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ABOUT THE REPORT
Soﬁa: Tourism and Air Transport Market Report takes a close look on the tourism sector in Soﬁa as
of September 2018.
The aim of this report is to provide potential investors and all stakeholders interested in the
development of the tourism sector in Soﬁa with comprehensive and accessible information.
The document presents an overview of the latest data, analyses and reviews of the key tourism
indicators, as well as current statistics on Soﬁa Airport aircraft movements, the number of tourists
by country of origin and by the purpose of their visit, the accommodation capacity of the city, the
development of the urban environment in Soﬁa, the potential of the MICE industry, and the most
important trends in the sector today.
Soﬁa Tourism and Air Transport Market Report is based on data from the National Statistical
Institute (NSI), Soﬁa Tourism Administration, Soﬁa Airport, the Ministry of Tourism of the Republic
of Bulgaria, and various global, regional and national market analyses.

SOFIA INVESTMENT AGENCY (SIA)
Soﬁa: Tourism & Air Transport Market Report was prepared by the Investment & Business
Development Department of Soﬁa Muicipal Privatization and Investment Agency, which is a part of
Soﬁa Municipality. As of 2015, the Agency's investment unit - Invest Soﬁa - oﬀers a one-stop
service for foreign companies, entrepreneurs and startups, looking to set up a business in Soﬁa. We
assist international and local companies in ﬁnding business opportunities in Soﬁa and provide all
relevant information and guidance for setting up and developing your business.
Our mission is to support Soﬁa to develop as a modern, innovative and green city; an attractive and
preferred place to start and grow a business by local and foreign companies. We support Soﬁa in
creating, attracting, retaining and inspiring talented professionals - entrepreneurs and researchers
- that will help turn the city into a center of innovation for high value-added industries.

/SoﬁaInvestmentAgency
@InvestSoﬁa
Soﬁa Investment Agency

SOFIA INVESTMENT AGENCY
INVESTMENT AND BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT
contact@investsoﬁa.com
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SOFIA - A FASTLY DEVELOPING TOURIST DESTINATON

In the last several years Soﬁa became a much more popular and preferred tourist destination.
Since 2009 the city has been experiencing a stable growth in tourism – approximately 13% in both
2016 and 2017, that is expected to continue in the coming years, though at a lower rate.
The development of the tourism sector in Soﬁa was in line with the growth trend across Europe.
In 2017 Europe was visited by 671 million visitors – an 8% increase, with the growth in the
Southern and the Mediterranean regions reaching 13%, according to the United Nations World
Travel Organisation (UNWTO).
Some of the factors behind the exceptionally strong tourism growth in Europe in 2017 were:
improved economic outlook across the Eurozone
strong demand not only from intra-European markets, but from the US, China and Russia
development of the tourist products and services oﬀered in Europe
Soﬁa beneﬁted from the upward tourist trend in Europe, reaching a tourist growth well above the
average for the EU. In addition to the factors contributing for the overall growth of European
tourism, Soﬁa also beneﬁted from the rapid expansion of low-cost carriers to and from the city.
Soﬁa became easily accessible from many European cities for the ﬁrst time ever and experienced
a bursting increase in city break tourism.
Soﬁa Airport launched 42 new routes between 2015-2018, including new direct ﬂights to such
destinations as Baku, Nice, Malaga, etc. A new line to Beijing is planned for 2020.
The Airport experienced a record growth of the total number of passengers in 2017 – 30.3%. In
the last four years the total number of passengers has increased by 86%, making Soﬁa Airport the
top airport in terms of passenger increase among the top 100 busiest airports in Europe.
The rapid passenger increase at Soﬁa Airport was also triggered by Bulgaria’s economic growth as
a whole.
Soﬁa’s key strategic location and good connectivity are among the factors facilitating the tourist
growth - all major European hubs are located at a 1- to 3-hour ﬂight distance from Soﬁa, making it
an increasingly popular destination for weekend tourism.
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Soﬁa has the potential to develop as a year-round destination attracting both business and leisure
tourism. The competitive price/quality ratio of the oﬀered products and services and Soﬁa’s
improved reputation and strategic location between Europe, Middle East and North Africa
attracts more and more foreign visitors. In 2018, Bulgaria hosted the Presidency of the Council of
the EU, which was the largest congress event in the history of Soﬁa.
The hotel market in Soﬁa is still recovering from the setback experienced during the global
ﬁnancial crisis in 2008. Soﬁa’s hotel revenue per available room (RevPAR) dropped by over 30% in
2008 because of very signiﬁcant decreases in both occupancy and average daily rates (ADR). It was
not until 2014 that the city’s RevPAR started to recover, and by the end of 2017 it reached almost
50 Euro.
There is a renewed interest in the city from hotel investors and the number of available 4- and
5-star rooms is expected to double by 2021.
The ongoing urban rejuvenation projects like the expansion of Soﬁa’s metro, which now connects
Soﬁa Airport’s Terminal 2 with all of the key destinations in the city, are another important factor
for the tourism growth in Soﬁa.
The growth of the tourism sector in Bulgaria and Soﬁa is a priority of both the national and the
local governments. The development of a common strategy and action plan is crucial. Thus, two
important strategies were created in the last years – the National Strategy for Sustainable
Development of Tourism in Bulgaria 2014-2030 and the Municipal Strategy for Soﬁa’s
Development as a Tourist Destination 2017-2030.
The Municipal Strategy for Soﬁa’s Development as a Tourist Destination 2017-2030 was adopted
by the Soﬁa Municipal Council in October 2017. According to the Strategy, the city should focus on
the types of tourism that have the highest long-term potential for growth - cultural, heritage,
congress and MICE tourism. Furthermore, the city should support the development of new types
of tourism, such as weekend and youth tourism.
The development of the cultural, congress and MICE tourism in Soﬁa is a sub-goal mentioned in
the 2017 updated version of the National Strategy for Sustainable Development of Tourism in
Bulgaria 2014-2030.

Sources: Soﬁa Tourism Administration; PwC ‘European Cities Hotel Forecast 2018-2019’; HVS ‘Hotel Valuation Index’ - Soﬁa; Soﬁa Airport;
National Strategy for Sustainable Development of Tourism in Bulgaria 2014-2030; Municipal Strategy for Soﬁa’s Development as a Tourist
Destination 2017-2030; Ministry of the Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the EU.

‘The vision for the development of the tourism sector in the city is Soﬁa becoming a leading, attractive, recognizable, modern and safe European tourist destination by 2030. A city that welcomes
tourists in a hospitable and creative manner year-round, providing memorable and diverse tourism
products oriented towards the more solvent segments of the main target markets’.
Municipal Strategy for Soﬁa’s Development as a Tourist Destination 2017-2030
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SOFIA IN NUMBERS
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NUMBER OF VISITORS IN SOFIA

In 2017 Soﬁa was visited by 1 346 993 tourists.
The number of tourists visiting Soﬁa has been
experiencing a stable growth since 2009, but
was particularly notable in the last couple of
years. In 2017, for a second year in a row, Soﬁa
had a double-digit growth in the number of
visitors and the number of nights they spent in
the city. In both 2016 and 2017 the growth rate
of the number of tourists and the number of
nights spent remained stable – almost 13% and
15% respectively.
Around 65% of all people who visited Soﬁa in
2017 were foreigners. The number of foreign
tourists in the city has increased from 640 621
in 2015, to 738 697 in 2016 and 882 142 in
2017.

