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1. INTRODUCTION.  
             The geotourism concept was developed and promoted from the early 1990’s 
onwards. The first attempts to define geotourism were by Thomas A. Hose who was 
originally working on aspects of interpretative provision at geological (and 
geomorphological) sites – or geosites; e.g. ‘The provision of interpretative and service 
facilities to enable tourists to acquire knowledge and understanding of the geology and 
geomorphology of a site (including its contribution to the development of the Earth 
Sciences) beyond the level of mere aesthetic appreciation’ (Hose, 1995). The term gained 
recognition widely first in the UK with the first national conference in Belfast in 1998. It 
is a quite, relatively new, but rapidly developing concept, which has been assigned due 
recognition and status, in several developing as well as developed nations round the 
globe. Jonathan Tourtellot, director of the National Geographic Society’s Center for 
Sustainable Destinations, defined the term as ‘a type of tourism that sustains or enhances 
the geographical character of a place – its environment, culture, aesthetics, heritage and 
the well being of its residents’. The concept has some overlap with other concepts like 
eco-tourism, sustainable tourism and alternative tourism and potentially much overlap 
with educational travel, environmental tourism, nature-based tourism and heritage 
tourism.  According to Tourtellot, there are 65 million sites around the world, where the 
geotourism strategy can be implemented. 
             In simple terms, geotourism is essentially taken to mean ‘geological tourism’. It 
encompasses tourists looking at natural landscapes including the landforms and rocks, as 
well as processes that shaped them over time. The Earth’s geological wonders have 
always fascinated people and are a fundamental part of a culture’s identity. Many also 
form the basis for the establishment of protected areas and World Heritage Sites. From 
Iguazu Falls to the Grand Canyon, examples abound of outstanding geological features 
which have attracted visitors from time immemorial. It is not just spectacular landforms 
either, but also the processes which have shaped the Earth. So tourists also visit sites 
where glaciers are in action, volcanoes are active, sand dunes are sculpted and rivers are 
causing erosion. It is the understanding of this ‘form-process relationship’ that is 
important in geology and by extension, geotourism. Through geotourism the relationship 
is explored and the consequences of geological landforms and activities on our lives are 
more fully understood.   
             Currently, geotourism is being promoted in a big way in several developed 
nations, through geoparks, where several large coordinated geopark networks exist. 
These networks have not only served towards proper management of geological heritage 
sites, but have also succeeded in generating employment as well as new economic 
activities by the geo-tourism mode.  
 



2. THE GEOTOURISM CHARTER. 
            Geotourism supports the following principles, as outlined in The Geotourism 
Charter, drafted by National Geographic’s Center for Sustainable Destinations, based at 
Washington D.C., in U.S.A. - 

 Integrity of place: Enhance geographical character by developing and improving 
it in, ways distinctive to the locale, reflective of its natural and cultural heritage, 
so as to encourage market differentiation and cultural pride. 

 International codes: Adhere to the principles embodied in the World Tourism 
Organization’s (WTO) Global Code of Ethics for Tourism and the Principles of 
the Cultural Tourism Charter established by the International Council on 
Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS). 

 Market selectivity: Encourage growth in tourism market segments most likely to 
appreciate, respect, and disseminate information about the distinctive assets of 
the locale. 

 Market diversity: Encourage a full range of appropriate food and lodging 
facilities, so as to appeal to the entire demographic spectrum of the geotourism 
market and so maximize economic resiliency over both the short and long term. 

 Tourist satisfaction: Ensure that satisfied, excited geotourists bring new vacation 
stories home and send friends off to experience the same thing, thus providing 
continuing demand for the destination. 

 Community involvement: Base tourism on community resources to the extent 
possible, encouraging local small businesses and civic groups to build 
partnerships to promote and provide a distinctive, honest visitor experience and 
market their locales effectively. Help businesses develop approaches to tourism 
that build on the area’s nature, history and culture, including food and drink, 
artisanry, performance arts, etc. 

