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Abstract:

This paper relates to the possibilities from cross-border cooperation programmes in order to increase the
socioeconomic development and to improve the quality of life of inhabitants in border areas. In this sense,
it specifically focuses on the implementation of some concrete measures for the promotion of rural and
ecological tourism in the Bulgarian municipality of Banite under the Interreg IV A European Territorial
Cooperation Programme Greece-Bulgaria 2007-2013 with the Greek municipality of Doxato.

Such measures include the organization of joint cultural activities, the establishment of an information
system for cultural tourism, and the organization of promotional seminars and conferences aimed at
increasing tourist visits in the involved border regions.
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UNA ESTRATEGIA PARA EL DESARROLLO DEL TURISMO ALTERNATIVO EN
EL MARCO DE LA COOPERACION TRANSFRONTERIZA ENTRE BULGARIA Y
GRECIA

Resumen:

Este articulo se refiere a las posibilidades de los programas de cooperacion transfronteriza para aumentar
el desarrollo socioeconémico y mejorar la calidad de vida de los habitantes de las zonas fronterizas. En
este sentido, se centra especificamente en la implementacion de algunas medidas concretas para la
promocion del turismo rural y ecolégico en el municipio balgaro de Banite dentro del Programa Europeo
de Cooperacion Territorial Interreg IV A Grecia-Bulgaria 2007-2013 con el municipio griego de Doxato.

Tales medidas incluyen la organizacion de actividades culturales conjuntas, el establecimiento de un
sistema de informacion para el turismo cultural, y la organizacion de seminarios promocionales y
conferencias para aumentar las visitas de turistas en las regiones fronterizas involucradas.
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1. Introduction

In allocating the funds of EU Rural Development Policy, priority activities under Axis 3 —Improving the
quality of life in rural areas and encouraging diversification— are of a crucial importance for tourism
development (European Communities 2008). They include measures for construction of rural
infrastructure, renovation and development of villages, providing services for local people and economic
diversification support. The importance of this priority from economic and social point of view is large
due to deepening demographic crisis in the rural areas. Specific goals under this big objective are:

- improvement of quality of life in rural areas, which can be achieved by improving access to basic
services and infrastructure in these areas and the protection of natural and cultural heritage;

- promotion of employment opportunities in rural areas through the development of agricultural activities
that generate incomes in these regions; and

- strengthening of local development and cooperation, by increasing the capacity of rural communities to
prepare, develop and implement local strategies and measures for development.

Activities as rural tourism become key issues at this purpose (Ashton 1991) and there is empirical
evidence on firms with high marketing orientation outdo other competitors in their market performance
(Georgiev et al. 2003), both at internal and international level (Vazquez et al. 2005). So, it is crucial that
managers devote part of their time to analyze the prerequisites to achieve a marketing orientation
(Genchev 2009).

In this sense, diversification is one of the main strategies closely related to the development and
promotion of new products, and specifically when designing the tourism offer (Naghiu et al. 2005),
including aspects as: i) design and implementation of regional strategies for tourism development; ii)
encouraging the development of natural, cultural and historical attractions; iii) promotion of tourism
products diversification; iv) improvement of the tourism environment; v) promotion of offers of tourism
products and services during the period of low seasonal activity in tourist sector; vi) organizing events
with regional and national scope and impact (e.g. folklore events, presentation of local traditions and
customs, local kitchen, crafts, etc.); and vii) support of regional and municipal authorities in applying for
EU funding for development of touristic resources and to enrich their local tourism product.

Diversification has become one of the main strategies for development of Bulgarian tourism nowadays,
aiming the design of new offers (ecological, cultural, rural, sports tourism) on the basis of the country
natural and anthropogenic resources and, subsequently, to conquer new markets and market segments.
There are several options for the development and/or application of this strategy in practice (Momchilov
2011).

So, as a first option, the development of new products could be technologically associated to the existing
product structure and could be offered to the same or similar customers (Momchilov 2003). In case of the
tourism sector, this is expanding the nomenclature as well as contributing to include new services or to
develop new entertainment alternatives linked to the previous ones (product rejuvenation).

As a second option, the diversification strategy may imply the development of entirely new product
structures, which are not related with the current offers and most times are oriented to alternative markets
or segments of consumers.

Development strategies and effective strategic management of rural areas are also reflected and applied as
ideas inspiring cross-border cooperation in the field of rural tourism. Cross-border cooperation can be
defined as cooperation in all fields of life between neighbouring regional and local authorities along the
border (AEBR 2012), and therefore it covers a wide range of issues, from micro (as everyday local
problems and regional development strategies through cross-border cooperation) to macro level (e.g.
European initiatives and funding programmes).

The main purpose of cross-border cooperation projects in rural and ecological tourism is to improve the
quality of life through the support of cultural initiatives and the promotion of cultural exchanges between
residents of two cross-border regions, as well as the promotion of local development activities, tourism
activities diversification, etc. to improve the social and economic development of rural areas and to
strengthen the local cooperation along the border (Bulgarian Ministry of Economy, Energy and Tourism
2012).
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2. Opportunities to and from the development of cross-border cooperation strategies between
Bulgaria and Greece in area of rural and ecological tourism

When aiming sustainable socioeconomic development with activities as rural or ecological tourism, local
administrations, NGOs and businesses working in the field usually need to transgress their previous
performing guidelines and reorganize them under the standards of rural development programmes with
the purpose of finding more efficient management ways (McCool 1994). Then grants and credits are one
of the sources for financial resources for tourism development in local and cross border cooperation.

