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Croatia’s Island of Vitality is a paradise 
of natural beauty, turquoise water and 

207 days of sunshine a year
BY ROSALIND STEFANAC

T he very first time I step off the bus onto the island of Losinj, 
I know I’m in a special place. I can feel it as I look out at a vista of 
turquoise sea and sailboats against a backdrop of multi-coloured 
stucco homes and pine forests. The scent of freshly grilled seafood 

from nearby restaurants fills my nostrils as I admire the rows of white awning 
providing shade to those lounging in comfy cafe chairs.

So special is this island along Croatia’s northern coastline, that I’m still coming 
back almost 20 years later. Over two decades I’ve seen it transform into a 
hotspot of luxury hotels, fine dining, first-class spas, diving centres and sailing 
schools. But its original charm and natural beauty remain intact. It’s my oasis, 
and after only a few weeks here, I inevitably feel better—physically and mentally. 

My euphoric mood isn’t mere vacation bliss either. Croatia’s tourism folks 
officially branded Losinj the Island of Vitality in 2008 for its optimal air quality, 
207 days of annual sunshine and multiple health and wellness offerings. 
But its health benefits date back much, much longer to the 1880s when an 
Austrian physician’s son recovered from scarlet fever after spending only three 
weeks on the island. Soon after, researchers determined that Losinj’s air quality 
was superior to other areas of Europe due to its combination of sea and 
mountain/plain climate. The Austro-Hungarian monarchy at the time officially 
proclaimed the island a natural health resort. A hospital was built and Losinj 
became a go-to spot for Europeans suffering from respiratory issues, allergies 
and other chronic conditions. 

A health and wellness focus
These days, I’m among the scores of tourists and locals who flock to Losinj and 
its neighbouring island of Cres to hike or bike more than 300 kilometres of 
organized trails by the sea or through a milieu of forest paths. Some trails take 
me past ancient churches and renaissance villas, beautifully renovated into 
opulent guest homes and five-star boutique hotels. Another leads me to the 
manicured beaches of the Cikat Bay equipped with lounge chairs, umbrellas 
and bar service. Or I can go further to find more rustic options, where cement 
poured to flatten the jagged seaside rocks gives me access to some of the 
best swimming spots on the island.

One of my favourite trails is a three-kilometre hike from Mali Losinj, the island’s 
largest town, to its much smaller neighbouring town of Veli Losinj. Posted all 
along the route are information boards in Croatian and English that provide 
detailed tips on proper posture and stretching, as well as exercises to do 
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before and after my hike. Around every bend, the 
coastal view never disappoints, and with 1,200 
herbs growing on the island, I experience the 
intoxicating mingling of sage and myrtle with pine 
oils and sea breeze. 

When I reach Veli Losinj, I always stop at one of 
several open-air restaurants with the sea literally at 
my feet. There I feast on grilled calamari and crisp, 
cold white wine, or opt for the catch of the day, 
which is often a whole sea bass accompanied by 
locally harvested kale and potatoes.

Because of its health-based reputation, almost 
all of the hotels on the island feature spas and 
a variety of wellness treatment options. I’ve had 
many an outdoor massage among the trees, and 
for a real splurge, the Bellevue Hotel offers seven-
night spa packages targeting things like sleep 
disorders, chronic pain and weight management. 

This most recent visit I try the island’s only Thai 
Touch Massage located in the centre of Mali 
Losinj—it’s as authentic as they come with massage 
therapists hailing all the way from Thailand. The 
Thai owner tells me she fell in love with the area 
after visiting several years before and moved her 
entire staff with her. The service is superb and after 
90 minutes of a full body treatment, I feel relaxed, 
limber and ready to keep exploring. 

Finding my way
In the early years, I endured the six-hour bus ride to 
Losinj from the country’s capital city of Zagreb, which 
included a short ferry from Rijeka. But now, from June 
15 to September 28, there are 55-minute flights to 
the island airport every day except Thursdays. In the 
off season flight times and dates are more limited. If 
you’re coming from the central coast of Croatia you 
can also catch a catamaran from Zadar, which runs 
up to two times per day during the high season and 
takes just under three hours.

Once on the island, I rarely need a car. Instead, I 
rent a bike, moped or boat to tour the area—or 
simply walk the picturesque and well-marked 
paths, stopping to take a dip in the sea whenever 
the mood hits. In the centre square there are 
multiple larger commercial boats offering daily 
tours to the neighbouring islands of Ilovik, Susak, 
Unije and others. Tours are an all-day affair starting 
at 9 a.m. and feature a freshly prepared lunch on 
board, several island stops and the chance to see 
bottlenose dolphins on route. Every tour I’ve taken 
also included at least one opportunity to dive off 
the boat and swim in an idyllic spot in the sea. 

When I do rent a vehicle, or have access to a 
driver, I venture to Lubenice on the coast of Cres. 
It’s a historic village founded 4,000 years before 
and located some 380 metres above sea level 
on a mountain ridge. Only seven elderly people 

permanently live here, but during the summer, 
there are a couple of restaurants and shops open 
to the public, as well as classical concerts held 
in the evenings. The view takes my breath away 
every time and when I’m feeling adventurous, I 
make my way down to the white pebble beach 
at the base of the mountain, which provides a 
picture perfect, uncrowded swimming spot on 
the Adriatic Sea. You can also reach this spot via a 
taxi boat from Cres.

On the rare days when the weather isn’t 
cooperating for hiking, biking or boating, I visit 
one of several museums in the area. The big draw 
this time was the Apoxyomenos, a 300-kilogram 
solid bronze statue representing a young male 
athlete from the first or second century BC. 

Belgian divers discovered the 192-centimetre 
high artifact in the waters around Losinj in 1997, 
and after several years of recovery and careful 
restoration, this majestic piece is now housed 
permanently in its very own museum in the 
centre of Mali. 

My last night on this latest trip, I make my way 
down to the centre square to sip cocktails and 
listen to local musicians croon popular English 
tunes and Croatian folk favourites. I admire the 
yachts that have docked for the evening and can’t 
help but feel a little sad that it is time to leave this 
magical place. 

But I know I’ll be back. With a place this special, I 
can’t help myself.
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