DOI: https://doi.org/10.2298/GEI2103543P
UDC 316.334.55:39:614.4
Original research paper

Desislava Pileva

Institute of Ethnology and Folklore Studies with Ethnographic Museum
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, Sofia
desislava.pileva@iefem.bas.bg

Ivaylo Markov

Institute of Ethnology and Folklore Studies with Ethnographic Museum
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, Sofia
ivaylo.markov(@iefem.bas.bg

Counter-Urbanization and “Return” to Rurality? Im-
plications of COVID-19 Pandemic in Bulgaria

The studies of the movements between the city and the village generally (especially in
Southeastern Europe) refer to analyses of the processes of urbanization, and rarely focus on
the so-called counter-urbanization. However, over the past decade, the increasing
environmental sensitivity of a part of the urban population in active age, as well as the
emergence of social movements that promote a slow and environmentally friendly lifestyle
have intensified the anti-urban trends. The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 and the measures
introduced to limit its spread have created a new social reality in which people continue their
lives in ways that for many differ from the previous routine, influencing also the mobility
patterns. Hence, the article aims at analyzing the urban-rural migration in Bulgaria within the
context of the current coronavirus crises. Our thesis is that the pandemic enhances internal
mobility in the medium term, since the physical distancing motivates people to spend more
time outdoors and away from the urban environment. At the same time, some of them are
able to seek spatial freedom in rural areas due to the opportunity to work and study from
distance. In this respect, the ethnographic case studies presented in the text show the peculiar
impact the constantly alternating imposition and lifting of certain restrictions has on the
mobility decision-making and lifestyle of individuals and entire families..
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KoHTpayp6aHunsauumja u ,,noBpartak” pypanHom? Umnnukaumje
naHgemuje koBmaa 19 y byrapckoj

Crynuje MOKpeT/bUBOCTH M3Mel)y rpajoBa U ceia YriaBHOM Ce, HApOYHTO Y jYTOMCTOYHO]
EBpornu, ogHOCE Ha aHANN3E Mpoleca ypbaHu3aIje, a peTko ce (HOKYCHpajy Ha TaKO3BaHY
KOHTpaypbaHu3amyjy. Mmak, TokoM HocIenmke JeleHnje, ToBeliaHa 0CeT/bUBOCT Ha MTUTamke
JKMBOTHE CpPeMHE O] CTPaHe JAeNa aKTHBHE ypOaHe IOIyJalnuje, Kao U IMojaBa JpYyIITBEHUX
MIOKpeTa KOjU MMPOMOBHIIY YCIIOPEH U €KOJIOIIKH OcBenTheH )KUBOTHH CTUJI, HHTCH3UBHPAIH
cy antuyp6Oane tpenaose. [lanaemuja Bupyca koBuj 19 xoja je nzdmna 2020. roguHe, Kao U
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Mepe yBeJIeHe Kako OM CIIPedmiie HBeroBo LIMPEHEe, CTBOPHIIE CYy HOBY JPYIITBEHY PEATHOCT
y K0jOj JbYAM HACTaBJhajy CBOjE KMBOTEC Ha HAYMH KOjH CE y BEJIMKOM OpoOjy ciydajeBa
pa3nuKyje oa MpeTXoIHe PYTHHE, ITO Takohe yTuue U Ha oOpacue moOmiHocT. Crora je
LUJb OBOT YJIaHKa aHalIW3a ypOaHO-pypalHUX MHUrpaindja y Byrapckoj yHyTap KOHTEKcTa
aKTyellHe KpH3e M3a3BaHe I10jaBOM KOpOoHaBHpyca. Hamra Tesa je ma maHaemuja Ha CpeimbH
pok moBehaBa WHTEpHY MOOHIHOCT, C O03UpoM na Mepe (U3NYKOT UCTaHIMpamba
MOTHBHIIY JbYyZC Ja IPOBOJC BHUILIEC BPEMEHA HAMOJbY M JAICKO OJ yPOAHOT OKpYXKeHa.
VicToBpeMeHO, HEKH Of BUX Cy y MOTYHHOCTH Ja Tpake IPOCTOPHY CI000Ay y pypaiHuM
KpajeBnMa, ¢ 003MPOM J1a UMajy MOTyhHOCT paja WK yuema ,,Ha JaJbHHY . Y TOM CMHCIY,
eTHOrpad)cke CTyauje cliyyaja TpENCTaBJbEHE Yy OBOM TEKCTY YKasyjy Ha jeAMHCTBEHH
YTUIdj KOj KOHCTAaHTHE TMPOMEHE OJIYeHe y YyBohewy WIM yKumawmy oapeheHux
pPECTpHKIIMja WMajy Ha TPOLECce JOHOIICHAa OUIyKa y Be3H ca MOOHIHOIINY M KHBOTHE
CTUJIOBE TIOjeTHHAIIA M YATABUX TTOPOIHIIA.

