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GEOHERITAGE AND QUEENSLAND’S NEW HERITAGE STRATEGY

Submission by Geotourism Australia, wholly owned entity of the Australian Geoscience Council Inc.

The Australian Geoscience Council Inc (AGC) is the Peak Council of geoscientists in Australia. It represents
eight major Australian geoscientific societies and professional institutes 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. https://www.agc.org.au/

In 2024, the AGC decided to pursue the implementation of geotourism strategies through a rebranded
entity to be known as Geotourism Australia www.geotourismaustralia.org.au

Purpose of the Submission

Geotourism Australia submits that the values of geoheritage need to be specifically identified, and the
associated role of geotourism acknowledged, in proposed changes to the Queensland Heritage Act 1992.

This submission introduces the concept of geoheritage and explains where and how it currently fits
within the existing heritage framework of Queensland. The importance of explicitly recognising
geoheritage in a new Heritage Strategy is explained; these reasons include the following.

Improving the identification of geoheritage;

improving planning, management and development outcomes;
enhancing heritage interpretation, education, and public engagement.
supporting tourism and regional economic development; and

aligning QLD heritage practice with national and international standards.
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This submission concludes with recommendations for the new Queensland Heritage Strategy, namely
that geoheritage be explicitly identified and acknowledged as a valid form of heritage, which supports
these reasons.
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Geodiversity and Geoheritage

Geodiversity

Firstly, geodiversity refers to the natural variety of geological (rocks, minerals, fossils), geomorphological
(landforms and processes), and soil features, as well as their assemblages, relationships, and systems. It
includes:

. Rock types and mineral compositions.

] Fossil records.

. Landforms like mountains, caves, dunes.

. Active earth processes like erosion or volcanism.
J Soils and their variation across landscapes.

Geodiversity provides many essential ecosystem services, e.g., surface and groundwaters, soils, rock
weathering and carbon sequestration, and habitat diversity. Geodiversity in the form of landscapes also
generates many key tourist attractions. Geodiversity is also an essential element of Aboriginal culture,
with landscape respected as an ancestor. Geodiversity in the form of landscapes also provides many key
tourist attractions. Geodiversity is also an essential element of Aboriginal culture, with landscape
respected as an ancestor.

Geoheritage values

Geoheritage is the recognition of geological sites, features or areas with significant scientific, educational,
cultural, and/or aesthetic value that offer information and insights into the formation or evolution and
history of the Earth, or that can be used for research, teaching, or reference. In setting priorities for
capital works and maintenance programs, the integrity of vulnerable sites with geoheritage value should
be considered. Geoheritage is selected and valued geodiversity; it’s the part we aim to protect, celebrate,
or interpret because of its importance.

Queensland’s geological foundation underpins its landscapes, biodiversity, settlement history, regional
economies, tourism assets and First Nations cultural landscapes, and along with climate and climatic
history controls all aspects of our natural environment. Despite this, geoheritage is not explicitly
articulated within the current heritage framework and remains under-represented within statutory
processes.

Geoheritage is an established concept both nationally and internationally. It is endorsed by UNESCO and
the IUCN. Geoheritage offers information and insights into the formation or evolution and history of the
Earth, and can be used for research, teaching, reference, tourism, and the enrichment of people’s
experience in natural environments. The Australian Government formally recognised geoheritage as
‘comprising significant geological, geomorphological, pedogenic (soil-related), palaeontological and
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hydrological features, including objects (e.g. mineral or rock specimens), features, sites, landforms, serial
sites, landscapes and systems’ in the State of the Environment Report 20211,

Geoheritage can include, amongst other aspects.

e OQutstanding geological formations.

e Stratigraphic sections that tell part of Earth’s history.

e Sites important to the understanding of Earth processes.

e Places with cultural or historical links to geological (e.g. sacred rocks, fossil sites, mines and
guarries, and building stones).

e Mine sites exhibiting features (e.g. gossans, alteration zones etc.) of significant economic
geological significance.

e Publicly accessible museums which display mineral specimens, fossils and rocks which in
Queensland include the Queensland Museum, Brisbane; the Ted Elliot Collection, TerrEstrial
Museum, Georgetown; the Mt Morgan Historical Museum; and the Herberton Mining Museum.

