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Research Abstract:  

Bulgaria is undergoing rapid de-population and urbanization1. These demographic trends have political 
and social impacts including economic deterioration and poor access to healthcare and education2.  
There are also negative environmental and cultural impacts such as agricultural biodiversity erosion and 
loss of traditional ecological knowledge (TEK).3   Tourism is one strategy promoted by non-profit and 
government programs to improve economic and social conditions in Bulgarian villages.4   

I conducted initial research on three emerging rural development initiatives in Bulgaria in the summer of 
2018: Baba Residence run by the NGO Ideas Factory, Welcome Me to the Village funded and operated 
by the Municipality of Gabrovo, and the Kurtovo Konare Fest run by the cultural center in Kurtovo 
Konare.  These three projects all have potential to strengthen connections between populations that are 
otherwise becoming polarized: urban and rural populations, young and old, emigrant and resident.  
While these programs all have social and economic development impacts, they vary in their funding 
sources, target audiences, and regional focus.  However, these three programs can all be understood 
through the lens of heritage and culinary tourism; providing participants with a taste of the Bulgarian 
village.    

Research Goals: 

Bulgaria is an opportune location for research in rural development because it is experiencing the most 
rapid de-population and urbanization in the European Union (EU).  The rural areas are also lagging 
behind urban centers in terms of economic development.  Many Bulgarians continue the practices of 
home gardening, preserving local produce, wild harvesting herbs for culinary and medicinal uses, raising 
animals for meat, wool and milk, and foraging for mushrooms.  Many informal exchange networks also 
exist to exchange these food and medicinal products.  These practices create an interesting network 
between urban and rural dwellers along with the preservation of unique plant and animal varieties.  
However, the aforementioned urbanization and de-population are impacting these longstanding ways of 
life.   

                                                           
1 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/europe/welcome-to-bulgaria-the-world-s-fastest-shrinking-nation-

1.3658819 , https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-41109572 , 

https://www.economist.com/europe/2018/01/11/if-hell-is-other-people-bulgaria-is-paradise  
2 Mladenov & Ilieva 2012 
3 Dimitrova et.al, 2015 
4 Mladenov & Ilieva 2012 

https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/europe/welcome-to-bulgaria-the-world-s-fastest-shrinking-nation-1.3658819
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/europe/welcome-to-bulgaria-the-world-s-fastest-shrinking-nation-1.3658819
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-41109572
https://www.economist.com/europe/2018/01/11/if-hell-is-other-people-bulgaria-is-paradise


 
 

Title VIII Research Scholar Program  

Title VIII Combined Research and Language Training Program 
 

Program for Research and Training on Eastern Europe and the Independent States of the Former Soviet Union (Title VIII) 

Funded by the U.S. Department of State and administered by American Councils for International Education: ACTR/ACCELS 

 
My research examines emerging initiatives, driven by local organizations, to reinvigorate rural areas and 
villages through heritage and culinary tourism.  This analysis will create better understanding of the 
strengths and challenges of these programs and may provide details useful for replication in other 
places throughout the region.   
 
My initial research goal was to conduct in-depth research on the successes and challenges of the Baba 
Residence (Grandmother Residence) program, a Bulgarian non-governmental initiative which 
encourages biological and cultural preservation through youth exchange to villages. 5 I chose this project 
because of the potential to generate rural economic and social development as well as in-situ 
agricultural biodiversity preservation.  The Baba Residence program links urban youth to village 
communities that are experiencing depopulation; older villagers create an opportunity to share their 
lives, stories, traditions, and agricultural practices with young people.   
 
Once on the ground in Bulgaria however, I learned of other initiatives that provide a useful comparison 
to Baba Residence.  The short-term exchange called “Welcome Me to the Village” is another 
youth/village exchange, being operated by the Municipality of Gabrovo.  Food festivals were also a 
recurrent theme when exploring rural development in Bulgaria this summer.  I selected the Kurtovo 
Konare Fest to conduct more in-depth research in addition to attending a conference on food festivals.  
Kurtovo Konare Fest is a good example of a food festival with strong connections to bio-cultural 
preservation and rural economic development.    
 
