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Drinks In Bulgaria
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Introduction and Updated Situation

Premier Drinks of Sofia faces a competitive problem that is broader than the 2021 pandemic scenario
described in the original memorandum. Bulgaria’s non-alcoholic beverage market has recovered from
lockdown disruption and remains active, but the company now operates amid higher energy and
packaging costs, changing consumer preferences, multinational scale advantages, private-label
competition, strict European Union food rules, and slower projected growth in household demand. The
U.S. Commercial Service reported that Bulgaria’s soft drink, water, and juice market was one of the
country’s dynamic agricultural and food segments, with imports valued at approximately US$243
million in 2024 and further growth during the first half of 2025. That expansion offers opportunity, yet
it also attracts foreign brands and gives retailers more negotiating power. Premier Drinks should not
respond by launching an unspecified stimulant beverage or offering discounts to government
departments without evidence. The company needs a disciplined strategy that identifies profitable
consumer needs, strengthens distribution and data, protects integrity, and tests products before
committing scarce capital. Its best path is a phased portfolio and channel transformation: improve the
core range, pilot lower-sugar and functional products, develop distinctive local positioning, and build
transparent partnerships rather than attempting a costly acquisition or an immediate national
expansion. (U.S. International Trade Administration)

Market Demand and Consumer Change

Bulgaria is an open European Union market with access to regional suppliers and established
international beverage companies. Demand is influenced by household income, tourism, weather,
retail concentration, health concerns, and the growth of convenience and online purchasing. The
European Commission expected Bulgarian GDP growth to slow from 3.1 percent in 2025 to 2.5
percent in 2026, while inflation was forecast to rise because of energy prices. For a beverage
producer, this combination creates tension: consumers may continue purchasing affordable everyday
drinks while becoming more price-sensitive and less willing to experiment with premium products. At
the same time, parts of the market are shifting toward water, zero- or lower-sugar formulations,
natural flavors, energy and functional beverages, smaller packages, and products that fit active
lifestyles. Premier Drinks should not assume that every trend justifies a new brand. It should analyze
retailer scan data, customer interviews, regional sales, competitor prices, and contribution margins. A
market can grow in value because of inflation while physical volume remains weak. The company
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therefore needs to distinguish volume, price, package mix, and channel growth before deciding
whether an apparent opportunity is real. (European Commission, “Economic Forecast for Bulgaria”)

Competitive Forces and Channel Power

Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, regional bottlers, imported brands, and supermarket private labels compete
through brand awareness, shelf access, refrigeration equipment, promotion, distribution density, and
purchasing scale. New German or Polish entrants would increase rivalry, but nationality alone does
not reveal their advantage. They may compete on price, specialized flavors, functional claims, retailer
relationships, or efficient manufacturing. Premier Drinks needs competitor intelligence that is lawful
and specific: package sizes, ingredients, claims, channels, promotional frequency, distribution gaps,
and consumer reviews. Retailers are a major force because a small producer can become dependent
on a few chains that demand listing fees, promotions, long payment terms, or private-label
production. Food-service, tourism, independent shops, gyms, offices, and e-commerce may offer
alternative routes, but each requires different service and packaging. The company should evaluate
customer profitability after discounts, transport, returns, refrigeration, and marketing support rather
than pursuing revenue at any cost. A balanced channel portfolio can reduce dependence on one
retailer and give the company better information about consumers. (European Commission, “Food
Information to Consumers”)

Internal Capabilities and Product Development

The original memo assumes weak innovation without examining Premier Drinks’ actual capabilities.
Before developing products, management should audit formulation expertise, plant flexibility, quality
systems, supplier reliability, available packaging, brand equity, sales skills, cash flow, and speed to
market. Innovation fails when companies create too many stock-keeping units, underestimate
regulatory work, or launch before distribution and repeat purchase are secured. Premier Drinks should
begin with a small number of concepts connected to existing strengths. Possible directions include a
reduced-sugar version of a recognized product, flavored water, a locally inspired botanical drink, or a
carefully formulated functional beverage whose claims are legally supportable. Each concept should
pass stage gates: consumer problem, target segment, prototype, sensory testing, cost, shelf life,
labeling review, pilot production, retailer test, and repeat-purchase evidence. Reformulating the core
range may create more value than an entirely new brand because it uses existing awareness and
distribution. Product development should also consider packaging weight, recyclability, transport
efficiency, and deposit or recovery obligations as European packaging rules evolve.

