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President Plevneliev: Peace and security
do not come free by Iliana Raicheva

Peace and security are not free, they
have a price that we must be willing
to pay in order to guarantee them,
said Bulgarian President and Supreme
Commander of the Armed Forces Rosen
Plevneliev in his speech at the opening
in Sofia of NATO’s Crisis Management
and Disaster Response Centre of
Excellence - CMDR COE. This is the
first NATO structure on Bulgarian
territory and is part of the network of
competence centers of the Alliance.
The center is a result of joint efforts of
Bulgaria, Greece, Poland and the Allied
Command Transformation in Norfolk,
Virginia, USA.
“No country, no matter how big and
strong it may be, is self-sufficient,”
the President said. “No country could
ensure its security alone and this fully
applies to Bulgaria. We are always weak
when isolated, and strong - when we are
integrated into a family of democratic
nations. We are to work for a stronger
Bulgarian presence in initiatives and
projects within the framework of NATO
and the EU.”
Instability and the conflicts in Ukraine,
the Middle East and North Africa have
changed the security environment in
Europe and brought challenges to NATO
countries that require a joint response,
President Plevneliev added. According
to him, in addition to the asymmetric
4
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threats and risks, NATO allies must
be prepared to counter effectively the
new “hybrid” type of actions aimed
at destabilization and confrontation.
President Plevneliev says that only the
collective security and defense system of
NATO can guarantee independence, the
protection of human rights, democracy
and the rule of law.
“The Smart Defense, Connected
Forces, and Framework Nations
initiatives enable member states to
contribute to collective security through
specialization and cooperation. I hope
Bulgaria will be more active in the
implementation of joint projects, as well
as in the establishment of joint defense
capabilities with the armed forces of
our neighbours and partners. Bulgaria
is a leading nation in the establishment
of this centre and this shows our
ambitions to be an active participant in
the integration processes,” President
Plevneliev said.
Defense Minister Velizar Shalamanov,
who also attended the opening, said
that Bulgaria’s experience allows the
center to be a viable tool for improving
cooperation between NATO and the EU.
“It’s important for us as Bulgarians
and hosts of this center to demonstrate
the growing experience of different
departments and organizations, including
NGOs,” Minister Shalamanov added.

“The main objective of the centre is to
support development in this direction.
The development of Bulgaria in this
particular area is related to our desire
to build a bridge of cooperation to the
EU. Crisis management is a shared
responsibility in the region and across
Europe. Past experience, including the
portfolio of Bulgarian EU Commissioner
Kristalina Georgieva, allows this center
to become a viable tool for improving
cooperation between NATO and the
EU,” Minister Velizar Shalamanov said.
According to him, it was necessary
to raise the number of countries
participating in the centre.
The center will be collecting data and
analyzing various crisis situations.
The aim is through sharing Bulgarian
experience with that of NATO allies
to improve the quality of crisis
response. “This is not an operational
unit, which responds to disasters. This
is a cluster group of expert database
about what is happening not only
in Bulgaria but in Europe, used for
the needs of Bulgaria, Poland, and
Greece, and the interests of NATO,”
said the center’s director, Colonel
Vasil Roussinov.
The center is expected to receive
accreditation from the North Atlantic
Council soon, which will give it an
international status.
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Bulgaria in the Top 10 of outsourcing
destinations by Vladimir Sabev

The outsourcing industry has been one
of the most rapidly developing sectors
of the Bulgarian economy over the
past years, seeing a 16-percent growth
over the first 6 months of 2014. The
near future looks bright as well. The
outsourcing industry generates some 3
percent of this country’s GDP and sector
data suggests that within 3 years it will
hit a turnover of EUR 1 billion. Right
now its volume is more modest and the
15 largest outsourcing companies, as
ranked by Capital Daily had a turnover
of more than EUR 240 million last year,
as their revenues grew by 13 percent.
Nearly 11,000 worked for that Top 15,
out of 20,000 employed in the sector
across the state.
Outsourcing means transferring of some
company operations to another country
– most often these are financial or
accounting services, any HR, customer
relations or software development. In
a number of cases we are talking of
the so-called call centres, providing
international phone services, no matter
the location. If a Spanish client of the US

giant HP wants to ask a certain question
about the products or services of the
company, he may be actually calling its
Sofia-based call centre. There are dozens
of such examples now, not only in Sofia,
but also in other major cities and towns –
Plovdiv, Veliko Tarnovo, Varna…
Global companies like Concentrix
Corporation, IBM, TeleTech, Coca Cola,
Adecco and many others have their
outsourcing presence in Bulgaria. That
is why the country is ranked among top
outsourcing destinations globally. The
prestigious AT Kearney consultancy
company ranks this country 9th in the
world and the only European state that
makes it into the Top 10. Bulgaria is
one of the leading destinations in the
region of Central and East Europe, with
greatest potential to attract investors in the
outsourcing of business processes. Sofia,
Varna, Belgrade, Bucharest and the major
Polish regional centres are among the
top players on the market in this area and
are perfect locations for new outsourcing
centres, Colliers International, another
renowned analyst points out.

The reasons why the big ones in
the sector opt for Bulgaria for the
development of their business and
high-tech services are different,
varying from the superfast Internet
to modern and inexpensive offices,
from human resources and low labour
costs to the country’s EU membership.
CEOs say that the language skills
of Bulgarian employees are a major
asset – services for external clients
on dozens of foreign languages are
delivered from this country.
Outsourcing has a big growth
potential here in the coming decade.
If we succeed in presenting Bulgaria
in the best way, we will manage to
prove that our employees are really
skilled and that we have the proper
investment climate, the Economy
Ministry points out. This is also
confirmed by data, saying that
less than 1/3 of the leading global
companies in the sector are presented
in the region so far and the main
efforts for attracting them are yet to
be seen…
Issue 07/ ZOOM Bulgaria magazine

