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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 2019.
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 and Air Transport Market Report was prepared by the Investment & Business
Development Department of Soﬁa Municipal 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 start-ups, 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 centre 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.
Soﬁa is distinguished by its ancient cultural and historical heritage and diverse natural
resources, growing accommodation base and numerous facilities for year-round business,
leisure and entertainment activities
DURING THE LAST DECADE, SOFIA MUNICIPALITY HAS BEEN ACTIVELY WORKING FOR
THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE TOURISM SECTOR IN SOFIA:
•

building a recognizable tourist image and brand of the capital

• promoting Soﬁa as a modern European city developing sustainable tourism (cultural,
historical, congress, weekend tourism and more)
• developing projects for the improvement and modernization of the transport and urban
infrastructure in the city
•

providing easier access to tourist attractions and creating new attractions

•

developing a rich and diverse event calendar

PERIOD OF STABLE GROWTH (2010-2018)*
Since 2010, the city has been experiencing a stable growth in tourism that was particularly
noticeable in 2016-2017. This sustainable growth contributes to job creation, infrastructure
development, and facilitates the city’s economic development.
The number of nights spent in Soﬁa increased by 122% and the number of tourists – by 110%
since 2010. There is a tendency that annually around 60% of Soﬁa’s visitors come from abroad,
and around 2/3 of the number of nights are spent by foreigners.
The particularly strong tourist growth in Soﬁa in 2016 and 2017 – approximately 13% growth
of tourists and 15% growth of nights spent in both years – slowed down to 2.8% tourist
growth and 1.8% growth of nights spent in 2018.
This slowdown can be explained by the gradual saturation and stabilization of the tourist
market in the city, and the more active presence of online platforms oﬀering private
accommodation such as Airbnb. Currently, the data provided by such platforms is not being
included in the oﬃcial statistics. In 2019, the Ministry of Tourism established an oﬃcial
working group dedicated to Airbnb and the development of new models to regulate its
operations locally. An oﬃcial opinion is expected to be issued by the end of 2019.
According to unoﬃcial estimates by Soﬁa Tourism Administration, the growth of tourists and
nights spent in Soﬁa in 2018 was actually about 10%.
Although at a slower pace, tourism growth in the city is expected to continue in the next few
years.

* The data in this section is provided by Soﬁa Tourism Administration (STA). There are certain disparities between the data provided by the National Statistical
Institute (NSI) and STA, as NSI only takes into account accommodation facilities with 10+ bed capacity, while STA considers accommodation facilities with less
than 10 beds as well.
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TOURISM IN EUROPE

The development of the tourism sector in Soﬁa was in line with the growth trend across
Europe, which slowed down a bit in 2018.
In 2018, Europe was visited by 713 million visitors – a 6% increase on 2017 when the tourist
growth was 8%. The Southern and the Mediterranean regions experienced the highest tourist
growth reaching 7%, according to the United Nations World Travel Organisation (UNWTO).
Some of the factors behind the stable tourism growth in Europe in 2018 were:
• the improved economic outlook across the Eurozone
• the improving air connectivity
• the stability of fuel prices translating into aﬀordable air travel
• the strong demand not only from intra-European markets, but from the US, India and

Russia, and smaller Asian and Arab markets

• the development and diversiﬁcation of the tourist products and services oﬀered in

Europe

The global economic slowdown, the uncertainty related to Brexit, as well as geopolitical and
trade tensions might prompt a “wait and see” attitude among investors and travellers.
SOFIA INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

Soﬁa International Airport is the largest airport in Bulgaria. In the last ﬁve years the total
number of passengers has doubled, making Soﬁa Airport one of the top airports in terms of
passenger increase among the top 100 busiest airports in Europe.
Soﬁa 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. The rapid passenger increase at Soﬁa Airport was also
triggered by Bulgaria’s overall economic growth and development.
Currently, Soﬁa Airport operates at almost full capacity. A new concessionaire of Soﬁa Airport
for the next 35 years was selected in September 2019, and new projects and substantial
investment are planned for the expansion and renovation of the Airport in the future.
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SOFIA AS A YEAR-ROUND DESTINATION

Soﬁa’s key strategic location and good connectivity are among the factors facilitating 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.
Soﬁa is a year-round destination and has the potential to develop and oﬀer various types of
tourism: business, cultural, weekend, SPA and mountain tourism, culinary tourism, etc. The
city is still developing as a tourist destination, but the great variety and the competitive
price/quality ratio of the oﬀered products and services, as well as Soﬁa’s improved reputation
and strategic location between Europe, Middle East and North Africa attracts more and more
foreign visitors.
THE HOTEL MARKET IN 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 2018
it reached almost €51– a 4% growth on 2017.
There is a renewed interest in the city from hotel investors and the number of available 4- and
5-star rooms is expected to increase by over 1 200 rooms by 2021. The demand and interest in
opening new hotels in Soﬁa are expected to gradually shift to the three- and four-star
segment.
THE SOFIA METRO

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 extension and modernization of the
Soﬁa Metro plays an important role in the currently developing concept of intermodal urban
transport: by 2020 the ﬁrst 12 kilometres of the third line of the subway are expected to be
completed, and will be later connected with the Vitosha lifts.
https://www.visitsoﬁa.bg/en/
Sources: Soﬁa
Tourism Administration; PwC
‘European Cities Hotel Forecast 2018-2019’; HVS
‘Hotel Valuation Index’ - Soﬁa; https:
Soﬁa
Airport;
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/hospitality-leisure/assets/european-cities-hotel-forecast-2018-2019.pdf
http://hvi.hvs.com/market/europe/Soﬁa
//www.soﬁa-airport.
bg/en/content/statistics
//www.mMetro
etrosoﬁa.com/en/
Ministry of the Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the EU; Cushman&Wakeﬁeld Forton ‘Soﬁa Hotel Benchmark Study 2019’; https:
Soﬁa
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‘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’.

ht psMunicipal
:/ council.soﬁa.bg/documents/20182/130545/%D0%A1%D1%82%D1%80%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%B5%D0%B3%D0%B8%D1%8F+%Strategy
D0%B7%D0%B0+%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B7%D0%B2%D0%B8%D1%82%D0%B8%D0%B5+%D0%BD%D0%B0+%for
D0%A1-%D1%8F+%D0%BA%D0%B0%D1%82Soﬁa’s
%D0%BE+%D1%82%D1%83%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B8%D1%87%D0%Development
B5%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%B0+%D0%B4%D0%B5%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B0%D1%86%D0%B8%D1%8F-19.07.2017.pdf/14df0a4f-e80c-4fc9-b863-bfe 5de292b3
ht ps:/ council.soﬁa.bg/docas
uments/20182/130545/%D0%A1%D1%8a
2%D1%80%D0%B0%D1%Tourist
82%D0%B5%D0%B3%D0%B8%D1%8F+%D0%B7%D0%B0+%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B7%D0%B2%D0%B8%D1%82Destination
%D0%B8%D0%B5+%D0%BD%D0%B0+%D0%A1-%D1%8F+%D0%BA%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%BE+%D1%82%D1%83%D1%80%D0%B8%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B8%D1%87%D0%B5%D1%2017-2030
81%D0%BA%D0%B0+%D0%B4%D0%B5%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B0%D1%86%D0%B8%D1%8F-19.07.2017.pdf/14df0a4f-e80c-4fc9-b863-bfe 5de292b3

Photography: Bojidar Petkov
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SOFIA IN NUMBERS

Population:
1.56 mln. people
(in Soﬁa city and the surrounding Soﬁa region)

Area: 492 km2

1400 + cultural
monuments and
landmarks
35+ city parks,
30+ thermal springs

39.2%
of Bulgaria’s GDP
50% of the FDI in Bulgaria
10% corporate and personal income tax

VISITORS
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NUMBER OF VISITORS IN SOFIA
Soﬁa was visited by 1 384 963 tourists in 2018.*

THE VISITORS OF SOFIA

The number of tourists visiting Soﬁa has been experiencing a stable growth since 2009, but was particularly notable in 2016-2017.
STABLE GROWTH OF TOURISM

Around 67% of all people who visited Soﬁa in 2018
were foreigners – a 5% growth on 2017. During the
last 4 years the number of foreign tourists in the city
has increased with almost 44%: from 640 621 in 2015
to 922 075 in 2018.

