
Vevčani, Southwestern Region, North Macedonia

Key Focus: Sustainable cultural events & community-led heritage safeguarding for local development and authentic visitor experiences
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Vevčani Carnival



The Vevčani Carnival is a 1,400-year-old 
community-led ritual celebration held 
anninually in the village of Vevčani, in 

the southwestern region of North 
Macedonia. Deeply rooted pre-

Christian traditions, it takes place every 
January during the Orthodox New Year 

and features elaborate handmade 
masks, satirical performances, and 

open-air celebrations.
This long-standing event is a living 

expression of intangible cultural 
heritage, fostering freedom of 
expression, intergenerational 
knowledge transmission, and 

community cohesion. It stands as a 
compelling example of how small rural 
communities can use heritage-based 

events to promote sustainable cultural 
tourism, strengthen local identity, and 

attract international visitors — all while 
preserving local values and minimizing 

environmental impact.
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Introduction

WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 

Name of the Practice: Vevčani Carnival

Location: Vevčani, Southwestern Region, North Macedonia

Type: Cultural celebration, intangible heritage safeguarding, community-led 

sustainable tourism

Initiating Organization: Municipality of Vevčani, Cultural Art Society “Drimkol”, local 

civil society and residents

Year of Establishment: Over 1,400 years ago (pre-Christian origin)

Current Status: Ongoing (annually, every 13–14 January, Orthodox New Year)



Primary Goals
● Promote sustainable cultural tourism through 

the celebration of intangible heritage and 

community rituals.

● Support the local economy by attracting visitors 

during the off-season and engaging local 

artisans, performers, and small businesses.

● Preserve and transmit traditional knowledge and 

craftsmanship, including mask-making, 

storytelling, and ritual performance.

● Foster slow, immersive tourism, encouraging 

meaningful engagement with the local culture, 

customs, and community life.

● Strengthen intergenerational cultural 

transmission and local identity, ensuring that the 

Carnival remains a living tradition for future 

generations.

Key Focus Areas
● Intangible cultural heritage preservation through 

satirical performance, rituals, and oral tradition

● Community empowerment and active citizen 

participation in event creation and storytelling

● Cultural continuity and intergenerational learning, 

especially through mask-making and carnival 

preparation

● Responsible cultural tourism attracting visitors 

during the off-season and promoting immersive, 

respectful engagement

● Sustainable event planning rooted in local 

ownership, small-scale celebration, and 

environmental awareness

Current Status
● Firmly established and growing in recognition, the 

Carnival has become a cultural flagship event in 

the region, drawing both national and 

international audiences each year.

● Maintains strong ties with local and regional 

stakeholders, including cultural institutions, 

NGOs, and grassroots associations.

● Actively seeks involvement in broader European 

networks focused on cultural heritage and 

sustainable tourism, and is well-positioned for EU 

funding programmes such as Creative Europe, 

Interreg, and CERV.

● Invests in outreach and innovation, expanding its 

presence through digital media, strategic 

partnerships, and youth-focused educational 

activities that support heritage preservation.
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The Practice

WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 

Activities Involved:

● Mask-Making Workshops: Offering hands-on experiences in crafting 

traditional carnival masks using local, sustainable materials.

● Street Performances: Hosting satirical theatrical acts and improvisations 

that reflect political and social commentary.

● Guided Heritage Tours and Exhibitions: Providing insights into the 

Carnival’s 1,400-year-old traditions through walking tours, archives, and 

costume displays.

● Cultural Events: Organizing parades, open-air gatherings, and 

performances by local folklore groups and artisans.

● Seasonal Celebrations: Celebrating the Orthodox New Year with symbolic 

rituals, communal feasts, and traditional music (zurnas and drums).
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The Practice

WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 

Target Groups:

● Cultural tourists seeking immersive, authentic, and 

community-led experiences.

● Festive event travelers interested in unique traditions, rituals, 

and local celebrations.

● Families and youth groups looking to engage in hands-on 

cultural and creative activities.

● Civic-minded visitors attracted by satire, freedom of 

expression, and participatory heritage.

● Local residents and diaspora actively involved in sustaining 

and celebrating the Carnival’s identity.
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The Practice

WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 

Stakeholders Involved:

● Local artisans and performers creating masks, costumes, and 

leading theatrical acts rooted in community tradition.

● Cultural Art Society “Drimkol” and local folklore groups 

preserving and showcasing traditional music, dance, and 

rituals.

● Municipality of Vevčani coordinating logistics, promotion, and 

safeguarding initiatives.

● Community organizations and residents who actively shape 

and sustain the carnival through grassroots participation.

● Tourism agencies and media partners helping to promote the 

event at the regional, national, and international levels.

● Visitors and cultural tourists whose interest and presence 

contribute to the local economy and cultural exchange.



Local Benefits and Impact
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WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 

ECONOMIC IMPACT

● Boosts the local economy by drawing thousands of visitors 

annually who spend on accommodations, food, and crafts.

