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The presented dissertation is 205 pages long (excluding appendices), with literature from
22 Bulgarian and 76 foreign language titles, 70 internet sources, 9 tables and 71 figures, 3
appendices. It is structured in an Introduction, four chapters and a Conclusion.

The introduction is well-founded: the purpose of the study is specific and has a logical
connection to the current political and social contexts. At the same time, there is a lack of
formulated subject and object of the study, sub-objectives, tasks, methods, hypotheses and research
questions, as well as an objective list of potential difficulties and limitations. These gaps can be
systematically addressed by expanding the first chapter with a clearly defined scientific framework
that outlines what exactly will be studied, what questions will be asked, and what methods will be
used on what data. Subsequently, it is desirable to add a specific methodological scheme, including
data types, statistical approaches and a plan for validating the results .

In the first chapter The doctoral candidate formulates the object, subject and main goal of
the research relatively clearly, indicates 7 theoretical and practical tasks and 3 research questions.
The methodological tools used are presented very well. Vol. 3 examines the basic concepts, their
definitions and the general theoretical framework; special emphasis is placed on tour operators and

their activities through the prism of the Tourism Act. Some parts are didactic in nature. The main



concept in the study is “efficiency”. The author argues for the need for and importance of efficiency
in achieving goals and makes a clear distinction between “efficiency” and “effectiveness”. I support
the position that the optimal management strategy should combine both aspects. The analysis of
efficiency in tourism focuses on results and various measurement criteria. The author critically
challenges the idea that efficiency is mainly resource-based; the emphasis is on the achieved
results. In the context of tourism, the author focuses on policies and measures in tourism related to
COVID-19, indicating indicators for measurement. The examination of tourism policies is
structured around their nature, objectives, functions, holders and types at different hierarchical
levels and focus, as well as on four groups of instruments of these policies. The author offers
working definitions of state policy and measures.

The analysis of a “crisis” is a key task (task #1) and in my opinion this shows the ambition
to develop a generalized model of a system of measures to support tour operators in conditions of
various crises (task #7). Particular attention is paid to crises in tourism, their destinations, causes,
factors, types and stages, as well as different coping strategies.

It was made for an in-depth review of the topics included in the dissertation.

Regarding effectiveness as a concept , and ma for a deeply discussed difference between
effectiveness and efficiency; the idea of a combination of the two in management practice is
supported.

Regarding tourism policies: it is useful to outline what the goals, functions and tools are
(four groups of tools) and how working definitions for state policy and measures are built .

Regarding crises : it is clearly outlined what a crisis situation means for tour operators and
what models and measures they need for support.

The strengths of the first chapter include : a comprehensive methodological basis, a clear
structuring of the topic, consistent work with the concepts of "effectiveness" and "efficiency", and
a vision for an applicable model of measures for crisis situations.

Recommendations for improving this chapter are : more empirical data and case studies are
possible to validate the model, expanding the theoretical framework beyond just the Tourism Law,
specifying indicators for measuring effectiveness in the context of COVID-19, and adding
examples of real destinations and operator cases.

Chapter two focuses on the history and present of the problem: how the contagion arose

and spread; a chronological overview of the measures taken to prevent and stop the contagion is



given. The doctoral student presents a contextual overview of the emergence and spread of the
crisis, with an emphasis on the full range of measures taken to prevent and contain the contagion,
and on the reactions of the tour operator sector in different destinations. The text balances factual
and analytical analysis, outlining how the different levels of governance — global, European and
national — are coordinated and contest the distribution of responsibilities and resources. The
individual sub-headings structurally examine three levels: (a) measures to restore tourism, (b) the
EU budget and legal framework for the crisis and (c¢) specific national approaches, with a particular
emphasis on Bulgaria as a concrete contribution and a case for assessing the effectiveness of the
measures taken. The text emphasizes the need for a more coordinated structure of the material and
a clear distinction between European and national activities in order to facilitate the drawing of
practical conclusions and recommendations for policies in future crisis situations.

This framework examines the reactions of the tour operator sector in various tourist regions
and destinations. The text notes the rich factual information and in-depth analysis of the collected
information.

