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Abstract 

As a territorial and socio-economic formation, the 

village represents the concrete expression of territorial 

permanence and continuity, directly relating to the genetic 

and dynamic factors of settlement phases and humanisation 

of the geographical space. Under the present conditions, a 

number of manifest phenomena are triggered by the 

decrease in birth-rates, internal and external migration, all 

of which affect the process of population ageing throughout 

the country. In the 20 years elapsed since the downfall of 

the communist regime in 1989, the population of Romania 

dropped by nearly 1,713,000 inhabitants, 1,195,000 of 

them in the countryside alone. The demographic decline 

continued over the 2000-2009 period as well, at higher 

rates in the rural (-49 ‰) than in the urban (-37‰) areas. 

Solving the numerous issues connected with the rural 

population component calls for strategic, time-stable 

optimal approaches. 
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Rezumat. Evoluţia şi repartiţia în teritoriu a 

populaţiei rurale din România la începutul secolului 

XXI. 

Satul, ca formaţiune socio-economică teritorială, 

reprezintă expresia permanenţei şi continuităţii teritoriale în 

relaţie cu factorii genetici şi dinamici, precum şi cu fazele 

de populare şi umanizare a spaţiului geografic. În condiţiile 

actuale se manifestă o serie de fenomene datorate scăderii 

natalităţii, a migraţiei interne şi externe, cu impact direct 

asupra procesului de îmbătrânire a populaţiei din România. 

În cei 20 de ani care au trecut de la căderea regimului 

comunist în 1989, populaţia ţării a scăzut cu aproximativ 

1.713.000 locuitori, din care 1.195.000 doar în mediul 

rural. Fenomenul de declin demografic a continuat şi în 

perioada 2000-2009, dinamica negativă fiid mai accentuată 

în mediul rural (-49‰), comparativ cu mediul urban          

(-37‰). În vederea găsirii unor soluţii la multiplele 

probleme cu care se confruntă populaţia rurală, este 

necesară o abordare strategică optimă şi stabilă în timp. 

Cuvinte-cheie: populaţie rurală, distribuţie teritorială, 

România, rata natalităţii, declin demografic, migraţia 

externă 

 

At the beginning of the Third Millennium 

(2001-2010) the population of Romania still kept 

decreasing sharply, by approximately one million 

people (48% in the urban and 52% in the rural 

areas). The reasons for this decrease were primarily 

severe ageing, decreasing birth-rates and the 

upsurge of external migration, people looking for a 

job abroad.  

After 2000, the restructuring-privatisation 

process continued, the aim being to increase labour 

productivity, but the social impact was negative, 

e.g. unemployment and a fall in the living standard 

of the jobless population, which led to conflicts and 

strikes. 

Part of the industrial workforce of the 1990s 

would return to their villages of origin to work on 

their reappropriated lands (Law No 18/1991). But, 

the underdeveloped agriculture, coupled with social 

dysfunctions, intensified the crisis in the rural areas 

(Nancu, Dobre, Bugă, 2001). Many villages ceased 

to be landmarks of the traditional way of life, 

becoming simply shelter-places with precarious 

conditions for most of the elderly victims of 

industrialisation. Ever more young people would 

leave the countryside, seeking a job abroad and a 

chance for a more decent life, customary for the 

majority of the 21
st 

century world. 

The rural human capital (or rural population in 

geographical terms) stands under the influence of 

political, economic, historical and social systems, 

and nonetheless of the natural environment it is 

permanently interacting with. 

The Romanian rural space numbers 12,955 

villages, covers 87% of the surface-area of the 

country and has a population of 9.64 million that is 

44.9% of the whole population (Table 1). 

The rural population ratio shows differences in 

terms of the socio-economic development of each 

county. The counties of Hunedoara (23.3%), Braşov 

(26.3%) and Constanţa (30.0%) have the lowest 

ratio, while some of those with a maximum record 

are concentrated in the south of Romania (Călăraşi 
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– 61.5%, Teleorman – 66.4%, Giurgiu – 68.8% and 

Dâmboviţa – 69.2%), the rest being dispersed in the 

territory (Neamţ – 62.2%, Vrancea – 62.5% and 

Bistriţa – 62.8%) (Fig. 1). 

Table 1. Evolution of the population of Romania in 2000-2010 

YEARS 
TOTAL 

INHABITANTS 

URBAN (No. 

inh.) 

URBAN -  ratio 

/ total inh. (%) 

RURAL (No. 

inh.) 

RURAL -  

ratio / total inh. 

