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Abstract. The present paper examines the evolution of accommodation capacity in the certified tourist resorts of
Northern Transylvania (the North-West Development Region of Romania) between 1991 and 2023. Drawing on
statistical data from the National Institute of Statistics, and complementary information on rural development
funding, the study analyses both the quantitative growth and the structural transformations in the region’s tourism
sector. Results highlight a profound shift from the state-controlled, hotel-dominated system inherited from the
socialist period towards a diversified and flexible accommodation landscape shaped by guesthouses and other small-
scale alternative lodging. While the 1990s were marked by the decline of large, state-built hotel infrastructures, the
2000s and 2010s witnessed a revitalization, fuelled by local entrepreneurial initiatives, in part with the support of
European-funded rural development programmes. By 2023, tourist accommodation establishments were present in
nearly 60% of the region’s land administrative units, suggesting an expanded and more balanced spatial distribution
of tourism. At the same time, certified resorts continued to cluster a substantial share of the region’s overall
accommodation capacity, underscoring their ongoing importance within the tourism network. Despite limitations
linked to data availability, statistical coverage and the exclusion of important urban centres such as Cluj-Napoca,
our findings confirm the consolidation of Northern Transylvania as a competitive and diversified tourism region
within Romania.

1. INTRODUCTION

Romania possesses a diverse and complex set of natural and cultural tourism resources, including
mountain landscapes, the Danube Delta, the Black Sea coast, mineral and thermal waters, protected
natural areas, historic settlements, and a rich ethnographic heritage (Cocean, 2010; Ilies et al. 2017;
Cianga and Oprea, 2018 etc.). Despite the variety and complexity of Romania’s natural and anthropogenic
tourism resources, the development of the tourism sector has consistently lagged behind its potential, a
situation highlighted in both earlier and more recent studies (Light and Dumbraveanu, 1999; Pop, 2014;
Mitrica et al., 2021).

However, in recent years, tourism infrastructure has expanded significantly. According to the
National Tourism Development Strategy of Romania 2023-2035, the number of tourist accommodation
establishments had increased by 82.8% over the previous decade, going from 5,003 to 9,146
accommodation units. Moreover, the number of certified resorts in Romania has also increased up to
216 national and local resorts in 2024. This evolution underscores both the enhanced valorisation of
local natural and cultural assets, and the steady growth of accommodation infrastructure. And one of the
main criteria for certification as a tourist resort, as defined by national legislation, is a minimum
threshold of accommodation capacity available for tourists.
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Despite this growth, several structural challenges continue to affect the competitiveness of
Romanian tourism. The same strategic document highlights issues such as insufficiently developed or
poorly accessible tourist attractions, a limited variety of tourist products within destinations, an
unsatisfactory quality of tourism services, or the limited international visibility of Romania’s tourism
offer. International organizations have also emphasized the need for Romania to better capitalize on its
tourism potential. Better capitalization of tourism potential is associated with an enhanced contribution
of tourism to the economy, which requires, in Romania’s case, a stronger focus on attracting
international visitors while encouraging longer stays among domestic tourists, particularly by converting
day visitors into overnight tourists and increasing the average duration of visits (OECD, 2020).

Furthermore, although multiple tourism strategies and policy documents have been elaborated
over the past decades, including the Master Plan for the Development of National Tourism 2007 — 2026,
their impact has often been limited due to a weak implementation capacity, insufficient financial
resources, and institutional instability in tourism governance structures (The National Tourism
Development Strategy of Romania 2023-2035).

Within this national context, the North-West Development Region of Romania plays an
increasingly important role in the national tourism system. According to data provided by the National
Institute of Statistics, the region ranks third nationally in terms of accommodation capacity, accounting
for approximately 12.7% of the total number of places (57,240) in Romania. It also occupies the third
position for both international and domestic tourist arrivals, while ranking fourth overall in terms of total
tourist arrivals, with 1,959,178 tourists in 2023 (around 13% of the national total). However, in terms
of tourist resorts, the North-West Development Region ranks first in Romania, with 56 resorts,
accounting for 25.9% of the total.

The development of tourism in Northern Transylvania has attracted growing academic interest in
recent years. Several studies have examined the region’s tourism potential, spatial dynamics, and
development perspectives, emphasizing both its natural and cultural resources as well as the increasing
role of rural and heritage tourism. Research by Marin and Godja (2017), Cocean and Pop (2020),
Munteanu, Dragan and Cocean (2022), or Gherdan et al. (2025) highlights the region’s capacity to
support sustainable tourism development and underlines its importance within the national tourism
system. At the same time, the role of tourist resorts for the evolution of regional tourism is highlighted
in several strategic documents (Study on the Inventory, Evaluation, and Prioritization of the Valorisation
of Tourism Resources in the North-West Development Region, 2019; Sector Strategy for Tourism
2021-2027 for the North-West Development Region etc.).

The present study analyses the evolution of accommodation capacity between 1991 and 2023 for
all certified tourist resorts listed in Government Decision no. 120/2024 in the North-West Development
Region. The objective is to understand how both the number of tourist places and the types of
accommodation units have changed in response to broader national and international tourism trends.