I therefore shifted my focus from an in-depth investigation into one program toward a more exploratory 
investigation into three initiatives: Baba Residence, Welcome Me to the Village, and Kurtovo Konare 
Fest.  These three programs provides a lens through which to view how people are experiencing and 
coping with dramatic demographic , social, economic and political changes due to factors, such as EU 
membership, declining birthrates, urbanization,  high levels of emigration and very low levels of 
immigration; all factors straining rural economic conditions, interconnectedness between the urban and 
rural and causing erosion of critical biological and cultural resources.  
 
Through interviews, participant observation, and media analysis my goal was to describe, compare, and 
analyze these programs in terms of rural development in the context of rapid demographic change as 
documented through national and EU statistics. 

 

Research Activities:  

Language Training 

I began my time in Bulgaria with intensive, advanced Bulgarian language training.  I front loaded this 100 
hours of instruction (along with additional time out of class for reading, writing, and homework) into the 

                                                           
5 www.simra-h2020.eu/index.php/description/?id=95  

http://www.simra-h2020.eu/index.php/description/?id=95
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first five weeks.  This prepared me to conduct interviews in Bulgarian and refine my written materials for 
participants in my study. 

Baba Residence: Long-Term Youth Exchange 

I spent the first four weeks primarily in Sofia, and during this time met with the staff from the Baba 
Residence program and conducted interviews, attended a Baba Residence informational and recruiting 
event (including testimonial stories from previous participants), and conducted a media review including 
the Baba Residence Facebook account and website and Bulgarian language media that covered the 
program over the past four years.     

During initial contact with two staff who work on the “Baba Residence” program with the NGO Ideas 
Factory I learned that since 2015, this program has connected young, unemployed people from urban 
areas with village hosts for a one month stay.  After their homestay, the young participants must carry 
out a social development project in the village, conducted in collaboration with their village hosts and 
mentors from the Ideas Factory network.  Their follow-on projects are guided by the interests and 
talents of the participants and have ranged from recording traditional songs and producing a CD for sale 
to Eco-path restoration. 

On June 28th I attended an informational meeting, held in the center of Sofia, for this year’s Baba 
Residence program.  The goal was to connect potential applicants with previous participants and 
provide information about the program.  At this meeting three previous participants shared their 
experiences and people asked questions about how the program worked, where the program would be 
held this year, and other details on the application process.  It also turned into an informal forum for 
people who are generally interested in village revitalization and three attendees who are not affiliated 
with Baba Residence shared their own projects and provided contact information.   

I followed up by interviewing Ideas Factory staff to gather additional 
information about the funding structure, previous year’s programs and 
where to find more information online from past participants and 
program years.  This year’s Baba Residence is funded by Plovdiv 2019: 
European Capital of Culture and two villages near Karlovo were 
selected, as they are in the Plovdiv region.  The program began 
September 6, 2018 and will run through October 2018.  Because of 
summer schedules (including many holidays) I was not able to 
complete as many interviews as I had hoped related to this program, 
but this allowed me to broaden the scope of my explorations and 
include other initiatives as well.  Further information on Baba 
Residence, including exceptional photography and writing about the 
experiences of participants can be found  at 
http://ideasfactorybg.org/en/baba-residence/ and 
https://www.facebook.com/BabaResidence/ .  Recent media coverage featuring a past participant can 
be found at http://news.bnt.bg/bg/a/otvd-granitsite-krgove-i-paralelni-svetove.   

Food – A Look at Traditions and Environment: Culinary Tourism Conference Attendance  

http://ideasfactorybg.org/en/baba-residence/
https://www.facebook.com/BabaResidence/
http://news.bnt.bg/bg/a/otvd-granitsite-krgove-i-paralelni-svetove
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I attended a conference at Etura Ethnographic Museum on June 23 which represented 19 food festivals 
from throughout Bulgaria and a discussion of the connection between environment, traditions, food, 
and the future.  At this conference I gained knowledge of food festivals, efforts by some locations to 
obtain certified “Domains of Origin” for their food specialties, and learned that many places are hoping 
to revitalize their region through tourism, including culinary tourism.  There were a couple of 
presentations that highlighted connections to the Slow Food Movement and I gathered contacts for 
representatives in Gabrovo and Kurtovo Konare.  I conducted an interview with one presenter and 
observed the proceedings.  