In comparison the top source markets in 2016
were Germany (49 982), followed by Greece
(48 102), the UK (44 949), Italy (44 227) and
Israel (39 787).
The highest increase of visitors in 2017 was
recorded among the tourists from the Netherlands (+57%), Spain (+51%), Ireland (+ 51%),
China (+48%), Belgium (+40%) and Italy
(+36%). The growth of Italian tourists can be
partially attributed to the growing Italian diaspora in Bulgaria.
Although China is not among the top 10 countries in number of visitors to Soﬁa, it is 4-th in
terms of increase of visitors with a spectacular
growth of 48% in 2017.
Soﬁa Visitors (2015-2017 )

Most of the foreign visitors of Soﬁa in 2017
came from Italy (69 574), the UK (64 716),
Germany (64 716), Greece (57 734) and Israel
(51 472).

Percentage growth year over year
Total number of tourists

1 400 000

Of which: foreign visitors

1 200 000
1 000 000
800 000

20%
15%

+12,8%

+ 9,72%

10%

65%

62%

60%

600 000
+ 12,5%

400 000
200 000

5%

2015

2016

2017

Source: Soﬁa Tourism Administration

Top 10 Countries in Number of Visitors to Soﬁa for 2017

Source: Soﬁa Tourism Administration
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NUMBER OF VISITORS IN SOFIA

Some of the factors that contributed to the
rapid growth of the tourism sector in Soﬁa are:

Siﬁa Visitors by Type 2016

• the increased number of direct ﬂights
to Soﬁa (42 new lines opened between
2015 and 2018)
• the competitive price/quality ratio of
the oﬀered services
• the macroeconomic and political
stability of Bulgaria
• Soﬁa’s safety as a tourist destination;
• the Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the EU
Source: MasterCard Global Destination Cities Index 2016

Soﬁa Visitors (2015-2017)
Number
of tourists

Number
of nights spent

Growth
of tourists
(%)

Growth
of nights spent
(%)

Foreign tourists
(%)

2015

1 061 522

1 872 978

9.7%

8.5%

60%

2016

1 197 564

2 126 462

13%

14%

62%

2017

1 346 993

2 444 684

13%

15%

65%

Source: Soﬁa Tourism Administration

In 2017, the tourists who stayed in Soﬁa the longest were from:

Sources: Soﬁa Tourism Administration; Municipal Strategy for Soﬁa’s Development as a
Tourist Destination 2017-2030; Vision Soﬁa
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SOFIA - A EUROPEAN DESTINATION

Soﬁa is among the top 3 cities in Europe with
the highest growth of international visitors.
The average increase for the period between
2009 and 2016 was 9.4% according to the
Mastercard Global Destination Cities Index
report published in September 2017.

In its 8th annual edition the Europe Backpacker
Index 2018 ranked Soﬁa as Europe’s 5-th most
competitively priced travel destination. The
Index compares 56 of the continent’s most
popular cities.

According to the report the number of
international tourists in Soﬁa in 2016 was 1.19
million or an over 18% increase compared to
the previous year.
For the period 2009-2016 international
tourism expenditures in Soﬁa also increased
with almost 30% - from $387 million in 2009 to
almost $500 million in 2016.

Source: Price of Travel

The Daily Backpacker Index for Soﬁa in 2018 is
53.05 BGN or around 27.11 Euro and includes a
night stay at a centrally-located hostel with
good reviews, transportation, and food and
entertainment costs.
In comparison, Soﬁa was at the top in the 2017
edition of the Europe Backpacker Index with an
average price for a one-day stay in the city of
43.75 BGN or 22.36 Euro.

Source: Mastercard’s Global Destination Cities Index 2017

Sources: MasterCard’s Global Destination Cities Index 2017; Soﬁa Tourism Administration; Europe Backpacker Index 2018 Price of Travel; Assessment of the Sustainability of Tourism Development in Soﬁa Municipality 2016

According to the ‘Assessment of the Sustainability of Tourism Development in Soﬁa Municipality
2016’ report, the overall satisfaction of Soﬁa’s visitors is quite high – 82% of the interviewed tourists
said that they were satisﬁed as a whole; 1/3 of the interviewees said they were completely satisﬁed.
68% of the interviewees said it was not their ﬁrst visit to Soﬁa.
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Soﬁa remains a good bargain among European capitals, with a very pleasant city
centre that is quite welcoming of foreign
tourists. Prices of nearly everything are
low, except for inbound ﬂights from other
major cities, and hostel beds have become
a bit more expensive lately. Even for those
planning to travel Europe cheap, Soﬁa is
out of the way for anyone who isn't doing
an extensive tour of the region. Don't
expect any major checklist attractions, but
you can expect a surprisingly lovely urban
experience at shockingly reasonable
prices.
Source: Price of Travel, 2018
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ACCOMMODATION

Image source: Hotel Sense
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THE HOTEL MARKET IN SOFIA - A SNAPSHOT

The increased economic activity in Bulgaria and
Soﬁa in the last years, the improving business
climate and the eﬀorts in attracting foreign
investments and promoting tourism played a
key role in the improved performance of the
hotels in the city.

Revenues by Nights Spent (BGN)

The hotel market in Soﬁa has been demonstrating a stable growth in the number of arrivals, the number of nights spent and the revenues from nights spent since 2009. The trend
was particularly notable in 2016-2017 and is
expected to continue in 2018-2020.
Soﬁa’s hotel market, however, remains relatively immature compared to other major European cities.

Arrivals in Accomodation Establishments

Source: NSI

Source: NSI

Number of Nights Spent

Source: NSI

The tables include information about the accommodation establishments with 10+ bed capacity
categorized by the Bulgarian Ministry of Tourism.

Image source: Hotel Hilton
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THE HOTEL MARKET IN SOFIA - MAIN INDICATORS

The average occupancy of all hotel segments in
Soﬁa reached 39% in 2017 according to Soﬁa
Tourism Administration – a 7% increase on
2016.
In comparison, the analysis of the full-service
real estate company MBL based on NSI data
shows that the average occupancy for all hotel
segments in Soﬁa was somewhat higher at
46%.

Despite the signiﬁcant growth in the tourism
sector in the last 2 years, Soﬁa’s RevPAR and
occupancy indicators remain among the lowest
in Europe. An increase in RevPAR is expected
by 2021 mainly due to the planned 4- and 5-star
hotel projects and the entry of new global
brands into Soﬁa’s hotel market.

RevPAR and Occupancy Indicators in the 4- and 5- star Segment
in Some of the Major European Cities – a Comparison (2017)

Sources: HVS Hotel Valuation Index - Soﬁa; HVS 'Paris – Spring in the Step'; HVS Hotel Bulletin Q4 2017

Image source: Hotel Hilton
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ACCOMODATION ESTABLISHMENTS IN SOFIA

According to data by the National Statistical
Institute, there were 125 accommodation
establishments with more than 10-bed
capacity in Soﬁa in 2017. Hotel establishments
in Soﬁa represented 3.7% of the total
accommodation base in Bulgaria. The number
of 1, 2 and 3-star establishments in Soﬁa
increased with 1.2% in 2017, while the 4- and
5-star decreased with 2.3%.
In 2017, 34% of the accommodation
establishments with over 10-bed capacity in
Soﬁa were in the 4- and 5-star category,
concentrating almost 65% of the room
capacity of the city.

Total Number of Accommodation Establishments in Soﬁa
(with more than 10 beds)
1-2*

3*

4-5*

Общо

2015

47

39

45

131

2016

45

37

43

125

2017

46

37

42

125
Source: NSI

According to data by Soﬁa Tourism
Administration,
there
were
553
accommodation establishments in Soﬁa in
2017, including facilities with less than 10 beds.
88 of the facilities were hotels with 72 rooms
on average.

