Tourist Image of Barcelona. Russian Perspective. 

Russian tourists have made an informal rating of most popular tourist destinations for Russian 'middle class'. Turkey is at the top of the list followed by Egypt, Greece, Thailand, China, Spain. Spain takes the fourth place in the official ranking of the countries visited by Russian tourists in 2013 (Federal Agency for Tourism). In this project I will give consideration to the reasons why Russian tourists prefer Spain for their vacations and holidays. The main attention will be focused on the popularity of one of its destinations, the capital of the autonomous province Catalonia, Barcelona. In this survey I use information from travelers' blogs since this is, firstly, the most accessible source of information; secondly, the bloggers provide their reflection of urban space; and, thirdly, they are the travelers who need not only "all inclusive" services (accommodation, food and beverages, animation entertainments, site seeing tours), they need something more. Such “new type” travelers are described by a well-known British expert in social mobility, John Urry. In his book, "The tourist gaze. 3.0" (Urry, 2011), he traces the forming of mass tourism that originally comes from the British working class. By distinguishing the "modern" and "post-modern" tourist practices he defines a new type of a traveler - "post-tourist" with the following specific features: introduction to cultural artifacts, constructed in a natural way, through his/her PC monitor or TV screen; the desire to learn something new, specific; self-identification as a tourist, play role of a tourist. His book had a great influence on me. In this project it is planned to test the relevance of his "post-tourist" concept on the Russian travelers. The survey's hypothesis is based on the impressions of some "post-tourists" and their images of the city which differ from media images of the same destination. 

In recent years, the volume of Russian travelers in Spain has grown enormously. Subject to Federal Agency for Tourism, approximately 900,000 tourists from Russia visited Spain within 9 month of 2013. This is the highest figure over the whole history (various sources say Spain welcomes 1.2 - 1.5 million Russian tourists annually) (Estefania, 2013). Most of the sources say Catalonia is a priority destination (approximately 60%) (Tiposo, 2013). Spaniards (including Catalans) are well-disposed to the Russians: negative posts from the Spaniards are very rare on the Internet. The official position was expressed by the Tourist Advisor to the Embassy of Spain, Felix de Paz Garcia-Diz: "... tourist destinations are happy to host Russian tourists" (Belogolovtsev, 2013). He also points out that since 2010 the number of Russian tourists has increased by more than two times, and that Spain takes active steps to simplify the visa issuing process. The main reasons for this are: Tourism plays an important role in the Spanish economy - it accounts for 10% of GDP, 12% of the working population are engaged in this industry. Russia, from a standpoint of a Spanish counselor, is a source to support Spanish economy in the future; he expects both a large number of tourists and big tourism-related incomes. At present, the tourists spend a lot of money when they pay with their credit cards. According to La vanguardia, Russian tourists spend more than the Germans, the British and the French (La vanguardia, 2013). 

As it was noted during my visit to Spain (2013), Russian tourists have become accustomed in Catalonia: many restaurants have menus in Russian, street vendors speak a few words in Russian, some Spaniards say Barcelona is a "Russian city" in summer. This points to the fact that the Catalan Government has been co-operating with Russian travel agencies for a long time, and such co-operation is being consistently developed. For example, greater number of air flights helps bring down cost of travel products. Thus, Russian air charter carrier, Red Wings Air, reports the increase by 180% for the route Barcelona - Moscow, and 382% - for Barcelona - St. Petersburg, for the period from 2011 to 2013 (Russian Spain, 2013; unofficial statistic data). Other major carriers (Swiss Air, Lufthansa, Aeroflot) increased the number of flights from Russia to different Spanish destinations by 21% (Estefania, 2013). "Russian tourist" prefers to purchase an "all inclusive" package from a travel agency. The reason is the fear or ignorance of other ways to travel. Among the other reasons are the necessity to confirm booking of accommodation and tickets, visa etc. So travelers from Russia often stay in hotels on the coast of Catalonia.

