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Summary

The Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border tourism strategy establishes a unified and future-oriented
approach to developing, promoting, and managing the region as a distinctive destination for
sustainable sport and active tourism. Built on the shared natural landscapes, cultural ties, and
geographic proximity between Bulgaria and North Macedonia, the strategy responds to a clearly
defined regional opportunity: to transform an under-recognized border area into a coherent and
competitive tourism destination that offers meaningful experiences rooted in nature, authenticity,
and cooperation.

The strategy begins by recognizing that both sides of the border possess strong environmental and
cultural assets: mountains, forests, rivers, rural villages, traditions, and active outdoor opportunities,
but have long suffered from low visibility, fragmented promotion, and inconsistent information. By
conducting extensive desk research and assessing market trends, the strategy confirms that modern
travelers increasingly seek destinations where they can immerse themselves in nature, engage in
physical activities, enjoy local culture, and escape overcrowded and commercialized environments. In
this context, the region’s strengths align strongly with the growing segments of sustainable travel,
outdoor recreation, and cross-border discovery.

At the heart of the strategy lies a clear Unique Value Proposition: “Two regions, one adventure.” This
proposition embodies the region’s greatest advantage, its ability to offer a seamless cross-border
experience that connects visitors with two countries, two cultures, and shared landscapes in a single
journey. The brand emphasizes unity, sustainability, authenticity, adventure, and accessibility,
positioning the region not as a mass-market destination but as an emerging niche for travelers who
value meaningful, responsible, and human-scale experiences.

The brand mission reinforces this identity by committing to promoting the region as a unified,
sustainable, nature-based destination. The brand vision expands this ambition by striving to position
Blagoevgrad—Delchevo as a respected cross-border destination in Southeast Europe, distinctive,
experience-driven, and deeply rooted in community and environmental stewardship. The tone and
voice of the brand reflect these values, ensuring that all communication feels authentic, inspiring,
welcoming, confident, and responsible.

Target audiences are carefully defined to match the region’s realistic potential. The primary visitors
include active, sport-oriented travelers, as well as domestic and regional cross-border explorers who
seek weekend trips and short stays. Secondary groups include nature lovers, families, and wellness-
oriented travelers, while longer-term potential lies with international niche adventure tourists and
thematic outdoor communities. These audiences share common needs such as clear route
information, safety, authentic local experiences, and simple, accessible trip planning.

From a market perspective, the region positions itself as a sustainable mid-range destination that
competes on experiential value rather than low prices. Product positioning centers on hiking, cycling,
trail running, cross-border routes, seasonal outdoor activities, cultural experiences, and practical,

T ONWTKHA
= [R5 AENYEBO

PL3 OENYEBO &P www delcevo.gov.mk



Co-funded by
the European Union

iterrey

IDA

Bulgaria - North Macedonia

visitor-friendly information. Authenticity is foregrounded through engagement with local hosts,
cultural traditions, and community initiatives.

The marketing strategy is driven primarily by digital channels. A multilingual, mobile-first website
becomes the central hub, supported by strong SEO, social media storytelling, video content, email
marketing, and selective paid advertising. Offline promotion complements this through events, fairs,
PR initiatives, print materials, and sponsorship activities. Partnerships play a central role, involving
municipalities, tourism organizations, businesses, guides, sport clubs, protected areas, and influencers
who share the region’s sustainability values. Cross-border cooperation expressed through shared
campaigns, joint packages, and co-branded materials reinforces the core identity of the destination.

The content strategy is structured around five pillars: adventure and sport experiences, nature and
landscapes, cross-border stories, local people and culture, and practical travel information. Content
formats include articles, videos, reels, digital ads, and newsletters, all managed through seasonal
calendars and editorial workflows. Storytelling focuses on discovery, authenticity, unity, and personal
connection, answering the essential question: “What does it feel like to experience two regions as one
adventure?”

Clear KPIs measure progress in awareness, stakeholder engagement, demand generation,
cooperation, sustainability, and visitor satisfaction. The budget emphasizes digital-first promotion,
content production, partnerships, training, and monitoring. A long-term implementation timeline
(2026-2032) establishes a phased approach: an initial launch and foundation phase, a period of
expansion and product development, and a final consolidation phase aimed at strengthening
recognition and international reach.

Risk management measures anticipate challenges such as fragmented coordination, limited local
capacity, environmental pressures, and brand misuse. A robust governance model ensures
accountability, with a cross-border steering committee, a destination management unit, and clear role
definitions across editorial, digital, partnerships, and monitoring functions.

Taken together, this strategy provides a comprehensive roadmap for transforming Blagoevgrad—
Delchevo into a recognizable, credible, and sustainable cross-border tourism destination. By uniting
stakeholders, strengthening digital presence, developing authentic experiences, and embracing
responsible tourism values, the region can build a strong and enduring identity that speaks to
contemporary travel trends and regional development priorities. At its core, the strategy elevates a
simple but powerful promise: Two regions, one adventure shared through nature, culture, and
cooperation.
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1. STRATEGIC CONTEXT FOR TOURISM DEVELOPMENT |IN THE
BLAGOEVGRAD-DELCHEVO CROSS-BORDER REGION

The desk research provides the analytical foundation for developing a unified Marketing Strategy and
a coherent set of regional branding and communication tools for the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo
cross-border region. Its purpose is to ensure that the planned interventions are fully aligned with the
existing local, regional, national, and cross-border policy frameworks that shape tourism development
on both sides of the border. In this context, the research focuses on identifying strategic priorities,
exploring how tourism contributes to local and regional economic development, examining the
relevance of sport, active, nature-based, and sustainable tourism, and detecting areas where
cross-border cooperation can be strengthened. The analysis is based exclusively on officially adopted
strategic, planning, and spatial documents from institutions in both North Macedonia and Bulgaria.

1.1. Policy and Strategic Framework Overview

Tourism development in the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region is guided by a multi-layered policy
environment. Across these levels, tourism is consistently recognized as a driver of economic
diversification, job creation, rural development, and quality of life enhancement, particularly in less
industrialized areas and in border municipalities where economic alternatives are limited.

At the municipal level, Local Economic Development Strategy of Delchevo! positions tourism as a
complementary, yet strategically significant, economic sector capable of driving both income
generation and broader community development. Although tourism is not identified as the
municipality’s primary economic engine, the strategy clearly acknowledges its growing relevance in
diversifying the local economy and reducing dependence on traditional sectors such as agriculture,
forestry, and small-scale manufacturing. This framing reflects an understanding that even modest
tourism growth can create multiplier effects across the local economy stimulating demand for
hospitality services, local products, transportation, cultural events, and small-scale entrepreneurship.

A central pillar of the strategy is the sustainable use of natural resources, which is presented not only
as an environmental priority but also as a prerequisite for long-term tourism competitiveness.
Delchevo’s landscapes, forests, clean rivers, and rural environment are viewed as the municipality’s
core strategic assets—resources that must be protected and managed responsibly in order to support
future tourism demand. The strategy therefore promotes a development logic where economic
benefits and environmental stewardship go hand in hand, ensuring that tourism growth does not
compromise the ecological foundations on which it depends.

The strategy also underscores the importance of improving the local business climate, recognizing that
tourism cannot thrive without a supportive ecosystem for small enterprises. This includes
administrative facilitation, access to information, support for micro-entrepreneurs, and incentives

! Municipality of Delchevo — Local Economic Development Strategy 2021-2025
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for local residents to start tourism-related businesses such as guesthouses, rural homestays, guiding
services, craft production, or food and beverage operations. By encouraging such initiatives, the
municipality seeks to foster a more vibrant local economy while also strengthening the authenticity
and diversity of the tourism offers.

Tourism in Delchevo is conceptually linked to nature-based and rural experiences, small-scale
entrepreneurship, and improvements in local infrastructure and public services. This reflects a realistic
assessment of the municipality’s competitive advantages: its rural charm, traditional lifestyle, and
proximity to natural landscapes. Rather than pursuing mass tourism or large-scale commercial
developments, the strategy supports a model based on low-impact, community-oriented tourism that
can generate income while maintaining cultural and environmental integrity. Investments in
infrastructure, such as improving access roads, expanding recreational areas, enhancing signage, and
upgrading utilities, are seen as essential foundations for creating a welcoming and functional visitor
environment.

While the LED Strategy does not provide detailed guidance on specific tourism products or
experiences, it nonetheless establishes a strong rationale for targeted marketing interventions. The
municipality recognizes that the resources and attractions already exist but remain insufficiently
known, both domestically and internationally. This gap in visibility, combined with the municipality’s
advantageous geographic position along the border with Bulgaria, creates an opportunity for
developing cross-border promotional activities, joint itineraries, and integrated tourism experiences.
Strengthening cooperation with neighboring Bulgarian municipalities is therefore viewed not merely
as a logistical matter but as a strategic avenue for enhancing market reach, increasing visitor flows,
and building a shared tourism identity across the region.

Berovo’s strategic’® orientation places tourism even more prominently than in neighboring
municipalities, identifying it as a key growth sector that is deeply intertwined with principles of
environmental protection and sustainable development. The municipality explicitly recognizes that its
comparative advantage lies not in large-scale industry or commercial activities, but in the exceptional
quality of its natural environment. This understanding shapes a development model in which tourism
is both an economic opportunity and a mechanism for safeguarding natural assets.

Berovo positions itself as a destination of high ecological value, building its identity around clean air,
vast forested areas, pristine lakes, and a calm, unspoiled rural atmosphere. These characteristics are
not only environmental attributes but core elements of the municipality’s brand. They support strong
potential for eco-tourism, wellness tourism, and active outdoor experiences, such as hiking, mountain
biking, forest therapy, and nature photography. The municipality’s natural environment is thus framed
as a strategic economic resource, one that must be preserved if tourism is to remain viable in the long
term.

2 Municipality of Berovo — Local Economic Development Strategy 2024-2027
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Central to the strategy is the responsible management of natural assets, which includes sustaining
forest ecosystems, protecting biodiversity, and ensuring that tourism infrastructure is developed in
ways that minimize ecological footprints. Rather than emphasizing high volumes of visitors, the
strategic direction leans toward low-impact, high-quality tourism, which aligns with contemporary
global trends and the expectations of environmentally conscious travelers. This aligns the municipality
with EU principles of sustainable regional development and positions Berovo as a model for green
tourism practices in the wider region.

Another major priority is the development of quality tourism services, which encompasses
professionalizing local tourism providers, improving accommodation standards, expanding hospitality
capacities, and enhancing visitor services such as signage, trails, transport, and information points. By
raising the overall quality of the visitor experience, Berovo aims to differentiate itself through
authenticity and comfort rather than mass appeal. This approach reflects an understanding that well-
managed, high-quality services are essential to retain visitors, strengthen the municipality’s
reputation, and generate repeat tourism.

The ambition to position Berovo as a “green” destination is both a branding strategy and a policy
approach. It speaks to a vision of a municipality where natural resources are not only preserved but
actively integrated into high-value tourism experiences. This narrative aligns naturally with regional
aspirations, as the broader cross-border area aspires to present itself as a nature-rich,
adventure-oriented destination. By strengthening its own green positioning, Berovo contributes to
shaping a coherent and appealing joint identity for the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region.

Furthermore, Berovo's strong ecological and adventure-focused identity makes it a key anchor within
the regional tourism ecosystem. Its established reputation can help attract visitors who may then
expand their travel across the border, thereby supporting integrated destination development and
creating opportunities for joint marketing initiatives, shared tourism routes, and collaborative events.
In this sense, Berovo not only strengthens its local economy but also adds strategic value to the overall
cross-border tourism narrative.

Pehchevo’s LED Strategy® approaches tourism as an emerging but highly promising sector,
acknowledging its potential to become a meaningful contributor to the municipality’s socio-economic
transformation. Although tourism is not yet strongly developed, the municipality recognizes that its
natural landscapes, forest resources, and rural character represent valuable assets that can attract
visitors seeking tranquility, authenticity, and outdoor recreation. The strategic orientation is therefore
grounded in the belief that even modest tourism growth can stimulate local entrepreneurship,
support rural households, and help preserve traditional ways of life.

The strategy assigns particular importance to mountain and forest landscapes, which surround
Pehchevo and form the backbone of its tourism potential. These landscapes offer opportunities for
activities such as hiking, picnicking, birdwatching, forest walks, and experiential rural tourism. Unlike
municipalities with established tourism infrastructure, Pehchevo’s appeal lies precisely in its
uncommercialized and natural environment, which is increasingly valued by visitors searching for

3 Municipality of Pehchevo — Local Economic Development Strategy
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peaceful, nature-based experiences. This positions the municipality to develop tourism models that
emphasize environmental harmony, small-scale development, and community involvement.

A defining characteristic of Pehchevo’s tourism vision is its focus on small family-run tourism services,
including guesthouses, family farms, local craft producers, and micro-enterprises offering food,
accommodation, or guided experiences. The strategy recognizes that these businesses are essential
not only for enriching the visitor experience but also for creating diversified income opportunities
within rural communities. Encouraging such micro-entrepreneurship is seen as a pathway to economic
resilience, greater social inclusion, and the preservation of local heritage.

However, the strategy also identifies significant constraints. The municipality struggles with limited
visibility and weak promotion, which prevent its natural assets and tourism experiences from reaching
wider markets. The existing tourism offer is fragmented, lacking consistent branding, marketing, or
coherent product packaging. This challenge underscores the municipality’s need for coordinated
marketing efforts, improved online presence, and stronger integration into regional and cross-border
tourism initiatives. Pehchevo acknowledges that it cannot compete as an isolated destination and
therefore must participate in broader networks that can enhance its exposure and attract diverse
visitor segments.

In this context, cross-border cooperation becomes particularly relevant. Pehchevo’s proximity to
Bulgaria, combined with its shared natural and cultural characteristics with neighboring
municipalities, creates opportunities for joint product development, shared itineraries, and
coordinated promotional campaigns. The municipality’s strategic positioning thus contributes to the
broader vision of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region as a unified nature-oriented tourism area, where
each municipality offers complementary experiences. Pehchevo’s quiet, rural charm and forest-based
activities add depth and diversity to this shared tourism identity.

A more comprehensive regional perspective is provided by the Tourism Development Strategy for the
Eastern Planning Region (2016-2025)* which encompasses the municipalities of Delchevo, Berovo,
and Pehchevo. This document represents the most detailed tourism-specific framework guiding
development in the region and serves as a cornerstone for understanding both the opportunities and
constraints that shape the tourism landscape. The strategy describes the Eastern Planning Region as
an area endowed with a remarkable diversity of natural and cultural assets, including mountains,
forests, lakes, traditional rural settlements, cultural heritage sites, and living traditions that offer
considerable potential for outdoor, rural, eco, and active tourism. These resources position the region
favorably within national tourism development priorities and align well with current market trends
that favor authentic, nature-based experiences.

Despite this rich resource base, the strategy highlights several structural challenges that limit the
region’s ability to compete with more established destinations. A persistent issue is the fragmentation
of tourism products, meaning that attractions and services remain isolated, insufficiently connected,

4 Tourism Development Strategy for the Eastern Planning Region (2016—2025)
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and often developed independently by different stakeholders. This fragmentation reduces the
region’s overall visibility and weakens its capacity to offer appealing, coherent, and multi-day
tourism experiences. The strategy also identifies weak promotional efforts, noting that the region
lacks a strong market identity and does not benefit from consistent or professionalized branding
activities. As a result, even high-value natural and cultural resources remain under-recognized in both
domestic and international markets.

To address these barriers, the strategy strongly advocates for integrated tourism product
development. This includes bundling attractions into thematic routes, creating cross-municipal
experiences, and establishing tourism products that combine nature, culture, gastronomy, and
community-based activities. Such integration is essential for increasing the competitiveness of the
region, extending visitor stays, and positioning the Eastern Planning Region as a unified tourism
destination rather than a collection of isolated points of interest.

Improving tourism infrastructure and services is another key priority. The strategy emphasizes the
need for better access roads, signage, visitor centers, digital information tools, accommodations, and
professional tourism services. Enhancing these elements is considered vital for improving the overall
visitor experience and enabling the region to meet contemporary expectations of comfort, safety, and
accessibility.

A central dimension of the strategy is the call for stronger regional branding and coordinated
marketing. Recognizing the fragmented promotional landscape, the document stresses the
importance of creating a recognizable and credible regional identity that can differentiate the Eastern
Planning Region in a competitive tourism market. This includes unified messaging, visual identity,
promotional campaigns, and participation in domestic and international tourism fairs. The strategy
also underscores the need for collaboration among public, private, and civil-society actors, noting that
sustainable tourism cannot be achieved without effective governance structures, stakeholder
participation, and mechanisms for joint planning and implementation.

The Development Program of the Eastern Planning Region 2021-2026° provides a broad
socio-economic framework within which tourism is positioned as a key contributor to the region’s
long-term development, territorial cohesion, and resilience. Unlike sector-specific tourism strategies,
this program adopts a holistic view of regional development, integrating tourism within wider
objectives related to economic diversification, social inclusion, environmental sustainability, and
infrastructure improvement. As such, it plays a crucial role in shaping the enabling environment for
tourism and in guiding the institutional priorities that support the sector’s growth.

A central theme of the program is the aspiration to enhance the regional competitiveness of the
Eastern Planning Region by capitalizing on its natural and cultural strengths while addressing structural
weaknesses. In this context, tourism is recognized as a sector with substantial potential to stimulate
local economies, create employment, and generate complementary income for rural households.
Tourism is not viewed as an isolated industry but rather as an important horizontal sector that

5 Development Program of the Eastern Planning Region 2021-2026
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interacts with agriculture, crafts, environmental protection, cultural heritage management, and local
entrepreneurship. This integrated perspective highlights tourism’s ability to serve as a lever for
innovation and value creation across multiple economic areas.

The program also places significant emphasis on infrastructure development, acknowledging that
improved mobility, accessibility, and public services are prerequisites for sustainable tourism growth.
Investments in road networks, local transportation systems, digital infrastructure, and public spaces
are considered essential for enhancing the region’s attractiveness to visitors and investors alike. The
development of recreational zones, better signage, environmental management systems, and basic
tourism infrastructure directly contribute to improving the visitor experience and building a
foundation for future tourism expansion.

Another defining feature of the program is its focus on cross-sector cooperation and the promotion
of an integrated territorial approach. This approach encourages cooperation among municipalities,
public institutions, private sector actors, civil society organizations, and local communities. Such
collaboration is viewed as essential for tackling shared challenges, from rural depopulation and
economic stagnation to environmental degradation, and for creating coherent and competitive
tourism products. By promoting partnerships and collective action, the program reinforces the idea
that no single municipality can unlock the region’s tourism potential alone; instead, coordinated
regional action is required.

Furthermore, the Development Program aligns strongly with national and EU development priorities,
placing particular emphasis on sustainability, digital transformation, environmental protection, and
inclusive growth. Tourism development is framed within these broader policy alignments, reinforcing
the importance of responsible resource management, sustainable tourism practices, and long-term
community benefits. This alignment strengthens the institutional foundation for cross-border
initiatives, EU-funded projects, and public—private partnerships that can stimulate tourism
development.

Within this broader context, the program recognizes tourism as a tool for strengthening territorial
cohesion and reducing disparities between urban and rural areas. It highlights the role of tourism in
revitalizing rural communities, promoting cultural identity, and encouraging youth engagement in
local economies. The program emphasizes that sustainable tourism initiatives can help counter rural
outmigration by creating new livelihood opportunities and supporting the development of local
businesses.

The Urban Revision of Delchevo® provides an essential spatial planning perspective that directly
influences the municipality’s tourism development potential. Although not conceived as a
tourism-specific document, it plays a critical role in shaping the physical, functional, and
environmental conditions that define the visitor experience. The revision outlines the long-term vision
for the urban and peri-urban areas of Delchevo, addressing land use, public space organization,
mobility patterns, infrastructure development, and environmental management. These elements
form the spatial backbone upon which sustainable tourism can grow.

EB?E{S%" g;l/clesr?grl:ré) %Pcﬁhcgv’g\e Eastern Planning Region 2021-2026
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A core emphasis of urban revision is the organization and enhancement of public spaces, which are
fundamental for creating an attractive and welcoming environment for both residents and visitors.
Well-designed public areas, such as plazas, pedestrian zones, parks, and riverside

promenades serve not only as social and cultural hubs but also as important components of a visitor’s
first impression. By planning for functional, aesthetically appealing, and accessible public spaces, the
revision supports the development of tourism activities such as outdoor events, cultural gatherings,
markets, and recreational experiences that enrich the overall attractiveness of Delchevo.

The document also places strong attention on accessibility and mobility, recognizing that efficient
movement within and around the municipality is essential for tourism development. The revision
addresses road networks, pedestrian pathways, bicycle routes, parking solutions, and connections
between the urban center and nearby rural or natural areas. Improved access to hiking trails,
recreational zones, natural landmarks, and border crossings enhances Delchevo’s capacity to position
itself as a destination for active tourism and cross-border travel. By prioritizing safe, reliable, and
well-marked mobility infrastructure, the urban revision directly contributes to the development of
sport, adventure, and nature-based tourism products.

Environmental considerations are another cornerstone of the urban revision. The document
emphasizes the importance of green and recreational areas, advocating for their protection,
expansion, and integration into the overall urban landscape. These areas not only improve the quality
of life for residents but also form the basis for eco-friendly and active tourism experiences. The
preservation of green belts, the maintenance of clean river corridors, and the thoughtful design of
parks and outdoor recreational facilities reflect a commitment to environmental quality that aligns
closely with contemporary tourism expectations. As outdoor tourism increasingly depends on well-
maintained natural environments close to urban areas, this planning emphasis is strategically
important.

The revision also highlights the need to strengthen urban-rural connectivity, acknowledging that
Delchevo’s tourism potential relies heavily on its surrounding villages, mountains, and natural
attractions. Improved linkages between the town and its rural hinterland, through upgraded roads,
improved signage, and coordinated spatial development, facilitate visitor flows and support the
creation of integrated tourism routes. This connectivity is particularly significant for tourists seeking
to explore the municipality’s natural trails, scenic viewpoints, cultural heritage sites, and cross-border
gateways.

Moreover, the urban revision implicitly supports the development of sport and active tourism, even if
not addressed explicitly as a sector. By extending recreational spaces, improving public infrastructure,
and strengthening accessibility to nature, the revision lays the groundwork for activities such as hiking,
cycling, running, forest walks, and outdoor sports events. These are key components of the
cross-border tourism strategy and align well with the region’s branding as a nature- and
adventure-oriented destination.

In addition, the document’s approach to urban development promotes an image of Delchevo as a

tlean, —organized, and—visitor=friendly municipality, which is an essential element of tourism
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supports the growth of small businesses, improves the usability of public spaces, and strengthens the
municipality’s capacity to host events and festivals, all of which contributes to a positive tourism
experience.

Within the cross-border region, Blagoevgrad plays a distinct and influential role. Its strategic
documents of Blagoevgrad Municipality’ present the municipality and its surroundings as a
multifunctional tourism destination, offering a wide spectrum of attractions that combine cultural,
urban, nature-based, and mountain tourism. Unlike the smaller rural municipalities across the border,
Blagoevgrad benefits from a more developed urban infrastructure, higher institutional capacity, and
stronger recognition among domestic and international visitors. These strengths position the city as a
natural anchor and gateway to the broader cross-border region.

