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Border town bets on thriving nightlife

NOVA GORICA

Not everyone is
happy with the
town’s role as a
gambling mecca,
says Kester Eddy

The square in front of Nova
Gorica station is open and
invites a stroll, but should
unwary travellers cross the
road to the neat houses on
the other side, they risk
arrest — at least for a few
days yet.

For the commission which
drew up the borders after
the second world war, placed
the station and half the
square in the-then Yugosla-
via, but the regional capital
it was built to serve -
today’s Gorizia - in Italy.

Until next Friday, when
Slovenia joins the Schengen
accord, anyone wanting to
visit those houses should, at
least in theory, make a
detour to the border cross-

ing, 100m up the road.

While the border today is
a fading formality, it was not
always so.

“After the [second world]
war, the region lost its heart.
So Yugoslavia determined to
build a new town, Nova Gor-
ica, to make up for the loss.
It was a national project,”
says Igor Sturm, a local busi-
nessman who was brought
up here.

In the mayor’s office a
short distance away, large
black and white photos
depict valiant men and
women, in voluntary social-
ist brigades, building the
brave new city.

“The apartment blocks
were planned to spell out
Tito for anyone flying across
from the west, but at some
stage during the building the
plans were changed,” says
Mr Sturm.

Apart from the photos,
and some Socialist-realist
statues on the town hall
facade, any visitor seeking a
Tito-era retro experience will
be disappointed. For Nova

Gorica and the surrounding
region of Goriska - total pop-
ulation 120,000 - is the third
richest in today’s Slovenia.
Economic indicators are
close to the national aver-
age. This is no mean
achievement, given that
prosperous and populous
Ljubljana, the capital, raises
the average.

“Some of our industries
are world class. We have
companies competing with
the very best in auto engi-
neering and electronics
around,” says Mirko Brulc,
the town’s mayor.

He cites Iskra Avto-
elektrika, a local auto engi-
neering group, which has
annual sales of €200m, mak-
ing it one of Slovenia’s lead-
ing exporters, and Instru-
mentation Technologies,
which supplies niche, high-
tech equipment for cyclotron
particle accelerators and sci-
entific research.

Other significant indus-
tries include construction,
furniture, food processing,
agriculture and tourism.

But for most Slovenians,
Nova Gorica is a synonym
for night life. The town
boasts a dozen casinos and
gaming parlours, all domi-
nated by the bright-lights of
Perla, the flagship casino-
cum-hotel complex, whose
huge, glittering lounges
house some 70 gaming tables
and batteries of twinkling
one-armed bandits.

If people leave
their profession for
five years, they get
out of touch, and
never return’

The complex, owned by
Hit, Slovenia’s largest and
most enterprising gambling
company, attracts more than
1m visitors a year, the
majority from Italy where
casino operations are strictly
limited.

Hit’s presence - the com-

pany headquarters is in the
town - is viewed with mixed
feelings by many locals.

The company employs
1,600 in Nova Gorica, many
on incomes that other indus-
tries are unable to match. It
contributes 23 per cent of
municipal revenues, ena-
bling Nova Gorica to offer
generous social benefits,
such as free bus services to
citizens.

Niko Trost, executive pres-
ident of Hit, is also keen to
note the company’s support
for the arts, culture, sport
and education: “We provide
€4m a year in sponsorship;
we are [involved] in practi-
cally all activities in the
region,” he says.

However, the “easy
money” distorts the econ-
omy, attracting professionals
from other disciplines. This
contributes to a shortage of
skilled workers in the
region, says Mirjam Bozic,
head of the local chamber of
commerce.

“We have engineers work-
ing as croupiers. If such peo-

ple stay out of their profes-
sion for five years, they get
out of touch, and never
return,” Ms Bozic says.

Outright opponents of the
complex, such as Zlata Kras-
ovec, a journalist, question
the economic benefits, once
the social costs, such as psy-
chiatric treatment for gam-
bling-dependency, are taken
into account.

Still, Perla appears set for
the long term.

The same may not be true
of Hit’s next project, a joint
venture with Harrah’s Enter-
tainment, a US company,
which envisions a €750m
resort including a 1,500-room
hotel, together with confer-
ence, spa, leisure and sports
facilities,

And, of course, gambling.
Guests will find up to 120
gaming tables and a mind-
boggling 3,000 slot machines
on which to spend their time
and money.

However, news of the pro-
posal stirred such an outcry
across Slovenia that Hit is
downplaying the original

Out for a flutter: gambling in the Perla casino

plans.

“I think we could expect
some 3.5m visitors a year,”
says Mr Trost — compared
with 4.5m mentioned in a
press release last June.