These examples illustrate the diversity of places that may possess geoheritage significance and contribute
to Queensland’s broader heritage values. However, the extent to which such places are recognised within
existing heritage frameworks varies, and as discussed as follows.

Geoheritage in the Queensland Heritage System

Geological heritage is already implicitly recognised within Queensland’s heritage system. The Queensland
Heritage Act 1992 enables listing of places with cultural heritage significance, of which many contain
geological or geomorphological features which contribute to their significance. Within the QLD Heritage
Register, examples of geoheritage include prominent landforms such as:

e C(Castle Hill in Townsville.
e Kangaroo Point Cliffs in Brisbane.
e The Glass House Mountains.

These Queensland Heritage Register listings rely on the geological features present, yet the features
themselves are not formally recognised as geoheritage sites, and hence such natural values are often
overlooked. Explicit recognition would ensure the heritage framework reflects the full diversity of
Queensland’s heritage, including the geological history that underpins many landscapes and cultural
narratives.

" Cresswell, I., Janke, T., & Johnston, E. (2021). Natural heritage. Australia State of the Environment Report.
https://soe.dcceew.gov.au/heritage/environment/natural-heritage
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Explicit recognition of Geoheritage is needed

The Queensland Heritage Strategy and associated policy should explicitly account for geoheritage for the
following five reasons.

Improve identification and protection of significant sites

Within Queensland, there is currently no systematic framework for identifying and assessing geological
sites of heritage significance within the State Heritage Register?. As such, the full range of heritage values
are not consistently captured within the heritage system, and the full diversity of the State’s natural
heritage is not well represented or communicated to the community.

Developing assessment criteria that explicitly recognised geological significance would strengthen the
stewardship of heritage places and improve representation of the range of heritage values present in
Queensland. Recognition of geoheritage within the new Queensland Heritage Strategy would enable the
systemic identification, assessment and management of geologically significant places. It would also
support the development of consistent evaluation criteria and reduce the risk that important geological
sites are overlooked during heritage assessment processes.

In Australia, the Geological Society of Australia (GSA), one of the AGC member societies, with its State
and Territory divisions, identifies sites of geological significance, maintaining a list of sites of local,
regional, national and international significance, and providing advice for planning and management. At
present, these sites are not accommodated by the Heritage Register in Queensland. However, the
Queensland Division of the GSA has for many years published a comprehensive range of guide books
celebrating the Rocks and Landscapes of national parks and other key landscapes from across
Queensland, the most recent focusing on the Etheridge Region.

National geological datasets also demonstrate the importance of identifying and protecting geological
reference sites. Geoscience Australia maintains the Australian Stratigraphic Units Database (ASUD) which
provides a consistent national reference for geological formation and relationships. Understanding these
formations, extents, and relationships is critical to understanding the geological framework and is
important for agriculture, water conservation and management, mineral and energy exploration and
exploitation, and a variety of other scientific or commercial endeavours.

It is poignant that many of Queensland’s earliest and most celebrated national parks were established to
protect landscapes defined by exceptional relief, escarpments, volcanic peaks, gorges and prominent rock
outcrops (e.g. Lamington National Park, Glass House Mountains National Park, Moogerah Peaks, and

2 By contrast, other states in Australia have highly documented systems for recognising geoheritage: Western
Australia’s State Geoheritage Register:
https://www.wa.gov.au/organisation/department-of-mines-petroleum-and-exploration/geological-survey-of-western-
australia/geotourism-and-geoheritage; The Tasmanian Geoconservation Database:
https://nre.tas.gov.au/conservation/geoconservation/tasmanian-geoconservation-database
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others). This history demonstrates that the geological framework of place has long been recognised as
central to the State’s most valued conservation landscapes. Yet despite the reliance on geological
character as a basis for scenic and protected area reservation, Queensland’s heritage and conservation
frameworks still lack a clear and explicit mechanism for recognising geoheritage values.

