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Summary

The processes leading to international collaborations and supranational
integration projects, as well as the reappearance of meso-level territorial structures,
namely ‘regions’, have swept across Europe and beyond. In this respect it is not
surprising at all that in the last two/three years the question of administrative-territorial
reform has become one of the most widely debated, most mediatised issues of the
general public in Romania, especially after the determination of the former ruling
coalition, the Social-Liberal Union to push through 2013 (in one year!) a thorough
and comprehensive reform of regionalisation and decentralisation. Although from the
public to the academic and political spheres a wide debate emerged, yet instead of an
in-depth comprehensive analysis of the question of administrative-territorial reform in
Romania, the societal discourse was mainly catalysed around the superficial studies
and models proposed by various political stakeholders. This process mainly resulted in
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the frequent publication of several maps presenting the new administrative-territorial
structure of Romania, very often generating heated, but superficial public debates.
Unfortunately, the negative aspects of the public debate were also mainly true in the
case of the government-backed reform project, which in the middle of superficiality
and hasty preparation it is not surprising at all that it ended up in failure.

In this respect of course the following article doesnt and cannot provide
answers to all of the above-outlined problems, yet it can be interpreted more like a
reflective undertaking, which through its specific space-time perspective analyses the
question of regionalisation from the establishment of the first seeds of administrative-
territorial organisation of the Romanian nation state until present-day Romania, with
a special focus on recent regionalisation discourses and projects in Romania. This
unique historic-geographical perspective, as well as the analysis of the heritage of the
past clearly brings into new light the question of administrative-territorial reform of
nowadays Romania.

1 Introduction

Almost a decade has passed since Romania joined to the European family of
nations and already it is almost impossible to find an aspect of our daily lives that hasn’t
been influenced by this historical process. Overall through the transfer of political
and organisational cultures, development models, as well as institutional practices
the European Union (EU) significantly restructured not just the socio-economic and
political climate in Romania, but also influenced the reorganisation of the geographical
space. From this, the question of region building doesn’t constitute an exception.
However, we have to clarify that, as we shall see, the regional discourse in Romania
although it came through a ‘European channel’, yet in reality is largely underpinned
by much more profound processes. Among others growing social and economic
disparities, the overpopulation of the planet, climate change, as well as the ever-
deepening globalisation confront today’s societies with such forces and provocations
that are reshaping the very foundations of our social and spatial organisation.

According to LoucHLIN et al. (2010) these global challenges as well as the
appearance of a more and more borderless, ‘porous’ world has ‘relativised’ the
traditional position of the nation-state by undermining its authority, with the slow
transfer of national sovereignty over to supranational organisations. On the other side
a subnational level is also emerging as a result of the aspiration for greater autonomy
and self-determination of the constituent elements of the nation state (Keating 2009).
Therefore this is the broader picture in which we incorporate recently emerging
processes of state devolution and territorial reorganisation. Throughout the European
Union we see a surge in regionalist, localist or place-based agendas, from which
Romania doesn’t constitute an exception.
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In the light of these trends the aim of the following paper is to analyse the
process of region building in Romania, especially in the context of recent initiatives
towards the administrative-territorial reorganisation of the state. In this respect one
of the main starting presumptions is that through its history Romania, mainly due to
its heterogeneity and cultural diversity was always in constant flux between bottom-
up initiatives of regionalism and top-bottom oriented forces of centralisation. This
duality left its imprint not just on the evolution of the organisational culture of the state
administration, but also influences current movements towards the establishment of
the meso-level in Romania. Therefore the article through a geographic lens specifically
addresses the role of the heritage of the past in current processes of spatial restructuring
and reorganisation.

2 The origins of the regional concept in Romania

Recently, regions have become frequent, recurring topics in our social and
scientific debates, despite the fact that the cohesion forces leading to these socio-
spatial phenomena are not nowaday’s specialties. With the appearance of the very
first human communities appeared those factors that binded them together into unique
socio-spatial structures along various centripetal forces. In this context regions can be
interpreted as time- and space-specific social constructions in perpetual transformation
for the spatial organisation of our societies (ALLEN et al. 1998; BENEDEK 2004; NEMES-
NaaGy 2009; Tomaney 2009; Paast 2009, 2010, 2011, 2013).

In Romania, the existence of a fragmented physical environment, a unique
structure of socio-spatial interrelationships, added to this a diverging cultural-
historical heritage at the crossroads of Western, Eastern and Southeastern Europe,
resulted in the emergence of a diversified geographical space from the local to the
regional and national level (SAGEATA 2006; MurGescu 2010; Boia 2012; Djuvara
2012). In Romania as in many countries around the world, the basic fundamental unit
for the spatial organisation of the society was represented by the village community
(Fiirtr 1929). This is confirmed by one of the most renowned personalities of the
Romanian interbellum period, by the philosopher, writer and poet Lucian BLaGa, who
in one of his most influential works Spatiul Mioritic (‘mioritic space’) defined the
Romanian national identity or ‘Romanianness’ through a combination of environment
and culture. In his vision the ‘plai’ (the slope of a hill, usually covered by meadows),
the idyllic natural space of the Romanian folk ballads, especially the popular ‘Miorita’
represented more than a natural, topographic space, it can be regarded as the cradle
of the Romanian culture and national identity. In this respect he viewed the rural
landscape of Romania as the guardian of Romanian cultural specificity, as the space of
organic existence (BLaga 1969; Lovatt 1999).
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These early, primordial settlements had the fundamental role to ensure the
survival of native communities, to protect their identity and consolidate their cultural-
historical heritage by the institutionalisation of these structures under the protective
umbrella of the community. These first structures of socio-spatial cohesion contributed
to the formation of larger territorial units mainly along the administrative-territorial
organisation of the society, broader economic possibilities and the need for stronger
protective authorities. Therefore these pre-state communities near their basic function
of social organisation are empowered with administrative, economic, cultural and
defensive ones resulting also in their territorial growth (Bucur 2012).

