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 – Mayor of the Municipality of Bansko
An interview by Simon Feek – Sofia Echo
 As far as politicians go, most are wary of the press to say the least. So it was a great honour to be granted access to one of the most high-profile local politicians in the country in the form of Alexander Kravarov, Mayor of the Municipality of Bansko.
Due to my work on the Sofia Echo’s Ski & Snowboard Guide to Bulgaria (www.skiguidebg.com), this is a man of great interest to me and thousands of foreigners who have invested in the town of Bansko. During his two terms and 11 years in office Mr.Kravarov has come under considerable fire for the rapid development of the town which has allowed Bansko to turn from a sleepy and beautiful UNHESCO protected village into Bulgaria’s most modern ski resort.

My aim was to discover a little bit more about the man who made this happen and what plans he had for the future of his town.

We met in his spacious office at the main municipality building in Bansko’s old centre, on a sunny February afternoon and we were greeted warmly and were instantly given the impression of a laid back but focused community leader. Wearing a Bulgarian Mountain Rescue fleece he was not dressing to impress but it quickly became apparent he was more interested in promoting his town than himself.
Mr.Kravarov is born and bred Bansko. His wife and two sons all live and work in Bansko and before public life brought him to his Mayoral office he had a successful construction business as well as a company that manufactured furniture, both of which dissolved after he began paying more attention to his municipality duties than his private business. By his reaction to the question however, he seemed content with his contributions over the past decade or so and has no regrets about this.

My first questions concerned Bansko as it is today and how the current financial crisis affected the town in terms of tourist numbers. 

“The crisis has of course been felt in Bansko. Less people are investing in property and business than a few years ago but in general I believe we have felt it less than most other parts of Bulgaria due to our main source of income in Bansko being tourism, which has remained relatively unaffected”.

Mr.Kravarov was unable to comment on tourist figures compared to last year’s stating that it was “to early” to do so but when pushed he commented that “Bansko is suffering from the closure of the [Greek] border by the Greek farmers” and went on to explain that 3,000 Greek tourists a day come to Bansko in the winter season and that loss of income was being felt by everyone.
As a frequent visitor to Bansko it is a fact I can confirm. At some points in the season it seems like every other car has a Greek number plate. There has however, been a significant increase in Serb, Macedonian and even Romanian tourist number plates “spotted” around town this year which appears to be making up some of the shot-fall from the southerly neighbours. It is clear though, that the 15,000 hotel beds (and even more privately owned apartments) or the 20,000 people per day ski zone capacity is nowhere close to being fulfilled whilst the border crisis continues.
“This is a traditionally quiet part of the season and with the British school holidays beginning next week as well as the border being predicted to re-open after the weekend we do not perceive this as a long-term problem”

Moving on to his future plans Mr.Kravarov was quick to state that he is not running for a third term and next year will be his last in office. “Almost every plan we put into action from now is going to be a legacy left for my replacement” he says with no air of grandeur at all. “The Bansko Municipality is the locomotive pulling the whole area on to greater things” he continued as I noticed he never referred to himself once, preferring instead to credit “The Municipality” with the developments he began to expand on.

He went on to tell me about the application which was already filled for a second gondola. This is essential to reduce lift cues, especially in peak season, but has traditionally met with massive opposition from the eco-lobbyists with any scheme such as this anywhere in Bulgaria. The project which will be jointly financed by existing lift operator Ulen, private investors and the Municipality itself is currently being reviewed (and believed to be approved) by the Ministry for Water and Nature. Mr. Kravarov reassured me that all plans are “complying with the rules” concerning the environmental impact on the Pirin National Park which will hopefully appease all parties when construction starts in 2011.
Mr. Kravarov went on to explain other initiatives including an additional run in Bansko (which requires no tree felling at all) of 2.5km that will allow an extra 2000-2500 skiers a day to enjoy the slopes. A ban on the further issue of construction permits is also in place which will be good news to the thousands of property investors who have purchased apartments and villas locally.

Dobrinishte, the village next to Bansko which already boasts the longest ski run in Bulgaria is also under the limelight for development. Coming under the control of the Bansko Municipality Mr. Kravarov hinted at a “similar sized” ski zone with modern lift infrastructure as well as the town itself (and its 30 natural mineral springs) becoming an upmarket ski & spa destination for international tourists. This would indeed be a break through as the Bansko area will then genuinely be able to compete with its larger European competitors. Although the environmentalists are again concerned that this will have a negative impact on Dobrinishte the Mayor confirmed that again there would not be a need to cut down swaves of forest to implement the project.
The Mayor also confirmed that funding had been found and a Spanish health care provider was now negotiating for the right to run a proposed new hospital in the centre of Bansko. There are already two seasonal medical centres in Bansko at the base station which the Municipality staffs (at their own cost) with some of the best trauma doctors in Bulgaria from Sofia’s two most famous hospitals, the Pirigov and the Toukouda, but now he wants more. A maternity ward allowing Bansko citizens to have “Born in Bansko” on their documentation is a must it appears. Dental and full operating facilities are also vectored in as it appears is a cosmetic surgery section to help promote Bansko as a “medical tourism” destination and all staffed by the country’s leading professionals to handle almost any eventuality. And anything they can’t handle can be quickly transferred to larger facilities in Sofia by means of the hospitals own helicopter and heli-pad. 