   
Etura Ethnographic Museum: poster of conference, coffee in the open-air museum, grounds and herb 
garden 
 

Welcome Me to the Village: Short-Term Youth Exchange 

I conducted three interviews with staff in the Municipality of 
Gabrovo and reviewed the substantial amount of video 
and social media content the municipality has produced 
about the program.   

August 2018 marked the sixth year of the “Welcome me to 
the Village” program which is funded by the current 
Mayor of Gabrovo Tanya Hristova.  The initial idea for the 
program was inspired by an essay written by a 19 year old 
girl in an essay contest entitled “My Ideas for Bulgaria” in 
2012.  As detailed below, the Gabrovo region has 112 
villages with less than 10 residents and 61 that are totally 
uninhabited making village development a significant 
local priority.     

The official program website and Facebook page can be found at: https://www.priemimenaselo.eu/  and 
https://www.facebook.com/Priemimenaselo.  There is also a Youtube channel with interviews of past 
participants: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A_KyGT2p3e8.  Local media coverage of the program 

https://www.priemimenaselo.eu/
https://www.facebook.com/Priemimenaselo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A_KyGT2p3e8
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can be found at: https://www.gabrovonews.bg/news/131764/ and https://www.gabrovo.bg/bg/news-
article/3687 .  

Kurtovo Konare Fest 

Kurtovo Konare Fest was one of the food festivals presented at the 
conference on food festivals, held in Etura on June 23 and is also 
featured on the www.Fest.bg website which listed 82 food festivals in 
Bulgaria during 2018.   Because of this festival’s focus on the 
preservation of traditional foods, agricultural biodiversity preservation, 
and links with Slow Food Bulgaria, I chose it for closer investigation.  
Kurtovo Konare Fest, was held September 7,8, and 9 2018.  In addition 
to attending the festival, I visited the village multiple times before the 
festival, met with organizers and participated in preparations for the 
festival including the making and canning of lyutenitsa.   

I attended two full days of the festival including attending an art exhibit, lectures on food and 
agriculture traditions in Kurtovo Konare, rock and folk concerts, a food market, and participated in the 
panel of judges for the “Queen of Lyutenitsa” competition.  

Important Research Findings:  

Demographic Context 

Bulgaria is the most rapidly depopulating country in the EU.6  Statistics available from the National 
Statistics Institute reveal that deaths outnumber births and that particularly high rates of out-migration 
and lower rates of emigration are significant causes.7   

This population decline, however, is not uniform across the country.8  Sofia, for example, has 
experienced consistent population growth from 2000-2017 (the period for which data is available).9  
Varna has also experienced growth over this period.  The other cities in Bulgaria with populations of 
150,000 or higher have remained relatively stable in population or experienced very slight decline.  
Outside of these larger cities, the population decline has been pronounced.  Adults aged 20-39 make up 
the largest portion of immigrants of Bulgarian citizenship moving abroad.  The percentage of children (0-
19) and retirement aged adults (65-80) is relatively lower10.   

This migration towards urban areas and abroad, particularly amongst working-age adults, is a significant 
part of the landscape of modern-day Bulgaria.  According to a media report from June 2018, of the 
almost 5000 villages in Bulgaria 571 have 10 residents or fewer (including those listed as uninhabited).  

                                                           
6 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Population_and_population_change_statistics  
7 http://www.nsi.bg/en/content/6593/population-demography-migration-and-projections  
8 Mladenov & Ilieva 2012 
9 https://infostat.nsi.bg/infostat/pages/reports/result.jsf?x_2=300  
10 https://infostat.nsi.bg/infostat/pages/reports/result.jsf?x_2=120  

https://www.gabrovonews.bg/news/131764/
https://www.gabrovo.bg/bg/news-article/3687
https://www.gabrovo.bg/bg/news-article/3687
http://www.fest.bg/
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Population_and_population_change_statistics
http://www.nsi.bg/en/content/6593/population-demography-migration-and-projections
https://infostat.nsi.bg/infostat/pages/reports/result.jsf?x_2=300
https://infostat.nsi.bg/infostat/pages/reports/result.jsf?x_2=120
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The region with the most villages that are uninhabited or in single digits in Gabrovo region.  In Gabrovo 
region there are 349 villages, 61 are uninhabited and 112 have fewer than 10 residents. 11 

