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NATIONAL STRATEGIC OVERVIEW - PREAMBLE 

AUSTRALIA’S GEOTOURISM PATHWAY IN A GLOBAL CONTEXT 

Australia is now transitioning from a high-potential but under-recognised geotourism nation 

to a country with a formalised pathway aligned to global best practice, particularly through 

the framework of UNESCO Global Geoparks. 

Where Australia Sat (Pre-2025) 

Historically, Australia has been something of an outlier: 

• Extraordinary geoheritage (e.g., Uluru, Blue Mountains, Flinders Ranges etc.). 

• Strong global tourism appeal based on landscapes. 

• BUT no nationally endorsed geopark or assessment framework. 

With the result that geotourism existed in practice, but not as a recognised system or policy 

framework. Australia had leaned heavily on ecotourism branding, even where geology was 

the primary attraction. 

 The Turning Point (2025 Onwards) 

The late-2025 introduction of a government-endorsed geopark pathway (following sustained 

advocacy by the Australian Geoscience Council) represents a significant structural shift. 

Key implications: 

• Australia can now formally nominate UNESCO Global Geoparks. 

• Establishment of GeoRegions / geopark candidate areas. 

• Alignment with international standards in interpretation, conservation, and 

community benefit  

 This development moves Australia from effectively ‘informal geotourism’ status to 

‘institutional geotourism.’ 

How Australian Geotourism Now Compares Globally 

➢ Europe (Benchmark Leaders), Iceland, and Others 
 
Leading countries: Greece, Spain, Portugal, United Kingdom, France, Italy, Germany, and 

others (inc Scandanavian countries, Iceland, and Russia). 

Europe is the epicentre of geotourism globally. Here, geotourism is not just a niche. It is 

embedded in regional development through geoparks and cultural landscapes. 

• Dense geopark networks. 

• Strong regional identity tied to geology.  
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• Deep public awareness. In many European regions, ‘nature tourism’ is effectively 

geotourism, especially in karst areas, volcanic regions, and coastal geomorphology 

zones. 

 Australia is behind in maturity, but not in resource quality. 

➢ Asia Pacific 
 

Leading countries: China, Indonesia, Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, , Vietnam, 

Philippines, and Iran. 

This region shows the strongest recent shift toward geotourism as a dominant model. 

• China has the world’s largest number of geoparks and explicitly promotes geotourism 

as a national strategy. 

• Japan and South Korea integrate geotourism into education, hazard awareness, and 

regional identity.  

• In Malaysia (e.g. Langkawi), geotourism is central to destination branding Here, 

geotourism often coexists with ecotourism but is more formally structured and 

interpreted. 

• Whilst not recognised by UNESCO, Taiwan has nine geoparks. 

Australia is now entering a similar policy phase of development, though at a much earlier 

stage. 

➢ Latin America 

Leading countries: Mexico, Chile, Peru, Ecuador. Brazil. 

In parts of Latin America, geotourism is implicit rather than always explicitly labelled. 

• Strong geological icons (volcanoes, canyons, deserts) dominate visitor appeal. 

• Mexico is a standout with multiple geoparks and structured geotourism initiatives.  

• In Chile and Peru, tourism is heavily landscape-driven, even when marketed as 

adventure or nature tourism. 

 Geotourism here often underpins tourism without always being named as such. 

Australia has been through this stage but is now moving beyond this into formal recognition. 

➢  North America - USA and Canada 

 

• Whilst Canada has five UNESCO Global Geoparks with a strong cultural interest in 

geotourism and geology generally, the USA has no geoparks and does not support 

UNESCO membership. 
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• However, American affection for its extensive and impressive national park network 

featuring outstanding landscapes has led to the adoption  and widespread 

understanding of geotourism, strongly supported by the National Geographic Society. 

 

➢ Middle East & North Africa -– Emerging Geotourism Destinations 

Leading countries: Jordan, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Oman. 