Types of Accommodation Establishments on the Territory
of Soﬁa Municipality in 2017
Type of categorized
accommodation
establishments

Number of
establishments

Number of
rooms

Number of
beds

Guest suites

148

489

983

Bungalows

2

15

35

Guest houses

29

200

481

Motels

4

88

176

Boarding houses

13

340

661

Holiday houses

4

74

150

Family hotels

66

887

1 662

Guest rooms

167

445

937

Hostels

16

285

624

Hotels

88

6 306

10 982

Villas

2

24

45

Tourist bedrooms

2

59

145

Tourist chalets

12

134

433

Total

553

9 346

17 314

Source: Soﬁa Tourism Administration

Image source: Hotel Hilton
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4- AND 5-STAR HOTELS IN SOFIA - A SNAPSHOT

In 2017 there were forty-two 4- and 5-star
hotels in Soﬁa with an average capacity of 100
rooms per hotel. The average number of rooms
per hotel was even higher for international
brand hotels.
As of the spring of 2018 there were around
4 611 four- and ﬁve-star hotel rooms and more
than 10 ﬁve-star hotels in Soﬁa, some of which
belong to the biggest hotel brands worldwide,
according to the 2018 Soﬁa Hotel Benchmark
Survey report by Cushman & Wakeﬁeld Forton.
The supply of brand name hotel rooms in Soﬁa
is still limited and the presence of international
hotels was the lowest in Europe with 16% of
the rooms falling into that category in 2016.
The ratio of branded hotel rooms in Soﬁa is
expected to increase by 2021 due to the
opening of a number of new international
brand hotels in the city.

Branded vs. Unbranded Hotel Rooms

Source: ‘CEE Hotel Market Snapshot’ Report by
Christie&Co

Intercontinental entered Soﬁa’s hotel market in
March 2018; Hyatt and Mariott announced their
new projects, which are expected to be
completed by 2021. The Bulgarian Markan
Holding plans to include two of Accor’s Brands –
Novotel and Ibis – in their new building at ‘Todor
Aleksandrov’ Blvd. Big international investors
also announced their interest in starting real
estate projects in Soﬁa (mainly focused on the
construction of buildings and multi-functional
complexes).
The total number of 4- and 5-star hotel rooms in
project or construction stage in Soﬁa was 1 713
as of the spring of 2018, according to latest data
by Cushman & Wakeﬁeld Forton.
The number of 4- and 5-star hotel rooms in the
city is expected to double by 2021.

Total number of 4- and 5-star hotel establishments
450
400

351

350
300

293

389

369

410

418

30%
25%

323
20%

250
200

13%

15%
12%

150

11%

12%

12%
10%

10%

10%

100
50

37

38

40

43

45

43

42

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

0

5%
0%

Bulgaria

Soﬁa region

%

Share

Source: NSI
Sources: CEE Hotel Market Snapshot’ Report by Christie&Co; ‘Soﬁa Hotel Benchmark Survey’ Report
by Cushman & Wakeﬁeld Forton; investor.bg.
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4- AND 5-STAR HOTELS IN SOFIA - MAIN INDICATORS

Occupancy

ADR (average daily rate) and RevPAR (revenue per available room)

The 4- and 5-star hotels have the highest
occupancy among the accommodation
establishments in Soﬁa.
The combined average occupancy rate in the 4and 5-star segment has been increasing in the
last couple of years, reaching 42% in 2015, 44%
in 2016 and 50% in 2017.
The 5-star hotels alone had the highest
occupancy rate among all segments - 59.7% in
2017, according to data by Soﬁa Tourism
Administration.
The highest growth in occupancy was recorded
in the 4-star segment – 17.6% on 2016.

Average Occupancy Rates in the 4- and 5-star Segment

In 2017 the average daily rates of the 4- and
5-star hotel rooms in Soﬁa increased with
approximately 5-7%, according to diﬀerent
sources.
According to the analysis of the full-service
real estate company MBL, the ADR of the 4and 5-star hotels in Soﬁa increased with almost
5% in 2017, reaching 82 Euro in the ﬁrst half of
2018, and with 19% for the period between
2012 and 2016.
In comparison, the ADR of Bulgaria was 65 Euro
in 2016 and 67 Euro in 2017.
The annual revenues of the 4- and 5-star hotel
segment in Soﬁa increased with 15% in the
ﬁrst half of 2018 compared to the same period
in 2017, reaching 62.1 mln Euro.
According to diﬀerent sources, the RevPAR of
the 4- and 5-star segment in Soﬁa was between
41-49 Euro. In comparison, the overall RevPAR
for Bulgaria increased from €25 in 2016 to €26
in 2017

5-star

4-star

change

average

Source: Soﬁa Tourism Administration; NSI;
MBL Hotel Market Overview, H1 2018

The high levels of business activity in Soﬁa, the
Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the EU,
and the development of congress and MICE
tourism in Soﬁa are among the factors behind
the increasing occupancy rates.

Source: HVS Hotel Valuation Index - Soﬁa
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MAIN INDICATORS OF THE 4- AND 5-STAR
HOTEL SEGMENT IN SOFIA (2016-2017)
Annual Revenue
€62,1 mln
€47,4 mln

€53,9 mln

+12%
2015

+15%

2016

2017

42%

45%

50%

2015

2016

2017

Occupancy

RevPAR (MBL)

€32
2015

+13%
+15%
€36
€41
2016

2017

RevPAR

€39
2015

+13%
+11%
€44
€49
2016

2017

€76

€78

€82

2015

2016

2017

ADR

Sources: MBL Hotel Market Overview, H1 2018;
HVS Hotel Valuation Index – Soﬁa; NSI
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BIGGEST 4- AND 5-STAR BRANDED CHAIN OR NON-CHAIN HOTELS IN
SOFIA

Hotel/International Chain

Category

Capacity
(rooms)

Capacity

(conference rooms)

Anel

5

56

6

Arena di Serdica/FPI Hotels

5

63

5

Grand Hotel Soﬁa

5

122

5

4

59

2

5

194

5

Marinela Hotel

5

442

15

Maison/Kokari

4

77

2

Metropolitan Hotel Soﬁa

4

201

10

Novotel Soﬁa/Accor Hotels

4

182

7

Sense Hotel/Design Hotels

5

71

5

Suite Hotel

4

122

2

Festa Soﬁa Hotel

4

113

5

Hilton/Hilton Hotels

5

245

7

Holiday Inn Soﬁa/IHG

5

145

11

Ibis Soﬁa Airport/Accor Hotels

3

84

4

COOP/COOP Hotels

4

72

1

Central Park Soﬁa

4

77

2

Hotel Montecito

3

101

1

Soﬁa Hotel Balkan, a Luxury
Collection Hotel

5

184

5

Ramada Soﬁa/Wyndham Hotel
Group

4

601

11

BW Plus Expo Hotel/Best Western

4

99

8

Vitosha Park Hotel

4

173

5

4

155

6

4

61

2

4

44

4

Hill Hotel

4

48

1

Thracia Hotel

4

48

3

Grami Hotel

4

60

12

Hotel Vega Soﬁa

4

77

1

Crystal Palace Hotel

4

63

2

Central Hotel Soﬁa

4

70

2

Downtown Hotel
InterContinental/IHG

BW Premier Soﬁa Airport
Hotel/Best Western
BW Premier Collection City
Hotel/Best Western
BW Plus Bristol Hotel Soﬁa/Best
Western
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THE AIRBNB MARKET IN SOFIA - A SNAPSHOT

Airbnb and other shared economy platforms
are becoming increasingly important players in
Soﬁa’s tourism market.
Data from the platform AirDNA and the
property management ﬁrm Flat Manager
shows that the number of Airbnb rentals is
increasing with more than 80% per year, while
the number of deals – with almost 100%. The
number of Airbnb listings has increased
tenfold in the last 5 years.
Three years ago, in August 2015, the number of
active Airbnb rentals was 613. In July 2018 the
number of rentals on the platform was 2 352.
The growth of rentals was particularly visible in
2016-2017 when the number of rentals almost
doubled – from 961 to 1 859. In 2018 the
Airbnb market started to stabilize.