For now, the consortium is
also keeping quiet on the

timetable, which effectively
smothers the opposition.

And for any Italian with a
gambling bent wandering
across the border, the 1,138
slot machine selection at the
Perla will have to suffice for
a few more years.

History and beauty provide a compelling mix

TOURISM
Kester Eddy finds
bottles and bullets
attract a range of
visitors

ost weekends

Lan Visnar can

be found potter-

ing around the
steep hills of the Soca Valley
in western Slovenia, care-
fully surveying the ground
and giving the occasional
prod.

Master Visnar - he has
just turned 13 - is a budding
archaeologist who seeks out,
not classical artefacts, but
the remnants of war.

“I've found helmets, shell
cases, bottles, bullets, knives
— the lot. It’s not difficult,
even after 90 years. My best
find was an Austrian bayo-
net, really well-preserved,”
he says.

During much of the first
world war, these hills saw
armies from Austro-Hungary
and Germany locked in bat-
tle with Italian soldiers in a
bloody campaign which,
while gaining some fame
from Ernest Hemingway’s
novel A Farewell to Arms, is
largely forgotten outside its
immediate environs.

But the Isonzo Front - Iso-
nzo is the Italian name for
the Soca river - is now
attracting interest from
more than teenage treasure
seekers as increasing num-
bers of foreigners tour the
battle sites, says Dimitrij

Piciga, head of the Slovene
Tourist Board

“It is amazing how interest
in places such as the USA
and UK is rising,” he says.
“It was a tragedy for all,
especially Slovenes, who
were fighting on both sides.
But now we have a travel-
ling exhibition going to
western Europe next year.

“So, from those bad things
we are promoting good. I
hope we can realise the kind
of tourism that Ypres [in
Belgium] has from the Great
War,” he says.

Mr Piciga is perhaps a
little over-optimistic. The
Kobarid Museum at the
northern end of the Soca val-
ley, which was set up specifi-
cally to document the hor-
rors of the front, reports
“stable” visiting figures.

But there is little doubt
that the “battlefield tour-
ism” adds another hue to
Slovenia’s widely varied
tourist palette.

These attractions range
from stunning Alpine scenes
and sporting venues in the
north to a short Adriatic
coastal strip in the south,
where neatly-kept towns and
villages are found in lime-
stone landscapes set amid
forest and vineyard-dotted
hills.

All of these make tourism
an important sector of the
economy, accounting for
almost 8 per cent of GDP
and some 10 per cent of
employment.

“This year is looking very
good. Overnight stays in the
first nine months were up 6

Taste this: tourists are becoming more upmarket to the benefit of winemakers such as Alex and Uros Klinec

per cent, while revenues
jumped 18 per cent. This
means we are selling better
quality tourism,” says Mr
Piciga.

The growth, he says, is the

result of a steady increase in
new hotels. Three or four are
due to be added to the cur-
rent figure of nearly 200
nationwide, helped by
improving air connections,

including new links to Fin-
land, Belgium and the UK.
It is all supported by a
growing awareness of the
country, particularly in
Europe, and helped by Slove-

Kester Eddy

nia’s adoption of the euro.
The upswing meant that
even in the warm winter last
year, which hit takings on
the ski slopes, winter tour-
ism recorded a “positive

zero” in overnight stays -
mainly because of the alter-
native products available.

Mr Piciga notes: “Many of
the ski hotels are also well-
ness and spa centres. People
just switched over. This sec-
tor is excellent value for
money, cheaper than Austria
and better quality than rival
destinations in the region.”

Some, however, argue that
the country still fails to real-
ise its full potential.

“We have clean air, clean
rivers, and beautiful, natural
countryside, with small
farms and friendly villages.

“Integrate art and culture
into these, and you have the
conditions for what I would
call ‘intellectual tourism’ —
where people would come to
Slovenia to study, write
books, and to experience the
quality of life,” says Danica
Purg, dean of the IEDC Bled
School of Management,
north-west of Ljubljana.

Whether such visionary
forms of tourism will ever
have a statistical impact is
questionable. But the growth
in more conventional merri-
ment is clearly visible in the
capital — as attested by the
thriving café trade along the
riverbanks during the
warmer months.

Nor is the growth limited
to Ljubljana. A visit one
foggy Sunday last month to
the family-run Klinec Win-
ery in Medana, a picturesque
village in western Slovenia,
found tables packed at
lunchtime, as both local and
Italian diners enjoyed indige-
nous fare.

However, the tell-tale
signs of a downside to this
growth are beginning to
appear:

“TI've been ripped off twice
by dodgy taxi drivers this
year. One charged €16 for a
€4 trip. It was night, but
hey, these were London
prices. This is a new trend in
my experience, and it was
very uncomfortable,” says
Julian Mazgon-Ballard, a
British-Slovene businessman
on a visit to Ljubljana last
month.

