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The aim of the paper is to reveal the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on Bulgarian tourism briefly 
and to make an inventory and systematically review the public policies and related economic and 
social measures to support the resilience of tourism enterprises and freelancers in the country. 
The identified policies refer to tour operators, hotel and restaurant operators, tour guides, and 
public resources and attractions concessioners. Public authorities also played a coordinating role 
in developing uniform measures to ensure the health and safety of travelers in accommodation, 
catering and entertainment facilities, tourist attractions and other tourist sites. The scope of 
public interventions in terms of allocated funds and beneficiaries is discussed as a first step of 
impact evaluation and some recommendations for future policy measures are made. 
Keywords: public policy, policy measures, COVID-19, economic and social resilience.

INTRODUCTION

The tourism sector in Bulgaria was one of the most affected by the global crisis 
of COVID-19. The dramatic decline was due both to the refusal of trips by tourists 
themselves, as well as to the cancellation of trips by tour operators and the suspen-
sion of activities of travel service providers. The reasons were both subjective – the 
fear and worries of citizens undertaking trips at the risk of infection, and objective –  
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forced restriction and introduction of bans on incoming and outgoing tourism, and 
in several cases – on domestic tourism. Tourist enterprises (hoteliers, restaurateurs, 
carriers, attractions’ owners, etc.), deprived of income, began to lay off their em-
ployees and, in the lack of working capital, were threatened with falling into insol-
vency and bankruptcy. With the development of the pandemic, financial liabilities 
were accumulated along the “supplier – tour operator – travel agent – client (tour-
ist)” chain, predetermining the impossibility of refunding the amounts prepaid by 
consumers for requested and purchased travel packages and services within the 
legally established terms. Self-employed people providing tourist services – tour 
guides, mountain guides, animators, etc. – also found themselves in a difficult sit-
uation and without income.

To preserve the economic entities in the tourism market and those employed in 
tourism, with the aim of faster recovery of tourism after the pandemic (often and 
under the pressure of different sectors of the tourism industry), the state engaged in 
the development of policies in several directions, as well as with the introduction 
of specific measures through a series of legislative initiatives and changes, provi-
sion and/or redirection of financial resources, including from operational programs. 
Public authorities also played a coordinating role in developing uniform measures 
to ensure the health and safety of travelers in accommodation, dining and entertain-
ment facilities, tourist attractions, and other sites visited by tourists. 

The COVID-19 pandemic is considered to have caused the worst global crisis 
after the one caused by the World War II and tourism suffered the hardest hit of it 
(Estiri et al., 2020). The disaster required resilience planning for the future recovery 
of the sector. In 2020 the UNWTO presented its policy for action to mitigate the 
socio-economic impact of COVID-19 and to accelerate recovery (UNWTO, 2020), 
in which the three main recommended strategies included: 1) crisis management 
and impact mitigation; 2) stimulus and recovery acceleration; and 3) preparing for 
tomorrow (Collins-Kreiner and Ramb, 2021). A compilation of measures to miti-
gate the effects of COVID-19 crisis in the travel and tourism sector and accelerate 
recovery by country/institution and by category are shared and monitored on the 
UNWTO global tourism dashboard (https://www.unwto.org/tourism-data/covid-
19-measures-to-support-travel-tourism). The research papers on the topic indicate 
that the governments intervened in country-specific ways to respond to the nation-
al circumstances (Sigala, 2020; Apaza-Panca et al., 2020; Estiri et al., 2020; Al-
laberganov et al., 2021; Khalid et al., 2021; Shao et al., 2021; Collins-Kreiner and 
Ramb, 2021; Yeh, 2021; Kuščer et al., 2022). Some of the most popular measures 
included re-nationalization, tax reliefs, subsidies, deferrals of payments, and other 
economic and social stimulus packages. According to Sigala (2020) it is unique that 
the governments have become a much bigger actor in the tourism economy, while 
Kennell (2020) even considers the hugely interventionist role of the state in the 
tourism industry as an interruption of the neoliberal perspective on the appropriate 
role for the state within tourism.
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All cited authors underline the demand for research on the public tourism policy 
in support of tourism restructuring and recovery to provide answers to the follow-
ing questions in favor of policymakers:

– How to address crises collectively, since COVID-19 has raised political, geo-
political, and governance issues that need to be tackled based on the systems theory 
and crisis management (Sigala, 2020); 

