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Economic, Social and Territorial Situation in Bulgaria 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

1. Key Facts 

 
Source: Permanent mission of Bulgaria to the EU 

  
Bulgaria occupies the south-eastern part of the Balkan Peninsula. To the north, the Danube 
forms much of its frontier with Romania, to the west it has a mountainous border with 
Serbia and FYROM and to the south its neighbours are Greece and Turkey. Eastwards, its 
beaches open on the Black Sea. A small country with centuries-long history, Bulgaria 
stands at the crossroad of major routes from Europe to Asia. 
 

Area 110 910 km2 

 
Population 7 718 750  
 
Population density (per km2) 68,9 
 
Official language Bulgarian 
 
Currency Lev (1€ = 1.95 levs) 
 
GDP per capita (PPS) 38.1% 
 
Growth rate 6.2%  
 
Unemployment rate  6.9%  
 
Inflation rate 7.6%  
 
Public debt 18.2% of GDP  
 
Level of citizen's confidence in EU 
institutions 46% (2006) 
 
Transposition of Community law 99.9% 
 
Source: EUROSTAT (2007) 
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2. Political system 
 
Bulgaria is a parliamentary republic founded on the principle of the division of powers into 
legislature, executive and judiciary. The Constitution is the supreme law of the country.  
 
The president1 is the head of state and has general powers as Commander-in-Chief of the 
army and Chairman of the National Security Council. The president is elected directly by 
the electorate under a system of majority representation every 5 years for a maximum of 
two five-year terms.  
 
The Executive is a prerogative of the Council of Ministers headed by a prime minister. The 
prime minister2 is elected by the National Assembly for a four-year term and is bound to 
propose the Cabinet. He/she determines and appoints regional governors who are bodies of 
the Executive in the corresponding administrative units (regions).  
 
The Legislature is concentrated in the National Assembly elected under a system of 
proportional representation by universal adult suffrage for a four-year term. The National 
Assembly can dismiss the cabinet by a vote of no confidence.  
 
The Judiciary is concentrated in the Supreme Judicial Council, whose members are 
representatives of the three major judicial institutions - the Court, the Prosecutor's Office 
and the Investigation. 
 
Currently the Cabinet is composed of a tripartite coalition: Bulgarian Socialist Party (left-
wing), National Movement Simeon II (liberals), Movement for Rights and Freedoms 
(liberals). 

                                                 
1 Georgi Parvanov (since 22 January 2002) 
2 Sergey Stanishev (since 16 August 2005) 
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3. Economy 
 
While undergoing substantial changes in its recent economic and social life, Bulgaria is 
firmly set on its way to a market economy. 
 
Bulgaria launched a process of economy restructuring in 1989 which was rather slow in the 
first half of the 90’s. During the 90’s Bulgaria suffered from the political instability in the 
Western Balkans region, which resulted in closure of the country’s trade routes to Western 
Europe. These internal and external factors caused severe underinvestment in 
infrastructures, loss of human potential by emigration or labour market inefficiencies and 
resulted in one of the lowest GDP per capita in Europe. The transition towards functioning 
market economy accelerated after 1997 following the introduction of the Currency Board 
arrangements. Bulgaria is now a stable and rapidly catching-up functioning market 
economy, but to sustain this growth large investment in infrastructure, human capital and 
business development are necessary. 
 
Economic policy in Bulgaria experienced a structural shift with the introduction of the 
currency board arrangement in July 1997. The overall economic policy implemented since 
1997 is targeted at maintaining macroeconomic stability as a prerequisite for strong 
economic growth. Macroeconomic stability in Bulgaria is based on: fixed exchange rate 
safeguarded by the currency board arrangement and the soundness of the banking system; 
prudent fiscal policy targeted at close to a balance budget; deep restructuring of economic 
fundamentals based on the sustained efforts to promote structural reforms and the 
associated efficiency gains. Market liberalisation, privatisation and restructuring of state-
owned companies and the process of deregulation of natural monopolies allowed the 
country to establish a functioning market economy. 
 
The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) registered a steady increasing growth rate since 1997 
regaining 6.3 percentage points in per capita GDP compared to the average EU level. The 
average rate of convergence (the differential to EU-27 growth) for the last eight years has 
been 2.9% on an annual basis displaying some variability - the growth differential peaked 
at 5.8% in 2001 and has averaged a 4.2% in 2003-2005. However, the average GDP per 
capita in Bulgaria still accounts for only 38.1% of the EU-27. 
 
Some structural weaknesses in the economy still remain. The low level of productivity, 
especially in agriculture, textile and wood industries, as well as in trade, hotels and 
restaurants, hampers the faster economy expansion and convergence with the EU. 
Moreover, the predominance of low-value added productions and the high share of goods 
for intermediate consumption and metals within the country’s exports indicate the need for 
restructuring within the industrial sector. 
 
The most rapidly developing sector in Bulgaria is industry growing at real rate of 7.3% in 
2005. Other sectors with substantial contribution for the industrial export growth are the 
manufacture of machinery and equipment, manufacture of chemicals and chemical 
products, the manufacture of food products and beverages and the manufacture of 
electrical machines and apparatus. 
 
The services sector has been developing quite dynamically, driven by the private sector 
expansion in areas like communications, finance, trade and tourism. The sector’s 
development was mainly triggered by the deregulation of the services’ market. In the 
period 2000-2005 tourism underwent a process of fast privatisation leading to high 
investment rate and growth rates (revenues increased by 65.4% in the period 2000-2005). 
 
The development of agriculture has been volatile. Its share in gross value added has been 
decreasing from 13.9% in 2000 to 10.8% in 2004. This is explained by the slow and 
uneven growth of the sector and the faster growth of the national economy. 
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4. Administrative setup and structures 
 

 
 

Source: National Strategic Reference of Bulgaria 
 
Bulgaria is a unitary state composed of municipalities (obshtina), administrative 
districts and regions (oblast). 
 

The administrative setup of the country is in essence designed to meet the EU 
requirements in the course of the accession process. Level NUTS2 includes 6 planning 
regions, which are not a part of the administrative structure, but are formed mainly for the 
purposes of economic planning. At level NUTS3, the administrative breakdown comprises 
28 oblasti. The next level includes 262 obshtini, which are the smallest administrative units 
with local self-government. 