Blagoevgrad’s tourism offer is structured around several thematic pillars. The first is cultural and urban
tourism, supported by its vibrant cultural scene, universities, historical sites, and regular events that
attract visitors throughout the year. This urban dynamism gives Blagoevgrad a distinctive appeal and
provides services, such as hospitality, dining, and entertainment, that complement the
nature-oriented tourism of nearby municipalities.

The second pillar is nature-based and mountain tourism, which leverages the city’s proximity to
mountain ranges, protected areas, and outdoor recreation zones. Blagoevgrad’s strategic documents
emphasize the importance of maintaining and enhancing access to hiking trails, natural monuments,
and viewpoints, recognizing their role in attracting both day visitors and adventure tourists. This
natural wealth provides opportunities for mountain sports, eco-tourism, and recreational outdoor
activities that resonate with contemporary tourism trends and visitor preferences.

A third pillar, actively highlighted in municipal planning, is sports and outdoor activities. Blagoevgrad
hosts a number of sports events and has the infrastructure to support training camps, competitions,
and active tourism experiences. This sports dimension aligns closely with the cross-border project’s
focus on sport and active tourism, offering a platform for joint promotional initiatives, events, and
thematic routes.

Blagoevgrad’s strategic advantage lies in its stronger visibility, connectivity, and service capacity
compared to neighboring municipalities. These strengths allow the city to function not only as a
destination in its own right but also as a hub that channels visitors deeper into the cross-border region,
including Delchevo, Berovo, and Pehchevo. The city’s more robust tourism ecosystem can support the
distribution of visitors, the organization of joint events, and the development of integrated tourist
packages that combine urban and rural experiences across the border.

Moreover, Bulgaria’s overall tourism policy environment, particularly its focus on sustainable tourism,
regional branding, and cross-border cooperation, creates favorable conditions for Blagoevgrad to
engage in joint initiatives. The municipality’s strategic documents show strong alignment with EU
cohesion and territorial cooperation principles, reinforcing the potential for collaborative marketing
and product development.

> | P the Eastern Planning Region 2021-2026
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At the national level, the national tourism strategic planning document of North Macedonia® provides
an overarching policy environment that shapes tourism development across all regions of

the country, including Delchevo, Berovo, and Pehchevo. This framework establishes the priorities,
standards, and institutional mechanisms necessary to enhance the competitiveness of the national
tourism sector, while ensuring that development aligns with broader socio-economic objectives and
EU integration processes. It serves as a guide for regional and municipal planning, offering both
direction and legitimacy to local tourism initiatives.

A central pillar of the national framework is destination branding and positioning, reflecting a strategic
shift toward strengthening the image of North Macedonia as a recognizable and appealing tourism
destination. The framework acknowledges that global tourism markets are increasingly competitive
and that smaller destinations must cultivate distinctive identities to attract visitors. Emphasis is placed
on defining clear brand values, promoting unique cultural and natural assets, and ensuring consistent
messaging across all levels of the tourism system. This branding orientation directly supports the
creation of regional tourism identities, such as the joint branding of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-
border region.

Another major priority is product diversification, with a strong focus on sustainable, experiential, and
nature-based tourism. The framework recognizes that North Macedonia’s varied landscapes, rural
heritage, outdoor recreation opportunities, and cultural traditions offer strong potential for
developing diverse tourism experiences that appeal to emerging market trends. In this context, the
national strategy promotes the development of eco-tourism, adventure tourism, rural tourism,
cultural heritage tourism, and other high-value, low-impact segments. This aligns closely with the
strengths of the Eastern Planning Region and reinforces the emphasis on sport, active, and
nature-based tourism within the cross-border project.

The national strategy also highlights the importance of capacity building and professionalization of
tourism stakeholders. This includes strengthening the skills of tourism workers, enhancing service
quality, improving managerial capacities within tourism enterprises, and building institutional
expertise at the local and regional levels. By promoting training, certification, and the adoption of
professional standards, the national framework seeks to raise the overall competitiveness of the
tourism sector and ensure that visitors receive high-quality, reliable experiences. This focus is
particularly relevant for smaller municipalities, where local tourism businesses often need targeted
support to improve service delivery.

Institutional coordination plays a vital role within the national framework. The strategy emphasizes
the need for improved collaboration among national institutions, municipalities, tourism
organizations, private sector actors, and civil society. Stronger coordination is seen as critical for
avoiding duplication of efforts, harmonizing tourism policies, and ensuring that investments and
promotional activities are strategically aligned. This governance focus reinforces the logic of
cross-border cooperation and supports the development of shared marketing initiatives between
North Macedonia and Bulgaria.

DR LORIA KoM S LA FRRb T £iguy e Region 2021-2026
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The national framework also underlines the importance of harmonizing tourism development with EU
standards, particularly in areas such as environmental protection, sustainable resource management,
digital transformation, destination management, and cross-border cooperation. As North Macedonia
continues its EU integration process, aligning tourism practices with European principles becomes
increasingly important both for competitiveness and for accessing EU funding. This alignment provides
a solid foundation for cross-border projects such as the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo marketing initiative,
which are designed to strengthen cooperation, enhance regional visibility, and contribute to territorial
cohesion.

A particularly relevant aspect of the national framework is its strong support for the development of
regional tourism brands and integrated promotional tools. The strategy explicitly recognizes the need
for coherent regional identities that complement the national brand while promoting the unique
characteristics of specific areas. This approach enables smaller municipalities to amplify their visibility,
leverage shared regional assets, and target specific visitor segments more effectively. It also validates
the creation of unified logos, slogans, and marketing strategies.

Across all reviewed local, regional, national, and cross-border strategic documents, a set of recurrent
themes and shared priorities emerges. These themes collectively define the strategic environment for
tourism development in the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region and provide coherence for
the design of the unified Marketing Strategy and regional branding tools. Despite differences in
administrative scope or thematic focus, the strategic documents reveal a remarkably consistent vision
of what tourism in the region should become and what conditions are necessary for its sustainable
growth.

- Sustainability. A strong and pervasive commitment to sustainability runs through all the
documents examined. Whether at the municipal level, such as in Berovo and Delchevo, or at
the regional and national levels, environmental protection is consistently described as both a
prerequisite for tourism and a long-term development imperative. The strategies emphasize
the need to ensure that tourism growth does not compromise ecological integrity, particularly
in a region whose competitive advantage lies in its forests, rivers, mountains, and clean air.

- The Need for Greater Visibility, Branding, and Marketing. Almost unanimously, the reviewed
documents identify weak visibility and insufficient promotional activities as major constraints
on tourism development. Despite having valuable natural and cultural assets, the region
suffers from low recognition in both domestic and international markets. Several
municipalities note fragmented marketing efforts, limited budgets, and a lack of professional
promotional tools, which result in underutilization of existing tourism resources.

- Fragmentation of the Tourism Offer and the Need for Integration. Another dominant theme
is the fragmented nature of the existing tourism offer. Many attractions, natural, cultural,
rural, or recreational, exist in isolation, without being connected into coherent routes,
packages, or thematic experiences. This fragmentation limits the region’s competitiveness,
reduces the average length of stay, and prevents the creation of comprehensive tourism
products that appeal to modern travelers who seek multi-layered experiences.

- Importance of Stakeholder Engagement and Participatory Governance. A further shared
priority is the emphasis on active stakeholder involvement in tourism planning and
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tourism initiatives. Without inclusive and participatory approaches, the strategies imply,
tourism development risks being unsustainable or disconnected from local needs and
identities.

- Cross-Border Cooperation as a Development Opportunity. Finally, all reviewed documents,
frame the border location as an opportunity rather than a limitation. The Eastern Planning
Region’s proximity to Bulgaria, combined with similarities in landscape, culture, and tourism
potential, creates natural conditions for cross-border cooperation. Municipalities such as
Delchevo and Berovo explicitly recognize the strategic value of working with Bulgarian
partners to enhance visibility, share resources, and develop joint tourism products.

The strategic documents highlight the potential for:

e cross-border itineraries,

e shared branding and promotional campaigns,

e joint events and festivals,

e integrated nature and adventure tourism routes,

e coordinated use of EU funding instruments for regional cooperation.

2. MARKET RESEARCH & ANALYSIS

2.1. Industry Overview

2.1.1 Tourism Industry Context

Over the past decade, the tourism landscape in Southeast Europe has experienced a marked
transformation. Shifting consumer preferences, rising environmental awareness, and the pursuit of
authentic, meaningful travel experiences have pushed the region away from traditional mass-tourism
models and toward experiential, sustainable, and niche forms of tourism. Visitors increasingly seek
destinations that allow them to connect with nature, engage in outdoor activities, explore rural
lifestyles, and participate in small-scale, community-centered experiences. As a result, sport, active,
and nature-based tourism have become some of the fastest-growing tourism segments across the
region.

Against this backdrop, the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region occupies an interesting and
strategically advantageous position within Southeast Europe’s evolving tourism ecosystem. Unlike
coastal or urban destinations that rely heavily on large-scale resorts, entertainment complexes, or
high-density tourism infrastructure, this region’s appeal lies in its mountain environments, forest
landscapes, rural settlements, and opportunities for outdoor recreation. This natural, low-impact
tourism setting aligns well with contemporary market trends that favor destinations offering
tranquility, sustainability, and opportunities for active engagement with nature.

The tourism-marketinthiscross-border area is characterized by several structural features:
5 Development Program of the Eastern Planning Region 2021-2026

= OMNWTWHA
= AENYEBO

PU3 OENYEBO www.delcevo.gov.mk



Co-funded by
the European Union

Hiteirey

IDA

Bulgaria - North Macedonia

e Predominantly small-scale tourism providers, often family-run accommodations, local guides,
and micro-enterprises that contribute to an authentic visitor experience.

e Strong dependence on domestic and regional visitors, reflecting both geographical proximity
and the still-developing international visibility of the region.

e High natural and cultural resource value, including mountains, forests, rivers, traditional
crafts, cultural heritage sites, and rural lifestyles that form the backbone of local tourism
offerings.

e Relatively low market visibility and underdeveloped branding, which means that although the
region has strong potential, it remains under-promoted compared to more established
destinations.

This structure presents both challenges and opportunities. The absence of mass-tourism
infrastructure limits large-scale commercial tourism, yet it also preserves the environmental and
cultural authenticity that modern travelers increasingly value. Small-scale providers often lack robust
marketing tools, but they offer personalized, community-based experiences that align with global
tourism trends favoring local identity, sustainability, and meaningful engagement.

In this sense, the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region is not competing with major resort destinations but
rather positioning itself within a different market space altogether: one defined by nature immersion,
adventure experiences, rural charm, and cultural authenticity. The region’s characteristics make it
particularly well-suited to attract visitors interested in hiking, cycling, mountaineering, wildlife
observation, village tourism, local gastronomy, and cross-border exploration.

Overall, the evolving tourism context in Southeast Europe provides a favorable environment for the
development of the region’s tourism brand and marketing strategy. The global and regional trends
toward low-density, sustainable, and experience-driven tourism align strongly with what the
Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border area naturally offers. This alignment creates a solid foundation
for strategic positioning, long-term competitiveness, and the growth of sport, active, and nature-
based tourism within the region.

2.1.2 Sport and Active Tourism Segment

Sport and active tourism have become one of the most dynamic segments within the broader
tourism market, driven by growing interest in outdoor recreation, healthy lifestyles, and experiential
travel. This segment encompasses a wide range of activities that connect visitors with nature,
physical activity, and local environments. In the context of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border
region, sport and active tourism aligns closely with the region’s natural strengths and emerging
visitor preferences.

The core activities associated with sport and active tourism include hiking and trekking, cycling and
mountain biking, trail running, outdoor fitness, and a variety of adventure and nature-based pursuits.
These activities appeal to visitors seeking physical challenge, personal wellbeing, and immersion in
natural landscapes. Unlike traditional leisure tourism, sport and active tourism
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emphasizes movement, exploration, and engagement with the environment, making it particularly
compatible with regions characterized by mountains, forests, rivers, and rural scenery.

This tourism segment is closely linked to several broad societal trends. First, there is increasing
awareness of health and well-being, with travelers prioritizing holidays that contribute to physical
fitness, mental balance, and stress reduction. Outdoor activities are perceived as restorative and
beneficial for both body and mind, strengthening the appeal of destinations offering clean air, natural
beauty, and opportunities for exercise.

Second, rising environmental awareness has motivated travelers to seek low-impact tourism
experiences. Sport and active tourism align well with sustainable practices, as it often requires
minimal built infrastructure and encourages responsible interaction with nature. This fits the identity
and development philosophy of the cross-border region, where environmental preservation is a
strategic priority.

Third, contemporary travelers are embracing slower, experience-oriented travel, favoring
destinations where they can spend more time exploring landscapes, understanding local cultures, and
engaging in outdoor activities. Sport tourism naturally supports longer stays, as activities like hiking,
cycling, and running are often planned as multi-day experiences that combine nature, culture, and
gastronomy.

Finally, sport and active tourism often integrate well with multi-day itineraries, allowing visitors to
combine physical activities with cultural visits, culinary experiences, and cross-border exploration. This
multi-layered approach increases visitor satisfaction and enhances the economic impact of tourism
across various sectors.

For the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region, sport and active tourism represents a highly accessible
development opportunity. Unlike tourism segments that require heavy investments in large hotels,
entertainment facilities, or complex infrastructure, sport tourism largely relies on the region’s existing
assets:

e Natural terrain and diverse landscapes, including mountains, forest trails, river valleys, and
rural roads suitable for hiking, cycling, and trail running.

e Existing informal trails and recreational areas, which, with minimal investment in marking,
maintenance, and safety, can be transformed into attractive tourism products.

e Proximity to urban centers in both North Macedonia and Bulgaria, which ensures visitor
access, day-trip potential, and a steady flow of regional tourists seeking outdoor activities.

e Cross-border itineraries and thematic routes, which present unique opportunities to connect
attractions across municipalities and countries, creating distinctive bi-national tourism
experiences.

These inherent advantages allow the region to differentiate itself from mass-tourism destinations and
position itself as a nature-rich, sport-friendly, and easily accessible outdoor recreation area. This
positioning supports the broader branding concept of the cross-border initiative and contributes to a

competitive, sustainabte-tourism profile that resonates with current market trends.
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Although precise, systematically collected tourism statistics at the micro-regional or cross-border level
remain limited, a qualitative assessment of available policy documents, regional reports, and observed
tourism patterns provides a clear indication of emerging trends and market potential in the
Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border area. Tourism in this region represents a small but steadily
growing component of local economies, contributing to supplementary household income, supporting
small businesses, and stimulating services linked to retail, hospitality, rural accommodation, and
outdoor recreation.

Within both the Eastern Planning Region of North Macedonia and the Blagoevgrad region in Bulgaria,
tourism demand is driven mainly by domestic visitors and travelers from neighboring countries. This
reflects the region’s geographic accessibility, cultural similarities, and ease of short-distance travel
across the border. Domestic and regional visitors typically account for the majority of overnight stays,
day trips, and outdoor recreation activities, forming a reliable core market that is less sensitive to
global tourism fluctuations.

A consistent tendency across the region is that nature-based tourism demand currently exceeds the
availability of organized tourism products, structured packages, and coordinated marketing. Visitors
are increasingly drawn to the area’s natural landscapes, mountains, forests, and rural environments,
yet the supply side remains characterized by underdeveloped interpretation, limited guided services,
and relatively weak visibility online. This imbalance between demand and structured supply suggests
considerable growth potential, especially if the region strengthens its branding, product packaging,
and cross-border coordination.

Although sport and active tourism is not yet measured as an independent statistical category in
regional tourism databases, multiple indicators show that it is experiencing observable and sustained
growth. This growth is reflected in:

e Increasing use of hiking and cycling trails, including both formally marked paths and informal
routes maintained by local communities or enthusiasts.

e Rising interest in outdoor events, such as recreational races, cycling gatherings, hiking
festivals, and community-organized sports activities, which attract participants from both
sides of the border.

e Expansion of informal tourism services, particularly the growth of guesthouses, rural
accommodation, eco-lodges, and family-run lodging facilities that cater to nature and sport-
oriented travelers.

These indicators demonstrate that sport and active tourism is gaining traction organically, even in
the absence of large-scale promotional campaigns or substantial infrastructure investments. The
trend aligns with broader global shifts toward healthy lifestyles, outdoor recreation, and low-density
tourism, reinforcing the strategic relevance of this segment for the region.

2.2 Key Market Trends Relevant to the Region

The tourism landscape in Southeast Europe is shaped by several overarching trends that strongly

influence the development potential of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region. These trends,
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opportunities for short-break, sustainable, and experience-driven travel. They also validate the
strategic orientation of the current cross-border marketing initiative.

Trend 1: Growth of Short-Break and Proximity Tourism

Across Europe, travelers increasingly prefer shorter, more frequent trips that require minimal
planning and are reachable within a few hours’ travel time. Weekend escapes, one-to-three-night
trips, and regional micro adventures have become a dominant behavioral pattern, particularly
among younger travelers, working professionals, and families seeking accessible nature experiences.

The Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region is naturally positioned to benefit from this trend due to its
geographic proximity between Bulgaria and North Macedonia and its easy accessibility from urban
centers such as Sofia, Skopje, Strumica, and Blagoevgrad. This means the region fits well into the
spontaneous, short stay travel model that has grown substantially in recent years. The ability to
cross the border quickly enhances the region’s attractiveness for multi-location itineraries, making it
ideal for short active holidays that combine hiking, cycling, culture, and gastronomy.

Trend 2: Demand for Sustainable and Nature-Friendly Destinations

Global tourism patterns clearly show a rising preference for destinations that emphasize
environmental responsibility, clean natural environments, and low visitor density. Travelers are
increasingly motivated by the desire to escape crowded cities, reconnect with nature, and engage in
low-impact outdoor activities. They consciously seek destinations that promote responsible tourism
practices, protect biodiversity, and foster authentic relationships with local landscapes and
communities.

This shift strongly reinforces the strategic positioning of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region as a
sustainable adventure destination. The region’s largely untouched nature, extensive forest systems,
clean air, rural settlements, and preserved landscapes align perfectly with market expectations. The
absence of mass-tourism pressure further enhances the experience of tranquility, authenticity, and
environmental integrity elements that are becoming competitive advantages in modern tourism
markets.

Trend 3: Experience-Based Travel and the Search for Authenticity

Modern tourists increasingly prioritize active participation, engaging stories, and meaningful
encounters over passive sightseeing. They want to “experience” destinations, not just observe them.
This includes interacting with local communities, learning about traditions, participating in local
activities, and discovering identity-rich places that offer unique narratives.

This experience-based trend intersects naturally with sport and active tourism in the region.
Activities such as hiking, cycling, trail running, and outdoor exploration can be seamlessly integrated
with cultural heritage, rural life, traditional gastronomy, and local crafts. For example, a day of hiking
can end with a local culinary experience; a cycling route can pass through villages offering traditional
accommodation or craft workshops. This synergy significantly increases the attractiveness and
economic impact of tourism by distributing benefits across different sectors of the local economy.

Trend 4: Digital Discovery and Online Decision-Making

Today’s tourism decision-making is increasingly influenced by digital platforms, social media content,
v ead|stovgtel Fnggrandop eier Fecemrpiandpiddegidno2er3ordy heavily on Instagram, Facebook,
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YouTube, TikTok, Google Maps, and travel platforms to choose destinations, plan itineraries, and
evaluate experiences. Destinations that are not present in the digital environment risk remaining
invisible, regardless of their actual value.

This trend underscores the importance of developing a strong visual identity, unified branding,
compelling storytelling, and consistent digital communication for the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region.
A recognizable logo, slogan, and cohesive marketing strategy are essential for capturing visitor
attention in the competitive digital space. The branding initiative, therefore, responds directly to
modern tourism communication dynamics, enabling the region to build awareness, inspire travel, and
guide visitors through engaging digital narratives.

2.3. Customer Insights

2.3.1 Target Customer Segments

Based on the desk research, regional development strategies, and the inherent characteristics of the
Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border area, three primary customer segments emerge as the most
relevant for sport, active, and nature-based tourism. These groups not only reflect current visitor flows
but also represent the greatest potential for sustainable growth, extended stays, and repeat visitation.
Each segment aligns strongly with the region’s natural assets, accessibility, and tourism development
priorities.

- Domestic and Cross-Border Active Tourists

This segment consists primarily of residents of North Macedonia and Bulgaria who seek accessible,
nearby destinations for outdoor recreation, short holidays, or spontaneous weekend escapes. Their
travel patterns are shaped by proximity, affordability, and familiarity with the region’s landscapes and
cultural similarities across the border.

These travelers are typically motivated by opportunities for hiking, trekking, cycling, mountain biking,
trail running, and general outdoor activity. They value destinations that are easy to reach, offer well-
marked trails, provide clean natural environments, and allow for flexible and self-guided exploration.

Because this segment tends to travel frequently throughout the year, especially during spring,
summer, and early autumn, it forms a stable and repeatable market base. Domestic and cross-border
active tourists are also more likely to participate in local outdoor events, running or cycling gatherings,
and recreational festivals, making them key contributors to off-season tourism flows.

- Regional Nature and Adventure Tourists

This group includes visitors from neighboring countries, such as Serbia, Greece, Romania, and
increasingly from other EU states who are exploring the Balkans as an emerging nature and adventure
destination. These travelers are drawn by the region’s affordability, low crowd density, and unspoiled
natural environments, which contrast with more commercialized European destinations.

They tend to be motivated by the search for authentic, lesser-known locations that offer genuine
cultural encounters, rural charm, and outdoor experiences that feel personal and unindustrialized.
This segment appreciates destinations that offer a sense of discovery, mountain trails, forest paths,

scenic viewpoints, small V|IIaEges local gastronomy, and cuIturaIIy meaningful experiences.
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Their travel behaviors often include multi-day itineraries, particularly when cross-border routes or
thematic trails allow them to combine multiple landscapes, cultures, and attractions in one trip. The
region’s cross-border structure therefore represents a major advantage for capturing this market.

- Lifestyle and Wellnhess-Oriented Travelers

The third primary segment consists of visitors who integrate physical activity, personal wellbeing, and
relaxation into their travel preferences. These travelers are often seeking balance, engaging in
moderate outdoor activities while also prioritizing tranquility, clean air, and opportunities for mental
and physical restoration.

They value slow tourism practices, scenic and quiet environments, lakes, forests, well-oriented
accommodations, and local food experiences. This segment typically includes small groups, couples,
and families who prefer safe, accessible natural settings and well-maintained recreational spaces.

Importantly, lifestyle and wellness travelers often have higher expectations for quality services, such
as comfortable accommodation, healthy food options, well-organized trails, and peaceful
surroundings. When these expectations are met, they tend to stay longer and contribute more to the
local economy through accommodation, dining, and additional activities.

2.3.2 Customer Needs

Despite differences in motivations, travel styles, and demographic profiles, the three primary target
segments identified for the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region share a number of common
needs and expectations. These shared requirements shape how visitors evaluate destinations, plan
their trips, and perceive their overall experience. Understanding these needs is crucial for designing
effective tourism products, improving service delivery, and developing a compelling cross-border
marketing strategy.

