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Upper Hunter DMP  

Introduction & Key Findings  

Stafford Strategy (Stafford) was engaged by Upper Hunter Shire 

Council to develop a Destination Management Plan  (DMP) which is 

an update and replacement of the previous DMP which covered 

both Muswellbrook and the Upper Hunter shires.  This updated 

DMP just covers the Upper Hunter Shire.  

The DMP has involved community and industry consultation from 

November 2020 ɀ February 2021. A variety of workshops and 

meetings have been facilitated to enable as many stakeholders as 

possible to contribute. In addition, extensive research and analysis 

has been carried out to determine  the destinations points of 

uniqueness and difference  and to help ensure that points of 

difference are captured between the various communities 

throughout the shire who reside in or close to Aberdeen, Merriwa, 

Murrurundi and Sc one.  

Though each of these sub -areas of the Upper Hunter ha s unique 

product etc to offer, it is their collective proposition which this DMP 

seeks to bring together  to offer visitors exciting, interesting and 

compelling reasons to visit.  

Although  many stak eholders have expressed their  desire to see a 

variety of urban -based improvements to towns , in particular , this 

DMP is deliberately focussed on mechanisms to help grow the 

Upper Hunter Ʌs visitor economy, so the focus is on new activations 

which can achieve this outcome. There are, how ever, several 

tourism focussed urban improvements which are highlighted as 

these will also assist in strengthening the visitor economy , but are 

not the primary focus.  

Interestingly, it has not been the intention of this exercise  to find 

specific product op portunities for each sub -regional area of the 

Upper Hunter ; rather, the focus has been on identifying the most 

viable opportunities to support the regions visitor economy. 

Nevertheless, the outcomes illustrate that there are var ious 

product and related opp ortunities which will be unique to various 

sub-regional areas, and which allow all communities to benefit 

accordingly.  

However, the only way that these opportunities are likely to be 

activated successfully is if all stakeholders  work collaboratively. 

Suggested recommendations to achieve this are outlined in this 

DMP including governance improvements.  
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Major Challenges to Address  

The following table highlights the major barriers or challenges which will need to be adequately addressed to successfully imple ment the 

DMP for the Upper Hunter. It should be noted that these challenges are not unique to the Upper Hunter; they exist in many comparable 

region s. 

Table 1: Barriers Impacting Tourism Growth in the Upper Hunter  

Barrier 
     

PRODUCT 
DEVELOPMENT 

INFRA- 
STRUCTURE 

GOVERNANCE SUSTAINABILITY 
MARKETING & 
PROMOTION 

Ability to access skilled and trained staff       

Activation of built heritage       

Activating National Park areas       

Agriculture is a strength, but accessing  the product 

is difficult  
     

Competition from neighbouring regions       

Consistency of interpretation and directional 

signage 
     

Digital literacy of operators       

Gaining agreement on acceptable levels of visitor 

economy growth  
     

Lack of access to equine product       

Lack of a clear destination brand (and confusion 

with Hunter Valley brand)  
     

Lack of coordination, collaboration & structure       

Limited all -weather charge -for visitor experiences       

Limited commissiona ble tourism experiences       

Limited community awareness of the importance 

of tourism  
     

Limited critical mass population to support viability       

Limited evening activities to grow overnight 

visitation  
     

Limited export -ready product       

Limited funding for marketing       

Limited higher -quality accommodation stock       

Limited number of family -friendly visitor 

experiences  
     

Limited retail trading hours       

Limited tourism investment flows       

Market perception that the region is a Ɉdrive-

throughɉ rather than an overnight destination  
     

Regional visitation data challenges       

The impact of the bypass       

Variable F&B quality and diversity       

Volunteer burnout risk       

Mining activity in surrounding regions which can 

impact environmental quality  and image  
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Product Gap Analysis (Accommodation &  Attractions/experiences)  

The following illustrate s gaps in both accommodation product and attractions and experiences product throughout the Upper Hu nter  

region . Without new product to update the experiences on offer, the Shire risks falling behind other regions and restricting growth in the 

visitor economy.  

The diagram highlights accommodation product gaps as illustrated by those items which have a do tted line aro und them . Figure 1 reflects 

only commercial accommodation  while Figure 2 reflects attractions and experience  product gap s. 

Figure 1: Accommodation Gap Analysis  
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Figure 2: Tourism Attractions & Experiences Gap Analysis  
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Experience Platforms  

The following experience platforms sit under the Ɉproduct developmentɉ destination management component and have been used to 

guide the identification of product  and experiences. They leverage o ff the Upper HunterɅs existing natural assets and product strengths as 

well as opportunities that have been identified.  

 

Figure 3: Experience Platforms  
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Catalyst Development Projects to Focus on  

Based on the analysis and modelling of product opportunities and a sophisticated weighting system of variables and factors, catalyst or 

priority  projects have been identified. These are illustrated below  and reflect a mix of mostly private -sector funded projects. We consider 

that as tourism is an entrepreneurial  sector, this weighting in favour of private investment rather than government -funded p rojects, is 

appropriate. There are, however, a number of non -product -based funding requirements including inf rastructure, governance and events, 

which Council and/or State Government, would need to help fund to activate.  

Figure 4: The Catalyst Projects  

 

  



 

 

 

7 

Upper Hunter DMP  

The above projects are those that are seen as the catalyst projects 

to develop, which in turn can act as catalysts to drive other 

initiatives to help grow the Upper HunterɅs visitor economy on a 

sustainable basis. To facilitate t hese projects, however, Cou ncil may 

need to look at ensuring that land can be zoned fit for purpose, that 

the approval process is fast and efficient, and that the development 

and investment sector sees Council as a Ɉcan do/open for business ɉ 

facilitator to  help drive opportunities.  

Other Key Reco mmendations  

The following reflects  other key recommendations  (which are not 

in any priority order)  to assist the sustainable growth and ongoing 

development of the visitor economy for the Upper Hunter.  These 

are expa nded upon in this DMP report.  

