ROMANIAN REVIEW OF REGIONAL STUDIES, Volume IV, Nuber 1, 2008

MICROREGIONS AND THE ELIMINATION OF THE REGIONAL
DISPARITIES

VIOREL PUIU!, CRISTINA MONICA MITRAN?

ABSTRACT - The regional problem is always a present oneraginal development that involves
the elimination of regional disparities is presasta fashionable phrase, but also as an effeatbeeps
within the territory of the eight regions of devetoent. These have no juridical status but they work
towards a regional development, through the elitionaof the intra-regional disparities (among the
counties that are part of a region) and the intgiemal ones.

The regions of development — formed out of countie® not have administrative status, nor
do they have legislative or executive bodies, beatytcoordinate projects for regional development.
Following their example, the voluntary associatian$nferior levels of the regions resulting in e
called “microregions” are now more and more common.

The present study aims to analyze the way this metion, “microregion”, is understood in
Romania, by giving examples of such microregiond #Heir scopes and it also wants to show how
these benevolent associations at a microregionadl Iserve the aim of eliminating the regional
disparities — in fact, microregional disparities.
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Microregion — definition, typology, objectives

In the scientific literature, the microregion isnstdered the fundamental cell for territorial

planning, within which the systemic character mests$ the most:
» area polarized by a city (hodal microregions);
 cluster for production;
< natural territorial geo-complex (homogeneous miegns).

The regional policy of the European Union considéne microregion as “a spatial
development/statistical unit definable on the badishe entire network of existing functional links
between settlements - residential, transport atedrivediate-level service provision”

Within the system of microregions, settlementsgaoeiped around a center, thus emphasizing
the functional character of the microregions.

In numerous documents of the European Union, thradtion of the microregion appears as a
need for the rural areas, as a useful tool to Honty their development. A microregion is consgter
more powerful as it represents the associatiomwedsl villages and thus its development can beemor
advanced than that of an isolated settlement.

We present below the definition proposed by E. Sdhitallert' that presents the
microregion as “a distinct territorial unit withegrly marked boundaries below the regional levet, b
above the village level.

It can also be understood as a network of linksrafations among actors as the Government
(in the case that the microregion is institutioredi), the private sector and civil society withistate.
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Within the European Union, there is a differentrapph from country to country concerning the
formation of the microregions. If some countried ot only accept the concept, but they also eagear
its territorial implementation from a legal poiritwew (France, Slovakia, Hungary), other countsesm to
be indifferent to it (Lithuania), there are alsaewles of such voluntary territorial associatidmat tare
banned, as they are considered dangerous forigtimgadministrative units in those countries (Derk).

Analyzing the Romanian cases, we can concludetiieamicroregions are formed asluntary
associations of settlements (in general rural oses)etimes grouped around a town) that aim at ptioigo
policies of sustainable development and/or to dolsa problems.

Analyzing the numerous examples of microregionabeiations from Romania, we can divide
them in two major groups:

1. Microregionsthat aimto foster a socio-economical development

They aim to ensure a local, sustainable socio-enimab development through accessing funds by
writing projects. The idea, the structure, andvhg these microregions function came as a diffusfahe
Hungarian microregion model — where there arethisgso-called “SAPARD microregions” that are formed
through the accession of funds through SAPARD progrand thus appeared a voluntary association
among communes that aimed to achieve a local dawelat of socio-economical infrastructure. The
Hungarian lesson was well learned and implemeritéitedevel of some microregional associations from
counties like Harghita, Covasna, and Mure

Through the aim, they declared (socio-economicldprent), these microregions want to ensure a
complex and integrated sustainable developmentighrevhich the regional disparities and especialty t
microregional ones can be eliminated or, at leasgliorated.

There are numerous examples of such microregioRoinania [Figure 1), yet there is a major
problem with them: they overlap. For example: Odbrhicroregion overlaps totally or partially (some
settlements are part of at least two microregianit) the following microregions: Felso-Homorodmente
Hegylja, Sovidek, Homorodul Mare and Regiovest-§zkaszlo. Regiovest-Szent Laszlo overlaps
Homorodul Mare microregion. Because of these gupitey, confusions might appear and some kinds of
centrifugal forces, and the fact that some settiésrgre part of several microregional associatignerates
conflicts of interests, even though the cooperatogood and can facilitate the diffusion of thindkof
example of microregional association and of thexkhow.