First, travelers across segments consistently require clear, accessible, and up-to-date information
about available activities, routes, and experiences. Whether they are hikers, cyclists, wellness
travelers, or day visitors, tourists increasingly depend on reliable digital and on-site information to
plan their journeys. This includes detailed route maps, trail difficulty levels, travel times,
recommended itineraries, and safety guidance. Regions that provide structured and well-organized
information, both online and on the ground, significantly enhance visitor confidence and encourage
longer, more meaningful engagement with the destination.

Second, safety, signage, and basic trail infrastructure are essential prerequisites for sport and active
tourism. Visitors expect well-marked paths, safe trail conditions, resting points, and clear navigational
cues. For families, casual hikers, and international visitors, the perceived safety and ease of use of
outdoor routes are decisive factors. Reliable infrastructure not only improves visitor satisfaction but
also reduces risks, strengthens the destination’s reputation, and supports the long-term sustainability
of tourism flows.

Third, tourists need dependable accommodation options and supportive local services, including small
guesthouses, rural stays, food and beverage providers, bike rentals, guiding services, and local
dventure or minimalist travel experiences expect a certain level of

transport. Evernr those seekinga
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complements the region’s position as a nature-based, community-oriented destination and increases
the likelihood of multi-day stays.

Fourth, ease of access and cross-border connectivity play a critical role in shaping the attractiveness
of the region. Travelers seek destinations they can reach without complicated logistics, long detours,
or unclear border requirements. Clear information about border crossings, transportation
connections, parking, and trail access points helps reduce friction and encourage cross-border
exploration, a defining feature of the regional tourism offer.

Finally, all visitor segments value trustworthy, consistent, and recognizable destination branding. In
an increasingly digital world, tourists rely heavily on visual cues, storytelling, and coherent messaging
when selecting destinations. A unified brand identity, supported by a strong logo, slogan, and cohesive
communication helps visitors understand what the region offers, recall it easily, and build emotional
associations that influence decision-making. Branding consistency also enhances competitiveness,
allowing the region to stand out in a crowded tourism market.

2.3.3 Customer Pain Points

Despite the strong natural assets and the growing interest in sport, active, and nature-based tourism,
several persistent barriers continue to limit the full tourism potential of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo
cross-border region. These customer pain points influence travel decisions, reduce visitor satisfaction,
and hinder the region’s ability to compete with more established tourism destinations. Understanding
these challenges is essential for designing effective marketing strategies and enhancing the overall
visitor experience.

e Lack of consolidated and visible tourism information. One of the most significant obstacles for
visitors is the difficulty in accessing clear, reliable, and comprehensive information about
available activities, trails, services, and attractions. Information is often scattered across
different websites, municipal pages, or informal social media groups, making trip planning
complicated. For active and nature-focused travelers, who typically require clear maps, trail
descriptions, safety details, and logistical guidance, this fragmentation undermines
confidence and may deter them from choosing the region.

e Fragmented tourism offer across municipalities and countries. The cross-border area is rich in
natural and cultural attractions, but these assets are not yet integrated into coherent tourism
products or multi-stop itineraries. Each municipality tends to promote its resources
independently, resulting in disjointed narratives and missed opportunities for creating cross-
border hiking circuits, cycling routes, thematic trails, and combined cultural-nature
experiences. This fragmentation limits the overall appeal of the region and reduces the
perceived value of a visit.

e Limited online presence and insufficient digital storytelling. Modern travelers rely heavily on
digital platforms for destination discovery, itinerary planning, and decision-making. However,
the region’s online presence remains limited, inconsistent, or outdated. High-quality photos,
videos, route descriptions, interactive maps, and storytelling that showcases local identity are
often missing. Without a strong digital footprint, the region struggles to stand out, especially

——im—a competitive tmarket where visual appeal and digital engagement are critical
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¢ Inconsistent service quality among tourism providers. Visitors frequently encounter variability
in the quality of accommodation, food services, guiding experiences, and customer
hospitality. While many providers offer authentic and welcoming experiences, others lack
professional standards, multilingual communication, or adequate facilities. This inconsistency
creates uncertainty and affects repeat visitation. For a cross-border destination that aims to
position itself as nature-friendly and adventure-oriented, predictable quality is key to building
trust with visitors.

e Language barriers and unclear cross-border logistics. Although the region benefits from its bi-
national character, cross-border travel can be hindered by language gaps, limited multilingual
signage, and insufficient information about border procedures, transport links, or trail
connectivity. For international visitors, even minor uncertainties about crossing points,
documentation, or navigation can become major deterrents. This reduces the accessibility and
convenience of exploring the region as a unified tourism area.

2.3.4 Customer Motivations

Tourists who choose the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region are driven by a combination of
emotional, experiential, and practical motivations that align closely with the region’s core strengths.
Across all target segments, one of the strongest motivators is the desire for adventure and physical
activity. Visitors increasingly seek destinations that allow them to challenge themselves, spend time
outdoors, and engage in meaningful contact with nature through hiking, cycling, trail running, or
exploration walks. This search for active engagement contrasts with more passive forms of tourism
and reflects a broader shift toward health-conscious and experience-driven travel.

Another key motivation is the wish to escape overcrowded and highly commercialized destinations.
Modern travelers are increasingly fatigued by mass tourism environments and are drawn to places
that offer tranquility, authenticity, and an unspoiled atmosphere. The Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region,
with its low-density landscapes, traditional villages, forested mountains, and peaceful rural settings,
provides a refreshing alternative to congested hotspots, making it especially appealing for weekend
breaks and extended nature retreats.

Visitors are also motivated by the opportunity to explore new, lesser-known, and non-commercialized
regions. The cross-border area offers a sense of discovery and uniqueness that many travelers find
appealing. Rather than visiting over-promoted destinations, tourists value the chance to explore
places that feel genuine, hidden, and untouched by mainstream tourism. This sense of novelty is a
powerful driver for domestic travelers as well as for regional visitors from neighboring countries.

Value-for-money remains another important motivation, particularly in price-sensitive markets such
as the Balkans. The region offers affordable accommodation, accessible outdoor activities, and low-
cost travel, allowing visitors to enjoy high-quality experiences without the premium prices associated
with more developed tourist destinations. This balance between affordability and quality positions
the region competitively in the regional tourism market.

Lastly, many visitors seek an emotional connection with nature and place. They look for destinations
that offer serenity, sensory richness, and a deeper sense of grounding. The region’s mountains,
forests, water bodies, and traditional rural scenes create the ideal environment for emotional
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restoration and meaningful travel. This connection is further reinforced by local hospitality, cultural
authenticity, and the natural rhythm of rural life.

2.4. Competitive Analysis

2.4.1 Competitive Landscape

The Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region operates within a competitive tourism environment
shaped by both domestic and regional destinations across the Balkans. Its primary competitors include
several well-established mountains, rural, and adventure-oriented destinations in Bulgaria, North
Macedonia, and neighboring countries.

In Bulgaria, the region competes with high-profile mountain destinations such as Bansko, Borovets,
Pamporovo, and the Rhodope Mountains. These destinations benefit from long-standing market
presence, strong national visibility, and developed infrastructure, including ski facilities, large hotel
chains, and extensive promotional campaigns. They have cultivated a loyal visitor base and enjoy
considerable brand recognition, which can overshadow emerging destinations.

In North Macedonia, the competitive landscape consists of well-known rural and eco-tourism hubs
such as Mavrovo, Krushevo, and the Prespa region. These areas have invested in nature-based
tourism, lakefront activities, outdoor sports, and cultural storytelling. Their established reputations
and stronger product packaging give them an advantage in capturing domestic nature and adventure
tourists.

At the broader Balkan level, the cross-border region competes with emerging adventure tourism
destinations in Albania, Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and northern Greece. These
countries are increasingly promoting hiking circuits, long-distance cycling routes, transnational
adventure trails, and rural cultural experiences. Many have benefited from international development
projects that helped strengthen their promotional reach.

Across these competing destinations, common competitive advantages include:

e Higher visibility and brand establishment, often backed by national tourism boards and robust
promotional funding.

e More advanced tourism infrastructure, such as accommodation diversity, formalized trail
systems, visitor centers, and professional outdoor services.

e Alonger presence on tourism markets, providing accumulated experience, partnerships, and
consumer familiarity.

The competitive landscape illustrates that while the region has natural strengths, it must differentiate
itself clearly to gain visibility and attract its target segments.
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2.4.2 Strengths of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo Region

Despite strong competitors, the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region possesses several unique
strengths that position it favorably within the niche segments of sport, nature, and adventure tourism.

Cross-border uniqueness and shared identity. The region’s bi-national character is a defining
advantage. Few destinations can offer a seamless adventure experience that crosses national borders,
combining two cultures, landscapes, and traditions within one trip. This sense of duality creates a
distinctive value proposition.

High-quality natural landscapes and biodiversity. Mountains, dense forests, rivers, canyons,
panoramic views, and diverse flora and fauna provide a strong foundation for outdoor recreation. The
“untouched” feel of the landscapes is a major asset in attracting tourists seeking authenticity and
pristine nature.

Low-density tourism environment. Unlike crowded destinations, this region offers peace, space, and
tranquility—characteristics increasingly sought by modern travelers. Low density enhances visitor
comfort and reinforces perceptions of safety and sustainability.

Authentic rural and cultural experiences. Traditional villages, handmade crafts, local cuisine, and
community-based hospitality contribute to authentic and meaningful visitor experiences. These
elements support storytelling and cultural immersion.

Alignment with EU sustainability priorities. The region’s focus on environmentally responsible tourism,
cross-border cooperation, and rural development aligns strongly with EU tourism policy priorities,
making it well-positioned for future funding and long-term development.

Together, these strengths create a unique positioning potential if strategically communicated and
developed.

2.4.3 Weaknesses

While the region’s strengths are considerable, several weaknesses hinder its competitiveness and
ability to reach wider markets.

Limited brand recognition. The region lacks a strong, unified identity and remains largely invisible to
domestic and international audiences. Without coordinated branding, visitors struggle to understand
what the region offers.

Fragmented tourism governance. Tourism responsibilities are spread across multiple municipalities,
agencies, and stakeholders in two countries. This fragmentation results in limited coordination,
duplicated efforts, and inconsistent messaging.

Underdeveloped marketing capacity. Local tourism providers often lack the resources, tools, and

expertiseneeded-forprofessional promotion. Digital marketing remains especially underutilized.
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Insufficient packaging of tourism products. Many attractions exist in isolation instead of being
integrated into coherent multi-day routes, thematic trails, or cross-border adventure packages. This
limits the appeal for nature and active tourists who value structured itineraries.

Limited data and monitoring systems. The absence of detailed tourism statistics, especially on active
tourism, makes strategic planning difficult. Without data on visitor flows, behavior, and spending, the
region cannot fully tailor its offer or measure performance.

Addressing these weaknesses is essential for strengthening the region’s presence in competitive
markets.

2.4.4 Competitive Positioning

In comparison to its competitors, the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region has the potential to stand out by
embracing a niche, experience-oriented identity rather than attempting to compete with mass-market
mountain destinations.

Its most compelling competitive advantage is its ability to offer a cross-border adventure experience,
a unique selling point that no single municipality or country can replicate alone. This dual-country
dimension enhances the sense of exploration and authenticity that nature and adventure tourists
seek.

The region is also well-positioned to emphasize sustainability and authenticity rather than high-
volume tourism. Its pristine landscapes, quiet villages, and locally rooted culture appeal strongly to
travelers who want meaningful, environmentally responsible experiences.

Finally, the region can distinguish itself by offering an integrated mix of:

e Sport (hiking, cycling, trail running, outdoor recreation),
e Nature (mountains, forests, rivers, biodiversity),
e Culture (rural traditions, gastronomy, heritage).

This holistic experience strengthens the emotional appeal of the destination and aligns perfectly with
the needs of active, lifestyle, and adventure-focused travelers.

3. TARGET AUDIENCE DEFINITION
3.1 Ideal Customer Profiles (ICPs)

Ideal Customer Profiles (ICPs) represent the visitor segments for whom the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo
cross-border region can deliver the highest value with the least structural adaptation. These profiles
are grounded in the region’s natural strengths, market demand trends, and existing tourism
infrastructure. They help identify groups most likely to appreciate the region’s offer, generate repeat
visitation, and contribute to sustainable tourism development. Three key ICPs emerge as the most

rategic and ctlonabl
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ICP 1: The Regional Active Explorer

Profile Characteristics

Geographic origin: North Macedonia, Bulgaria, and neighboring Balkan countries

Age range: 25-45

Travel pattern: Frequent weekend travel and short 1-3-day trips

Core interests: Hiking, cycling, mountain biking, trail running, and general outdoor recreation
Values: Nature immersion, health and wellbeing, sustainability, authenticity, and exploration
Spending behavior: Moderate; prioritizes value-for-money and pays for meaningful experiences
Why This Segment Is Ideal

The Regional Active Explorer aligns perfectly with the natural assets and current tourism infrastructure
of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region. This group actively seeks destinations that are easy to reach,
offer clean nature, and allow for self-guided outdoor experiences without requiring extensive
amenities. The region’s existing network of formal and informal trails, low-density landscapes, and
proximity to major cities make it highly attractive for spontaneous weekend trips.

Moreover, Active Explorers tend to travel multiple times per year, often returning to destinations they
trust and enjoy. They require minimal adaptation in terms of accommodation or services, as they are
comfortable with smaller guesthouses, rustic stays, and basic infrastructure. Their repeat travel
potential makes them a high-yield, low-barrier audience and an excellent foundation for building the
region’s reputation as an accessible, adventure-oriented destination.

ICP 2: The Nature-Oriented Leisure Traveler

Profile Characteristics

Geographic origin: Primarily domestic and regional (North Macedonia, Bulgaria, and nearby countries)
Age range: 35-60

Travel pattern: Longer short breaks of 3-5 days, often planned

Core interests: Light outdoor activities, relaxation, scenic exploration, local gastronomy, cultural
immersion

Values: Clean and calm environments, comfort, safety, and meaningful experiences
Spending behavior: Medium; willing to pay more for quality, comfort, and authenticity
Why This Segment Is Ideal

Nature-Oriented Leisure Travelers are motivated by a balance of recreation and relaxation. They
appreciate outdoor activities but prefer moderate difficulty, meaning well-marked trails, accessible
viewpoints, comfortable accommodation, and opportunities to learn about local culture and food. The
Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region offers precisely this mix: tranquil lakes, forests, rural villages, eco-
lodges, and authentic culinary experiences.

This segment expands the region’s tourism potential beyond sport-focused audiences and supports a

morediversified-tourismeconomy. They tend to stay longer and spend more on services such as
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dining, guided experiences, wellness activities, and cultural visits. Their expectations for comfort and
quality also encourage improvements in local service standards, contributing to long-term
sustainability and competitiveness.

ICP 3: The Cross-Border Experience Seeker

Profile Characteristics
Geographic origin: Travelers moving between Bulgaria <> North Macedonia

Age range: 30-55

e Travel pattern: Thematic, exploratory, and curiosity-driven travel

e Core interests: Unique cross-border routes, cultural exchange, local stories, adventure
combined with discovery

e Values: Novelty, authenticity, immersion, and the ability to experience “two countries in one
trip”

e Spending behavior: Medium; values distinctive experiences and cross-border itineraries

Why This Segment Is Ideal

The Cross-Border Experience Seeker directly reinforces the region’s most unique competitive
advantage: its dual-country identity. These travelers are drawn to destinations that offer something
different from standard single-destination trips. The idea of crossing a border, exploring two cultures,
experiencing shared landscapes, and following thematic bi-national trails is particularly compelling.

This audience is naturally curious and highly responsive to storytelling, making them ideal for a
destination built around the concept “Two regions, one adventure.” They are also more likely to
engage with combined products such as cross-border cycling routes, joint festivals, cultural trails, or
integrated nature-based experiences. Because they move across the border, they also help distribute
economic benefits between both sides of the region.

3.2 Buyer Personas

To translate the Ideal Customer Profiles into actionable marketing insights, three detailed buyer
personas have been developed. These personas humanize the target segments, helping the
destination craft more precise messaging, tailor digital content, and design products that resonate
emotionally with potential visitors. Each persona represents a composite profile based on common
motivations, challenges, and behavioral patterns observed in the region’s key markets.

Persona 1: Elena — The Active Weekend Traveler

Profile Overview

Elenais a 32-year-old marketing specialist living in Sofia or Skopje. Her lifestyle is fast-paced and urban,
and she relies on nature to escape to maintain balance and recharge. She prioritizes physical activity,
running, hiking, cycling—and prefers destinations that allow her to disconnect from city life while
staying active.
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Motivations

Elena seeks regular short breaks that provide immediate access to clean nature, scenic routes, and
energizing outdoor experiences. She values destinations that combine accessibility with diversity of
activity options and that feel safe, refreshing, and visually inspiring.

Pain Points

As someone who plans last-minute weekend trips, Elena is easily discouraged by overcrowded
destinations or by the lack of clear trail information, which makes it difficult for her to plan confidently.
Unmarked routes, unclear distances, or poor online presence reduce her likelihood of visiting.

Decision-Making Behavior

Elena’s choices are influenced by Instagram posts, outdoor content creators, travel micro-blogs, and
recommendations from friends. She responds strongly to visuals—photos of trails, panoramic views,
and outdoor experiences.

What She Looks For

Clearly marked and easy-to-understand routes
Inspiring visuals and authentic stories

Safety, accessibility, and light infrastructure
Options she can plan within minutes

Key Message
“A cross-border adventure just a short drive away.”

This message speaks to her for spontaneity, accessibility, and active exploration. Persona

2: Marko — The Nature-Loving Family Planner

Profile Overview

Marko is a 45-year-old engineer from Eastern North Macedonia. As a parent and family planner, he
seeks destinations that combine nature, relaxation, and engaging activities for adults and children
alike. He values predictable quality and places a premium on comfort and safety.

Motivations

Marko wants to introduce his family to nature while ensuring a smooth, worry-free experience. He
appreciates destinations where his children can explore safely, where local food is available, and
where accommodation offers a comfortable stay.

Pain Points

His main frustrations are limited reliable information, especially regarding family-friendly trails, and
inconsistent service quality, which makes trip planning challenging. He prefers clear expectations and
trustworthy recommendations.

Decision-Making Behavior

Marko relies on Facebook community groups, official tourism websites, and local recommendations.
Authenticity matters to him, but predictability matters even more.
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Comfort and safety

Mixed experiences (light hiking, local culture, gastronomy)
Child-friendly activities

Clear guidance on where to go and what to do

Key Message

“Active days, peaceful nature, authentic local experiences.”

This message captures his desire for balance, activities for his family alongside comfort, calmness, and
authenticity.

Persona 3: lvana —The Cross-Border Explorer

Profile Overview

Ivana is a 38-year-old freelancer from Blagoevgrad who thrives on discovery, cultural exploration, and
unique local stories. She is curious, socially engaged, and constantly on the lookout for new places
that inspire her creativity.

Motivations

Ivana is motivated by destinations that promise novelty and depth, places that offer more than
scenery: they offer meaning. She is drawn to cross-border narratives, shares histories, cultural
traditions, and unexpected encounters.

Pain Points

What frustrates her is fragmented information across borders. Even though the two sides of the region
are geographically close, inconsistent signage, limited joint promotion, and lack of integrated
itineraries make cross-border travel more complicated than it needs to be.

Decision-Making Behavior

She is influenced by online travel platforms, social media communities, and digital storytelling. She
responds well to narratives about people, culture, and place.

What She Looks For
e Cross-border thematic routes
e Rich storytelling and cultural depth
e Authenticity and local interactions
e Opportunities to experience two cultures in one journey

Key Message

“One destination, two cultures, endless experiences.”
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This message reinforces the core cross-border identity and aligns perfectly with her desire for
exploration and cultural immersion.

3.3 Customer Segments

Building on the Ideal Customer Profiles (ICPs) and the detailed buyer personas, the Blagoevgrad—
Delchevo cross-border region can clearly identify and prioritize the visitor segments that align most
closely with its strengths, development stage, and strategic goals. These segments form the basis for
targeted marketing, tailored product development, and efficient use of promotional resources. The
segmentation approach also reflects the region’s focus on sustainable, experience-driven tourism
rather than mass-market appeal.

Primary Segments

Active and sport-oriented tourists. At the core of the region’s tourism potential are visitors who are
motivated by physical activity and outdoor adventure. These include hikers, cyclists, trail runners, and
outdoor recreation enthusiasts who seek destinations with rich natural landscapes, accessible trails,
and low-density environments. This group is highly compatible with the region’s current offer and can
be reached primarily through regional and cross-border marketing efforts. Their interests align directly
with the region’s brand pillars, nature, adventure, and authenticity.

Domestic and cross-border visitors (short-stay and weekend travelers). This segment includes residents
of North Macedonia, Bulgaria, and neighboring countries who regularly take short breaks within
driving distance. They represent the most accessible and realistic growth market for the region at its
current stage of development. Their travel frequency, repeat visitation potential, and interest in
proximity tourism make them essential for building steady visitor flows. These travelers require
minimal adaptation of existing infrastructure and respond well to improved trail information, digital
visibility, and unified branding.

Secondary Segments

Nature-oriented leisure travelers. These visitors seek scenic, peaceful environments where they can
unwind while engaging in light outdoor activities. They value clean nature, comfort, and cultural
immersion. This group is likely to stay longer and spend more on accommodation, dining, and local
experiences, contributing to a diversified tourism economy.

Small groups and families. Families and small travel groups represent a stable emerging segment,
particularly for longer weekend stays and school holiday periods. Their motivation combines
recreation, relaxation, and educational or cultural value. For them, safety, reliability, and comfort are
essential. The region’s rural villages, natural settings, and accessible trails offer the perfect
environment for family-friendly exploration.

Lifestyle and wellness tourists. Motivated by wellbeing, escape, and personal renewal, these visitors
appreciate the region’s quiet, clean, and nature-rich environment. Although they may not engage in
high-intensity activities, they value slow tourism, local food, scenic walks, and tranquil
accommodation. Their preferences support tourism offerings rooted in sustainability, health, and rural
hospitality.
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Tertiary Segments (Longer-Term Potential)

International niche adventure tourists. These travelers coming from the broader European market are
motivated by remote, authentic, and adventurous destinations. They seek unique hiking routes, cross-
border experiences, and off-the-beaten-path locations. While the region has strong appeal for this
segment, attracting them requires higher visibility, stronger digital outreach, and more integrated
product packaging. This is a longer-term objective that can be pursued once regional marketing
foundations are strengthened.

Thematic tour groups (sport clubs, outdoor communities). These include cycling clubs, trail-running
groups, hiking associations, and outdoor communities seeking new locations for organized trips or
events. They represent strong potential for hosting sport tourism events, training camps, or cross-
border group itineraries. This segment is ideal for stimulating off-peak visitation. However, they
require more structured logistics, reliable infrastructure, and clear activity programming, making them
a medium to long-term target for development.

3.4 Customer Journey Mapping

The customer journey outlines how visitors engage with the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border
region from the moment they first become aware of it to the point where they share their experience
and potentially return. Understanding this journey is essential for designing coherent communication,
smoothing friction points, and reinforcing the emotional and experiential value that defines the
region’s brand. The journey consists of five interconnected stages, each with distinct triggers, needs,
and touchpoints.

Stage 1: Awareness — “The spark of inspiration”

Trigger. Visitors first encounter the region through compelling social media content, peer
recommendations, outdoor influencers, or targeted digital campaigns. This moment often occurs
spontaneously, through an Instagram reel of a mountain trail, a Facebook post from a friend, or a
YouTube feature about hidden Balkan gems.

