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Thank you, Mr. President, 
Excellencies,  
Mr. Director General of UNESCO, 
Mr. Secretary General of the Council of Europe, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 

 
Recent years have seen a remarkable evolu-
tion of ideas regarding cultural heritage. 
A much more comprehensive vision has 
emerged of heritage perceived as a testi-
mony—whether tangible or intangible—to 
values, beliefs, faculties and traditions; as a 
resource for sustainable development and 
quality of life; as a vehicle of intercultural 
dialogue, exchange, understanding and 
agreement. 

 

Quite naturally, this new vision would focus 
attention on a particularly emblematic ele-
ment of the human environment: ‘the 
road’—as a historical symbol of the inter-
change, the dynamism of links and dialogue 
between communities and nations—this con-
cept’s two major manifestations being: 
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• Cultural Routes: actual historical roads and pathways serving a particular 
function, having a particular destination, and being associated with particular 
landscapes and sites, such as: the Pilgrim’s Route to Santiago de Compostela 
(WH) and the Major Cultural Routes of the Council of Europe; and 

• Cultural Corridors: transcontinental and trans-national historical axes of mil-
lennial cultural and economic relevance which have always carried ideas, inno-
vations and values, transcending geographical and political boundaries. 

 

 

 

South-East Europe offers wonderful opportunities for the manifestation of this new 
vision of heritage: a true crossroads of civilisations and religions through centuries, a 
mediator between East and West, North and South, pervaded by internal connections 
and influences, held together by common historical roots. 
 
 

 

Thus, time has carved cultural corridors 
through the Region—axes of millennial inter-
change, the living memory of civilisations 
past and present, unbreakable lines of kinship 
among the nations that inhabit the land today. 
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This remarkable cultural integrity is evidenced by the Region’s common cultural 
phenomena and their distinct local modifications: 

 

• Elements of Greek and Roman Antiquity  

 

 

 

 
• Vernacular architecture 

 
 
 
 
 
 
• Eastern Orthodox monasteries 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Islamic monuments and sites 
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• Elements of intangible heritage, such as the traditional decorative motifs em-
ployed by local craftsmen, which, incidentally, have inspired this Forum’s logo. 

 

Today, we should say that the exploration, preservation and promotion of this common 
heritage requires co-ordinated efforts. Furthermore, a co-ordinated regional tourist 
management, based on the regional network of cultural corridors, would reveal the 
amazing richness of these regional phenomena and would enhance considerably the 
competitiveness of cultural tourism in the Region. 

 

Inspired by these ideas, some 50 experts from all countries in the Region rallied in 
1999 behind the project proposal for Cultural Itineraries in South-East Europe. They 
set up a voluntary consensus-based network and built a database of the Region’s most 
valuable cultural heritage with digital maps of the cultural corridors (then referred to 
as ‘itineraries’) which form a backbone for the Region’s common cultural phenomena 
(Antiquity, Castles, Vernacular Architecture, Monasteries and Centres of Worship, 
etc.), and launched an appeal for joint action to the politicians of the Region. 

We, the community of experts, appreciate highly the fact that Bulgarian President Pur-
vanov—in his political capacity, but also being himself an historian—endorsed our 
appeal and placed it on the political agenda. At the 2003 Regional Forum in Ohrid, 
President Purvanov identified cultural corridors as a political challenge and initiated 
this Regional Forum. 
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Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Allow me to draw your attention to some of the realities, and the opportunities these 
present, concerning the objectives of our Forum. 

1. Joint Action 
The countries of the Region are increasingly aware of the need for joint action to en-
sure the co-ordinated exploration, preservation, sustainable use and promotion of the 
Region’s cultural heritage. This, in turn, requires a broad partnership, including: 

• politicians, experts, businessmen and the public at large; and also  

• international organisations, financial institutions and third countries outside the 
Region’s boundaries.  

