
a g o r a

JózseF BeNedek

IBoLya Török

County-Level
Demographic Disparities
in Romania

I n time, the evolution of demo-
graphic and economic processes signif-
icantly influenced the territorial distri-
bution of the population and, implicitly,
its density. this change was caused by
the differences in economic potential
between counties and between locality
types, which entailed a rural-urban type
migration, especially oriented to ward
the more industrialized and more devel-
oped cities. in this paper the demo-
graphic disparities are analyzed in the
light of population density, urbanization
rate, net migration rate, but also by deter-
mining the vitality of the localities (con-
sidering the ratio between young and
elderly populations). By the aggregation
of these indices, and taking into account
the standardized values, the demographic
trajectory of each county, as well as the
disparities existing between them, can
be determined. Having in view the rather
high stability of the selected indices, the
reference year was 2008, alongside the
internal migration, for which the values
related to the period 1990 to 2008 are
taken into consideration. 

In Romania the interre-
gional demographic 
disparities are historically
determined, and are closely
connected with the evolution
of certain demographic,
economic and historical
elements.
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Spatial Distribution of the Population

A ccording to the latest statistical data, the population density in romania
is 90.2 inhabitants/km2, with significant differences between the coun-
ties of the country, due to the different growth of the population of

each territory along the decades, as well as to the existence of some natural
limits, which do not allow the settling of a larger population in certain areas.
this last group includes upland counties: caraş-Severin, Harghita, gorj, covasna
(40–60 inhabitants/km2), as well as tulcea (29.5 inhabitants/km2), which com-
prises large areas of the danube delta. Because of the economic, political, social
and cultural factors manifest over the past six decades, the population of some
counties increased more than 1.5 times (Bacãu, Braşov, constanþa, galaþi,
Hunedoara, iaşi, maramureş, Prahova and Suceava), a fact that also entailed an
increase in population density in these zones. While in moldavia we find the high-
er population pressure, nationwide the highest density can be found, beside the
country’s capital, in Prahova county (173.4 inhabitants/km2), while the area
with the lowest population density is tulcea (29.3 inhabitants/ km2), due to its
unfavorable geographic position, remoteness, and underdeveloped infrastructure.
the population density of Prahova county is almost twice the country average,
while the tulcea county one is more than one third below the average value.

However, in many cases the physical density index does not accurately reflect
the anthropic pressure, which can be defined, in this context, as the result of
the interaction between the dynamics of the social-economic structures, and
the natural assets of a given geographic space. thus, the human pressure index
is calculated as a ratio between the total population and the total area, minus
the lands occupied by forests and water (ianoş 1997, 67). the value of this index
varies between 61.6 inhabitants/100 hectares in tulcea county, and 261.5 inhab-
itants/100 hectares in Prahova county, beside the city of Bucharest, where this
index even reaches 1,498.2 inhabitants/100 hectares. High values (over 150 inhab-
itants/100 hectares) can also be found in maramureş, argeş, Braşov, dâmboviþa,
and ilfov counties, as well as in the majority of the moldavian counties (with two
exceptions: Botoşani and Vaslui), which is due both to the higher natural growth
rate (especially in moldavia and maramureş), and to the concentration of the
population in the urban areas. the lowest values of the human pressure index
(less than 75 inhabitants/100 hectares) can be found in tulcea, cãlãraşi, ialomiþa,
caraş-Severin, teleorman and Harghita counties, the majority of these coun-
ties being covered by waters or forests. the analysis of the human pressure is also
important in the context of the optimal use of the land potential, of the assess-
ment of the population characteristics and of the differences between them, these
being the most important elements of the regional development projections.
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Internal Migration

T He internal migration is also related to the territorial distribution of
the population, which may bring about significant changes in the spa-
tial distribution of the population, as well as in relation to population

structure. the changes of domicile are caused by multiple factors, the economic
one standing out. migration influences in a decisive way the economic develop-
ment processes, since the first reactions of the workforce in the case of regional
disparities are emigration and immigration (Heller and ianoş 2004, 5).

the analysis of migration rates during the transition period reveals significant
fluctuations. in this context, the year 1990, when the internal migration balance
reached 33.9%, is an exception. the cause of this massive increase in the inter-
nal migration, and first of all of the rural-urban migration flow, is the fact that
the restrictive regulations regarding the settling of individuals in certain cities
were repealed. the analysis of the internal migration by locality types indicates
significant differences: if until 1994 the rural-urban migration was dominant,
for a short period (1995–1996), the rural-rural migration became more impor-
tant, and as of 1997 until today the urban-rural migration became the main direc-
tion of internal migration (Fig. 1).

