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Abstract 

The Romanian urban system reveals both the influence of the 
central-based inter-settlement relations and the influence of the 
historical conditions (persistence of regional influence centres 
inside the historical provinces). Its 12 urban sub-systems are 
formed of towns that gravitate towards the Capital city - Bucharest 
and the second and third-rank cities. The Romanian urban 
network appears to be insufficiently developed in terms of number 
of towns versus the total population and surface. In 2012, there 
were 320 towns, when 400–450 were expected to be as referred 
to the overall surface of the country. This proves an excessive 
polarisation area/town ratio compared to other West and Central 
European countries. Under the socioeconomic transformation 
determined by the fall of the communist regime, profound changes 
in terms of intensive spatial development (urban/suburban sprawl, 
metropolisation etc) were experienced, similar to other post-
communist urban systems. Subsequently, the EU accession 
opened the former socialist cities to new challenges related to 
urban phenomena, turning them into points of connection at 
European level by promoting cohesion and competitiveness for a 
polycentric metropolitan development. The paper attempts to 
summarise the urban development in Romania and the 
particularities of the Romanian urban system in relation to the 
legislative and political context of the post-communist period and 
the EU accession. 

Keywords: Romanian urban system, urban sprawl, 

metropolisation, European Union. 

Rezumat. Sistemul urban românesc – o perspectivă 
asupra perioadei post-comuniste 
Sistemul urban românesc relevă atât influența relațiilor inter-
așezări bazate pe centralitate, dar și influența condițiilor istorice 
(persistența influenței centrelor regionale din provinciile istorice). 
Cele 12 sub-sisteme urbane ale României sunt formate din orașe 
care gravitează către orașul capitală – București și orașele de 
rangul doi și trei. Rețeaua urbană românească pare a fi insuficient 
dezvoltată din punctul de vedere al numărului de orașe 
comparativ cu populația totală și suprafața țării. În 2012 erau 320 
de orașe, deși se estimau 400-450 raportat la suprafața totală a 
țării. Acest lucru dovedește o zonă de polarizare excesivă/ rată 
urbană comparativ cu alte state vest sau central europene. În 
condițiile transformărilor socio-economice determinate de căderea 
regimului comunist, au avut loc importante schimbări privind 
dezvoltarea spațială excesivă (dezvoltarea urbană/ sub-urbană 
necontrolată, metropolizare, etc.) similare cu alte sisteme urbane 
comuniste. Prin urmare, aderarea la UE a deschis pentru fostele 
orașe socialiste noi provocări legate de fenomenul urban, 
transformându-le în puncte de legătură la nivel european 
promovând coeziunea și competitivitatea pentru o dezvoltare 
metropolitană policentrică. Studiul încearcă să prezinte pe scurt 
dezvoltarea urbană în România precum și particularitățile 
sistemului urban românesc în relație cu contextul legislativ și 
politic al perioadei post-comuniste și aderarea la UE. 

 
Cuvinte-cheie: sistemul urban românesc, dezvoltarea urbană 

necontrolată, metropolizare, Uniunea Europeană 

 

Introduction 

Over the last hundred years, most European 

countries have witnessed significant transformations 
related to territorial expansion, urban sprawl and 

development patterns (Patacchini et al., 2009) 

through different phases and processes such as: 
urbanisation, suburbanisation, deurbanisation, 

reurbanisation (counterurbanisation), and 
densification processes (van den Berg et al. 1982; 

Petsimeris, 2003; Antrop, 2004; ESPON FOCI, 
2010).  

