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THE EXTENDED METROPOLITAN AREA IN A NEW MEMBER STATE: 
IMPLICATION FOR A RURAL DEVELOPMENT APPROACH 

M. Bruna Zolin1  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Many authors have analysed the results and impacts of the rural development 
strategies adopted since the end of the eighties in the old member states, where 
these policies are well-established. However, in the new Member States this 
approach remains quite unexplored. We refer mainly to Romania and Bulgaria who 
joined the EU on January 1, 2007 and who will implement, for the first time, the 
regulation on rural development. The regulation specifies that the rural 
development policy has to contribute to improve: the competitiveness of 
agriculture and forestry; the environment and the countryside; the quality of life in 
rural areas; it also has to encourage the diversification of economic activity. These 
objectives are to be implemented along four axes. As far as the policy is concerned, 
it should be noted that agriculture plays a vital role in all the Member States, but in 
the New ones the macroeconomic indicators highlight the extremely high weight of 
the agricultural sector.  

Despite the fact that in these contexts rural areas is widespread, the very fast 
economic development of some areas, regions or cities could increase the regional 
or local disparities and overshadow sustainable land management and the quality of 
life.  

Based on this introduction, the paper examines the rural selected development 
strategies in a new Member State (Romania) and, in particular, it analyses the case 
of a metropolitan area (Bucharest-Ilfov region), which is the smallest 
administrative territorial unit in Romania with regard to its surface area. The 
considered area, partially urban and partially rural, is under increasing pressure 
from urban growth due to economic development. This could address a different 
use of the rural soil with constraints so as to achieve sustainable development and a 
better quality of life for the inhabitants.  

To better outline the potential impact of the adopted policy in the specific context, 
the paper will provide a brief national analysis of recent, key changes and the 
administrative organisation; an overall description of the economic, social and 
environmental situation of Romania, with particular attention to the role of the 
agriculture sector and the existing rural territorial dimension. Subsequently, the 
                                                 
1 M. Bruna Zolin, Department of Economics, University of Venice 
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paper will focus on the Bucharest-Ilfov region in order to highlight the relations 
between rural and urban dimensions and to outline the conflicts, needs and 
strategies. Baring in mind the rural development strategies adopted at national level 
(the political decision level), the paper will provide a critical analysis, in terms of 
distinction between urban and rural areas, and will put forward suggestions on how 
to prevent a further expansion of the urban area, which would determine a loss of 
quality of life for the inhabitants living both in urban and in rural areas. 

 

2. AGRICULTURAL SECTOR AND RURAL AREAS 

The current European strategic guidelines for rural development recall the 
economic situation of new Member States and pay specific attention to Romania 
and Bulgaria (in terms of GDP, employment rate), underlining the crucial role of 
the agricultural sector in these Member States. We agree with this assertion; 
however, the sector should be analysed with the main constraints that distress it in 
mind.  

We believe that the extreme fragmentation of agricultural holdings and over-
employment are the main problems that afflict the Romanian agriculture.  

Looking at some synthetic indicators it should be noted that agricultural production 
is one of the least concentrated in comparison with both the EU average as well as 
all the economic sectors. From the total of individual farms, 76% has an average 
surface area of less than 1.2 ha while 21% has an average surface of 3.3 ha1. There 
are only 23 large producers and they account for 45% of the UAA (Utilised 
Agricultural Area), which highlights a structure which is both dual and fragmented. 
Almost all the individual farms are at subsistence or semi subsistence levels. It 
must also be noted that the weight of the associative forms is at very low degree 
(7%)2. This extreme fragmentation is the result of the agrarian reforms. The 
retrocession of land has mainly favoured the former members of the agriculture co-
operative; generally, a maximum of 10ha per family was granted, based on equity 
principles and not efficient agricultural production. 

 

                                                 
1 From total of individual farms, 52% have a surface of agricultural land (UAA) inferior to 

1ha and 42% have a surface between 1 and 5 (NSPRD). 
2 According to data provided by the National Strategic Plan of Rural Development. 
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Table 1 Distribution of farm categories (No and UAA),  
Average size (ha) and typology 

Average size Number/000 No % UAA % Typology 
1.17 3.400 76.3 28.8 Subsistence 
3.30 947 21.2 22.4 Semi subsistence 
6.17 93 2.0 4.1 Medium agricultural farms 

274.00 23 0.50 44.7 Large agricultural farms 

Source: NSPRD, our elaboration 
 

Agricultural contributions to GDP (Gross Domestic Product) are relatively lower 
(but higher if compared to EU27) and show a progressive decline which is mainly 
due to the vegetable sector, followed by the animal sector. Cereals are the main 
crop, with low average production if linked to the country potential (estimated at 
less than 50% by the Ministry of Agriculture). The farming services are sparsely 
diffused.  

