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This picture shows the bay of Kotor. — AFP photos

People attend a drive-in movie screening at Family Drive-in in Stephens City,
Virginia. — AFP photos

Montenegro’s medieval walled city of Kotor, an
Adriatic seaport cradled in a spectacular fjord-
like bay, has survived centuries of weather and

warfare. Now it is facing a different kind of assault, that
of gargantuan cruise ships disgorging throngs of
tourists threatening a place that was only a few years
ago commonly described as a “hidden gem”. The coast-
line the poet Lord Byron called the “most beautiful
merging of land and sea” is now one of unbridled real
estate development.

With rocky slopes jutting into azure waters, Kotor’s
bay and its white-stone old town have been hailed as an
alternative for travelers looking to avoid the mass
tourism choking Dubrovnik some 70 kilometers up the
coast in Croatia. Last year the hugely popular
Dubrovnik-like Kotor, a medieval walled city and a
UNESCO World Heritage site-became synonymous
with the global “overtourism” scourge, showing up on
lists of destinations to avoid.

Dubrovnik has seen a marked surge of visitors since
scenes of the HBO series “Game of Thrones” were set

there. Now there are fears Kotor could meet a similar
fate. “Kotor was once known for being more authentic
(than Dubrovnik), but now we’re in the same place,”
said Sandra Kapetanovic from Expedito, a local archi-
tecture group that advocates sustainable development. 

“We are being transformed into a city of souvenir
shops,” she said, noting that rising prices have forced
out a library, hair salon, market and shoemaker in the
past year. Last week a Lonely Planet travel writer
tweeted a photo of a massive cruise ship moored in
Kotor, which welcomes up to four of them at once, con-
tributing to some 10,000 daily visitors at the height of
the season.

Tipping point?    
“There were 3 of these obnoxious giants clogging up

the bay yesterday,” wrote Peter Dragicevich. “They’ve
killed #Venice and #Dubrovnik. Here’s hoping they
don’t kill #Kotor as well.” UNESCO, which named
Kotor a World Heritage site in 1979, has been warning
for years that rampant construction in the bay is threat-

ening its main appeal-the city’s “harmony” with the nat-
ural landscape. In 2016 the UN cultural body threat-
ened to revoke Kotor’s heritage status-a wakeup call for
the Montenegro authorities, who imposed a temporary
moratorium on construction last year. “The question is
what happens next?” asked Ana Nives Radovic, head of
Kotor’s local tourism body. “We are witnessing an era
where we either make big changes, or we will be com-
pletely devastated if we just choose some profit from
investments,” she warned.

Montenegro was once a magnet for the glitterati,
drawing American movie stars like Elizabeth Taylor and
British royalty like Princess Margaret in the 1960s. But
the tourism industry collapsed with the wars leading to
the break-up of Yugoslavia in the 1990s.  After the tiny
country of just 600,000 people declared independence
2006, it  went on a construction spree. Foreign
investors-mostly Russians-drove a property boom that
saw apartment complexes blight the coast. 

Tourism was largely spared the ravages of the 2008
global financial crisis, and today accounts for nearly a

quarter of Montenegro’s gross domestic product. The
annual influx totals around two million visitors-mostly in
summer, and mostly on the coast. During that time,
tourism puts “great pressure on cities, on the area, on
communal infrastructure,” said Damir Davidovic, a sen-
ior tourism ministry official. 

Authorities are “analysing” the situation to find the
right balance, he told AFP. One key concern is the rise
of private accommodation-a model that hurts hotel
operators and is changing the character of communities,
as many locals evacuate for the summer to rent their
homes. The explosion of online rental platforms like
Airbnb has only amplified the problem.

“It is really a serious issue,” said Davidovic, estimat-
ing that more than half the private accommodation for
tourists operate in a “grey zone”, with owners evading
taxes by not registering their properties. Rade Ratkovic,
a professor of tourism in nearby Budva, another hotspot
marred by over-construction, said the town was being
“attacked by huge buildings”. — AFP 

Pristine no more: Cruise ships, 
crowds swamp Montenegro

Tourists glance at souvenirs for sale under arches as they visit the medieval city of Kotor.

In a neighborhood in downtown Sofia, theatergoers are looking for
entertainment among the city’s rubbish-quite literally. As night falls,
spectators are led from one garbage bin to another, listening to the

untold stories of the Bulgarian capital’s army of unofficial refuse collec-
tors. “You can tell a home by its rubbish. Show me people’s rubbish and
I can tell you who they are,” says one actor dragging a cart, while
another describes a collector’s daily routine while sitting on top of a full
garbage container.

The unusual joint performance by environmental pressure group Za
Zemiata and the Vox Populi documentary theatre group presents verba-
tim some of the accounts of the 5,000 or so people who eke out a living
in Sofia’s ever-growing rag-and-bone trade. Za Zemiata, in addition to
combating the stigma that brands them “vagrants”, also wants to high-
light the crucial role these unofficial collectors play in helping Sofia meet
an EU target of recycling 50 percent of its rubbish by 2020.

