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Abstract: Demographic decline and labor migration have led to profound transformations
in the socio-economic structure of the Oltenia region. The reduction of the active
population, driven by workforce relocation to more developed internal areas and other
countries, has amplified significant imbalances in the labor market, contributing to the
intensification of regional disparities and structural economic changes. This study
analyzes the determining factors of these phenomena and their long-term effects on
regional development, emphasizing the role of public policies in the economic
adaptation process. The methodology relies on comparative analyses, statistical data,
and case studies, providing insights into strategies for attracting human capital and
efficiently managing the region’s economic resources.

Keywords: regional disparities, population mobility, labor market, regional development,
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After the fall of communism and the beginning of the transition to a market
economy, Romania underwent an extensive economic restructuring process, driven
by accelerated privatization of industry and labor market liberalization. During this
period, political instability and certain controversial or inadequate economic
decisions contributed to the accelerated decline of industrial capacities, affecting
both strategic sectors and numerous local economic branches. The Oltenia region,
with an important industrial and agricultural tradition, felt these transformations
acutely, which deeply eroded the socio-economic balance of the area.

Privatization in the 1990s, especially until 1997, was marked by a series of
systemic deficiencies, including: the absence of a coherent and stable legislative
framework; poor-performing public management characterized by poorly qualified
personnel and lack of specialists in leadership positions; excessive bureaucracy
manifested through delays in preparing sale files and obtaining land ownership
titles; superficial asset evaluations; predominant focus on quantitative rather than
qualitative indicators; preferential application of market mechanisms favoring
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certain investors; as well as insufficient or delayed fiscal facilities supporting the
development of capital markets'. These deficiencies led to the bankruptcy of
strategic enterprises and the loss of a considerable number of jobs.

In addition to the generally low level of investments in certain geographic
areas, often associated with inefficiency in communication and promotion strategies
of local economic potential, there is also stagnation in research and development
funding. For example, in the South-West Oltenia Region, expenditures for this
activity accounted for only 0.36% of the national total in 2011, and in 2017, after a
period of decline, dropped to 0.29%, indicating weak support for regional
innovation and competitiveness?. The deterioration of the country’s economic
situation directly affected the quality of life in certain regions. The reduction of
employment opportunities, the need for financial resources, and uncertainty about
the future triggered continuous migration of the active population, especially from
regions with fragile economies. Thus, economic disparities between regions mainly
contributed to transforming the initial surplus of labor into a deficit, a phenomenon
felt particularly in former heavily industrialized areas.

In the early stages of the transition, Oltenia was not yet perceived as a
disadvantaged area. With a solid industrial base focused on energy, mining,
machinery construction, and agriculture, the region played an important role in the
national economy. However, the lack of coherent industrial reconversion strategies,
the restructuring or reduction of activity of large economic units such as
Electroputere Craiova, the Ramnicu Vélcea Chemical Plant, or enterprises in the
extractive and processing industries, as well as the failure to adapt industrial
production to new economic realities, gradually led to the erosion of the regional
economic potential. During the transition period, both before and after accession to
the European Union, Oltenia recorded a sharp decline in the active population and
an intensification of professional mobility, manifested through the migration of
inhabitants towards other regions of the country as well as abroad, especially to
developed European countries such as Italy, Spain, Germany, France, or the United
Kingdom. In this context, a careful analysis of the factors that influenced these
transformations, as well as their consequences on the labor market and regional
economic development, becomes necessary.

Analysis of Demographic Changes in Oltenia and Their Economic

Implications

Over the past three decades, the South-West Oltenia region has experienced
a demographic decline aligned with national trends, but manifested with greater

! Romanian Government, Decision No. 140/1998 on the evolution of privatization in Romania in
1997, Official Gazette No. 122 of March 25, 1998, available at https://lege5.ro, accessed on April 10, 2025.

2 South-West Oltenia Regional Development Agency (Agentia pentru Dezvoltare Regionald Sud-
Vest Oltenia), Regional Strategy for Smart Specialization RIS3 South-West Oltenia 2021-2027 (Strategia
Regionald pentru Specializare Inteligenta RIS3 Sud-Vest Oltenia 2021-2027), March 2021, pp. 111-112.
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intensity than in other regions of the country, which has generated a negative
impact on the local economy. According to data provided by the National Institute
of Statistics, the region's resident population decreased from 2,457,515 inhabitants
in 1992 to 1,873,607 in 20223, This represents a decline of approximately 24%,
compared to the national average, estimated at 16%, according to the most recent
reports of the World Bank®,

The loss was also accompanied by a decrease in population density, from
84.1 inhabitants/km? in 1992 to 64.1 inhabitants/lkm? in 2021, reflecting a lower
degree of territorial occupation®.

The downward evolution of the population in the region can be observed in
the data summarized in the following table.

Table 1
Population Evolution in the South-West Oltenia Region (1992-2021)

Population by Number of Inhabitants in Oltenia during Census Periods
Territorial Profile January 1092  March 2002  October 2011 December 2021
South-West Oltenia 2,457,515 2,330,792 2,075,642 1,873,607
Dolj 762,142 734,231 660,544 599,442
Gorj 401,021 387,308 341,594 314,685
Mehedinti 332,673 306,732 265,390 234,339
Olt 523,291 489,274 436,400 383,280
Valcea 438,388 413,247 371,714 341,861

Source: National Institute of Statistics, Statistical Yearbook of Romania — Time Series: Population by
Territorial Profile at Censuses, Edition 2024, https://insse.ro, accessed May 5, 2025. Table created by
the author.

The analysis of census data reveals a significant acceleration of demographic
decline in Oltenia after 2002. While the decreases between 1992 and 2002 were
relatively moderate, approximately 5.1%, in the period 2002-2021 they intensified,
reaching 19.6%. Thus, over the course of three decades, the South-West Oltenia
region recorded a total population loss of 23.7%. This trend is closely linked to the
processes of privatization and economic restructuring, which were amplified by
massive emigration and a natural population decrease caused by declining birth

3 National Institute of Statistics (INS), Anuarul Statistic al Romaniei 2024 — Serii de Timp,
Populatia si densitatea populatiei in profil teritorial (Statistical Yearbook of Romania 2024 — Time
Series, Population and Population Density by Territorial Profile), Bucharest, INS, 2025, pp. 35-85.