4.1. Local level 
 
At local level there are 260 municipalities (obshtina). The municipal council (obchtinski 
savet) is the deliberative body of the municipality. Its members are elected by direct 
universal suffrage for a four-year term. Members of the municipal council (between 11 and 
51 councillors) elect their president from among themselves. The president convenes and 
chairs the council, and coordinates the commissions' work.  
  
The mayor is the executive body of the municipality. He/she is elected by direct majority 
universal suffrage for a four-year term. His/her role is to manage, coordinate, and 
implement policies adopted by the municipal council. The mayor is also responsible for the 
administration and represents the municipality. 

PE 405.377  6



Economic, Social and Territorial Situation in Bulgaria 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

The municipality has the following competences: 
  

• Secondary educational establishment 
• Health 
• Social services 
• Culture 
• Public Services 
• Sports and leisure 
• Water supply and sewage  
• Household refuse 
• Road maintenance 

  
4.2. Regional level 

 
Source: Website of Bulgarian Ministry of Regional Development 

At regional level there are 6 planning regions and 28 administrative districts. 

  
The planning region has no real competences; it has been established for the sole 
purpose of regional planning and development (cf. infra).  
  
The district is a de-centralised state administration responsible for implementing the 
government's policy at regional level. Its competences are mainly to supervise the legal 
decisions of the local authorities and to participate to regional development plans. It is 
headed by a governor appointed by the Bulgarian government. 
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5. Regional disparities 
 
The economic and social analysis at all levels reveals sharp contrasts in regional 
development. The major disproportion is found in the south-west region, due to the 
presence of the capital Sofia within its boundaries. As a result, the region has the most 
favourable economic climate nationally coupled with an abundant and well educated labour 
force. However, the concentration of the population in the capital has resulted in Bulgaria's 
highest population density and a correspondingly negative impact on overall living 
conditions. 
In contrast, the economy of the north-west region is lagging far behind the national level, 
the region having the highest unemployment rate in the country. Furthermore, in this 
region and in the adjacent north-central region resides the most aging population in 
Bulgaria. 
 
While the rest of the regions occupy the middle ground, there are substantial disparities on 
an inter-regional level. Nevertheless, all the regions have substantially suffered in the 
process of transition to a market economy, the main problems being the slow privatisation 
process, particularly with regard to the returning of agricultural land, and the substantial 
cut in industrial production. The latter gave rise to a dramatic rise in unemployment which, 
although experiencing temporary improvements, remains a serious problem. 

According to the results of the Fifth Progress Report on Economic and Social Cohesion, two 
Bulgarian regions are found in the Top ten regions movers for the period 2000-2005: 

● south-west (yougozapaden, and this comes as no surprise due to the presence of 
the capital Sofia) in terms of share of Gross Value Added (GVA) in financial and 
business services, share of GVA in industry and GDP per head in PPS; 

● south-east (yougoiztochen) in terms of fastest decreasing unemployment rate. 

On the national level, Bulgaria appears among the top five countries movers in terms of 
employment rate and share of employment in hotels and restaurants (tourism being one of 
the fastest growing sectors as highlighted under point 3.). 
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6. Interaction between national and Community policies in the 
process of strategic programming 

 
A study carried out recently for the European Parliament3 highlights the high level of 
horizontal and vertical coordination involved in the preparation of the National Strategic 
Reference Framework (NSRF). 

6.1. Main characteristics of integrated strategic planning  
 
NSRF planning is closely coordinated with existing Bulgarian development plans and with 
several sectoral and regional plans. The Agency for Economic Analyses and Forecasts, an 
executive agency attached to the Ministry of Finance and source of analytic expertise and 
continuity, is the principal actor in the process. 
 
A high level of vertical coordination can be observed as the municipal, district and regional 
levels are all involved in the preparation of the NSRF. Regional plans are designed on the 
basis of municipal ones, and the national plan flows from the regional ones. Elements of 
these regional plans are then used to shape the sectoral elements of the NSRF. 
 
Six Regional Development Councils handle coordination at regional level. Planning 
coordination is achieved nationally via the Central Coordination Unit of the Ministry of 
Finance, which is also the contact point for the European Commission.  
 

6.2. Vertical and horizontal policy integration 
 
This Central Coordination Unit chairs and acts as the secretariat for the NSRF monitoring 
committee and participates in all Operational Programme (OP) Monitoring committees. The 
Regional Development Councils link local and national authorities thus ensuring the 
exchange of information and proposals. 
 
These councils and the Monitoring committees include, in addition to the relevant 
administrations, representatives of the social partners and civil society. 

6.3. Role of partnership 
 
Under the Ministry of Finance wide ranging public consultations took place, including four 
public fora. There has also been considerable dialogue with the private sector, the unions, 
and various academic bodies. Minorities including the Roma community have also been 
consulted. 
 
The composition of the Regional Development Councils and the Monitoring Committees of 
the different OPs institutionalises much of this partnership. This will allow for the dialogue 
launched during the planning phase to continue through the operational phase. 
 
 

                                                 
3 Tödtling Schönhofer, H et al., Governance and Partnership in Regional Policy, Brussels, 2008,  PE397.245 
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7. ISPA4 allocation 
 
Following Copenhagen European Council in December 2002, Bulgaria benefited from 
gradually increasing allocations during the period 2004-2006. During that period, Bulgaria 
received € 441 million (2004 prices). 
 
This entailed new challenges in terms of adequate programming and implementation of 
ISPA funds. Consequently, beyond the core activity of ISPA in providing financial support 
for the renewal and upgrading of the infrastructure base in the environment and transport 
sectors, attention was paid as well to the preparation of a pipeline of quality projects and to 
further strengthening institutional and administrative capacity in those fields where 
weaknesses subsist. 
 
Pursuant to a clause in the Act of Accession, all ongoing projects approved under ISPA in 
the acceding countries became automatically Cohesion Fund projects after accession. 
 
