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R O M A N I A

Romania continues to be challenged by its under-performing labour market, 
which is below EU standards in health and social services and education, 
and difficulties integrating its Roma population. These challenges have been 
described by the European Institutions in great detail and are supported by 
the findings of the SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Romania. Nevertheless, the 
government continues to make little progress on all these fronts, delaying 
the development or implementation of nationwide strategies. Moreover, 
our Strategy Group is critical of the measures that are being taken, which 
more often than not rely on cost-cutting and in no way bring the necessary 
investments in the capacity of public institutions to provide effective support 
for people in need.
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Romania continues to be challenged by its under-
performing labour market, which is below EU 
standards in health and social services and education, 
and difficulties integrating its Roma population. These 
challenges have been described by the European 
Institutions in great detail and are supported by 
the findings of the SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in 
Romania. Nevertheless, the government continues 
to make little progress on all these fronts, delaying 
the development or implementation of nationwide 
strategies. Moreover, our Strategy Group is critical of 
the measures that are being taken, which more often 
than not rely on cost-cutting and in no way bring 
the necessary investments in the capacity of public 
institutions to provide effective support for people in 
need.

The Most Urgent Issues to be Tackled
1. Low labour market activity rate and weak labour 

productivity, especially among women, young 
people, older workers, and the Roma population

2. Tripartite involvement in minimum wage setting is 
purely formal

3. Access to and quality of health services are below 
EU standards, while informal payments are a 
serious problem

4. Major challenges for the education system include 
the quality of education, the high early-school-
leaving rate, the labour-market relevance of 
tertiary education, and the low participation rate

5. Young people show little or no political 
engagement, and very little trust in public 
institutions and civil society

6. Limited progress is being made on poverty 
reduction, particularly among children and the 
Roma population

7. Regulatory framework for social economy and 
enterprises shows gaps

Recommendations for Upward Social Convergence
1. Strengthen the capacity of public institutions 

to design and implement active labour market 

policies
2. Involve social partners in setting the minimum 

wage in a meaningful and transparent way
3. Move away from health care sector reforms that 

are focused on cost-cutting, and invest instead 
in both decent wages and working conditions 
for health service personnel and more public 
hospitals

4. Invest further in high quality civic education for 
students, and promote active citizenship and 
volunteering

5. Develop and implement national strategies on 
poverty reduction, and increase public spending 
on social protection services for the most 
vulnerable groups in society

- - -
R O M A N I A 
-

FIGHTING UNEMPLOYMENT
The European Commission ( ‘the Commission’) has 
reported that, ‘[d]espite the recent economic recovery, 
labour market and education systems continue 
to under-perform, with low labour market activity 
rate and weak labour productivity.’1 This inactivity 
is particularly affecting women, young people, and 
older workers from rural and disadvantaged areas, 
while the integration of the Roma population poses an 
additional challenge. For example, the rate of young 
people Not in Education, Employment or Training 
(NEETs) is highlighted as significantly above the EU 
average and it is still increasing (6.3% in 2014, up 
from 5.4% in 2013, and more than double the 2.7% 
EU28 average). Moreover, progress has been limited 
on Active Labour Market Policies (ALMP), youth 
unemployment, and strengthening the capacity of 
the National Employment Agency. Given this state 
of play, the Council of the European Union ( ‘the 
Council’) and the Commission have issued Country-

1 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and convergence programme for Romania, SWD 
(2014) 424 final, 2 June 2014, p. 14. Retrieved 9 September 2015, from 
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2014/swd2014_romania_en.pdf.
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be organised for people who fulfil the requirement 
conditions for each occupation. Bakers, for example, 
require secondary level education. Many NEETs, and 
most of the Roma, and the migrants did not finish 
their studies or have any documents to prove their 
level of education. This prevents them from either 
getting apprenticeships, or doing vocational training 
or having their skills validated. According to Romanian 
legislation, the only choice for a baker with 10 years’ 
experience but no education is to do the so- called 
“second chance programme”. There, he or she would 
study algebra, trigonometry, and so on, to finish his or 
her secondary education and become… a baker!