(%) 

2000 22,455,485 12,297,122 54.8 10,158,363 45.2 

2001 22,408,393 12,243,748 54.6 10,164,645 45.4 

2002 21,833,483 11,638,459 53.3 10,195,024 46.7 

2003 21,772,774 11,622,258 53.4 10,150,516 46.6 

2004 21,711,252 11,643,422 53.6 10,067,830 46.4 

2005 21,658,528 11,901,033 54.9 9,757,495 45.1 

2006 21,610,213 11,926,178 55.2 9,684,035 44.8 

2007 21,565,119 11,914,343 55.2 9,650,776 44.8 

2008 21,528,627 11,872,270 55.1 9,656,357 44.9 

2009 21,498,616 11,835,100 55.1 9,663,516 44.9 

2010 21,462,186 11,818,670 55.1 9,643,514 44.9 

       Source: romstat@insse.ro; Statistical data-base 2010, National Institute of Statistics, Bucharest. 
 

 
Fig. 1. The distribution of rural population in Romania by county, 2010 

 
THE TERRITORIAL DISTRIBUTION OF 

THE RURAL POPULATION 

A comparative analysis of counties in terms of 

rural population number and the overall countryside 

population / total county population has revealed a 

correlation between many medium and small-sized 

counties and a higher rural population ratio (Fig. 2) 

e.g. Teleorman, Botoşani, Vrancea and Vâlcea are 

of average demographic size, and Mehedinţi, Sălaj 

and Tulcea which are small counties, but have a 

large village population (over 55%). 

Over the past two decades, the issue of rural 

planning and development has become increasingly 

topical. It is worth noting the attention given to the 

problems of rural space of EU villages, problems 

that have been integrated into local and global 

policies. 

The rural space in Romania is very large and its 

village population is numerically significant, 

therefore the socio-economic life of the rural area of 

this country is more important than in other EU 

states that have fewer and less populated rural 

settlements.  

Looking at the density of large villages in terms 

of demographic size, it appears that most rural 

inhabitants live in this type of villages which are 

located in the north-east of Romania and have had a 

high birth-rate record over time; some villages from 

the south of Romania are in the same situation, 

especially those that were industrially developed 

during the socialist period (Nancu, 2006). 
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Fig. 2. The distribution of the rural population and its ratio / total population at county level, 2010 

 

Population density shows obvious spatial / 

territorial disparities. Thus, communes with less 

than 50 inhabitants/km
2
 are located in the west, and 

south-west of the country, especially in the counties 

of Caraş-Severin, Hunedoara, Arad, Timiş, Brăila 

and Tulcea, while average and high densities (50-

100 inhabitants/km
2
) occur in the east and south, 

mostly in Iaşi, Neamţ, Bacău and Galaţi in 

Moldovia and Prahova, Dâmboviţa and Ilfov in 

Muntenia (Wallachia) (Fig. 3). 

 
Fig. 3. The territorial distribution of the rural population density by county 

 

Landform is a major factor in the territorial 

layout of settlements and in the number or density 

of their population, which explains regional 

disparities. In the Danube Delta, for example, 

settlements have few inhabitants and the lowest 

density values in Romania, while in hills and 

tablelands (the Curvature Subcarpathians, the 

Moldavian Plateau), most villages are densely 

populated and are of large or very large 

demographic size (Fig. 4). 

THE RURAL POPULATION. EVOLUTION 

The population of Romania in general, and the 

rural population, in particular have registered a 

steep decline during the last decade, especially due 

especially to a decrease in natality values and the 

negative external migration balance. This 

downward trend in the countryside goes back to 

mid-20
th
 century (Bugă, 2000), when the decrease 

amounted to 1.7 million people (1977-1992), one 

million more being registered over the 1992-2010 

period (Fig. 5). 

On January 1, 2010 there were 21,462,186 

inhabitants, that is by 36,430 less than a year before 

at the same date, 95% of the decrease coming from 

negative natural increase. The average number of 

inhabitants of a commune was 3,400, comparatively 

with individual values of 13,087 inhabitants in 

Holboca Commune (Iaşi County) and 101 

inhabitants in Brebu Nou (Caraş-Severin County). 

The communes with 1,000-5,000 inhabitants 

represent 81% of the total number, their population 

amounting to 67.4% of the overall village 

population. 
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Fig. 4. The distribution of the population by communes, 2010 

 

 
Fig. 5. The rural population in Romania over 1977-2010 

 

Over the past decade (2001-2010) demographic 

trends were estimated based on the comparative 

analysis of communes grouped by number of 

inhabitants. The results showed 313 small 

communes (under 1,000 inhabitants) and medium-

sized communes (1,000-4,999 inhabitants) and only 

139 large communes (5,000-9,999 inhabitants) and 

very large ones (10,000 and over inhabitants). The 

overall rural population dropped by 521,000 

inhabitants (Table 2). 