Visitor Needs. At this early stage, travelers seek inspiration, clarity of identity, and emotional
resonance. They want to understand what makes the region unique and why it deserves their
attention. Strong emotional cues, like freedom, adventure, tranquility, play a decisive role.

Key Tools:
A recognizable logo and visual identity that differentiates the region
A strong, memorable slogan, such as “Two regions, one adventure”

High-quality visual storytelling, including photos, videos, and narratives that evoke nature, culture,
and cross-border exploration

Social media templates and ambassador content

Awareness is where the first emotional bond is formed—and where the region’s brand sets the tone
for everything that follows.
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Stage 2: Consideration — “Is this the right destination for me?”

Trigger. Once intrigued, visitors begin searching for more information about what they can do in the
region, activities, landscapes, accommodation, events, safety, and added experiences.

Visitor Needs. What they need most at this stage is clarity and reliability. They want detailed activity
descriptions, appealing itineraries, and reassurance that the destination aligns with their interests,
whether hiking, cycling, rural culture, or wellness.

Key Tools:

A user-friendly destination website with structured information

Active social media channels with up-to-date content and direct answers
Downloadable guides, such as hiking/cycling maps or weekend route suggestions
Photo galleries, short videos, and thematic posts

This stage is where visitors decide whether the region fits their preferences—and whether they trust
its offer enough to continue planning.

Stage 3: Planning — “Let’s organize the trip”

Trigger. Once the decision to visit is made, potential visitors require practical and logistical details to
confidently finalize their trip.

Visitor Needs. They need precise information about how to get there, where to stay, how to navigate
the trails, and, crucially for this destination, cross-border clarity. Uncertainty about border crossings
or route connectivity can easily discourage the trip.

Key Tools:

Clear maps, including GPX files and downloadable trail

routes, multi-day itineraries and themed cross-border trails

Lists of accommodation providers, restaurants, and partner services
Information on border requirements, signage, transport, and safety

Smooth planning removes barriers and reinforces the sense that the destination is well-organized,
safe, and visitors friendly.

Stage 4: Experience — “Living the adventure”

Trigger. At this stage, the visitor is physically present in the region, the moment when the brand
becomes reality.

Visitor Needs. Visitors expect well-marked trails, clear signage, quality services, hospitality, and
authentic on-the-ground experiences. This includes interaction with locals, access to events, and
opportunities to discover cultural and natural heritage beyond the core activities.

Key Tools:
Local businesses (gUestnouses, restaurants, guides, craft producers)
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Trail markings, information boards, and visitor-friendly infrastructure
Local events and festivals that reinforce the region’s cultural identity

Information points or digital maps that support orientation

A positive on-site experience significantly increases satisfaction and directly influences the likelihood
of a return visit or recommendation.

Stage 5: Post-Visit & Advocacy — “Sharing the story”

Trigger. After returning home, visitors share their experiences through personal networks and online
channels. This stage generates word-of-mouth visibility and strengthens the region’s reputation.

Visitor Needs. Visitors want to feel emotionally fulfilled and connected to the experience they just
had. This emotional satisfaction encourages them to share photos, comment on social media, and
engage with destination accounts.

Key Tools:

e Encouragement for social media sharing through hashtags, story prompts, and visually
appealing spots

e Feedback channels, such as reviews, surveys, and follow-up messages from accommodation
providers

e Digital reminders to stay connected (newsletters, content updates)

Advocacy builds long-term brand equity and transforms satisfied visitors into ambassadors for the
region.

4. UNIQUE VALUE PROPOSITION (UVP)
4.1 What Makes the Offer Different and Better

The Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region stands out in the sport and active tourism landscape
because it offers something that few destinations can: a genuinely binational adventure experience,
shaped by shared landscapes, interconnected cultures, and a strong sense of authenticity. The region’s
value does not come from grand, artificial attractions or mass tourism infrastructure. It comes from
its ability to deliver meaningful, nature-led, and culturally grounded experiences that resonate deeply
with modern travelers.

The destination’s uniqueness can be captured through five defining differentiators:
- ATrue Cross-Border Experience.
Unlike most tourism destinations that promote experiences within a single national boundary, the

Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region invites visitors to explore two countries as one coherent destination.
This multidimensional identity provides:
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e Aseamless journey across two cultures, traditions, and perspectives;
e Shared mountain landscapes and trail networks that naturally transcend borders;
e Integrated itineraries, routes, and thematic narratives that celebrate the unity of place.

Here, the cross-border character is not an add-on or a marketing gimmick, it is the core of the
destination’s identity, shaping how visitors move, what they discover, and how they connect
emotionally with the region.

- Nature-First, Low-Density Tourism

At a time when many popular mountain and nature destinations across Europe are struggling with
overtourism, overcrowding, and environmental pressure, the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region offers a
refreshing alternative:

e Pristine natural environments, including forests, rivers, mountains, and rural valleys;
e Alow-density tourism atmosphere, free from crowds and noise;
e Authenticity and peace allowing visitors to immerse themselves fully in nature.

This creates a unique value proposition for travelers who seek places where nature is respected,
preserved, and experienced in its original form. The destination’s low-impact setting is not merely an
attribute; it is a strategic advantage as tourism trends shift toward sustainability.

- Active Tourism Without Heavy Infrastructure

In contrast to destinations dependent on ski resorts, large hotels, or major artificial attractions, this
region promotes active tourism that:

e Builds on existing landscapes rather than manufactured experiences;

e Encourages soft adventure activities: hiking, cycling, trail running, that are accessible to a
broad audience;

e Supports sustainability and minimal environmental footprint.

This approach aligns perfectly with global trends that prioritize health, wellbeing, outdoor recreation,
and nature-based travel. It also ensures that tourism development remains environmentally
responsible and economically feasible, requiring only targeted improvements rather than large-scale
interventions.

- Authentic Local Connection

One of the region’s strongest differentiators is the authenticity of its cultural and rural experiences,
which are deeply rooted in everyday life rather than curated for tourists.

Visitors can engage directly with:

e Local communities and family-run businesses;
e Traditional food, stories, crafts, and customs;
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This connection fosters emotional value creating memories that feel genuine and personal. In an age
when travelers increasingly seek meaning and belonging, the region offers exactly the kind of
encounters that transform a trip into a lasting experience.

- Accessibility and Proximity
Geographic accessibility further strengthens the region’s competitiveness. The destination is:

e Easyto reach for travelers from Bulgaria, North Macedonia, and nearby Balkan countries;
e |deal for weekend trips, spontaneous escapes, and short active holidays;
e Simpler to navigate than faraway or heavily commercialized destinations.

This proximity advantage lowers travel barriers, encourages repeat visits, and supports the regional
tourism strategy’s focus on domestic and cross-border markets.

The Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region does not compete on scale, luxury, or mass appeal. Instead, it
stands out through meaning, coherence, and authenticity. It offers a rare blend of:

e Cross-border exploration,

e Sustainable nature immersion,

e Soft adventure and active recreation, and
e Genuine cultural connection.

It is a destination defined not by volume but by value, not by spectacle but by experience. For visitors
seeking an adventure that is real, accessible, and rooted in place, the region represents a unique two-
country journey where nature, culture, and activity come together as one coherent story.

4.2 Brand Promise

The Brand Promise articulates the consistent, meaningful experience that visitors can expect every
time they choose the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region. It is the emotional and experiential
guarantee that sits at the heart of the destination’s identity, shaping expectations, guiding
communication, and setting the standard for how the region delivers value to its guests. A strong
brand promise builds trust, fosters loyalty, and ensures that the destination’s marketing message is
genuinely reflected in the visitor experience on the ground.

Brand Promise Statement

The Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region promises an authentic cross-border adventure where nature,
activity, and culture come together in a sustainable and welcoming environment.

This promise encapsulates the region’s unique dual-country identity, its emphasis on outdoor
recreation, its commitment to environmental responsibility, and its warm, community-based
character. It communicates not only what visitors can do, but how they will feel when experiencing
the region.
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What the Brand Promise Delivers

e Adventure. Visitors can expect rich opportunities for sport, physical activity, and outdoor
exploration. Whether hiking mountain trails, cycling through forests, running along ridge paths, or
discovering scenic viewpoints, the region offers an immersive adventure that is accessible to a wide
range of travelers, from beginners to seasoned outdoor enthusiasts.

¢ Unity. The destination is experienced as one coherent region, despite being shared between two
countries. Trails, landscapes, cultural stories, and travel routes cross the border seamlessly, creating

a sense of discovery and connection. Visitors become part of a narrative that celebrates shared
heritage and geographic continuity.

¢ Authenticity. The region offers genuine rural hospitality, traditional food, local crafts, and lived-in
cultural experiences. Unlike highly commercialized destinations, interactions feel real and grounded
in local identity. Travelers engage with communities, not staged tourism environments, creating
emotionally meaningful memories.

¢ Sustainability. Respect for nature, cultural preservation, and community wellbeing is at the core of
the destination. The region promotes low-impact activities, protects its landscapes, and prioritizes
tourism that benefits local people. This aligns with the expectations of modern travelers who value
responsible and ethical tourism.

o Accessibility. The destination is easy to reach and explore. Its proximity to urban centers makes it
ideal for weekend escapes, while clear information, manageable distances, and human-scale
infrastructure make planning and navigating effortless. The region’s simplicity is part of its charm.

Why the Brand Promise Matters

The brand promise strengthens long-term trust by ensuring that the region consistently delivers what
its marketing communicates. When the promise of adventure, unity, authenticity, sustainability, and
accessibility is reflected at every touchpoint, from the first social media impression to on-site
experiences and post-visit memories, the destination builds credibility and encourages repeat
visitation.

This consistency is essential for an emerging destination seeking to differentiate itself. The promise
guides everything from visual design and storytelling to signage, local partnerships, event
development, and product creation. It becomes the reference point for all stakeholders:
municipalities, businesses, and community actors, ensuring that every part of the visitor’s journey
reinforces the same coherent message:

Two regions, one adventure. One promise consistently delivered.
4.3 Core Messaging Framework

The Core Messaging Framework translates the destination’s Unique Value Proposition and Brand
Promise into clear, compelling, and adaptable statements that can guide all communication efforts
across audiences, markets, and channels. These messages ensure consistency in how the
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Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region presents itself to potential visitors, whether through
websites, social media, partner campaigns, or on-the-ground promotional materials.

The framework balances emotional resonance with practical clarity. It uses simple language, strong
imagery, and a cohesive narrative structure that reflects the region’s cross-border identity, natural
strengths, and authentic cultural character. Each layer of messaging is designed to speak directly to
the motivations, values, and needs of the priority customer segments identified earlier.

Primary Core Message

Two regions, one adventure.

This is the central, foundational message around which all other communication is built.
It embodies:

e Cross-border unity — the idea that visitors experience two countries as one seamless
destination.

e Shared experiences — outdoor adventures, cultural encounters, and natural landscapes that
transcend borders.

¢ Emotional appeal and discovery of exploring something new, meaningful, and
interconnected.

This message is simple, memorable, and instantly evocative, making it ideal for visual storytelling,
digital campaigns, and visitor-facing materials.

Supporting Messages

Supporting messages allow the destination to tailor communication to specific segments while
maintaining alignment with the core identity. They articulate the UVP in ways that resonate with the
motivations of active, nature-oriented, and cross-border travelers.

For Active and Sport Tourists

“Explore trails, landscapes, and outdoor experiences across borders.” Highlights cross-border routes,
linked mountain systems, and the sense of movement across territory.

“Active days in untouched nature.” Emphasizes clean environments, physical challenge, and the
authenticity of the landscape.

For Nature and Leisure Travelers

“Breathe clean air. Move at your own pace.” Appeals to wellness, relaxation, and the gentle side of
nature-based tourism.

“Where nature, culture, and calm meet.” Reflects the balanced experience of scenery, heritage, and
tranquility.

For Cross-Border Explorers

“One journey, two cultures.” Captures the dual-country richness of the destination.
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“Discover what connects us.” Emphasizes unity, shared identity, and cross-border storytelling.

These tailored statements help refine marketing materials for specific campaigns and channels while
maintaining brand coherence.

Emotional Message Layer

The emotional layer reflects the feelings and values travelers associate with the destination. These
emotions should consistently appear in visuals, narratives, and experiences:

e Freedom — the openness of landscapes, the lack of crowds, and the ability to explore at one’s
own pace.

e Discovery — new trails, new stories, new cultures; the thrill of crossing borders and
uncovering the unfamiliar.

e Balance — harmony between activity and relaxation, between nature and culture, between
two regions.

e Connection — links between people, places, cultures, and shared histories.

¢ Belonging — a sense of welcome, community, and authenticity that makes visitors feel part
of a living local environment.

These emotional cues strengthen the destination’s identity and deepen its appeal, particularly in
digital storytelling.

Rational Message Layer

Alongside emotional resonance, travelers also seek clarity and reassurance. The rational layer provides
concrete, functional reasons to choose the destination:

e Accessible and affordable destination — easy weekend access for regional travelers, budget-
friendly accommodation, and low-cost recreation.

e Clear routes and activities — well-documented trails, practical guides, maps, and simple trip
planning.

e Sustainable and responsible tourism — low-density environment, preserved nature, authentic
communities.

e Local services and hospitality — small businesses, family-run accommodation, local food, and
culturally meaningful encounters.

These rational messages attract visitors seeking reliability and practicality, especially in the planning
and decision-making stages of the customer journey.

Purpose and Impact of the Core Messaging Framework

By connecting emotional storytelling with practical reassurance, the messaging framework ensures
that the region communicates with clarity, consistency, and strategic focus. It supports:

e Astrong, unified brand identity across two countries;

e Taitored communication for each key visitor segment;
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e Clear expectations for the visitor experience;

e Effective digital marketing and content creation;

e Alignment with the slogan and UVP;

e Consistency across municipalities and tourism providers.

Ultimately, this framework ensures that every message, whether visual, verbal, or experiential,
reinforces the destination’s core promise:

A cross-border adventure where nature, activity, and culture become one.
4.4 Value Proposition Statement (Internal Use)

For stakeholders, partners, and all entities involved in the development and promotion of the
Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border destination, a clear and unified Value Proposition Statement is
essential. It provides a shared internal understanding of what the destination stands for, whom it
serves, and why it offers something meaningfully different in the regional tourism landscape.

Internal UVP Statement

The Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border destination offers sustainable sport and active tourism
experiences that combine nature, culture, and authenticity across two regions, providing accessible
adventure and meaningful travel beyond mass tourism.

This statement condenses the destination’s strategic DNA into one coherent message. It reflects the
cross-border identity, the prioritization of low-impact active tourism, the richness of natural and
cultural assets, and the region’s commitment to sustainability and authenticity. It also reinforces the
promise of an adventure experience that is approachable, genuine, and distinct from high-density,
commercialized destinations in the broader region.

Purpose and Strategic Use of the Internal UVP

The internal UVP is not intended for direct promotional use. Instead, it acts as a strategic alignment
tool, a reference point that ensures all actors involved in tourism development and communication
share a common understanding of the destination’s core value.

It guides:

e Marketing Strategy Development. Ensuring that all proposed actions, target markets,
promotional priorities, and content directions strongly reinforce the destination’s identity as
a sustainable cross-border adventure destination. It safeguards strategic coherence across all
marketing initiatives.

e Communication Plan Content. Provides a foundation for creating consistent messaging,
storytelling, and content guidelines. Whether crafting social media posts, writing trail
descriptions, or preparing press materials, the UVP ensures that communication always
reflects the essence of the destination.

e Training and Capacity-Building Activities. Helps local businesses, guides, tourism offices, and
accommodation providers understand the brand’s positioning so they can deliver experiences
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e Partner Alignment and Storytelling. Facilitates coordination between municipalities, tourism
stakeholders, NGOs, and cross-border partners. By adopting a shared internal narrative,
partners can jointly promote unified itineraries, harmonized visitor information, and
integrated cross-border experiences.

5. MARKETING GOALS & KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS (KPIs)
5.1 SMART Marketing Goals

The following SMART marketing goals translate the strategic direction of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo
cross-border initiative into clear, measurable, and time-bound objectives. They ensure that the
region’s branding and communication activities are targeted, impactful, and aligned with the overall
vision of positioning the destination as a distinctive cross-border sport and active tourism area. Each
goal supports the UVP, responds to real market needs, and contributes to long-term sustainability.

Goal 1: Increase Destination Awareness

This goal aims to establish and strengthen recognition of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region as a unified
cross-border sport and active tourism destination. Building awareness is the first and most essential
step in overcoming the visibility challenges identified in the desk research and market analysis.

e Specific: Position the region clearly in the minds of domestic, regional, and cross-border
visitors.

e Measurable: Achieve a visible increase in digital reach, content engagement, and brand
impressions.

e Achievable: Leverage the new branding system, unified messaging, and targeted digital
promotion.

¢ Relevant: Directly addresses the primary weakness—low visibility—identified across strategic
documents.

¢ Time-bound: To be achieved within 12—18 months after implementation.

Target: Achieve at least a 30% increase in digital reach and engagement (social media, website, search
traffic) compared to baseline metrics.

This goal builds the foundation for all subsequent marketing activities and ensures that the region’s
brand enters the awareness stage of the customer journey.

Goal 2: Strengthen Stakeholder Engagement and Capacity

A unified cross-border brand requires active and capable stakeholders. This goal focuses on engaging
tourism providers, municipalities, cultural institutions, and community actors in coordinated
promotion and experience delivery.

e Specific: Broaden and deepen local participation in joint marketing and destination

development.
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¢ Measurable: Track stakeholder involvement, number of training sessions, and participation in
promotional initiatives.

e Achievable: Through capacity-building programs, consultations, and accessible
communication tools.

e Relevant: Ensures sustainability, ownership, and long-term consistency.

e Time-bound: To be achieved within 12 months.

Target: Engage at least 50 local stakeholders (businesses, guides, institutions, events, community
associations) in marketing and branding activities.

This strengthens governance structures and promotes a shared cross-border identity.

Goal 3: Increase Demand for Sport and Active Tourism Products

This goal responds directly to the region’s UVP and market positioning by stimulating interest in
outdoor, sport, and adventure-based activities.

e Specific: Boost visitation and participation in sport and active tourism experiences.

e Measurable: Monitor inquiries, bookings, trail use, participation in outdoor events, and
accommodation related to active tourism.

¢ Achievable: Through targeted messaging, accessible trail information, and curated itineraries.

¢ Relevant: Central to the region’s competitive advantage and branding.

e Time-bound: To be achieved within 24 months.

Target: Achieve a 15-20% increase in active-tourism-related visits, especially during shoulder and off-
peak periods.

This contributes directly to extending the tourism season and maximizing regional economic benefits.

Goal 4: Improve Cross-Border Cooperation and Joint Promotion

Because the destination’s differentiation relies on its cross-border nature, this goal focuses on
establishing a shared approach to marketing, communication, and product presentation.

e Specific: Strengthen joint planning and communication across Bulgarian and Macedonian
partners.

e Measurable: Track the number of cross-border promotional materials, campaigns, and joint
initiatives.

e Achievable: Built on the unified branding system and shared management structures.

e Relevant: Core to the project’s identity and EU cross-border cooperation principles.

¢ Time-bound: Implemented within the project lifecycle.

Target: Deliver at least three cross-border promotional campaigns, including thematic routes, shared
digital content, or joint events.

This ensures coherence and reinforces the message of “Two regions, one adventure.”
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Goal 5: Support Sustainable Economic Impact

Tourism is a tool for local development, and this goal ensures that marketing efforts translate into
tangible economic benefit for communities across the region.

e Specific: Increase tourism-related spending and economic activity among local businesses.

e Measurable: Monitor visitor spending patterns, average lengths of stay, and participation in
local services.

e Achievable: By attracting value-oriented travelers who seek meaningful experiences rather
than mass tourism.

¢ Relevant: Fully aligned with local and regional economic development strategies.

e Time-bound: Achieved within 2—-3 years.

Target: Generate a 10—-15% increase in average visitor spending across participating municipalities.

5.2 Key Performance Indicators (KPlIs)

The Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) provide the measurable framework needed to evaluate the
effectiveness of the marketing strategy and ensure accountability across both sides of the border.
These indicators translate strategic intentions into quantifiable outcomes, allowing partners to
monitor progress, identify areas for improvement, and demonstrate results to stakeholders,
institutions, and funding bodies.

The KPIs are organized across five thematic areas: brand awareness, stakeholder engagement,
demand generation, cross-border cooperation, and sustainability, reflecting the multidimensional
nature of the destination’s development. Together, they form a balanced scorecard that aligns with
the UVP, customer journey stages, and project objectives.

Brand Awareness KPIs

These indicators measure the visibility and recognition of the destination brand, especially during the
early stages of strategy implementation.

e Number of website visits to destination platforms

e Social media reach, impressions, and engagement rates
¢ Media mentions and publications

e Recognition of logo and slogan in stakeholder surveys

These KPIs collectively reveal how strongly the brand is penetrating the market and whether the core
message “Two regions, one adventure” is gaining traction.

Engagement and Capacity KPIs

These indicators focus on the involvement and readiness of local actors, which is essential for long-
term sustainability.

—s—Numberofstakehotders participating in training
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e Number of businesses using the regional brand
e Number of joint marketing materials produced
Stakeholder satisfaction levels (post-training surveys)

These KPls strengthen governance and ensure that the branding effort is embedded at the community
level.

Demand and Conversion KPIs

These indicators track how effectively marketing activities convert interest into actual visitation and
participation.

e  Number of tourism inquiries related to sport/active tourism
Number of bookings or reservations (where data is available)

e Participation in sport and outdoor events

e Download rates of guides and itineraries

Together, these KPIs help determine whether marketing is generating real behavioral change, not
just awareness.

Cross-Border Cooperation KPIs

These indicators measure the quality and intensity of collaboration between North Macedonia and
Bulgaria.

e Number of joint MK—BG campaigns

e Shared digital content outputs

e Cross-border events or initiatives implemented
e Frequency of coordination meetings

These KPIs help ensure that cross-border cooperation remains active, visible, and aligned with EU
principles of territorial cohesion.

Sustainability and Quality KPlIs

These indicators assess whether the tourism offer is improving in quality while remaining
environmentally responsible.

e Visitor satisfaction levels

e Repeatvisitation rates

e Feedback on environmental and service quality
e Compliance with sustainability principles

5.3 Revenue and Growth Targets

As an emerging cross-border tourism destination, the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region currently

operates-withtimited-basetine-data, modest visitor flows, and a fragmented supply of services. For
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this reason, revenue and growth targets are intentionally framed as directional, growth-oriented
indicators rather than fixed numerical commitments. The objective at this stage is to establish realistic
expectations, support measurable progress, and create a foundation for long-term economic impact
that aligns with the destination’s sustainable and community-centered development philosophy.

Short-Term Revenue Objectives (1-2 Years)

In the early phases of implementation, the destination’s revenue priorities focus on optimizing existing
assets and strengthening the economic resilience of local tourism providers. Rather than pursuing
rapid expansion or mass-tourism models, the short-term strategy emphasizes:

¢ Increased utilization of existing accommodation and tourism services
¢ Improved income stability for small tourism enterprises

e Gradual growth in off-season revenue
Short-term target:

e Achieve a 10-15% increase in tourism-related revenue among participating local businesses
and municipalities within the first two years of coordinated marketing implementation.

