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Abstract

The Covid-19 virus pandemic has so far affected all aspects of human life
and activity around the planet in an extremely invasive way. What has
significantly attracted the attention of the general public is the impact of
Covid-19 on the tourism sector, which, last year, suffered daily
immeasurable losses. During the crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic,
areas with relatively low population density came to the forefront in the
domain of creating a tourism offer. In times of crisis, rural areas with open,
unpolluted spaces, such as protected natural areas, become very attractive
and sought after. Bearing in mind that, rural areas are those parts of the
territory that has a relatively low population density, but may also have
certain characteristics in terms of natural, geographical, and climate
specifics, also in terms of the economy, etc. The research part of this paper
will deal with the ratio of tourist arrivals and overnight stays, and indexes
of tourist demand in 2020 in comparison to 2019, as well as the analysis of
the frequency of visitation of tourist spots in Serbia.
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Introduction
The pandemic caused by Covid-19 is of unprecedented proportions. The

spread of the virus has an extremely invasive effect on all aspects of human
life and activity around the world.

! Milan Po¢uca, PhD, Full Professor, Faculty of Law for Commerce and Judiciary in Novi
Sad, Geri Karolja Street no. 1, Novi Sad 21000, The Republic of Serbia, +38163224740,
pocucabmilan@gmail.com

2 Jelena Matijagevi¢, PhD, Associate Professor, Faculty of Law for Commerce and
Judiciary in Novi Sad, Geri Karolja Street no. 1, Novi Sad 21000, The Republic of Serbia,
+381616538747, jelena@pravni-fakultet.info

350



TOURISM CHALLENGES AMID COVID-19 (TISC 2021) — Thematic proceedings

The pandemic caused by the Covid-19 virus and all the measures taken in
response to it, both in the world and in Serbia, have an extremely strong
effect on many aspects of the daily life of the population. What has
significantly attracted the attention of the general public, in addition to the
impact on the health aspect and the socio-economic aspect in a broader
sense, is the impact of Covid-19 on the tourism sector, which recorded daily
immeasurable losses last year. According to a study by Rupasinghe et al.
(2020), "Covid-19 has radically changed lives across the region and raised
issues of funding, service delivery and governance that health system
managers must answer" (p. 4).

The crisis caused by Covid-19 "has had severe consequences for the entire
economy of the Western Balkans, as both supply and demand have declined
simultaneously” (World Bank Group, 2020, p. 1). In this context, Praséevi¢
(2020) states that the announcement of the Covid-19 pandemic indicated a
significant impact on economic events and trends, primarily through the
possible emergence of an economic recession that would be global and different
from the previous ones due to the unusual factor causing it."(p. 9). According to
Tucakovi¢ (2020), "certain branches of the industry have been extremely hard
hit and the question is how long it will take them to recover." This primarily
refers to the aviation industry, tourism and service industry" (p. 2).

In theory, it is further stated that the pandemic "can certainly be considered
a negative exogenous shock whose effects spread through the economic
system, causing an economic downturn and recession. In the case of Covid-
19, there is uncertainty regarding the duration and intensity of the shock"
(Prascevi¢, 2020, p. 9).

According to research by the World Travel and Tourism Council, it is
estimated that the current pandemic will "cause the loss of about 100
million jobs in the tourism sector in the world, with about 3/4 of those jobs
in G20 member states (comprised of 19 countries with the most developed
economies in the world, and the EU as a separate member)" (Jovici¢, 2020,
p. 7). Furthermore, "it is estimated that the negative impacts of the
pandemic on tourism will be manifested in the reduction of global gross
domestic product by 2.7 trillion US dollars, which will mostly affect the
economies of Asia, Europe, and North America, as key contributors of
global tourist movements” (Jovici¢, 2020, p. 8).

During the crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, areas with relatively
low population density came to the forefront in the domain of creating a
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tourist offer. In times of crisis, rural areas with open, unpolluted areas,
protected natural areas, and mountains become very attractive and sought
after. Rural areas are those parts of the territory of a state that has a
relatively low population density, but may also have certain characteristics
in terms of nature, geography and climate, economy, and culture, etc.

