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Research for TRAN Committee -  
Transport and Tourism in Bulgaria 

This overview of the transport and tourism sectors in Bulgaria was prepared to provide information for the mission 
of the Transport and Tourism Committee to the country between 18 and 20 September 2017. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Bulgaria is located in the south-eastern part of the Balkan 
mountains. The north of the country is dominated by the 
vast lowlands of the Danube Plain with the river Danube 
defining the border with neighboring Romania. By 
contrast, highlands and elevated plains cover most of the 
southern part of the country1. 

Bulgaria neighbors with five countries: Romania in the 
north, Serbia and Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
(FYROM) in the west, Greece and Turkey in the south, while 
the country’s eastern border extends along the Black Sea2. 
In 2016, the country was inhabited by just over 7 million 
people, which constituted 1.4% of the EU’s population. 
The most populated cities include Sofia (the country’s 
capital with more than 1 million inhabitants), Plovdiv (with 
over 700 thousand), Varna, Burgas and Stara Zagora (all 
with populations below 500 thousand)3.  

 
                                                     Source: Gaulois/Shutterstock.com 

In 2015, the most important sectors of Bulgaria’s economy were industry (23.0%), wholesale and retail trade, 
transport, accommodation and food services (21.0%) and public administration, defense, education, human health 
and social work activities (14.5%). For the same year, Bulgaria’s main export partners were Germany, Italy and 
Turkey, while its main import partners were Germany, Russia and Italy4.  

Bulgaria’s real Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth remained robust in 2016 at 3.4%, however the country’s 
economy is expected to grow at a slightly slower pace in the following two years (please see Table 1 below). The 
domestic demand is believed to be the main growth engine, driven in particular by private consumption and 
investment following the acceleration in EU funds absorption under the 2014-2020 EU programming period. 

Table 1:  Macro-Economic Forecasts for Bulgaria 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 

GDP growth (%, year over year)  3.6 3.4 2.9 2.8 

Inflation (%, year over year)  -1.1 -1.3 1.3 1.5 

Unemployment (%) 9.2 7.6 7.0 6.4 

Source: European Commission5 
                                                           
1  European Commission - EU Member Countries in Brief - Bulgaria. 
2  Official Tourism Portal of Bulgaria - Geographical Location of Bulgaria.  
3  The Economist Intelligence Unit - Data by Country - Bulgaria, Jul 2017. Population figures relate to planning districts rather than cities. 
4  European Commission - EU Member Countries in Brief - Bulgaria. 
5  European Commission - DG ECFIN (Economic and Financial Affairs) - Country page for Bulgaria - Spring 2017. 

https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/bulgaria_en
http://www.bulgariatravel.org/en/Article/Details/4074/Geographic%20Location
http://country.eiu.com/article.aspx?articleid=315613415&Country=Bulgaria&topic=Summary&subtopic=Basic+data
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/bulgaria_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/ecfin_forecast_spring_110517_bg_en.pdf
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At the moment, the country does not have a target date to adopt the euro, and the Bulgarian Lev (BGN) remains 
the country’s national currency6. Bulgaria is currently in the process of joining the Schengen Area7. In 2015, 
Bulgarian contribution to the EU budget amounted to EUR 424 million, which represented 0.99% of the country’s 
Gross National Income8 (GNI). At the same time, Bulgaria received EUR 2,730 million from the EU’s budget, 
equivalent of 6.38% of the country’s GNI9. From 1 January 2018, Bulgaria will take over from Estonia the six-month 
presidency in the European Council. 

2. GENERAL INFORMATION ON TRANSPORT  

In Bulgaria, transport by road remains the predominant mode for both passengers and freight. This share is 
particularly high in passenger transport where transportation by car as well as by buses and coaches had a 
cumulative 96% market share in 2014. As far as freight transport is concerned, more sustainable modes of transport 
such as rail and inland waterways jointly achieved 44% market share in the same year (please see Figure 1 below). 

Figure 1:  Modal split of passenger and freight transport in Bulgaria  

 
Source: European Commission10 

The share of employees in high growth enterprises in transport is stable at a high level, meaning that Bulgarian 
transport companies are growing and hiring. The transposition rate of directives related to transport 
corresponds to 98%.  

 

2.1. Transport Infrastructure Quality 

Bulgaria spent more than EUR 2.5 billion on inland transport infrastructure within the period 2007-201311 and over 
EUR 420 million in 2014 alone, an investment that represents 0.7% of the country’s GDP12. Despite a relatively high 
public investment, the quality of infrastructure in Bulgaria remains moderately low for all modes of transport13. 
Some positive changes are observed however for road, port and airport infrastructure. Also, consumer 
satisfaction with transport in Bulgaria is rather low in EU-wide comparison for land modes, with clear 
improvements especially as regards urban and air transport14. 

                                                           
6  European Commission - DG ECFIN (Economic and Financial Matters) - Bulgaria and the Euro. 
7  European Commission - DG HOME (Migration and Home Affairs) - Schengen Area. 
8  OECD.Stat (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) - International Transport Forum - Gross National Income is equal 

to GDP less primary incomes payable to non-resident units plus primary incomes receivable from non-resident units. In other words, GNI 
is equal to GDP less taxes (less subsidies) on production and imports, compensation of employees and property income payable to the 
rest of the world plus the corresponding items receivable from the rest of the world. 

