eoconservation Geoconservation Research
Research 2021, Volume 4 / Issue 1 / pages(144-157)

( European UNESCO Geoparks: Original Article )

Paleontological and Geological Highlights of the Black Country
UNESCO Global Geopark

Graham J. Worton', Colin D. Prosser>*, Jonathan G. Larwood?

! Black Country UNESCO Global Geopark, Dudley Museum at the Archives, Tipton Road, Dudley, West Mid-
lands, DY1 4SQ, UK.
2 Natural England, Unex House, Peterborough, PE1ING, UK

Abstract

The Black Country UNESCO Global Geopark, located in central England, joined

the Global Geopark Network in July 2020. It is the most urban Geopark in the

network with a population of approximately 1.1 million people. Located in an area

rich in raw materials (Carboniferous coal, iron, and clay; Silurian limestone),

it was quarried and mined extensively to fuel the Industrial Revolution. These

Corresponding Author: activities created exposures which contributed greatly to the development of
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org.uk Formation, with trilobites, crinoids, and numerous other taxa from the Geopark

adorning museum collections across the world. Internationally important geological

exposures, surviving within what is now an extremely urban and populated setting,

provide a range of challenges and opportunities, and these continue to drive

innovation and good practice in geoconservation, education and tourism within the

geopark, where robust conservation and management of Geosites is combined with

innovative ways to engage with local communities and visitors. UNESCO Global

Geopark status will play an important role in opening doors to make the Black

Country’s geoheritage, including its paleontology, accessible to many more people.
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Introduction

The Black Country UNESCO Global Geopark
(Prosser 2020; Worton & Prosser 2021) https://
blackcountrygeopark.dudley.gov.uk/bcg/) lies im-
mediately to the west of the city of Birmingham in
central England, UK (Fig. 1). It is 356 km? with a
population of 1.1 million people and is underlain
by one of the earliest and most important coalfields
and industrial areas in the UK. Jukes (1859) noted
that the South Staffordshire (Black Country) coal-
field is unique amongst British Coalfields because
of its concentration of minerals in its condensed
sequences, whilst Elihu Burritt, the American
Consul in Birmingham, wrote “The Black Country
.... cannot be matched for vast and varied produc-
tion, by any other space of equal radius on the sur-
face of the globe” (Burritt 1868). The presence of
raw minerals (Carboniferous coal, iron and clay;
Silurian limestone) near the surface (quarried and
then mined) led to the early establishment of this
intensive industrial area. First records of coal min-
ing in the area date from 1273 (Rowlands 1987)
and the demand for minerals continued to grow to
supply local industry such that by 1665 there were
already thousands of iron works scattered across
the landscape around Castle Hill in Dudley (Dud-
ley 1665). This intensity of mining and industry
destroyed the green fields and woods and black-
ened the landscape, whilst furnaces were in flame
day and night. The term ‘Black Country’ reflects
this landscape, described in ‘Walks in the Black
Country and its green border-land’ (Burritt 1868),
as ‘a country black by day and red by night’. Other
industries also became established, perhaps most
notably the glass industry using coal to fire fur-
naces and Carboniferous fireclay to line furnaces
enabling the high temperatures of glassmaking to
be reached. Today, glass furnaces can still be vis-
ited at the Red House Glass Cone (for more infor-
mation on Black Country history and culture see:
http://blackcountryhistory.org).

It is this industrial activity, with its associated
excavation and mineral exploitation, including
the construction of hundreds of miles of canals,

which exposed more rock layers and opened the
ground to the burgeoning science of geology. For
example, Murchison visited the area during the
1830s, at a time of the most intensive mining and
industrialization of the Black Country and was
able to access fresh exposures and consult widely
with the mining community to gain a systematic
understanding of the local geology. His magnum
opus, ‘The Silurian System’ (Murchison 1839),
established a framework for the subdivision of
Silurian stratigraphy and draws heavily on mate-
rial collected from the mined limestone caverns
of Dudley. A detailed understanding of the area’s
complex Late Carboniferous geology was also be-
ing established at this time, with plant collections
from Carboniferous coal mines, spoil heaps and
iron workings permitting correlation within and
between coalfields of the 1850s (Jukes 1859; Kid-
ston 1914; Kidston 1923-25). A desire to conserve
this resource through protecting what remains
of these industrial sites and the collections they
have produced led to the Black Country playing
a leading role and serving as a testing ground for
geoconservation (Box & Cutler 1988; Prosser &
Larwood 2008; Worton 2008). This combination
of pioneering work in both geoscience and geo-
conservation was important in gaining UNESCO
Global Geopark status.

