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THE ROLE OF TRAVEL AGENCIES AND TOUR OPERATORS IN T HE
DEVELOPMENT OF RURAL TOURISM IN ISTRIA COUNTY
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Abstract:

Although a certain forms of selective tourism Iiealth, weekend, excursion and gastronomic touiisitine
rural region of Istria County appeared approximatetontemporaneously as in the coastal zone, thal rur
tourism became a serious consideration subject imnilie nineties of the 20th century.

Rural tourism in the Istria is developing intendwend different canals for sale and promotion ased, which
do not give appropriate result. Development of gekective and nature close tourism has not comt upore
significant uses of intermediaries in sales of tunarist product. Elimination of offer limitationgnhancement
of interconnection and more active participationimtermediaries would enable better results of furism
in Istria.

This paper explores the role and the importancérafel agencies and tour operators in the rural rism of
Istria County. Authors in this paper explore anglain reasons of current weak interests of inclgdtravel
agencies and tour operators in the sale and themmtion of selective form of tourism in rural areafsistria
County. Authors suggest measures for cooperatitengification between the offer and intermediariasg
including the travel agencies and tour operatorshia promotion and sells of rural tourism.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The beginning of the 20th century saw the growingartance of the issues of protection and recagniti
of the value of environment. Historical buildingsaditional crafts and rural communities in genegalned
importance. Industrialization and urbanization datioally changed the social and economic pictureucél
areas. Population's income decreased and techoalagfianges introduced in agriculture brought altmgiter
unemployment. Industrialization of agriculture inamy countries led to the disappearance of smallilfam
ventures, decreasing population figures and agihgoapulation. In addition to the already mentioned
phenomena, the number of general services, schamlsches or transport services also went downthéir
search for better standards, people started theegsoof migration to towns. All kinds of efforts deato resist
the new changes often did not achieve desired tsesDlue to these negative trends, the issue ofl rura
development came under the spotlight of a wider rmomity. Special attention was paid to strengthening
economic activities in rural areas. Consequentlyrarattention was directed at tourism.

Tourism in rural areas grew and developed partly thunew trends in the industry itself as holiday
makers demanded different holidays, and partlytdugovernment initiatives. Rural tourism was segraaool
to regenerate rural economy and a way to reevaluatid protection of environment.

The nineteen nineties saw a world promotion armhgtdevelopment of the rural tourism product, which
made rural areas extremely interesting to numetoussts in search of peace and quiet, preservédraia
freedom, and a possibility to experience traditidifa styles. Rural tourism spread and grew in artpnce
considerably. Various estimates suggest that touimsrural areas makes up 10-20% of all tourisniveigt The
research of EuroBarometer in 1998. reported th&b 28 European tourists choose the countryside as a
destination every year. Eurogites — European Fédaraf Farm and Village Tourism have estimated fha
2003. existed 200 thousand providers of Farm arthgé Tourism in Europ& They offered more than 2
million bed places. Accommodation in farms, privateal homes, and small family-run guesthousesatelb
attracts an annual direct tourist spending of aldld@ubillion euros. Eurogites also estimate thaalrtiourism
offers 500 thousand direct and indirect jobs indpet*

Throughout history, tourism as a social phenomehas been closely linked with Croatia. Croatian
tourism has more than a century-long tradition. leeev, it has been developing primarily along thastomuch
less in rural areas.

2 The European Federation of Farm and Village Tour{§&uroGites) represents 20 professional and trade
organisations from 17 countries of geographicalopar with an overall number of 160.000 establishsmend
about 1'7 million bed places. The product goes fthenrural Bed&Breakfast and self-catering in ptré&vhomes

or farms, up to small family-run rural hotels andegthouses.