9  European Commission - EU Member Countries in Brief - Bulgaria. 
10  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - EU Transport in Figures - Statistical Pocketbook 2016, p.37 and p.49.  
11  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - Bulgaria Country Scoreboard 2016. 
12  OECD.Stat (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) - International Transport Forum - Transport infrastructure 

investment and maintenance spending. The International Transport Forum collects, on an annual basis from all its Member countries, 
data on investment and maintenance spending on transport infrastructures. Data are collected from Transport Ministries, statistical 
offices and other institutions designated as official data sources.  

13  European Commission - DG ECFIN (Economic and Financial Matters) - Country Report Bulgaria 2017, p. 38. 
14  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - Bulgaria Country Scoreboard - Investments and Infrastructure and People. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/euro-area/euro/eu-countries-and-euro/bulgaria-and-euro_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/borders-and-visas/schengen_en
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=ITF_INV-MTN_DATA
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/countries/member-countries/bulgaria_en
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/pocketbook2016.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/bg_en.pdf
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=ITF_INV-MTN_DATA
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=ITF_INV-MTN_DATA
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2017-european-semester-country-report-bulgaria-en_3.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/facts-fundings/scoreboard/countries/bulgaria/investments-infrastructure_en
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/facts-fundings/scoreboard/countries/bulgaria/people_en
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The timeliness of shipments has declined between 2014 and 2016, with Bulgaria now ranking second to last in 
the EU15. In addition, the analysis of the World Bank Logistics Performance Index (LPI)16 shows that Bulgaria is the 
least performing Member State and 72 out of total160 states compared by the World Bank in 201617 (please see 
Figure 2 below). Among the components of the LPI is quality of trade and transport related infrastructure (e.g. 
ports, railroads, roads, information technology), as well as efficiency of the clearances process by border controls, 
which were the lowest rated components of Bulgaria’s LPI.  

Figure 2:  Infrastructure Quality under the Logistics Performance Index (2016) 

 
Source: World Bank Logistics Performance Index18 

The development of transport infrastructure and intermodal terminals remains among the priorities indicated in 
Bulgaria’s Integrated Transport Strategy until 2030. The country has set the targets of constructing as many as 
575 km of new motorways, of rehabilitating over 4,200 km of roads and of building or renovating nearly 1,800 km 
of railways. These objectives are to be achieved by the end of the programing period , i.e. in 2030, and financed 
from both EU funds, as well as from national sources and loans. Additionally, Bulgaria intends to increase financing 
of road and railway infrastructure’s maintenance, which should reach cumulatively 2.9% of GDP by 203019.  

Between 2014 and 2020, Bulgaria is entitled to spend EUR 1,917 million from the European budget on transport. 
According to the country’s Operational Programme Transport and Transport Infrastructure 2014-2020 
(OPTTI 2014-2020), this allocation will be distributed on four priority axes encompassing actions related to:  

(i) the modernisation and construction of railway and road infrastructures along the TEN-T, 
(ii) the improvement of intermodal transport (passenger and freight),  
(iii) the development of sustainable urban transport, and  
(iv) the advancement of innovations in management and services20.  

2.2. The Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) 

There are two multimodal TEN-T Core Network Corridors (CNC) that cross Bulgaria21 (please see Map 1 below): 

                                                           
15  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - Bulgaria Country Scoreboard - Investments and Infrastructure. 
16  The Logistics Performance Index (LPI) is the weighted average of the scores of a country on six key dimensions: efficiency of the clearance 

process, quality of trade and transport related infrastructure, ease of arranging competitively priced shipments, competence and quality 
of logistics services, ability to track and trace consignments, and timeliness of shipments in reaching destination within the scheduled 
or expected delivery time. The LPI consists of both qualitative and quantitative measures. 

17  The World Bank - Logistics Performance Index 2016.  
18  The scores demonstrate comparative performance (lowest score to highest score) from 1 to 5. Concerning the global LPI, it is worth 

adding that there are 23 Member States ranked in the top 50 out of the 160 countries compared by the World Bank, with Croatia, Malta, 
Cyprus, Romania and Bulgaria remaining outside the top 50 scoring countries. 

19  Bulgarian Ministry of Transport, Information Technology and Communications - Integrated Transport Strategy until 2030, pp.228-229. 
20  Bulgaria’s Operational Programme Transport and Transport Infrastructure 2014-2020, pp.160-161. 
21  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - TEN-T Country Fiche for Bulgaria.  

https://ec.europa.eu/transport/facts-fundings/scoreboard/countries/bulgaria/investments-infrastructure_en
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/facts-fundings/scoreboard/countries/bulgaria/investments-infrastructure_en
https://www.mtitc.government.bg/sites/default/files/integrated_transport_strategy_2030_eng.pdf
http://optransport.bg/upload/docs/OPTTI_ENG_verision_bez_track.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/ten-t-country-fiches/ten-t-country-fiches-bg_en.pdf
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The Orient/East-Med Corridor connects large parts of 
central Europe with ports of the North, Baltic, Black 
and Mediterranean Seas. In Bulgaria, the main part of 
the corridor’s road section overlaps with the 
international road route: Via Carpatia, which offers the 
shortest seamless connection between northern and 
southern Europe, with extension to Ukraine and 
Turkey. This CNC focuses upon fostering the 
development of these ports as major multimodal 
logistics platforms and providing economic centres in 
central Europe with modernised, multimodal 
connections to Motorways of the Sea. The European 
Coordinator for this CNC is Mr Mathieu Grosch and the 
main bottlenecks of the corridor include the railway 
section between the Romanian city of Timisoara and 
the Bulgarian capital - Sofia.  

