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ABSTRACT
The aim of this paper is to explore the potential for integrated rural tourism development in border
regions, drawing attention upon local products and traditions festivities. Local festivals associated with
local products are considered to be significant cultural 'assets' that can substantially contribute to the
preservation and promotion of traditional products and related production methods. Consequently, they
consist part of the local cultural identity, an essential element of the originality and branding of rural
areas, and may act as tourism attraction poles.
The paper argues that, the networking of local production activities and festive attractions can stimulate
co-operation and partnerships among border rural areas, reinforcing local economies, as well as the noneconomic ‘intangible’ aspects of regional dynamics. The project “LOFT- Local products Festivals and
Tourism development in cross-border cooperation Greece-Bulgaria” is used as the case study to illustrate
the proposed methodology. The situation analysis in the study area, illustrated by GIS-mapping reveals a
large number of local fairs and festivals associated with local agricultural and traditional handicraft
products, which attract visitors from the broader region. However, until now little research has been
undertaken to study the tourism development perspectives of these events. Based upon the results of a
questionnaire survey of local festivals’ organizers, carried out within LOFT project, the paper highlights
the implications of local stakeholders networking for cross-border tourism initiatives that can help
bridging local production and tradition with economic activities at the local and regional level. It is
suggested that, the development of cross-border synergies in order to support local products festivals
and reinforce the involvement of local interest groups (e.g. local authorities, universities, producers,
organizations, communities) from both sides of the borders, is essential for the successful implementation
of joint rural tourism branding strategies.
Keywords: rural tourism, cross-border, festivals
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INTRODUCTION
Tourism is widely acknowledged as one of the most important service industries in the global economy,
an activity essential to the life of nations because of its direct effects on the economic, social, cultural and
educational sectors of national societies and on their international relations (WTO, 1995; OECD, 2012).
With substantial growth in tourism over the past several decades in the industrialized world, tourism
promotion has become an important economic development strategy (Gibson 1993; Honey 2002; Dowling
2003; Hodur et al. 2005) for governments and local authorities that are increasingly recognizing its
potential to diversify and stimulate economic growth and social contribution. (Martin et al., 2013) Tourism
has the ability to create jobs, attract foreign currency and stimulate national, regional and local economic
growth and as a result is frequently supposed to be a viable means of raising the economic activity of
regions in both developed and developing countries (Irshad, 2010). The aspects of spatial distribution and
development of tourism include, among others the concepts of rural tourism and cross-border tourism
collaboration (Crozier, 2011).
Rural tourism, usually small scale and traditional in character, is identified as a means of promoting even
development patterns in rural settings, opening new business initiatives and developing synergies with
the existing agricultural production. Long and Lane (2000) underline the qualities inherent to rural settings,
such as personal contact, authenticity, heritage, and individualism. As indicated by Briedenhann and
Wickens (2004), the clustering of tourism activities and attractions in rural areas, stimulates cooperation
and partnerships between communities in local and neighboring regions and serves as a vehicle for the
stimulation of economic development through tourism. In recent years, festivals and special events
became one of the fastest growing types of tourism attractions, increasingly recognized to be a cost
effective way to boost local economies. A strong theory and evidence – base exists linking tourism
development in rural areas and benefits from the organization of festivals delivering not only economic
results, such as income growth, job generation, revenues, but also intangible ones such as place-image
and community identity. As a result, worldwide national governments and local authorities are using
festivals and special events as key elements within regional development strategies.
Local products festivals tourism, as a modern form of experiential tourism, is widely considered as a means
of promoting cross-border tourism competitiveness and attaining regional developmental goals. Local
products combined with stories and values of their respective areas play an important role in the
development of a destination. The promotion of traditional products in local festivals may highly
contribute to the local development of an area, by making a region popular for visitors and thus
enhancing the income of the local community and facilitating the cash flow in the region. Small scale local
festivals seen as best tourism marketing tools, may act as mechanisms to encourage regional economic
development and tourism attraction (Kostopoulou et al., 2013). In recognition of these facts, many local,
regional and national authorities worldwide make strategic decisions to embark on a collaborative
approach to the development of local products tourism.