Therefore, in the conditions of the Covid-19 pandemic, rural areas are
becoming primary in the field of creating a tourist offer in Serbia because,
according to many experts, the emerging crisis has had a much lesser
impact on this small segment of tourism than other sectors, which makes it
a topic that deserves a more careful scientific review. Having in mind the
topic of the paper, in the research part, the paper will deal with the ratio of
tourist arrivals and overnight stays, and quarterly indexes of tourist
overnight stays for the previous two years, as well as the analysis of the
frequency of overnight stays in certain tourist spots in Serbia for the period
between January and September of 2020.

Significance of Rural Areas and Rural Tourism in the Conditions of
Covid-19 Pandemic - Literature Review

According to Pocuc¢a and Matijasevi¢ Obradovi¢ (2019), "tourism is one of
the most complex economic and sociological phenomena of the modern
world" (p. 554). It should be noted that "the biggest importance for the
development of tourism is certainly the tourist destination/attraction™
(Petrovi¢ et al., 2016, p. 62), whose popularization and intensity of visits
are influenced by numerous factors. Certainly, the determining factor is
"the attitude and opinion of tourists about the quality of the tourist
destination. In this regard, tourist traffic is a significant indicator of the
number of visits to a tourist destination” (Po¢uca & Matijasevi¢ Obradovié,
2020, p. 336).

However, the frequency of users of tourist services, and the occupancy of
accommodation capacities are strongly influenced by the seasonality of the
tourist economy, given that the highest percentage of active service is
recorded during certain months. The seasonality of the tourism industry in
connection with the potentially available stimulus that tourism as a
commercial branch can achieve from the overall economic potential of the
country significantly influences several other aspects. Thus, this
combination of factors has a direct impact not only on the quantitative
aspects of the tourist offer, in terms of the number and variety of tourist
services, but also on the quality of offered tourist services, which again
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manifests itself in a gradual increase or decrease in interest of users of
tourist services.

Thus, tourism has gradually become "recognized, not only as a
consequence of economic development but also as a factor of economic
development™ (Stani¢ & Vuji¢, 2016, p. 14).

Thanks primarily to the preserved natural resources and other aspects of a
healthy environment, Serbia has significant advantages and numerous
opportunities for the continuous development of tourism, especially in the
field of rural tourism. As Cvijanovi¢ et al. (2017) state, significant potential
for the development of tourism in Serbia concerns precisely rural areas (p.
872). The fact that tourism has a great influence on the development of
rural areas is pointed out in Cirié et al. (2014, p. 26). Therefore, the positive
effects of tourism are numerous, not only locally but also globally.
Tourism, with its primary concept, encompasses four important aspects of
sustainable development: ecological, social, cultural, and commercial
(Pocuca et al., 2017).

Pordevi¢ Milosevi¢ and Milovanovi¢ (2012) point out that rural tourism in
Serbia is defined as tourism that offers the visitor a "rural environment” by
enabling him to experience the synergy of life of nature, culture, and people
in a unique way. "This implies that the visitor is offered an authentic,
original experience and a return to the roots or essence of the rural way of
life" (p. 47).

Analyzing the concept of rural development, it can be said that
"comprehensive rural development includes demographic revival, use of
available resources for healthy food production, development of non-
agricultural activities, urbanization in terms of infrastructure development,
education, culture, and environmental protection” (Veselinovi¢c &
Ignjatijevi¢, 2013, p. 146). That being said, rural tourism is based on
"principles of sustainability and implies a series of activities and services
that the local population in rural areas organizes just based on the elements
that characterize these rural areas. The offer in rural tourism includes not
only tangible characteristics of nature, architecture, folklore, gastronomy
but also more abstract ones such as, for example, traditional hospitality,
customs, a culture of relations with nature, culture of communication,
beliefs, and legends of local nationalities and religions that have influenced
a specific way of life in a specific area"(Pordevi¢c MiloSevi¢ &
Milovanovié, 2012, p. 47).
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According to Pejanovi¢ and Vujovi¢ (2008), “rural tourism is a form of
tourism focused on essential issues, healthy nutrition of tourists and living
in a healthy environment, through the integrated development of
agriculture, with the respect towards aspects of sustainability” (p. 6). The
main attractions of rural tourism are the experience of living and working
in a rural household and authentic products, together with accompanying
services (Lobo et al., 1999).