Whether the appearance of
such “taxi-hyenas” - in truth
a common occurrence in
other cities in central

‘Now we are joining
Schengen, | think
growth in revenues
next year will be
even better’

Europe - or the steadily
rising hotel prices does any-
thing to stifle the tourist
numbers is a moot point.

Mr Pigica, who has prom-
ised action to combat taxi
fraud, remains confident.
“We have a new air connec-
tion to Japan next year.
That is a very important
market, opening the door to
other countries in East Asia.
And, now we are joining
Schengen, I think growth in
revenues next year will be
even better than now,” he
says.
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Kester Eddy meets a
serial entrepreneur who
has broken into
international markets

If Slovenia ever creates a national
“can-do” award, the chances are Joc
Pececnik will be on the rostrum.

When he was asked in 1996 to look
at a broken gaming machine, this
gung-ho entrepreneur never thought
twice, despite knowing “absolutely
nothing at all” about such devices.

“Some arcade had this Japanese
bingo machine. There were no draw-
ings or anything, but I fixed it, and
asked how much it cost [new]. I was
surprised at the price, because the
equipment inside was pretty poor.
Then I started to think I could be
part of the gaming industry,” he
recalls.

This was not the first time Mr
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Pececnik, who left school in 1989
armed only with “an interest in
electrics”, had jumped feet first into
a venture.

He founded Elektroncek back in
1989 to work on alarm systems with
four friends, but a lack of capital
had forced them to switch to assem-
bling computers. By the time the
revived bingo machine was deliv-
ered, the focus was on point-of-sale
accounting systems for bars and res-
taurants.

“At the time we had nothing like
it in Slovenia. We were pretty suc-
cessful, and it brought us capital,”
he says.

But accounting systems were a
non-starter compared with the pros-
pects of the glitzy and lucrative
world of gambling. So, in his spare
time, Mr Pececnik set to work on an
electro-mechanical version of rou-
lette, designed to make the croupier
redundant.

He admits that when the gaming
upstarts exhibited their new
machine in London they aroused
sniggers from some of the estab-
lished names.

“We had no production line, no
staff, no [qualified] mechanical or
electrical engineers. But in three to
four months we solved all that.
After, we just generated more and
more business, with new games, like
electro-mechanical Black Jack, Bac-
carat and dice,” he says.

It all sounds so simple now,
though Mr Pececnik admits there
were “a lot of sleepless nights” at
the time.

To some extent, it was a case of
blissful ignorance.

“When we started, our main focus

Serial entrepreneur:
Joc Pececnik (right)
Kester Eddy

was just to have a product. But we
later saw that we needed to comply
with so many different [national]
regulations and with so many
options, like anti-fraud units or
whether to accept bills or coins. [In
short] we did not know you had to
connect to management systems,”
he says.

Elektroncek, which produces its
top line under the brand name

‘Pececnik is a shrewd
guy who built up the
company in an
imaginative way’

“Interblock”, now has some 260 vari-
ations of its third-generation gaming
machines competing on the interna-
tional market. An improved fourth
generation is due out next year.
The portfolio certainly impresses
industry observers. “Interblock’s
products are in the top 10 per cent in
terms of design, reliability, profita-
bility and innovation,” says Phil
Clegg, editor-in-chief of InterGame,
the UK-based magazine. “Pececnik is

a shrewd guy who built up the com-
pany in an imaginative way.”

Group revenues, at €53m last year,
are expected to rise by 13 per cent
this year due to an increased focus
on the US market, which takes “a lot
of resources”, Mr Pececnik says.

In 2005 he cashed in some chips,
selling half of the company for €40m
to Aristocrat Technologies, an Aus-
tralian gaming company. The wind-
fall — “It didn’t make him rich, just
richer,” as one colleague notes — pro-
pelled him into Slovenia’s top five
wealthiest people, and allowed him
to indulge in other pursuits, most
particularly football.

“I bought a Ljubljana club called
Factor. We saved it from relegation
to the second league, and renamed it
Interblock,” he says. He has also
acquired the national soccer sta-
dium, a quaint if run-down affair a
few hundred metres from his office,
and has grandiose plans to redevelop
this into a commercial complex in a
€200m project.

“I want to use this as a model for
smaller stadia in the region. I want
to build another 30,” he says.

Now dubbed by local media “the
Slovenian Abramovich”, Mr Pecec-
nik is now 38. As chairman of Ele-
ktroncek, he still maintains a
hands-on approach to the company,
though no longer spends an annual
300 days abroad — no doubt to the
relief of his wife and two children.
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