Culture, traditions, local products and food festivals can provide a better basis especially for cross-border
collaboration in tourism development, with a shift towards personalized experiences characterized by
authenticity. Border areas are said to be often marginalized areas within a country, due to their
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geographical position on the periphery of the country. Nevertheless, in the tourism sector global
experience indicates that political and administrative borders are not suitable means to delineate tourism
destinations and tourism development, since tourists do not keep to strict borders and tend to visit
regions, rather than an area within a defined political boundary. Cross-border collaboration in tourism
thus provides a means of coping with changes in regional cross-border dynamics, as well as preparing the
way for the sustainable exploitation of local resources and the maintenance of a durable tourism industry
(Inskeep 1994; Hall 2000). Joint cross-border tourism development initiatives fall under the scope of
cooperative or collaborative tourism planning (Reed, 1999 and Timothy 1998) offering a means of creating
linkages and cooperation between tourism destinations in rural settings in order to increase economies
of scale. Cooperative planning among key players in festival tourism development is widely acknowledged
to be crucial to respond to global changes and regional cross-border dynamics, by means of building
institutional or informal networks.
In this paper an attempt is made to explore the potential for integrated rural tourism development in
border regions, drawing attention upon traditional local products festivals. The project “LOFT- Local
products Festivals and Tourism development in cross-border cooperation Greece-Bulgaria” is used as the
case study to illustrate the proposed methodology. A large number of local fairs and festivals associated
with local agricultural and traditional handicraft products exist in the area, attracting visitors from the
broader region. However, until now little research has been undertaken to study the tourism development
perspectives of these events. Based upon the results of a questionnaire survey of local festivals’
organizers, carried out within LOFT project, the paper highlights the implications for local stakeholders
networking upon joint cross-border tourism initiatives that can help bridging local production and
tradition with economic activities at the local and regional level.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Worldwide, festivals and special events are widely acknowledged to make an important contribution to
the economic development of their local areas, as they provide opportunities for tourism promotion,
commercial outcomes and increased inward investment in host regions (Getz 2007; Van de Wagen 2005),
contribute to the extension of the tourism season (Huang et al. 2010; Boo and Busser 2006; Mehmetoglu
and Ellingsen 2005 and help recreate the image of a place. Festivals range from mega, hallmark, and
regional/local events: mega-events are designed to reach a global audience and thus make a positive
impact upon the national economy of the host country, whereas community events are primarily designed
to deliver benefits to local stakeholders. Small scale local events usually require minimal capital
development and thus, have the potential of generating substantial returns on small financial investments
(Gursoy et al. 2004). Moreover, ssuccessful events can change the perception of places and the sense of
being in and belonging to a community. As a result, cities and regions widely apply festival branding, due
to the growing importance of cultural industries within the contemporary economy, for visitors, as well
as for the local population (Kavaratzis and Ashworth, 2010:5).
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While an extensive literature on the various social, cultural and economic elements of festivals does now
exist (see Getz 2008 for a comprehensive review), festival studies mainly focused upon mega-events and
other hallmark events leaving regional and small community events rather underexplored (Bres and Davis
2001), even though rural festivals have gained increasing attention academically (Higham and Ritchie
2001; Gorman-Murray et al. 2008; Kostopoulou et al., 2013). Empirical studies of small, provincial festivals
all point to economic benefits, usually concerned with short-term impacts and direct, tangible outcomes
such as extra jobs, hotel rooms and business revenues. However, as identified by Getz (2008) researchers
should be critical and position studies within broad social, economic and environmental discourses.
