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Abstract
Rural wine tourism is a way to diversify the mass-tourism product and bring more prosperity 

to disadvantaged rural areas. It is a very recent concept in Bulgaria but it is foreseen to grow in 
the future. However, there is a lack of research-based publications on wine tourism in the country 
in general and its potential role in sustainable rural development. The aim of this research is to 
explore the state of wine tourism in Bulgaria and to present the key challenges the country is 
facing. A threefold approach was used to collect information for this study: (I) literature review; 
(II) semi-structured interviews; and (III) winery visits (observation). Eleven wineries were 
visited and fourteen interviews with stakeholders were conducted. Relevant stakeholders to rural 
wine tourism development were identified as wineries, NGOs and associations, government and 
tourism businesses. The main challenges facing the development of the wine tourism industry 
are a lack of regional competitiveness, public awareness and recognition, a lack of regional and 
local infrastructure (roads and signage), service delivery skills, capacity and proactive attitude 
in wineries, a lack of tourism strategies (national, regional and local level), planning processes 
and governance structure, a lack of service quality assurance mechanisms and a lack of available 
market research. There is a strong potential for developing rural wine tourism in Bulgaria. The 
presence of wineries, cultural heritage attractions, nature, food and accommodation options, as 
well as the defined wine regions have all laid the foundation for it.
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Introduction

Wine tourism is often regarded as a subset of food and wine tourism, also called culinary 
or gastronomy tourism. Food and wine tourism is a niche tourism product, also called 
special interest tourism type. In the 1970s, food and wine tourism started to develop in 
a more organized manner. Wine tourism was defined by Hall & Macionis (1998) as 
“visitation to vineyards, wineries, wine festivals and wine shows, for which grape wine 
tasting and/or experiencing the attributes of a grape wine region are the prime motivating 
factors for visitors”.  Another definition is “experiential tourism occurring within wine 
regions provides unique experiences which include wine, gastronomy, culture, the arts, 
education and travel” (Dowling 1998; Saayman & van der Merwe, 2014). It must 
be recognized that wine tourism also involves destination planning and marketing strategy 
(Getz, Dowling, Carlsen & Anderson, 1999) this recognition manifests itself in the 
Western Ausralian Wine Strategy (2000), which defines wine tourism as:”…travel for the 
purpose of experiencing wineries and wine regions and their links to lifestyle. Wine tourism 
encompasses both service provision and destination marketing.”

According to Okech (2016), wine tourism is considered as a form of agritourism and 
by being seen as a distinct niche market that is gaining popularity in wine producing 
regions. This type of tourism demonstrates a symbiosis between tourism and agriculture 
that provides potential for their mutual benefit (Carmichael, 2005). 

The wine industry, mainly a primary industry, involves the cultivation of grapes and 
other fruits as raw material for wines and liquors, the making of the wine or liquor and 
the actual selling of the beverage products. On the other hand, the tourism industry is 
a tertiary industry oriented toward providing services related to travel for recreation, leisure, 
sensory experience - taste, smell and sight which in combination with the destination can  
act as a “pull factor” (Kivela, 2006). Besides, wine tourism requires the involvement 
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of wine producers (the wine industry), tourism agencies (the destination) and consumers. 
Wine tourism is both a concept and a strategy that can develop the tourism appeal of 
a destination. It has the potential to be a strategy that allows for better marketing 
opportunities for wineries, for wine regions and ultimately, for the country. It allows the 
wineries and other actors involved to reap financial benefits through leveraging tourism 
opportunities.

Integrated rural development in disadvantaged rural regions is a high priority for 
Bulgaria. Wine production can help rural areas redesign their economies for both wine 
making and the hospitality associated with fine dining (Getz & Brown, 2006). In the 
past, rural communities played a significant role in the economic development of Bulgaria. 
Agriculture was a significant economic sector. Yet, in the last 20 years, there has been 
a shift to a service-based economy. In 2010, the gross value added to the national economy 
was distributed by 31.4% for the industrial sector, 5.4 % for the agrarian sector (agriculture, 
forestry, hunting and fisheries) and 63.2% for the services sector (Ministry of Agriculture 
and Food, 2011). Rural areas have suffered with declining population mainly due to 
urbanization and younger generations seeking better opportunities abroad. The migration of 
the population, abandonment of the agricultural cooperative system and lack of investment 
has resulted in many abandoned and dilapidated farm and residential buildings as well as 
an outdated and insufficient rural infrastructure. 

The objective of this paper is to explore the wine tourism development in Bulgaria 
as a country with long tradition in wine making and to outline the challenges for its 
implementation. 

