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Recently, the Reprofessionalizing Romania book series published 

under the auspices of the Institute for Innovation and Development 
Projects was added a new volume signed Prof. Vasile Gheţău: Our 

Demographic Distress. Romania’s Population According to the October 

2011 Census. This volume, fourth in the series, is a sound and profound 
analysis of the population phenomena characterizing Romania which 
provides a rather disheartening picture of the country’s demographic 
trends over the last decades, foretelling a population decline that will 
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reach 16 million inhabitants in 2050. Such a level has not been recorded 
again since 1948. 

The distress call is not new. Prof. Vasile Gheţău made it as early as a 
decade ago, when he indicated that „soon after 1990, Romania began to 
witness an increasing population decline caused, on the one hand, by a 
negative natural growth ratio from one year to the next, and, on the 
other, by a rising external migration”. The decline intensified even more 
once Romania joined the EU, on January 1, 2007. 

Unfortunately, the distinguished demographer’s warnings fell on deaf 
ears, even when they were voiced at top level scientific reunions, in the 
presence and under the patronage of the most important public figures of 
the Romanian state at one time or another. I am referring here to his 
constant efforts to make his voice heard ever since 2002, leading up to 
the „Romania’s Population Whereto?” International Conference held in 
Sibiu in 2007 under the patronage of the Romanian Presidency. 

The recent study tackles the main aspects of the demographic 
phenomena approached through a combination of scientific rigor, 
academic spirit and analytical insight, highlighting the main challenges 
generated by the constant population decrease.  

In this sense, the very order of the chapters and especially their titles 
indicate an alternation between the expository sections, such as „the 
population number and the elements of change in the territorial profile” 
or „the ethnic composition of the population”, approached, of course, 
analytically, and the rhetorical interrogative ones, driving to reflection, 
particularly with regard to the size and nature of the external migration 
or to the demographic perspectives of mid 21st century Romania. 

The final official results of the 2011 Census will be published in 
2013, but Prof. Gheţău runs a comparative analysis of the preliminary 
results versus the results of the 2002 census and makes a series of 
observations regarding the organization of the census, an action which 
is of major relevance to the formulation of development strategies in 
Romania.  



REVISTA DE ECONOMIE SOCIALĂ 

Vol. II • Nr. 3/2012 236 

Last year’s census included a new population registration criterion 
established by the European Commission for the EU Member States as 
of 2010. According to this criterion, individuals absent from their 
household for a continuous period of at least 12 months are not 
considered part of the usual resident population and are to be recorded 
as part of the resident population of the country where they reside at 
the time of the census. The fact that the people having lived abroad for 
at least 12 months are not counted in the census reduces the population 
number of Romania significantly and makes the changes at local and 
national level even more complicated to figure out. 

The October 2011 census shows a dramatic change: Romania’s usual 
resident population amounts now to 19 million people, which, 
compared to 2002, indicates a decrease of 2,6 million individuals. The 
difference is caused by the external migration, as well as by the natural 
population decrease (the number of deaths exceeds the number of 
births). The natural decrease is of 420 thousand people, and the 
difference of 2,2 million people is accounted for by the external 
migration, although the last years witnessed also a circular migration 
caused by the economic crisis occurring in the host-countries. 
Projections for 2011 indicate a natural decrease of 55 thousand people. 
Romania first reached a population of 19 million inhabitants in 1965, 
however, even though the birth rate was declining in the first half of the 
‘60s, the natural increase that year was of 115 thousand people.  

Compared to January 1990, Romania’s population declined by 4,2 
million people (which means an 18% decrease). 

In the 10 year period between the 2002 and the 2011 censuses 
during which natural decrease continued to occur and external 
migration registered a huge surge, the population decline in the country 
registered 4% in Timiş District and 21% in Tulcea District. As is known, 
population size is influenced by three factors: natural growth, internal 
migration and external migration.  

In 25 districts, all three factors were negative. The natural growth 
ratio was positive in only 5 districts, but different in each one. In the 
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districts which traditionally registered a natural increase, the natural 
growth was outnumbered by the external and internal migration. Here, 
the population decrease was of 11% (Iaşi, Suceava, Bistriţa-Năsăud). 
The other two districts, Braşov and Constanţa, registered a much lower 
positive natural growth ratio. This can be explained by the increased 
degree of urbanization and the positive effects of the child raising 
allowance measure taken in 2003 on the birth rate of working women 
who prevail in the urban areas. 

Less economically developed districts or those whose industrial pro-
file was not viable after 1989 remain providers of labor force for other 
regions. The population loss as a result of internal migration affected 
particularly the districts of Vaslui, Olt, Galaţi, Botoşani and Hunedoara. 

The external migration is the most significant component of the 
dramatic population decrease in Romania. Its highest percentages are 
recorded in Bucharest, Bacău and Iaşi. In the case of Bucharest, the net 
external migration is of 230 thousand people, which means the capital 
city is first when it comes to declining numbers of inhabitants. In only 
one district, Teleorman, the negative natural growth ratio, of -35%, is 
more significant than migration. 

In two districts, the population decline was primarily caused by the 
external migration: Braşov and Constanţa. The only district which 
witnessed a population increase, by 21%, is Ilfov; here the causes are 
the real estate upsurge and the internal migration. 

 The urban population increased from 52.7% in 2002 to 55% in 2011 
as a result of the natural decrease in the rural areas and of the 
mechanical growth of the urban population following the classification 
as towns of a large number of villages and communes. The 
„urbanization on paper” led not only to changes in statistics (now we 
are „a less rural” state), but also to a loss of European funds for rural 
development, much needed in improving the infrastructure. For 
instance, Ilfov district had only two towns in 2002, and 8 in 2011. 76% 
of the urban population recorded in the October 2011 census resides in 
the 6 areas turned into towns between 2002 and 2011. 
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The migration from urban to rural areas has been higher than the 
traditional reverse flow ever since 1997; it remained constant and 
contributed thus to a town-to- village population flow of 300 thousand 
people. However, this migration that favored the rural areas was 
overcome by the natural decrease they witnessed. The urban 
population decline was higher in the larger towns. At present, only two 
towns, except for the capital city, exceed 300 thousand inhabitants: Cluj 
and Timisoara; Iaşi, Constanţa and Craiova are now out of this category. 
Bucharest itself currently numbers below 2 million inhabitants. 

The ethnic composition of the population has not suffered major 
changes. Hungarians emigrated much less than Romanians, and not 
from Harghita and Covasna, but from other districts (Mureş, Cluj, 
Bihor). The number of Roma ethnics is on the rise (3,3% in 2011 versus 
2,5% in 2002), but the author ponders the possibility of this being 
actually about an increase in the number of those who openly declared 
their ethnicity, since the real number is still far from the figure obtained 
by the Roma civil society organizations or the one estimated by various 
international bodies. 

Another highly sensitive topic tackled by Prof. Vasile Gheţău is the 
one about abortions in Romania, their number unfortunately placing 
Romania among the countries in which the general public views 
abortion not as a „last resort in a desperate situation”, but rather as a 
method of birth control. This issue however requires an even deeper 
analysis, factoring in the multiple causes that generated this 
phenomenon, as well as the serious consequences it entails. 

By this overview of „Our Demographic Distress”, we only aimed to 
call attention upon a true reference work in the area of population 
studies in Romania. Let’s hope that, at least this once, Prof. Vasile 
Gheţău’s warning sings about „the dangers of the country’s severe 
population decline” will not be ignored, moreover, that the book’s 
conclusions will generate debates resulting in viable solutions able to 
prevent Romania’s population from becoming a mere notion of the past.