Many geological formations are defined and interpreted through reference exposures known as ‘type
sections’ (locations where a rock unit is clearly visible and can be studied in detail). These sites act as the
reference for a particular geological formation, allowing that unit to be identified and mapped across
wider regions. Because they provide the primary scientific reference for understanding geological units
and their evolution, type sections represent an important form of geoheritage. If such sites are degraded
or lost, the ability to interpret the geological history they represent may be significantly compromised.

Queensland’s historic mining landscapes further demonstrate the longstanding heritage value of
geological places. Sites such as Mt Isa, Mary Kathleen, Ballara, Chillagoe, and Herberton are widely
recognised for their industrial and cultural mining heritage significance, which is a direct product of their
geological setting. These historic mining sites are currently recognised through pathways which to
privilege the cultural and industrial traces of mining activity, sometimes without a strong reference to
the geological features and mineral systems that made these places possible. This issue is further
addressed in a parallel and separate submission by Geotourism Australia.

Existing criteria for listing places on the Queensland Heritage Register could potentially accommodate
some of these site types. However, without explicit recognition of geoheritage within the new
Queensland Heritage Strategy, geological sites are less likely to be systematically identified or nominated
for listing. Explicit acknowledgement of geoheritage would therefore help promote the identification and
assessment of significant geological sites and support their inclusion within the Queensland Heritage
Register.

Recognising geoheritage within the new Strategy would ensure that the Queensland heritage system is
able to capture and manage the full diversity of the State’s heritage, including the geological features and
landscapes that underpin many of its natural and cultural values.

Improve planning, managing and development outcomes

Geological features can enhance planning and urban design outcomes when identified early and
incorporated thoughtfully. Recognising them as assets rather than constraints supports sustainable
development.

Geoheritage is largely non-renewable and contributes to complex geosystem processes and to intricate
cultural connections. The current lack of recognition for geoheritage in Queensland heritage practice
contributes to decision-making which is inappropriate for the planning and management of geoheritage,
placing such places at risk of degradation or destruction. Formal recognition of geoheritage is needed to
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ensure geoheritage is subject to the same planning and development processes as other forms of
heritage, and hence to support more informed and equitable outcomes.

In addition to maintaining the list of significant geological heritage places, the Geological Survey of
Queensland (GSQ) can be formally referenced, as well as consultations undertaken as appropriate with
the State Division of the GSA and/or Geotourism Australia, the Australian Institute of Geoscientists, and
the Geoscience Society of the Australasian Institute of Mining & Metallurgy to provide advice for
geoheritage planning and management. Best practice for managing natural heritage requires, amongst
other environmental matters, specialist insights such as those required for managing sites of geoheritage
significance.

The Australian Government Agency, Geoscience Australia, maintains the Australian Stratigraphic Units
Database (ASUD) which provides a consistent national reference for geological formation and
relationships. Understanding these formations, extents and relationships is critical to understanding the
geological framework and is important for agriculture, water conservation and management, mineral
and energy exploration, and a variety of other scientific or commercial endeavours.

Formations observed in one location may be like the other sites and thus can be mapped based on a
‘typical’ section or exposure. These type sections are essentially a fingerprint of a particular formation
which, once defined, may influence the maps on which that unit extends. If these sites are compromised,
it would be extremely detrimental to the overall understanding of the geological evolution and history.

The new Queensland Heritage Strategy should recognise geoheritage as a form of heritage to strengthen
recognition of geoheritage in planning and management, to promote the use of specialist expertise
related to geoheritage, and to support geoheritage conservation for communities.

