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Geotourism, Geotrails and Geoparks – golden opportunities for sustainable social and economic development
Professor Patrick James, University of South Australia, Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM)
Geotourism is a growing world-wide recreational and educational activity and is one component of Nature-based or Eco-tourism. This activity has been promoted and 
enhanced by an increased awareness of the need to protect and conserve our rich and varied “Abiotic” geological heritage (Geoheritage).  The great range of geological and 
geomorphological landscapes, terrains, forms, features and processes provide a natural Geodiversitywhich is as precious and critical as the living “Biotic” equivalent so 
keenly and passionately defended by Biodiversity supporters. Geological conservation (Geoconservation) movements have begun to find a rightful place amongst popular, 
educated and scientific groups as the awareness of the fragility of our earth’s substrate and material spheres (geosphere, hydrosphere, biosphere, atmosphere) become 
more critical and mainstream, in terms of its effects on our global “Cultural” heritage, especially regarding changing global climates and rising sea levels. Thus, the A, B, C 
(Abiotic, Biotic and Cultural) themes embedded in Geotourism are becoming increasingly valuable as tools to increase the awareness and value of this activity to the 
increasing array of visitors and tourists.
A key driver for this rise in public awareness and knowledge of the importance and relevance of geotourism, has been the spectacular growth of UNESCO Global Geoparks 
across almost all continents. This movement began only recently (early 2000s) within Europe and China with the almost parallel development and opening of large numbers 
of Geoparks. A consortium of more than 30 Geoparks which were organised under the banner of the European Geoparks Network (EGN), provided the impetus for the rapid 
expansion of this movement, and the subsequent UNESCO Global Geoparks network further established more than 30 geoparks in China and a few others on most 
continents. These paved the way for the promotion of geology and geotourism to much larger swathes of the global populace. There are now 195 UNESCO Global Geoparks 
in 48 countries, largely based still in Europe (94) and China (41) but with increasing numbers in SE and E Asia (Vietnam (3), Japan (10), Korea (5), Malaysia (2), Thailand (2) 
Indonesia (10)), plus S/Central America (12) and Canada (5) and only 2 in Africa in Morocco and Tanzania. Australasia has also just gained its first Geopark – the appropriately 
named Waitaki Whitestone Geopark in New Zealand.
There are many attributes required to become a Global Geopark. These include significant international Geoheritage, local bottom-up support of local governments/councils, 
Geological Surveys, Museums, Universities. Business plans, management structures and financial models are required and Geotourism infrastructure and interpretation are 
needed with well-marked geosites, geotrails, signage and publicly available information and interpretation (brochures, web sites, apps).

Marble Arch Caves Global Geopark (renamed as Cuilcagh
Lakelands) was Pat’s first experience of a UGGP, following the 
2nd International Global Geoparks conference in September 
2006. This Geopark now (post Brexit) crosses major national 
borders between Europe (Ireland) and the UK and 
demonstrates the value of UGGPs in reducing rural 
deprivation by significantly increasing (Geo)tourism. It is part 
situated in Connacht where Pat’s Great Grandfather (after 
whom he was named) fled from equivalent rural poverty in 
the 1860’s due in part to the infamous potato famine.
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UNESCO Global Geoparks

Have you visited a Geopark?

Can you name one?

and how many there are in Africa, 

Australia, Asia or in the world?



“UNESCO Global Geopark” is a 

BRAND ($) and a CLUB

What is the closest UGGP to Harare?

Ngorongoro 

Crater, Tanzania



https://globalgeoparks

network.org/wp-

content/uploads/2017/

03/SPOT-GGN.mp4

UGGN is very new (<20 years)

EGN + CGN = UNESCO GGN (2004)

Now spread (APGN, CGN, LACGN, 

AfGN?, AGN?)

UNESCO Global Geoparks UGGP

https://globalgeoparksnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/SPOT-GGN.mp4
https://globalgeoparksnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/SPOT-GGN.mp4
https://globalgeoparksnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/SPOT-GGN.mp4
https://globalgeoparksnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/SPOT-GGN.mp4


UNESCO Global Geoparks 
(UGGp) 
- single, unified 

geographical areas
- where sites and 

landscapes of 
international 
geological significance 

- are managed with a 
holistic concept of 
protection, education 
and sustainable 
development.