These complex processes of territorial expansion 

affected most seriously the Southern European 
(Petsimeris, 2003) and former communist towns 

(Turnock, 1998; Soós and Ignits, 2003; Degorska, 
2004; Ourednicek, 2007; Sykora and Ourednicek, 

2007; Hirt, 2008; Leetmaa, 2008, Tammaru et al., 

2009; etc.) characterised by a general model of 
expansion by linear tendencies of urban 

development along the main transportation axes as 

well as the appearance of residential areas outside 

the towns (Grigorescu et al., 2012).  
In the present period, Romania’s urban system is 

undergoing a process of restructuring, the urban 

phenomenon acquiring new dimensions and 
characteristics. Thus, the industrial town – the 

representative type of urban settlement, has largely 
been replaced by the polyfunctional and services 

type, a trend that met the country’s major economic 
and social-political targets, set early in the Third 

Millennium, in line with Romania’s integration into 

the European urban system. Another trend, this time 
in rural-urban evolution, was to raise communes, 

viewed as local polarisation cores, to town status. 
Consequently, between 2003 and 2011, a number of 

53 settlements (out of the 60 granted town rank 

after 1989) were granted this position.  
After the 90s, most of the post-communist Central 

and Eastern Europe countries  faced an intense urban 
development through urban sprawl-related process in 

terms of restructuring physical morphology, changing 

the functional land-use patterns and socio-spatial 
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structure of towns (Sykora and Ourednicek, 2007; 
Leetmaa, 2008; Grigorescu et al., 2012). Under the 

given circumstances, a wide range of socio-economic 

transformations which gave start to further phases of 
intensive urban/suburban expansion exerting high 

pressure upon the environment occurred. In 
Romania, after the fall of the communist regime (the 

post-1989 period), the urban system patterns and 

dynamics are mainly related to urban sprawl and 
suburbanisation process. On the other hand, a 

quantitative urbanization process, which was started 
in the 1950s, continued and resulted in the increasing 

number of town with environmental infrastructure, 
dwelling stock, as well as functionality and 

physiognomy resembled more to rural settlements 

(Săgeată, 2002).  
 

THE ROMANIAN URBAN SYSTEM – GENERAL 
OVERVIEW 

When referring to the Romanian urban system, 

the towns and the relationships developed between 
them (hierarchical dominance, subordination and 

competition) prevail. Its structure displays both the 
influence of the central-based inter-settlement 

relations, a tendency augmented throughout the 
20th century, and the influence of the historical 

conditions (persistence of regional influence centres 

inside the historical provinces) (Grigorescu and 
Dumitrescu, 2010).  

During the mid-20th century, the Romanian 
territory had a predominant rural-agrarian profile 

with a low urbanisation level (with up to 23.4% in 

1948) due to its main physical-geographical 
features, the socio-economic development and the 

historical peculiarities. The beginning of the 
industrialisation process, which characterised the 

inter-war period, had triggered an intense urban 

development leading to the increase of towns 
number from 119 in 1912 to 142 in 1930 and 152 in 

1948 (Urucu et.al., 2006).  
The second half of the 20th century witnessed radical 

changes due to the policies which supported the 
economic and social development through two major 

transition periods: 1950–1960/1962 that marked the 

passage from the capitalist economy to the highly 
centralised plan-based socialist system, and the 

post-1989 period, when the socialist economy was 
replaced by the market system. Between 1950 and 

1989, similar to other former socialist countries, 

Romania went through extensive industrialisation 
coupled with boosted urbanisation aimed at 

strengthening the national urban system (Urucu et 
al., 2006; Grigorescu et al., 2012). Therefore, the 

industrialisation process played a decisive role in the 
country’s urban development, the industrial town 

becoming the most representative urban settlement 

type with an increased evolution (Dumitrescu, 
2008). On the other hand, the investiture of towns 

with administrative centre status (county seats) 
attracted massive industrial investments and an 

oversized population and housing growth, which did 

not correlate with the development of the technical 
infrastructure and the supplying of urban services, 

which led to disturbances in the relations between 
towns, but also to a decrease in quality of urban life 

(Săgeată, 2003, 2006, 2010; Nae, 2006). As a 

compensatory measure to maintain an upward 
development trajectory of towns which were better 

placed in the urban hierarchy, but without taking 
part of this strongly industrialized pattern during 

1950-1980 interval, they were assigned with the 
municipality status. 