5

zoom/panorama

After the elections

Is a stable government possible?
Low turnout, disillusionment among voters, changes
in the political influence parties have by regions, a
controlled vote as registered by observers, a highly
fragmented parliament and the launch of stationary
warfare for a position in the country’s future
government – these are the broad outlines of the
situation after the general elections in Bulgaria.
When it became apparent that GERB party had won
in over two thirds of the constituencies in the country,
followed by the Movement for Rights and Freedoms
and that the Bulgarian Socialist Party had lost its grip
practically everywhere, GERB launched a series of
consultations for the formation of a new government.
The new National Assembly will have twice the number
of political forces than the previous parliament. Ahead
of the start of the negotiations Borissov stated that
his party’s team of negotiators would be pursuing one
primary goal – the formation of a coalition cabinet of
shared responsibility without the Bulgarian Socialist
Party or the Movement for Rights and Freedoms under
a clear-cut, signed agreement. What Borissov means by
“a cabinet of shared responsibility” is a government in
which coalition partners shall have their own cabinet
ministers. The task of forming the new cabinet is so
complex that many are wondering whether there is a
solution at all. If, however, no solution is found, the
country would be plunged into an even deeper political
plus economic crisis amidst winter. Whatever may be
said about it at this point, a future cabinet is possible
only if it is a cabinet of compromise.
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by Iliana Raicheva

Associate Prof. Antonyi Galabov from the Political
Science Department of New Bulgarian University gave his
forecast in an interview for Radio Bulgaria:
“I see an expert government with a clear programme and
terms as the best option. It should be formed with the
mandate of GERB and with a clear support from the parties
at parliament. This is the formula that could help us avoid
the risk of another early elections, answering at the same
time the heavy questions that threaten the living standard of
Bulgarian citizens in the next months. Unfortunately, GERBled negotiations seek to form a government rather than claim
sustainable parliamentary support for a range of policies.
Above all, we are talking here about the budget update, the
size of the state debt necessary, in order to provide such
an update. Next, a clear stance is needed on the situation
concerning Corporate Commercial Bank and the elimination
of this huge risk for the banking system. Then, the next
budget should be compiled and submitted to parliament by
November 30. ”
The natural thing would be to see a cabinet with the
participation of GERB, the Reformist Bloc (RB) and the
Patriotic Front, claim both Assoc. Prof. Galabov and Prof.
Petar-Emil Mitev, head of the Ivan Hadjiski Institute for
Social Values and Structures, agree.
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“The Alternative for Bulgarian Revival party (ABV) might
take part, as well,” Professor Petar-Emil Mitev goes on
to say. “I can’t exclude such an option, as the relations of
GERB leader Boyko Borissov with ABV leader Georgi
Parvanov /ex-president, 2002 – 2012/ are different from
the ones with the former leader of the socialists Sergey

Stanishev. The electorate of the new party would accept a
cooperation of this kind, unlike the socialists’voters. Early
elections are quite possible. There are no guarantees that no
matter the format, the coalition will be stable.”
Prof. Mitev says that agreement is necessary on the points
mentioned, adding one more – the system of healthcare.
“Boyko Borissov avoided the reform in that sector, as it
requires unconventional measures. Now he can avoid it no
more,” the professor points out.
One day before the consultations with the Movement for
Rights and Freedoms, its leader Liutvi Mestan stated that
his party would give up any participation in a government,
but will support a single-party cabinet of GERB, that is
- a minority government. He warned of the danger of an
impaired stability in case extreme nationalist formations
enter the government, saying that this option was even
worse than new early elections by the end of the year.
“This is not something new,” professor Mitev further
comments. “Mestan declared the same before the elections.
The MRF aims at complicity and GERB will depend on
the Movement. This means Borissov won’t be able to
knock down their people in the regions, nor their economic
interests.”
“A stance of MRF, hours before the start of the consultations
with GERB means a lot. As declared by them both, GERB
and MRF do not want to rule together due to many reasons.
The MRF cannot be the first coalitional partner, according to
GERB voters”, says Prof. Antonyi Galabov.
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Julia Kristeva: Europe is undergoing
a crisis and reappraisal of
democratic values
by Maria Dimitrova-Pichot

and university. She was accompanied by
Harvard University Prof. Alice Jardine
who is working on her biography.
“I decided to do this because it may be
my last visit here before I reach a very
advanced age,” Julia Kristeva said.
The crisis Europe is going through
is putting current democratic values
through a process of reappraisal, she
believes.
The lecture Prof. Kristeva had at the
St. Kliment Ohridrki University, Sofia,
where she studied almost 50 years ago,
was in Bulgarian. But in the ensuing
academic discussion she answered
questions in French, in the use of which
she feels more comfortable. French is
the language she chose for her interview
for Radio Bulgaria. “My brain is
amphibian,” she likes to say, “half is
Bulgarian, half French.”
Which are the European issues you
are particularly sensitive to today?

By a lucky coincidence, two of the
foremost names in the French intellectual
elite, Julia Kristeva and Tsvetan Todorov,
paid visits to Bulgaria at the end of
September. Independently of each
other, the two philosophers of Bulgarian
origin took part in forums dedicated
to the present and future of Europe.
Prominent linguist, philosopher, feminist
and psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva also
toured the places connected with her
childhood and met friends from school
8
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“I am especially sensitive to the current
crisis in Europe, which is more than
a crisis; it is an ongoing process of
questioning everything, of reappraising
our current democratic values. As
intellectuals we are able to find if not
a permanent solution, then at least a
temporary and pragmatic way out.
One of the things my lecture centres
on is rebellion. Is it possible to rebel
nowadays, what does rebelling mean
and how can one reach out beyond the
boundaries of those forms of enthusiasm,
inspired by the true values that now lie
in ruins, crossing over to totalitarianism.
And my answer is that the best form
of rebellion is to question our own
values, to refresh our own ideals, to
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have regard for each individual with his
or her creative and personal potential,
to reappraise humanism and hence the
importance of the humanities, including
psychoanalysis. Finally, I talked about
the burning issue of the day – the “new
foreigners” as I call them, the people
who feel excluded from the democratic
system, from globalization and especially
young people from the slums, the people
who turn jihadist.”
The idea of rebellion is certain to
elicit a response from the Bulgarian
public, because we have been
through “winters” and “summers” of
discontent; throughout 2013 people
were out in the streets protesting,
without achieving any significant
result:
“Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately,
I am no longer familiar with Bulgarian
realities. But my heart always misses a
beat when I hear Bulgaria mentioned. I
know of these events, though in no great
detail. And I feel at one with the culture
of the countries of Eastern Europe, heirs
to Orthodoxy and communism, which
is a rebellious kind of culture. But this
revolt is very different to the Latin word
“révolte” as we in the West understand
it - it means taking a step back, breaking
with the past and the unfolding of new