 Creation of a Tourism Advisory Group to generate greater הּ

cohesion and buy -in from all key stakeholders includ ing 

industry and Council and to help drive many of the 

recommendations contained  in this DMP . Council  should 

provide a secretariat and facilitate all TAG meetings.  

Rotational roster for F&B providers noting that a הּ  major challenge 

outlined during consultati on is the variable hours of F&B 

providers throughout the Shire, particularly at weekends. To 

ensure that each town ha s at least one F&B provider (café, 

restaurant etc.) open each day and past lunchtime, a rotational 

roster could be organised.      

 Tourism industry networking events to address limited הּ

collaboration amongst industry operators within the tourism 

sector  

 Tourism Training & Capacity Building noting there is a need to הּ

offer upskilling and business development programs for 

operators.  

 Local community visitor economy awareness campaign as there הּ

appears to be insufficient understanding of the important role 

the visi tor economy plays in the Shire and why it needs 

stronger support. There is also a lack of awareness of how the 

tourism dollar spreads throu ghout the economy and how 

many sectors are positively impacted by visitors . 

Visitor Management especially for environ הּ mentally sensitive 

areas such as national parks in the region, council reserve 

areas etc and avoiding the risk of overtourism especially in  

various towns during peak  visitation periods where the ratio 

of visitors to community residents may be significantly  higher . 

 Tourism Ambassador Program to promote towns and specific הּ

events when lots of visitors are visiting. The role is often 

performed by retirees who have great local knowledge and 

who help visitors (day and overnight visitors) on a casual basis  

Austral הּ ian Tourism Data Warehouse listing drive and keep this 

up to date . The ATDWɅs ultimate function is to support 

Australian touris m operators with digital marketing to help 

extend their exposure and attract more business online. 

Through a single listing, an o peratorɅs details will then appear 

on Australia.com and over 50 other websites . 

 

1 https://content.destinationnsw.com.au/  

Destination branding הּ , noting that there is curr ently a lack of 

understanding (locally, domestically and internationally) 

regarding Ɉwhatɉ the Upper Hunter is as a visitor destination 

and the lack of a clear destination brand. This is particularly 

the case because there is often confusion between the Hu nter 

Valley and Upper Hunter  which offer very different visitor 

experiences .  

 Destination events strategy to help in stimulating visitor הּ

demand, particularly during low season periods. Although the 

Shire has a vibrant calendar of events, there is only a sm all 

portion of these that yield high er economic value  and attract 

visitors from outside of the Shire. 

 Destination events calendar to avoid events clashing on the הּ

same weekends and thus addressing a lack of communication 

and awareness as to when events are being held  

Destination content creation הּ  is required as there are no images 

of the Upper Hunter Shire on the DNSW Content Library 1 . 

When ɈSconeɉ is entered, the only images displayed are of 

visitors eating scones in other destinations throughout NSW  

 Development of a regional events toolkit to grow the events הּ

sector in the region and which requires actively seeking out 

events and prom oting to event organisers that the region is 

Ɉopenɉ for events. 

Product packaging recognising הּ  that there is limited bookable 

product packaging available on destination -based websites for 

the Shire. As additional new, marketable product is introduced 

in the  Shire, the potential exists to develop packages which 

visitors can book, rather than merely providing sugge sted 

itineraries.  

 Glenbawn Dam Master Plan to ensure that any future proposed הּ

development /redevelopment at the Dam is undertaken in a 

coordinated way and maximises the benefit of this waterway  

Coordinated signage strategy includ הּ ing signage in its broadest  

context [including] roadside signs, information kiosks, 

information centres and online information sources such as 

apps (able to be accessed while travelling) as well as gateway 

entry signage to create a sense of entrance into the Shire and 

its various to wns as well as signage to guide visitors to points 

of interest throughout the Shire.  

 Biking expansion master plan noting that the Shire is popular הּ

for all forms of bike riding, including road cycling, bike packing 

and mountain biking and has an active cycling community.  

 Implement the tourism components only, of the Revitalisation הּ

Strategies for each town  as previously identified.  

Visitor information הּ  servicing review noting that the Shire 

currently has three visitor information centres (VICs), each of 

which is yellow i accredited ( ). These are situated in Scone, 

Merriwa and Murrurundi. Digital technology and online 

platforms have disrupted the visito r communication 

landscape  and demonstrate the different channels which can 

now deliver visitor information services  cost-effectively and 

faster.  

Need for cultural and public art a הּ ttractions  noting that these 

initiatives will mo re often require a major fund ing 
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commitment locally  for raising matching state government 

capital funding. In addition, these facilities always require an 

ongoing financial commitment from councils to cover their 

ongoing operating cost shortfall. But regardless, they are 

important pub lic good projects t o help deliver to local 

community needs and aspirations  and to offer further product 

to help grow the visitor economy to the region. The proposed 

Murrurundi Art Gallery and Indigenous Centre is an example 

of such an initi ative.   

Summary  

The Upper Hunter region has a number of exciting opportunities to 

consider strengthening  its visitor economy and grow a variety of 

amenities and recreational facilities to benefit its local communities  

as well as the visitor markets . Importantly, the regi on's 

stakeholders need to encourage far greater private sector 

investment and development interest of a sustainable nature,  to 

achieve this outcome.  

Council has a key facilitation and enabling role to play in 

encouraging private investor interest and faci litating desired 

outcomes. Whilst there are some local developers and investors, 

most likely it will require out of region developers to  be encouraged  

as well. 

Strategically, there also needs to be a far stronger collaboration 

between key parties such as C ouncil and various industry and 

community stakeholders. There are many opportunities for each of 

the Upper Hunters sub -regional areas/towns, but it ne eds to be 

remembered that it is the collection of all the component parts, 

which offers the best opportuni ties for the Upper Hunter visitor 

economy going forward . This is a regional DMP for the whole Shire, 

and therefore should not be viewed as separate su b-regional 

projects or elements , it needs a whole of Upper Hunter approach 

to work . 

