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Chapter 6
Competitiveness of the Romanian 
extra-European agri-food trade

Abstract: Romania’s accession to the EU meant a significant increase in both 
the volume and value of the Romanian agrifood trade, and a continuation and 
increase of the trade flows with the EU. On the other hand, although joining 
the Single Market meant the discontinuation of the free trade agreements that 
have been in force for the last 15 years with Republic of Moldova, Turkey, Israel, 
AELS etc., Romania kept its traditional extra-EU partners, under the new rules. 
Since the EU is the world largest agrifood products exporter, the present paper 
is analyzing the position of Romania among the other EU member countries in 
terms of values, quantities and directions. The competitiveness of the Romanian 
extra-community agrifood is analyzed as well, since it improved significantly for 
the last three years.

Keywords: agri-food trade, post-accession, extra-community trade

Rural Areas and Development, 11(2014) 

© EUROPEAN RURAL DEVELOPMENT NETWORK www.rad.erdn.eu



88 Introduction

Romania has been, traditionally, and still is, an important producer and expor-
ter of agrifood products, given its natural basic resources: one of the largest ag-
ricultural areas in the EU, good soil quality and temperate climate. Romania’s 
accession to the EU and the enforcement of the CAP and Single Market rules 
resulted in new opportunities, priorities and orientations in the agrifood trade. 
Consequently, Romania performed better on the intra and extra-EU markets, 
and the agrifood trade increased significantly both in volume and value. The 
directions and the structure of the trade flows changed as well. 

The term “competitiveness” is largely used in the economic literature, and its 
definition is varying widely. In a general EU definition (EU, 1999), “compe-
titiveness” is “to be able to withstand market competition”. At macroecono-
mic level, OECD defines competitiveness as “the degree to which [a nation] 
can, under free and fair market conditions, produce goods and services which 
meet the test of international markets, while simultaneously maintaining and 
expanding the real income of its people over the long term” (Thomson and 
Ward, 2005).

The present paper is analyzing the evolution of the Romanian extra-EU agri-
food trade in the last decade, its position among the EU member countries, 
with a focus on the changes in the post-accession period in terms of values, 
quantities and directions of the trade flows.

The competitiveness of the Romanian extra-community agrifood is analyzed 
as well in terms of trade balances, concentration of product groups and share 
of processed versus primary agricultural products in exports and imports. 

Methods and Data 

The data used for the calculations in the present paper have been extracted 
from Eurostat database, in the Combined Nomenclature, at two-digit level of 
aggregation (chapters HS 01-24). Trade values are analyzed for 2002-2012, 
as well as the composition and ranking of export and import flows by main 
groups of agri-food products, export destinations and import origin. 

There are many opinions on the way to separate as accur ate as possible the 
large variety of agrifood products in raw (basic) agricultural products and pro-
cessed agrifood products. The product grouping of Regmi et al. (2005) was 
the basis for the analysis, although in the present paper only two major groups 
have been separated: primary agricultural products and processed products. 
The breakdown to 2-digit level is unsatisfactory, since there are cases where 
primary agricultural products (specified by four-digit HS codes, such as 0407-
bird eggs, 2401-tobacco etc.) are included statistically in two-digit HS chap-
ters designing mostly processed products, or , on the contrary, processed pro-
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89ducts (such as 0710…0714-processed vegetables and 0811…0814-processed 
fruit) are included statistically in two-digit HS chapters designing mostly pri-
mary agricultural products. Therefore, the correct separation of the products 
required the analysis of trade data detailed at 4-digit level. All four-digit codes 
(184 positions) have been analyzed and separated, in order to go into the right 
product group. 

Results and discussions

Eu extra-community trade

Over the last twenty years, the EU has been the largest player in the global 
agrifood market (total trade calculated as the sum of export and import va-
lues). Nonetheless, the EU has shown a permanent deficit of its agrifood trade 
balance, ranging from 9 to 13% of its total agrifood trade.

Consecutive EU enlargements in 2004 and 2007 from 15 to 25, then to 27 Mem-
ber States had a significant impact on overall EU trade. One cannot speak of an 
impact of the last enlargement (to EU-28), is far too early to be evaluated.