prospects. Rebellion means reaching
the outer bounds of forbearance, a full
rejection of the rules, a desire to make
a clean break with the past without
presenting any new project. How can
things be manageable when any form of
management is being rejected? And we
are not talking compromise here but an
innovative approach, the most difficult
thing of all. I have the feeling that when
people are rebelling in Bulgaria, they
close one chapter without opening the
next.”
Talking about Europe I see a
similarity of views with those of
Umberto Eco who says that at the
basis of the European identity and
culture lies the ability to call into
question our own selves. You live
and work on three continents. Do
you feel that this is what sets us,
Europeans, apart?
“I have known Umberto Eco for a
long time and it is true we are on the
same wavelength. But I am fighting to
uphold Europe’s pride, especially now
when things are not going well. Why
am I proud to be European? Because
I think we are the only civilization in
the world, and I am being very careful
with my words here, whose identity
is not a cult but a reappraisal. This

comes down from the ancient Greek
philosophers, from the Judaic tradition,
from Christianity whose heirs are the
enlightened minds of Europe. We put
the focus on this kind of culture, a
culture in which we question, at times
forgetting where its spiritual roots lie.
In our day we need to turn to religious
tradition and reappraise it, without
diabolizing or rejecting it. I think in
this Europe is ahead of its time. We
are ahead of all those who never ask
questions and find they are disarmed
and go to extremism. They need us.
I have good relations at Shanghai
University where I pay frequent visits.
A few years ago its director told me
he wanted to set up an institute for
the study of European civilization. I
asked him why. “Our young people
face conflicts on a personal as well
as on a public plane and they do not
know how to protect themselves or
how to approach the person opposite
them,” was the answer. “You in Europe
have the kind of thinking that helps
you question your own selves and live
together.” A European Studies Institute
has now opened in Shanghai and I am
its honorary chair. The Chinese are well
aware of the potential European thought
has of bearing fruit.”
Issue 07/ ZOOM Bulgaria magazine
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Environment: Of birds, bats,
chocolate and tequila

by Maria Dimitrova-Pichot

People tend to look at the sky in spring and
autumn, watching the large flocks of birds that
fly to the South. Many fans of nature spent once
again the first weekend of October, observing
migrating birds. The event was traditionally
organized by the European and Central Asian
branches of BirdLife International. The greatest
number of events – 150, were organized in
the Netherlands. Switzerland saw this year the
greatest number of participants: 5,334, while
Holland observed no less than 1,052,681 birds.
Bird watching took place in 11 Bulgarian cities
and towns.
“Nearly 2,000 birds from 70 different species
have been spotted,” Teodora Petrova from the
Bulgarian Society for the Protection of Birds /
10
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BSPB/ told Radio Bulgaria. “My colleagues
registered the greatest numbers of blackheaded gulls, great cormorants and western
jackdaws. Now it’s the migration period, so
many interesting species can be seen. However,
we had more observations in previous years,
perhaps due to the fact that it is quite chilly now
and many birds have obviously hurried to the
South. Still, their number is not that important,
but rather the possibility to tell people about the
wonder of migration and about the problems
birds face nowadays because of intensive
human activities. We have to tell people
how they can really change things with little
money and modest involvement. For instance
– a birdhouse placed or a feeding trough in

zoom/eco
the winter, which can help birds around in their struggle to
survive…”
Some really rare specimens have been observed this year, as
Bulgaria is among the richest European countries with nearly
430 bird species, many of those being rare or endangered.
“Dalmatian pelicans, ferruginous ducks, white-tailed eagles
and Euroasian spoonbills were among the endangered species
observed. People along the Black Sea coastline had special
opportunities for thrilling experiences. Some of the initiatives
took place in the Poda protected area near Burgas, where the
greatest number of birds per unit area in Europe can be found.
Fans of nature managed to observe really interesting things
there…”
Autumn is the time when some other winged creatures need
attention, though they are much more mysterious. Marked for a
first time in France and Poland back in 1990, today
the European Bat Night is organized in
more than 30 countries, Bulgaria among
others. We are talking here of a series
of bat nights in September and October,
aiming to show the unique life and great
significance of Batman’s prototypes. Bulgaria
is the country with the greatest diversity
of bats in Europe – 35 out of 37 species,
existing in the continent can be found here. The
Devetashka Cave hosts the third most significant
bat colony in Europe with around 40,000

specimens. However, Bulgarians still know few things about
these flying mice, says Nia Toshkova from the Bat Research and
Conservation Center at the National Museum of Natural History
with the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. That is why most of
the events, related to the European Bat Night here are targeted
at children. Along with scientists, kids create bat origami, draw
their faces like bats and prepare cookies with the image of
Batman…
However, bats are not favorite with children, as they are not
the Teddy bear type, but a photo close-up shows that actually
the flying mice are quite puffy and nice, which makes the kids
change their attitude. Nia goes on to say that there are
many curious facts about bats, which
are still unknown.
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Vlahi village – a step towards
sustainable living in the wild
by Maria Peeva