A special case of microregional association hatimg aim to bring forth a socio-economical
development in the areatlse metropolitan area According to the law, a metropolitan area reprssan
area around the great urban concentrations, cdrfimeugh special studies, within which certainpecal
relationships of influence are born among transipdrdstructure, economy, social, cultural and daogs,
respectively. Law 351/2001 defines the metropolitan area aarea formed through association, on the
basis of a voluntary partnership in order to ensurbalanced development of the territory, between
Romanian cities (the capital and the cities that bee | rank) and the urban and rural settlerremoisnd, at
distances no more than 30 km, between which raatid cooperation on several levels develbp&te
metropolitan areas function as independent teaitentities without juridical stat(is

Law 286/2006, maintains the previous definitiomsfers the metropolitan area a juridical status,
part of the private law, and considers it a pullity®. The metropolitan areas — formed after the corsfent
the Local Councils of the administrative units tleat them aim to develop the infrastructures dhatlaer
common endowments. The legislators and the exacatbreach administrative unit keep their local
autonomy, according to the provisions of the’law

® Law no. 350/2001 concerning territorial planning arbanism, Official Gazette, Part I, no. 373.

® Law no.351/2001 concerning the approval of then Ria National Territoral Planning - Section IV, Sanent
network, Official Gazette, no. 408, Appendix 1.

"Idem., Art. 7, line 2.

8 Ibidem., Art. 11, line 1.

° Law n0.351/2001, line. 2.
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METREX defines the metropolitan area as an urbanizea that sums up 500,000 inhabitants
or moré®.

Radu &geat enumerates the following examples of Romanian opetitan areas: Oradea,
lasi, Galgi-Braila, Constara, BucharestHigure 2. The map takes into consideration two variants of
metropolitan association, proposed by two geognaphean lang and Radu &jeat, respectively.
loan lang envisaged a metropolitan area for Bucharest orh&west-Oltena direction, while Radu
Sageati considers the area of polarization oriented towa@lurgiu. In reality, the voluntary
association of the settlements in the metropoliteea of Bucharest is implemented only in the area
Bucharest-llfov.

Out of the metropolitan areas enumerated, the viatig are really functioning at present:
Oradea (the first to be established) anil la

Timisoara-Arad was established as a metropolitan areé®®6 and the following are to be
established in the near future: Cluj, Ba@and Braov.

According to the law previously stated, the capdtiadl the municipalities that bear rank | are
considered nuclei around which the metropolitaragrean be organized and associated. There are,
though, proposals to concentrate new metropolitaasaaround cities that bear rank I, such as Targu
Mures and Sibiu etc.

By analyzing the Romanian examples of socio-ecooahtievelopment microregions and the
special case of metropolitan areas — these toogbeiiented towards a complex socio-economic
development of the rural-urban areas that assoomata voluntary basis — we can conclude that a
merging of these two types of microregional asgimsia, organized on two levels, would be an
advisable solution: metropolitan areas and socimeqic microregions outside these areas. The
liaison among these levels would be those nodalam@gions organized around the urban settlements
of rank Il: Targu Mure microregion and Sibiu microregion. These threelewould cover the entire
area of Romania, without overlapping, the majorerail coordinating and assisting this type of
associative collaboration would be held by the gmesRegional Development Agencies. Thus, a
microregional level would be introduced and at tleigel the projects for development that need
financing could be discussed first at these migiomeal levels, avoiding thus an overcrowding of the
regional level. The French model can be a lesseithese the associations among the communes (a
level that is inferior to the regional one andre tounty-departmental one) cover all the country.

In order to generate functional territorial systesscio-economic microregions can overlap
the present pglan microregion", “sectorial microregions” (Figure 3 that represent microregional
associations focused on the development and tle@asrh at a microregional level of a certain type o
infrastructure (sewerage system, drinking watetesgsirrigation system). Such microregions are a
reality in Bihor county (microregions that cover tlle county and have been created at the inigativ
of World Bank, thus facilitating through this assdion the obtainment of some funds for the
development of the sewerage systems and the dginkier systems, respectively) and Biatri
county (microregions that cover the whole countyaoized at the Prefecture's initiative in order to
facilitate the process of accessing funds that @belp the county develop its gas and drinking wate
infrastructures).

2. Microregionsthat aim to develop only one direction of the society and economy

They can be:

- Microregions that focus on promoting tourist &dies In order to reach this aim, the
microregional association facilitated and has as solving some problems related to the defective
infrastructure that makes more difficult to run tbarist activities. Figure 4.