4 World Bank, Systematic Country Diagnostic Update: Romania, Washington D.C., World
Bank, 2023, p. 41, available at https://documents1.worldbank.org, accessed on May 7, 2025.

5 National Institute of Statistics (INS), Olt Regional Directorate of Statistics (Directia
Regionala de Statistica Olt), Anuarul Statistic al regiunii Sud-Vest Oltenia (Statistical Yearbook of the
South-West Oltenia Region), 2023 edition, p. 26.
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rates and increasing mortality. Over time, the demographic structure of the region
has changed through an accentuated aging process.

At the national level, the demographic situation is comparable to that of
Bulgaria and Poland; largely, the active population is declining due to aging and
emigration. However, internationally, Romania has become the main exporter of
labor force, recording an internal loss of over 3.1 million persons who migrated to
countries within the European Union and other parts of the world. Within the
European Union, the situation is more complex: in 22 of the 27 member states, the
share of immigration exceeds that of emigration. This phenomenon is also reflected
by statistical data showing that, as of January 1, 2020, approximately 26.2 million
persons were born in a country different from the one in which they resided. In 2022,
against the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine, the number
of immigrants on Romanian territory was estimated at 163.8 thousand,, which
represents a significant increase compared to previous years. Although this migratory
flow highlights a clear trend of diversification of international mobility, our country
is still far from compensating the internal labor force deficit®. More seriously, social
and economic problems disproportionately affect vulnerable territorial units such as
the South-East and South-West regions, which have become net suppliers of labor
for more developed regions: Bucharest-IIfov, North-West, West, and Center.

Although progress has been made in reducing poverty and inequalities, the
World Bank warned that, in Romania in 2020, 70% of low-income persons lived in
rural areas where public services and access to running water were still deficient,
thus deepening welfare gaps between rural and urban areas’.

Economic uncertainties and limited prospects for sustainable growth continue
to contribute to the depopulation of many localities. Demographic stability was
also disrupted during the COVID-19 pandemic, when the Oltenia region, with an
emerging tourist profile, was severely affected by imposed sanitary restrictions,
which temporarily led to a decrease in economic activity in vulnerable sectors.
Besides the direct sanitary impact and increased mortality, early withdrawals from
the labor market (early retirements) were recorded, sometimes motivated by fear of
job loss and economic shocks caused by the crisis. Losses during this period are
difficult to quantify precisely because regional disparity instability may be
influenced in the medium or long term by factors such as declining marriage rates,
increasing divorces, and decreasing birth rates.

Subsequently, inflation associated with rising prices considerably affected
the cost of living in urban areas, causing in some cases a reverse migration, from
cities to rural areas, in search of a more sustainable lifestyle. This relocation trend
is illustrated in Table 2, which contains a synthesis of recently provided data by the
National Institute of Statistics (INS).

6 National Institute of Statistics (INS), Tendinte sociale (Social Trends), Bucharest, INS
Publishing House, 2021, pp. 16-24.
" World Bank, op. cit., p. 13.
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Table 2

Internal Migration in Oltenia, Determined by Change of Residence in 2023

Macro Total Urban Rural

Region 1V / :

Development 'Cl‘ rmivals Net |Arrivals Net |Arrivals Net

Region igrants|Departures Balance Departures Balance Departures Balance
Inflow

g‘l’t‘g:ig’ve“ 39,635 | 43280 |-3,645 |13,999 | 23368 |-9,369 |25636 | 19912 |5724

Dolj 12,713 13,307 -594 4,035 7,685 -3,650 | 8,678 5,622 3,056

Gorj 6,846 7,702 -856 2,759 4,209 -1,450 | 4,087 3,493 594

Mehedinti 5,126 5,750 -624 1,717 3,046 -1,329 | 3,409 2,704 705

Olt 7,616 8.490 -874 2,631 4,235 -1,604 | 4,985 4.255 730

\Valcea 7,334 8,031 -697 2,857 4,193 -1,336 | 4,477 3,838 639

Source: National Institute of Statistics, Statistical Yearbook of Romania, Meta-data statistics: Internal
Migration Determined by Change of Residence, Edition 2024, INS Bucharest, 2024, https://insse.ro,
accessed May 5, 2025. Table created by the author.