The comparison and analysis of the types of measures inside and outside the EU are very
interesting, but they also do not seem to need a separate point — they take up about a page and a
half .

The Bulgarian context is perceived as a significant contribution to the topic, which gives
real practical value to the the study. The text highlights what has been done at different levels (EU
and national) and how these measures have impacted tourism in the crisis.

Against the background of the available information and its in-depth analysis, the lack of
sources and citations for the measures, figures and funding schemes indicated by the doctoral
student is puzzling, which makes it difficult to precisely verify the indicated data and reinforces
the feeling of a gap in the methodological justification. In such a situation, the reader would expect
to find specific bibliographic references, links to data sources and explanations of why certain
figures were chosen for presentation and how they were obtained, in order to be able to follow the
path of argumentation and ensure greater transparency of the research conclusions. However, at
present the text presents a clear and systematically fascinating overview of the collected facts and
the analytical approach to it, emphasizing the significant importance of the correspondence

between data, context and interpretation for the topic.



The doctoral student outlines the different periods in the introduction of the various
measures and points out that on a European scale, tour operators have been neglected at the expense
of other tourism sectors — accommodation, food, air transport. This observation reflects not only
the historical dynamics of the crisis measures, but also the political priorities that have focused
attention on the larger and more visible segments of the tourism industry. Within the framework of
this chronological review, the phases of reaction and adaptation are outlined, highlighting the
moments in which the tour operator sector has received less media and institutional attention
compared to other units such as accommodation, food and air transport. As a result, the question
of policy gaps and the need for a more secure inclusion of tour operators in crisis management
plans is raised.

The voucher scheme, which is beneficial to tour operators and is being implemented in
many countries, is highlighted. Voucher schemes are an important tool for short-term stabilization
of demand and for supporting the liquidity of small and medium-sized participants in the tour
operator chain. The outline of this scheme includes ideas for target groups, time frames and
conditions for receiving support, which illustrates a pragmatic approach to the crisis, aimed at
achieving rapid stabilization of the market and preventing a complete collapse of demand. The
introduction of vouchers is presented as one of the most visible and applicable measures in many
countries, but along with this, the limitations related to financial sustainability and the long-term
effects on tax expenditures and budget deficits are also discussed.

Other measures include credit, social measures, and charter flight subsidies. These
instruments are outlined as different entry points to support businesses and protect employment in
tourism. Credit offers typically include soft repayment terms, lower interest rates, or long
restructuring periods, which aim to maintain the operational viability of tour operators and their
affiliates. Social measures aim to protect employees and income security during a crisis, while
charter flight subsidies aim to stimulate the recovery of route options and maintain travel
affordability for a wide range of consumers. This group of measures is seen as diverse in nature
and implementation, illustrating the breadth of state and international instruments used to sustain
tourism in crisis conditions.

International examples highlight the importance of cooperation between different
institutions and organisations to support tour operators (also a 1-page point — 2.7.5). International

examples are presented as a key argument for the need for coordination between countries,



agencies, professional organisations, banks and international organisations to ensure more effective
support for tour operators, risk sharing, exchange of good practices and avoidance of duplication
of efforts. This emphasis on international cooperation highlights that crisis responses in tourism
require transnational collaborative approaches and common frameworks for action that facilitate
rapid adaptation to changing conditions.

The author's conclusion about the lack of a unified approach in EU and non-EU countries
to the implementation of the various measures and especially about the greater slowness in this
regard by EU countries compared to those outside it can be defined as significant. Although
different countries have adopted different models and rates of response, the conclusion emphasizes
that the lack of a unified framework and coordination can lead to inefficiency and a lack of
synergies in supporting tour operators. In the context of the crisis, this means that strategic
decisions that have been introduced at the national level are not always synchronized with other
countries and with the funds allocated at the European level, and this can slow down the recovery
process and reduce the potential for achieving a sustainable economic outcome. The doctoral
student also concludes that for a number of reasons, the effectiveness of institutional measures in
different countries to strengthen tour operators cannot be determined at the time of their
implementation in 2020, and such an assessment can be made at a later stage. Such a conclusion
highlights the need for long-term follow-up of outcomes, systematic data collection, and
development of evaluation methodologies that would allow for clearer comparison and validation
of effects over time.

