
 
 

  

Sustainable Mountain Tourism in Bulgaria 

 

Pilot Project: The Seven Rila Lakes 

Project report 

 

 

 

Prepared by: 

Pavlina Pavlova, Co-Cycle 

Nikolay Minkov, Co-Cycle 

 

April 2019    



 

2 
 

 

CONTENT 

 

1 Introduction ............................................................................................................................... 3 

2 Project Team .............................................................................................................................. 4 

3 Activities and Deliverables ......................................................................................................... 5 

4 Impressions ................................................................................................................................ 8 

5 Outlook ..................................................................................................................................... 11 

6 Annex........................................................................................................................................ 11 

  



 

3 
 

1 INTRODUCTION 

In a first step towards mitigating the globalization trend and mass tourism over the local and typical 

production and services, which pose serious irreversible impact on the natural heritage, a Swiss-

Bulgarian project consortium launched a pilot project on sustainable tourism practices in the Rila 

Mountains, Bulgaria. Conducted in February and March 2019, the main idea of the pilot project is 

to raise awareness and to enable the local stakeholders to value and respect the wildlife and 

biodiversity.  

In focus of the pilot project, winter sport activities in the area of the Seven Rila Lakes and Skakavitsa 

reserve were chosen. The area is located in the north-west part of Rila mountain and in the territory 

of the Rila National Park, as well as Natura 2000 site designated for the conservation of natural 

habitats and of wild fauna and flora of Community interest. The Seven Rila Lakes is among the most 

famous glacial cirques in Bulgaria. It is notable for the particular seven lakes standing above each 

other, and the endemic Macedonian pine (Pinus peuce Griseb.) forests around. This pine is found 

only on the Balkan Peninsula and the region protects one of its habitats. In the lakes there are 130 

species of seaweeds of which several are local endemics. The steep slopes are home to plant species 

found only in Rila and also to the wild goat (Rupicarpa rupicarpa balcanica), which is protected in 

Bulgaria. The old forests are important habitat for the western capercaillie (Tetrao urogallus). 

However, the recent construction of chair lift with a capacity of 700 people/hour made the cirque 

easily accessible and the visitors increased several-fold. Only in the first year of operation, there 

was a 10 fold increase in the number of tourists (up to 15 000) and according to the Bulgarian 

Ministry of the Environment and Waters in 2011 they were above 120 000. The increased flow of 

tourists not only leads to littering and erosion of the paths and banks, but also increased 

eutrophication of the lakes water, appearance of blue-green and green algae, change in the water 

flow, the level of lakes, i.e. degradation and destruction of the habitat and disappearance of the 

characteristic species - for example, a small crustaceans (Arctodiaptomus niethameri). In addition, 

as a result of the increased demand, there is unregulated transport of tourists to the site by means 

of SUVs in summer and motor sledges in winter. The Rila National Park management is not capable 

to limit the pressure despite their desire. Many local people at the near city of Sapareva Banya, 

which is at the foot of the mountain enjoyed increase of tourism and are considering that nature 

could be used without limitation in order to support the local economy. 



 

4 
 

2 PROJECT TEAM 

The project team consists of three main partners – Co-Cycle, BEFSA and KNEB – and few sub-

contractors. Co-Cycle (http://co-cycle.com/) is a Bulgarian non-for-profit organization operating in 

the area of sustainable development, circular economy and social entrepreneurship. BEFSA – the  

Bulgarian Extreme and FreeSkiing Association (https://www.befsa.com/) – is also a non-for-profit 

organization that aims at the popularize and development of winter sports in an inform and save 

manner. As a knowledge transfer partner in the project, the Swiss organisation Verein 

Kompetenznetzwerk «Nachhaltige Entwicklung für Berggebiete» (KNEB) 

(https://www.solerworks.ch/index.php/kneb.html) shares the collected over years applied 

knowledge on best practices from the Alps with interersted stakeholders from Asia and Europe.  

These organizations were represented by the following experts that participated actively in the 

project: 

Momchil Panayotov (BEFSA) is an expert of forest ecosystems and biodiversity, freeride, avalanche 

awareness and education. He is an associate professor in the University of Forestry (Bulgaria), 

president of BEFSA, member of the mountain rescue service of Bulgaria.  

Reto Solèr (KNEB) is an expert in sustainable development of mountain regions and is specialized 

in the touristic valorisation of nature and culture, and sustainable mobility. References: Many years 

of experience as manager of CIPRA Switzerland 2001 - 2009, president of CIPRA Switzerland  2012-

2015. www.cipra.org, project management of valorisation projects such as “Water world 

Göschenen” or „Soft mobility in Alpine destinations“, “Respect Wildlife”, etc.  

Pavlina Pavlova (Co-Cycle) is an expert of sustainable development and climate change. Born and 

grown up in the capital of Bulgaria and graduated in University of Bern, she is inspired to bring the 

Swiss experience in sustainable mountain tourism to her home mountains.  

Nikolay Minkov (Co-Cycle) is an environmental engineer and expert in Life Cycle Assessment and 

sustainability. Graduated in Sofia, Bulgaria, he has few years of experience as a consultant in the 

area of sustainability and environmental protection in Bulgaria. He is currently a research associate 

at the Technical University Berlin.  

http://co-cycle.com/
https://www.befsa.com/
https://www.solerworks.ch/index.php/kneb.html
http://www.cipra.org/
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Zlatina Kolchakova (BEFSA, Co-Cycle) has graduated Masters in Sociology at the Humboldt 

University in Berlin and is passionate about introducing the topics of green economy, upcycling and 

sustainable development also among the Bulgarian public.  