The presence of accommodation units often reflects either state-driven investments from the
communist era or post-1990 local entrepreneurial development as, in most cases, international hotel
chains only enter destinations after these have already achieved recognition as viable and competitive
tourism destinations (Niewiadomski, 2015; Ivanov and Ivanova, 2017). In any case, the presence of
international hotel chains has not been a defining feature of tourism development in the North-West
Development Region, and definitely not in its resorts. A 2009 study by Cosma et al. found only five
international chain hotels in the region (in Cluj-Napoca, Baia Mare, and Zaldu), highlighting a clear
focus of these brands on major urban centres while bypassing smaller towns and rural areas, including
tourist resorts.

Since certified resorts account for 58% of the region’s total accommodation capacity, the findings
offer a representative view of tourism dynamics at the regional level. While not the primary focus of the
present paper, we also noted the changes in accommodation types, as these shifts also reflect different
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stages in the development of tourist destinations, ranging from early forms such as campgrounds and
guesthouses to larger hotel infrastructures, including those established during centralized, state-led
tourism planning, to the short-term rentals that have appeared since the “platformisation” of tourism.

2. STUDY-AREA

Northern Transylvania, or the North-West Development Region of Romania, consisting of the
counties of Cluj, Bihor, Bistrita-Nasaud, Maramures, Salaj, and Satu Mare, has a population of around
2,500,000 inhabitants and, according to EUROSTAT, accounts for 12.3% of the national gross domestic
product (in 2023), ranking second after the Bucharest-Ilfov region (29.1%). With 3.7 million nights
spent in tourist accommodation establishments in 2024, and a tourism intensity of 1,476 nights per 1,000
inhabitants (EUROSTAT), the region is one of the country’s important areas for tourism development.

The region benefits from a diverse set of natural and cultural tourism resources, including mineral
and thermal waters, mountain and hilly landscapes, protected natural areas, and a rich cultural heritage
shaped by historical multicultural influences. These features have supported the development of various
forms of tourism, such as spa tourism, rural tourism, nature-based tourism, and heritage tourism.

The evolution of tourism in the region has been closely linked to its landscape and water resources.
The earliest tourist destinations in the region emerged in the 18" and 19" centuries around thermal and
mineral water springs, such as those in Felix, Baile 1 Mai, Tinca, Sangeorz-Bai or around the salt-lakes
in Baile Turda. At the beginning of the 20™ century, growing interest in the exploration of the karst landscape
of the Apuseni Mountains has also led to the development of early forms of speleotourism. Gyula
Czaran, who had documented the area’s karst features, is known to have also contributed to the first
tourist-like arrangements in the Meziad Cave, while also training a local guide from the nearby village
(Racovitd, 2015). Subsequently, during the interwar period, mountain tourism expanded through the
establishment of the first ski resorts in the region, including Baigoara and Borsa, accompanied by the
construction of mountain cabins along the main hiking trails (Enciclopedia Romdniei), which gradually
extended the regional tourism infrastructure. In the post-socialist period, tourism diversification
continued with the consolidation of rural tourism, based on cultural landscapes, local gastronomy,
traditional crafts and cultural heritage.

The tourism potential of Northern Transylvania has been recognized in several national strategic
documents. The Master Plan for the Development of National Tourism 2007-2026 highlighted several
key tourism resources in the region, including Rodna Mountains National Park, Maramures Mountains
Natural Park, and Apuseni Natural Park, as well as important karst attractions such as Ursilor Cave,
Meziad Cave, Ungurului Cave, Vantului Cave, and Vadu Crisului Cave in Bihor County. Cultural
heritage is another major tourism asset highlighted in the document, particularly the Wooden Churches
of Maramures, classified as UNESCO World Heritage.

More detailed assessments of tourism potential were conducted at the level of land administrative
units (LAUs), providing a more precise understanding of the spatial distribution of tourism resources.
Such an analysis has been undertaken by the Regional Development Agency, in the Sector Strategy for
Tourism 2021-2027 for the North-West Development Region, which evaluates tourism potential at the
level of land administrative units and identifies 150 localities with natural and cultural potential. At the
national level, the National Land Use Plan — Section VIII: Tourism Areas (PATN) identifies LAUs with
significant concentrations of natural and cultural tourism resources and highlights localities with
favourable conditions for tourism development. Out of the 446 communes, towns, and cities in the
region, 241 have been identified as having high or very high potential for tourism (Fig. 1), according to
Annex 1 of the PATN (as included in the Government Emergency Ordinance No. 142/20 October 2008,
updated on 29.05.2024).

By 2024, the region hosted 56 officially certified tourist resorts (Government Decision No. 120/
16 February 2024), destinations recognized as such by government decision (HG) for meeting specific
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criteria related to tourism infrastructure, visitor services, natural or cultural value, and local tourism
development capacity (Fig. 1). This marks a significant increase from the nine resorts dating back to the
communist period recertified in the early 2000s (by Government Decision No. 1122/10 October 2002):
Baile Felix, Baile 1 Mai, Stana de Vale, and Tinca (in Bihor County), Sangeorz-Bai (in Bistrita-Nasaud),
Biile Turda and Baile Biita (in Cluj), Borsa and Ocna Sugatag (in Maramures). The growth has accelerated
in recent years, with more than half of the current total receiving certification since 2020 (31 resorts).
The increasing number of certified tourist resorts at both national and regional levels reflects the
broader spatial diffusion of tourism across Romania since 1990, as illustrated by Cehan et al. (2019).
The authors showed that the share of land administrative units hosting accommodation facilities increased
from 17% in 1990 to 29% in 2016. This trend is even more pronounced in the North-West Development
Region, where only 87 land administrative units (LAUs) had at least one operational accommodation
facility in 1990. However, by 2023, that number had grown to 266, reflecting a threefold increase.
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Fig. 1 — Spatial distribution of LAUs with high and very high tourism resource concentration
in relation to the distribution of tourist resorts.