FIG. 1. evoLUTIoN oF INTerNaL mIGraTIoN BeTweeN 1991 aNd 2008

Source: the annual Statistical Bulletin of romania, 2010 (time series 1990–2008).
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reserve trend emerged: over 150,000 individuals (158,545) settled in rural local-
ities, a figure which exceeds by far the number of individuals who settled in towns
and cities (144,034). this change, which became a trend—is also well illustrat-
ed by the ongoing increase in the number of individuals who returned to their
places of birth, reaching in 2008 nearly 200,000 individuals. thus, if at the begin-
ning of the transition period the urban-rural migration transition represented
only 3.5%, while the rural-urban migration went up to 70%, at the end of the
’90s the migration toward the rural environment also reached values of 33.8%,
which exceeds by far the percentage of individuals who settled in the urban
environment, of only 19.5%. the statistical data also indicate that, while in
the early ‘90s the migration of a significant number of individuals contributed
a great deal to the weakening of the position of rural settlements, at the end of
the decade the increase in the number of adults (over 35 years of age) and chil-
dren who settled in the rural environment became ever more significant. thus,
we may talk about individual migration prior to the fall of the communist regime,
while family migration emerged during the transition years (rotariu 1999,
14). the migration toward the rural space is closely related to the decreasing
number of jobs in the industry of the small and medium-sized cities. the large
cities remained attractive for migration after 1989 as well, due to their tertiary
functions; thus, the internal migration balance shows positive values further
on. in this context, we may talk about two projections of the internal migra-
tion: the coerced migration, caused by the restructuring of the industry and
the higher costs of living in the city, and the welfare migration, which is espe-
cially characteristic for the localities situated in the vicinity of large urban cen-
ters, where the territorial and social infrastructure are much more developed.

a survey of the county migration rates points to the fact that the largest per-
centage of individuals coming from other counties was recorded in  the most urban-
ized and developed counties of the country. Bucharest ranks first (75.5‰), followed
by timiş (56.2‰), Braşov (37.5‰), constanþa (36.9‰), arad (26.1‰), Sibiu
(16.2‰), galaþi (7.9‰), cluj (3.2‰) and argeş (1.2‰) counties. the nega-
tive migratory balance, and at the same time the largest population losses were
recorded by Vaslui, giurgiu, cãlãraşi, ialomiþa, Botoşani, and teleorman coun-
ties (the population decrease varying between 40‰ and 50‰).

as of 1997, the internal migration underwent a fundamental change and, for
the first time in the last four decades, the urban-rural migration became domi-
nant. this type of migration in romania occurred in close connection with the eco-
nomic crisis. as of 1994, an increased internal migration balance becomes visible
in relation to those counties which, in the early ’90s, recorded the highest popu-
lation mobility values. thus, if we review the period preceding the internal migra-
tion flow change, several counties emerge where the population began to increase
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based on this index. in question is ialomiþa county, where the migration rate
went up from –45.4‰ in 1990 to 1.6‰ by 1997, which means that during
this time span about 35,000 individuals arrived on this territory. certainly, we should
also take into account the departure from this area of a significant number of
individuals, especially from among the young; however, an excess of 711 indi-
viduals results from this difference only in 1997. at the same time, in giurgiu coun-
ty the migration balance reached 1.2‰. in the moldavian counties, the migra-
tion balance during this time span underwent a constant decline, and has not reached
any positive values for the time being. ilfov county has a special situation, where
the –77.6‰ loss from the beginning of the ’90s and the balance increase up to
4.6‰ may be explained by the speeding up of suburbanization.

the internal migration reached the climax in 2008, concurrently with the
increase in the rural population. due to the marked demographic aging and
the negative natural growth rate, characteristic for the rural zones, their popu-
lation should have decreased. However, the rural population recorded a slight
increase in number over the past years, between 1997 and 2000, by 14,000 indi-
viduals (Popescu 2003, 39), due to internal migration.