24 Eurogites, 1st European Congress on Rural Toudaemn, Spain, 2003. Conclusion,
http://www.europeanrtcongress.org/congress/en/iptgx25.06.2006.
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2. THE PAST AND PRESENT OF RURAL TOURISM IN ISTRIA

Rural tourism in Istria captured the attention afherities at the time when mass tourism in Croatia
reached zero growth, between 1990 and 1996. Itheaswhen the county authorities started the ptajecural
tourism development in Istria. The first investansrural tourism met with favourable financial cdtmhs
arranged with banks and were also aided upon ¢émdiance onto the market. Major reasons for th@tin of
this tourist offer were: expansion of offer to theerior of Istria, creation of a new range of seeg, expansion
of tourist season, and stimulation of agricultwretivities in comparatively small Istrian agriculiihouseholds.
With the development of rural tourism over the geglso came the more important role it now plays.

The first specialized catalogue with services @ffiein rural tourism came out in 1998. It preseritex
offer of 27 Istrian households which had an acconteting capacity of 108 beds. In addition to accomation,
the catalogue also presented the services of ngtandustry in Istria's rural areas.

In 1999 there were 37 households engaged in rowaisin in Istria County. Favourable loans continued
to be offered and, together with a positive develeptal atmosphere created in Istria at the timey ted to
further development and expansion of rural tourisnstria. In 2000, 45 households offered 280 biedshis
kind of tourism. The same year saw 5,500 overnggys and 740 tourist arrivals. The average stayral
tourist facilities was 7.5 days, and the averagripancy was 70 daysTable 1 shows the development of rural
tourism in Istria.

Table 1.The development of rural tourism of Istria Coufigm 1999 to 2005

Year N“"”!t?‘?f of Number of bed N“"?bef of N”r_"bef of
facilities arrivals overnight stays

1998 27 108 - -

1999 37 - 179 1.380

2000 45 280 740 5.550

2001 72 504 - (estimate)10.000

2002 126 972 5.500 16.300

2003 184 1.460 - 56.100

2004 261 2.188 5.471 50.018

2005 248 2.098 8.110 71.157

Source: Istria Tourist Board, 2006

Note: In 2005 a change occurred in the number oflifees and beds because certain kinds of acconatioal
facilities were left out. In order to preserve thethenticity of Istrian architecture, the categarf/"rooms and
apartments - modern building" was not included agtite overall indicators.

The table shows that the number of facilities asdsbgrew annually. Such continuing growth and
development of rural tourism in Istria was aidedgmyernment incentives for reconstruction of oldiges and
development of small and middle-sized businesses.

Due to a large number of natural and cultural sigittd events, developed infrastructure, geographica
position, and tradition in tourism, Istria now haswide and varied range of rural tourism produstgh as
agritourism, gastronomic tourism, wine tourism, fingy tourism, ecotourism, health tourism, adventotgism,
cultural tourism and sports and recreational syariAmong the facilities offering accommodation sfeuld
mention several family hotels, agritourism facdl#fj rooms and apartments built in the typical séyld rooms
and apartments built in the style of modern archite.

3. TOUR OPERATORS AND TOURIST AGENCIES IN ISTRIAN R URAL TOURISM

When the promotion of new tourist offer in Istriadan, in 1998, the time when the first catalogue in
Croatia appeared dedicated solely to rural tougisoducts, tour operators and tourist agencies didshow
much enthusiasm for this novelty. The following lyeaw the appearance of the first intermediaryrofferural
tourism. It was a German tour operator already ispeed for Croatian tourism. Six facilities offag rural
tourism were marketed and they were being sold enm@n and Dutch tourist markets. In 2000, the &aid
operator was responsible for 75% of all tourisivats in Istria's rural areas. The first contadabBshed by the
Istria County Tourist Board with other intermedéiinterested in rural tourism occurred in 2002.tJphat
moment, |.D. Riva Tours, as the first tour operaiffering rural tourism in Istria, had been an intpat and
indisputed partner for rural accommodation, resjmador up to 90% of all tourist arrivals to rurateas. The
situation was not very different in 2005 either,ambagain, according to the figures and data ceiltkbly Istria
County Tourist Board, credit for most arrivals anetrnight stays went to the 1.D. Riva Tours (Tad)e