Geological Setting

A substantial volume of geological literature, par-
ticularly a suite of geological memoirs produced
by the British Geological Survey (BGS), trace the
understanding of the geology of the Black Coun-
try and its immediate surroundings over time. The
earliest detailed collation of information was the
survey by Jukes (1859), with the most significant
recent revisions being Powell et al. (1992), who
provided a geological context for planning and de-
velopment, and Waters et al. (2013).

The central section of the Black Country (Fig. 1)
comprises folded and faulted Silurian and Car-
boniferous sedimentary rocks with rich and beau-
tifully preserved fossil fauna and flora. This inner

145



Geoconservation Research Volume 4 / Issue 1 2021 / pages(144-157)

Cheslyn Hay

@ Bloxwich

Bedrock

Triassic

[ Mercia Mudstone Group
Sherwood Sandstone Group

Permian

Bridgnorth Sandstone
[ Clent Formation

Carboniferous
[l Salop Formation
[ Halesowen Formation
B Etruria Marl
[l Intrusive Dolerite
Middle and Lower Coal Measures

Silurian

[0 Pridoli Series
Ludlow Series

[ Wenlock Series(Much Wenlock and Barr Limestones)
Wenlock Series (Coalbrookdale Formation)

* = Black Country
UNESCO Gilobal
Geopark

Figure 1. Black Country UNESCO Global Geopark, showing its underlying geology and location.

core is flanked by downfaulted younger terrestri-
al Permian and Triassic red beds to the east and
west and overlain by a thin cover of Quaternary
deposits (cut by deeper glacial channels) across
the northern part of the Black Country. The whole
area is underlain at depth by a rigid crustal block
(known as the Midlands Microcraton) which pre-
vented intense deformation of these strata during
two orogenic episodes and restricted basin subsid-
ence. The resulting condensed sequences in effect
‘concentrated’ the paleontological content of the
strata and promoted conditions in which excep-
tional preservation could occur.

The abundance and proximity of economically
important mineral resources established the Black
Country as the earliest industrialized conurbation,
and access to well exposed geological sequences
played a significant role in the development and
application of geoscience. The world’s oldest
‘true’ geological map with a scale, geographic
features and named mineral horizons was created

here in 1665 (Dudley 1665), the oldest geophysical
investigations (density logging) took place here in
the early 1700s (Bellers & Hauksbee 1710) and
one of the world’s earliest recording seismographs
was manufactured here (in West Bromwich) in
1913 (Musson 2013). Connecting canals, mining
invention and innovation, and the consequent ex-
posure of surface to deep strata led to paleonto-
logical discoveries. In turn this led to a reputation
as a source of spectacular fossils and a major area
for geological research during the 1830s, leading
to the naming of the Silurian Period of geological
time (Murchison 1839).

Silurian Geology and Paleontology

The oldest exposed strata of the Black Country are
folded inliers of Silurian marine carbonate dom-
inated sedimentary rocks forming the prominent
Castle, Wren’s Nest and Sedgley Hills in Dudley
and the landscape around Walsall (Butler 1939).
The Silurian exposures contain complete uninter-
rupted Much Wenlock Limestone Formation and
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Lower Ludlow successions deposited in a shal-
low marine shelf sea (Aldridge et al. 2000; Ray
& Thomas 2007). Lithological, sedimentologi-
cal, geochemical and paleontological evidence
indicates a mid-inner platform position on the
eastern margin of a subduction zone with distal
island arc volcanism (the closing Iapetus Ocean)
(Ratcliffe & Thomas 1999; Ray et al. 2011). The
depositional setting is interpreted as a back-reef
lagoon with the development of patch reefs and
shelly shoals (Ray et al. 2010). Of particular rel-
evance to the exceptional preservation of lager-
stétten in these sequences are numerous bentonite
clays representing eruptive phases of the island

arc volcanoes. The bentonites rapidly buried and
preserved in situ seafloor community assemblages
in life position including microfaunas that are cur-
rently being studied (for example, Jarochowska
et al. 2018) and have also yielded isotope dated
zircons (Cramer et al. 2012). Paleontological ev-
idence indicates a tropical climate, shallow water
(dominantly within the photic zone environment,
with water depths varying between slightly above
fair weather wave-base and slightly below storm
wave-base) during the main Wenlock limestone
formation with preceding and succeeding times of
prevailing deeper water conditions.