The evolution of the urban population mirrors the 

growing level of urbanisation and, at the same time, 
the proportion of townspeople within Romania’s 

total population throughout the 20th century, from a 
mere three million at the beginning of the century to 

11.4 million in 2002 (Fig. 1). The absolute increase 

between 1912 and 2002 was of 9,371,338 
inhabitants at an annual average of over 104,126 

persons. Within the interval spanning the two 
censuses, the urban population fell from 11,435,080 

in 2002 to 10,858,790 persons in 2011, i.e. by 
576,290 fewer people, at an annual decrease of 

64,032 inhabitants (fig. 1). 

After the fall of the communist regime, the 
Romanian urban system witnessed a continuous 

restructuring process imprinting new features and 
dimensions to the urban phenomenon through 

urbanisation and suburbanization processes 

(Grigorescu, 2010; Grigorescu et al., 2012). 
Therefore, facing the challenges of the new 

economic and legislative context, new type of urban-
rural interface relationships occur. As a 

consequence, almost two-thirds of the national 

territory lies inside the active urban polarisation 
zones, thus favouring the development of 

metropolitan areas (Fig. 2). Additionally, the 
Romanian urban system has been enriched with new 

urban entities through the transformation of several 
communes, viewed as local polarisation cores, into 

towns (Law No. 351/2001, annex II-6.1). Therefore, 

over the 2003-2010 period, there appeared 53 of 
the total number of 60 settlements which were 

granted town status after 1989. In 2012, Romania’s 
urban network incorporates 320 towns which, 

referred to the overall surface of the country 

(238,390 km2), represents an excessive polarisation 
area/town ratio as compared to other Western and 

Central European countries (fig. 2). 
Currently, the Romanian urban system is made 

up of 12 urban sub-systems which consist of towns 
that gravitate towards the Capital and the second-

rank cities (Iaşi, Cluj-Napoca, Timişoara, Craiova, 

Constanţa, Braşov and Galaţi), as well as towards 
some third-rank towns (Baia Mare, Oradea, Suceava, 
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and Deva). They are located in all the major relief 
units, thus pointing to a unitary geographical 

distribution in the territory, describing the ring-

pattern of the Romanian urban system with an 

inside-to-outside display of large cities and medium-
sized towns. Small towns are randomly disseminated 

(Ianoş, 1987, Ianoş and Tălângă, 1994; Grigorescu 

and Dumitrescu, 2010). 
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Fig 1. The urbanization process in Romania over the 1930-2011 period 

 

 
Fig. 2. The Romanian urban system, 2011 

 
The classification of towns in the Romanian 

urban system includes: 225 small towns, 75 
medium-size towns, 19 large cities and only one 

very large city (Bucharest) able to develop a 
metropolitan area in accordance with the 

requirements of both international and Romanian 

legislation in this respect (tab. 1, fig.3). 

Furthermore, there are 20 towns which have 
developed metropolitan areas mainly based on the 

favourable legislative context which supports 
metropolitan development rather by the joint 

character of the administrative units under the 
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influence of a city than on the size of the 
polarization city (Grigorescu, 2010; Grigorescu and 

Dumitrescu, 2010), thus totalling nearly 7,500,000 

(34%) inhabitants, out of which about 2,500,000 

(11.5%) in Bucharest Metropolitan Area. The rest of 
population (22.5%) is unequally spread between the 

other 17 metropolitan structures. 

Table 1. Towns / metropolitan areas in Romania grouped by demographic size 

Town group/inh. 
No. of towns in 

2011 
Towns which have developed  

metropolitan areas 

Total towns of which: 320 21 

Small towns (total), of which 225  

under 5,000 29  

5,000–10,000 105  

10,000–20,000 91  

Medium-sized towns (total), of 
which : 

75 3 

20,000–50,000 54 1 (Simeria) 

50,000–100,000 21 2 (Deva, Hunedoara) 

Large cities (total), of which: 19 17 

100,000–150,000 7 3 (Baia Mare, Suceava, Târgu Mureş) 

150,000–200,000 4 4 (Arad, Bacău, Piteşti, Sibiu) 

200,000–300,000 6 5 (Brăila, Braşov, Galaţi, Ploieşti, Oradea) 

300,000-400,000 2 
5 (Cluj-Napoca, Constanţa, Craiova, Iaşi, 

Timişoara) 