25 Istria Tourist Board, www.istra.hr
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Table 2. Arrivals and overnight stays towards largest mmperators and travel agencies in 2005
el op;gr:':]c::rizlsTravel Arrivals 2005 Share in % Overrggggstays Share in %
ID Riva Tours(D) 5.926 73,07 59.956 84,26
Villasforum (HR) 834 10,28 5.837 8,20
Adriatica.net (HR) 497 6,13 1.672 2,35
Cottages to castles (GB 253 3,12 638 0,90
Rest (estimation) 600 7,40 3.054 4,29
TOTAL 8.110 100 71.157 100

Source: Istria Tourist Board, 2006

The data displayed in table 2 show clear dominafiamly one tour operator, which was responsibte fo
73.07% of arrivals and 84.26% overnight stays i®30The share of other agencies and tour oper&ors
insignificant. These figures lead to the concludioat the role of tour operators and tourist ageés a minor
one. It also makes us conclude that tour operatodstourist agencies are not interested enougtral Istria's
tourism product.

If we compare data concerning tourist arrivals emernight stays in general and on the county et
tourist arrivals and overnight stays in the countylral tourism solely, we shall again encounteergsting
observations. In 2005, the whole county was vishligd?2,505,017 tourists who spent 16,649,944 nigfitse.
Further comparisons show that, in the same yearruhal tourism's share in the total number ofvaisi was
only 0,32% and its share in the total number ofroight stays was only 0,43%. A reasonable conciudiawn
from these figures is that the role of tour operat@nd tourist agencies is of immense importancdstoia's
rural tourism's further growth and development. ldger, tourist agencies and tour operators avoigetion
with owners of rural tourism facilities.

Tourist agencies and tour operators are not accestdo working with rural tourism service providers
since doing business with owners of rural tourigmilities differs from co-operation between toudsfencies
and tour operators with major hotels, chains o&lsoand recognized destinations. ,Mass" tour opesabffer a
standardised package, they operate under the ,ademoof scale* principle they attempt to maximise t
number of tourists in a destination where take difdaces. Mass-market tour operators are sellimgiastream
product (i.e. generally the sea, sand, sun) torgelaustomer base and are not interesting in d towgism
because it is a selective small scale form. Mass tperators increase their profitability by enlagytheir
market share and volume, through offering inexpesigipriced holiday packages.

Major problems that diminish the interest of toudgencies and tour operators in rural tourismtlaee
following:

e Major and middle-sized tour operators do not fimdremic interest in doing business with owners of a
limited number of accommodation facilities as thase quite insignificant in number as opposed tjoma
tourist centres.

» lstria's rural tourism offer has a limited numbéraccommodation facilities, which are not suffidid¢ar
major tour operators. In order to be included iartoperators' catalogues, rural accommodationitiasil
should have a larger number of beds, which is tt@mrary to the idea of the green kind of selective
tourism to which rural tourism belongs.

« Tourist agencies and tour operators find it diffido communicate with fragmented and geographjcall
scattered providers of rural tourism services trids Tourist agencies that do co-operate withIrtoarism
households put a great deal of effort into commatn with a large number of rural facilities owsavho
are not adequately interconnected.

e The quality of the Istrian rural tourism producthist homogenous. There are plenty of facilitieglifferent
quality which do not meet the standards requirethtgrmediaries. This gives rise to the problenhaiv to
guarantee to partners an appropriate homogenolisyopfaservice.

e lIstrian rural tourism does not have a defined imade interest tourist agencies and tour operaiaysto
rural areas depends, among other factors, on thgarthe destination has and the abundance of handa
cultural potentials of the area. Where there isnmage or where it is negative, there is no inteséstvn on
the part of tourist agencies and tour operatoheeitUnfortunately, rural tourism in Istria lacks isnage.

« Rural tourism finds it difficult to adjust to theeeds of intermediaries, and the majority of owrddreural
tourism facilities lacks experience in dealing wiblirist agencies and tour operators.