e i K agss 2

Figure 2. Wren’s Nest National Nature Reserve and Geosite, geotrail locations. A) trench excavated in 1977 pro-

viding a dip section through the Nodular Member of the Much Wenlock Limestone Formation on the eastern side

of the Wren’s Nest Hill. B) Landscape specialists at the quarry viewpoint: the surrounding Wren’s Nest housing

estate (on Coal Measures) is seen in the distance, in the middle ground is a prominent reef bioherm of the Nodular

Member and the remnants of the elongate quarry in the Lower Quarried Limestone Member. C) Geoconservation

training at the viewing platform for the Seven Sisters caverns. The fence encloses unstable ground (due to mining

subsidence) where remaining pillars of the Seven Sisters caverns are visible. Here limestone was mined following

the steeply dipping beds into the hillside, the caverns have been temporarily infilled with aggregate to prevent

collapse.
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The Much Wenlock Limestone Formation of the
Black Country is classically exposed in the Wren’s
Nest National Nature Reserve (Fig. 2) in the heart
of Dudley (Cutler et al. 1990) where more than
600 marine invertebrate macrofossil species be-
longing to 27 different taxa are found (Aldridge
2000; Reid & Gryckiewicz 1995). A selection of
these are illustrated in Figure 3. Over 65% of the
Wenlock species illustrated in ‘The Silurian Sys-

tem’ (Murchison 1839) are from the Geopark.
Such was the fame and enthusiasm for these fos-

sils that the trilobite Calymene blumenbachii (Fig.
3A) became the mascot of the limestone miners
and was adopted into Dudley’s coat of arms (Mi-
kulic & Kluessendorf 2007). Among scientists of
the day, it earned the title the Dudley Fossil (Par-
kinson 1804-1811) and is now amiably referred to
by local people as the Dudley Bug.

Figure 3. Silurian fossils from the Much Wenlock Limestone Formation of the Wren’s Nest NNR and Geosite.
A) Calymene blumenbachii (Brongniart 1822), the ‘Dudley Bug’. B) Halysites catenularius (Linneaus 1822). C)
Much Wenlock Limestone death assemblage. D) Gissocrinus goniodactylus (Phillips 1839). Scale bar = Scm.

Carboniferous Geology and Paleontology

Unconformably flanking the Silurian inliers, Up-
per Carboniferous strata occupy the central area
of the Black Country. Belonging to the Pennsyl-
vanian Series, Pennine Lower, Middle and Upper
Coal Measures (Westphalian A—D Epochs) sedi-
ments accumulated in a low lying, flat landscape
covered in forests with numerous rivers, mudflats,

and lakes at, or slightly north of, the equator in
tropical climates. This gently subsiding environ-
ment was dominated by rhythmically repeating
mudstones, siltstones, and sandstones with abun-
dant economic minerals: fireclays, clays, iron-
stones, and the coals of the South Staffordshire
Coalfield (Beasley 1987; Cleal & Thomas 1996).
Saltwells National Nature Reserve (Fig. 4), in
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Dudley, encompasses the characteristic strata of
the Upper Carboniferous (Jukes 1859; White-
head & Eastwood 1927; Cleal & Thomas 1996):
cross-bedded river sandstone channels, siltstones,
clays (a source of clay for Royal Doulton sanitary-
ware), and coal seams, including the still exposed

s
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‘Heathen’ (Fig. 4D) and formerly the Thick Coal
—a 12 m seam and the most productive of the In-
dustrial Revolution. Carboniferous strata here are
unconformable on Upper Silurian mudstones (Fig
4B) that have a diverse Ludlow marine fauna in-
cluding fossils of early fish (Aldridge et al. 2000).