Although in absolute terms the EU agrifood international trade has increased, 
its share in the world markets declined due to several contradictory factors. 
The main one is the statistical separation of trade for the new Member States 
(NMS) (the total extra-EU trade is reduced by the value of EU-NMS trade, is 
but is increased by the value of trade between the NMS and third countries, 
and the NMS are adding the value of their trade with non-EU countries to 
the overall volume of extra-EU trade). Secondly, both the old Member States 
(OMS) and NMS have increased trade volumes in 2004-2007, amid the gene-
ral period of economic expansion in Europe; then the continuous increasing 
trend in exports and imports after 2001 has temporarily reversed in 2008-2009 
due to the financial turmoil in late 2008 and the economic crisis that followed.

After the two rounds of enlar gement, the extra-EU trade (both exports and 
imports) increased immediately (Figure 1). The same thing happened with the 
total agri-food trade deficit of the EU, as the cumulative extra-EU trade ba-
lances of the 10 then 12 NMS were negative. In 2008, the total value of EU27 
the agrifood trade (export + import) reached a peak (EUR 149 billion EUR).

The economic crisis produced its effects upon trade as late as 2009, by a con-
traction of both exports (-8.5%), and imports (-11.1%) as compared to the 
previous year. Since 2010, the upward trend of the trade flows resumed, and 
in 2012 a new peak has been reached: a total agrifood trade value of EUR 228 
billion, of which exports EUR 112 billion and imports EUR 116 billion. The 
trade deficit, which reached the highest value (EUR 28 billion) in 2008 (just 
before the crisis), diminished signnificantly, due to a higher (almost double) 
export growth rate (30.5% in 2012/2010) than the import growth rate (18.1% 
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90 in 2012/2010). Consequently, the agrifood trade deficit diminished 5 times: 
from EUR 23.7 billion (in 2007) down to EUR 4.5 billion (in 2012); as a re-
sult, the share of the deficit in the total trade value (export+import) decreased 
from 13.2% în 2008 down to 2.0% in 2012. 

Figure 1: Extra-community EU27 trade in the decade of last two enlargements
Source: own calculations based on Eurostat data

Generally speaking, the two enlargement waves of 2004 and 2007 had even-
tually a positive ef fect upon the agrifood exports, imports and trade balance 
of the EU. 

The increase in export value has been mainly the result of a significant larger 
volume of traded products, and to a far lesser extent the consequence of price 
variations. For most product chapters (HS 01-24), the volume indexes are hig-
her than the price indexes, indicating an increase in the quantities of exported 
goods during the period 2010-2012 as compared to baseline year 2007. On 
the contrary, for imports, during 2010-2012,  EU27 imported lower quantities 
of agrifood products, but at higher prices (such as for cereals and beverages). 

Romanian total agrifood trade

Major changes occurred in the agricultural sector in the first decade of tran-
sition to a market economy in both the ownership and the management re -
gime resulted in fracturing the food production chains and reducing the flu-
idity of the functioning of markets (Gavrilescu & Voicilas, 2014). The food 
industry has also faced problems due to privatization, interruptions of raw 
materials flows and dispersal of finished products flows, and, last but not 
least, severe problems of financing and capitalization. FDI started coming in 
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91the agrifood processing sector after 2000, hence a supplementary time gap 
in the development of the new agrifood products chains. The penetration of 
large international retail companies on the Romanian market came a few ye-
ars later than in other Central European countries (such as Poland, Hungary, 
Czech Republic, Slovakia), and the real fast development of large supermar-
kets and hypermarkets networks occurred after 2004. These networks have 
not found functional agrifood chains in the country, able to provide fresh ag-
ricultural products and processed food products in the necessary quantities,  
at required quality and at the necessary pace, which is why they resorted to  
agrifood imports.

The economic growth achieved by Romania since 2001 resulted in an incre-
ased demand for food products, both in terms of quantity and quality. This 
extra demand faced a domestic supply deficit that could be met only through 
increasing agrifood imports.

The lifting of import bans since 1990, then the partial and finally the 
complete removal of import and export restrictions, together with the  
adoption of a moderate tariff regime after 1997 allowed the access of 
imported food products on the Romanian market. As a result, since 2000, 
one has witnessed a continuous and accelerated growth of agrifood pro -
ducts imports. 

The overall result has been a steady growth in imports of agrifood products 
(intra + extra-EU) up to EUR 4.3 billion (in 2008), followed by a decline 
during the crisis (down to EUR 3.9 billion in 2009); then growth resumed at 
a slower pace, reaching EUR 4.8 billion in 2012. 