 Community benefit: Encourage micro- to medium-size enterprises and tourism 
business strategies that emphasize economic and social benefits to involved 
communities, especially poverty alleviation, with clear communication of the 
destination stewardship policies required to maintain those benefits. 

 Protection and enhancement of destination appeal: Encourage businesses to 
sustain natural habitats, heritage sites, aesthetic appeal, and local culture. 
Prevent degradation by keeping volumes of tourists within maximum acceptable 
limits. Seek business models that can operate profitably within those limits. Use 
persuasion, incentives, and legal enforcement as needed. 

 Land use: Anticipate development pressures and apply techniques to prevent 
undesired overdevelopment and degradation. Contain resort and vacation-home 
sprawl, especially on coasts and islands, so as to retain a diversity of natural and 
scenic environments and ensure continued resident access to waterfronts. 
Encourage major self-contained tourism attractions, such as large-scale theme 
parks and convention centres unrelated to character of place, to be sited in needy 
locations with no significant ecological, scenic, or cultural assets. 

 Conservation of resources: Encourage businesses to minimize water pollution, 
solid waste, energy consumption, water usage, landscaping chemicals, and overly 



bright nighttime lighting. Advertise these measures in a way that attracts the 
large, environmentally sympathetic tourist market. 

 Planning: Recognize and respect immediate economic needs without sacrificing 
long-term character and the geotourism potential of the destination. Where 
tourism attracts in-migration of workers, develop new communities that 
themselves constitute a destination enhancement. Strive to diversify the economy 
and limit population influx to sustainable levels. Adopt public strategies for 
mitigating practices that are incompatible with geotourism and damaging to the 
image of the destination. 

 Interactive interpretation: Engage both visitors and hosts in learning about the 
place. Encourage residents to show off the natural and cultural heritage of their 
communities, so that tourists gain a richer experience and residents develop pride 
in their locales. 

 Evaluation: Establish an evaluation process to be conducted on a regular basis 
by an independent panel representing all stakeholders’ interests, and publicize 
evaluation results. 

           Geotourists are obsessed with the geology, geography, culture and history of the 
land. ‘Geotourism is an emerging trend that will endure’, said Dawn Drew, publisher for 
the National Geographic Society. Sustaining the local environment or bringing in a bit of 
the local colour can mean the difference between a discounted rate and higher rate, and 
can develop increased seasonal traffic and spur local tourism. The very idea of 
geotourism makes sense when one considers the fact that about 73 percent of travelers 
place a high importance on a clean, unpolluted environment when they take a leisure trip. 
 
3. GEOPARKS – THE CURRENT INTERNATIONAL STATUS. 
            Four territories from different European countries (France, Germany, Greece, and 
Spain), working together for several years with the main objective of cooperation in 
protection of the geological heritage and the promotion of sustainable development of 
their territories in Europe took active initiation for the establishment of the European 
Geoparks Network (EGN) in June 2000. The EGN was created with the main objective of 
cooperation in protection of the geological heritage and the promotion of sustainable 
development. The EGN now has a membership base of 42 geoparks from 16 countries, 
viz. Austria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary-
Slovakia, Ireland, Italy, Norway, Portugal, Romania, Spain and United Kingdom.  
           The Chinese National Geoparks was next to be created with 11 members in 
October 2000. The number rose gradually over the years and at present China boasts of 
182 national geoparks.  
            Subsequently, in February 2004, the UNESCO agreed to establish a new network 
of geoparks and approved 25 geoparks (17 from Europe and 8 from China) to be the 
initial members in this network. A new network, the Global Geoparks Network (GGN) 
was thus born; the membership status of GGN at present is 77 geoparks from 24 
countries (42 European, 33 Asian-Pacific and 2 American). The Asian-Pacific geoparks 
are located in countries like Australia, China, Iran, Japan, Korea, Malaysia and Vietnam, 
while the American geoparks are from Brazil and Canada. It is hoped that over 500 
geoparks from all over the world shall ultimately attain the GGN status. 