In this respect at the meso-level, one of the most fascinating entities of the
Romanian geographical space are represented by the existence of the so-called fari
(approximate translation would be ‘lands’). These lands, regions are not only unique to
Romania, because under various terms the phenomenon exists in different parts of the
world. Just mention the English shire, the French pays, the German Gau', the Italian
paese, the Slavic Zupa and the term becomes understandable. The emergence of these
territorial entities is strongly related to the existence of a fragmented geographical
space, with well-defined natural boundaries, like mountain ranges, hardly penetrable
rivers and vegetation resulting in the difficulty to maintain relationships. Therefore
these spatial entities through their cultural-historical cohesion, their specific identity
represent the natural evolution of the village communities and village unions along a
socio-spatial framework (Cvui¢ 1918; Conea 1938; Bucur 2012).

The true meso-level in Romania — geographically speaking — emerged with
the formation of the early administrative-political units, namely duchies (ducate)/
voievodeships (voievodate), principalities (cnezate) and the institutionalisation of
several tari during medieval times (11%-14" century). These early formations later
were incorporated and ultimately dissoluted into the principalities of Wallachia
[Tara Romaneascd], Moldova and Transylvania [Ardeal]. The whole evolution of the
region is strongly connected to its ethnical and cultural diversity, to its position at the
crossroads of several great powers, namely the Hungarian, Ottoman, Habsburg and
Russian Empires.

The traditional administrative-territorial unit of Wallachia was the sudstvo,
the Slavic equivalent term of the current judet (approximate translation would be
‘jurisdiction’, ‘county’) represented by the pdrcalab with administrative and judicial
functions, while in Moldova the finut/volost (approximate translation would be ‘lands’)
was the bottom of the administration governed by the same institution of the pdrcalab

' Hereby the term Gau should be interpreted in its medieval sense, representing a cultural
landscape similar to the English shire or the French pays and should not be confused with the
term revived in the 1920s during Nazi Germany, when the Gau was the main administrative-
territorial unit of Germany.
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with the same functions. Transylvania with the rest of the Hungarian Kingdom was
organised into counties (varmegye) governed by the county head (varispan) who was
the representative of the king, having the same judiciary functions as their Romanian
counterparts in the principalities. Near the county system, several parts of Transylvania
along the regions inhabited by the Székelys and the Transylvanian Saxons was
organised into privileged seats (szék) with strong administrative-territorial autonomy
(Firt 1929; Kopeczi 1987; Nistor 2000; EGYEp 2006; Kovacs 2011; Rowsics 2011;
Djuvara 2012; Bucur 2012).

Figure 1: Historical regions of Greater Romania (1918-1940)

LEGEND
Historical
regions

:I Banat
Bessarabia
- Bukovina
- Dobrogea

Sétmar and
Maramures

[ Moldova

) Greater Wallacchia
i i
Muntenia

- Lesser Wallachia
Oltenia

- Crisana/Partium
:I Transylvania

D Historical borders of Székelyland
BANAT - historical region

I:I County/Judet borders

D Contemporary country borders

0 25 50 100 Km
Lo byl

Author/Cartography: Hunor BAJTALAN, 2014 STEREO 70 projection, S-42 (Romania) datum

Sources: CovAsnianu 2011; Hitcuins 2013a, 2013b; ‘UNIREA’ CARTOGRAPHIC INSTITUTE 1922;
ESRI HDR 100

This ethnical and political diversity of Wallachia, Moldova and Transylvania
contributed greatly to the formation of current regional identities across Romania.
Therefore the analysis of the regional concept in Romania needs a holistic approach,
where regions as social constructs reflect the interrelationships between space, time
and society.
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3 Centralism vs. regionalism: the evolution of the
administrative-territorial organisation of modern
Romania

3.1 The birth of Romania and the first steps in the administrative-
territorial organisation (1859-1914)

The centuries-old Habsburg-Ottoman-Russian rivalry for the Central European
and the Balkan region during the 19" century was finally coming to an end, at the
expense of the strengthening of the Habsburg dominance and the weakening of the
Ottoman Empire in the region. The imperial quest of Europe’s Great Powers for
the territories of the declining Ottoman Empire gave birth to those circumstances,
under which in the ethnically diverse Balkans self-determination movements could
emerge. For Romania this process in 1859 resulted in the union of the Principalities
of Wallachia and Moldova (Danubian Principalities) first under the suzerainty of the
Ottoman Empire, later gaining total independence along with several Balkan states
in 1877 during the Russian-Ottoman War (1877-1878) (BARRACLOUGH 1992; Kocsis
2007; KovAcs 2011; Boia 2012; Djuvara 2012).

Figure 2: Territorial evolution and administrative-territorial division of Romania
1862-1913
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Following the establishment of the new unified state — from 1862 onwards called
Romania — one of the first steps of the reign of Alexandru loan Cuza was to harmonise
and merge the administration and territorial organisation of the two principalities. In
this respect the first project was presented by the first Prime Minister of Romania
Barbu Catargiu on the 19" of March 1862 (FiLitti 1929). His project, among others,
proposed the adaptation of the judet — county level — administrative-territorial unit of
Wallachia over the tinut of Moldova to the whole territory of Romania. But the most
controversial part of his proposal was the decentralisation of state powers through the
creation of four administrative-territorial regions (general prefectures), mainly along
the historical provinces of the two principalities (FiLitTi 1929).

The Catargiu project was received with great controversy among the Romanian
elite of the time. It was assumed that the proposal was very dangerous to the hardly
achieved unity, because through its regionalist approach could ignite the emergence
of centrifugal forces, resulting in the fragmentation of the state. Therefore centralism
triumphed over regionalism and the administrative-territorial unification of the two
principalities materialised on the 2™ of April 1864 with the adoption of the County
Council Law No. 396, which introduced the county [judet] as the basic unit for
administration throughout Romania (see Fig. 2). The law was in force for 61 years —
although with several modifications — until the 14™ of June 1925, when it was replaced
by the administrative unification law (Nistor 2000; SAGEATA 2006; Kovacs 2011;
SAGEATA 2012).