                                                      Table 2. Communes grouped by number of inhabitants (2001- 2010) 

Group of 

communes 

(by No. of inh.) 

No of 

communes 

2001 

No of inh. 

2001 

No of 

communes 

2010 

No of inh. 

2010 

Difference 

2010 - 2001 

No. of 

communes 

No. of 

inh. 

Total 2,686 10,164,645 2,860 9,643,516 174 -521,129 

Under 1,000 56 40,936 83 62,930 27 21,994 

1,000 –4,999 2,031 6,053,153 2,317 6,502,046 286 448,893 

5,000 – 9,999 563 3,637,391 432 2,767,445 -131 -869,946 

10,000 and over 36 433,165 28 311,095 -8 -122,070 
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At macro-regional level, 35% of the rural 

population live in macro-region 2 (formed by the 

North-East and South-East Development Regions), 

and 24% in macro-region 1 (North-West and Centre 

Development Regions). The findings have revealed 

a decrease in population in all macro-regions, 

ranging from 6,700 people in macro-region 2 and 

18,500 people in macro-region 4 (South-West 

Oltenia, West). 

The distribution of rural population by 

development regions shows greatest concentrations 

in the North-East Region (including the counties of 

Bacău, Botoşani, Iaşi, Neamţ, Suceava and Vaslui), 

with a maximum of 2.1 million people (22% of the 

total population of Romania). The West 

Development Region (Arad, Caraş-Severin, 

Hunedoara and Timiş) had the lowest score, 

710,000 inhabitants (7.4% of the population of the 

country). 

Bucureşti-Ilfov Development Region which 

consists of one county Ilfov and Bucharest 

Municipality makes an exception, and has the 

highest level of urbanisation (92% of the population 

of the country), therefore its countryside has the 

lowest number of inhabitants (181,685, i.e. 1.9% of 

the all-country total). The South-West and Centre 

Development Regions experienced a sharp decrease 

in rural population between 2001 and 2010, at an 

annual average rate of over 13,000 and 10,000, 

respectively (Table 3). 
 

Table 3. Distribution and evolution of the rural 

population by macro-regions and Development 

Regions (2001-2010) 
Macro-regions 

Development 

Regions 

Rural population 

Year 2001 Year 2010 
Average annual 

decrease 

Total 10,164,645 9,643,516 -52,113 

Macro-region 1 2,393,539 2,295,002 -9,854 

North - West 1,343,894 1,269,864 -7,403 

Centre 1,049,645 1,025,138 -2,451 

Macro-region 2 3,440,354 3,373,326 -6,703 

North - East 2,171,838 2,110,428 -6,141 

South - East 1,268,516 1,262,898 -562 

Macro-region 3 2,264,526 2,094,863 -16,966 

Bucharest - Ilfov 246,173 181,685 -6,449 

South - Muntenia 2,018,353 1,913,178 -10,518 

Macro-region 4 2,066,226 1,880,325 -18,590 

South - West 

Oltenia 
1,306,851 1,170,136 -13,672 

West 759,375 710,189 -4,919 

 

The rural population decrease over the past 

decade was particularly significant in 33 counties, 

primarily in Ilfov and Suceava, where the rural 

population decreased by 60,000 in each, and in 

Maramureş, Dolj, Teleorman and Vâlcea where it 

decreased by 30,000 in each. 

Beside the main restrictive factors (negative 

natural balance, significant external migration of 

labour force), other factors are also noteworthy, 

which though positive (the post-2000 urbanisation), 

had the same demographic result when many 

communes received town status. Thus, two-thirds of 

the Suceava County rural population decrease was 

due to the fact that eight rural settlements (Broşteni, 

Cajvana, Dolhasca, Frasin, Liteni, Milişăuţi, Salcea 

and Vicovu de Sus) acquired town rank. Similarly 

in Ilfov County, where Voluntari Commune, 

acceding to urban status in 2004 and having fewer 

villages, lost over 30,000 of its rural inhabitants; the 

emergence of six new towns had the same result 

(Bragadiru, Chitila, Otopeni, Pantelimon, Voluntari 

and Popeşti Leordeni) in 2000-2007. A rural 

population growth (by 60,000 people) was 

registered only in seven counties, with a maximum 

of 16,100 in Iaşi and a minimum of 269 in Covasna 

(Fig. 6). 