This target is both ambitious and realistic given the current baseline, the expected rise in regional
awareness, and the improved clarity of the destination’s offer.

Growth Indicators

Beyond pure revenue metrics, several qualitative and behavioral indicators signal successful growth.
These indicators, when tracked over time, demonstrate how the destination evolves from an emerging
niche area into a more mature and competitive active tourism destination.

¢ Increased average length of stay (from 1-2 nights to 2—3 nights)
¢ Higher off-season visitation rates

¢ Expansion of tourism-related services
Indicators of market maturity include:

e More certified guides and outdoor instructors;

e Development of bike rental, gear shops, and trail-support services;

e  Growth in small hospitality businesses and rural accommodations;

e Increased frequency of outdoor events, festivals, and community-led experiences.

5.4 Monitoring and Evaluation Approach

An effective Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) approach is essential for ensuring that the marketing
strategy for the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border destination delivers measurable impact,

maintainsstrategiccoherence;and adapts to evolving market conditions. Because the destination is

5 Development Program of the Eastern Planning Region 2021-2026

= OMNWTWHA
= AENYEBO

PU3 OENYEBO www.delcevo.gov.mk



Co-funded by
the European Union

Hiteirey

IDA

Bulgaria - North Macedonia

emerging and gradually building its identity, the M&E system must be practical, flexible, and grounded
in reliable data sources that can be consistently collected by local partners.

The monitoring process will be anchored in regular collection and analysis of digital analytics, including
website traffic, search behavior, guide downloads, and social media engagement. These indicators
offer real-time insights into audience interest, brand visibility, and the effectiveness of communication
activities. Tracking digital performance over time will help assess which channels, messages, and
content formats resonate most strongly with target segments.

In addition to digital analytics, stakeholder reporting and structured feedback mechanisms will play a
central role. Municipalities, tourism providers, guides, and cultural institutions will be encouraged to
report on visitor inquiries, participation in events, use of branded materials, and trends in customer
behavior. This qualitative information helps interpret digital data and provides a grounded
understanding of on-the-ground dynamics.

Visitor surveys and questionnaires, whether administered online, at accommodations, during events,
or at visitor touchpoints, will provide a direct line of communication with travelers. These tools will
measure satisfaction, motivation, perceived value, and areas for improvement. They also serve to
validate assumptions about customer preferences and refine target personas over time.

Close coordination with local tourism institutions is essential for building a consistent data ecosystem.
By collaborating with tourism offices, regional development centers, and relevant municipal
departments, the destination can align reporting formats, standardize data collection, and ensure that
all partners work with shared indicators.

Where possible, KPIs will be reviewed on a quarterly basis, enabling continuous improvement and
timely adjustments. This review process will support:

e Adjusting marketing actions based on performance insights;

e Improving targeting and messaging to better align with audience behavior;

e Ensuring cost-effectiveness by prioritizing actions that generate measurable results;

e Enhancing impact, especially in brand visibility, stakeholder engagement, and cross-border
cooperation.

Through this structured, participatory, and data-informed M&E approach, the destination will be able
to track its progress, learn from its actions, and build a resilient and adaptive marketing system that
evolves alongside the region’s growing tourism identity.
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6. BRAND STRATEGY

6.1 Brand Mission, Vision, and Values

Brand Mission

To promote the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region as a unified cross-border destination for sustainable
sport and active tourism, offering authentic nature-based experiences that connect people,
cultures, and landscapes.

The mission expresses the immediate and operational purpose of the brand. It positions the region
not merely as a collection of attractions, but as a shared destination shaped by cooperation, nature,
and active lifestyles. It emphasizes:

¢ Cross-border cooperation

¢ Active and nature-based tourism

¢ Local communities and sustainability

Brand Vision

To become a recognized and respected cross-border destination in Southeast Europe for authentic

adventure, active lifestyles, and sustainable tourism, where two regions come together as one
experience.

It positions the region as:

¢ Distinctive rather than mass-market
¢ Sustainable rather than exploitative
* Experience-driven rather than infrastructure-driven

Brand Values

The brand is built around five core values. These values anchor the identity of the destination and
must be consistently reflected in visual design, messaging, partnerships, product development, and
visitor experiences. They ensure that the brand feels coherent, trustworthy, and meaningful.

Unity

e Embodies the essence of cross-border cooperation and shared heritage.

e Reinforces collaboration between regions, municipalities, institutions, businesses, and
communities.

e Communicates that the visitor experience is seamless across national boundaries.

Unity is the value of a signature that differentiates the destination from most competitors.
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Authenticity

e Anchors the brand in genuine local culture, rural life, and traditional practices.
e Focuses on real experiences rooted in people, place, and everyday life, not staged tourism.
e Strengthens the emotional connection between visitors and the destination.

Authenticity builds trust and creates memorable impressions.

Sustainability

e Reflects respect for nature, biodiversity, and local resources.
e Promotes responsible forms of tourism that preserve the region’s landscapes and cultural

heritage.
e Ensures that tourism growth delivers long-term benefits for communities and the
environment.

Sustainability aligns the destination with modern traveler expectations and EU priorities.
Adventure

e Represents active exploration, discovery, and physical engagement with landscapes.

e Includes both soft adventure (walking, cycling, scenic trails) and deeper exploration (cross-
border itineraries, thematic journeys).

e Adds dynamism and emotional energy to the brand.

Adventure appeals strongly to younger, active, and experience-driven travelers.

Accessibility

e Promotes inclusive, welcoming, and human-scale tourism that is easy to understand and plan.

e Emphasizes proximity, clear information, and manageable experiences suitable for various
fitness levels.

e Ensures that visitors feel confident, safe, and supported throughout their journey.

Accessibility reinforces the destination’s ability to attract weekend visitors, families, and casual
explorers—not just hardcore adventurers.

How the Values Applied
These values are not abstract concepts. They must be embedded in practice. They guide:

e Messaging: Tone of voice, story themes, campaign content, imagery.

e Visuals: Logo usage, color palette, typography, photography style.

e Partnerships: Cross-border cooperation, local business involvement, event organization.
e Visitor Experience: Trail design, interpretation, hospitality, cultural engagement.
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By living these values, the region builds a brand that is credible, consistent, and emotionally
compelling.

6.2 Brand Voice and Tone

Brand Voice

The brand voice defines the way the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border destination communicates,
its personality, tone, and the emotional impression it leaves on every visitor, stakeholder, and partner.
It ensures that all communication channels speak with a unified identity, reinforcing the values of the
destination and strengthening the overall brand experience. The brand voice is not about what is said;
it is about how it is said, and how consistently it reflects the destination’s mission, vision, and values.

The destination’s voice should embody the qualities that make the region distinct: authenticity,
nature-based simplicity, cross-border unity, and a sense of meaningful adventure. Every message,
whether in a social media post, a brochure, a trail sign, or a website paragraph, should express the
same spirit.

Core Characteristics of the Brand Voice
e Authentic

The region speaks honestly and transparently, grounded in the real character of its landscapes,
communities, and cultural traditions. Overly polished or exaggerated language is avoided. Instead, the
voice reflects genuine local stories, real experiences, and the true essence of place.

¢ Inspiring. Communication should motivate people to explore, discover, and connect with nature and
culture. The tone encourages curiosity and invites visitors to experience the freedom and beauty of
the cross-border adventure. It sparks emotion—whether through compelling imagery, evocative
descriptions, or personal narratives.

e Welcoming. The tone is friendly, inclusive, and approachable. It reflects the warmth of local
communities and the human-scale character of the destination. The region speaks in a way that feels
accessible to all—families, active travelers, groups, and explorers alike.

¢ Confident. The brand voice communicates the region’s strengths clearly and calmly, without
exaggeration or clichés. It is self-assured about what it can offer—nature, adventure, culture,
authenticity—but avoids overpromising. This grounded confidence builds trust and reliability.

* Responsible. The destination communicates with sensitivity to its environmental and cultural
context. The voice promotes sustainable behavior, respect for nature, and appreciation for local
traditions. It subtly encourages responsible tourism practices without preaching or lecturing.

Application Across Channels

The brand voice must be consistently present across:

e Website content
e Social media posts
e Brochures, maps, and guidebooks
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e Stakeholder communication
e Pressreleases and storytelling materials

Consistency builds recognition. Recognition builds trust. Trust builds loyalty.

Brand Tone

The tone must always reflect the spirit of the destination: rooted in nature, shaped by cultural
authenticity, powered by cross-border unity, and grounded in responsible, human-centered tourism.
It should evoke emotional resonance while remaining truthful, practical, and respectful.

Promotional Campaigns

Tone Characteristics: Inspiring, energetic, adventurous

Promotional materials—such as social media campaigns, videos, ads, and hero messages—should
evoke excitement and curiosity. This tone invites visitors to explore landscapes, cross borders, and
discover something new. It uses active language, vivid imagery, and emotionally uplifting
expressions to motivate action and stimulate imagination.

Examples:

e “Stepinto a cross-border journey shaped by freedom and discovery.”
e “Follow the trail. Find your adventure.”

Informational Content

Tone Characteristics: Clear, practical, trustworthy

When providing practical information—trail maps, safety guidance, border details, or accommodation
listings—the tone becomes more straightforward and supportive. Clarity builds trust, and simple
language ensures accessibility for domestic, regional, and international visitors.

Examples:

e “This route is recommended for moderate hikers and takes approximately 2 hours.”
e  “Border crossing is open daily from 08:00 to 20:00.”

Community & Stakeholder Communication

Tone Characteristics: Inclusive, respectful, collaborative

When communicating with municipalities, local businesses, guides, NGOs, and cross-border partners,
the tone emphasizes partnership and shared ownership. It acknowledges the local contributions that

shape the destination and reinforces unity across both sides of the border.

Examples:
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e “Yourinsights and experience are essential to shaping a sustainable tourism future.”

Sustainability Messaging
Tone Characteristics: Responsible, thoughtful, educational

Messages related to environmental stewardship, cultural protection, or community wellbeing should
feel respectful and informative. The tone encourages responsible behavior without sounding
judgmental or prescriptive.

Examples:

e  “Help us protect our forests—stay on marked trails.”
e  “Support local communities by choosing family-run accommodation.”

Tone Restrictions and Boundaries
The brand tone must never be:

e Aggressive or confrontational

e Exaggerated or overly sales-driven

e Elitist, exclusionary, or competitive in a negative sense
e Overly technical or bureaucratic

e Detached from the region’s real character

Instead, the tone should consistently express warmth, clarity, humility, and a sense of shared
adventure.

6.3 Visual Identity Guidelines

6.3.1 Logo Usage

The regional logo functions as a central visual marker of the shared cross-border identity. Its consistent
and correct application across all communication materials ensures recognizability, strengthens the
project’s visual coherence, and reinforces the values of partnership and unity that the Programme
represents.

To preserve the integrity and impact of visual identity, the following rules must always be followed:

e Do not alter the logo in any way. This includes stretching, compressing, rotating, changing
proportions, modifying elements, or applying unapproved colors, filters, or effects.

e Maintain appropriate clear space. A protective area around the logo must remain free of any
text, imagery, or graphic elements. This ensures visibility and prevents visual clutter. The
minimum clear space should be at least equal to the height of the main symbol within the
logo.
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e Use the logo together with the slogan whenever possible. The combined usage reinforces
message consistency, especially in promotional and public-facing materials. The slogan
supports the identity message and enhances the communicative value of the logo.

The logo is designed to visually express the essence of cross-border collaboration and the shared
character of the participating regions:

¢ Connection between two regions. Through its composition, the logo conveys partnership,
closeness, and the idea of two areas joining efforts toward common goals.

¢ Nature and movement. The organic shapes and flowing lines suggest landscapes, natural
beauty, and outdoor experiences, highlighting the region’s environmental richness and
dynamic character.

e Balance and cooperation. The harmonious arrangement of colors and elements symbolizes
equilibrium, mutual support, and coordinated development. It reflects the spirit of
cooperation that underpins all joint activities.

6.3.2 Slogan Usage

Slogan:
“Two regions, one adventure.”

The slogan is a central component of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo destination brand. It encapsulates
the essence of the cross-border experience in a short, memorable, and emotionally resonant phrase.
The slogan expresses not only the geographic connection between Bulgaria and North Macedonia, but
also the shared spirit of discovery, unity, and active exploration that defines the destination.

To preserve its meaning and ensure strong brand consistency, the slogan must be used with care
and clarity across all communication materials.

Slogan Usage Guidelines

1. Use the slogan consistently across promotional materials

The slogan should appear in all destination-level marketing materials, including digital campaigns,
brochures, maps, outdoor signs, videos, and social media content. Consistency strengthens brand
recognition, reinforces the destination’s core message, and creates a unified identity across both sides
of the border.

Where possible, the slogan should be integrated into the logo lockup or appear in close proximity to
the logo. It should also be included in campaign visuals, header messages, and storytelling pieces.

2. Avoid translation inconsistencies across languages

Because the destination spans two countries and communicates in multiple languages, the slogan
must be translated carefully and consistently. Any variation in wording, tone, or structure risks
confusing the audience and weakening brand cohesion.
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e The meaning of togetherness (“Two regions”)
e The promise of active exploration (“one adventure”)
¢ The emotional simplicity and memorability of the original

Translations should be approved through the brand governance process to prevent inconsistencies
across partners or platforms.

3. The slogan should support storytelling rather than act as a standalone headline

The slogan is not intended to replace descriptive titles or campaign messages. It works best when
paired with narrative elements: text, visuals, or video: that illustrate the adventure, unity, and
authenticity the region offers.

For example, the slogan can accompany:

e Ahiking trail photo montage

e Across-border cycling route video

e Alocal culinary story

e A nature-based event announcement

In each case, the slogan serves as a signature closing line, enriching the emotional connection and
reinforcing the identity of the destination.

What the Slogan Reinforces

e Cross-border unity. It communicates the closeness and cooperation between Blagoevgrad and
Delchevo, emphasizing that visitors explore a connected region, not two separate destinations. It
grounds the brand in its most distinctive asset: its shared landscapes and cross-border story.

e Active and experiential tourism. The word “adventure” signals dynamic movement, physical
engagement, and discovery—perfectly aligned with sport, active, and nature-based tourism. It appeals
to audiences seeking meaningful outdoor experiences rather than passive tourism.

¢ Emotional engagement. Simple, human, and memorable, the slogan evokes curiosity, excitement,
and a sense of belonging. It speaks to the emotional journey of crossing borders, exploring new
landscapes, and connecting with authentic communities.

6.3.3 Color Palette

The brand color palette plays a central role in expressing the identity of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo
cross-border destination. Colors communicate emotion, atmosphere, and meaning briefly, shaping
how visitors perceive the region long before they read any text or experience any visuals. The palette
draws directly from the essence of the destination: its mountains, forests, rivers, skies, and the calm
rhythm of rural life.

The palette has been designed to be natural, grounded, and balanced, reflecting a destination defined
by nature, authenticity, movement, and cross-border unity.
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* Natural landscapes (greens, blues, earth tones). The region’s visual identity is rooted in its
geography: forest slopes, mountain peaks, river valleys, and open rural fields. These tones express
harmony, environmental integrity, and the raw beauty of shared landscapes.

¢ Clean air, forests, and open spaces. Soft greens, deep woodland hues, and fresh blues evoke the
purity of the environment. These colors reinforce the promise of escape, tranquility, and active
exploration in unspoiled nature.

* Balance between calm and energy. The palette blends calming, muted tones (symbolizing peace
and reflection) with subtle energetic accents (representing movement, activity, and adventure). This
balance mirrors the destination’s identity: a place of active discovery within serene natural
surroundings.

Usage Principles

To ensure consistency and coherence across all materials: print, digital, signage, and merchandise, the
following usage principles must be respected:

¢ Natural and muted tones preferred. The color palette prioritizes earthy, organic hues that reflect
the authentic and sustainable character of the destination. These tones align with nature-first tourism
and avoid the artificiality associated with mass-market visual styles.

¢ Avoid overly bright or artificial colors. Neon or synthetic shades can undermine the brand’s
authenticity and disrupt the natural aesthetic. Colors should feel grounded, timeless, and reflective of
the real landscapes the visitor will encounter.

¢ Ensure accessibility and readability. All color combinations must follow accessibility best practices.
This includes sufficient contrast between text and background, readability on digital screens and
printed materials, and thoughtful use of accent colors to guide attention without overwhelming the
viewer.

6.3.4 Typography

Typography is a core visual element of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border destination brand. It
shapes how information is perceived, supports readability, and reinforces the overall personality of
the visual identity. The selected typefaces must communicate clarity, modernity, and approachability,
reflecting the region’s values of authenticity, sustainability, and active exploration.

When applied consistently across digital and print materials, signage, promotional content, and
stakeholder communication, it strengthens brand recognition and ensures a unified aesthetic across
both sides of the border.

Typography Should Reflect

* Simplicity and readability. The destination’s typography must prioritize clarity and ease of reading
across all languages used in the cross-border region. Clean, unobtrusive typefaces ensure that visitors
can quickly access essential information, whether reading a hiking map, a website page, or a social
media post. Simple typography supports inclusivity and aligns with the brand’s welcoming tone.

e Modern but not overly stylized design. The typefaces should feel contemporary and fresh,

§up80rting there ion’sfpr‘o%ressive adventure-oriented identity. However, they should avoid overly
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stylized or decorative forms that could compromise legibility or appear disconnected from the natural,
authentic character of the destination. A balanced, modern typographic style communicates
professionalism without losing warmth.

e Compatibility with digital and print formats. Because the brand will appear across a wide range of
materials: mobile screens, websites, brochures, signage, merchandise. The typography must perform
well in all formats. The chosen typefaces should maintain legibility at various sizes and weights,
ensuring consistent clarity across channels and applications.

Typography Guidelines
* Use one primary font and one secondary font

The brand should rely on a primary typeface (for headings, titles, and key messages) and a secondary
typeface (for body text, captions, and detailed content). This two-font system ensures harmony and
consistency while allowing enough flexibility to differentiate content hierarchy.

The primary font should be bold enough to convey confidence and energy.
The secondary font should be highly legible and comfortable for longer reading.

¢ Avoid decorative or overly complex typefaces

Script fonts, novelty typefaces, and heavily stylized lettering should be avoided. They can create
visual noise, reduce accessibility, and weaken the professional and nature-driven identity of the
brand. The typography should support the narrative, not distract from it.

¢ Maintain consistency across all materials

Once selected, the typefaces must be applied consistently across:
Websites and digital interfaces

Printed brochures, maps, and guides

Trail signage and wayfinding elements

social media layouts

Press and PR materials

Stakeholder documents and presentations
6.3.5 Photography and Visual Content

Photography and visual content are among the most powerful tools for conveying the identity of the
Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border destination. Images shape first impressions, evoke emotion, and
help visitors imagine themselves within the landscapes and experiences the region offers. The visual
aesthetic must reflect the essence of the brand, authentic, active, natural, human-scale, and cross-
border.

The visual style should consistently celebrate real people, real places, and real experiences. It must
reinforce the brand promise of sustainable, active, and culturally rooted adventure across two
connected regions.
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Preferred Visuals

¢ Real people engaged in outdoor activities. Photography should highlight individuals or small groups
hiking, cycling, trail running, exploring nature, or engaging in meaningful cultural interactions. These
images communicate movement, vitality, and lived experiences—allowing potential visitors to
visualize themselves participating in the same adventures. Authentic human presence adds relatability
and emotional depth.

e Authentic landscapes and environments. Visuals must showcase the region’s true natural beauty:
mountains, forests, rivers, rural villages, panoramic viewpoints, and cross-border landscapes. These
images represent the destination’s main competitive advantages: its preserved, uncommercialized,
and accessible nature.

e Cross-border elements. Images that subtly highlight the shared identity of the region—border
markers, connecting routes, bilingual signs, linked trails, or viewpoints that span both sides—help
reinforce the core brand narrative: Two regions, one adventure. Visualizing the cross-border
connection differentiates the destination from single-country competitors.

¢ Small groups rather than crowds. To emphasize the destination’s low-density, peaceful character,
visuals should favor images of one to four people rather than large groups. This supports the brand
values of authenticity, calm, and sustainability, while avoiding the impression of busy or
commercialized spaces.

Storytelling Through Photography

Photography must do more than document landscapes, it must tell stories. Every image should be
communicated:

e Asense of journey: movement along trails or routes

e Asense of connection: between people, culture, and nature

e Asense of unity: the blending of two regions into one adventure
e Asense of emotion: freedom, discovery, balance, belonging

Visual storytelling is essential, especially for digital platforms where emotional appeal determines
engagement. Photos should evoke curiosity, inspire exploration, and create an emotional invitation to
experience the region firsthand.

6.4 Brand Governance and Use by Stakeholders

Effective brand governance is essential to maintaining the integrity, consistency, and long-term impact
of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border destination brand. As a shared identity representing two
regions, multiple municipalities, local businesses, and community actors, the brand must be applied
collectively and consistently across all platforms, materials, and visitor touchpoints. Strong
governance ensures that the destination speaks with one unified voice, reinforcing trust, recognition,
and credibility across markets.

The governance framework provides the structure through which partners understand how to use the
brand, how to contribute to its growth, and how to protect its value.
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Key Principles for Brand Governance
1. Brand guidelines should be shared with all partners

All municipalities, tourism service providers, cultural institutions, and project stakeholders must
receive the full Brand Guideline Package. This ensures that every actor involved in communication or
visitor-facing activities understands:

e The brand’s visual identity system

e Messaging principles

e Logo and slogan usage rules

e Photography style

e Typography and tone

e Sustainability values embedded in the brand

2. Local businesses and institutions should be encouraged to use the brand correctly

The brand is most powerful when widely adopted. Restaurants, guesthouses, adventure guides, event
organizers, museums, and local producers should be encouraged to apply the brand in:

e Printed and digital materials

e Signage and menus

e Social media posts

e Event partnerships

e Cross-border tourism products

e Wayfinding and interpretation boards

3. Training and guidance should support proper brand application

Capacity-building is a core component of brand governance. Workshops, online tutorials, printed
guidance sheets, and one-on-one consultations help stakeholders:

e Understand correct logo usage

e Apply visual identity elements

e Produce brand-aligned content

e Use messaging consistently

e Promote responsible and sustainable tourism

A Shared Asset — Not Owned by a Single Institution

The Blagoevgrad—Delchevo brand is designed as a collective regional identity, shared equally across
the cross-border area. No single municipality, institution, or organization owns the brand outright.
Instead, it represents:

e Ashared vision

e Ashared story

e A shared responsibility
e Ashared opportunity
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Its value depends entirely on collective stewardship, cross-border alignment, and consistent use.

When all partners apply the brand cohesively, the destination becomes stronger, more recognizable,
and more competitive. When inconsistencies arise, the brand weakens, diluting its message and
confusing audiences. Therefore, brand governance is not simply administrative, but it is strategic,
cultural, and essential for long-term success.

7. PRODUCT OR SERVICE POSITIONING

7.1 Market Positioning Statement

The Market Positioning Statement defines how the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region
presents itself to the tourism market and how it differentiates its offer from competing destinations.
It clarifies who the destination is for, what it delivers, and why it stands apart—ensuring a coherent
strategic direction for product development, communication, and stakeholder engagement.