While many Member States have experienced difficulties with the timely implementation of 
the Trans-European Network and environment infrastructure investments, Bulgaria is 
particularly slow. To date only 18% (€156 million of the available funding €879 million) 
have been absorbed for these projects, which were started under the ISPA pre-accession 
instrument but are now being finalised under the Cohesion Fund rules. In December 2007 
the Commission asked the national authorities to present an Action Plan aimed at speeding 
up implementation of projects identified as problematic. This action plan was reviewed by 
both the responsible ministries and the Commission services, and specific causes of delay 
as well as necessary improvements were identified. These improvements must be made 
rapidly in order to ensure the implementation of all projects before the final deadline for 
certification of expenditures (the end of 2010). 
 
7.1. Problems detected5 
 
In January 2008, allegations were made in the Bulgarian press against the Executive 
Director of the National Road Infrastructure Fund (NRIF) concerning a conflict of interest 
related to the signing of contracts between the NRIF and a construction firm controlled by a 
family relative. In addition, two NRIF officials responsible for the implementation of EU 
funds were arrested and charged with taking bribes. On 24 January, the Commission sent a 
letter to the Ministry of Finance requesting the interruption of payments to the NRIF's three 
ongoing Cohesion Fund (ex-ISPA) projects and asking that the NRIF not sign any new 
contracts under the 2007-2013 programmes, until the matter was thoroughly investigated 
and any necessary corrective action taken. The Executive Director has subsequently been 
replaced.  
 
Funding for the road sector (€144 million for ongoing Cohesion Fund (ex-ISPA) projects) 
has been interrupted and the preparation of a formal suspension is under way. The freeze 
on signing new contracts in the road sector (under the 2007-2013 programmes) remains in 
place. Following investigations, the first audit reports submitted by the Ministry of Finance 
to the Commission services failed to reassure the Commission that the NRIF would be able 
to properly implement Cohesion Fund projects. The Commission recommended that an 
independent audit be carried out that would then also serve as a basis for a concrete and 
detailed action plan to improve the management and control systems in the NRIF. On      
18 June 2008, the Commission services received an audit report prepared by an 
international audit company on behalf of the Bulgarian authorities, together with a detailed 
action plan based on the preliminary findings of this audit company. 
 

                                                 
4 Instrument Structurel de Pré-Adhésion 
5 COM (2008) 496 final, 23 July 2008 
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7.2. Next steps 
The recently appointed Deputy Prime Minister for EU Funds6 is aware of the problems and 
is working to strengthen the general coordination and implementation system for the 
Structural Funds in Bulgaria. With a view to simplifying and reinforcing the implementation 
system, the Bulgarian authorities have recently decreased the number of Managing 
Authorities for ex-ISPA projects. This change will bring the NRIF under closer scrutiny and 
control of the Ministry of Transport. 
 
One of the main conclusions of the external auditors' report is that further investigations 
are necessary, in particular as regards a number of possible conflict of interest cases. The 
Bulgarian authorities are currently in the process of organising investigations in this 
respect. In parallel, initial steps have been taken towards a more general overhaul of the 
NRIF's organisational structure. This should be seen as an essential first step in the detailed 
action plan referred to above. The timely and effective implementation of the action plan 
will form a crucial element of the compliance assessment for the Regional Development and 
Transport Operational Programmes, where the NRIF is a beneficiary. Deadlines for 
completion of this assessment are between September and November 2008. Certification of 
expenditure for these Operational Programmes is dependent upon a positive compliance 
assessment opinion from the Compliance Assessment Body. 
 
The implementation of the NRIF action plan will be reviewed by the Commission later this 
year. On the basis of this review, the Commission will decide whether the monitoring and 
control system and the administrative capacity of the Fund have been sufficiently 
strengthened and hence whether contracting and funding may resume. 
 
The regular monitoring report7 of the European Commission to the European Parliament 
and the Council provides the following appraisal of the current situation: 
 

"Allegations of corruption and fraud are affecting the delivery of EU financial 
assistance programmes. Bulgaria needs to substantially strengthen its capacity to 
correctly manage EU funding. This has meant that several EU funding programmes 
have had to suspend or freeze activities. OLAF, the EU anti-fraud agency, reports 
that procedural blockages, slow progress of cases through the judiciary, leaks of 
confidential information and alleged influence on the administration and judiciary 
are impeding the rapid and effective resolution of corruption and fraud cases." 

 
In this context, the European Commission calls for the following action to be taken: 

 
• strengthen administrative capacity in the management of EU funds, by 
guaranteeing stability, training and technical expertise of staff. Appointments to 
management positions must avoid any potential conflicts of interest; 

• eliminate existing or potential networks of conflict of interest in the overall 
management of funds; 

• improve the supervision and transparency of public procurement procedures, at 
central, regional and local level in strict conformity with the applicable EU rules; 

• increase control of the legality and regularity of expenditure by conducting real 
and regular on the spot checks and audits on its own and across all funding 
programmes; 

• ensure that EU funding is protected and where necessary that recovery orders are 
applied without delay directly by the responsible implementing or supervisory bodies 
when irregularities or fraud are identified; 

                                                 
6 Meglena Plugchieva 
7 COM (2008) 495 final, 23 July 2008. 
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• report without delay to the Commission on irregularities or fraud – whether 
confirmed or suspected. Clear definitions of irregularities and fraud and instructions 
on the procedures to be followed in reporting must be established; 

• implement measures to prevent breaches of confidentiality, and the improper 
transmission and leaks of confidential information in order to allow for a proper 
information exchange, not undermining the investigation and legal procedures; 

• take protective, corrective or disciplinary measures swiftly where necessary, and 
informing the Commission accordingly; 

• build on the initial steps taken in improving co-ordination between ministries, 
between the various stakeholders as well as between central, regional and local 
authorities. 

 
Meanwhile, DG REGIO has introduced a new tool8 for financial monitoring of the 
implementation of the ERDF and Cohesion Funds. The LOTHAR system has been developed 
by DG REGIO to help the Managing authorities better control and manage the allocated 
funds, especially with regard to the N+2/39 rule. While being the first to implement this 
system full scale, Bulgaria will take a leading role on an instrument, which may later be 
extended also to other Member States. 
 
In practice, the system is based on Excel sheets and contains two main parts: 

• a systematic forecasting by each Managing Authority of its envisaged contracting, 
payment and certification (reimbursement) performance for the years to come; 

• the monitoring of each Ministry's real performance as compared to the forecast (base 
line monitoring). 