At the regional level of South-West Oltenia, in 2023, as observed from the
presented analysis, internal migration records a moderate loss (-3,645 persons),
equivalent to approximately 0.19% of the total population of Oltenia registered at
the beginning of 2022. Although the population decrease in urban areas (-9,369
persons) is not alarming, it still represents a phenomenon worthy of increased
attention. The positive balance (+5,724 persons) recorded in rural areas outlines a
clear trend of return to rural life, in contrast to the past marked by massive
migration of active labor force towards industrialized zones. If internal migration in
previous decades mainly meant movement from rural to cities with industrial
platforms and stable jobs, currently a partial reversal of flows is observed, fueled
by the high cost of urban living, the closure of some economic capacities, and the
preference of some social categories (such as pensioners) for a lifestyle better
adapted to available financial resources. The rural environment is becoming
increasingly attractive due to the benefits offered by private households, such as
vegetable and fruit gardens or animal husbandry, which provide a form of food
autonomy. However, the apparent advantages of returning to rural areas are
balanced by systemic vulnerabilities: lack of basic utilities (running water, sewage,
natural gas), difficult access to health and education services, as well as limited
economic opportunities for young people. In the absence of coherent rural
development policies, there is a risk that this trend is only conjunctural, without a
positive structural impact. These discrepancies should draw the attention of
policymakers to the necessity of sustained investments in infrastructure and
services in rural areas, in order to create favorable conditions for entrepreneurship
development and the attraction of young labor force.
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Dolj stands out as the most dynamic county in the region, attracting the most
workers, but also recording the highest departures. The phenomenon indicates a
high degree of mobility, with implications on public services, infrastructure, and
the labor market. This high mobility can indicate either a more attractive economic
potential (for example, that of Craiova and surrounding areas), or the existence of
precarious or insufficiently remunerated jobs, which determine a constant flow of
relocations. At the same time, the reduction of the active workforce may reflect
retirement processes and relocations to other areas. Overall, internal migration
contributes to accentuating territorial disparities, affecting regional cohesion and
causing imbalances between urban centers and rural localities, which require
differentiated intervention policies. In the medium term, the lack of interventions
aimed at improving welfare and correlating incomes with the pace of rising living
costs may deepen regional polarization, in which certain counties or localities
become less and less attractive to young and active populations. Moreover, the
decrease in the labor force, caused by population aging, is a factor that will
significantly impact future demographic changes. In this context, urgent adoption
of financial incentive measures is necessary to increase birth rates and reduce the
gap between generations. To understand more deeply the impact of demographic
changes in the South-West Oltenia region, it is essential to comparatively analyze
its component counties: Dolj, Gorj, Mehedinti, Olt, and Valcea. This approach
highlights suggestive differences regarding total population, active population,
employed population, and degree of demographic aging.

Table 3

Demographic Profile of the South-West Oltenia Region in 2024
Population by Domicile and Active Labor Force

Administrative Civil_ian
Unit Total Age Age Age Active  Employed Unemoloved
Population  0-14 15-64 65+ Labor (Employees) ploy

Force

Region South- | 2,062,411 261,638 1,386,817 413,956 478,879 439,116 39,763
West Oltenia

Dolj 664,902 93,017 443,575 128,610 168,446 149,527 18,919
Gorj 340,385 41,938 237,547 60,900 82,782 78,480 4,302
Mehedinti 265,035 34,929 178,364 51,742 53,659 46,985 6,674
Olt 408,305 49,013 277,127 82,165 84,789 77,421 7,368
Vélcea 383,784 42,741 250,504 90,539 89,203 86,703 2,500

Source: National Institute of Statistics, Statistical Yearbook of the South-West Oltenia Region,
Bucharest, INS, 2023; Olt Regional Directorate of Statistics, Monthly Statistical Bulletin of the South-
West Oltenia Development Region, July 2024. Table and data processed and created by the author.

According to the final results of the 2021 Population and Housing Census,
persons aged 65 and over accounted for 20.1% of the total population of the
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South-West Oltenia region®. The extension of the analysis by age groups, based on
the data from Table 3, reveals characteristic changes in the demographic structure
of the region, manifested by the decrease in the share of the young segment and the
increase in the proportion of elderly persons, indicating a trend of demographic
aging and imbalances in the ratio between generations. According to statistical
standards, the aging index represents the ratio between elderly persons (65 years
and over) and young persons (aged 0-14).

From the data presented earlier, it results that in the South-West region this
proportion increased from approximately 79 elderly persons per 100 young people
in the year 2000 to around 158 in 2024. Also, the cumulative result of aging and
labor force migration from the South-West Oltenia region has led to a decrease in
the active population, from over 1,100,000 persons in 2000 to less than 930,000 in
2022°. This impact has major consequences on regional economic development,
affecting production potential, domestic consumption, and attractiveness for
investors. Moreover, the increasingly pronounced imbalance between the active
and inactive population creates pressure on public systems and accentuates social
vulnerabilities in areas affected by migration and negative natural growth.

Between 2000 and 2022, all counties in the region recorded a decrease in
total and active population. Mehedinti County suffered a sharp population decline
of approximately 28.5%, followed by Olt and Gorj, each losing over 20% of their
population. Vélcea and Dolj show a more moderate but significant decline in
absolute terms. Regarding the active population, Dolj maintains the highest
absolute values, while Mehedinti and Gorj have the lowest levels, which affects the
dynamics of the local labor force. For example, in Mehedinti County, the number
of active population decreased from approximately 180,000 persons in 2000 to just
over 130,000 in 2022%.

Statistical data show that Dolj and OIlt counties concentrate the highest
number of employees, while Gorj, Valcea, and Mehedinti present lower values,
reflecting both economic differences and limited opportunities to find jobs adequate
to professional training. In 2022, Dolj recorded approximately 210,000 occupied
persons, while Mehedinti had under 100,000,

Reflecting on the ratio between the elderly and young populations, we
observe that the aging index has increased in all counties of the region. In Valcea
County, the share of the population aged 65 and over reached 20.6% of the total

8 National Institute of Statistics (Institutul National de Statistici), Recensdmdntul Populatiei si
Locuintelor 2021 — Rezultate definitive (2021 Population and Housing Census — Final Results),
Bucharest, INS, 2022, available at https://www.recensamantromania.ro/rezultate-rpl-2021/rezultate-
definitive/, accessed May 5, 2025.

% National Institute of Statistics (INS), Statistical Yearbook of Romania — Time Series, op. cit.,
pp. 112-116.

10 Ibidem, p. 61.

11 National Institute of Statistics (INS), Statistical Yearbook of the South-West Oltenia
Region, op. cit., pp. 66-67.
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population in 2021, thus exceeding the regional average. At the same time, Dolj
and Olt counties recorded values close to 19%, while Gorj and Mehedinti were
above 21%?'?. The comparative analysis highlights that Mehedinti and Gorj
counties are among the most affected by population decline and demographic
aging, while Dolj and OIt maintain a relatively more balanced demographic profile,
although they also face diminishing trends.

The aging phenomenon has also expanded at the national level, with the
average age of the population rising to 42.4 years in 2021, compared to 40.8 years
in 2011. While the North-East region, with the youngest population, registers an
average of 40.8 years, at the opposite end lies the South-West Oltenia region,
which reflects the fastest dynamic of aging, with an average age of 43.7 years.