Romania accounts for a remarkable quantity of agricultural surface area: it 
represents the most important share in land resources.  

Despite the fact that the occupation rate in agriculture is decreasing, the number of 
individuals working in the primary sector is still very high, with many employed in 
subsistence agriculture farms (76% of the total). As a consequence, labour 
agricultural productivity is estimated about 20% of the European average. 

 

Table 2 Agricultural indicators 

Indicator Year Romania European Average 
(EU27) 

Agricultural sector in GDP % 2002 12.0 2.2 
Agricultural surface % 2000 56.6 47.4 
Forestry surface % 2006 29.3 30.9 

Source: Eurostat 
 

The extension of rural areas represents 99.9% of the total agriculture surface 
(92.7% average EU27), the rural population is equal to 91.1% of the total 
population and its density accounts for about 46 inhabitants per km2. The GVA 
(Gross Value Added) in Romanian rural areas is higher than the EU27 average and 
in addition the weight of tertiary sector in terms of GVA contribution should be 
noted. Furthermore, a sizeable number of workers are located in the rural areas. 
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From this point of view, the rural areas are responsible for traditional functions 
(such as production, the place of employment and the protection of the 
environment), as well as social ones, to a greater degree than in the rest of the EU. 

It is in this context that the new approach to rural development will be 
implemented. 

 

Table 3 Rural area indicators (%) 

Indicators % Romania % EU27 
Territory in rural areas 99.9 92.7 
Population in rural areas 91.1 58.3 
GVA in rural areas 81.1 45.0 
Of which  

- Primary sector 
 

6.0 
 

3.8 
- Industrial sector 38.6 29.7 
- Tertiary sector 45.4 66.5 

Employment in rural areas 90.3 60.2 

Source: NSPRD, our elaboration  
 

The new regulation1, contrary to the previous programming periods, does not give 
any criteria for distinction between rural and urban areas, but the strategic 
guidelines2 provide a definition based on OECD methodology3. 

In Romania the National Plan for Agriculture and Rural Development set up in 
2000, with a view to implementing the SAPARD programme, represents the first 
national approach to rural development. In the programming and implementation 
phases, measures concerning rural infrastructures were preferred as opposed to 
measures aimed at processing and marketing agricultural and fishery products. The 
latter would have been in a position to support and to promote further measures, 
principally those which are environmentally friendly and which concern the 
territory. 

                                                 
1 Council Regulation (EC) No 1698/2995 on support for rural development by European 

agriculture Fund for Rural Development (EAFDR) 
2 Council Decision 2006/144/EC on Community strategic guidelines for rural development 

(programming period 2007 to 2013 
3 According to the OECD, which is based on population density, less then 150 inhabitants 

per km2… the only recognised definition of rural areas (Community strategic guidelines, 
2006)) 
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The following analysis will concern the selected strategies for the programming 
period 2007-2013, in the field of rural development. It is based on the draft 
(version October 2006) of the National Strategic Plan of Rural Development 
(NSPRD). It must be noted that Romania is not divided into regions1, which are 
crucial elements in the rural development approach, and that the process of land 
privatisation is not yet concluded. These factors could have a negative influence on 
the implementation of the interventions that on the one hand could be too general 
and on the other could promote only very large farms. 

As regards its overall objective, the NSPRD aims at increasing the economic 
dynamism of the Romanian rural area, while maintaining the social dynamism, 
sustainable agriculture and ensuring the preservation and consolidation of natural 
resources. 45% of the financial resources are dedicated to enhancing 
competitiveness (Axis 1); 25% to enhancing the environment and rural areas 
through the sustainable use of agricultural and forestry land (Axis 2); 30% to 
raising the quality of life in rural areas and increasing the diversification of the 
rural economy (Axis 3) which aims at maintaining and developing economic 
activities, as well as increasing employment, the attractiveness of the rural areas 
and developing the skills and the organisation of the key players involved in 
territorial projects. Local initiatives (Leader approach) will start from 2010. They 
will only be able to count 2.5% of the total resources. The centralisation of the 
decision policy level is clear and it is evident that a decentralisation of the 
functions is not desired. The programme does not pay specific attention to the 
disparities between rural and urban areas and it chooses to concentrate its efforts on 
the agricultural sector due to the fact that the rural zones represent the largest part 
of the total surface.  