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.

Most of the foreign visitors of Soﬁa in 2018 came
from Italy (64 895), Germany (62 209) , Israel (61 050),
Greece (59 074) and Great Britain (55 493). The
number of Italian tourists can be partially attributed
to the growing Italian diaspora in Bulgaria.
The highest increase of visitors in 2018 was recorded
among the tourists from China (+35%), Israel (+19%),
France (+8%), Spain (+8%), and Ukraine (+6%).

After its very strong performance in the last two
years, the growth of the tourist sector in Soﬁa stabilised and slowed down in 2018, experiencing a 2.8%
growth of the number of tourists and a 1.8% growth
of nights spent.

Although China is eleventh in number of visitors to
Soﬁa, it is the leader in terms of increase of visitors
with a spectacular growth of 35% in 2018. In comparison, China ranked 4th in visitors’ growth with a 48%
increase in 2017. Except China, there is a steady
increase in the number of tourists from other distant
markets such as Brazil (19.7%) and Japan (11.7%).

This slower growth can be explained by the gradual
saturation and stabilization of the tourist market in
the city, as well as by the more active presence of
online platforms for arranging or oﬀering private
accommodation such as Airbnb. Currently, the data
provided by such platforms is not being included in
the oﬃcial statistics. According to unoﬃcial
estimates by STA, the growth of tourists and nights
spent in Soﬁa in 2018 was actually about 10%.

Soﬁa Visitors (2015-2018)
Percentage growth year over year
Total number of tourists
Of which: foreign visitors

Although at a slower pace, tourism growth in the city
is expected to continue in the next few years.

1 400 000
1 200 000
1 000 000

* The data quoted in this section is provided by Soﬁa Tourism Administration (STA). There are certain disparities between the data
provided by the National Statistical Institute (NSI) and STA, as NSI
only takes into account accommodation facilities with 10+ bed
capacity, while STA considers accommodation facilities with less than
10 beds as well.

67%

65%

20%
62%

60%

15%

+12,8%

+ 9,72%

10%

800 000
600 000

+ 12,5%

400 000

5%

+ 2,6%

2015

2016

2017

200 000

2018

Source: Soﬁa Tourism Administration

Top 10 Countries in Number of Visitors to Soﬁa for 2018
Country

Number of visitors

a comparison with 2017

Italy

64 895

Germany

0,93%

62 209

Israel

61 050

Greece

59 074
55 493

Great Britain
Turkey

42 206

USA

41 278

France

37200

Spain

35 643

Romania

31 690
0

5000

10000

15000

20000

25000

30000

-6,89%

18,56%
2,19%

-14,34%

-5,51%
-0,49%

8,15%
7,69%

3,3%
35000

40000

45000

50000

55000

60000

65000

70000

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:
the increased number of direct ﬂights to
Soﬁa
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 in 2018
the better international recognition of Soﬁa
as a tourist destination
world-famous international festivals and
conferences taking place in Soﬁa (e.g.
Webit, Soﬁa International Film Fest, and
others)

Soﬁa Visitors by Type, 2017-2018

38%

36%

2017

2018

39%

8%
11%
14%

Leisure
tourism

16%

Business
tourism

Congress and
MICE tourism

Other

Source: Soﬁa Hotel Benchmark Survey 2019 by
Cushman & Wakeﬁeld Forton

Soﬁa Visitors, 2015-2018
Growth
of nights
spent
(%)

Foreign
tourists
(%)

Growth
of foreign tourists
(%)

Number
of nights
spent

640 621

60%

9,4%

1 872 978

8,5%

12,8%

738 697

62%

15,3%

2 126 462

14%

1 346 993

12,5%

882 142

65%

19,4%

2 444 684

15%

1 384 963

2,8%*

922 075

67%

4,5%

2 488 490

1,8%*

Number
of tourists
(total)

Growth
of tourists
(%)

2015

1 061 522

9,7%

2016

1 197 564

2017
2018

Number
of foreign
tourists

Source: Soﬁa Tourism Administration

*According to unoﬃcial estimates by STA, the growth of tourists and nights spent in Soﬁa in 2018 was actually about 10%.

REGIONAL HISTORY MUSEUM SOFIA

36%
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NUMBER OF VISITORS IN SOFIA
The average length of stay of tourists in Soﬁa is
1.74 days compared to 3.44 days on average in
the country, signifying that many of the tourists visit other cities in Bulgaria while not
including Soﬁa in their trip.*
37.9% of the leisure tourists visiting Soﬁa and
26% of the foreign visitors of the city visit
other destinations outside Bulgaria, which
means that there is a market for larger tours
including Soﬁa and other destinations in
Bulgaria, the Balkans and Europe that can be
further developed in the future.

The economic indicators of the tourism sector
in Soﬁa exceed the average levels for the
country. The average income per night in Soﬁa
is €45 (against €28 for the country), and the
average annual income per bed is €6 965 (or
three times above the average for the
country - €2 218).
The revenue from nights spent in Soﬁa in 2018
amounted to €86 754 668 or 12% of all
revenues from nights spent in Bulgaria. Of
these, €70 197 539 or 81% were revenues
from foreign visitors.**

€45

1,8 days

average income from a
one-night stay in Soﬁa

The visitors of Soﬁa
spend on average

€77

per day

average length of stay of Soﬁa’s guests

In 2018, the tourists who stayed in Soﬁa the longest were from:
Israel

Italy

Spain

UK

2.3 days

2.2 days

2 days

2 days

Sources: Soﬁa Tourism Administration*; NSI**; Vision
https://vizia.soﬁa.bSoﬁa
g/vision-soﬁa-2050/

REGIONAL HISTORY MUSEUM SOFIA
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SOFIA IN THE GLOBAL RANKINGS
Soﬁa is second in Europe in growth of international
visitors with a 15.2% increase in 2017 according to
the Mastercard Global Destination Cities Index
2018 report. The leader in Europe is Istanbul with a
16.8% growth. Soﬁa is followed by Lisbon (14.6%),
Paris (13.1%), Munich (12.9%) and Warsaw (12.3%).

In its 9th annual edition, the Europe Backpacker
Index 2019 ranked Soﬁa as Europe’s 3-rd most
competitively priced travel destination. The Index
compares 56 of the continent’s most popular
cities.

Soﬁa is also among the TOP 5 cities in Europe with
the highest overall growth of international visitors
for 2009 – 2017, with an average increase of 9%
per year. The TOP 4 cities are: Bucharest (10.3%),
Lisbon (10.6%), Minsk (10%) and Santa Cruz de la
Palma (9.3%).

Source: Price
https:/ www.priceofof
travel.com/Travel
1979/european-backpacker-index

The Daily Backpacker Index for Soﬁa in 2018 is
50.88 BGN or around €25.60 and includes a night
stay at a centrally-located hostel with good
reviews, transportation, and food and entertainment costs.
In comparison, Soﬁa ranked 5-th in the 2018
edition of the Europe Backpacker Index with an
average price for a one-day stay in the city of
53.05 BGN or €27.12.
Source: Mastercard Global Destination Index, 2018

The overall satisfaction of Soﬁa’s visitors is quite high with an average rating of 4.1/5. 82% of the
interviewed tourists are satisﬁed as a whole, while 1/3 of the interviewees expressed complete
satisfaction. The tourists were most satisﬁed by the entertainment opportunities, the historical sites
and the rich cultural life in the capital. The lowest levels of satisfaction were expressed toward the
opportunities for cycling and parking in the city.
Sources: Assessment of the Sustainability of Tourism Development in Soﬁa Municipality, 2016; Soﬁa’s Competitiveness as a
Tourist Destination According to the Lugano Model report, Vision
Soﬁa.
https://vizia.soﬁa.bg/vision-soﬁa-2050/

13

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, 2019

МЕСТА ЗА НАСТАНЯВАНЕ
ACCOMMODATION
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THE HOTEL MARKET IN SOFIA – A SNAPSHOT
The total revenue from nights spent in Soﬁa
increased by 12% and the income from nights
spent by foreign guests - by almost 14.5%.
Soﬁa’s hotel market, however, remains relatively
immature compared to other major European
cities.

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 continues, although at a slower
pace, in 2019.