The village of Vlahi lies in the heart of Pirin
National Park. Whereas a century ago the
village had a population of 2,000, now it
has just two inhabitants – Granny Kira and
Grandpa Mite. The warm climate and the
abundant biological diversity are two of the
reasons why a dozen odd characters have
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“flown in” from the big city in recent years.
But they are not mere adventurers or nature
conservationists, to them a sustainable
future is a matter of choice.
In 2003, the Cooperation for Voluntary
Service in Bulgaria bought the village’s
derelict school building at an auction.
Mindful of nature, volunteers from
Bulgaria and abroad put in a great deal of
effort into renovating the building, using
only natural materials such as wood, clay
for bricks, extracted from the surrounding
area, etc. Now, the Nature School is an
environmental centre with long-term
initiatives, where children and adults
alike learn to live in harmony with nature.
A mere 48 hours here suffice to learn
traditional gardening and stock breeding
methods, to discover the power of herbs,
spices and mushrooms, to be given
useful tips for energy efficiency, water
purification, etc.
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In this Internet-free village, the only
thing that can disturb the peace is the
thunderous bark of the Karakachan dogs
(a local breed). These mountain “lions”
guard the flock of Karakachan sheep
and Kalofer long-haired goats as well as
the Karakachan horses kept by a young
family who came to settle here from the

big city. They have spent the past 15
years finding and breeding old species
on the verge of extinction, as part of
the efforts of the Bulgaria Biodiversity
Society ”Semperviva”.
Under a research project, they have also
been adopting large predators from zoos
or hunting associations. The animals are

accustomed to humans and would not
survive in the wild, so they are raised
in spacious enclosures under conditions
closely resembling their natural habitats.
That was how Vlahi came to be home to
the bears Medo and Masha and the wolf
Baito. Accompanied by the project’s
coordinator, visitors can get a close view
of these magnificent animals. And when
young Masha stands on her hind legs to
get a closer look at you and you gaze into
her eyes, you will surely want to give
her a hug. Visits to the wild animals are
free, but if you wish to you may make a
donation for their upkeep. The Balkans
Wildlife Society has set up a centre
where an interactive exposition acquaints
guests with the origin and life of large
predators.
A trail leads up to Vlahinskoto Pruskalo
– the waterfall of Vlahi - whose crystalclear mountain water crashes down 25
meters. The breathtaking pristine nature
beckons – an 8-hour trek from the village
will take you to Baba peak and from
there – to Sinanitsa lodge.
Vlahi village is easy of access – it is
about a 30-minute drive from the town
of Kresna on an asphalt road. But the
return journey may be longer… Having
breathed in the fragrance of wild mint,
tasted fresh goat cheese and felt the
warm hospitality of the village’s new
inhabitants, you may well feel the need
to take the next step towards sustainable
living in the wild.
Issue 07/ ZOOM Bulgaria magazine
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Discovering and
sharing: Bansko
byVeneta Nikolova

If you want to go skiing in one of the world’s top 20 ski resorts,

If you enjoy mountain hiking and breathtaking scenery,

If you love jazz music and outdoor recreation,

If you are fond of Balkan cuisine, traditions and
architecture…

This is the place to go.

Bansko Mayor Georgi Ikonomov

Bansko is a town located in Southwestern
Bulgaria at the foot of the breathtakingly
beautiful Mount Pirin. Whatever season you
may choose to visit there, the memory of
its fascination is something you are sure to
carry with you always.
The famous resort offers excellent ski runs
and unequalled skiing and snowboarding
conditions in winter and colourful ecotrails
in summer. Here you will find nature reserves
with unique animal and plant species, close
by is the Dancing Bears Park, created by the
Four Paws foundation and Brigitte Bardot.
If you are planning on visiting Bansko make
sure you take enough time. In winter – for
snow sports and for snuggling up to the fire, a
glass of good Bulgarian wine in hand. And in

summer – to enjoy the warmth of the mineral
baths nearby as well as the string of cultural
events the municipality organizes throughout
the year.
“The town is a holiday destination of choice
for thousands of tourists from Bulgaria and
abroad and their numbers are constantly
rising,” says the Mayor of Bansko Georgi
Ikonomov. “This summer we had an excellent
tourist season. According to official data, it
was much more successful than last year’s.
And in summer, Bansko is truly unforgettable.
Mountain hikes, gastronomical discoveries,
unique historical finds… Not forgetting the
year-round SPA health procedures in which
most hotels specialize. The diverse cultural
events are one more thing that attracts
Issue 07/ ZOOM Bulgaria magazine
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people from all corners of the planet all
the year round. This is our chosen road
that has carved a name for us as the fastest
developing municipality when it comes to
tourism.”
Mr. Ikonomov has taken over where
his predecessors left off in his efforts to
promote the summer fascination of the
famed winter resort. Cultural tourism is
an important element in this “arsenal”.
The string of events take off in May with
a festival of authentic folklore called ”The
Point Where Three Mountains Meet”.
It brings together on stage hundreds of
dancers and singers in traditional costumes,
presenting melodies and rhythms from all
folklore regions of Bulgaria. An intriguing
16
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sideline in the cultural happenings in the
town is the world-famous street theatre
Baskerfest, Macedonia. This inimitable
fiesta has brought together performers
from Romania. Italy, Spain, Chile, Israel,
Macedonia, Argentina, France, Brazil,
Serbia, Sweden, etc. When July comes along
it is time for the Summer Theatre Nights,
offering an opportunity to spend a sockand-buskin holiday. The festival presents
the best of Bulgarian theatre in a lighthearted, casual atmosphere.
Summer Cinemania under the stars offers
screenings from the autumn Bansko Film
Festival – an international forum dedicated to
mountain films.

August marks the town’s principal cultural
event – the International Jazz Festival, the
biggest summer music forum in this country.
The enormous popularity the festival has
gained among specialists and jazz buffs
around the world has brought together some
of the foremost jazz musicians of our time.
Here are just some of the performers who
have taken part in it over the 17 years since
its launch – George Garzone, Oleg Butman,
Candy Dulfer, Solomon Burke, Benny Golson,
Tania Maria, Mario Stanchev and a host
of other jazz musicians from Bulgaria and
abroad.
Bansko Opera Festival is one more event
that has been bringing in thousands of opera
lovers from near and far.

