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Since starting as a niche tour operator in 

2001, Swan Valley Tours has grown to become 

a key player in the Perth region’s wine 

tourism market. Along the way, the company 

has received numerous awards and was even 

recommended by The New York Times. The 

Australian Business Executive spoke with 

Managing Director Kim Boalch to get her take 

on why interest in the region is booming.

Australian Business Executive: Can you tell us 

about your background?

Kim Boalch: I had completed a Bachelor of Cultural 

Heritage in 1999 which was very interesting but 

unfortunately found the work available from that 

was piecemeal and frankly boring.  So after a lot 

of consideration and research I decided to start 

Australian Heritage Tours in 2001. There were a 

number of tour operators at that time but I felt there 

was gap in the market for a tour that included a 

more in-depth look at our cultural background.  

ABE: What was the inspiration behind starting 

Swan Valley Tours?

KB: I choose to specialise in the Swan Valley area 

as it has a lot of history and it’s an easy distance 

from Perth.  It is the second oldest wine growing 

region in Australia and has the oldest winery, hotel 

and church in WA.   It also has a rich cultural mix 

of immigrants that helped shape the character of 

the area. Unfortunately it was a very slow start and 

a very steep learning curve.  For a long time I had 

small numbers, often just a couple of people, to 

share my interest with.  It didn’t take long to realise 

that heritage and history is a very niche market for 

Perth.  There was interest in the Swan Valley but 

people were asking for wineries (not history) so I 

had to go with the market and change direction.  

I changed the name of the company to Swan 

Valley Tours and became focused on a food/wine 

experience with an incorporated commentary of the 

historic/cultural background of the area.  

ABE: What events have shaped the direction of the 

business?

KB: The biggest event that affected not only my 

business but all tourism and hospitality businesses 

at the time was the terrorist attacks of Sept 11, 

2001 and the Ansett Airlines closure the following 

day. This dried up virtually all interstate and 

international travel. So I had needed to look at the 

local market, which was virtually untapped at that 

time.  I heard so often from locals that they had 

lived here all their lives and would happily spend 

the 3 ½ hours to go down to Margaret River for 

the weekend but had never considered going to 

the Swan Valley.  So I used the fact that the Swan 

Valley was only thirty minutes away from your first 

drink when approaching businesses for their next 

team building or social club function.  

ABE: What are some of the lessons you’ve learned 

as a small business operator?

KB: Be flexible and reliable.  I would always say 

yes to a request then work out how to do it.  When 

my coach wasn’t available or not big enough for 

a job I would subcontract one so I wasn’t turning 

work away.  I also wanted to make sure I had a 

good reputation with agents and hotels, so I would 

commit to running a tour with small numbers even 

if it was at a loss so they knew I wouldn’t cancel 

last minute on them.  These days it’s easier with six 

tours running daily, so if one particular tour didn’t 

have the numbers there is generally an alternative 

tour to offer. 

ABE: Can you discuss the region as a tourist 

destination?

KB: The Swan Valley has definitely evolved as a 

tourist destination over the last decade.  Initially 

there were just a few venues that knew how to 

cater to visitors in large numbers, namely Houghton 

Winery and Sandalford Winery. I noticed things 

started to change when the City of Swan opened 

the Swan Valley Visitor Centre in Guildford and the 

Margaret River Chocolate Company opened a store 

in the Swan Valley. Both these events happened 

circa 2001.  This marked the beginnings of the 

region becoming more focused on tourism and the 

visitor experience.  At the same time, wine tourism 

was developing its own niche market. 
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ABE: What does the Swan Valley area offer that’s 

different to other areas of the country?

KB: The Swan Valley’s advantage to most other 

areas in the state is its proximity to the Perth CBD. 

It is just a thirty minute drive away and an easy 

circuit to do with venues close to each other.  So 

people can get into a lovely rural setting easily 

and still get back to where they are staying in a 

reasonable time. The main difference between 

Margaret River and the Swan Valley as a wine 

region is the wineries in the Swan Valley tend to 

be smaller boutique wineries often family owned 

and operated. So you are often talking to the wine 

maker whilst trying their wines. And the only place 

you can buy the wines is at the cellar door itself as 

they don’t supply to the bottle shops. 

ABE: What is the difference between targeting 

the domestic tourism market compared to the 

international market?

KB: The domestic market tends to know and 

like their wines.  They are happy to try a range of 

styles and try different venues they may not be 

familiar with.  They tend to use the tours for social 

occasions. The international market is varied so 

it does depend on where they come from.  Those 

from the ‘Anglosphere’ ie, UK, USA, NZ, are 

similar to the Australians with wine appreciation 

and knowledge.  Those from Asian backgrounds 

are not big wine drinkers and are more interested 

in the nature and beauty of the region.  They 

also enjoy more of the food tastings and seeing 

native animals, so we tend to cater for this with a 

different package that is more food and experience 

orientated. 

ABE: Take us through the tours you offer and 

services to the corporate sector. 

KB: We operate six tours daily with both full day 

and half day options and coach/cruise options. 

These are what we call public tours as they are for 

the individual/couples/small groups who join in with 

others booked on the same tour, and they do the 

itinerary we provide them.  For the corporate sector 

we offer private charters. These are more flexible 

and we work with the organiser to tailor a specific 

package to suit individual requirements.  

ABE: There a few tour operators in the area, what 

makes Swan Valley Tours different?

KB: There are a lot of operators who offer a bus 

service but we offer the complete package.  We 

organise the itinerary, book in the venues, and 

pay all the fees.  We charge a per head price so 

people know exactly what the cost is and there 

are no extra charges on the day.  This is especially 

important to the organiser who can leave the details 

to us. Also, our driver/guides are professional, 

knowledgeable and courteous. They look after 

all aspects of the tour on the day to ensure the 

group has the best possible experience without the 

organiser having to do a thing. They don’t have the 

stress of making sure everything runs smoothly.

ABE: You’ve received some noteworthy recognition 

and awards. Care to tell us about them?

KB: We are very proud of the awards we have 

received over the years.  We have been the winner 

of the Hanson Swan Business Awards for Tourism 

in 2012 and 2013, and a Finalist in 2011.  We’ve 

also won Website & Online Services awards in 

2009, 2012 and 2013. We were also Finalist for 

both Quality Customer Service and Business of the 

Year in 2012 and this year we were recognised with 

a Trip Advisor Certificate of Excellence. We have 

also been awarded Best Local Operator by Viator 

Travel Awards.  

Most excitedly, The New York Times listed Swan 

Valley Tours as one of the recommended things 

to do whilst in Perth! So from pretty humble 

beginnings, we have become internationally 

recognised for our commitment to service and 

regarded as the premier tour operator of the Swan 

Valley area. •
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