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Geotourism potential of newfoundland and labrador: 
“the good, the bad and the ugly”

Larry Hicks
Department of Natural Resources, PO Box 8700, St. John’s, New-

foundland A1B 4J6, Canada

The term “geotourism” is relatively new, becoming 
mainstream after the 2002 release of an in-depth Geotourism 
Study commissioned by National Geographic Traveler 
magazine and conducted by the Travel Industry Association 
of America (TIA). Based on this study, geotourism 
was defined as tourism that sustains or enhances the 
geographical character of place - its environment, culture, 
aesthetics, heritage, and the wellbeing of its residents. While 
this definition emphasizes the “geographic” character of 
place, tourism researchers like Australians Newsome and 
Dowling (2010) prefer to highlight the “geological and 
geomorphological” aspects and define geotourism as a form 
of natural area tourism specifically focused on geology and 
landscape viewing.This geology-centred view for geotourism 
is ideally suited for the province of Newfoundland and 
Labrador, a case in point being the island portion of the 
province. The island of Newfoundland forms the northeast 
terminus of the Appalachian Mountains; a mountain system 
which developed in part due to closing of the Iapetus Ocean 
around mid-Ordovician time. This ocean-closing event and 
subsequent formation of a mountain system, however, is 
certainly not unique only to our province and numerous 
examples of mountain systems formed through plate 
tectonic processes may be viewed around the globe. What 
is unique, and therefore has the potential to offer a world 
class ‘geotourism’ experience, is the realization that global 
plate-tectonic processes are responsible for the formation of 
Newfoundland and Labrador and that the effects of these 
processes are easily observed in the rocks. From a tourism 
perspective, this is very powerful when one considers the 
thousands of kilometres of rocky coastline accessible by 
boat, and the province-wide road network linking urban 
areas and outlying coastal communities, thus providing 
access to an unlimited number of coastal sections, barren 
hillsides and roadside rock exposures.

Every single rock in the region tells a story and this story 
can be linked to the global plate-tectonic “Big Picture”. If done 
correctly this sets the stage for a new realm of tourism or 
“geology-based” geotourism in this province. The province 
of Newfoundland and Labrador is an outdoor geolearning 
classroom on a par with the best and it is no accident that 
earth scientists worldwide have come to our shores over the 
past forty years to view the rocks and test their theories and/
or develop new concepts on plate-tectonic processes. Not 
every place in the world can lay claim to being called “the 
Galapagos of Plate Tectonics” and in local geological circles 
as “the Eighth Wonder of the World”.

Geotourism resource development, at least in the 
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initial stages, should require minimal development effort 
and expense. The resource is already in place and with 
provincial, regional and local consultation to develop a 
go-forward plan in combination with new government 
regulations or better policing of existing regulations, 
systematic development initiatives like site selection, access 
and interpretive materials can get underway. The key will be 
to enhance and promote the “GOOD”, minimize the “BAD” 
and eliminate the “UGLY” in order to ensure world-class 
geotourism development.




