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Abstract 
 
This paper presents a synthesis of the changes that have taken place at the level of the Romanian food 
industry since the revolution in 1989 until present. The method used in the elaboration of the paper 
focuses on extensive documentation based on the viewing of several Romanian documentary films, media 
articles and statistical data collected by different official websites (Eurostat, NBRi, NISii, MARDiii) 
concerned with the subject addressed. The majority of the films under analysis present concrete examples of 
the issues that the Romanian food industry is faced with and the reasons that have led to the 
transformation of Romania from a producer into a merchant market for foods produced abroad. In the 
final part of the paper, I have highlighted two projects – initiated by Lidl and Kaufland – which although 
may, at a first glance, seem as timid initiatives, nevertheless constitute a first step towards the revival of 
domestic food products. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The economy of Romania, like all economies in 

South East Europe, has undergone major changes 

since 1989. Agriculture has been an important 

sector during the communist era. In 1989, more 

than 15 million hectares (Chart no. 1), 

approximately 2/3 of the country's surface, were 

dedicated to agriculture, the arable land being of 

approximately 10 million hectares. The agricultural 

area used to be divided as follows: arable land 

41%, pastures around 19%, vineyards and orchards 

around 5% and the difference of 35% was the 

eroded land resulting from their inadequate use 

(according to the Romanian Agriculture document 

1965-1989). Prior to 1989, the animal husbandry in 

Romania was one of the best organized in Europe. 

State farms owned a real fortune: 7 million cattle, 5 

million swine, several million sheep, contracts with 

Western and Oriental export partners who used to 

import meat and meat products, giving in exchange 

hundreds of millions of dollars a year (according to 

the documentary film RO – Good for Milking). 

Unfortunately, with the rising of capitalism, 

everything became just a beautiful memory. 

 

 

THE FOOD INDUSTRY AFTER THE 

REVOLUTION IN 1989 

 

The 1990s were characterized, on the one hand, by 

political instability (changes in governments and 

political guidelines), and on the other hand, by 

economic and social difficulties: 

deindustrialisation, high unemployment rate, 

poverty, and so on. During the transition to a 

market economy, Romania has undergone a 

process of massive deindustrialisation, many 

industries (such as the chemical, electronics, 

pharmaceutical industry etc.) being closed down or 

restructured with fewer employees. The decline 

was also visible in the consumer goods sectors, 

such as the textile and food industries (from a net 

exporter of food products, Romania turned into a 

net importer of raw and processed food), (Kirov, 

2017). According to Dan Tândea (President of the 

Farmers Association), foreign investors (Germans, 

Hungarians, Nordic people, etc.) who found 

Romanians disinterested, started to investigate 

through official visits, continued with land leasing, 

finalizing by purchasing such lands, thus becoming 

the owners of such holdings. Foreign investors 

have bought more and more farms and grazing 

lands and once settled in Romania, they began to 

eliminate domestic competition. Thus, Romania 

was left without 90% of the zootechnical 

complexes that it owned prior to 1989, which led to 

dependence and severe poverty. In addition to land 

and farms, foreign investors have cheaply 

purchased everything that collateral industry stood 

for: milk processing and meat processing plants. 

Thus, the factories purchased became 

multinationals by which foreign investors promoted 

their own products (according to the documentary 

film RO – Good for milking).  

 

 

THE FOOD INDUSTRY AFTER ROMANIA’S 

ACCESSION TO THE EU 

 

After Romania’s accession to the EU (2007), the 

situation did not seem to change either. More and 

more foreign investors were seizing the agro-food 

market, therefore suffocating domestic producers. 

Most foreign processors in Romania were working 

with foreign suppliers, which led to the destruction 

of hundreds of Romanian businesses due to the lack 

of state protection (see below examples no. 1 and 

2). Many farms operating in Romania have been set 

up with 100% foreign capital, which means that the 

profit goes to other countries (according to the 

documentary film RO – Good for Milking). 