Kwyune peuu: pypaiHo, ypoaHo, YHYTpalllikhe MUTPaIldje, CTBApame A0Ma, MaHIeMHuja

Introduction

Notable to the contemporary worlds and societies, spatial mobility and hu-
man migration are an integral part of the global and local processes of social and
cultural transformations and influence every sphere of human everyday life — econ-
omy, politics, family and social relations, culture, communication, etc. (Castles
2010, 1578). Although the dynamic movements from, to, and through Bulgaria dur-
ing the last three decades draw scientific and public attention mainly on the interna-
tional migrations, the research problem of internal migration has not lost its rele-
vance. However, the studies of movements between the city and the village general-
ly refer to analyses of the processes of urbanization, and rarely focus on the reverse
movements — to rural areas. Over the last decade, the factors that influence the mi-
gration dynamics have become increasingly diverse — along with the relentless ur-
banization, there are trends of counterurbanization (Berry 1976; Dahms & McComb
1999), which emerge as a result of the increasing environmental sensitivity of a part
of the population, as well as the social movements promoting anti-consumer and an-
ti-capitalist ideas for working less, going back to nature, economic downshifting
and spending more time for recreation, leisure activities, loved ones, and spiritual
development.

There are also more people who renovate a family-inherited property, build
or purchase a house in rural areas in order to use it as a second home. The latter is
“an occasional residence of a household [...] which is primarily used for recreation
purposes” (Shucksmith 1983, 174), a place that provides some kind of “escape”
from the urban environment. In the scientific literature, the owners of such proper-
ties are claimed to be “merely visitors who come to (conspicuously) consume their
second home and various aspects of its environment for a few weeks each year and
then go home” (Halfacree 2011, 216). Some authors, however, view second homes
as an integral part of owners’ everyday life within “a comprehensive life-course
strategy” (Miiller 2007, 199; Overvag 2009), and having in mind that any escape
from the daily routine is inevitably shaped by one’s lifestyle (Quinn 2004, 113).
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In this context, the COVID-19 pandemic and some measures introduced in
order to limit the spread of the coronavirus for more than a year have proven to be
crucial new factors influencing the place of second homes in the countryside within
the changing lifestyles of many, who choose to move or live in-between places.

Purpose and methodology

The current text focuses on the urban—rural movements within the context
of the developing coronavirus crisis, offering ethnographic analyses of the issue, us-
ing materials gathered within the scope of the research project “Going Bravely to
the Village. Migration to the Village — Sociocultural Adaptation, Practices and
Challenges™'. We worked continuously for two and a half years (spring 2019 —
spring 2021) in about 15 villages in two geographical regions in Bulgaria — the Cen-
tral Western part of the country (mountainous and semi-mountainous) and the
Northeastern (plain and coastal). The aim of the study was to determine the reasons
and processes of such residential change, as well as the patterns of sociocultural ad-
aptation in the new settlements of urban—rural in-migrants. The research focused
solely on families and individuals in active age who chose to reside permanently in
villages or divide their time between two or several locations (more than 40 cases).
Among the interlocutors, however, there were people in a peculiar transit phase, try-
ing to figure out the place of rurality within their everyday life and vice versa. Ow-
ing to our continuous fieldwork, we had the chance to follow the unfolding lifestyle
choices, influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic and the imposed restrictions.

In order to propose a more complex research analysis towards the topic, we
also use qualitative data from our questionnaire survey “Mobility and Sociocultural
Transformations in the Context of COVID-19 Pandemic”. We conducted it entirely
online in the period from April 5 to June 5, 2020, among Bulgarian citizens® be-
tween the age of 18 and 78 (90% of them are in working age).

The personally collected materials will be commented on in the light of in-
formation from secondary sources — statistical data, sociological surveys, real estate
market analysis, and print and electronic media publications.

Dynamics of internal migrations in Bulgaria

In Bulgaria (as well as in other Eastern European countries) the urbaniza-
tion process reached its peak after the Second World War, between 1950 and 1985,
under a socialist ruling regime, striving for forced modernization and industrializa-
tion. For a few decades, the ratio between rural and urban population in Bulgaria

! The project is financially supported by the National Science Fund of Bulgaria (KI1-06-M30/1)
for the period of December 2018 — August 2021.