Materials and Methods
This paper is based on qualitative research method carried out in the summer of 2015 in Bulgaria. A threefold 

approach was used to collect information - literature review - articles on tourism related subject, books by 
leading experts in the filed of tourism planning and policy, wine and food tourism; sustainable tourism; 
government online portals were used such as the Ministry of Agriculture and Food (MAF) and the Ministry 
of Energy and Economy (MEE).  Online sources relating to the Bulgarian wine sector were used such as the 
Executive Agency on Vine and Wine and the National Vine and Wine Chamber. Winery visits (observation) 
were made to eleven wineries in the southern and southeastern wine regions of Bulgaria. Their size can be 
classified according to wine production, winery capacity or size of vineyards namely small wineries;  medium-
sized wineries; and large wineries. A typical visit would involve a guided tour of the wine making facilities and 
a wine tasting session during which the semi-structured interview would take place. The visits were an opportunity 
to understand the winery visitor’s experience. Fourteen semi-structured interviews were conducted with tour 
operators (three), wineries (eight) and with NGOs / private trade associations (three). Interviews with winery 
representatives were conducted onsite at the winery in connection with a visit. Interviews with tour operators 
took place at their respective offices in Sofia and Plovdiv. Interviews with NGOs and private trade organizations 
took place either in their respective offices or in an informal setting in a café. A participant information sheet 
introducing the research topic and explaining the purpose of the research was made available to interviewees. 
Confidentiality or anonymity was explicitly not guaranteed.  The reception of the information sheet is considered 
informed consent of the interviewee to participate in the research.

Results and Discussions

Winery visitors, be they foreign or domestic, can be segmented into different categories. 
If asked who visits Bulgarian wineries for tourism purposes, the answer is: I) tour-operator 
organized groups; II) local residents and their friends/families; III) nearby hotel & restaurant 
guests; IV) wine lovers and connoisseurs; V) wine merchants, buyers or distributors; 
VI) industry colleagues and VII) individual walk-ins. Additionally, it is not uncommon 
that wineries host events on a request basis ranging from industry events, corporate events, 
art events, harvest related ceremonies and staff parties. An interest was expressed in the 
potential of the corporate segment that not only utilizes wineries as a venue to entertain 
clients or for internal events but is also keen to purchase large quantities of wine.
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 According to interviewed tour operators, 
there is low to medium demand for visitation 
to wineries, wine tastings and wine tours. 
An increase in interest in tourism rooted in 
culture, heritage and food has been noticed 
in recent years both in Bulgaria. The country 
faces the challenge that it is still an unknown 
destination even for cultural heritage tourism 
and most certainly for special interest 
tourism such as wine tourism. The wineries 
interviewed reported various collaborative 

steps taken to seek wine tourism business such as entering into formal agreements with 
tour operators to bring groups in and informally working with local hotels and restaurants 
to promote wine tours to existing guests. While some wineries had received some regular 
business through their collaboration with tour operators, others expressed that very few 
booking requests were coming from tour operators. Wineries often attributed the lack of 
interest from tour operators to the remote location of the winery under the assumption that 
there is no interest to visit a remote winery especially if the region has nothing additional 
to offer such as cultural heritage sites, tourist attractions, activities, restaurants and hotels. 

A lot of emphasis was placed on the location of the winery. The conclusion drawn by 
many wineries was that the success of wine tourism depended on the proximity of the 
winery to major tourist attractions and/or a city inferring that the more remote and the 
more isolated the winery is, the less attractive it is to visit. The appeal of the region was 
considered a major factor in the success of wine tourism and other forms of rural activities 
as well as the variety of choices available in the region. 

There was a wide agreement that good quality wine is a prerequisite for a thriving 
wine tourism industry. Most interviewed wineries were willing and to a certain extent 
are ready to fully embrace wine tourism, while some wineries choose to focus on their 
core competency that is wine making. Unwillingness to engage in wine tourism was 
attributed to management decisions to focus on producing quality wines and gaining global 
recognition age and nature. Genuine desire to succeed in wine tourism was more evident 
among newer, boutique wineries typically opened post year 2007. Boutique wineries were 
more committed to wine tourism development; tourism was considered an integral part of 
their business plan even prior to construction of the winery resulting in wineries that were 
built in a more visitor-friendly manner. In terms of being ready to welcome tourists into 
the winery and to provide other services, it is clear that some wineries are more ready than 
others. A fundamental prerequisite is space to accommodate tourists especially for wine 
tastings that often require a dedicated wine tasting room. Other prerequisites are clean 
and well-maintained equipment, fixtures and furniture in areas presented to the public 
and available trained personnel to take the lead on tours and wine tastings. While some 
wineries have a way to go before getting fundamental prerequisites in place, others are 
ready to welcome guests. It is important to acknowledge that wineries have historically 
been focused mainly on the production and selling of wine – not on entertaining visitors. 
The wine industry is currently heavily focused on producing high quality wines, regaining 
consumer trust, venturing into new export markets and building the reputation of Bulgarian 
wines. Wineries have not historically entertained paying customers visiting for leisure 
purposes. Wine tourism entails a change in the existing paradigm of the wine industry. 