Example no.1  

In 2007, there was a lot of uncultivated land in RO, 

the price per square meter being 20 times lower 

than in the Netherlands. Thus, Jan Gijsbertus de 

Boer bought and leased 10,000 ha of land in Alba 

County. This acquisition resulted in a 100% 

foreign-owned business by setting up a farm with 

2200 cattle (2 times more than in the Netherlands) 

which provided up to 80,000 l of milk per day, thus 

becoming the largest farm in Romania.... 

According to Jan Gijsbertus de Boer (administrator 

of the Dutch firm), the Dutch government does not 

allow the establishment of such farm, the largest 

farm in the Netherlands having around 1200 cows 

...The only country that allowed him to become his 

own boss was Romania, which did not impose any 

restrictions on him (neither in terms of the number 

of heads, nor in terms of the daily production). 

Example no.2  

Also in 2007, Samuel Widmer (a Swiss farmer) 

opened a beef farmstead in Sibiu County, becoming 

one of the largest companies in Romania, only that 

the production was geared towards Germany and 

Switzerland. From 2008 to 2014 the company had 

a profit of 0 Lei, that is, no contribution to the state 

budget. An identical situation to other foreign 

companies, as well, that reported either losses or 

low profits, which translated into insignificant 

amounts of taxes and duties. 

When it comes to the agricultural products, 

Romania cannot brag either. According to Marian 

Cioceanu (President of the Bio Association in 

Romania), the food industry manufactures artificial 

food (fruits and vegetables) in laboratories that 

keep us alive but hurry our end. In conclusion, we 

eat a lot of – nothing (see below example no.3), 
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that is, the body does not assimilate the minerals 

and vitamins it needs, resulting in serious metabolic 

disorders (according to the documentary film Bon 

Appétit to Poison). 

Example no.3  

Dan Borota (agronomist in Reghin) is engaged in 

the cultivation of hybrid tomatoes. The procedure 

consists in inserting the stalks in a cotton bed and 

coupling them to tubes that feed and irrigate the 

plants (with a cocktail of substances) through a 

computer. The method is cheap, profitable and 

provides the necessary amount of tomatoes (500 

tons) to hypermarkets in the country. 

Indeed, hybrid seeds provide a huge production, 

but laboratory tests have shown that hybrid fruit 

and vegetables are simply slosh, do not contain 

nutrients (neither vitamins nor minerals) and the 

substances conferring the aroma are completely 

absent. 

According to Andrei Barbu, „modern foods” are 

heavily harming us since the poison is already 

present from the seed stage, which are treated with 

insecticides/fungicides to be more resilient, the 

intention of producers being to attain colossal 

productions and long shelf life. Therefore, a saving 

solution to obtain healthy food would be organic 

farming (according to the documentary film Bon 

Appétit to Poison). 

There are few countries in Europe that can still 

produce organic food, Romania being one of them, 

considered to be the country with the largest bio-

agricultural potential on the continent. Eurostat 

data shows that between 2010 and 2015 the number 

of organic farms in the European Union has 

increased by 23.4%, with the highest increases 

being recorded in Bulgaria (724%), Romania 

(297%) and Croatia (231%), (Zamfir, 2017).  

According to a study conducted in 2016 by FIBL 

Switzerland (The Research Institute of Organic 

Agriculture) in 23 Eastern European countries, it 

was found that only Romania and Poland recorded 

declines in ecologically certified areas, being 

considered counter-performers, from this point of 

view. The conclusions of the FIBL report, using 

comparable statistical data from 2016, show that 

the area is developing at a slower pace than other 

regions of the world in terms of the green sector, 

the reasons consisting of: low consumption of eco 

products and the orientation of the raw material to 

export without being processed under own brand. 

Also in 2016, there was a decline in the number of 

operators certified in organic agriculture in 

Romania, their number decreasing by 1672 

compared to 2015 when 12,231 were registered 

(Roseti, 2018). 