20% of the rentals are not entire homes, but
either private or shared rooms. The average
occupancy rate is 63%, but only 35% of the
rentals are listed year-round. Furthermore, the
Airbnb system doesn’t account for the
occupancy of the rentals that have never been
reserved before and cannot be considered
competitive.
The average daily rate (ADR) of an Airbnb
rental in Soﬁa is 35 Euro and the average
revenue per property per month is 492 Euro.
In comparison, according to diﬀerent sources,
the average yearly occupancy of all
accommodation establishments in Soﬁa is
between 39-46%.

Airbnb – Rental Growth in Soﬁa (2010-2018)

The Airbnb Market in Soﬁa (as of July 2018)

Source: AirDNA Market Minder

Source: AirDNA Market Minder

Map of the Airbnb Rentals in Soﬁa (as of July 2018
Airbnb – Number of Active Rentals in Soﬁa (as of July 2018)

Source: AirDNA Market Minder

Source: AirDNA Market Minder

Sources: AirDNA Market Minder; Soﬁa Tourism Administration; MBL Hotel Market Overview, H1 2018; Flat Manager.
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‘The growth of Airbnb has a positive eﬀect on the tourism
sector. The users of the platform want services that diﬀer
from the traditional hotel accommodation – they are
looking for a personal approach, recommendations from
locals, they want to be able to cook for themselves and to
have much more space than an average hotel room can
oﬀer, and all this at a lower price. In the same time the
restaurants, the tour organisers and all of the other
tourism stakeholders win due to the increased demand for
their services. Our data shows that around 80% of the
Airbnb users in Soﬁa are foreigners.
The eﬀect Airbnb has on the tourism market is sizeable, but
it’s concentrated in the central locations of Soﬁa. Location
is a key factor for the success of any Airbnb rental. So far
the platform doesn’t have a tangible eﬀect outside the city
centre, especially considering the speed of the
construction of new residential buildings.
The tendencies related to the role Airbnb plays in the
tourism sector in Soﬁa will mainly depend on the ways the
platform will be regulated in Bulgaria and the EU. If there
are clear standards, regulations and laws that will allow
Airbnb activities to ﬂourish and will encourage the
collection of tourist taxes (instead of income taxes), then
Airbnb can have an extremely strong positive eﬀect on the
development of tourism in Soﬁa. Airbnb oﬀers a new,
diﬀerent type of service, and there is a high demand for it;
the correct governing, regulation and utilization of the
municipal revenues from this service can improve the
tourism infrastructure and environment in Soﬁa.’
Boris Pavlov – founder of the property management ﬁrm
Flat Manager
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THE TOURISM SECTOR IN SOFIA IN 2030 - A FORECAST

The
Municipal
Strategy
for
Soﬁa’s
Development as a Tourist Destination
2017-2030 includes a forecast about the
development of the sector until 2030. The
forecast focuses on 7 key tourism indicators.

The updated version of the National Strategy
for Sustainable Development of Tourism in
Bulgaria 2014-2030 and the Municipal Strategy
for Soﬁa’s Development as a Tourist
Destination 2017-2030 were both published
and adopted in 2017.
The
Municipal
Strategy
for
Soﬁa’s
Development as a Tourist Destination
2017-2030 includes a forecast about the
development of the sector until 2030. The
forecast focuses on 7 key tourism indicators.

Soﬁa 2016
(STA data)

Soﬁa 2030
(forecast)

11 910

18 728

20 975

12%

Number of tourists
staying overnight

1 025 272

1 197 564

1 975 981

65%

Number of nights spend

1 783 994

2 126 462

3 754 364

77%

1.74

1.78

1.9

7%

42

31.8

49

58%

73

N/A

110

51%

127

N/A

209

65%

Indicator

Number of beds

Average length of stay
(in days)
Average occupancy** (%)
Average revenue
per night spent (BGN)
Average revenue per tourist
staying overnight (BGN)

Soﬁa 2016
(NSI data)*

Expected
growth

* NSI only takes into account accommodation facilities with 10+ bed capacity, while Soﬁa Tourism
Administration considers accommodation facilities with less than 10 beds as well.
**The occupancy rate is based on the ’available bed-nights’ indicator.

Sources: Municipal Strategy for Soﬁa’s Development as a Tourist Destination 2017-2030; Soﬁa Tourism Administration; NSI.
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SOFIA AIRPORT
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AIR TRAVEL INCREASE

The number of passengers serviced at Soﬁa
Airport increased by the record 30.3% in 2017,
reaching 6 490 096 passengers.
Soﬁa Airport had the highest passenger
growth among the top 100 busiest airports in
Europe, which can be attributed to the opening
of more than 40 new destinations since 2015,
mainly by low-cost carriers, and the improved
performance of the Bulgarian economy.
Over 35 airlines operate scheduled passenger
and cargo ﬂights, as well as seasonal and
charter ﬂights to and from Soﬁa to more than
70 destinations in Europe and the Middle East.

Source: Soﬁa Airport

Source: Soﬁa Airport

Sources: Soﬁa Airport; Soﬁa Tourism Administration; ‘Air Transport in Europe’ Report 2018 - Industry Watch.

The total annual number of passengers serviced at Soﬁa Airport increased from
4 088 943 (2015) to 4 980 387 (2016) and reached 6 490 096 people in 2017 – a total
growth of 3 million passengers in the last 5 years.
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AIRLINES, DESTINATIONS, NUMBER OF PASSENGERS

Over 35 airlines operate scheduled passenger
and cargo ﬂights, as well as seasonal and
charter ﬂights to and from Soﬁa to more than
70 destinations in Europe and the Middle East.
Soﬁa Airport oﬀers daily ﬂights to the main
European airports provided both by
full-service airlines and low-cost carriers like
the Hungarian-based Wizz Air, Easy Jet and the
Irish-based Ryanair.
As of 2017 Soﬁa was the city with the most
overlapping routes in the region (11). Currently
all of the three low-cost carriers operate the
Soﬁa - London route.

In 2017 Soﬁa Airport experienced an 11.3%
growth in aircraft movements with 57 670
aircrafts taking oﬀ and landing in Soﬁa. Five
airlines transported over 80% of the
passengers to Soﬁa.
In 2017 Wizz Air ranked ﬁrst in number of
destinations served, seat capacity and number
of ﬂights, while in 2016 the number one airline
in terms of number of operated ﬂights was the
national carrier Bulgaria Air.
Forty-two new destinations were launched
from Soﬁa Airport between 2015 and 2018.
Since 2018 the Airport oﬀers new ﬂights to
Ljubljana, Baku, Nice, Lisbon, Malaga, Paphos,
and daily ﬂights to Athens. Several new routes
are expected to be launched by the end of
2018, including a direct ﬂight to Tbilisi.
Asia is accessible through the Istanbul Airport
(with 2-3 ﬂights per day) and Doha Airport (1-2
ﬂights per day). A new direct line to Beijing is
expected by 2020.

Source: Soﬁa Airport

Map of the Direct Routes from Soﬁa Airport
Number of Flights per Day
from Soﬁa to Major EU hubs (2017-2018)
Airport

Number of Flights/Day

Dura�on

London Heathrow (LHR)

1-2

3 h. 30 m.

Frankfurt (FRT)

4-5

2 h. 25 m.

