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Stara Zagora District Profile 

 

1. Population and labour force  

The population of Stara Zagora district was 311 400 people in 2020, which makes it the fifth 

populous district in Bulgaria. As in the rest of the country the natural increase rate in Stara Zagora 

is negative, leading to lost of more than 20,000 people over the past decade. The positive aspect 

is that for the last 5 years, there was a slowdown in the trend in 2020, when the decrease resulted 

in almost 2000 people compared to an average of 2500 in previuos years. 

The share of the population living in towns was 69.6% in 2020, slightly below the national average 

of 72.9%. This indicates comparatively better developed rural areas in the district, featuring two 

entirely rural municipalities. 

The city of Stara Zagora is the administrative centre and the economic and cultural focal point of 

the district. In 2020, it had 125,732 inhabitants and ranked sixth in the country in terms of population. 

Together with its municipality, Stara Zagora had a population of 152,956 people in 2020, 

accounting for half of the district’s total population. Another large municipality in the area is 

Kazanlak with a population of 66,903. The district is dominated by small municipalities with a 

population of between 10,000 and 20,000 people, such as Chirpan, Radnevo, Pavel Banya and 

Galabovo. The remaining very small rural municipalities include Maglizh, Bratya Daskalovi, 

Gurkovo, Nikolaevo and Opan. 

With the working age population representing 58.2% of the district’s total population in 2020, Stara 

Zagora is close to the national average share of 59.8%. Over the last decade this share has 

decreased by 1.8 pp, mirroring the overall ageing of the Bulgarian population. At the municipal 

level, the two big municipalities face the toughest challenge – in 2020, Stara Zagora and Kazanlak 



working age population decline the most – by 2.9 pp and 3.5 pp, respectively. On the other hand, 

the smaller municipalities Opan, Bratya Daskalovi and Maglizh reported a steep increase in the 

share of working age population, although from a very low base level. This partially reflects the 

trend of suburban development, whereby small towns and villages in the outskirts of Stara Zagora 

are becoming attractive for new homes and businesses thanks to the district’s good transport 

connectivity. Nevertheless, the age structure in the city of Stara Zagora remains the most 

favourable in the district. 

As far as workforce size is concerned, the city of Stara Zagora is the undisputed centre of the district 

with 76,948 inhabitants within the working age as of -2020. Kazanlak has the second largest 

workforce pool with 27,814, followed by Chirpan with 7,741 and Radnevo with 6,936 residents in 

working age. The rest of the smaller towns in the district together have a working-age population 

of 10,455 people. The commuting area of Stara Zagora also includes two important towns outside 

the administrative borders of the district – Dimitrovgrad and Nova Zagora, which together add 

more than 30,000 people to the potential labour force in the district. Overall, more than 80,000 

working-age residents live in the Stara Zagora commuting zone. In addition, more than 14,750 

district residents aged 15-19 represent potential new entrants in the regional labour force in the 

short to medium term. 

 

2. Number of expats 

In 2019, 2,097 expats lived in Stara Zagora, which marks a 33.8% increase compared to 2015. The 

vast majority of them come from non-EU countries, predominantly Turkey, Ukraine, Russia and 

Moldova. Less than 10%, or 159 expats living in Stara Zagora in 2019, have EU citizenship. Along with 

the capital Sofia, Plovdiv and the seaside destinations Varna and Burgas, Stara Zagora boasts one 

of the highest shares of foreigners in Bulgaria, according to Eurostat data. 



3. Higher education profile of Stara Zagora district  

Stara Zagora district is home to two accredited higher education institutions – Trakia University in 

Stara Zagora and the Technical College in Kazanlak, affiliated with the Technical University in Sofia. 

Trakia University, which is located in the city of Stara Zagora, is member of the International 

Association of Universities (IAU). There are five faculties in the Univercity: Medicine, Veterinary 

Medicine , Agriculture, Educations, Economics, Technics and Technologies - situated in the city of 

Yambol – one hour distance away from Stara Zagora. 