 
The real/forecasted performance will generate a co-efficient for each individual action which 
will allow to easily spot implementation problems. 
 

                                                 
8 Information provided by DG REGIO. 
9 The N+2 rule has been modified to N+3 for Bulgaria and Romania. 
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8. Structural Funds allocation 

 
 

Source: DG REGIO website 
 

Bulgaria joined the EU on 1 January 2007. Consequently, it is its first round of participation 
in Structural Funds programming. For the 2007-13 period, Bulgaria has been allocated     
€6 853 billion in total: €6 674 billion under the Convergence objective and €179 million 
under the European Territorial Cooperation objective. To complement the EU investment 
under the NSRF, Bulgaria’s contribution would amount to at least €1 345 billion at current 
prices. 
 
Between 2007 and 2013, the entire Bulgarian population of 7.8 million people will live in 
Convergence regions, as all six regions of Bulgaria (severozapaden, severentsentralen, 
severoiztochen, yugozapaden, yuzhentsentralen and yugoiztochen) fall under the 
Convergence objective. 
 
The NSRF core targets refer to high and sustainable economic growth, raising the 
competitiveness of the economy, developing human capital and ensuring higher 
employment and income as well as better social integration. To achieve these targets, the 
NSRF is based on four strategic objectives and priorities: 
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•  Improving basic infrastructure through construction and upgrading of roads and 
railways, information and communication technology, environmental infrastructures for 
wastewater and solid waste collection and treatment, natural risk prevention measures, 
sustainable energy and gas distribution networks. 

•  Increasing the quality of human capital with a focus on employment by 
developing a skilled and adaptable labour force, promoting occupational health and 
safety, supporting education, training and lifelong learning, raising the level of social 
inclusion and improving the quality of social services and healthcare. 

•  Fostering entrepreneurship, a favourable business environment and good 
governance by supporting innovation, cluster development, business start-ups, 
modern management and sustainable production, facilitating venture capital for micro, 
small and medium-sized enterprises, as well as promoting good governance in national, 
regional and local administrations and supporting reform of the judicial system. 

•  Supporting balanced territorial development through integrated urban 
development, investing in human capital and basic infrastructure in rural areas, creation 
and modernisation of transport systems, training, tourism development, local business 
development, and preservation of natural and cultural heritage.  

In order to measure the impact of the investment, Bulgaria will set target indicators at the 
level of their OPs. Across Bulgaria the Structural Funds are expected to contribute to the 
implementation of the Lisbon agenda for jobs and growth. For example, by 2013 GDP per 
capita should increase to 51% of the EU average, the employment rate should reach 64%, 
compared to 55.8% in 2005, and Research and Development expenditure should increase 
from 0.4% to 1.15% of GDP in 2013.  

The NSRF strategy will provide strong support for the Lisbon Agenda, with 61% of the 
funds in the Convergence objective allocated to related activities. The initial indicative 
estimated breakdown of the Funds comprising total Community assistance will be €3 205 
billion in funding from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), €1 185 billion 
from the European Social Fund (ESF) and €2 283 billion from the Cohesion Fund (CF).  

Bulgaria has translated the strategic priorities contained in the NSRF into seven OPs: 
Transport, Environment, Competitiveness, Regional development, Technical assistance, 
Administrative capacity and Human resources development. The European Commission 
approved them on 7 November 2007. They involve Community support for the whole 
national territory within the framework of the "Convergence" objective. 

Financial Breakdown 2007-2013

21%

2%

15%

15%
22%

24%
1%

Regional Development Administrative Capacity Economic Compentitiveness
Human Resources Enviroment Transport
Technical Assistance

 
Source: Author 
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8.1. Operational Programme "Transport" 
Financial allocation 

The total budget of the programme is a little over € 2 billion, with the Community investment 
financing on average 81 % through the ERDF and Cohesion Fund amounts to € 1.6 billion. 

Purpose and aim of the EU investment 

The OP for Transport presents an ambitious strategy for much-needed investments in 
Bulgaria’s transport infrastructure. The development strategy is in line with the NSRF for 
Bulgaria, which in turn is based on the Community Strategic Guidelines, as well as 
Community Transport Policy and Trans-European Network policy objectives for transport.  

The planned improvement of quality and safety of transport services applies not only to the 
national and regional level in Bulgaria, but also to cross-border and trans-European 
connections, aiming to fully integrate the Bulgarian transport system into the EU transport 
network. 

Expected impact  

By 2013, the projects supported by the EU should result in 781 km of rehabilitated railway 
tracks, 880 km of rehabilitated motorways, 206 km of new motorways and 7.1 km new 
metro-line tracks with 11 metro stations. 

Priority axes 

The programme focuses on transport infrastructure investments that contribute most to 
sustainable economic growth, and thus to more and better jobs. At the same time the 
programme aims at reducing congestion, noise and pollution, and promoting the use of 
environment-friendly modes of transport. 

Priority axis 1: Railway transport infrastructure 

Railway infrastructure along the Trans-European Network for Transport (TEN-T) and other 
major national transport axes needs to be modernised, as well as connections between the 
main railway network of Bulgaria with the main railway networks of the neighbouring 
countries. This should allow rail transport in Bulgaria to provide better services and become 
more competitive and efficient, e.g. by improving connections and transfer opportunities with 
other modes of transport.  

Major rail routes of national, cross-border and EU importance have priority, especially along 
the TEN-T priority axis 22 (Vidin-Sofia and Sofia-Pernik-Radomir railway lines), TEN-T 
sections linking to the European Priority Axes (Sofia-Dragoman and Sofia-Plodiv railway lines, 
renewal of sections along the Mezdra-Gorna Orjahovica railway line) and remaining sections 
of the TEN-T network (renewal of railway sections along the Plovdiv-Burgas railway line and 
electrification and reconstruction of the Svilengrad –Turkish border railway line. 