Positioning Statement

For active and nature-oriented travelers seeking authentic, sustainable, and meaningful
experiences, the Blagoevgrad—-Delchevo region is a unified cross-border destination that offers
diverse outdoor adventures, rich cultural heritage, and unspoiled natural landscapes. Unlike mass
tourism destinations, it provides human-scale experiences rooted in local communities,
environmental responsibility, and cross-border cooperation.

What the Positioning Statement Achieves

e Clearly identify the target audience

The position focuses on travelers who value active lifestyles, nature immersion, cultural authenticity,
and responsible tourism. These include hikers, cyclists, trail runners, wellness travelers, small groups,
and cross-border explorers, segments that align perfectly with the region’s natural advantages and
existing capacity.

¢ Emphasizes benefits and experiences

Rather than emphasizing amenities or large-scale infrastructure, the positioning highlights:

e Diverse outdoor adventures (hiking, cycling, trail running, exploratory routes)
e  Cultural richness (traditions, rural life, local stories)

e Unspoiled landscapes (mountains, forests, rivers, viewpoints)

e Emotional and meaningful travel (connection, discovery, authenticity)

This experience, first approach directly reflects what modern travelers seek in emerging nature
destinations.
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The positioning makes it clear that the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region is not competing with large ski
resorts, commercialized tourist towns, or overcrowded nature hotspots. Instead, it offers:

¢ Low-density tourism,

e Sustainability,

e Community connections,
e Cross-border storytelling,
¢ Human-scale hospitality.

This distinction is central to achieving visibility in the adventure and active tourism niche.

¢ Reinforces the slogan “Two regions, one adventure.”

The positioning statement strengthens the emotional and strategic core of the brand by grounding
the slogan in real offerings:

e Two cultures

e Two landscapes

e Two communities

¢ One shared experience

It transforms the slogan from a memorable phrase into a strategic promise.

7.2 Key Differentiators

The competitive advantage of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region emerges from a
carefully balanced combination of tangible assets (landscapes, routes, accessibility) and intangible
qualities (identity, cooperation, authenticity). Together, these differentiators define the region’s
unique market position and strengthen its appeal in the rapidly growing segments of sport, nature,
and experiential tourism. Unlike destinations that compete primarily on scale, infrastructure, or
commercial capacity, the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region stands out through meaning, cross-border
unity, and sustainable adventure.

7.2.1 Cross-Border Experience

The region’s most distinctive differentiator is its genuine cross-border identity, a feature that few
destinations can replicate. Visitors can explore two countries, two cultures, and two regional identities
within a single, seamless travel experience.

Key elements include:

e A unique opportunity to experience two regions and cultures within one trip, offering
travelers added depth, curiosity, and narrative richness.

e Shared natural landscapes, mountain routes, and ecosystems that flow across the border,
creating a sense of geographic continuity and adventure.

e Aliving symbol of European cooperation, openness, and connectivity, supporting cross-border

—movement, cutturatexchange, and shared heritage.
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This differentiator is not merely a marketing theme; it is embedded in the visitor experience, from
trails and routes to local stories and community interactions. Because most competing destinations
exist within a single administrative or cultural framework, this cross-border dimension is both rare and
highly attractive.

7.2.2 Nature-Based and Sport Tourism Focus

The destination’s alignment with active, nature-first tourism is a core competitive strength. It offers a

combination of outdoor opportunities that appeal to hikers, cyclists, trail runners, adventure seekers,
and wellness travelers.

The region benefits from:

e Strong potential for hiking, cycling, trail running, mountain sports, winter activities, and eco-
tourism, supported by diverse terrain and clean natural environments.

e Forests, mountains, lakes, and protected areas that form the backbone of active tourism
routes and experiences.

e Low congestion and high-quality natural settings, offering peace, space, and freedom—
qualities increasingly sought by modern travelers.

This differentiator positions the region as a destination of active participation, where visitors engage
with nature rather than passively observe it.

7.2.3 Authenticity and Local Engagement

Authenticity is at the emotional core of the destination’s appeal. Visitors are drawn to real, meaningful
experiences rooted in the everyday life of local people.

The region offers:

e Local hosts, family-run accommodations, traditional guesthouses, and community-based
services, contributing to a warm, personal, and welcoming environment.

e Traditional cuisine, crafts, folklore, and cultural practices that reflect genuine regional
identity.

e Opportunities for interaction with residents, enabling visitors to participate in the life of
villages, learning local stories, and taking part in traditional activities.

Authenticity fosters emotional connection, which is central to building loyalty, repeat visitation, and
long-term brand affinity.

7.2.4 Sustainability and Responsibility

Sustainability is not treated as an optional feature; it is a core strategic value guiding tourism
development across the region.
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Key strengths include:

e Strong emphasis on environmental protection and responsible use of natural resources,
ensuring that tourism contributes to rather than undermines local landscapes.

e Alignment with EU green policies and sustainable tourism principles, enhancing funding
potential and policy coherence.

e Training, education, and capacity building for local stakeholders, promoting responsible
practices in accommodation, guiding, waste management, and visitor communication.

This differentiator appeals to environmentally conscious travelers and strengthens the region’s long-
term resilience.

7.2.5 Accessibility and Human Scale

Accessibility and human-scale experiences make the destination approachable, inviting, and suitable
for a broad range of visitor types.

The region offers:

e Easy access from major nearby urban centers in both Bulgaria and North Macedonia, making
it ideal for weekend trips, short breaks, and repeat visits.

e Calm, uncrowded environments where visitors can enjoy nature without pressure, noise, or
stress—particularly appealing to post-pandemic travel preferences.

e Suitability for individuals, couples, families, and small groups, ensuring inclusive, low-intensity
tourism that prioritizes wellbeing and personal space.

This differentiator supports the positioning of the region as a comfortable, flexible, and emotionally
appealing destination for diverse audiences.

7.3 Pricing Strategy

A well-defined pricing strategy is essential for ensuring that tourism products and services in the
Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region are positioned competitively and sustainably. Rather than
engaging in price-based competition, which often leads to unsustainable discounts and low-quality
perceptions, the region’s pricing approach must reflect value, authenticity, and the quality of
experience offered.

The philosophy, positioning, and practical guidelines outlined below ensure that pricing strengthens
the destination’s credibility, supports local economies, and reinforces its identity as a sustainable,
human-scale, cross-border adventure destination.

7.3.1 Pricing Philosophy

The pricing philosophy provides the foundation for how tourism services should be valued and
communicated. It emphasizes experience over cost, reflecting the region’s long-term strategic
priorities.
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Key Principles

e Fair pricing reflects quality and sustainability

Prices should reflect the real value delivered, clean nature, local hospitality, small-group experiences,
well-maintained trails, and responsible tourism practices. Underpricing would undermine both the
quality perception and the economic sustainability of local providers.

¢ Accessibility for regional and domestic tourists

While focused on value, pricing must remain inclusive and accessible to domestic and regional visitors,
the primary market segments. This supports year-round visitation and builds repeat travel patterns.

e Competitive but not underpriced offers

The region should not attempt to compete with low-cost rural destinations or underpriced its
services. Instead, it should communicate the added value of its cross-border unigueness,
authenticity, and sustainability.

This philosophy ensures that tourism remains economically viable for local communities while offering
excellent value for money for visitors.

7.3.2 Recommended Pricing Position

The destination should position itself within a mid-range pricing segment, balancing affordability with
perceived quality.

The region should offer:

e Higher value than low-cost rural destinations, thanks to cross-border experiences, trail
diversity, cultural depth, and sustainability focus.

e More affordable alternatives to overcrowded alpine or coastal destinations, which often
charge premium prices due to mass demand and heavy infrastructure.

e Transparent and understandable pricing structures, with clearly stated costs for
accommodation, activities, and packages.

This pricing position supports:

e Longer stays, as mid-range pricing encourages visitors to extend weekends into multi-day
trips.

e Repeat visits, as accessible pricing fosters habitual short-break travel among regional
audiences.

e Local economic sustainability, helping family-run accommodations, guides, and small
businesses thrive.

Positioning the region in this way strengthens credibility and builds a stable tourism economy.
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7.3.3 Product-Level Pricing Considerations

Different tourism products require tailored pricing approaches, reflecting the nature of the experience
and operational costs.

Product Type - Recommended Pricing Approach
Product Type Pricing Approach

Outdoor activities & Experience-based pricing with small-group premium, ensuring personal
guided tours attention, local expertise, and safety.

Tiered pricing across guesthouses, eco-lodges, boutique rural stays, and
Accommodation small hotels, offering options for different budgets while maintaining
quality.

Bundled pricing for 2—4-day itineraries that include routes,

Cross-border packages . L
P g accommodation, cultural stops, and meals, emphasizing added value.

Value-based pricing with early-bird options, local discounts, or family

Events & sport tourism . L .
passes, encouraging participation and supporting off-season events.

Strategic Use of Seasonality
Seasonality should be leveraged to:

e Encourage off-season travel through promotional pricing for spring, autumn, and mild winter
periods.

e Support year-round tourism development, reducing dependency on peak summer months.

e Offer event-based or thematic discounts, tied to festivals, sport races, or local celebrations.

This approach ensures balanced annual distribution of visitors and sustained revenue flows.
7.3.4 Cross-Border Harmonization

Because the destination spans two countries, pricing transparency and alignment are crucial for
visitors’ trust and satisfaction.

Where possible, partners should:

e Align pricing logic across both regions

While exact prices may differ due to local market conditions, the structure, logic, and value proposition
should feel coherent across the border.
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Multi-day or cross-border itineraries should highlight unique experiences, two cultures, two cuisines,
shared nature, justifying higher value.

e Communicate currency differences clearly
Visitors should not feel confused or uncertain. All pricing materials should display:

e Local currency
e Cross-border equivalent
e Payment options

A harmonized pricing strategy reinforces the brand promise of “One destination across two regions.”

8. MARKETING CHANNELS
8.1 Digital Marketing Channels

Digital marketing channels form the backbone of the promotional strategy for the Blagoevgrad—
Delchevo cross-border tourism destination. As modern travelers increasingly rely on online platforms
to discover destinations, plan trips, and choose experiences, a strong digital presence is essential for
awareness building, engagement, and visitor conversion.

Active, nature-oriented, and experience-driven travelers, identified as the primary segments for the
region, are particularly responsive to visual storytelling, accurate digital information, and community
interaction. Therefore, the digital ecosystem must be integrated, visually coherent, and grounded in
the destination’s brand identity.

8.1.1 Website (Central Digital Hub)

The destination website will serve as the central digital hub, integrating all information, storytelling
elements, and visitor resources into a single, user-friendly platform. It is the primary source of
authoritative content about the region and must fully express the cross-border identity and brand
promise.

Key Functions

e Present the unified cross-border tourism offer in a coherent and visually engaging way,
emphasizing trails, landscapes, and shared cultural elements.

e Showcase outdoor activities, routes, events, and experiences, organized by interest (hiking,
cycling, culture, gastronomy, family trips).

e Provide practical visitor information, including transportation, border procedures,
accommodation options, safety tips, local guides, and FAQs.

e Integrate the full brand identity, including the logo, slogan “Two regions, one adventure,”
color palette, tone of voice, and photography style.
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Key Features

e  Multilingual content (EN, MK, BG) to support cross-border audiences and international
visitors.

e Mobile-first design, ensuring ease of navigation across smartphones and tablets.

e Downloadable materials, such as GPX files, maps, brochures, and itineraries.

e Linksto local service providers, enabling visitors to discover accommodations, guides, events,
and community businesses.

The website should operate as a dynamic, evolving platform rather than a static brochure,
continuously updated with new routes, seasonal stories, and user-generated content.

8.1.2 Search Engine Optimization (SEO)

SEO is a long-term investment that ensures the destination appears prominently in online searches
without relying heavily on paid advertising. It increases discoverability among travelers who actively
search for outdoor, nature, or cross-border tourism experiences.

Focus Areas

e Nature tourism, sport tourism, and adventure keywords, such as hiking trails, cycling routes,
mountain activities, and outdoor escapes.

e Cross-border travel and regional search terms, including “Bulgaria—North Macedonia routes,”
“cross-border hiking,” or “Balkan adventures.”

e Location-based searches, such as mountain names, specific trails, villages, natural landmarks,
and protected areas.

SEO Actions

e Optimized landing pages aligned with keyword themes and user intentions.

e High-quality content, including blog posts, route descriptions, storytelling articles, and event
highlights that encourage organic search visibility.

e Structured metadata, image tags, and mobile optimization to improve search performance
and user experience.

SEO supports sustainability by reducing dependency on paid campaigns and ensuring long-term digital
reach.

8.1.3 Social Media

Social media platforms are vital for storytelling, engagement, and community connection. They allow
the destination to showcase real experiences, build trust, and inspire potential travelers through
authentic visual content.

Priority Platforms
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e Facebook — effective for regional audiences, event promotion, community groups, and cross-
border visibility.

e Instagram —ideal for visual storytelling through photos, reels, and user-generated content.

e YouTube / short video platforms — powerful tools for showcasing route videos, testimonials,
events, and immersive landscape footage.

Content Focus

e Outdoor experiences and landscapes, with strong emotional and visual appeal.

e Real people and local stories, highlighting authenticity and community connection.

e Events and seasonal activities, including trials, festivals, sport competitions, and cultural
happenings.

e User-generated content, which builds community trust and expands visibility organically.

Posting should be consistent, high-quality, and always aligned with the brand voice, authentic,
inspiring, welcoming, and responsible.

8.1.4 Email Marketing

Email marketing complements social media and website efforts by supporting relationship building
and targeted communication.

Email Marketing Will Support

e Visitor engagement, such as sharing itineraries, event announcements, and seasonal tips.
e Promotion of packages, cross-border routes, and guided tours to interested travelers.

e Coordination with tourism operators, municipalities, and project partners.

e Media outreach, including newsletters, press updates, and storytelling features.

Target Groups

e Travelers who have subscribed through the website or downloaded materials.
e Tourism businesses and service providers.

e Localinstitutions, NGOs, and cross-border stakeholders.

e Journalists, travel writers, and influencers.

Emails should be informative, visually clean, and value-oriented, avoiding overly promotional
language in favor of storytelling, inspiration, and practical guidance.

8.1.5 Paid Digital Advertising (PPC)

Paid advertising will be used selectively and strategically to supplement organic visibility, especially
during key periods.

Channels
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e Search ads targeting high-intent keywords (e.g., “Balkan hiking routes,” “weekend trips
Bulgaria—North Macedonia”).

e Social media ads promote campaigns, seasonal offers, and events.

e Retargeting ads remind website visitors to complete bookings or explore recommended

activities.

Paid Advertising Will Focus On

e Peak outdoor seasons (spring, summer, autumn).
e Majorevents, such as sport competitions, festivals, and cross-border activities.
e New product launches, like updated trail networks or promotional campaigns.

Emphasis will be placed on budget efficiency, measurable outputs, and clear performance indicators,
ensuring that every euro invested generates value.

8.2 Offline Marketing Channels

While digital marketing forms the core of destination visibility, offline channels remain essential for
building credibility, deepening local engagement, and strengthening the physical presence of the
Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border destination. Offline communications support the brand by
reaching audiences in-person, enhancing trust, and reinforcing the tangible identity of the region.
These channels are particularly important in rural environments, community events, and professional
networks where face-to-face interaction creates meaningful impact.

8.2.1 Events and Fairs

Participation in tourism, sport, and cultural events provides a direct platform to present the
destination to potential visitors, partners, and media. Events allow the brand to connect with
audiences in a dynamic and experiential way, reinforcing the cross-border identity.

Participationin:

e Tourism fairs — regional and international events where destinations showcase offerings to
travelers, tour operators, and travel media.

e Sport and outdoor events — including running races, cycling gatherings, hiking festivals, and
adventure competitions, where the region’s positioning is most relevant.

e Cross-border festivals and cultural events — ideal spaces to highlight shared heritage, unity,
and cooperation between North Macedonia and Bulgaria.

Objectives of Event Participation:

e Direct engagement with audiences, enabling conversations, demonstrations, and interactive
presentations.

e B2Bnetworking, fostering relationships with tour operators, travel agencies, event organizers,
media, and influencers.

e Media exposure, through live reporting, interviews, and event-based coverage.
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Branding Requirements:
All events stands, materials, and presentations must clearly reflect the unified brand identity, including:

e Logo and slogan

e Brand colors

e Photography style

e Visual and verbal tone

Consistency ensures recognition and reinforces the message of “Two regions, one adventure.”
8.2.2 Public Relations (PR)

Public Relations activities enhance destination credibility, expand visibility, and generate trusted
content that digital campaigns alone cannot achieve. PR leverages the authority of journalists, travel
writers, and outdoor experts to tell the destination’s story.

Core PR Actions:

e Press releases and media briefings, presenting new routes, events, success stories, and cross-
border initiatives.

e Media familiarization (FAM) trips, inviting journalists, bloggers, and influencers to experience
the region firsthand.

e Collaboration with travel and outdoor journalists, ensuring high-quality storytelling and
editorial coverage.

PR Messaging Emphasis:

e Cross-border cooperation, highlighting unity and European values.

e Sustainability, showing commitment to low-impact tourism and community benefit.

e Unique experiences, including cross-border adventures, authentic rural life, and active
outdoor activities.

PR activities support the long-term reputation of the region and contribute to positioning it as an
emerging, credible, and meaningful destination.

8.2.3 Print Materials

Print materials continue to play an important role in information distribution, especially in rural
contexts, visitor centers, events, and trails. They offer tangible visibility and help visitors plan their
experience even when offline.

Examples of Print Materials:

e Brochures and maps, summarizing key routes, activities, and cross-border itineraries.
e Event programs, schedules, and printed guides for festivals or sport events.

—=Postersandroll-ups for fairs, local businesses, and community spaces.
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Printed materials should be:

e High-quality, visually consistent with the brand.

e Limited in quantity, avoiding unnecessary printing and supporting sustainability.

e Complementary to digital content, directing users to QR codes, downloadable guides, or
online platforms.

Print remains most effective when used strategically and responsibly.

8.2.4 Sponsorships and Visibility Actions

Sponsorships strengthen local partnerships and increase brand visibility in contexts directly connected
to active tourism and community life.

Sponsorship of:

e Sport competitions, such as trail races, cycling tours, and adventure challenges.

e Outdoor events, including clean-up initiatives, local hikes, and nature festivals.

e Community initiatives, such as cultural gatherings, youth programs, and environmental
actions.

These actions help:

e Increase brand presence across both regions in ways that feel local, relevant, and community
driven.

e Strengthen partnerships with municipalities, clubs, schools, associations, and businesses.

e Support community engagement, reinforcing the brand’s values of authenticity, sustainability,
and shared identity.

Sponsorships provide high visibility with relatively low cost and create goodwill among local
populations, critical for long-term destination success.

8.3 Partnerships and Affiliate Marketing

Partnerships form a central pillar of the marketing and development approach for the Blagoevgrad—
Delchevo cross-border region. As an emerging destination built on sustainability, authenticity, and
cooperation, the region relies heavily on the collective strength of institutions, tourism businesses,
local communities, and cross-border actors. Partnerships expand reach, enrich content, improve
service quality, and strengthen the shared identity across both sides of the border.

Affiliate marketing, rooted in collaboration with tourism providers, influencers, clubs, and content
creators, further amplifies visibility and helps the destination grow organically through trusted voices
and established networks.
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8.3.1 Institutional Partnerships

Strong institutional cooperation is essential for maintaining policy coherence, strengthening
governance, and ensuring long-term sustainability. These partnerships create the enabling
environment in which cross-border tourism can flourish.

Key Institutional Partners:

e Municipalities and regional authorities on both sides of the border, provide political support,
coordination, and integration into local development plans.

e National tourism organizations, which help amplify visibility and align messaging with country-
level branding.

e Protected area administrations, who safeguard natural assets and ensure responsible tourism
development aligned with conservation priorities.

Strategic Role of Institutional Partnerships:

e Ensuring alignment with tourism, rural development, and environmental protection policies.

e Facilitating cross-border coordination and harmonization (e.g., trail standards, signage, visitor
information).

e Supporting long-term sustainability through policy backing, funding pathways, and
administrative coherence.

These partnerships reinforce the destination’s credibility and enable structured, strategic growth.
8.3.2 Tourism and Business Partnerships

Tourism businesses are the frontline ambassadors of the brand. Their involvement is crucial for
delivering consistent visitor experiences, generating local economic value, and sustaining year-round
engagement.

Key Tourism Partners:

e Accommodation providers (guesthouses, eco-lodges, rural stays, small hotels), who shape the
visitor’s on-the-ground experience.

e Tour operators and guides, who provide structured outdoor activities and interpretive
experiences.

e Sport clubs and outdoor associations, who help create and promote hiking, cycling, and
running events.

Strategic Role of Business Partnerships:

e Co-creating tourism products and packages (e.g., cross-border routes, guided tours, active
holiday programs).

e Sharing content, images, and stories that enrich the brand narrative.

e Participating in marketing campaigns, events, and training sessions.

——e—Actingas-decentralized-brand touchpoints across the region.
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When local businesses use the brand identity consistently, they expand its visibility and strengthen
the perception of a unified cross-border destination.

8.3.3 Cross-Border Cooperation

Cross-border cooperation is not only a marketing channel, it is the heart of the destination’s identity.
Joint actions demonstrate unity, deepen regional ties, and bring the brand promise to life.

Forms of Cross-Border Cooperation:

e Joint campaigns and packages, promoting multi-day routes that cross the border seamlessly.

e Shared events, such as bilateral hiking festivals, running races, cycling tours, or cultural
celebrations.

e Co-branded promotional materials, including maps, guides, videos, and digital content,
reinforcing consistency across both regions.

Strategic Value:

e Creates compelling products that are impossible for single-destination competitors to
replicate.

e Strengthens partnerships between institutions and tourism providers.

e Embodies the brand’s essence—Two regions, one adventure—through real experiences.

Cross-border cooperation is both a differentiator and a marketing asset that elevates the region above
traditional destinations.

8.3.4 Influencers and Ambassadors

Influencers and brand ambassadors can significantly enhance visibility, credibility, and engagement,
especially in the sport and outdoor niche where personal experience and authenticity matter.

Types of Influencers and Ambassadors:

e Outdoor and adventure influencers, who specialize in hiking, cycling, eco-tourism, or active
lifestyle content.

e Athletes, guides, and sport professionals, who provide expertise, trust, and real-world
experience.

e Local content creators, who highlight community culture, local food, and regional stories.

e Sustainability-oriented creators, whose values align with responsible tourism principles.

Approach and Criteria:

e Select influencers based on authenticity, values, and relevance, rather than follower count
alone.
e Encourage real experience, no staged content or generic stock-style visuals.
e Ensure ambassadors communicate cross-border unity, sustainability messages, and respect
—  forpature——
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Authentic storytelling from trusted voices amplifies the brand and builds emotional connection with
potential visitors.

8.4 Channel Integration and Consistency

For the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border destination to build a strong and recognizable presence,
all marketing and communication channels must work together as a seamless, interconnected system.
Consistency and integration are essential for reinforcing the brand identity, ensuring clarity for
visitors, and creating a unified experience across both digital and offline touchpoints.

Channel integration transforms individual marketing actions into a coherent, mutually supportive
ecosystem, where the website drives social media engagement, social media directs users to
downloadable itineraries, offline events feed digital storytelling, and PR materials amplify brand
visibility across markets. This holistic approach increases efficiency, strengthens credibility, and
maximizes the impact of every promotional effort.