Very large cities: 1 1 

Over one million 1 1 (Bucharest) 

 

The Romanian urban system also includes 19 

large cities with over 100,000 inhabitants (5.9% of 
the urban network), representing a distinct size-

category dating back to the post-war period. At 
present, this category includes some of the county-

seats, the industrial and service centres, the major 
national transport crossroads, academic and cultural 

centres. The geographical distribution of the large 

cities is fairly uniform exerting distinguished 
influence over the activities developed by the 

surrounding territories. Out of this category, only 17 
had initiated the development of metropolitan areas, 

such as the first-rank towns (e.g. Cluj-Napoca, 

Timişoara, Iaşi, Constanţa, Craiova, Braşov, Galaţi, 
Ploieşti, Oradea, Brăila, Baia Mare etc.) with a 

strong influence on the surrounding areas in terms 
of space planning and urbanization dynamics.  

The medium-sized towns (23.4% of the urban 
system) gather between 20,000 and 100,000 

inhabitants. Given that some of them act as county-

seats and are assigned with administrative 
functions, they play a major role in the national 

urban structure. The development of medium-sized 
towns goes back to Antiquity and the Middle Ages 

and was boosted by the 20th century industrial 

upsurge (e.g. Cugir, Codlea, Petroşani, Făgăraş, 
Reşiţa, Hunedoara, Mioveni and Săcele). The 

gigantic industrial units and the lack of functional 
flexibility make this category of towns highly 

vulnerable, their future evolution being tightly linked 

to their ability to correlate the industrial 

restructuring with the development of the tertiary 

sector.  
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Fig. 3. Romanian towns grouped by 

demographic size (1966 - 2011) 
 
The small towns, even though they cover the 

largest part of the urban network (225 towns and 

70.3% of total urban network), they have a reduced 
demographic potential (under 50,000 inhabitants). 

This category, which has proved to be the most 
stable one in time and space, includes numerous 

new towns, as well as towns with a long history 
documented in ancient or feudal times. During the 

socialist period, 128 rural settlements were assigned 

with town status, thus enlarging this demographic 
category (Grigorescu and Dumitrescu, 2010). This 

small towns grouping includes a large variety of 
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functional types: industrial, agro-industrial, spas and 
health resorts, with a central position in the rural 

areas (Zamfir, 2007).   
 
THE SPATIAL CONFIGURATION OF THE 

ROMANIAN TOWN SYSTEM IN THE 

TERRITORY 

The national urban network and the relationships 
between towns in terms of hierarchical dominance 

as well as subordination and competition, shape the 
backbone of the national settlement system. 

Consequently, the shape of the Romanian urban 

system explains both the influence of the central-
based inter-settlement relations, which were 

accentuated all over the 20th century, and the 
influence of historical conditions related to the 

consistency of regional influence centres inside the 
historical provinces (Bălteanu et al., 2006).  

In Romania, the 12 urban sub-systems are 

constituted of towns that are attracted by some 
macro-territorial centres with own specific hierarchical 

structures and distinct inter-town subordination 
relations (Ianoş, 1987; Ianoş and Tălângă, 1994, 

Ianoş and Heller, 2006). Therefore, the delineation 

of the urban sub-systems and of the respective 
centres was  achieved based on the hierarchical 

urban rank and the geographical position (e.g. the 
long distance from large regional centres aims at 

increasing the spatial polarisation of some local 
centres, such as Deva or Suceava, although they 

don’t have a higher rank in the urban pyramid).  

From the territorial point of view, for the joint 
space of Moldavia and Bucovina, the cities of Iaşi 

and Galaţi (peripheral towns) located near the 
border with the Republic of Moldova are the regional 

convergence centres. As a result, other two urban 

centres (Suceava and Bacău) may represent, due to 
a more favourable geographical position, 

coordinating centres of balance, able to take over 
the functions of the two regional cores and to 

redistribute them into the territory. Therefore, in the 

northeast, an urban sub-system polarized by 
Suceava and, secondary, by Botoşani was 

individualised, disadvantaged due to its peripheral 
setting. In the central part of Moldova a sub-system 

polarized by Iaşi and, secondary, by Bacău, located 
on an important road axis that links northern Europe 

and the Balkan Peninsula, through Kiev and 

Bucharest, was set up. 
The Galaţi-Brăila urban binom, the only bipolar 

conurbation (in progress) in Romania has emerged 
as a polarizing core of the urban systems of three 

counties: Galaţi, Brăila and Vrancea. The space of 

Muntenia forms an excessive monocentric urban 
sub-system strongly polarized by the capital-city, 