Cultural tourism is the foundation stone
of the new strategy drafted by Bansko
Municipality, covering the period up to 2020
that will provide for the development of the
municipality and the tourist sector alike. As
to the coming winter season, Mr. Ikonomov
stated that as is the tradition, it continues
to be very popular. Let us mention here
some of the top names in sports, frequent
visitors to Bansko – Alberto Tomba (one of
the ski-runs here is named after him), Marc
Girardelli, Luc Alphand and others.
“We expect a very good skiing season, Mr.
Ikonomov goes on to say. “The Women's
Alpine Skiing World Cup, super giant slalom
and alpine skiing combined, scheduled

for February 28 and March 1 are some of
the leading sports events. Let me add that
Bansko has hosted four World Cups so far.
During the 2011-2012 season, Bansko was
the venue of the men’s and women’s events
and merited praise from the International
Ski Federation. We have been selected to
host the 2015/2016 World Cup with the
slalom and super giant slalom events taking
place below Todorka peak. Last year Bansko
received the prestigious Best Ski Resort in
Bulgaria award at the World Ski Awards
2013 and we have been nominated again for
2014. We also plan various cultural events
for the coming winter season. One of them
is a production by the Moscow Ballet, as well
as several concerts.”
Issue 07/ ZOOM Bulgaria magazine
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Bansko: dotted with
museums worth seeing
18
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A large and affluent town boasting
prosperous trade and crafts, Bansko grew
into a foremost spiritual centre during the
National Revival (18-19 c.). The history
of today’s state-of-the-art skiing resort is
featured by a network of museums.

„They are worthy of visitors’ keen interest,
because they not only reveal important
aspects of the past but also of Bansko’s culture
and traditions”, explains Svetla Baryakova,
CEO of the town’s Museum Complex. “There
is hardly another town to have been the
home of such great Bulgarians – Paissius of
Hilendar, Neophyte of Rila, Nikola Vaptsarov
and others.“
The first museum in Bansko opened doors
in 1952 to honour poet Nikola Vaptzarov
and mark the tenth anniversary since he was
sentenced to death and killed by a firing squad.
The famous filmmaker, late Valo Radev, was the
project’s leader. The museum’s building stands
in the centre of the town, as part of the central
square. This is one of Bansko’s symbols visited
by more than 45,000 annually.
„Visitors are often thrilled as they leave the
museum”, Svetla Baryakova says. “The way his
life and work are presented touches their hearts.
The personal effects on show have been donated
by Elena, Nikola Vaptsarov’s mother. She worked
for the museum until her death. When work
on the collection started, a small house was
built adjacent to the museum where she lived.
That woman was fully committed to the place
commemorating her son.”
The magnificent Holy Trinity church
dating back to 1835 stands not far from
the Vaptsarov Museum. Back at that time
Bulgaria was part of the Ottoman Empire.
Construction of Orthodox Christian
churches was permitted only in places where
shrines and temples had previously existed.
Besides, there was one key condition – the
new church’s highest point should in no way
exceed the height of a man riding a horse.
The history of one of the biggest churches in
the Balkans is extraordinary. It is a story of
the fervent patriotism of Bansko people, of
the sacrifices that both rich and poor made to
build the church. It even cost the life of town
mayor Lazar Guerman. The Holy Trinity
church displays frescoes created by artists
from the Bansko icon-painting school and
was fully restored a year ago.
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Less than ten metres away from the
church entrance stands the Neophyte
of Rila house of birth, one of the most
popular museums in Bansko. Neophyte of
Rila (1793-1881), the pioneer of modern
Bulgarian education, came from a family of
wealthy merchants. His home was turned
into a museum in 1981 in connection
with the 100th anniversary of his death.
In the former outbuildings an exhibition
has been arranged, highlighting his
work as educationist and bookman with
a prominent contribution to Bulgarian
public education. Visitors here can get
a notion of what the houses of well-off
Bulgarians were like back at that time. They
are fascinated with the interiors and their
simplicity and they also appreciate some
sophisticated household items.
A brief walk takes you to the Velyanov
House, a museum that convincingly
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reveals the role art and beauty played in
Bulgarian traditions. This was originally
the home of Neophyte’s sister, the wife
of artist Velyan Ognev. This house is
unique across Southwestern Bulgaria for
the frescoes that adorn its interiors. The
unique frescoes were painted by Velyan.
Besides, he equipped his home with a
bathroom, a toilet and an outdoor passage
that encircled the entire house. Legends
suggest that Sophia (Neophyte’s sister)
fell in love with the artist while he was
working on the church iconostasis. Later
the two married and Velyan chose to stay
in Bansko. The house was handed over to
Ognev as part of his fee that local leaders
paid to him for his work. He transformed
the interiors and apart from lovely floral
motifs also painted animals and other
figures. The house is strikingly beautiful
and is a must-see, all the more so that now

all frescos have been fully restored and
stun everybody with their magnificence.
The museum of Paissius of Hilendar
opened in 2008. It has attracted large
numbers of visitors since then, as it
incorporates a replica of the Mount
Athos cell of monk Paissius where
he wrote the ground-breaking SlavBulgarian History. Unfortunately, the
original cell is no longer in place and this
makes the replica even more valuable.
The museum also displays a replica of
the Hilendar Monastery chapel built
by Paissius’s brother Hadji Valtcho.
According to historical sources, they
were twins. Hadji Valtcho was fabulously
rich but spent little on his and his
family’s needs. Most of his wealth he
donated to churches and monasteries,
to the construction of roads, inns and

public fountains – anything that the local
community needed. He did not bother
that his name would live on but aimed to
make the life of the community better.
The journey into the history of Bansko
will take you to the Radonov House
Ethnographic Complex. „Bansko has for
a long time felt the need of a museum
presenting its history in a comprehensive
way”, Svetla Baryakova goes on to
say. “The museum’s collection goes
back in time to the emergence of the
settlement until the liberation of this
part of Bulgaria from Ottoman rule
in 1912. The display accentuates the
celebrated Bulgarian community clubs
and the cult of Bulgarians to learning. A
diverse ethnographic collection features
the development of urban lifestyles
introduced to Bansko relatively early.”
Issue 07/ ZOOM Bulgaria magazine
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Mihalkovo - the home of naturally
aerated Mineral water springs

by Ioan Kolev

Bulgaria has over 225 mineral springs with a total capacity of
over 5,000 litres per second. The ancient Thracians and Romans
chose the vicinity of mineral waters, this natural elixir for the
soul, body and mind, to build their settlements, treat diseases
and make offerings to the water deities. Today, these mineral
springs continue to be a gift of nature to modern humans. In
this issue of ZOOM Bulgaria, we bring you an interview with
Dimitar Dalgachev, Executive Director of one of the most famous
Bulgarian mineral water brands. It springs from the depths of the
Mountain of Orpheus - the Rhodopes, as the fans of the Georgian
”Borjomi” or the German ”Fahingen” will surely be fascinated by
the Bulgarian naturally carbonated water found in the village of
Mihalkovo. This is the only naturally carbonated mineral water
in the Balkans and one of the few mineral waters in Europe that
are produced in a naturally sparkling condition. It is favourable
for the treatment of diseases of the cardiovascular, digestive, and
nervous system and of endocrine and metabolic disorders.