if we have in view the period 1990 to 2008, the highest population decline is
characteristic for those counties where deindustrialization entailed the phenome-
non of remigration from urban toward rural areas. this class includes counties with
a significant mining industry, such as alba, Hunedoara, maramureş (the popula-
tion loss by internal migration represents more than –3‰), as well as the under-
developed counties, where the increasingly unfavorable economic and social situ-
ation led to population migration (Botoşani, olt, teleorman, Vaslui counties, with
values of over –4‰). the most significant positive values were recorded—beside
the country’s capital—in timiş, constanþa, ilfov, arad counties, followed by Braşov,
cluj and dolj counties. there are counties which have easily adapted to the new
conditions of the market economy. in their turn, these developments accentuated
even more the existing territorial disparities, in the sense that the more devel-
oped counties further on benefitted not only from a significant workforce inflow,
but also from a significant volume of direct foreign investment.

Disparities in Urbanization, Demographic Vitality 
and Demographic Potential

T He economic and social changes also had direct effects on the residen-
tial environment of the population (Pénzes 2013, 373). generally, an
important role in the evolution of the urbanization index was played—

beside the economic and political factors—by the demographic behavior of the
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population. taking into account the latest statistical data, the urban population
exceeds 65% only in seven counties of the country (Fig. 2): constanþa, Braşov,
Hunedoara, timiş, Brãila, cluj and Sibiu, which have stood out during the
past decades on account of their high development level, at the same time con-
stituting the main destination of the internal migration. at the opposite pole
are dâmboviþa, giurgiu, and teleorman counties, characterized by a high degree
of ruralization (the urban population barely reaching 35%), and also by a high
concentration of aged population and a low development level, as distinctive fea-
tures. even though the urban population decreased in the majority of counties
over the past years, especially in the western and central parts of the country, that
is the result of a high emigration, more significant in the case of the national
minorities. Besides that, a decrease in the natural growth rate became conspic-
uous, more significantly in the urban environment, contributing to the diminu-
tion of the population in this environment. thus, the highest diminution of
the urban population was recorded in iaşi, Bacãu, constanþa, arad, Braşov, mureş,
covasna and Harghita counties, caused by the restructuring of the industry. a
significant increase in the number of small towns occurred over the past few years,
within a rather short timeframe (2002 to 2004), when 46 rural localities became
towns. the population of the new towns increased the urbanization of the entire
country by about 2%, this value representing a position similar to that of 1992,
the effects of the urban-rural migration being thus eliminated (Benedek 2006,
63). the more spectacular change can be noticed in relation to the urbaniza-
tion of certain moldavian counties (Suceava, Botoşani, neamþ, Vaslui). However,
nationwide urbanization had remained at a low level.

Beside the territorial distribution of the population, we must also take into
account the demographic vitality of the localities (the ratio between the youths
under 15 years of age and those over 60 years of age), which has a direct effect
both on the potential workforce offer and on the attractiveness of the respec-
tive territory. the lower the value of this index, the more obvious the demo-
graphic aging, and the existence of a diminishing population. While the nation-
al value of the abovementioned index is around 0.78, its extreme values are
0.48 and 1.09. the situation is alarming in the case of teleorman (0.48), giurgiu
(0.62), dolj (0.64), Brãila, olt, and Vâlcea (0.65) counties (Fig. 2). as a mat-
ter of fact, these counties used to produce migrants some decades ago, which
gradually entailed the aging of rural population (the elderly represent more
than 25% of the total population). Beside this phenomenon there is the rather
low development level of these regions, the little diversified economic struc-
ture, conditions in which their chances of development are rather small. in the
case of Bucharest (0.63) and cluj (0.64), the high value of the aging index is
determined first of all by the rather low proportion of youths, which is about 3%
below the national average. this phenomenon is typical of the more developed



areas, where the economic and social influences contribute to the gradual decrease
in fertility. the reproductive behavior of the young couples changes in the
more urbanized areas (loriaux 1995, 1615).