“Bottom-up 
approach of 
combining 
conservation with 
sustainable 
development 
while involving 
local communities 
- becoming 
increasingly 
popular”

Coastal & Marine Geotourism – Rinjani Lombok UGGP – July 2023



European Geoparks ~25 yrs ago



European Geoparks Network 
(formed in 1998)

Germany (Vulkaneifel),
France, (Haute Provence)
Greece (Lesvos)
Spain (Maestrazgo)
UK (Marble Arch)

“Geoparks are a combination of art and science”



EUROPEAN GEOPARKS NETWORKEuropean Geoparks 2004

Geoparks Week



Established in February 2004

Comprises all 25 members 
of the European Geoparks
Network plus 12 members 
of the National Geoparks
Network of PR of China plus 
one member in IRAN

UNESCO GLOBAL GEOPARKS (UGG)

Dowling & Newsome 2004, Chs. 6-8



2nd Intnl. Conference Belfast Sept. 2006

Magazine

Geoparks

Week
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Return to my Irish family, Mayo Bog!

Geoconservation & Geoheritage



UNESCO 

World 

Heritage

James PR, James JA, Clark IF, Sellar A and Savage C 

(2006) Geotourism Strategies in the Adelaide Fold Belt and 

Flinders Ranges of South Australia: competing options for 

conservation, marketing and protection.

Geocommunity & Geoconferences





Azores EGN highlights

7th EUROPEAN GEOPARKS 

CONFERENCE

Northwest Highlands Geopark

(Scotland UK), Sept 2007

James PR, Clark IF, James JA and Ng CY, (2007) Urban Geotourism and 

Geoparks: combining sustainable urban development with national geoheritage

Geocommunity & Geoconferences





Geotourism Interpretation is:
• Guidebooks about rocks, landscapes and places

• Posters – Geoscapes

• Tourist Guides - GeoPark Rangers

• Interpretation Centres (Knockan)

• Maps/VR – NW Highlands

• Brochures, Signs and trail guides

• Geological Art!!!!--------→

• Bumper Stickers

• T Shirts, Hats, Gifts

• GeoFood

Geodiversity & 

Geointerpretation Q?



Visitor Interpretation Centre, Knockan

Crag, Scotland – simply the best?

Geopark Ranger

Geodiversity & Geointerpretation



The Moine Thrust

CYCLE GEOTOURISM

http://images.google.com.au/imgres?imgurl=http://www.newlondonfirefightersunion.org/US_FLAG.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.newlondonfirefightersunion.org/&h=595&w=944&sz=40&hl=en&start=1&usg=__G2H_RKHI7JkubraDXmx5KwockR0=&tbnid=foVwQFTbsNLrzM:&tbnh=93&tbnw=148&prev=/images?q=US+flag&gbv=2&hl=en&sa=G
http://images.google.com.au/imgres?imgurl=http://www.genderracepower.com/wp-content/uploads/2007/03/uk-flag.png&imgrefurl=http://www.genderracepower.com/?cat=18&h=269&w=448&sz=19&hl=en&start=1&usg=__KbKGb7JwJ2_T51gbHtXM7M4fEW4=&tbnid=XEoxHPeHwsdZFM:&tbnh=76&tbnw=127&prev=/images?q=UK+flag&gbv=2&hl=en&sa=G


Geoparks in Europe



Geoparks in China



Jiaozuo Geoparks Conference 2006

James PR, James JA  and Clark IF, (2006) Geoparks in 

Australia - Sustainable development with Geodiversity, 

Geoconservation and Geotourism. 

Networking - Geocommunity & Geoconferences



Title

Text

Geocommunity & Geoconferences – Jiaozuo 2006



Yuntaishan Global Geopark 2006

Geotourism & Geo(Sci)ed            Geoventures & Geotours 



Geoventures & Geotours



Red Rock Gorge Geotrail, Yuntaishan

Geoventures & Geotours



Mass Geoventures & Geotours



GEO(Heritage) SITES

The Yuntaishan

Butterfly Stone



Geoventures & Geotours



Lushan & Ullapool 2007
2nd International Conference on development within 

Geoparks, Mt Lushan – June 2007

James PR, Clark IF and James JA . “Glorious Kangaroo Island, its Caves and its Beauty Spots” JF Bradley, 

1926: tales of earthquakes and volcanoes from eighty years past in a potential “geopark” in South Australia.

Geocommunity & Geoconferences Q?



