
96

Silva Balcanica, 15(2)/2014

‘HOLIDAYS FOR SUSTAINABILITY’ – EDUCATION 
FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IN ‘VRACHANSKY BALKAN’ 

NATURE PARK AS A FORM OF ALTERNATIVE TOURISM

Hristina Bancheva1, Zhaneta Petrova2, Stefka Kitanova3

1University of Forestry – Sofia
2EcoCentric Foundation

3Forest Research Institute – Sofia, Bulgarian Academy of Sciences

Abstract

This case study explores an example for reconciling both protected areas man-
agement goals – education and tourism in the context of Education for Sustainable 
Development. It uses the project ‘Holidays for Sustainability’ as a tool for testing 
possible combination between local communities support by tourism and shaping 
competences of young people for a sustainable future. In fine it offers a successful 
model of multi-days educational tourism in nature parks.
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INTRODUCTION

The central objective of the Education for Sustainable Development is to 
shape competences (de Haan, 2008), and this needs active learning (Ecocentric 
Foundation, 2013). Bulgarian Nature Parks, IV and V International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature protected area categories (Dudley, 2008), are a model of 
sustainability where lessons learnt can be experienced. For such an experience, the 
trainees should first travel to and stay for a while in the protected area, which is in 
fact a form of tourism. Educational activities as well as tourism are two of the three 
management goals of Bulgarian Nature Parks (Bulgaria. Protected Areas…, 1998, 
2013) which are often understood and pursued separately. The project ‘Holidays for 
Sustainability’ is an example for reconciling both protected areas management goals 
– education and tourism (Ecocentric Foundation, 2014). It provides know-how for a 
modern approach of educational tourism in Bulgarian Nature Parks.

The Problem in Bulgaria
The intellectual power of Bulgaria is strongly concentrated in the capital, which 

preconditions an empty rural countryside. Mass tourism and big hotels invade the na-
ture, while alternative tourism and traditional environment friendly guest houses in 
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the villages are not attractive for young people. The connection between citizens and 
nature, citizens and village fades away. Furthermore, Bulgarian school does not build 
environmental awareness and sustainable lifestyle among the pupils. There are scarce 
classroom and extracurricular lessons, exercises and teaching experience for applying 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in and outside the school. Legally, the 
Nature Park Administrations are responsible for regional development in a sustainable 
way, for developing alternative tourism and for conducting educational activities.

The Research Question
How the local communities could be supported through tourism in nature parks 

and at the same time build an environmental awareness among teenagers reaching 
the Education for Sustainable Development goals?

GOAL AND OBJECTIVES

This case study aims to find a solution for the identified needs in Bulgaria 
investigating a possible approach for developing forms of cooperation between al-
ternative tourism and ESD in ‘Vrachansky Balkan’ Nature Park.

The research also aimed to discover a way to encourage a new attitude to-
wards the traditional Bulgarian village and the surrounding nature by young people 
from the city and to extend and deepen the knowledge on sustainable development 
in the dialogue between young people from the capital and young people from rural 
regions in Bulgaria. Another objective was to discover a way to raise high-school 
teachers’ knowledge in sustainable development and train them in non-formal edu-
cation methods. Also, to find a way to develop, illustrate and promote the potential 
of an alternative tourism, combined with aspects of ESD; to encourage people living 
in rural regions to explore concepts of alternative tourism and to manage environ-
mentally friendly guest houses.

Target groups
The target groups of the case study were young people aged 14-16, teachers 

and local people. 

METHODS

The practical experience based on the project ‘Holidays for Sustainability’ is 
used. 

The project was implemented by Bulgarian NGO EcoCentric Foundation in 
partnership with the Administration of Nature Park ‘Vratchansky Balkan’, 3 NGOs, 
5 villages’ mayoralties and 4 culture houses.

Teenagers from the capital and from rural areas were addressed. The rural 
population of Vratsa region was included. High-school teachers from Sofia and rural 
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regions of Vratsa and Montana (Table 1), who were interested in environmental edu-
cation and explore possibilities of using active learning methods, were involved. 

Reaching the ESD goals 
Trainings focused on sustainable development on global, local and individual 

level and the program was based on active learning methods. The focus was on 
practical exercises. Participants had to get familiar with local characteristics – na-
ture, culture, traditions. They elaborated 27 sustainable concepts and strategies for 
regional development, specific for each village, which presented at final ‘Open door’ 
events for the local people in each village. The young people from the seminars also 
took part in finishing touches of sustainable local initiatives with creative activities 
and small own projects. 

A Handbook with the used during the seminars educational methods was pro-
duced and presented as a tool for running ESD to support the work of trainers (Eco-
centric Foundation, 2013). 

Alternative tourism aspect
The participants were accommodated in villagers’ houses and fed by regional 

power supplier. Inhabitants of the villages were invited to ‘Open door’ events. Local 
infrastructural initiatives suggested by local communities took place. They aimed at 
humanize certain places through sustainable practices and make villages nicer for 
inhabitants and visitors. 