These demographic trends have political, environmental, and social impacts.  Mladenov & Ilieva, for 
example, cites less than optimal land use, economic deterioration, increased motivation to emigrate, 
decrease in marriages and births, lower incomes, poor access to healthcare and social goods such as 
education.  Dimitrova, et. al. detail the negative impacts to agricultural biodiversity conservation and 
erosion of TEK.12  Mladenov & Ilieva suggest measures be taken to slow or prevent the rapid 
depopulation of villages including: improved transportation infrastructure, improved access to public 
and private services, and stimulating economic activity in these areas.  They also specifically mention 
“Increasing the tourism role of the natural and cultural-hisotrical heritage” because of the potential to 
“attract settlers and maintain the number of residents”.13  

My research includes two strategies in line with this recommendation to encourage tourism, particularly 
heritage and culinary tourism; food festivals and youth exchanges.  These programs are explicitly 
attempting to engage in rural development and explore solutions for depopulation.   

Baba Residence 

The interpersonal connections and relationships developed through this youth/village exchange is a 
major benefit.  Personal growth and development on the youth participants is also evident in their 
responses to their perceived benefits of the program and their life trajectories after the program.  The 
Baba Residence program provides small stipends for both youth participants and villagers who host 
them.  This provides a small economic stimulus that allows them to participate but ends once the 
program is finished.  What is more significant is the social capital developed through ongoing 
interpersonal relationships, sense of community, acquisition of new knowledge and skills including 
community development experience and TEK.  There have been some follow-on projects that are aimed 
at generating income for villagers such as selling handicrafts in Sofia through various outlets and the 
recording and selling of a CD of grandmothers singing traditional folksongs.  These projects however are 
unlikely to generate significant income and are products that don’t create a need for ongoing purchases.  
In my estimation they are also not particularly marketable to foreign tourists, again marginalizing their 
economic benefit for the rural producers.  In short, rural economic development and attracting 
resettlement do not seem like the main benefits of this program.     

Welcome Me to the Village 

This year there was both a day camp for younger children and a week-long “academy” for high school 
and university aged youth.  While originally the idea was to work with Gabrovian youth, the program 
gained broader popularity through national media coverage and there have been applicants and 
participants from all over the country and Europe.  This was one of the most interesting findings to me, 

                                                           
11 https://www.novinite.com/articles/190492/571+Villages+in+Bulgaria+have+no+Population+or+a+Single-
digit+Number+of+Inhabitants  
12 Dimitrova, et. al., 2015 
13 Mladenov & Ilieva, 2012, pg. 107 

https://www.novinite.com/articles/190492/571+Villages+in+Bulgaria+have+no+Population+or+a+Single-digit+Number+of+Inhabitants
https://www.novinite.com/articles/190492/571+Villages+in+Bulgaria+have+no+Population+or+a+Single-digit+Number+of+Inhabitants
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that Bulgarian families, living in other European countries, are sending their children to Bulgaria to 
participate in this program.  The staff I interviewed said that the interest from these parents in Spain, 
England, and Germany is very strong.  From the staff perspective the challenge is to meet the demand 
and be able to plan the programming out far enough in advance so that travel arrangements can be 
made.  Interest from domestic applicants is also strong, they have more applicants than spaces 
available.   

The “Welcome Me to the Village” project is purely voluntary and does not generate income for any of 
the participants.  This year because homestay families were so difficult to find they had the high school 
participants stay in and eat some meals at a local hotel.  This provided some economic stimulus to the 
local tourism sector.   