Figure 4. Saltwells National Nature Reserve and Geosite. A) Doulton’s Claypit, galvanized steel sculptural inter-

pretation of the Carboniferous dragonfly Meganeura (artist Luke Perry) resting on Coal Measures river channel

sandstone. B) Brewin’s Canal Cutting examining Silurian — Carboniferous unconformity (arrow), the canal (con-

necting with regional and national canal networks) was used to transport coal and clay from Saltwells. C) Cleaning

Silurian Ludlow beds with portable high pressure hose. D) General view of Doulton’s Claypit showing alternating

sandstone, shale and clay. The Heathen coal seam (arrowed) is visible in the main face.

Occasionally, conditions in these Carboniferous
swamps produced exceptional preservation of
terrestrial fossils (Fig. 5). Near Wolverhampton,
siderite nodules in the Coseley lagerstitte (Fig. 5B)
preserve plant and insect faunas in spectacular de-

tail (Braznell 2005). Particularly significant are its
trigonotarbid spider-mites (Garwood et al. 2009),
other insects, arthropod and plant fauna and flora
which provide a very useful comparator to the Ma-
zon Creek deposits of the USA (Pacyna & Zdebska
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2012). These fossils, now in museum collections
including Dudley Museum at the Archives and the
Lapworth Museum (Birmingham), were subject to
collaborative international research including the
application of new investigative X-ray microtopog-
raphy techniques (e.g., Garwood & Sutton 2010;
Garwood et al. 2009).

The only evidence of Carboniferous extrusive
igneous activity occurs in the Etruria Formation
at Kingswinford in the Barrow Hill and Tansey
Green Clay Pit, where 10 m of gray-green volca-
nic ash and ejecta occur (Stephenson et al. 2003).
Here, hydrothermal stockworks of alteration and
steam eruption injected veins have been dated to
307Ma. These deposits preserve in anatomical
detail early conifers in life position (Galtier et al.
1992; Glover et al. 1993). This site is also known
as the ‘Dudley Volcano’ and the local communi-
ty’s tenants and resident’s association has adopted
the volcano as its logo.

The Permo-Triassic and Quaternary

With the formation of Pangea, arid climates dom-
inated the Permo-Triassic environments of the
Black Country. Exposures include red breccias,
conglomerates, and aeolian sandstones, whilst
alluvial clays and sandstones were deposited by
major river systems flowing northwards across the
region. Northern and eastern parts of the Geopark
exhibit Quaternary glacial tills, fluvial outwash
and river deposits, periglacial solifluction and
mass movement. Glacial advance and retreat over
the last 400,000 years have influenced the evolu-
tion of modern river systems and shaped today’s
landscape. For example, Norton Covert, in the ex-
treme southwest of the Geopark, exposes Deven-
sian outwash gravels overlying Permo-Triassic
alluvial Wildmoor Sandstone Formation (Black
Country Geological Society 2008).

The UNESCO Black Country Geopark

The Black Country became a UNESCO Global
Geopark in July 2020 with 44 Geosites (https://
blackcountrygeopark.dudley.gov.uk/sites-to-see/)

identified at the time of joining. Geological ex-
posures within the Geopark are dominantly the
remnants of mining, quarrying and engineering
endeavors. It is the geoheritage accessible at these
Geosites, their exceptional paleontology and pa-
leontological collections, and the links to local
geology, its industrial exploitation and local com-
munities that provides the narrative of the Black
Country UNESCO Global Geopark.

Geoconservation: There is a long history of geo-
conservation within the Black Country and the
practice of conserving, improving, interpreting,
and providing access to geological features is em-
bedded in the policy and practice of the partners
in the Geopark (Worton 2008; Prosser & Lar-
wood 2008). This is in part due to the scientific
significance of the geological features but also the
challenge of conserving them within a rapidly de-
veloping urban setting (Bennett ef al. 1996). The
process of urban renewal creates opportunities
but also presents potential for loss and damage
of geological features to new development. As in
most urban areas, geosites are subjected to heavy
recreational use and are sometimes the victim of
vandalism and illegal waste tipping. Further, oc-
casional cases of irresponsible fossil collecting, in
a setting where it is not practical to restrict access
to geological features, poses further challenges.
These challenges have necessitated innovative
and often successful attempts to engage and in-
volve local communities in understanding and
helping to conserve geosites, rather than attempt-
ing to exclude them from what are often publicly
accessible green spaces (Worton 2008; Prosser &
Larwood 2008; Worton & Gillard 2013).