The map shows the respective contributions to-date of these partners for the Region’s 
cultural heritage: 

 

• Countries and experts of the Region: to the preservation of cultural heritage and 
the identification of the network of cultural corridors; 

• UNESCO: to the promotion of intercultural dialogue and of the 55 World Heri-
tage Sites and Intangible Heritage Masterpieces in the Region; 
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• Council of Europe: to the Programme for European Cultural Itineraries and to 
the Regional Programme for South-East Europe’s Cultural and Natural Heri-
tage, jointly with the European Commission; 

• European Union: to European cultural integration in the framework of various 
programmes and initiatives; 

• ICOMOS: with its Heritage at Risk Programme for the Region. 

The draft Declaration before you today has been the product of a co-ordinated effort 
by experts of the international organisations participating in this Forum. The virtual 
forum which they set up on the Internet is a good model for future exchanges between 
the relevant international organisations and stakeholders from the Region. The virtual 
forum was made possible by the co-operation of the European Institute of Cultural 
Routes and the Government of Luxemburg. Two Resource Centres for cultural routes 
have been established in the Region with their help—one in Sibiu and one, currently 
under development, in Sofia—which could lend support to the future regional network 
of experts. 

 

Therefore, partnership-building efforts are already under way. Future joint activities 
would reveal useful complementarities and stimulate the convergence of views and 
policies among the partners. 
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2. Opening up to the European Cultural Space 
To asses the role of cultural corridors in such an opening, we should take the example 
of the existing network of European cultural routes, such as the Pilgrim’s Route to 
Santiago de Compostela, Via Francigena, Via Regia, the Viking Route, etc., which 
have been identified in the framework of the Council of Europe’s Cultural Itineraries 
Programme. 
As shown on the map, South-East Europe’s cultural corridors form an integral part of 
this system, and in 2004, they were officially recognized by the Council of Europe and 
incorporated into the European Network. The Region’s 55 World Heritage Sites and 
the one, as yet, Intangible Heritage Masterpiece (in Turkey) have placed South-East 
Europe firmly into the context of world heritage. The map shows the Region’s heritage 
opening up directly to the European cultural space, communicating with it and making 
a contribution to European cultural pluralism. It is a source, however, of other ideas as 
well. For instance: a possible extension of the cultural corridors project throughout the 
Continent or the emergence of other regional networks of cultural corridors, to take the 
Caucasus as one example. Further opportunities could be revealed in the context of 
future co-operation. 

 
Within the broader context of the world map (to be shown at tomorrow’s exhibition), 
Europe’s cultural routes form part of the world network, which incorporates such 
transcontinental axes as the Silk Road, the Incas Route, and the Slave Route. We can 
see also the European conglomerate of World Heritage Sites positioned within the 
global heritage network.  
Here are three levels in the macrostructure of humanity’s heritage: World–Europe–
South-East Europe, three fully interlaced layers of cultural treasures. Referring again 
to this Forum’s logo, it symbolises this interconnection and the seamless overlap of the 
Region’s and the broader European and global cultural spaces. A symbol today, tomor-
row it could acquire a concrete practical significance. 
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3. A Resource for Sustainable Development 
The above suggests that joint efforts are needed to promote innovative cultural tourism 
as a way to invigorate cultural exchanges within the Region and beyond, and ensure 
the preservation of heritage. This would mean to develop a network of cultural tourism 
products along the Region’s cultural corridors, thereby connecting those products to 
the European cultural tourism network. 

Such a network could 
be developed on a 
stage-by-stage basis, 
adding one fragment 
after another to the 
Region’s mosaic of 
cultural tourism offer-
ings. Each of these 
should seek to preserve 
heritage by supplying 
the necessary public 
infrastructure, i.e., 
tourist facilities, access 
roads and information 
support. In this regard, 
I should like to cite a 
development already 
under way as an 
EU/PHARE pilot pro-
ject for the Develop-
ment of Cultural Tour-
ism in Bulgaria: 

• A Bulgarian fragment of a historical road surrounded by an area of complex 
historical stratification was identified along the cultural corridor connecting 
Greece, Bulgaria and Romania. 

• Three local cultural routes of outstanding historical significance were identified 
within the fragment:  

o Ivanovo-Cherven (Region of Rousse, along the river Danube)—a medi-
aeval road between the Castle of Cherven and the Rock Monasteries at 
Ivanovo (WH). 

o An 18–19 century (Bulgarian Revival) traditional road in the Region of 
Gabrovo connecting centres of vernacular architecture. 

o The ancient Bachkovski pilgrim’s route connecting  four monasteries, 30 
churches and more than 200 chapels in Holy Mount Rhodope (Munici-
pality of Assenovgrad). 
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• In the EU/PHARE framework, cultural tourism product development projects 
were implemented in 2003–2005 for each of the three cultural routes, including: 
road rehabilitation; heritage conservation; public infrastructure development. 