This type of model could be developed and it is possible that some participants would actually be willing 
to pay to participate.  However, this is unlikely to provide economic benefit to local villagers, especially 
pensioners, unless the pensioners are paid for their time.  While selling a similar heritage tourism 
package might bolster the economic benefits it may erode the sense of relationship and goodwill that 
participants indicate were the primary benefits of the program.  It would shift the program from the 
informal sector, mirroring a familial network of relationships and care, to the formal sector, which 
provides an avenue to rural development through business development.  It is unclear to me if there 
would be interest on the part of the “producers” of these village experiences (the village residents) in 
“selling” their time as opposed to giving their time freely for non-monetary benefits such as sense of 
connection, pride in livelihood, feeling like a valued community member, or feeling like they have 
something of value to offer others. 

Kurtovo Konare Fest 

 
Lyutenitsa Making in Kurtovo Konare: processing tomatoes, stirring the pot, filling the jars  

The Kurtovo Konare Fest provides an excellent example of the power of a food festival to provide an 
opportunity for community cohesion and cooperation, transfer of knowledge and skills (particularly 
regarding homemade preserve production), and provide an opportunity for people to gather and 
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celebrate together.  In addition to the formal activities for this three-day festival there are also informal 
events which are not advertised to the public and created by locals for their own enjoyment.  
Additionally, there is a burgeoning immigrant population in the area from the UK.  Immigrants actively 
participated in the festival in numerous ways and a man from the UK actually won the pepper and 
tomato paste (lyutenitsa) making competition.  This makes the festival significant for cohesion amongst 
newer arrivals and established residents.   

 

 

Kurtovo Konare Fest: local multi-colored beans, accordion player, home-made preserved foods 

Some people in the community also benefit from the festival financially by selling homemade preserves 
and many festival goers explicitly come to the festival to find and buy these preserves.  There are a few 
families that produce large quantities of preserves for sale and even take orders from people who plan 
to re-sell the preserves in larger towns on the Black Sea coast.  In one specific example, an order for 800 
jars of homemade preserves was filled by a local woman and her network of friends and family.  This will 
generate a little bit over two thousand leva for them, after accounting for costs of materials.  If the 
opportunity cost of their time is minimal, which in this case it is, this is a significant supplement.  To put 
it in other terms, this would be the equivalent of an annual pension at the minimum rate.   

It appeared that while many participants and visitors to the festival bought preserves and handicrafts 
from the festival there was a significant surplus of product left over at the end.  If these preserves are 
useful and desirable to the makers for their own personal consumption then this may not be a major 
loss.  On the other hand, it is possible that they produced products for sale purely as a business venture 
and will have few other outlets for selling them.  Leftover product in this context is undesirable and 
could potentially indicate a poor business risk that is actually financially detrimental. 

Other businesses that seemed to be very busy during the festival were food concession vendors selling 
items like cotton candy, freshly fried doughnuts, corn, grilled meats, beer and salads.  Because they 
were set up to be mobile and had no permanent infrastructure to maintain it is possible that these were 
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quite lucrative.  But again, the opportunity to make money from the festival is only three days annually.  
This makes it unlikely to be a significant source of reliable and sustainable income, though conceivably 
they could travel from festival to festival in different areas if they had access. 

 

Comparing the Strategies: General Findings 

All of these programs are conducted and advertised only in Bulgarian language.  This indicates the main 
audiences are Bulgarian speakers, whether they be Bulgarian citizens/residents or not.   

The strengths of these culinary and heritage tourism strategies include opportunities for building social 
networks across generational and geographic divides, developing a sense of pride and ownership in the 
present and future of participant villages, opportunities for small scale business or cottage industry 
development, more awareness and understanding of different ways of life and lived experiences, 
transfer of skills and knowledge between people including TEK and agricultural knowledge, potential 
avenues for integration of new village residents. These rural development opportunities engaging 
heritage and culinary tourism are similar in nature and scope to what Bessiere described in rural 
France.14  However, there are major structural barriers beyond the scope of these projects that are 
constraining opportunities for more demographic stability and increased settlement in villages.  For 
example my interviews, in agreement with Mladenov & Ilieva, identify infrastructure as a major concern 
as well as poor wages and very low pensions.   

A major theme in many conversations this summer was distress and dissatisfaction with low wages and 
low pensions in Bulgaria.  Amongst younger people in particular, they felt this was a major barrier to 
staying in rural areas or Bulgaria as a whole as opposed to seeking work in the large cities such as Sofia 
or outside Bulgaria in Western Europe.  Low pensions of elderly relatives also creates pressure for some 
working age people to work abroad to provide for their extended family members who need more 
income to survive.  Cost of living and quality of life were generally described as favorable, but wages and 
pensions were not.   

