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Bulgaria is a small nation off of the west coast of the Black Sea. It faced a dramatic
government shift in the early 1990s. In 2007, Bulgaria joined the European Union (EU) in
hopes of prolonged prosperity. Instead, studies show that Bulgarian citizens are the least
happy in the EU. This is the result of many social issues and lifestyle changes over the
past couple of decades, but the largest factor that surrounds the dark atmosphere of
Bulgaria is its struggling economy. In addition, because of its minimum wage, poverty still
prevalent in Bulgaria.

The European Union is one of the largest single-market economies in the world.
However, not all of its 27 countries are able to attain the economic prosperity of the
wealthier member states. Bulgaria is one such country. While the EU average risk of
poverty is 23 percent, more than 41 percent of Bulgarians find themselves falling into
this category, making it the member state with the highest level of this risk. Across the
country, almost 10 percent of the population is defined as extremely poor, i.e living with
an income lower than 40 percent of that of the average member of the middle class.
While other EU members thrive inside the single market, a question that needs to be
asked is this: why is Bulgaria poor?

Perhaps the largest contributor to poverty in Bulgaria is the impact of the 2008 financial
crisis on the country. In years prior, Bulgaria had experienced rapid growth. However, like
many EU members, this reversed following the crash. In real terms, the economy
contracted by 5.5 percent in 2009 primarily due to a decline in foreign direct investment
and international trade. Since then, growth has not returned to previous levels, with 2011
figures showing GDP growth to be 1.7 percent. This is far lower than the 6.2 percent
growth rate witnessed in 2008.

This lack of growth has negatively impacted wages, with the average annual wage in
Bulgaria easily the lowest in the EU at the equivalent of just under 2,000 euros. Around
1.5 million people live on less than 60 percent of the average wage, limiting spending
power and leading to further potential issues.

One of these issues is unemployment, with Bulgaria’s unemployment rate standing at
10.8 percent, a full percentage point higher than the EU average. The low wages offered
through employment are part of this issue, with people lacking the incentive to work
since they are able to receive similar incomes through unemployment benefits. Similarly,
the financial crisis has enhanced this issue, with unemployment significantly increasing to
current levels from 5.6 percent in 2008. With this being the case, many suggest
unemployment as one of the primary reasons for Bulgaria’s high levels of poverty.

There seems to be little progress in assisting those in poverty in Bulgaria. Existing policies
are criticised for being unreliable and unable to truly address the problems that the poor
of the country face. Additionally, it is estimated that, of the poorest 20 percent of
households, such policies impact less than half. Policy focused on growth appears to have



failed as well and, despite funding from the EU, increases in employment, income and
social inclusion have been minute.

Bulgaria’s minimum wage is one of the lowest in the European Union at BGN 610 per
month, or $350.4 in the United States. Many common jobs reside within low-skilled
labor, such as security guards, factory workers or shop assistants. Poverty in Bulgaria
reached a prevalent rate of 7.5% in 2017. Based on a population of nearly seven million
people, this means approximately 525,000 Bulgarians were living on less than the U.S.
$5.5 each day. For unemployed citizens, the government subsidizes up to 60% of income.
However, it is not always a stable amount and can range from BGN 9 to BGN 74.29 per
day (equivalent to U.S. $5.20 and $42.90, respectively).

The situation in Bulgaria appears bleak and, without significant policy change at a
national level, little will change going forward. Decision makers must investigate ways to
increase wages, growth and employment opportunities, while simultaneously providing
sufficient aid to those in poverty. While this may be difficult, “why is Bulgaria poor?”
should no longer be the primary question; rather, we should be asking about potential
solutions.

The World Bank is working to reduce poverty in Bulgaria through a plan established and
verified in 2019. Petroleum is Bulgaria’s top export and brought the nation nearly $2
billion in 2018. As it becomes scarcer, the price will increase, leading the nation into a
sustainable economic boost.