Dorin Dogar, the director of the Ecofruct plant, 

opened an organic juice factory in RO but gave up 

because the Romanian market is not educated to 

consume organic products, being bombarded with 

carbonated soft drinks. Following the failure in 

Romania, Dorin Dogar started a collaboration with 

a bio-juice factory in Eisleben (Germany) where he 

decided to send the raw material (see below 

example no.4), after 8 years becoming the largest 

exporter of berries in the country (according to the 

documentary film Bon Appétit to Poison). 

Example no.4  

The bio juice factory in Eisleben (Germany) 

processes around 60-70 thousand tons of fruit 

annually – according to Ulrich Günter (the owner 

of the plant) – a large part of the raw material 

coming from Romania... The blueberries from 

Romania are processed in Pevestorf (Germany), 

where more than 100,000 bottles of juice are 

produced annually, which are sold in Europe and 

Asia. According to Boris Voelkel (director of the 

juice factory in Pevestorf), the factory produces 

120 juice varieties, the most popular of which is the 

blueberry and apple combination. The blueberries 

are purchased from Romania at 2 euro/kg, 

resulting in 3 bottles of juice that reach the store 

shelves at a price of 5 euro/ bottle. Thus, the 

exported blueberries return to Romania, nicely 

packaged and at a 3-4 times higher price. 

According to Dorin Dogaru, Director of Ecofruct, 

“although our country benefits from one of the 

most fertile and environmentally friendly land in 

Europe, the resulting raw material (for example: 

honey and fruit) on these lands are directed to an 

extent of 99% to export. Romania must also gain 

confidence in the production process of eco 

products, not just of the marketing of raw 

materials.” Dorin Dogaru (according to the 

documentary film Bon Appétit to Poison) also deals 

with the export of honey. 

Example no.5  

Honey is loaded in 300 kg barrels and transported 

to 1500 km away, in Germany, at Bremen, where it 

is briefly processed (cleaned by any impurities) and 

placed in jars under own brand. Black locust honey 

is exported by the Germans at a price of 4 euros/kg 

and sold at 12 euros/kg. The 8 euro difference 

remains in the German economy. Thus, nicely 

packaged, the honey is sold at a price 3 times 

higher than the export price. 

While in Romania, businesses dealing with organic 

products are at a loss, in Germany, such products 

have a market share of 6 percent, being the largest 

market of organic products in Europe. 

 

THE FOOD INDUSTRY AT PRESENT 

 

According to Eurostat, in 2016, there were 10.3 

million farms in the European Union, of which one 

third (3.42 million) were in Romania. Although 

Romania had 33.2% of the total number of EU 

farms, they provided only 3.4% of the European 

Union’s standard production. Thus, Romania had 

the lowest ratio between the number of farms and 
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production. In Romania, agriculture was the most 

fragmented in the EU: 91.8% of Romanian farms 

were smaller than 5 hectares each and only 0.5% 

were of 50 hectares or more each (according to 

Eurostat, 2018). At the opposite end is the 

Netherlands, which, with only 55,700 farms (0.5% 

of EU farms), provides about 7% of EU production 

(Chart no. 2). 

In 2017, Romania recorded a deficit of 853.9 

million euros in the agri-food trade, an increase 

by 53% compared to 2016, when it reported 

557.4 million euros, according to data from the 

Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development 

(Mihai, 2018). 

“In 2017, Romania recorded a 4.6% increase in 

exports of agri-food products compared to 2016, 

reaching a value of 6.23 billion euros, the largest 

share consisting of raw materials. According to 

MARD data, the main products exported in 2017 

were cereals, while pork meat (475 million 

euros) remained at the top of imported products, 

followed by milk and dairy products (314 million 

euros), exotic fruits (400 million euros), coffee 

(200 million euros), and chocolate (245 million 

euros), (Cicovschi, 2018). A similar situation can 

be observed in the first five months of 2018, 

when, according to data centralized by the 

National Institute of Statistics, Romania 

imported meat and meat products worth 340.3 

million euros (up 14.2% from 2017), exports of 

meat and meat products being almost twice as 

low as imports (around 171.9 million euros). 