The agrifood trade balance has always been negative after 1990, and the co-
verage of imports by exports was on average 34.3% in 2002-2007. The deficit 
increased massively in 2002-2007, reaching a historical maximum of EUR 2.2 
billion in 2007 (Figure 2).

The proximity of the EU accession put more pressure on the Romani -
an agri-food producers, pushing for increased investments in the food  
processing sector, with both foreign and domestic capital, as well as for  
investments through pre- and post-accession investment programs (such  
as SAPARD and NPRD) in the basic agricultural sector . The result was   
a slow but continuous capitalisation in basic agricultural sector , and  
start of modernisation in the food processing sector , which, due to im -
proved enterpreneurship and know-how, managed, on one hand, to regain  
(at a slow pace, though) the domestic agri-food markets, and on the other  
hand, to penetrate the Single Market while observing the quality and food 
safety requirements.
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Figure 2. Romanian international agrifood trade (2002-2012)
Source: own calculations based on Eurostat data

EU accession meant for Romania, at least for the first two years, a considera-
ble increase in the agrifood trade volume: in 2008 the amount had doubled 
as compared to 2006, the last year before accession. The economic crisis has 
resulted in a contraction of the total agrifood trade volume in 2009 (by 12%), 
after which the upward trend resumed.

One should note, however , despite the crisis, the steady upward trend in  
agrifood exports. Devaluation of the national currency was a factor favo -
ring exports, as well as the free access to the EU Single Market. The Ro-
manian exports of agrifood products increased spectacularly immediately  
after accession: after the first two years in the EU, exports had increased 
2.5 times as compared to 2006 (the last year before accession), and after 
seven years, that is in 2013, exports had increased 6.2 times as compared 
to 2006.

Imports increased as well after accession, but at a rate somewhat lower than 
exports: in the first two years, imports have increased 1.79 times (2008/2006).

The general economic slowdown, accompanied by rising unemployment  
and reduced population’s income has translated into a significant contraction 
of demand, reflected in a drastic reduction in the agrifood products imports. 
In 2009, imports decreased by 12% compared to 2008, after which the trend 
growth resumed, albeit at a slower pace than exports. Consequently , the  
export growth at a rate higher than that of imports resulted in a dramatic  
decrease in the agrifood trade deficit, from the peak of EUR 2.2 billion in 
2007, down to only EUR 434 million in 2011, rising slightly in 2012 up to 
EUR 742 million. 
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93Coverage of imports by exports has increased substantially since 2007, from 
49.8% in 2008 up to 90.4% in 2011.  

Romanian extra-Eu agrifood trade

In the post-accession period, the Romanian agrifood trade shifted significantly 
to the EU: the extra-EU exports fell from 34% (of the total Romanian agrifood 
exports) in 2004 to 22% in 2009, but increased again to 30% in 2012, while 
extra-EU imports fell from 47% (of the total Romanian agrifood imports) in 
2004 down to 18% in 2010, and increased again to 20% in 2012.

Trends in extra-EU trade show some similarities with the general agrifood 
trade, but are different from the intra-EU ones (Gavrilescu et al., 2012). Thus, 
extra-EU exports multiplied 4 times after accession (2012/2006), reaching a 
maximum in 2012 (EUR 1.23 billion), while the upward imports trend in the 
pre-accession years reversed after 2007, decreasing until 2010 to a minimum 
of EUR 720 million (down to 67% of the 2006 value), then climbing again 
until 2012 to EUR 954 million (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Romanian extra-EU agrifood trade (2002-2012)
Source: own calculations based on Eurostat data

As a result, the extra-EU agrifood trade deficit halved in just three years, from 
EUR 567 million in 2007 down to EUR 276 million in 2009, by the combined 
action of exports expansion and import contraction. The year 2010 stands out 
in that it is for the first time after 1989 that the extra-EU agrifood trade balance 
turned positive: exports exce eded imports (Figure 3), a trend that continued 
in 2011-2012. 
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94 The top destinations of the Romanian agrifood products exports to non-EU 
countries are rather variable, with one exception: Turkey. For the rest, exports 
are going mostly to Middle East countries, based on export yearly opportuni-
ties rather than on constant export markets (table 1).

Table 1. Top destinations of Romanian extra-EU agri-food exports and origins 
of imports

Source: own calculations based on Eurostat data

In 2012, Romania exported agrifood products to Egypt (major cereals ex-
ports), Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Libya, Iran. These destinat ions accounted for 
45% of the extra-EU exports, composed mainly of cereals and live animals.