- Ecologic microregions that protect and presetive environmentThey are among the first
microregional associations within the Romanianitery, usually being initiated by environmentalist
NGOs.

1 METREX - Le Réseau des Régions et des Aires Mélitajnes d'Europe. Association Internationale SBns
Lucratif (AISBL), Bologne, 26 mars 1999. Statutstide 4. www.eurometrex.org/Docs.
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Figure 2. Metropolitan areas and nodal microregions.
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Even though they did not have prominent resudiis, firesence is positive: they succeeded in registe
some progress in public awareness on the neagranhemental preservation. These microregions caorisidered
initiators of such inter-communal association aitiertain aim, by succeeding in introducing ifkibianian society
new concepts as. "sustainable development”, “emeatal preservation”, ‘inter-communal associgtion”
“cooperation private-public”, “accessing funds. ttat were already implemented in Eurdpgu(e4).

- microregions focused on protecting natural patmy (Figure 5)Out of all types of protected areas
decreed by the Romanian laatural parks distinguish themselves by the fact that theyratkale settlements in
their areas and thus allow economic activitiesetodried on. Thus, a solution would be the atisnoit the
communes that border the natural park in ordeacliiafe a better conservation of the natural amgizalso a
valorizing of the economic possibilities inducedHis provision of the law, through an ecologicison, through
traditional objects and food that can be transfbmtlocal brands. There are already eight hptarks in Romania,
yet there are also other proposals for new npakal. Two microregional associations from sucinag@tarks stand
out by aiming to set up some strategies for theeozadion of the protected areas, namely The Aisoaf the
Microregion of the MaramueMountains, which overlaps the Maranguid Mountains Natural Park, and
EcoNaTur Association which overlaps Lunca TurubiLishl Park. A special status is allocated to iberegional
association established within the Danube DeltgoBawe Reservation.

Natura 2000 projeatreated for the conservation of the natural aretied-uropean continent stipulates the
attribution of at least 15% out of the nationa évethis scope. Even though the project doesaaaly specify the
association of the communes that are situatecbsa dneas that end up to be protected, the figamograms
('Life” and FEADR) that come with the project enegie such associations.

- microregions that aim to preserve and promotarelippatrimony (lands”, “pays”)

“The lands’represent very well defined regional areas wii@nRomanian termitory, their functionality
being proved in time. They represent in fact thet s@racteristic middle-sized functional terat@tructures. They
represent areas, which their inhabitants relagtmgraphical mental spaces, and lived spacgsambiextended at
an intermediate size, but precisely because thiksé reasons they can support an inter-commiapelratio
(Figure 6. The lesson of establishing microregions to aueile historical “lands” could be leamed fronméea
where the inter-communal cooperation among the coitiea of communes and the setting up of the “{beags
been institutionalized. These represent homogegeogsaphic spaces, as far as economic, demaogkagio:l
aspects, or those related to history and cultareamcemed. These spaces result after the assaaiahe
fundamental administrative units in order to diat practice common projects for development. Frpagh are
sustained by the homogenetty of the usage ofithéhiat is used in agricultural, zoo-technicaleegpfor obtaining
wine™.

All these types of microregional associations bexain common characteristics:

- their association is not necessarily motivateshaed at accessing European structural funds;

- usually, the NGOs are the ones that promotesppdisthese types of association (environment@$)G
cultural NGOs etc.);

- within these types of associations, educatingdipelation in a certain extent was a succeshego t
became more aware of the problems of their comesLaaitd got involved more, while another successawaore
direct cooperation between public and private.

As these types of microregional associations [blar ane card, even though they succeed in devglop
that social or economic direction, they cannatjfimimajor contributions to the elimination ofegional disparities.
Rural population is confronted with a multitudgomiblems and by trying to solve just one of thenirying to
follow just one direction is not enough as it dagsoffer a complex and complete solution. Thisdmeetion
approach perceives rural population just from agie:of the tourist activities, of protecting #aironment, of
cultural promotion, etc. not in a holistic manner.

R, Sigea#, book cited, p. 146.
21dem, p. 145.
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Figure 6. Lands (“pays”) and microregions overlapping thents.