Paris/de Gaulle (CDG)

2

3 h.

Amsterdam (AMS)

1-2

2 h. 50 m.

Munich

4

1 h. 55 m.

Vienna (VIE)

4-6

1 h. 35 m.

Istanbul (IST)

2-3

1 h. 25 m.

London Gatwick (LGW)

1

3 h. 15 m.

London Stansted (STN)

2

3 h. 10 m.

Source: Soﬁa Airport

In 2017 Soﬁa Airport experienced an
11.3% growth in aircraft movements
with 57 670 aircrafts taking oﬀ and
landing in Soﬁa.

A 47% growth of the number of charter
ﬂights and a double increase of the number
of passengers (around 40 000 people) are
expected in the summer season of 2018
compared to 2017.
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AIRLINES, DESTINATIONS, NUMBER OF PASSENGERS

The signiﬁcant expansion of low-cost carriers,
the new ﬂights launched between 2015-2018
and the increasing number of daily ﬂights are
among the main factors behind the
double-digit growth of foreign tourists in Soﬁa
and the city becoming an increasingly popular
destination for city breaks.

The Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the
EU in the ﬁrst half of 2018 was also an
important factor behind the passenger growth
in Soﬁa – it is estimated that the city was
visited by more than 40 000 EU delegates.

Over 58% of the passengers serviced at the
Airport in 2017 ﬂew a low-cost airline.

Top Airlines
by Market Share of Carried Passengers (2017)

Source: Soﬁa Airport

New destinations opened between 2015-2018
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Passenger growth in 2017

30.3%
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URBAN DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS IN SOFIA

Soﬁa Municipality puts a lot of eﬀort into renovating and improving the urban environment,
infrastructure and the public transportation in
the city. All of these factors play a key role in
the development of the tourism sector in Soﬁa.
Some of the improvements in the last years
include:
• public transport infrastructure renewal
• metro extention by 12 new stations (to be
ﬁnished by 2020), facilitating the access to
and from Soﬁa Airport
• rejuvenation of the city centre, the renovation of city parks, gardens, and playgrounds
• extension of the ‘blue’ and ‘green’ parking
zones in the city
• introduction of a new system for tourist
orientation in the city and a bilingual orientation system in the public transportation
• introduction of an all-night public transport
• expansion of the network of tourist information centres
• gradual modernization of the city's intelligent traﬃc management system
• improving congress and MICE tourism
infrastructure (e.g. more and better venues)

Public Transport Infrastructure Renewal
More than 50% of the public transportation
vehicles in Soﬁa were renewed in the last
years. Since 2017 there are 60 new eco-friendly
buses in Soﬁa that save over 1 200 tons of
carbon emissions per year and support the
city’s eﬀorts and programs for clean air. The
new buses are accessible to people with
disabilities and are equipped with monitors, a
passenger information system, and cameras
for enhanced passenger safety.
Twenty electric buses, over 50 trolleys and 20
new trams will be delivered in the next few
years.
Since the autumn of 2017 Soﬁa also oﬀers an
electric car sharing service called 'Spark' that
allows anyone to rent an electric car and ﬁnd
the nearest available vehicle through a mobile
application. The cars are located in key areas in
the city centre and can be parked free of
charge in the ‘green’ and ‘blue’ zones, as well as
in other areas, speciﬁed in the mobile
application.
Night public transport was introduced in Soﬁa
in April 2018. The four night lines connect large
neighbourhoods in the city with ‘Knyaz
Alexander’ Square in the city centre. The buses
run from midnight until 4 a.m.
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URBAN DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS IN SOFIA

Soﬁa Metro
The construction and development of the
Soﬁa Metro is one of the largest transport
and environmental projects in Bulgaria.
As of July 2018 the Soﬁa Metro operates 2
lines with a total length of around 40 km and
34 stations and connects Soﬁa Airport
Terminal 2 with the city centre, the Central
Railway and Bus Stations, the National Palace
of Culture, the Business Park and other key
locations. More then 350 000 passengers use
the underground transport every day. The
Metro allows for estimated time savings of
over 110 000 hours per day. It can carry up to
50 000 people per hour in one direction and
saves over 75 000 tonnes of harmful
emissions annually.

By 2020, the subway’s capacity is expected to
reach 1.2 million passengers per day.
It is estimated that the construction of Metro
Line 1 and Metro Line 2 has reduced the number
of vehicles moving in Soﬁa by about 55 000 per
day. With the construction of Metro Line 3, the
traﬃc in Soﬁa is expected to further decrease
by 20% and the amount of saved greenhouse
gas emissions to reach about 90 000 tonnes per
year.
In March 2018 Soﬁa Metro was voted ‘The Most
Successful Infrastructure Project of the Decade’
for the period 2007-2017 at the special edition
of the Infrastructure Bulgaria Awards 2018 part of the oﬃcial programme of the Bulgarian
Presidency of the Council of the EU in 2018.

The expansion and the modernisation of the
Soﬁa Metro plays a pivotal role in the concept
of intermodal urban transport adopted by the
city. The Metro’s third line (with 12 new
stations and a length of 16 km) is expected to
be completed by 2020, connecting the
Southwestern and the Northeastern parts of
Soﬁa, Soﬁa Airport Terminal 1 to the city
centre, and, at a later point, the lifts leading
to Vitosha mountain.

Source: www.metrosoﬁa.com
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Urban Renewal Projects
A BGN 173.5 million urban renewal projects over
an area of 200 000 sq.m in the central part of Soﬁa
(Graf Ignatiev st., the ‘Golden Soﬁa’ area around
the ‘Alexander Nevsky’ Cathedral and St. Soﬁa
Church, Tzar Osvoboditel and Vassil Levki Monuments, among others) should be completed by
2020.
The second phase of the integrated public transport project will include repair of several tram
lines and delivery of 13 new tramcars, as well as an
upgrade of the existing intelligent traﬃc management system and real-time passenger information
system.

Parks, Gardens, and Playgrounds
BGN 24 million from Soﬁa’s budget will be allocated for the renovation and repair of city parks, gardens and playgrounds in 2018 and 2019.
Six sites, including the Western Park, the Vartopo
Park, and the so called ‘Crystal Garden’ are already
being renovated as of July 2018. The lighting, cameras and the alleys at the Southern Park's central
entrance are currently being replaced. The work
on the renovation of another nine sites, including
the Zaimov Park, Druzhba Park, Northern Park,
Borisova Garden Park and St. Sedmochislenitsi
Garden are scheduled for later this year. Vazrazhdane Park will also be expanded with more than 20
000 sq.m that will include an aqua park and an
indoor pool with mineral water, as well as ﬁve new
playgrounds with 420 new trees.
All playgrounds in Soﬁa’s parks and gardens are
expected to be fully renovated by the end of 2019.
The reconstruction of the Western Park should
also be completed by 2019.
Sources: Metro Soﬁa; Soﬁa Tourism Administration; Soﬁa's
Oﬃcial City Portal; Infrastructure.bg; investor.bg.
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CITY LIFE
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CULTURAL TOURISM IN SOFIA

Bulgaria ranks 3-rd in Europe in number of
cultural heritage landmarks.
According to the World Tourism Organization
(UNWTO), foreign visitors see cultural tourism
as the second most preferred type of tourism
after seaside tourism - roughly 40% of
Bulgaria’s tourism revenue is generated from
cultural tourism.

