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ABSTRACT 
The most important factors that may influence competitiveness of tourism destination are: radical change in tastes of tourists, changes in how attractions and destinations are being offered to tourists and changes in suppliers and intermediaries attitudes. Competitiveness is a key factor for the positioning of the Istrian tourism market on the international market. Data on competitiveness was obtained through a survey conducted from July through September 2009 on a sample of tourists staying in five seaside resorts in the Istria County. The guests were asked to: evaluate the price level for different segments of tourism offer and express the opinion about the price paid for every used service in relation to received quality and compare general level of prices with the once in other European/Mediterranean countries. Most of the tourists stated that the prices were appropriate and corresponded to the received quality. In Istria County they were lower than the once in Italy, France, Spain and Austria, the same as in Greece and Slovenia, but higher than those in Turkey and Hungary.     
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Najvažiniji  činbenici koji mogu utjecati na konkurentnost turističke destinacije su: radikalna promjena u ukusima turista, promjene u načinu atrakcije i odredišta koje se nude turistima i promjene u dobavljaćima i posrednika stavova.
Konkurentnost je ključni faktor za pozicioniranje istarskog turističkog tržišta na međunarodnom tržištu. Podaci o konkurentnosti dobiven je kroz istraživanje provedeno od srpnja do rujna 2009, na uzorku od turista koji borave u pet turističkih mjesta u Istarskoj županiji. Gosti su zamoljeni da: ocijene razinu cijena za različite segmente turističke ponude i izraze mišljenje o cijenama za svaku uslugu, koristima  u odnosu na primljene kvalitete i usporede opće razine cijena s nekim od  europskih/mediteranskih zemalja. Većina turista je navelo da su cijene bile odgovarajuće i odgovarao im je i kvalitet. U Istarskoj županiji cijene su bile niže nego u Italiji, Francuskoj, Španjolskoj i Austriji, iste kao u Grčkoj i Sloveniji i veće nego one u Turskoj i Mađarskoj.
Ključne riječi: konkurencija turističkih destinacija, cijene, strategija, Istraska županija.
1.  INTRODUCTION
The success of tourism destinations is influenced by their relative competitiveness on international market. That is the reason why tourism destination competitiveness is becoming an area of growing interest amongst tourism researchers (Enright, Newton, 2004). First stage in analysing competitiveness of a tourism destination is clarification of the term tourism destination itself. According to Murphy, Pritchard and Smith (2000) refer to a destination as an amalgam of individual products and experience opportunities that combine to form a total experience of the visited area. Hu & Ritchie (1993) conceptualised the tourism destination as “a package of tourism facilities and services, which like any other consumer product, is composed of a number of multi-dimensional attributes”. A tourist's destination experience, however, is not solely derived from the consumption of various travel services (Cohen, 1979). Murphy (1985) equates destinations with the market place; where demand and supply characteristics jostle for attention and consumption. Buhalis (2000) recognises the importance of suppliers and the multiplicity of the individually produced products and services that make up the overall tourism product, but is more concerned with the difficulties this raises for marketing issues than for destination competitiveness.

After defining the concept of tourism destination, it is possible to focus on the competitiveness of tourism destination. The competitiveness of an industry is a critical determinant of how well it performs in world markets (Crouch & Brent Ritchie, 1999). Competitiveness in general encompasses price differentials coupled with exchange rate movements, productivity levels of various components of the tourism industry and qualitative factors affecting the attractiveness or other aspects of a destination. The development potential of tourism industry will depend substantially on the ability of a country in maintaining competitive advantage from the aspect of delivery of goods and services to visitors. 

The traditional view on success of tourism destination underlines the relationship between profits and number of visitor. On the other hand, the consumer perspective assumes that the most successful destination is the one that provides the greatest satisfaction for the greatest number of visitors. The competitiveness & sustainability (C/S) approach goes further, and defines the tourism success as the ability of a destination to enhance the well-being of the residence through tourism to the greatest extent. Inclusion of the sustainability and a certain efficiency/effectiveness in that framework by the DMO (i.e. Destination Management Organisation) managers will lead to further development of the definition of the most competitive destination i.e. destination that most effectively creates sustainable well-being for its residents. An important distinction should be made between the overall performance (success) of a destination and the specific performance of the DMO that seeks to enhance its performance. A destination can be highly successful due to the combination of both its comparative advantages (its natural resources) and competitive advantages (effective deployment of its resources by the DMO) (Ritchie, Crouch, Hudson, 2001). 

Changing costs in particular destinations relative to others, adjusted for exchange rate variations, are regarded as the most important economic influence on destination shares of total travel abroad (Dwyer, Forsyth  & Rao, 2000). According to Edwards' (1995) study of cost competitiveness in selected countries of the Asian Pacific region, in medium and long term, an increase in relative cost were linked to a fall in market share of travel industry for every country of origin and vice versa. 

It is widely accepted that international travellers are sensitive to price (Crouch, 1992). Therefore, it is important to pay particular attention concerning the price competitiveness of a national tourism industry compared to that of its competitors, if that nation is to prosper as a tourist destination (Dwyer, Forsyth & Rao, 2000).

The aim of this paper is to explore the competitiveness of Istrian tourism market based on several components viewed from customers’ perspective: utilization of services at the destination, evaluation of prices for different services offered at the destination, relation between prices and the received quality and comparison of prices in Istria County and other neighboring countries that were visited in 2009. 