Bucharest, towards which the urban systems of ten 
counties evolve: Ilfov, Prahova, Buzău, Ialomiţa, 

Călăraşi, Giurgiu, Teleorman, Argeş, Vâlcea and 
Dâmboviţa. In Dobrogea, another urban sub-system 

centred mainly on Constanta and secondary on 

Tulcea as polarizing cores, is delineating. In Oltenia 
the entire region is clearly polarised by the city of 

Craiova, towards which the regional towns of three 
counties (Gorj, Mehedinţi and Olt) together with 

their polarising areas gravitate. 

The western part of Romania has three urban 
subsystems: a first balanced monocentred type 

system, mainly focused on Timişoara and secondary 
on Arad, comprising the territory of three counties 

(Timiş, Arad and Caraş-Severin) and exceeding in 
the north the Banat area; a second one, in the 

north, polarized by Baia Mare and, secondary, by 

Satu Mare, disadvantaged due to its remoteness, 
and a third type, extremely monocentric focused on 

Oradea that polarizes the space of Bihor County. 
The intra-Carpathian space brings together three 

urban sub-systems: a north-Transylvanian one 

polarized by Cluj-Napoca, the regional metropolis 
that attracts five counties (Cluj, Sălaj, Bistriţa 

Nasăud, Mureş and Alba); other, south-
Transylvanian, centred on the urban binom Braşov-

Sibiu towards which the towns located in the 
Giurgeu – Ciuc depressionary area and the 

surrounding mountain regions gravitate and the 

third, restricted to Hunedoara area, polarized by the 
Deva-Hunedoara urban system and extended 

southwards, to the Petroşani Coal Basin. 
Given that the current structure of macro-

territorial functional spaces is not complete, some 

add-ons are required. Thus, in Oltenia, Dobrogea or 
Bihor regions the first-rank urban centres have no 

second-rank centres to depend on, thus relying on 
the third-rank centres. The fall of communist period 

brought about the liberty of the inter-town 

competition which, without integrated and coherent 
policies in town development triggered intra-regional 

imbalances.  
Romanian towns are relatively evenly dispersed 

in all the major relief units, preserving the ring-
pattern with an inside-to-outside display of large 

cities and medium-sized towns, in perfect balance 

with the natural environment, while the small towns 
are randomly scattered. The position of towns, 

mainly in the main relief steps, brings about several 
advantages due to their position at the junction of 

the major commercial routes. Major such towns are 

located at the contact between the Carpathian 
Mountains and other major relief units such as the 

Transylvanian Tableland, the West Hills or West 
Plain, the Romanian Plain, the Moldavian Plateau 

etc. Other important towns are positioned along the 
Danube Valley or in the Dobrogea region, along the 

Black Sea Coast.   
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Fig. 4. The urban sub-systems in Romania (processed and modified after Ianoş, 1987) 
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When referring to the relationships between rank 
and size, Romania’s urban hierarchy displays the 

particularities of the historical background, thus 

indicating a rather unbalanced distribution. The main 
characteristic is the undersizing of the upper part of 

the urban hierarchy versus the whole urban system. 
For instance, down to rank eight, the first large 

cities hold a much lower position in terms of 

demographic size, of which the second and third-
rank towns (e.g. Timişoara and Iaşi), with a 

population less than half of the total number that 
they should normally have, detach.The middle 

segment of the hierarchy frames the county-seats 
(e.g. Râmnicu Vâlcea, Suceava, Piatra-Neamţ, Târgu 

Jiu, Târgovişte, Focşani, Bistriţa, Tulcea, Reşiţa etc.) 

and some medium-sized towns which were subject 
to high industrialisation-related demographic growth 

over the past three decades (e.g. Hunedoara, 
Bârlad, Roman, Turda, Mediaş, Oneşti, Petroşani). 