Geoparks in SE Asia, 

Langkawi/Malaysia, 

Satun/Thailand, 

Vietnam, Indonesia



Regional Conference on Asia Pacific Geoparks

Langkawi November 2007

James JA, James PR and Clark IF, (2007) Using the National Heritage and Tourism Thematic Interpretation Framework 

(NHTTIF) as an interpretive planning tool to develop the concept of an island geopark on Kangaroo Island, Australia. 

Geocommunity & Geoconferences



An UGG is “a single unified geographical area where 

sites and landscapes of international geological 

significance are managed with a holistic concept of 

protection, education and sustainable development”



Geoventures & Geotours



Geoventures & Geotours



1. Geoconservation & Geoheritage - Safeguarding geological heritage 
(SSSI/Geosites/Monuments/Geoscience Research)

2. Geotourism & Geo(Sci)ed - Transferring knowledge to general public, 
local community, students and visitors (by Geosigns & Geotrails etc)

3. Geoventures & Geotours - Supporting “sustainable” economic activity 
for the local (esp.indigenous) population (eg Geopark Rangers)

4. Geodiversity & Geointerpretation - Increasing the public’s awareness 
and appreciation of geological objects, features and processes esp. 
“Deep Time” and “Geohazard” information & mitigation

5. Geocommunity & Geoconferences - (geo)cooperation/ networking 
between all stakeholders – local community, tourists, government(s), 
museums, university, exploration, mining, quarrying 

plus Management Team/Committee, Budget, Business Plan, Marketing Plan 
with Projects – AND A WEBSITE!!!! 

OK, so what makes a GEOPARK?

You need all of these!    “to become a UGG 

(Geopark) you have to already be one!” Q?



Geoparks in the Americas – SACGN & CGN (USA?)



Stonehammer Global Geopark: North America’s 

First Geopark

• A billion years of stories

• Geological tourism

• Ten principal activities

https://stonehammergeopark.com/explore/interactive-map/

https://stonehammergeopark.com/explore/interactive-map/


Geoparks in Canada
UNESCO Global Geopark

Applying to UNESCO

Applied to Canadian 

Committee
Working on Application /

Considering concept

Discovery
Tumbler Ridge

Big Impact

Ohnia:kara

Cabox

Saanich Inlet

Stonehammer

Saguenay Percé

Cliffs of Fundy
Temiskaming Rift

Canadian Geoparks Network

Geoparks in Canada 2018

400 km

Charlevoix



Geoparks in Africa & Australia?



3rd International UNESCO Global Geoparks Network 

conference - Terra Vita Geopark – Osnabruck June 2008

Clark IF, James PR, and James JA (2008) The Difference 

Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Using Geology to Add Value 

to the Nature-based Tourism Experience. 



Kanawinka Geopark

Mt Shank young dormant Australian volcano active only 5400 years ago

Website - “One of the most important aspects of a 
Geopark is the link between the geology and the people;

their stories, culture and history that builds a 
sustainable source of geotourism, brings jobs to rural 

and indigenous people and helps protect sites of 
importance and promote geoheritage”



?

BUT THEN, in 2009

“the Australian 

Government 

advised UNESCO 

that Australia would 

not recognise the 

Kanawinka

Geopark because 

of the deficient 

UNESCO process 

in declaring it.”





2016-2023 – Nature Foundation SA

Witchelina and Hiltaba Geotours
The Ridgetop Track Geotour



“Wild & Wicked              Witchelina”

Kuyani-Willouran 

Georegion



Witchelina – “Gateway 

to the Outback”

Outcrop

Adelaide

Brachina

Gorge

Probable extent

Kangaroo 

Island

Witchelina

Arkaroola

Wilpena

THZ

THZ

……so where is it?



And stunning views from Space!

Kuyani-Willouran 

Georegion

“NF Witchelina Station”

• 4,220 km2 (KI)

• Sensational geology

• Metamorphic fold-thrust 

terrrain

• >90% rock exposure





Burra Gp

Sedimentary 

Rocks

3 Main Faults

Norwest 

Fault

Bungarider

Fault

West Willouran Fault

Bungarider/Myrtle Springs SHALE

Mundallio/Skillogalee LIMESTONE

Emeroo/Copley SANDSTONE         

Wallace 

MacKay

PhD U Tas

2011

N

Kuyani-Willouran Georegion
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