4. RESULTS OF RESEARCH ON INTERMEDIARIES IN ISTRIA" S RURAL TOURISM

In order to confirm the accuracy of figures presdniby Istria County Tourist Board, who only paftial
keep records of rural tourism, there is missingrmfation about individual arrivals. A piece of rasgh into
Istrian rural tourism supply and demand was corstigt 2004. The aim of the research was to obtedoige
information about the role of intermediaries in gremotion and sale of Istrian rural tourism praduc
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The basic instrument for collecting informationrfrdourists was a questionnaire. The questionniads
to be filled in by tourists themselves. The totamber of questionnaires sent to 27 rural tourisailifees and
two information desks was 1,320. The survey wasiazhrout in the period between 15 June and 15 @ctob
2004. 400 correctly filled in questionnaires weztrieved.

In addition to the questionnaire which inquiredoinhe demand, in the same year we also conducted
research into the supply. The reason underlying phdcedure was a wish to compare the resultsraatgrom
tourists with the answers provided by facilitiesmans. Again, the instrument for collecting inforinatwas a
questionnaire which had to be filled in by facdi&i owners. Here, a personal interview with the awne
accompanied the questionnaire. The survey wasechotit in the period between 15 June and 1 Nove@2ih@:4
in different facilities providing accommodation amdod. The survey encompassed 75 owners of fasliti
providing rural tourism products, i.e. 41% of tlotat offer in 2004, and was carried out in the wehtdtria
County rural area.

In order to determine the number of agencies anddperators the owners cooperated with, the quresti
asked was the following: "How many agencies have worked with in the last year in order to fill you
capacities?" The owners answers are shown in dgraph

Graph 1.Number of travel agencies owners of rural tourfanilities co-operated with in a year

20% 20%
O Nor with once
OWwith once
B With two
@ More than twg
14% 37%

Source: Authors' research

Most owners of rural tourism facilities co-operateith only one tourist agency. 29% of the responsien
co-operated with more than two agencies. An intdeptestionnaire showed that, regardless of the purob
tour operators and tourist agencies the ownersaratgd with, the number of arrivals and overnighys was
not larger, which indicates intermediaries' insi&nt effort..

20% of the respondents did not co-operate with aggncies. The total of 57% of the respondents co-
operated with no agencies or with only one. Thid feads us to the conclusion that the channelthfosale of
rural tourism products have not developed wellets y

In order to confirm or reject the data receivedrfrihe regional tourist board, a question was askeait
the most common forms of booking accommodatioruralrfacilities. The results can be found in takle

Table 3.The most common mode of reservation of accommaonati

Mode of reservation of accommodation (%)
Direct contact with the tourist 57,97
Through the influence of the travel agency in the| 11,59
country
Through the influence of the travel agency abroafl 4,62
Other 5,8

Source: Authors' research

More than half of the respondents, i.e. 57.97%lied that the direct contact with tourists is thest
common form of booking accommodation. This piecenédrmation confirms the lack of records concegin
tourists' arrivals as kept by the regional toubistird. It also tells us that the owner plays aitgadole in the
sale of his capacities, and that the role of intatiary is less visible, which is not a good signgidering the
first steps that rural tourism is making. Sinceatdourism is only at the beginning on its pattdefelopment, it
is essential to pay more attention to co-operatidtih partners (tourist agencies and tour operatdrsjal
tourism in Istria has not yet been fully recognizea the tourist market and thus co-operation wittrist
agencies and tour operators is of utmost importance
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Lack of image is also one of major restrictions faral tourism in Istria. Tour operator and travel
agencies have been suggested as significant inflmmsources and distribution channels influen¢hmyimages
and decision of travellerS. Tour operator and travel agencies have very imaporfunctions in destination
marketing efforts: they provide information to patial travellers and develop and promote destimatio
packages. In some cases destination images helwuvyoperators and travel agencies are more likely
influence the vital processes for a tourist desitima Because tour operators and travel agenciesopinion
formers for their clients, their images and knowjedabout destinations will have a significant intpan
potential travellers' decision. For McLellan & FBiwe tour operators represent a primary sourcef@fmnation
contributing to the image formation that the tréess base their decision upon. A lot of researagsasts that
travellers mostly rely on professional sources r(toperators, travel agents, travel agencies etc.jheir
information search. For these reasons, the roletefmediaries at an early stage of developmentrafl tourism
is significantly important.