Enhance interpretation, education, and public engagement

Geoheritage contributes to understanding Earth history and landscape evolution. It is important as part
of public science education and contributes to sense of place and local identity. Without formal
recognition, the role of geoheritage in contributing to these aspects of place and identity is overlooked
and often undervalued.

Explicit recognition of geoheritage in the new Queensland Heritage strategy and associated policy would
support interpretation programs, heritage storytelling, and educational tourism. Queenslanders engage
deeply with landscapes. Geological stories of volcanoes, ancient reefs, fossil deposits, landforms and river
systems resonate widely across communities. Similarly, the formation stories relating the stones of a
heritage building connect people not only with past-human activity, but with deep time and Earth
processes, contributing to greater sense of place and appreciation of our Earth.

Specifically accounting for geoheritage in the new Queensland Heritage Strategy would lead to broader
public engagement with heritage places and support diverse and regional narratives.
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Support tourism and regional economic development

Geoheritage represents a significant opportunity for geotourism development and regional economic
growth in Queensland. Recognition of the full range of geological, geomorphological and
palaeontological heritage within the State’s heritage framework would support emerging tourism
initiatives that draw on landscapes and Earth history as key visitor experiences.

Geoheritage provides an important foundation for geotourism. Geotourism is defined as ‘sustainable,
place-based tourism that connects people with Earth’s landscapes, heritage, and communities, while
protecting their natural and cultural values for future generations.’ In this context, geotourism adds
considerable content value to traditional nature-based tourism as well as to cultural tourism, inclusive
of Aboriginal tourism, thus completing the holistic embrace of ‘A’ (abiotic — sky, climate and geology,
landscape and landforms, speleology, water, and soils) plus ‘B’ (biotic — flora and fauna) plus ‘C’ (culture,
both indigenous and post European settlement) aspects.

Geological stories and landscapes underpin many of Queensland’s most recognisable destinations and
visitor experiences. Integrating geological narratives into heritage interpretation can strengthen place-
based storytelling, support educational tourism and enhance visitor engagement with the State’s natural
history.

At a national level, the National Geotourism Strategy (NGS), launched in 2021, provides a coordinated
framework to support the development of geotourism projects across Australia. The strategy outlines
seven strategic goals® designed to align Australian tourism development with international geotourism
trends while supporting regional economic diversification. Through these initiatives, geotourism has the
potential to generate new industries, employment opportunities, and visitor experiences, particularly in
regional areas.

Three goals of the NGS are particularly relevant to the development of the new Queensland Heritage
Strategy.

e Goal 3 of the NGS focuses on the development and promotion of geotrails as a mechanism for
interpreting geological heritage and connecting visitors with significant landscapes and sites.
Geotrails link multiple geoheritage locations through curated visitor experiences that integrate
geological, cultural and environmental narratives. Across Australia, geotrails are increasingly used
to support regional tourism development while promoting education and appreciation of Earth
history. Queensland already hosts several established geotrails that interpret the geological
history of landscapes and communicate geoscience with visitors*; however, recognition of

3 View NGS Strategic Goals at https://www.agc.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2021/04/AGC_nationalgeotourismstrategy_strategicgoals.pdf

4View the inventory of geotrails in Australia at: https://www.agc.org.au/geoscience-in-australia/geotourism/inventory-
of-geotrails-in-australia/
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geoheritage within the new Queensland Heritage Strategy would support the identification and
protection of significant sites associated with existing and future geotrails, helping to strengthen
their scientific credibility, interpretive value and tourism potential in Queensland.

e Goal 4 of the NGS seeks to establish a national listing of geoheritage sites suitable for geotourism.
In 2023, the NGS working group developed national listing guidelines for identifying and assessing
geoheritage places with tourism potential. https://bit.ly/3NjMDco These guidelines provide a
framework that could be applied within Queensland to identify and promote geotourism
opportunities associated with significant geological places. In some cases, geoheritage may
represent the primary heritage value of a place; in others, geological features may contribute to
the significance of places already listed on the Queensland Heritage Register. Recognition of
geoheritage within the Queensland Heritage Strategy would enable stronger alignment with this
emerging national framework.