2 We received 185 responses to the survey. 76% of the respondents were female, 23 — male and
1% — people who did not specify. Most of the respondents (50%) live in the capital Sofia, 34% —
in district centers, 10% in other towns, 3% in villages and 2% did not specify.
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significantly changed: in 1946 it was 75.3% (rural) against 24.7% (urban), and in
1985 — 35.2% (rural) against 64.8% (urban) (Statistical Yearbook 2020, 58). The
share of rural to urban movements exceeded all other directions of internal move-
ments during almost every decade until the 1990s (Figure 1). A slight change in this
trend occurred in the period of 1986—1992, when, for the first time, national statis-
tics recorded more movements from cities and towns to villages than in the opposite
direction (Shishmanova 2014, 93).

Figure 1. Structure of the internal migrations in Bulgaria

Periods between censuses
Directions of
migration 1956- | 1966- | 1976- | 1986- | 1993- | 2002-

1965 1975 1985 1992 2001 2011 2012-2019
Total (%) 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
City—city (%) 16.6 30.2 38.3 42.5 46.2 57.4 39.6
City—village 8.1 9.9 13.3 23.4 27.9 18.4 29.9
(%)
Village—city 447 42.7 34.3 22.0 15.6 17.2 21.1
(%)
Village— 30.6 17.2 14.1 12.1 10.3 7.0 9.4
village (%)

After the political changes in 1989, in the context of the Ownership and
Use of Farmland Act of 1991, the so-called “optimistic mythology” foreseeing a
mass population return to the rural regions emerged (see Kozhuharova-Zhivkova
1996, 19-21). There were expectations that with the removal of the state agricultur-
al cooperatives and the following restoration of the agricultural land ownership to
the former owners and their heirs, a significant number of people would choose to
settle in villages and to establish new, private and competitive individual farms
(Kopeva & Noev 2003, 138).

In the 1990s, the tendency seemed to really reverse and between 1993 and
2001 the migration balance amounted to 36,545 people in favour of the villages
(Shishmanova 2014, 93). However, those movements were far from the expecta-
tions and the people who settled in the countryside were mostly in retirement age.
In many cases, they ended with a consecutive migration back to the city, because of
the financial and production difficulties in farm maintenance. The statistical data
indicate that during the next decade (2002-2011) the share of the urban—rural mi-
grations have considerably decreased.

Over the last decade, despite the continuing negative demographic process-
es in the country in general and the rural population decline, there has been a new
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significant change in the migration balance in favour of the villages and in the atti-
tudes towards rural life among some parts of the urban population. The state statis-
tics register that between 2012 and 2020 the rural-urban migrants were 89,740
more than those in the opposite direction (Figure 2). The figure illustrates that the
rise of urban—rural movements is the highest in 2020. The data, however, should be
carefully and critically interpreted within the context of some specific measures and
restrictions due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which will be further commented on in
the text. An interesting change noticeable in the whole period is that the number of
children and people in active age settling in rural areas is growing (Slavova 2019,
41).

Figure 2. Internal rural — urban and urban — rural movements
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S 24834 2369530646 244 23604
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0
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® Rural—urban ® Urban — rural

According to a sociological survey aiming to establish the attitudes of the
population in the big cities in Bulgaria towards resettlement in villages®, conducted
in 2019 among 600 people, almost 2/3 (61.8%) of the respondents claimed they
would move to a village. The results by age groups of those who answered in the af-
firmative show the highest percentage of positive attitudes towards rural migration
among people in active age (Figure 3), which confirms the statement based on na-
tional statistics made above.

3 Tt was conducted within the research project “Migration processes in Bulgaria, structuring the
settlement network in Bulgaria” headed by Marina Simeonova Slavova and funded by the Centre
for Research and Design at the University of Architecture, Civil Engineering and Geodesy, Con-
tract No 121-19. The raw data were kindly provided to us by Marina Slavova. Results of this
study are published in Simeonova, K’osev & Naidenov 2020, 940-941.
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Figure 3. Positive attitudes towards life in a village according to age

Over 75 years old I 44.40%

66 - 75 years old I 61.10%

56 —65 years old I 51.60%

46 — 55 years old I 65.40%

36— 45 years old I 70.30%
26— 35 years old I 61.30%

18 — 25 years old I 54.10%

0.00% 10.00% 20009 30.00% 40.00% 50.00%  60.00% 70000  80.00%

Figure 4 represents the respondents’ answers according to the importance of some
particular requirements of the rural environment.