3. DATA AND METHODOLOGY

For this analysis, we used tourism data from the Tempo Online database of the National Institute
of Statistics (NIS). Specifically, we relied on two datasets, namely: TUR101C — Establishments of
touristic reception with functions of tourists’ accommodation by type of establishment, counties and
localities and TUR102C — Existing touristic accommodation capacity by type of establishment, counties
and localities. The data includes only officially registered accommodation units, defined as all local
units offering short-term paid accommodation services, as classified under CAEN (Classification of
Activities in the National Economy) Rev. 2 codes 55.1, 55.2, and 55.3 (TUR102C — 4 Report on
Metadata and Quality). The reports of the NIS cover existing accommodation units (excluding those
units closed for major repairs or renovations) as of July 31 each year, provided they have a minimum of
five available places.
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In this context, increases in reported capacity may reflect newly opened facilities, the expansion
of existing small units beyond the five-place threshold, or the re-entry into the market of previously
closed units (for renovation). However, this approach excludes unregistered or informal accommodation
providers, potentially leading to an underestimation of both the number of accommodation units and the
actual accommodation capacity in certain localities.

The National Institute of Statistics classifies accommodation units by type, with 19 categories
listed in the Tempo Online database for the 1990-2023 period. These include hotels, youth hotels, hostels,
apartments and rooms for rent, apartment hotels, motels, inns, tourist villas, tourist chalets, bungalows,
holiday villages, campgrounds, tourist stops, houselet-type units, school and preschool camps, tourist boarding
houses, agritourism boarding houses, and shipboard accommodation (on river and maritime vessels).

For the purpose of our analysis, we reclassified these into three broader categories: hotel-type
establishments, which include hotels, youth hotels, hostels, apartment hotels, and motels; guesthouses,
comprising tourist and agritourism boarding houses; and other accommodation types, which encompass
all remaining categories as defined by the National Institute of Statistics.

Accommodation units and capacity data are available at the local land administrative unit (LAU)
/ NUTSS level. This however results in two key limitations: first, when only part of a LAU is included
within a certified tourist resort, the available data refers to the entire LAU, not just the certified area.
Second, in cases where a single LAU contains multiple certified resorts, the accommodation capacity
cannot be disaggregated for each individual resort (at least not the data freely available from the NIS).
These limitations may lead to an overestimation of the accommodation capacity attributed to certified
tourist resorts. Nevertheless, we argue that accommodation facilities located elsewhere within the same
LAU, even if outside the formally certified boundaries of the tourist resort, remain functionally
integrated into the resort’s tourism system. These units often serve the same visitor flows, support local
tourism infrastructure, and benefit from their proximity to the resort’s attractions, effectively extending
the resort’s operational tourism area beyond its certified perimeter.

To assess long-term trends in the evolution of the accommodation capacity, we employed a time
series analysis of the accommodation data. Additionally, we conducted a frequency analysis of the
classified accommodation types for the years 1991, 2010, and 2023 to highlight the structural shifts in
accommodation patterns. These benchmark years were selected to represent key turning points in the
region’s tourism trajectory. 1991 marks the beginning of Romania’s post-socialist transition, offering a
baseline for understanding the tourism landscape inherited from the centralized system (state-run hotels
and limited diversification). The year 2010 marks a transitional moment for Romanian tourism, at the
intersection of recovery from the 2008 global financial crisis and the early consolidation of EU-funded
rural development initiatives that had begun to yield visible results, especially in tourism infrastructure
and service diversification. As the most recent available data point, 2023 allows for the assessment of
current trends in accommodation development. The findings for these years were visualized using
cartograms generated using the ArcMap 10.8 software from ESRI.

In analysing rural development funding, ranging from the SAPARD programme to successive National
Rural Development Programmes (NRDPs), we used data made available by the Agency for the Financing of
Rural Investments (AFIR). For the SAPARD programme, data were extracted directly from the agency’s
website and then filtered to retain only the projects implemented within the selected region and localities.

For the NRDPs, we employed an existing database developed by the authors using open-access
information from AFIR (https://www.afir.info/). This dataset has previously been used in other studies,
including research on the Apuseni Mountains (Munteanu and Dragan, 2020a, b) and the Cluj
Metropolitan Area (Munteanu, 2024). The analysis of the 20072013 programme focused on Measure
313 “Encouragement of tourism activities”. Only those projects implemented in the land administrative
units that included certified resorts were considered (as opposed to projects submitted by residents but
implemented in other LAUs). For the 2014-2020 programme, the analysis was more nuanced due to the
broader scope of the two relevant sub-measures: 6.2 “Support for the creation of non-agricultural
activities in rural areas” and 6.4 “Investment in the creation and development of non-agricultural
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activities”, which supported a wide range of initiatives, not all directly related to tourism. Given the high
number of initiatives (over 3,000 across both sub-measures), the classification was made based solely
on project titles (a full review of individual project documentations was beyond the scope of this paper).
As such, projects were manually sorted and only those clearly specifying the establishment or expansion
of tourist accommodation units were retained (vague titles, such as those referencing “equipment for
recreational activities” or “diversification of services”, were excluded). It is therefore important to
acknowledge that the number of tourism-related investments may be underestimated, as ambiguous or
incomplete titles may have resulted in the omission of some tourism-related projects.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Many of the region’s currently certified tourist resorts have a long-standing tradition of tourism
development, with origins that often predate formal recognition. Several of these destinations
transitioned from modest, early-stage tourist arrangements to fashionable, well-equipped resorts during
the 19" century, and later saw further expansion under the communist regime. For example, Baile 1 Mai
featured elegant hotels, casinos, and landscaped parks as early as the 19" century (Caluser and Sfirlea,
1980); at SAngeorz-Bdi, a hotel was built in the second half of the 19" century, fostering a vibrant cultural
life during the tourist season (Moisil, 1897); finally, Stana de Vale developed into a mountain rest resort
by the end of the 19" century, offering chalets, villas, and a dedicated event hall (Faur and Cluciu, 1989).