In 2018, the growth of the tourist sector in Soﬁa
began to slow down and stabilise. Latest NSI data
shows that the number of foreign tourists increased
by 2.2%, and the number of nights spent in 2018 by
foreign tourists – by 1%. Meanwhile, there was a
slight decrease in the number of Bulgarian tourists
and the number of nights spent by them.

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

Total

2016

169 670 233
137 288 668

151 799 637
119 933 091

130 457 649
99 407 714

115 747 676
88 129 031

109 681 240
84 050 870

94 149 753
71 476 758

The data used in this section is provided by the
National Statistical Institute (NSI). There are certain
disparities between the NSI data and the data by
Soﬁa Tourism Administration (STA), as NSI only
takes into account accommodation facilities with
10+ bed capacity, and STA considers accommodation
facilities with less than 10 beds as well.

98 108 276
73 708 605

Revenues by Nights Spent (BGN)

101 912 391
75 100 907

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.

2017

2018

Of which by foreigners
Source: NSI

Arrivals in Accommodation Establishments

2011

685 954

427 340

2012
2013

581 880

2016

649 537

2017

750 827

2018

767 103
Total

2013

861 512

546 036

2015

2012

789 604

485 389

2014

2011

747 247

461 501

Number of Nights Spent

2015

1 025 272

2016

1 127 507
1 120 682

Of which by foreigners
Source: NSI

1 294 174

851 527

1 401 703

908 862

2014

915 815

1 173 064

770 578

1 524 633

1 012 339

1 605 179

1 065 992

1 783 944

1 172 995

2017

1 992 808

1 392 473

2018

1 401 590
Total

1 952 814

Of which by foreigners
Source: NSI
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THE HOTEL MARKET IN SOFIA – MAIN INDICATORS
The average occupancy of all hotel segments in
Soﬁa reached 36% in 2018 according to Soﬁa
Tourism Administration. In comparison, NSI data
shows that the average occupancy for all hotel
segments in Soﬁa was somewhat higher at 44.8%,
while the occupancy levels in Bulgaria reached
39.4%.

Despite the signiﬁcant growth in the tourism
sector in the last 3 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 development of Soﬁa’s
image as a tourist destination, the planned 4- and
5-star hotel projects and the entry of new global
brands into Soﬁa’s hotel market.

Sources: https:
Soﬁa
Administration;
//www.vTourism
isitsoﬁa.bg/images/pdf/touri
sm-in-ﬁgures-2018-en.pdf NSI.
ht p:/ w w.nsi.bg/en/content/7060/ac ommodation-establishments

RevPAR and Occupancy Indicators in the 4- and 5- star Segment
in Some of the Major European Cities – a Comparison (2018)

Paris

London

Prague

Warsaw

*

Soﬁa

51%

*According to diﬀerent sources, the occupancy levels in the 4- and 5-star segment in Soﬁa reach between 65-75%.
Source: HVS Hotel Valuation Index 2019

65 - 75%+
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ACCOMMODATION ESTABLISHMENTS IN SOFIA
In 2018, there were 126 accommodation establishments with more than 10-bed capacity in Soﬁa,
according to NSI data. Hotels in Soﬁa represented
3.7% of the total accommodation base in Bulgaria.
The number of 1, 2 and 3-star establishments in
Soﬁa decreased by 1.2%, while the 4- and 5-star
increased by 1.6%.

The market entry of large luxury hotel chains by 2021
is expected to meet the demand for investment in the
ﬁve-star segment and lead to its gradual saturation.
The demand and interest in opening new hotels in
Soﬁa are expected to shift to the three- and four-star
segment in the coming years.
Total Number and Capacity of the
Accommodation Establishments in Soﬁa
(with 10+ beds)

In 2018, 35% of the accommodation establishments with over 10-bed capacity in Soﬁa were in
the 4- and 5-star category, concentrating almost
62% of the room capacity of the city.

1-2*

3*

4-5*

Total

Establish Number Establish Number Establish Number Establish
ments of beds ments of beds ments of beds ments

There were 625 accommodation establishments
in Soﬁa in 2018, including facilities with less than
10 beds (13% more than in 2017) according to
Soﬁa Tourism Administration. 97 of the facilities
were hotels – a growth of 10.2% on 2017. The
hotels had an average capacity of 69 rooms and
125 beds.

Number
of beds

2015

47

2267

39

2503

45
7683
(34%)

131

13586

2016

45

2183

37

43
2488 (34%) 7239

125

11910

2017

46

2150

37

2674

42
8762
(34%)

125

12453

2018

43

2068

39

44
2661 (35%) 7728

126

12457
Source: NSI

Types of Categorized Accommodation Establishments
in Soﬁa Municipality and their Capacity (2018)
Type of
categorized
accommodation establishments
Guest suites

Number of categorized establishments

Capacity (2018)

2017

2018

148

188

27.0%

519

1168

Rooms

Beds

Bungalows

2

3

50.0%

45

99

Guest houses

29

39

34.5%

258

604

Motels

4

5

25.0%

102

216

Boarding houses

13

14

7.7%

428

848

Holiday houses

4

2

-50.0%

47

94

Family hotels

66

69

4.5%

898

1727

Guest rooms

167

182

9.0%

472

1024

Hostels

16

20

25.0%

358

854

Villas

88
2

97
2

Tourist bedrooms

2

2

10.2%
0%
0%

6691
24
59

12082
45
145

Tourist chalets

12

2

-83.3%

21

46

Total

553

625

13%

9922

18952

Hotels

Source: Soﬁa Tourism Administration
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4-AND 5-STAR HOTELS IN SOFIA – A SNAPSHOT
In 2018, there were forty-four 4- and 5-star hotels
in Soﬁa with an average capacity of over 100
rooms per hotel.* The average number of rooms
per hotel was even higher for international brand
hotels.
As of June 2019, there were 4 916 four- and
ﬁve-star hotel rooms (1 591 5-star and 3 325 4-star
rooms) and over 10 ﬁve-star hotels in Soﬁa, some
of which belong to the biggest hotel brands
worldwide, according to the 2019 Soﬁa Hotel
Benchmark Survey report by the commercial real
estate services company Cushman & Wakeﬁeld
Forton. In comparison, according to data by the
full-service real estate company MBL, there are
4 727 4- and 5-star rooms in the city.
The presence of international hotel chains and
brands in Soﬁa is still relatively low compared to
other capitals in Central and Eastern Europe. As of
mid-2019, around 42% of the total number of
hotel rooms in the city were part of a global brand,
which gives new opportunities for international
brands to enter the hotel market in the city.
The ratio of branded hotel rooms in Soﬁa is
expected to further increase by 2021 due to the
opening of a number of new international brand
hotels in the city.

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 related to the
construction of buildings and multi-functional
complexes).
Grand Hotel Millennium Soﬁa is expected to open
in early 2020. There are plans for a major
refurbishment of the iconic Grand Hotel Bulgaria,
which is expected to be upgraded to a 5-star
complex.
The total number of 4- and 5-star hotel rooms in
project or construction stage in Soﬁa was 1 700+
as of the summer of 2019, according to latest data
by Cushman & Wakeﬁeld Forton. The 5-star stock
in Soﬁa is expected to increase by 49% or 786
rooms by the end of 2021.
Total Number of 4- and 5-star
Hotel Establishments
450
400

351

350
300

293

369

389

418

410

441

30%
25%

323
20%

250

Branded vs. Unbranded Hotel Rooms

200

13%

15%
12%

150

42%
branded

58%
unbranded
Source: Soﬁa Hotel Benchmark Survey 2019,
Cushman & Wakeﬁeld Forton

11%

12%

12%
10%

10%

10%

10%

100
50

37

38

40

43

45

43

42

44

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

0

5%
0%

Bulgaria

Soﬁa region

%

share

Source: NSI

Sources: NSI*; Soﬁa Hotel Benchmark Survey 2019 by Cushman & Wakeﬁeld Forton**; Hotel Market Overview H2 2018 by MBL
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4-AND 5-START HOTELS IN SOFIA – MAIN INDICATORS
Occupancy
The occupancy rates in Soﬁa experienced a stable
growth in the last years.
The 4- and 5-star hotels have the highest occupancy
among the accommodation establishments in Soﬁa
in 2018. According to diﬀerent sources, the combined
average occupancy rate in the 4- and 5-star segment
varies between 65%* and 75%**

Average Occupancy Rates
in the 4- and 5-star Segment
80%
75%

60%

75%

75%

70%
63%

56%

59%

50%
40%

65%

30%
20%
0%

2017
5-star

2018
4-star

%

average

Source: Soﬁa Hotel Bеnchmark Survey 2019 by
Cushman & Wakeﬁeld Forton

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.

