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SUBMISSION BY GEOTOURISM AUSTRALIA, A WHOLLY OWNED ENTITY OF
THE AUSTRALIAN GEOSCIENCE COUNCIL INC
THE GLEN INNES ACTIVATION FRAMEWORK AND STRATEGY!

1 An addendum to the submission Glen Innes Severn Council — Draft IP&R Documents Community

Strategic Plan and Delivery Program dated 27 May 2025 https://www.leisuresolutions.com.au/wp-
content/uploads/2025/11/Glen-Innes-Severn-Council AGC-Submission.pdf

Preamble

This submission is designed to update Council on recent developments relating to the way in
which geotourism and the Geopark Assessment Process has evolved since our previous
submission and to provide some additional insights into how the GeoRegion concept can be
enhanced given the aspiration of formulating a nomination for a UNESCO Global Geopark.

Updated Understanding of Geotourism and Geoparks

A dual-definition model, (recently approved by Geotourism Australia) has been adopted to
meet the distinct needs of policy environments and public communication. This approach
aligns with international practice across UNESCO, the Global Geoparks Network, and leading
geotourism organisations.

Official Definition (Governance and Policy)

“Geotourism is a place-based form of sustainable tourism that safeguards Earth’s
geodiversity and geoheritage while strengthening interconnected biodiversity, cultural
values, and the wellbeing of host communities. It achieves this through inclusive
stewardship, meaningful interpretation, positive-impact practices, and measurable
outcomes that benefit people, place, and planet.”

Companion Definition (Public-Facing)

“Geotourism is 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 addition, the 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 capitalising on emerging
tourism trends such as geotourism.’
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UNESCO Global Geoparks

The ‘highest order’ of sustainable geotourism can be accommodated through the
establishment of geoparks, in the same way that World Heritage Areas (a quite separate
programme of UNESCO) and government-managed national parks might be seen as the
highest order of protection and enjoyment for biodiversity, culture, and geodiversity.

Therefore, whilst the establishment of geoparks highlight one form of geotourism, they most
definitely provide opportunities to celebrate and explore the Earth’s natural features whilst
also incorporating culture, protections where appropriate, and sustainability in a way that is
true to the core values of all nature- based tourism in Australia.

On the world stage ‘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. Their bottom-up approach
of combining conservation with sustainable development while involving local communities
is becoming increasingly popular.

Geoparks have been established 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 as the platform for providing visitor engagement,
learning and enjoyment). By attracting an increasing number of visitors, a geopark fosters
local socio-economic development through the promotion of a quality label linked with the
local natural and cultural heritage. It encourages the creation of local, innovative enterprises
and cottage industries involved in geotourism and geologically inspired products.

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, trails, mine
sites, guided tours, school class excursions, popular literature, maps, educational materials
and displays, and seminars. Geoparks are capable of being community driven. The geopark
concept is an iconic one, applicable across all continents.

Whilst 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. A geopark uses its geological heritage, in
connection with all other aspects of the area’s natural and cultural heritage, to enhance
awareness and understanding of key issues facing society, such as using our earth’s
resources sustainably, mitigating the effects of climate change and reducing natural disasters
and related risks. Geoparks give local people a sense of pride in their region and strengthen
their identification with the area.
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A proposed Global Geopark must be legally protected in advance of any application made to
UNESCO because UNESCO requires that a proposed Global Geopark's key designated
geological sites must already have legal protection (national, regional, or local) before an
application is submitted, ensuring ongoing conservation; specifically, the defining geological
features must be secured where appropriate under existing laws (e.g., state/territory acts for
national parks, Indigenous land agreements, local zoning etc). It is recognised that a Geopark
itself is not a new legislative protected area category, but a management framework
leveraging any existing laws for sustainable development and heritage preservation, with a
legally recognised management body in place.