Mr. Kravarov also confirmed that 2million Euros had already been ring-fenced for his “Riverside Project” which will see the river that runs through the town tidied up, landscaped into terraced parks, children’s play areas as well as tennis courts and complemented by riverside cafes. If approved, a small hurdle in his opinion, the project will begin later this year. Once completed, the improvement to this area of town will definitely complement Bansko as an “all season” resort.

At this point in the interview Mr. Kravarov opened his desk draw and looked at me with a smile. I had obviously asked the right questions so far. 

“Would I like a little exclusive?” he asked. 

Yes I would!

Mr. Kravarov went on to show me a document, signed only the day before, concerning 275,000msq of land in the municipality 3km from Bansko towards Banya which is being “gifted” to a consortium of Bulgarian and foreign investors with a view of building a massive sports complex to be delivered in 4-5 years time. 

The so far unnamed project will have five football training pitches plus an “all weather” artificial pitch, a 5,000 seater stadium, 4 competition tennis courts with spectator seating, beach volleyball, an ice rink, a permanent skateboard park, a BMX-cross bike track, 2 Olympic outdoor swimming pools with high diving boards, indoor sports hall, basketball courts as well as a 12 lane athletics running track. There will also be a small hotel, admin buildings, a conference hall and car parking for eight hundred vehicles.

“So you are effectively telling me you are turning the Bansko region into the “sporting centre” of the Balkans?” I asked.

“Exactly!”, he said but was quick to point out that the new mayor was the man (or woman) to take the project to fruition but there had already been a great deal of interest in providing facilities such as this near Bansko by big names in the world of football. The altitude of the site being over 1,000m meters means that the location is perfect for  training athletes in all disciplines.  “These are all the facilities required to host the European Cup” he expanded. 
Mr. Kravarov definitely seems intent to bring the world’s greatest athletes to Bansko for both summer and winter sports. With last year’s women’s world cup event passing off without a hitch and next years (26th – 28 Feb 2011) Men’s Slalom and Super-Combined ski world cup  events coming to Bansko it seems he’s got off on the right foot.
Despite leaving office next year it appears the Mayor of Bansko has few plans to slow down his “locomotive” before retiring to private life.

I went on to question him further. “Why would you say Bansko is better than say Borovets or Pamporovo?”
By now a season politician he explained “I don’t know! I never watch them but I am happy if they prosper.  All three municipalities and operators have different visions. We have made a few small mistakes but always complied with the laws in Bulgaria but I hope in the next two or three years the Municipality of Bansko will help turn our turn into a true European resort”. 

I pushed a little harder for a less “politically correct” answer.
“Our development is different from Pamporovo and Borovets. They are just resorts and the nearby towns (Borovets – Samokov.  Pamporovo – Chepalare and Smolyan) gain nearly nothing from the ski resorts on their doorsteps whilst Bansko is a real town [with a 10,000 permanent population] and on the whole, if you go to a Mehanas or cafe you are served by a citizen of Bansko which benefits Bansko”.  This was the rational he employed when he was asked by developers to build hotels higher up the slopes away from the town itself and why he refused.

Although there has been an influx of bar and restaurant owners who also have operations on the Black Sea coast his claims are supported by the figures.

“When I came to office eleven years ago, Bansko had an unemployment rate of 30% and the region as a whole had 70% unemployment. Since we have developed the town with new hotels and apartments whilst protecting the old centre we now have a requirement for 10,000 workers a year to come to Bansko”.
I went on to ask Mr. Kravarov about the property boom which resulted in a significant influx in foreigners permanently moving to Bansko. How did he see them and how did the local population treat them?

“They are treated like natives” he laughed. “They are invited and they do participate in our events”. He went on to explain how most of the expats (some 200 plus) were actively involved in the tourist industry and were helping Bansko prosper. One example he gave was James Hughes a British hotelier who was not only organising a non-profit classical music festival (starting this summer) which he hopes to grow into a weeklong event but he and his friends were also instrumental in the planting of some 100,000 saplings around Bansko.

I made a joke about the profits in the local bars being supported all year round now there were so many British residents in the region the Mayor joked back “Sometimes when they get drunk we sometimes let them sleep in the Police Station. But our police are very gentle with them”! 

 Mr. Kravarov went on to explain that he is actually planning a “Day for Foreigners” for Bansko. A sort of holiday marking and celebrating the different nations that have settled within the region, showcasing the different foods, cultures and even “folklore”. Quite how the residents of Bansko will react to an invasion of English “Morris Men” I don’t quite know but his little plan supports the notion that Bansko has had a positive experience with its newest citizens.
I wrapped up my interview by asking him what he was proud of apart from the positive development to Bansko’s tourism infrastructure. He noted that his Municipality required very little funding from central government and that to the best of his knowledge, his town was the only one in Bulgaria that had been able to successfully renovate and improve their entire sewer and water systems. And it appears that now construction is coming to halt he will be able to deliver improved roads across the town.
“But we have also made mistakes “he reminded me again. “There are lots of things we would have done differently but in our defence it is hard not to make a few mistakes when you are moving as fast as we have in Bansko. We used the moment when we had funding [both EU and private funds] to develop the town into something special. We will not see development like this in Bulgaria again in the next 10-15 years”.

I was impressed by the Mayors honesty which complimented his vision of what Bansko should and probably will be. There are not many other locations around the world that have developed as fast as Bansko and look as if they are going to keep developing in such a positive way. The majority of Bansko’s native citizens I spoke to were happy with Mr. Kravarov’s two terms in office and considering the relatively small population of only 10,000 residents, they have a lot to be happy about.