Nationally and internationally important sites
have been assessed and identified through the
Great Britain wide Geological Conservation Re-
view (Ellis et al. 1996) and are here legally pro-
tected through designation as nine Sites of Special
Scientific Interest (SSSIs). Two of these SSSIs,
having exceptional scientific importance, and
wide scope for day-to-day management, interpre-
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tation and public access, have also been declared
as National Nature Reserves (https://www.gov.
uk/government/collections/national-nature-re-
serves-in-england); the Wren’s Nest (Fig. 2) in
1956 (Prosser & Larwood 2008) and Saltwells
(Fig. 4) in 2020 (Larwood 2020). They have per-
manent wardens managing the geological fea-
tures, volunteer groups that assist them, and are
extensively used by local community and schools
as well as by geologists. Both are regularly used to
demonstrate good practice in geological conserva-
tion (Fig. 2C), interpretation and community en-
gagement (through training courses, conferences,
field excursions, guided walks and peer reviewed
papers). For example, the Wren’s Nest has been
the subject of pioneering work managing geolog-
ical features (Prosser & Larwood 2008) and en-
gaging with the local community (Worton & Gil-
lard 2013) in a populated urban area and in a place
subject to active ground subsidence. This has in-
cluded one of the first self-guided geological trails
(Warwick et al. 1967), trialing approaches to the
management of fossil collecting, the cutting of a
new geological section to replace a long-standing
section which became too dangerous to access be-
cause of ground subsidence, geologically themed
drama performances to engage with local youths,
extensive use of volunteers in building paths and
keeping geological features free of vegetation and
scree, the use of vandal-resistant signage and in-
terpretation, production of a fossil themed beer,
‘Trilobitter’, to raise awareness of the local ge-
ology and paleontology, and the long-term use of
fixed point monitoring of geological features with
nearly 40 years of data (Larwood 2002; Prosser &
Larwood 2008; Roworth & Larwood 2004).

During the 1970s and 1980s, in response to devel-
opment pressure affecting many locally important
sites, an audit of geological features, led by the
Black Country Geological Society (BCGS), was
carried out. This audit generated a list of Local
Geological Sites (Defra 2006; Worton 2008) rec-
ognized within the Black Country planning frame-
work, which must be considered when assessing

any development proposals. Recognition of these
sites in the local planning system has also reduced
the chance of them being accidentally damaged by
developers ignorant of their importance or loca-
tion.

Whilst many threats to geosites in the Geopark
are anthropogenic, others are more natural in or-
igin. Unchecked growth of vegetation on some
sites requires regular cutting back and community
groups, sometimes coordinated by local warden-
ing teams, have engaged in this work. The Black
Country Geological Society, inaugurated in 1975,
has geoconservation at its heart, and every year
organizes work parties to clear and maintain rock
faces in geosites.

In addition to site-based conservation, the Geopark
Headquarters (Dudley Museum at the Archives,
and Geosite) in Dudley (Worton 2019) includes
nationally significant collections of local paleon-
tological material, including Carboniferous plant
and invertebrate fossils (Fig. 5) and most nota-
bly Silurian trilobites, crinoids and other marine
invertebrates (Fig. 3), amassed over the last 160
years. This collection contains several type and
figured specimens including the specimen of Eu-
calyptocrinus crassus figured in Murchison’s ‘Si-
lurian System’ in 1839.