Finally, whilst we kno w some of the regionɅs community 

stakeholders have been keen to see more of the urban 

improvement recommendations activated , as identified in the four  

town revitalisation strat egies, this DMP is focu sed only on the visitor 

economy and therefore, has select ed those revitalisation initiatives 

which can support this DMP and help develop the regions visitor 

economy. If the list of these identified for the DMP can be activated, 

significant  urban improvement will be achieved for local towns and 

their communities  as well. 
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1.1. Introduction  

Stafford Strategy (Stafford) was commissioned by Upper Hunter Shire Council (the Council) to develop a Destination Management  Plan 

(DMP) for the Upper Hunter Shire (the Shire) .  

While the previous DMP  for the region  included Muswellbrook Shire, this DMP focuses specifically on the Upper Hunter Shire LGA only.   

1.2. The Approach Followed  

Working alongside those directly involved in the visitor economy, this DMP was developed via a 14 -stage proces s, which is outlined in 

Figure 5.  

The project involved extensive consultation with a wide variety of stakeholders across the public and private sectors as well  as the local 

Upper Hunter  community . 

Stafford would like to t ake this opportunity to thank all those who have contributed to the d evelopment of this DMP. The contributions 

from stakeholders were invaluable to the development of this robust and pragmatic DMP. Like all robust strategies and plans, there was 

often a di vergence of opinions; whilst every effort has been made to accommodat e these, we acknowledge that this has not always been 

possible, though a predominant view has been applied wherever possible.  

Figure 5: Stages followed to complet e the DMP 
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1.3. What is Destination Management?  

Destination management is the coordinated management of all 

elements that make up a destination, these include placing a 

prio rity on social licen se, sustainability and carbon impact s, the 

provision of visitor infrastructure, attracting and managing 

investment in to  attractions, amenities, access, marketing and 

pricing.  

Quite simply, at its core, destination management is no more  than 

people working together in a defined area to develop a plan, which 

satisfies visitor desires  and delivers sustainable benefits  for the 

community . It is as much about considering residentsɅ desires  

and the destinationɅs long-term sustainability , as it is about 

visitor demands.  

A DMP covers: 

 a shared statement of intent to manage a destination over a הּ

stated period;  

;a vision for the destination הּ  

 barriers to sustainable growth and how these can be הּ

mitigated;  

recommendations that הּ  align with the guiding vi sion to 

sustainably grow and enhance the visitor economy; and  

 articulates the roles of different stakeholders and identifies הּ

clear actions they should take.  

It is a much wider and more holistic pe rspective than 

destination marketing . It should be considere d a Ɉlivingɉ plan, that 

is continuously  reviewed and updated  as circumstances change, 

and lessons are learned.  

Figure 6 summarises the five broad components of destination 

man agement, being: Product Development , Infrastructure , 

Governa nce, Sustainability and Marketing & Promotion . Within 

these components , there are different activation areas that  can 

assist in delivering a destination management approach and a 

sustainable visitor economy.  

 

Figure 6: Destination  Management Components  
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1.4. Definitions  

For clarity, Table 2 explains  a variety of terms used throughout the DMP. Where applicable, these  definitions align with those outlined in 

national and state policy and planning documents.  

Table 2: Definitions  

Who Is a 

Visitor?  

For the purpose of this DMP, a visitor includes all those travelling to the 

region, either for a day trip or staying overnight, for a variety of reasons, 

including for leisure/holiday purposes; events (including sports, cultural 

and arts events and conferences);  business -based travel; visiting friends 

and relatives (VFR); medical tourism;  educational purposes; and  employment purposes.  

What is the 

Visitor  

Economy?  

The visitor economy accounts for  the fact that visitor act ivity does not occur in isolation, but rather, contributes 

to investment in jobs across a broad range of industry sectors. This includes all industries that directly and 

indirectly serve visitors, ranging from accommodation and to urism operators and attrac tions to broader goods 

and services such as retail and food and beverage industries.  

As tourism is not a defined industry sector on its own, but rather the amalgamation of a variety of industry 

sectors including accommodation, foo d and beverage etc., the f ull extent of what comprises the visitor economy 

and its reach across many elements of the broader economy is often not fully understood.  

What is a 

Social Licence 

to Operate?  

The concept of social licence to operate (SLO) has it s origins in the late 1990 s in the extractive industries and has 

since been adopted within the wider business context. There is no one commonly accepted definition of SLO, 

however, community acceptance and approval of commercial operations are recognised a s critical features of 

the  concept. Although society as a whole ɄissuesɅ the SLO to businesses and organisations, it is usually local 

communities who are the Ʉkey arbiterɅ of the terms of the SLO2.  

Tourism is heavily dependent upon gaining and maintaining  a SLO because as an industry it makes its income off 

the back of public goods such as roads, beaches, tracks and mountain ranges. Visitors utilise  infrastructure such 

as transport, utilities, accommodation and national parks, and can put pressure on place s where there are low 

num bers of residents. The trade -off the public makes is jobs, visitor spending in the local economy and new 

retail, food outlets and activities and experiences.  

What is the 

domestic 

leisure 

market?  

The domestic visitor market is def ined as Australian  residents who travel outside of the LGA (Council area) on 

either an overnight trip or a day trip. The domestic leisure market is a subsector of the total domestic visitor 

market and includes those travel ling for a variety of leisure reas ons including but not limited to: for a holiday, to 

shop, to cycle or undertake a walk, to attend a cultural or sporting event etc . 

 

 

1.5. About Upper Hunter Shire  

The Shire is situated in northern NSW , halfway  between Tamwort h and Newcastle and just over 3 ho ursɅ drive from Sydney. It is on the 

main inland route, the New England Highway, and connects to Central West NSW through the Golden Highway and south to the National 

Capital through inland tourist routes.  