Priority axis 2: Road transport infrastructure 

Bulgaria aims at making the most of its geo-strategic situation as a transport bridge between 
Western and Central Europe, the Middle-East, Western and Middle Asia. This Programme 
Priority concentrates on development of road infrastructure along the Trans-European and 
major national transport axes. The most important operations under this Priority are : 
construction of new, and rehabilitation and modernization of existing motorways of nation-
wide and EU importance along the TEN-T network (notably the TEN-T priority 7 from Greece 
via Sofia to Romania), existing I class roads, as well as II class roads of national and EU 
importance along the TEN-T network, as well as road sections connecting the main road 
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network of Bulgaria with the main road networks of neighbouring countries. Examples include 
the planned upgrading and/or construction of (parts of the) road I-1 (E 79) Vratza-
Botevgrad, the Struma Motorway and the Maritza Motorway. 

Priority axis 3: Inter-modal facilities for passenger and freight transport 

The objective of this priority is rendering travelling conditions easier and facilitating modal 
transfers of passengers and freights to more environment friendly transport modes by 
improving the network of combined transport terminals, notably in the capital region of Sofia. 

The main projects of this priority will be the extension of the Sofia Metro and the 
development (construction or upgrading) of several inter-modal transfer points inside Sofia’s 
public transport system, such as the Central Railway Station and the Sofia Terminal Airport 
Station. Elsewhere the development of freight villages will receive attention. 

Priority axis 4: Improvement of the maritime and inland-waterway navigation 

This priority targets the improvement of navigation along inland water-ways, notably the 
river Danube (TEN-T priority axes 18), removing bottlenecks in the two most critical sections 
in the joint Bulgarian-Romanian section of the Danube River (between km 530 and 520 – 
Batin and the section between km 576 and km 560 – Belene). This will include establishing a 
Vessel Traffic Management and Information system. 

Priority axis 5: Technical assistance 

Besides strengthening the administrative capacity, ensuring information and publicity, and 
managing, monitoring and evaluating the OP, crucial actions planned under this priority are 
the preparation of a General Transport Master Plan for Bulgaria, and the preparation of a 
Strategic Business Development Plan for the Development of Railway Transport. 

Financial breakdown by priority (in euro) 

Priority area Total funding EU funding National funding 

1. Railway infrastructure (TEN & 
national) 580 000 000 464 000 000 116 000 000

2. Road infrastructure (TEN & 
national) 989 587 365 791 669 892 197 917 473

3. Inter-modal transport 211 093 801 179 429 731 31 664 070

4. Maritime & inland-waterway 
navigation 156 850 000 133 322 500 23 527 500

5. Technical assistance 65 950 000 56 057 500 9 892 500

Total  2 003 481 166 1 624 479 623 379 001 543

Source: DG REGIO website 
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8.2. Operational Programme "Environment" 
 
Financial allocation 

The total budget of the programme is around € 1.8 billion and the Community assistance 
through the ERDF amounts to € 439 million and through the Cohesion Fund, to € 1.027 
billion. 

Purpose and aim of the EU investment  

The OP Environment is the main programme document of the implementation of the national 
environmental policy. The purpose of the support within this framework is to protect and 
preserve the natural resources of Bulgaria and to improve the state of environment 
throughout the country. 

Investments in environmental infrastructure are strongly connected to sustainable economic 
growth and job creation. They also contribute to promoting convergence and increasing the 
competitiveness of the regions. The programme will also contribute to the preservation and 
restoration of Bulgaria's rich biodiversity and will help to improve the implementation 
capacity of the local stakeholders.  

Expected impact  

By 2013, the programme plans to have realised 65 new or rehabilitated waste water 
treatment plants serving an additional 1.845.000 people, and 22 integrated waste 
management systems serving an additional 3.5 million people. 

Priority axes 

The overall objective of the OP is "to improve the quality of life of the population through 
ensuring healthy and favourable environment and to preserve the rich natural heritage on 
the basis of sustainable development of the country". It concentrates on the completion of 
the requirements of the environmental acquis, which is considered a pre-requisite for 
improved living standards and the attractiveness for growth-inducing investments in the 
country. The overall objectives will be achieved through four prioritιes: 

Priority axis 1: Improvement and development of water and wastewater 
infrastructure  

The objective of this priority is the preservation and improvement of the environmental 
conditions of the water in the country by improving water supply and wastewater 
infrastructure to the standards required by European directives. This priority will aim at the 
construction/modernization of water sources intended for drinking water abstraction, the 
extension and rehabilitation of water and sewerage networks, the construction and 
rehabilitation of water and wastewater treatment plants and will also cover the technical 
assistance for project preparation. Projects supported by this priority will follow integrated 
water management cycle. 

Priority axis 2: Improvement and development of waste treatment infrastructure 

The objective is to improve the environment by enabling the respect of European Directives 
on solid waste and development of sustainable waste management systems, implementing 
the integrated waste management flow (prevention, utilization/sorting/recycling) and final 
treatment. The programme will improve waste management facilities and will reduce the 
number of historically contaminated sites.  
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Priority axis 3: Preservation and restoration of biodiversity 

The main objective is the conservation of biological diversity, natural habitats, wild species of 
fauna and flora as well as the efficient management of protected areas. 

Priority axis 4: Technical assistance 

The objective of this priority axis is to successfully and efficiently implement the programme 
(support to management, communication activities, evaluation etc.). 

Breakdown of finances by priority area (in euro) 

Priority area Total funding EU funding National funding 

1. Improvement and development of 
water and wastewater infrastructure 
in settlements with within urban 
agglomeration areas (CF) 

1 284 207 841 1 027 366 273 256 841 568

2. Improvement and development of 
waste treatment infrastructure 
(ERDF) 

366 743 574 311 732 038 55 011 536

3. Preservation and restoration of 
biodiversity (ERDF) 103 308 048 87 811 841 15 496 207

4. Technical assistance (ERDF) 46 488 622 39 515 329 6 973 293

Total  1 800 748 085 1 466 425 481 334 322 604

 
Source: DG REGIO website 

8.3. Operational Programme "Development of the Competitiveness of the 
Bulgarian Economy" 
 
Financial allocation 

The total budget of the programme is around € 1.16 billion and the Community assistance 
through the ERDF amounts to € 988 million. 