FIG. 2. HUmaN PressUre, mIGraTIoN, UrBaNIzaTIoN aNd demoGraPHIC vITaLITy INdICes IN 2007

Source: the authors, based on the tempo online data.

a higher demographic vitality is characteristic for the majority of moldavian
counties (Botoşani 0.90; Bacãu 0.94; Vaslui 0.98; Suceava 1.02 and iaşi 1.09),
followed by the counties in northern transylvania (maramureş 0.94; Satu mare
0.97 and Bistriþa-nãsãud 0.99). these counties stand out on account of their  rel-
ative balance of the age groups, recording higher fertility rates, due to the
maintenance of the same demographic model over the past decades.

taking into account the net migration rate, the urbanization level, human pres-
sure and demographic vitality indices, and their standardized values, we have
operated a classification of the counties by their demographic potential. the
five major classes resulted indicate the different demographic behavior of the
counties (Fig. 3).
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FIG. 3. demoGraPHIC PoTeNTIaL oF CoUNTIes

Source: the authors.

thus, one category includes teleorman, olt, giurgiu, cãlãraşi and Buzãu coun-
ties, where all the four reviewed indices have low values. these counties are
confronted with advanced demographic aging and high ruralization, which in its
turn entails massive emigration. even though more individuals settled in the rural
area over the past few years, pursuant to a change in the internal migratory
flow, this rather small percentage could not counterbalance the ongoing popu-
lation decrease in these areas.

the second class includes several counties in moldavia (Botoşani, neamþ,
Vaslui, Vrancea) and muntenia (ialomiþa, dâmboviþa), where the main cause
of the low demographic potential is the low level of urbanization and the neg-
ative migratory growth. in the case of certain counties even the demographic
vitality index shows a certain imbalance (mehedinþi, Vâlcea and Sãlaj). these
counties are also characterized by negative migratory growth, which is more
marked in the case of Botoşani, Vaslui and neamþ counties.

the class of counties with an average demographic potential includes, as a
rule, the counties with a low human pressure index (tulcea, Harghita, caraş-
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Severin), the urbanization being around the national average due to the existence
of a system of localities dominated by small and medium-sized towns (alba,
argeş, Prahova). the demographic aging is rather high in some counties, such
as dolj and Brãila.

the demographic potential is higher in Bihor, cluj, mureş and galaþi coun-
ties, both due to the attractiveness of these counties for investment localization
and, implicitly, for the workforce, and to a higher development level, measured
by the urbanization index (Hunedoara, cluj, galaþi). the counties in northern
transylvania (Satu mare, maramureş) and moldavia (Suceava, Bacãu) stand
out because of their higher demographic vitality, while both the internal migra-
tory growth and the proportion represented by the urban population are far below
the national average (except for maramureş county).

the last class, with the highest demographic potential, comprises eight
counties, defined by higher population density, doubled by a more favorable
age structure—such as in the case of iaşi county, or by positive internal migra-
tion, such as in the case of timiş, ilfov, and constanþa counties, and Bucharest.
as a rule, in these counties all the selected indices exceed the national average,
reaching the highest values in the case of the capital city and of Braşov, timiş and
constanþa counties. as a matter of fact, these counties are characterized not only
be a high development level (the urbanization reaches 60% or even more), but
also by a favorable migratory growth, especially in the case of timiş and constanþa
counties.

Conclusions

S umming uP, the demographic space of romania is characterized by the exis-
tence of a north-south disparity: the counties in the northern part of romania
have a high demographic potential, represented by a more stable compo-

sition of the age groups, but also by a weak level of development. the demographic
absorption effect exerted by Bucharest over the neighboring counties has lowered
the demographic potential in the southern part of the country.

it can be stated that in romania the interregional demographic disparities are
historically determined, and are closely connected with the evolution of certain
demographic, economic and historical factors. the existing differences pertain-
ing to the territorial distribution of the population result from the consequences
of the economic evolution, and from the geographic features of the counties,
while migration has created multiple disadvantages, as evidenced by the demo-
graphic decline of some rural areas.

q
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Note

1. it must be stated that the massive migration of 1990 is purely statistical, since in
actual fact many of the 600,000 individuals who took up domicile in cities had already
lived there for years.
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Abstract
County-Level demographic disparities in romania

the information related to the profile of the population of a country constitutes a good starting
point for the understanding of several social and economic aspects. at the same time, the demo-
graphic changes, both regionally and by residential environments, have implications on public poli-
cies (health, education systems, social services, transport infrastructure), and on the develop-
ment potential of the entire country. the study is concerned with the demographic disparities in
romania, focusing on the basic question of regional studies, demography or economics: which are
the spatial patterns of population distribution and what are the factors determining such distri-
bution? We use in the study a combination of different demographic indicators for the descrip-
tion of regional inequalities in the spatial distribution of some demographical elements, at the level
of the counties (judeþe). 
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