Figure 4. What requirements the village should meet so you would
move there?

s
g

A minimal network of grocery shops and services ™42
(at least one well-stocked grocery shop)

A medical centre/ phamacy I i ' ' ' — 59,5
16.8

A primary school m 272

A community centre " 485
1 or 2 restaurants and cafes 53
A cable TV and internet provider " 15
400 60.0 80.0
8 Did not respond " Yes =No = Does not matter 1o me = [ would not move in any case

The opportunity to work from home is also an important factor, even a de-
cisive one when it comes to migration to the village. However, more than the half of
the respondents would not change their profession in order to be able to work re-
motely and leave the city (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Professional development and attitudes towards urban — rural

migration
Yes No Did not

Question (%) (%) respond

(%)
Would you live in a village if it were possible for you | 65.7 29.0 53
to work remotely?
In order to leave the city, would you change your pro- | 40.7 53.5 5.8
fession to such that you would be able to work re-
motely?
In order to go to work, would you commute to the city | 56.0 35.8 8.2
daily?
If possible, would you move your business from the | 42.3 443 133
city to a nearby village?

Hence, professional development is among the main obstacles for resettle-
ment. There also are the lack of sufficient conditions for active social and cultural
life, limited opportunities for education, and access to health services in rural areas

(Figure 6).
Figure 6. Which is the biggest obstacle for you to move to the
village?
Ihave arare
profession that I
cannot practice from
No rzsponse — the village
o3 9.0

I have intentions for

Other an active professional
82 career and moving to
the village would
I do nothave enough prevent me from that
E.ﬂ.anoes | 93
I mgl.llanrl},r attend \
cultural events that ars gl
notavailable in the ,
vﬂlages
I have ttwbled health, L T have little children
that is why I should be and I would like to
nearby guod health provide them witha
good social
4 S environment
I have sick parsnts and 187
I have to take care of I like active social life,
them that is why I want to
30 live in the city

2453
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Indicative are also the results of another sociological survey, conducted
among people in active age (15-54 years old) at the very beginning of 2020.* In this
case, out of 1,827 respondents from big and medium-sized cities across the country,
83.2% expressed readiness to leave the urban environment and move to the coun-
tryside under certain circumstances, as follows (Figure 7):

Figure 7. Under what conditions would you leave the city and move to the
village?
Responses of people who say they would move under certain conditions -

t 520 gutof 1827
o e oty " I —— 5 1
If the village is nearby the city [ currently live in [ 579
If I/ we have an income (for example, from arent) or [ I 554

do not have to work
If the village is nearby a cty with shops, banks,
hospitals and other servises

If it islocatd nearby a city with job cpportunities IR 508

If my child’ children can visit a school or a dayeare
nearby
If we have/ acquire a countryside property (personal,
= ? - ___F
familial)
If the village is inhabited IS 402

I 0.6

I 172

If there are other young people in the village INII———" 377
If I/ my family m anage to make a living from activities
5 T ; : I 22
carried out in the place we live

If the village is nearby my family' friends/ relatives I 20
If I move along with a group of friends N 213
Other W 2.1
0 20 40 60

Based on our own observations and ethnographic materials, we outline two
main groups of urban—rural migrants. The first group seeks the outdoor space and
quietness that the village offers, but not at the expense of the urban amenities, the
better infrastructure, shops, and entertainment establishments, therefore, they have
chosen to settle down in villages nearby a bigger city. For them the urban environ-
ment continues to be their working place to which they commute daily. As for the
second group, the rural environment is not only the main place for dwelling, but al-
so for professional development, therefore, the closer proximity to a bigger city is
not of such a great significance. On the one hand, these are people, who work re-
motely from their homes. On the other, there are families who develop their own
farms and rural businesses, and for that matter, most of them choose to settle in
their hereditary countryside properties. However, there also is a significant number
of people who look for a more eco-friendly lifestyle away from the urban noise and

4 It was conducted by the Market Links Agency. The results of the survey have not been pub-
lished. The primary data was kindly provided to us by the agency. In this regard, we would like to
thank Maria Boncheva from Magazine 8 who assisted us in obtaining the data.
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air pollution, settling in more remote and depopulated mountainous villages, located
further away from big cities.

The COVID-19 pandemic and the restrictive measures introduced to limit
its spread have created a new social reality in which people continue to live their
lives but for many of them in ways different from before, influencing also the inter-
nal mobility in the country.

COVID-19 measures in Bulgaria

The first cases of COVID-19 in Bulgaria were registered on March 8, 2020,
and a few days later, on March 13, the parliament voted to impose a state of emer-
gency in the country.’ According to it all entertainment establishments (restaurants,
cafes, nightclubs, cinemas, theatres, opera houses, museums, spa-centres, gyms,
etc.), retail outlets and shopping centres were closed, and all gatherings of people
including sport, cultural, scientific, and other events were banned. Only food stores,
pharmacies and drug stores remained open. Schools, universities, daycares, nurse-
ries, and other educational establishments and organizations were also closed.
Online teaching replaced regular in-person classes. Wherever possible, all employ-
ers were required to provide their employees with suitable conditions for working
remotely.®

In the following days and weeks, additional measures were introduced. It
was recommended people to minimize physical contact outside one’s household. In
this regard, on March 21 measures restricting movements within the country were
adopted — at the entrances of district cities the so-called checkpoints were estab-
lished and only persons meeting certain requirements were admitted through. Visits
to parks, playgrounds and sport grounds were prohibited.’