Moreover, due to migration and natural decrease, the municipality of Orsova in
Mehedinti County has become the smallest in the country, with only 8,506 inhabitants,
registering a loss of 1,935 persons compared to the 2011 census®.

The effects of demographic decline are not limited to the decrease in the labor
force; they also impact economic and social sectors. For example, health and social
assistance systems face additional pressures generated by the aging population and
the increasing demand for services aimed at elderly persons. In this regard, the 2022
OECD report must not be ignored, which states that life expectancy in Romania
was the third lowest in the European Union*. Although salary levels have increased
significantly in the health sector, youth worker migration continues, while
disadvantaged areas face a shortage of medical personnel.

Another example is the decline in birth rates, which has led to the closure of
some school units and the reduction of educational offerings in rural areas,
affecting long-term the quality of human capital and access to education in
marginalized regions®®.

The effects of this process can be dramatic, as a region in which the ratio
between elderly and active population is constantly deteriorating becomes increasingly
vulnerable to economic, social, or climate shocks. In the absence of coherent policies
to support birth rates, to encourage migrants to return home, and to stimulate
investments in areas affected by decline, there is a risk of consolidating a vicious
circle of underdevelopment. Moreover, the analysis shows that these demographic
changes affect population categories differently. Women, especially those in rural
areas, are more vulnerable to social and economic exclusion, as they have more

12 National Institute of Statistics (INS), Anuarul Demografic al Romaniei (Demographic
Yearbook of Romania), Bucharest, INS, 2024, pp. 129-135.

13 National Institute of Statistics (INS), Press Release. 2021 Population and Housing Census —
Provisional Territorial Profile Data, Bucharest, 2023, available at https://insse.ro/cms/sites/default/
files/com_presa/com_pdf, accessed June 19, 2025.

14 European Commission and OECD, State of Health in the EU. Romania — Country Profile
2023, Brussels, 2023, p. 4.

15 European Commission, Country Report Romania 2020, Brussels, available at https:/
commission.europa.eu, accessed on May 28, 2025.
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limited access to the labor market and to professional training. Elderly persons
living alone or in households without direct family support intensely feel the
effects of isolation and the degradation of care services. Therefore, demographic
changes in Oltenia cannot be analyzed in isolation, but must be understood in direct
connection with the economic, political, and social context of the region. An integrated
approach is needed, combining regional development policies, measures to increase
the attractiveness of the region for young people and investors, as well as interventions
in education, health, and infrastructure. Although Oltenia faces complex demographic
phenomena, characterized by a decline in both urban and rural population,
migration, and aging, there are grounds for recovery only through coherent policies
to stimulate birth rates, attract and retain the workforce, as well as sustainable
investments in infrastructure and education. Only in this way can we hope for a
positive reconfiguration of the region’s socio-economic trajectory.

Migration and Its Impact on the Labor Market in Oltenia

The migratory flow, which has significantly affected the demographic
structure of the Oltenia region, continues to profoundly influence the structure of
the labor force, generating major changes in the local economy. Data from the
National Institute of Statistics (INS) show that between 2010 and 2020, over 15%
of the active population of the Oltenia counties migrated either to other regions of
Romania or abroad®®.

Negative demographic trends still impact the region's economic competitiveness,
as a declining and aging population means a smaller consumer market and a
reduced capacity to attract investments. The lack of young and qualified labor is a
major obstacle to the development of dynamic economic sectors, such as IT,
services, or creative industries, but also to maintaining productivity in traditional
fields such as agriculture and manufacturing?’.

Moreover, the migration of young people from the region to more developed
urban centers or abroad affects the demographic regeneration process and weakens
the cohesion of local communities.

This dynamic even leads to the emergence of areas at risk of functional
collapse, where public services are restricted, and the local economy becomes
unviable due to the lack of human resources. The external migration of qualified
young people has also led to a severe shortage in essential sectors such as health
and education. In the field of education, migration analysis is more difficult, as a
significant portion of teachers work based on fixed-term contracts. The main issue
is not only the blocking of certain teaching positions. The low interest in rural areas

16 National Institute of Statistics (INS), Migratia populatiei in Romdnia in perioada 2010-
2020 (Population Migration in Romania during 2010-2020), Bucharest, INS, 2023, p. 45, available at
https://ins.ro/migratie-2010-2020, accessed May 29, 2025.

17 World Bank, Regional Competitiveness Report: Romania, 2020, available at https://worldbank.
org,accessed on May 3, 2025.
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sometimes leads to temporary filling of vacant positions, which can create difficulties
in ensuring the quality of education.

Although the gross base salaries of doctors and nurses increased in February
2018 by percentages ranging from 70% to 172%, in order to curb the migration
phenomenon®®, the healthcare system still does not satisfactorily meet patients’
demands. The effects of the hiring freeze in the public health system and prudent
fiscal-budgetary policies have created a permanent imbalance in the provision of
medical services, an issue especially evident during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Even though salaries increased, in 2023, 6 out of 10 doctors under the age of
35 expressed a positive intention to migrate, with the highest percentage recorded
in the Bucharest-1lfov Region (30.4%)*°.

According to the survey conducted at the request of the Romanian College
of Physicians, the main reason cited was chronic stress caused by the additional
increase in work-related tasks. In this context, migration must also be seen as a
form of strategic mobility, an opportunity for young people to assert themselves in
a more favorable professional environment. Even if the trend of the medical exodus
is lower in Oltenia, the region still records a shortage of medical personnel. Thus,
a situation similar to that of Gorj County, which has been seriously affected
by demographic changes, shows that the request, during the 2019-2020 period, by
14 doctors for certificates of conformity to practice abroad can be a warning signal®.
It is evident that the expansion of the phenomenon, especially in disadvantaged
areas, can endanger the entire local community.

To better understand the implications of migration on the labor market in
Oltenia, it is relevant to analyze several case studies that illustrate the profound
transformations generated by industrial decline, economic restructuring, and the
exodus of skilled labor.