The Rhine-Danube Corridor runs along the Danube 
River and connects Strasbourg and the southern 
Germany with the central European cities of Vienna, 
Bratislava and Budapest, before passing through the 
Romanian capital Bucharest to culminate at the Black 
Sea port of Constanta in Romania. Among the key 
projects that need to be implemented along the 
corridor are improvements to navigation on the 
Danube River in all the countries. Ms Carla Peijs is the 
European Coordinator for this corridor22. 

Map 1:  The TEN-T Core Network Corridors - focus 
on Bulgaria 

 
                    Rhine-Danube Corridor       
                    Orient/East-Med Corridor 

Source: European Commission23 

The Connecting Europe Facility (CEF) has selected 14 transport projects involving Bulgaria in the CEF Calls 2015 
and 2014, of which three projects are actions exclusively in Bulgaria. All three projects foresee actions on the 
railway line between Sofia and Plovdiv (a bottleneck of the Orient/East-Med Corridor). Their estimated cost is 
around EUR 350.5 million, with a maximum EU contribution on average of 81.4%). The remaining 11 selected 
projects are joint projects where Bulgaria is one of two or several Member States involved24.  

As for the completion of the TEN-T core networks in Bulgaria, only its inland waterways are completed. In 2014, 
45% of its core road infrastructure was finalised, however, conventional rail still needed substantial development25.  

2.3. Energy efficiency of transport and low emission mobility 

In 2014, the energy consumption by transport in Bulgaria reached 33% and was over 9% higher compared to 
2007. Characteristically, this trend was led by a 13.5% increase in final energy consumption in road transport over 
the period between 2007 and 2014, while other modes of transport registered a decreasing tendency26. 

With 6.5%, Bulgaria nearly reached the EU average of 6.7% for the share of renewable energy in transport in 
201527 and is on track to achieve the national target of 10% by 2020 as imposed on all Member States by the 
Renewable Energy Directive28. Moreover, the country has set a target of 12% share of biofuels or other renewable 

                                                           
22  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - Rhine-Danube Corridor and Orient/East-Med Corridor. 
23  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - Trans-European Transport Networks - TENtec - Maps. 
24  INEA (Innovation and Networks Executive Agency) - Connecting Europe Facility - Projects by country - Bulgaria. 
25  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - Bulgaria Country Scoreboard - Investments and Infrastructure. 
26  Bulgarian Ministry of Transport, Information Technology and Communications - Integrated Transport Strategy until 2030, p.58. 
27  EUROSTAT - Statistics explained - Energy from Renewable Sources - Table 4, updated Mar 2017. 
28  Directive 2009/28/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 April 2009 on the promotion of the use of energy from 

renewable sources and amending and subsequently repealing Directives 2001/77/EC and 2003/30/EC - Article 3, paragraph 4: “Each 

http://www.novinite.com/articles/121403/Bulgaria+Joins+in+European+Transport+Corridor+'Via+Carpatia'
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/infrastructure/rhine-danube_en
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/themes/infrastructure/orient-east-med_en
http://ec.europa.eu/transport/infrastructure/tentec/tentec-portal/site/maps_upload/SchematicA0_EUcorridor_map.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/inea/en/connecting-europe-facility/cef-transport/projects-by-country/bulgaria
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/facts-fundings/scoreboard/countries/bulgaria/investments-infrastructure_en
https://www.mtitc.government.bg/sites/default/files/integrated_transport_strategy_2030_eng.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Energy_from_renewable_sources
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32009L0028&qid=1470749691899&from=EN
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32009L0028&qid=1470749691899&from=EN
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fuels in transport to be achieved in 203029. In 2015, Bulgaria was ranked sixth among the EU Member States in 
terms of the share of newly registered cars using alternative fuels30. In Bulgaria, the main support scheme for 
renewable energy sources used in transport is a quota system. This scheme obliges companies importing or 
producing petrol or diesel to ensure that biofuels make up a defined percentage of their annual fuel sales. 
Furthermore, biofuels are supported through a fiscal regulation mechanism31. Bulgaria also uses a road vignette 
system, where vehicles must pay a fee to use public roads in the national road network. The rates depend on the 
type of the vehicle (with heavy goods vehicles paying a much higher rate than passenger vehicles), the validity 
period of the vignette and, for some vehicles, the emissions class.  