That is why a multi-directional, pluri-sectoriahraplex and integrated approach of the rural
communities is needed as these rural settlemestygrate in an associative structure of the type of

d the plan of their developmamgt emphasize this holistic character.
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A special case of cooperation that does not exaéiraler the country is that concerning
the trans-border cooperation and the establistah@, territorial level, of som&ans-border
microregions (Figure 1). This type of association of some Romanian teres with others
situated over the border can aim at achieving @emation that ensures a complex development
or can only follow one direction of developmentgamizing cultural events, solving ethnic
problems, accessing funds in order to develop soomn@ns of common infrastructure etc. This
type of trans-border twinning can be extended keroRomanian areas that are situated at the
border, especially because of Romanian's integratito the European Union, which will
generate a different identification of the conagfdtorder.

The two dominant types of inter-communal associgtieesent in Romania and presented
above can be categorized dependintherinitiatorsof the establishing of such microregions in:

— microregions initiated by NGOs (for example enviramtalist NGOs initiated the
creation of Huedin microregion, Niraj microregi@gsomad-Balvanyos microregion);

— microregions that were established at the iniati’businessmen (for example managers
in tourism have initiated the creation of Gutai Mtains microregion);

— microregions created at the initiative of localhawities (for examples mayors were the
ones that initiated the establishing of the miggmnes: Timsu de Sud, Harghita Nord-Est,
Ciucul de Jos);

— microregions created at the initiative of localhawities, but having the support of upper
administrative structures (for example the transiomicroregions: Duime-Nera);

— microregions that were proposed by internatiorraiciires (sectorial microregions from
Bihor county established at the initiative of WdAdnk).

Territorial extensions another criterion that distinguishes:

— rural microregions that are non-contiguous, formetof two administrative units (Fiai
Remetea microregion);

— rural contiguous microregions formed out of segmenit some administrative units
(TrasGului Depression microregion, formed out of the came Remetea and two
villages that are part of another commune — Liegzil

— microregions formed out of contiguous administetmits that are from the same county
(Timisu de Sud, Harghita Nord-Est, Cheile Milor, etc.);

— microregions formed out of contiguous administetiunits that are from different
counties (Csomad- Balvanyos);

— trans-border contiguous microregions (Bx@aNera).

Analyzing thelevel of developmentve can distinguish several types of microregions:

— dynamic — characterized through a dynamic developnier example the areas around
trans-national metropolitan areas (Oradea, Buchaie$,

— developed — areas around cities that induce amnagdaevelopment, for example: Targu
Mures, Bistrita;

— developing — rural microregions: Harghita Nord-Esiyidek, MaramugelLand;

— stand-by microregions — for example: Huedin, Salonicroregions;

— underdeveloped areas — they are not included im siroregional associations because
of a self-isolation, so there are no examplesisfiimd.
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Microregions and the process of eliminating regionadisparities

Microregional planning “attempts to coordinate the planning activitiesatifthe numerous
actors within a limited territorial unit®. It is focused on developing infrastructure, impng social,
cultural, economic life, developing the residensigstem, protecting and preserving the environment,
but first of all, microregional planning is focused the people. The most important aspect is that
microregional planning and inter-communal assomatof different administrative units aims at
obtaining results that are to be general, collecand not individual ones. Microregional planning
must be:

- bottom-up;

- participatory (the actors involved must really bedlved);

- action-oriented, the course of actions must be ntggt from planning towards
implementation;

- specific, different algorithms of development mus¢ implemented for different
microregions as the problems might be differentiflane microregion to another, even though the aim
for all microregions is sustainable development;

- part of a program of development that is recognipeasimoted and implemented at a national
level;

- oriented towards a sustainable development;

- focused on local potential that is to be capitaliaemaximum;

- correlated with the management of implementatioallothe plan of development within
the microregioff.

Typical phases of the planning procgss

- analysis phase;

- scenario writing;

- elaboration of development strategy/sector strategy

- elaboration of project profiles.

Implementation and permanent monitoring phase amapteted by continuant evaluation.
Feed-back among different stages of the microregjiplanning is crucial.

In contrast with the praxis of development in sdeneopean countries, in which microregions
are considered fundamental units of territorialedlepment, Romanian microregions are not integrated
into the structures of territorial planning. Theutt is a relative chaos and a disaccord amongreffit
initiatives that come from the local level — frorhet microregional associations and certain
determinism when the initiatives come from the cent

The drawing up of the present zonal territoriainglés defective, as it includes various levels
of approaching territorial planning and becauseethe no rigorous methodology to delineate those
areas that have a lower rank as the county, taallip speaking, and represent functional geographi
territorial systems.