The tour operators and travel agencies could atewige assistance in product design, promote and
training of rural community offer.

Cooperation with the high number of intermediaxdaa appear the chance for the entry of rural touris
of Istria on different — highly fragmented markeffie major benefit provided by mainstream tour afmes to
rural community is that they can significantly iaase the volume of tourist arrivals. They put aidason in
the brochures for a large segment of tourists hnod facilitate access to a market.

Since owners of rural tourism facilities do not gess enough marketing skills and knowledge, co-
operation with tour operators and tourist agenaesld result in their acquiring knowledge of maikgt
activities.

It is interesting to compare the data from tablavith the answers tourists gave about the modes of
reservation. The tourists' answers can be founahile 4.

Table 4 Ways of booking accommodation on the part of tasiris

Method of reservation of stay (%)
Self reservation at the place of accommodation 8216,
Did not make the booking prior to my departure 72,4
Through a domicile travel agency 27,74
Through a travel agency at the destination 3,08
Other 9,92
Total 100,00

Source: Authors' research

When we compare table 3 with the answers fromdheidts, we can notice certain similarities. In mos
cases, the tourists booked their accommodationdbes, directly on the spot. Therefore, major pherrivals
belongs to individual guests and not agencies gudstis means that tourists in rural tourism do megfister
with tourist boards and that tourist boards do kestp a reliable record of arrivals. For their imfation they
depend on inquiries made at tourist agencies and aperators that offer rural tourism. Lack of net
concerning the indicators of rural tourism is riotited to Croatia - it is a problem in other Eurapecountries
as well. This confirms that rural tourism, espdgial Croatia, is still in the initial phase of ddepment.

27.74% of tourists booked their holiday in rurdtiesthrough the mediation of a tourist agency friwvair
country. This is confirmed by facilities owners'sarers who put booking through a foreign agency toa t
second place among the most common ways of bookiterestingly enough, 12.47% of the responderds di
not book their accommodation in advance. It caty bel assumed that they chose accommodation iraharea
by chance, owing to lower prices, or because thewly followed the signs along the road. The clalsb
shows that the role of tourist agencies in theidason is not worth mentioning.

5. HOW TO MAKE THE ROLE OF INTERMEDIARIES MORE IMPO RTANT IN THE
DEVELOPMENT OF RURAL TOURISM?

The role of tourist agencies and tour operatoithéninitial phase of destination's developmentigial.
The research carried out and described above sti@wsour operators and tourist agencies have clueaed
significant results in the process of rural touridavelopment. Therefore, a question is posed aswoto win

26 Baloglu, S. and M. Mangaloglu (2001), ,Tourism diestion images of Turkey, Egypt, Greece, and l&y
perceived by US-based tour operators and travelts§d ourism Managemenio. 22, pp. 1-9
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over tour operators and tourist agencies to coadpewith a destination lacking image but possessaagtered
and disorganized offer whose quality is not homogsrand whose accommodating capacities are limited.

Owners of rural tourism facilities, together withetregional tourist board and specialized ruratisoo
organizations, should co-ordinate their activitiesattracting tour operators and tourist agencWaiting for
intermediaries to become interested in a ruralini@son by themselves is not enough. Quite on thdrary, it is
necessary to influence the creation of strategiedttact their attention. Besides that, it is 13saey to eliminate
the drawbacks of the product, wherever possible.

As for acting towards tour operators and touristreny, a proactive policy is advisable, so thattadse
responsible for rural tourism (owners of faciliti@her products and services providers, tourisbeations and
specialized organizations) should focus on the¥dlhg activities:

* individual creation of destination image to drdw aittention of intermediaries;

e presenting organizations and tourist associatienso#lective bodies which facilitate negotiationghw
the whole range of rural tourism products provigders

« offering intermediaries exemptions or privilegeslioinging tourists to rural areas;

< inviting office holders in tourist agencies and nt@perators responsible for the product to visé th
destination;

e examining and studying tour operators and touggtnaies catalogues in order to adapt rural tourism
products to the kind of products intermediaries omrtialize;

e establishing direct contacts with tour operatord &murist agencies in nearby towns and planning
participation at specialized fairs;

e creating materials that can present the area: npdgogographs, lists of natural and cultural attoand,
catalogues of accommodation facilities, qualitydimares, newspapers;

e creating a list of tour operators who are willimgiclude rural tourism in their offer.

