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Abstract

Aim of the present research was the study of geographical structure and touristic-recreational profile of domestic tourism and quantitative and qualitative evaluation of demands of resort vacationers in three important spa resorts of Imereti region including Tskaltubo, Sairme and Nunisi. Total 204 respondents, among them 42 resort vacationers from countries other than Georgia, have been interviewed using quantitative (questionnaire) and qualitative (in-depth interviews) methods. The research is targeted at clarification of geographical profile of visitors (gender, age, ethnic, social and professional structure). It also gives information on geographical area of places of permanent residence of tourist inflow. At the same time, our study identifies quantitative and qualitative aspects of vacationers’ demands as it establishes the marketing segment with the highest demand for recreation on resorts of this type.
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Introduction

The aim of present article is the study of current processes of development in one of the most essential trends of domestic and international tourism –balneological/spa tourism – in Imereti region. This, in its turn, implies identification of geographical structure of this industry, qualitative research of tourist demands and specification of geographical profile/structure of domestic and international visitors. The results of the study are based on geographic and marketing surveys carried out in August-September of 2017 in three spa resorts of the region – Tskaltubo, Sairme and Nunisi.
Methods and Materials
Quantitative (total 204 valuable anonymous questionnaires) and qualitative (15 in-depth interviews with experts of tourist industry – chief medical officers, resort managers, operating personnel) methods of research were used in the process of the study.
The obtained results indicate high demand of the population for spa resorts, especially in age category from 30 to 65 years old. The study has also revealed active tourist flows from neighbouring Azerbaijan, Russia, Kazakhstan and Ukraine. Respondents regarded the level of service more or less satisfactory (coincidence between the expected service and the received one), though the enquiry revealed shortcomings in the management of business, that must be taken into account in future.
Results and Discussions

According to climatic-resort division of Georgia the resort Tskaltubo belongs to the flat and lowland (up to 500 m above sea level) western subzone (Colchis lowland) [1]. The resort Sairme was considered in a separate series of resorts, which “form isolated primary recreational complexes” [2]; resorts Sairme and Nunisi are attributed to the “constantly wet middle mountain zone on the slopes of Ajara-Guria ridge within borders of West Georgia” [3].
Together with general therapeutic specializations current resorts have absolutely unique natural-recreational purposes. The main specialization of the resort Tskaltubo is treatment of musculoskeletal system, Nunisi has a clearly defined dermatological profile, while Sairme is strongly recommended for the treatment of diseases of urological profile. In the period of Soviet Union these resorts had different administrative-hierarchical statuses – Tskaltubo was the resort of all union importance, Sairme was regarded as having national significance and Nunisi was resort of local subordination [1].
According to the questionnaire which was compiled in advance, 125 respondents were interviewed in Sairme, 58 –  in Tskaltubo and 21 – in Nunisi. Among them 162 were citizens of Georgia and 42 foreigners.

According to the questionnaire, 59 percent of respondents were women and 41 percent were men. In the group of tourists from other countries proportion of men was prevailing due to the great number of vacationer men from Azerbaijan.
On current resorts, the target segment is age group above 30 years old. Contingent of 30-65 years of age makes 66 percent of vacationers, though the same age group comprises 79 percent among foreigners.
Among visitors of all three resorts permanent residents of West Georgia’s towns prevailed (35%), 23 percent of vacationers were residents of Tbilisi and 15 percent – residents of towns of East Georgia. Residents of rural areas made only 6 percent; 23 percent falls on visitors from foreign countries – Russia and Azerbaijan – 7 percent each, 4 percent – visitors from Kazakhstan, 3 percent – citizens of Ukraine and citizens of Armenia and Israel 1 percent each.
Occupational spectrum of the group of vacationers was quite diverse – they were employed both in public and private sectors (19 and 23 % accordingly); 15 percent are individual entrepreneurs or owners of companies with limited responsibility (LTD).

The main demand expressed by both local and international tourists on all three resorts was rehabilitation of health (60 %), while for others it was just leisure.

As it is known the financial status of an individual or the family may be limiting as well as stimulating (encouraging) factor, forming tourist demand [4]. Income of the 30 percent of Georgian vacationers was below 500 GEL; the same number of tourists outlined the fact that their monthly budget exceeded 1000 GEL and for 23 percent it made 1000 GEL. For the majority of foreign visitors (60%) this index turned out to be above 1000 US dollars. Stay at the resort was financially available for the great part of foreigners (71%) while more or less available for 29 percent of local visitors. The 18% of Georgian vacationers indicated that spending of vacation on these resorts was a great financial burden on their budgets and they would have not come if they did not have health problems. Furthermore, share of those residents of Georgia, for whom treatment at the resort did not make financial problems, was low (it was available for 41 % and more or less available for 41 %).

