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Abstract: Sustainable development of eco-tourism in Serbia has great prospects and 
opportunities for the intensification of entrepreneurship based on natural resources 
in rural and mountainous areas. In the world after euphoria due to staying in hotels-
skyscrapers, ice hotels, boat hotels and other exotic places with Japanese, Thai, 
Italian and French specialties, tourists return to the gentle landscapes, primal values 
and ethnic food. 
Food producers in Serbia have potential on large areas of fertile soils and pastures, 
high-quality varieties of crops, good breeds of sheep, pigs, cows, goats and mangules. 
There is practically no general marketing and promotion of the tourist offer in our 
country, as well as branding of Serbian food products for placement on world 
markets. To attract investment, it is necessary to develop Serbian tourism brands 
and promote eco-tourism in mountainous and rural areas at international fairs. 
Hunting, fishing, hiking, trekking and horseback riding, supplemented by the 
consumption of ethnic food and organic food products, marked with local brands 
and geographical origin can make a significant contribution to the sustainability of 
tourism, ecotourism and other forms of entrepreneurship in Serbia.
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Introduction

The end of the twentieth century was marked with a significant strategic 
shift from mass tourism to alternative forms of tourism in response to the grow-
ing uncertainty caused by the dynamic and structural changes in the tourism 
economy associated with changing consumer behavior, the rise of environmen-
tal awareness in broad sections of society. The sustainable development para-
digm is gaining popularity and, as a result, there is growing appeal for sustain-
able, responsible and balanced development of a green economy that includes 
eco-tourism. Sustainable eco-tourism, as one of the important conditions for the 
development of green economy, is based on good ecological sites in clean areas 
with unpolluted environment (mountain and rural areas, edges of protected 
areas).

The definition of ecotourism according to the Cambridge English Dictionary: 
“Ecotourism is a form of tourism to places having unspoiled natural resources, 
with minimal impact on the environment being a primary concern. It means re-
sponsible traveling to natural areas, conserving the environment and improving 
the well-being of local people. ”

Important components of eco-tourism are environmental protection and 
preservation of natural resources and cultural and historical heritage of the tour-
ist destination with the aim of economic development of smaller environments. 
The development of ecotourism is closely linked to the catering and organic 
food production. Organic production as an integral part of the green economy 
complements eco-tourism. Organic farms, as an important condition for food 
production in catering establishments in tourism eco-destinations, favor the 
development of eco-tourism. A large number of producers in rural, mountain 
and Ramsar areas produce health-friendly ethno-food from indigenous raw ma-
terials. The need to exploit and preserve the natural potential of our country 
through the offer of healthy ethno-nutrition contributes to the development of 
eco-tourism and sustainable mountain tourism, as well as tourism in protected 
areas (eco-zones, eco-villages, eco-farms). All forms of sustainable eco-tourism 
can improve the socio-economic position of the Serbian population over time. 
New marketing approaches give impetus to the development of sustainable 
eco-tourism.

Tourism potentials in eco-tourism area are still underutilized in Serbia. 
Development of eco-tourism requires investments in transport infrastructure, 
as well as improvement of energy infrastructure and reduction of energy de-
pendence of the country through the use of renewable energy sources (Čajka, 
Jovanović, 2014). Providing secure energy sources (first, by installing solar pan-
els on the roof of houses and also building solar power plants and wind farms) 
enables rural, mountainous and protected areas to develop eco-tourism, hotel 
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industry and hospitality at these destinations (Chavlin et al., 2018; Vujadinović 
et al. 2013; Joksimović et al. 2013; Pecelj et al., 2010).

The aim of the paper is to examine the natural potentials and opportunities 
for stable sustainable development of eco-tourism in the Republic of Serbia. The 
analysis of the work of individual eco-tourism destinations provides examples 
of the revival of eco-tourism through portfolio diversification and clustering of 
individual sectors of entrepreneurship.

Potentials for the Development of Eco-Tourism in Serbia

Serbia has exceptional preconditions for the development of eco-tourism 
in terms of natural resources, cultural heritage, traditional indigenous food and 
accommodation in ethno villages, farmhouses and small hotels on the edge of 
protected areas. Tourists who choose to go on a vacation in the countryside, 
mountain or near protected areas want to at least briefly leave life in the urban 
environment, while learning about the traditions and peculiarities of these areas.

