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Abstract: This study offers, by an empirical analysis, another perspective on post-socialist develop-
ment, highlighting the role of the urban–rural interface in regional dynamics. The current literature
on the relationships between both issues is not too rich and our paper analyzes the relationships
between core cities, their peri-urban areas, and their regions, through a comparative overview of their
growth over the last three decades. Romania, as a special case study for a contradictory transition,
due to the great step from a drastic dictatorial regime to a democracy and a market economy, is a
good example to test these complex relationships. Considering the new development trend at the
urban–rural interfaces, our key idea was to depict their contribution to regional development (NUTS
3) compared to city cores. The second question was how this differentiated contribution can be
measured, using the simplest tool. The starting point was the fact that population dynamics reflect all
changes in the city core and at the urban–rural interface, and less so at a regional level. Consequently,
we selected the dynamics of the number of inhabitants for the first two, as well as the dynamics of
GDP per capita at the regional level. We found higher and significant correlations between GDP
per capita and urban–rural interfaces, but no significant correlations in the case of city cores. Our
conclusion is that, in the transition period, the dynamics of urban–rural interfaces influenced more
regional development dynamics, than those of city cores. This means that urban–rural interfaces
amplify the development coming from cities, adding their own contribution and then dissipating
it regionally. Future research should identify what the urban–rural interface offers to regions, in
addition to the city core.

Keywords: urban–rural relationships; regional development; suburbanization

1. Introduction

Forecasts regarding the growth of the world’s urban population show that it will
reach 68 per cent of the total world population by 2050 [1], which means that urban–
rural interfaces will continue to develop at least at the same rate as urban population,
both spatially and demographically. The rural exodus that has mostly characterized the
last century has determined the growth of urban population. The latter, becoming more
demanding with the urban conditions influencing quality of life, moved to suburban and
peri-urban areas [2]. Despite the geographical reality, the world literature continues to
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approach the city and village separately, without taking into account the relations between
them; the urban–rural relationship is still poorly described [3] or insufficiently addressed,
at least at the level of the urban–rural interface [4].

The city, under human pressure and the impact of increasing population demands,
needs space and resources and its most convenient partner is the nearby rural area [5].
The rural area, on the other hand, is in a big dilemma regarding its choices. On the one
hand, it needs financial resources, investments, and infrastructure improvement, including
housing; on the other hand (although less often acknowledged), excessive development
may lead to negative effects on the quality of life [6], including the loss of its identity [7].
Because the modernization of services and infrastructure is more attractive than preserving
local specificity, rural areas usually prefer the first strategy, transforming themselves almost
completely [8].

Most often, studies are limited only to strict analyses of the relations between the city
itself (core city) and the surrounding rural area, revealing, on the one hand, the multitude
of mutual flows of population, resources, material goods, services, and information [9]
and, on the other hand, illustrating the environmental interactions between urban and
rural areas [10]. Examining the complex relationship of peri-urban, urban, and agricultural
rural areas, Brinkley [11] makes an interesting analogy between coral reef roughness and
the configuration of city perimeters, showing the difference in the process of urban–rural
integration of high roughness. In parallel with the development and implementation of the
smart city concept, there are some concerns drawing attention to the fact that this type of
city cannot function in isolation from its environment, requiring the almost simultaneous
development of an intelligent urban–rural interface [12].

The key question in our research is the following: is it possible to analyze and identify
the role of the urban–rural interface in regional development, at an NUTS3 level, using
only two relevant indicators? The proposed indicators are the population dynamics of
the core city and the urban–rural interface, on the one hand, and the GDP/inhabitant
dynamics at the regional level, on the other hand. Our approach, relatively simple and
empirical, falls within what Wu et al. [13] demonstrated, by defining the rural–urban inter-
face, as an interesting analysis framework for the interaction between urban and regional
economies, as well as the relationship between environmental and resource economies.
The NUTS (Nomenclature of territorial units for statistics) classification is used by Euro-
stat as a hierarchical system for dividing the European territory, with NUTS3 referring
to sub-regional units, which have administrative status in some countries—for example,
Italian provinces.

The spatial projection of the city–countryside relationship can be found in different
concepts, such as the urban–rural interface, suburban, peri-urban, urban sprawl, area of
influence, etc. [14,15]. All these spatially designed concepts intersect epistemologically,
without totally overlapping, while expressing, in different forms, the accelerated dynamics
of this highly complex space [16]. At the same time, it is demonstrated that an urban–rural
continuum can be defined between the city and its surrounding area [17,18], from the
viewpoint of decreasing intensity of flows, landscape fragmentation, and as a space where
segments, such as the urban–rural interface, can be individualized [18].