ADR (average daily rate) and
RevPAR (revenue per available
room)
The average daily rates in the 4- and 5-star segment in
Soﬁa rose by more than 21% in the ﬁrst half of 2018,
while occupancy rates remained almost unchanged*.
The increase of daily rates can be explained by the
short-term demand increase during Bulgaria’s
Presidency of the Council of the EU in the beginning of
2018 and the increased number of business and
conference activities in the city.
According to the analysis of the full-service real estate
company MBL, based on NSI data, the ADR of the 4- and
5-star hotels in Soﬁa was also €86. The annual revenues
of the 4- and 5-star hotel segment in Soﬁa increased
with 16% during the same period, reaching €71.8 mln.
According to diﬀerent sources, the RevPAR of the
4- and 5-star segment in Soﬁa was between €51* €62**, while some high-end hotels have a RevPAR of over
€100.
RevPAR in Soﬁa (2010-2018)

Analyses by the consulting ﬁrm Cushman & Wakeﬁeld
Forton show that the average occupancy rate in the
4- and 5-star segment in Soﬁa reached 65% in 2018 an increase of 3.1% compared to 2017. The average
occupancy in the ﬁve-star segment was 75%, with no
signiﬁcant changes compared to 2017, while occupancy
in the four-star segment reached 59% - a 5.4% increase
on 2017.

€60
€50
€40

€30
2010 2011 2012 2013

2014 2015

2016

2017 2018

Source: HVS
Hotel Valuation Index – Soﬁa
http://hvi.hvs.com/market/europe/Soﬁa

http://hvi.hvs.com/market/europe/Soﬁa

Sources: Cushman & Wakeﬁeld Forton*; Hotel Management Survey 2019 by the full-service real estate company MBL**;
NSI; http://hvi.hvs.com/market/europe/Soﬁa
HVS Hotel Valuation Index-Soﬁa
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MAIN INDICATORS OF THE 4- AND 5-STAR
HOTEL SEGMENT IN SOFIA (2015-2018)
Annual Revenue (€/mln)

€47,4

2015

€53,9
12%

2016

€62,1
15%

2017

€71,8
16%

2018

Occupancy

58%

61%

63%

65%

2015

2016

2017

2018

RevPAR
13%

11,4%

4,1%

€39

€44

€49

€51

2015

2016

2017

2018

€65

€67

€71

€86

2015

2016

2017

2018

€76

€78

€82

€86

2015

2016

2017

2018

ADR

ADR*

Sources: Cushman&Wakeﬁeld Forton and HVS/STR; calculations by the full-service
real estate company MBL based on 4 727 four- and ﬁve-star rooms and NSI data*
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BIGGEST 4- AND 5-STAR BRANDED CHAIN OR NON-CHAIN HOTELS
IN SOFIA

Branded Chain or Non-chain Hotels in Soﬁa

Hotel/International Chain

Category
(*)

Planned 4- and 5-star Hotels in Soﬁa

Rooms/
Conference
apartments
rooms

Hotel

Rating
(*)

Number Conference
of rooms
rooms

Marinela Hotel

5

442

13

Rodina (2019)

4

490

13

Hilton/Hilton Hotels

5

245

7

Grand Hotel Millenium Soﬁa (2020)

5

365

7

InterContinental/IHG

5

194

5

Hyatt Regency (2020)

5

189

5

Soﬁa Hotel Balkan, a Luxury
Collection Hotel

5

184

5

Marriott (2021)

5

232

5

Holiday Inn Soﬁa/IHG

5

130

11

Swissotel (-)

5

207

11

Grand Hotel Soﬁa

5

122

5

Novotel-2 (-)

4

150

5

Sense Hotel/Design Hotels

5

71

2

Grand Hotel Bulgaria (-)

5

67

2

Arena di Serdica/FPI Hotels

5

63

4

Anel

5

56

6

All Seasons Residence Hotel

5

14

1

Ramada Soﬁa/Wyndham Hotel
Group

4

601

11

Metropolitan Hotel Soﬁa

4

201

10

Novotel Soﬁa/Accor Hotels

4

178

7

Vitosha Park Hotel

4

173

5

BW Premier Soﬁa Airport
Hotel/Best Western

4

155

6

Suite Hotel

4

122

5

Festa Soﬁa Hotel

4

114

11

BW Plus Expo Hotel/Best
Western

4

99

8

Central Park Hotel Soﬁa/Rosslyn

4

78

2

Hotel Vega Soﬁa

4

77

1

Maison/Kokari

4

77

2

COOP/COOP Hotels

4

72

1

Central Hotel Soﬁa

4

70

4

Crystal Palace Hotel

4

63

2

BW Premier Collection City
Hotel/Best Western

4

61

4

Grami Hotel

4

60

12

Downtown Hotel

4

59

2

Hill Hotel

4

48

1

Thracia Hotel Soﬁa/Rosslyn

4

48

4

BW Plus Bristol Hotel/Best
Western

4

44

1

Les Fleurs Boutique Hotel

4

31

2

Soﬁa Residence Hotel

4

9

1

Source: Soﬁa Hotel Benchmark Study 2019,
Cushman&Wakeﬁeld Forton
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THE AIRBNB MARKET IN SOFIA – A SNAPSHOT
Airbnb and other shared economy platforms are
playing an increasingly important role in Soﬁa’s
tourism market.
The number of Airbnb rentals between 2013 – 2018
has been increasing with more than 80% per year,
while the number of deals – with almost 100%, according to the AirDNA platform and the property management ﬁrm Flat Manager. The number of Airbnb listings
has increased tenfold in the last 5 years.
Four years ago, in August 2015, the number of active
Airbnb rentals was 613. In July 2019 the number of
rentals on the platform was 3 030 – a 29% growth on
2018. The growth of rentals was particularly noticeable
in 2016-2017 when the number of rentals almost
doubled – from 961 to 1 859. In 2018-2019 the Airbnb
market started to saturate and stabilize.

Airbnb – Rental Growth in Soﬁa
(2016-2019)

19% of the rentals are not entire homes, but either
private or shared rooms. The average occupancy rate is
63%, but only 38% of the rentals are listed year-round.
Furthermore, the AirDNA system doesn’t account for
the occupancy of the rentals that have never been
reserved before and cannot be considered competitive.
Just like in July 2018, the average daily rate (ADR) of an
Airbnb rental in Soﬁa remains €35. The average
revenue per property per month has increased by 5%
reaching €516. In comparison, the average yearly occupancy of all accommodation establishments in Soﬁa
reach is 36%.*
In 2019, the Ministry of Tourism established an oﬃcial
working group dedicated to Airbnb and the development of new mechanisms to regulate its operations
locally. The working group uniting government and
municipal representatives as well as various stakeholders from the tourism industry is expected to issue an
oﬃcial opinion by the end of 2019.

The Airbnb Market in Soﬁa
(as of July 2019)

Source: AirDNA Market Minder

Map of the Airbnb Rentals in Soﬁa
(as of July 2019)

Source: AirDNA Market Minder

Airbnb – Number of Active Rentals in Soﬁa
(as of July 2019)

Source: AirDNA Market Minder

Source: AirDNA Market Minder

//www.airdna.co/market-data/app/bg/default/soﬁa/overvi
ew Soﬁa
https://www.visitsoﬁa.bg/en/
https://www.ﬂatmanager.bg/?lang=en
Sources: https:
AirDNA
Market Minder;
Tourism Administration*; 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.
In 2019 we see a decline of the occupancy rates of the
properties because of the gradual oversaturation of the
Airbnb market in Soﬁa, as well as the slower growth of the
number of tourists.
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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STRATEGY FOR SOFIA’S DEVELOPMENT
AS A TOURIST DESTINATION 2017-2030
The growth of the tourism sector in Bulgaria and
Soﬁa is a priority for both the national and the
local governments. 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.