In the Republic of Serbia, the number of protected areas is constantly grow-
ing. Based on the applied measures of institutional nature protection for more 
than six decades, the area of   protected areas in Serbia covers about 8% of the 
territory of Serbia and currently amounts to 662,435 ha. There are 461 protected 
areas under protection, which are protected under the Environmental Protection 
Act (EPA, 2004) and the Cultural Property Act (CPA, 1994):

• 5 national parks
• 18 nature parks
• 20 landscapes of exceptional quality
• 68 nature reserves
• 3 protected habitats
• 310 nature monuments
• 38 cultural and historical sites

All these areas can be used as eco-destinations with significant potential for 
the development of eco-tourism and various forms of entrepreneurship.

Wetlands are protected internationally by the Ramsar Convention (RC, 
1971). Ramsar wetlands represent resources of great importance for biodiversity 
conservation. They provide habitats for migratory bird species, which, because 
of their seasonal movements and cross-country movements, are considered in-
ternational resources. Also, these areas are of exceptional value for the develop-
ment of many forms of tourism: scientific, sports, recreational, gastronomic, etc.
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In the Republic of Serbia, the local population of Ramsar areas and sur-
rounding villages has direct and indirect profits from the growth of this type of 
ecotourism (Ilić, Trandafilović, Jovanović, 2017; Stojnić, 2015).

Zasavica is a very visited nature reserve. In addition to individual tourist 
visits, Zasavica is very popular for student excursions with a boat ride accom-
panied by teachers and biologists - a guide. Thus, the revenue from tourist visits 
from tickets alone is about 2 and a half million dinars a year. Also great is the 
profit from the catering services, and also from the sale of souvenirs and ethno-
food: goat’s milk, cheeses, processed meat of mangulica, etc. There is also a mini 
zoo in Zasavica with rare animals (Zasavica, 2019).

In Obedska swamp, the average ticket price is 90.00 dinars and the number 
of visitors is about 20,000 a year. Ticket revenue of about 2 mln. dinars represent 
only a fraction of the profits from the entire tourist offer (boat rides, catering 
services, souvenir sales) (OB, 2019; OB 2016; OB, 2010).

The Imperial swamp is visited by about 13,000 guests annually, which 
brings in ticket revenue of approximately one and a half dinars. Also, considera-
tion should be given to earnings from catering, souvenir sales, tourist boat trips 
and guide services (CB, 2019).

In the vicinity of Palic on Ludash Lake, the number of visitors was more 
than 500 during 2017. (LJ, 2016; LJ, 2014). The profit from the tickets alone 
amounted to over 50 thousand dinars annually. In addition to collecting tickets, 
they also make money from small businesses and entrepreneurship (catering, 
hotels, trade, crafts, souvenir production and marketing, marketing) (Bradić-
Martinović, Miletić, 2018; MHSW, 2018). The zoo in Palić also contributes to the 
attractiveness of the area.

The Kovilj-Petrovaradin area is visited annually by about 100 people, free 
of charge. The total profit from tourist visits is formed by the payment of Novi 
Sad-Kovilj return bus tickets and the payment of services in the reserve from 
hunting and fishing, although the tourist utilization of the reserve is not large 
(KPR, 2019).

Phases for the Development of the Tourist Destination 

Every tourist product on the market lives for a certain amount of time, and 
then pushes it out of the market for another perfect one. This phenomenon is 
related to the concept of the life cycle of tourism products. The product life cycle 
is the time from when the product first appeared on the market until its dis-
continuation in the market. The life cycle describes changes in sales and profit 
indicators over time. 
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It is common for a tourist destination to go through various stages of de-
velopment over time, which implies different rates of growth, as measured by 
the number of tourist arrivals and nights, as well as the number of rooms in ac-
commodation facilities. Depending on the dynamics of the tourist destination 
development, we can create different conceptual models of development. One 
of the most widely accepted approaches to the evolution of a tourist destination 
is based on the basics of the traditional product life cycle concept.

According to the mentioned model, tourist destinations go through an evo-
lutionary cycle consisting of several stages: exploring a new product and en-
gaging in market flows, development, consolidation, stagnation and a recession 
phase with declining arrangement sales and total profits (Pic.1).

The R&D phase is characterized by a slight increase in sales. This phase may 
be unprofitable because of the large investment and marketing costs and the 
small number of arrangements sold.

The growth phase of arrangement sales is characterized by product recogni-
tion by consumers, increased profits, a decline in the relative share of marketing 
costs, and the stability of arrangement prices. The destination becomes a mem-
ber of a complex and turbulent tourism industry with representatives from all 
major franchisors and chains. Pointing out the importance of preserving the re-
source base, introducing attractive forms of tourproducts, as well as preserving 
the cultural identity of eco-destination are significant features that characterize 
the maturity stage (Zivkovic, 2018).