Festival tourism is viewed as travel focused on experiencing cultural environments, including landscapes,
visual and performing arts, and special lifestyles, values, traditions and events. It involves not only tangible
or visible heritage such as sites and settlement patterns, but also intangible heritage such as societal
structures, traditions, values and religion. Contemporary tourists are more and more looking for true
experiences, for getting to know other people and other cultures. Increasingly, the focus shifts to
personalized tourist experience, search for authentic atmosphere, specific character of the visited place,
with predominance of intangible elements of cultural supply. Over the past decade, tourism businesses
have been trying to meet this new demand by emphasizing on local products that have the potential to
become a unique selling proposition. Local fairs and festivals associated with local products can contribute
substantially in the preservation and promotion of traditional products, related production methods,
infrastructure and equipment. Consequently, they consist part of the local cultural identity, an essential
element of the branding and originality of each region, and function as poles of tourist attraction. For local
festivals to succeed and be beneficial for the branding of the host areas, attention must be given to the
strategy of networking all stakeholders involved: local and central governments, local business
community, sponsors, media, branding agencies and moreover, networking local festival organizers.
Networking refers to a wide range of co-operative behavior between otherwise competing organizations
and between organizations linked through economic and social relationships. Network relationships are
widely acknowledged as a significant part of the development of intangible capital through their role in
providing social capital which underlies much economic development (OECD, 2012). Experience shows
that networks are an effective means of informing, inspiring and empowering local people in rural
communities and thus networking is widely adopted as a tool for supporting and promoting sustainable
rural development. Rural development networks have as main goals to improve the well-being, capacity
and resilience of rural communities by promoting interaction between, and action by, different rural actors
and stakeholders. This is a very important function that is described by Ward et al. (2005) as the
mobilization of intangible intellectual assets through learning, innovation and the building of human and
social capital. The most important reasons for local people to access rural networks thus are to receive
advice and information; share local learning and experiences; develop creative ways to address local
problems and needs; identify sources of funding (ENRD, 2012).
Local fairs and festivals associated with local products are significant cultural 'assets' for rural cross-border
areas often promoting a rich tourism potential on both sides of the borders usually based on beautiful
and varied nature, cultural heritage, authentic crafts and customs, delicious food and warm hospitality. In
this context, there is an opportunity for both enhancing cooperation between local products' festivals in
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disadvantaged cross-border rural regions and further developing tourism through these events. However,
local fairs and festivals associated with local traditional products in cross-border areas have been rather
poorly publicized thus indicating a lack of coordination initiatives that can jointly promote, reinforce and
further develop local festivals.
The Project “LOFT - LOcal products Festivals and Tourism development in cross-border cooperation
Greece-Bulgaria” addresses this opportunity by proposing the networking of local festivals in the crossborder region. The Project LOFT is included in the Territorial Cross Border Cooperation Operational
Programme Greece-Bulgaria 2007-2013, an important program under the European Territorial
Cooperation Objective. Within the context of the European Union policy, border regions are now
considered to constitute opportunities for development. In particular in the European periphery, such as
the border zone between Greece and Bulgaria, problems of uneven development, differences in the
institutional context and transitional processes make the planning of spatial cooperation processes in
border regions a matter of special importance. At this end, the research analysis focuses at the challenges
and obstacles towards encouraging the creation of local products’ festivals networks so as to support the
harmonious, balanced and sustainable development of the cross- border area under study.

METHODOLOGY
In order to explore the dynamics of networking local products festivals so as to support rural tourism
development in cross-border areas, a research survey was carried out addressed to the organizers of local
products festivals within the cross-border area Greece-Bulgaria. The survey has been realized within the
project “LOFT- Local products Festivals and Tourism development in cross-border cooperation GreeceBulgaria”, funded under the European Territorial Cooperation Programme "Greece-Bulgaria 2007-2013".