Out of them, only Trakia University offers majors directly relevant to the sourcing industry – 

Economics and Electronics and Automation. According to the latest Ministry of Education 

university rating system, Trakia University rankеа eighth in Bulgaria in Electronics and Automation 

and 13th in Economics in 2020. 

Trakia University is a member of multiple international education organisations, including 

International Association of Universities, European University Association and European Association 

of Schools of Social Work (EASSW). 

In order to increase its competitiveness in the STEM field, Trakia University launched in 2020 four new 

majors  - Software Engineering, Information Technologies, Computer Systems and Communications 

and Information Technologies in Economics and Management. The planned annual admission in 

these majors will exceed 170 students. 

In 2019, university graduates in Stara Zagora district represented 20.7% of the population aged 25 

– 64. This represents a slight improvement compared with the previous years, but is still below the 

national average of 28.0%. 

In the 2020/2021 school year the number of students enrolled in universities in Stara Zagora district 

stood at 5,446, of which 2,580 were enrolled in bachelor degree specialisations and 2,464 in 

specialisations with a masters degree. A total of 402 people were studying in colleges. Another 

1,118 students graduated in 2020 – 488 of them with a master’s degree, 505 bachelors and 125 

people with a professional bachelor degree. The number of new admissions in 2020 exceeded 

1,700, in line with the continuing trend of increase in the number of students in the region. 

Almost 20% of the total number, or 980 students, were enrolled in majors directly related to the 

sourcing industry, such as IT, electronics and economics. Approximately 1.0% of the students in 

STEM majors were foreign citizens. 

The Space Research and Technology Institute at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences has its own 

Space Laboratory, which is located in Stara  Zagora. The laboratory is working on international 

projects and assignments by CERN. 

4. Secondary education profile of Stara Zagora district 

The total number of schools in Stara Zagora district in 2020 was 124, including 17 professional 

secondary schools, two art schools and one sport school. More than 33,300 pupils were enrolled in 

them last year. In secondary education alone, 12,412 students were enrolled, including 7,480 in 

professional schools and 4,932 in general secondary schools. 



The level of secondary education in the district of Stara Zagora is close to the national average by 

most indicators, such as school coverage of children by age group, number of teachers per 1,000 

students and average grade on the national secondary school exit exams. 

There are 28 secondary schools in the district that are relevant to the sourcing sector and they 

have a total of 7,925 students enrolled. In the city of Stara Zagora and its municipality 14 secondary 

schools offer education focused on technical, IT, mathematical and foreign language areas. The 

opening of a new professional school for computer science and mathematical analyses is a sign 

of the district’s intentions to keep up with the STEM education trends.  

Secondary school graduates numbered 2,072 in 2020. Out of them, 1,157 graduated from 

professional schools and 915 from general secondary schools. More than half, or 1,215 students, 

graduated from schools in the city of Stara Zagora. At least 25% of all secondary school graduates 

in the district are potential workforce for the sourcing industry – annually 225 students graduate 

from foreign language schools and 300 graduate in STEM-related profiles. 

5. Extent of foreign languages knowledge  

The most widely spoken foreign language in Stara Zagora is English, followed by Russian, German, 

French and Spanish. More than 70% of the adult population claim to know at least one foreign 

language. Three profiled foreign language secondary schools in the district have a total of 1,742 

students as of the 2020/2021 school year. Another seven schools with 2,125 pupils offer the so-

called intensive English language education. Annually, 790 students with English-focused 

programmes graduate from secondary school in Stara Zagora and the region. In addition, each 

year there are 156 secondary school graduates with German profile, 104 with French, 52 with 

Russian and 26 with Spanish and Chinese, respectively.  

6. Vendors landscape of the outsourcing sector in Stara Zagora district 

As of 2020, there are five outsourcing companies headquartered in the district, all registered in the 

city of Stara Zagora. Four of them are representatives of the ITO segment and one operates in the 

customer support sub-segment of BPO. Further seven companies, headquartered almost 

exclusively in Sofia, have their secondary offices in the district – five in Stara Zagora, one in Kazanlak 

and one in both locations. Thus, the total number of outsourcing vendors operating in Stara Zagora 

district stood at 12 in 2020, with ITO represented by eight and BPO by four entities. Three of the BPO 

companies are customer support centres and one operates in the HRO field. 