Geotourism Australia’s Geoheritage Theme Leader Ruby Hoyland is currently leading activity in
further development of this goal. E: ruby.hoyland@utas.edu.au

Goal 5 of the NGS focuses on the development of geotourism in regional mining communities
with significant geological and cultural mining heritage. Many of these opportunities occur
outside national parks and reserves, in landscapes that contain important geological
features alongside cultural and industrial heritage narratives. This initiative promotes
collaboration between mining organisations, tourism bodies and First Nations
representatives to develop new visitor experiences that integrate geological, cultural and
historical values. Recognition of geoheritage within a new Queensland Heritage Strategy would
support similar initiatives within Queensland’s regional communities.

The opportunity to create a new framework for mining heritage recognition is discussed in a
parallel and separate submission by Geotourism Australia.

As an outcome of the NGS, Geotourism Australia has recommended that facilitation of major geotourism
development can be achieved by first establishing GeoRegions. In Australia, GeoRegions can be single,
unified geographical areas where sites and landscapes of geological significance (including areas with
significant geoheritage, some of which may already have been established recognised in state or national
geoheritage registers) 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 step has now been accepted by the
State/Territory Geological Surveys, through the auspices of its nationally focused Geoscience Working
Group (GWG) which includes representation from the GSQ.
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The development of GeoRegions should include the establishment of geotrails between sites of
important geodiversity, such as robust geoheritage sites, geological monuments and landforms, or
features recognised in state or national heritage registers https://bit.ly/47tbgxB

The GeoRegion mechanism provides a framework to undertake comprehensive consultation with the full
range of interested or impacted community groups (including Aboriginal communities) and to resolve
any identified land-tenure conflict issues that may arise.

In summary, the pursuit of geotourism through the NGS offers the potential for new industries and
employment opportunities through the development of major projects within Australia.

The nationally acclaimed THRIVE 2030 Visitor Economy Strategy highlights the development of nature-
based and place-specific tourism products as a priority for the visitor economy. Under Priority 7
(Sustainability), Action 7.5 highlights the development of products such as geotourism that leverage
geological landscapes and Earth history as economic assets. The viability of geotourism relies on the
identification, protection, and appropriate management of geoheritage through planning systems,
inclusive of heritage legislation and associated policy. Explicit recognition of geoheritage within the new
Queensland Heritage Strategy would therefore support geotourism initiatives in a manner consistent
with national tourism policy.

International conservation frameworks also recognise the importance of geological heritage. The
International Union for Conservation of Nature has recently updated guidance on the application of
criterion (viii) of the World Heritage Convention to strengthen the assessment and protection of globally
significant geological heritage®. These developments reflect growing international recognition that
geological heritage forms an essential component of the world’s natural heritage and landscape values.

Recognising geoheritage within the new Queensland Heritage Strategy would provide an important
policy foundation for the identification, protection and interpretation of significant geological places. This
would enable the development of geotourism initiatives that draw on Queensland’s distinctive
landscapes and Earth history as visitor experiences. Such an approach aligns with national tourism policy,
including the THRIVE 2030 Strategy and the National Geotourism Strategy, both of which highlight the
role of place-based and nature-based tourism in supporting sustainable regional economic development.
By recognising geoheritage within the Strategy, the Queensland Government would create opportunities
to better align heritage policy with tourism and regional development priorities, while supporting
sustainable economic benefits for regional communities.