At first, a list of organizations and institutions involved in holding festivals on local products in the eligible
cross-border area Greece-Bulgaria of the European Territorial Cooperation Programme "Greece-Bulgaria
2007-2013" was combined. The list included Local Authorities, Cultural Associations, Business
Associations etc. in the districts of Blagoevgrad (BG413), Smolyan (BG424), Kardjali (BG425) and Haskovo
(BG422) in Bulgaria and in the Regional Units of Evros (GR111), Kavala (GR115) (as adjacent area), Xanthi
(GR112), Rodopi (GR113), Drama (GR114), Thessaloniki (GR122), Serres (GR126) in Greece.
Thereafter a recording of the local festivals in the eligible cross-border area Greece-Bulgaria was
elaborated. The recording included 20 fields of data for each festival namely, identity number, festival’s
name, range, theme, website, social media, dates, duration, frequency, location (regional unit,
municipality), site, number of visitors and participants and the contact details of the organizers (name,
address, phone number, fax, e-mail, communication manager, website). Mapping local products festivals
took place in the context of creating a WebGIS tool that was formed for LOFT project, an interactive tool
that allows easy navigation into local events and products providing an abundance of information for
visitors (products, festivals, location, transportation facilities etc.).
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A total of 103 festivals was recorded within the Greek eligible cross-border area namely, in the Regional
Units of Thessaloniki (36 festivals), Serres (13 festivals), Drama (10 festivals), Kavala (13 festivals), Thasos
(6 festivals), Xanthi (9 festivals), Rodopi (5 festivals) and Evros (11 festivals). The spatial structure of the
registered festivals reveals a rather uneven spatial distribution within the Greek study area, with a
significant concentration in the Regional Unit of Thessaloniki (34%), where Thessaloniki the major urban
center of Northern Greece is located, followed by Serres, Kavala, Drama, Evros and Xanthi (13%-9%) and
a smaller one in Thasos and Rodopi (7% and 5% respectively). Within the Bulgarian eligible cross-border
area a total of 107 festivals was recorded in the Districts of Blagoevgrad (44 festivals), Smolyan (20
festivals), Haskovo (30 festivals) and Kardzhali (12 festivals). The total of 210 local products festivals
recorded in the cross-border area is presented in Map 1.

Map 1. Local products festivals in the cross-border region Greece-Bulgaria
An in-depth research followed recording local festivals by topic/product. Their identification was based
on the delineation of the main categories of intangible cultural heritage, according to the definition of
UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage and the categorization of WTO
(2012): handicrafts and visual arts, gastronomy and culinary practices, social practices, rituals and festive
events, music and the performing arts, oral traditions and expressions, including language as a vehicle of
intangible cultural heritage, knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe. On the above
basis, the main cultural assets related to local/traditional products were described and identified leading
to the elaboration of inventories for each administrative unit of the cross-border area Greece-Bulgaria.
The topics of the festivals recorded cover a wide range of subjects that were identified in both sides of
the borders.
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In the Greek study area, the festivals organized were grouped into four subject categories (Figure 1):
Festivals dedicated to local agricultural products - Food/culinary festivals; Festivals of traditional crafts;
Festivals based on cultural / historical heritage (tangible and intangible) - Folklore festivals - Festivals on
traditional rites / rituals; Festivals of gifts of nature/natural resources. As shown in Figure 1, in the Greek
side the prevalence of agricultural products and food festivals is significant.
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Figure 1. Local products festivals in the Greek cross-border area, by theme
In the Bulgarian study area, seven types of festivals on local products have been identified (Figure 2):
Folklore festivals; Food/culinary festivals; Festivals dedicated to local agricultural products; Festivals of
traditional crafts; Festivals on traditional rites / rituals; Festivals on gifts of nature/natural resources;
Festivals based on cultural / historical heritage (tangible and intangible). As shown in Figure 2, in the
Bulgarian side the prevalence of folklore festivals is significant. Moreover, folk music and/or dances are a
key component of the events organized in the four Bulgarian administrative districts under review, even
for festivals where they do not consist of the central theme.