 

3. CASE STUDY 

The region of Bucharest-Ilfov is situated in the Southern part of the country and in 
the central part of the Romanian Plan. The region is a non-administrative 
development region built on the partnership between the local administration 
authorities of the city of Bucharest and the local administration of the Ilfov County. 
The total surface is about 1.8 square kilometres, of which 12.5% are occupied by 
urban Bucharest and 87.5% by Ilfov County; the region accounts for more than 2.2 
million inhabitants, of which approximately 88% are concentrated in the urban 
centre and only 12% in the county of Ilfov. The demographic profile and its 
distribution between rural and urban areas and ageing classes have a major impact 

                                                 
1 Romania is divided into 8 non-administrative development regions, at NUTS 2 level, 

without a juridical statute. 
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on environmental, social and economic policies. The dependency ratio1 is higher in 
Ilfov (45%) compared with the Municipality of Bucharest. In recent years, the 
immigration flows have changed the structure of the population and the 
Municipality of Bucharest in particular displays a dramatic decrease in the younger 
age bracket, which is considerably lower than the national figure. Classification 
tables confirm this negative trend, the fertility rate in the Municipality of Bucharest 
ranks much lower than Ilfov and consequently, the capital city has a higher 
percentage of ageing population. From this point of view Ilfov could potentially 
become a very important supply of labour force and land for the capital city. The 
possible haemorrhage of young workers and soil could raise new problems 
concerning the future of the regional rural areas.  

 

Table 4 Overview on Bucharest-Ilfov surface and population 

Indicators Bucharest Ilfov Bucarest-Ilfov 
Area (km2) 238 1,583 1,821 
Population (/000) 1,930 276.8 2,206 
Population density 8,107 175 1,211 
% population living in urban area 100 10,8 88.8 
% population living in rural area ---- 89.2 11.2 

Source: www.insse.ro; www.bucuresti.insse.ro; www.ilfov.ro, year 2003, our elaboration. 
 

The Bucharest-Ilfov region is unique within the Romanian context concerning the 
density of the population, the insignificant weight of the population employed in 
the agricultural sector and the GDP per capita, which represents the national 
maximum (still far from the European Union average). The case study is 
characterised on the one hand by a high GDP growth rate, a relatively low 
unemployment rate and increasing consumer good sales (mainly food and 
beverages); on the other by several marked disparities in macroeconomic indicators 
among regions and between rural and urban areas, as well as the enormous lack of 
infrastructures (both in communication and environment). The conflicts are 
inevitable (use of land, human and financial resources, etc.). 

More specifically, the table below reveals a set of economic and environmental 
information, contrasting the national average with the regional situation together 
with the Municipality of Bucharest and Ilfov County.  

                                                 
1 The dependency ratio is obtained by comparing the total above and below the working-

age (>65 and <15) and the total of the working-age. 
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As far as the agricultural sector is concerned, in the Municipality of Bucharest only 
1% of the total rate of employment is occupied in this sector, in Ilfov County it 
amounts to 37% of the total, which reveals that in the rural area it plays a leading 
role in employment levels, and, as a consequence, a social role. However, if we 
compare the absolute value of the agricultural sector in the years 2000-2003 we can 
see that the agricultural employees are on the increase in the Municipality of 
Bucharest (+73%), compared with Ilfov County (-11%). So far, indicators suggest 
that if the economic structure of Bucharest is service oriented1, then Ilfov is 
agriculturally oriented, but many changes are foreseen. 

The contribution of the Bucharest-Ilfov region to the national GDP2 is equal to 
21% (Bucharest 19%, Ilfov 2%). Although the regional GDP per capita is the 
highest in Romania and is growing at a faster rate than the EU25 GDP, it remains 
at around 60% of the EU25 average. 