Table 1: SWOT analysis of rural development for the period 2014-2024 in
the Republic of Serbia

Strengths | Weaknesses

Rural Development
Diversity and attractiveness of the Adverse demographic trends;
rural environment; Lagging labor market;
Rich cultural heritage; Unfavorable social structure;
Preservation of traditional knowledge | Inadequate diversification of income
and technologies; on farms;
Examples of good practice; Insufficient use of cultural heritage;
Started initiatives on the formation of | Low infrastructure equipment;
local social networks; Difficult access to social services;
Adequate state of infrastructure in Low level of social capital;
some rural areas;

Opportunities Threats

Rural Development
Creation of new products and Insufficient recognition of rural
services; uniqueness;
Public-private partnerships; Low investor interest;
Resource revitalization; Rural poverty;
Regional cross-border cooperation; Insufficient recognition of the
Use of the pre-accession period for uniqueness of small farms;
the growth of competitiveness, Stagnation in the EU integration
application of standards with the use | process;
of EU funds (IPARD); Lack of state funding.
Development of all types of tourism-
related to rural areas.

Source: Strategija poljoprivrede i ruralnog razvoja Republike Srbije za
period 2014-2024 [Agriculture and Rural Development Strategy of the
Republic of Serbia for the period 2014-2024], Sluzbeni glasnik Republike
Srbije, br. 85/14, p. 54-56

The Strategy of Agriculture and Rural Development of the Republic of
Serbia for the period 2014-2024 (2014) contains a SWOT analysis which
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systematizes data about the advantages and possibilities of improving the
situation, among others, in the field of rural development, but also about
opportunities and threats in this area. In the following table, the mentioned
SWOT analysis is presented. Following the emergence and pandemic
expansion of the Covid-19 virus, the tourism sector and the concept of
tourism offerings have suffered major losses and significant changes.

Dealing with the situation in the European Union, Prascevi¢ (2020) points
out that, "The European Union as a leading tourist destination, with 40%
of total international arrivals, is particularly affected. Some countries are
especially endangered because they depend on tourism, and at the same
time, they are significantly affected by the pandemic. Thus, the number of
tourist reservations was reduced by 90% compared to the same period last
year, it is estimated that as many as 6 million jobs were lost in the EU, with
a large decline in tourism revenues: hotels recorded a decline of 85%, tour
operators 85%, 85% decline in train travel, 90% decline in the cruise line
and air travel industry” (p. 16).

In the Republic of Serbia, the situation in the tourism sector has changed
significantly after the appearance and expansive spread of the Covid-19
virus.

According to Lukovi¢ and Stojkovi¢ (2020), one of the more important
changes is that "people will most likely avoid distant tourist destinations.
The reason for choosing closer tourist destinations is reflected in the
reduction of the risk of infection, but also in the reduction of the possibility
of border closing (crossing many borders increases the risk for quarantine).
Decisions made by tourists in favor of shorter routes can, among other
things, significantly contribute to the more intensive development of
domestic tourism" (p. 84).

To recall, the restrictive measures during, and immediately after the lifting
of the state of emergency (March 15, 2020 - May 31, 2020), were reflected
in the following (UNDP, 2020, p. 17):
1. "police curfew, including a ban on the movement of citizens on
weekends and between 5:00 pm and 5:00 am on weekdays";
2. "complete restrictions on movement, including a travel ban for citizens
over 65 (or over 70 for more rural, sparsely populated areas)";
3. "closure of all border crossings, including air, land and river border
crossings, all of which were closed, except for transport crews and
persons with special permits";
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4. "airport closures, except for cargo and mail transport, search and rescue
operations, humanitarian flights and emergency medical transport”;

5. "closing of schools: kindergartens, schools and universities, all of
which were completely closed";

6. "closure of public spaces: cafes, bars, restaurants, shopping malls and
markets (or "farmers markets") were closed, except for pharmacies and
supermarkets, as necessary";

7. "the closure of public transport, which was completely banned, except
for food delivery and transport, which were still allowed as necessary".

