 
Priorities for 
the Next 
Decade

Indicator Frameworks (baseline performance)  – visitor statistics, 
facilities 

 Geo-condition Metrics - weathering rates of exposed rock 
surfaces, fossil loss due to unauthorized collection or natural 
degradation, and trail erosion linked to foot traffic and inadequate 
infrastructure. 

 Bio-indicator Species Trends - presence, abundance, and 
migration patterns of bio-indicator species.

 Socio-economic Indicators - gender, age, and ethnicity, 
employment generated by geotourism.



Certification 
Harmonisation 

 Mandatory Baseline Geo-
Condition Assessment -
evaluation of their geological 
integrity, including 
assessments of erosion risk, 
fossil vulnerability, and geosite
stability.

 Transparent Revenue Allocation 
Reporting – e.g. 10% of 
tourism-generated revenue is 
reinvested into conservation 
programs and community 
benefit schemes.

 Third-Party Verification Every  
3-4  Years - assess both 
operational practices and 
impact outcomes.



Climate-
Adaptation 
Pathways

 Scenario Planning Tools - integrate IPCC AR6 
climate trajectories with site-specific geosite
vulnerability indexes. These tools should model 
multiple time horizons and hazard types (e.g., 
flooding, landslides, heat stress) to inform 
infrastructure investment, visitor management, 
and emergency preparedness. 

 Adaptive Infrastructure Guidelines – design of 
climate-resilient infrastructure e.g. board-walks, 
accommodation.

 Reframed Interpretive Narratives- reflect the 
dynamic nature of Earth systems under climate 
stress.



Digital 
Ethics and 
Overtourism

 Dynamic Ticketing Systems - real-time 
ticketing platforms, tourist management, 
visitors’ safety 

 Gamified ‘Geo-Alternative’ Itineraries -
interactive digital itineraries to divert 
visitation to lesser-known or more 
resilient geosites. Gamification 
elements—such as badges, challenges, 
and story quests

 Privacy-Compliant Heat-Map Sharing -
visitor density data between park 
authorities and platform operators. These 
heat maps can inform crowd dispersion 
strategies, infrastructure deployment, and 
emergency response planning. 



5.
Conclusions

 The refined definition reflects the global evolution 
of geotourism

 Addresses limitations of the 2013 GSA definition

 Positions geotourism as a form of positive impact 
tourism 

 Improves clarity for governments, land managers 
and industry 

 Recognises interconnected natural and cultural 
values 

 Embeds alignment with global sustainability goals 

 Supports Australia’s leadership role in geotourism



Thank you!

Dr  Young Ng 
Young.ng@utas.edu.au


