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Employment problems in the rural regions
in Bulgaria and possibilities for their solution

Introduction and aim

Under the conditions of
the challenges which our
country faces in its future
development - globaliza-
tion, transition to econo-
my, based on knowledge,
varying age structures of
the population, the region-
al development of Bulgar-
ia makes its principal aim
to achieve a sustainable
and balanced development
of the regions for the peri-
od 2005-2015.

The rural regions in Bul-
garia are the point of inter-
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Abstract

This contribution gives an overview of the current pressing problem of unem-
ployment in rural Bulgaria and indicates approaches to how these problems
might be solved. As similar problems seem to have been a topic in other EU-
member countries for years this article also intends to start a dialogue between
the Thrakian University at Stara Zagora (BG) and other universities and/or in-
stitutes that are involved in this field of research in order to exchange experi-
ence and ideas.
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Résumé

Cet article examine le probleme urgent du chomage dans les régions rurales
de la Bulgarie et donne des indications sur la possibilité de résoudre ces pro-
blemes. Vu que ces mémes problemes ont été vécus par bien des pays memb-
res de I’UE pendant des années, cet article envisage aussi un dialogue entre
l'université de Thrakian a Stara Zagora (BG) et les universités et/ou instituts
qui sont engagés dans ce domaine de recherche afin de promouvoir un échan-
ge d’expériences et d’idées.
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3) Diversification of the
rural economy and im-
provement of the life qual-
ity in the rural regions;

4) Leader approach (Lea-
der+ initiative).

The employment policy
in the rural regions is to
be a priority in Bulgaria
because it means the
achievement of multilat-
eral effects: to contribute
to the welfare of the pop-
ulation, to improve the so-
cial status, to stimulate
the progress, to inspire a
bigger confidence in y-
oung people for a future

section of many problems.
That is why the development policy of the rural regions
serves the needs of the whole society. The rural life envi-
ronment serves the interests not only of the local popula-
tion, but also those of the society as a whole both because
of the big variety and natural value of the rural regions and
their rich cultural heritage.

The development policy of the rural regions in EU fol-
lows the global directions for sustainable development
(Goteborg) and the Lisbon strategy (the European Union’s
Growth and Jobs Strategy), as well as the decisions of the
Salzburg conference (2003). Regulation N:1698 from
20.09.2005 of the Council for the Support to the Rural Re-
gions Development determined the four main axes of the
EU Strategic directions for the rural regions development
2007-2013', applied in the policy for the rural regions de-
velopment in Bulgaria too:

1) Improvement of the competitive power of the agrarian
and forestry sector;

2) Improvement of the environment and the rural land-
scape;

" Department of Economics, Thrakia University, 6000 Stara Zagora,
Bulgaria

' DG AGRI, July 2005

? National strategic plan for the development of the rural regions(N-
SPDRR), March, 2006

> NSI, Population and Homes, 2003.

realization in Bulgaria.

The aim of this contribution is to describe the current sit-
uation of unemployment in rural Bulgaria, to present possi-
bilities to overcome this problem and to start a dialogue
with other universities in order to learn mutually.

1. Problems concerning the employment in
the rural regions of Bulgaria

The process of changes, carried out in Bulgaria during
the last 15 years led to the rural regions falling behind
which limits the development of the society as a whole.
One third of the population in the rural regions lives in big
poverty, higher unemployment, lower health and other
standards, GDP per capita of the population is twice as
lower as that in the urban regions and is 34% lower than
the average for the country’. The reason is the relatively
low value added in the agriculture which is a predomi-
nantly economic sector.