At maturity, sales growth slows and even begins to decline, because the 
product has already been purchased by most potential customers, competition 
is intensifying, marketing costs are usually rising, arrangement prices are fall-
ing, profits will stabilize or decrease. It is possible to expand this phase by up-
grading the touring product segments or expanding the market.

In a phase of stagnation and then a decline in tourist interest, the competi-
tiveness of the destination is reduced. This is the reason for the decrease in the 
number of visitors and the further narrowing of the market. At this stage, the 
range of tourist services within the destination should be expanded, which is 
most often achieved by undertaking numerous investment activities in struc-
tural and sectoral change, including new facilities and new forms of tourism. 
The recession in the market is manifested in a sharp decline in sales and profits. 
Product modernization, lower prices, higher marketing costs can only prolong 
this phase.

The life cycle curve pattern remains more or less the same for most tourism 
products. However, the length of time and the intensity of the transition from 
one phase to another vary depending on the specificity of the tourism product 
and the target market. The transition from phase to phase is going on fairly 
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smoothly, so the marketing department must closely monitor changes in sales 
arrangements and profits to capture the boundaries of the stages and make 
changes to the marketing program accordingly.

It is important to determine the stage of maturity and saturation, and espe-
cially the phase of recession, because keeping a morally obsolete tourism prod-
uct on the market is not financially efficient and is detrimental to the prestige of 
the firm. Therefore, it is necessary to choose the right time to enter the market 
with some new or modernized tourism product. If the demand for another com-
pany’s turbine product is already declining, it is not rational to enter the market 
with a similar product.

Figure 1. Tourism product life cycle

Different stages of the tourism product lifecycle require the use of differ-
ent marketing strategies regarding the different characteristics of the tourism 
product lifecycle stages. To maximize the growth period of a tourism product, a 
travel agency can use the following approaches:

• improving the quality of tourism products
• issuing a modernized tourism product
• penetrating new market segments
• use of new distribution channels
• diversion of advertising
• timely lowering prices to attract additional customers.
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By using these strategic techniques, a travel agency can strengthen its com-
petitive position in the market.

The development of a tourism product within its life cycle is a prerequisite 
for marketing activities. Over time, the range of tourism products typically in-
creases. The product range is a group of tourist products that are, by their na-
ture, suited to the needs of their customers. The planning of a range of tourism 
products must be done based on their life cycle and market positioning. When 
determining product policy in the field of tourism, it should be borne in mind 
that the same product in different target markets may be at different stages of 
the life cycle.

Most travel companies sell a variety of travel products. It is desirable for 
each company that its tourism products be at different stages of the life cycle. 
When the sale of one tourism product declines and ceases to be profitable, the 
sale of another will help offset losses and will not affect the stability of the finan-
cial position of the tourism company.

Studying the activities of competitors, analyzing the strengths and weak-
nesses of the tourism company, as well as surveying customers about the quality 
of services, allows to improve the position of the tourist company in the market.

Creating a Competitive Position of the Tourist Destination  
for the Eco-Tourism Development

In the stagnation phase, it is necessary to explore the possibilities of increas-
ing the attractiveness of the tourist eco-destination through diversification of the 
tourism portfolio.

Portfolio diversification can be achieved through a combination of classic 
tourism forms associated with natural resources of a particular eco-destination 
(for example, mountain eco-tourism), with rural, gastronomic or congress tour-
ism. In this way we can expand the market niche of the tourist destination. 
Development of special forms of tourism, especially religious, can complement 
portfolio of a large number of tourist destinations in Serbia and many other 
countries in the world.

In addition to the primary tourism form, later in the diversification of the 
portfolio, it is necessary to include other forms of eco-tourism that will innovate 
tourism eco-destinations and thus increase the number of target groups of tour-
ists and improve the profitability of tourism company (Fig. 2).

Spa mountain resorts can also serve to open up new eco-destinations or to 
diversify portfolios and cluster with other forms of ecotourism (Markovic et al., 
2018).
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Evident and unbreakable relationship and a common interest of sports and 
tourism, as a consequence, has lead to developed of specific industry branch - 
sports tourism (Stefanović et al., 2017). This type of tourism is conceptualized 
by considering sport as a tourist attraction, that is, highlighting and defining the 
quality of sport that united represent a unique contribution to tourism.

Due to its planetary importance, sport is considered the largest global phe-
nomenon in the world, and tourism is the most extensive economic activity in 
the world. In recent years, sports and tourism experts have begun to under-
stand the significant potential of sports tourism and aggressively encourage its 
marketing.