An emblematic example of the impact of migration on the local labor market
is the renowned locomotive factory Electroputere Craiova. After 71 years of
activity, in 2024 Electroputere S.R.L., with an average number of 16 employees,
recorded a gross and net profit of 0 lei and a net loss of 30,385,233 lei?!. Internationally
known until 1989 as an industrial giant with over 10,000 employees, it suffered a
dramatic reduction in its workforce following the 2007 privatization and subsequent
restructuring. Its radical transformation from a benchmark industrial colossus into

18 Ministry of Health (Ministerul Sanititii), press release dated February 8, 2018, available at
https://oldsite.ms.ro/2018/02/08/in-urma-aplicarii-noii-legi-a-salarizarii-salariile-personalului-medical-
vor-inregistra-cresteri-semnificative, accessed July 1, 2025.

19 College of Physicians of Romania (Colegiul Medicilor din Romania), press release
22/06/2023: Burnout Syndrome. Intention for External Migration. Malpractice, available at https://
www.cmr.ro/studiu-burnout-migratie-malpraxis.html, accessed May 22, 2025

20 Andreea Popovici, 14 medici din Gorj au preferat si lucreze in strdindtate, in “Gorj
Online”, July 16, 2021, available at https://www.gorjonline.ro, accessed May 20, 2025.

21 Termene.ro, Company Profile of Electroputere S.R.L., available at https://termene.ro/firma/
6312800-ELECTROPUTERE-S-R-L-, accessed June 10, 2025.
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real estate and a shopping mall generated a persistent regional crisis, contributing
to the migration of qualified labor. Another similar case is the Craiova Aircraft Factory,
which, although still operational, has decreased from about 4,000 employees before
1989 to only 318 today??,

Significant losses were also recorded in Valcea County, where the Oltchim
chemical plant in R&mnicu Valcea had around 15,000 employees before 1990. After
entering insolvency in 2013, the plant was left with approximately 3,000 employees.
In 2018, Chimcomplex saved the plant from bankruptcy by acquiring a significant
part of the platform’s functional assets. As part of the transaction, 1,224 direct and
320 indirect employees were taken over, allowing for the partial continuation of
production?,

Before 1990, mining was a major economic sector, with a significant
number of employees. The shutdown of unprofitable mining operations and
related enterprises generated a surplus of inactive labor and led to a migration of
the population from urban to rural areas, accentuating the demographic and
economic decline of mining towns. In 1992, 18.44% of all employees in Gorj
County worked in mining, but this percentage gradually dropped to 9.97% by
2012. Specifically, due to layoffs, this sector lost approximately 25,000 jobs over
two decades?.

During this period, in the Oltenia Mining Basin, known for its intense lignite
extraction activity in Gorj, Mehedinti, and Valcea counties, which supplied the thermal
power plants in Macroregion IV (South-West and West), 50 mines and quarries were
closed. The establishment of Complexul Energetic Oltenia S.A. in 2012 was an attempt
to revive extraction activities, but the number of employees continued to decline
proportionally with the closure of other mining units. The restructuring particularly
affected the labor market in Gorj, the county with the largest lignite reserves (88%)2.
This impact can also be seen in statistical data. For example, at the regional level, in
2011, Gorj recorded the lowest labor resource activity rate, namely 56.73%, while the
activity rate in VValcea County was approximately 67%%°.

22 Andreea Mitrache, The Glory of the Craiova Factories Ended Immediately After 1989, in
“Adevarul”, February 2, 2015, available at https://adevarul.ro/stiri-locale/craiova, accessed June 10,
2025.

23 Catiusa Ivanov, The Story of Oltchim: From Bankruptcy to a Chance of Revival (Episode II),
in “HotNews.ro”, August 19, 2019, available at https://www.hotnews.ro/reportaj-povestea-oltchim-
de-la-faliment-la-sansa-de-a-renaste, accessed June 10, 2025.

24 Bianca Radu, Rezilienta fostelor comunitdti miniere, Cluj-Napoca, Cluj University Press,
2015, pp. 104-111.

25 Ministry of Energy (Ministerul Energiei), Raport privind activitatea minierd, aprilie 2016
(Report on Mining Activity, April 2016), available at https://energie.gov.ro/wp-content/uploads/
2016/08/, accessed June 11, 2025.

2% South-West Oltenia Regional Development Agency (DRSV Oltenia), Planul de Dezvoltare
Regionala Sud-Vest Oltenia 2014-2020 (South-West Oltenia Regional Development Plan 2014-2020),
final version, p. 84, accessed May 15, 2025.
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The analyzed examples highlight the consequences of massive job losses
which, in certain situations, amid labor relocation to other areas and low incomes,
can exacerbate social problems and the risk of expanding disadvantaged zones.
Thus, to counteract the effects of job losses and the migration of skilled labor, it is
essential to allocate investments in professional retraining, as well as to provide
active support for the reintegration of affected individuals into the labor market.
Currently, the occupational structure in the region is continuously changing, but
not in the direction of adapting to new economic demands. The agricultural sector
and manufacturing industry still predominate in Oltenia, but they suffer from a lack
of young and specialized labor, while activity in the extractive industry has sharply
declined compared to previous years?’.

Unemployment continues to represent a disruptive factor in the region,
reflecting both structural imbalances in the labor market and the lack of active
regional rebalancing policies. The economic context marked by crises or recessions
particularly affects vulnerable categories such as young graduates, low-skilled
persons, and rural inhabitants, where employment opportunities are limited. In
2021, the labor market dynamics in the South-West Oltenia region were marked by
a high number of employment contract terminations. According to data provided
by ANOFM, 176,201 employment contracts were terminated, of which 27.02%
were fixed-term and 72.98% indefinite-term. Only 12.10% of those who lost their
jobs entered unemployment, and among them, 52.50% benefited from unemployment
benefits?®. These figures reveal the instability of employment relationships in the
region and indirectly reflect the pressure exerted by internal and external migration
on the available workforce.