In terms of the involvement of the social partners 
(employers and trade unions) in minimum wage 
setting, our Romanian Strategy Group notes that 
recent increases in the minimum wage were decided 
unilaterally by the government without any form 
of tripartite consultation. This is in spite of Law no. 
62/2011 which says the National Tripartite Council 
should discuss the minim wage. However, since its 
establishment, the Council has met only five times 
and has never discussed the minimum wage. As such, 
our Strategy Group deplores the fact that tripartite 
social dialogue in Romania is almost purely formal and 
rarely provides a real contribution to governmental 
decisions. Instead, it mostly plays an ornamental role 
in justifying decisions that the government first takes 
unilaterally.

IMPROVING ACCESS TO HEALTHCARE AND QUALITY 
SOCIAL SERVICES FOR ALL
The Commission has reported that ‘[t]he Romanian 
health care system faces several major challenges, 
including poor health outcomes, poor funding and 
an inefficient use of resources.’3 While the Commission 
mentions that the government has made some 
progress reforming the sector, in particular through 
the National Health Strategy 2014-2020, serious 
problems still remain. Notably, ‘[i]nformal payments 
are widespread in the Romanian public health care 
3 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and convergence programme for Romania, SWD 
(2014) 424 final, 2 June 2014, p. 19.

Specific Recommendations on all of these challenges, 
suggesting that Romanian unemployment policy 
should specifically target women, young people, 
older workers, and the Roma population.2 In addition, 
strengthening the transparency of minimum wage 
setting in consultation with the social partners is also 
recommended.

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Romania 
points out that the low participation rate of the 
working population in 2014 was mainly caused by a 
contraction of investment and the decreasing ability 
of the Romanian economy to generate new jobs. 
Nevertheless, our Strategy Group goes on to say 
that public institutions in fact lack the capacity and 
the resources to deal with problems related to the 
labour market. In addition, the Group says that there 
is little coherence between the national strategies, the 
national operational programmes and the existing 
legislation in this area.

With regards to the fight against youth 
unemployment, our Romanian Strategy Group 
highlights the launch of the Youth Guarantee on 8 
April 2015, alongside an information campaign on 
its implementation. However, in the opinion of our 
Strategy Group, this was another well-written proposal 
with a low success rate.

For example, the apprenticeship and the vocational 
training included in the programme can only be 
organised for occupations where occupational 
standards exist and where the qualification can be 
granted after an exam from an authorised vocational 
trainer. The number of occupations where there 
are authorised training suppliers is low, and these 
schemes do not cover the whole country. In rural 
areas, there are no places for apprenticeships or 
vocational training centres. Moreover, apprenticeship 
and the validation of non-formal learning can only 

2 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Romania and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Romania, 2014, 
2014/C 247/21, 8 July 2014, p. 113. Retrieved 9 September 2015, from 
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2014/csr2014_council_romania_en-
.pdf.
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trade unions.8 They would much prefer decent salaries 
and working conditions as an alternative measure 
to campaigning against informal payments. The 
government proposed increases in the salaries in the 
health sector - 25% in October 2015, a further 25% 
in 2016, and 25% again in 2017. These measures that 
could reduce informal payments offered to doctors.9

PROMOTING ACCESS TO AND PARTICIPATION IN 
LIFELONG LEARNING
The Commission has reported that the education 
system in Romania faces major challenges in terms 
of ‘[r]aising the quality of education, addressing the 
high earlyschool-leaving rate, improving the labour 
market relevance of tertiary education and increasing 
participation […].’10 While the government is reported 
to have started reforming the education system, 
progress has been limited on all of these challenges. 
Moreover, certain problems such as early school-
leaving remain especially pronounced for vulnerable 
groups such as the Roma population.11 Given this state 
of play, the Council and the Commission have issued 
Country-Specific Recommendations urging Romania 
to step up its reforms.12