During the communist period, tourism in Romania entered a phase of mass development, driven
primarily by state planning and social policy objectives. A significant focus was placed on spa resorts,
where accommodation capacity was dramatically expanded through the construction of large hotels, many
with several hundred bed-places, and integrated balneary treatment facilities. These complexes were
designed to serve both therapeutic and recreational functions, often combining lodging, dining, and
medical treatment within a single location. Their design also aimed to encourage extended stays,
effectively ensuring that workers made full use of their holiday leave, in line with the regime’s objective
of promoting rest and recuperation for the labour force. As Hategan (2023) argues, during this period,
tourism development was closely tied to state efforts to promote health, ideological education, and social
cohesion, with hotel infrastructure expanding as part of a broader strategy to shape the “new socialist
citizen”. However, beyond its ideological function and underlying pragmatism, tourism policy and practice
during the socialist period were marked by continuous shifts (Stefan, 2022) reflecting changing political
priorities, economic constraints, and evolving societal expectations regarding leisure, comfort, and mobility.

Thus, the tourism activity was state-controlled, most tourists were domestic, international tourists
were few and far between, in spite of state efforts to increase their presence (Stefan, 2022). Domestic
access to tourism was managed through centralized mechanisms, such as subsidized treatment tickets
distributed by trade unions, retirees' associations, and schools. As the ideological foundation of tourism
development in that period was grounded in its regenerative function for the workforce (holidays were
seen less as leisure and more as a means of physical and mental recovery to improve labour
productivity), luxury and high-end amenities were not prioritized. Instead, most hotels were one or two-
star hotels and a substantial share of the accommodation infrastructure consisted of modest facilities
such as motels, school camp complexes, cabins, and other basic lodging types with limited comfort
standards. This structural legacy can be noted in the 1991 data (Fig. 2), which captures the state of
tourism infrastructures at the end of the communist era.

Out of the 56 certified tourist resorts in the North-West Region in 2024, only nine had held this
status in 1991: Baile Felix, Baile 1 Mai (both included in Sanmartin), Sangeorz-Bai, Borsa, Ocna
Sugatag, Stana de Vale (in Budureasa), Tinca, Baile Turda (in Turda) and Baile Baita (in Gherla).
Among them, the Baile Felix thermal resort stood out as the largest in terms of accommodation capacity.
Together with the nearby thermal resort Bdile 1 Mai, the two offered almost 6,500 beds in hotels and an
additional 800 in other types of accommodation units. At that point, Béile Felix and Baile 1 Mai together
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made up the second largest and most developed tourism destination in Romania, surpassed only by the
Black Sea Coast. The second major destination in the region was Sangeorz-Bdi, a national-level spa
destination known for its mineral waters, with approximately 1,500 hotel beds and around 250 beds in
villas and other smaller facilities. Following the collapse of the centrally planned system that had
sustained mass social tourism, the resort gradually lost its former appeal. The sharp reduction in
subsidized treatments and organized group travel led to a visible downturn in visitor numbers and
infrastructure usage, with much of its accommodation capacity underutilized throughout the 2000s.
Borsa (Maramures County), a winter sports resort, also featured significant accommodation capacity in
the early 1990s, a capacity of about 400 beds, with roughly 20% in non-hotel units. The resort had
previously received major investments aimed at winter tourism development during the 1970s (for hotels
and various ski infrastructures: ski slopes, cable transport systems etc.). Stana de Vale developed as a
mountain and winter resort by the end of the 19™ century, although it did not share the same trajectory
as Borsa, especially given its period of decline post-1990. In recent years, however, the resort has shown
signs of modest revival, largely driven by renewed interest in winter tourism. In contrast, Ocna Sugatag
gradually emerged as the most prominent balneary resort based on salt waters in Maramures. The
location has been used for therapeutic purposes since 1911 and saw major expansion in the 1970s with
the development of the “new baths” complex. Today, the resort blends historic and modern facilities
and continues to grow, through the participation of new guesthouses in nearby Breb. Smaller resorts
such as Baile Baita (near Gherla), Béile Turda, and Tinca played more locally oriented roles, with more
modest infrastructure. Béile Baita featured a mineral water treatment facility and limited lodging in
bungalows and villas. Similarly, Tinca provided treatment options based on thermal waters alongside a
small-scale accommodation base. Baile Turda, though offering treatment services based on salt water
and mud, lacked tourist accommodation until the construction of Hotel Ariesul in 1991.
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Fig. 2 — Accommodation capacity in 1991 in the LAUs from Northern Transylvania containing tourist
resorts in 2023 (LAUs highlighted in bold also had tourist resorts in the year depicted on the map).