A negative rural population balance was 

recorded in two-thirds of the counties, which 

alongside the migratory balance, accounts for their 

negative demographic evolution. In nine counties, 

the last ten years marked a shift from positive to 

negative values, with steep decreases from 5‰ to -

3.1‰ in Iaşi County until 2010 and from 2.9‰ to -

2.2‰ in Suceava County. A suggestive picture of 

inter-county disparities is given by the profile map 

(Fig. 7). 

In the case of the western and central parts of 

Romania, negative evolution in this respect seems 

to improve as differences of value being generally 

positive. Although Hunedoara ranks among the 

counties with a very low natural balance (-11.8‰ in 

2001, -10.4 ‰ in 2010) it shows rather a positive 

evolution trend (1.4‰ increase during the study-

period). 

The only counties having a positive record are 

Braşov and Constanţa (rural population increases by 

4,000 and 13,000, respectively). In the counties 

located in the southern part of Romania, the natural 

balance was steadily decreasing, with overall 

negative values (Teleorman, Olt and Dolj below -

10‰ in each); similarly, in the north-east of the 

country (Moldavia), in Bistriţa-Năsăud, Bacău and 

Vaslui, with Botoşani, Neamţ and Galaţi having the 

lowest record; positive values were maintained in 

the counties of Iaşi and Suceava) (Fig. 7). 
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Fig. 6. The territorial distribution of counties having an increase or decrease in the rural population over 

2001-2010  

 
Fig. 7. The evolution of natural increase in the rural population 

 

External migration is another factor 

contributing to the recent demographic decline, 

especially among the young, higher educated 

population, interested in getting a better-paid job 

and a better living standard. As a result, most of the 

rural areas experiencing emigration remained 

underdeveloped.  

In the wake of the legislative changes, people 

could move freely, a right they had been deprived of 

under the past political regime. This new situation 

brought about an emigration upsurge over the past 

20 years. 

In the first post-1990 years, when settling in the 

big cities was no longer restricted, the village-to-

town gained momentum, reaching top values. But, 

as industry started being restructured and the land 

reform was put into effect, the dominant evolution 

was town-to-rural migration. In 1997, this migratory 

trend became positive, the population settling in the 

countryside being on the increase. Between 2000 

and 2010, internal migration and labour mobility 

kept steadily growing, the 2007 migratory flow 

counting 374,156 (1.7%) people out of the overall 

population of Romania. Against a lower village-to-

town migration trend, movements within one and 

the same environment would increase (Table 4).
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     Table 4. Internal migration flows 

Years 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 

rural to urban 69,837 71,928 76,797 77,941 60,195 75,275 80,235 

rural to rural 56,939 69,394 64,070 77,950 55,032 64,001 80,253 

urban to rural 79,327 96,624 100,282 117,495 80,732 93,924 118,237 

    Source: Statistical annals of the National Institute of Statistic from the reference years.  

 

The migration balance of rural population has 

registered significant value variations at county 

level. After 1991, in the wake of massive 

departures, almost all counties had a negative 

migratory rural score, which in 2007 turned positive 

in 28 counties, with highest values in Timiş, 

Constanţa, Braşov, Mureş and Arad, and fairly high 

in Vaslui and Bistriţa-Năsăud. 

The migration abroad, affecting the active rural 

population in particular, has been creating serious 

demographic and social problems, not dealt with in 

reference studies based on official statistical data 

(Erdeli, 1998). 

The beginning of the Third Millennium was 

obviously marked by the globalisation process in 

full swing, which made the free circulation of the 

workforce gain precedence over that of goods and 

capital. 

External migration in Romania has intensified 

over the past few years has intensified, mainly for 

economic reasons, due to the gap between this 

country and the developed ones after 2000; working 

abroad is generally a temporary option. There are 

probably some three million Romanian nationals in 

various countries, out of which 2.5 million are 

migrants looking for jobs in the EU states
1
. In 2008, 

temporary work contracts attracted 61,400 people, 

that is by 11% more than in 2007, 47,000 of them 

went to Germany and 5,400 to Spain. 

Nearly 50% of the Romanian emigrants 

originating from rural areas, headed to the West 

European countries (20% to Italy, 17% to Germany, 

8% to Spain and 4% to France); Canada and the US 

(14% each) to work there. Until 2000, most of them 

came from counties situated in the west and centre 

of Romania (Timiş, Satu Mare, Arad, Sibiu, Mureş 

and Braşov), the majority belonging to the ethnical 

minorities. After 2000, the economic situation 

pushed people mostly from the east and north-east 

counties – Iaşi, Neamţ, Suceava and Bacău, to look 

for a job abroad.  