● Strengthens circular, local supply chains by engaging 

village-based artisans, performers, and small businesses.

● Stimulates off-season tourism, offering economic activity in 

January when few other events take place.

● Appeals to experience-seeking, eco-conscious travelers, 

who value authenticity and tend to support local 

enterprises.

ECONOMIC IMPACT CULTURAL IMPACT

● Preserves and promotes one of Europe’s oldest living 

intangible heritage traditions, rooted in satire, ritual, and 

local identity.

● Celebrates local culture through masks, music (zurnas 

and drums), and performances inspired by regional 

folklore and current affairs.

● Empowers local artists and craftspeople, offering visibility 

through exhibitions, parades, and creative workshops.

● Fosters intergenerational transmission of heritage, 

ensuring knowledge is passed down through active 

participation and storytelling.



Local Benefits and Impact
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WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 

ECONOMIC IMPACT
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT SOCIAL IMPACT

● Minimizes environmental footprint by maintaining a walkable, village-

centered event format that requires little to no motorized transport.

● Encourages sustainable practices among participants, such as the use 

of natural, reusable, and locally sourced materials for costumes and 

decorations.

● Reduces waste generation through community-managed cleanup 

efforts and discouragement of single-use plastics during the festivities.

● Raises environmental awareness through traditional rituals and 

symbolic actions meant to “chase away evil spirits,” which today carry 

metaphorical meaning tied to ecological protection.

● Preserves the natural and cultural landscape of the village by resisting 

overdevelopment and protecting the authenticity of its historical 

setting.

● Strengthens community cohesion by involving residents, 

local artists, and organizations in all stages of planning and 

execution.

● Contributes to rural revitalization by stimulating the local 

economy, offering seasonal employment, and encouraging 

youth participation.

● Promotes inclusive and participatory tourism that values the 

local way of life, freedom of expression, and cultural 

authenticity.

● Acts as a cultural and social bridge, bringing together locals, 

diaspora, and international visitors, and reinforcing social 

solidarity.
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Visitors Benefits and Impact

WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 

Cultural Engagement & Education

• Encourages cultural humility by exposing visitors to centuries-old rituals that challenge stereotypes and foster genuine appreciation of local 

identity.

• Promotes mindful mobility as guests experience the village on foot, reducing environmental impact and enabling deeper connection with the 

setting.

• Inspires long-term awareness by immersing visitors in a participatory tradition that often reshapes their views on heritage, expression, and 

community.

Behavioral Impact on Visitors & immersive experience

● Immersive cultural learning: Visitors gain firsthand insights into local traditions, rituals, and values through workshops, exhibitions, and direct interaction 

with residents.

● Meaningful, emotional experience: The Carnival’s satire, symbolism, and communal energy create memorable and transformative moments for participants.

● Inspiration for ethical travel: Engaging with an authentic, community-led event encourages a shift toward slow, conscious, and culturally respectful tourism.

● Connection with place: Guests feel part of a living tradition, fostering appreciation for heritage beyond surface-level entertainment.



Sustainability Measures 
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WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 

The Vevčani Carnival is a living expression of

intangible heritage, sustained not through

institutions, but through active community

transmission. It protects local identity by

maintaining centuries-old rituals, oral storytelling,

and symbolic satire. Rather than performing culture

for tourists, it invites them into an authentic co-

created experience, led by the people of Vevčani

themselves.

The Carnival fosters continuity by engaging youth

in mask-making, ritual planning, and performance,

ensuring that tradition evolves without losing its

soul.

Cultural Preservation



Sustainability Measures 
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WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 

The Vevčani Carnival strengthens the local

economy by anchoring tourism revenues within the

village. It stimulates short local supply chains by

involving artisans, accommodation providers,

musicians, and food vendors, all rooted in the

community.

This model supports rural entrepreneurship, retains

economic value locally, and reduces dependency

on external commercial infrastructures. By drawing

visitors in the off-season, the Carnival also

balances income generation throughout the year,

contributing to long-term economic resilience.

Economic Sustainability
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WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 

The Vevčani Carnival exemplifies environmental stewardship by

integrating sustainability into its core practices. The event

emphasizes:

• Eco-friendly materials: Costumes and masks are often crafted

from natural, biodegradable materials, reflecting a

commitment to reducing environmental impact.

• Minimal waste generation: The carnival promotes waste

reduction through the use of reusable items and encourages

participants to minimize litter.

• Preservation of natural landscapes: By utilizing existing

village spaces and avoiding overdevelopment, the carnival

maintains the integrity of the local environment.

• Promotion of sustainable transportation: Encouraging

attendees to walk or cycle to the event reduces carbon

emissions and fosters a deeper connection with the

surroundings.