It should be more clearly emphasized that the factors considered, influencing tourism
during COVID-19, are consequences of the crisis, and did not cause it. Some confusion is possible
in this sense. To some extent, the text in item 2.9 - Policies to support tour operators: types and
effectiveness, which is also about a page and a half, is duplicated by the content of items 2.4, 2.5,
2.6 and 2.7. This internal conflict in the presented structure of the topics may imply the need for
clearer editorial work to revise the scope and avoid duplication, which would make it easier for the
reader and would increase the integrity of the presentation.

The most important challenges and problems in the implementation of the measures are
very well highlighted. Some important studies by experts on the recovery of tourism after the
pandemic are presented, which definitely sound optimistic. That is, the text not only constructs a

descriptive-representative framework, but also includes evaluative perspectives and expert



opinions that highlight the possibilities for optimism and for future improvements through data-
and evidence-based approaches, as well as through adaptation to changing conditions.

The brief SWOT analysis of policies and measures to support the activities of tour operators
in the context of the restrictions imposed by COVID-19 successfully summarizes the most
important aspects of the instruments implemented in different countries and shows that policies
and support measures are vital for the survival of tour operators in the context of COVID-19, but
their effectiveness depends on proper implementation and adaptation. The doctoral student
correctly concludes that the main focus should be on digitalization, sustainable development and
reducing dependence on state aid in the long term. The SWOT analysis serves as a synthesizing
tool for categorization of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats, allowing for the outline
of specific recommendations. The established conclusion on the importance of digitalization and
sustainable development reveals a clear orientation towards long-term strategic directions of
tourism development and its supporting policies, which implies the need for technological
modernization, innovation and new business models that minimize dependence on state support in
crises.

The PhD student correctly concludes that the main focus should be on digitalization,
sustainable development and reducing dependence on state aid in the long term. Such a conclusion
summarizes not only the internal conclusions of the current crisis, but also orients policies towards
a more strategic and independent functioning of tour operators and the tourism sector as a whole.
In the long term, this implies the development of digital infrastructures, profiling of competencies
and work on sustainable business models that can contribute to a more sustainable and resilient
recovery of the market after future crises.

In Chapter Three , which is the largest in the dissertation (78 pages), the doctoral student
presents two independent own studies on the effectiveness of state policies and measures to support
tour operators. The first study covers countries outside Bulgaria, including outside the European
Union, in 2021, while the second is focused on Bulgaria in 2023 and is aimed at assessing the
perception of effectiveness by the tour operators themselves. For both studies, the difficulties and
limitations of the method are clearly and objectively described, which also emphasizes the critical
approach to the results and the validity of the findings.

The methodology of the first study is presented in great detail: special attention is paid to

it, with the emphasis on the process of creating the sample and its representativeness. The study



itself was implemented in seven specially described stages, which gives a complete picture of the
work progress from the beginning to the final analysis. The results are illustrated by figures and
diagrams, which facilitates the perception of the complex relationships between variables. The
analysis of the first part of the questionnaire, which concerns the state of the companies, proves
that the decrease in turnover is not a direct function of the size of the company, the types of tourism
offered, the country of registration or the markets in which it operates. The crisis has affected
different tour operators differently, with some experiencing a more severe decline, others - a lighter
one, which highlights the heterogeneity of the effect on the sector. The second part of the
questionnaire, dedicated to the assessment of the effectiveness of the measures taken, found that
the effectiveness of the EU policy to support tour operators is more likely to be perceived as
ineffective (around 67% of respondents), while the effectiveness of government support measures
is rated higher (around 88% of respondents in the EU and approximately 89% outside the EU). The
main reason for the low assessment of the effectiveness of the EU policy is indicated in the delay
in the adoption and implementation of the measures, often associated with burdensome
bureaucracy. In addition, the effectiveness of the activities of professional industry organizations
and the introduction of a Health Certificate for travel within the EU in the same year are analyzed,
while also considering the changes in consumer behavior and in the activities of tour operators as
a result of the pandemic.

For clearer visualization, it is emphasized that for some of the analysis, it is appropriate to
present the results in a tabular format, as this would make it easier to track specific values and
relationships between variables, especially when it comes to comparisons between different groups
of respondents and time phases.