Bulgaria’s legislation provides measures to encourage the use of renewable energy (electricity) at municipal level. 
Electric cars and two-wheeled vehicles are entitles to free parking in Sofia Municipality and 1% of all parking 
spaces in paid parking lots are allocated to two-wheeled vehicles. Moreover, the country introduced exemptions 
of Motor Vehicle Tax for electric vehicles from 1 January 2013. Despite these measures, Bulgaria’s share of plug-in 
electrical vehicles (PEV) in the newly registered cars at 0.1% was one of the lowest in the EU in 201532. The 
development of infrastructure for charging electric vehicles needs to be addressed, as in this context the country 
was in the second to last place among the EU 27 Member States in 201533. 

The extension of the metro in Sofia is one of the major projects implemented within the framework of the 
Bulgarian OPTTI 2014-2020, which will contribute to meeting the country’s climate change goals. The development 
of its third line is important also from the point of view of increasing intermodality of the capital’s transport system, 
as the line will facilitate connections with the national railways, local network of trams and buses, as well as with 
the Sofia’s airport. The investments estimated at BGN 1,344 million or EUR 687 million (VAT not included) are 
scheduled between 2014 and 202234. Upon their completion, road traffic is expected to decrease by 21,000 vehicles 
per day, which will result in a reduction of road congestion in the city and will create favourable conditions for 
increasing the speed of public transport along the main routes35.  

3. RAILWAY TRANSPORT   

In 2016, there were 4,029 km of railway lines in use in Bulgaria36, i.e. 265 km less than in 199537. A significant part 
of the country’s railway infrastructure was built more than 50 years ago, with geometry parameters, construction 
and equipment suitable for speeds for maximum 100km/h. Presently, the speed limits on Bulgarian railway 
network are among the lowest in the EU as they do not exceed 40-60 km/h on certain sections. What’s more, many 
railway facilities (bridges and tunnels) are at the end of their life cycle, such as the route Ruse-Varna. At the same 
time, much of the security, telecommunications and energy supply systems are outdated and do not meet modern 
standards of interoperability38. However, Bulgaria is among the leading Member States as far as railway 
electrification is concerned. In 2014, 71.1% of the country’s railway lines were electrified, ranking Bulgaria the 
sixth in the EU39. 

The rail freight market in Bulgaria is among the most open to competition: competitors to the main operator 
have a market share of 48.8%, the third highest in the EU, and growing. However, the passenger market is still a 

                                                           
Member State shall ensure that the share of energy from renewable sources in all forms of transport in 2020 is at least 10% of the final 
consumption of energy in transport in that Member State.” (p. L140/28). 

29  Bulgarian Ministry of Transport, Information Technology and Communications - Integrated Transport Strategy until 2030, pp.228-229. 
30  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - Bulgaria Country Scoreboard - Energy Union and Innovation. 
31  RES Legal - Legal sources on renewable energy - Bulgaria: Summary - updated Jan 2017.  
32  European Commission - The European Semester Thematic Fiche 2016 - Transport, p.12 and Ministry of Environment and Water of 

Bulgaria - Bulgaria’s Second Biennial Report in Compliance with the Obligations under the UN’s Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, Dec 2015, pp.33-37.  

33  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - Bulgaria Country Scoreboard - Energy Union and Innovation. 
34  Bulgarian Ministry of Transport, Information Technology and Communications - Integrated Transport Strategy until 2030, May 2017, 

p.238. EIB’s exchange rate 1 EUR=1.9558 BGN. 
35  Bulgaria’s Operational Programme Transport and Transport Infrastructure 2014-2020, p.21. 
36  Bulgaria’s National Statistical Institute - Railway Transport, Length of Railway Network, May 2017. 
37  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - EU Transport in Figures - Statistical Pocketbook 2016, p.80. 
38  Bulgaria’s Operational Programme Transport and Transport Infrastructure 2014-2020, p.2. 
39  European Commission - The European Semester Thematic Fiche 2016 - Transport- Table - Environmental and social dimension, p.22 and 

Bulgarian Ministry of Transport, Information Technology and Communications - Integrated Transport Strategy until 2030, p.64.  

https://www.mtitc.government.bg/sites/default/files/integrated_transport_strategy_2030_eng.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/facts-fundings/scoreboard/countries/bulgaria/energy-union-innovation_en
http://www.res-legal.eu/search-by-country/bulgaria/summary/c/bulgaria/s/res-t/sum/112/lpid/111/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/european-semester_thematic-factsheet_transport_en.pdf
https://unfccc.int/files/national_reports/biennial_reports_and_iar/submitted_biennial_reports/application/pdf/bg_br2.pdf
https://unfccc.int/files/national_reports/biennial_reports_and_iar/submitted_biennial_reports/application/pdf/bg_br2.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/facts-fundings/scoreboard/countries/bulgaria/energy-union-innovation_en
https://www.mtitc.government.bg/sites/default/files/integrated_transport_strategy_2030_eng.pdf
http://optransport.bg/upload/docs/OPTTI_ENG_verision_bez_track.pdf
http://www.nsi.bg/en/content/7191/length-railway-network
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/pocketbook2016.pdf
http://optransport.bg/upload/docs/OPTTI_ENG_verision_bez_track.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/european-semester_thematic-factsheet_transport_en.pdf
https://www.mtitc.government.bg/sites/default/files/integrated_transport_strategy_2030_eng.pdf


6 

monopoly  of “BDZ Passenger Transport EOOD” - an incumbent passenger service provider and a sole executor of 
the public service contract in Bulgaria40.  