‘State’ based National Geoparks

As an option, State/Territory governments are already empowered to approve the
designation of identified areas as ‘National’ Geoparks under their existing statutory
framework, because the proposed creation of a ‘National’ Geopark does not require any
protective measures other than those already in existence to provide for both protected and
unprotected areas, as appropriate. Moreover, the recently approved Geopark Assessment
Process provides for the assessment of any National Geopark proposal that emerges from
within an approved GeoRegion. As would apply for any proposed UNESCO Global Park, any
designated ‘National’ Geopark would need to be managed by an incorporated entity (local
or state government created, community trust, association established under state
government legislation etc.)

National Geoparks Reference Committee

To meet the requirements of UNESCO, any nomination for a UNESCO Global Geopark must
be first approved by a National Geoparks Reference Committee. The Geoparks Assessment
Process has determined that a National Geoparks Reference Committee will be established
by the State/Territory Government Agency oversighting the development of the GeoRegion
in which a geopark nomination is being proposed. Its composition will be determined by that
government agency and may include a selection of specialists as prescribed in the Geopark
Assessment Process document. https://www.agc.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2025/12/Geopark-Assessment-Process final.pdf

Significance of Protected Areas within and close to the Glen Innes Highlands
GeoRegion — GeoRegion and Landscape Precinct (Layer 2)

It is noted that protected areas within the GeoRegion (not national parks) managed by NSW
National Parks & Wildlife Service within the GeoRegion include the Mann River Nature
Reserve.

Major national parks adjacent to (but mostly outside) the GeoRegion include significantly
the Washpool National Park which include World Heritage-listed Gondwana Rainforests as
well as the Gibraltar Range National Park.
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A focus on these protected areas and engagement with the NSW National Parks and Wildlife
Service is particularly helpful for positioning the Glen Innes Highlands GeoRegion as a
credible pathway toward a UNESCO Global Geoparks nomination.

By way of example, the following is a suggested alignment of two of these protected areas
with core UNESCO Global Geopark criteria of international geological significance, protection
and management, education and interpretation, sustainable geotourism, and community
and cultural connection.

Washpool National Park (adjacent, World Heritage) - a flagship supporting site, adding
global credibility and biodiversity context to a nearby proposed UNESCO Global Geopark
nomination.

» Geoheritage significance
e Underpinned by ancient landscape evolution.
e Important for linking geology with soils and rainforest ecosystems.

» Protection and management
e Fully protected - part of the Gondwana Rainforests of Australia.
e Already meets international conservation benchmarks.

» Education and interpretation
e Well-developed ecological interpretation.
e Opportunity to strengthen geoscience storytelling (deep time, landscape
evolution).

» Sustainable geotourism.
o Established visitor infrastructure.
e Proven model of low-impact, nature-based tourism.

» Community and cultural connection
e Strong Aboriginal cultural landscape values.
¢ Potential for deeper integration with cultural geomorphology narratives.

Mann River Nature Reserve - supporting sites that strengthen the diversity of the geopark
portfolio.

» Geodiversity significance.
¢ Contribute to understanding regional landscape diversity.
e Escarpment and river valley systems.

» Protection and management
e Secure conservation tenure.
e Limited infrastructure aligns with geopark conservation ethos.
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» Education and interpretation

e Largely undeveloped and future potential geosites offering valued resources for
schools’ education purposes.

» Sustainable geotourism
e Best suited to low-volume, specialist visitation.

» Community and cultural connection
e Potential for place-based storytelling and cultural mapping.

Strategic Takeaways for a UNESCO Global Geopark Pathway
1. Strength in the “ABC” Model

e Abiotic (geology): Granite belts, rivers, tectonic history.

¢ Biotic (biodiversity): Gondwana rainforests (Washpool).

e Cultural: Strong Celtic with a key opportunity to highlight Ngarabal Aboriginal Culture
as well as key and significant mining heritage areas.