In the conditions of the Covid-19 pandemic, rural areas are coming to the
forefront in the field of creating a tourist offer in Serbia because, according
to many experts, the new crisis has had a much smaller impact on this small
segment of tourism than other sectors. As some studies point out, "during
the crisis and in the post-crisis period, cities with a large number and
density of inhabitants are much less in demand. Therefore, in Serbia, the
offer should primarily focus on rural areas in open, unpolluted spaces,
protected natural areas, mountains, and "remote™ places (such as PeSter)"”
(Krasojevi¢, 2020, p. 3).

On the other hand, intensifying the development of rural tourism creates
numerous benefits for rural areas that can be revitalized in a certain, very
concrete way, under the influence of more pronounced interest of tourists,
greater investment in infrastructure and accommodation facilities, etc. In
that sense, "Serbia as a country of rural character is one of the most
agricultural countries in Europe. Rural development, as one of the areas of
regional policy, is a key instrument for restructuring the agricultural sector
whose task would be to allocate and strategically use the potential of
attractive tourist villages" (Muhi, 2013, p. 131).

With this in mind, it is clear that rural areas that have become highly sought
after and competitive in the tourism market in the context of the spread of
the Covid-19 virus, have significantly higher opportunities to create a better
and more comprehensive tourist offer to a large number of interested
tourists and position themselves in the tourist market while providing
quality tourist service to a large number of domestic tourists, who decided
not to take risks with a tourist arrangement that would include crossing the
state border and staying abroad.

In that sense, the importance of tourist offers in rural areas is emphasized,
in conditions when the stay of our citizens abroad is almost impossible, or
associated with high risks of transmitting the infection or limited movement
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in a certain time interval after returning to Serbia. Also, given the
occupancy of accommodation in mountainous, rural, and spa areas in recent
months, it is clear that quality and competitive tourist offer for
predominantly rural areas (which until the outbreak of the pandemic were
not nearly as attractive) can largely compensate for the preferences of
domestic tourists in the desire to organize and spend their free time.

According to Ivanovi¢ (2020), "rural tourism suffers significantly fewer
consequences due to the spread of Covid-19. Rural tourism is reserved for
domestic guests everywhere in Europe, even in our country, so it depends
less than other sectors on arrivals from abroad, which makes it more
immune to the consequences of such negative events. Also, rural tourism
is not burdened with numerous overhead costs such as employees, rents,
loans, and interest rates, and therefore it can be stopped more easily, and
also easier to start. There is little risk and it is easy to adapt to changes in
demand, which makes it a segment of tourism that will survive more easily
or will return more easily in such crisis periods™ (p. 19).

Methodology and Data Sources Used

In order to specifically elaborate the topic of the paper, the research part of
the paper will analyze the ratio of tourist arrivals and overnight stays on a
monthly basis in the Republic of Serbia for the period between January and
November of 2019 and between January and November of 2020, then,
quarterly tourist overnight stays indicators for 2020 in relation to 2019, as
well as the frequency of overnight stays in certain tourist places in Serbia
for the period between January and September of 2020. The paper applies
the analytical method in the theoretical analysis of content, the deductive
method in drawing conclusions, and the basic quantitative analysis of data
in the part dealing with the research. The research in this paper is based on
the official data of the Republic Bureau of Statistics.