Purpose and aim of the EU investment 

The OP Competitiveness is the main programming document aimed at improving the 
competitiveness of the Bulgarian economy. The purpose of the support is to develop a 
competitive and efficient production and to promote business sectors. It will contribute to 
increase the economic growth and to assist the necessary structural changes in the Bulgarian 
economy with a view to achieving a sustainable growth and cohesion during the 
programming period. In order to achieve these objectives, a support is envisaged for 
improving the productivity and growth potential of small and medium-sized enterprises, 
assisting the development of innovations; helping the transition to a knowledge-based 
economy and introduction of new technologies; and improving the business environment. 
The OP is fully aligned with the Lisbon Agenda 2000 objectives as well as with the 
Community Strategic Guidelines on economic, social and territorial cohesion. In addition, the 
OP will also contribute to the achievement of the general EU horizontal objectives, namely 
environmental protection, equal opportunities and development of the information society.  
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Expected impact  

• To raise the expenditures on Research and Development by 0.64% to reach 1.15 % by 
2013; 

• to raise the export as a share of the GDP ratio by 30 % by 2013;  

• to reduce the overall energy intensity level by 25 % compared to the level of 2004 and 
to create additional capacity of 16 GwH for the needs of the enterprises of renewable 
energy production in the national grid; 

• to create 2120 jobs, of which 300 jobs in the research area; 

• to increase the contribution of small and medium enterprises to GDP to 32.3% by 2013, 
(i.e. 10% increase in comparison with 2004) and to increase labour productivity by 
11.5% for the same period. 

Priority axes 

The global objective of the OP is the development of a dynamic economy, competitive in the 
European and the world market.  

If high-quality living standards based on a sustainable social and economic development are 
to be achieved, the Bulgarian economy must develop dynamically. This is attainable mainly 
via competitiveness of manufactured goods and services on the international markets that 
ensure employment and professional development of the population. The balance between 
economic development and environmental protection, as well as the interrelation between 
high economic growth and high employment and economic participation of the population is 
also considered.  

The achievement of the global objective of the OP is conditioned by two specific goals: 
increased innovation and efficiency of enterprises and improved business environment. 
Accomplishing these goals will help Bulgarian enterprises become internationally competitive, 
and at the same time, it will help key actors creating sustainable growth in the context of  
knowledge-based economy and increased globalisation. The overall objectives will be 
achieved through five priority axes. 
 
Priority axis 1: Development of a knowledge-based economy and innovation 
activities 

This priority focuses on assisting the development of R&D activities for and by enterprises, 
aiming at strengthening their innovation potential and establishing a suitable pro-innovative 
business infrastructure, which will strengthen the science-business relationship. 

Priority axis 2: Increasing efficiency of enterprises and promoting a supportive 
business environment 

This priority targets the support of micro, small and medium-sized enterprises with a 
development potential, where the modernisation of technologies and quality management 
will be assisted, as well as the improvement of the consultancy and information services 
offered to business. A specific feature will be the promotion of investments in 
environmentally friendly, low-waste, energy saving production technologies and utilization of 
renewable energy sources, in order to significantly reduce the energy intensity of the 
Bulgarian businesses and adverse environmental impacts, and thus contribute to sustainable 
environmental development. 
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Priority axis 3: Financial resources for developing enterprises 

The objective of this priority is to improve the access to development capital for enterprises. 
It aims at increasing the investment activity and promoting entrepreneurship through the 
development of special financial instruments and financial engineering for SME funding. The 
envisaged interventions are intended to create new opportunities for access to risk capital of 
SMEs in “financing niches” where traditional funding is currently absent or deficient. The 
achievement of this objective will be sought through implementation of JEREMIE (Joint 
European Resources for Micro to medium Enterprises). 

Priority axis 4: Strengthening the international market positions of Bulgarian 
economy 

This priority is aimed at facilitating the integration of the Bulgarian economy in the single 
European and world market through improving the environment for investments and export. 
It will support the promotion of foreign investments in Bulgaria, improve the export potential 
of the national economy, and provide support for the national quality infrastructure by 
upgrading the calibration and testing laboratories and conformity assessment bodies. 

Priority axis 5: Technical assistance 

This priority will provide support for the management, implementation, monitoring and 
control of OP “Competitiveness” activities as well as support for the work of the Monitoring 
Committee by funding research and studies necessary for the implementation and the 
evaluation of projects. The main objective of the priority is to improve the quality of the 
interventions to be carried out and to increase the effectiveness of Structural Funds 
absorption. 

Financial breakdown by priority area (in euro) 

Priority area Total funding EU funding National funding 

1. Development of a knowledge-based 
economy and innovation activities 246 500 000 209 525 000 36 975 000

2. Increasing efficiency of enterprises 
and promoting a supportive business 
environment 

593 837 780 504 762 113 89 075 667

3. Financial resources for developing 
enterprises 200 000 000 170 000 000 30 000 000

4. Strengthening the international 
market positions of Bulgarian economy 87 011 870 73 960 090 13 051 780

5. Technical assistance 34 865 901 29 636 016 5 299 885

Total  1 162 215 551 987 883 219 174 332 332

Source: DG REGIO website 
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8.4. Operational Programme "Regional Development" 
 
Financial allocation 

The total budget of the programme is € 1.6 billion and the Community assistance through 
the ERDF amounts to € 1.4 billion. 
 
Purpose and aim of the EU investment 
 
Bulgaria significantly lags behind in respect of GDP per capita compared to the EU average 
(36.7% of EU average). This places Bulgarian regions in one of the last positions among 
other EU regions.  The main objectives of this programme are to reduce the socio-economic 
differences between Bulgaria and other EU Member states, to make living and working 
conditions in Bulgaria more attractive, to develop tourism potential and to stimulate 
investments in smaller municipalities. 
 
The OP Regional Development has been prepared in line with the Lisbon agenda and the 
principles defined in the Göteborg strategy for sustainable development.  

 
Priority axes 
 
The strategy of the OP is composed of five priorities. 
 
Priority axis 1: Sustainable and integrated urban development 
 
This priority seeks to support interventions to reinforce the role of cities and poles of 
growth, such as improving social infrastructures and housing, modernising urban transport, 
promoting economic activities in urban areas and making the living environment of urban 
zones more attractive. 
 
Priority axis 2: Regional and local accessibility 
 
The objective of this priority is to provide better connections between the urban zones and 
their hinterlands by improving roads and transport connections, building energy connection 
infrastructure and infrastructure for ICT networks. 