8 According to a SANITAS (the Romanian Trade Union Federa-
tion) press release  (source: http://www.federatiasanitas.ro/index_detalii.
php?id=429), on 18th of August 2015, the representatives of the Govern-
ment, the National Health Insurance House and the Trade Unions dis-
cussed 2 issues: increasing the salaries of medical staff by 25% in October 
2015,  and then to double the salaries until 2017; and to reconsider the 
legal status of doctors who can no longer be treated as ‘civil servants in the 
line of duty’. According to a Constitutional Court decision, the doctors 
should be treated as civil servants so the informal payments could be 
considered as bribery, which is punished by the penal code. As a solution, 
the Ministry of Justice proposed a draft law to criminalise receiving undue 
benefits from patients as acts of gratitude towards the doctors, provided 
that the received gifts are declared and taxed. The trade unions and the 
doctors rejected this proposal. So far the government has not done any-
thing concrete to promote this measure.
9 On  August 26th, the Government approved an emergency 
ordinance to increase the salaries of the medical staff by 25%, starting on 
October 1st, 2015. Source: Romanian Government website, available at: 
http://gov.ro/ro/guvernul/sedinte-guvern/salarii-majorate-pentru-perso-
nalul-din-sistemul-public-sanitar.
10 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and convergence programme for Romania, SWD 
(2014) 424 final, 2 June 2014, p. 16.
11 Dropout alarming trend in recent years is present mostly in 
the families with many children or those in remote villages or where the 
schools were closed and children are forced to walk many kilometers 
without having an alternative offered by Ministry of Education.
12 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-

system and they hinder accessibility, efficiency and the 
quality of the system.’4  Given this situation, the Council 
and the Commission have issued Country-Specific 
Recommendations for Romania to further pursue 
health care reforms and the fight against informal 
payments.5

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Romania agrees 
with the Commission’s assessment of its health care 
system, noting that the access to, and quality of, these 
services are clearly below EU standards, while public 
expenditure per capita continues to decrease despite 
already being the lowest among the EU Member 
States.6

Moreover, our Romanian Strategy Group indicates 
that the government’s reforms are predominantly 
focused on cost-cutting, rather than improving the 
accessibility, efficiency, and the quality of health 
services. For example, measures adopted to increase 
the efficiency of the system mostly include cuts 
to the services that are offered for free, thereby 
disproportionately hitting disadvantaged people. 
Moreover, the number of doctors and nurses continues 
to decrease, while third country nationals are not   
allowed to fill the places left vacant by Romanian 
nationals by law.7 Another issue is the closing down of 
public hospitals, leading to a situation where private 
hospitals fill the gap, but they only offer limited 
services for a limited number of patients.

Regarding the problem of informal payments, 
government proposals in the direction of legalising 
bribes have been met with criticism of doctors and 

4 Ibid, p. 19.
5 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Romania and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Romania, 2014, 
2014/C 247/21, 8 July 2014, p. 113.
6 World Bank Group (2015). Country Program Snapshot. 
Washington D.C.: World Bank Group, p. 9. Retrieved 10 September, from 
https://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/eca/Ro-
mania-Snapshot.pdf.
7 According to art. 370 of Law no. 95/2006 on healthcare reform, 
as amended and supplemented, doctors of third countries have the right 
to free practice if they are family members of a citizen of an EU member, 
Switzerland or EES countries or if they have permanent residence / long 
term residence.
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implemented a pilot project called Supporting 
Teachers in Preparing Students for Active Citizenship. 
Many other NGOs implemented similar projects and 
have contributed to an increased quality of civic 
education.

In spite of the improving quality of civic education, 
our Romanian Strategy Group has communicated 
its concern on the political views and engagement 
of young people in the country. Relaying the results 
of a 2014 study by the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, 
our Strategy Group highlights that 49% of the youth 
are not interested in politics, and over 60% have 
little or no trust in national and local government 
institutions.15 Moreover, 62% of the youth have little 
trust in NGOs and 74% of them have little trust in trade 
unions. Against this background, our Strategy Group 
highlights the importance of good practices like the 
VOLUME federation, which supports volunteering in 
Romania.16 It functions as an umbrella organisation 
for 63 member organisations and ensures their 
representation at a national level.