Soﬁa is Bulgaria’s leading destination for
cultural tourism. More than 1 400 cultural sites
and artefacts are registered on the territory of
Soﬁa Municipality under the Bulgarian Cultural
Heritage Act.
The city oﬀers a wide variety of cultural and
historical sites: 2 585 844 exhibition artefacts
in over 25 museums, including the UNESCO
World Heritage site of Boyana Church, more
than 40 art galleries, and a great number of
historical and cultural landmarks. In 2014,
UNESCO awarded Soﬁa the title ‘Creative City
of Film’.
The 2018 Soﬁa Municipality budget allows for
a 12% increase in funding allocated for culture
and tourism compared to 2017.

More than

More than

40

1 400

art galleries

historical and cultural
landmarks

33

ARTS AND CULTURE

Despite the fact that there are no events with
wide international appeal and true global reach in
the city, a growing amount of festivals and
cultural events attracts an increasing number of
visitors to Soﬁa.

Soﬁa
hosts
numerous
national
and
international forums and festivals - Night of
the Museums, Soﬁa Literature Night, A to Jazz
Festival, Soﬁa Music Weeks, Soﬁa International
Film Festival, Fotofabrika Festival, Soﬁa Spring
Book Fair, Soﬁa Science Festival and many
more.
You can learn more about the cultural life in
Soﬁa at ArtSoﬁa.bg, VisitSoﬁa.bg and
www.soﬁa.bg/culture. You can also check the
new Soﬁa CulTour app.

Soﬁa Film Fest: the largest ﬁlm festival
in Bulgaria and one of the leading cinema events
in Central and Eastern Europe. Soﬁa Film Fest was included in
‘Variety’ magazine’s list of top 50 ﬁlm festivals worldwide.
The International A to JazZ Festival is spreading the jazz spirit for three
days in July. Since 2011 the festival has welcomed more than 100 000 visitors
and great musicians such as Christian McBride, Robert Glasper, Kenny Garrett,
Roy Hargrove and Dianne Reeves, who performed on its stage.
FOTOFABRIKA: an international festival and platform for high-quality
professional photography. Fotofabrika is part of the oﬃcial Cultural Calendar
of Soﬁa Municipality.
Soﬁa Science Festival: the ﬁrst and only festival in Bulgaria dedicated to the
achievements of young scientists and researchers from Bulgaria and abroad,
targeting both children and grown-ups.
Soﬁa Spring Book Fair: the annually held festival has been playing a special
role in Soﬁa’s cultural life for more than 12 years. The exhibition is
accompanied by a series of literary readings, book presentations and other
cultural events.
Soﬁa Music Weeks: the international festival for classical music took place
for the ﬁrst time in 1970, or almost half a century ago. Currently it is one of
the most signiﬁcant international music events in Soﬁa and Bulgaria.
Besides concerts, opera and ballet performances,
the program of the festival includes conferences on
musical theory, photo exhibitions,
screenings of ﬁlmed operas
and master classes.
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HISTORICAL LANDMARKS

Soﬁa is a city with 7000 years of history and is one
of the most ancient cities in Europe. Remains
from the Neolithic era, the Stone Age and the
Bronze Age have been found in the central parts
of Soﬁa.

It is believed that humans ﬁrst settled in the
area because of the hot mineral springs that
still ﬂow in the city centre.

National History Museum: more than 650 000
artefacts, one of the largest history museums
of the Balkans.
The National Museum of Bulgarian Art: the largest and
most respectable institution of its kind in Bulgaria,
a centre for national cultural heritage.
The Gold-Domed Alexander Nevsky Cathedral: one of the
largest Eastern Orthodox cathedrals in the world. The bell
tower is 50.52 m. high with 12 bells.
Boyana Church "St. Nicholas and St. Panteleimon": famous
for its medieval frescoes, it was included in 1979
in UNESCO’s World Cultural and
Natural Heritage Convention.
•

The “Ivan Vazov” National Theatre
is one of the major landmarks in Soﬁa
due to its prime location and
grandiose architecture.
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OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES AND SPORTS
Soﬁa is located at the foot of Vitosha mountain, which
is only 30 minutes away from the city centre. The
mountain oﬀers opportunity for hikes with panoramic
views and sport activities such as mountain biking,
paragliding, skiing and snowboarding.
In 1934 approximately 65 sq. km of Vitosha were
declared a nature park.
Vitosha has two ski centres and 7 sites of interest, such
as the 18-metre high Boyana Waterfall, the
Samokovishteto Waterfall and Duhlata – the longest
cave in Bulgaria.
Several events and festivals are organized in the
Vitosha National Park during the summer months - the
two-days international drum’n’bass festival Broken
Balkanz, the international folklore festival Vitosha Fest
and more.
The Iskar Dam and the Pancharevo Lake, despite
certain limitations imposed by the water catchment
designation of the area, oﬀer opportunities for water
sports such as rowing, windsurﬁng, sport ﬁshing, as
well as a mix of recreation and treatment combined
with mineral waters, mountain climate and hiking and
cycling tours.
Soﬁa can boast around 30 thermal springs which,
although currently underdeveloped, can be used for
both drinking and medical purposes, rehabilitation and
prophylaxis, SPA procedures and more.
The Bankya Mineral Bath, which has the potential to
become one of the largest SPA and wellness centres in
Bulgaria, is expected to be renovated and opened for
visitors by 2020.
Sources: Municipal Strategy for Soﬁa’s Development as a
Tourist Destination 2017-2030
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CONGRESS AND MICE INDUSTRY IN SOFIA

Business tourism accounts for approximately
9% of all international travel around the world.
Business tourists tend to be less cost-sensitive
and spend, on average, twice as much as the
leisure travellers do, including entertainment
activities and cultural tourism expenditures.
When satisﬁed by the tourist products and
services oﬀered in a given destination, more
than 60% of the business visitors are likely to
prolong their stay or return for a leisure trip, as
well as recommend the destination to others.
Although Soﬁa hosts a number of international
expos and annual conferences, its potential as
a congress and MICE (meetings, incentives,
conferences and exhibitions) destination
remains underutilised.

The congress and MICE industry in Soﬁa
currently consists mainly of corporate, private,
media and social events. The biggest events
are organized by private corporations from the
IT and telecom sectors, followed by the service
sector, pharma and cosmetics, the ﬁnancial
sector, the Government, and, increasingly, by
the academic sector.
The expected expansion of the 4- and 5-star
hotel room base in Soﬁa will alleviate one of
the major impediments for the development
of Soﬁa as a congress destination – the
insuﬃcient number of hotel rooms in the city.
The recent renovation of the National Palace
of Culture – one of the main congress centres
in Bulgaria – is also among the factors that will
allow Soﬁa to fully develop its potential for
congress and MICE tourism and to capture
greater market share within the region.
The primary focus in 2018 is expected to be the
development of more specialized and
multidisciplinary
business
events,
the
integration of education and entertainment
and the inclusion of technology, in particular
virtual reality, and the introduction of new
technologies for the creation of diverse,
outside-the-box events.

Sources: International Trade Forum Quarterly; Vision Soﬁa; Capital Events Kit 2016, 2017.
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MEETING AND EVENT VENUES IN SOFIA

The National Palace of Culture
The biggest concress centre in Bulgaria with a
total area of 123 000 square meters, 8 ﬂoors
and 3 underground levels, 12 halls with a
seating capacity between 100 to 3 700 people
and many smaller conference rooms.

The Inter Expo and Congress Centre
Soﬁa’s sole exhibition centre, oﬀering some of
the largest exhibition halls in Bulgaria. With a
total area of 42 000 square meters, 8 congress
and seminar halls and 6 exhibition halls, the
Inter Expo & Congress Centre hosted more
than 350 corporate events with a capacity of 20
to 500 people in 2017, such as congress and
conference events, seminars, presentations
and various workshops.