 
Priority axis 3: Sustainable tourism development 
 
This priority aims at developing and modernizing tourism infrastructure such as cultural 
attractions and accommodation facilities, improving tourism services throughout the 
country, and strengthening destination marketing and partnership between different actors 
in tourism and tourism related sectors.  Areas of mass tourism are excluded from this 
priority axis.  

 
Priority axis 4: Local development and cooperation  
 
This priority is addressed at those municipalities outside the urban agglomeration areas 
which need investment in order to enhance their development.  Investment in industrial, 
educational and health infrastructure will be supported.   

The priority also makes use of project ideas and experiences of other EU regions and local 
authorities, by exchanging knowledge and best practice. 
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Priority axis 5: Technical assistance 
 
This priority axis provides support for the management and implementation of the OP. 
Financial support is available for covering administrative costs, monitoring, control 
activities, publicity and improvement of the administrative capacity of the beneficiaries.   
 
 
Financial breakdown by priority (in euro) 

Priority area Total funding EU funding National funding 

1. Sustainable and Integrated Urban 
Development 839.067.973 713.207.777 125.860.196

2. Regional and Local Accessibility 400.318.689 340.270.886 60.047.803

3. Sustainable Tourism Development 218.093.623 185.379.580 32.714.043

4. Local development and cooperation 89.671.387 76.220.679 13.450.708

5. Technical assistance 54.123.087 46.004.623 8.118.464

Total 1.601.274.759 1.361.083.545 240.191.214

Source: DG REGIO website 

8.5. Operational Programme "Technical Assistance" 
 
Financial allocation 

The total budget is of around €57 million. Community investment through the ERDF amounts 
to some €48 million. 

Purpose and aim of the EU investment 

With respect to the principles of transparency and sound financial management, the OP aims 
to provide support for the efficient and effective implementation of the Structural and 
Cohesion Funds in Bulgaria. Its specific objectives are as follows: 

• to support the activities performed by the central implementation structures within the 
Ministry of Finance, notably the Central Coordination Unit, the Certifying Authority, the Audit 
Authority and the NSRF Monitoring Committee; 

• to increase the administrative capacity of other actors involved in the implementation of the 
Structural and Cohesion Funds, in particular the Managing Authorities and Intermediate 
Bodies in the relevant ministries, as well as regional and local authorities; 

• to ensure the development of a reliable and well functioning Unified Management 
Information System; 

• to provide reliable and transparent information on the opportunities and results of the 
Cohesion policy in Bulgaria. 
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Expected impact  

The OP will improve the coordination, the control and the evaluation of the allocated funds.  

Specifically, the programme will strengthen the necessary capacity and functioning of the 
central and local administrative structures involved in the absorption of Community funding, 
while increasing information and public awareness of the effective and efficient use of the 
funds. 

Likewise, the programme will support the coordination process and the financial control and 
audit system. Moreover, it will provide training and other relevant capacity building measures 
to the local authorities and other Structural Funds implementing structures. 

Along with the strengthening of the relevant structures the OP will ensure: 

• a reliable Unified Management Information System (UMIS) for Structural and Cohesion 
funding instruments;  

• appropriate communication and publicity to the general public about the Bulgarian NSRF 
and the European Cohesion Policy. 

Priority axes 

The programme is structured around the following priorities:  

Priority axis 1: Support to the central services  

This priority will be performed by administrative structures at a central level, to include: 

• the Central Coordination Unit; 

• the Certifying Authority; 

• the Audit Authority; 

• the Managing Authority of the OP; 

• the NSRF Monitoring Committee;  

• the Monitoring Committee of the OP. 

Support to the local structures will be provided through specific trainings. 

Priority axis 2: Development and support to the unified monitoring and information  

This priority will be addressed by providing further development and support to the 
functioning of the UMIS. 

Priority axis 3: Promotion of the Cohesion Policy in Bulgaria  

This priority will be addressed by ensuring the provision of general and statistical information 
to all relevant stakeholders and the wide public. 
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Breakdown of financing by priority (in euro) 

Priority area Total funding EU funding National funding 

1. Support to the central services 29 411 765 25 000 000 4 411 765

2. Development and support to the 
Unified Monitoring and Information 11 363 886 9 659 303 1 704 583

3. Promotion of Cohesion Policy in 
Bulgaria 16 043 776 13 637 210 2 406 566

Total 56 819 427 48 296 513 8 522 914

 
Source: DG REGIO website 

 

8.6. Operational Programmes "Administrative capacity" and "Human 
resources development" 

These two OPs are financed by the European Social Fund. 

The Human Resources Development OP seeks to raise skills levels and productivity among 
the country’s workforce by providing better training and easier access to lifelong learning. 
One of the objectives of the Bulgarian authorities is to ensure that no one is left behind and 
therefore special measures for disadvantaged groups are implemented. The main priorities 
are as follows: 

● providing better advice and training for entrepreneurs and the unemployed; giving 
these groups the management skills to start and run successful businesses; 

● setting up tailored training schemes for vulnerable groups, particularly in sought-after 
skills like foreign languages and information and communications technologies (ICT) 
and arranging work placements for participants. Providing better access to education, 
training and career guidance for minority ethnic groups, disabled people and young 
school leavers; 

● encouraging new work and training patterns such as job-share, rotation and distance 
learning schemes. Promoting in-house lifelong learning and ensuring better monitoring 
of health and safety in the workplace; 

● bringing the country into line with other knowledge-based economies by improving ICT 
skills among students and workers, and ensuring better assessment of schools and 
training centres; applying the European Credit Transfer System in higher education and 
tailoring it for vocational schools; 

● strengthening the ties between educational and training centres, the R&D sector and 
business. Providing more funding for postgraduates and young scientists; 

● modernizing social systems and the labour market, following the principle of a ‘one-
stop-shop’ while providing more e-services for employment.  