            In the recent years, regional geopark networks like the Asia-Pacific Geopark 
Network and the African Geoparks Network has been set up in the lines of the European 
Geopark Network. National geopark networks like the, Australian Geoparks Network, 
Japanese Geoparks, Hong Kong Geopark Network etc has been set up and preparations 
are also afoot to set up other networks like the Arabian Geopark Network in 2011.  
 
4.  GEOTOURISM THROUGH GEOPARKS – THE ADDED ADVANTAGES. 
          A geopark is a nationally protected territory, encompassing one or more sites of 
scientific importance, not only for geological reasons but also by virtue of its 
archaeological, ecological or cultural value. The fundamental concept associated with the 
geopark concept is the concept of geodiversity, based upon which other concepts like 
geoconservation and geotourism has taken roots. The term geodiversity is described as 
the “natural range (diversity) of geological (rocks, minerals, fossils), geomorphological 
(landforms, processes), and soil features. It includes their assemblages, relationships, 
properties, interpretations and systems”. A geopark creates enhanced employment 
opportunities for the people who live there, bringing sustainable and real economic 
benefit, usually through the development of sustainable tourism and by encouraging the 
creation of local enterprises and cottage industries. A geopark achieves its goals through 
a three-pronged approach, viz. geoconservation, geo-education and geotourism. The 
importance of geodiversity is enormous, and so also its benefits to people. Not only does 
geodiversity offer practical benefits, for example, the provision of natural resources and 
materials, but it also shapes the landscape around us, influencing the habitats and species 
we see, and creating scenery and geological attractions admired and visited by many 
people. Moreover, geodiversity has an educational value, allowing us to build up a 
picture of the evolution and history of the planet, and to interpret present and future 
processes by reconstructing and understanding the past.   
          The benefits of geotourism are primarily economic. Geotourism has the potential to 
boost the local economy and provide employment. In addition, it can be used to educate 
visitors and raise awareness, of both the site and sustainable and environmental issues. 
Some schemes, particularly community projects for disadvantaged groups, may have the 
added benefit of helping improve the self-esteem of those involved. Case studies from 
geoparks all over the world demonstrate that geotourism involves not only visitors in 
geodiversity, but also local people, groups and businesses. Local support for any geosite 
or georesource is particularly important, because this type of support provides the local 
services viz. restaurants, hotels, shops, transport, etc. Such promotion of local business 
may also lead to the extension of the normal tourism season of some of the sites. 
Successful geoparks are often those that have created an easily understood story or 
theme, which distinguishes the site from others. The use of distinctive branding, logos 
and merchandise, which are unique to the site, can also help make it distinctive, and can 
be adopted by local businesses and organizations to help promote the site creating 
partnerships and making links is equally important. By forging links with similar sites, 
organizations can share experience and resources, and widen the expertise available, 
rather that duplicating efforts. As geotourism is based on the concept of utilization 
without destruction, there is no conflict between geoconservation and tourism promotion. 
The merit outcome includes, uplift of local as well as regional economy, mitigation of the 
unemployment menace and preservation of the natural essence of resources through 



showcasing of the natural heritage in a national as well as an international perspective. 
The approach seeks to make tourism a restorative and reconstructive activity while at the 
same time offering travelers a high-quality, high-interest visit. 
           The local enterprises and cottage industries associated with the rich cultural 
panorama of the region shall get stimulated by way of promoting local natural heritage 
through a quality label linked with geoparks. Opportunities shall emerge to practice a 
wide range of educational and touristic activities in the various geosites and geoparks. 
These may include, setting up of geo-museums, geo-shops, geo-paths, geo-routes, 
geopark rangers, etc.; resorting to various forms of productions in the form of 
publications (e.g. colourful pictorial maps, reports, guide books, info volumes, journals, 
brochures, flyers, posters, magazines, periodicals, CD-ROM’s, children painting books, 
etc), souvenir items (e.g. writing pads, pens, pencils, erasers, scales, postcards, 
calendars, candles, paperweights, dolls, badges, etc.) and educational materials (e.g. rock 
sets, mineral sets, fossil sets, various geological models, etc.); organizing various types of 
educational programmes from time to time, e.g. excursions, individual guided tours, 
seminars, workshops, short courses, open lectures, exhibitions, and certain special 
programmes. 
 