According to Claudiu Frânc (President of the Cattle 

Breeders Federation), in order to truly obtain a 

profit, the animals should be bred, fattened and 

slaughtered in Romania (according to documentary 

film Slaughtered by the state 1). 

Lidl and Kaufland are among the retailers that 

support Romanian products. Thus, on 1 July 2016, 

the chain of stores Lidl Romania and the University 

of Agronomic Sciences and Veterinary Medicine of 

Bucharest (USAMVB) concluded a partnership 

initiating the project called “Cultivated in 

Romania, Romanian specific!” aimed at supporting 

the local production of fruits and vegetables and the 

Romanian business environment (according to Lidl, 

2017).  In 2017, Kaufland Romania has launched 

the “Romanian Shelf” project, in partnership with 

the “My Country” Agricultural Cooperative, 

together with the Commission for Agriculture, 

Forestry and the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural 

Development, as a solution to the fact that in 

Romania 50% of the pork meat on the market 

comes from other countries and to support the 

development of farmers (Ciocotişan, 2018). 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

In Romania, we need to create an industry that can 

help us both in terms of food and financially. For 

almost three decades, Romania has been 

continuously exploited and transformed from a 

producer into a market. The deficit of the 

international trade with food products has been 

steadily rising in recent years to 2.8 billion euros in 

2016 and 2.6 billion euros in the first 10 months of 

2017 (according to the BNR, 2018). 

The food and beverage industry in Romania, 

estimated at 55 billion Lei (12 billion euros), 

started off 2018 on the wrong foot, by closing two 

factories, Zahărul Oradea sugar factory and Dorna 

dairy factory, both top companies in the sector in 

which they activate (Rotaru, 2018). According to 

Emil Dumitru, (President of Pro Agro National 

Federation) “Romania is becoming a net importer 

of products manufactured abroad. It is sad that it 

has come down to this, but in Romania nothing 

surprises me anymore. In order to have more local 

processing, we must have a strategy for developing 

the food industry which must be supported by 

public policies. We need investments from national 

or private funds.” (Rotaru, 2018). Although 

Romania has a high agricultural potential compared 

to the majority of European countries, its 

capitalization remains one of the lowest, the yields 

obtained by local farmers (calculated as a ratio 

between the production obtained and the areas 

cultivated/livestock slaughtered) being among the 

lowest in the EU. The deterioration of the trade 

balance on the food segment largely reflects 

structural shortcomings, the common denominator 

being the excessive fragmentation of agricultural 

holdings, the lack of a competitive business model, 

the shortage of personnel with adequate 

qualifications, and the lack of a medium and long-

term business vision. According to the BNR, the 

constant loss of market share of indigenous 

products on the domestic market suggests, beyond 

the structural problems highlighted, that local 

economic operators only relate to their own 

activity without being concerned about exploiting 

the full existing potential, which would allow the 

strengthening of their relative position vis-à-vis 

competitors (according to NBR, 2018:28). 
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ANNEXES 

 

 
Chart no.1 Agricultural land available in Romania between 1968-1989 

Source: Ştiri economice în agricultură (2012), Agricultura României 1965-1989. [Agriculture of Romania 1965-

1989]. Retrieved from http://www.stiri-economice.ro/agricultura-romaniei-1965-1989.html, Accessed Aug. 22, 

2018. 

 

 

 

 
*Italy: 2013 data 

Chart no.2 Farms and standard output, 2016 

Source: Eurostat (2018). Newsrelease 105/2018 - 28 June 2018. Farm structure survey 2016. Retrieved from 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/9028470/5-28062018-AP-EN.pdf/8d97f49b-81c0-4f87-bdde-

03fe8c3b8ec2, Accessed Aug. 02, 2018. 
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