The number of enterprises is on the increase mainly in Bucharest. Even if the 
indicator at SMEs/1000 inhabitants is lower than the EU average it reveals a wide 
margin of economic recovery. The tourist sector is set towards constant growth 
levels, particularly for business tourism. This is confirmed by the constant increase 
in the amount of tourists’ accommodation available, but which is sparsely diffused 
in rural area. Agricultural tourism, or agri-tourism, is one alternative for improving 
the incomes and potential economic viability of the small farms and of the Ilfov 
rural community. Apart from a wide range of cultural-entertainment sites, the 
Romanian capital3 is still the most important historical and cultural centre of the 
country.  

The disparity of infrastructure between rural and urban areas is enormous, 
particularly as regards public transport, water and sewerage networks. Ilfov County 
is not serviced by public transport, only 31% of the inhabitants are connected to 
water mains and the sewerage system is far away in Bucharest. 

As regard soils, almost all the agricultural surface in Ilfov is in the good/high 
quality category, with more than 71% on clay ground, which is not particularly 
vulnerable to polluting agents. In Bucharest, human activities have highly modified 
the soil. There has been a dramatic reduction of green areas due to the intensity and 
expansion of uncontrolled construction and high levels of pollution due as a result 
of abandoned industrial areas (nearly 13% of the total city surface) together with 
increased traffic levels. The regional forest surface is limited (0.4% of the total 
national forest surface) and concentrated in Ilfov, where there are three protected 
natural areas. 
                                                 
1 In the same period the weight of services on total employment increased by 3.2%. 
2 Gross Domestic Product 
3 Known as the little Paris during the interwar period. 
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Table 5 Economic and environmental indicators 

Indicators Bucharest Ilfov Bucharest-
Ilfov 

Romania 

Employed population by economic sectors, 2003 (%) 
Agriculture 1.0 37.1 5.1 34.7 
Industry 25.2 24.1 25.1 24.8 
Services  65.0 36.6 61.7 35.8 

Economic indicators 
GDP/inhabitants (2002) euro 4,763.3 3,483.7 4,603.2 2,219.4 
SMEs/1000 inhabitants (No) 46.26* 21.07* 43** 16.4** 
Out of which (%): 
Manufacturing industries and 
constructions   

27.4 22.4 17.8 20.3 

Services  82.4 77.1 82.1 79.4 
Tourist sector (2003) 

Tourism: accommodation units 71.0 23.0 94.0 3,569 
Tourism: existing 
accommodation capacity 

8,639 1,386 10,025 273,614 

Environmental infrastructures (2003), % 
Coverage of road and streets by 
sewerage system  

97.0 15.0 71.0 17.0 

Coverage of road and streets by 
water supply network  

80.0 15.0 75.0 41.2 

* 2004, ** 2003 
Source: www.insse.ro; www.bucuresti.insse.ro; www.ilfov.ro, Eurostat, our elaboration. 

 

With regard to social infrastructure, the situation is again unfavourable to rural 
areas, as far as health care and education are concerned.  

 

4. CONCLUDING REMARKS 
Although the Rural Development Policy represents a real opportunity for all 
European Member States, its importance is of higher impact in the new Member 
States, due to their extension, the population involved, the development problems, 
etc. Nevertheless, the latest rural development interventions suggest that real 
progress can be made when authority is decentralised to lower levels. In the case of 
Romania policy decisions are centralized and the implementation of the Rural 
Development Plan is in the hands of the Ministry of Agriculture, Forests and Rural 
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Development. The selected strategies do not emphasise the disparities that are, 
generally speaking, widespread throughout the country.  

The Bucharest-Ilfov region highlights major differences in the context of the 
development regions of Romania due to the density of the population and the 
insignificant weight of employees in the agricultural field. On the one hand it 
comprises an urban area with growing levels of pollution and living costs, as well 
as dramatically shrinking green areas. On the other, by a rural area where the 
infrastructures are insufficient, the social and economic disparities are higher in 
comparison with the capital and where it a profound transformation is evident, with 
a progressive abandonment of agricultural activities and rapid urbanisation of the 
areas in proximity to the city. The case study thus calls for a local approach in 
order to identify the strategies required to improve the quality of life of the regional 
inhabitants (both in rural and urban areas) and to prevent pressure from the urban 
centre from compromising the rich rural heritage. 
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