The origin countries for the extra-EU imports have been rather constant both 
in pre- and post-accession period (table 1). Brazil is accounting for 21-28% of 
the total extra-EU imports (mainly sugar and coffee), while Turkey is the ori-
gin for 8-16% of the imports (mainly fresh vegetables and fruit). Before acces-
sion, Moldova has been the source for 4-7% of imports (miscellaneous edible 
preparations, wine and dairy products), but declined in share after 2007; lately 
imports from China increased up to 5% in 2012 (mainly canned vegetables 
and fruits). The top 6 origin countries accounted for 61-64% of the Romanian 
extra-EU agrifood imports. 

Table 2 is showing the evolution of the Romanian extra-EU agrifood trade 
balance over the period 2002-2012, separated by the main product groups 
(in 2-digit Combined Nomenclature classification); the negative values are 
highlighted. 
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Rank 2003 2006 2010 2012 
 Country % Country % Country % Country % 

Destination of exports 
1 Croatia 18.1 Turkey 19.6 Turkey 17.3 Egypt 13.9
2 Turkey 16.0 Croatia 14.8 South Korea 10.6 Turkey 9.7
3 Syria 14.2 Pakistan 9.2 Syria 6.5 Saudi Arabia 7.9
4 Moldova 10.4 Moldova 6.4 Israel 5.5 Libya  7.4
5 Pakistan 7.9 Russia  5.2 Saudi Arabia 5.4 Iran  6.0

6 USA 4.5 Bosnia & 
Herzegovina 5.1 Philippines 4.9 South Korea 5.6

 
Export 
concentration  
rate (CR6) 

71.1 
Export 
concentration  
rate (CR6) 

60.3
Export 
concentration  
rate (CR6) 

50.1
Export 
concentration  
rate (CR6) 

50.7

Origin of imports 
1 Brazil 20.6 Brazil 25.3 Brazil 21.5 Brazil 28.2
2 USA 13.0 USA 12.6 Turkey 15.6 Turkey 11.5
3 Russia 9.3 Turkey 8.5 USA 6.8 USA 7.3
4 Turkey 7.5 Canada 7.6 China  6.7 Moldova 7.1
5 Canada 5.6 Moldova 5.3 Argentina 5.7 Zimbabwe 5.8
6 Moldova 5.5 Ecuador 5.0 Moldova 4.4 China  4.6

 
Import 
concentration  
rate (CR6) 

61.5 
Import 
concentration  
rate (CR6) 

64.2
Import 
concentration  
rate (CR6) 

60.6
Import 
concentration  
rate (CR6) 

64.4

 



95Table 2. Romanian extra-EU trade balance by product groups, 2002-2012 

Notes: for the product group (CN2) in the respective year: + denotes a positive balance, 
while – denotes a negative balance 
Source: own calculations based on Eurostat data

Live animals have been the most successful product group in the Romanian 
extra-EU trade, showing constant positive trade balance. Next important pro-
duct groups with positive balance and high values are cereals and oilseeds, 
but since their production is climate-dependent, there are years when dome-
stic supply is insufficient for export, and imports are needed, thus turning the 
balance negative.

After EU accession, exports outside the EU of product groups such as 04-milk 
& dairy products, 11-flour, malt & starch and 22-beverages (mostly wine) be-
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Product group CN2 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 
01 - Live animals + + + + + + + + + + + 
02 - Meat - - - - - - - - + + + 
03 - Fish - - - - - - - - - - - 
04 - Milk & dairy 
prod. - + + - - + + + + + + 
05 - Other animal 
prod.  - - - - - - - - - - - 
06 - Flowers, bulbs, 
trees - - - - - - - - - - - 
07 - Vegetables - - - - - - - - - - - 
08 - Fruit - - - - - - - - - - - 
09 - Coffee & tea - - - - - - - - - - - 
10 - Cereals + - - + + - + + + + + 
11 - Flour, malt, 
starch - + + - - - + + + + + 
12 - Oilseeds - - - + + + + + + + + 
13 - Lac, gums, 
resins - - - - - - - - - - - 
14 - Other vegetable 
prod. + - - - - - - - - - - 
15 - Fats & oils - - + + - - - - - - - 
16 - Meat & fish 
preparations - - - - - - - - - - - 
17 - Sugar - - - - - - - - - - - 
18 - Cocoa - - - - - - + + + + + 
19 - Bakery & pastry + + + - - - - - - - - 
20 - Veget. & fruit 
prepar. - - - - - - - - - - - 
21 - Edible 
preparations - - - - - - - - - - - 
22 - Beverages + + + + - - + + + + + 
23 - Animal feed - - - - - - - - - - - 
24 - Tobacco - - - - - - - - - - - 
Grand Total - - - - - - - - + + + 

 



96 came positive in trade balance; although still low in value terms (less than EUR 
10 million trade balance value), they are showing an upward trend since 2010. 