In terms of ownership, investors are predominantly Bulgarian. In stark contrast to the outsourcing 

industry at national level, where more than half of the vendors are foreign-owned, less than 10% 

of the operating companies in the sector in Stara Zagora district are owned by foreign entities. 

The structure of the outsourcing sector in the area is similar to that in other district cities in Bulgaria 

during their initial stage of development as outsourcing locations. Small and micro IT companies, 

together with voice and non-voice-based contact centres form the bulk of the industry, while 

higher value-added and more complex sub-segments like KPO, SSC and FAO are still missing. 

7. Employment in the IT and outsourcing sectors  



The IT sector has a long tradition in Stara Zagora, starting from the 1970s, when the state-owned 

DZU AD manufactured hard disks and floppy disks as part of the computer hardware production 

sector in Bulgaria. 

In 2019, companies from the IT and sourcing sectors with headquarters in Stara Zagora district 

employed 580 people, of which 400 in the city of Stara Zagora, 150 in Kazanlak and 30 in other 

towns in the district. Adding employees in contact centres and those in secondary offices of IT 

companies headquartered outside of the district, the total number of employed in the tech and 

sourcing sectors in the region exceeds 700. This still forms less than 1.0% of the total headcount in 

Stara Zagora district, which stood at 99,800 in 2019. However, given the decrease in the total 

employment due to diminishing working age population and upcoming restructuring of the mining 

sector, which dominates the employment structure of the region (in 2020 the total employees 

already were 3,300 less than in 2019), the IT and sourcing sector will inevitably increase its 

significance  and share in the regional labour market. 

The sector also contributes to the favourable unemployment figures of the district – as of April 2021, 

Stara Zagora has the fourth lowest unemployment rate among all Bulgarian districts, of 4.8%, after 

the city of Sofia, Gabrovo and Varna. In the municipality of Stara Zagora the rate was even lower 

– 3.1%, or twice below the national average. 

According to the National Statistical Institute (NSI), IT and communications contributed 1.2% to the 

economy of Stara Zagora district in 2018, showing a distinct upward trend. A total of 154 IT 

companies operated in the district in 2019, generating an aggregate turnover of BGN 21.8 million 

8. Average monthly gross salary  

Stara Zagora is among the districts with the highest average monthly gross salary in Bulgaria. At the 

end of 2020, gross remuneration stood at BGN 1,295, ranking Stara Zagora fourth in the country. 

The national average amounted to BGN 1,468 but this was due to the large disproportion between 

the capital city of Sofia and all other districts in the country. 

Municipal data shows a rare phenomenon -- the administrative centre Stara Zagora which is the 

largest city in the district, is close to the bottom of the district’s salary ranking. In 2019, the highest 

monthly gross salary in the district was reported in Radnevo – BGN 1,826, followed by Galabovo 

with BGN 1,732. The structure of the economy in these two municipalities is almost exclusively 

dominated by mining and energy corporations. Kazanlak, with its relatively strong industrial profile, 

comes next with BGN 1,088, while in city of Stara Zagora and its municipality the average monthly 

gross salary amounted to BGN 1,010, which is the level as in Chirpan and slightly above that in 

Maglizh, Nikolaevo and the rural municipalities. 

The average annual gross salary in the IT and sourcing sectors in Stara Zagora district stood at BGN 

20,772 in 2019 or almost 50% higher than the overall average for the district -- BGN 13,914. On a 

monthly basis, the average IT gross salary in Stara Zagora and Kazanlak amounts to BGN 2,200. The 

wider tech sector, including media and communications, reported an average monthly salary of 

BGN 1,200 in 2020. 

9. Other education institutions relevant to the outsourcing sector  



There were 34 registered professional education centres operating in Stara Zagora district in 2020.  

