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SUMMARY 

 

The study, entitled „Tourism as a Perspective for Sparsely Populated Rural Areas of North Macedonia and 

the Region of South and East Serbia“, is a result of the dedicated joint efforts of research teams from North 

Macedonia and Serbia. It is placed in the form of a comparative study, assuming that sparsely populated 

areas in these countries face the same or similar problems. Also, it sees tourism as a multidimensional 

activity and a revitalization tool for the peripheral rural areas. Within this book, six sections explore various 

aspects of rural tourism. Starting with a brief introduction, then a theoretical and methodological approach, 

followed by the literature review on issues of sustainable development of the countryside, the study focused 

on tourism development potentials.  

An overview of North Macedonia and Serbia as tourist destinations is given, and the current state and 

potential of selected rural destinations and villages are thoroughly examined. North Macedonia and Serbia 

are both predominantly agrarian countries, with more than 80 % of national territories being rural. These 

are dominated by hilly-mountainous areas, with a temperate continental climate, sufficient fertile land, rich 

in forests, with magnificent landscapes and hydrographic potentials. They are equally rich in history, 

diverse traditions and cultures, well-known for their gastronomy and hospitality, and they provide a great 

variety of activities in open space. Therefore, there is an urgent need to direct local, regional and national 

policies towards rural development and the diversification of the rural economy. The future development 

potential of these countries is broadly reflected in the restructuring of agriculture and the focus on 

strategically exploiting the natural potential of villages, closely related to tourism.  

Rural development is seen as a strategic goal, which is confirmed by introspective to multiple strategic 

documents. Generally, rural areas in North Macedonia and Serbia develop spontaneously, without 

continuous and strategic long-term policies. During the intense industrial and urban development of the last 

four decades, rural areas are treated as resources for food production, labor, industrial raw materials, etc. 

This led to the abandonment, neglect, and economic devastation of villages. Only after the economic 

collapse and transition period, which resulted in the stagnation and declining vitality of villages, were the 

policies refocused on rural areas that were burdened with numerous structural problems. As follows, these 

rural areas are characterized by a pronounced regional imbalance based on demographic, economic, 

agrarian characteristics, and public-social capital. The existing urban-rural relationships affect the 

opportunities and directions of the future development of these rural areas.  

The rural areas of Serbia and North Macedonia are characterized by a vast diversity in terms of 

geomorphological, demographic, and cultural characteristics. Also the variety of infrastructural equipment 

and socio-economic conditions and developmental patterns exist as well. There is unevenness in the 

intensity and dynamics of development processes. Complex geographical and socio-economic factors 

ultimately led to the formation of diverse types of settlements, whose transformation dynamics and 

harmonization with modernity trends take place at various speeds. Noting that without agriculture, there 

could be no villages and rural communities, without villages with essential infrastructure, natural and socio-

cultural capital, there would be no tourism, nor would villages become an attractive place for living. Thus, 

among the goals of sustainable development of the countryside, diversification of the rural economy takes 

an important place. That is, the development of supplementary non-agricultural activities based on local 

characteristics (craftsmanship, productivity, services, start-up companies, etc.) to reduce the pressure on 

natural resources and create greater rural resilience in communities facing changes in the natural 

environment and economic stability.  

Due to justified limits, the study focuses on selected rural destinations with potential for tourism 

development, based on field research conducted in sparsely populated villages in two neighboring countries, 

North Macedonia and Serbia. Each selected destination was presented with an outline of natural, 

anthropogenic, and ethno-ambiental resources as well as the state of the existing infrastructure at the 

destination.  
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Based on the territorial division and spatial distribution, destinations were selected in accordance to the  

statistical regions (NUTS 3 classification). Therefore, in North Macedonia, five destinations were selected 

and 14 villages were presented in more detail. Namely, in the North-eastern region, villages B’s and 

Varovište, in the Southeast region, villages of Konsko, Sermenin, and Huma, as well as Velmevci, Golemo 

Ilino, and Železnec in the Pelagoniski region were explored. In the South-western region village of Gari 

and in the Pološki region the villages Janče and Tresonče were presented, followed by the villages of 

Nežilovo, Oreše, and Papradište in the Vardar region.  

In the region of South and East Serbia (NUTS 2 level), five destinations with 15 villages were presented.  

First, the area of Braničevo and Bor districts, with the villages of Ram, Ostrovo, Brnjica, and Miroč on the 

banks of the Danube river, was explored. Next, the rural destination is envisioned in the Zaječar district 

with villages Ilino, Sesalac, and Jezero in the surroundings of Sokobanja and Rtanj Mt.  Two prospecting 

rural destinations are positioned on the outskirts of the Balkan Mt. in Knjaževac, Zaječar, and Pirot districts, 

with picturesque villages: Donja Kamenica, Jalovik Izvor, Balta Berilovac, Ćuštica, Visočka Ržana, 

Slavinja, Gostuša, and Poganovo. The fifth destination was in the Toplica district within Kuršumlija 

municipality, represented by the small village of Zebica.  