The second OP – Administrative Capacity – sets out to create a more advanced 
administration, capable of developing and implementing national and EU policies more 
efficiently. It will also pave the way for a better judicial system. Its priorities include: 
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● reforming the state administration and judicial system, focusing on efficiency, 
transparency and accountability. Forging closer partnerships with business, especially 
for policy-making and the development of projects; 

● ensuring better management of human resources in the state administration, as well as 
civil society and the judiciary. Providing better training for civil servants and 
magistrates, while facilitating more exchanges of best practice and experience; 

● building up the ICT environment in state institutions. Improving services to business 
and the general public by developing e-government and e-justice systems. 

Financial breakdown (in euro) 

Operational 
Programme Total funding Community funding National funding 

Human Resources 
Development 1 213 869 575 1 031 789 139 182 080 436

Administrative Capacity 180 789 087 153 670 724 27 118 363

Total 1 394 658 662 1 185 459 863 209 198 799

 
Source: DG Employment and Social Affairs website 
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9. European Territorial Cooperation 
 
The National Strategy for Regional Development 2005-2015 of Bulgaria sets out the 
territorial cooperation as a separate priority with three specific objectives: 

● development of cross-border cooperation, 

● development of trans-national cooperation, 

● networking and exchange of experiences with other European regions. 

Bulgaria actively participates in the preparation of five bilateral cross-border cooperation 
programmes with Romania, Greece, Serbia, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
(FYRoM) and Turkey. These programmes cover about 2/3 of the country’s territory. The 
OPs for Cross-border Cooperation can be grouped as follows: 

● Internal borders of the EU: Bulgaria-Greece and Bulgaria-Romania financed under 
the ERDF. These programmes include respectively 4 and 9 districts (administrative 
units) on the territory of Bulgaria at NUTS III level; 

● External borders of the EU: Bulgaria-Turkey (3 districts), Bulgaria-FYRoM (2 
districts), Bulgaria-Serbia (5 districts). These three programmes will be financed under 
both ERDF and the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance of the EU; 

● Sea Basin Programme in the Black Sea including the two NUTS II regions – Bourgas 
and Varna, financed under both ERDF and the European Neighbourhood and Partnership 
Instrument; 

Within the framework of Objective 3 – European Territorial Cooperation, Bulgaria will 
develop cross-border cooperation in the following fields: 

● encouraging economic activity, in particular the development of SMEs, tourism, culture, 
and cross-border trade; 

● encouraging and improving the joint protection and management of natural and cultural 
resources, as well as prevention of natural and technological risks; 

● supporting links between urban and rural areas; 

● reducing isolation through improved access to transport, information and 
communication networks and services, and cross-border water, waste and energy 
systems and facilities; 

● developing collaboration, capacity and joint use of infrastructures, in particular in 
sectors such as health, culture, tourism and education; 

● promoting the development of cross-border labour markets, local employment 
initiatives, gender equality and equal opportunities, training and social inclusion; 

● developing the institutional and administrative capacity at district and local level and 
providing technical assistance for the preparation of new projects. 

Within the framework of ERDF, Bulgaria participates in the South-East European Space for 
transnational cooperation and in the INTERREG IV C programme for inter-regional 
cooperation, as well as in Urbact II, Interact II and ESPON.  
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10. Future Cohesion Policy: the way ahead10 
 
Bulgaria published its views on the future of Cohesion Policy in January this year, thus 
responding to the public consultation launched by the European Commission between 
September 2007 and February 2008.   
 
Bulgaria welcomes the debate on this issue, considering its importance especially with 
regard to the least developed Member States and their efforts to achieve harmonious socio-
economic development. 
 
Bulgaria supports particularly the third dimension of Cohesion Policy – territorial cohesion – 
as an essential element towards further convergence and prosperity.  In this respect 
Bulgaria calls for a clear definition of the notion of territorial cohesion as well as the 
introduction of a series of indicators for evaluation and monitoring of its implementation.  
 
Along with that, the position paper highlights other key issues for Bulgaria among which: 
 
● achieving a balance between new challenges (global competition, demographic 

change, new energy markets, climate change) and more traditional spheres of 
intervention;  

● ensuring a synergy between Cohesion Policy and other national and EU policies and 
the development strategies of the individual regions; 

● simplifying the mechanisms for application for funding in order to achieve an 
effective implementation; 

● strengthening the OPs’ monitoring and evaluation procedures through which the 
spending of EU funds is controlled; 

● increasing transparency in absorption of EU funds through elaborated national 
systems for management and control; 

● supporting Member States in their efforts towards strengthening their administrative 
capacity for effective and efficient absorption of EU funds.  

 
The European Commission published the results of the public consultation on the future of 
European Cohesion policy in its Fifth Progress Report on 19 June 2008. Over 100 
contributions were received from national authorities (17 Member States participated, 
accounting for more than 80% of the EU's population), regional and local authorities, 
economic and social partners, academic and research institutions. 
 
The replies showed inter alia that: 
 
● strong support is given to an ambitious Cohesion policy; 

● renationalisation of the policy is rejected; 

● financial support should be provided to all EU regions with a priority to those lagging 
behind; 

● convergence can not be achieved without competitiveness; 

● priority should be given to investment in innovation, skills and education, 
sustainable development and European-wide infrastructures; 

● integrated approach should be reinforced; 

                                                 
10 A copy of the original document is available for further consultation in the Annex. 
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● coordination with other Community policies should be reinforced; 

● regional cooperation is judged to be the best example of the added value of 
Cohesion policy and should be strengthened; 

● simplification of Cohesion policy should be continued. 
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Documentary Sources 
 
http://www.government.bg         Bulgarian Government 
 
http://www.minfin.bg         Bulgarian Ministry of Finance 
 
http://www.mrrb.government.bg/        Bulgarian Ministry of Regional Development 
 
http://www.nsi.bg    Bulgarian National Statistical Institute 
 
http://www.ccre.org     Council of European Municipalities and Regions 
 
http://www.espon.eu      European Spatial Planning Observatory Network

   
http://www.eib.org     European Investment Bank 
 
http://www.europa.eu      European Commission, DG REGIO 
 
http://www.epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu Eurostat 
 
http://www.interact-eu.net     INTERACT Programme 
 
http://www.statbel.fgov.be    Le Portail des pays 
 
http://www.oecd.org     Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development  
 
http://data.un.org    United Nations     
 
http://www.worldaudit.org   World Audit 
 
http://www2.weforum.org   World Economic Forum 
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