5. GEODIVERSITY OF NE INDIA. 
           The Northeastern region of India, comprising eight different States, is not only 
culturally, economically, ecologically, biologically, climatically, demographically and 
socially diverse, but also so in terms of geological and geomorphological features. The 
region is abound with lofty hills, mountain chains, high-altitude mountainous passes, 
snow-clad peaks, picturesque valleys, majestic rivers, gurgling streams, hot springs, 
lakes, wetlands, waterfalls, caves, oil, natural gas and coal bearing geological horizons, 
fossilized horizons, landscapes belonging to various geological ages, and certain other 
areas of outstanding natural beauty (AONB). All these can be tapped and brought within 
the ambit of organized geotouristic routes and circuits. From the caves of Meghalaya to 
the snow-capped landscapes of Arunachal Pradesh and Sikkim, from the coal and oil and 
natural gas horizons of Eastern Assam, Majuli River Island cluster in Middle Assam to 
the archaeological remains of Sri Surya Pahar in Western Assam, all can form important 
prospective units of NE geoparks, where geotourism can be promoted in a big way. 
Moreover, certain other units like, the Chandubi tectonic lake, the Ophiolite Belt of Indo-
Myanmar border, the various faulted horizons (e.g. Dauki Fault), the volcanic rocks of 
Meghalaya and Arunachal Pradesh, the fossil-bearing sedimentary sequences of 
Meghalaya, the magnificent lakes like Loktak Lake of Manipur and Deepor Beel of 
Assam, and host of other sites can be tapped and blended with the existing tourist routes 
through way of geotourism. 
           However, the currently popular mode of eco-tourism should not be confused with 
geotourism, because geotourism involves geological interpretation of the various geosites 
to the visitors, whereas the former variety simply envisages appreciation of the scenic 
beauty of the various sites by the tourists. 
 
6. A GEOTOURISM POLICY FOR ASSAM. 
           Keeping all the above points in consideration, and appreciating the fact that the 
Union Ministry of Mines in November 2009 had asked all the Northeastern states to 



explore the possibility of geotourism in the region, it is high time that geotourism is 
accorded a special consideration by all stakeholders. In Assam, various geosites can be 
identified and geotourism aspects can be explored in these regions. The following is an 
indicative list of prospective geosites in Assam – 

 River Islands. The mystical isle Majuli, located in the middle reaches of the 
Brahmaputra River, is known to be the world’s second largest fresh-water 
inhabited island, Umananda being the smallest. The hydro-geo-tectonic forces 
responsible for the morphological structure of the island had also made Majuli the 
only mid-river deltaic system in the world. The Brahmaputra, being the largest 
braided river in the world, is also endowed with scores of sand bar deposits; all 
along its 800 kilometres course through Assam, several of which bears 
geotourism potentiality. 

 Oil-bearing horizons. The Digboi Oilfield comprises a total of 1001 wells, the 
deepest being drilled to a depth of 3351 meters. The oilfield although being about 
118 years old, is still producing oil from about 60 – 70 wells (the exact number 
keeps varying), and therefore is one of the oldest producing oilfields of the world. 
The oilfield boasts of having achieved many ‘firsts’ in the field of exploration and 
production. 

 Coal-bearing horizons.  The Margherita Coalfield covers an area of about 
2587.16 hectares, where coal mining in this area has been continuing since 1882, 
and hence is a geoheritage site.   

 Water-bodies.  Special mention may be made of the Chandubi Lake, the only 
known tectonic lake in the region. During the big earthquake of 1897, a whole 
forest subsided, giving rise to the lake.  

 Archaeological Sites.  In Assam, several important archaeological sites exist. 
Special mention may be made of the sites located in Kamrup, Goalpara, Sonitpur, 
Jorhat, and Sibsagar districts. Most of these sites are prospective geotouristic 
locales.  