Figure 2. Life cycle of tourism product and tourism destination portfolio diversification 
(Source: Jovanovic, Zivkovic, 2018)

While the number of international trips is continuously increasing, and with 
significant growth rates, geographical spread and the number of sports-related 
trips are becoming one of the fastest growing forms of tourism, as evidenced by 
estimated growth rates (Peigi, 2017).

In addition to the many forms of sports tourism with competitive sports 
content and sports activities and training, eco-tourism also includes recreational 
forms of tourism and luxury sports tourism. However, there are other selective 
types and forms of tourism that have the characteristics of sports tourism, e.g. 
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nautical tourism, hunting, fishing and health-preventive tourism. These types 
and forms of tourism have other characteristics besides sports motives, so it is 
impossible to classify them exclusively in the field of sports tourism. However, 
in designing their tourist offer, it is necessary to take into account the appropri-
ate sports and recreational facilities, especially in the nautical and health-pre-
ventive form of ecotourism.

A large number of different geographic and geomorphologic potentials in 
Serbia, relief diversity, mountain ranges and slopes, richness of water resources, 
are ideal prerequisites for the development of eco-sports tourism at numerous 
eco-destinations (Šiljak et al, 2014).

There is a long list of sports branches that can be practiced at eco-tourist 
destinations during the holidays: fishing, skiing, extreme sports like climbing, 
paragliding, jumping jumps, mountain biking, etc.

Angelkova (2012) states trekking or hiking tourism and cycling, equestrian 
tourism, river eco-tours and speleotourism as sub-branches of sports eco-tour-
ism. Hunting and fishing tourism and sport tourism can be defined as sepa-
rate branches of ecotourism. Following more and more demanding requests of 
sports and sports recreation fans, tourism, hospitality and sports workers must 
be prepared to offer potential visitors adequate sports programs, impeccably 
arranged sports facilities, a variety of nutrition programs, as well as complex 
conditions for engaging in sports activities in order to increase the profit and 
profitability of tourists eco-destination (Stefanović et al., 2017).

In each of the mentioned stages of the life cycle of a tourist destination, it is 
possible to use certain strategic options in order to gain or maintain a position 
in the market, i.e. to significantly improve competitive advantage, which is pre-
sented in Table 1.

Table 1. Tourist destination life cycle and strategic options
Product  

Life Cycle
Destination  
Life Cycle

Product  
Options

Market Share  
Options

General  
Strategies

Development of 
a new product

Early stages of tourism 
(research)

Development of new 
products

Occupying a place in the 
new market

Growth, portfolio 
diversification

Implementation Inclusion Sales of new and 
existing products

Maintaining market share, 
entering new markets

Differentiating,  
focusing

Growth and 
stagnation

Maturity (consolidation 
and stagnation)

Sales of new and 
existing products

Maintaining  
market share

Maintaining market 
position, status quo

Declining  
market sales Declining Withdrawal of an old 

product
Closing  

the market niche Change of use

Innovation 
Substitution

Diversification of the 
portfolio of services 
and new forms of 

tourism

Expanding the range of 
products and services; 
investing in product 

performance

Finding new markets

Targeting the ‘status 
area’, differentiating 
and introducing new 

services
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Tourism eco-destinations are competitive when they have the capacity to 
attract visitors and provide them with satisfactory services in a cost-effective 
manner while improving the well-being of the hosts and conserving natural and 
cultural resources.

From an empirical perspective, the Travel and Tourism Competitiveness 
Index, which measures the competitiveness of 140 destinations in attracting in-
ternational tourists, suggests that the main determinants of tourist destination 
competitiveness are:

• cultural and natural resources of destinations;
• availability of adequate infrastructure with all tourism facilities to 

satisfy tourists and
• a sound and affordable regulatory framework for travel and tourism.

Some of these features make destinations attractive to tourists, allowing 
them to achieve a differentiated position (such as natural resources or cultur-
al heritage) in tourism markets, while others, however, allow destinations to 
achieve competitive advantages in the long run through the introduction of new 
tourism products and diversification portfolio. Accordingly, it is necessary to 
achieve two conditions, in order to ensure destination competitiveness. These 
are the establishment of an appropriate regulatory framework for travel and 
tourism and the provision of basic infrastructure.

Successful business within the eco-destination depends on the work of trav-
el agencies, food manufacturers, souvenirs, trade companies, as well as organi-
zations that, in addition to accommodation, provide quality programs for trips 
to places with cultural and historical monuments, visits to monasteries and sites 
of preserved geological heritage, and also river and lake excursions.