Due to the acquired political-administrative status, 

some of them had tripled or even quadrupled their 
population. A large number of small towns are 

characterised by under-population, pointing to the 
under-representation of the lower base of the urban 

hierarchy, thus requiring measures able to foster the 
development of small towns and their demographic 

increase, or to create localities with a status in-

between village and town (Urucu et.al., 2006). 
When referring to the administrative hyerarchy 

in Romania, which depends both on the 
organisation of space and the urban evolution, the 

country’s capital city – Bucharest on one hand and 

103 municipalities on the other can be 
individualised. In relation to the municipium status 

and the administrative function of urban localities, 
five categories of municipalities were established: 

former regional seats (1950–1968); county seats; 

former county seats; polarising centres with over 
30,000 inhabitants; polarising centres with less than 

30,000 inhabitants. 
After 1990, one of the main characteristics which 

had impacted the Romanian urban system was the 
great number of towns which were declared 

municipia (47 in 1968, 56 in 1989 and 103 in 2014). 

The increased demand of local authorities’ for towns 
to be declared municipia was mainly related to the 

economic and social needs with the aim of town 
development through new investments. Since 1993, 

47 towns obtained the rank of municipium, thus 

completing a network that is evenly distributed 
throughout the country, but unbalanced in terms of 

demographic size, economic potential and 

geographical position (Săgeată, 2000).  
Before the fall of the communist regime the town 

attraction and space polarisation capacity were 
mainly dictated by the socialist industrialisation, 

collectivisation of agriculture and the administrative 

organisation. After 1990, the relationships between 
towns and the villages located in their influence 

zone develop within a new economic and legislative 
context. The industrial spaces had become 

significantly less attractive for labour force and 
commutation dropped sharply. Moreover, job 

opportunities in major cities were no longer related 

to industry, but rather to the tertiary sector (Mocanu 
et al, 2004, Neacşu, 2010a, 2010b). An important 

role had the Land Law No. 18/1991, responsible for 
the massive return of citizens to their places of 

origin, and the later supply of town market with 

farm products from their agricultural plots (Urucu 
et.al., 2006). Currently, there are 41 counties which 

are polarised, from the administrative point of view, 
by county-seats, their population ranging between 

around 50,000 and nearly 350,000 inhabitants. To 
this, the capital-city, Bucharest, exerts a particular 

polarising role. Depending on their demographic 

size, large cities tend to attract into their influence 
areas spaces that belong to the neighbouring 

counties (e.g. Galaţi against Tulcea County; Iaşi 
against Vaslui County). Lately, both interests and 

investments oriented to the county-seats had greatly 

changed the relationships between the county-seats 
and the towns with similar size, especially when 

referring to the towns which were county-seats in a 
certain moment in time (fig. 5). 

The influence zones cover about two-thirds of 

the national territory, which means that one-third of 
the territory lies outside the active urban 

polarisation areas, usually corresponding to the 
poorly populated (e.g. mountains areas; some 

isolated places) or remoted geographical areas (fig. 
6). In these rural areas the coordination of the 

surrounding territories is assumed by several rural 

settlements bearing the central-place position, some 
of them former inter-war towns (e.g. Bozovici the 

Almăj Land; Lechinţa part of the Transylvanian 
Plain; Podu Turcului the Tutova Hills). 
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Fig. 5. The administrative and polarising functions of towns, 2011 

 

 
Fig. 6. Rural areas outside the urban influence zone, 2011  

(processed and modified after Ianoş et.al, 1996) 
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THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT OF THE 
ROMANIAN URBAN SYSTEM IN LIGHT OF 

EUROPEAN STRATEGIES 

 
One of the strategic objectives for 2013 inscribed 

in the National Strategy for Romania’s Sustainable 
Development over 2013-2020-2030 is to support a 

balanced and sustainable regional economic and 

social development in order to meet each region’s 
needs by creating urban growth poles. To this end, 

the provisions of the Regional Operational 
Programme shall be implemented, with highlight on 

increasing the economic and social role of urban 
centres by a polycentric approach in order to 

achieve a better balanced regional development. 