86 Magdalena Dragan, Gabriela Munteanu 8

At that time, hotel-type establishments were also present in some urban centres that would later
be granted tourist resort status, either in full or partially, such as Oradea and Baia Mare, which had
around 900-1,000 bed-places each. Smaller towns like Stei, Beius, Salonta, Marghita, Dej, Beclean,
Negresti-Oas, Sighetu Marmatiei, and Viseu de Sus also featured hotel infrastructure. In fact, beyond
designated tourist destinations, the communist regime systematically invested in hotel construction
across all county capitals, reflecting a broader strategy to ensure somewhat standardized accommodation
facilities throughout the country.

Additionally, several of the present-day certified resorts, which had not yet received official status
at the time, already displayed modest accommodation capacity in 1991 based on their tourism potential.
This capacity was primarily present through non-hotel facilities such as camping sites, villas, and other
similar types (larger capacities, of 300—400 bed-places, were at Nucet, Belis, and Tasnad).

Following Romania’s transition to a market economy, the tourism sector underwent significant
transformations. During the 1990s, the sharp decline in living standard, rising unemployment,
institutional restructuring, and the weakening role of trade unions which had previously facilitated
access to subsidized tourism contributed to a steep decline in tourist activity. Erdeli et al. (2011) report
that national demand for spa tourism decreased by over 60% between 1989 and 2005, with Romanian
tourist arrivals (who accounted for the vast majority of tourists in these destinations) declining by around
one million over the same period.

The sharp decline in tourism demand, along with the already deteriorating condition of many
accommodation units since the 1980s, was further exacerbated by poor management and a chronic lack
of investment (Light and Dumbraveanu, 1999). As a result, numerous hotels or sections of hotels were
closed (Pop, 2014). The retrocession of formerly nationalized properties often led to the withdrawal of
accommodation facilities from the market, while many bungalows, school camps, and campgrounds
ceased operating altogether (Court of Accounts, 2014).

This contributed to a significant decrease in the country’s accommodation capacity (Fig. 3), a trend
particularly visible in the larger resorts where hotel capacity dropped sharply. Additionally, the lengthy
retrocession process followed by the privatization of state-owned tourism assets, extending into the
2000s, had a deep and lasting impact on national tourism development (Pop et al., 2007).

Because the hotels built during the communist period were typically large, with high room
capacities, even partial closures resulted in substantial losses to overall accommodation capacity. This
descending trend continued steadily until 2010, driven by the shutdown of several major hotels. For
example, SC Turism Felix SA in Baile Felix closed the one-star Felix hotel and the two-star hotels
Somes, Unirea and Lotus at the beginning of the 2000s. Subsequently, hotel Felix was demolished to
make space for an aquapark included in the refurbished five-star hotel Lotus Therm that reopened in
2015 (as reported by ebihoreanul.ro).
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Fig. 3 — Accommodation capacity in hotel-like establishments in the 56 resorts in the North-West Region.
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After 2010, the data revealed a renewed increase in accommodation capacity in hotel-like
establishments, driven by the construction of new hotels, typically with smaller capacities, and the
gradual entry of international hotel chains onto the Romanian market (Pop, 2014). Significant additions
occurred in Oradea, where the number of functioning hotels rose from 7 in 1990 to 24 in 2023,
accompanied by an increase of approximately 1,000 bed-places between 2010 and 2023. A similar trend
was observed in Baia Mare, where hotel numbers grew from 7 to 17, and capacity increased by about
600 bed-places over the same period. However, it is important to note that in both cases, resort status
applies only to certain parts of the city. In Sinmartin (which includes Baile Felix and Béile 1 Mai), after
a marked decline in the early years, accommodation capacity by 2023 nearly returned to 1990 levels,
with an increase of 1,000 bed-places between 2010 and 2023 and an expansion in the number of
functioning hotels from 7 in 1990 to 22 in 2023. The remaining resorts experienced only minor
fluctuations in accommodation capacity, with most rural resorts lacking hotel infrastructure altogether.

By 2010, the tourism sector in Northern Transylvania had noticeably expanded (Fig. 4). More
localities, particularly in Maramures, Cluj, and Bihor counties, began to appear on the map with
meaningful levels of accommodation capacity. While hotels remained important, the presence of
guesthouses in particular, but not limited to rural and mountain areas, had begun to grow. In 2010 they
made up the main accommodation type in many certified rural destinations in Maramures (e.g., Sapanta
— 70 bed-places, Botiza — 237 bed-paces) and Cluj (Sancraiu — 149 bed-places, Margau — 129 bed-places).
This shift indicates the rise of rural and eco-tourism, likely fuelled by an increased interest in cultural
heritage, natural landscapes, and experiencing more “local”, authentic experiences as well as the
development of a more entrepreneurial spirit in local communities, encouraged by certain organizations
and by the emergence of various development funds.
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As shown by Benedek and Dezsi (2006), international and national rural tourism associations such
as OVR (Operation Villages Roumains) and ANTREC (The National Association of Rural, Ecological
and Cultural Tourism in Romania, part of Eurogites) played an important role in the emergence and
consolidation of rural tourism in the region during the 1990s, contributing to the development of well-
known tourist areas such as Maramures Land and Calata Land (Cluj County). These organizations,
together with other local initiatives, provided services similar to those of tourist agencies, including the
promotion of rural destinations at national and international tourism fairs, fostering community cooperation,
supporting the preservation of traditional crafts and activities, providing training for guesthouse owners
and tourist guides, and facilitating the official classification of rural guesthouses (Turnock, 2002;
Benedek and Dezsi, 2006; Borlean, 2015). Their role gradually declined in the early 2000s as the rural
tourism market matured, many guesthouses had already developed a stable visitor base, and new funding
opportunities became available. Nevertheless, their contribution to the development of rural tourism was
substantial. For instance, Benedek and Dezsi (2006) identified 224 guesthouses (with 1,853
accommodation places) in Maramures Land in 2005, of which 65% (145 guesthouses) were located in
areas that today have resort status.