In May, the crisis headquarters began to loosen the anti-epidemic measures.
On May 1, the visits of parks, children and sport grounds were allowed.® On May 6,
restrictions on movement within the country were lifted and the outdoor areas of

5 “Reshenie za obiaviavane na izviinredno polozhenie”, Diirzhaven vestnik (=State Gazette), br.
22, 13 Mart 2020, https://dv.parliament.bg/DV Web/showMaterialDV jsp?idMat=146931
(Accessed May 11, 2021).

6 Order issued by the Minister of Health, 13 March 2020,
https://www.mh.government.bg/media/filer public/2020/03/13/rd-01-124-vuvejdane-
protiepidemichni-merki.pdf (Accessed May 11, 2021).

7 Order issued by the Minister of Health, 20 March 2020,
https://www.mh.government.bg/media/filer public/2020/03/20/rd-01-143.pdf (Accessed May 11,
2021).

8 Order issued by the Minister of Healt, 01 May 2020,
https://www.mh.government.bg/media/filer public/2020/05/01/zapoved-rd-01-248-01-05-
2020.pdf (Accessed May 11, 2021).
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restaurants were opened.” At the end of May, daycares and nurseries, cultural and
entertainment venues were opened.'? On September 15, the new school year started
with in-person classes.!! However, on November 27, due to the increasing number
of people infected with the coronavirus in the country, all nurseries and daycares
were closed, and all school classes switched to distance learning once again. Res-
taurants, shopping and sport centres also were closed.'> On January 4, 2021, all
nurseries and daycares opened, and only pupils in primary school (classes from 1 to
4) returned to in-person classes.!* The tightening and loosening of the COVID-19
pandemic measures in the country occurring in turns continues at the time of writ-
ing.

In this respect, according to some observations and preliminary research,
the anti-epidemic measures, mostly the restricted domestic and international move-
ments, and working and learning from distance, act as an additional catalyst for ur-
ban—rural migration. In various countries around the world (including Bulgaria),
these ongoing processes prompt some people to seek more spatial freedom in rural
areas (Ross 2020; Rose 2020; Finnsson 2020; Seraphin & Dosquet 2020).

The ethnographic cases

In order to give complex ethnographic impressions of the issue discussed
here, we chose to present five cases from our research project mentioned above. We
endeavour to highlight the life choices, which people of different age, marital status
and social specificities made in the given circumstances of COVID-19 pandemic.

S. (mid-20s) claims to be in a spiritual search, reconsidering his personal
and work priorities. As a turning point for such a self-seeking journey, he recogniz-
es the 2018 burn-out at the workplace and his subsequent dismissal from a big cor-
poration. A crucial part of his peculiar lifestyle metamorphoses is the
(re)discovering and (re)attaching to the village and the natural surroundings as plac-
es for recreation, self-isolation and eventually — a residence. Thus, in autumn 2019,

9 Order issued by the Minister of Healt, 05 May 2020,
https://www.mh.government.bg/media/filer public/2020/05/05/rd-01-251.pdf (Accessed May 11,
2021).

19 Order issued by the Minister of Healt, 30 May 2020,
https://www.mh.government.bg/media/filer public/2020/05/30/zapoved  rd-01-287-
30052020 g.pdf (Accessed May 11, 2021).

1 Order issued by the Minister of Healt, 31 August 2020,
https://www.mh.government.bg/media/filer public/2020/08/31/rd-01-489.pdf (Accessed May 11,
2021).

12 Order issued by the Minister of Healt, 25 November 2020,
https://www.mh.government.bg/media/filer public/2020/08/31/rd-01-489.pdf (Accessed May 11,
2021).

13 Order issued by the Minister of Healt, 18 December 2020,
https://www.mh.government.bg/media/filer public/2020/12/18/zapoved  rd-01-718-
18122020 g.pdf (Accessed May 11, 2021).
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he made the decision to start renovating his grandfather’s country house in Svoge
municipality (Central West Bulgaria), around 50 km north of his birthplace — the
capital Sofia. He was drawn by the idea of a more minimalist lifestyle away from
the noise and air pollution, and the hectic everyday life in the big city. Therefore, S.
quickly started spending more days of the month there, sitting on the hammock in
the garden, while working on his computer, and walking the mountain surrounding
the village by himself.