National planning policy guidance in England (Na-
tional Planning Policy Framework, 2019) requires
local authorities to protect sites of geological val-
ue, ‘... in a manner commensurate with their statu-
tory status or identified quality in the development
plan’. In the Black Country, however, additional
Supplementary Planning Documents have been
produced. For example, the Dudley Borough De-
velopment Strategy Development Plan Document
(adopted 2016) recognizes the importance of geo-
logical features within the context of sustainable
development. At a strategic level the Black Coun-
try Core Strategy (https://blackcountryplan.dud-
ley.gov.uk/t1/p2/) includes Policy ENV1 ‘Nature
Conservation’, which recognizes the importance
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Figure 5. Carboniferous fossils, Coal Measures siderite nodules. A) Calamites suckowi (Brongniart 1822). B)

Apthoroblattina sp. from Coseley Lagerstitten; C - Neuropteris gigantea (Sternberg 1825). Scale bar = Scm.

of geological features by stating that: ‘...Devel-
opment within the Black Country will safeguard
nature conservation, inside and outside its bound-
aries by ensuring that: Locally designated nature
conservation sites (Sites of Local Importance for
Nature Conservation), important habitats and geo-
logical features are protected from development
proposals which could negatively impact upon
them...... This long-term plan is currently being
revised and will become ‘The Black Country Plan’
within the next few years. This is a significant step
forward for the protection and profile of the Black
Country’s geodiversity as it will contain specific
policy for the UNESCO Global Geopark. Policies
currently under consideration for inclusion spe-
cifically refer to geodiversity and the UNESCO
Global Geopark and require developers to ‘seek to
make a positive contribution to the protection and
enhancement of the geodiversity’ and specifically
to the nominated Geosites within it.

Education: The Black Country’s Geosites have
traditionally been used for research, formal edu-

cation and informal life-long learning welcoming
researchers, students, and community groups en-
riching learning and providing inspirational places
and experiences for all. Dudley was first visited
by the Geologists’ Association in 1863 and it was
noted then the °...several advantages and oppor-
tunities it [Dudley] afforded for study, to both
the early and advanced student, of several of the
great and characteristic phenomena recognised as
causes, effects, and agencies by geological sci-
ence’ (Geologists’ Association 1863). In 1898 the
Geologists’ Association returned and record trav-
elling on the underground canal between Castle
Hill and the Wren’s Nest Hill in Dudley and being
entertained by Professor Lapworth in the candlelit
limestone caverns (Watts 1898). Most recently,
in October 2018, the area jointly hosted the Ge-
ologists’ Association annual conference entitled
‘The Geology of Mordor’ drawing on the cultural
connections with the industrial landscape and its
reflections in popular literature such as JRR Tolk-
ien’s ‘Lord Of The Rings’.
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There has been a particular focus in engaging
young people in the Geopark’s geoheritage. For
example, the “Waves’ project that linked schools,
geosites and museums through fossil collections,
the innovative ‘Wrosne’ theatre performance de-
livered by young people from the communities
surrounding the Wren’s Nest NNR, and the muse-
um’s GeoTeam, student volunteers (geology stu-
dents from local schools and universities) (Worton
& Gillard 2013). The GeoTeam supports the work
of the Geopark helping document collections, un-
dertake field logging and sampling and support
a range of geoconservation activities, as well as
growing the confidence, knowledge and experi-
ence of the GeoTeam volunteers. More recently
the Geopark Headquarters (and many of the out-
door Geosites) have provided the resources for 45
Day Apprenticeships as well as support to profes-
sional learning and Continuing Professional De-
velopment (CPD).

Geotourism: In 1849, Sir Roderick Murchison at-
tracted over 15,000 visitors to the limestone cav-
erns of Dudley to tell stories of the Silurian System
(Murchison 1839; The London Illustrated News
1849). At the heart of this is an unrivalled paleon-
tological resource that has intrigued and engaged
people from the earliest miners to families today
who visit places such as the Wren’s Nest NNR
(Mikulic & Kluessendorfk 2007). The strong con-
nection between geodiversity, landscape, and the
industrial and cultural heritage of the Geopark to-
day, is a strong inspirational and enriching theme
for local and regional communities who are proud
of their connections to the history of the area. This
is reflected widely in public artworks in many the
communities. For example, trilobites feature in
the borough of Dudley’s coat-of-arms and as art
in brickwork forming part of a road-bridge, whilst
mining heritage is reflected in large artworks such
as The Colossus of Brownhills — a silver sculpture
of a miner standing on a traffic island in the town
of Brownhills near Walsall. Linking with planning,
a new housing development in the Geopark has
streets named ‘Fossil View’, ‘Calymene Mews’

and ‘Silurian Mews’.