Core Requirements for Channel Integration

¢ Consistent branding and messaging across all channels

Regardless of whether a visitor encounters the brand through a website, a social media post, a
brochure, or an event banner, the experience must feel unified. This means:

e The same logo versions

e The same slogan placement
e The same color palette

e The same photography style
e The same tone of voice

e The same core messages

¢ Online-to-offline integration to create a seamless user journey
Channels should support and reinforce each other. For example:

e A social media post links to a website itinerary, which includes a downloadable map used
during the actual experience.

e Aprinted trail sign includes a QR code to a digital route guide or safety information.

e An event brochure directs visitors to the website for more details, accommodation options,
or seasonal experiences.

e A PRstory published in media drives traffic to the destination website or social platforms.

This integration ensures that visitors experience the destination as a single, connected system, not a
collection of fragmented messages.

Role of the Website and Brand Guidelines

¢ The website as the central reference point
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The destination website functions as the anchor point for all
communications. All channels should drive users toward:

e Updated information

e Cross-border itineraries

e Maps, guides, and downloads

e Local service provider listings

e Events and news

e Contact and support information

The website is the digital home of the brand and ensures accuracy, reliability, and consistency.

¢ Brand guidelines as the governing document

The Brand Guidelines provide the shared visual and verbal framework that all stakeholders must
follow. They ensure that:

e Channels look coherent

e Messages sound unified

e Materials reflect the identity of the destination

e Partner activities strengthen rather than dilute the brand

9. CONTENT STRATEGY
9.1 Content Pillars

Adventure and sport experiences form one of the central pillars of the destination’s content strategy.
This pillar captures the active essence of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border region and translates
it into compelling storytelling across all communication channels. It highlights the region’s outdoor
potential and encourages travelers to act, plan a trip, follow a trail, join an event, or explore the
landscape.

9.1.1 Adventure and sport experiences

The focus on adventure and sport aligns directly with the region’s UVP, target audiences, and
positioning as a sustainable, active, cross-border destination. Content under this pillar should be
dynamic, motivational, visually rich, and grounded in authenticity.

Content Focus Areas

¢ Hiking, cycling, and trail running routes

Feature the region’s extensive network of mountain and forest trails, cross-border paths, and
panoramic viewpoints. Content may include route guides, step-by-step itineraries, difficulty levels,

scenic highlights, personal stories, and downloadable GPX files.

5 Development Program of the Eastern Planning Region 2021-2026

= OMNWTWHA
= AENYEBO

PU3 OENYEBO www.delcevo.gov.mk



Co-funded by
the European Union

Hiteirey

IDA

Bulgaria - North Macedonia

Purpose: Inspire visitors to explore independently or join guided experiences.

e Winter sports and seasonal activities

Highlight the region’s year-round appeal through winter hiking, snowshoeing, light skiing where
relevant, and seasonal nature experiences. Seasonal storytelling should emphasize readiness, safety,
and the beauty of winter landscapes.

Purpose: Extend tourism beyond summer and support off-season visitation.

¢ Guided outdoor experiences and events

Showcase guided hikes, mountain biking tours, running events, cross-border outdoor festivals, and
community-led nature activities. Use vibrant visuals, testimonials, and behind-the-scenes content to
humanize the experiences.

Purpose: Build trust, demonstrate professionalism, and encourage participation.

Objective

Inspire action and participation
This content pillar is not only about informing—it is about activating the audience. The goal is to:

e Motivate visitors to choose the region for their next adventure;

e Encourage exploration across the border as part of a single experience;
e Showcase the diversity and accessibility of outdoor activities;

e Build excitement around trails, events, and community-led initiatives;
e Reinforce the brand promise of “Two regions, one adventure.”

Content should evoke a sense of freedom, discovery, and connection to nature, making travelers feel
that adventure is not only possible, but also waiting for them.

9.1.2 Nature & Landscapes

Nature and landscapes are among the most powerful assets of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-
border region. This pillar highlights the region’s pristine environments, biodiversity, and scenic
beauty, positioning the destination as a nature-first, sustainable alternative to overcrowded and
commercialized tourism spots.

Topics Include
¢ Mountains, forests, rivers, and protected areas
Content should highlight the dramatic mountain ridges, deep forests, freshwater streams, and local

biodiversity, offering visitors a sensory connection to the region’s ecological richness. Visual and
written content should evoke calm, purity, and untouched beauty.

5 Development Program of the Eastern Planning Region 2021-2026

= OMNWTWHA
= AENYEBO

PU3 OENYEBO www.delcevo.gov.mk



Co-funded by
the European Union

Hiteirey
IDA

Bulgaria - North Macedonia

¢ Scenic routes and viewpoints

Feature panoramic lookouts, ridge trails, forest paths, riverbanks, and tranquil lakes. This can include
“Top 10 Viewpoints,” “Sunrise Spots,” “Hidden Nature Corners,” or seasonal guides to foliage,
wildflowers, or snow landscapes.

¢ Environmental protection efforts

Showcase actions are taken by communities, protected area authorities, and NGOs to preserve
ecosystems, like trail maintenance, biodiversity protection, reforestation initiatives, and educational
campaigns.

Objective

Position of the region as a clean, sustainable destination where nature is respected, preserved, and
central to the visitor experience. This reinforces the brand’s value of sustainability and appeals to
travelers seeking low-impact, nature-centered tourism.

9.1.3 Cross-Border Stories

Cross-border storytelling is a defining element of the region’s identity. This pillar emphasizes the unity
between Blagoevgrad and Delchevo, the shared landscapes, and the cultural and personal connections
that transcend national boundaries.

Topics Include

® Cross-border trails and events

Highlight routes that connect both sides of the border, such as multi-day hiking trails, cycling routes,
and adventure events that start in one country and finish in the other.

¢ Shared traditions and landscapes

Present cultural practices, folklore, cuisine, dialects, and celebrations that exist on both sides of the
border, as well as nature stories about connected mountain systems and ecosystems.

e Stories of collaboration between Delchevo and Blagoevgrad

Showcase municipal partnerships, community initiatives, joint environmental efforts, or local
personalities working across the border.

Objective

Reinforce the brand’s unique cross-border value and highlight the symbolic significance of two regions
acting as one destination. This content supports the brand promise of unity, cooperation, and shared
adventure.
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9.1.4 Local People & Culture

This pillar brings humanity, emotion, and authenticity to the brand. By focusing on people, traditions,
and everyday life, content becomes relatable and engaging, helping visitors feel connected before
they even arrive.

Topics Include

¢ Local guides, hosts, and athletes

Profiles, interviews, or short videos featuring those who animate the destination, such as mountain
guides, cycling instructors, trail runners, guesthouse owners, artisans, farmers, and cultural
custodians.

e Traditional cuisine and crafts

Stories about local dishes, food producers, farmers’ markets, traditional baking, honey, herbal teas,
woodcrafts, handmade textiles, and regional recipes.

e Community initiatives

Showcase local festivals, clean-up actions, cultural performances, school activities, and community-
led tourism initiatives.

Objective

Build emotional connection and authenticity by letting visitors meet the people behind the
destination. Human-centered content adds warmth, relatability, and trust to the brand narrative.

9.1.5 Practical Travel Information

Practical content reduces uncertainty, improves visitor experience, and helps travelers make informed
decisions. It is especially important for emerging destinations where information may be scattered or
inconsistent.

Topics Include

¢ How to get there

Directions from major cities, border crossing information, transportation options, road conditions,
parking, and accessibility tips.

e Where to stay and eat

Listings or curated selections of accommodations (guesthouses, eco-lodges, family hotels),
restaurants, local food spots, and farm-to-table experiences.

» Safety, seasonality, and equipment tips
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Advice on weather conditions, best times to visit, what to pack, trail difficulty levels, responsible
behavior in nature, and emergency contacts.

Objective

Reduce barriers to visitation and support planning by providing clear, accurate, and user-friendly
information. This helps build confidence, encourages longer stays, and enhances the overall
customer journey.

9.2 Content Formats

A diverse mix of content formats is essential for reaching different audience groups, adapting to
platform algorithms, and ensuring that the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border destination
communicates effectively across all digital and offline channels. Each format serves a specific purpose,
some inspire, some inform, and others engage or convert, but together they form a cohesive, high-
impact content ecosystem that reflects the brand’s values and identity.

The content strategy must ensure that all formats reinforce the pillars of adventure, nature,
authenticity, cross-border unity, and practical guidance, while remaining visually consistent and
aligned with the brand voice.

9.2.1 Blogs and Articles

Long-form written content provides depth, credibility, and valuable information for travelers who seek
inspiration and detail while planning their trips. This format enhances SEO, supports storytelling, and
reinforces the brand as a trustworthy source of cross-border travel insights.

Use cases:

¢ In-depth storytelling about routes, experiences, local personalities, cultural traditions, and
cross-border narratives.

¢ Route descriptions and itineraries, offering clear, step-by-step guides for hiking, cycling, or
multi-day cross-border trips.

e Sustainability and cultural insights, such as environmental protection efforts, traditional
crafts, local food stories, or community initiatives.

Primary channel:

e Website — the main repository for long-form content and the central reference for visitors.

Secondary use:

e Social media snippets, turning articles into carousel posts, reels, or inspirational quotes.
o Newsletters, sharing article highlights or seasonal stories.

Blogs and articles build authority, drive organic search traffic, and communicate the destination's
authenticity.
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9.2.2 Video Content

Video is one of the most powerful formats for emotional storytelling and engagement. It showcases
movement, landscapes, real people, and adventures in a way that resonates strongly with active and
nature-oriented travelers.

Formats include:

e Short destination videos highlighting scenic beauty, cross-border routes, or combined
experiences.

e Activity highlights demonstrating hiking trails, cycling paths, winter experiences, or event
moments.

¢ Interviews and testimonials with local hosts, guides, athletes, or travelers.

Platforms:

e YouTube (longer, structured videos)
e Social media (shorter clips, teasers, reels)
e Website (embedded videos in itineraries or landing pages)

9.2.3 Short-Form Content (Reels & Shorts)

Short-form videos are essential for reaching wide audiences quickly, especially younger travelers who
use social platforms for inspiration and trip discovery.

Use cases:

e Quick inspiration, such as “5 reasons to visit this trail” or “Cross-border weekend ideas.”
e Seasonal highlights, like autumn colors, winter trails, spring blossoms, or summer activities.
e Event promotion, capturing the energy of festivals, sport events, and local gatherings.

Platforms:

e Instagram (Reels)
e Facebook (short videos)
e Short video platforms (TikTok-style content if relevant to target audiences)

These formats maximize reach, engagement, and viral potential, supporting discovery and awareness
building.

9.2.4 Digital Ads

Paid digital ads help the destination reach targeted audiences efficiently and support strategic
campaigns during key seasons or product launches. Ads must reflect brand identity and avoid
generic or overly promotional approaches.
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Formats include:

e Visual ads for social media, based on strong imagery, clear calls-to-action, and concise
messaging.

e Search-based text ads, targeting high-intent queries related to hiking, cycling, cross-border
routes, or short-break trips.

e Retargeting banners, reminding website visitors to complete travel planning or revisit
itineraries.

Ads should consistently reinforce content pillars: adventure, authenticity, sustainability, and cross-
border unity, rather than aggressive sales messaging.

9.2.5 Newsletters

Email newsletters play an important role in maintaining ongoing engagement and nurturing
relationships with visitors, partners, and media.

Purpose:

e Sustain engagement with travelers who have shown interest.

e Share updates, events, and stories from both sides of the border.

e Support partner communication, including opportunities, product launches, and
cooperation news.

Frequency:

e Quarterly or seasonal, ensuring that each edition offers meaningful content aligned with
seasonal activities and events.

Newsletters should be informative, visually clean, storytelling-driven, and value-focused, reflecting
the brand voice and encouraging continued connection.

9.3 Content Calendar

A well-structured content calendar is essential for maintaining consistent communication, ensuring
thematic balance, and supporting year-round visibility for the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border
destination. By planning content around seasonal patterns, visitor motivations, and activity cycles, the
region can maximize engagement, create anticipation, and guide audiences through a coherent
storytelling journey.

The content calendar must remain flexible, allowing for spontaneous opportunities, events, weather
variations, user-generated content, and emerging trends, while still ensuring continuity in messaging
and alignment with the brand pillars.
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9.3.1 Seasonal Planning

Seasonality plays a major role in outdoor and active tourism. Each season brings its own opportunities
for storytelling, visitor engagement, and promotional themes. The content calendar should align with
natural cycles, event timing, and expected visitor behavior.

Season Content Focus

Hiking season openings, blooming landscapes, forest awakening, cycling routes, beginner-
Spring friendly trails, cultural and nature transitions. Ideal for early-season inspiration and
weekend getaway messaging.

Peak adventure season: mountain sports, cycling tours, cross-border hiking itineraries,
Summer festivals, outdoor events, lake and river activities. Strong emphasis on community energy
and multi-day cross-border routes.

Rich landscape storytelling: color changes, harvest, gastronomy, cultural traditions, calm
Autumn nature. Ideal for promoting slow tourism, retreat-style trips, and wellness-in-nature
content.

Winter sports (snow hiking, snowshoeing, skiing where relevant), peaceful landscapes,
Winter off-season experiences, holiday itineraries, indoor cultural activities. Encourages year-
round tourism and shoulder-season trips.

Seasonal content helps visitors understand what to do, when to come, and how to experience the
region throughout the year.

9.3.2 Monthly Structure

To maintain engagement and support all stages of the customer journey, each month’s content plan
should include a balanced mix of long-form storytelling, visual inspiration, practical guidance, and
dynamic short-form media.

Monthly Content Recommendations

¢ 1-2 long-form articles or blogs

These may include feature stories, route guides, interviews with locals, sustainability topics, or cultural
insights. Long-form content strengthens SEO and provides evergreen resources for trip planning.

¢ 4-8 social media posts
A mix of:

e Inspirational landscape visuals
e Route highlights
e Local culture stories
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e User-generated content
e Event announcements

Posts should be consistent with the brand voice, photography style, and messaging pillars.

® 1-2 short videos or reels

Short-form clips for Instagram, Facebook, and YouTube Shorts offer dynamic engagement and are
ideal for:

e Trail teasers

e Seasonal showcases

e Event moments

e Behind-the-scenes glimpses

e “Day inthe region” narratives

These formats significantly increase reach and relevance.

¢ Event- or season-specific content
Content should reflect:

e Localfestivals and sport events

e National holidays

e Cross-border initiatives

e Weather-related opportunities (snow, foliage, spring bloom)
e Project milestones or partner stories

This ensures that content remains timely, relevant, and responsive to real-world happenings.

Calendar Flexibility
While the monthly structure provides rhythm and predictability, the calendar must remain open to:

e Spontaneous opportunities (e.g., viral content, influencer visits)
e Weather-dependent activities

e Community-led stories

e New product launches or trail openings

e Cross-border announcements or media coverage

Adaptability ensures that communication feels alive, current, and connected to daily realities in both
regions.

9.4 Storytelling Approach

Storytelling is the backbone of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border destination’s content strategy.

H-transforms—informationinte—emotion, landscapes into experiences, and activities into personal
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journeys. Through storytelling, the destination communicates not only what visitors can do, but how
it feels to explore, connect, and discover across two regions and two cultures.

9.4.1 Core Narrative

The core narrative ties all content together and provides a unifying thread across channels and
formats. It expresses the emotional essence of the destination and guides how stories are framed,
structured, and delivered.

The core narrative is built around:

¢ Discovery across borders

Every story highlights the uniqueness of exploring two countries as one destination, crossing paths,
following trails that flow across borders, and experiencing landscapes that seamlessly connect.

® Shared nature and culture

Stories reflect the unity of ecosystems, heritage, traditions, and rural life that exist on both sides of
the border. Visitors are invited into a shared world rather than two separate geographies.

* Personal adventure and connection

The destination is experienced through the eyes of real people, visitors, guides, hosts, athletes,
artisans, emphasizing emotional resonance, authenticity, and personal transformation.

Guiding Question:
“What does it feel like to experience two regions as one adventure?”

All storytelling should aim to answer this question—through visuals, narratives, voices, and
experiences.

9.4.2 Storytelling Principles

To create consistent, compelling, and brand-name-aligned content, all storytelling should follow
these principles:

* Human-centered

Stories should focus on people, those who live in the region and those who visit it. Human stories
create emotional connection, build trust, and make the destination feel welcoming and alive.

* Place-based

Every story must be anchored in real locations: trails, riverbanks, villages, cultural landmarks,
mountain viewpoints, and cross-border routes. This grounds the narrative in authenticity and helps
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e Authentic

Avoid clichés, generic descriptions, and exaggerated claims. Narratives should reflect the true
character of the region, calm, natural, community-driven, and adventure-oriented. Authenticity is
central to credibility.

* Responsible

Storytelling should promote respect for nature, cultural sensitivity, environmental protection, and
responsible behavior. It reinforces the brand’s sustainability values and aligns with EU tourism
principles.

These principles ensure that every piece of content, whether a blog post, a social video, or an event
highlight, feels aligned with the destination’s identity.

9.4.3 Story Types

To maintain diversity and depth, the storytelling approach will incorporate multiple formats and
perspectives. Each story type plays a specific strategic role in shaping the overall narrative.

¢ Visitor journeys and itineraries

Real or representative stories of weekend trips, cross-border hikes, cycling adventures, family escapes,
or seasonal experiences. These stories help visitors understand what their trip could look and feel like.

® Local voices and testimonials

Interviews or snapshots of guides, hosts, farmers, chefs, athletes, environmental workers, and
artisans. These stories strengthen authenticity and highlight the human dimension of the destination.

» Before/after or seasonal contrasts

Visual and narrative contrasts that show the changing landscape, spring blossoms, summer energy,
autumn colors, winter calm. This type of storytelling broadens the perception of year-round appeal.

¢ Behind-the-scenes of events and trails

Stories that reveal the effort behind trail maintenance, community events, cross-border festivals,
sport competitions, or conservation activities. These stories humanize the destination and show
commitment, care, and collaboration.

9.5 Content Governance and Quality Control

Strong content governance is essential for maintaining the integrity, coherence, and long-term
effectiveness of the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border destination brand. As multiple stakeholders
across two countries contribute to the promotion of the region, a clear framework for content
creation, review, and approval ensures that all communication materials, digital or offline, accurately
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Core Governance Principles

¢ Brand guidelines apply to all content

All content must adhere to the destination’s visual identity, tone of voice, messaging pillars, and
storytelling approach. This ensures that visitors experience a unified and recognizable brand,
regardless of which municipality, business, or partner creates the content.

Brand guidelines must be treated as the reference document for:

e Logo usage

e Colors and typography

e Photography style

e Tone and messaging

e Sustainability communications
e EU visibility requirements

* A central editorial coordination role is recommended

To ensure coherence and quality, a designated editorial coordinator (or small cross-border editorial
team) should oversee:

e Content planning and scheduling

e Quality checks (visual, linguistic, factual)

e Alignment with brand pillars and seasonal themes

e Compliance with EU visibility rules

e Coordination with municipalities and tourism providers

¢ Stakeholders may contribute content following clear guidelines

Tourism providers, guides, local businesses, cultural institutions, and community groups bring
valuable perspectives and stories. Their contributions enrich the authenticity of the brand, as long as
they follow the guidelines.

Clear instructions should be provided on:

e Photography requirements

e Tone and messaging

e Use of the slogan and logo

e Content themes and pillars

e Submission formats and deadlines

Compliance Requirements

¢ Sustainability principles

Every piece of content must reinforce responsible tourism values, including:
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e Respect for nature and protected areas

e Promotion of low-impact activities

e Positive representation of local communities

e Avoiding messages that encourage overcrowding or harmful behavior

The destination’s long-term success depends on protecting the landscapes and communities that
define its identity.

10. Communication Strategy

The Communication Strategy provides the operational framework for how the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo
cross-border destination communicates with its audiences across channels, languages, and markets.
It translates the brand identity, UVP, and positioning into coordinated actions that ensure clarity,
consistency, and emotional resonance at every touchpoint.

The Communication Strategy integrates messaging, campaign themes, and customer touchpoints to
guide all promotional, informational, and stakeholder communication activities.

10.1 Messaging Roadmap

The messaging roadmap ensures that all communication, from social media posts to brochures and
stakeholder interactions, speaks in one unified voice. It acts as a practical guide for applying the
brand’s core messages across different contexts and target segments.

Key Components of the Messaging Roadmap

¢ Core Brand Message

“Two regions, one adventure.”
This is the foundational message that anchors all communication.

¢ Segment-Specific Messages

e Active & Sport Travelers: “Explore trails, landscapes, and outdoor experiences across
borders.”

e Nature & Leisure Visitors: “Breathe clean air. Move at your own pace in untouched nature.”
e Cross-Border Explorers: “One journey, two cultures. Discover what connects us.”

e Emotional Messaging Layer

Focus on:
Freedom - Discovery - Balance - Connection - Belonging

These are the emotions the brand aims to evoke through content and experience design.

¢ Rational Messaging Layer
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Emphasize:
Accessibility - Sustainability - Authenticity - Clear Information - Local Hospitality

These practical messages help reduce barriers and support decision-making.
10.2 Campaign Themes

Campaign themes translate the brand identity into actionable, engaging promotional initiatives. They
provide structure for seasonal campaigns, digital marketing, PR activities, and cross-border events.

Core Campaign Themes

1. “Cross-Border Adventures”

Highlights routes, events, and experiences that span both countries. Ideal for launching cross-border
itineraries or seasonal hiking/cycling promotions.

2. “Nature Without Borders”

Focuses on landscapes, forests, rivers, and protected areas. Reinforces sustainability and the region’s
nature-first identity.

3. “Active Escapes”

Promotes hiking, cycling, trail running, snowshoeing, and year-round outdoor activities. Ideal for
weekend getaways and short-break campaigns.

4. “Local Stories, Shared Traditions”

Showcases local hosts, food, crafts, cultural events, and community life. Humanizes the destination
and strengthens the authenticity message.

5. “Seasonal Inspiration”
Season-based thematic content:

e Spring: Awakening nature & outdoor start of season

e Summer: Adventure, festivals, cross-border movement
e Autumn: Colors, gastronomy, culture

e  Winter: Calm nature & winter-active experiences

10.3 Customer Touchpoints

Customer touchpoints are all the moments in which visitors interact with the destination, before,
during, and after their journey. Managing these touchpoints strategically ensures a seamless customer
experience aligned with the brand promise.
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Pre-Visit Touchpoints

e Website and online itineraries

e Social media inspiration

e Search engine results

e PR stories and media coverage

¢ Recommendations from guides, influencers, or partners
e Cross-border campaign materials

Objective: Inspire interest, build trust, and support planning.

On-Site Touchpoints

e Trail signage and route markers

e Visitor information boards

e Local accommodations and restaurants

e Guides, tour operators, and community hosts

e Events and cultural experiences

e Cross-border entry points and interpretive stops

Objective: Deliver the promised experience and reinforce authenticity.

Post-Visit Touchpoints

e User-generated content (UGC)

e Newsletters and follow-up communication

e Surveys and feedback channels

e Loyalty-building content (seasonal inspiration, new routes, upcoming events)

Objective: Encourage advocacy, repeat travel, and long-term emotional connection.