In 2016, rail freight moved 3.4 billion tkm in Bulgaria, one third of which was international traffic. This figure 
represents a 6% drop compared to 201541 and a significant decline of around 60% in comparison with 199542. At 
the same time, rail passenger transport in Bulgaria accounted for 1.5 billion pkm43, which constituted a 6% 
decrease as compared to 2015, and an overall decline of 68% in comparison with 199544. These negative trends, 
especially in the passenger segment, are attributed not only to the unsatisfactory infrastructure quality, but also 
to the following factors: 

• the obsolete rolling stock, which causes frequent delays of trains, 
• the poor condition of railway stations and platforms, often inaccessible to people with special needs, 
• the lack of an information system and coordination of timetables between railway and bus services, 
• the increasing competition from buses and coaches on the busiest routes, 
• the inadequate management structure of “BDZ Passenger Transport EOOD”, 
• the absence of a suitable fee system for use of the road infrastructure45. 

The development of the railway sector is a strategic priority for the Bulgarian Government, since strengthening 
this sector is crucial for diminishing congestion on the roads and for improving the environmental performance of 
transport. This is to be achieved primarily by enhancing technical and operational parameters on the core railway 
infrastructures. Additionally, the implementation of a series of regulatory and management measures is foreseen 
in order to strengthen the institutional capacity in the railway sector in Bulgaria. According to the Bulgaria’s OPTTI 
2014-2020, the public service contract with “BDZ Passenger Transport EOOD” will have to be reviewed with the 
aim of aligning it with the European rules on public passenger transport services by rail, as well as of increasing 
quality of the service46.  

4. ROAD TRANSPORT  

In 2014, 75.5% of the haulage by vehicles registered in Bulgaria was international haulage, whereas 24.5% was 
international haulage, moving a total of 27.9 billion tkm combined. This number represents a 2.8% increase on 
2013 and a growth of more than four times the 1995 figure. Road freight transport sector constitutes an 
important source of employment and revenue in Bulgaria: it employed 55.7 thousand people in 2013 (i.e. one third 
of all people working in the transport, warehousing and postal sector) and encompassed over 10 thousand 
enterprises.  

The level of motorisation in Bulgaria more than doubled over the last 20 years, and the number of cars per 1,000 
inhabitants reached 418 in 2015 (below the EU average of 491cars)47.  

Significant increases of both passenger and freight transport demand put a substantial pressure on the use of the 
country’s road infrastructure. At the end of 2016, there were 740 km of motorways in Bulgaria (463 km more than 
in 1995) out of a total road network length of 19,902 km in the country48. Coverage of the country’s territory with 
motorways and first class roads is uneven and the system is best developed in north-east, south-west and south-
east regions. Substantial parts of the TEN-T road network are missing, among them the motorway along the Vidin-
Sofia-Kulata route, which is part of the Orient/East-Med Corridor49. 

                                                           
40  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - Bulgaria Country Scoreboard - Internal Market. 
41  Bulgaria’s National Statistical Institute - Railway Transport, Goods carried and transport performance, May 2017. 
42  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - EU Transport in Figures - Statistical Pocketbook 2016, p.42. 
43  Bulgaria’s National Statistical Institute - Railway Transport, Passengers carried and transport performance, May 2017. 
44  European Commission - EU Transport in Figures - Statistical Pocketbook 2016, p.49 and p.53. 
45  Bulgarian Ministry of Transport, Information Technology and Communications - Integrated Transport Strategy until 2030, pp.62-64. 
46  Bulgaria’s Operational Programme Transport and Transport Infrastructure 2014-2020, p.7-8. 
47  European Commission - EU Transport in Figures - Statistical Pocketbook 2016, pp.38-40, pp.24-25 and p.86. 
48  Bulgaria’s National Statistical Institute - Road Transport, National Road Network, May 2017 and European Commission - EU Transport in 

Figures - Statistical Pocketbook 2016, p.78. For the collection of data for these statistics, the European Commission defines a country’s 
road network length as the sum of motorways, main or national roads, secondary or regional roads, and other roads (to be used with 
caution as some countries include roads without a hard surface in “other roads”). 

49  Bulgaria’s Operational Programme Transport and Transport Infrastructure 2014-2020, p.3. 

https://ec.europa.eu/transport/facts-fundings/scoreboard/countries/bulgaria/internal-market_en
http://www.nsi.bg/en/content/7185/goods-carried-and-transport-performancef
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/pocketbook2016.pdf
http://www.nsi.bg/en/content/7188/passengers-carried-and-transport-performance
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/pocketbook2016.pdf
https://www.mtitc.government.bg/sites/default/files/integrated_transport_strategy_2030_eng.pdf
http://optransport.bg/upload/docs/OPTTI_ENG_verision_bez_track.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/pocketbook2016.pdf
http://www.nsi.bg/en/content/7203/national-road-network-road-category
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/pocketbook2016.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/pocketbook2016.pdf
http://optransport.bg/upload/docs/OPTTI_ENG_verision_bez_track.pdf
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In 2010, the EU renewed its commitment to improving road safety by setting a target of reducing road deaths 
by 50% by 2020, compared to 2010 levels. Although Bulgaria managed to improve its road mortality rate by almost 
9% between 2010 and 2016, the pace of changes was clearly below the EU average of 18.7% over the same period. 
As result, the country was ranked last among the EU Member States, with 99 deaths per million inhabitants (or a 
total of 708 fatalities50) in 2016, which nearly doubled the EU average of 51 (please see Figure 3 below). Moreover, 
the number of seriously injured in road accidents in Bulgaria increased by 16% in 2016 in comparison with 201051. 