Dimitar Dalgachev, Mihalkovo AD
CEO of Mihalkovo AD
Board member of the Bulgarian Soft Drinks Association
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Mr. Dalgachev, what is the history of Mihalkovo carbonated
water, how was it discovered?
The Mihalkovo naturally carbonated mineral water has almost
80 years of tradition. The spring was discovered in 1936. The
bottling of the mineral water in the village of Mihalkovo in
Smolyan Municipality began in 1956 when the first bottle of
”Mihalkovska voda” became an exhibit at the Plovdiv Fair.
The factory is one of the oldest producers of bottled mineral
water in Bulgaria. In 1970, a new factory was opened. In 2010,
Mihalkovo AD, a joint stock company with 100% private capital,
was set up.

What are the other products with the Mihalkovo brand?
Since 2012, we also bottle Mihalkovo spring water. It gushes out very
close to the ground – at a depth of 0-100 metres and has very low
mineralization. Mihalkovo spring water with the pink label is one of
the lowest mineralized waters in Bulgaria with a total mineralization
of 72 mg/L and very low sodium/salt content - 2.8 mg/L. Therefore,
it is suitable for babies, in low sodium diets, and when it is important
to avoid water retention in the body. As of the beginning of 2014,
we have new products on the market – the Mihalkovo naturally
carbonated water with different fruit flavours and new products with
a new brand ”Vitu” - low-calorie drinks with spring water that have
good success as their sales mark a sustainable upward trend.
Today more and more people rely on natural healing products.
Could you describe in more detail the healing properties of water?
The properties of Mihalkovo naturally aerated water were studied
by a scientific team led by one of the national water experts, Assoc.
Prof. Dr. Lydia Vladeva. Here is some specific information – the
Mihalkovo naturally carbonated mineral water helps to restore
the salt balance in the body during active sports activities and is
extremely beneficial in the treatment of:
• diseases of the digestive tract (chronic gastritis, colitis and
gastric ulcers, constipation)
• metabolic disorders (obesity, diabetes mellitus)
• kidney and urological diseases (especially phosphate
stones)
• cardiovascular conditions (age-related osteoporosis)
• diseases of the musculoskeletal system
• chronic inflammation of the gums
• dental caries in children and adults
• chronic intoxication with heavy metals of environmental,
occupational and domestic nature
The pleasant taste and healing properties of the Mihalkovo mineral
water are due entirely to the minerals through which it passes on its
way to the ground. Very important is its mineralization. The naturally
aerated mineral water from Mihalkovo is characterized by a total
mineralization of 2913,96 mg/L. In terms of its chemical composition,
it is characterized as hydrothermal, carbonic, hydro-sodium-calcium,
silicon and mildly fluorine, limpid and colourless. The unique mix of
diverse and beneficial essential components such as minerals and trace
elements, combined with the natural content of carbon dioxide, turn
Mihalkovo aerated water into a refreshing and energizing drink.
Mr. Dalgachev, is the Mihalkovo water a brand popular abroad?
We already sell our water in Russia, Saudi Arabia, South Korea, China,
Greece, and Lithuania. We have inquiries from Canada, England, Turkey
and we are currently negotiating with other prospective customers.
Actually, maybe I answered the question where the water is sold, not
whether it is well-known. But the mere fact that we already sell outside
Bulgaria means that the mineral waters of the Mihalkovo brand are
becoming more and more popular and are in demand abroad.

What is the future of the Mihalkovo brand products?
Our most important plan aims at boosting sales, completing the
modernization process, training our staff and signing new export
contracts. Clear tasks, deadlines and responsibility are the three
secrets of each good planning and sustainable future.
Did you make new investments in your factory?
Yes, thanks to the EU finds, the Bulgarian companies received
access to more finances allotted for modernization. The application
procedures are not so easy, but I think it is worth the effort.
We won two projects under European programmes for a period of
four years. We invested these funds in a new production line for our
0.5-litre bottles and in a brand new line, which allows us to bottle
sweetened beverages and scented waters.
This year we bought a new production facility through which
Mihalkovo AD has turned into the first Bulgarian company that
produces spring water sold in organic cardboard boxes - 10 and 15
litres Bag-in-Boxes. We invested in a special facility which catches
the natural CO2 from the water itself, so we do not have to buy this
substance anymore.
Finally, is there any connection between the naturally carbonated
Bulgarian water and Bulgarian traditional cuisine? People abroad
usually say that we have a wonderful cuisine, but when they try to
prepare some of the Bulgarian specialities, things do not happen
the right way.
Yes, there is such a connection because the Bulgarian natural
products are unique. Every Bulgarian housewife knows that the
good Bulgarian banitsa (cheese pastry) and the juicy meatballs
are best made with Mihalkovo fizzy water. If you eat too much
of them, you can later soothe your stomach with our carbonated
water.
Issue 07/ ZOOM Bulgaria magazine
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Antoaneta Toltoukova: Keep
traditions alive, they have KEPT us
going as a nation
by Maria Dimitrova-Pichot