The unemployment rate in the region is higher than the national average,
reaching 7.2% in 2023, compared to 5.1% nationally?®, reflecting both the
imbalance between labor demand and supply and the lack of adequate skills among
the available population.

Another critical aspect is the low level of professional qualifications
corresponding to the modern market. Only 18% of young people in Oltenia have
higher education, compared to 28% nationally, and professional training programs
are insufficiently adapted for emerging industries such as renewable energy or
information technology®. Consequently, the lack of professional and educational

27 Eurostat, Structure of Employment by Region in the EU, Luxembourg, Eurostat, 2024, p. 78,
available at https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat, accessed May 29, 2025.

28 National Employment Agency (ANOFM), Analiza pietei muncii pentru 2020-2021,
Regiunea Sud-Vest Oltenia (Labour Market Analysis for 2020-2021, South-West Oltenia Region),
Bucharest, ANOFM, 2021, p. 7, available at https://www.anofm.ro, accessed June 28, 2025.

29 1dem, Unemployment Rate by County in 2023 (Rata somajului pe judete in 2023), Bucharest,
ANOFM, 2024, p. 10, accessed May 29, 2025.

30 Institute for Public Policy (Institutul pentru Politici Publice), Raport asupra educatiei si
calificarii in regiunile Romaniei (Report on Education and Qualifications in the Regions of Romania),
Bucharest, IPP, 2023, p. 35, accessed May 29, 2025.
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opportunities significantly contributes to youth migration to more developed
regions where acquired skills can be better leveraged.

Overall, the economic impact of migration is complex and multidimensional.
On the one hand, remittances sent by migrants provide significant financial support
to households in the region, representing approximately 6% of Oltenia's GDP in
20223, On the other hand, the loss of young and skilled human capital reduces
innovation and economic growth potential, limiting the region's attractiveness for
investors. Moreover, the lack of qualified labor constitutes a major obstacle to the
development of high value-added sectors such as IT and modern services®2.

In conclusion, in the absence of protective and intervention measures from
authorities, any economic shock may put additional pressure on the labor market.
The main problem is not only the numerical decrease of the active population but
especially the loss of young and skilled labor, which severely affects the region's
economic competitiveness.

To counter these trends, local and central authorities have started implementing
programs to support professional training and encourage migrants’ return. Projects
funded by European funds target, for example, the retraining of young people in
strategic fields and the development of educational and technological infrastructure.
However, the success of these measures depends on better coordination among
the involved actors and a long-term strategy adapted to the regional specifics.
An integrated approach including education policies, vocational training, investment
stimulation, and support for young families is essential to stop demographic decline
and revitalize the region.

Public Policies and Regional Interventions to Counteract Demographic
Decline

The demographic decline in Oltenia is not merely a statistical phenomenon
but a profound structural problem that requires coordinated interventions at all
levels of governance. Public policies, both at the national and European levels,
recognize the multidimensional nature of this crisis, ranging from population aging
to the massive migration of young and skilled labor.

Within Romania’s National Strategy for Sustainable Development 2030,
action directions are formulated to combat regional disparities and support
demographic renewal through integrated policies in education, health, employment,
and social inclusion, aimed at reducing the gap relative to the socio-economic

31 National Bank of Romania (BNR), Impactul remitentelor asupra economiei regionale (The
Impact of Remittances on the Regional Economy), Bucharest, BNR, 2023, p. 18, accessed May 29, 2025.

32 OECD, Labour Market Outlook in Eastern Europe, Paris, OECD, 2024, p. 42, available at
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications, accessed on May 29, 2025.

3 Ministry of European Funds (Ministerul Fondurilor Europene), Programul Operational
Regional 2021-2027 (Regional Operational Programme 2021-2027), Bucharest, MFE, 2024, p. 27,
accessed May 29, 2025.
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development average of the European Union®. This strategy is aligned with the
priorities of the European agenda, particularly within the Cohesion Policy and the
European Pillar of Social Rights, which emphasize the necessity of supporting
disadvantaged regions and enhancing their economic attractiveness®.

Under the Regional Operational Programme (ROP) 2014-2020, the South-
West Oltenia region benefited from an initial financial allocation of 723 million
euros, which was supplemented through over-contracting mechanisms to reach
1.23 hillion euros, representing 172% of the initial allocation. This amount was
invested in 940 projects, of which 855 had been implemented by December 1,
2024, achieving an absorption rate of 110%. The projects targeted school
modernization, rehabilitation of medical infrastructure, road modernization, and the
introduction of eco-friendly buses, thus contributing to the economic, social, and
environmental development of the region®¢.

Looking ahead, the ROP 2021-2027 foresees several priority axes that
include various funding projects to support the region’s sustainable development:
improving the population’s living standards through investments in research,
innovation, and digitalization; strengthening biodiversity and green infrastructures
in urban areas to reduce pollution; valorization of cultural heritage and tourism
potential; development of agritourism; as well as the development of regional and
local transport infrastructure. Priority Axis 5 — An Educated Region — foresees the
allocation of funds to educational infrastructure affected by the impact of
demographic decline. The objective of the interventions is to reduce school dropout
rates and improve basic skills to meet current labor market demands.®” However,
the effectiveness of these policies varies depending on the administrative capacity
of local authorities to attract and implement projects relevant to the specificities of
each community. A concrete example of interinstitutional collaboration aimed at
counteracting demographic decline is the cooperation protocol between the Dolj
County Council and the Institute of Sociology of the Romanian Academy. This
targets the implementation of a pilot project to analyze aging, migration, and the

34 Government of Romania (Guvernul Romaniei), Strategia nationald pentru dezvoltarea
durabila a Romdniei 2030 (National Strategy for Sustainable Development of Romania 2030),
Paideia Publishing House (Editura Paideia), Bucharest, 2018, p. 16.