– How to be prepared for consecutive crises and how to manage crises in 
tourism (Rakadzhiyska and Neshkov, 2020; Kaushal and Srivastava, 2021; Yeh, 
2021; Kuščer et al., 2022), including the evaluation and comparative analyses of 
COVID-19 pandemic interventions and learning from them (Kennell, 2020);

– What should be the contemporary role of the state in the tourism industry, 
especially in terms of the relationship between the state and the private sector in 
tourism, “as the restructuring of the industry after the pandemic will be accompa-
nied by innovations in industrial policy at the government level” (Kennell, 2020);

– What should be the aspects of the innovative tourism policy (Lee and Goo, 
2020), etc.

In Bulgaria, in a very short time and the lack of a crisis management plan, sev-
eral reactive ad hoc measures aimed at different target groups have been initiated, 
many of them unusual and/or unprecedented, but so far there is no general view of 
what has been done as public interventions in the field of tourism. That gap prede-
termines the need for the policies and the specific measures to be identified and sys-
tematized in a certain way, which will facilitate a potential future comprehensive 
assessment of their overall impact from the point of view of the different groups of 
stakeholders and their reactions to the implemented measures.

METHODOLOGY

The paper aims to briefly reveal the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on Bul-
garian tourism and to make and inventory and systematically review the public 
policies and related economic and social measures to support the resilience of tour-
ism enterprises and tourism freelancers in the country. As pointed out by Estiri et 
al. (2020) in times of crisis tourism policymakers face three major challenges in 
dealing with: 1) determining how large the crisis is and what impact it will have on 
the tourism economy; 2) the duration of the crisis, because of the definite difference 
between the short-term and long-term types of policies, and 3) the choice of pol-
icies to implement. In compliance with the described action algorithm and taking 
into consideration the recommended strategies of UNWTO (2020), the main tasks 
to achieve the goal of the research include:

– To assess the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism activities in the 
country in the initial stage of the pandemic to outline the problematic areas, which 
had to be immediately addressed.
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– To make an inventory and systematically review the initiated policies and the 
implemented measures based on regulative and administrative documents aimed at 
mitigating the consequences and the survival of tourist enterprises, as well as on 
press-releases of the national tourism authority.

– To evaluate the impact of the public policies and measures, limited only to 
their scope – allocated funds and beneficiaries (supported persons and organiza-
tions), and provide guidelines for new resilience policies and measures.

The assessment of the effect of the pandemic was made based on processing and 
analysis of statistical data from Eurostat and the National Statistical Institute for 
2020, using information from other secondary sources, including scientific publica-
tions, as well. The impact assessment did not equally cover all tourism sub-sectors, 
as reliable and credible statistical information was only available for accommoda-
tion facilities and their use. Methods for processing statistical data were applied.

The study of the documents demonstrating the applied policies and measures in 
the period March 2020 – July 2022 included legislative and regulative documents 
at the European and national level, as well as reports and documents related to ini-
tiatives of the state tourism authority (Ministry of Tourism) and other public bodies 
(Appendix 1.). The documentary research method (DRM) was applied (Ahmed, 
2020), and in summarizing and systematizing the findings the logical relationships 
of the causal model “problem – policy – measure – scope” was followed.

The assessment of the scope was based on publicly available data, released by 
public bodies on the allocated financial resources, the number of beneficiaries and 
disbursed funds, public reactions, etc. The use of information and data from oth-
er sources (including media publications) that could be contradictory, distorted, 
or biased due to the specific interests of individuals and groups was purposefully 
avoided at this stage.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In 2019, according to NSI data, Bulgaria received 12.5 million international ar-
rivals, accommodation facilities reported 8.2 million arrivals (including 4.1 million 
foreigners), and 27.2 million nights spent (including 17.5 million from foreigners). 
Total tourist expenses, respectively revenues from the tourism industry are estimat-
ed at over BGN 8.4 billion (EUR 4.2 billion), and 152,000 people are employed in 
the hotel and restaurant industry alone. According to Bulgarian National Bank data, 
revenues from international tourism were EUR 1.631 billion. The analysis of the 
available data shows a dramatic impact of the pandemic on the activity of tourism 
enterprises, in particular:

1) Nights spent and arrivals in accommodation establishments
In April and May 2020, the arrivals in accommodation establishments decreased 

by 98% compared to the same period of the previous year, the decrease in June was 
94%, in July – 77%. and in August – 65%. The decrease in the number of arrivals 
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predetermined a similar decline, albeit to a lesser extent, in nights spent, which 
were 95% less in April, 92% lower in May and 88% lower in June. Even in July, the 
drop was significant – 62%, and only in August it was less than 50% (45% drop). 
For the period January-September 2020, the number of arrivals decreased by 50% 
and represented 50% of that in 2019, and the number of nights spent decreased by 
56% and was 44% of that in 2019 (Marinov & Assenova, 2021). A collapse was 
also observed in the trips of foreigners to Bulgaria (Pamporov, 2020). In total, for 
the period January-September, foreigners staying overnight decreased by 71% and 
were only 30% of those in 2019, and the nights spent by them decreased by 74% 
and were 26% of those in 2019 (Marinov & Assenova, 2021).

2) Balance of payments 
The balance of payments data presented by Pamporov (2020) showed that the 

COVID-19 crisis deprived the country of a credit balance of about EUR 816 mil-
lion in the period March-July 2020. For August, the unrealized income was expect-
ed to be approximately another EUR 800 million, which could not be compensated.

3) Tourism employment 
The number of employees in the hotel and restaurant industry in the March-Sep-

tember period was 25-50 thousand less than in the same months of 2019 (respec-
tively, the decrease was between 23% and 40%). For comparison – for the economy, 
the decline in the number of employees was between 2.3% and 5.4% for individual 
months. The decline in hotel and restaurant employment was significantly greater in 
the first three months, during the state of emergency and at the start of the summer 
season (by 35-40%) but remained high even in the traditional peak months of July 
(-29%) and August (-25%). There were indications that the effect on employment 
was more strongly manifested in other economic activities related to tourism, in 
particular tour operators and travel agents, and tour guides. Especially problematic 
was the release from work (or dismissal) of qualified personnel who were oriented 
to other, less affected activities and there were no guarantees that they would return 
to the sector when the situation normalizes (Marinov & Assenova, 2021).

4) Activity of accommodation facilities and estimation of unrealized tour-
ist expenses

A significant part of accommodation facilities was not functioning. The num-
ber of reported accommodation establishments in 2020 for the individual months 
of March to September was between 300 and about 1,500 fewer than in the same 
months of the previous year (down from 11% to 75%). In the peak summer months, 
the decline was 18% (July) and 15% (August) and reached its lowest value in Sep-
tember (11%) – an indication of the “shift” of the summer season towards autumn. 
There was a similar trend in the number of beds, but with higher reduction values, 
reaching 74% (May) and 82% (April), indicating more non-operating large accom-
modation facilities. Numerous media reports noted that large “industrial” hotels 
and complexes were more affected than small guesthouses and family hotels. The 
total capacity of accommodation facilities, measured by bed nights in operation 
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for the period January-September 2020, decreased by 33.5% and represented two-
thirds (66.5%) of the capacity in the same period of 2019 (Marinov & Assenova, 
2021). Much more dramatic were the changes in the use of accommodation facili-
ties. For the period January-September 2020, the number of arrivals decreased by 
50% and represented 50% of that in 2019, and the number of nights spent decreased 
by 56% and was 44% of that in 2019. Accordingly, the revenues from nights spent 
in the period January – September 2020 decreased by 58%, and in absolute value, 
the unrealized expenses were close to BGN 3.2 billion or EUR 1.6 billion (Marinov 
& Assenova, 2021).

The differences between the local and foreign markets were very significant. In 
total, for the period January-September, foreign arrivals in accommodation facil-
ities decreased by 71% and were only 30% of those in 2019, and the nights spent 
by them decreased by 74% and were 26% of those in 2019. In contrast, the arrivals 
of Bulgarians in total for the period decreased “barely” by 25% and were 75% of 
those in 2019, and the nights spent by them decreased by 20% and were 80% of 
those in 2019. 

The changes by month deserve special attention. In the first two months of 2020, 
a significant increase was observed compared to 2019 – on average by 15-18% of 
arrivals and by 17-20% of nights spent, higher among Bulgarians (19-21% of ar-
rivals and about 21% of nights spent) than for foreigners (9-12% of arrivals and 
11-18% of nights spent). A significant increase in local demand was also reported 
in August and September (by nearly 12% for arrivals and by 11-15% for nights 
spent), which was in contrast with the significant decrease in external demand in 
these months (by 63-65% of arrivals and with about 67% of nights spent). The data 
clearly showed that the Bulgarian market had largely saved the 2020 summer sea-
son and played its traditional balancing role.