Indicator

Soﬁa 2016
(NSI data)*

The strategies focus on the development of those
types of tourism that have the highest long-term
potential for growth – cultural, heritage, congress
and MICE tourism, and new types of tourism, such
as weekend and youth tourism.
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

54%

73

N/A

110

51%

127

N/A

209

65%

Number of beds

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

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 calculated according to the ’available bed-nights’ indicator.

Sources: Municipal
Strategy for Soﬁa’s Development as a Tourist Destination 2017-2030 (in Bulgarian);
http://info-soﬁa.perfectbg.com/img/byDocId/AEB49EF3D11027ECC2257F98007278D0:R664-PR1.pdf/$FILE/R664-PR1.pdf
http://www.tourism.government.bg/sites/tourism.government.bg/ﬁles/uploads/strategy-policy/pril9.nsurtb_2014-2030-updated_mt-ﬁnal.pdf
National
Strategy for Sustainable Development of Tourism in Bulgaria 2014-2030 (in Bulgarian); Soﬁa Tourism
Administration; NSI.

SOFIA AIRPORT
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AIR TRAVEL INCREASE
In 2018, the growth of passengers serviced at
Soﬁa Airport continued to increase, although at a
pace slower than in the last couple of years: the
number of serviced passengers increased by 7.3%
reaching almost 7 million.

Aircraft Movements (2015-2018)

+5.4%

+11.3%

During the last 4 years Soﬁa Airport has experienced one of the highest passenger growth ratesamong the top 100 busiest airports in Europe –
70.3%. This growth can be attributed both to the
opening of 44 new destinations since 2015, mainly
by low-cost carriers, and the improved performance of the Bulgarian economy.

57 673

51 829

44 416

In comparison, the number of passengers serviced
at Soﬁa Airport in 2017 increased by the record
30.3%, reaching 6 490 096 passengers.

2015

60 771

+16.7%

2016

2017

2018
Source: Soﬁa Airport

Growth of passangers (2017-2019)

February

March

April

May
2017

June

+ 7.3%

July

+ 7.4%
+ 6.3%

August September

2018

October

+ 6.4%

November

489 258
520 384

+ 5.4%

460 377
485 420

573 722
610 195

603 348
647 776

615 544
660 454

+ 7.2%

612 606
656 618

559 542
619 086
635 195

456 212
473 242
497 999

468 968
499 688
527 470
January

+ 5.2%
+ 3.7%

515 857
556 088
572 349

+ 7.8%
+ 5.6%
+ 6.6%

564 076
606 933
598 140

+ 2.9%

+ 10.6%
+ 7.6% -1.4%

+ 0.9%
+ 9.7%

570 536
626 156
631 808

+ 2.6%

December

2019
Source: Soﬁa Airport

The total annual number of passengers serviced at Soﬁa Airport increased 1.7 times in
the last four years: from 4 088 943 (2015) to 6 962 040 (2018) people.
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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 Wizz Air, Easy Jet and Ryanair. Ten
airlines transport around 90% of the passengers to and
from Soﬁa.

Asia is accessible through the Istanbul Airport (2-3 ﬂights
per day) and Doha Airport (1-2 ﬂights per day). A new
direct line to Beijing is expected in the near future.
The attraction of more international airlines and the
opening of new scheduled ﬂights from Soﬁa in the
coming years will be a key factor in the development of
congress tourism, the attraction of more business
tourists and the development of Soﬁa as a more
recognizable tourist destination.

In 2016-2018 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.
Currently Wizz Air oﬀers 32 destinations to and from 17
countries and is the leading airline in Bulgaria with a
market share of 32.9%.
Forty-four new destinations were launched from Soﬁa
Airport between 2015 and 2018. Since 2018, the Airport
oﬀers new ﬂights to Ljubljana, Baku, Nice, Lisbon,
Malaga, Pathos, and daily ﬂights to Athens. Ryanair is
expected to launch a new Soﬁa-Vienna ﬂight in October
2019. Two more new destinations are expected to be
launched by the end of 2019: Dusseldorf and Stuttgart.

Number of Daily Flights from Soﬁa
to Major EU hubs (2019)
Airport

Number of Flights/Day

Duration

London Heathrow (LHR)

1-2

3 h. 30 m.

Frankfurt (FRT)

4-6

2 h. 25 m.

Paris/de Gaulle (CDG)

2

3 h.

Amsterdam (AMS)

1-2

2 h. 50 m.

Munich

3-4

1 h. 55 m.

Vienna (VIE)

3-6

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.

Soﬁa Airport: Top Destinations
in Number of Passengers for 2018
London

443 198

Varna

146 638

Amsterdam

125 859

Brussels

120 406

Milan

132 977

Athens

117 935

Rome

128 645

Frankfurt

117 402

Tel Aviv

127 795

Madrid

102 265
Source: Soﬁa Airport

Map of the Direct Routes from
Soﬁa Airport

Source: Soﬁa Airport

In 2018, Soﬁa Airport experienced a 5.4% growth in
aircraft movements with 60 771 aircrafts taking oﬀ and
landing in Soﬁa.

Since the beginning of the summer season 2019, Soﬁa
Airport has experienced a 17% growth of the number
of charter ﬂights and a 30% increase of the number of
passengers compared to the same period in 2018.
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AIRLINES, DESTINATIONS, NUMBER OF PASSENGERS
The signiﬁcant expansion of low-cost carriers, the new
ﬂights launched between 2015-2019 and the increasing
number of daily ﬂights are among the main factors behind
the growth of foreign tourists in Soﬁa and the city
becoming an increasingly popular destination for city
breaks.

Over 58% of the passengers serviced at the Airport in 2018
ﬂew a low-cost airline.
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.

Top Air Companies
by Market Share of Carried Passengers (2018)

Source: Soﬁa Airport

The selection procedure of a new concessionaire
at Soﬁa Airport for a period of 35 years began in
2018 and was ﬁnalised in the beginning of
September 2019.
The winning SOF Connect Consortium is led by
the Meridiam Fund, in partnership with the
Munich Airport – the only 5-star airport in
Europe, and the Austrian construction company
Strabag.

New destinations opened between 2015-2019

44

The concessionaire will be committed to building a
third terminal at the airport within the ﬁrst 10
years of the concession, and the already existing
Terminal 1 and 2 will have to be fully renovated.
Sustainable measures for carbon emission reduction will be implemented in the coming years, so
that Soﬁa Airport could meet the latest environmental standards.
Bulgaria is expected to generate a revenue of over
€1.02 bln from the concession.

Passenger growth in 2018

7.3%

Снимка: Юлиан Попов

URBAN DEVELOPMENT
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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 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 extension by 12 km (to be completed
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 night public transport
expansion of the
information centres

network

of

tourist

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

Air quality improvement is a city priority, and 20
new electric buses were launched in Soﬁa in the
end of 2018 in order to support the city’s eﬀorts
and programs for clean air. Another twenty buses
are expected to be launched in the fall of 2019.
The new vehicles are accessible to people with
disabilities; they are equipped with monitors and
cameras for enhanced passenger safety and
comply with European environmental standards.
As of 2019 there are 20 new articulated methane
gas buses of the highest Euro 6 eco class. The
buses are low-ﬂoor and fully air-conditioned,
equipped with Wi-Fi and chargers for mobile
devices. Another 40 methane buses are expected
to be launched in Soﬁa by the end of the year.
The tram and trolleybus vehicles in Soﬁa are also
being renewed – 80 new trolleybuses, 38 new and
48 refurbished trams have been delivered in the
city in the last few years.
Soﬁa Municipality is also preparing a project for
the purchase of 82 electric buses, 30 trolleybuses
and 25 trams with funds under the ‘Environment’
Operational Program. Fifteen electric buses and
13 new trams are expected to be delivered in
Soﬁa by the end of 2019.
New buses are expected to transport the passengers to the newly built metro stations, and a 6-meter electric bus is being currently tested in the
Ovcha Kupel and Lyulin neighbourhoods.

Over 90% of the public transportation vehicles in Soﬁa were renewed in the last 5 years, leading to a 2.5
times decrease of harmful air emissions. As of 2019, the average age of the public transport vehicles in
Soﬁa is under 6 years.
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URBAN DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS IN SOFIA
In order to provide better conditions for
accessible public transportation for people with
special needs, more than 85% of vehicles in Soﬁa
are low-ﬂoor or equipped with low-ﬂoor
platforms. Drivers are trained how to use the
platforms and are required to provide the
necessary assistance to passengers with reduced
mobility.