A large part of them are relevant to the preparation of the workforce for the outsourcing industry, 

especially those focused on foreign language and software engineering education. Some 

examples include the Centre for Science, Culture and Art, the Centre for language studying of 

foreign students at Trakia University as well as the IT academies and Web Academy. 

10. International initiatives, partnerships and rankings  

For several consecutive years Stara Zagora district has been included in the European Cities and 

Regions of the Future ranking by Financial Times’ cross-border investment intelligence unit fDi 

Intelligence. In the latest edition of the ranking, Stara Zagora occupied the sixth position among 

the small European regions in terms of cost effectiveness. Two years ago, in the 2018/19 edition, 

Stara Zagora won the same category ahead of the regions of Ruse and Skopje in North 

Macedonia. Traditionally, the Top 10 in cost effectiveness among the small European regions of 

the future is dominated by Bulgaria, with seven representatives.  

Favourable business climate, local authority support, talented workforce with engineering skills and 

very good quality of life are among the advantages of Stara Zagora as an investment destination 

that helped the region conquer the first place in its category. 

Stara Zagora Municipality is a member of the Strasbourg Club, the European Network of Child 

Friendly Cities and participates in the European Commission’s programme Europe for Citizens. 

Stara Zagora also has six twin cities: Larissa (Greece), Radom (Poland), Barreiro (Portugal), Samara 

(Russia), Krusevac (Serbia) and Yueyang (China). 
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TOP 10 SMALL EUROPEAN REGIONS OF THE FUTURE 
2020/21 – COST EFFECTIVENESS 

RANK REGION COUNTRY 

1 Ruse Region Bulgaria 

2 Skopje Statistical Region Macedonia 

3 Tbilisi Georgia 

4 Burgas Region Bulgaria 

5 Plovdiv Region Bulgaria 

6 Stara Zagora Region Bulgaria 

7 Varna Region Bulgaria 

8 Srem District Serbia 

9 Sofia (province) Bulgaria 

10 Moravian-Silesian Czech Republic 

 

11. Infrastructure and connectivity  

Stara Zagora district is located in the centre of Southern Bulgaria, at the crossroads of important 

west-east and north-south international transport axes. Four out of the five pan-European transport 

corridors on Bulgarian territory intersect the district, connecting Stara Zagora with Asia through 



Istanbul, with Eastern and Northern Europe through Bucharest, with Central and Western Europe, 

as well as with the Adriatic and Aegean Sea coasts. 

The district’s road network features 93 km of Trakia Highway, which connects the region with Burgas 

on the Black Sea coast and the capital Sofia via Plovdiv. The length of the railway lines in Stara 

Zagora district stood at 261 km in 2019, including parts of three major national lines - Sofia - Burgas 

via Karlovo, Plovdiv - Burgas and Ruse - Podkova. 

The favourable geographical location of Stara Zagora as a transport and logistics hub is reinforced 

by its easy access to three international airports - Plovdiv is 90 km away, Burgas is 180 km away and 

the distance to Bulgaria’s major airport in Sofia is 250 km. All three are reachable via Trakia Highway 

in less than 2.5 hours. The Port of Burgas also provides a connection with the rest of Europe and the 

world by sea. Other easily accessible ports from Stara Zagora are Ruse on the Danube river and 

Alexandroupolis on the Greek Aegean coast, both located less than 300 km away. 

Internet connectivity in Stara Zagora district is close to the national average - in 2020 more than 

60% of the population aged 16-74 used the internet at least once a week. With its share of 

households with internet access of 78,9 %, Stara Zagora ranked 15th among the districts in Bulgaria. 

12. Investment environment in Stara Zagora district  

Stara Zagora is an attractive investment destination mainly for modern industrial production, but 

also for an increasing number of high-tech companies. With its strategic location, qualified 

workforce, low office space rent and traditions in the technology sector, the district stands out 

among its competitor regions in Southeast Bulgaria. Stara Zagora Regional Economic 

Development Agency is the public institution responsible for attracting investments in the district 

and facilitating the local economy’s development. 