5) Regional differences
Tourism in the different parts of the country was affected to a different degree 

and the severity of the problems was correspondingly different. The change in the 
number of arrivals was in the range from -65% to +55%, and in revenue from nights 
spent – from -67% to +67%.

The areas with the largest volume of tourism, which were traditionally distin-
guished by a significantly higher than average share of arrivals of foreign visitors – 
Varna, Burgas, Dobrich, and Sofia – the capital – were mostly affected (decrease by 
61-65% in arrivals and by 56-67% in revenue from nights spent). These four areas 
accounted for a total of 88% of the decline in the absolute number of nights spent 
and 91% of the decline in revenue. The most impressive in absolute terms was the 
data for the Burgas region – loss of 6,4 million of nights spent and EUR 181 million 
revenue from nights spent.

At the same time, some areas reported growth (between 10% and 55% of nights 
spent and between 18% and 67% of revenue) or significantly lower than average 
decline (from -2% to -28% of nights spent and from -8% to 24% of revenue). Most 
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of these were areas with minimal tourism volume (up to 50-60 thousand nights 
spent), such as Montana, Razgrad, Vidin, Kardzhali, and other areas where the 
largest ski centers are located and had “strong” first months in 2020 (Smolyan, 
Blagoevgrad, Sofia).

6) Bulgaria’s position in the European Union 
All EU countries in 2020 were significantly affected by the crisis, but the dif-

ferences in the severity of the problem were significant. Measured by the nights 
spent most affected were Greece (-75%), Malta (-68%), and Spain (-67%), and 
least affected were the Netherlands (-26%), Denmark (-30%), and Austria ( -30%). 
Bulgaria was among the more strongly affected countries, with a declining value 
(-56%) above the EU average, which was close to that of Croatia (Eurostat, 2020).

Already at the beginning of the crisis, four types of impacts have been outlined 
(Yeh, 2020), which were closely interrelated:

– international disputes, e.g. about the origin of the virus, which lead to 
tensions in trade relations, restriction of supplies, and discrimination.

– economic decline affecting both tourism-related businesses and the en-
tire economy – stagnation, unpaid leave, layoffs, rising unemployment, fall-
ing incomes, and – ultimately – a decrease in tourism demand, which in turn 
has a negative impact on the economy in general (“vicious cycle”).

– travel restrictions, which reduce potential tourism demand and tourism 
activity.

– social distancing, which reduces trust between people and can lead to 
discrimination and violence (e.g. in countries with large populations of im-
migrants).

Very similar were the problematic areas related to Bulgarian tourism, outlined 
by the brief analysis of the initial impact of the pandemic and requiring immediate 
public authorities’ reaction – economic difficulties due to the decrease of demand 
and the restricted operation of tourism enterprises, dismissal of the labor force, as 
well as health and safety concerns. The implemented policies and measures ad-
dressing the arising problems in the country can be systematized in several groups 
and sub-groups, presented in table. 1.
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The initiated policies and implemented measures fall into two main groups. The 
first one comprises those policies and measures intended to address all tourism 
sub-sectors, copying with the general problems related to the financial difficulties 
of tourism enterprises and the thread of losing workforce. To tackle the financial 
problems gradually three policies were applied, starting with the policy for finan-
cial relief of tourism enterprises through rescheduling and refinancing of loans, 
followed by the policy of financial support through grant schemes for losses com-
pensations and liquidity, especially for small enterprises. Finally, the policy for 
recovery and resilience was enforced through the incorporation of tourism in the 
National Recovery and Resilience Plan and other operational programs. The intro-
duced policy to preserve jobs and promote employment included financial support 
and compensation for employers to keep and/or reintegrate staff. Thus, the country 
responded to the call of UNWTO and tried to implement the recommended strate-
gies presented above.