Indeed, according to field studies by Za Zemiata, they handle
between 70,000 and 100,000 tons of recyclables every year, account-
ing for between 41 and 57 percent of such material collected in the capi-
tal. Most of the collectors are middle-aged or elderly, with two-thirds of
them working seven days a week, carrying huge loads on foot or with
small makeshift carts, and earning less than 10 leva a day. That amounts
to a monthly income that hovers below Bulgaria’s official poverty line of
321 leva.

Making ends meet    
While collectors are happy to tell their stories, only a few agree to

give their names or be filmed by journalists. One of them is former sec-
retary Penka. At 63, she gets by collecting nylon and cardboard and
handing it over to her local recycling depot in return for enough money
to buy food for herself and her cats. “Seven days a week, 2.50 leva per
day makes around 20 leva per week but I am grateful,” the haggard
woman told AFP outside the depot, clutching her daily haul of coins in
her hand.

Near a rubbish container on a central boulevard, Boryana, 62, is also
finding what she needs to make ends meet, carefully arranging bottles,
cans and paper in separate sections of her small cart. “I am not a pen-
sioner yet. My husband died, I have no children but somehow I don’t
want to die yet,” she said. In recent years, people like Penka and
Boryana have become a common sight in the capital of the EU’s poorest
member state. But according to Za Zemiata, they have remained largely
invisible to the authorities and have often been unjustly
vilified.Ambitious targets 

“These people do what most of the others do not. Let us stop pre-

tending they are not there,” said Za Zemiata activist Evgenia Tasheva. A
recent national poll showed that 68 percent of the population do not
recycle-which is not obligatory in Bulgaria. Several schemes backed by
city authorities to sort waste using different-coloured containers have
also fallen flat, with the result that less than one-third of the city’s waste
is recycled.

A further 16 percent of the city’s rubbish ends up in landfill, while the
rest is converted to fuel, with city authorities recently green-lighting a
new power plant to burn it. Za Zemiata has protested against the plant,
saying the authorities should focus instead on integrating collectors like
Penka and Boryana into the waste disposal system as a way of boosting
recycling.

‘We separate, like ants’    
But any such move would likely face stiff opposition from the con-

tractors who run the city’s official recycling schemes and who accuse
the unofficial collectors of “hindering” their work by rummaging through
their bins. “Piles of litter are left around the containers, which discour-
ages people from taking part in the separation system,” one such com-
pany, Ekobulpack, said in comments emailed to AFP. 

Za Zemiata has also raised the alarm over a recent official decision to
move the depots where unofficial collectors hand in their materials to
the outskirts of the city as of next year, citing complaints about pollution
and noise. The organization fears the decision could push collectors like
Penka and Boryana even further into poverty. “We collect, separate like
ants-to earn our living. But I think we are also doing good. If that ends,
I’ll put out a hand, if someone drops something in it...” a 60-year-old
recycler shrugged as he turned in a huge pile of refuse paper to earn his
wage for the day. —AFP 

Sofia theatre group
explores ‘invisible
hands’ of recycling

Once the quintessential spot for young love, the drive-in movie theater has by
and large gone the way of the record player, a vestige of retro nostalgia. But
despite the popularity of “Netflix and chill” at-home streaming sessions, some

film-goers say the romance is far from dead: at one rural spot in Virginia, movie-
goers looking for a trip down memory lane can get their fill of popcorn while enjoying
a double feature under the stars.

Patrons can view the big screen from the privacy of their cars-perfect for the
yawn-and-stretch move-or outside for a “tailgate” party of the sorts that sees adults
chit-chatting over snacks as kids romp on the playground. The Family Drive-In
Theater in Stephens City — 84 miles (135 miles) west of Washington-is one of just
300 drive-ins still in operation stateside, down from 4,000 such cinemas in the 1960s
when the concept peaked, becoming intrinsic to the fabric of classic Americana.

Two films cost eight dollars and kids get in half-price at the dog-friendly venue,
which opened in 1956 and is now the only drive-in left in the region. “This is very
financially beneficial for us as a family,” said Debbie Williams, who came to the show
with a pack of kids. “Plus it’s different,” she said. “It’s being outdoors, it’s the fresh air,
looking at the stars and not being in a crowded place.” Owner Jim Kopp says he’s
added contemporary features like FM stereo sound and digital projection to bring his
Virginia drive-in in step with the times. Traditionally a mainstay of the countryside,
drive-ins have also started carving out a niche in urban areas. Once a month
Washington’s Union Market caters to those looking to scratch a nostalgic itch,
screening films for people with cars as well as viewers with picnic blankets.

The shows even feature waitresses on roller skates who glide through the crowds
serving concessions. For teenager Josephine Crittenden, the drive-in was a relic she
had only seen in mid-century films like Grease, which includes a classic date between
the main characters that goes awry when Danny gets fresh with Sandy. Perched on
her family’s 1968 Bronco truck for a showing of “Black Panther,” Crittenden says
heading to the drive-in “seems like a special occasion.” For her, the experience is all
about the charm: “It kind of makes me feel like it’s the old days.” — AFP 

At vintage drive-in theaters,

romance isn’t yet dead

This picture shows artists during a performance organized by environ-
mental pressure group Za Zemiata and the Vox Populi documentary
theater group in Sofia. — AFP photos