The area’s prominence and importance in global
geoscience and industrial history also attract in-
ternational groups. The ‘Murchison Symposium’
visited the Black Country in 1989 on the 150th an-
niversary of the publication of ‘The Silurian Sys-
tem’, the ‘Trilobites and their Relatives’ Confer-
ence held field visits here in 2001, and the Silurian
Sub-commission visited in 2011. Recent research
projects have included international collaboration
(Cramer et al. 2012; Jarochowska et al. 2018; Ray
et al. 2020).

The development of geotourism in the Black
Country is part of an ongoing process of over-
all tourism development in the region and the
Geopark is written into strategic policies for the
visitor economy. There is a strong and develop-
ing baseline infrastructure for tourism, with many
existing visitor attractions and natural sites linked
within the Geopark as a single landscape story.
Some improvements in tourism infrastructure
are planned for the Geopark, including the Mid-
land Metro tramway system between the towns of
Wednesbury and Brierley Hill which is currently
under construction, adding 18 new stations and
improving public transport within the geopark;
five stations are on or immediately adjacent to
named geosites, including the Geopark Headquar-
ters. Interpretation on these stations and onboard
this new transport network is currently being de-
signed and will be in place when the region hosts
the Commonwealth Games in August 2022.

There is huge potential for tourism growth and
impacts on education, wellbeing, quality of envi-
ronment, inward investment and overall econom-
ic performance of the Black Country. Tourism is
promoted strongly (see Dudley Metropolitan Bor-
ough Council 2019) whilst visitor surveys (The
research solution 2020) show a growing audi-
ence both in terms of UK and overseas audiences.
Geotourism here provides the opportunity to tell
geological stories that engage and inspire, attract-

153



Geoconservation Research Volume 4 / Issue 1 2021 / pages(144-157)

ing visitors (from local to global) and contributing
to a new aspect of the tourism economy for the
Black Country (Larwood & Worton 2018). This
can only lead to a raised profile for the Geopark’s
rich geoheritage.

The Future

The Black Country UNESCO Global Geopark
was welcomed into the Global Geoparks Network
in July 2020 as a different very urban territory
with an extremely rich geological, paleontological
and related cultural heritage in close contact with
the local community (Fig. 6). In terms of its geol-
ogy and paleontology, research on the microfauna
of the Geopark’s Much Wenlock Limestone For-
mation is ongoing. This is providing a baseline un-
derstanding of the diversity and distribution of mi-
crofossils throughout these sequences and will be
followed by publications on little-studied groups
from these successions such as chitinozoans and

scolecodonts. This research is being led by the
Geopark and its volunteers in collaboration with
the University of Portsmouth, University of Erlan-
gen and the private sector company Neftex. The
Geopark is also currently auditing the paleontolo-
gy of the Coal Measures sequence from its historic
museum collections in order to better understand
its faunal and floral diversity. The Geopark’s exist-
ing geoconservation experience is being extended
through the management program across the net-
work of geosites working in collaboration with
communities and agencies across the Geopark.

The Black Country UNESCO Global Geopark will
enable reconnection of local communities to their
shared geological heritage through increasing ac-
cess to its geosites, a range of educational and
interpretive initiatives, and through new connec-
tions with the global Geopark community. For
example, existing resources for geosites are be-

Figure 6. Showing the urban character of the Black Country UNESCO Global Geopark and the close proximity of

Geosites to the local community. A) Tilted limestones bedding planes of the Wren’s Nest National Nature Reserve

seen from Burton Road, Wren’s Nest Estate. B) Looking out from the Wren’s Nest National Nature Reserve across

the Wren’s Nest Estate.
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ing reviewed and updated, a new visitor center at
Saltwells National Nature Reserve is being fitted
with new resources for learning, a 45-day appren-
ticeship scheme is being planned, familiarization
trips for public sector workers and politicians are
being scheduled, themed presentations at events
and conferences will continue, virtual field excur-
sions are being developed for those with accessi-
bility challenges, bespoke on-site signage is being
installed on key Geosites, updated field guides are
being drafted and new online resources are being
developed.
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