Figure 3:  Mortality (road deaths per million inhabitants) in 2016, with mortality in 2010 for comparison 

 
Source: European Transport Safety Council52 

In 2015, the average amount of time spent by drivers in road congestion in Bulgaria was just over 30 hours per 
year (very close to the EU average of 29.5 hours/year), which represented a 10-minutes improvement on 201453.  

Between 2000 and 2014, demand for public transport trips (bus and rail) decreased from about 360 million trips 
in 2000 to 120 million trips in 2014. The need for long-distance passenger trips by public transport is met mainly 
by bus transport and to a lesser extent by railway transport, with the latter preferred mostly by social groups using 
reduced or preferential rates (students, pensioners and workers at the state railway carriers). 

The development of road infrastructure along the TEN-T to remove bottlenecks and missing links, as well as the 
improvement of public transport services and of the road transport safety are among the key priorities of Bulgaria’s 
Integrated Transport Strategy until 2030. The country intends to reduce the number of road fatalities by 60% to 
290 persons per year in 203054. 

5. MARITIME AND INLAND WATERWAY TRANSPORT  

The system of ports in Bulgaria consists of sea and river ports. There are two seaports along the Black Sea coast 
that constitute part of the TEN-T network: Varna (comprehensive) and Burgas (core), and a total of six inland ports 
located along the Danube River, with the ports in Russe and Vidin included in the core TEN-T network55 (please see 

                                                           
50  Bulgaria’s National Statistical Institute - Road Traffic Accidents in Bulgaria 2016, Aug 2017, p.6. 
51  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - Sweden Country Scoreboard - People. 
52  European Transport Safety Council (ETSC) - 'Ranking EU Progress on Road Safety' - 11th Road Safety Performance Index Report, June 

2017, p.16 and p.22. *National provisional estimates used for 2016, as the final figures for 2016 are not yet available at the time of going 
to print. **UK data for 2016 are GB provisional total for year ending September 2016 and Northern Ireland total for the calendar year 
2016. Numbers of deaths in Luxembourg and Malta are small and are therefore subject to substantial annual fluctuation. Annual 
numbers of deaths in CY and EE are also relatively small and may be subject to annual fluctuations.  

53  European Commission - DG MOVE (Mobility and Transport) - Bulgaria Country Scoreboard - Energy Union and Innovation. 
54  Bulgarian Ministry of Transport, Information Technology and Communications - Integrated Transport Strategy until 2030, p.91 and p.229. 
55  Regulation (EU) No 1315/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 Dec 2013 on Union guidelines for the development 

of the trans-European transport network and repealing Decision No 661/2010/EU Text with EEA relevance - Annex II.2 - Airports, 
maritime ports, inland ports and rail-road terminals of the TEN-T by Member State.  

http://www.nsi.bg/sites/default/files/files/publications/ptp_2016.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/facts-fundings/scoreboard/countries/sweden/people_en
http://etsc.eu/wp-content/uploads/PIN_ANNUAL_REPORT_2017-final.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/facts-fundings/scoreboard/countries/bulgaria/energy-union-innovation_enp
https://www.mtitc.government.bg/sites/default/files/integrated_transport_strategy_2030_eng.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2013.348.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:L:2013:348:TOC
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Figure 4 below). Most Bulgarian ports were built in the beginning of the 20th century and their current technical 
conditions, mainly due to the lack of investments in maintenance and development, are unsatisfactory56. 

Figure 4:  TEN-T network in Bulgaria: railways, ports and rail - road terminals (RRT) 

 

 
Source: Official Journal of the EU57 

Between 2007 and 2015, Bulgarian ports (sea and river) moved on average slightly over 36 million tonnes of freight 
per year, out of which the share of sea ports was on average about 72% and of river ports - 28%. The country’s 
biggest partners in maritime trade are Russia, Turkey, Romania and Ukraine. Within the analysed period, bulk 
freight constituted on average 38% of the commodities transported by sea, followed by liquid cargo - 32%.  
A steady growth is observed in the handling of containers in Bulgarian seaports, which increased by 57.4% in 2015 
as compared to 2007 volumes. On the other hand, a sharp decline in ro-ro cargo has been observed since 2013, 
primarily due to reductions of ro-ro transport by the Danube River caused by the works on the Danube Bridge 2 at 
Vidin. 

Since 2008, the waterborne transport of passengers in Bulgaria has been declining steadily and it went down to 
just over 200,000 passengers in 2015 compared to nearly 600,000 passengers in 2008. This was mainly due to a 
drop in numbers of passengers carried in the river ports, as their share in the passenger flows was on average 95% 
between 2007 and 2015. Over the same period, the numbers of passengers handled in the maritime ports have 
increased, but because of their relatively small share, these could not offset the decrease in river ports58. 