The demographic problems in our country are expressed
the best in the rural regions. The main reason for the de-
population of the rural regions (outgoing migration) is the
decrease in the number of young people which is due to the
lack of opportunities for finding work. This leads to the de-
crease in birth rate - in 2003 the birth rate in the villages is
of very big negative value (-12.2 per 1000) while this value
is 2.9 per 1000° in the towns. According to data of NSI
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(2004)* the age structure of the population in these regions
is becoming more and more unfavorable - the part of the
elderly people over 65 years is increasing and is higher
(17.1%) than that of the young people under the age of 15
(13.8%). The percentage of the elderly population above
working age is considerably higher (2005-25.6%) than that
in the towns (2005-13.6%).

of the increasing unemployment after 1990 - restructuring
of the economy, unsatisfactory investment level, etc., and
on the other hand the economy in the rural regions is char-
acterized by the lack of some main services, it is consid-
erably more dependent on the agriculture as a principal
source of income, the circle of employment opportunities
is limited and it is complemented by deepening social iso-

lation. Approximately 78% of people, occu-

Table 1: Work force and coefficients of economic activity, employment

and unemployment according to residence in December*

pied with agriculture work in the rural re-
gions’. The high employment of the popula-
tion from the rural regions in the agriculture
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does not succeed in solving the income prob-
lem because a great part of the economies
are natural and do not generate working
places. Only 24% of the population occupied
with agriculture work full-time - this fact
clearly outlines the necessity of creating con-
ditions for a more complete employment of
the work force.

According to the definition, made by the
National Strategic Plan for the Rural Re-
gions Development (NSPRRD) (correspon-
ding to the definition, adopted by OECD);
out of all municipalities the rural regions en-
close 98.8% from the territory of the country
and 84.7% from the population in Bulgaria.
The distribution of the territory and the pop-
I ulation according to region types is repre-
T sented in Table 2. The data show 76.5% of
the territory and 58.4% of the population live
_ in regions of predominantly rural type.

T The density of the population in the rural
regions (35.5 people/sq km) is twice as low-
er as the average value of this index for the
(T country (70.3 people/sq km).The final defi-

3 nition of a rural region will be well-founded
and represented in the Program for the Rural
Regions Development 2007-2013 which
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There is unambiguous evidence for the presence of high-
er unemployment in the rural regions. The coefficients of
employment and unemployment for the period 2000-2005

may lead to a change in the data, shown in
Table 2.

The Regulation for Determination of the Regions for
Purposeful Influence and their Territorial Range® makes it

are presented in 7able 1. In spite of the total trend for
decrease in the unemployment level lasts 5 years
(2000-22%; 2005-13.7%) its level in the rural regions

Table 2: Territory and Population in the rural Regions according to a
Definition of OECD*

continues being 3.8 points higher than this index on
the average for the country in 2005. The employment
coefficient in the villages (2005-33.6%) is consider-
ably lower than the average value (10.7 points) and
than in towns (15.3 points).

On the one hand the problems of employment in
the rural regions are a result of the common factors

FE

* NSI, publications, Bulgaria 2004 - socio-economic development.

* According to data from the Census of the agricultural farms in Bul-
garia, carried out by the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry, 2003

¢ The Regulation for Determination of the Regions for Purposeful In-
fluence and their Territorial Rang, SJ 53, 11.06.1999.

clear that 77 communities in rural regions in Bulgaria
have fallen behind the other in their development.

As of the moment the quality of the work force is insuf-
ficiently good to respond to the challenges of the contem-
porary economic development. As regards the educational
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level and the professional qualification in the rural regions
only 3% of their population possess a diploma of higher e-
ducation while this part is 12% in the towns and the per-
sons possessing a diploma of secondary education in the
rural regions are hardly 37% of the population against
60% in the towns. The low educational - qualification lev-
el of the population in the rural regions has a negative ef-
fect not only on the development of a modern and efficient
agriculture, but also decreases the chances for starting
non-agricultural activities.

In 2004 the World Bank carried out a survey of the needs
and priorities of the rural regions in Bulgaria. Although the
survey is not representative from a statistical point of view
it reveals the diversity of the geographic, demographic and
socio-economic conditions in the country. In 14 communi-
ties and 56 villages interviews with 490 households, 71 en-
trepreneurs as well as 70 group interviews were carried out;
particular cases in 9 villages were studied.’