Requlation, Food Safety, and Ethical Competition

As an EU food business, Premier Drinks must comply with requirements on hygiene, traceability,
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ingredients, nutrition information, allergens where relevant, packaging safety, and non-misleading
claims. Regulation (EU) No 1169/2011 establishes mandatory information for prepacked food and
applies to online as well as store sales. Functional or health-related messages require particular
caution because a marketing phrase can become an unauthorized health claim. Quality control should
include supplier approval, hazard analysis, lot traceability, complaint handling, and recall procedures.
Packaging materials must be suitable for food contact and traceable. These obligations should be
treated as part of product design, not paperwork added at launch. The allegation that competitors
bribe officials or gain improper institutional access is serious but should not be repeated as fact
without evidence. Premier Drinks should document specific incidents, preserve records, obtain legal
advice, and use lawful complaint or procurement channels. It should never respond through gifts,
hidden commissions, or bulk discounts designed to influence public officials. Public-sector and sports
sponsorship arrangements need transparent contracts, objective pricing, anti-bribery controls, and
approval thresholds. Integrity is strategically important because misconduct can lead to exclusion
from tenders, fines, reputational damage, and loss of partnerships. (European Commission, “Food
Packaging and Traceability”)

Strategic Options

Four broad options are available. First, the company can develop or reformulate products. This offers
differentiation but creates research, regulatory, inventory, and launch risk. Second, it can collaborate
with a local or foreign partner to obtain distribution, technology, production capacity, or brands.
Partnership can accelerate growth, but it may reduce control and create dependency. Third, Premier
Drinks can expand geographically or into new channels. Expansion uses the current portfolio but can
increase transport cost and working capital before brand demand is established. Fourth, it can acquire
a product or small competitor. Acquisition may deliver customers and capability, yet it is capital-
intensive and exposes the company to hidden liabilities. These are not mutually exclusive, and the
correct sequence matters. Premier Drinks should reject a large acquisition until it has stronger data
and financial capacity. It should also avoid broad distribution expansion for products that have not
demonstrated repeat purchase. The recommended strategy combines selective product improvement
with partnership and channel testing: one or two pilot products, contract access to specialized
technical capability where needed, and limited launches through channels whose customers match
the proposition.

Recommended Plan and Performance Controls

During the first ninety days, management should establish a cross-functional team and collect reliable
baseline data on sales volume, net revenue, margin, returns, distribution, promotion, and consumer
complaints by product and channel. The team should interview retailers and consumers, map
competitors, and identify two unmet needs that fit Premier Drinks’ production strengths. It should also
perform an integrity and regulatory review of public-sector sales, labeling, and supplier contracts.
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During the next three to six months, the company should develop prototypes and test them with
realistic target customers. One concept can be an improvement to an existing brand, reducing launch
cost, while a second can test a new segment. Pilot agreements with retailers or food-service
customers should define shelf placement, promotional support, data sharing, and exit conditions.
Management should use contribution margin and repeat purchase rather than initial shipments as
primary success measures.

If a pilot meets pre-agreed thresholds, Premier Drinks can expand in stages. Metrics should include
weighted distribution, rate of sale per outlet, repeat purchase, gross and contribution margin, forecast
accuracy, waste, on-time delivery, customer concentration, cash conversion, and complaint rate.
Brand metrics such as aided awareness matter, but they should not replace financial and operational
evidence. Scenario planning should examine energy and ingredient inflation, retailer price pressure, a
competitor promotion, or failure of a key supplier. The company should maintain alternative suppliers
for critical inputs and avoid launching more varieties than the plant and sales team can support.
Digital tools can improve demand forecasting and field-sales information, but clean master data and
employee training come first. Leadership should review pilots at formal stage gates and stop weak
concepts rather than keeping them alive because money has already been spent.

Conclusion

Premier Drinks operates in a Bulgarian beverage market that offers growth but subjects smaller
producers to strong multinational brands, powerful retailers, regulatory obligations, and volatile costs.
The 2021 recommendation to develop new products was directionally reasonable, yet it was too
broad and relied on pandemic assumptions and old forecasts. The company should pursue evidence-
led, limited innovation rather than an expensive portfolio expansion. Its immediate priorities are
reliable market data, profitable channel analysis, core-product improvement, transparent competitive
conduct, and pilot testing of lower-sugar or differentiated beverages. Partnerships can supply
technical or distribution capability, but they require due diligence and clear governance. Acquisitions
and nationwide expansion should follow only after a concept demonstrates repeat demand and
healthy contribution margin. This phased strategy gives Premier Drinks a realistic way to compete
while preserving cash, food safety, brand trust, and the flexibility to learn from the market.
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