Soﬁa Tech Park
Soﬁa’s science an innovation park has a
meeting hall for 1000 people plus a number of
various
smaller
meeting
rooms
and
laboratories.

Soﬁa Event Centre
A multifunctional hall with a capacity of 1 400
people seated and over 2 000 standing.

Arena Armeec
A concert and sports arena with a capacity of
more than 12 000 seated and 17 000 standing
places.

Sources: Capital Events Kit 2017; Bulgarian Convention Bureau.
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FACTORS THAT CAN CONTRIBUTE TO THE GROWTH OF CONGRESS AND
MICE TOURISM IN SOFIA
• Soﬁa’s competitive price/quality ratio for food, accommodation and entertainment
• The improving congress and MICE tourism infrastructure (e.g. more and better venues)
• Soﬁa’s key strategic location and good connectivity. Most major European hub airports are
located at a 1- to 3-hour ﬂight from Soﬁa
• The increasing number of direct ﬂights to Europe, the Middle East and Russia
• The expansion of the 4- and 5-star hotel room base and the entry of international hotel brands in
Soﬁa
• Soﬁa’s developing infrastructure and easy access to the Airport via the Metro
• The growing number of international events and expos taking place in Soﬁa, e.g. Webit, DigitalK,
TEDx, Soﬁa International Film Fest, Innovation Еxplorer Day, the Central European Startup
Awards, etc.
• Improving city tourism infrastructure: opening of more tourist centres, the introduction of a new
system for tourist orientation in the city and a bilingual orientation system in the public transpor
tation
• Soﬁa‘s participation in international congress and MICE tourism expos such as IMEX Frankfurt
and IBTM Barcelona
• The development of marketing and advertising campaigns promoting Soﬁa as a tourist
destination and the creation of a recognizable ‘Soﬁa’ brand (e.g. the communication strategy of
Soﬁa ‘Soﬁa Communicates/So Soﬁa')
• The development of tourism platforms about Soﬁa and Bulgaria; the inclusion of Soﬁa in various
tourist and travel apps (iLoveBulgaria, In Your Pocket, Farol City Guides, Soﬁa CulTour, etc.)
• The upgrade of Soﬁa’s oﬃcial tourism platform https://www.visitsoﬁa.bg/
•

Increased government support: additional 1.68 million BGN were allocated to the 2018 budget
of the Ministry of Tourism for the advertising of Bulgaria and Soﬁa as tourist destinations

• Adoption of the 2018 amendment to the Law on Tourism, facilitating the development of the
sector by removing 19 types of documents ﬁled so far in paper form and introducing more serious
guarantees for tourist trips

EVENTS IN SOFIA
Webit

Innovation Еxplorer Day

Soﬁa International Film Fest
CESA

Smart Cities Soﬁa

DigitalK

ICU Soﬁa

TED

Global Tech Summit

Soﬁa - European Capital of Sport
JPrime
BalREc

International Biomedical Congress of Soﬁa

HackConf
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THE BULGARIAN PRESIDENCY
OF THE COUNCIL OF THE EU
AND TOURISM IN SOFIA
Bulgaria took over the rotational Presidency of the Council of the EU in the ﬁrst half
of 2018. The preparations for it included
many improvements of Soﬁa’s urban, congress and MICE infrastructure, including the
renovation of the National Palace of Culture, the biggest congress centre in the
country.
The Presidency of the Council of the EU is
the largest congress event in Bulgaria’s
history. According to the Ministry of the
Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the
EU, more than 40 000 delegates and journalists from all around the world took part
in 284 events, 12 informal councils and 5
high-level parliamentary dimension meetings held in Soﬁa.
The Bulgarian Presidency was a great
opportunity for the city to gain more exposure as a business destination.
Sources: The Ministry of the Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the EU; the National
Palace of Culture.
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THE BULGARIAN CONVENTION BUREAU
International congresses are the type of tourism
with the greatest added value. The congress and
MICE industry should be a national and regional
priority given the beneﬁts it brings to the
economy. The congress tourism has the capacity
to combine all of the segments of traditional
tourism while contributing to the overcoming of
the diﬃculties caused by the industry’s
seasonality and giving new, untraditional
destinations the opportunity to oﬀer high-quality
and high-standard organization of international
events.
The Bulgarian Convention Bureau (BGCB) was
established on 12 April 2016 with the aim to
position Bulgaria as a sustainable MICE
destination. The founders of the Bureau are the
National Palace of Culture - Congress Centre Soﬁa
EAD, the Inter Expo and Congress Centre AD and
the Bulgarian Hotel and Restaurant Association
(BHRA). The Bureau is headquartered in the
National Palace of Culture.
BGCB’s development strategy requires close
interaction with and support from the
government. This project can only succeed if all of
the stakeholders in the congress and MICE
industry cooperate with each other. It is also
important that the Bureau is well-accepted by the
Bulgarian public as a source of credibility for
potential international partners and customers.
Text by the Bulgarian Convention Bureau (BGCB)
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EMPLOYMENT
IN THE TOURISM SECTOR
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GREATER DEMAND AND INCREASED COMPETITION

As of December 2017, there were 751 600 people
employed in Soﬁa – a 2% growth on 2016,
according to NSI preliminary data quoted by Soﬁa
Tourism Administration. 35 200 people, or 5% of
all employed, worked in the ‘Accommodation and
Food Service Activities’ sector – a 18.2% growth
on 2008.
29 657 people or 4% of all the people working in
Soﬁa were directly employed in the tourism
sector in 2016 according to Soﬁa Tourism
Administration. In 2017 their number decreased
with 32% reaching 20 275 people or 2.7% of all
employed in the capital.
The lack of qualiﬁed personnel is a growing
problem facing the tourism sector in Soﬁa and in
Bulgaria. The problem is recognized in the
Municipal Strategy for Soﬁa’s Development as a
Tourist Destination 2017-2030.
The rapid growth and the shifting consumer
trends in tourism create a greater demand and an
increased competition for professionals with
industry competencies.

Image source: Hotel Sense

One of the reasons behind the personnel
shortage is that hospitality professionals
often leave Bulgaria for work in other EU
countries or countries in the Middle East, or
are attracted by a higher pay in other sectors
of the economy. The exodus of qualiﬁed
professionals
has
strong
negative
consequences for the tourism industry in
Soﬁa. Labour shortages are also being felt
among the less qualiﬁed personnel.
The implementation of policies that could
provide the tourism sector with qualiﬁed
labour is one of the main goals set out in the
Municipal Strategy. The focus is set on the
cooperation of the Municipality and the
business with the secondary and higher
schools in Soﬁa that specialize in tourism and
hospitality
(5
higher
education
establishments, 2 secondary vocational
schools for tourism, hospitality and restaurant
management, 210 colleges and vocational
training centres for tourism staﬀ).
In June 2017 and May 2018 the Bulgarian
Government adopted amendments to the
Implementing Regulations of the Labour
Migration and Labour Mobility Act, which
eased the requirements of hiring non-EU
citizens for seasonal employment, up to 90
days.
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TRENDS AND GROWTH PROSPECTS

Тhe number of tourists in Soﬁa in 2016 and 2017
increased by approximately 13%. The growth is
expected to continue in the next few years,
although at a lower rate.
According to the Municipal Strategy for Soﬁa’s
Development as a Tourist Destination 2017-2030,
the number of nights spent in Soﬁa by tourists is
expected to increase with 77% by 2030, the
average occupancy of the accommodation
establishments – with almost 60%, and the
average revenue per tourist staying overnight –
with 65%.
The growing number of tourists in Soﬁa is
expected to have a strong positive eﬀect on the
further growth of the sector, including the
modernization and development of the oﬀered
services and the elimination of the currently
existing gaps in the overall tourist product in the
city.
It is expected that it will also put an upward
pressure on the prices of accommodation, food
and entertainment services.