The survey gives an idea about the life in the rural regions
and shows the present disadvantages on the basis of which
recommendations about development strategies formula-
tion are made. Out of all interviewed households 62%
(graph 1) show as a predominant concern the lack of em-
ployment. In the households with a constant income source
the unemployment and the lack of income sources are a
first-rate problem for 66% of them, while in those without
constant income sources this problem is the principal one
for 94% of them. The unemployment in the surveyed rural
regions amounts to an average of 39% (it ranges between 8
and 80%) which reflects considerable regional differences.

The study has found out that the interviewed people have
no plans and wishes about the future. People try just to sur-
vive, and the only hope of some others is to ensure good e-
ducation for their children so that they can leave and make
a better living for themselves.

The World Bank Survey has found out that 80% of the ru-
ral population works in subsistence farms, while the manu-
facturing industry and the service sector hardly exist in the
rural regions.

In spite of the actions under the EU pre accession funds,
national and international donor programs and projects
there are still serious problems that have to be solved after
the date of the official membership of Bulgaria in EU:

1. Lack of demand - the local rural market is character-
ized by a limited purchasing power and the businesses have
difficulties to reach the scattered settlements.

7 World Bank, Bulgaria: Survey of the needs of rural regions develop-
ment, sustainable (fevelopment of the environment and the social am-
biance, Region Europe and Central Asia, April 2004.

8 Zarkova M. Results and conclusions from a survey on the problems
of employment in the rural regions, Report at the Jubilee scientific
conference with international participation, 85 years higher agrarian e-
ducation in Bulgaria, 4-5,May,2006, Stara Zagora, Bulgaria

’ Bulgaria 2003/04- 937.11.01- Alternative employment, MLSP

' Report Results of a Round Table. Sustainable Development of the
Rural Regions in Bulgaria, organized by the MAF with the support of
the German Society %or Technical Cooperation of the UN Develop-
ment Program, 3 June 2004, Sofia.

2. The infrastructure is unsuitable — among others the de-
ficiency of water, water-supply restrictions, bad quality of
the water; lack of sewerage system, deteriorated roads etc.
— all hindrances to enhance economic activities.

3. The local labor force needs more knowledge and new
skills to be able to work in market conditions and in order to
work in a non agricultural area of the business (moreover the
local conditions for life and work are still not attractive for
external worker). The stagnation in the employment in the a-
griculture has not been overcome. This deteriorates the eco-
nomic status of the villages and does not help to reduce mi-
gration of agricultural workers and their families. People in
the countryside do not have enough knowledge and experi-
ence in entrepreneurship under market conditions. They do
not know how to legally register a firm, they do not possess
the abilities for managing a small enterprise, for marketing,
the requirements of the foreign markets for the goods’ qual-
ity, legal requirements for firm management and their fi-
nancing; lack of spirit of enterprise of people in the villages;

4. Limited access to information and advice, including in-
formation about and access to existing financial services —
e.g. micro credits.

5. Necessity of increasing the employment of some social
groups: under-privileged groups, women and other, through
stimulating both the specific social groups and the employers.

6. Low management capacity of local authorities in the ru-
ral communities. A tendency for passive participation in ac-
tivities and initiatives in the framework of national institu-
tions is observed There are no innovatory approaches in con-
formity with the specific challenges and local opportunities®,
including lack of approach “from the bottom to the top”.

7. In some regions of the country (for example the
Rhodopes’) the access to EU funds and donor programs, in-
cluding the Alternative Employment Program, is limited,
because they have not been made clear to the population.

8. There are regions' which are not covered by the em-
ployment programs and projects and they need additional
further support: 20km along the west border, the Strandzha-
Sakar Mountains, the Eastern Stara Planina Mountains with-
out the Black Sea coast, some areas of Rhodope Mountains.

9. The programs for employment increase is not still to-
tally coordinated with the other priority fields, a complete
complementation and coordination between the activities,
financed by the different programs and funds, has not been
achieved yet.

Conditions and opportunities to increase
the employment rate in rural regions of
Bulgaria.

The following factors have an influence upon an increase
of the employment-rate in rural regions in Bulgaria:

Strengths: Favorable soil and climatic conditions for the
production of various products; Rich traditions in the pro-
duction of a number of agricultural raw materials and
processed products well renowned at the international mar-
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kets; Rich, various and preserved nature in the rural re-
gions; Rich cultural and historical heritage.

