Balkan Holidays closes UK operations amid budget airline onslaught but eyes new routes
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Outside Sofia House on Conduit Street, the legacy of what was once London's "Iron Curtain Row" can still be glimpsed in the gleaming brass plate. Here, Balkan Holidays Ltd stood as the last bastion of a bygone era that linked British holidaymakers with socialist Eastern Europe. Established in the 1960s, the company became synonymous with affordable Bulgarian holidays, embodying the hopes and dreams of countless travellers seeking sun and sea in the Black Sea resorts of Sunny Beach and Golden Sands.
Before the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the north side of Conduit Street was a microcosm of communist-era tourism, with agencies like Berolina Travel representing East Germany and Cedok promoting Czechoslovakia. Travellers could book excursions to countries that no longer exist in their former states, a poignant reminder of the rapid political changes that reshaped Central and Eastern Europe during the late 20th century. In this unique milieu, Balkan Holidays carved out a successful niche, skillfully catering to Western desires for exotic and unmediated experiences behind the Iron Curtain.
Despite the collapse of communist regimes and the reintegration of Eastern European countries into the global fold, Balkan Holidays managed to thrive into the 21st century. Its business was bolstered by a steady stream of holidaymakers drawn to the charm of Bulgaria’s beaches and culture. The company cleverly navigated shifts in the travel landscape, serving regional airports such as Norwich and Teesside while the larger travel agencies focused their efforts on more popular destinations like France and Spain.
However, in early 2025, the announcement that Balkan Holidays would cease its operations in the UK came as a significant shock. The company, having remained financially solvent, opted to close the doors rather than compete against a burgeoning wave of discount airlines like EasyJet and Jet2, which had begun to undercut prices significantly. These airlines had recognised the value of routes to Bulgaria, offering flights at a scale and price that Balkan could no longer sustain, culminating in the sobering decision to return the summer bookings and effectively withdraw from the marketplace.
The move reflects a broader trend in the travel industry, where the proliferation of budget airlines has revolutionised access to international holiday destinations, often leaving smaller tour operators struggling to compete. The main Black Sea airport in Bourgas now welcomes a plethora of international flights from cities across the UK, as more established airlines adopt aggressive pricing strategies. For customers who had relied on Balkan Holidays for their getaway, finding an alternative that matched their original plans has proven challenging.
Though its closure represents a significant shift in the UK travel landscape, Balkan Holidays has announced plans to shift focus towards less saturated routes and regions, such as Newquay and Southampton, whilst still considering options to bring back flights to Bourgas in 2025. This strategic pivot demonstrates a resilience and adaptability not often seen among businesses facing swift and transformative disruption.
As the last representative of an iconic travel legacy, Balkan Holidays has enjoyed decades of patronage and nostalgia from an entire generation of tourists. It was more than just a holiday service; it was a bridge connecting the East and West at a time when such connections were fraught with tension and complexity. Although it may have departed from its original operations, the imprint of Balkan Holidays on the memories of holidaymakers will linger, a reminder of what was once an accessible gateway to Eastern Europe.
Looking ahead, the evolving dynamics of travel continue to unveil new opportunities. As the travel landscape changes, Balkan Holidays plans to expand its offerings, including new routes and destinations, such as Malta and Northern Cyprus, alongside a broader winter programme that caters to skiing enthusiasts. The company’s ability to innovate and adapt mirrors the journey of a continent that has continuously redefined itself in the wake of historical upheaval.
Despite its recent closure in the UK market, it is a sentiment echoed by many that the essence of Balkan Holidays lives on, representing both a cherished memory and a resilient spirit in the ever-changing world of travel, proving that even in closure, a legacy can indeed endure.
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