Even if the young people who participate in the village exchange programs wanted to live or relocate to 
these villages their options would be extremely limited in terms of employment and access to services 
such as kindergartens, elementary schools, and healthcare.  So, while these youth exchange programs 
have many positive social outcomes and seem to leave a lasting impact on participants (possibly 
bolstering their own informal social safety net for example) these strategies seem unlikely to 
significantly impact depopulation of these villages in the short term.   

Food festivals have also been touted as a possible remedy to rural decline and an opportunity for 
economic development and spurring interest in living in the places where the festivals are held.  I think 
their greater value is in creating stronger ties within the communities hosting them, transmitting 

                                                           
14 Bessiere, J. 1998 

 



 
 

Title VIII Research Scholar Program  

Title VIII Combined Research and Language Training Program 
 

Program for Research and Training on Eastern Europe and the Independent States of the Former Soviet Union (Title VIII) 

Funded by the U.S. Department of State and administered by American Councils for International Education: ACTR/ACCELS 

knowledge and skills, and providing a once a year opportunity to make some supplemental income 
through selling local products.  In some villages that host these food festivals there are no hotels or 
official guest houses and there is not likely to be enough demand outside the two or three festival days 
per year to justify their development.  So again, the festival provides a once a year opportunity to 
generate a small amount of supplemental income from informal guest-houses and room-letting.   

Policy Implications and Recommendations:  

Overall there were significant social benefits expressed by both urban and rural participants in these 
three case-studies.  There is an indication of demand on the part of urban consumers for the heritage 
and culinary tourism opportunities described here.  Rural “producers” of these opportunities indicate 
many social benefits and demonstrate other community development benefits such as expanded social 
networks, better cohesion, opportunities to socialize, and feelings of pride.  The economic benefits, 
while not completely absent, seem less significant and less reliable.  Even with demand for this type of 
tourism, if there is a diminishing population of people producing these opportunities this strategy will 
not provide sustainable rural development.  There may be an opportunity to formalize these 
opportunities for heritage and culinary tourism, particularly for urban and ex-pat Bulgarians, since these 
opportunities require a high degree of inside knowledge in terms of opportunity, Bulgarian language, 
transportation, etc.  However, the current rural participants seem to indicate the benefits they value 
most are not economic but social in nature.  This may create conflict or a sense that more formalized 
heritage or culinary tourism opportunities are less authentic or in some way a corrupted form of 
hospitality.   

I disagree with the assessment that bringing people to villages for heritage or culinary tourism is likely to 
encourage relocation or permanent resettlement to these areas.  Exterior constrains such as lack of 
employment opportunities with sufficiently high wages for younger workers, poor infrastructure and 
transportation, and lack of services for families with children will likely prevent this from being a viable 
option even if there is interest in the lifestyle or community itself.  Possible exceptions might include 
enticing pensioners, either Bulgarian or foreign, to retire in the villages or the establishment of weekend 
or vacation homes in the villages.   

I do, however, think there is a significant opportunity to capitalize on heritage and culinary tourism 
through expanded opportunities for village-based experiences that are limited in duration and marketed 
for sale.  I think these opportunities would be particularly attractive to Bulgarians seeking a sense of 
connection to rural lifestyles and heritage, nostalgic for tastes of their childhood, and seeking out the 
exotic in terms of rural and historical contrast to their urbanized and modernized life.  In lieu of family 
connections, which in some cases are diminishing with the passing away of elderly relatives, there may 
be an opportunity to provide alternatives to meeting this demand either through programs as described 
above (which do so based on a replication of an informal, familial style of engagement and personal 
network interactions) or through a more formalized and capitalized model.   

Due to the interest in culinary and heritage tourism expressed by non-Bulgarian residents I think that 
expansion of English language programs are worth closer investigation for the future.  This would 
benefit heritage youth who are not fluent in Bulgarian and foreign visitors (many of whom know English 
at least as a second language).  However, broader advertisement in English language, significant English 
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language navigation assistance, improved transportation infrastructure and/or coordination with guided 
tour companies would be required to significantly increase access to heritage and culinary tourism 
beyond the larger cities.    