The global credit rating agency Standard & Poor’s graded the city of Stara Zagora with a BBB- 

long-term issuer rating with a stable perspective, which was affirmed even in the onset of the 

COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. 

In 2019, the foreign direct investment (FDI) stock in Stara Zagora district amounted to EUR 972 mln, 

almost all of which in the energy, mining and industrial sectors. Thus, Stara Zagora ranks fifth in terms 

of FDI among the districts in Bulgaria after the city of Sofia, Varna, Burgas and Plovdiv. The bulk of 

foreign investments in the district are made by the US-based AES Corporation in the energy 

complex Maritsa East-1, in the municipality of Galabovo. The aggregate amount stood at EUR 

686.2 mln, putting Galabovo among the Top 10 municipalities in Bulgaria in terms of FDI stock. The 

municipality of Stara Zagora ranked second in the region with aggregate FDI inflows of EUR 116.5 

mln, while Kazanlak has attracted a total of EUR 87.3 mln in foreign direct investments. In terms of 

FDI stock per capita, Galabovo municipality is second in Bulgaria, behind Devnya, with EUR 60,338 

per capita. Galabovo and Radnevo are also the municipalities with the highest value added 

measured at factor costs per capita in Bulgaria in 2019 with more than BGN 45,000. The 

municipality of Stara Zagora had FDI stock of EUR 750 per capita, while Radnevo, whose economy 

is almost entirely dominated by the state-owned Maritsa East-2 power plant, stood at the bottom 

in the district with EUR 19 per capita. Overall, the district centre Stara Zagora offers significant 

untapped potential to investors, especially in the IT and sourcing sectors. 



There are some positive developments in this direction, with the municipality receiving the  Investor 

of the Year 2019 award by Invest Bulgaria Agency. The process of starting a business in Stara 

Zagora district takes 105 days for a foreign investor, spanning from the deposit of the visa request 

to the launch of operations. 

Entrepreneurship and innovation are also thriving -- as of 2020 the startup ecosystem in the city of 

Stara Zagora consist of 237 companies. A growing number of dedicated industrial zones facilitates 

business in the district of Stara Zagora. The industrial zone Zagore, in the outskirts of the district 

centre, is the most developed one, with five more - Elenino, Golesh, West, East and South, being 

under construction. Furthermore, Kazanlak also attracts investors with its own industrial zone. 

The availability of affordable industrial and office space is another advantage of Stara Zagora 

district, both compared to the other major Bulgarian cities and to the rest of Central and Southeast 

Europe. The average Class A office space rent in the city stood at EUR 8.0 per sq. m. in 2020, 

considerably below the levels in Sofia (some first-class office buildings exceeding EUR 14.0), Plovdiv 

and Varna. Rent levels in Central and Southeast European are even higher, and thus rents in Stara 

Zagora are more than 50% cheaper than in Prague (the Czech Republic), Budapest (Hungary) 

and Bucharest (Romania). Given the shortage of Class A office buildings in Stara Zagora and the 

prevalence of lower-class office space, rental levels of EUR 8.0 per sq. m. are rarely reached, with 

most office rent offers  in the interval between EUR 2.0 and EUR 3.0. 

Rents of logistics real estate in the district were as low as EUR 3.0 per sq. m. in 2020. The average 

price of industrial land in Stara Zagora municipality varied between EUR 20 and 30 per sq. m. in 

2020, while built-up industrial estate cost EUR 350 - 550 per sq. m. Levels in Kazanlak were noticeably 

lower - EUR 11 - 25 per sq. m. and EUR 280 - 450 per sq. m., respectively. 

13. Major IT and outsourcing companies  

The largest outsourcing companies headquartered in Stara Zagora include customer support 

vendor PlaDo International and IT outsourcing companies Automate The Planet, IT Specials, ITI Soft 

and Skynix. In addition, several sourcing services providers, based outside the region, have 

secondary offices in Stara Zagora – SiteGround Hosting, TN Global, Horizons Bulgaria, CNSys, 

Bulbera and Stemo. 