Sixty per cent of the funds earmarked to urban 
development should be used to rehabilitate town 

infrastructure and improve municipal services, 
including transport; 25% to modernise the social 

infrastructure and 15% to improve the business 

environment. Until 2015, 30 localities will have their 
own integrated development plans which 400,000 

people will benefit from, 400 companies shall be 
assisted to function in urban influence zones, 

thereby saving 1,500 workplaces. 
In line with spatial development strategies, one 

of the national objectives scheduled for 2020 is the 

formation, at regional level, of the polycentric 
system of urban functional areas (urban 

agglomerations) and of urbanisation corridors along 
the transport routes of European interest (network 

polycentricity). 

Planning and developing an extended network of 
urban and rural localities as a premiss for making 

Romania’s regions dynamic, attractive and 
competitive, fully linked to the EU territorial 

management system, is a national objective for 

2030. Orientative targets for urban centres have in 
view to raise the level of urbanisation up to 70% (by 

including some 650 rural localities into the town 
category) and providing for green-yellow belts 

around second rank towns (green area indicator 
35m2/inh. in first and second rank towns). 

Towns and cities are a major contributor to 

global warming, to the management of natural 
resources and of land. Most towns and cities in 

Europe are facing economic expansion and 
technological recycling of former industrial areas. 

They are striving to find alternative means to 

reducing dependence on vehicles, promote equitable 
access to housing at moderate prices, jobs and 

leisure-time spending opportunities. Therefore, 
developing sustainable settlements and life-styles 

asks for the elaboration and implementation of new 
policies. 

A fresh approach to sustainable development in 

keeping within the “Leipzig Charter on Sustainable 
European Cities” (adopted in 2007 by the European 

ministers assigned urban development issues) 
should rely on “planning tools liable to making 

principles operational”, strongly mobilise and 

coordinate public and private levels involved in 
urban development. Planning acts ought to define 

coherently urban area development objectives and 
work out a vision of the future. Coordination should 

have in view various town areas, sectoral and 

technological plans and policies, the use of public 
and private funds. Implementation should have in 

view local and regional environments by entailing all 
relevant parties to the programme. Besides, the way 

in which the vision of the future city to become 
reality depends on the spatial lay-out of valuable 

lands at accessible prices, terrains for public use, 

amenities, infrastructure, activities or dwellings, 
basically on land-use management. 

The ministers committed themselves to initiating 
a political debate in their respective states on how to 

integrate the principles and strategies of the Leipzig 

Charter on sustainable European Cities into national, 
regional and local development policies; to use the 

tool of integrated urban development and related 
governance for its implementation and, to this end, 

establish any necessary national framework and 
promote balanced territorial organization based on a 

European polycentric urban structure. All the 

sustainable development dimensions should be 
taken into account simultaneously and given the 

same importance. These include economic 
prosperity, social balance and a healthy 

environment. At the same time, attention should be 

paid to cultural and health aspects. In this respect 
due attention should be paid to the institutional 

capacity of Member States. 
 

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
Similar to most of the post-communist countries 

in Central and Eastern Europe, the Romanian urban 
system underwent dramatic changes related to 

urban sprawl which led to land-use/land-cover 
transformations and changes of the socio-spatial 

structure of towns, thus ultimately triggering the 

restructuring of urban and suburban landscape, 
especially in the urban-rural interface. This complex 

phenomenon had pushed the urban services to and 
beyond the outskirts through residential 

suburbanization in the form of expensive and 

sometimes exclusivist dwellings, which brought 
about a large number of commercial amenities (e.g. 

hypermarkets, shopping malls) and maladjusted 
transport services.   