35 European Union, Glossary: European Pillar of Social Rights, Brussels, 2017, available at
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/RO/legal-content/glossary/european-pillar-of-social-rights.html, accessed on
May 5, 2025,

% South-West Oltenia Regional Development Agency (Agentia pentru Dezvoltare Regionald
Sud-Vest Oltenia), Rezultate Program Operational Regional 2014-2020 (Results of the Regional
Operational Programme 2014-2020), available at https://por2014-2020.adroltenia.ro/por-exemplu-de-
succes-in-utilizarea-fondurilor-europene, accessed June 3, 2025.

37 Ministry of Investments and European Projects (Ministerul Investitiilor si Proiectelor Europene),
Programul Operational Sud-Vest Oltenia (South-West Oltenia Operational Programme), annex V,
available at https://mfe.gov.ro/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/511f01ac2dbladd7b8615d8cf23103a2.pdf,
accessed July 4, 2025.
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disappearance of small rural and urban communities in Dolj County, as well as to
lay the groundwork for integrated intervention projects. For this purpose, the sum
of 350,000 lei was allocated from the county budget for the 2022-2024 period?®.

The Smart Specialization Strategy (RIS3) for the South-West Oltenia region
for 2021-2027 proposes a coherent framework for concentrating investments in
economic sectors with high potential, aiming to stimulate innovation, economic
growth, and employment. It is based on the entrepreneurial discovery mechanism, a
participatory process involving the business environment, research, education, and
civil society in defining regional competitive advantages. In line with Thematic
Objective 1 —“A Smart and Competitive Europe”, RIS3 targets strengthening research
and innovation capacities, digitalization of the economy, and the development of
skills necessary for industrial transition and entrepreneurship®.

At the national level, the Human Capital Operational Programme (POCU)
2014-2020 represented the main financing instrument for interventions in the fields
of education, vocational training, social inclusion, and employment. The total
budget of POCU was initially approximately 4.326 billion euros, a significant part
of which was allocated to less developed regions, including South-West Oltenia, in
efforts to reduce economic development disparities. Eligible projects aimed to
reduce school dropout rates, increase the skills of unemployed NEETS youth (aged
16-24), and support the reintegration into the labor market of persons from
vulnerable groups. POCU also supported the development of social services
targeting these groups, the strengthening of local partnerships, and the active
involvement of civil society in community-level service provision. Furthermore,
the program sought to improve access to quality medical and social services, as
well as to promote flexible forms of employment and innovative solutions for
integrating marginalized community members into the labor market. Moreover, the
Operational Programme proved effective during the COVID-19 pandemic, as
demonstrated by the provision of wage incentives to medical personnel involved in
delivering services to affected patients*®. The crisis generated by the COVID-19
pandemic led the Romanian Government to adopt a series of economic and fiscal-
budgetary measures to support small and medium-sized enterprises. The State Aid
Scheme through the Competitiveness Operational Programme (POC) 2014-2020
aimed to mitigate the effects of the crisis and restore the resilience capacity of

38 Dolj County Council (CID), Hotdirdre privind aprobarea colabordrii institutionale pentru
realizarea unui proiect de analiza sociala si masuri de ameliorare a fenomenelor declinului
demografic (Decision on Approving Institutional Collaboration for Carrying Out a Social Analysis
Project and Measures to Mitigate Demographic Decline Phenomena), 2022, available at https://www.
cjdolj.ro/dm_dolj/site.nsf/atasament, accessed June 5, 2025.

3% ADRSV Oltenia, Strategia Regionald de Specializare Inteligentd RIS3 Sud-Vest Oltenia
2021-2027 (Regional Strategy for Smart Specialization RIS3 South-West Oltenia 2021-2027), March
2021, p. 4.

40 Ministry of European Funds (Ministerul Fondurilor Europene), Program operational
Capital Uman (POCU), December 19, 2023, pp. 27-294, accessed June 7, 2025.
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economic entities*. In 2020, employers in the counties of the South-West Oltenia
Region whose activities were reduced or suspended due to sanitary restrictions
benefited from state support in the form of technical unemployment, covering 75%
of the base salary of affected employees. This allowance was financed from the
unemployment insurance budget as a temporary measure to protect the workforce
in sectors with limited activity, such as hotels, restaurants, bars, accommodation
services, and cultural and recreational activities. The measure had a dual role:
supporting employers in retaining qualified personnel and preventing a sharp
increase in unemployment in the region. Without this support, many employers
would have been forced to lay off employees, which would have caused major
difficulties upon economic activity resumption.

Simultaneously, regulated reduction of working hours allowed the maintenance
of active employment contracts, providing flexibility in workforce management
and serving as an effective crisis instrument. This form of intervention was a key
tool in stabilizing the labor market in Oltenia during the sanitary crisis, enabling
companies’ operational continuity under difficult conditions and ensuring protection
for employees exposed to unemployment risk*,

The European Commission approved the financing of eight Regional Programmes
for Romania in the 2021-2027 period, all aiming to reduce regional disparities,
including in less developed areas such as Oltenia. These programs transfer administrative
competences and financial resources from central to regional authorities,
facilitating local strategies adapted to territorial specifics. For the South-West
Oltenia Regional Programme, 1,576.79 million euros were allocated, of which
997.84 million were European funds*®. To stimulate regional recovery and revitalize
the economies of EU member states affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, the
European Commission decided to implement the largest financial stimulus package
called NextGenerationEU. This temporary instrument has a budget of 723.8 billion
euros and operates through the Recovery and Resilience Facility, which finances
grants and loans to support reforms and investments*.

In Romania, the National Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP) has an
allocated budget of €28.5 billion, from which numerous public investments have
been financed at the regional level. In the South-West region, the largest beneficiaries
that received funding in 2025 for the implementation of NRRP measures are the

41 Official Gazette (Monitorul Oficial), no. 838, State Aid Scheme, August 26, 2022, p. 2.

42 Programul Operational Capital Uman 2014-2020 (POCU), Analiza pietei muncii in
perioada 2020-2021 — Regiunea Sud-Vest Oltenia (Labour Market Analysis for 2020-2021 — South-
West Oltenia Region), pp. 42-43.