             Centering on the various geosites, two potential geoparks can be conceptualized 
within the territory of Assam, as outlined below –  

 The Majuli – Sivasagar Eco-Cultural Park. The Island of Majuli is unique for 
several reasons. The lush green covers, numerous wetlands and water-bodies, 
ever-emerging chars/chaporis (mid river islands) and changing topography, 
account for a rare kind of ecological diversity. There are about 140 beels (large 
static water bodies connected by small streams), a number of jaans (seasonally 
varying streams) and sutis (perennial streams). The only nadi (river) flowing 
through the main landmass is the Tuni River. The other features include hola 
(natural depressions in the paddy fields), dubi/duba (a water body near road, 
caused by scouring action of flood water) and pitoni/doloni (shallow marshy land 
with savannah type of grass). The physiographical setting of the Island has set the 
stage for thriving of a rich avifaunal wealth of more than 100 species, both 
indigenous and migratory. The faunal wealth also covers more than 20 reptiles, 20 
mammals, nearly 10 amphibians, thousands of insects and nearly 100 types of 
local fish. There are at least 10 different types of turtles available in the island, of 
which some are endangered. The only fresh-water mammal Platinista gangetica 
(locally known as sihu) is found in the Brahmaputra and Lohit rivers. More than 



200 species of herbs are available in the island out of which the local populace 
uses about 75 types as traditional medicines. An eco-tourist finds the cross-
country treks during the winter season, to be highly refreshing, since Majuli 
boasts of an unpolluted environment. When large hordes of migratory birds arrive 
during winter and flock certain beel areas, the whole island resound with the 
chattering sounds. Moreover, Majuli boasts of the presence of a total of 31 satras. 
The satras are rich treasure houses of satriya sahitya (literary manuscripts written 
in the satras) of varied nature, like religion, socio-cultural, aesthetic, medicinal, 
astrological, astronomical, logical, psychological etc., all housed in the satra 
library. Moreover, the satra museums also exhibit rich collection of handicrafts, 
jewellery, and utensils etc., all dating back to several centuries. The Sivasagar 
area is richly dominated by historical remnants of the Ahom dynasty, viz. Kareng 
Ghar, Talatal Ghar, Rang Ghar, Gargaon Palace, Joysagar Tank & temples, 
Rudrasagar Tank, Namdang Stone Bridge, Chairaideo Maidams, large number of 
Vaishnava satras, Muslim dargahs, Buddhist shrines, etc. There are also a large 
number of vaults, earthen forts and Rajbaries (castles) belonging to the Ahom, 
Manipuri, Jaintia and Shan Princes and Kachari Kings. In addition, there exists a 
large number of tea gardens, which nurtures the tea community, an inseparable 
cultural component of Assamese culture. Inclusion of other units like the nearby 
Kaziranga National Park, hot water springs at Garampani, etc. within the physical 
limitations of this conceptualized geopark, can impart a much broader perspective 
to it.   

 The Digboi–Margherita Energy Heritage Geopark (Assam). This geopark can 
be conceptualized to be centered round two major units viz. the Digboi Oilfield 
and the Margherita Coalfield, both bearing tremendous heritage values. The 
oilfield although being about 120 years old, is still producing oil from about 60 – 
70 wells (the exact number keeps varying), and therefore is one of the oldest 
producing oilfields of the world. The oilfield virtually has become an oil museum 
for the petroleum geoscientists of the world today. The oilfield boasts of having 
achieved many ‘firsts’ in the field of exploration and production. The operating 
and shutdown drifts and adits of the different mines within the coalfield area, do 
have lot of attached heritage aspects. Several other sites with great attached 
environmental significance can be brought within the physical limitations of this 
geopark, viz. the Dibru-Saikhowa National Park, the scenic Patkai Hills, the 
numerous tea gardens, reclaimed coal mining sites, the historic Dihing-, Dibru- 
and the Brahmaputra Rivers, etc. The 340 square kilometers area of Dibru-
Saikhowa National Park, situated in the flood-plains of the Brahmaputra River, is 
a haven for many extremely rare and endangered species of wildlife. The Patkai 
Hills, located in the Assam-Arunachal Himalayan region, is also dotted with a 
thick cover of jungles and forests. The Margherita region, with its lores and 
legends, myths and mysteries and variety of ethnic groups in the surrounding 
areas viz. Singphos, Noktes, Khamtis, Tangsas, Tai Phakes, Duonias, Semas etc., 
can be virtually termed as a ‘cultural melting pot’. The culture of the tea 
community itself is unique in its own way.The green tea estates located in the area 
are mostly over hundred years old. Along with these estates, the tea processing 
factories, the heritage chang bungalows and the numerous golf courses has all the 



