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2 Geotourism: The Tourism of Geology and Landscape

6 The Australian Alps: 
opportunities and 
challenges for geotourism
Pascal Scherrer, Edith Cowan University, Australia and 

Introduction
Geotourism, as the concept of tourism based on geological features, has gained growing 
traction in recent years as evidenced not only from contributions in this book, but also 
from the geopark movement and the number of recent conferences on the subject. Geo-
tourism and particularly the geopark concept build on the notion that fundamentally, 

social features of a region, including aspects such as biodiversity, landscape, patterns of 
human occupancy and use and even architecture. However, today these links are seldom 
explored or made explicit in the general tourism product even though they have the po-
tential to provide an avenue for a holistic view of a region and its activities, landscapes 
and people.

-

mountain areas and in particular the Australian Alps for their ecological, economic and 
cultural values. The latter part of the chapter explores the case of Mount Kosciuszko, 
Australia’s highest peak, as a geotourism destination. The region has a diversity of tour-
ism attractions based on geological features which lend themselves to providing a holis-
tic approach to the interpretation of the region’s features. The chapter concludes with 
a discussion of some of the opportunities and challenges for geotourism and tourism in 
general to the region.

Importance of mountains
 Geological formations such as entire mountain ranges, individual peaks and associated 
land formations underpin tourist attractions in many parts of the world. Mountain 
areas cover about 27 per cent1 of the earth’s land surface (UNEP WCMC 2002). The 
greatest component (12.2 per cent; 17.9 million square kilometres) is in Eurasia, while 
only one  per cent (1.4 million square kilometres) covers the Australasian and Southeast 
Asia region. Mountain areas have important economic, cultural and ecological values. 
About 10  per cent of the world’s population live in mountain regions and more than 
40  per cent depend in some way on mountain resources such as water from mountain 
catchments for drinking and irrigation (Hamilton 2002; Messerli and Ives 1984). Some 
mountain areas, such as the European Alps, have been utilized sustainably for agri-

1
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cultural purposes for millennia, while other areas, such as the Australian Alps, have 
experienced little anthropogenic alteration until relatively recently (since the arrival of 
Europeans) (Bock et al. 1995; Patzelt 1996). 

Mountains are prominent geotourism destinations worldwide. The highest mountains in 
a range, in a country, on a continent and in the world, tend to attract far more interest 
than smaller peaks. At a continental scale this is seen in the focus on climbing the ‘Seven 
Summits’: the highest mountain on the seven continents. Continental Australia’s highest 
mountain, Mt Kosciuszko at 2228 metres in the Australian Alps, is by far the lowest of 
the traditional ‘Seven Summits’. It is much lower than the highest peaks that are at simi-
lar latitudes in New Zealand and in South America and is only a quarter of the height of 
Mt Everest (8848 metres) (Körner 2003). 

The Australian Alps
Mt Kosciuszko is part of the Australian Alps which form the southern end of the Great 
Dividing Range that runs parallel to Australia’s east coast for over 2000 kilometres, 
about 50 to 150 kilometres inland. The Australian Alps extend from the high country 
of the Australian Capital Territory (ACT), through the Snowy Mountains in New South 
Wales (NSW) to the highlands of Victoria, with some alpine areas in Tasmania (Figure 
6.1).

The Australian Alps are distinctive in many ways in relation to mountain areas world-

fauna, climate, and particularly their comparatively low-set topography. Many of the 
values of the Australian Alps are found in the differences from, rather than conformity 
to, the stereotypic images of steep slopes, high rocky outcrops and towering moun-
tain peaks, which are often associated with alpine areas elsewhere (Kirkpatrick 2003). 
Australia’s mountains are much older and, unlike the mountains of New Zealand or 
New Guinea which are still being uplifted, have experienced considerable weathering 
since their major periods of uplift (Ollier and Wyborn 1989). With milder Pleistocene 
conditions than in many other mountain regions, the Australian Alps experienced only 
weak glaciation (Good 1992). These factors all contributed to the area’s rounded, soil-
mantled character that stands in contrast to the icy, rugged and sawtooth-like features of 
alpine areas in Europe, Asia, America or New Zealand (Kirkpatrick 2003). In late 2008, 
the Australian Alps National Parks and Reserves were placed on the Australian Govern-

The highest and largest alpine area in Australia, centred around Mt Kosciuszko, consists 
of an undulating plateau that gradually rises from the east to a series of north–south 
aligned peaks along the Main Range, and rapidly drops off towards steep valleys along 
the western side. The tree line is around 1850 metres which, like in many other moun-
tain environments, coincides with a mean temperature during the warmest month of 
about 10°C (Costin et al. 2000; Körner 1999).  Some of the outstanding natural fea-

plants); periglacial and glacial features (which show the only clear evidence of mainland 
glaciation during the last glacial period and are an example of glaciation under marginal 
conditions); and great scenic values (Good 1992; Kirkpatrick 2003).
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