Co-Curricular Activity:  

This summer I had the opportunity to connect with scholars in the fields of anthropology and biology 
which have close connections to my research interests.  I also met with various public servants in 
cultural centers, information centers, and municipalities.  Additionally, I attended lectures and talks on 
food festivals, wild herbs, and home-gardening in Bulgaria.   

Conferences and Lectures: I attended a conference held at the Ethnographic Museum of Etura June 24: 
Food: A view of the traditional and the natural.  I also attended a lecture and community discussion on 
topic of wild herbs put on by the chitalishte in Kurtovo Konare on July 27.  I attended a lecture given by 
on the “Gardens: Sites of Biocultural Preservation” project that was held during the Kurtovo Konare Fest 
September 7. 

Professional Contacts:  I met with and traveled to rural areas with professors and doctoral students from 
Plovdiv University.  I also had meetings with several scholars working on the project “Homegardens: 
Sites for Biological and Cultural Diversity”. I met with biologists and community organizers affiliated with 
Slow Food Bulgaria. I also visited with staff from cultural and information centers in Kurtovo Konare, 
Smilyan, and Mihailovo.  Finally, I met with municipal staff in the culture department in the City of 
Gabrovo.    

Conclusions:  

Overall there were significant social benefits expressed by both urban and rural participants in these 
three case-studies.  There is an indication of demand on the part of urban consumers and Bulgarian ex-
pats for the heritage and culinary tourism opportunities described here.  Rural “producers” of these 
opportunities indicate many social benefits and demonstrate other community development benefits 
such as expanded social networks, better cohesion, opportunities to socialize, and feelings of pride.  The 
economic benefits, while not completely absent, seem less significant and less reliable.  Even with 
demand for this type of tourism, if there is a diminishing population of people producing these 
opportunities this strategy will not provide sustainable rural development.  There may be an 
opportunity to formalize these opportunities for heritage and culinary tourism, particularly targeting 
urban and ex-pat Bulgarians, since these opportunities require a fairly high degree of inside knowledge 
in terms of opportunity, Bulgarian language, transportation, etc.  However, the current rural participants 
seem to indicate the benefits they value most are not economic but social in nature.  This may create 
conflict or a sense that more formalized heritage or culinary tourism opportunities are less authentic or 
in some way a corrupted form of hospitality.   

There is an indication of demand for these heritage and culinary tourism opportunities.  Both exchange 
programs indicate demand and strong interest in participation on the part of youth and also their 
parents, for such opportunities.  In terms of food festivals, there were many people who participated in 
the festivities from the local village, neighboring villages, and also those who live farther away but had 
familial ties to the village.  I met a couple of people who came specifically from outside the area, with no 
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familial or social connections, to attend the festival but this seemed to be the exception rather than the 
rule.  There were also quite a few more recent immigrants from Western Europe, particularly the UK, 
who attended and participated in the festival.  This also marks the festival as an opportunity for building 
community between more established residents and newer immigrants, significant for creating a sense 
of community. 

I think that demand on part of the consumers, broadly construed, of these heritage and culinary tourism 
opportunities is not necessarily enough to ensure that these opportunities will continue to be produced.  
There is a significant divide between the urban consumers and the rural producers.  Even if the 
consumers are willing to pay for goods and services the monetary benefits are likely to be sporadic or 
episodic and not significant enough to provide anything more than supplemental income.  This type of 
income is useful for a population with pensions who have almost no opportunity cost for their time 
spent in producing goods for sale at an annual event but is unlikely to entice or support people as a 
primary source of income. 

Plans for Future Research Agenda/ Presentations and Publications:  
I plan to further develop the research from this summer to prepare a paper and make a presentation at 
the Association for Applied Anthropology to be held in March 2019. This initial research provided me the 
opportunity to explore many aspects of the food system in Bulgaria and also sparked my curiosity about 
the impact of the impacts of European Union integration on daily life, foodways, and markets.  I plan to 
build on this work to for my dissertation. 
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