These countries are increasingly positioning geotourism as a flagship offering: 

• Iconic desert and tectonic landscapes  

• Investment in geoheritage interpretation and tourism infrastructure  

• Growing alignment with geopark frameworks  

In several cases, geotourism is overtaking ecotourism due to limited biodiversity but 

spectacular geology. 

 Australia is better established scientifically, but only now matching the strategic focus. 

Oceania 

Countries: Australia, New Zealand 

• Both countries have world-class geotourism assets with one Global Geopark in NZ. 

• However, ecotourism still dominates branding and policy language. 

• Geotourism is growing via regional initiatives and geopark aspirations.  

Here, geotourism is emerging rather than predominant, despite strong underlying potential. 

Key Takeaway 

• Predominant geotourism (institutionally embedded): Europe, China, Canada, parts of 
East Asia. 

• Strong but blended with ecotourism: Southeast Asia, Latin America. 

• Emerging or strategic growth: Middle East, Australia, New Zealand . 

Bottom line 

Geotourism predominates not simply by country, but where there is a combination of 
spectacular geology, formal recognition (e.g. geoparks), and deliberate interpretation of Earth 
heritage. 

Australia’s Emerging Strengths 

Australia’s pathway has some distinctive global advantages: 

1. Integration with First Nations Knowledge 

• ‘Country’ provides a holistic narrative linking geology, culture, and biodiversity.  
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• This is something many European geoparks are now trying to incorporate. 

2. Continental-Scale Geoheritage 

• Deep time stories (e.g. Ediacaran fossils, ancient cratons). 

• Large, intact landscapes. 

3. Existing Tourism Infrastructure 

• National Landscapes legacy.  

• Strong regional tourism organisations.  

4. Extensive Mining (and other post-European settlement) Heritage 

• Present and widespread in every State and Territory. 

• Regional development imperatives are looking to geotourism as offering PLMU 

opportunities. 

5. Growing focus on sustainable geotourism and ecotourism. 

With the right interpretation, Australia could become a global leader in ‘story-driven 

geotourism.’ 

Key Challenges Ahead 

To truly compete with leading geotourism nations, Australia will need to: 

• Build public understanding of geotourism (beyond the term itself). 

• Develop high-quality interpretation at sites (not just scenic viewing).  

• Ensure community ownership and benefits, especially in regional areas. 

• Avoid duplicating ecotourism language without geological depth. 

Bottom Line 

Australia is now at a pivotal inflection point: 

• Before: World-class geology, but no formal system.  

• Now: Policy pathway established. 

• Next step: Deliver UNESCO Global Geopark nominations and recognised GeoRegions.  

In global terms, Australia is shifting from: ‘quiet achiever’ to ‘emerging geotourism nation 

with leadership potential.’ 
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What UNESCO Looks For (Quick Alignment) 

Across all candidates, UNESCO Global Geoparks expects: 

✔ International Geological Significance 

Flinders Ranges WHA nomination clearly leads; others are regionally strong but need global 

framing. 

✔ Integrated Storytelling 

Linking geology + biodiversity + culture (especially First Nations) 

Australia has a major advantage here. 

✔ Community Engagement 

Local governance and economic benefit are essential. 

✔ Education & Interpretation 

This is Australia’s biggest gap at present. 

Strategic Insight 

Australia does not need to compete on scenery, it already wins. 

 The real opportunity is to lead globally in: 

• ‘Geotourism on Country’ (deep integration with First Nations knowledge). 

• Continental-scale storytelling (deep time narratives).  

• Visitor interpretation that goes beyond lookouts. 

• Impact-positive, sustainable geotourism and adoption of best practice geoethics. 

 

ADVANCING QUEENSLAND’S GLOBAL POSITION THROUGH GEOTOURISM  

REPRESENTATIONS TO TOURISM AND EVENTS QUEENSLAND 

Purpose 

To outline how Queensland can leverage geotourism to enhance its global tourism brand, 

diversify regional experiences, and strengthen visitor engagement. 