According to some studies (Open Society 

Foundation), it is usually men rather than women, and 

young people rather than elderly and old ones who 

emigrate. Rural women tend to migrate at a younger 

age (18-29) than those living in town. The 2007 

emigration rate was as follows: 19.8% and 17% out of 

the total number of Romanian emigrants were from 

                                                      
1
Immigration Report, OECD, Paris, July 2010. 

the Centre and North-East Development Regions 

(Statistical Year-book of Romania, 2008). Although in 

2008 the cross-country balance of migration abroad 

was positive (only 1,291 people), yet at county level 

emigration appeared to be a dominant phenomenon, 

entailing population decrease (Fig. 8). 

Another major phenomenon in the evolution of 

the village population is demographic ageing. 

At national level, the proportion of people aged 60 

and over increased from 18% in 1998 to 24% in 2007; 

of those aged under 15 dropped from 19.5% to 17.5% 

and of the 15-59-year olds from 62.5% to 58.5%. 

The ageing process was more severe was in the 

rural counties, given that the natural balance 

registered negative values of -3‰ in 1998 and      -

4‰ in 2007 that led to the reduction of the share of 

the 0-14 age-group again in the rural areas (Bugă, 

1999). In 2000, the ratio of youths showed 

fluctuating evolutions in most counties, basically 

between 15% in Hunedoara and 24% in Iaşi, the 

share of this age-group continued to decrease in the 

majority of counties by 13-20% (in Hunedoara and 

Giurgiu, respectively). 

The 15-59 year-old segment registered some 

changes throughout the countryside, in that its share 

in the total rural population fell by 4% in the 1998-

2007 period in 34 counties, and the adult rural 

population increased only in 7 counties. 

In 1998, in most counties (3/4) 56-59% of the 

rural population belonged to the 15-59-year olds, 

except for two Moldavian counties (Botoşani and 

Vaslui) and other three counties in the south of 

Romania (Mehedinţi, Dolj and Teleorman) where 

values were of 53% and 55%, respectively. 

Suceava, Prahova, Buzău, Constanţa and Ilfov had 

high proportions (59%-61% of this age-group. 

The 60-year olds and over represent the 

reference group for the ageing phenomenon in all of 

Romania’s counties during the past ten years. Both 

in 2000 and in 2007, this category of people 

represented 24% of the overall rural population. In 

16 counties, the proportion of elderly villagers 

reached over 25%. The table was headed by 

counties from Muntenia and Oltenia: Teleorman 

(33.5% in 2007), Dolj (29.6%) and Mehedinţi 

(28.8%), counties with only a little diversified rural 

economy, hence unattractive for the young 

workforce (Rotariu, 2006). 
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Fig. 8. The territorial distribution of counties, the external migration balance over 2001-2008 

 

At the beginning of the Third Millennium 

population ageing became a general phenpmenon 

in both the urban and the rural areas. Since elderly 

villagers living in the countryside amount to 60% of 

the whole population, the ageing index (60-year 

olds and over / 0-14-year olds) is higher in the rural 

areas (1.4 in 2007) than in the urban ones (0.9). 

Taking a look at the territorial distribution of this 

index, it appears that the elderly population (over 1.5 

ageing index) is concentrated in the south and west 

of Romania that is in the majority of Teleorman and 

Hunedoara County communes (Fig. 9). 

Unlike most of the ageing counties, those of 

Constanţa, Iaşi and Sibiu are the only ones with a 

large proportion of village youth (0.9-0.8 ageing 

index value). 

Over the years 1998-2007, ageing-related 

numerical decrease in the 15-year-old group was of 

340,000 people, of 160,000 persons in the group of 

elderly aged 60 and over, and of nearly 500,000 

people in the rural population. 

 
Fig. 9. The territorial distribution of the rural population ageing index 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

After the year 2000, the Romanian rural space 

has experienced not only progress, but also socio-

economic difficulties that had a negative impact on 

population dynamics. Recent transformations were 

mirrored by the distinct evolution of the village 
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world. Thus, some of the rural settlements lying 

close to the large cities evolved into residential 

areas, the investments therein contributing to their 

economic and social prosperity, which made them 

attractive, also improving people’s standard of 

living. At the other end of the spectrum are the 

villages located at great distances from the major 

urban centres, geographically isolated or devoid of 

modern infrastructure, where living conditions are 

quite precarious. 

The geographical areas featuring a marked 

negative demographic situation are those situated in 

the south of Romania, basically South Muntenia and 

South-West Oltenia Regions, where birth-rates are 

the lowest, ageing is the highest hence, there is a 

severe population decrease. 

Solving the multitude of topical rural 

demographic problems calls for long-term and time-

stable strategic options. 
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