Research Results and Discussion

First, the concepts of tourist arrivals and overnight stays should be
explained. Hence, "arrivals mean the number of tourists staying in the
accommodation facility, and overnight stays include the number of
overnight stays realized by tourists in the accommodation facility during
the calendar year" (Leki¢ & Perunovié Culié, 2019, p. 157).
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The following table will present the ratio of arrivals and overnight stays of
tourists on a monthly basis in the Republic of Serbia for the period between
January and November of 2019 and January and November of 2020. The
stated period was taken into account in this research because the last
available data for 2020 by the Republic Bureau of Statistics, in this domain,
was published in November.

Table 2: Tourist arrivals and overnight stays on a monthly basis in the
Republic of Serbia for the period between January and November of 2019

and January and November of 2020.
*(in thousands)

Republic of Serbia
Arrivals Overnight stays
Total | Domestic Total Domestic
2019
I 177.7 94.8 551.2 320.8
1 195.9 1154 607.7 409
11 233.3 121.3 634.8 377.5
\% 300.9 169.7 776.5 491.5
V 384.8 220.8 980.1 643.3
VI 358.5 174.4 988.6 606.4
VII 3914 175.5 1150 692.3
VIII 448.3 210.5 1302.8 812.5
IX 344 148.9 906 508.1
X 332 157.6 8456 473.8
Xl 253.5 124.0 644.1 356.1
2020
I 220.7 114 689.6 393
1 233 141.6 729.7 494
1"l 102.6 64.3 344,6 237.2
v 6.3 5.2 41.7 29.7
V 47.7 44.1 170.7 151.9
Vi 170.4 146 560.2 501.9
VI 193.9 169.6 737.4 670.2
VIII 294.3 263.7 1080.7 1000.5
IX 195.6 162.2 698.2 603.9
X 168.5 124.9 528.8 403.2
XI 98.2 71.4 345.2 253.2

Source: Suti¢, V. (Ed). (2021). Monthly Statistical Bulletin 11/2020,
Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, Belgrade, p. 59; Suti¢, V. (Ed.)
(2020). Monthly Statistical Bulletin 01/2020, Statistical Office of the
Republic of Serbia, Belgrade, p. 59
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The following table (Table 3) will present the quarterly indexes of tourist
nights in the Republic of Serbia for 2020, as well as for 2019, while Table
4 will express numerical and percentage data on the frequency of overnight
stays in individual tourist destinations in Serbia, for the period between
January and September of 2020.

Table 2: Quarterly index of tourist overnight stays in the Republic of Serbia
for 2019 and 2020 (%)

Quarterly index of tourist anrterly |_ndex of
. tourist overnight stays
overnight stays for 2019 for 2020
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3
Toatal 1039 |107.2 | 1056 | 1166 |983 |281 | 749
Domestic | 1413 | 1076 | 1054 |1136 |1015 |39.3 | 113
tourists
Foreign 1083 |106.4 |1058 |1206 |932 |89 17.9
tourists

Source: Stancié¢, K. (Ed.) (2020). Trends — 111 quarter of 2020, Statistical
Office of the Republic of Serbia, Belgrade, p. 51

Table 3: Frequency of overnight stays in certain tourist destinations in
Serbia, for the period between January and September of 2020

Tourist destinations in the Republic of Serbia
Mountain Other tourist cher destinations ano_l
Spa centers . - cities — Belgrade and Novi
regions destinations
Sad
Num. % Num. | % Num. % Num. %
1.8 1.528 807 811
mil. 36.4 mil. 309 thousand 163 thousand 16.4

Source: Stanci¢, K. (Ed.) (2020). Trends — 111 quarter of 2020, Statistical
Office of the Republic of Serbia, Belgrade, p. 52

Until 2019, tourist activity in Serbia was recording a stable increase.
However, this positive trend did not continue in 2020, when, due to a
pandemic caused by the Covid-19, there was a decline in tourism.

If the data from Table 1 is analyzed in more detail, can be seen the monthly

continuity in the number of tourist arrivals and overnight stays in Serbia
during 2019.
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However, from April and May 2020, there are major changes not only in
the number of tourists who came and/or spent the night in Serbia, but also
in the structure of tourists whose arrivals were officially recorded and
statistically analyzed. From April 2020, the number of domestic tourists is
much higher in the total values of arrivals and overnight stays, than before.