It all begins with a needle, a colour thread and
fabric. And amazing embroidery is born of
the nimble fingers of the master-embroidress.
Antoaneta Toltouokova was born and lives in
Sofia, but she is an economist by profession.
She works as an accountant but has one
passion – embroidery. She says that she has
used needles in all of their varieties for as long
as she can remember. She can knit using one
and five knitting-needles, but what she loves
most is working with an ordinary needle with
an eye. With the help of a needle and thread
she makes colour and white embroidery. Her
great love is traditional Bulgarian embroidery.
Since 1984 Antoaneta has been a masterembroider at the Society of Traditional Arts
and Crafts and has taken part in exhibitions
all over the world. She is also founder of
a group that has dedicated its efforts to
preserving national tradition – the Sedyanka
(working-bee) workshop.
“The idea was to bring together people with
certain skills in making different everyday
objects, connected with Bulgarian tradition
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– such as embroidery, crochet and knit-work
so that we may keep these skills alive and
popularize them. Otherwise they slowly die
out. These are things that are not learnt at
school or in the family. There are girls who
cannot sew on a button, let alone anything
more difficult. And that is what our efforts
aim at – to popularize the skills of Bulgarian
women. In the past they used to make all
clothes for the whole family. Starting with
the growing of the flax or hemp, weaving the
fabric and ending with the decorations – this
wonderful embroidery. There are couples who
want an ethno-style wedding in traditional
costumes. I myself have made several costumes
like this – for the bride and for the bridegroom.
I always endeavour to achieve something that
resembles the authentic costumes as closely as
possible. Embroidery has a magic of its own
and there are things that are unique. Last year
I made two shirts for a young family who
had wanted children for a long time. And I
am happy to say they are now expecting their
first baby. Of course, there is an explanation
connected with psychology here, but I would
still like to believe there is magic as well.
Embroideries can be applied to all kinds of
accessories like brooches, earrings, jewellery,

martenitsas and Christmas tree decorations,
key rings. There are many things that can
be made, all it takes is a little imagination.
Embroideries are by no means outdated. They
are a wonderful thing, a treasure-trove passed
down to us by our mothers and grandmothers,
something we must preserve. Unfortunately,
the fabric and the thread are perishable
commodities, so if we don’t continue making
embroidery, the skill will be lost.”
Antoaneta Toltoukova says that people used to
believe embroideries protected and shielded
the person who put them on – from evil eyes,
from diseases. It was believed that snakes and
other kinds of vermin, when they see their
semblance on shirts and other clothing will
run for their lives. “Embroideries have always
developed parallel with the way of life, they
have always been an integral part of daily
routine. Our lives today are very different
from the lives of our grandmothers, so we are
out to find a more modern application for
embroidery. I use ready-made blouses and
other items of clothing which I embroider, and
that makes them ready for everyday wear,” she
says and adds:
“To me embroidery is a veritable compulsion.
If I am unable to embroider, I dream and

think of embroidery. To my mind, besides
my family, embroidery is the best thing that
ever happened to me. Unfortunately I have
no followers because I have two sons and
four grandsons, while my daughter is keen
on knitting. My family support me and never
grumble that I am neglecting them, needles
in hand. My husband accompanies me to all
exhibitions I take part in, and I take part in
quite a few. Works of mine have travelled the
world. To Australia, USA, Europe, and as far
I know Africa. Unfortunately, years ago there
were many more exhibitions of this craft the Society of Traditional Arts and Crafts
used to arrange expositions in Bulgaria and
abroad. Now exhibitions are on mostly at the
Ethnographic Museum in Sofia.”
Embroidery has a life and a future, Antoaneta
says – she has seen with her own eyes how
the Sedyanka workshop has been expanding.
It now has male members, whose hobby
is embroidery and tapestry making - the
colour threads have cast their spell over men
too. One example is 20-year-old Alexander,
who makes embroidered towels. Another
young man collects embroidered traditional
costumes and tapestries.
Issue 07/ ZOOM Bulgaria magazine
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Unique icons in the Saint Alexander
Nevski crypt
by Deyana Borissova

In September, a unique collection of Ethiopian
icons was put on display in the crypt of the St.
Alexander Nevski cathedral to mark the 50th
jubilee of the Museum of Christian Art next
year. The exhibits, which are from the museum’s
fund have never been shown before. Back
in the 1980’s the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
donated icons and scrolls which are now open
to visitors.
But is the Museum of Christian Art popular
and how many people go to see it? Here is the
answer from Ass. Prof. Ralitsa Rousseva – chief
curator of the museum and member of the
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences Institute of Art
Studies.“We offer the entire array of Bulgaria’s
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cultural heritage. No official delegation coming
to the country – presidents, foremost writers
and artists from all over the world – has ever
given the crypt a miss. And not just Orthodox
Christians but also people of all religious
denominations come to see the exhibits here.”
As far as restoration goes, some of the exhibits
used to be in a deplorable state. But with the
help of the National Art Gallery laboratory
and its icon restorers, now they are much
improved.
“The oldest wooden icon is Jesus Pantocrator.
Actually, it was divided into three icons
because of the complexity of the restoration
work,” says Ass. Prof. Rousseva further. “The
exhibit dates back to the 11th century. The
oldest artifact in the crypt is a fragment of a 5th
century fresco, we also have a small ceramic
icon from Preslav which is from the 9th-10th
century. The exposition covers a period from
the 5th to the end of the 19th century.”
What will the jubilee celebrations include?
“We are now working on the patronage but the
celebrations open next year. The first exhibition

will display masterpieces of religious art
marking the individual medieval periods. They
are not currently in the crypt. The exposition
of Ethiopian Christian art presents a country
entirely unknown to Bulgarians. Moreover,
we are working on a designated website for
the crypt. We will also publish a catalogue
presenting the collection that has constantly
been enriched for 50 years.”
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15th International Competition for Young
Singers Boris Christoff closes
by Elena Tsvetkova