Driven by the broader objective of rural economic diversification, European-funded rural
development programmes played a pivotal role in shaping the post-2000 tourism infrastructure in
Northern Transylvania. Through targeted financial support, initially via pre-accession programmes like
SAPARD and, later on, through structural instruments under the National Rural Development
Programme (NRDP), rural areas gained new opportunities to invest in small-scale tourism and develop
their accommodation capacity.

The SAPARD Programme (Special Accession Programme for Agriculture and Rural
Development) was designed to support applicant countries in their efforts to join the European Union.
According to the final official lists of beneficiaries from the Agency for Rural Investment Financing
(AFIR), in Northern Transylvania, 98 projects were financed under Measure 3.4, targeting the
construction of cabins, guesthouses, or the modernization of existing accommodation facilities. Of these,
only 4 were for cabins, while the rest were for guesthouses.

More than a third of the projects were registered in Bihor County, where Sanmartin stood out
through its high concentration of tourism-related investments. In fact, the commune surpassed the total
number of projects submitted in entire counties such as Sélaj (13 projects), Maramures (12), Bistrita-
Nasaud (5), or Satu Mare (2). This notable concentration in Sanmartin can be largely attributed to the
presence of the already well-established spa resorts of Béile Felix and Baile 1 Mai, which likely created
both the incentive and the infrastructural foundation necessary for applicants to pursue funding.
Conversely, Salaj County, while active in accessing pre-accession rural development funds (submitting
33 projects aimed at rural economic diversification) registered fewer initiatives specifically targeting
tourism. This is understandable given that, during that period, Sdlaj did not have any officially
recognized tourist resorts; Baile Boghis would only gain its resort status later, in 2017 and was not all
in all viewed as a full tourist destination.

Cluj County ranked second in the number of tourism-related projects (25), with several of these
located in areas that would later be certified as resorts, such as Baisoara or Belis. Considering that the
National Institute of Statistics recorded only 543 functioning accommodation units across the entire
Northwest Development Region in 2006, the 98 tourism-focused projects funded through SAPARD
(most of which involved new constructions rather than modernizations) are a substantial contribution to
the regional accommodation infrastructure.

Measure 313 — “Encouraging tourism activities” implemented under the 2007-2013 National
Rural Development Programme, resulted in a significantly higher number of funded projects
compared to earlier initiatives. Still, of the 323 tourism-related projects financed in Northern
Transylvania, only about 21% were located in localities that currently hold certified resort status.
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The highest concentration of projects was recorded in Bistrita Bargaului (19 projects), a locality
that has seen substantial development in recent years, particularly through the emergence of Colibita as
a growing tourist area (accommodation capacity increased considerably, although official recognition
came later, in 2017).

Other notable resorts that attracted funding included Belis (8 projects), Sanmartin (6 projects),
Ocna Sugatag and Moisei (5 projects each). However, comparable or even higher levels of investment
were also observed in localities that, to this day, have not been officially designated as tourist resorts.
For instance, Floresti, a rapidly urbanizing commune near Cluj-Napoca, registered 8 tourism-related
projects, while Tiha Bargaului (Bistrita-Nasaud) and Feleacu (Cluj) each recorded 7. Similarly,
Moldovenesti (Cluj) saw 6 funded projects, and Mesesenii de Jos (Salaj) and Prundu Bargaului (Bitrita-
Nasaud) each had 5. This suggests that while the presence of an existing or emerging tourist profile may
have encouraged applications, in many cases it was the local entrepreneurial initiative that drove
investments, regardless of formal classification.

The following major funding programme that supported rural tourism development in Romania
was implemented through two of the sub-measures of the 2014-2020 National Rural Development
Programme: Sub-measure 6.2 “Support for the creation of non-agricultural activities in rural areas” and
Sub-measure 6.4 “Investment in the creation and development of non-agricultural activities”. The
available data indicate that over 590 tourism accommodation projects were evaluated and selected across
the North-West Development Region. Out of these, more than 510 projects were explicitly aimed at the
creation of agritourism guesthouses. A total of 194 projects addressed locations from certified tourist
resorts, accounting for approximately 33% of all accommodation-related projects in the region.

The proportion of projects located in resorts, however, varied significantly between counties. In
Bihor County, for instance, 47% of the accommodation projects under sub-measures 6.2 and 6.4 were
from certified tourist resorts. In contrast, Cluj registered 33%, Bistrita-Nasaud — 29%, Maramures —
28%, Salaj — 11%, and Satu Mare only 4%. Among the projects located within resorts, 84% focused on
developing agrotourism guesthouses, while 11% were aimed at campgrounds. The remainder included
bungalows, recreational camps, and other types of tourist lodging.