However, the declared state of emergency turned out to be crucial for his
permanent settlement in the countryside. The introduced checkpoints on the big cit-
ies' exits provoked him to even change his address registration in order to facilitate
his travel between the village (place of residence) and the capital (place of work).
Although S. describes himself as a rather withdrawn type of person, the recom-
mended social distancing during the pandemic actually brought him closer to a cer-
tain group of people in the village. These residents (in their 20s and 30s) have also
moved there from different cities in Bulgaria and even abroad in the last several
years. S. relates to their eco-friendly lifestyle, strongly influenced by Eastern phi-
losophies. Therefore, he even decided to move temporarily to their farm (both
premises are 4 km apart in the mountains). There, S. continued to work remotely,
while helping in the household chores and the garden (permacultural) activities. In
case he happened to visit the capital or another city, in the period of March to the
middle of May 2020, on his return to the village he isolated himself for 10 days in a
tent in the yard.'*

D. and V. are a young couple in their early 30s and have no children. They
are peculiar nomads, living in-between several locations. She is an artist and he is a
chef. Their main income used to come from temporary occupations in restaurants in
Belgium and France, in the summer. The rest of the year the couple usually spends
in Bulgaria, residing in their city apartment in the northern part of the country.
However, desiring to establish their own place in a mountainous countryside, back
in 2014, they bought a land property with a building permit in a village in Sofia dis-
trict. Thereby, they acquired a getaway place away from the city, while staying well
connected to the urban environment (the municipal centre and the capital). In the
following five years the couple has visited the land for several weekends of the
year, using it as a camping spot.

However, at the beginning of 2020 their entire mobility behaviour started
to change significantly. The shutdown of international borders ruined their plans for
another couple of months of seasonal work abroad, which they saw as an opportuni-
ty to start construction on the property on their own. They plan to build a cottage
and a small restaurant for homemade food within the self-grown forest with a ter-
raced vegetable garden positioned down the hill. At this point, D. and V. reside in
two places: in the warmer months — in their small van, which they converted into a
camper; while in the colder part of the year they are in the city apartment. However,

14 This was considered necessary, since at that time the host also welcomed a few relatives with
significant health issues from around the country.
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they both hope V. would find a permanent job as a chef in Sofia, and D. — a better
market for her art work, which would eliminate the need for seasonal work abroad
and would allow them to settle in the village.

T. and D. were a young couple with no children when in 2013 moved out
of Sofia to a property they bought the year before. They settled in the mountainous
countryside, Zemen municipality, about 70 km from the capital. In general, the dis-
tance has not been a problem for the couple, since T. works mostly from home, and
D. commutes five days a week to the outskirts of Sofia where his workplace is. In
2019, however, when the partners were already in their late 30s and with three
small children (of age six, four, and two), they decided to go back to the city, due to
the lack of good educational opportunities in the countryside. Thus, the country
house quickly became a villa for weekends and holidays.

In the following year, however, the family’s place of residence has been
subject to many changes, directly influenced by the state of emergency in the coun-
try. In March 2020, when the daycares were closed, and D. started working exclu-
sively from home, the couple saw an opportunity to resettle in the village. They
chose a quieter and cleaner vicinity to dwell for an unknown period of time, while
there were multiple restrictions in the city environment. Afterwards, in September
2020, when the educational facilities re-opened, the family went back to Sofia in
order for the children to visit daycare, which would allow both parents to better ful-
fil their work commitments, while working from home full time. In this context, the
country house again became a family villa. However, in the following winter
months when educational establishments were closed once again, T. and D. moved
back to the village. These movements back and forth between the city and the vil-
lage continue to this day, following the introduction and removal of certain re-
strictions.

Z. (mid-30s) and T. (late 40s) alongside their two children (of age twelve
and eight) have resided in the medium-sized district city Dobrich (Northeast Bul-
garia), until recently. In spring 2018, the family bought an old house in a village 10
km from the city, in order to turn it into a getaway place for the spare time. Due to
its proximity, the countryside property quickly became a favourite place for social
gatherings, and the family gradually increased the time spent there.

Thus, the settlement to the village after the state of emergency in the coun-
try was introduced and the school education went online, was an easy and expected
choice for the couple. She has been a housewife since the birth of her second child.
He is a business owner and has been commuting to his workplace in the city when-
ever needed. On the one hand, out of fear of infection with the virus in the urban
environment, and on the other, finding more benefits for themselves and their chil-
dren in the rural lifestyle, the couple decided to remain in the countryside even after
the beginning of the new school year, allowing in-person education. Therefore, on
work days the family commuted between the village and the city — in the morning,
before driving himself to his workplace, the father took the children to school and
his wife to their urban apartment. In the evening, the entire family came back to
their country house together. In autumn, they even renewed the construction of their

554



<& D. Pileva, I. Markov, Counter-Urbanization and “Return” to Rurality? ... &

property to ensure better living conditions during the winter months. In the winter,
while schools were closed and classes were online, the children and the mother
spent their time almost solely in the village, while the father commuted to the city
whenever needed. Similar to the previous case, during the first half of 2021, the
family’s movements between the two settlements and the time spent in each of them
are being defined by the way the educational system works within the context of the
pandemic measures in the country.