All these have generated an exacerbation of tmgoweal disparities in development and not
their elimination.

Another problem is represented by the fact that ridtitude of areas that have acute
economic, social, ecologic, and demographic problame still not part of any kind of microregional
associations that aim to foster a sustainable dpwent.

Lately, the Romanian authorities have started tarierested in “an inter-communitarian
association” (Law 286/2006), but there is no firmsition nor a clear provision which to
institutionalize a coherent and complex programniaecroregional planning, just an approval of the
association of administrative units that will béeato access funds and that can have a juridiagist

13 E. Schmidt-Kallert, book cited, pp. 11-12.
1dem., pp. 13-14.
'3 bidem., p. 17.
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The plans for national and regional developmentthay are drawn up at a national level,
include only projects for a general development awicfor isolated cases — as microregional planning
is considered. The political includes in a moreagahframe the objectives of local development., Yet
the programs aiming to foster sustainable developrata microregional level, even though not in a
formal, official way, come to strengthen nationadaregional programs for development, as their
results can be reflected at a regional and evaonadtlevel. One example would be the following: a
maternity home was built in a commune as a pathefprogram for rural sustainable development
initiated at a microregional level. This can bdeetied at national and regional levels in the fhat
the health infrastructure was improved. Even thotlghmicroregional associations do not represent
an authority arising out of local initiatives, theyst be encouraged and supported.

Considering the results these microregional assonghave, some of them established even
in 2001, we can say that after analyzing the examfrom Romanian, we cannot state that there are
exceptional results, though some positive locada§ can be seen:

. centers for tourist information established;

. setting up some rubbish bins;

. setting up panels for tourist information;

. a better communication and cooperation betweercithiesociety and the local authorities
through periodic meetings that are meant to brmghe local problems and to find out solutions for
them.

In order to give other examples of local resultshef microregional associations, we consider,
in the following, some parts from a document draynby the President of the County Council from
Harghita county - Zsombori Vilmos in his “The dewginent process of the microregional
associations in Harghita county”

“Results:

- 15 microregional associations;

- 15 headquarters of the microregional associagma®wed at modern standard;

- good managers as employees there;

- over 200 projects — total value — 10.6 billionHdthese projects have an important multiplier effectver
5).

The most important results of the microregionabasgions during 2001-2002 were:

e 24 environmental projects won;

« 6 forest retrocession projects;

e 32 cultural and folk projects;

o 21 projects for local small enterprises;

e 26 projects for the youth;

e 15 strategies for development.

Most important results of the microregional assimies during 2001-2002. Examples:

» Alcsik microregion - 25 projects — 10 projects weototal value 1.4 billion lei

e Harghita Nord-Est microregion — 8 projects won taltwalue 270 million lei

» Felcsik microregion - 23 projects — 9 projects waotal value 495 million lei

* Felhomorddmente microregion - 6 projects won — totdiig 140 million lei

* RIKA microregion — 8 projects won — total value Jrh@lion lei

« REGIOVEST microregion - 14 projects won — totalueall88 million lei

+  Sovidék microregion - 8 projects won — total vali@s million lef’.

We must highlight the fact that these microregicesgociations in Harghita county are in a
certain extent supported by the local authoritibas their strategies of development are integrated
into the sustainable development plan of the county

Rural development, through microregional assoanatias to be pluri-sectorial and holistic. A
microregion is a complex and complete structure fawgs varied problems, thus in planning its

'8 vilmos ZsomboriProcesul de dezvoltare a asqillar microregionale in judgil Harghita,
www.cchr.ro/ci/microreg.ppt
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sustainable development a holistic approach musthosef'. This is the major aim of the inter-
communal association that aims a socio-economieldpment, so a complex development which to
cover more fields within the social and the ecormomi

Unfortunately, until now, the results of the esigtiihent of such microregional associations
are rather local and do not bring a major contrisuto the elimination of the regional disparitigdfe
concept - still cloudy - is sometimes applied cledly. There are areas that need to be integriated
such inter-communal associations, but are not.

As a result of out research, by analyzing Romarmiamoregional associations, as compared to
the situation from other European countries, ourctigsions support the extension of such practices
(employing inter-communal associations as an agpréa foster sustainable rural development) and
their functional combination with metropolitan ase&’et, the territorial development and territorial
planning must be first sustained by a clarificatidrthe concepts and of the praxis at a microregjion
level and also by a proper legal framework.
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