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Figure 2. Local products festivals in the Bulgarian cross-border area, by theme
A more detailed recording of the local products festivals per subject and/or specific agricultural product
has shown that the most widespread local festivals organized in the Greek cross-border area, are festivals
on agricultural products such as cherry, wine, potato, honey, while on the Bulgarian side of the crossborder area, the most widespread festivals are the folklore ones.
The research survey realized within the LOFT project aimed to analyze the opinion of the organizers of
local products and traditions festivals in relation to the key issues regarding the organizational
characteristics and management obstacles of local festivals, and the role of festivals’ networking in
tourism growth in the cross-border area.
The survey was conducted online in Bulgaria and by e-mail and/or personal interviews in Greece, by use
of a questionnaire, common for both sides of the cross-border area, so as for the results to be comparable.
The questionnaire included 28 open and closed type questions in order to gather both qualitative and
quantitative information from the organizers. The questions were organized in two parts: the first part
included questions about the demographic data of respondents, (age, gender, education, position in the
festival organization) and the type of festival organizations, and the second part included questions about
the organizational issues and management obstacles of local festivals. The questionnaires were sent to 53
festival organizers holding a webmail address in Bulgaria and 103 in Greece, during the period January –
March 2014. Twenty-one completed and valid questionnaires were received from the Bulgarian festival
organizers and thirty two from the Greek festival organizers, forming a response rate of 39.6% and 31.1%
respectively.
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RESEARCH RESULTS ANALYSIS
Age of respondents
Regarding the age of respondents over the Greek cross-border area, it can be inferred that Greek festival
organizations employ rather young staff, since 63.6% are 36-45 years old, while only 18.2% are 46-55 years
old and 18.2% are 55-65 years old. In the Bulgarian cross-border area, results analysis shows that the
majority of the staff of festival organizations are middle-aged, since the predominant share of
respondents (55.5%) were 45-60 years old. The age structure of the respondents reveals that the
workforce engaged in Greek festival organizations is expected to be more creative in introducing new
tourism development and marketing tools than the respective festival staff in Bulgaria. This is an element
that the Bulgarian organizations are challenged to take into consideration in order to support the future
development of their festivals, since the participation of the new generation is essential in their
organization.
Education of respondents
The educational level of the staff in both countries is relatively high. More specifically, in the Greek
organizations 91% of the respondents have a higher education degree (45.5% are University graduates,
27.3% are Technological Educational Institutes graduates, 18.2% are Master graduates), whereas only
9.1% are High School graduates. Similarly, on the Bulgarian side 82.0% of the respondents have a higher
education degree. The high educational level of the staff of festival organizers contributes to the better
and more effective organization of local festivals.
Position of respondents in the organization
Regarding the position of respondents in the festival organization on the Greek cross-border area, 72.7%
are executive employees, 18.2% are administration staff and 9.2% are volunteers. On the Bulgarian crossborder area, participants in the survey occupy expert positions by 64.0%, secretary positions by 27.0%,
while 9.0% are members of the management board. From the analysis of the structure of the Greek and
Bulgarian samples, we may conclude that the vast majority of respondents are highly ranked in the
organizational bodies of festivals, and therefore have a good knowledge and well established view of the
obstacles and challenges that organizers deal with during the organization of a local festival.
Type of festivals organizations
The predominant part of the festivals on local products in the Greek cross-border area is organized by
cultural organizations (54.5%) and/or local authorities (45.5%) that could greatly benefit from
partnerships with NGOs, professional associations and other organizations connected with cultural
heritage and local development. In the Bulgarian side there are four types of organizations, local
authorities, cultural institutions (community centers), NGO’s and governmental institutions. This shows
that the type of organizations is more diversified in Bulgaria compared to Greece, an element that gives
an increased variety of incentives for organizing festivals in Bulgaria.
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Reasons for organizing local products festivals
One of the main questions of the research survey concerns the reasons for organizing festivals on local
products. The importance of predefined variables was assessed by using a 4 point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (not important) to 4 (very important).