The Shire was fo rmed i n 2004 as a result of the am algamation of Scone Shire as well as parts of Murrurundi and Merriwa Shires. It covers 

just over 8,000 square kilometres , and, as of 2019, was home to 14,180 residents . 

The Shire includes the towns of Aberdeen, Merriwa, Murrurundi  and Scone, the village of  Cassilis, as well as a number of rural communities. 

Murrurundi delineates the Shire to the north; the Barrington Tops to the east, Goulburn River National Park and Cassilis to t he west, and 

Aberdeen to the sout h. Figure 7 which follow s demonstrates the size of the Shire as well as its strategic proximity to several other major 

destination hubs  situated on the New England Highway as well as the Golden Highway.  

Surrounding shires such as Musw ellbrook and Singleton  are impacted by compet ing industry sectors such as coal mining, the Upper Hunter 

Shire is less impacted, t hough there is a constant desire by mining companies to expand resource extraction into the Upper Hunter . 

 

2 New Zealand Sustainable Business Council, 2013  
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Figure 7: Upper Hunter Shire Context Map  
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1.6. Our Visitor Economy  

1.6.1.  How Visitation Data Has Been Compiled  

Visitor data has been compiled  for the Shire using the National and 

International Visitor Survey (NVS and IVS) data published by 

Tourism Research Australia ( TRA). The NVS and IVS provide  

visitation data based on ɄStatistical Area 2Ʌ (SA2) boundaries. Every 

LGA in Australia is made up of one or more SA2s. The SA2s included 

in the Shire are Scone and Scone Region. 

As per the methodology applied by TRA for LGAs and regions , 

visitation data is ave raged over three -year periods , rather than 

being provide d on an annual basis, as this minimises the impact of 

variability in estimates from year to year and provides more robust 

estimates. The periods assessed in this DMP include:  

September הּ  2012 to Septemb er 2014, referred to as 2014; 

September הּ  2015 to Septembe r 2017, referred to as 2017; and  

September הּ  2018 to September  2020, referred to as 2020.  

September  YE data (unless otherwise specified) has been applied 

as this is the most recent iteration of data rel eased by TRA via the 

NVS and IVS. 

1.6.2.  Visitor Profile 3 

Figure 8 on the following page provides a summary of visitation to 

Upper Hunter Shire (a full breakdown of visitation is provided in 

Appendix 1 ). It includes the following.  

 .Total visitation to the Shire from 2014 ɀ 2020 הּ

 Visitation to the Shire by visitor type (domestic day, domestic הּ

overnight and international).  

Total visitor spend הּ  in the Shire, including a breakdown by 

visitor type.  

Visitation by motiva הּ tion for travel (holiday, visiting friends and 

relatives, education/other and business).  

Key points to note are as follows.  

From 2014 הּ -2020, visitation to the Shire has fluctuated. 

However, between the years of 2014 and 2020, overall 

visitation has grown, i ncreasing by 26%, or  54k visitors, from 

206k visitors to 260k visitors. This growth has been driven 

across all visitor markets; however, the most significant growth 

has been in domes tic day trip visitation, increasing by 34k 

visitors ( +31%) from  2014-2020.  

 As well as experiencing the most growth, domestic day הּ

trippers also make up the largest visitor market for the Shire, 

comprising more than half (54%) of all visitation to the Shire 

(based on a five -year average from 2016 -2020). While the day 

tripper mark et does comprise an important part of the visitor 

economy, a more even  balance is required between overnight 

and day trippers to derive greater economic benefit. Overnight 

visitors tend to contribute far more due to their spend ing on 

accommodation, additio nal food and beverage, transport, 

experiences etc. By way of example, in the Shire, domestic 

day trippers, on average, spend $ 73 per trip, while 

domestic overnight visitors spend more than 3. 8 this 

amount at $ 284 per trip.  

Despite הּ  overnight visitors (dome stic and international) only 

comprising 46% of total visitation to the Sh ire, they make up 

more than  79% of all visitor spend demonstrating their 

importance to the ShireɅs economy. 

As visitation to the Shire has fluctuated הּ , so too has visitor 

spend. In 2020, total visitor spend was estimated at $46.6m, a 

decline of -4% (-$1.9m) from 2017, but an increase of +41% 

(+$13.6m) from 2014.  

 The motivation for visitation to the Shire is fairly consistent הּ

across each visitor type, with VFR and holiday visitation bein g 

the predominant motivator of visitation.  

 

 

 

3 All visitor data is compiled from a special data request to Tourism Research Australia 

(TRA).TRA obtain the data from the National and International Visitor Surveys.  
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1.6.3.  Economic Impact  of Tourism  

Tourism is an important sector for the Shire. In terms of economic output, it is the seventh -largest sector, contributing $62. 5m in output 

in 2019  and totalling just under 4% o f all output . Between 2014 and 2019, output by the sector grew by 15%.  

The sector is also the seventh -largest employer, generating 315 jobs and comprising 6% of all employment within the Shire. While some 

sectors saw reduced employment between 2014 and 20 19, the number employed in the tourism sector increased (albeit minimally) by 

1.6%. 

The largest sector for the Shire (in terms of both output and employment) is the Agriculture, Forestry & Fishing sector wh ich dominates, 

comprising 29% ($495m) of all econo mic output and 25% (1,332) of all employment.  

Figure 9: Economic Output and Employment by Sector (2014 & 2019) 4,5 

 

 

4 https://app.remplan.com.au/upperhunter/economy/  
5 The ɈOther Sectorsɉ category includes: Accommodation & Food Services, Administrative & Support Services, Arts & Recreation Services, Electricity, Gas, Water & Waste Services, 

Information Media & Telecommu nications, Mining, Other Services, Rental, Hiring & Real Estate Services. These are much smaller sectors by output and employ ment and have been 

amalgamated for ease of reading.  
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1.7. Our Tourism Offering  

1.7.1.  Product Audit  

1.7.1.1.  Methodology  

The following section provides a tourism 

product audit for  the Shire . The purpose of 

the audit is twofold:  firstly, to ascertain 

where product gaps may exist in the 

tourism product mix  and secondly, to 

identify existing  product strengths.   