Soﬁa has an intelligent traﬃc management system
including 205 controlled junctions. The system
provides urban transport prioritization. Thanks to
the intelligent traﬃc management system, the
time spent at controlled junctions is reduced by
30%, harmful emissions from vehicles at junctions –
by 25%, and fuel consumption – by 7-9%. All 205
intersections have video surveillance.

Night public transport was introduced in Soﬁa in
April 2018. The four night lines connect all major
large neighbourhoods in the city with Knyaz
Alexander Square in the city centre. The buses run
from midnight until 4 a.m.

The installation of 220 new high-tech 4G
information boards at public transport stops in
downtown Soﬁa started in the end of 2018. The
ﬁrst high-tech 4G information board was placed at
the Dondukov Blvd. bus stop next to the building of
the Soﬁa National Opera and Ballet. The electronic
dashboards are connected to Soﬁa’s Urban
Mobility Centre and the dispatch centre in real
time. They are also equipped with a voice
notiﬁcation device. The installation of a video
surveillance system at all tramline №5 bus stops is
also planned as part of the project. As of 2019,
Soﬁa has over 1 046 electronic information boards
(EIBs) equipped with voice notiﬁcation devices.

Since the autumn of 2017 Soﬁa also oﬀers an
electric car sharing service called 'Spark' that
allows citizens 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. As of June
2019, there are over 200 ‘Spark’ cars in Soﬁa. The
number of vehicles is expected to increase by 100
more by the end of the year.
Over 154 electric scooters and 200 parking lots for
electric scooters and bicycles are being gradually
set in the centre of Soﬁa as part of the ‘Shared
Travel’ initiative launched by Soﬁa Municipality in
August 2019. The lots will be located in the ‘blue’
and ‘green’ parking areas and will be free of
charge.

In June 2019, Soﬁa City Council adopted the Sustainable Urban Mobility Plan of Soﬁa Municipality, 2019 2035. This strategic document sets out measures aimed at reducing the use of cars and encouraging the use
of urban transport as well as walking and cycling in the city. By 2035, the ‘blue’ and ‘green’ parking zones are
expected to be expanded and to reach the Mladost and Lyulin districts. A new ‘red’ parking area with a higher
price and a maximum stay of up to 1 hour is expected to be implemented as well. It will cover the centre of
Soﬁa, where most of the administrative, cultural and public sites are concentrated.
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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.
Currently the Soﬁa Metro operates 2 lines with a
total length of around 40 km and 34 stations. It
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. Over 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.
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 ﬁrst 8 km of the Metro’s third line – from
Poduyane to Krasno Selo – are expected to be
completed by the end of 2019. The other 4 km
through the Ovcha Kupel district are expected to
be completed by the ﬁrst half of 2020, connecting
the Southwestern parts of Soﬁa with the Centre.
At a later point the metro is expected to connect
the Northeastern parts of the city with the
Vitosha mountain lifts.

The subway provides comfort to millions of passengers. It has a maximum carrying capacity of 50 000
passengers per hour in one direction, and saves
over 75 000 tonnes of harmful air emissions per
year. By 2021, the metro is expected to carry more
than 500 000 passengers daily.
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.
There are 151 elevators for easy access to 33 metro
stations. The newly built 27 stations have at least
two entrances with lifts. There are special tactile
lanes at the metro platforms and the metro trains
are equipped with passenger information and
audio notiﬁcation systems.
In March 2018, Soﬁa Metro was voted the Most
Successful Infrastructure Project of the Decade for
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.

Soﬁa Metro
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URBAN DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS IN SOFIA
Urban Renewal Projects

A BGN 173.5 million urban renewal projects
over an area of 200 000 sq. km 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 reconstruction of St. Nedelya Square in the
historic centre of the capital is expected to begin
in 2020. In 2018, Soﬁa Municipality announced an
international competition for the reconstruction
and renovation of the square. The main
requirements are the economic viability of the
project, the preservation of the historical identity
of the city and the connection of the pedestrian
spaces in the centre via contemporary urban
design and accessible environment.
Soﬁa Municipality developed a new pedestrian
orientation system that gives the guests of the
city easy access to the most important tourist
sites in Soﬁa. The design of the various elements
of the system is in accordance with the world
standards, and the names of all objects are
written in both Cyrillic and Latin letters and
printed in a specially designed font. Signs indicate
the direction and distance to the main attractions
in the city centre and to the tourist information
centres.

Public discussions on the draft Urban Environment
Ordinance of Soﬁa began in 2019. The purpose of
this strategic document is to lay down additional
requirements for the detailed development plans
of Soﬁa, as well as for the investment projects
involving construction of new buildings,
reconstruction, refurbishment and upgrading, and
major and ongoing repairs of buildings and
structures, streets, squares and green spaces.
Another important focus will be urban aesthetics:
the uniﬁcation of the architectural elements of the
buildings, the colours, inscriptions and other details
in the urban environment and the preservation of
the characteristic appearance of the urban design
of Soﬁa. The ﬁrst standards with architectural,
artistic and technical requirements for the urban
components and their elements have already been
developed and published, and six colour palettes
were selected to harmonize the appearance of the
buildings.
Soﬁa Municipality is developing a concept project
aimed at the development of the Soﬁa Central
Station area and the rejuvenation of the
northern parts of the city. Some of the measures
envisaged in the project include: the redesign and
modernization of the urban and transport
infrastructure; improvement of the pedestrian
connectivity; the facilitation of investment
attraction in the area; the construction of new
residential buildings and investment in public areas
and parks; the support of public-private
partnerships for the construction of a new music
hall; the positioning of cultural and entertainment
facilities in the area, and others.
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URBAN DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS IN SOFIA
Parks, Gardens, and Playgrounds

Soﬁa Municipality allocated nearly BGN 20
million for the renovation and repair of parks in
Soﬁa in 2019.
Over BGN 9.5 million will be invested in 2019 for
the expansion of the Vazrajdane Park and the
construction of a municipal aqua park in it. The
new part of the park will be around 100 000 sq. m.
Over 77 000 sq. m. will be allocated for park
spaces. The aqua park will have 5 outdoor mineral
water pools, water slides, an indoor pool, a SPA
centre and a fast food restaurant. There will be
also drinking fountains with mineral water
accessible to all citizens for free.
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 the end of 2019.
Vazrazhdane Park will also be expanded with
more than 20 000 sq. m. and will include an aqua
park and an indoor pool with mineral water, as
well as ﬁve new playgrounds with 420 new trees.

The Northern Park and the Crystal Garden have
already been renovated. The lighting, cameras
and parts of the alleys of the Southern Park have
been replaced. The Western Park and the Vartopo
Park are being renovated as of August 2019. Soﬁa
Municipality will allocate around BGN 2 million for
the upcoming repairs in the Southern, Northern
and Druzhba parks.
Soﬁa Municipality will facilitate the access of
people with disabilities to four city parks. The
upcoming improvements are part of the
implementation of Soﬁa’s Strategy for
Accessible Urban Environment for all people
living in Soﬁa Municipality. Elevators, ramps and
stairs with tactile ﬂooring, ﬁtted railings and
sanitary facilities are already constructed or in the
process of construction in the Zaimov, Vartopo,
Western and Vazrazhdane parks.
Sources: https:
Metro
Soﬁa;
//www.metrosoﬁa.
com/en/ Soﬁa Tourism Administration;
Soﬁa'shttps://www.soﬁa.bg/en
Oﬃcial City Portal; Urban Mobility Centre-Soﬁa
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CITY LIFE

ГРАДСКИ ЖИВОТ

36

CULTURAL TOURISM IN SOFIA
Bulgaria ranks 3-rd in Europe in number of cultural
heritage landmarks. According to the World
Tourism Organization (UNWTO), cultural tourism
is 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. Over 1 400 cultural sites and artefacts are
registered on the territory of Soﬁa Municipality
under the Bulgarian Cultural Heritage Act.

National History Museum: with over
650 000 artefacts, it is one of the largest
history museums of the Balkans.