Soﬁa Airport experienced a record growth of the
total number of passengers served in 2017 –
30.3%. Passenger growth will, however, likely
slow down after the recent spike, as the Airport is
currently operating at close to full capacity. Thus,
an expansion of Soﬁa Airport in the coming years
is of crucial importance.
A continuing increase in the number of short trips
outside the active tourist seasons (city breaks) is
expected in the coming years due to the entry of
low-cost carriers and charter ﬂights.
The development of Soﬁa’s tourism potential will
continue to be a municipal priority.
Improvements in the tourist infrastructure,
continuing urban rejuvenation projects and the
construction of the Metro Line 3 connecting Soﬁa
Airport’s Terminal 1 to the city will make Soﬁa a
more attractive and easily accessible tourist
destination. Public spaces, improving public
transport and urban infrastructure also play a key
role in Soﬁa’s tourism growth.
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TRENDS AND GROWTH PROSPECTS

The congress and MICE tourism is expected to
play an increasingly important role in the
coming years. The number of hotel rooms in
Soﬁa is expected to double by 2021 due to
several big international hotel chains entering
the market from 2020 onward, alleviating one
of the major hurdles to the development of the
congress tourism in the city i.e. the lack of hotel
rooms.
The establishment of the Bulgarian Convention
Bureau and the renovation of the National
Palace of Culture, the biggest congress centre in
Soﬁa, are among the other factors facilitating
the development of the congress and MICE
tourism in the city and the attraction of events
with global reach in the future.
In 2018 the Ministry of Tourism will spend
additional 1.68 million BGN for tourism
marketing and advertising campaigns.
An increasing competition in the traditional
tourism and hospitality industry comes from the
shared services sites and platforms like
Airbnb.com. The local stakeholders and the
Municipality will have to collaborate in order to
adopt new business models and to come up
with new ways of regulating these platforms.

Soﬁa has been developing as an innovation and IT
hub. The growth of the IT sector leads to the
organisation of large international congresses
and festivals in Soﬁa (e.g. Webit, DigitalK, etc.),
attracting business tourists from all around the
world. Soﬁa has the potential to catch the
attention of and accommodate foreign IT
specialists
participating
in
international
entrepreneurial or exchange programs, as well as
foreigners who’d like to start a business and move
to Soﬁa. Thus, they would be able to both become
part of the dynamic business ecosystem in the city
and enjoy the quality of life in Soﬁa.
According to Vision Soﬁa foreign visitors stay in
Bulgaria for approximately 2 days. Many of them
travel to other regions of the country without
actually visiting Soﬁa. It would be possible to:
• include Soﬁa as one of the destinations visited
during wider tours around diﬀerent regions and
cities of Bulgaria
• develop and oﬀer special tours around Soﬁa,
including other cities and regions at a 45-minute
to 2-hour drive from the city. Those could include
one-day tours to places with rich cultural and
historic past and/or beautiful nature, such as the
Rila Monastery, Plovdiv, Koprivshtitsa, Pleven,
Bansko, etc.
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TRENDS AND GROWTH PROSPECTS

Soﬁa’s SPA and mountain tourism is still
underdeveloped.
In the long run, the city could beneﬁt from its over
30 thermal springs by expanding the currently
existing infrastructure – for example, by building
fountains in the city centre, constructing aqua
parks and mineral pools in city parks, the
Pancharevo and Bankya regions, opening new
SPA and wellness centres, etc.
Vitosha could also oﬀer new types of tourism
products and experiences. For example, the
currently non-functioning Knyazhevo – Kopitoto
mountain lift can be repaired, renovated and
opened for visitors. The organisation of new and
more diverse festivals and outdoor leisure events
can also attract more tourists in the future.
China is playing an increasingly important role in
the development of Europe’s tourism sector.
2018 was pronounced the EU – China Tourism
Year. China is among the world’s largest
consumers of tourism services and the largest
source of tourists globally. More than 10 million
Chinese tourists visit Europe each year and their
number is expected to annually increase by 5%
by 2023.

The attraction of more Chinese tourists can play
an important role for Soﬁa’s tourism. According
to Soﬁa Tourism Administration, more than
17 162 Chinese tourists (or 1.27% of all tourists)
visited Soﬁa in 2017 – a staggering growth of
47.92% on 2016. However, Soﬁa has not yet
become a well-known and recognizable
destination for Chinese tourists. It can be
popularised through the development of a
marketing and advertising strategy speciﬁcally
targeted at the Chinese market. The launching of
a direct Soﬁa-Beijing route (expected in 2019)
will further facilitate the development of tourism
between Bulgaria and China.
Soﬁa has the potential to develop as a
year-round tourist destination attracting both
business tourists (for congress and MICE tourism)
and leisure tourists (e.g. for city breaks, weekend
and youth tourism, cultural tourism, culinary
tourism, etc.) from all around the world. A shift
away from the low-cost image and the
development of a more recognizable and
well-known ‘Soﬁa’ brand will help the city to
attract more tourists, capture more revenue
from the tourist arrivals and gain recognition as a
preferred business and leasure tourist
destination.

Sources: Municipal Strategy for Soﬁa’s Development as a Tourist Destination 2017-2030; Soﬁa Tourism Administration;
Vision Soﬁa.
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STATE MANAGEMENT AUTHORITIES

SOFIA TOURISM ADMINISTRATION
Soﬁa Municipaliy
Soﬁa Tourism Administration was established in 2003 as a specialized unit of Soﬁa Municipality. The
main goal of the enterprise is assoiated with the implementation of registration, rating, reporting
and control of tourist establishments on the territory of Soﬁa City Municipality.
Soﬁa Tourism Administration main activities include:
Registers tourist sites located on the territiry of Soﬁa Municipality
Veriﬁes comliance with the provisions of the Low on Tourism, the control of which is assigned
to the Mayor of Soﬁa Municipality
Establishes and maintains a register of tourist sites categorized as such by the Mayor of Soﬁa
Municipality
Manages data on the number of nights spent in Soﬁa
Organizes and promotes Soﬁa as a tourist destination and promotes the municipal activities in
the tourism sector
Presents Soﬁa as a tourist destination both in Bulgaria and abroad
Eases the tourists' stay in Soﬁa by creating tourist information centers and oﬃces
Soﬁa, Oborishte Str. №44, 1505
info-soﬁa.bg
opto@info-soﬁa.bg

The mission of the Ministry of Tourism (MT) is to pursue a clear and transparent tourism policy
protecting the state and the public interest. Its main activities and priorities are:
Diversiﬁcation of the national tourism product by developing integrated and distinctive
tourism products for diﬀerent categories of tourists resulting from the natural priorities of
Bulgaria
Promoting quality services and protecting the rights and safety of consumers
Ensuring eﬀective coordination between the institutions and integrating tourism into related
sectoral policies; Interaction with the tourist business
Making Bulgaria a recognised leader in the tourism development of the EU and the region and
building a positive attitude towards our country among the target groups
Raising the level of awareness for Bulgaria as a country of rich opportunities for summer and
winter holidays, of ancient culture, rich in historical and architectural monuments, mineral
resources and beautiful and preserved nature, as a destination that oﬀers security and
tranquillity to its guests
Making eﬀective national marketing aimed at positioning and promoting Bulgaria as a
year-round tourist destination, agreed with sectoral organisations and major tour operators
working at target markets for Bulgaria through targeted messages to diﬀerent markets aimed
at the target groups.
Soﬁa, 1 Saborna Str.
tourism.government.bg
tourism@tourism.government.bg
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