Specifically, the Interreg IV A European Territorial Cooperation Programme Greece-Bulgaria 2007-
2013 provides a strong support —either direct or indirect— to tourism development in border areas of both
countries (European Commission 2008), such as Doxato in Bulgaria, or Baths in Greece. Its Axis on
Quality of Life aims to protect, manage and promote the natural and anthropogenic resources in the area,
including a number of fields for intervention:

i) promotion of alternative ways of tourism involving an environmental interest;

ii) development of cross-border training programs and certification of the competitive ability and capacity
in tourism;

iii) development of strategic cross-border eco-tourism activities in and around protected natural areas;

iv) establishment of networks and cross-border cooperation projects for the conservation of protected
species and habitats;

v) promotion of alternative ways of tourism involving a cultural interest (local traditions, customs, crafts,
etc.); and

vi) encouragement of people mobility for relaxation in cross-border regions (e.g. cross-border hiking
trails, bike lanes in the areas of cultural and natural interest, etc.).

At the moment we can state that all EU Operational Programmes have influenced up to some extent on
tourism development through the intervention in general infrastructure, ecological environment, human
resources and overall business environment of a region or a country as a whole, and this has become
evident for years (Font and Buckley 2001).

For example, when in 2011 the Bulgarian municipality of Banite was looking for an effective
management of tourism and biodiversity as well as an improvement of the quality of life of its
inhabitants, it set as its priorities the cross-border cooperation with the Greek municipality of Doxato and
the sustainable tourism development in harmony with the main aims and objectives of the Convention on
Biological Diversity, in terms of biodiversity conservation and its sustainable use. The implementation of
cross-border cooperation between the two regions aims the promotion of environmental protection and
sustainable development activities in the border region between Bulgaria and Greece and envisages some
joint ecotourism activities, so enhancing tourism development in the border territories of Banite and
Doxato.

What is more, the ability to use and take advantage of the possibilities from development strategies will
allow a clarification of goals and objectives, to identify potential resources for rural and ecological
tourism, to look for some alternative ways for achieving the objectives, and to activate the population.
Then, a real and productive change in the economic and social situation of municipalities as Banite and
Doxato could be achieved.

In this sense, we have to take in mind that the development of such cross-border cooperation strategies is
an opportunity for strategic interaction and partnership between municipalities, based on their touristic
potential and the economic and social interests of people and institutions in the region.

To be precise, the strategy in Banite has been designed under the vision of a stimulating environment for
the development of local entrepreneurship in the field of ecological tourism, promoting the protection and
promotion of natural resources in the municipality and, at the end, labelling the municipality as a “green”
destination when promoting the tourism services and facilities in the area.

Of course, the application of adaptive management in relation to rural and ecological tourism in the
municipality of Banite will require from the active cooperation of all involved stakeholders, including
participants from Bulgaria and Greece.
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The design of all touristic activities should be based on criteria related to sustainability and the
preservation of natural resources. This includes interventions in:

- Management practices on the local and regional level: in terms of tourism management, this means
protection and preservation of the environment (Cooper and Wanhill 1998), as well as reduction of
human environmental impact (erosion due to travels, resource consumption, damage to natural attractions,
etc.), while a “green” tourism is started on the basis of local environmental attractions.

- Waste management: this is a key issue in the promotion of natural resources and a stage in the strategy
for tourism development. In this sense, the Municipality Council of Banite adopted several local
regulations on waste management and conservation of natural resources within the municipality. The
approved regulations strictly regulate local taxes and fines for the use of illegal dumps, and includes the
rules for disposal of garbage and its collection.

- Infrastructure improvement: providing the necessary infrastructure for tourism is an obligatory
condition for an effective promotion of the local resources. A sub-programme on “Touristic
infrastructure” includes the necessary investment measures to improve the access to touristic sites and
their on-place services. The state of the environment is essential to develop any kind of tourism and
specifically eco-tourism. It is important not only to assure access and engineering systems, but also the
ways, approaches and principles of such provision.

The achievement of all above strategic goals will contribute to expand the circle of visitors in the
municipality and to attract foreign tourists, to increase the employment in the tourism sector and to reduce
the unemployment in the region. The implementation of cooperative activities with neighbouring
municipalities as Doxato and the successful development of joint activities will stimulate cross-border
cooperation between the target regions.

In this case, the organization of cultural and sporting events will also contribute to build sustainable
relations between the two regions both at the administrative and the community level. Additionally, a
twinning agreement signed by both municipalities will enable them to prepare and implement joint
projects and proposals under the EU funding programmes. All these measures will lead to the
development and strengthening of efficient implementation of cross-border projects in accordance to the
EU practice.

3. Conclusion

The development of sustainable strategies and the effective management of rural areas fit into the idea of
cross-border cooperation in the field of rural tourism.

In this sense, the implementation of cooperative projects and activities —as in case of the Bulgarian
municipality of Banite and the Greek municipality of Doxato— not only allows a number of development
possibilities, but also will contribute in future to clarify development objectives, to identify potential
resources for rural and ecological tourism, and to activate the population and other stakeholders in the
achievement of socioeconomic goals.
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