Weaknesses: Unfavorable demographic trend in the rural
regions; bad basic infrastructure (lack of sewerage, good e-
nough and constant water supply; waste treatment); low
productivity in agricultural farms; the economy strongly
depends on agriculture; people face a lack of alternative
forms of employment and income sources; inefficient and
unstable utilization of natural resources; erosion, pollution,
deserted lands.

Opportunities: Expanded access of Bulgarian producers
to the EU market; support to the agricultural producers’ in-
come; creation of employment outside the agriculture;

Threats: Increased competitive pressure on the domestic
market; deepening of the development differences of the ur-
ban and rural regions; negative consequences of natural dis-
asters; dropping out of entirely depopulated villages from
the network of the villages.

Conclusion: Ways to increase employment
in the rural regions of Bulgaria:
1. The quality of the working places offered (stability, in-

with adequate financial compensation for the services pro-
vided for to society.

3. Improvement of the whole business environment by
the improvement of the rural infrastructure and services.

4. Carrying out of activities for the preparation of the lo-
cal approaches to the resource management. Building and
support of: partnership between the different interests and
needs of the rural communities, horizontal and vertical net-
works for rural development.

The specific measures are due to the characteristics of the
region (strength, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) and its
resources (human, material, ecological, cultural,
informational, institutional, etc).

The principal directions and measures for successful im-
plementation of the suggested ways are represented in
Table 3.

The financial sources of all the measures on the imple-
mentation of the suggested activities and initiatives are: the
European Regional Development Fund, the European So-
cial Fund, the Cohesion Fund, EAFRRD, the European
Fisheries Fund, the state budget, international donor pro-
grams and projects on: unemployment in the rural areas

come level, social integration) and the com-
petitive power of the work force (education,

Table 3: Principal directions and measures for employment increase in the rural regions in
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and lack of income opportunities; rural tourism; profes-
sional training of farmers and manufacturers; support for
the organic agricultural development; support for the cre-
ation and promotion of agricultural producers’ organiza-
tions; building the managing capacity of the local institu-
tions and communities for their participation in the region-
al development; support for non government and branch
organizations; stimulation of the economic initiative at a
local level.

If the rural areas have been the stage of depopulation and
increasing unemployment up to now, in a future period we
should expect:1) A mosaic of successful and losing regions
and a lot of borderline cases; 2)The agriculture should not
be considered as the backbone of the rural economy, but
productions from other sectors, services should be includ-
ed in it; 3)The involvement of the local operating institu-
tions in external networks means that the rural areas will
be under the influence of all sorts of local, national and
global forces.

References

DG AGRI, July 2005
Zarkova M. Results and Conclusions from a Survey on the
Problems of Employment in the Rural Regions, Report at

the Jubilee scientific conference with international partici-
pation, 85 years higher agrarian education in Bulgaria, 4-5,
May, 2006, Stara Zagora, Bulgaria.

MAF, data from the Census of the agrarian farms in Bul-
garia, 2003.

MAF, Report Results of a Round Table “Sustainable De-
velopment of the Rural Regions in Bulgaria”, organized by
the MAF with the support of the German Society for Tech-
nical Cooperation of the UN Development Program, 3 June
2004, Sofia.

MLSP, BG2003/004-937.11.01- Alternative employment.
NSI, Population and Homes, 2003.

NSI, publications, Bulgaria, 2004 - socio-economic devel-
opment.

National Strategic Plan for the Rural Regions Development
(NSPRRD), March 2006.

Report of ONUDP, 2003, based on data of NSI, 2000-2001
and survey of ???, February-March 2004.

The Regulation for Determination of the Regions for Purpose-
ful Influence and their Territorial Range, SJ 53, 11.06.1999.
World Bank, Bulgaria: Survey of the needs of rural regions
development, sustainable development of the environment
and the social ambiance, Region Europe and Central Asia,
April 2004.

41