The product composition of the extra-EU Romanian exports is unfortunately 
dominated by basic agricultural products with low value added: live animals, 
cereals, and oilseeds (table 3). Moreover, their combined share in the total 
extra-EU exports increased from 62% in 2003 to 83% in 2012. Exported pro-
cessed products (such as wine, bakery & pastry products, dairy products) in-
creased in absolute value over time, but their share is still very low. 

Table 3. Top 10 products of Romanian extra-EU agrifood exports and imports

Source: own calculations based on Eurostat data

Sugar is the main import product, and its share increased after accession (from 
14% in 2006 up to 23% in 2012). The development of animal husbandry farms 
pushed up the demand for animal feed (mostly soy cakes), resulting in signi-
ficant increases in imports after accession: from 4% share in imports in 2003, 
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2003 2006 2010 2012 Rank Product group % Product group % Product group % Product group % 
Exports 

1 01 - Live 
animals 36.0 12 - Oilseeds 22.9 10 - Cereals 55.7 10 - Cereals 61.9

2 12 - Oilseeds 20.1 01 - Live 
animals 20.8 12 - Oilseeds 16.3 01 - Live 

animals 13.9

3 22 - Beverages 8.5 10 - Cereals 20.8 01 - Live 
animals 8.3 12 - Oilseeds 7.2

4 08 - Fruit 7.4 15 - Fats & oils 6.9 24 - Tobacco 2.5 21 - Edible 
preparations 2.2

5 10 - Cereals 5.4 22 - Beverages 5.9 22 - Beverages 2.3 23 - Animal feed 2.2
6 15 - Fats & oils 5.3 08 - Fruit 4.5 08 - Fruit 2.0 24 - Tobacco 1.9

7 04 - Milk & 
dairy prod. 3.3 17 - Sugar 3.7 02 - Meat 2.0 22 - Beverages 1.8

8 19 - Bakery & 
pastry 3.0 23 - Animal feed 3.7 21 - Edible 

preparations 1.9 08 - Fruit 1.6

9 23 - Animal feed 2.8 24 - Tobacco 2.2 23 - Animal feed 1.6 19 - Bakery & 
pastry 1.5

10 20 - Vegetable & 
fruit prepar. 1.8 19 - Bakery & 

pastry 1.5 19 - Bakery & 
pastry 1.4 17 - Sugar 1.1

Imports 
1 10 - Cereals 18.1 02 - Meat 22.1 23 - Animal feed 16.4 17 - Sugar 23.4
2 17 - Sugar 15.0 24 - Tobacco 14.1 17 - Sugar 15.7 23 - Animal feed 18.6
3 24 - Tobacco 13.2 17 - Sugar 13.7 08 - Fruit 9.9 24 - Tobacco 10.2
4 08 - Fruit 8.5 08 - Fruit 11.2 07 - Vegetables 7.9 12 - Oilseeds 6.7

5 02 - Meat 7.8 09 - Coffee & 
tea 4.6 24 - Tobacco 7.4 08 - Fruit 5.3

6 09 - Coffee & 
tea 5.6 03 - Fish 4.2 21 - Edible 

preparations 6.4 21 - Edible 
preparations 5.2

7 12 - Oilseeds 4.6 20 - Vegetable & 
fruit prepar. 4.1 12 - Oilseeds 5.9 09 - Coffee & 

tea 5.0

8 15 - Fats & oils 4.2 21 - Edible 
preparations 3.8 09 - Coffee & 

tea 5.4 15 - Fats & oils 4.6

9 23 - Animal feed 3.9 15 - Fats & oils 3.3 15 - Fats & oils 5.0 07 - Vegetables 4.0

10 20 - Vegetable & 
fruit prepar. 3.7 07 - Vegetables 3.0 03 - Fish 4.0 05 - Other 

animal prod.  2.6

 



97up to 19% in 2012. The share of fruit and vegetables coming from outside 
EU (mostly from Turkey), although still high (9.3% in 2012) decreased after 
accession, due to the shift to imports from intra-EU countries, and to the fact 
that these products (as all unprocessed agricultural products) are not included 
in the customs union with Turkey. Romania is net importer for meat, but after 
EU accession, almost all meat is imported from inside the EU. 