So, as a consequence of the spread of the Covid-19 virus, it can be noticed
two trends, in the first place, a significant decrease in the number of tourists
who visited our country and decided to spend the night, and in the second
place, a change in the structure of tourists who chose tourist places in
Serbia. In other words, in the structure of tourists who came and/or spent
the night in Serbia, the focus has shifted to domestic tourists, who, for the
reasons already mentioned, still prefer domestic tourist destinations.

If the quarterly indexes of tourist overnights stays in the Republic of Serbia
for 2019 and 2020 are considered, it can be seen that the indexes of
overnight stays of domestic and foreign tourists in the second and third
quarters of 2020 recorded extremely low values, having in mind the same
quarterly periods in the previous year. If, for example, is considered the
second quarter of the index of tourist overnight stays in both years, it can
be seen that in 2019 it amounted to 106.4, while in 2020 it amounted to 8.9.

As noted in the official report, "after extremely poor results in the second
quarter of 2020, when the number of overnight stays of foreign tourists
compared to the same period in 2019 dropped by 91.1%, in the third quarter
the number of overnight stays of foreign tourists was somewhat higher
(241,565), which is 82.1% less than in the same period in 2019" (Stancic,
2020, p. 51).

If the data from Table 3 are analyzed, it can be noticed that the largest
number of tourists opted for spa and mountain destinations in the period
between January and September of 2020. Expressed by the number of
tourist overnight stays, the most frequently visited tourist places in the
period between January and September of 2020 were spa centers, with
about 1.8 million overnight stays, which represents 36.4% of the total
number of tourist overnight stays in the Republic of Serbia.

According to official data, "out of that number, 1,2 million overnight stays

were realized in VrnjaCka Banja and Sokobanja. The visitors of the spa
centers were mostly domestic tourists (95%)" (Stanci¢, 2020, p. 52).
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According to the frequency of visits to tourist destinations, mountain
regions and other tourist destinations follow, with about 1.528 (mil.) or 807
thousand overnight stays. According to official data, "in mountainous
regions, the majority of visitors are domestic tourists (87,4% of the total
number of overnight stays). The most visited mountains were Zlatibor
(about 478 thousand overnight stays) and Kopaonik (about 394 thousand
overnight stays)" (Stancic¢, 2020, p. 52).

Conclusion

Tourism in the world, and even in Serbia, has been recording almost
continuous growth in the past few decades (except for occasional crises at
the global level), which has shown this sector’s strength, resilience, and
adaptability.

The Covid-19 virus pandemic is the biggest challenge the world has faced
since World War 1l. Tourism needs open borders, and stable political and
socio-economic climate, and, above all, safe health and security conditions.
The collapse of such stability at the global level at the beginning of March
last year led, de facto, to the complete disappearance of tourist movements
and tourist business (Jovici¢, 2020, p. 6).

In order to analyze the demand for tourist offers and a comparative
overview of the degree of their utilization for the previous two years, but
also the position in which rural tourism as a branch of tourism has reached
the opportunity to significantly develop in the new conditions of tourist
functioning the paper analyzes tourist arrivals and overnight stays on a
monthly basis for the previous two years, then, quarterly tourist overnight
stays indexes for 2019 and 2020, as well as the frequency of overnight stays
in certain tourist destinations in Serbia for the period between January and
September of 2020.

In conclusion, after analyzing the available statistics, it can be said that as
a consequence of the spread of the Covid-19 virus, there is, in the first
place, a significant reduction in the number of tourists who visited our
country and decided to spend the night and secondly the structural change
of tourists who have decided to travel in/to Serbia.

Primarily, from April 2020, the number of domestic tourists is much higher
in the total values of arrivals and overnight stays, than was the case before.
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Furthermore, the most frequently visited tourist destinations in the period
between January and September of 2020 were spa resorts and mountain
regions, with about 67,3% of the total number of tourist overnight stays in
the Republic of Serbia for the entire observed period.
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