3.2 The interwar period: between centralism and regionalism (1918-
1940)

The First World War ended with several consequences to the Central European
and the Balkan region, among others the dissolution of the Great Empires and the
emergence of the nation states. The favourable political climate brought to Romania the
much awaited unification with Bessarabia (9" of April 1918), Bucovina (9" of November
1918) and Transylvania in the wider sense [Transilvania] on the 1* of December 1918
(Great Union) (Koreczi 1987; SAGEATA 2006; Kocsis 2007; Dyuvara 2012; HiTcHINS
2013b). Therefore after the First World War a new, much more heterogeneous, mosaic-
like Romania emerged on the political map of Europe imposing serious challenges for
the ruling elite of that time.

First and foremost the biggest provocation constituted the integration and
consolidation of the newly acquired territories among a redefined Romanian unitary,
nation state, especially if we take into consideration that there were significant territorial
and socio-economic disparities (see Table 1, Fig. 3), not to mention the ethnical
heterogeneity of the country (BENEDEK & Kurk6 2010a, 2010b, 2011; MurGescu 2010;
Hirchins 2013b). According to the national census conducted in the interwar period
(1930), the percentage of the nation-building ethnic group, those of the Romanians
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decreased from 92.2% before the First World War to 71.9% among the new state
territory. Therefore national minorities constituted 28.1% of the total population in
1930, the principal minorities being from Transylvania, the Hungarians (Székelys and
Magyars) (1,425,000), followed by the Transylvanian Saxons/Germans (745,000) and
the Jewish communities (728,000).

Near the advantages, the unification also brought several unresolved issues,
among others the integration of the new state territories into a common administrative
system. In this respect we have to mention that between 1918 and 1925, until the
introduction of the law of administrative unification (14" of June 1925) Romania
functioned with four distinct administrative systems as the legacy of the four different
political systems to which Romanian territories belonged:

e The county (vdrmegye) system of Transylvania in the wider sense based on the
administrative organisation of the Hungarian Kingdom;

e Thedistrict (Bezirk) system of Bucovina based on the administrative organisation
of the Austrian lands of the Habsburg Empire;

e The tinut-based administrative system of Bessarabia largely modified by the
Russian occupation of the region;

e The judet-based administrative system of Romania (Nistor 2000; KovAcs-
CziprIAN & Kozma 2003; SAGEATA 2006; CovAasnianu 2011; ELekes 2011).

Table 1: Disparities in Greater Romania 1918-1925

Area Number Average Average
Historical province (k) Population i ders area/judet | population/
Judet (km?) judet

Banat 18,715 968,948 2 9,357,6 484,474
Bessarabia 44,422 1,935,412 9 4,935,8 215,046
Bucovina 10,442 807,262 11 949.3 73,387
Crisana 23,148 1,485,835 4 5787 371,459
Dobruja [Dobrogeal 23,262 662,000 4 5,818,5 165,500
Maramures 3,381 145,436 1 3381 145,436
Moldova 38,058 2,131,527 13 2,927,5 163,964
Muntenia
(Greater Wallachia) 52,505 3,297,139 11 4,773,2 299,740
Oltenia
(Lesser Wallachia) 24,078 1,414,737 6 4,013,2 235,790
Transylvania 57,038 2,660,746 15 3,802,5 177,383
ROMANIA 295,049 15,509,042 76 3882,2 204,066

Sources: Nistor (2000); SAGEATA (2006) with modifications
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Figure 3: Territorial acquisitions of Romania before and during World War 1
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The administrative discrepancies of a diversified system gradually became
untenable and urged the introduction of a comprehensive administrative-territorial
reform. In the former territories of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy a highly
decentralised system was in place, where every village constituted a commune,
while municipalities had administrative autonomy. The overall local structure had the
necessary financial resources to sustain their daily activities and central tutelage wasn’t
so common and strongly exercised as in the Romanian Old Kingdom.?

As a sharp contrast to this the Romanian Old Kingdom was organised in a highly
centralised manner, where administrative and local autonomies existed only with the
permission of central authorities and even then a strong central tutelage ensured that
local decisions were largely in line with the opinion of the centre. At the same time
the leader of the county level administration, the Prefect was the representative of the
central government and the majority of the staff of the deconcentrated/decentralised
institutions wasn’t directly elected, but largely nominated by central authorities.
The lack of administrative autonomy was also supplemented frequently by financial

2 The term (Romanian: Vechiul Regat) refers to the territory covered by the first independent
Romanian state composed of the United Principalities of Moldova and Wallachia.
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constraints, where local communities had to contribute with significant financial
resources to the budget of the central government (Dumitru 2012¢).

Giventhe above-mentioned circumstances there is no surprise that the vast majority
of the local elite of the time, especially in the provinces, supported the establishment
of a common, unified administrative system based on the decentralisation of central,
governmental structures and local autonomy. However, given the heterogeneous
structure of the new state, the fear of the emergence of centrifugal forces, added to
this the centralised heritage of the Romanian Old Kingdom, it wasn’t a surprise that
the local elites, especially in Bucharest [Bucuresti] considering the volatile political
circumstances of the time supported the establishment of a strong centralised state in
the name of national consolidation.

The new system introduced by the administrative unification law of 1925° was
more of a compromise, rather than a comprehensive, thorough reform. Especially if
we consider the unresolved issues posed by the increased territory of the state, the lack
of socio-economic cohesion among historical provinces, not to mention the existing
dysfunctions of the administrative-territorial organisation. Under these circumstances
the administrative-territorial reorganisation of the state was inevitable. However,
the question of administrative reform ignited the latent debate over centralist and
regionalist views (DumiTru 2012a, 2012b).

The majority of the liberals, mainly dominated by the National Liberal Party
of the Old Romanian Kingdom — fearing the disintegration of the state in a regional
construction — promoted the idea of centralism in the name of national consolidation,
while the Conservatives pushed for a regionalist approach, taking use of the territorial
diversity of Romania. The debate between centralism and regionalism was settled
for a while with the parliamentary elections of 1928, when the conservative National
Peasants’ Party lead by Iuliu Maniu came into power. The new government quickly
introduced structural reforms and with the implementation of the law for organising
the local administration (3 August 1929) established a truly regional level by the
creation of seven ministerial directories between central and local authorities mainly
along the boundaries of the historical provinces (see Fig. 1, Fig. 4).