Resource Preservation



Community Involvement
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WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 

Local Institutions & Cultural 

Organizations

Municipality of Vevčani, Cultural 

Society “Drimkol”, Multicultural Center 

“Kosta Srbakoski”

• Lead the coordination and logistics

of the Carnival

• Provide institutional support and

promotion at the regional and national

level

• Facilitate access to public funding

and partnerships

• Advocate for the safeguarding of

intangible cultural heritage

Local Residents, Volunteers, and 

Mask Groups ("Vasiličari")

• Design, craft, and perform in the

Carnival with intergenerational

knowledge

• Host preparatory rituals and

gatherings in family homes and

neighborhoods

• Ensure cultural authenticity and

continuity through oral

transmission

• Collaborate in visitor engagement,

hospitality, and spontaneous

storytelling

• Take informal leadership roles in

community-led management

Local Artisans, Businesses & 

Producers

• Offer handmade masks, local

crafts, and traditional food during

the event

• Contribute to the economic

circularity of the festival through

sales and services

• Promote the culinary identity and

natural products of the region

• Support the Carnival's

sustainability by sourcing locally

and responsibly
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Monitoring, Evaluation and Financing

WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 

Evaluation Metrics

• Visitor attendance numbers 

(domestic & international)

• Media coverage and social 

media reach

• Local business revenue impact 

during the Carnival period

• Number of community 

members involved in 

organizing/performance

• Sustainability indicators (e.g., 

waste generated, reusable 

materials used)

Feedback Mechanisms

• Surveys distributed to tourists 

and local stakeholders post-

event

• Focus groups with youth, 

performers, artisans, and 

hospitality actors

• Open community meetings after 

the festival for review and 

proposals

• Informal channels via local 

NGOs and cultural clubs

Continuous Improvement

• Annual thematic adaptation 

based on public mood and 

global events

• Gradual integration of eco-

friendly practices (e.g., no 

plastic zones)

• Enhancing accessibility and 

multilingual information for 

broader outreach

• New collaborations with 

regional tourism and cultural 

partners

Funding Sources

• Municipality of Vevčani – core 

funding and coordination 

support

• Ministry of Culture of North 

Macedonia – cultural 

safeguarding funds

• Local sponsors & hospitality 

sector – in-kind and financial 

contributions

• Occasional support through EU 

project participation



Replicability and Scalability
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MEETS COMMUNITY 

Transferability

Vevčani Carnival offers an adaptable model for 

other communities aiming to preserve and 

promote intangible cultural heritage through 

participatory events.

What can be transferred:

• Community-led management structure

• Integration of traditional rituals with modern 

cultural expression

• Use of satire and artistic freedom to foster critical 

public dialogue

• Involvement of multigenerational participants

• Eco-conscious visitor engagement methods

Contexts for replication:

• Small rural towns with strong folk or oral 

traditions

• Communities seeking to revitalize winter tourism

• Villages aiming to leverage carnivals or public 

rituals as tourism assets

Challenges & Barriers

Cultural Sensitivity & Appropriation

• Misinterpretation or misuse of the carnival’s 

symbolic rituals if copied outside their original 

context.

Funding Sustainability

• Limited financial predictability, often relying on 

local sources and volunteers.

Infrastructure Limitations

• Small-scale accommodation and transport may 

restrict scalability.

Weather Dependency

• Outdoor nature of the event makes it vulnerable 

to winter conditions.

Preservation vs. Commercialization

• The challenge of keeping the Carnival authentic 

while opening it to mass tourism.

Potential for Expansion

Regional Scaling

• Joint promotion with other Balkan winter 

festivals or cross-border “intangible heritage 

trails.”

• Establishment of a Vevčani Carnival Hub with 

year-round educational activities and 

exhibitions.

International Networking

• Possible inclusion in UNESCO’s Intangible 

Cultural Heritage list (file in preparation).

• Exchanges with European Carnival Networks 

for good practices and visibility.

Youth & Creative Engagement

• Workshops with young artists and students to 

co-create sustainable carnival crafts and 

performances.

• Digital documentation and storytelling platforms 

to expand its reach globally.
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• Vevčani Carnival exemplifies sustainable cultural tourism by merging ancient traditions with modern-day community-led organization and

environmental sensitivity.

• Deep-rooted cultural identity (1400+ years) serves as a unique intangible heritage asset with strong storytelling, intergenerational knowledge

transfer, and symbolism.

• Community involvement is a cornerstone — residents, local groups, and institutions co-manage, fund, and promote the event collaboratively.

• Environmental, social, and economic sustainability are embedded across the practice: low-impact activities, revitalization of the village

economy, and social cohesion.

• Educational and immersive value for visitors — cultural understanding, respect for local traditions, and eco-conscious travel behaviors are

fostered.

• High potential for transferability to other small destinations wishing to anchor tourism development on living heritage and community

engagement.

• Ongoing digital promotion and partnerships amplify reach and open paths for EU collaboration (e.g., Creative Europe, CERV, Interreg).

• Challenges remain in funding stability and maintaining authenticity while expanding visibility — yet the practice shows resilience and

adaptability.

Key Conclusions & Takeaways

WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 



Thank You !

WHERE HERITAGE 

MEETS COMMUNITY 
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