In doing their business, tour operators tend tosntaarism in order to generate profit. Howeveratur
tourism is not a kind of mass tourism since it &dd on sensitive rural environment subject to atigion.
Rural environment is easy to change and adaptrasifeict makes sustainable development more préasental
areas. A question that needs to be answered ishwdfiannels of sale and which strategy to use ierotral
protect rural areas from mass "invasion" of tosrigt solution is found in the orientation of Istsiaural tourism
towards specialized tour operators, non-mass respand product quality.

Specialized tour operators are small to medium-gidependent companies, specialising in particular
geographic areas or types of holiday. They are pidia expanding sector, reflecting the increasing
fragmentation of tourist markets where consumeratwa experience something differéhtSpecialized tour
operators are mainly either in specific market aglor areas where they are less exposed to coimpédtidm
major tourism intermediaries. Specialist tour opmis have a product which might be considered more
sustainable; their volumes are lower, they are rfikedy to use local accommodation, local guided aarvices,
and attract more environmentally clients than ntass operators. Operators who specialise in thpe tef
tourism are represented by the Association of Ieddpnt Tour Operators (AITO). AITO have approxirhate
150 members, and in year 2005 have had more thaillidn passengers.

In the future, an important role in securing Issrieural tourism product towards intermediariesustio
also be played by rural tourism organizations sabé case in Europe and the rest of the worldy Bheuld act
like organizations that unite the complete offed dhus facilitate negotiations with tour operatarsl tourist
agencies. Tour operators' communication with omgions would ease contact with individual product
suppliers, and the process of creating packageldai would also be easier. In addition to orgaitnat
negotiations and attracting interest of businessnpes (tourist agencies and tour operators) shaido be
conducted by tourist associations, primarily thedsCounty Tourist Board, which is already actinghe field.

6. CONCLUSION

Rural areas are becoming more and more attraciiantever larger number of tourists. It is estimate
that tourism in rural areas is responsible ford@Q@% of all tourist activities.

Stimulated by the need to diversify tourist offar,create new tourist products and services, t@motp
tourist season and to stimulate agricultural aiigisiin Istrian agricultural households, in thes®t half of the
nineteen nineties regional authorities starteddinelopment of rural tourism aided by favourabkenls, advice
and assistance on the tourist market. Since 1988timber of facilities offering accommodation ahe
number of beds in Istria's rural areas have cotigtbaen on the rise.

27 Curtin, S. and G. Busby (1999), ,Sustainble DesitmaDevelopment: the Tour Operator Perspective”,
International Journal of Tourism Researd¥o. 1, pp 135-147
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Although rural tourism is rapidly developing, thesearch carried out and described in this paparlgle
shows that tour operators and tourist agenciegcjpation in promotion and sale is not satisfactdrye role of
intermediaries in Istrian rural tourism is stillbmidiary. Intermediaries are not interested in @afion with
rural tourism for several reasons. The problemsitifaience the interest of tour operators andistuagencies
in rural tourism facilities are the following: band middle-sized businesses do not see econontiiciatson for
working with limited facilities, communication witlragmented and scattered service providers igcdiff the
quality of the product is not homogenous, an adeguaage of rural tourism is non-existant, andlfgcowners
find it difficult to adapt to intermediaries regeiments.

In order to arouse interest among tour operatodstaurist agencies for co-operation, facilities e
have to, together with the regional tourist boand apecialized organizations dealing with ruralrigm (e.g.
associations or societies), act in a co-ordinatadmar towards the intermediaries and with a styalesding to
attracting their interest. In addition to elimirmati of the product's drawbacks, it is also necessargct
proactively towards intermediaries. Rural tourigmistria has to turn to specialized intermediarigs-mass
tourism and quality products in order to achievsimel results, but always respecting environmeadition and
culture.
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