The audit is primarily based on an extensive 

Ʉdata scrapingɅ exercise which leveraged off 

the following sources: the Australian 

Tourism Data WarehouseɅs (ATDW), 

TripAdvisor, Booking.com , Google Travel , 

Google Maps and Upper Hunter Country 

TourismɅs website.6  

1.7.1.2.  Accommodation  Audit  

The accommodation audit has focused on 

commercial forms o f accommodation  in 

the Shire. The rationale for investigating 

accommodation is to discern whether any 

gaps in the accommodation mix exist and 

potentially whether these coul d be 

investigated as opportunities as part of the 

DMP. Table 3 provides a summary of the 

categories utilised.  

It is important to note that holiday homes 

and Airbnb have been excluded from the 

audit because they are often not available 

year-round and, as a result, overinflate the 

size of accommodation stock  available . And 

there are also issues of quality control as 

there is no robust accreditation system for 

this sector . 

Table 3: Accommodation Categories  

 

When reviewing the audit, it is important to 

note that some properties are listed online 

across multiple categories. In these cases, 

Stafford has selected the most applicable 

category based on online information 

available.  

For each property, the number of rooms 

was also included (where this information 

was provided) 7 . For caravan parks, only 

roo m numbers were included (such as 

those in cabins, chalets, villas). Site 

numbers have been excluded from the 

assessment as this data is difficult to obtain 

with acc uracy.  

The full listing of the accommodation audit 

findings is provided in  Appendix 2 .  

Figure 10 on the following page 

summarises the findings of the audit and 

demonstrates the following.  

 Based on the audit, there are 47 הּ

accommodation properties  and 

campgrounds  in the Shire and 289 

rooms 8.  

 Of these 47 properties, the largest הּ

proportion is Ʉboutique (B&Bs, 

Cottages Guesthouses) comprising 

32% of all properties identified.  

Motels הּ , however, represent the bulk of 

room stock, comprising 55% of room 

stock (160 rooms)  in the Shire.  

The largest proper הּ ty in the Shire  (by 

number of rooms) is the motel 

property ɈAirlie House Motor Inn ɉ 

which offers 25 rooms and comprises 

9% of the ShireɅs total room stock.  This 

is followed by Colonial Motor Lodge 

(24 rooms), Scone Motor Inn (19) and 

Isis Motel Scone (19).   

The ShireɅs accommo הּ dation stock 

receives an average (NPS)9  score of 

+17. (based on 1,043 reviews). 

Breaking  this down by 

accommodation type produces the 

following results:  

- Lodges: +89 (141 reviews);  

- Boutique (B&Bs, Cottages, 

Guesthouses): +51 (115 revi ews); 

- Apartments: +30 (59 reviews);  

- Motel s: +18 (based on 657 

reviews);  

- Pub Accommodation: -17 (4 

reviews);  

- Caravan & Holiday Parks: -18 (65 

reviews);  and  

- Campgrounds: n/a 10. 

Properties that הּ  score higher NPS (i.e. 

higher than +80) include Russley Rural 

Retreat (+100), Runnymeade (+100), 

LeCamah Hill B&B (+92.9), Golden 

Fleece Motor Inn (+91.7) and 

Strathearn Park Lodge (+89.4).  

Six properties within the Shire הּ  score 

NPS ratings of less than 0 . Most of 

these are in motel and caravan park 

categories.  

 

  

 

6 It is importan t to note, therefore, that the audit may not be fully comprehensive, particularly for those operators who are not listed online.  
7 There were only two properties where room numbers were unable to be determined: Travellers Haven Backpackers Hostel  and Moond arra Caravan Park Mount Isa . 
8 Note, room data was onl y available for 35 of the 47  properties.  
9 It is important to recognise that an NPS does not necessarily reflect a higher quality property. It tends to reflect, however , that the quality and product on offer, matches the price 

and consumer expectation.  
10 Not enough data was available.  
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1.7.1.3.  Tourism Attractions & Experiences Audit  

Because the tourism sector is so far -reaching, there are many products, experiences and assets which can be considered tourism  based. 

This audit, has, however, focused on those which are considered primary tourism experiences, that is, those which are marketed and 

positioned as Ɉthings to doɉ when visitors travel to the Shire.  Those products /experiences  which are primarily utilised by the local 

community have , therefore, been excluded.  

To be able to derive qualitati ve and meaningful findings from the product audit, product has had to be listed within product categories. 

Table 4 summarises the attraction type categor ies used. 

Table 4: Attraction type categories  

 

 

When rea ding the product findings, it is 

important to note:  

 general parks are excluded from the הּ

audit because of the number of these 

throughout the region which would 

skew the findings;  

 events have been excluded from the הּ

audit;  

 ,general food and beverage (cafes הּ

restaurants, bars), rather, the audit 

only focuses on unique food 

experiences such as distilleries, food 

tours, wineries  etc. if these are 

available in the Shire ; 

 the audit does not provide an הּ

assessment on the quality of the 

product as this would require vi siting 

each product which was not possible 

within the scope of this exercise ; 

 the audit does not list every historical הּ

building in the Shire but ra ther focuses 

on those which are identified as major 

tourism drawcards/sites of 

significance; and  

only those h הּ orse studs which have 

been identified as having tours are 

included in the audit.  

The full listing of the attractions  audit 

findings is provided in  Appendix 3 .  

Figure 11 illustrates the findings of the 

attractions audit and demonstrates the 

following.  