3 ACTIVITIES AND DELIVERABLES 

The project team have implemented a series of activities to increase the information uptake 

regarding the nature value of the area and to active a variety of stakeholders, mostly locals and 

tourists. The following main outcomes were delivered: 

 

• Biodiversity capacity building lecture and guided tour with tourists and interested 
members from the sport community on topics related to biodiversity and nature 
conservation 

In the framework of the pilot project, interested tour guides and members of BEFSA, as well as 

representatives of the project team, were invited to an exploratory 1-day tour of the area. Lead by 

the biodiversity and avalanche prevention expert, Momchil Panayotov, the group was introduced 

to the particularly rich biodiversity of the area and also observed certain unsustainable tourism 

practices. As a result, the participants were enabled to transfer the knowledge through their 

communication with the wider community of practice.  

A tour with the mountain guides, responsible for the tour program of BEFSA was initially planned. 

However, due to their limited availability in the peak season spring, the activity was postponed and 

planned to take place in the beginning of winter 2019/2020.  

 

• Guided tours for the local tourists and games with biodiversity focus for the younger 
audience 

The project team identified young local tourists as an important stakeholder group and, thus 

specific activities for children of age 6-16 years were conducted. In addition, there was much more 

interest and opportunity to engage locals through engagement with their children. Therefore, in 

the framework of the tours for the local population and in collaboration with the local ski school 

Adventure Net, a series of events (four days on weekends in March) were held to build up 
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knowledge on the importance of biodiversity conservation. In an attractive and playful way, the 

children were made aware about the borders of the protected area around the Seven Rila lakes and 

learnt to recognize particular tree species from the area. Puzzles and card games were at the 

disposal to the kids. As a result, not only the children, but also their parents were sensitized on the 

importance of sustainable tourism practices. 

 

• Brochure with relevant information on the initiative 

In order to extend the outreach of the activities and to transfer the collected knowledge after the 

pilot project, a brochure was elaborated and printed (a copy can be seen in the Annex). The 

brochure contains information about the biodiversity status of the area, as well as rules for behavior 

of the tourists when practicing their favorite sport activities in the mountain (e.g. ski, snowboarding, 

touring, hiking, ice climbing, etc.).  

The brochure also contains a 3D map with ski touring and hiking routes of different difficulty level 

on the territory of the park, indicating also the potential avalanche areas to be avoided. A web 

address of the map is also provided for downloading and direct use on GPS and mobile devices by 

the tourists. During the activities of the pilot project the brochure was distributed in different 

locations in the area such as huts and hotels, as well as in the tourist and information centre of Rila 

nature park. Furthermore, the brochure was officially presented during the Free Spirit Week 

freeride festival, which took place in the region of the Rila lakes in February 2019 and was very well 

accepted by the freeride community. As a result, the knowledge on the good tourist practices, 

including concrete advices and tour suggestions are available for the wider public.  

 

• Digital maps with tours and nature conservation areas in Rila National Park 

The suggested tours from the brochure, as well as GPS tracks were uploaded on a specially 

developed webpage on the website of BEFSA and are available for download and use on mobile 

devices in .kml and .kmz formats. As a result, the collected information is available and used from 

a bigger audience, after the finalization of the pilot project. 

Webpage of the project on BEFSA website is available here: https://befsa.com/rilalakes/  

https://befsa.com/rilalakes/
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The following figure represents the 3D map with ski touring and hiking routes of different difficulty 

level on the territory of the park, available for download by users, indicating also the potential 

avalanche areas. 

 

 

• A short documentary movie with relevant information on the initiative 

The ultimate deliverable of the pilot project was the elaboration of a short documentary movie with 

focus on disseminating the activities conducted during the project. Short interviews with the 

representatives of the project team are conducted, discussing the importance of implementing 

sustainable tourist practices in the mountains and on the biodiversity richness of the area in focus 

of the project. In parallel, the movie captures the nature beauties of the location in focus. A teaser 

is available at the following web address: https://youtu.be/uuq2aoBtJ3w . 

The movie is ready and can be provided. It is foreseen to be distributed via variety of channels, i.e. 

web pages of project partners, YouTube and relevant social media. We note that the website and 

Facebook and YouTube channels of BEFSA have high popularity among the Bulgarian freeride 

community and thus published video files have several thousand views even without using the 

specific tools for promotion.  

https://youtu.be/uuq2aoBtJ3w
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The official launch of the movie is planned for the beginning of the season 2019/2020, because 

members are more interested in content about the winter in the beginning of the season rather at 

the end, but also to remind of the available materials and the lessons learnt throughout the project. 

In addition, based on the long-term contacts of the project partners, it is assured that the movie 

will be shown at the traditional mountain festival “The Challenge days” 

(http://predizvikatelstva.com/) that takes place traditionally every autumn. This festival enjoys high 

popularity among the Bulgarian mountaineering community.  

 

4 IMPRESSIONS 

 

Biodiversity capacity building lecture and guided tour with tourists and interested members from 
the sport community: 

 

http://predizvikatelstva.com/
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Discussion between the project experts and interested stakeholders: 
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Games with biodiversity focus for the younger audience: 
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Screenshot from the documentary movie: Interview with the biodiversity and avalanche prevention 
expert, Momchil Panayotov 

 

 

5 OUTLOOK  

At a next stage, the project partners expect to continue the work by expanding the activities, 

activating a larger circle of stakeholders like the local communities and nature park management, 

and mediating the dialogue between them. The lessons learnt, as well as the produced materials 

will enable the project partners to present the concept and engage further implementing 

organizations and interested stakeholders. This shall ensure improved preservation of the 

ecosystem services in the area for future generations and in parallel – improved conditions for 

tourists.  

6 ANNEX 

Deliverable: brochure (see next pages) 
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Brochure – pages 1-4 
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Brochure – pages 2-3 
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