Tourism Australia
SustainabilityStorytellers
Kristie Kearney

Founder, Owner, Guide | Wolgan Valley Eco Tours

Within the million hectares of the
Greater Blue Mountains World Heritage
Area – hidden in plain sight near
the city of Lithgow – lies Wolgan
Valley. It features towering sandstone
escarpments, caves and canyons and
is as spectacular as its world-famous
neighbours at Katoomba and Blackheath,
yet it sees only a fraction of the
number of visitors.
“We’ll be ‘discovered’ eventually, but we’d
like to see a different development model
for this pristine bush wilderness: one
that prioritises environment and
community over just profit and growth,”
says Kristie Kearney, Founder of Wolgan
Valley Eco Tours.

Kristie has joined with other residents
and businesses in the Valley – which has
a population of 70 - to form the Wolgan
Valley Association. It’s collaborating
with the Lithgow City Council and
destination tourism bodies in developing
a sustainable tourism plan for the region.
“Two thirds of the Lithgow City Council
Area lies within the World Heritage
Area. We’re taking responsibility for our
future, ensuring that the environment is
protected and the community respected.”
Tourism is in its infancy in the Lithgow
region. When Kristie founded Wolgan
Valley Eco Tours in 2016, the only other
tours were vehicle-based, ex-Sydney.

"Guests absolutely
love being involved:
they feel like they’re
part of the solution,
rather than just a
passenger, all while
learning more
about Australia’s
amazing wildlife."

"I hope that the work
I do now provides
the foundation for
emerging sustainable
tourism operators to
flourish and prosper
in the future. My goal
is for Lithgow to be
instantly recognised
as an outstanding
ecotourism
destination."

With tertiary qualifications in Ecosystem
Management and Cultural Heritage,
18 years in tourism and as the only
Advanced Ecotourism Accredited operator
in the area, Kristie found herself in the
position of trailblazer.

actions – they pick up the simple ‘leave
no trace’ principles that underpin our
operation, and carry them forward.”

“I worked as a guide for six years with
Emirates One&Only Wolgan Valley - a
world leader in luxury conservation
tourism - where I saw how the highest
standards of nature tourism experiences
were managed. When I saw an
opportunity to provide the same nature
experience and level of service to the
broader public, those conservation values
formed the foundation of my business.”

“I’ve had tremendous support from the
Emirates One&Only Wolgan Valley team
and other long-standing ecotourism
operators, both locally and around the
country. By sharing what I’ve learned
with the Wolgan Valley Association, local
government and other stakeholders, and
leading by example, I hope we can change
the direction for destination and tourism
planning in the Lithgow region.”

Wolgan Valley Eco Tours offers guided
historical walking tours and wildlife
encounters, with Kristie’s local knowledge
adding a deeper dimension to the small
group experiences. An over-arching
Environmental Management Plan governs
every aspect of the operation, ensuring
minimal impact on the World
Heritage environment.

“I hope that the work I do now provides
the foundation for emerging sustainable
tourism operators to flourish and prosper
in the future. My goal is for the Lithgow
region to be instantly recognised as an
outstanding ecotourism destination.”

The tours include citizen science
activities, such as recording data on
Bare-nosed Wombats, which are battling
sarcoptic mange, a debilitating disease
that has no cure. The data is uploaded
to the University of Western Sydney’s
WOMSAT database, which allows
researchers to monitor the disease and
allocate resources more effectively.
“Guests absolutely love being involved:
they feel like they’re part of the solution,
rather than just a passenger, all while
learning more about Australia’s
amazing wildlife.”
“Learning about the conservation issues
encourages people to consider their own

‘Paying it forward’ is a pillar of the
company ethos.
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