4 Government of Romania, Ministry of Investments and European Projects (Guvernul
Roméniei, Ministerul Investitiilor si Proiectelor Europene), Press Release dated October 29, 2022
(Comunicat de presa din 29 octombrie 2022), available at https://mfe.gov.ro/7-8-programe-regionale-
2021-2027, accessed June 30, 2025.

44 European Commission, Recovery Plan for Europe, available at https://commission.europa.eu/
strategy-and-policy/recovery-plan-europe_ro, accessed on July 7, 2025.
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administrative-territorial units of the municipalities of Craiova (approximately
€82.38 million), Ramnicu Vilcea (€80.88 million), and Targu Jiu (around €65
million), Dolj County through the Dolj County Council (€70.36 million), and
Electrocentrale Craiova S.A. (€70.87 million)®. In the context of NRRP funding,
the most important investments in Oltenia target housing for young people and
professionals (Targu Jiu municipality), the modernization and equipping of
educational and healthcare infrastructure (Craiova municipality, Dolj County), as
well as waste management (Ramnicu Valcea municipality). These interventions
significantly contribute to improving living conditions, supporting social cohesion,
and promoting sustainable development.

It is essential that public policies in Oltenia move beyond the paradigm of
isolated projects and advance toward integrated approaches that align economic
investments with demographic and social measures. A vulnerable aspect of current
policies is represented by those targeting birth rates, which have proven ineffective
in stimulating natural population growth. The allowances and financial incentives
granted to families are not accompanied by concrete measures that provide young
parents with a real perspective of stability. The lack of transportation to commercial
areas and educational institutions, and especially the absence of public utilities and
basic medical services in rural areas, contributes to increased migration, despite the
untapped agricultural and economic potential of these zones. In the absence of
substantial state support, many young families have remained financially dependent
on elderly relatives. The priority should be for the state to increase support for
young families, and for investments directed toward disadvantaged areas to produce
visible improvements in living conditions. The effectiveness of public policies is
more apparent in urban environments, while educational and healthcare infrastructure
in many rural areas still requires major investment.

Unfavorable working conditions are among the main factors driving the
migration of young and skilled labor, particularly teachers and healthcare professionals.

The eradication of rural poverty largely depends on fostering innovation and
creating jobs. Integrated development — a concept supported at the European level
through initiatives such as LEADER or local participatory development strategies —
remains underutilized in Oltenia.

Strengthening cooperation among counties, universities, NGOs, and the
private sector is crucial for building a sustainable development ecosystem in the
region. In Romania, a step forward would be the creation of a legislative and
budgetary framework for declaring certain areas as “high demographic risk zones”,

4 Government of Romania, Ministry of Investments and European Projects (Guvernul
Romaniei, Ministerul Investitiilor si Proiectelor Europene), Planul National de Redresare §i Rezilientd
(National Recovery and Resilience Plan), Lista celor mai importanti 100 beneficiari finali care au
primit finantare pentru implementarea masurilor PNRR pdnd la data de 23 aprilie 2025 (List of the
Top 100 Major Final Beneficiaries Who Received Funding for the Implementation of PNRR Measures
up to April 23, 2025), available at https://mfe.gov.ro/pnrr, accessed July 16, 2025.
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which would benefit from differentiated treatment in the allocation of public funds,
from fiscal incentives for investors, and from support schemes dedicated to young
people and families. This concept would enable targeted interventions in the
counties of Oltenia, where demographic and economic indicators reveal deep
structural vulnerabilities.

Perspectives and Scenarios Regarding the Socio-Economic Evolution of

the Oltenia Region

The socio-economic outlook for the Oltenia region indicates a continued
demographic decline if integrated and sustained measures are not taken. Population
ageing and migration directly impact the economy and social services, while
adaptation to new technologies and diversification of economic sectors are
becoming essential priorities. The possible scenarios are as follows:

e The pessimistic scenario, in which migration and declining birth rates
continue without effective intervention, leading to deepening economic
decline, severe depopulation of rural areas, and increasing territorial
inequalities;

e The realistic scenario, in which moderate measures are applied, such as
encouraging the return of migrants and investments in education and
vocational training, but the outcomes are slow and partial, and the
population continues to decrease at a more tempered pace;

e The optimistic scenario, which assumes effective coordination of public
policies, attraction of significant investments, and support for birth rates
and migrant reintegration, leading to population stabilization and sustainable
economic growth.

The success of this transformation depends on the firm commitment of all
local and national stakeholders in implementing coherent strategies tailored to the
specific realities of the region.

In the medium and long term, these demographic changes will directly
influence the economic structure of the region. An increase in the demographic
dependency ratio is to be expected, with a growing proportion of elderly individuals
compared to the active population, which will place major pressure on social and
economic systems.

The socio-economic future of Oltenia depends directly on the quality and
consistency of the measures implemented, as well as on the capacity to adapt to global
and regional changes. Only through an integrated vision that combines demographic,
economic, and social policies can the region hope for sustainable recovery.
Demographic evolution and labor migration in Oltenia represent major challenges that
directly affect the region’s economic prospects. At the same time, promoting and
leveraging the region’s human capital, skilled labor force, diverse tourism potential,
and natural and cultural assets can contribute to creating an attractive and welcoming
image capable of drawing both domestic and foreign investors.
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Conclusions

Current public policies have only partially succeeded in addressing the
demographic challenges in Oltenia. Despite some isolated progress, the lack of a
coherent vision, coordination across governance levels, and adaptation of interventions
to local specificities have limited their long-term impact. The region urgently needs
an integrated and multisectoral strategy that treats demographic decline as a
regional development issue rather than merely a collection of negative statistics.
Only through such coherent and applied measures can Oltenia escape the vicious
cycle of depopulation, ageing, and economic stagnation.
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