D. and M. are a 60 years old couple from Sofia. For nearly fifteen years,
she has been a housewife, and he — a self-employed construction worker. Visits to
their countryside house in Pernik district a couple weekends a month has been a
well-established practice for nearly thirty years. However, in 2019, they extended
their stays due to the increasing need for care for an older relative. The introduction
of the state of emergency found them in the countryside. Because of the anti-
epidemic restrictions in between district cities movements, and the possible difficul-
ties in supplying the loved-one with medications and food, the couple decided to
stay in the village for a while longer. However, the continuing need for care for the
relative, as well as the fear of infection with the virus in the capital, pushed them
towards the decision for a permanent settlement in the countryside. Having finan-
cial support from their children (all grown up and living in the capital), M. almost
completely stopped working, and the couple visits Sofia just for a few days a
month, mostly for medical reasons. At the very beginning of 2021, M. started set-
ting up a central heating installation in the house, in order to improve the living
conditions of the family, as of their aspiration of staying there after the pandemic
continues to grow strong.

New trends in the real estate market

Similar examples also can be found in many print and online media publi-
cations. About half a month after the beginning of the state of emergency, the fol-
lowing material was published on the site of the Bulgarian national radio: “As the
coronavirus pandemic escalated, many citizens who own properties in villages hur-
ried to move to the countryside even before the travel ban... [because of] the oppor-
tunity to spend the lockdown away from the urban environment constraints”.!®
There are numerous media publications of such sort from all over the country, cov-
ering urban—rural movements of people with heterogeneous profiles. The reports al-
so cite data from the Department Civil Registration and Administrative Services
(CRAS) and the National Statistic Institute for significant increase of new registra-
tions at the current address in small municipalities and villages, at the expense of
regional centres and large cities. These data and publications should be critically in-
terpreted. In some cases these are entire families who had already settled in the
countryside (many had been living there for years), but who found the need to offi-

15 “City-Village Migration as a Way of Survival”’, Radio Bulgaria, BNR, April 1, 2020,
https://bnr.bg/radiobulgaria/post/101250669/migraciata-ot-grada-kam-seloto-kato-nachin-na-
ocelavane (Accessed May 11, 2021).
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ciate their residential address just last year due to the travel restrictions in the coun-
try. However, there are also new residents, who are able to work remotely and crave
the freedom of life in a house with a yard.

From this point of view, the data referring to real estate market develop-
ment in Bulgaria in the context of the pandemic has also caught our attention. The
experts in the field point out that in March, transactions stopped almost completely.
In May, the sales rates returned to their pre-pandemic levels, though. The data that
real estate agencies announce in the media, however, show a new trend in the prop-
erty search:

“People are looking for houses near big cities, at a distance of 40 — 50
km. There is also a tendency for purchasing vacation homes. This iso-
lation [social distancing] of about two months affected the situation. I
think this would be a real estate market trend for a long time to

come”. !0

According to data from the real estate agency “Bulgarian properties”, the
rural property sales increased up to 20% at the end of 2020. The significant housing
market dynamics in the countryside provoke comparisons with the 2003—-2007 peri-
od when British citizens were the main factor referring to transactions with rural
property. Therefore, their withdrawal from the country after the global financial cri-
sis in 2008 led to a decline in the real estate market. Nowadays, the pandemic once
again leads to a similar growth of property transactions, this time by Bulgarians,
residents of the big cities in the country. The verification of this data, however, is
difficult because the NSI surveys the housing market only in the six biggest cities in
Bulgaria. Along with that, the Registry Agency keeps only statistics of the conclud-
ed real estate transactions by settlements, without specifying the type of property —
houses, agricultural fields, and office or retail spaces. Without excluding the possi-
bility that such analyses, coming from the real estate agencies themselves, might be
related to an advertising strategy, they cannot be ignored. Even so, they are pro-
voked by some behaviour among a part of the urban population, which we com-
mented above, and which is undoubtedly being intensified by the COVID-19 pan-
demic.

Such attitudes could also be found among the responses in our online sur-
vey — 12% claim that during the state of emergency they have spent some time in
their rural villa, and 4% chose to stay in their country house for the time being.
Here are some of the commonly repeated answers to the question we asked, “What
is the first thing you would like to do after the end of the state of emergency?”:

To go to the village and spend some time in the yard.
To go to the countryside.
To go to the villa.