The second survey follows the model of the first, but the focus here is on Bulgarian tour
operators. The questionnaire contains questions similar to the first survey, but adds specific
questions on the effectiveness and efficiency of measures to provide operating capital in the
country, structured in three phases (specific procedures are indicated as BGI6RFOP002-2.092;
BG-176789478-2021-05; BG-176789478-2021-06). An additional group of questions refers to the
provision of funds for paying liabilities to customers, again divided into three phases (other
procedures are indicated as BG-176789478-2021-01; BG-176789478-2021-03; BG-176789478-

2021-07). Particular attention is paid to the preservation of jobs in tour operator companies and the



impact of the measures taken on this goal. The following is a summary analysis of the effectiveness
and efficiency of the EU and Bulgarian state policies to support tour operators during the pandemic.

The analyses are extremely detailed and were conducted with the participation of three
groups of respondents — small, medium and large tour operators, with the division based on the
number of employees in 2019. The responses were also processed as average ratings for the
individual groups and phases, which allows for a clear synthesis and formulation of more general
conclusions. This allows the author to summarize the results and draw a substantiated set of
findings, which, according to the reviewer, are well supported by the data collected.

Based on the results of both studies and the analysis of good practices, an own model for
effective socio-economic measures to support the activities of tour operators in times of crisis
(pandemics, etc.) has been constructed and proposed. The model is characterized by its practicality
and applicability, and according to the reviewer, an important plus is the definition of specific
indicators for monitoring the sustainable recovery of the sector. However , I would like to note that
the graph could be accompanied by more explanatory text on what exactly the author understands
by “sustainable recovery”, since this concept can be interpreted in different ways.

Overall, the text, within its broader framework, demonstrates a well-founded and in-depth
study of the effectiveness and efficiency of support measures for tour operators during the crisis,
both in an international and national context. It clearly shows the importance of adaptive policies
that can contribute to the sustainable recovery of the sector in the future, while emphasizing the
need for a more detailed methodological justification and a clearer formulation of cases and
indicators for monitoring. In conclusion, the doctoral student emphasizes the importance of
dynamically adapting policies to changing conditions and the need for systematic monitoring of
results for earlier drawing conclusions and more effective management of crisis situations.

In Chapter Four , which is the most voluminous part of the dissertation (78 pages), the
doctoral student presents two independent own studies on the effectiveness of state policies and
measures to support tour operators. The first study covers countries outside Bulgaria, including
outside the European Union, in 2021, while the second is focused on Bulgaria in 2023 and is aimed
at assessing the perception of effectiveness from the perspective of the tour operators themselves.
For both studies, the difficulties and limitations of the method are clearly outlined and objectively
presented, which emphasizes the critical approach to the validity of the results and to the possible

limitations of the conclusions.



The methodology of the first study is presented in great detail and attention is paid to the
process of constructing the sample, its representativeness and the choice of analysis methods. The
study itself was carried out in seven consecutive stages, which the author describes in detail in
order to give the reader a clear idea of the entire course of the study. The results are systematically
illustrated through figures and diagrams, which helps to visually track the relationships between
variables and trends over time. The analysis of the first part of the questionnaire, concerning the
state of the companies, confirms that the decline in turnover is not a direct function of the size of
the company, nor of the types of tourism offered, nor of the country of registration or the markets
in which it operates. During the crisis period, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a different impact
on different tour operators, with some registering more significant declines, others - more
moderate. In the second part of the questionnaire, dedicated to the assessment of the effectiveness
of the measures taken, it was found that the effectiveness of the EU policy to support tour operators
is perceived as rather ineffective (about 67% of respondents), while the effectiveness of
government measures is perceived as higher (approximately 88% of respondents in the EU and
89% of those outside the EU). The main reason for the low assessment of the effectiveness of the
EU policy is the delay in the adoption and implementation of the measures, often associated with
bureaucratic obstacles. In addition, the effectiveness of the activities of professional industry
organizations and the introduction of a Health Certificate for travel within the EU in the same year
are analyzed, while changes in consumer behavior and in the activities of tour operators as a result
of the pandemic are also considered.