Table 4 is showing the evolution of the Romanian agrifood trade balance, se-
parated by the main product groups (in 2-digit CN classification), and ranked 
by the balance value and sign. 

Table 4. Extra-EU agrifood trade balance, by product groups

Source: own calculations based on Eurostat data
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2003 2006 2010 2012 
Rank Product 

group 
EUR 

million 
Product 
group 

EUR 
million

Product 
group 

EUR 
million

Product 
group 

EUR 
million

Top product groups with positive trade balance 

1 01 - Live 
animals 50.99 01 - Live 

animals 60.97 10 - Cereals 445.99 10 - Cereals 739.59

2 22 - 
Beverages 7.13 10 - Cereals 38.65 12 - Oilseeds 91.13 01 - Live 

animals 171.24

3 04 - Milk & 
dairy prod. 3.12 12 - Oilseeds 35.55 01 - Live 

animals 67.42 12 - Oilseeds 24.23

4 19 - Bakery 
& pastry 1.81  22 - 

Beverages 8.07 04 - Milk & 
dairy prod. 8.26

5 11 - Flour, 
malt, starch 0.25  02 - Meat 6.95 11 - Flour, 

malt, starch 5.84

6    04 - Milk & 
dairy prod. 5.73 18 - Cocoa 5.52

7    11 - Flour, 
malt, starch 3.64 02 - Meat 4.78

8    18 - Cocoa 3.14 22 – 
Beverages 1.60

Top ten product groups with negative trade balance 

1 10 - Cereals -108.14 02 - Meat -235.84 23 - Animal 
feed -105.10 17 - Sugar -210.63

2 17 - Sugar -95.14 24 - Tobacco -145.51 17 - Sugar -101.59 23 - Animal 
feed -150.85

3 24 - Tobacco -82.87 17 - Sugar -136.00 08 - Fruit -54.71 24 - Tobacco -73.73

4 02 - Meat -49.56 08 - Fruit -106.39 07 - 
Vegetables -54.40 09 - Coffee 

& tea -45.60

5 08 - Fruit -44.02 09 - Coffee & 
tea -46.01 09 - Coffee & 

tea -36.19 15 - Fats & 
oils -38.88

6 09 - Coffee & 
tea -35.06 03 - Fish -45.26 24 - Tobacco -32.54 07 - 

Vegetables -35.88

7 21 - Edible 
preparations -21.77 20 - Veget. & 

fruit prepar. -41.83 15 - Fats & 
oils -31.10 08 - Fruit -31.02

8 20 - Veget. & 
fruit prepar. -21.28 21 - Edible 

preparations -37.56 21 - Edible 
preparations -30.62 05 - Other 

animal prod.  -21.90

9 23 - Animal 
feed -20.91 07 - 

Vegetables -30.02 03 - Fish -27.74 21 - Edible 
preparations -21.74

10 03 - Fish -20.62 05 - Other 
animal prod.  -16.91 05 - Other 

animal prod.  -22.48 20 - Veget. & 
fruit prepar. -20.02

 Total 
balance -496.07 Total 

balance -779.25 Total 
balance 99.94 Total 

balance 276.23

 



98 In the pre-accession period, very few product groups showed a positive balan-
ce: 5 product groups in 2003, accounting together EUR 63 million (while the 
total extra-EU trade balance was EUR -496 million). In 2006, last year before 
accession, only 3 product groups were showing a positive  trade balance, ac-
counting together EUR 135 million (while the total extra-EU trade balance 
was EUR -779 million). 

In 2010, the total extra-EU trade balance turned positive (EUR +100 million). 
Still, only 8 product groups out of 24 showed positive balance. Three groups 
(cereals, oilseeds and live animals) are representing 96% of all products with 
positive balance, indicating a very narrow range of products competitive on 
international markets.