FIGHTING DISCRIMINATION AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION
The Commission has reported that ‘[p]overty reduction 
remains a major challenge with a worrying situation 
regarding the in-work poor [in Romania].’17 A national 
strategy to overcome the problem is still under 
preparation, while the much-needed introduction of 
the Minimum Insertion Income has been delayed until 
2016. The main victims of these delays are reported 
to be children deprived of parental care, for which a 
shift from institutional to alternative care and better 
education prospects are slow to materialise, and the 
Roma population, which suffers from discrimination 
on top of its vulnerable position in the labour market 
and society in general. On the latter, the National 

15 Friedrich Ebert Stiftung (2014). Tineri în România: griji, aspi-
rații, atitudini și stil de viață. Bucharest: Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung Romania. 
Retrieved 10 September 2015, from http://www.fes.ro/media/2014_news/
Raport-FES-Tineri_in_Romania.pdf.
16 For more information, please see: http://federatiavolum.ro/ 
(retrieved 10 September 2015).
17 European Commission (2014). Assessment of the 2014 national 
reform programme and convergence programme for Romania, SWD 
(2014) 424 final, 2 June 2014, p. 18.

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Romania reports 
that the country’s education system has undergone 
important reforms over the past decades, but agrees 
with the Commission that there is a significant 
unfinished agenda. Notably, our Strategy Group 
highlights the low level of enrolment for Roma pupils 
in comparison to the general student body.13

Our Romanian Strategy Group reports that the World 
Bank has provided significant (financial) support to 
modernise the Romanian education system and tackle 
the above mentioned challenges.14 A 200 million euro 
agreement/loan to ‘Help Romania Reverse Increasing 
High School Dropout Rates and Declining University 
Enrollment’ (ROSE) stands out as one recent project, 
but in recent years many other ‘reimbursable advisory 
service agreements’ have been implemented.

STRENGTHENING ACTIVE CITIZENSHIP AND 
VOLUNTEERING TO ACHIEVE SOCIAL COHESION
In lieu of specific information on strengthening active 
citizenship and volunteering for social cohesion in the 
documents of the European Institutions, the SOLIDAR 
EU Strategy Group in Romania reported on the state 
of civic education in the country. Civic education 
is mandatory in primary and secondary education 
and optional in high schools. In addition, there are 
many initiatives to promote quality assurance in 
education for democratic citizenship in the Romanian 
formal education system. Many non-formal activities 
are developed as well, especially during one week 
in April, called ‘Scoala Altfel’, when curricular and 
extracurricular activities are organised. Student-
centred activities related to communities and real 
life challenges are developed in all schools around 
Romania. In 2013, the Institute for Education Sciences 
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Romania and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Romania, 2014, 
2014/C 247/21, 8 July 2014, p. 113.
13 World Bank Group (2015). Country Program Snapshot. Was-
hington D.C.: World Bank Group, pp. 8-9.
14 For more information, please see : http://www.worldbank.org/
en/news/press-release/2015/04/17/world-bank-and-romania-sign-loan-
to-reverse-school-dropout-rates-and-declining-university-enrollment 
(retrieved 10 September 2015) and http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/
press-release/2015/03/16/world-bank-project-to-help-romania-reverse-in-
creasing-high-school-dropout-rates-and-declining-university-enrollment 
(retrieved 10 September 2015).
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studies, she cannot participate in vocational training 
courses or have her skills validated. She cannot rely 
on city hall to receive social housing; and she cannot 
afford to send the kids to kindergarten/ school. If she is 
over 40 or if she has no working experience, then she 
will never get a job.

PROMOTING, REINFORCING, AND SUPPORTING THE 
SOCIAL ECONOMY
In lieu of specific information on promoting, 
reinforcing, and supporting the social economy in the 
European Institutions’ documents, the SOLIDAR EU 
Strategy Group in Romania reports that after three 
years of debate, on 30th June 2015, the Romanian 
Parliament, adopted the Social Economy Law no. 
219/2015. This law defines and sets criteria for the 
social economy and social enterprises, but regrettably 
does not clarify their obligations or the facilities 
granted to them.

