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BIG4 Adventure Whitsunday Resort  
was originally known as the Pioneer  
Tourist Park and was developed in  
1973.  Over the next 20 years the  
park progressively fell into a sad state  
of disrepair, attracting very little  
tourist trade. 

But a visit from the McKinnon family  
in August 1993 was to change all of  
that...after years of searching for just the right park they instantly fell in 
love and could see that this tired run down Tourist Park could be 
transformed into the magnificent resort that it is today.  After 14 years 
of incredible enthusiasm, hard work and dedication the McKinnon family 
are immensely proud of what they have achieved - the multi award 
winning BIG4 Adventure Whitsunday Resort, one of Queensland's 
leading resort style Caravan Parks with a 4.5 star rating.   

BIG4 is an Australia-wide network of caravan and camping parks. There 
are over 170 BIG4 Holiday Parks around Australia with each having to 
meet a strict set of standards in relation to maintenance, cleanliness 
and service.  In addition to these standards, the McKinnon family have 
recognised the importance of employing sustainable practices 
throughout their operations to add value to the visitor’s experience and 
provide real benefits to the business.  Their dedicated approach towards 
waste disposal and hot water heating has resulted in a 10 – 20% 
reduction in waste disposal costs, up to 75% reduction in hot water 
running costs, a reduction in green house gas emissions and provision 
of a guilt free experience to visiting tourists.�
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After the McKinnon family were able to transform the adventure park into a 
magnificent resort, they found themselves wondering what else could be 
done to improve their business.  They had always liked the idea of 
implementing sustainable initiatives and wanted to move forward to become 
a leader in the industry for their approach.  They were aware that the 
modern traveller values green credentials but with so much information on 
sustainability available, finding out where to start was the most difficult 
step. 
 
Through their research they identified a Big 4 Park in New South Wales that 
had introduced a worm farm on-site to break down organic food matter 
disposed by park visitors.  In Australia, over half of the household material 
that ends up at the tip is organic waste, and when buried it can contribute 
to groundwater contamination and the production of greenhouse gases. This  



 

 
 
 
practice is environmentally unsound and wasteful, however through a 
natural process this organic matter can safely and easily be converted into 
useful soil-building humus (J.Byrne, Gardening Australia, 2004).   The 
McKinnon family saw this as a good starting point as they had excess 
acreage adjacent to the park that would be suitable for worm farming. 
�
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The implementation of an off-site worm farm was the first sustainability 
initiative introduced by the Big 4 Park in 2008.  All organic waste is 
collected from the community camp kitchen and taken to the worm farm.  
Organic matter is broken down using composting worms that convert food 
scraps into nutrient-rich, pH neutral castings, which produce a high quality 
soil conditioner.  This nutrient rich soil conditioner is used throughout the 
park gardens and grounds reducing the need and expense of commercial 
fertiliser.  It also reduces costs of waste disposal and reduces green house 
gases that are produced when organic waste is buried at the tip. 
 
The McKinnon’s also introduced other waste disposal processes for 
cardboard, paper, grass clippings, plastics and glass.  A mulching machine 
is used on-site regularly to break down cardboard, paper and garden 
clippings, reducing the cost of waste disposal. 
 
At time of writing this case study the Whitsunday Regional Council did not 
have an established recycling program in the region which means that all 
garbage is placed in the one bin without separation.  The Big 4 Park has 
taken it upon themselves to separate all items that can be recycled such as 
plastics and glass which they transport to the councils recycling facility once 
a week.  Owner Greg McKinnon says, “Some visitors love the big ten-litre 
water bottles when holidaying, but this can quickly fill up the general waste 
bins requiring extra trips from the council”.  By separating recyclable items 
the park has reduced the cost of general waste disposal by over 15%. 
 
Outside of their waste disposal program is the installation of renewable 
solar hot water heating pumps.  The Queensland Government currently has 
a program that encourages the replacement of energy intensive electric 
storage hot water systems with greenhouse friendly solar heat pumps.  The 
pumps draw heat from the air which is absorbed by an environmentally 
friendly refrigerant in the evaporator.  This refrigerant gas is then 
compressed which causes the temperature and pressure of the gas to be 
raised.  This hot gas is passed through tubes wrapped around the outside of 
the water tank as the condenser.  Heat is then transferred from the tubes to 
the water inside the tank, the gas changes state as it has transferred its 
heat to water.  This cooled gas then passes through an expansion device 
and back to the evaporator.  The cycle is then repeated until the water in 
the storage tank reaches the set temperature.  In other words, you are 
using free energy from the environment that doesn’t cost a cent, and at the 
same time reducing your carbon footprint.    

Greg McKinnon has installed over 25 pumps throughout the park, the latest 
within the main amenities block which means that more than half of the 
park’s facilities are operating on renewable hot water heating pumps.m 
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The business is seeing a number of direct benefits as a result of the waste 
disposal and hot water heating initiatives that have been implemented, 
including: 
 

·  A 10 – 20% cost saving in organic waste and hard garbage disposal 
·  A reduction in greenhouse gas emissions via the implementation of 

natural processes to breakdown organic matter  
·  A small cost saving on commercial garden/ ground fertilisation – a 

high quality soil conditioner is produced from the worm farm 
·  The hot-water heating pump uses up to 75% less energy than 

traditional electric hot water systems, resulting in a smaller carbon 
footprint and reduced heating bills. 

·  Increased recognition of the business in the local community, the 
BIG 4 network and with consumers due to the sustainable practices 
adopted. 
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Despite the cost savings the park has experienced through their waste 
disposal initiatives, they have come across a few challenges along the way 
including: 
 

·  Extra labour required to collect the organic matter from the camp 
kitchen, maintain the worm farm and separate recyclable items from 
general waste. 

·  The installation of the pumps was difficult as they each weigh 190kg 
empty.  

·  The heating pumps are also noisy, particularly when a few are 
stationed in the same location. 

·  An overwhelming amount of information on sustainability practices in 
small business, and confusion about where to start.    
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Greg McKinnon owner of Whitsundays Big 4 Park believes there are huge 
benefits in employing sustainable practices in your business, both to your 
operational costs and the environment.  The modern traveller is increasingly 
looking for accommodation alternatives that provide sustainable options, 
which provides a window of opportunity for operators to increase visitation 
whilst ensuring business sustainability.   
 
“It is a hard concept to introduce to your business, but you need to dip your 
feet in the water to test the temperature, move in small steps and work 
towards leading the way in sustainable practices.” 
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The McKinnon family have a number of other sustainable initiatives in the 
pipeline which they are planning for the park. These include: 
 

 
 



 

 
 

 
·  Solar panel harvesting – this will involve a significant initial 

investment but has the capacity to be paid off over a 5 -6 year 
period.   

·  Increase worm farming to include all food areas in the park, not just 
the main camp kitchen – every guest will be given a bucket for their 
unit which they can fill with organic waste. 

·  Increase the use of heating pumps throughout the park to reduce 
reliance on electric hot water heating. 

·  Maintain mulching and separating of recyclable hard rubbish.  
 