Context 

Queensland is internationally recognised for its natural assets, including the Great Barrier Reef 

and the Daintree Rainforest. While these are often framed through biodiversity and 

ecotourism, both are fundamentally geological landscapes shaped over millions of years. 

Globally, destinations are increasingly adopting geotourism, focusing on the stories behind 

landscapes. With Australia’s new approved geopark pathway, Queensland is well positioned 

to lead nationally in this space. 
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Strategic Opportunity 

Geotourism can support Queensland’s tourism objectives by: 

• Deepening visitor engagement and storytelling. 

• Encouraging regional dispersal beyond established icons. 

• Extending length of stay through layered experiences. 

• Strengthening off-peak and inland tourism offerings. 

Priority Queensland Potential GeoRegions 

1. Glass House Mountains & Sunshine Coast Hinterland 

o Iconic volcanic plugs with strong visual identity. 

o High visitation and proximity to Brisbane – particularly significant given the 

Brisbane Olympics. 

o Cultural significance on Kabi Kabi Country. 

2. Undara Volcanic / Gulf Savannah/Etheridge Region 

o Lava tubes within the Undara Volcanic National Park among the longest in the 

world.  

o Outstanding Ewamian people attraction at Talaroo Hot Springs. 

o Cobbold Gorge, famous for its towering cliffs and guided boat cruises, glass-

bridge walks, and helicopter tours. 

o Strong potential for outback dispersal and guided experiences in three other 

major national parks. 

o Extensive mining heritage. 

o Potential already identified through the ‘Unearth Etheridge’ project (2017-

2018). 

3. Outback Queensland (Channel Country & Dinosaur Trail) 

o Deep-time storytelling including fossil heritage. 

o Integration with existing attractions (e.g. Winton region). 

o Mt Isa/Cloncurry – Townsville (MITEZ) mining heritage. 

4. Far North Queensland (Reef–Rainforest Interface) 

o Unique convergence of geological and biological systems. 

o Opportunity to interpret reef formation and landscape evolution. 

o Chillagoe Mungana Cave National Park/mining heritage interface. 
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5. Central Highlands  

o Carnarvon Gorge ecotourism and geotourism potential. 

o Queensland Gemfields west of Emerald along the Capricorn Highway, 

represent one of the largest sapphire-bearing areas in the world. 

o Carnarvon Gorge is a landscape of profound spiritual significance to the Bidjara 

and Karingbal peoples, along with the Gayiri, Nguri, Gungabula, and Yiman 

nations. 

Brand Alignment 

 

Geotourism enhances existing Queensland ecotourism pillars: 

 

• Reef & Rainforest → expanded through Earth formation stories. 

• Outback → reframed as deep-time exploration. 

• Adventure → grounded in landscape processes. 

• Regional development →highlighting Queensland’s rich mining heritage. 

• THRIVE 2030 Strategy → fulfils Action 7.5 integrating nature and cultural tourism 

features for the economic benefit of Traditional Owners. 

Competitive Advantage 

 

Queensland can differentiate by: 

• Linking reef, rainforest, and outback through a unified “story of place.” 

• Integrating First Nations knowledge of Country. 

• Offering accessible, experience-rich geotourism for mainstream markets. 

Key Gaps 

• Limited geological interpretation at major sites. 

• Underutilisation of inland geoheritage for tourism. 

• Need for consistent storytelling across regions. 

Recommended Actions 

1. Develop a Queensland geotourism narrative within the framework of the current ’45 

by 45 ‘ ecotourism initiative. 

2. Pilot flagship GeoRegions (e.g. Chillagoe, Etheridge etc). 

3. Invest in interpretation (guided, digital geotours, signage). 

4. Align with national geopark initiatives. 

5. Promote geotourism within international marketing campaigns. 
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Conclusion 

 

Geotourism provides Queensland with a compelling opportunity to evolve its ecotourism 

offering from showcasing natural assets to revealing their origins. This shift can strengthen 

global competitiveness while supporting regional economies and visitor engagement. 

 

Angus M Robinson 

Coordinator, Geotourism Australia 

19th June 2026 

 

 