Based on t הּ he audit findings, there are 

65 tourism attractions in the Shire.  

 Of these 65 attractions, the majority הּ

(23%) are categorised as ɄHiking & 

Mountain Biking Trails : these are free 

attractions. This is followed by 

ɄNational Parks, Reserves & 

Conservation Are asɅ (22%). Many of 

the hiking and biking trails are situated 

within these areas.  

 :Product is primarily clustered around הּ

Scone, Murrurundi, Merriwa and 

Barrington Tops. There is little to do 

outside  of these hubs/clusters.  

While there are many historic site הּ s of 

significance throughout the Shire, 

these are yet to be activated into 

tourism drawcards.  

 Although the Shire promotes itself as הּ

the horse capital of Australia, there are 

only a few studs that  offer tours, and 

the supply of these is not always 

consisten t. To market the Shire, from a 

destination marketing perspective, as 

the horse capital, there needs to be a 

consistent and year -round supply of 

equine product available.  

 With agriculture being the largest הּ

economic sector for the Shire (in terms 

of employme nt and output), there is 

little by way of agri -tourism product 

available. This is a booming tourism 

sector, and, if possible, should be 

capitalised on.  

There are limited הּ :  

- Paid tourism attractions within the 

Shire. Paid experiences are 

important for genera ting stronger 

economic benefit from the visitor 

economy by encouraging longer 

length of visitor stay and a 

stronger tourism profile.  

- All-weather experiences for 

visitors to undertake during times 

of inclement weather (too hot or 

during periods of excessive  wet 

weather).  

- Family-friendly experiences for 

both visitors and locals alike to 

undertake.  
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1.7.2.  Gap Analysis  

The following gap analysis is based on  

online data analysis of the regionɅs product 

offering and (where applicable) the quality 

of this;  discussions with industry and other 

stakeholders; and  previous 

strategies/research that have been 

underta ken for the Shire. 

It is an important component of this project 

as it provides an opportunity to  step back 

and assess what, if anything, is missing to 

support growth in the ShireɅs visitor 

economy . 

1.7.2.1.  Accommodation  

The audit undertaken, along with the 

research and consultation undertaken, 

indicates that while there are many 

accommodation options within the basic (1-

2-star) and mid -range (3-3.5 star), there is a 

limited number of higher -quality  (based on 

benchmarking)  properties (boutique or 

larger size).  There is also a limited number 

of properties that  leverage the strengths of 

the regionɅs geography and natural assets .  

Figure 12 demonstrates the gaps identified 

in the accommodation mix. Opportunities 

exist to consider encouraging , by way of 

example : 

boutique הּ -sized (10-20 rooms) higher -

quality lodges, chalets and/or 

glamping in stun ning natural 

locations ; 

a larger הּ -scale, 3.5-star+  hotel property 

in Scone to attract a higher -yielding 

business and family market and to 

provide greater accommodation 

capacity for events;  and  

higher הּ -quality, branded, destination 

holiday park s. 

Importantly,  it is not the intent that 

introducing new accommodation will 

compete with existing operators.  Feedback 

indicates that there are many periods 

throughout the year where the Shire 

suffers from economic leakage to other 

LGAs because of a lack of accommodation  

capacity. By increasing the capacity of room 

stock and introducing new forms of 

accommodation , it is considered that new 

markets may be attracted to stay in the 

Shire who may have previously stayed 

elsewhere.  

 

Figure 12: Accommod ation Gap Analysis  

 



 

 

 

22 

Upper Hunter DMP  

1.7.2.2.  Tourism Attractions & 

Experiences Gap Analysis  

Figure 13 provides a gap assessment of the 

attractions  and experiences sector in the 

Shire. As identified in the product audit, the 

Shire currently has a plethora of free 

product including (but no t limited to) 

natural sites (such as national parks ), trails 

and historic sites/attractions, but there is 

limited:  

) commissionable הּ paid ) product;  

 all-weather tourism product and הּ

experiences  particularly for those 

times of inc lement weather;  

attractions wh הּ ich are focused 

primarily on families with  children;  

evening הּ -based experiences to 

encourage a longer length of visitor 

stay and to provide experiences which 

locals can enjoy;  

 higher quality food and beverage הּ

offering ; 

commissi הּ onable mountain biking 

product ; and  

agri הּ - and farm -based tourism product.  

Nonetheless, Figure 13 demonstrates there 

is a range  of attractions and experiences 

which could be developed throughout the 

Shire to deliver on the DMPɅs goals of: 

 Increase visitor numbers and dispersal הּ

in the region  

 Extend visitorsɅ length of stay in the הּ

Upper Hunter and visitor yield  

 Develop new products and הּ

experiences and enhance existing 

product  

 Focus on the identified experience הּ

platforms which match the str engths 

of the Upper Hunter: Agri -Tourism, 

F&B & Produce Arts, Heritage & 

Culture, Aviation, Equine, Events, 

Recreation & Adventure.  

It is important  to note that while some free 

product ( i.e., non -paid product) has been 

included in the gap analysis, there i s the 

potential/need to introduce 

commissionable experiences (such as 

guided tours and pop -ups) as part of these 

experiences.  

This is seen as essential as, for example, 

whilst introducing mountain biking trails is 

a great recreational asset to support loca l 

communities as well as visitor markets, the 

estimated annual cost per kilometre of 

maintaining relatively flat trails to a good 

standard is $2k p er km. Therefore, having 

ways to offset this ongoing maintenance 

and operational cost rather than expecting 

the Council to fund it directly is important.  

Ways to help fund this may include via pop 

up cafes at trailheads, transport services to 

help get peo ple back to starting points via a 

collection/pick up fee for service etc.  and via 

events that  ensure competit ors pay an 

entry fee to help offset the cost.  
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Figure 13: Tourism Attractions & Experiences Gap Analysis  
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1.8. Barriers Impacting Tourism Growth  

The barriers identified in the following table ɀ which are alphabetically ordered - have been aligned with the destination management 

components of product development; infrastructure; governance; sustainability; and marketing & promotion.  