potentiality to cheer up a tourist. The functional coal mining sites as also the 
magnificent overburden dumps (subsequently afforested in the Patkai Hill areas) 
and the ancient mining sites (reclaimed into amusement locales e.g. parks, lakes, 
stadiums, etc) carries lot of educational and touristic values. One can still have a 
glimpse of the steam engines of 1884 – 1890, still in service at the Tipong 
Colliery. The Digboi Centenary Museum, the century old Digboi Refinery and the 
numerous oil rigs (including the Discovery Oil Well) are invaluable jewels for 
this conceptualized geopark. Apart from these locales, this conceptualized 
geopark has within its fold various other sites, viz. historic brickworks, sawmills, 
plywood factories, wood preservation plant, Second World War remains, heritage 
railway tract, etc.    

 
7. SUMMARIES AND CONCLUSION. 
           Geoparks are part of an integrated concept of protection, education and sustainable 
development, these objectives achieved mainly through geotourism means. Hence, 
adequate protectional cover of the wide range of Nature’s handicrafts that are inherent in 
the Northeastern region, through proper geoconservational means, can redefine the 
economy of the region in general. For that purpose, it is highly desirable to augment 
geotourism and also to establish certain geoparks. Creating a geopark is an exercise of 
sustainable approach; it takes time, a lot of skills and chance. It’s neither too early nor too 
late to get involved. It’s neither too early nor too late to get involved. Once geoparks 
begin to crystallize and take roots in Indian soils, the sustainable development concept 
shall receive a renewed meaning and significance. The socio-economic parameters 
applicable for the inhabitants of the region then shall have to be redefined. Newer 
avenues of employment shall emerge and the educated youth shall be inspired to opt for 
several new entrepreneurial careers, mostly linked with the geotourism segment. With 
new entrepreneurial opportunities emerging, the vocational education sector shall also 
witness positive refurbishments. The indigenous cottage industries of the region shall be 
revitalized, ushering in prosperities to several artisan classes. Certain social evils like 
extremism can also be expected to fade out, with people realizing and experiencing the 
positive economic growth through such sustainable means. The traditional tourist’s 
circuits needs to be rejuvenated by putting proper focus onto the geosites of the region. 
Blending this industry with certain elements of geosciences is bound to reap in several 
added advantages, the final outcome being the socio-economic well-being of the region 
and its inhabitants, at par with several developed nations round the globe. The possible 
stakeholder Ministries at the central governmental level viz. Ministry of Tourism & 
Culture, Ministry of Mines, Ministry of Earth Sciences and the Ministry of Environment 
& Forests should work out in cooperation a draft policy to augment a geotourism policy 
for all the Indian states. It is really pathetic that, although indeed geoparks have begun to 
germinate several years ago and is very rapidly spreading roots to several countries round 
the globe, we at India is yet to realize the sustainable developmental benefits that may 
accrue out of setting up of geoparks. For this to materialize there is an urgent need to 
popularize the concept amongst Indian masses, including policy makers and decision 
makers. We must learn from the world community how to promote our geoheritage 
through proper geoconservation means. There is an urgent need to discuss these aspects 
at appropriate forums and mass awareness needs to be generated, so that an Indian 



Geopark Network sees the light of the day at the earliest for a greater national cause. If 
our neighbouring China can reap in millions through geotourism means, why we Indians 
are lacking behind?  To quote the inspiring words of Ahluwalia, ‘we cannot afford to fail 
and fail we would without human awakening at all levels’.             
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