T

he competition for young opera
singers named after Bulgaria's
greatest basso of all time Boris
Christoff was part of the calendar of the
celebration of his 100th anniversary. The
event was organized by the Boris Christoff
foundation jointly with the Sofia Opera that
has provided a stage to its young contenders.
Ten opera hopefuls from Bulgaria, Russia,
the United Kingdom and Belarus reached
the finals of the competition.
This year, the jury at the 15th International
Competition for Young Opera Singers
Boris Christoff did not award a Grand
Prix. Its Chairperson was famous
mezzosoprano and vocal pedagogue
Alexandrina Milcheva. She voiced regret
that for various reasons three of the
male singers having sent recordings for
the competition's first round had later
dropped out.
In the male category, the first prize and
a gold medal went to Russian baritone
Konstantin Brjinskiy. He has been trained
in Kazan and Moscow. The sliver was
awarded to Bulgarian basso Delian Slavov.
More about the 15th International
Competition for Young Opera Singers
Boris Christoff from the Chairperson of
the jury, Alexandrina Milcheva:
”I am happy for Bulgarian contender
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Delian who has got a quality voice and
impressive looks. He needs to develop his
skills further but being so young we hope
to see his talent flourish in the future. I
am glad to have heard such a beautiful
Bulgarian voice. Overall, I have seen a
good potential as both technique and voice
volume in some participants but they have
to work harder and learn more. There are
two promising Bulgarian female singers.
However, they should count not only on
the power of their voices but also manage
them, the way a skilled instrumentalist
does. In the art of opera interpretation is
vital, and it requires vocal culture. For the

first time, mostly for financial reasons, the
third round of the competition included
appearances with an orchestra but not
participation in an opera show. This was
enough to single out the best though.”
In the group of female singers, the
competition's jury did not award a first
prize. The second one went to Russian
soprano Natalia Dmitrievskaya, and the
third, to Bulgarian Nona Krastnikova.
The special prize for the best rendition of
a Bulgarian song was given to Ekaterina
Kuprievskaya from Belarus, and for the
best piano accompaniment to Bulgarian
Miglena Slavova.

BonBog Drums & Bagpipes band and
the alternative depths of Rhodope
folklore by Elena Tsvetkova

C

olourful, original and interweaving
tradition and alternative sound
– these are the renditions of a
unique formation. The name is also quite
original: BonBog Drums & Bagpipes.
Bagpipe players involved are Grigor Lalov,
Lazar Keremedchiev, Kostadin Kanev,
Rosen Rosenov. We have also folk singer
Valentina Dobreva, didgeridoo player Jorge
and drummer Petar Yordanov aka Bunny.
Petar Yordaniv-Bunny was a guest at
Radio Bulgaria, where he brought the first
recordings of the band and its story. “It was
all a coincidence, if there are ones at all.
Some 4 years ago we met one of the bagpipe
players that we plаy with now. We started to
rehearse and we found out that the bagpipe,
accompanied by the didgeridoo and the
cajon sounded interestingly. Then the rest
of the musicians joined and now we are
a big formation. All bagpipe players are

from the town of Smolyan in the Rhodope
Mountain and have been playing together
since their childhood years. Now they live
and work in Sofia as part of BonBog. We
had five people with bagpipes at our latest
performances, two with didgeridoos, two
drummers and also our nightingale – folk
singer Valentina Dobreva. She is our best
musician that helps us with arrangements.
We organize ourselves many of the concerts
we have. Sofia-based music clubs welcome
us, people even start a chain dance at some
point – that makes us go on.”
BonBog Drums & Bagpipes has on the crew
an optometrist, a cook, a graphic designer,
a fireman… people with different jobs play
together.
“Bagpipe players play traditional melodies
and we complete them,” Bunny explains.
“Our music is somehow alternative, since it
has a didgeridoo and a cajon – instruments

which are not used in Bulgarian folklore.
On the other hand, we perform songs,
inherited from the grandparents of our
Rhodope bagpipe players. That is the source
of our ideas and music – that is why the
melodies go deep into people's hearts.”
One of the tasks of BonBog Drums &
Bagpipes is to take young Bulgarians
back to their roots. That is why the band
picks up outdoor spots for its summer
renditions – its music feels best there.
They play with their heart and soul and
the magic works…
“In 2014, we have already been to many
festivals,” Bunny says. ”We work hard at our
rehearsals too, because we dream on the
release of an album with our own music.
Two of the songs are ready now. We find it
harder to work in a studio since we are at
our best among people - live gigs are our
natural environment…”
Issue 07/ ZOOM Bulgaria magazine
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Bulgaria retrieves rhythmic
gymnastics crown by Vessela Vladkova
Following 18 years of waiting, the Bulgarian
team in rhythmic gymnastics has won the
gold in the group all-around event at the
World Championships in Izmir, Turkey. The
team led by Coach Ina Ananieva performed
without a single mistake their two routines
– with three balls and two ribbons and with
five pairs of clubs. After the long-awaited
gold in the all-around, the girls also snatched
the silver in three balls and two ribbons and
regained the crown of the leading group team
worldwide.
Reneta Kamberova, Michaela MaevskiVelitchkova, Tsvetelina Naidenova,
Tsvetelina Stoyanova and Christiana
Todorova - these are the names of the world
champions. Bulgaria has been waiting for
this success for nearly 18 years. The last time
the Bulgarian rhythmic gymnastics group
team won the gold medal was at the 1996
World Cup in Budapest. The title from Izmir
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is the tenth gold medal for this country in
the group competition - following 1969,
1971, 1981-89, 1995 and 1996.
In one of her first interviews after the success
the national coach of the group team Ina
Ananieva said that the basis of winning gold
medals had been the fact that her athletes
had presented much different routines than
the rest of the participants. ”We are very
excited and happy. We knew that sooner or
later we would get what we deserved. From
the moment I started working with the
group team, my main goal at every single
competition was a medal from the allaround, because it is the crown in the event.
I am glad that we achieved that at the latest
World Cup because the girls showed very
stable performance throughout the year, at
all competitions without any exceptions,”
said Ananieva.
Behind every success there is, of course, a lot

of work, a combination of many qualities,
mental and physical tenacity, and a wellplanned training schedule. In Izmir, all
this worked coherently at a most crucial
moment. ”There were representatives of
countries who told us, ‘Finally, you're back
on top’,” said coach Ina Ananieva.
And Bulgaria is finally back to the top,where
it stood for many years in the era of
the Golden Girls. Iliana Raeva, Dilyana
Georgieva, Lily Ignatova, Adriana Dunavska
and Bianka Panova all trained by legendary
coach Neshka Robeva won all possible
trophies back in the 1980s and 1990s. There
was talk of the Bulgarian School in rhythmic
gymnastics. After a long spell of stagnation
not only in gymnastics, but across the whole
range of professional sport, the beauties of
Bulgaria have regained the crown in a most
feminine sport. Let us wish them to remain
there for long.