Table 5: Barriers Impacting Tourism Growth in the Upper Hunter   

Barrier 
     

PRODUCT 
DEVELOPMENT 

INFRA- 
STRUCTURE 

GOVERNANCE SUSTAINABILITY 
MARKETING & 
PROMOTION 

Ability to access skilled and trained staff       

Activation  of built heritage       

Activating National Park areas       

Agriculture is a strength, but accessing the product 

is difficult  
     

Competition from neighbouring regions       

Consistency of interpretation and directional 

signage 
     

Digital literacy of ope rators       

Gaining agreement on acceptable levels of visitor 

economy growth  
     

Lack of access to equine product       

Lack of a clear destination brand  (and confusion 

with Hunter Valley brand)  
     

Lack of coordination, collaboration & structu re      

Limited all -weather charge -for visitor experiences       

Limited commissionable tourism experiences       

Limited community awareness of the importance 

of tourism  
     

Limited critical mass population to support viability       

Limited e vening activities to grow overnight 

visitation  
     

Limited export -ready product       

Limited funding for marketing       

Limited higher -quality accommodation stock       

Limited number of family -friendly visitor 

experiences  
     

Limited reta il trading hours       

Limited tourism investment flows       

Market perception that the region is a Ɉdrive-

throughɉ than an overnight destination  
     

Regional visitation data challenges       

The impact of the bypass       

Variable F&B quality a nd diversity       

Volunteer burnout risk       

The impact of surrounding regional mining activity  

on environmental quality and regional image  
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The Upper Hunter DMP  vision is t o strengthen the visitor 

economy within the Upper Hunter through introducing 

more unique new and improved product opportunities 

which will generate investment and employment .  

 

The Upper Hunter DMP  mission is t o motivate 

stakeholders to work collaboratively to strengthen the 

key areas of the Upper Hunter through greater product 

diversity and associated marketing and investment . 

 

2.1. Our  v ision  & mission  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.2. Goals & Objectives  

Underpinning this vision and mission statement are DMP goals and objectives guiding principles. These are indicated in Figure 14 and have 

been used to help shape this DMP. 

Figure 14: DMP Goals & Objectives  

 

VISITOR NUMBERS & DISPERSAL 

Increase visitor numbers and dispersal in the region  

 

LENGTH OF STAY 

Extend visitorsɅ length of stay in the Upper Hunter and visitor yield  

 

NEW PRODUCTS & EXPERIENCES 

Develop new products and experiences and enhance existing product  

 

EXPERIENCE PLATFORMS 

Focus on the identified experience platforms which match the strengths of the Upper Hunter: Agri -Tourism, F&B & 

Produce Arts, Heritage & Culture, Aviation, Equine, Events, Recreation & Adventure.  
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2.3. Experience Platforms  

The following experience platforms sit under the Ɉproduct 

developmentɉ destination management component and have been 

used to guide the identification of product and experiences.  They 

leverage o ff the Upper HunterɅs existing natural assets and product 

streng ths as well as opportunities that have been identified.  

The rationale for the experience platforms selected is as follows:  

Agri-tourism and farm הּ -based product and experiences are a 

natural strength of the region with its focus on agriculture and 

horticultu re. What is needed is to grow the Ɉpaddock to plateɉ 

experiences so fresh farm produce becomes a hallmark of the 

region whether this is beef, dairy pr oducts, veggies and fruit, 

more exotic produce and condiments . 

Arts, heritage and culture can build on the הּ  existing strengths 

especially in Murrurundi with its various art galleries and 

cultural focus . 

The new Hunter Warbirds attraction in Scone will offer הּ  an 

exciting new visitor attraction and will help leverage 

partnerships with other major attractions in a far wider 

regional catchment so collective marketing can occur with 

attractions in Hunter Wine Country and potentially 

attractions/experiences in the mid -north coast and around 

Newcastle . 

 The strong equine focus provided by the thoroughbred studs הּ

in the re gion along with pony club activities etc provides a 

logical strength to build on and to help open up equine 

experiences more so the visitor markets ca n see and 

experience horse trails etc . 

 The existing events provide an important platform leveraging הּ

of events including the Aberdeen Highland Games, the Horse 

Festival in Scone amongst a number of others, and the 

opportunity to expand these and add other f estivals and 

events where possible . 

 The development of quality recreational and adventure הּ

activity such as cycleways, walking trails, equine bridle  trails 

and lake -based kayak trails. Whilst the Barrington Tops 

provides a number of trail options the area i snɅt generally 

accessed from the Upper Hunter so the region needs to be 

thinking about alternative sites a nd venues for adventure 

experiences.  

 

Figure 15: Experience Platforms  
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3.1. The Opportunities  

3.1.1.  Overview  

A variety of recommendations have been 

identified through this DMP process. They 

have been included because they:  

 mitigate or overcome the barriers to הּ

growth;  

 assist in activating the identified הּ

destination vision and g oals; 

 align with broader destination הּ

management work completed, 

particularly the DNSW State wide DMP; 

 provide the necessary building blocks הּ

to develop a sustainable visitor 

economy; and/or  

offer t הּ he potential to grow the visitor 

economy sustainably , focusing on 

growing visitor yield rather than just 

visitor numbers, and maintaining 

community support (and a social 

licence for tourism activity) going 

forward.  

The recommendations have been identified 

through input and ideas received from 

numerous stakeholders  during the 

consultation for this DMP as well as 

through analytical and strategic work 

completed.  They have been grouped 

according to the destination management 

components outlined in Section  1.3.  