Although the reform established much larger territorial units, in reality we cannot
speak about a true regional administrative level in the name of state decentralisation
as envisioned by the government. Namely, although the aim of the reform was state
decentralisation and the establishment of local autonomy, in reality the ministerial
directories were administered by the representatives of the central government.
Therefore the policy of state consolidation didn’t disappear altogether. Besides central
supervision this was also reflected by the names of the directorates, which by adopting
the name of their capitals avoided the reference to the historical provinces (NisTOR
2000; SAGEATA 2006; CovAsnianu 2011; Bucur 2012; Nacu 2012).

3

According to the administrative unification law of 1925 the Kingdom of Romania was
organised into 71 judets, these incorporating 429 plasi, 179 cities, 8,751 communes and 15,981
villages (NisTor 2000; SAGEATA 2006; Covasnianu 2011; Kovacs 2011; Bucur 2012).
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The ministerial directories, mainly supported by the conservative government,
were received with great controversy among the liberal opposition who interpreted
the implementation of a regionalist approach as a threat to the stability of the newly
born, fragile unitary state. Therefore in 1931, with the change of the government also
changed the approach to state administration, where centralism was reinstated with the
abolishment of the ministerial directories.

The last major administrative reform of the interwar period was implemented
in 1938 with the introduction of the new Romanian Constitution, which once again
established larger administrative-territorial units, so-called ‘lands’ (finuf) between the
national and local (judef) level. The reform itself was imposed during the reign of
Carol 11, the King of Romania, and can be largely regarded as a move for consolidating
the king’s dictatorship, rather than one of state decentralisation. In addition, it was
the first time in the history of modern Romania when through a regionalist approach
centralisation and nonetheless territorial homogenisation was established at the national
level. For example, one of the historical seats of Székelyland, that of Haromszék
(Romanian: Trei Scaune) was incorporated into a new region, called Bucegi, having its
centre in Bucharest (see Fig. 5) (SAGEATA 2006, 2012b; Bucur 2012).

Figure 4: Romania in the interwar period: Administrative-territorial division
1929-1931

LEGEND

Ministerial

\:l Bucuresti
\:l Cernauti
[ cnisinau
o
|:| Craiova
[ Jasi
‘:l Timisoara

® Ministerial directory capital

~ Country Capital
Ministerial directory capital

[ countywudet borders after 1925
D Contemporary country borders

0 30 60 120 Km
T T Y I

Author/Cartography: Hunor BAJTALAN, 2014 STEREO 70 projection, S-42 (Romania) datum

Sources: LAW FOR ORGANIZING LOCAL ADMINISTRATION 1929; PROIECTE DE ORGANIZARE ADMINISTRATIVA
1931; MoLpoveaNu 1934; Groza et al. 2008; Dumitru 2013c; ESRI HDR100



250 Hunor BAJITALAN

Figure 5: Romania at the eve of the Second World War: administrative-territorial

division 1938-1940
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The new lands didn’t follow the cultural-historical or physical characteristics
of the Romanian space. With the total ignorance of the historical provinces, they
cut through natural regions and were regarded mainly as “geographic and economic
entities, uniting the fraternal inhabitants of the new Romania after their real needs,
considering their geographic location, the means of communication and resources they
pose and the characteristics of their economic activity” (CALINESCU 1938, p. 4).

In the new system the judet lost their legal personality, transferring it to the lands,
which on their turn were under strict central control through the presence of a governor
nominated by central authorities. Therefore the new reform as noted by Conea (1938)
was received with great controversy, the Romanian elite voicing their disagreement
on much of the basic principles regarding the delimitation of the lands. Important
personalities of the time, like Nicolae lorga, Gheorghe Bratianu or Ion Conea strongly
criticised the denial of the cultural-historical values, geographical characteristics of
Romania.

The new lands, strongly connected to the dictatorship of King Carol II,
were abolished with the abdication of the King mainly forced by the pro-German
administration of Marshall Ion Antonescu. After the dissolution of the lands (finuf), the
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judet was restored throughout the Second World War as the basic unit of administration
(SAGEATA 2006; CovAsnianu 2011).

3.3 Pseudo-regionalism 1952-1968: the instauration of the Soviet
model

The end of the Second World War brought the consolidation of Romania along
the present-day country borders. Therefore Romania through the Paris Peace Treaties
got back from Hungary Northern Transylvania, but had to give up the historical
provinces of Bessarabia and Northern Bucovina to the Soviet Union. In addition,
along with the rest of Central and Eastern Europe, Romania fell into the Soviet sphere,
which resulted in the instauration of a Communist regime (Boia 2012; Diuvara 2012;
Hircams 2013b).

Under the protective umbrella of the Soviet Union a new administrative system
was introduced in the name of the State’s role to fulfil local needs and requirements.
The new system, largely based on the Soviet model (oblast, raion, commune), was
enacted by the Law No 5 on the 6™ of September 1950, which established 28 regions
(regiuni), subdivided into 144 districts (raioane) and 4,052 communes (comune) (see
Fig. 6). The new regions didn’t take into consideration the historical or geographical
characteristics of Romania. Being largely drawn after ‘complex socio-economic
principles, they were interpreted as the only units that “directly supported the state’s
central organs in fulfilling state or party policies”. Therefore, with the establishment of
the Communist rule in Romania, the administrative-territorial organisation of the state
entered strict political subordination (OrRoVEANU 1986, p. 211; SAGEATA 2006).