Most certified rural resorts had up to six selected projects, with only a few exceptions. While in
Tinca, Oncesti, Botiza, and leud no such projects were recorded, more consistent investment was seen
in Poieni — 11 projects, Moisei and Bistrita Bargaului — 14 each, and Rodna — 15 projects (notably,
similar numbers were identified in several communes that do not currently hold resort status, e.g.
Livezile, in Bistrita-Nasaud, had 10 selected projects, Marisel, in Cluj, had 12, Célatele, also in Cluj,
and Copalnic-Manastur, in Maramures, had 15 projects each). Two resorts stood out as particularly
active entrepreneurial areas: Belis, with 27 accommodation-related projects, and S&nmartin which
recorded 32 such projects—by far the most in the region.

However, for this programme in particular, not all presented projects are reflected in the current
accommodation capacity, as the data do not capture just the finalized investments. Some contracts may
have been terminated before implementation, while others may have been delayed. Besides, in many
cases, the projects involved the partial conversion of private homes (e.g., transforming a single floor of
a house), which results in a limited number of bed-places, often below the threshold for inclusion in NIS
statistics. Additionally, numerous funded initiatives were small in scale, involving only two or three
rooms, which further contributes to the gap between the number of financed projects and the official
accommodation figures.

Based on data from the National Institute of Statistics, the accommodation capacity in guesthouses
in the certified tourist resorts of the region increased by 9,000 places between 2001 and 2023 (Fig. 5).
The most significant increase at the county level was recorded in Maramures and Bihor (around
3,300 bed-places each). However, at the local level, a substantial concentration of new guesthouses also
emerged in Sanmartin, driven by the continuous development of the Baile Felix — 1 Mai resorts (reaching



90 Magdalena Dragan, Gabriela Munteanu 12

an accommodation capacity of 2,100 bed-places in 2023), as well as in several LAUs located in
Maramures (Ocna Sugatag — 759, Borsa — 465, Moisei — 442 bed-places in 2023) and the Apuseni
Natural Park (e.g., Belis — 500, Nucet — 190, Pietroasa — 158 bed-places in 2023), among others.
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Fig. 5 — Accommodation capacity in guesthouses in the 56 resorts in the North-West Region.

Since 1991, the types of accommodation units have diversified, both in real life and in official
records. The NIS started to report on guesthouses in 2001, and on apartments for rent/apartments used
for short-term rentals (by using platforms such as AirBnB and booking.com for instance) in 2021,
acknowledging their increasing importance in the tourist accommodation landscape. We included the
latter in the “other accommodation types” category. The “other accommodation types” category used in
this analysis includes cabins, villas, bungalows, lodges, campsites, and short-term rentals. These types
of lodging are particularly attractive to younger travellers and independent tourists seeking unique, self-
catered experiences.

In 1991, some of these units (mostly villas and bungalows) were already present in certified tourist
resorts such as Sanmartin, Borsa, and Sangeorz-Bai. However, in other areas, particularly those that had
not yet been officially designated as tourist resorts, campsites and cabins were often the only available
form of accommodation. This was especially true in localities like Suncuius, Vadu Crisului, Sécuieu,
Maguri-Racatau, Bistrita Bargaului, or Livada, many of which would only later be granted resort status
(in some cases, more than 30 years later).

By 2010, in most of these emerging destinations, the role previously held by alternative units had
been partially taken over by guesthouses, especially in the Cluj County LAUs located in the Apuseni
Mountains (Poieni, Sacuieu, Maguri-Racatau), as well as in parts of Maramures (such as Moisei and
Salistea de Sus). Even so, these alternative units continued to maintain a significant share in mountain
resorts across Bihor County, including Suncuius, Vadu Crisului or Bratca, and in other locations such
as Madaras, Carei, Livada, and Vama. Many camping and youth camps dating back to the communist
period had ceased to function by 2010 (Court of Accounts, 2014), resulting in a record low of this
accommodation capacity in the certified resorts of Northern Transylvania (Fig. 6). The numbers
remained low until the NIS started recording short-term rentals in 2021. Since then, a three-fold increase
has been noticed in other types of accommodation category, resulting in the addition of around 6,000
bed-places to the accommodation capacity of the region.

By 2023, the share of accommodation capacity in “other accommodation types” had increased
significantly across a range of destinations, both urban and rural, from larger cities like Oradea and Baia
Mare, to smaller towns such as Borsa, Viseu de Sus, and Turda, as well as in LAUs containing spa
resorts and mountain resorts located in the Apuseni Mountains of both Cluj and Bihor counties (Fig. 7).
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Fig. 6 — Accommodation capacity in other types of accommodation units (including cabins,
bungalows etc.) in the 56 resorts of the North-West Region.

The evolution of accommodation types shows a clear shift from a centralized, hotel-based system
to a diverse and flexible tourism landscape. While the early 1990s were dominated by large, standardized
hotels, by 2023, the accommodation offers in the certified tourist resorts of Northern Transylvania had
diversified considerably. This evolution is very visible while comparing the maps for 1991, 2010 and
2023 —Figs. 2, 4, and 7).

In 1991, hotels were the dominant and almost exclusive form of tourist accommodation. They
were clustered primarily in well-known spa and mountain resorts such as Biile Felix, Borsa, and
Sangeorz-Bai. This reflects the legacy of the centralized tourism system of the communist era, where
state-run hotels were the norm. By 2010, the number of hotels had grown slightly, but their relative
dominance began to decline as new types of accommodation emerged. Hotels remained important in the
major resorts (however, many of the old hotels are now closed, while their role has been covered by new
ones, e.g. Baile Felix, Borsa), but in smaller or newly developing destinations, they began to be
complemented by guesthouses and other units. In 2023, hotels continued to play a significant role,
especially in larger or traditional resorts, but their proportional share has diminished as many tourists
have increasingly shifted towards smaller-scale and more flexible accommodation.

