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Geoparks as Geoscientific Laboratories -  
Rising Public Awareness on Natural Hazards
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The European Geoparks Network - EGN founded in 2000 is a European network of 
cooperation among Geoparks supported by the E.U. to promote rational manage-
ment of geosites, education in earth sciences as well as sustainable local develop-
ment through geotourism. 

Educational activities lie in the core of the Geoparks interest and operation. 
Within this framework Geoparks may function as natural outdoor laboratories that 
contribute raising public awareness on natural disasters by explaining to the public 
major geological events and natural phenomena (earthquakes, volcanic eruptions).

Public rarely pays attention to the Earth processes unless there is a catastroph-
ic event. Many people never heard before that Iceland sits on an upraised mag-
ma plum originated from a divergent tectonic plate boundary until 14 April 2010 
when the Eyjafjallajokull volcano began to spew huge ash clouds as high as 11 kil-
ometers into the stratosphere quickly hindering flights across Europe. The Lesvos 
Petrified Forest, the very first Greek Geopark, already counts one decade of suc-
cessful operation including educational activities to enhance public awareness 
geodynamic processes and natural hazards. During the last 2 years more than 
6.000 students participated in the program “Earthquakes: natural processes and 
hazards on planet Earth - Living on an earthquake island” aiming to familiarize 
students and citizens living on the Aegean islands with earthquakes, active faults 
and seismic hazard. 

Lesvos Petrified Forest Geopark is organizing educational activities on volcan-
ic hazards as well. Lesvos Island suffered from a series of volcanic eruptions dur-
ing Miocene which led to the creation of many volcanic geosites and the Petrified 
Forest. Lesvos geopark can be considered as an open-air volcanological museum 
presenting paleo-volcanic activities thus offering through its interpreted volcan-
ic geosites and exhibition models, unique educational tools to explain the ongoing 
volcanic explosion in Iceland, as there are remarkable similarities between active 
processes like the ongoing pyroclastic flows and floods of Eyjafjallajokull with the 
paleo-mudflows in the Lesvos Petrified Forest area.

GEOPARKS AND PROTECTED AREAS  
IN TOURISM
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Lesvos Petrified Forest Geopark is a good example of using Geoparks as natural 
laboratories on Planet Earth processes to educate the public in order to reduce the 
consequences of natural disasters.
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Chapada Diamantina consists in a group of mountains and karst reliefs, sculpt-
ed in siliciclastic and carbonate rocks from the Proterozoic Eon, which extends for 
around 65.000 km2 located in the center of the Bahia State in northeast Brazil. 
During the 19th century the extraction of gold and diamonds was the main econom-
ic activity. With the exhaustion of the reserves in the early 20th century, its econo-
my declined. Tourism uplifted the economy of some cities of this region during the 
80s decade of the 20th century. This activity is mainly based in the geological herit-
age represented by the landscapes, waterfalls and caves.

An inventory of the geological heritage was made, followed by the development 
of a specific methodology for the assessment of 40 geosites. This procedure is the 
support for the proposal of creation of three geoparks in this region, which will help 
the conservation and promotion of the Chapada Diamantina’s geological heritage. 
These actions will also increase and add value to the tourism that is on course now-
adays, helping to expand the opportunities for other cities of this region.

The assessment methodology is based in 20 parameters, divided by 4 groups of 
values, as follows: intrinsic, scientific, touristic and use/management value. This 
group of values was later used to establish an order for the scientific, touristic and 
conservation use, so as to rank the relevance of the inventoried geosites. Eight ge-
osites were considered with international relevance and nine with national rele-
vance. Comparing the field considerations for the level of protection and the results 
obtained for the conservation value, some proposals for geosites conservation and 
promotion were prepared.

The creation of geoparks in Chapada Diamantina will raise geotourism in that 
region and contribute for the consolidation of the sustainable development. It will 
also be helpful tasks for the territorial planning and management, bringing and ex-
panding new opportunities for the population of many municipalities that nowa-
days doń t face tourism and conservation as profitable and necessary activities. 