According to the official ideology, the new administrative-territorial units had to
break from the judet, which mainly were considered as legacies of the past. This was
also reflected in the depersonalisation of the new regions through the adoption of the
administrative seats’ name as the regional name (see Fig. 6). The Soviet-Romanian
friendship was even crowned with the naming of one region and regional seat after
the great leader, Stalin (Brasov to Stalin City and Stalin region). As noted by SAGEATA
(2011) the delimitation of the new administrative units was based on the idea of
subordinating agricultural regions to larger urban centres by the creation of agro-
industrial complexes to reinforce the proletariat’s influence over the peasantry, which
hardly wanted to accept the reform imposed by the Communist elite.

Near the political consequences, the new administrative units also resulted in
serious economic difficulties and ample mutations in the traditional spatial structure of
Romania. First of all the 58 judet through merging and dissolution were reduced to 28
regions. The settlement network was completely redrawn, the number of communes
was reduced from 6,000 to 4,052 and the hierarchy of several cities was reorganised
according to the new administrative system. Economically, the process resulted in the



252 Hunor BAJITALAN

convergence of resources and investments in the new regional centres (SAGEATA 2006;
Covasnianu 2011; Bucur 2012).

Figure 6: Administrative-territorial division 1950-1952
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The new system, however, was very short-lived and proved to be a much too
fragmented structure for the requirements of the time. Therefore, in 1952 with the
introduction of the new Romanian Constitution, the number of the regions was
reduced to 18. Twelve regions, namely Botosani, Buzau, Dolj, Gorj, lalomita, Mures,
Putna, Rodna, Severin, Sibiu, Teleorman and Valcea were dissolved, while two new
regions appeared, i.e. Craiova and the Hungarian Autonomous Region, respectively.
Subsequently, in 1956 another two regions were dissolved, namely Arad and Barlad,
thus resulting in a further reduction of the regions from 18 to 16 (see Fig. 7).

Above all, one of the most interesting aspects of the reform was the establishment
of the Hungarian Autonomous Region in a country where national politics was
dominated mainly by centralist views in the name of state consolidation and territorial
homogenisation. The decision of the government wasn’t a voluntary move towards
historical reconciliation and the recognition of the minorities, but rather it can be
interpreted as a Soviet-imposed policy. In fact, Stalin didn’t want to accept the new
Romanian Constitution — largely modelled after the Soviet one — until it granted
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administrative-territorial autonomy to the largest ethnic minority in Romania. For this
even two Soviet experts, P. Arhipov and P. Tumanov were sent to the country and
the implemented version of the autonomous province was largely based on their final
proposal. In this context, however, as noted by King (1973), ScuoprLiN (1979) and
BotTont (2008), Stalin’s imposed Hungarian Autonomous Province and Soviet ethnic
policy wasn’t anything else than a showcase for home and abroad of the ‘exemplary’
treatment of the minority. In reality, it is obvious that in an era of totalitarianism we
couldn’t speak of neither self-determination, nor administrative-territorial autonomy
(BotTont 2008).

However, Stalin’s death in 1953 and the retreat of the Soviet troops from Romania
in 1958 slowly changed the attitude of the government towards the policies imposed
by the Soviet Union.

Figure 7: Administrative-territorial division 1956-1960
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Under Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej traditional values gradually came back to the
national level, first reflected in the change of the regional toponyms. Soviet-imported
names, like Stalin and many other depersonalised names were changed, bringing back
the old national values to the administrative map of Romania. As noted by SAGEATA
(2006, 2011), this process largely coincided with a total political shift, from the outside-
imposed Soviet Communism, mainly characterised by Stalinist uniformity through the
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rejection of the ‘burgeois’ past, to a nationalist Communist stage, where traditional
values were rediscovered and the Soviet cultural model was rejected.

This process was also reflected in 1960 during the next major administrative
reform, which reorganised the configuration of the 16 administrative regions. In the
same time the cities of Bucharest and Constanta with their surroundings were raised to
the regional level, the former for its role as the capital city, the latter for the development
of the coastal areas of the Black Sea (see Fig. 8).

The biggest changes primarily referred to the internal configuration of the
Hungarian Autonomous Region. With national-centralist views back at the centre of
governmental policies, it was inevitable to dissolve a compact ethnic island in the heart
of Romania. Thus, under the pretext of administrative reform, with the modification
of regional boundaries, the government altered significantly the ethnic balances in the
region. If in 1960 the population of the Hungarian Autonomous Region consisted of
76.9% Hungarians (Székelys), with the reorganisation and the creation of the Mures-
Hungarian Autonomous Region, this number fell to 61.1%. However, the political shift
wasn’t just reflected at administrative level. The unexpected disappearance of several
Stalin monuments, as well as the change of regional toponyms tried to symbolise the
return of traditional policies, historical values to the national level (SAGEATA 2006;
BotTtont 2008; CovAsnianu 2011; Bucur 2012).

Figure 8: Administrative-territorial division 1960-1968
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3.4 The return of centralism: administrative-territorial organisation
1968-1989

The detachment process from the Soviet Union culminated during the dictatorship
of Nicolae Ceausescu — the key moment of this being the condemnation of the Soviet
invasion of Prague [Praha] in 1968 by the newly elected president himself (DELETANT
2006). However, such a political move in foreign policy of Romania involved not
only the consolidation of internal power relations around the Ceausescu regime, but
also the stabilisation and ‘pacification’ of the hinterland of the country (Novak 2005).
In this context the administrative-territorial reorganisation of the state was imminent.
The first concrete steps in this direction were taken right after the election of Nicolae
Ceausescu as the General Secretary of the Romanian Workers’ Party (later called
Romanian Communist Party). During the 9 Congress of the Romanian Workers’ Party
the new leadership by laying down the founding ideas for the development of the
country, drew the line for the beginning of a new era both politically and ideologically.
Among others the Congress declared that with the elimination of exploiting social
classes and the dissolution of class struggle in the society Socialism triumphed
in Romania. It was also decided that the administrative reorganisation of the state
became imminent, as well as the systematisation of the settlement network and the
optimisation of the centrally planned economy. During the summer of 1967, on the
14" of July, the politburo elaborated the first drafts for the reorganisation of the state,
which brought back the traditional administrative unit, the judet. The basic principle of
the reorganisation was that in contrast to the regions created between 1950 and 1960
based mainly on the concept of economic homogeneity, the judet should be founded
on an economic diversity in the name of complementarity and functionality (NovAk
2005; SAGEATA 2011).