The higher population dynamics in the 
surrounding areas of main towns was driven by 

inhabitants preference for suburbs as residential 

space (e.g. Buftea, Mogoşoaia, Voluntari in 
Bucharest Metropolitan Area; Sânmartin, Osorhei in 
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Oradea Metropolitan Area; Bârnova, Miroslava, 
Ciurea in Iaşi Metropolitan Area; Agigea, Ovidiu, 

Mamaia Sat, Năvodari in Constanţa Metropolitan 

Area). As a consequence, population growth evolved 
concurrently with the urbanisation and 

suburbanization processes. This dynamic trend was 
mainly related to the massive disparity in size and 

potential between cities core areas and their 

surrounding territories (e.g. strip and scattered or 
leap-frog development). This process also stimulated 

the conversion of some rural settlements into urban 
settlements in order to mitigate the hypertrophic 

tendency of the main towns (e.g.  Bucharest 
Metropolitan Area). Moreover, this uncontrolled 

development has been followed by land speculation 

facilitated by laws that allowed land fragmentation 
into small plots without spatial zoning or control of 

the architecture of the new buildings.  
The current socio-economic conditions and the 

changing demands of society in Romania have lead 

to the identification of new patterns of the 
Romanian urban system, mainly related to 

suburbanization and metropolization processes. 
Currently, the Romanian urban system is subject 

to restructuration processes, the urban phenomenon 
acquiring new characteristics and dimensions. Under 

the given circumstances, the main problems which 

the urban system must consider are related to an 
increasingly hypertrophic Capital, the strengthening 

of the urban hierarchical base and the new 
conditions in which inter-town competition is 

unfolding. Consequently, the development of 

metropolitan systems might offer a new approach 
for the sustainable management of towns and the 

areas under their influence by putting an end to 
uncontrolled development and land prices 

speculations; integrating development plans and 

strategies of localities included in the area; 
developing infrastructure, especially transport and 

utilities networks; raising attractiveness of the area 
for potential investors; efficient waste management 

strategy; facilitating access of rural population to 
services available in the city etc. 

According to Government Decision no. 998/2008, 

7 national growth poles and 13 national 
development poles were designated with the aim to 

carry out priority investments from programmes 

with Community and national financing. At European 
Union level, in accordance to EUROSTAT provisions, 

metropolitan regions are NUTS3 regions or a 

combination of NUTS3 regions (Counties) which 
represent agglomerations with over 250,000 

inhabitants. The same European Union data source 
classifies metropolitan regions in three main 

categories totalling 8 such structures: capital metro 

regions (Bucharest/Ilfov County), second-tier metro 
regions (Cluj-Napoca/Cluj County, Timişoara/Timiş 

County, Craiova/Dolj County, Constanţa/Constanţa 
County, Iaşi/Iaşi County) and smaller metro regions 

(Galaţi/Galaţi County and Braşov/Braşov County) 
(http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal

/region_cities/metropolitan_regions). Moreover, in 

line with the project document regarding the 
Strategy for Territorial Development of Romania 

2035 spatial entities scheduled to play a major role 
in the Romanian urban system are foreseen to be 

developed: metropolitan poles with international 
potential (Bucharest, Timişoara, Iaşi and Constanţa), 
metropolitan poles with superregional/interregional 
potential (Braşov, Cluj-Napoca, Craiova, Oradea, 
Ploieşti and Galaţi – Brăila), poles with regional 
potential (Arad, Suceava, Râmnicu Vâlcea, Sibiu 
etc.), poles with limited regional potential (Tulcea, 

Bacău, Vaslui, Călăraşi etc.), sub-regional poles with 
urban functional zone potential, urban poles with 
zonal influence, urban poles with local influence and 

towns in the vicinity of metropolitan poles 
(www.sdtr.ro). 

At the same time, making greater use of 

integrated urban development policy approaches 
through the active involvement of economic actors, 

stakeholders and the general public is essential. This 
would greatly contribute to integrating urban 

development policy, which is a key factor of 

implementing the EU Sustainable Development 
Strategy. Therefore, in order to meet the 

requirements of the sustainable development of the 
Romanian urban system, it is also important to use 

the European structural funds for integrated urban 
development programmes (e.g. Special Support 

Instruments Funds, European Regional Development 

Funds, etc.) focusing on the specific drawbacks and 
potentials, opportunities, difficulties and specificities 

of Member States.  
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