In Greece, festivals are organized mainly to support local products and traditions (81.8% very significant
and 18.2% significant) and inform the public on a specific product at a similar rate; tourism increase is also
considered of major importance (72.7% very significant and 27.3% significant), while entertainment and
local economy are both evaluated very significant at 63.6%. Other considerable reasons for organizing
local festivals include the creation of a brand name in the festival sphere (54.5% very significant and 45.5%
significant), the reinforcement of the good reputation and prestige of the area (45.5% very significant and
54.5% significant) and the contacts with sponsors, advertisers and other people involved (27.3% very
significant and 36.4% significant). Historical reasons are also considered important in organizing local
festivals (9.1% very significant and 90.9% significant), while religious reasons are not considered of major
importance (36.4% and 18.2% respectively).
In the Bulgarian cross-border area respondents consider that raising the prestige of the host area and the
promotion of local products and traditions are the main reasons for organizing local festivals, together
with creating a brand name of the festival and reinforcing tourism growth. The entertainment aspect and
informing the public are also indicated as of significant importance. Bulgarian respondents evaluate that
reasons related to history and religion are not of major importance in organizing local festivals. Making
contacts with advertisers and sponsors, as well as public opinion leaders, and economic factors are also
considered to be significant reasons for organizing local festivals.
The results show the important role that tourism plays in the organization of local products festivals and
events on both sides of the border. While a few decades ago cultural institutions organizing local festivals
focused their attention on the preservation and promotion of local culture, today an important part of
their motives is related to the strengthening of tourism and the increase of tourist inflows at the
destination.
Evaluation of the festival’s role and benefits
Regarding the evaluation of the festivals' role and benefits, a differentiation appears between the two
sides of the borders. On the Greek side, respondents considered as very significant and significant the role
of local festivals for economic and touristic issues and also for local communities and businesses. More
specifically, the role of local authorities is recognized as very significant by the majority of the respondents
in terms of promotion of the local industry (36.4%), benefits for the local community (45.5%), creation of
opportunities for recreation and leisure, (72.7%), opportunities for socializing (72.7%) and experience and
cultural exchange (81.8%). Moreover, the majority of respondents evaluate as significant the role of local
festivals for the attraction of tourists (54.5%) and the increase of municipal revenues (45.5%).
In the Bulgarian research area, results analysis revealed that respondents assessed at a relatively low rate
the results achieved in terms of attracting tourists and promoting local business. The lowest benefit is
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indicated in the increase of municipal revenues, which is rather expected, since this is not considered to
be one of the important motivations for holding a local products festival. Benefits associated with local
businesses and local communities are higher than average, but still do not reach a very good score. The
opportunities for entertainment and exchange of experience and culture are the top ranking benefits
according to organizers. The results of the survey on both sides of the cross-border area Greece - Bulgaria
underline the considerable cultural aspect of festivals, whereas the economic aspect is rather
underestimated.
Evaluation of event characteristics
A number of specific characteristics of local products festivals were also assessed by the organizers in the
same way on both sides of the borders. A five-point Likert scale was used, ranging from Poor (1) to
Excellent (5). From the research results analysis it can be concluded that in both sides of the cross border
area the majority of the event characteristics are of the same importance, except for the technical
equipment and advertisement which are both very significant for the Greek organizers whereas they are
of minor importance for the Bulgarian organizers.
Evaluation of the difficulties in the organization of festivals
Regarding the difficulties that organizers deal with during the organization of local festivals, problems
seem to be common in Greece and Bulgaria. Assessment was based on a five Likert scale ranging from 1
(not important) to 5 (very important). In Greece the organizers indicate that the main difficulties arising
during the organization of a local festival mainly involve insufficient funding (evaluated as very significant
54.5% and significant 45.5%), lack of active participation from the local community (evaluated as very
significant 27.3% and significant 36.4%), while lack of tourism infrastructure is evaluated as significant at
a lower rate (27.3%).