Two of the wineries visited have taken a serious interest in tourism and invested 
in additional facilities to facilitate more tourism. These wineries have added a hotel, 
spa and restaurant to their facilities essentially creating a complex like product with 
accommodation, dining facilities, swimming pool, wine retail, and additional activities 
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Category  Percentage

Tour operator organized groups 35 
Local residents and friends / familes 10 
Nearby hotel & restaurant guests 5 
Wine lovers & connoisseurs 20 
Wine merchants, buyers & distributors 10 
Industry colleagues 10 
Individual walk ins 10

Table 1. Winery visitors



(e.g. horseback riding) as well as offering regular wine tours. Other wineries are currently 
planning to or have already started to add additional facilities to their wineries such as 
hotels and restaurants. Several wineries expressed the intent to host visitors in a serious 
manner but only after all visitor facilities were completed while others ascertained that 
given ample lead time for instance for incoming groups, it was not a problem to shape 
up the winery and acquire required services such as tour guides, refreshments, music or 
folklore entertainment through local partnerships.

Key wine tourism challenges

Wine tourism in Bulgaria faces issues that need to be addressed. There are challenges 
that are both demand-side and supply-side related as well as internal and external to the 
winery. 

1. Lack of regional competitivenss. Bulgaria has not yet mastered the task of effectively 
organizing and promoting the wine regions. It was frequently mentioned that the wineries 
within the region need to be better at cooperating instead of competing against each other 
over visitors and attention. 2. Awareness and recognition. A common sentiment among 
wineries was that Bulgaria has to fully master production of high quality wines first and 
ensure that the quality is acknowledged globally. While there was a wide agreement that 
good quality wine is a prerequisite for a thriving wine tourism industry, a contradicting 
point was raised that some wineries are better at making quality wines while others are 
better in tourism. 3. Regional and local infrastructure: roads and signage. The roads are 
highly trafficked, strategic ones are poorly maintained to the point where they pose a risk to 
drives and deter potential visitors. Directional road signs are also either not present at all or 
poorly placed. Another issue is lack of English signage making it difficult to get around as 
a tourist.  Winery signs were also not always strategically placed. 4. Service skills, capacity 
and education. Due to the lack of experience with wine tourism, there is currently a lack 
of service culture in wineries. Employees lack training in customer service and hospitality. 
Wine tours are often delegated to the oenologist on duty who is required to take time away 
from daily duties to give wine tours. 5. Governance, strategies and planning. A common 
concern was the lack of national and regional strategies on not only the development 
of wine tourism but also other rural tourism forms and how they can fit in with broader 
regional goals. There has not been much support from any tiers of government apart from 
municipalities occasionally using wineries for entertainment purposes. 6. Service quality 
assurance. Bulgaria has a reputation for varying quality not only in the wines but also in the 
tourism sector partially due to very low prices and sometimes wildly fluctuating prices in 
tourism. Another aspect is that wine tourism is so new to the country that there is still a need 
for the concept to mature and the quality of the tourism product to be realized. 7. Market 
research and marketing efforts. There is a tendency for local entrepreneurs and potential 
business owners to act without understanding the characteristics of the market. Short-term 
focus impedes thinking about long-term sustainability of businesses. Furthermore, tourist 
expectations are not understood by people who have limited experience in the tourism 
industry such as wineries. There is not one entity that has taken on the responsibility to 
market wine tourism in one or more regions. Not the State Agency for Tourism nor the 
National Vine and Wine Chamber. 

Conclusion

There has been no study on wine tourism in Bulgaria and this one lays the foundation 
for future research in this field. The results reveal that wine tourism is in very early stage 
of development. Efforts have been made by several actors in recent years to develop 
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wine tourism albeit in a non-coordinated or cooperative way. The findings of the research 
describe the category of tourists visiting the wineries as well as willingness of wineries 
to involive into tourism business. We found out that boutique wineries are more open to 
welcome tourists on their premises not only for a wine tour and tasting but to host events 
on a request, art workshops or harvest pinics than the large-scale wineries. Furthermore, 
special attention is paid to the key challenges that the wine tourism industry in Bulgaria is 
facing. Such an example is the lack of global and national awareness that Bulgaria in fact 
does have a budding wine tourism industry as well as interesting wineries and wine regions 
contributes to sluggish demand. Tourism is a service sector where training and professional 
approach to the guest is very important for the satisfaction of the tourist product offered. 
The study reveals the need for education and training to the staff employed in the wineries. 
Moreover, quality assurance mechanism for wine tourism should be designed in order to sell 
tourism product effectively. The state has not been proactive in supporting the development 
of wine tourism. National tourism policy does not reflect a commitment to rural tourism 
or gastronomic tourism. There is hardly any cooperation between the MAF, MEE (State 
Agency for Tourism) and Ministry of Rural Development that all have an interest in both 
alternative tourism development and rural development. 

It is clear that wine tourism alone cannot ensure socio-economic development and revive 
rural areas. However, in cooperation with other stakeholders, wine tourism can act as 
a catalyst to reach goals in rural development aspirations and national tourism product 
aspirations.
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