5 Mc Keever, P.J. and Narbonne, G.M. (2021). Geological World Heritage: a revised global framework for the application
of criterion (viii) of the World Heritage Convention. Gland, Switzerland: IUCN. Available at
https://doi.org/10.2305/IUCN.CH.2021.12.en.
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Align Queensland with national and international heritage practice

Finally, recognition of geoheritage would align Queensland’s heritage framework with emerging national
and international practice. The Australia State of the Environment Report 2021 recognised geoheritage
for the first time at the national level, highlighting the importance of geological features, landforms and
Earth history in understanding and managing Australia’s natural heritage. This recognition reflects
growing awareness that geodiversity underpins ecological systems, landscapes and many of the places
valued for their scientific, educational and cultural significance.

Importantly, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) has launches the Key
Geoheritage Areas (KGAs) initiative. This framework is being developed to identify sites of global
geological significance using standardised scientific criteria, recognising places that contain geological
features and landforms which contribute to understanding Earth history and planetary processes. The
initiative is intended to complement the widely used Key Biodiversity Areas (KBAs) framework by
ensuring that geodiversity is recognised alongside biodiversity within conservation planning and
international heritage practice.

As this framework develops, countries will increasingly be encouraged to identify and document
nationally significant geoheritage sites that may contribute to the global network of KGAs. Queensland
contains numerous geological landscapes and fossil localities of high scientific significance that could
potentially meet these criteria. Recognising geoheritage within the new Queensland Heritage Strategy
would therefore ensure that the State’s heritage framework is consistent with emerging international
geoconservation practice and would position Queensland to participate in future global initiatives that
recognise and promote outstanding geological heritage.

Recommended Actions for the New Queensland Heritage Strategy

This submission recommends that the Queensland Government strengthens recognition and protection
of geoheritage within the Queensland heritage framework through the following actions:

e Recognise geoheritage within the new Queensland Heritage Strategy by explicitly including
geological, geomorphological, palaeontological, and related heritage within the definition and
scope of heritage.

e Amend the Object of the Queensland Heritage Act 1992 to explicitly recognise the importance
of geological, geomorphological and paleontological heritage.

e Clarify the assessment criteria for the Queensland Heritage Register to ensure that geological
significance is clearly provided for and can be consistently assessed.

e Ensure appropriate earth science expertise is represented on the Queensland Heritage
Committee to support informed assessment of places with geological significance.

e Develop guidance materials and technical support to assist state and local governments in the
systematic identification, assessment, and stewardship of geoheritage places and sites.
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Conclusion

Queensland’s landscapes, geological formations and fossil sites represent an important component of
the State’s natural heritage. However, the current heritage framework does not systematically recognise
or assess geological significance, meaning that many places of scientific, educational and cultural value
are not adequately represented within the heritage system.

Recognising geoheritage within a new Queensland Heritage Strategy would address this gap and ensure
that the State’s heritage framework reflects the full diversity of Queensland’s natural heritage. Doing so
would strengthen the identification, assessment and stewardship of significant geological places, while
improving the representation of heritage values within a new Queensland Heritage Register.

Explicit recognition of geoheritage would also deliver broader benefits. It would support not only
geotourism initiatives, but also regional economic development and most tourism in natural areas, as
well as align Queensland’s heritage policy with national tourism strategies such as the THRIVE 2030
Visitor Economy Strategy and the National Geotourism Strategy, and position Queensland to participate
in emerging international geoconservation initiatives led by organisations such as the International Union
for Conservation of Nature.

The development of a new Queensland Heritage Strategy presents a timely opportunity to ensure that
the State’s heritage framework reflects contemporary heritage practice and recognises the geological
features and landscapes that underpin many of Queensland’s most significant places. Explicit recognition
of geoheritage within the new Strategy would represent an important step toward ensuring that these
values are appropriately identified, understood and managed for the benefit of present and future
generations.

Angus M Robinson FAusIMM (CP)

Coordinator, Geotourism Australia
Australian Geoscience Council Inc
E: angus@Ieisuresolutions.com.au

31 March 2026
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