A well-established tourist infrastructure is an accessory factor for the popularity of Barcelona with Russian tourists. First of all, this city is a well-organized, sensational worldwide urban brand which, according Charles Landry, Expert in Urban Development and the author of the book "Creative City", is one of the most successful examples of interaction between economy and culture (Landry, 2006). The capital of Catalonia is known as a well-developed and comfortable-for-living urban space, and on the other hand, this is a must-visit place for the tourists from different countries. For example, according to the "Forbes", in 2013 Barcelona takes the 10th place among the cities with the highest number of tourists (Forbes, 2014). Popularity of Barcelona provokes interest to individual components of the city's international image and how it was created. The key branding elements are: the Olympic Games 1992, introduction of the city's several architectural buildings to the UNESCO World Heritage Sites, fantastic performance of the football club "Barcelona", different festivals. These events were not going to happen without some political modifications such as switching to liberal democracy, integration of Spain into the European Union, obtaining autonomy by Catalonia.
To project the reflection of the Russian visitor of Barcelona, I have analyzed 19 blog posts on the Live Journal, 1 post on the website "Vinskiy Forum" and 1 video posted on Youtube. These all were posted by the travelers who presented their thoughts, practical tips, photos and video footage of the city and their tour (application with a brief analysis of blogs). Initially this survey was based on the assumption that the tourist imaginativeness was influenced by certain media. The media analysis could help understand the traveler’s image of the city before his/her visit to Barcelona. However, I had to wave this idea because there are a lot of media products but not all of them are available to me, I can’t determine which of them are familiar to the bloggers. Of 20 posts and 1 video only two bloggers make reference to specific sources – the book "Genius Loci" by Peter Weill and the movie "Vicky. Cristina. Barcelona." by Woody Allen. This is due to the fact that the LJ bloggers usually do not make quotes and footnotes. We can only guess the source of information for the post. Multiple sources that form the image of the city made me refuse from the distinct sociological analysis of the blogs; so I focused on the cultural survey based on the specific models used to confirm the emerging trends of social development. This is, for example, a visual presentation of a new destination which replaces textual description. Travel blogs contain many photographs and very few lettering to them. This is stimulated by the development of technology affordable to the middle-income travelers. 

The LJ posts are represented by the travelers as new information for the readers. Thus, the blogs become the same data source as guides and TV shows.  Some examples can be used to show how these correspond to the marketed products. Blogs by the people of "creative professions" represent their professional opinion, without a focus on the Customer opinion. More over, such LJ blogs promote their authors. LJ is not only an environment for professional analysts, it also a site for those who make post in order to switch from their ordinary activities and to communicate with the outside world. In addition to the city's images, the posters also share photographs of their family members or co-travelers with the global community. Strong authorial narration is specific to each traveler blog. This is because the travelers copy narration formats from the well-known media images (dominated by the didactic communication type). Most of the analyzed blogs and their authors follow typical "tourist routes" but pay more attention to the city's infrastructure (transport, architecture, leisure activities) rather than to the tourist images. They are not afraid to express their personal opinion, even if it does not comply with generally accepted ecstatic position. A post-tourist traveler tends to pass up retransmission and to present the city and its attractions as he/she sees them him/herself. Thus, the blogs can more precisely describe the city's image vs most of guidebooks and TV programs. Also, not all the buildings, despite their UNESCO status, are covered by the Russian traveling bloggers. Only 3 buildings and a park from the Antoni Gaudí heritage were mentioned. 

In the abstract of the research project it should be mentioned that John Urry's "post-tourist" concept is not fully developed, it needs to clarify the stated positions as well as new additional features. However, even in the form it is presented in "The Tourist Gaze 3.0." it is still relevant to Russian travelers since they are consumers and their requirements differ from those of conventional mass tourists. Thus, the travelers from the "tourist" category, when they visit Barcelona's most popular architectural objects, employ "discover the sight" practice: they assign a visual image through the photos, listen to the guide, buy souvenirs. In this case, the city's media image coincides with the way the tourists perceive monuments of architecture. The "post-tourist" bloggers set their viewing system on personal discoveries of the environment, while media products are considered as fantasy and non-realistic ones. For them, the urban environment is not what they learned from the media, this is the life structure from their own standpoint. In recent years, such type of consumers is the key focus for tourism industry. New targeted products are being created, for example, "Afisha Guide" (new offers for travelers). These emphasize a brand new view of the urban environment which seems fresh, original and corresponding to the spirit of the times. In addition to this, there are websites that help self-plan a journey: book tickets (OneTwoTrip.com), rent rooms from residents of the city (Airbnb.ru), search for co-travelers and free housing (CouchSurfing.org). The travelers blogs are harmonically build-in here since these are considered as the actual information sources, and they replace the "blue guide"-style guides and TV programs. The bloggers present their own view of the city and its architecture, they focus on those components that are important to them. The text description requires more time and efforts, that is why it is replaced by multiple high-quality photographs. 
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