The second group comprises more specific policies and respective measures, 
targeted at mostly affected sub-sectors. Great efforts were made to support the in-
termediaries (tour operators and travel agents) and the developed policies were ori-
ented to solve their problems with liability, liquidity, and the demand for inbound 
tourism. The restaurant and catering sub-sector made use of the specially reduced 
VAT from 20% to 9%, while the accommodation sector got the least special support 
using food vouchers for payment of tourist services and paid vacations for medical 
staff and school pupils. The freelancers (tour guides) could not be adequately sup-
ported – although funds were allocated a proper mechanism in compliance with EU 
rules could not be found.

Different measures were implemented as part of the policy for the health and 
safety of tourists and tourism employees. Specially developed guidelines and uni-
form rules for operation and activities were introduced and regularly updated, and 
due to the multi-directional effort of the tourist authority, the country acquired the 
international Safe Travels Stamp as early as 2020. 

CONCLUSION

Tourism was among the first sectors affected by the COVID crisis in Bulgaria. 
The initial effect was so strong that it cast doubts on the survival of tourism busi-
nesses. All presented policies and specific measures had a short- and medium-term 
horizon and were mostly aimed at retaining the economic vitality of tourism inter-
mediaries, accommodation, and catering establishments, as well as at preserving 
jobs and the income of the employed in tourism. This predetermined the urgency 
of the measures and their correct addressing. The delay in time, complicated pro-
cedures, and the pile of required documents were among the most frequent crit-
icisms of public authorities when implementing the measures. Regardless of the 
mentioned weaknesses, the state allocated significant financial resources, most of-
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ten in the form of state aid, to support tourism businesses – over BGN 150 million 
(EUR 75 million). Financial aid was received by over 6,700 tourist enterprises and 
roughly about 50,000 jobs were preserved. Despite the temporary suspension of 
some tourism businesses, mass bankruptcies in the sector were prevented.

Regarding future activities to support tourism resilience, the following can be 
indicated:

– Updating the National strategy for sustainable tourism development with a 
focus on recovery, restructuring, and digitalization; a differentiated approach to the 
tourism sub-sectors could also be appropriate.

– Stimulating incoming tourism, through active promotion abroad and continu-
ing support for internal tourism.

– Discussing and introducing a new system of financial guarantees for the pro-
tection of tour operators and users of their services.

– Revision of corporate policy on pay, career development (including training), 
and retaining of tourism industry employees.

– Timely access of tourist enterprises as eligible beneficiaries to the measures 
of the National Recovery and Resilience Plan and the operational programs under 
simplified procedures.	

In this context, one more problem should be emphasized, which is not specific 
only to Bulgaria. During the pandemic in 2020-2022, tourism enjoyed an unprece-
dented scale of state aid, which business entities quickly got used to and which will 
be difficult to give up. One of the most serious challenges in the medium term will 
be finding an appropriate exit strategy from the support regime.

The current study helped to outline the framework and the scope of the public 
interventions in the tourism sector during the COVID-19 pandemic in response to the 
dramatic negative impact and in support of the resilience of tourist enterprises, simul-
taneously revealing the increased role of the state. Worth mentioning are some of the 
limitations of the research. First, the effect of the pandemic was assessed only in the 
first stage, while following the dynamics of the disease there were some fluctuations 
in the tourist flows, the affected regions, and sub-sectors, that are not taken into con-
sideration. The lack of timely and reliable statistical data for all tourism sub-sectors 
could also be regarded as a limitation. On the other hand, the risk that some of the 
information on policies and measures may not have been made public and therefore 
not accounted for in the research should not be overlooked.

Addressing the challenge of future tourism policy design and implementation 
requires an evaluation of the impacts of past policies. The findings could serve as a 
basis for further comprehensive, in-depth, and evidence-based impact assessment 
of the elaborated and implemented policies and respective measures related to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. For this purpose, it is advisable to apply two complementary 
approaches (European Commission, 2013, pp. 47–50):

1) Counterfactual impact evaluation – to reveal in quantitative dimensions what 
would have happened to beneficiaries in the absence of the intervention, and im-
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pact is estimated by comparing counterfactual outcomes to those observed under 
the intervention thus answering the questions “Does it make a difference?” and “Is 
the difference observed in the outcome after the implementation of the intervention 
caused by the intervention itself, or by something else?”;

2) Theory-based impact evaluation – to reveal why a set of interventions pro-
duces effects, intended as well as unintended, for whom and in which context, i.e. 
to produce a narrative providing insights into why things work or don’t thus answer 
the question “how things should logically work to produce the desired change?”.
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