2. Clear Geopark Structure Emerging

e Core geosites: numerous, accessed particularly by designated drive and walking
trails.

e Regional geotrails: New England Rail Trail, State Tourist Drive 11 (Miners Way), World
Heritage Way, Stock Route proposal.

e Flagship global context: Washpool NP (World Heritage).

e Supporting NPWS network: Mann River reserve and other protected areas.

3. Priority Gaps to Address

e Coordinated interpretation strategy (geotrails, signage, and digital enhanced guides).
e https://www.agc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/GUIDELINES-FOR-THE-

DEVELOPMENT-OF-GEOREGIONS finalrelease.pdf and compliance with the Geoparks
Assessment Process.

¢ Formal GeoRegion governance and branding.

e Implementation of a comprehensive community consultation as stipulated in the
GeoRegion guidelines.

e Engagement with the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service.

4. Competitive Advantage

o Ability to link:
o Ancient Gondwana landscapes.
o Granite geomorphology of the New England Tablelands.
o Living cultural landscapes.
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5. Global Networking Opportunities

° There are currently 241 Global Geoparks within 51 countries worldwide, including
one in New Zealand, and none in Australia.

° These also include 11 in the United Kingdom and Northern Ireland as well as four in
Ireland.

° With evident Celtic links, the UK’s North-West Highlands Global Geopark represents
a perfect opportunity for collaboration even at this early stage of pre-nomination
development https://www.unesco.org/en/iggp/north-west-highlands-unesco-
global-geopark?hub=67817 and https://nwhgeopark.com/

Geopark Assessment Process

The Geoparks Assessment Process was approved in December 2025. This document can be
viewed at https://www.agc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/Geopark-Assessment-
Process final.pdf

The assessment process involves four key steps.

» Early consultation with government agencies, Aboriginal stakeholders, and
communities.

» ldentification of, and engagement with, an appropriate level State Government
Agency to champion and provide oversight of the development process. Examples of
such an agency might include for example, a regional development agency.

» Independent technical review by a National Geoparks Reference Committee
established by the designated oversight State Government Agency. It is envisaged
that such a committee will be formed by the relevant oversight agency when a
geopark nomination has been formulated.

» Submission by the relevant oversight State or Territory Government Agency for
Ministerial consideration by Premier and Cabinet as appropriate.

Only after this can a nomination proceed at the discretion of the Australian Government to
UNESCO. With this approved framework now in place, Australia has achieved a long-sought
goal: a trusted, government-backed pathway from GeoRegion to potential Global Geopark
recognition. A presentation which encapsulates why Australia needed a different pathway,
its critical success factors, the next steps and a call to action can be sighted at
https://bit.ly/3P19X2D

These are simply guidelines and are not subject to any Australian/State Government
legislation or regulations. UNESCO assumes that any aspiring geopark nomination that it
may receive will have been fully vetted and approved by the NSW State Government.

UNESCO also has no role in the current GeoRegion/Geopark Assessment Process in Australia
because it accepts and understands that each member State will develop its own processes
regarding nomination assessment. Following any approval of a UNESCO Global Geopark,
UNESCO has no role whatsoever in its subsequent operational management.
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Conclusion

The Glen Innes Highlands GeoRegion already meets many foundational requirements of a
UNESCO Global Geoparks candidate area as clearly articulated in the exemplary Glen Innes
Highlands Activation Framework and Strategy.

With targeted Council leadership and investment in interpretation, community engagement,
and geotourism development, the GeoRegion could credibly evolve into a proposed
nomination with strong geopark nomination potential, particularly given its ability to
integrate World Heritage biodiversity, distinctive geology, and cultural storytelling in one
coherent landscape.

Geotourism Australia is of the view that the GeoRegion is well positioned to be considered
for future UNESCO Global Geopark nomination, delivering long-term economic,
environmental, and community benefits for the residents of Glen Innes Severn municipality.

Angus M Robinson FAusIMM (CP)
Coordinator, Geotourism Australia
Australian Geoscience Council Inc.
E: angus@leisuresolutions.com.au

30 July 2026
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