This Bulgarian fragment could in future become part of a pilot cross-border project for 
cultural tourism development along the cultural corridor within the network of cultural 
corridors. 

The example goes to show how a broad cultural corridor could inscribe local values 
and promote the development of innovative cultural tourism. To take, for another ex-
ample, the world Silk Road, running across the continent of Europe and the region of 
South-East Europe, it would reach the city of Assenovgrad where the ancient silk trade 
is at the root of living local crafts and rituals, such as the elaborate wedding costumes 
for which the area is well-known. 
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4. European and Worldwide Promotion 

 

Finally, let me draw your attention to the 
opportunities of promoting the Region’s 
cultural corridors and heritage throughout 
Europe and worldwide. In this regard, I 
should emphasise that we must also pro-
mote our own awareness of these values, 
especially among the young of our coun-
tries who will inherit them from us tomor-
row. 

The ways and means of such promotion are 
varied and are becoming increasingly di-
verse in today’s information society—from 
theme Web pages to multimedia products 
to the wide gamut of advertising tools. 
Tomorrow, you will see an attempt at mak-
ing use of these at the Heritage of South-
East Europe Multimedia Exhibition. The 
computer-aided presentation featured in the 
Exhibition could be the basis for a Web 
page on the Virtual Cultural Corridors of 
South-East Europe to promote the Region’s 
heritage in the context of cultural tour-
ism—an idea on which progress is already 
being made with the support of the Lux-
emburg Government and in partnership 
with the European Institute of Cultural 
Routes. 
A lot of effort is also needed to promote 
South-East Europe’s new image—no 
longer in terms of security threats but as a 
cradle of European civilisation and a com-
mon space for dialogue, exchange and 
agreement, in which culture plays an in-
creasingly important role. This Forum’s 
poster is one attempt in this regard, but the 
Region’s image could be reflected in the 
thousands of images of inhabited places, 
countryside and heritage sites of inimitable 
character. Let me conclude this presenta-
tion with one of the gems in the heritage 
necklace of South-East Europe – Rhodope 
Holy Mountain.  
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VARNA DECLARATION  
Concerning the exploration, preservation, sustainable useand 
promotion of the Cultural Corridors of South East Europe 

Thank you, 
Mr. President, 
Excellencies, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
On behalf of the Forum’s Working Group of Experts, allow me to report on our pro-
ceedings on the draft Varna Declaration, which we submit for your consideration. 

• Working Group Composition  

The Working Group consists of experts from the participating international organisa-
tions and the host country, covering the twin profiles of cultural heritage and cultural 
tourism. The Bulgarian members of the Group have played a co-ordinating, mediating 
and facilitating role. 

• Working Group Objectives 

To draft a base-line version of the Declaration; consult the draft Declaration with the 
political cabinets of the Heads of State from the Region; take part in the Regional Fo-
rum; prepare the final draft of the Declaration based on the Forum’s deliberations. 

• Working Arrangements 
o Meetings 
o Virtual Forum on the Internet 
• Draft Varna Declaration 

Every participant in the Regional Forum has a copy of the Second Draft and Notes. 

These documents were prepared by the Working Group of Experts to reflect the com-
ments made on the First Draft by the participating countries. 

The set of documents includes: 
o Draft Varna Declaration: the Regional Forum’s principal document to be 

adopted by the Heads of State 
o Notes to the Draft: various reference materials providing background to the 

Varna Declaration, including the positions of participating international organi-
sations and proposed follow-up to the adoption of the Varna Declaration 

The Working Group of Experts proposes that the Regional Forum’s deliberations 
should have as their subject the draft Declaration mainly as it is the only docu-
ment to be adopted by the Heads of State from the Region. 
The annexes, together with all relevant comments received until now, are brought to 
your attention. We suggest that these are made available for the next stages of work. 
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