The  rural resources were then evaluated based on the rural territorial capital, and further compared between 

countries to sublimate common problems and perspectives in researched areas. Due to their continental 

character and hilly-mountainous relief, both countries have well-preserved natural environments, an 

abundance of rivers, lakes, and springs, which to a certain extent justify the direction of rural tourism 

development in the peripheral rural areas of exceptional ambiental values. Specifically, when it comes to 

rural tourism resources in North Macedonia and Serbia, the tourism offer is dominated by the experience 

of aesthetics and comfort, a preserved nature and authentic rural ambiance, ethnic characteristics and 

expressed hospitality and high-quality organic food. 

Through the application of different methods, including tourism valorization of the rural capital that was 

performed separately for each selected destination, a comparison between the regions and countries was 

enabled. Thus, the study provides a comprehensive overview of the assessment of the feasibility of the 

proposed measures related to the potential development of rural tourism with respect to technical, 

economic, cultural, institutional, managerial and geographical aspects. Considering the existing potentials 

and perspectives of the sparsely inhabited areas of Northern Macedonia and southeastern parts of Serbia, 

great similarities are noted, both in terms of resources and in developing trends.  

The evaluation of rural capital showed that natural resources with certain cultural capital, supported by 

some local initiatives and the traditional hospitality of locals, are considered a basic prerequisite for tourism 

business start-ups. Besides, the process of introducing tourism in these areas is still in its initial stage. 

However, the basic limitations are seen in the lack of economic and infrastructural capital, primarily traffic 

and communal infrastructure, and catering facilities. The level of diversification of the rural economy in 

analyzed rural areas is very low.  

In South and East Serbia, services make up about 6 – 7 %, while only 12.4 % of rural households in Serbia 

are conducting additional economic activities. Only 0.7 % is directly involved in tourism, with obvious 

regional disproportion, with a quarter of all tourist rural households being located in a single district - 

Zlatibor district. North Macedonia, on the other hand, has a more proportional distribution of rural tourism 

destinations, except for the Skopje region. In North Macedonia, about 15.4 % of hospitality facilities are 

located in rural municipalities. There is an inadequate and underdeveloped communal infrastructure, lack 

of basic public institutions and services, and the perception of poor quality of rural life compared to the 

neighboring urban settlements. The effects of poor living conditions caused enormous migrations from 

villages to towns, so currently all analyzed villages might get the epithet of „abandoned“ or „seasonal 

villages“. 

The study envisioned the market positioning of chosen rural tourism destinations within regions and 

municipalities. The goal is their further inclusion in development plans and strategic documents with an 

emphasis on diversification of the existing tourism offer and deeper connection with rural tourism. More 
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specifically, an assessment of expected benefits for the municipalities and regions to which selected villages 

belong is conducted. At the same time, recommendations are given for future directions of tourism 

development, by creating studies and projects closely interlinked with sustainable rural tourism 

development.  

The positive effects of rural tourism development can be seen in the ability of tourism to initiate new 

economic activities, establish contacts between isolated village communities and other people and places, 

and enable resettlement and better functionality of rural areas. Rural tourism in selected villages is focused 

on accommodation in rural tourism households, which provides direct economic effects for the rural 

communities. However, other forms of tourism also use rural resources to some extent, in the form of 

optional short-term visits and excursions to ethno-villages, museums and restaurants. When it comes to 

villages analyzed in this particular study, short-term visits and specific forms of second-home tourism are 

much more present compared to the traditional countryside vacations.  

Apart from the multiple positive effects of tourism development, special cautionary measures are needed, 

as tourism activities also might produce a transformation of traditional rural culture and habits. Tourism 

activities in uncontrolled circumstances often result in either the commodification of rural areas or a certain 

antagonism between locals and tourists, especially if the local communities are not directly involved in the 

tourism development process. Also, the seasonality of tourism concentration in rural areas can create some 

problems if the carrying capacity of the destination is disturbed. The seasonal character of some rural 

destinations is affected by the increased concentration of seasonal populations, but most importantly by the 

lack and discontinuity of investments in rural areas.  

Sustainable development of rural areas is possible only if each dimension of rural capital (economic, social, 

and ecological) is equally treated. Sustainable rural tourism needs to actively support and respect the 

preferences and aspirations of the local population through direct participation and utilization of 

endogenous (local) resources to achieve profit and improve local wellbeing while at the same time ensuring 

the preservation of the natural environment and resources. Thereby, the sustainable development of rural 

destinations in these countries relies on direct financial assistance from the state, especially when it comes 

to traffic, communal, and tourism infrastructure. Also, it requires continuous support and proactive 

education of locals, providing preconditions for future tourism development. 
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