As for the Bulgarian organizers when asked about the main difficulties confronted, they indicated
insufficient funding as of major importance, followed by the insufficient popularity of the event, lack of
interest by local population and local businesses and poor tourism infrastructure, while respondents also
underlined insufficient volunteer activity. Regardless of the difficulty indicated in finding the necessary
financial resources, the majority of the organizers do not consider as necessary the introduction of
participation fees.
The results of the survey on both sides of the cross-border area clearly show that the organizers are
encountered by more or less the same problems. The deficient popularity of the events and insufficient
funding, followed by the lack of interest from the local community and inadequate tourism infrastructure,
are common obstacles that both Greek and Bulgarian organizers have to overcome in order to improve
local festivals and create new successful ones.

91

Preferences on the duration of festivals/fairs
The duration that local festivals should have, according to the answers of the respondents in the research
in both Greek and Bulgarian area, is 2 to 3 days. More specifically, 72.7% of Greek and 50.0% of Bulgarian
respondents believe that the ideal duration should be 2 days, whereas 27.3% of Greek and 30% of
Bulgarian respondents believe that it should be 3 days. Greek and Bulgarian organizers therefore share
the same opinion about the ideal duration of local festivals.
Evaluation of respondents about the type of visitors
Research results analysis indicates slight differences in the origin of visitors to local festivals, in the Greek
and Bulgarian areas. Greek festivals have a local and regional range of visitors, while Bulgarian festivals
have a rather broader national and regional range of visitors.
Festivals’ funding sources
The funding sources of local festivals appear to be different in the Greek and Bulgarian sides. In Greece,
the funding of local festivals, already acknowledged as a significant factor of the organizational difficulties,
is based mainly upon festival incomes (50%) followed by funding from municipalities (25%) and at a same
rate (25%) by funding from donations and sponsorships.
In Bulgaria, the largest share of funding comes from the municipal budget, sponsorships and donations,
as indicated by 82% and 73% of respondents respectively. Almost half of the respondents indicated
festival revenues and less than a third funding from European projects. Overall, the results indicate
untapped potential for funding from national and European programs.
Festivals’ advertising modes
The advertising types used by local festivals are actually a mixture of traditional and modern types, similar
for both Greek and Bulgarian festivals. In Greece, 36.4% of respondents prefer the internet, 18.2% flyers,
18.2% mailing lists, 18.2% regional media and 9.1% personal contacts. In Bulgaria the most popular
advertising type is regional media (indicated by all respondents). The Internet ranks second (91%),
national media are indicated by 64 % of respondents, almost half of respondents rely on personal
contacts, while a relatively small percentage use mailing lists, brochures and printed media. Overall,
results confirm that considerable opportunities for joint actions in advertising emerge in both countries,
in order to save money and support the increase of cross-border tourism.
Participation mode
Regarding the type of festivals’ participants it appears that a large percentage are regular visitors in both
Greece and Bulgaria. In Greece 72.7% of respondents reported that some of the participants were regular,
whereas 27.3% reported that all participants were regular. In Bulgaria, a large percentage of organized
events (36%) have no regular participants, 46% have some regulars and 18% state that almost all their
participants are regular. The large percentage of festivals organizers who fail to attract regular
participation in the events could be explained by the fact that several festivals are taking place only for a
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few years; however, it could also be the result of inefficient management. The percentage of events that
fail to attract regular participants also indicates lack of sustainability and further development of the
event.

Degree of authenticity
When traditions are used for tourism purposes, it is essential that they be interpreted and presented
authentically so as to avoid a negative impact on the culture of the local community. In the Greek side it
appears that festivals present local products and traditions in an authentic way. More specifically, 27.3%
of respondents believe that local festivals represent authentically local traditions and products and 72.7%
also consider that they probably do. On the Bulgarian side, even though almost all respondents mentioned
that they have good knowledge of traditions and typical local products, the survey results reveal a
disturbing trend of neglecting authentic representation, where 18% of respondents believe that local
events do not represent local tradition in an authentic way and 18% believe that this representation is
only at some extent.