The Bulgarian section of the Danube River is 471 km long. The river in this section is a typical free flowing lowland 
river and has a big seasonal difference of water levels – more than 9 m. During the summer to autumn period, the 
main branch of the Danube does not meet the min. depth criteria for navigation59. The improvement of the fairway 
parameters and safety navigational conditions along the whole Bulgarian section of the Danube through 
optimisation of the waterway maintenance activities is one of the key priorities of the country. Other strategic 
                                                           
56  Bulgaria’s Operational Programme Transport and Transport Infrastructure 2014-2020, pp.3-4. 
57  Regulation (EU) No 1315/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 Dec 2013 on Union guidelines for the development 

of the trans-European transport network and repealing Decision No 661/2010/EU Text with EEA relevance - Annex I - Maps of the 
comprehensive and core networks, Map 9.2: Bulgaria and Romania.  

58  Bulgarian Ministry of Transport, Information Technology and Communications - Integrated Transport Strategy until 2030, pp.117-122. 
59  Bulgaria’s Executive Agency for Exploration and Maintenance of the Danube River - National Strategy Plan for Optimisation of Waterway 

Maintenance in Bulgaria, pp.5-9. 

http://optransport.bg/upload/docs/OPTTI_ENG_verision_bez_track.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2013.348.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:L:2013:348:TOC
https://www.mtitc.government.bg/sites/default/files/integrated_transport_strategy_2030_eng.pdf
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measures in the field of maritime and inland waterway navigation foreseen in the Integrated Transport Strategy 
until 2030 include, inter alia: 

• the improvement of the parameters of waterways and water areas to provide access to multi-ton ships in 
major Bulgarian ports; 

• the establishment of optimal connections between road, railway, air and water transport (by sea and by 
inland waterways); 

• the implementation or modernisation of navigations systems (VTMIS- Phase 4) and the development of an 
integrated intermodal information system60. 

6. AIR TRANSPORT 

In Bulgaria, air transport moved more than 9.5 million passengers and just over 33 thousand tonnes of goods in 
2016, which represented respective increases of 35% and 78% compared to 201261. The vast majority of passengers 
carried by the Bulgarian airports in 2015 (or 70%) was on flights within the EU, with Germany, United Kingdom and 
Austria constituting the most popular flying destinations62.  

There are 10 civil airports in Bulgaria, five of which have the status of international airports (Sofia, Varna, Burgas, 
Plovdiv and Gorna Oryahovitsa)63. The largest one is the Sofia Airport, which moved nearly 5 million passengers 
and more than 21 thousand tonnes of freight in 201664. Among 18 air operators registered in the country, “Bulgaria 
Air” is the largest national airline with a 33% market share (by the number of tickets sold). 

To ensure sufficient capacity of its airspace, as well as to reduce delays and enhance safety and cost efficiency of 
air navigation services, Bulgaria is actively involved in the Danube Functional Airspace Block (DANUBE FAB) - a 
key element of the Single European Sky (SES) legislative framework. The DANUBE FAB between Bulgaria and 
Romania became effective in November 2012 after ratification by the parliaments of both countries65. Major 
achievements of DANUBE FAB to date include: 

• November 2013 - implementation of Night Free Route Airspace (FRA) operations within national 
boundaries.  

• December 2014 - as the first countries under the FAB framework, Bulgaria and Romania implemented two 
cross-border sectors, i.e. delegated the provision of air navigation services to the partner country – 
demonstrating the level of trust and cooperation between the two FAB partners. 

• March 2017 - Bulgaria and Romania together with Hungary (a member of FAB Central Europe, FAB CE), 
introduced major changes in their airspace structure, by bridging the airspace between the two Functional 
Airspace Blocks of DANUBE FAB and FAB CE66.  

6. TOURISM 

In 2014, tourism contributed 3.7% of GDP and generated 3.4% of employment in Bulgaria. Around 143,000 people 
were employed in the Bulgarian tourism sector in 2013, which represents a 1.6% increase since 201067 (compared 
to 1% decrease in total employment over the same period). Between 2010 and 2014, the sector has grown 
consistently in Bulgaria in all segments (domestic, inbound and outbound tourism).  

In 2014, the country welcomed 7.3 million international tourists (excluding transit passengers), an increase of 6% 
over the previous year. They constituted almost 70% of inbound tourists in Bulgaria, and spent EUR 3.1 billion (up 
1.9% as compared to 2013). Other EU countries are the most important source markets for Bulgaria, with a share 

                                                           
60  Bulgarian Ministry of Transport, Information Technology and Communications - Integrated Transport Strategy until 2030, pp.218-229. 
61  Bulgaria’s National Statistical Institute - Air transport, Jul 2017. 
62  Eurostat, Statistics explained - Overview of EU-28 air passenger transport by Member States in 2015, Nov 2016 and European 