The major part - 78 percent of international tourists - covered stay on the resort at the expense of personal incomes, while share of visitors of this category among local vacationers was only 47 percent; those funded from the family budget made 40 percent; the medical expenses of the 10 percent of visitors were covered from funds, transferred by their family members working abroad.
As it is noted in scientific literature, development of touristic centres stimulates development of local small farmer husbandries, especially in rural areas [5,6,7,8]. Provision of tourists with fresh foodstuff grown locally by rural communities is very important, as this helps foreigners to get better acquainted with host country. Foreigners (44 %) more often than Georgians (23%) were consumers of small agricultural markets, located at researched resorts: 30 percent of interviewed vacationers used services of local markets with more or less frequency. Higher percent (39%) of Georgia’s residents as compared with foreign visitors refused purchasing products on local markets.
As a service also covers intangible components, measurement of its quality is quite complex task, though its evaluation is possible via monitoring of such important parameters, as security, hygiene, availability, price, proper functioning of technical system, uniqueness of cultural environment and benevolence of social environment [9]. Natural environment of the region is one of the major factors, responsible for the development of resort tourism. Aesthetic resources of Georgia, especially within the limits of its mountainous system, are quite diverse and curative properties of climate and hydro mineral resources contribute to this. In this respect the low mountain zone (up to 500-1000 m), where moderate temperature in summer makes a very comfortable environment for the recreation is more distinguished than the zone of intermountain plain [2]. The 65% of respondents surveyed in resorts Sairme and Nunisi evaluated local environment as unique. Among foreign visitors 50% thought that nature of resorts was unique, and 48% evaluated it as good.
Results of enquiry have shown that both technically (36%) and in terms of service (45%) catering facilities and medical services were the most approved (29%).
 International visitors expressed their preference to the catering facilities and services, received there (40% and 50% correspondingly), and also to the hotel (accommodation) (33%). It should be considered that in Sairme as well as in Nunisi international tourists are mainly accommodated in three-star hotels, which are more comfortable as compared with residential hotels of lower rank, in which mainly local vacationers stay.
As regard medical object, technically in was positively perceived by 30 percent of foreigners, though only 10 percent of locals considered the service to be satisfactory. The 33 percent of foreign vacationers assumed that all services were satisfactory, though this index among Georgian visitors did not exceed 10 percent.

The obtained results clearly show that all three resorts authorities should undertake serious marketing measures to meet requirements of consumers. This implies market research, provision of actual information on tourist product, diversification of product, offer of additional services, compliance of rate and quality of service, etc.

For the improvement of the quality of service 37 percent of respondents named improvement of excursion service; 26 percent - think that improvement of provision with printed and TV media is necessary; 26 percent wish internet of better quality and 25 percent outline the necessity of presence of entertainment facilities.
Demand for the better excursion service was higher (45%) among international visitors; for 29 percent more diverse catering service was desirable and for 26 percent - presence of entertainment sites; 21 percent noticed the necessity of better medical service and 38 percent required better supply with printed and TV media and better internet access. The 12% of respondents of the same group proposed that all services on the resort were in need of improvement.

Conclusions

Thus issuing from the results of inquiry it can be recommended and concluded, that from mid 2000s one of the branches of inland tourism spa tourism, undergoes slow rehabilitation process. During the 1990s this branch was neglected by both – government and private sector and the process of its development was distinguished by unsustainability. Currently the fact that geographical range of visitors (especially in Sairme and Nunisi, which traditionally were resorts of national and local importance) is being extended at the expense of visitors from post-Soviet countries, can be evaluated positively. Reconstruction of resorts is in progress (Sairme is already completed project, Tskaltubo is still in progress). Visitors can be accommodated in residential objects of different ranks (among them some correspond to the international standards). Roads were reconstructed (Sairme, Tskaltubo); wide scale infrastructure rehabilitation projects are being accomplished in Tskaltubo. But still remain several serious factors, that hinder development of spa tourism. Conducted research allowed us to identify problems as followed:
· Uniformity of touristic product, which is possible to overcome by the better management of the time, free from curative procedures via offering better services;

· Lack of marketing researches;
· Partial disagreement between visitors’ expectations and the services received. If the quality of touristic service is to be determined by the perfectness of technical environment and fitness of the received service, it will turn out that satisfaction is achieved at average in 40-50 percent. This directly points to the serious necessity of improvement of services, offered by hosts. 

Considering this we think that the following activities should be accomplished:

· Diversification of tourist product, that includes offering the visitors cognitive, entertaining or other kind of tours;
· Perfection of medical service, being the main profile of target resorts;
· Improvement of roads, being especially hindering factor in case of Nunisi; overcome of seasonality which can be partly fulfilled in Sairme and completly in Tskhaltubo;
· As the middle class develops slowly in our country, it is necessary to create the system of co-payment of state and private insurance companies, which will allow the local target segment to get the prescribed rehabilitation treatment. Otherwise spa resort treatment will remain unavailable for the population of Georgia and only elite consumers will be able to get this service;
· As tourism is regarded as one of the main directions of the country’s development, the state must ensure attraction of investments in this sphere;

· Medicinal recreation may become one of the priority directions in Georgian tourism industry. In other words, Georgia can offer its service to the certain segment of international tourists for niche market; thus, this kind of tourist product – spa service - can be exported.

· Inland tourism will favour not only resort business, but also the development of mountainous regions, which population has neither essential economic incomes nor great perspective of advancement in this direction. Tourism (directly or indirectly) may become one of the alternatives of employment in high mountainous areas.
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