Finally, the participants in the research survey in the Greek cross-border area mentioned local traditional
products that in their view represent better the area: wine, cheese, pastries, traditional pies, buffalo
products, buns, potatoes, beans, kavourmas, sausages, garlic, asparagus, and traditional sweets like halva,
malibi and retseli, sauerkraut, toursi, grapes, cherries. Similarly, participants in the Bulgarian cross-border
area mentioned: herbs, chestnut, sesame, peanuts, walnuts, beans, cherries, sericulture, weaving, sheepbreeding, wood industry and wood products, viticulture and enology, potatoes, tobacco, bagpipe-making
and bagpipe playing. Many products are identical due to similar geophysical and climatic characteristics,
an element that may support festivals’ partnerships and networking (e.g. specific products’ festivals
routes).

CONCLUSIONS
The overall conclusions from the research survey in Greek and Bulgarian local products festival organizers
indicate that festivals on both sides of the border have many characteristics in common, such as
organization process and structure, goals and incentives etc. Another important factor that both sides
have in common is the high educational level of the organizers that ensures, at some extent, the progress
of festivals. Both sides also share the main incentives for organizing local products festivals, gradually
changing from the initial pursuit for promotion and representation of local traditions and culture into
touristic motives with visible economic results for the host regions. However, significant differences also
emerged, hence in matters of less significance. For example, the age of the organizing members is
different in Greece than in Bulgaria, as well as the type of the organizations and institutions involved in
local festivals. Nevertheless, these differences could be overcome through joint programs for the
organization of local products festivals.
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The main difficulties in organizing the events in both sides are related to insufficient funds and insufficient
or ineffective advertising. In this regard, more attention should be paid to opportunities provided by the
European operational programs. More effort should also be made to raise the participation rate of local
festivals and enhance the visibility of the festivals by integrating festival planning, organization and
promotion into local and regional tourism strategies and promotion plans. To this end, broadening some
of the local festivals scope could also prove helpful since the predominant part of festivals are one-day
events of local or regional importance. It is advisable to anchor other festivals of a region to the ones with
national or international scope. This connection could take i.e. the form of advertising other festivals or
creating some parallel demonstrations/events regarding their themes, during the international/national
ones. Survey results also reveal the need to focus towards supporting festival organizers to become more
business and entrepreneurship oriented.
Local products usually entail a dimension of local celebration and consist of valuable vehicles for
reinforcing the branding of local production and tradition, as well as poles for tourism development that
could be further promoted under existing or new local fairs and festivals. The main concerns of a growth
strategy for tourism based on local products should be oriented towards issues of authenticity, quality
and consistency, sustainability, marketing, research and knowledge development, with a prominent role
to networking. By identifying the prominence of networking the development of organized packages
around main products and local resources of the cross-border area can be proposed. To this end the
clustering of local festivals could be introduced in three ways: geographically per administrative unit,
seasonally per month, and thematically per product category.
As the main tools for networking and integrating local products to tourism growth, local food cooperatives
and product theme routes are recognized. Numerous advantages can flow from bringing food producers,
local products festival organizers and tourism providers together to develop local produce based tourism
promotions. Whether the end result will be a formal partnership or network with a range of activities,
working together enables more efficient and effective use of budgets for marketing and promotion, allows
different but related businesses to support each other by sharing ideas and developing complementary
offers, and can extend market reach by encouraging visitors to seek out products from the destination
when they return home (Guthrie et al., 2013). Furthermore, by working together, local products festivals
and tourism businesses can retain visitors spend in their area and minimize leakage by using locally
sourced products. Therefore, the elaboration of a common planning scheme towards strengthening the
“image” of the cross-border region Greece-Bulgaria as a “local products and traditions tourism
destination” can be based upon a networking strategy among festival organizers.
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