2. METHODOLOGHY
A study focused on tourists behaviour was conducted from July to September 2009. In this study the target population included those tourists who visited five tourism towns in Istria County: Medulin, Pula, Rovinj, Poreč and Vrsar. These sites were visited by more than 50% of tourists visiting Istria County in 2008 (Istria Tourist Board, 2009). Survey was carried out in 17 hotels through a self-administered questionnaire. Tourists were approached by trained researcher and asked to participate in the survey. Researcher then explained the purpose of the survey and stressed the fact that the survey was anonymous. Convenient sample was used.

For the purpose of gathering data, the questionnaire was constructed. It consisted of 22 questions which were divided into four sections. The first section of questions was designed to gather respondents’ sociodemographic characteristics (country of origin, age, gender, income level, occupation, size of settlement, family members) and trip characteristics (first or repeat visit, length of stay and sources of information). The second section of questions involved questions relating to tourists’ perception of services offered and used during their vacation. In the third section, responder were asked to rate certain life priorities and to choose which motives were important in selecting Istria County. The last section focused on determining extends of current crises on tourists’ behaviour. Questionnaire was originally designed in Croatian and then translated into following languages: English, German, Italian, Russian and Slovenian. 

3. RESULTS
A total of 1,130 questionnaires were distributed and collected. The final number of usable questionnaires was 694, reaching a full response rate of 61% (excluding the cases with missing answers). The proportion of female responders (53%) was higher than that of male (47%) (Data not shown). Majority of the responders were in the age group 55 and more years, while nearly 25% were younger than 35, and almost every second responder was in the age group between 35 and 54. The mean age of the responders was 45,39 years, and the standard deviation was about 14 years. The majority of responders had only secondary education, but over 50% had education at least at college level. The responders had different background and occupation, such as 17,36% were or managers or civil servants, 15,40% were workers. Most of the responders were from Germany, 18% were from Austria, about 12% from Italy and UK, 10% from Russia and 17,61% from other countries with a share of less than 5% in total sample. Regarding the number of visits to Istria County, most responders (53%) have already visited Istria County, but there is large proportion of first time visitors in comparison to number of repeat trips which is consistent with results of Tomas summer research 2007 (Čorak et. al, 2008). Most of the responders were travelling with a partner and every third responder (33%) with a least one child. 

Results of competitiveness analysis of Istria County tourism market is presented in graphs 1 to 5.

Graph 1: Utilisation of services at the destination
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Source: Data processed by author

Most of the tourists used different sports and recreation facilities, while the least used services was visiting bars for having a drink. In general most tourists did not use additional services (Graph 1). 

Tourists who used different services while staying in the tourism destination said that prices were appropriate (Graph 2). Drinks in bar were rated as the highest prices among other services giving explanation why this additional service was the most seldom used. More than 25% of tourists stated the same in the case of excursions. The best rated additional services were different kinds of entertainment and groceries in the stores. Most of the tourists stated how they consider that the prices were appropriate or low.

Only a small number of tourists stated that the prices of different services did not correspond to the received quality (Graph 3). Food and drinks in restaurants were rated by the most of responders as the once which prices correspond to the received quality. More than 50% of responders who utilised different services stated how the prices of accommodation, drinks in bars, sports and recreation activities, entertainment, parking and groceries in stores correspond to the received quality. 

Graph 2: Evaluation of prices for different services offered at the destination
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Source: Data processed by author

Graph 3: Opinion on how prices correspond to the received quality
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Source: Data processed by author

In general tourists who chosen Istria County for their summary vacation mostly did not visited and stayed in other neighbouring countries (Graph 4). Of those responders who had visited other neighbouring countries, most of them stayed in Italy and then Austria. 

Graph 4: Previous visitation of other neighbouring countries in 2009
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Source: Data processed by author

Graph 5: Comparison of prices in Istria County and other neighbouring countries
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Source: Data processed by author

75% of the tourists who visited France and more than 50% of those responders who stayed in Italy stated that the prices in this countries were higher than those in Istria County (Graph 5). More than 75% of the tourists who visited Slovenia and Turkey stated that the prices in these countries were the same or lower than in Istria County. Prices in Turkey and than Hungary were considered lower from those in Istria County by more than 50% of responders who visited them. 

4. DISCUSSION AND CONLUSION
In general tourists did not use many additional services but those responders that did use additional services thought that the prices and value for money were appropriate. Tourists were not interested in visiting other neighbouring countries before or during their stay in Istria County suggesting that there is a fine base for extending additional services to tourists. Those responders that did visit other neighbouring countries expressed opinion that the prices were lower in Slovenia and Turkey but they had still decided to spend their summer vacation in Istria County. This may be due to many reasons but it can be speculated that the main reason is that they are repeat visitors. 

These results draw certain implication for tourism/hospitality and destination managers. Since prices and value for money is considered appropriate by most of those responders who used additional services, tourism/hospitality and destination managers should focus on promoting different kind of activities which will be widely used by tourists. Development of an adequate tourism strategy focused on enrichment and improvement of additional services is a prerequisite for achieving competitive advantage on international tourism market. Ritchie, Crouch and Hudson (2001) suggested that a destination can be highly successful due to the combination of both its comparative advantages (its natural resources) and competitive advantages (effective deployment of its resources by the DMO). Tourism/hospitality and destination managers should be aware of that fact and implement it during creation of an adequate tourism development strategy. 

There are some limitations to this study. Since convenient sample as a method of collecting data was used obtained results may not be generalized to the overall Istria County’s tourism market. This paper examined usage of different services and visitation of other similar destinations but did not go into details of exploring why more than 50% of responders did not use the services or how tourists perceive Istria County as a tourism destination. In order to formulate good development strategy for tourism sector further research on why tourists do not use additional services during their stay in Istria County is advisable along with research on determining how tourists perceive Istria County compared to other similar or neighbouring destinations. It is also advisable to investigate influence of repeated visit on destination choice.  
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