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Abstract

Though most information presented in tourist signage is sound, some is not only severcly
flawed, but also unethical in that false claims are made, language is ambiguous, interpreta-
tions are irrational and explanations are confused and even internally contradictory. One site
which illustrates these weaknesses is considered in some detail, as are efforts to have the sig-
nage corrected. It is argued that the touring public should expect to be presented with the best
available information; that most scientific concepts can be explained accurately and simply;
that the rormal protocols concerning false advertising, and full and fair acknowledgement of
sources, apply to signage and tourist-related literature; and that clear, concise language is not
only desirable but essential, given the possibly diverse cultucal backgrounds of visitors, The
most cffective way of ensuring the best possible result is for all concerned with signage being
involved at all stages of the production from initiation 1o final printing,
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Introduction

Tourists often represent a cross-section of the community. Some are content
to look, take a photograph, and proceed on, Others, however, and in
increasing numbers, seck explanation and understanding. Ecotourism sites,
therefore, have both educational as well as entertainment aspects. This is
tacitly admitted by the ever-growing number of signs at tourism and recre-
ation sites and venues. As MacCannell (1976: 110) pointed out, a sign is
often the first contact a sightseer has with a given attraction. The sign helps
to answer questions of when, why and how.

Thus, wharever the motivation of the visitor, the nature of the site and the
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intention of the signage, there is surely a moral responsibility to offer
information that is as correct as possible at the time. Eventually new data or
new concepts may compel revisions but, until that time, it is contingent on
those responsible to use the best available material and to present it clearly
and unambiguously.

In Australia, some tourist information is of a high quality. The informa-
tion concerning the names and provenance of plants given in the various
botanic gardens, or of animals provided in zoos, is accurate. So are data
given at some geological sites. In the authors’ experience, however, attitudes
to natural history vary. Biological aspects usually attract sound information,
as do karst sites. However, and with notable exceptions, attitudes to geology
and landforms can be cavalier. In all too many instances, information
presented verbally or in signage is in error both factually and as regards
context and interpretation. Sins of omission - lost opportunities — are also
commonplace.

In some higher levels of administration it appears to be the accepted
wisdom that science cannot be explained in terms comprehensible to the Jay
person, and that tourist information is ‘only’ for the general public,
implying that accuracy and clarity are not important. In the authors’
experience, some administrators and tour operators not only have a relaxed
and sanguine attitude to false claims, inaccurate data and misleading
language, bur actively and vigorously oppose its being corrected. Such flawed
materials and attitudes raise several major issues which administrators, the
politicians who fund them and the general public ~ who in addition to being
the recipients of such information also pay for it — might do well to consider.

The arguments are illustrated by reference to specific examples, mostly
from one particular region - northwestern Eyre Peninsula. It is not,
however, implied that this area is alone in displaying flawed signage and
other information — it merely exemplifies a widespread problem.

Northwestern Eyre Peninsula

Northwestern Eyre Peninsula is underlain mainly by granitic rocks of
Mesoproterozoic age. The area is occupied by a broadly rolling plain from
which rise several isolated hills, or inselbergs, most of them granitic. These
granitic hills include morphologically spectacular and scientifically signifi-
cant residuals in Mt Wadinna (also known as Wudinna Hill), Yarwondutta
and Pildappa rocks and Ucontitchie Hill, These have been studied for more
than 40 years and their morphology is well understood; though some
aspects remain enigmatic or controversial. These Eyre Peninsula inselbergs
and associated forms feature in many papers, booklets and texts published
locally, nationally and internationally (e.g. Fairbridge 1968: 557-8; Bloom
1978: 326; Vidal Romani & Twidale: 1998).

Notwithstanding, when the local government body endeavoured to
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attract tourists to the area, they failed to rake advantage of the available
geological data and the resultant signage both in the town and at the
entrance to a major geological trail is unsound. This misinformation can be
considered under several headings. This case study will consider the signage
posted in Wudinna township concerning the granite attractions in the
district as a whole (the authorship of which is not known), and that
displayed on the ‘Mount Wudinna (Geological} Trail” or at the base of the
hill, concerning thar particular feature. Brief explanation of the forms
discussed is provided so that the flaws in the signage can be appreciated
better. The commentary concludes with an account of official responses to
representations and identifies some general principles that emerge from
these experiences.

Factually incorrect statements

(1) It is claimed both in the rown signage and at the base of the hill that
Mt Wudinna is, to quote the town advertisement, ‘the second largest
monolith (after Ayers Rock) in Australia’. The essence of the claim is
repeated and expanded at Pildappa Rock, another granite inselberg
located north of Minnipa and 45 km to the northwest: * . .. Mount
Wudinna {Australia’s second largest rock) . ... In fact, three larger
residuals are visible from the crest of Mt Wudinna: Carappee Hill and
Caralue Bluff to the east-southeast and southeast, respectively, and Mt
Sturt and the adjacent peak ro the northwest are ‘larger” — however,
that is defined. Larger granitic monoliths occur in other parts of Aus-
tralia, as well, including Peak Charles, north of Esperance, and King
Rocks, in the Hyden district, both in the Yilgarn Craton of Western
Awstralia. When other rock types such as sandstone are considered,
Mt Augustus, in the Gascoyne region of Western Australia, is consid-
erably farger than Ayers Rock.

Size is not everything, and nothing can detract from the splendour
of Uluru, or Ayers Rock. However, the Wudinna signage is clearly
false advertising. It has found its way into the scientific literature
{Bierman & Turner 1995) and, indeed, many of the errors noted in
this review, including the false claim concerning Mt Wudinna and
Ayers Rock, are perpetuated on the Internet.

(2) It is stated on the Trail signage that ‘All granite hills display flared
lower slopes’. In fact, though concave slopes are well and widely
developed on granite hills and boulders in southern Australia, there
are many slopes and hills which are not flared, both in Australia and
overseas, e.g. in the Yosemite Valley of California and in Stone Moun-
tain, Georgia,

{3) On the town signage a fine sketch of a pronounced flared slope is
presented. It is said to be from Pildappa Rock. Tt is, in fact, from