Geographically speaking the new judet constituted a total detachment from the
Soviet-imposed administrative organisation of the 1950s and the 1960s. The territorial
disparity between the new judet was much smaller than among the judet of the interwar
or the regions of the Soviet period. The settlement structure was redesigned, mainly
promoting the development of those cities or urban areas that had a geographically
central location in the new judet. Therefore in some cases the administrative function
was given to smaller urban centres, largely based on geographical principles, rather
than according to their level of development or urbanisation. In this respect a lot of
moderately urbanised settlements got an impetus for development at the expense of the
slow degradation of traditional urban centres (SAGEATA 2011).

Thus according to Law No. 2 from 1968, the territory of Romania was organised
into 39 administrative-territorial units, called judets, 47 municipalities and 189 cities,
largely modelled after the French departmental system (see Fig. 9) (SAGEATA 2006;
Covasnianu 2011; Bucur 2012).
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Figure 9: Administrative-territorial division 1968-1981

Maramures
~Baia Mare

Suceava -
Suceava

LEGEND
County/Judet center

[ County (Judet) center/Country capital &
[ countyrsudet borders between 1968-1981 B u i G A R | A

Author/Cartography: Hunor BAJTALAN, 2014 STEREO 70 projection, S-42 (Romania) datum

Sources: Law No. 2 on administrative-territorial organisation of S.R. Romania from 1968; Cucu
et al. 1984; Groza et al. 2008; ESRI HDR100

The county/judet system introduced in 1968 proved to be an adequate, functional
solution for the administrative-territorial organisation of Romania. The best proof of
this being the relative stability of the system, which with minor modifications survived
the transition from Communism to democracy, from a centrally planned economy to
the market-oriented spatial structure of the new Romania. The large IIfov judet as the
polarising area for Bucharest proved to be unviable. Therefore, in 1981, together with
lalomita, it was reorganised into four smaller judet, i.e. Giurgiu, lalomita, Calarasi,
IlIfov and Bucharest. Initially, i.e. 1981-1996, Ilfov was subordinated to Bucharest as
an Agricultural District, later in 1996 gaining judet status (see Fig. 10).

3.5 Towards a regional approach (1989-2007)

By the revolutions of 1989 the Communist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe
collapsed and the countries of Central and Southeast Europe were opened up to the
forces of the global economy (TATUR 2004). On a spatial level, under the appearance
of the free market’s centripetal and centrifugal forces, this meant the reorganisation of
the centrally planned spatial structure of Romania. Throughout the 1990s territorial
disparities have risen consistently, major urban agglomerations being the big winners
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of the transition at the expense of the countryside (STEINHERR & GRros 1995; RamBoLL
1996; LEFTER & CoONSTANTIN 2009; Sanpu 2011; BENEDEK & Kurko 2010a, 2010b).

Under these circumstances there is no surprise that the question of administrative-
territorial reorganisation quickly came back to the political agenda, although the
thematisation of the issue took very diverging paths of development throughout the
1990s. First of all, with Romania’s transitional momentum, appeared the very first
seeds of bottom-up oriented civic initiatives, which were mainly in line with the general
movements to eradicate the last remnants of Communism. To these can be counted
also the movement initiated by the League for the Revival of the Abusively Abolished
Counties [Liga Judetelor Abuziv Desfiintate], which promoted the restoration of the
historical interwar county structure of Romania, although without gaining any serious
political support (IoRDAN & ALEXANDRESCU 1996; IorDAN 2003; SAGEATA 2013).

During the late 1990s the debate on the necessity of administrative-territorial
reform took a new, very controversial approach through the appearance of a pamphlet
written by Sabin GHERMAN —a journalist from Cluj-Napoca—who openly plead in favour
of administrative-territorial autonomy for Transylvania. His proposal deliberately
entitled ‘I have had enough of Romania’ with its provocative language, generated a
very heated public debate mainly receiving highly emotional and at least overreacted
responses. The public’s vehement refusal wasn’t a surprise either, because GHERMAN’S
vision of a Romania of autonomous regions, based on the principles of subsidiarity
and fiscal autonomy, stood in a sharp contrast to the unitary conscience and centralist
tradition of the Romanian nation state (GHERMAN 1998; Szocs 2000; SAGEATA 2006;
Boia 2001; HircHins 2013; Bastaran 2013).

Parallel to these, after 1989 a third theme — mainly connected to the ethnical
heterogeneity of the country — began to emerge, and from time to time through the
strengthening self-determination movements of the Hungarian community, especially
in the Székely Region reinstated itself as one of the main catalysing forces behind
the debate on the administrative-territorial reorganisation of the state (Bakk 2004;
BoGNAR 2006). This is hardly surprising if we take into consideration that 1,237,746
ethnic Hungarians live in Romania, mainly in Transylvania (18.1% of the population),
representing 6.5% of the total population of the country (19,042,936) according to
the 2011 National Census. In two counties, Harghita/Hargita (84.8%) and Covasna/
Kovaszna (73.6%), they have absolute majority, while in Mures/Maros (37.8%) they
are not far from the 40% threshold of the county population (Kiss & Barna 2012).*

However, the most influential catalysing force behind the construction of the
regional level was connected to the accession process to the European Union. With
the conditionality of adopting the acquis communautaire, the European Union largely
motivated and legitimised the adoption of vital reform and the overall modernisation
of the state. This was also true in the field of spatial policy, where the EU through the

PHARE programme provided technical assistance for the preparation of a regional
4

For a more detailed insight into the question of Székelyland in the context of Romanian
administrative-territorial reform initiatives see the work of BENEDEK & BairaLan (2015).
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policy in Romania. This in the first phase materialised in a series of analyses and
studies on territorial disparities in Romania (RamBoLL 1996; IaNos & Pascariu 2012).

