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Croatia’s new Tourism Minister Veljko Ostoji¢c
sounds like he needs a break.

Since assuming his duties last year, he has
been criss-crossing the country in an attempt to
visit all 21 counties by the end of this year, to
better market the south-eastern European nation to
the world.

When Croatia becomes a member of the
European Union (EU) next year, half a billion EU
citizens will be able to travel to Croatia without
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A lower value added tax, more lifestyle programmes
and new leisure facilities are part of Tourism Minister
Veljko Ostojic's upcoming raft of measure

pleasures — to welcome the wa
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immigration formalities. With backing from EU
funds, Croatia would also be able to improve
its tourism infrastructure and do more to attract
European tourists. Ostoji¢ wants the tourism
industry and its 100,000-strong staff to be ready
to welcome them.

“l haven't been on my summer vacation,” he
muses about how busy his schedule has been.

Croatia is fast becoming a popular destination
for Europeans and Asians, and even scored a

cover-story stamp of approval from luxury travel
magazine Condé Nast Traveler for its splendid
wine, cuisine, culture and sights.

According to the Croatian Tourist Board, a
record 9.8 million visitors were received in the first
eight months of this year, mostly from Europe, but
there has also been a marked increase in visitors
from countries further away, namely China, Israel
and South America.

However, Croatia is widely considered as an
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ideal destination for summer and early autumn
vacations — it is coastal country and the seaside
lifestyle is a huge draw — but the rainy winters and
bitter cold of the inland put most travellers off.
This is a headache for Ostojic He has been poring
over ways to extend the country’s tourist season,
to create new reasons for visiting and “make it
an even more interesting lifestyle destination, not
just for the annual summer holidays but also for
weekend breaks”.

“By developing additional programmes and
facilities, for example, for biking, golf and high
quality cuisine, we wish to attract visitors to
Croatia outside the high season’

Ostoji¢, 54, knows Croatia’s tourism industry
intimately — he has previously held senior
positions at Croatia Airlines and a number of
hotel groups. So when he was appointed Tourism
Minister last year, the industry had high hopes in
his ministry’s goal of achieving or surpassing 7
billion euros (S$11 billion) in income from tourism
this year — a 3 to 5 per cent hike.

He has pledged to iron out some of the
industry’s knots, boost its competitiveness and
turn it into a pillar industry for the country and its
struggling economy. One of the first changes he
has advocated is to lower VAT for the industry to
10 per cent; the new rate will come into effect
from January 1 next year.

Every part of Croatia has its own allure,
Ostojic says. “The potential for Croatian tourism
lies in the fact that each region is unique. In a
relatively small space, Croatia has numerous
possibilities and it is up to us to preserve this
potential and enrich it with new features”

Some of the sights he recommends are
the capital city of Zagreb, the islands of
Dalmatia, the historic town of Dubrovnik and the
mountainous Gorski Kotar and Lika areas in the
central region.

While keen to show off all of Croatia’s gems
to the world at large, Ostoji¢c does harbour a
personal favourite. “I grew up in Pazin in Istria
county, so it is normal that | love Istria the best
because it is my home.”

“Istria is a very beautiful peninsula with
beautiful seasides, but also very interesting
interior areas, with lots of small villages which tell
you a story about giants that used to live there
ages ago, freshwater streams and nice people.”

Given the distinct local character of each
region, Croatian cuisine offers quite a variety of
flavours that reflect each regions’ geography,
history and culture.

Along the beautiful Adriatic coast, for
example, grilled seafood plays a starring role and
the flavours that tend towards the Mediterranean.
In contrast, its northern cuisine bears Austrian
and Hungarian influences. Ostoji¢ says the
regional specialties of his hometown are cheese
and cold cuts and two of the best Istrian wines
are Malvazija of Buje and Teran of Buzet.

With so much wealth in its geography,
culture and cuisine to be discovered, it will not
be long before the world comes knocking on
Croatia’s doors, which should put a smile on
Ostoji¢'s face and give him a break next summer
for a much-needed holiday. @

The city pf split has been given the Unesco
stamp of approval (Photo: Ng King Kang)

“The potential for
Croatian tourism lies
in the fact that each

region is unique. In

a relatively small

space, Croatia
has numerous
possibilities and it is
up to us to preserve
this potential and
enrich it with new
features”

== Croatia’s Tourism Minister
Veljko Ostojic

Croatian handicraft from Dubrovnik
(Phota: Ng King Kang)
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