RESULTS

The educational activities were useful for 95% of teachers and for 90% of stu-
dents. More than 90% of all participants mark them as very good and excellent and 
75% said that they learned many new things. The trainings would be recommended 
to others from 98.5% of participants. Teachers shared that they were impressed by 
applied active learning methods. Some of the favourite activities of students were 
outdoor activities, educational games and practical work. 

Table 1
Data about participants 

Weeks Vil-
lages 

Stu-
dents 

Teachers Train-
ers 

N of 
housh-

olds 

N of con-
cepts and 
strategies

N of local 
activities/
initiatives

N of Open 
door 

events
6+2* 5 139 22 12 15 27 7 6

*The number of participants was higher than expected and 2 extra trainings had to be organized (Eco-
centric Foundation, 2014).  
The qualitative and quantitative evaluation of the seminars was based on personal interviews and ques-
tionnaires among teachers and students.
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The Handbook with active learning methods was prepared for unlimited on-
line distribution and in 500 printed copies.

More than 25% of villages’ average inhabitants visited ‘Open door’ events. 
About 15 guest houses were involved. Altogether 6 small local initiatives like eco 
trails, information plates and signboards, public fountain taps, solar batteries for 
public lighting, etc. were realized. Significant infrastructural work for Nature Park 
was realized (Ecocentric Foundation, 2014). 

DISCUSSION

Local communities in ‘Vrachansky Balkan’ Nature Park were financially and 
infrastructural supported through an alternative form of tourism - educational tour-
ism in protected areas. Moreover this form of tourism contributed to the Education 
for Sustainable Development goals and built an environmental awareness among 
teenagers. 

Local communities became more sensitive to sustainability by their high pres-
ence at ‘Open door’ events and active participation in the processes of suggestion 
and realization of the local initiatives. It helped widening their perspectives. The in-
habitants experienced the potential of sustainable development and alternative tour-
ism and some of the hosts were encouraged to turn into eco-friendly guest houses.

Very high percentage of young participants in the trainings used effective their 
week in the protected area, enriched their knowledge, developed new skills solving 
practical tasks and most important - they became sensible of sustainability issues. 
Teenagers were happy with their time in the nature, which is precondition to come 
back to the village for a vacation. 

Teachers also took a lot of new information, ideas and skills from the train-
ings that they appreciate and would apply in their praxis. All kind of trainers already 
have in hand an ESD-tool to disseminate competences among pupils for shaping a 
sustainable future. 

Furthermore almost 100% of the participants would recommend to others 
such an experience what would multiply the number of holidays for sustainability 
and strengthen the need for educational tourism in Bulgarian Nature Parks.

CONCLUSION

The results from the project ‘Holidays for Sustainability’ show that organiz-
ing multi-day experiential seminars for young people in protected areas is a modern 
form of tourism which contributes to the Education for Sustainable Development, 
but also supports local economies and helps preserving nature, traditional culture 
and values. 

It fills the gap of information and practice in the high school curriculum, is 
an example for ESD activities, promotes the educational instead of mass tourism, 
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and creates visual and teaching materials for sustainable lifestyle. ESD is applied 
on different levels – youths, teachers/trainers and local communities. The project 
achievements are thanks to the effective relation between the local and nation partner 
organizations.

It was nominated as an innovative practice in Bulgaria and despite its limited 
range it could be a successful approach applied in other nature parks. The challenge 
is to multiply this good model for educational tourism in Bulgaria.

Acknowledgments: This document was supported by the grant No BG051PO001-3.3.06-0056 
‘Support for the development of young peoples at the University of Forestry’, financed by the Opera-
tional Programme Human Resources Development (2007–2013) and co-financed jointly by the Euro-
pean Social Fund of the European Union and the Bulgarian Ministry of Education and Science.

REFERENCES
Bulgaria. Protected Areas Act: State Gazette, no. 133/11.11.1998, last amendment State Ga-

zette 66/26.07.2013 (In Bulgarian). Under: http://lex.bg/laws/ldoc/2134445060 (Statement: 
15.09.2014).

Dudley, N. (Ed.). 2008. Guidelines for Applying Protected Area Management Categories. Gland: 
IUCN, 4-22. Under: http://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/guidelines_for_applying_protected_area_
management_categories.pdf (Statement: 15.09.2014)

Ecocentric Foundation. 2014. Annual Report for 2013. Sofia, 3-6.
Ecocentric Foundation. 2013. Methodical Box with 96 Methods and Technics for Conduction Educa-

tional Activities. Sofia, 8-10.
de Haan G. 2008. Gestaltungskompetenz als Kompetenzkonzept der Bildung für nachhaltige Entwick-

lung. Wiesbaden, S. 23-43.

E-mails:  hristina@ecocentric-bg.org, jani@ecocentric-bg.org, butsa13@abv.bg