Commission - EU Transport in Figures - Statistical Pocketbook 2016, pp.56-57. 
63  Bulgarian Ministry of Transport, Information Technology and Communications - Integrated Transport Strategy until 2030, p.149. 
64  Eurostat, Statistics explained - Top airports in the EU-28 in terms of total passengers carried in 2015, Nov 2016 and Sofia Airport Statistics 

2015-2016 - Passengers and Cargo. 
65  Bulgarian Ministry of Transport, Information Technology and Communications - Integrated Transport Strategy until 2030, p.169-170. 
66  Danube Functional Airspace Block - Achievements. 
67  OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) - Country Profiles: Bulgaria, 2016, pp.310-314. 

https://www.mtitc.government.bg/sites/default/files/integrated_transport_strategy_2030_eng.pdf
http://www.nsi.bg/en/content/7158/air-transport
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Overview_of_EU-28_air_passenger_transport_by_Member_States_in_2015.png
https://ec.europa.eu/transport/sites/transport/files/pocketbook2016.pdf
https://www.mtitc.government.bg/sites/default/files/integrated_transport_strategy_2030_eng.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Top_airports_in_the_EU28_in_terms_of_total_passengers_carried_in_2015.png
https://www.sofia-airport.bg/sites/default/files/en-passengers_2015-2016_8.pdf
https://www.sofia-airport.bg/sites/default/files/en-cargo_and_mail_2015-_2016_7.pdf
https://www.mtitc.government.bg/sites/default/files/integrated_transport_strategy_2030_eng.pdf
http://www.danubefab.eu/achievements
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/download/8515041e.pdf?expires=1502373361&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=50583B8496C1A23C0345E83E32CD26CA
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of 60.6% in 2014, and with Greece, Romania and Germany among the main countries of origin. At the same time, 
the three most popular tourism destinations for the residents of Bulgaria were Turkey, Greece and FYROM68. 

The two summer months (July and August) accounted for 46% of total nights spent (25,186 thousand nights) in 
Bulgarian tourist accommodation in 2016. At 6.5, the country was among the three Member States with the highest 
seasonal deviation (after Croatia and Greece) in the same year (please see Table 2 below).  

Table 2: Nights spent at tourist accommodation establishments, 2016 

Total nights spent 
(thousand) 

Distribution per month (%)  Seasonal 
deviation(*) 

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec 

EU-28  2 857 676 4.4 5.0 6.0 6.2 8.5 10.1 15.6 17.2 10.1 7.3 4.7 5.0 3.3 

Bulgaria 25 186 3.2 3.6 2.9 3.2 5.4 14.2 22.8 23.2 12.2 3.5 2.6 3.2 6.5 

Source: European Commission69 

The major challenges for Bulgarian tourism are high seasonality, regional disparities, destination and product 
development, administrative costs for business and sustainability. Strengthening cross-border tourism relations 
with Bulgaria’s neighbours is among the country’s policy priorities. In 2011, Bulgaria and Romania became 
coordinators in the field of tourism and culture for the European Union Strategy for the Danube Region. This has 
led to various product development and marketing initiatives, including: 

o the European Cultural Routes in the Middle and Lower Danube Region – a project to create the Roman 
Emperors Route and the Danube Wine Route linking points of cultural and ethnological heritage in 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Romania and Serbia. 

o a collaboration between Bulgaria and Romania in establishing a joint tourism information centre in China, 
focusing on cultural and historical tourism, wellness tourism and festivals. 

Bulgaria’s UNESCO World Heritage sites include seven cultural heritage sites (Ancient City of Nessebar, Boyana 
Church, Madara Rider, Rila Monastery, Rock-Hewn Churches of Ivanovo, Thracian Tomb of Kazanlak and Thracian 
Tomb of Sveshtari) and three natural heritage sites (Ancient and Primeval Beech Forests of the Carpathians and 
Other Regions of Europe, Pirin National Park, Srebarna Nature Reserve)70. 

A European Cycle Route - the so-called EuroVelo 13 (the Iron Curtain Trail) runs through the territory of Bulgaria. 
This cycle route continually crosses the country’s borders with Serbia and FYROM and leaves Bulgaria for short 
sections in both Greece and Turkey71. 

*** 
Disclaimer  This document is provided to Members of the European Parliament and their staff in support of their 

parliamentary duties and does not necessarily represent the views of the European Parliament. It should not 
be considered as being exhaustive. 
 

Authors  Beata Tuszyńska, Seconded National Expert, Policy Department for Structural and Cohesion Policies 
 

Feedback  If you wish to give us your feedback please e-mail to Poldep-Cohesion Secretariat: 
poldep-cohesion@ep.europa.eu 
 

Policy Department B  Within the European Parliament’s Directorate-General for Internal Policies, Policy Department B is the 
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and Rural Development; Culture and Education; Fisheries; Regional Development; Transport and Tourism. 
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68  Bulgaria’s National Statistical Institute - Employment and Employment Rates of Population over Years - Table 3.2.2, May 2017. 
69  Eurostat, Statistics explained - Seasonality in the tourist accommodation sector, Jul 2017. (*) Seasonal deviation is estimated as the 

average of the absolute deviations of monthly data points from their mean. 
70  UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) - The States parties - Bulgaria. 
71  The European Cycle Route Network - EuroVelo.  
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