Basic agricultural products versus processed products in the Romanian 
extra-Eu agrifood trade 

Although the Romanian agrifood trade (both general and extra-EU) expanded 
spectacularly after EU accession, trade in high value agrifood products (par-
ticularly processed products) is still low . Agrifood trade comprises traditio -
nal basic agricultural products (bulk commodities), such as cereals, oilseeds, 
fresh fruit and vegetables, coffee, eggs; semi-processed (or primary processed 
products) such as meat, milk, flour, oils; and processed products (or secondary 
processed products) such as edible preparations (canned soups, breakfast ce-
reals), prepared meats (sausages), beverages, sugar and confectionery, canned 
fruit and vegetables, etc. 

For the purpose of the present study , primary and secondary processed pro-
ducts have been included in a single group, as opposed to basic (raw) agricu-
ltural products. 

The results of the calculations show that the basic (raw) agricultural pro -
ducts are predominant in the Romanian extra-EU exports, and their share  
increased after accession up to about 85% (Figure 4). Since almost all 
the products included in this grouping are crop products, the climatic de -
pendence is rather high, rendering the exports very vulnerable to climatic  
hazards. The low share of processed products in exports shows the inca-
pacity of the Romanian food processing sector to compete on the interna -
tional markets.  

The share of the processed products in the Romanian extra-EU agrifood im-
ports shows an increased as well after accession (from 58% in 2007 up to 82% 
in 2012). It merely shows the dramatic degree of dependence on imports of 
specific products supply (such as sugar, animal feed, and edible preparations). 
For sugar, as staple food, the share of extra-EU imports increased from 50% 
to 61% after accession.
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Figure 4. Share of primary (raw) agricultural products and processed products 
in the Romanian extra-EU agrifood trade 
Source: own calculations based on Eurostat data

Conclusions

The EU has been the lar gest player in the global agrifood market for the last 
twenty years, and the last enlargement waves (from 15 member States to 25 
and then 27) consolidated this leading position. All in all, these enlargements 
generated positive effects in terms of the EU agrifood trade, and contributed 
to a sharp diminishing of the agrifood trade deficit after 2010. 

The disfunctionalities that cumulated during the last two decades within the 
Romanian agrifood sector resulted in an overall low competitiveness of the 
agrifood products, which encounter on the domestic and international mar-
kets competition from similar foreign products with lower prices. The lack 
of domestic supply organization, mostly in the fresh fruit and vegetables, as 
well as in the meat and dairy sectors in modern and functional supply chains 
are among the factors favoring extensive imports of such products, despite the 
fact that the domestic supply is quite high and of good quality (as it happened 
in 2011).   

The EU accession of Romania resulted in significant increase in both the ove-
rall and extra-EU agrifood trade flows: in six years since accession, total ex-
ports increased 2.5 times, while extra-EU exports multiplied 4.2 times. Total 
imports increased 2 times, while extra-EU imports diminished by 10%. Con-
sequently, the overall agrifood trade balance diminished by half, while the 
extra-EU trade balance reversed from negative to positive since 2010.  

The Romanian extra-European agrifood trade flows are relatively different 
from those of the EU in terms of destination countries for exports and origin 
countries for imports. The top 6 destinations for the Romanian extra-EU ex-
ports are opportunistic, they vary yearly (with the single exception of Turkey 
which remained the leading destination country), making the position of these 
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100 exports rather fragile on international markets, unlike the top 6 destinations of 
the EU27 extra-EU exports, which remained rather constant in rank and share 
for the last decade.

The top origin countries for the Romanian extra-EU imports are far more con-
stant and concentrated, denoting well established trade relations and rather 
constant product composition, with Brazil and Turkey being in the leading 
positions.   

The breakdown of the extra-EU trade by HS 2digit chapters shows that there 
are quite few product groups showing positive trade balance. Among them, 
with the notable exception of live animals, the remaining products are mostly 
crop products, thus vulnerable to weather hazards. Only few processed pro-
ducts showed positive balances since 2010; nevertheless, their share and value 
is increasing.  

The product composition of extra-EU exports is heavily dominated by live 
animals, cereals and oilseeds; their combined share increased by 20% over 
the last 10 years, up to more than 80% in 2012. The extra-EU imports are also 
highly concentrated: more than half are composed of just four products: sugar, 
animal feed, fruit and vegetables, but their share didn’t change much over the 
years.   

The share of primary (raw) agricultural products in the Romanian extra-EU 
exports is high, and it increased even more after accession, up to 85%. In the 
extra-EU imports, the large share of processed products (even for a staple food 
as sugar) show the heavy dependence on imports, which is rather disquieting, 
and is pointing  at the need for increasing competitivenes s of the Romanian 
agrifood products on both domestic and international markets.  
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