The conclusions of these studies led to the drafting up of a concrete set of
principles, instruments and policy proposals for the establishment of a regional
development policy in Romania. This materialised in “The Green Paper. Regional
Development Policy in Romania” elaborated by a group of international experts,
mainly RAMBOLL, an inter-ministerial task force and several representatives of the
academic and civic community. The paper based on the preliminary studies conducted
in the field of regional policy in Romania, provided a synthesis about existing territorial
disparities and through the presentation of several European examples for regional
policy proposed a set of instruments, policies, an action plan and an implementation
model for the creation of a regional development policy in Romania. At the same time
the paper also indicated that “from the perspective of development it would be much
more effective if the country would be divided into a smaller number of development
regions, based on the grouping of counties (judets) according to their similar level of
development.” Thus a structure of eight development regions was proposed between
the national and county level to facilitate the implementation of regional policies (see
Fig. 10). The development regions were delimitated according to a set of complex

Figure 10: Development regions in Romania since 1998
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criteria, i.e. surface and population size, geographical aspects, functional relationships,
connectivity and complementarity in economic resources. Although the international
conference, which presented the Green Paper recommended the decentralisation of the
state along with the creation of a regional policy in Romania, in reality the adopted
measures can be regarded as ad hoc solutions to meet the accession requirements
imposed by the European Union (Ianos & Pascariu 2012).

Therefore, the main proposals of the report, without any significant modifications,
were accepted and the legal framework was created with the adoption of the law for
regional developmentin Romaniain 1998. Institutionally speaking the new development
regions represent more of a compromise, an ambiguous solution between centralism
and regionalism. They are not legal entities and their functions are mainly limited to
the establishment, implementation and evaluation of regional development policies.
The development regions are administered by the National Council for Regional
Development, the coordinating bodies being the Regional Development Agencies
and the Regional Development Councils. Therefore, the development regions have
very limited decision-making capabilities and are largely subordinated to the central
government. They also pose a democratic deficit, because they do not enjoy any form
of legitimacy through local or regional elections (BENEDEK & JOrRDAN 2007; BENEDEK
2009).

In this context the implementation of the Romanian regional policy as well as the
establishment of the development regions can be interpreted as a top-down oriented
process of regionalisation rather than a bottom-up oriented process of regionalism. As
noted by BENEDEK (2009) and also elaborated in this paper, given the strong centralist
tradition of the Romanian state, this is hardly surprising.

3.6 Regionalisation after EU accession: a superficial, yet pragmatic
approach towards regions

After Romania’s accession to the EU, the question of reorganising the current
state structure quickly came back to the political agenda, mainly brought up initially in
2011 by state president Traian Basescu and the then ruling Democratic Liberal Party
(DLP). This time, however, the necessity to create administrative-territorial regions
was linked to more pragmatic considerations (Basraran 2014). First of all the 2007-
2008 Global Financial Crisis in 2009 began to hit hard the economy of Romania, which
compared to 2008 in terms of GDP began to contract by more than 7% (Stoiciu 2012).
As a result harsh austerity measures were introduced and the public sector had to be
largely curtailed. According to the president himself the ‘Fat Man’ as he described
the state of public administration, had to be reformed (VANGHELE 2010). Therefore
words like efficiency, economies of scale, as well as the notion of decentralisation and
deconcentration slowly began to spread in public and political discourses. At the same
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time there was also the headache posed by the slow absorption rate of EU structural
funds, which at the time of austerity could have brought the deeply needed capital and
investments into the struggling economy.

Under these circumstances, a thorough administrative-territorial reform was
proposed, with the transformation of the eight already existing development regions
(see Fig. 10) into administrative-territorial entities. Unfortunately, however, the whole
process in the absence of a clear proposal backed by comprehensive feasibility studies,
not to speak about public consultations, remained only on a declarative, political
statement level. It is also unfortunate that the initial principles of the reform process,
namely subsidiarity and decentralisation were largely neglected, and the whole
societal discourse, mainly due to public support, shifted to more populist, superficial
aspects. At a certain point a form vs. functionality paradox began to emerge, where
people were more interested in the future ‘borders’ and ‘capitals’, in the overall spatial
characteristics of the new administrative-territorial units and less in the more serious,
pragmatic aspects of the reform process, like what kind of rights will be conferred to
these new units, or will they have legislative authority as well regionally elected bodies
and representatives, etc. Thoughtlessness and superficiality was present also in the
relationship of the ruling DLP with the coalition partner, the Democratic Alliance of
Hungarians in Romania (DAHR). The proposal forwarded by the DLP rejected from
the very beginning the bottom-up oriented movements of self-determination of the
Hungarian ethnic community in Transylvania, specifically in Székelyland, which stood
in a sharp contrast to the political programme of the DAHR. In this respect it was
obvious that without the support of the DAHR any initiative towards an administrative-
territorial reorganisation was condemned to failure (BaiTaLaN, in print).

The necessity to establish a functional and efficient administrative system was
once again brought back to the political agenda as one of the key themes of the 2012
legislative elections, from which — mainly as a result of the post-crisis discontent
wave — the two thirds majority winning Social Liberal Union (SLU) didn’t constitute
an exception. After the formation of the new government, the ruling SLU under the
three thematic pillars of ‘Development, Decentralisation, Regionalisation’ initiated a
thorough process of administrative-territorial reform. Officially, the reform process
started from the consideration that “in the following period Romania has to overcome
a serious economic gap, that it faces towards Europe, by bringing public services
and decisions closer to the ordinary citizen — according to the European principle of
subsidiarity — and by using existing resources in a more efficient way: local resources,
governmental funds and European possibilities” (GOVERNMENT OF ROMANIA, STATEMENT
OF THE MINISTRY OF REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 2013).

In the background, however, it was obvious that the reform process is motivated
once again by the existence of a highly centralised, bureaucratic and inefficient public
administration, which, although largely curtailed during the financial crisis, was right
due to a lack of structural reforms largely responsible for the low absorption rate of EU
funds. The risk of losing the majority of the budget allocated to Romania during the
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2007-2013 financial period of the EU posed a serious concern for the new government,
which in times of economic hardship deeply needed fresh capital to shake up the
struggling Romanian economy. Therefore there is no surprise that the new government
soon became obsessed with the modernisation of public administration and the question
of EU funds (EconomisT 2012; BAJITALAN, in print).