To be considered as a social enterprise under the new 
law, companies must fulfil a set of criteria in order 
to obtain a certificate. The most important of these 
criteria are that these companies should
• Act for a social purpose or in the general interest 

of the community;
• allocate at least 90% of the profit for social 

purposes;
• In the event of liquidation, send the remaining 

assets to one or more social enterprises;
• Ensure equitable wage levels.

The 2014 edition of the Atlas of Social Economy in 
Romania indicated that the social economy represents 
a small, but fast growing sector within the Romanian 
economy (1.9% Gross Value Added in 2012, up from 
1.3% the year before).  Our Strategy Group reported 
that the Romanian government is supportive of this 
sector’s growth, notably by allocating 200 million 
euros in 2014 for a de minimis aid scheme called 
‘Developing Social Economy’. Financed by the 
European Social Fund, this scheme is intended to 
create and develop social economy structures in the 
country.

Roma Integration Strategy has also made limited 
progress in terms of its concrete delivery. Given this 
situation, the Council and the Commission have issued 
Country-Specific Recommendations in which Romania 
is urged to focus its attention on alleviating poverty 
by increasing the effectiveness and efficiency of social 
transfers and, furthermore, to ramp up its efforts 
integrating the Roma population.18

The SOLIDAR EU Strategy Group in Romania refers 
to a study by the World Bank, which shows that 
the country’s social protection efforts are among 
the weakest in the EU.19 The low level of public 
expenditure on social protection continues to impede 
the social services that are being offered, especially 
to the most vulnerable groups in society. Among the 
latter, our Strategy Group highlights the vulnerable 
position of children, young people, and the Roma.

Against this background, our Romanian Strategy 
Group is critical of the Romanian government’s limited 
efforts to address poverty issues, and the contradictory 
results of many of its measures, given the system’s 
use of ‘in-cash/in-kind’ payments. The lack of social 
infrastructure and this legislation together prevent 
people in need from accessing social benefits, or 
getting into the labour market. For instance, according 
to Art. 4 of Law no. 166/2012, to maintain the right 
to social assistance, family support allowance or 
child allowance, beneficiaries (either families or 
single people) are obliged to pay their taxes to the 
local budget, according to Tax Code. This results in 
situations where, for example, a single mother with 
no income and five kids will lose all the social benefits 
if she does not pay the fine for using the local public 
transport without a ticket. There is no system to 
deduct the fine from the social benefits, so the state 
will stop paying them until the fine is paid. The whole 
infrastructure needed to help a family like this is 
lacking. As already mentioned, if she never finished her 

18 Council of the European Union (2014). Council Recommenda-
tion on the National Reform Programme 2014 of Romania and delivering 
a Council opinion on the Convergence Programme of Romania, 2014, 
2014/C 247/21, 8 July 2014, p. 113.
19 World Bank Group (2015). Country Program Snapshot. Was-
hington D.C.: World Bank Group, pp. 9-10.



SOLIDAR is a European network of membership based Civil Society 
Organisations who gather several millions of citizens throughout 
Europe and worldwide. SOLIDAR voices the values of its member 
organisations  to the EU and international institutions across the 
three main policy sectors; social affairs, lifelong learning and interna-
tional cooperation.

This publication has been produced with the financial support of the European Union. 
The information contained in this publication does not necessarily reflect the position or opinion 
of the European Commission.

This country study has been developed in the framework of the Social Progress 
Watch initiative, a tool implemented by members and partners of SOLIDAR to 
evaluate commitments of governments to promote active inclusion, reduce 
poverty, fight unemployment, defend and extend the right to decent work and 
quality jobs and promote universal social protection.

Rue du Commerce I Handelsstraat 22
1000 Brussels

Belgium
T +32 2 500 10 20
F +32 2 500 10 30

Twitter: @SOLIDAR_EU 
Facebook: SOLIDAR

www.solidar.org
solidar@solidar.org

This country study has been written with 
contributions by the following organisation: 
The Association for Organization 
Development – SAH ROM
Author: Bregt Saenen 