However, this is not enough if a tourist site as an eco-destination is not or-
ganized. For the successful development of tourist eco-destinations, everything 
must work perfectly: from accommodation facilities, parking spaces, to qual-
ity water supply, good access roads and public order organization and guide 
services. An indicator of the best competitiveness for eco-destination is that the 
destination has sustained growth over time as expressed by the number of tour-
ist visits.

The main predictors of sustainable economic growth in eco-destinations are:
• affinity for travel and eco-tourism;
• guaranteeing security at the destination;
• existence of a favorable regulatory framework for eco-tourism;
• environmental sustainability and
• price competitiveness. (WEF, 2018),
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Not only above-mentioned conditions are crucial for the development of 
eco-tourism. Sustainable eco-tourism relies on many other components of a 
sustainable green economy: organic food, renewable energy, sustainable waste 
management.

Finding models for financing solar systems in rural and mountainous 
areas can solve population’s problems with sustainable energy supply (Dašić, 
Anufrijev, 2018). The use of other renewable energy sources (wind energy and 
small watercourses) in rural areas also requires the elaboration of a financing 
model by banks or an investment by private investors. Development of public-
private partnership in Serbia is necessary in the development of eco-tourism, as 
well as in all other segments of the green and circular economy.

Recycling and reuse technologies in the circular economy are contributing 
to the reduction of landfill waste to protect land and water resources, compost-
ing for organic food production and the development of sustainable eco-tourism 
in Serbia.

Joint orientation of development programs for production, sale and promo-
tion of healthy ethno-food in our country on the principles of green marketing 
is the optimal strategy for development of market of healthy food in the devel-
opment programs of production, sale and promotion of ethno-food within the 
tourism sector. Joint programs for the production, sale and promotion of health 
food in Serbia are effectively implemented solely by applying the concept of sus-
tainable marketing management (Čajka, Jovanović, 2014, 2017; Čajka et al, 2017).

There are many other issues that are important for the successful func-
tioning of a tourist destination, among which is a well-organized informative 
and adequately created promotional company using all modern marketing 
achievements.

After reviewing the most significant contributions explaining the determi-
nants of competitiveness of tourism eco-destinations, additional activities of 
destination managers should be analyzed. Basic activities such as planning of 
tourist destination development, in the long term, as well as destination market-
ing, in the short term, achieve provision of the right framework for the sustain-
able development of eco-destination tourism activities.

Competitive and comparative advantages are taken into account when po-
tential visitors compare destinations, and as a result, some destinations are bet-
ter positioned than others in the minds of tourists. Tourism demand depends on 
destination branding. This is especially true when destination digital marketing 
strategies are increasingly relying on the ICT sector’s social media to broadcast 
a unique and attractive destination image.
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Conclusion

Sustainable development promotes the eco-system’s natural resources and 
also highly valorizes human resources and financial investments in environ-
mental protection, as well as economic development for the benefit of existing 
and future generations. The sustainable development paradigm includes busi-
ness strategies for entrepreneurship within eco-tourism and related activities, 
such as organic food production that focuses on the care of human health and 
conservation of eco-systems. An indispensable part of modern eco-tourism is 
the supply of healthy food, which is consistent with ensuring the biological sur-
vival of humanity. Modern eco-tourism requires preserved natural resources 
and products created in environmentally friendly environments (mountains, 
villages, protected areas). Our country has all these conditions for the develop-
ment of eco-tourism.

The concept of sustainable development of eco-tourism is slowly being ac-
cepted in Serbia as well. Eco-tourism becomes a chance to protect biodiversity, 
but also an opportunity for young people, who through their work can contrib-
ute to Serbia’s economic development. The development of eco-tourism contrib-
utes to the protection of nature and rational use of natural resources, reduction 
of unemployment and poverty, conservation of water, air and land, increase of 
competitiveness and markets conquest, but also the development of entrepre-
neurship. The development of eco-tourism destinations and the diversification 
of the tourist services portfolio opens the possibility for development of new 
types of businesses and revitalization of old forgotten trades.

A careful analysis of the natural resources of the eco-destination enables 
diversification of the portfolio of tourism services in order to expand the tar-
get groups of tourists and the sustainable green growth of eco-tourism in the 
Republic of Serbia.

Marketing for attracting investments in eco-tourism will contribute to the 
revitalization of mountainous and rural parts of our country and the develop-
ment of sustainable eco-tourism and entrepreneurship. Marketing management 
must be activated in order to promote environmental science, educate popula-
tion and popularize new directions in science (green economy, green growth, 
circular economy) to keep citizens ready for the challenges we are facing in the 
time of climate change and global environmental problems.
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