The National Museum of Bulgarian
Art is the largest and most respectable institution of its kind in Bulgaria,
a centre for national cultural
heritage.

Kvadrat 500
28 halls featuring 2000 art pieces
from the collection of
the National Museum

‘Soﬁa’ Theatre was founded in 1966
and is the largest municipal theatre in
the city. Over the years, over 550 titles
of Bulgarian and foreign authors were
placed at its stage. Some of the
productions have English subtitles.

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’.

Muzeiko
Modern educational space for children,
provoking interest in science,
technology and arts.

TechnoMagicLand
Interactive science centre for kids and
teenagers who want to discover the magic
of science and technology and who enjoy
learning by doing

National History Museum: with over
650 000 artefacts, it is one of the
largest history museums of
the Balkans.

Soﬁa City Art Gallery and its aﬃliates
‘Dechko Uzunov’ gallery-museum and
‘Vaska Emanuilova’ gallery are among the
most important cultural institutions in
Soﬁa. The museum has four departments:
painting, sculpture, graphics, contemporary art and photography. Its collection
consists of over 8,000 works by Bulgarian
artists from the late 19th century to the
present day.
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ARTS AND CULTURE

Cultural events in Soﬁa are becoming an increasingly
important factor for the development of tourism in the city
and play a signiﬁcant role in Soﬁa’s recognition and
increasing competitiveness as a tourist destination.

Artistic 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
Music Weeks, Soﬁa Science Festival, and many more.

http://artsoﬁa.bg/enhttps:
//visitsoﬁa.bg/en/and
http://www.soﬁa.bg/culture
You can learn more about the cultural life in Soﬁa at ArtSoﬁa.bg,
VisitSoﬁa.bg
www.soﬁa.bg/culture.
https:Soﬁa
//www.cultour.
online/?lang=en
You can also check the
CulTour
app.

Soﬁa Film Fest is 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.

FOTOFABRICA: an annual 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.

The International A to JazZ Festival is
spreading the jazz spirit for three days
in July. Since 2011, the festival has
welcomed over 100 000 visitors and
great musicians such as Christian
McBride, Robert Glasper, Kenny
Garrett, Roy Hargrove and Dianne
Reeves, who performed on its stage.

Soﬁa Music Weeks Festival took place
for the ﬁrst time in 1970. 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.

Opera in the Park: for 10 years, the
Festival has been showing audiences the magic of the opera and ballet
art. The festival oﬀers a rich
programme for children as well.

European Music Festival is one of the
most celebrated events for classical
music in the capital. Its program includes
symphonic concerts, jazz concerts, movie
music concerts as well as events for
children.

World Theatre in Soﬁa is a
platform for presenting international theatre and dance productions in
the city.
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HISTORICAL LANDMARKS
Soﬁa is a city with 7000 years of history and is one of the most ancient European capitals. Remains from the Neolithic era,
the Stone Age and the Bronze Age can be 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.

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.

The ‘Ivan Vazov’ National Theatre is
one of the major landmarks in Soﬁa due
to its prime location and grandiose
architecture.

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 list.

The 'St. Soﬁa' Necropolis: the necropolis
of the ancient city of Serdica (modern
Soﬁa) is now open to the public.

The 'St. Soﬁa' Basilica was built in the
beginning of the VI c. on top of the
remains of Early Christian tombs from
the II-IV cc. and is located in the necropolis of ancient Serdica.

‘St. St. Cyril and Methodius’ National
Library: founded in 1878, the National
Library is the largest library in the
country and the oldest cultural institute
of modern Bulgaria.
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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.
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OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES AND SPORTS
Soﬁa is among the capitals with the richest deposits of
mineral waters in the world. The city has over 30
thermal
springs
which,
although
currently
underdeveloped, can be used for drinking and medical
purposes, rehabilitation and prophylaxis, SPA
procedures and more.
The Bankya Mineral Bath has the potential to become
one of the largest SPA and wellness centres in Bulgaria
and is expected to be renovated and opened for
visitors in 2020.
Sources: Municipal Strategy for Soﬁa’s Development as a
Tourist Destination 2017-2030

CONGRESS
AND MICE INDUSTRY
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CONGRESS AND MICE INDUSTRY
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.
One of the big advantages of Soﬁa as a business
tourism destination is that it can attract tourists
year-round. 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 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.
Most of the events hosted in Bulgaria take place in
Soﬁa. The biggest events are being mainly
organized by private corporations from the IT and
telecom sectors, the service sector, pharma and
cosmetics, the ﬁnancial sector, the government,
and, increasingly, by the academic sector.

The congress and MICE tourism in Soﬁa is
developing, and every year more investments are
made in order to introduce new technologies and to
facilitate
the
organization
of
diverse,
outside-the-box innovative events. The most
popular types of events in Soﬁa are the corporate,
private, media and social events, and the thematic
events and conferences.

Main trends of the congress and MICE industry in
Soﬁa in 2018-2019:
• digitalisation, online and oﬄine communication
integration
• organization of small and niche professional
events, smaller events as a part of a larger one,
community building events
• additional customer added value by the creation
of experiences (experience marketing)
• innovative solutions, creative content,
untraditional locations
• integration of VR, AR, digital eﬀects, holograms,
3D printing and new technologies
• combination of special eﬀects, digital branding
and innovative decor
Currently, there is lack of suﬃcient data on the
development of the congress and MICE tourism in
Bulgaria and in particular in Soﬁa. Mechanisms are
being developed for the collection and processing
of up-to-date statistics and data about the congress
and conference tourism which would be beneﬁcial
to investors in tourism and a wider range of
stakeholders.

https://www.capital.bg/specialni_izdaniia/eventskit/

Sources: International Trade Forum Quarterly; Vision Soﬁa; Capital Events Kit 2017, 2018;
National Strategy for Sustainable Development of Tourism in Bulgaria 2014-2030
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MEETING AND EVENT VENUES IN SOFIA
The National Palace of Culture: the
biggest congress centre in Bulgaria with a
total area of 123 000 sq.m., 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 sq. m,
6 exhibition halls and 8 congress and
seminar halls, the Inter Expo & Congress
Centre hosted over 400 corporate events
with a capacity of 20 to 500 people in
2018, such as congress and conference
events, seminars, presentations, and
various workshops.

Soﬁa Tech Park: Soﬁa’s science and
innovation park has a meeting hall for
1 000 people and 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:https:
Capital
2018;
Bulgarian Convention Bureau
//www.capitalEvents
.bg/specialni_izKit
daniia/eventski
t/ https://bgcb.eu/
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FACTORS THAT CAN CONTRIBUTE TO THE GROWTH OF CONFRESS AND
MICE TOURISM IN SOFIA
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

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
Soﬁa’s well-developed urban infrastructure: the expansion of Soﬁa Metro with 12 new stations,
easy access to the Airport via the Metro
The introduction of a new system for tourist orientation in the city and a bilingual orientation
system in the public transportation
Soﬁa’s competitive price/quality ratio for food, accommodation and entertainment
The improving congress and MICE tourism infrastructure (e.g. more and better venues)
The expansion of the 4- and 5-star hotel room base and the entry of international hotel
brands
The growing number of international events and expos taking place in Soﬁa, e.g. Webit, DigitalK,
TEDx, Soﬁa International Film Fest, Innovation Explorer Day, the Central European Startup
Awards, etc.
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
ht ps:/ studiokomplekt.com/portfolio-items/soﬁa-communicates/
and the creation of a recognizable ‘Soﬁa’ brand (e.g. the communication strategy of Soﬁa ‘Soﬁa
https://studiokomplekt.com/portfolio-items/soﬁa-communicates/
Communicates/So Soﬁa')
The development of tourism platforms about Soﬁa and Bulgaria; the inclusion of Soﬁa in various
https://ilovebulgaria.eu/en/ https:
/www.inyourpocket.
com/soﬁa http://www.farolworld.com/soﬁa
//www.cultour.onlCulTour,
ine/?page_id=2360&lang=en etc.)
tourist and travel apps (iLoveBulgaria,
In /Your
Pocket,
Farol City Guides, http:Soﬁa
The upgrade of Soﬁa’s oﬃcial tourism platform https://www.visitsoﬁa.bg/en/
www.visitsoﬁa.bg
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
The introduction of a uniﬁed tourist information system that will connect the accommodation
registers with the registers of control institutions such as the Ministry of Tourism, the Ministry of
Interior, the National Revenue Agency, the National Statistical Institute, and the municipalities
in real time. The system is expected to be fully operational by the end of 2019.