From the very beginning a very controversial reform process began to emerge,
especially if we consider that Romania was in the middle of a negotiation and
accreditation process for the next financial period (2014-2020) of the EU and the
coalition wanted to push through the process in one year, during 2013. In this respect
one of the most intriguing aspects was that both the Permanent Representation of
Romania to the European Union as well as the National Institute of Statistics (INS)
informed the Commission in February 2013 that in the framework of the NUTS-
2013 revision process, Romania will not propose any changes to the current NUTS
system (NUTS-2010) (SemeTA 2014; MinAiLEscu 2014). Taking into consideration
the strict regulations of the EU regarding the modification or amendments to existing
NUTS classifications (Reg. No 1059/2003 and No 1046/2012), it became obvious
that the government, although on the surface open to debate new proposals, in the
background largely supported the proposal of the former DLP government. Under
these circumstances the government tended to preserve the current status quo by
transforming the current development regions into administrative-territorial units (see
Fig. 10), mainly because this scenario had the lowest consequences in terms of costs
and conflict risks.

Although the government tried to back up the reform process by a series of
public consultations organised all over Romania, yet in the absence of a clear proposal
these were more like campaigns to promote and legitimise the reform process itself
than comprehensive approaches to engage with bottom-up oriented initiatives.
Unfortunately, the technical body, the Consultative Council for Regionalisation
(CONREQG) that was entrusted with the elaboration of a concrete policy proposal,
proved to be nothing else than a tool in the hand of the government to scientifically
underpin already decided proposals (ConreG 2013a, 2013b; CsAk 2013; SzaBo 2014).
Given the political frictions and internal tensions of the ruling coalition, in addition the
superficiality and hasty preparation of the reform process, not to mention the lack of
public support for a constitutional revision that was necessary, there is no surprise that
the initiative of the coalition ended up in failure.

As a movement of last resort the coalition tried to materialise some aspects
of the reform proposal through a decentralisation draft bill, according to which
several central governmental functions would have been decentralised, better to say
deconcentrated to county level institutions, however without transferring their funding
from central authorities. The initiative can be regarded as a compromise between the
centre and local, county-level ruling elites who feared that the government-initiated
regionalisation process could lead to diminishing their rights and influence. However,
the hastily adopted superficial bill by governmental responsibility was immediately
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attacked by the DLP at the Constitutional Court. The Constitutional Court decided
unanimously, backed by a 106-page motivation that the government’s decentralisation
bill clearly violated the Constitution mainly around the principle of local autonomy and
the constitutional regime of property (RoMANIAN GOVERNMENT 2013; CONSTITUTIONAL
CourT oF Romania 2014; BENEDEK & BaitaLan 2015).

4 Conclusions

The aim of this paper was to draw up a preliminary analysis about the state
of the meso-level administrative division in Romania from the establishment of the
first seeds of administrative-territorial organisation of the Romanian nation state until
present-day Romania. The fundamental direction of inquiry was a holistic, historical-
geographic one, chosen not by mistake, because recent discourses towards region
building in Romania largely neglected the heritage of the past as well as previous, in
some cases functional models of state organisation. As a result of this analysis we can
conclude that considering its function as well as its relationship towards the ruling
elite the meso-level administration in Romania went through a development in three
distinct phases:

I.  The phase of national consolidation is characteristic to the era of Romanian
nation-building present from the establishment of the first Romanian nation
state throughout the interwar period until the fall of the country into the Soviet
sphere. In this period, although it was recognised that local, bottom-up oriented
initiatives as well as the establishment of local autonomy and the principles
of decentralisation were indispensable for the harmonious development of the
state, it was a widespread view among the ruling elite that freeing up local
energies could put an end to the hardly achieved unity. This prevented any
serious approach towards the establishment of a regional administrative level.
This approach was especially reinforced after the First World War, when by
gaining a significant amount of territory and population Romania had become
a much more heterogeneous country with significant socio-economic disparities
and a diversity of minorities. Administrative regions, even if they existed, were
interpreted more like agents of the centre in the name of national consolidation
and territorial control.

II. With the appearance of the Communist regime also appeared a new ruling
elite that had to consolidate its power in the provinces. Therefore the phase
of national consolidation was substituted by a phase of power consolidation,
where administrative regions were conceived as a framework of consolidating
the power of the new ruling elite in the provinces. Any connection to the interwar
county structure was rejected, boundaries were redrawn and toponyms were
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changed. As a result Soviet-type pseudo-regions were established, mainly with
the role of executing state and party policies on the local level.

III. After the revolution of 1989, socio-economic transition has shaken the spatial
structure of Romania. The centrally planned economy collapsed, and as a result
systematic change abolished the central structures of wealth redistribution
and regional equalisation. In this chaos it became obvious that the current
administrative system cannot meet the challenges of the 21% century, especially
if we consider that the current county structure is a heritage of a very different
past, originating in 1968. Therefore, with EU accession ahead and facing the
necessity to establish a EU-conform regional policy as well as to adopt the
acquis communautaire a new phase began to emerge. This came as a result of EU
conditionality, but also as an internal recognition of the necessity to modernise
state administration (HUGHES, SAssE & Gorpon 2005).

Considering what was presented above we can conclude that although there were
historical precedents when the regional administrative level began to establish itself,
in reality it evolved around the Napoleonic tradition of strong centralism. Under these
circumstances even if administrative regions were established, they had very limited
self-governing competencies and were largely subordinated to central authorities.
This path of development of the administrative meso-level cannot be excluded from
current political and academic discourses, because this historical heritage influences
even today the characteristics of state administration. It is for sure that administrative
regionalisation will also be part of future considerations, but — given the strong
centralist traditions of Romania — it is also certain that a strong inclination exists
towards preserving the existing situation, because this is the one that presents the
lowest costs and conflict risks (BENEDEK & BarrarLan 2015).
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