11. Lead Generation & Sales Funnel

The Lead Generation and Sales Funnel outlines how the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border
destination attracts potential visitors, nurtures their interest, motivates action, and sustains long-term
engagement. For an emerging destination that relies heavily on digital discovery, experience-based
travel, and cross-border storytelling, a well-structured funnel ensures that marketing efforts translate
into real visitation, participation in activities, and repeat engagement.

The funnel consists of four interconnected phases: awareness, lead nurturing, conversion, and
retention & loyalty. Each phase reflects a step in the customer journey and is supported by tailored
content, communication tools, and engagement tactics.
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11.1 Awareness Tactics

Awareness is the top of the funnel where potential visitors first discover the region. This stage uses
highly visual, inspirational, and emotional content to spark curiosity and build recognition.

Key awareness tactics include:

¢ Social media visibility. High-quality photos, reels, short-form videos, cross-border visuals, seasonal
inspiration, outdoor adventure content, and UGC amplify reach and recognition.

¢ SEO-driven content. Blogs, itineraries, and articles attract organic traffic for nature tourism, hiking,
cycling, trail running, gastronomy, and cross-border keywords.

¢ PR and media outreach. Press releases, FAM trips, and collaborations with travel journalists help
build destination credibility and reach new audiences.

e Event presence. Participation in tourism fairs, sport events, and community festivals enhances
visibility among regional and niche audiences.

¢ Light paid campaigns. Targeted social ads, search ads, and retargeting help boost visibility during
strategic periods (e.g., spring opening, summer season).

11.2 Lead Nurturing

Once awareness is established, the next phase focuses on building trust, providing value, and
nurturing visitors’ interest. At this stage, content shifts from inspiration to more informative, practical,
and relatable storytelling.

Lead nurturing tactics include:

e Website as the central resource. Visitors explore routes, itineraries, cross-border experiences,
accommodation options, and practical information.

¢ Newsletters. Quarterly or seasonal newsletters share stories, updates, tips, events, and new
experiences, keeping potential visitors engaged and informed.

¢ Thematic content series. Multi-part posts or articles on topics such as:

e “Top cross-border trails”

e “Weekend trips across two regions”
e “lLocal food stories”

e “Beginner-friendly hiking routes”

* Social media engagement. Interactive posts, polls, Q&A sessions, event announcements, seasonal
guides, and behind-the-scenes content keep audiences returning.

¢ Partnerships with local businesses. Joint content with guides, accommodations, and sport clubs
provides insider recommendations and showcases community credibility.
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11.3 Conversion Strategy

Conversion occurs when a potential visitor becomes an actual traveler, an event participant, a tour
client, or a booking. This stage requires clear, reliable information and practical tools that help finalize
the decision.

Conversion tactics include:

¢ Clear calls-to-action (CTAs). “Download route,” “Plan your weekend,” “Join the event,” or “Explore
cross-border itineraries.”

e Easy access to booking pathways. Links to accommodation providers, guides, events, and local
businesses—positioned clearly in itineraries and route pages.

¢ Practical planning tools. Downloadable maps, GPX files, checklists, packing tips, border information,
and safety advice reduce friction and support trip planning.

¢ Integrated cross-border packages. Bundled itineraries (2—4 days) that simplify planning and highlight
the unique value of the cross-border experience.

* Retargeting ads. Visitors who viewed specific routes or pages receive tailored follow-up messages
to complete their planning.

11.4 Retention & Loyalty Programs

Retention transforms first-time visitors into repeat travelers, brand ambassadors, and long-term
supporters of the region. Loyalty is especially valuable for an emerging destination, supporting
stability, word-of-mouth promotion, and sustainable growth.

Retention tactics include:
¢ Post-visit follow-up. Thank-you emails, surveys, and invitations to share experiences on social media.

¢ Seasonal inspiration. Highlight new routes, changing landscapes, seasonal activities, or upcoming
events to encourage return visits.

e Community-building initiatives. Cross-border hiking clubs, cycling groups, or digital communities
(Facebook groups, newsletters, WhatsApp channels).

¢ Loyalty incentives. Examples include:
e Early-bird prices for events

e Returning-visitor benefits from partners
e Referral perks offered by accommodation or guides

e User-generated content and storytelling. Sharing visitor photos, videos, and testimonials
strengthens emotional connection and encourages others to return.
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12. Timeline & Implementation Plan (2026-2032)

The Timeline & Implementation Plan outlines the phased approach for rolling out the Blagoevgrad—
Delchevo cross-border marketing, branding, and tourism development strategy over a six-year period.
This long-term horizon ensures that the destination can build awareness, strengthen partnerships,
develop products, refine branding, and grow sustainably while maintaining strategic coherence.

The plan is structured around three major phases: Launch, Expansion, and Consolidation, each with
clearly defined milestones, campaign cycles, and implementation responsibilities. This structured
roadmap supports stable progress, measurable improvements, and the gradual strengthening of the
region’s position as a sustainable cross-border adventure destination.

12.1 Roadmap With Phases (2026-2032)

Phase 1: Launch & Foundation (2026—2027)

Focus: Brand rollout, digital infrastructure, awareness campaigns, and stakeholder alignment.

Key Milestones

Launch of the unified brand (“Two regions, one adventure”).
Deployment of the destination website (multilingual, mobile-first).
Initial SEO optimization and content publication.

Training sessions for stakeholders on brand usage and digital skills.
Establishment of editorial workflows and content governance.
Launch of first cross-border promotional campaigns.

Pilot cross-border routes (hiking, cycling) are published online.
Participation in selected fairs and outdoor events.

Goal: Establish recognition and create a stable foundation for future growth.

Phase 2: Expansion & Product Development (2028—-2030)

Focus: Scaling up content, refining marketing, expanding routes, and deepening partnerships.

Key Milestones

Continuous publication of blogs, guides, and seasonal campaigns.

Expansion of cross-border product packages (2—4-day itineraries).
Strengthening cooperation with tour operators, hosts, guides, and sport clubs.
Growth of annual outdoor events and cross-border festivals.

Expanded social media strategy with video-first campaigns.

Increased PR activities and influencer collaborations.

Implementation of off-season promotion strategy.

——s—Developmentofnewthemed trails (culture, gastronomy, wellness).
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Goal: Increase demand, diversify experiences, and strengthen regional competitiveness.

Phase 3: Consolidation & Long-Term Growth (2031-2032)

Focus: Maturity, sustainability, and deeper market penetration.

Key Milestones

e Evaluation and optimization of all marketing KPIs.

e Expansion into selected international niche markets.

¢ Enhanced sustainability initiatives with local communities.

e Publication of long-term cross-border trail network (digital maps + signage).
e Strengthening loyalty programs and community-building initiatives.

e Consolidation of brand ambassadors and storytelling networks.

e Stronger integration with national tourism promotion systems.

e Establishment of continuous funding pathways for brand maintenance.

Goal: Position the region as a recognized cross-border adventure destination in Southeast Europe.
12.2 Campaign Schedules (2026-2032)

Annual Campaign Cycles

Spring Campaigns (Every Year)

Theme: Nature Awakening & Adventure Start

e Launch of spring routes and early-season experiences
e Hiking, trail running, and cycling promotions
e Environmental awareness content

Summer Campaigns
Theme: Peak Adventure Season

e Cross-border itineraries

e  Multi-day outdoor adventures

e Festivals and sport events

¢ Youth and family-oriented activities

Autumn Campaigns
Theme: Colors, Culture & Gastronomy

e Storytelling around landscapes, food, and traditions
e Slow tourism and wellness itineraries
e Community events and cultural trails
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Winter Campaigns

Theme: Winter Calm & Off-Season Experiences

e  Winter sports and snow-friendly routes
e Cozy, nature-based retreats
e Off-season promotions

These campaigns repeat annually, with content refreshed and expanded each year.
12.3 Task Deadlines

2026 — Foundation Year

Q1: Brand launch, logo & slogan activation, stakeholder orientation
Q2: Website launch (EN/MK/BG), initial content upload, SEO setup

e Q3: First cross-border campaign + social media rollout

Q4: Print materials completed, first PR media trip, initial KPI reporting

2027 — Visibility & Product Development

e Ql: Spring campaign + 2 new cross-border itineraries

e Q2: Tourism fair participation + influencer collaborations

e Q3: Summer campaign + outdoor event coverage

e Q4: Autumn/winter promotions + full stakeholder training cycle

Future years (2028-2032) follow the same rhythm but with expanded capacity, richer content, larger
campaigns, and more advanced product development.

13. Risk Management & Mitigation Measures

A successful long-term marketing and branding strategy requires proactive identification of potential
risks and clear mitigation measures. As an emerging cross-border destination operating in a dynamic
tourism environment, the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo region must anticipate challenges related to
operational capacity, environmental pressures, coordination across borders, and shifting visitor
expectations.

The goal of this section is not to predict every possible risk, but to establish a resilient framework that
allows stakeholders to respond effectively, maintain brand integrity, and ensure sustainable
development throughout the implementation period (2026-2032).

13.1 Strategic Risks & Mitigation

Risk 1: Fragmented Cross-Border Coordination
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Without continued cooperation, inconsistent messages, duplicated efforts, or misaligned priorities
may weaken the brand.

Mitigation Measures:
e Maintain a cross-border steering committee with quarterly coordination meetings.

e Use shared editorial calendars, unified brand guidelines, and joint approval processes.
e Ensure regular communication between municipalities, tourism offices, and local partners.

Risk 2: Limited Local Capacity for Marketing & Brand Use
Some stakeholders may lack digital skills, resources, or experience in using the brand effectively.
Mitigation Measures:

e Provide ongoing training, workshops, and brand usage tutorials.

e Offer ready-made content templates, visual assets, and communication guidelines.
e Assign a central editorial coordinator to support local partners.

Risk 3: Insufficient or inconsistent content quality
User-generated or locally produced content may not meet brand standards, causing inconsistency.
Mitigation Measures:
e Enforce brand guidelines across all materials.
e Introduce a content submission and approval process.
e Offer photography and digital storytelling training to local contributors.
13.2 Operational Risks & Mitigation
Risk 4: Website or digital platform underperformance
Technical issues, outdated information, or poor UX may hinder trip planning and damage credibility.
Mitigation Measures:
e Assign a responsible team member for regular updates and content maintenance.

e Conduct periodic usability testing (mobile-first).
e Maintain basic technical support and analytics monitoring.

Risk 5: Insufficient budget for promotion and maintenance

Unexpected funding gaps could reduce campaign reach or delay activities.
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Mitigation Measures:

e Prioritize high-impact, low-cost channels (SEO, social media, partnerships).
¢ Diversify funding through tourism projects, sponsorships, and stakeholder contributions.
e Develop scalable campaigns that can be adjusted based on available resources.

Risk 6: Underdeveloped infrastructure in some areas
Trail quality, sighage, accommodation capacity, or border procedures may hinder visitor experience.
Mitigation Measures:
e Coordinate with municipalities to address infrastructure priorities.
e Highlight routes and areas that are already visitor ready.
e Provide clear guidance on safety, difficulty levels, and accessibility.
13.3 Environmental & Sustainability Risks
Risk 7: Environmental degradation or overcrowding in sensitive areas
Increased visitation, even at modest levels, may pressure fragile landscapes if not managed well.
Mitigation Measures:
e Promote responsible tourism behavior across all content.
e Coordinate with protected area administrations on visitor management.

e Distribute visitors through diverse routes, lesser-known areas, and seasonality.

Risk 8: Climate variability affecting outdoor activities

Extreme weather, seasonal shifts, or unexpected conditions may disrupt planned campaigns or
visitor experiences.

Mitigation Measures:

e Ensure flexible campaign scheduling and real-time communication.

e Provide updated safety information and alternative activities.

¢ Emphasize year-round experiences to reduce dependency on specific seasons.
13.4 Reputational & Communication Risks

Risk 9: Inconsistent application of brand guidelines

Improper use of the logo, slogan, visuals, or EU visibility elements may weaken the brand or violate

regl lirements
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Mitigation Measures:

e Maintain a central brand governance mechanism.
e Offer clear templates and guidance for partners.
e Conduct periodic brand audits.

Risk 10: Negative visitor experiences affecting perception

Poor service quality, unclear information, or safety issues can spread quickly through digital
channels.

Mitigation Measures:

e Encourage stakeholder training in hospitality, safety, and communication.
e Provide transparent information on trail difficulty and local services.
e Monitor feedback, respond promptly, and adapt services based on visitor insights.

Risk 11: External political or administrative changes

Changes in cross-border regulations, border operations, or municipal priorities may disrupt
cooperation or logistics.

Mitigation Measures:

e Maintain strong institutional relationships and routine communication.
e Ensure flexibility in cross-border itineraries.
e Develop contingency plans for communication and visitor guidance.

14. Budget and Resources Plan

The Budget and Resource Plan defines how the Blagoevgrad—Delchevo cross-border destination will
allocate financial, technical, and human resources to effectively implement the Marketing and
Branding Strategy. A clear resource structure ensures that promotional efforts are realistic,
sustainable, and aligned with the destination’s long-term development goals.

14.1 Team Roles and Responsibilities

A well-defined team structure ensures accountability, clarity, and smooth implementation across the
two regions. The team does not need to be large; it needs to be coordinated, skilled, and
supported.
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No. Core Roles: Responsible for:
1. Marketing Coordinator (Cross-Border Role) e Coordinating activities
between both regions
e Content planning
e Editorial supervision
e Brand governance
e Ensuring compliance
with EU visibility rules
e Reporting on KPIs
2. Digital Content Producer Social media content
Photography and video
creation
Blog and route content
Website updates
3. Local Liaison Officers (One per region) e Gatheringlocal stories,
events, and practical
updates
e Supporting content
creation
e Engaginglocal
businesses
e Facilitating community
participation
4. Tourism Stakeholder Network e Provide content
contributions
e Shareeventsand
updates
e Co-promote the
destination
e Usethe brandidentity
in their materials
5. Monitoring & Evaluation Support e Analytics monitoring
o KPI reporting
e Survey collection

14.2 Estimated budget per year for marketing

14.2.1 Digital Marketing (= €85,000 —€110,000 / year)

—e Website {hosting, TS, Security, maintenance, enhancements): €12,000 — €18,000
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e SEO (audits, on-page, content briefs, link-building light): €10,000 — €15,000
e Content Production
o Articles/Blogs (12—18/yr): €8,000 — €12,000
o Photography (seasonal shoots; asset library): €8,000 - €12,000
o Video (6—10 short videos + reels packages): €18,000 — €28,000
e Social Media Management (community, calendars, assets): €10,000 — €14,000
e PPC(search +social + retargeting; seasonal bursts): €12,000 — €18,000
e Tools (scheduling, analytics, design, storage): €5,000 —€6,000

14.2.2 Offline Promotion (= €30,000 — €40,000 / year)
e Events & Fairs (booth, travel, materials): €15,000 — €22,000
e Print (maps, brochures, roll-ups, QR integration; limited runs): €6,000 — €8,000
e Sponsorships / Visibility actions (sport/outdoor/community): €9,000 — €10,000

14.2.3 Partnerships & Influencers (= €18,000 — €28,000 / year)

e FAM Trips (media, bloggers, niche creators): €8,000 —€12,000
e Influencer & Ambassador collabs (value-aligned): €8,000 —€12,000
e Co-branded partner content/packages: €2,000 — €4,000

14.2.4 Training & Capacity Building (~ €18,000 —€25,000 / year)
e Brand & digital training (2—3 cycles/yr): €8,000 — €10,000
e Stakeholder workshops (content, service quality, sustainability): €6,000 —€8,000
e Templates & guides (brand kits, content playbooks): €4,000 — €7,000

14.2.5 Monitoring & Evaluation (= €10,000 —€15,000 / year)

e Surveys, KPl dashboards, UX tests, reporting: €6,000 —€9,000
e Advanced analytics / data viz tools, heatmaps: €4,000 — €6,000

14.2.6 Contingency / Risk Reserve (= 5%)
e €8,000-€12,000

Estimated Annual Total: €180,000 — €230,000

14.3 Estimated Team Costs per year

Core Cross-Border Team (annual, blended costs):
e Marketing Coordinator (cross-border, 0.8—1.0 FTE): €28,000 — €40,000
e Digital Content Producer (0.6—0.8 FTE or retainer): €18,000 — €28,000
e Local Liaison Officers (2 x 0.3—0.5 FTE): €18,000 — €24,000

e MA&E / Analytics (0.2 FTE or service): €8,000 — €12,000

Subtotal team: €72,000 —€104,000
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14.4 Multi-Year View (2026-2032)

Phase Annual Budget Band Notes
2026 €240k — €300k (incl. Brand & website launch, base content library, initial
(Launch) one-off setup) campaigns

Optimize content cadence, expand SEO & video,

2027 €180k — €230k .
stakeholder training

Scale cross-border packages, more events/PR,

2028-2030 €190k — €250k )
influencer pilots

Consolidate international niche, loyalty programs, trail

2031-2032 €200k — €260k
network comms

15. Responsibility for Implementation
15.1 Governance Structure

A. Cross-Border Steering Committee (CBSC)

Purpose: Strategic oversight, cross-border alignment, budget sign-off, KPI review.

Composition: Senior representatives of both municipalities/regions, NTO liaisons (as observers),
protected area admins (when relevant), project lead (Chair).

Cadence: Quarterly governance meeting; ad-hoc decision meetings as needed.

Key decisions: Annual plan approval, budget reallocations, risk escalations, policy alignment, EU
visibility compliance confirmations.

B. Destination Management Unit (DMU)

Purpose: Day-to-day coordination and delivery office (“program management”).

Composition: Marketing Coordinator (lead), Editorial Lead, Digital Lead, Partnerships Lead,
M&E/Analytics Lead; two Local Liaisons (BG/MK).

Cadence: Weekly operations meeting; monthly performance forum; quarterly KPI report to CBSC.
Key decisions: Calendar, campaigns, content approvals, vendor briefs, channel optimization,
stakeholder enablement.

C. Thematic Working Groups (as needed)

Examples: Trails & Active (routes, safety, signage), Culture & Events, Sustainability & Protected
Areas, Data & Insights, SME Enablement.

Cadence: Monthly (or sprint-based) with action logs to DMU.

15.2 Roles & Responsibilities

e CBSC Chair: Approves annual/quarterly plans and budget; resolves escalations; ensures
inter-institutional alignment.
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Marketing Coordinator (DMU Lead): Owns delivery plan, budget execution, KPI attainment,
cross-border synchronization, and risk management.

Editorial Lead: Owns brand voice, tone, messaging, content calendar, copy QA, and EU
visibility in content artifacts.

Digital Lead: Owns web, SEO, social publishing, analytics set-up, and digital QA (mobile-first).
Partnerships Lead: Owns B2B ecosystem (accommodation, guides, tour ops, clubs),
PR/FAMs, co-branded initiatives, and campaigns with partners.

M&E / Analytics Lead: Owns KPI dashboards, survey design, periodic insights, and
optimization recommendations.

Local Liaisons (BG/MK): Feed local content, verify practical info (border, transport, trails),
mobilize SMEs, and support trainings.

Vendors (Design/Dev/Video/Media): Deliver on brief to brand standards; hand over source
files; comply with EU visibility.

15.7 Risk & Issue Management

Risk Register: Maintained by Marketing Coordinator; reviewed monthly (DMU) and
quarterly (CBSC).
Top Risk Domains: Fragmentation of messages, content quality, trail/ safety accuracy,
budget gaps, platform underperformance, environmental sensitivities.
Mitigation: See Chapter 14; live linkage to action owners and dates.
Incident Protocols:
o Safety/environment incident - Immediate notice on web/social; guidance update;
de-listing or warnings.
o Brand misuse/EU non-compliance - Rapid correction request; provide templates;
log incident.

15.8 Stakeholder Participation Model

How stakeholders contribute: Submit stories, route updates, event info, photos via
standard forms (with consent & credits).

What they receive: Brand kit, templates, training invites, promotion opportunities,
listing/links on website, amplification in campaigns.

Quality gate: Editorial QA + compliance check before publication.
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5. [YMN/Crpateruja — YpbaHa pesusuja [lenyeso — Urban planning context supporting tourism
infrastructure.

6. bBnaroesrpag — Cmpameezuja 3a ycmoliyugo pazsumue Ha mypusma 2021-2027 (via external
source) — Sustainable tourism strategic orientation in the Bulgarian partner city.

7. Typusam MaKenoHunja — Cmpamewko naaHuparse 3a APPT 2025 — National tourism planning
guidance.

Annexes
Annex 1: Strategic SWOT Synthesis for Tourism Development

Based on the desk review of national, regional, and local development strategies, the following
consolidated SWOT analysis summarizes the key strategic findings relevant for sport and active
tourism marketing.

Strengths

e Rich natural assets suitable for sport, adventure, and nature-based tourism (mountains,
forests, clean environment).

e Strategic cross-border location enabling joint destination development.

e Strong policy recognition of tourism as a development priority at local, regional, and national
levels.

e Existing local traditions, cultural heritage, and rural authenticity support experiential
tourism.

e Alignment with national tourism strategies and EU sustainability principles.

Weaknesses

e Limited visibility and weak coordinated marketing at regional and cross-border level.
e Fragmented tourism offers and lack of integrated tourism products.

e Insufficient tourism infrastructure and signage in rural and nature areas.

e Limited professional capacities in tourism marketing and destination management.

e Lack of systematic tourism data collection at local level.

Opportunities

e Growing demand for sustainable, active, and nature-based tourism experiences.

e EU and cross-border funding mechanisms support joint tourism initiatives.

e Potential for development of sport tourism niches (hiking, cycling, outdoor recreation).

e Digital marketing and storytelling as cost-effective promotion tools.

e Strong basis for stakeholder cooperation between municipalities, businesses, and institutions.

Threats

e Risk of continued fragmentation if coordination mechanisms are weak.

—e Fnvironmental degradation if tourism development is not managed sustainably.
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Dependence on seasonal tourism flows.
Delays in implementation due to administrative or approval procedures.

Annex 2: Comparison of Tourism Priorities Across Strategic Documents

Strategic Document

Tourism Role

Key Tourism Priorities

Relevance for LOT 1

Delchevo LED Strategy
2021-2025

Economic
diversification tool

Use of natural resources,
local entrepreneurship, rural
development

Supports branding
focused on nature and
community

Berovo LED Strategy
2024-2027

Local economic
growth driver

Sustainable tourism, nature
protection, local services

Reinforces
sustainability
quality positioning

and

Pehcevo LED Strategy

Complementary
economic sector

Nature-based tourism, small-
scale tourism services

Supports niche tourism
marketing

Program 2021-2026

development axis

Tourism  Strategy — . . . Direct basis for regional
.__|Regional priority|Integrated tourism products, .
Eastern Planning sector romotion, cooperation branding and
Region 2016—-2025 P ’ P communication
Eastern Plannin . .
. & Cross-sector Infrastructure, partnerships, [Supports coordinated
Region  Development

regional competitiveness

marketing approach

Urban  Revision  of|Spatial support|Public spaces, accessibility, |[Links urban planning
Delchevo framework recreation areas with active tourism
National Tourism|National . s . .

! . , I. ! .. Branding, sustainability, |[Ensures alignment with
Strategic Planning| competitiveness destination management national policies
(APPT 2025) pillar 8 P
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This publication is co-funded by the European Union. Its contents are the sole
responsibility of Regional Advocacy Center and do not necessarily reflect the
views of the European Union, the partner countries and the Managing
Authority.
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