For a clearer and more visual presentation of data, the reader may be assisted by a tabular
presentation of some of the results, as this would facilitate comparisons between different groups
of respondents and time phases, as well as better illustrate the quantitative relationships between
the variables. The second study follows a model similar to the first, but the focus is on Bulgarian
tour operators. The questionnaire contains questions similar to the first study, but adds specific
questions on the effectiveness and efficiency of measures to provide operating capital in the country
in three phases (specific procedures are indicated: BG16RFOP002-2.092; BG-176789478-2021-
05; BG-176789478-2021-06). Another group of issues concerns the provision of funds for the
payment of obligations to clients, also in the form of three phases (procedures BG-176789478-
2021-01; BG-176789478-2021-03; BG-176789478-2021-07 are indicated). Particular attention is

paid to the preservation of jobs in tour operator companies and the effectiveness and efficiency of



the measures taken in this regard. This is followed by a summary analysis of the effectiveness and
efficiency of the EU and Bulgarian state policy to support tour operators during the crisis.

The extremely detailed analyses were conducted through the three groups of respondents —
small, medium and large tour operators, with the division based on the number of employees in
2019. The answers were processed as average scores for the individual groups and phases, which
allows for a clear synthesis and formulation of more general conclusions, which, according to the
reviewer, are well-founded with the available data. Based on the results of the two studies and the
analysis of good practices, an own model for effective socio-economic measures to support the
activities of tour operators in crisis conditions (pandemics and other similar events) was
constructed and proposed. The model is characterized by practicality and applicability, and a
significant plus according to the reviewer is the definition of specific indicators for monitoring the
sustainable recovery of the sector. However, it is noted that the graphic elements could be
accompanied by more text to clarify exactly what the doctoral student understands by “sustainable
recovery’.

Overall, the text in the fourth chapter demonstrates a well-founded and in-depth study of
the effectiveness and efficiency of measures to support tour operators during the crisis, both in an
international and domestic context. The importance of adaptive policies that can lead to a
sustainable recovery of the sector in the future is emphasized, while noting the need for a more
detailed methodological justification and a clearer formulation of cases and indicators for
monitoring. In conclusion, the author emphasizes the need for dynamic adaptation of policies to
changing conditions and for systematic monitoring of results in order to draw earlier conclusions
and more effective management of crisis situations.

I accept the contributions and publications of the doctoral student.

Questions:

e What are the most effective models of coordination between state authorities and European
institutions for managing crisis measures in tourism?

e How to ensure transparency, accountability and public participation in the design and
implementation of crisis measures for tour operators?

In conclusion — there is a thorough and independent scientific study with a wide scope and
clearly outlined scientific objectives. The topic is extremely topical and is developed with great

specificity, detail and systematicity, as the author does not enjoy superficial generalizations, but



builds his understanding on comprehensive data and a methodologically sound position. The
doctoral student Nikolay Yotovski demonstrates excellent knowledge in the field of tour operator
activity, in the mechanisms of impact on it by the COVID-19 pandemic and on state policies to
overcome them, as well as high skills in handling a wide range of data, various methods and
indicators of the study, which strengthens the validity of the results obtained.

Based on his/her analyses, the doctoral student has achieved the goal of the dissertation
work, has completed all the assigned tasks and has answered the formulated research questions
with sufficient arguments. In light of the requirements for academic work, he/she also meets the
expectations for a good knowledge of the theory and scientific literature on the topic, the ability to
apply various research methods, as well as for independently conducting research, analysis and
conclusions. In this context, the presented dissertation is a solid test of the author's theoretical and
methodological competencies and a significant contribution to the existing scientific discourse.

Based on the above, I express my entirely positive assessment of the presented dissertation
work. I believe that this is a completed independent scientific study with significant scientific and
practical contributions; the author has shown in-depth knowledge of the theory and methodology
in his chosen field, having completed empirical research and demonstrating mastery of the basic
methods for processing and analyzing primary and secondary information. Taking all this into
account, I propose to the esteemed members of the scientific jury to vote positively for granting
Nikolay Aleksandrov Yotovski the educational and scientific degree of "doctor" in professional

field 4.4. Earth Sciences (Geography of Recreation and Tourism).
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