Guesthouses were virtually non-existent in 1991, not yet formalized or widely recognized as a
distinct accommodation type (in fact, the NIS started the time-series on guesthouses in 2001). With the
liberalization of the economy and the rise of rural and mountain tourism, guesthouses began to grow
rapidly and by 2010 had become an important component of the accommodation offer, in some cases
the only accommodation type in certified tourist resorts, in both Maramures (Sapanta, Oncesti, Botiza,
Ieud, Silistea de Sus, Moisei) and Cluj (Poieni, Sacuieu, Sancraiu, Margau, Ragca) counties. In 2023,
guesthouses were still prevalent and often dominant in many localities, particularly in areas also known
for rural or cultural tourism: Sapanta, Oncesti, Barsana, Ocna Sugatag, Silistea de Sus, Ieud, Rodna,
Belis and Sancraiu.

The rise of guesthouses and alternative units also reflects changing tourist preferences and the
development of authentic, community-based, and experience-driven tourism. Their rise reflects a shift
towards authentic, family-based tourism, emphasizing local culture and hospitality. They play a key role
in promoting sustainable tourism and supporting local economies.

By 2023, the transformation is even more pronounced (Fig. 7). Accommodation infrastructure is
now widespread across the region, due to the increasing number of certified tourist resorts, with most
counties hosting multiple active resorts. The once hotel-centric model has given way to a more balanced
mix of hotels, guesthouses, and a growing category of other accommodation types, such as cabins,
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chalets, boutique lodgings etc., and short-term rentals. Resorts like Ocna Sugatag, Viseu de Sus, and
Turda, which were more marginal in 1991, have now become significant destinations. Meanwhile,
established hubs like Sdnmartin (with the neighbouring Felix and Baile 1 Mai resorts and a total of
9,412 bed-places), or the Baia Mare-Baia Sprie (2,720 bed-places) and the Borsa-Viseu-Moisei clusters
(2,927 bed-places) have retained their prominence, while currently featuring more diverse
accommodation offers.

County-level developments reinforce this pattern. Bihor County has maintained its leadership role
in accommodation capacity, though its profile has evolved to include a broader range of lodging types.
Maramures has experienced some of the most dynamic growth, particularly in the development of
guesthouses and small-scale tourism infrastructure, signalling a strong shift towards community-based
and experiential tourism. Cluj County, while slower to develop in the early years, now shows a broad
distribution of accommodation types, reflecting its emerging role as both a cultural and wellness tourism
destination also outside the Cluj-Napoca destination. Bistrita-Nasaud and Satu Mare on the other hand
rely primarily on the development of single new important resorts, such as Colibita (765 bed-places in
Bistrita Bargaului, where Colibita is located, more than the well-known Sangeorz-Bai — 711 bed-places
in 2023) or Tasnad (617 bed-places). In Salaj, the development of tourist resorts remains modest and limited.
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Fig. 7 — Accommodation capacity in 2023 in the LAUs from Northern Transylvania containing tourist resorts.
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5. CONCLUSIONS

Tourism development in the North-West Region of Romania over the past three decades reflects
a clear trajectory of growth, diversification, and spatial redistribution. Although the evolution of
individual resorts, many of which were officially recognized at different moments in time, has followed
uneven paths, the overall trend indicates a very dynamic and adaptable regional tourism sector.

This adaptability is evident in both the structural transformation of the accommodation offer and
the increasing integration of local land administrative units (LAUs) into the tourism sector. By 2023,
approximately 60% of the region’s LAUs hosted at least one registered accommodation establishment,
a significant increase from the 20% of three decades earlier, an expansion that underscores the
development of tourism beyond the already established resorts.

Importantly, the region has gradually transitioned from a state-controlled, hotel-dominated model
to a diverse, flexible and inclusive tourism ecosystem that supports a wide range of visitor preferences.
The emergence of a large number of guesthouses diversified the accommodation offer, responding to
evolving visitor preferences, while capitalizing on various funding opportunities. International inspired
rural tourism associations and programmes such as SAPARD and the NRDP played an important role
in rural resorts, where tourism now contributes to the broader agenda of local economic diversification.

This ongoing development of tourism infrastructures, increased investments, and community
participation, all signal the consolidation of a more inclusive and regionally balanced tourism model.
Accommodation establishments in Northern Transylvania are no longer confined to a few traditional
resorts, but are increasingly distributed across different destinations, both urban and rural, large and
small, each contributing to the region’s growing importance as a tourist destination.

The focus of the present study strictly on certified tourist resorts may limit the overall
understanding of tourism dynamics in the North-West Region, as it excludes other important
destinations such as county centres (Bistrita, Satu Mare, Zaldu) and the regional centre, Cluj-Napoca,
which has a diverse tourism profile and significant accommodation demand linked to its university and
cultural life. Even within certified resorts, the analysis is constrained by the availability of official
statistics. Numerous holiday houses and privately rented properties in mountain areas are actively used
for tourism purposes, yet their accommodation capacity is not formally recorded, leading to a potential
underestimation of the actual scale of the tourism infrastructure.
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