Importantly, each of these 

recomme ndations will have varying 

degrees of impact on the ShireɅs visitor 

economy. In order to prioritise the 

recommendations, an assessment matrix 

has been developed which measures, at a 

top -line level,  each recommendationɅs 

ability to meet certain criteria (su ch as the 

ability to secure government funding, likely 

visitor appeal, size of investment and 

uniqueness of product etc.). The viability of 

many of these recommendations will 

require feasibility st udies and business 

cases developed to test assumptions and 

find specific locations.  

Figure 16 on the following page provides a 

summary of the 39 recommendations 

identified. The recommendations are in 

indicative locations only, noting that some 

will commence before others, and this may,  

over time, impact on the proposed 

locations identified for other 

recommendations.  

This is followed by a closer look at each 

recommendation, categorised according to 

the destination management components 

identified earlier . 
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Figure 16: The Oppo rtunities Mapped  
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3.1.2.  Product Development  

3.1.2.1.  Boutique Accommodation Properties (Merriwa & Murrurundi)  

With the regionɅs desire to attract a higher-yielding visitor market (focusing o n value over volume), there is a need to introduce 

accommodati on which appeals to this market. As identified previously , while the Shire  has a plethora of accommodation that  caters to the 

1-3.5-star market, there is a limited number of higher -end properties . 

The opportunity exists to investigate the potential of intr oducing new, small -scale boutique accommodation properties. Although it is 

beyond the brief of this DMP to determine specific locations for this accommodation, opportunities for this form of acco mmodation may 

exist in Merriwa and Murrurundi . 

The accommodat ion, which is ideally situated on a prominent site, could:  

offer 10 הּ -30 rooms/units/chalets;  

be positioned as good quality mid הּ -range 3 -4 star;  

ideally, utilise an existing heritage or similar bui הּ lding to be retrofitted where possible;  

offer a quality dinin הּ g experience which can be used by guests as well as locals as casual diners; and  

potentially be positioned at the staging post for the walking הּ /cycle trails offered in the Shire .  

The accommodatio n could be set up as a year -round venture or could be offered  as pop -up or seasonal glamping  product. Figure 17 

provides some examples of boutique accommodation and glamping in other Australian destinations.   

Figure 17: Examples of boutique accommodation 11 

   

 

3.1.2.2.  Destinat ion Holiday Parks  (Aberdeen & Merriwa)  

Although  the Shire  does have some camping and traditional caravan parks, these tend to be traditional transit -style caravan parks and 

natural camping grounds. Often transit -style caravan parks have basic facilities an d are used as overnight accommodation when travelling 

between two destin ations, rather than being destinations in their own right. Figure 18 provides some examples of traditional style caravan 

parks.  

Figure 18: Examp les of traditional -style caravan parks  

   

 

11 Saltbush Retreat, Longreach, QLD; Ilkley Cottages, Mudgee, NSW; Nightfall Camp , Lamington National Park, QLD.  
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Figure 19 illustrates a newer style of caravan and camping parks referred to as destination holiday parks. These parks tend to be opera ted 

by major operators and offer a mix of fac ilities to  guests such as swimming pools, aquatic parks, kids clubs, camp kitchens, mini -golf, group 

entertainment and shops etc. These parks often attract a family market who use the parks as a base for day excursions to surr ounding 

regions. They are impo rtant for attracting a good quality mid -range domestic family market and need to have policies that  avoid long term 

stayers.  

Figure 19: Destination holiday park examples 12 

   

In Australia and the USA, the domestic caravan, motorho me and ca mping industry has been fast -growing over the last 15 years. Savvy 

operators are responding to consumer demand for better standards and facilities by transforming traditional transit parks int o quality 

holiday/ destination parks. T hey are character ised by:  

land area of 8 ha. or הּ  greater (able to be leased ideally for a minimum of 40 years + or purchased);  

 ;a mix of powered RV and camping and caravan sites (often 50-150 sites) הּ

often 15 הּ -30 quality cabins/chalets;  

;a strict focus on visitors rather than permanent residents הּ  

a family הּ -friendly focus to attract the family market and to convert day trips into overnight stays;  

offering a range of quality recreational activities geared to families so water park features, rope courses, heated pools etc הּ ; 

amenitie הּ s such as a heated pool, spa, BBQ facilities, camp kitchen, bike hire/loan, kidsɅ playground, daily childrenɅs activities, a café 

and a convenience store;  

retail and restaurant facilities with capacity for self הּ -catering as well;  

operators are often comfor הּ table purchasing or leasing sites, as long as lease periods are 40 years plus;  

good access to and from main roads is important for gateway signage and safety; and הּ  

do not permit הּ  longer -term stays (most would be 1 -5 nights).  

If the Shire is to attract a dome stic leisure market and encourage regional touring routes to help offer visitors the chance to experience a 

multitude of destinations and experiences within the region, a network of 1 -2 destination holiday parks should be considered. Ideally, 

these could b e considered for:  

Merriwa: because of its strategic location on the Golden Highway הּ , its central positioning (it is 2 hours from Dubbo, Tamworth, 

Newcastle and Gunnedah and 1.5 hours from Mudgee)  and its ability to cater to a market travelling between Newca stle, Dubbo and 

further west; and  

Aberdeen: because it is הּ  one of  the few town s which will not be bypassed and travelling north , it will be the first major town post the 

Singleton & Muswellbrook bypasses & the last before  the Scone bypass  

Zoning land fit -for-purpose, and ensuring utility services (electricity, gas, mains sewer system, potable water, Wi -Fi, and 

telecommunications) are brought to the boundary of sites, are important areas of support which councils need to look to be of fering.  

Possible site options to consider may include:  

Aberdeen (Saint Andrews Reserve or the meatworks site הּ ) as it isnɅt going to be by-passed on the highway  

Possibly expanding the Merriwa caravan park if possible though the site appears tightly constrained by the river and su הּ rr ounding 

area 

 

12 Deniliquin Holiday Park, NSW ; BIG4 Adventure Whitsunday Re sort; Port Fairy Holiday Park, VIC 


























































