The IT sector is represented by more than 100 companies, such as Videoton, Kukui Corporation, 

Vero Scaffolding, еDynamixBulgaria, IQvolution Bulgaria, Soft Systems, Traffic Control, David 

Holding (Kazanlak), Slavov Studio, Full Soft, Auto-Data.net, Devalex Consulting, Valival, Simply 

Impressive Web Studio and Prodron Sys. 

14. Standard of living as a factor for economic development  



 

In terms of economic development, Stara Zagora is among the best performing districts in the 

country. In 2019, it had the fifth highest annual GDP in Bulgaria with BGN 5.125 bln and the fourth 

highest GDP per capita, of BGN 16,276. Stara Zagora is the most industrialised region in Bulgaria 

and one of the very few in which industry accounts for more than half of the local economy’s gross 

value added (GVA). The services sector is also an important economic pillar with a share of 40.8% 

of the total GVA in Stara Zagora district. 

Stara Zagora also performs well in the non-economic aspects of quality of life, compared with 

other Bulgarian districts. The city was anounced like the best city to live in 2017 by Darik Radio. In 

previous years, Stara Zagora received the awards for the greenest, most secure and most 

prospective city in Bulgaria in the same ranking. 

A large number of cultural sights, including the UNESCO World Heritage Site Thracian Tomb of 

Kazanlak, Regional Historical Museum, Mineral Baths, music festivals, state opera, theatre and zoo, 

numerous parks and gardens, etc., also offer opportunities for tourism and entertainment and 

contribute to the quality of life in Stara Zagora district. 

The global standard of living measurement website Numbeo estimates the quality of life in Stara 

Zagora as very high. This is above the national average, although still lower than Sofia and Varna. 

The city is positioned especially based on indicators such as climate, low cost of living, traffic 

commute time and property price to income ratio. The city’s score in safety and pollution is also 

above average. 

15. Initiatives in the IT sector in Stara Zagora district 

In order to facilitate the development of the IT sector in the district, the local authorities have 

launched multiple events and initiatives, such as the IT and You event, which is organised by the 

municipality of Stara Zagora and the local association Sustainable School and aimed at high 



school students and teachers. Other major initiatives include the partnership between Microsoft 

Bulgaria, Telerik School Academy and local businesses and schools, as well as the planned 

development of a municipal IT investment online platform. 

Stara Zagora hosted the annual conference of the Association for Innovation, Business Excellence, 

Services and Technology (AIBEST) in June 2021. The most significant event for the knowledge 

industry in Bulgaria brought together more than 150 guests - the leaders of the high-tech sector, 

local authorities and state institutions representatives. 

The high value-added business services sector development was analyzed within the conference, 

a forecast about the impact of the global pandemic on it in 2021 was made and the direction of 

the industry’s development was outlined. The factors and measures that must be taken at a local 

and national level to attract new investments and to create a favorable business environment for 

the development of the sector, which according to the latest data forms 5% of the country's GDP, 

will also was discussed. 

16. Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and Brexit on the workforce in Stara Zagora district  

Migration trends in the district of Stara Zagora were positive in 2020, partially making up for the 

consistently negative natural increase rate of the population. A detailed survey on the reasons for 

the immigration in the district and whether they are related to the pandemic or Brexit is not 

available, but a total of 17,400 people migrated to the region last year. Out of them, 4,500 were 

aged between 20 and 39. The city of Stara Zagora attracted more than 60% of the newly settled 

in the district. The municipality of Stara Zagora was the only one in the district with a negative 

migration balance, being left by 1,255 people more than the newly settled population, which 

could be attributed to the pandemic and the lockdown for much of the first half of 2020. Small 

municipalities close to the city, such as Opan and Maglizh, however, registered a strong 

mechanical increase in population, of 18.2 and 6.0 promiles, respectively, which is in line with the 

migration out of the city centres towards the outskirts and nearby villages during the pandemic. 

 