16 Interview with Alexander Bochev, second chairman of National Association “Real es-
tate”, NOVA television, 23.06.2020,
https://nova.bg/mews/view/2020/06/23/291788/umoTHHUAT-TIa3ap-Ce-CHKUBIBA-THPCAT-
ce-KbIIH-0KoJo-TonemMure-Tpanose (Accessed May 11, 2021).
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To buy a house.

To go to the mountains, to be away from the urban environment.
To go somewhere in nature with my family.

To go on a vacation somewhere away (at least in the country).

Concluding discussion

The ongoing pandemic crisis has raised the issue of the impact of external
environmental and biological factors on the social development of urban areas. The
pandemic hit “global cities” rapidly and noticeably, showing the vulnerability of
contemporary societies by destroying the well-known chains of social interactions,
transforming the way of life in urban areas into something that is rather different
from the previously established patterns of everyday life (Pokrovsky,
Makshanchikova & Nikishin 2020, 54-55).

Everything stated above clearly shows that flows of people, commodities,
services, resources, and finances between cities and villages should be carefully
studied within the context of short-, medium- and long-term measures against the
coronavirus spread and the COVID-19 pandemic development in general (Sietchip-
ing et al. 2020, 1). The urban lifestyle usually contradicts the rural lifestyle — tradi-
tionally, the city is associated with a great variety of opportunities (labour, social,
cultural), technical development and innovations, due to the larger population.
While the village, with its more homogeneous local communities, offers a simpler
way of life and is largely seen as a place that opposes innovation and drastic change
(Malatzky et al. 2020, 2).

The rapid rise of new coronavirus cases and the shocking data about deaths
in metropolises such as London, Rome, Madrid, New York, etc., and their media
representations produced the global image of the SARS-CoV-2 virus as an “urban
problem” (Boterman 2020, 513-514). Thus, during the pandemic the urban—rural
dichotomy persists, however, some of the citizens’ perceptions regarding both envi-
ronments are changing significantly. The high population density has become a
source of concerns, strangers and crowds have become worth avoiding. From places
for cultural and social interaction, museums, theatres, cinemas and restaurants have
become places threatening people’s health. City life has become a source of fear
and caution. At the same time, the village life homogeneity has become an equiva-
lent to safety (as long as inhabitants know one another), simplicity — to freedom,
and the resistance to changes has been offering predictability (Malatzky et al. 2020,
2).

As a result, the escape from the cities to less densely populated urban pe-
ripheries and rural areas has become a common response to the pandemic crisis for
a sizable share of the urban inhabitants (Galent 2020, 141-143; Onishi & Méheut
2020; Seraphin & Dosquet 2020, 487; Finnsson 2020; Pokrovsky, Makshanchikova
& Nikishin 2020, 56). Therefore, a number of citizens either move to their second
house in the countryside, which previously they used to dwell as a holiday or leisure
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home, or buy a property in the village. Hence, for more than a year the rural envi-
ronment has been preferred to the city as a main place to settle the household.

The motives behind such a decision are various. For some people the self
and loved one’s health concerns are of significant importance, for others — the de-
sire to avoid urban restrictions and to move elsewhere, a place that could provide
more gratification, spatial freedom and access to nature — the last became especially
valuable when the measures prohibited even the visits to city parks. Additionally,
there are factors, generally attractive to the urban environment — restaurants, cafes,
sport halls, schools, cinemas, theatres, etc., which in the situation of repeated clos-
ing and opening of such social and cultural facilities, significantly diminish their
meaning. Therefore, life outside the city becomes of great importance to some peo-
ple (cf. Pokrovsky, Makshanchikova & Nikishin 2020, 58-59). Moreover, there
stands the strife to establish greater control over one’s everyday life, lifestyle and
personal choices, given the circumstances. Such as, fulfilling one’s work commit-
ments and providing children access to education, while choosing how and mostly
where (indoors or outdoors) to spend the spare time, and still being safe. However,
the cases also show the peculiar inevitable impact that the constantly alternating
imposition and lifting of certain restrictions has on the lifestyle of the families. The
latter justifies the intensification of the movements between urban and rural areas in
specific periods of time.

Our research largely confirms the thesis that in a medium-term the COVID-
19 pandemic accelerates internal migration, increasing people’s desire to spend
more time outdoors and away from the urban environment. However, it should be
noted that inhabitants who are able to afford such a lifestyle (dwelling in-between
places) are mostly those with medium and high income or are able to work remotely
from anywhere. Such mobility and change in daily life patterns are inevitably fol-
lowed by many sociocultural, economic and other processes and transformations,
which define the research topic to be relevant nowadays.
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