EVENTS IN SOFIA
Webit

Innovation Еxplorer Day

Soﬁa International Film Fest
CESA

Smart Cities Soﬁa

Aniventure Comic Con

ICU Soﬁa

DigitalK
TED

Global Tech Summit

Soﬁa - European Capital of Sport
JPrime
BalREc

International Biomedical Congress of Soﬁa

Eastern European Gaming Summit

Biotech Atelier

Total Chaos

HackConf

SlavConf

Game Development Summit

BEGE – Balkan Entertainment and Gaming Expo
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THE BULGARIAN PRESIDENCY OF THE COUNCIL OF THE EU AND
THE TOURISM IN SOFIA
Bulgaria took over the rotational Presidency of the Council of the EU in
the ﬁrst half of 2018. The preparations 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 can be considered both a challenge that
generated increased demand and expectations, and a huge opportunity
for the city to gain more exposure as a business destination, to develop
its image, to show its potential on a European and global level and to
attract more tourists and investors from all over the world.

Sources: The Ministry of the Bulgarian Presidency of the Council of the EU; the National Palace of Culture.

The Bulgarian Convention Bureau
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International congresses have the greatest added value in the tourism sector.
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 overcoming the
diﬃculties caused by the industry’s seasonality and giving new, untraditional
destinations the opportunity to organise high-quality 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.
BGCB in 2019:
• Some of the best 5-star hotels in Soﬁa joined the Bureau
• BGCB participated in several specialized tourism forums, strengthening
the international recognition of Bulgaria and Soﬁa as a sustainable
MICE destination
• BGCB organized 50+ meetings with professionals from all over the
world during the IMEX Frankfurt international exhibition, and discussed
the possibilities of attracting concrete international congress events in
Soﬁa in the next few years
• BGCB joined the International Congress and Convention Association
(ICCA), the largest operating international organization in the event
industry. BGCB’s membership will facilitate the process of establishing
partnerships with numerous international MICE stakeholders

Text by the Bulgarian Convention Bureau (BGCB)

EMPLOYMENT
IN THE TOURISM SECTOR
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GREATER DEMAND AND INCREASED COMPETITION
As of December 2018, there were 739 542 people
employed in Soﬁa – a 1.6% decrease on 2017.*
20 562 people, or 2.8% of all the people working in Soﬁa
were directly employed in the tourism sector in 2018 – a
1.4% growth on 2017.**
The rapid growth and the shifting consumer trends in
tourism create a greater demand and an increased
competition for professionals with industry competencies.
The lack of qualiﬁed personnel is a growing problem facing
the tourism sector in Soﬁa and in Bulgaria. 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 problem is recognized by the Municipal Strategy for
Soﬁa’s Development as a Tourist Destination 2017-2030.
The implementation of policies that could provide the
tourism sector with qualiﬁed labour is one of the main
goals set out in the 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.
Sources: NSI*; Soﬁa Tourism Administration**

TRENDS AND
GROWTH PROSPECTS
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TRENDS AND GROWTH PROSPECTS

After the particularly strong period Soﬁa
experienced in 2016 and 2017, the tourism
growth continued, and is expected to continue in
the next few years, although at a slower pace.
According to the Municipal Strategy for Soﬁa’s
Development as a Tourist Destination 2017-2030,
the number of nights spent by tourists in Soﬁa 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.
Following the record growth of the total number
of passengers in 2017 – 30.3%, the growth at
Soﬁa Airport continued, but slowed down: in
2018, the Airport serviced almost 7 million
passengers, a 7.3% growth on 2017.

Soﬁa Airport is currently operating at close to full
capacity, and the new concessionaire of Soﬁa
Airport, the SOF Connect Consortium (Meridiam
Fund, Munich Airport and Strabag), will play a crucial
role in the Airport’s renovation, expansion and
modernisation in the coming years. The attraction
of more international carriers and the opening of
new scheduled ﬂights from Soﬁa will be a key factor
in the growth of congress tourism, the attraction of
more business tourists and the development of
Soﬁa as a more recognizable tourist destination.
A continuing increase in the number of short trips
outside the active tourist seasons (city breaks) is
expected in the coming years also due to the entry
of low-cost carriers and charter ﬂights and the
reorientation of tourism from a 'service economy' to
an 'experience economy', focused on the quality of
the oﬀered attractions and the experiences created
by them. The demand for more specialized types of
tourism (e.g. MICE and congress, weekend, youth
tourism) will increase.
The importance of congress and MICE tourism is
expected to further increase in the coming years.
The number of hotel rooms in Soﬁa will 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. Information and communication technologies
will be increasingly used as eﬀective tools for
developing the sector.
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Good examples of Soﬁa’s growth as a tourist destination are the increasing number of cultural and
congress events, the opening of new museums,
the development of innovative experience economy tourist products (e.g. specialized tours, events
with VR and AR, etc.).
The creation of BGCB, the Bulgarian Convention
Bureau, and the renovation of the National Palace
of Culture, the biggest congress centre in Soﬁa,
are among the factors that will facilitate the
development of the congress and MICE tourism in
Soﬁa and the attraction of events with global
reach.
The development of Soﬁa’s tourism potential
will continue to be a municipal priority. Improvements in the tourist infrastructure, the 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.
Soﬁa City Council approved the budget of Soﬁa
for 2019 exceeding BGN 1.75 billion – a 12%
growth on 2018. The funds allocated for culture
and tourism also increased with over 10% for a
second consecutive year.

Marketing and promotional activities are
important for Soﬁa’s positioning as a preferred
destination for tourism. Additional budget was
allocated for the development of diﬀerent
advertising campaigns and activities, promotional
materials; the organisation of and participation in
various local and international tourism-related
events and initiatives; international exchanges; as
well as the introduction of new services such as the
translation of the main tourist online portal of Soﬁa
Municipality – visitsoﬁa.bg – in Chinese.
An increasing competition in the traditional tourism
and hospitality industry comes from the shared
services sites and platforms like Airbnb. The
Government, the Municipality and the local
stakeholders 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 to accommodate foreign IT specialists
participating in international entrepreneurial or
exchange programs, as well as foreigners who want
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.
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According to Soﬁa Tourism Administration 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, Plovidv, Koprivshtitsa, Pleven,
Bansko, etc.
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 could be repaired, renovated and
opened for visitors. The organisations of new and
more diverse festivals and outdoor leisure events
could 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, over 23 135 Chinese
tourists (or 2.5% of all tourists) visited Soﬁa in 2018 –
a staggering growth of 35% on 2017 and a double
growth 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 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 leisure tourist destination

Sources: Municipal Strategy for Soﬁa’s Development as a Tourist
Destination 2017-2030; Soﬁa Tourism Administration.
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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 Municipality.
The main activities of Soﬁa Tourism Administration include:
Registration of tourist sites located on the territiry of Soﬁa Municipality
Compliance veriﬁcation with the provisions of the Law on Tourism, the control of which is assigned
to the Mayor of Soﬁa Municipality
Establishment and maintenance of a register of tourist sites categorized by the Mayor of Soﬁa
Municipality
Collection and management of data, related to the development of the tourism sector in Soﬁa
Promotion of Soﬁa as a tourist destination; organisation and coordination of municipal activities
related to the tourism sector
Development of Soﬁa's international image as well-developed tourist destination
Establishment of tourist information centres and oﬃces to ease the tourists' stay in Soﬁa
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 the development of integrated and
distinctive tourism products for diﬀerent categories of tourists resulting from Bulgaria’s
tourism policy priorities
Ensuring eﬀective coordination between the institutions and integrating tourism into related
sectoral policies; interaction with the tourist sector
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
Developing eﬀective national marketing strategies aimed at positioning and promoting
Bulgaria as a year-round tourist destination; collaboration with sectoral organisations and
major tour operators
Development and positioning of a recognizable 'Bulgaria' and 'Soﬁa' tourism brand.

Soﬁa, 1 Saborna Str.
tourism.government.bg
tourism@tourism.government.bg
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