An important aspect of analyzing the urban–rural interface brings into debate the
relationship between the concepts of urbanity and rurality [19], which shows the complex
behaviors of communities and their inhabitants [20], in addition to the complex structure
and functionality of this interface. For example, “a place-oriented approach” is defined in
the study of urban–rural relations, showing the importance of individual decisions made
by those who are emotionally connected to the place [20].

Hiner [21], as a synthesis of the above, considers that the rural–urban interface has two
categories of elements, as follows: the first represents the place with all its characteristics,
while the second is the social–political environment. In addition to these, the new cleavage
that appeared between urban and rural, in relation to the tolerance towards the progressive
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values promoted by the city [22], calls for a permanent update of urban and regional
development policies.

The extremely diverse approaches to the extent, characteristics, and dynamics of
urban–rural interfaces seem to have less importance than the impact that the latter can
have on intra-regional development and governance, implicitly on rural economies and
societies [23]. Noting that there are few studies focused on the rural hinterland of small
towns in relation to that of large cities, Bowen and Webber [24] reveal the former’s disregard
in regional policies, which leads to the marginalization of rural areas and their disconnection
from development processes.

In cohesive regional development policies, place identity plays an important role,
which is stronger at the periphery of the urban–rural interface, in rural areas, as shown by
the study undertaken by Belanche et al. [25]. This study focuses on the comparison of rural
and urban dwellers regarding place attachment, but also provides an important argument
for in-depth research on the interface between the two environments. Such an analysis
could lead to the detection of the mechanisms of the loss of local identity, including their
perennial values [26].

An interesting distinction is made by Pryor [27] regarding the use of the terms ‘urban–
rural fringe’ and ‘rural–urban fringe’, in relation to the average house density. In the first
case, housing density is above average, while in the second case, it is below average [28].
Vaz and Nijkamp [29] noted that “the impacts of the rate of growth of different cities in the
same region, and the resulting impacts on urban sprawl given their regional interactions,
have not yet been explored. Land-use comparison at multiple points in time by means of
regional land use inventories could enable us to make a better assessment of these urban
interactions”. Other authors go further in search of the city’s identity and its relationships
with the environment throughout history, resorting to archaeological methods [30].

After 2000, numerous scientific works developed the concept of the smart city, trying
to more clearly define the compatibility between the high rates of urbanization and the
associated environmental challenges [31]. At the same time, some researchers have noticed
the excessive attention paid to the smart city, neglecting their supporting space, concluding
that its development requires an equally intelligent urban–rural interface. At this stage,
it is important to stress that, from an ecological standpoint, urban fringes [32] and, by
extension, the urban–rural interference area are ecotone areas and are, thus, responsible for
the dynamics and even productivity of the two systems they separate [33], hence their role
as a supporting space for the city. The integrated analysis of the smart development of the
city and its urban–rural interface allows for the subsequent definition of the main drivers
for the diffusion of the new type of development at the regional level [12].

In the context of a complex structure of these urban–rural interfaces, we also took
into consideration small towns located in peri-urban areas, revealing, where appropriate,
their rapid growth and gradual integration into metropolitan areas [34]. After 2000 and
the accession of Romania to the European Union, the generalized rural–urban exodus
from the communist period, which continued in the first part of the transition to a market
economy, was replaced by the opposite phenomenon (an urban–rural shift), noticed earlier
in developed countries. This change was to the economic benefit of rural areas in the hin-
terland of large and medium-sized cities, which took advantage of the easy access to urban
services [35] and the relocation of some urban production or logistic activities [36]. For a
stronger cohesion between cities and the region, urban–rural interfaces have a significant
role in accelerating the mitigation of territorial imbalances, as Korcelli-Olejniczak [37] em-
phasized, by analyzing the complexity of relations between the city and region, proposing
the concept of an “urban–rural region”.

2. Materials and Methods

Romania is located in Eastern Europe, at the eastern border of the European Union.
Its administrative structure includes 41 counties and Bucharest, the capital city (Figure 1).
The territorial development policy in the communist period was based on the extensive
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industrialization and control of the settlement system [38]. The housing policies, lack of
private property and land market, as well as the centralized planning system are elements
that explain why, during the communist period, there was no real process of suburbaniza-
tion, as witnessed in all former socialist countries [39–41]. The peculiarities of Romania
emerge from the impact of certain legislative measures adopted during the Communist era,
as follows:

• The restrictions imposed on immigration in cities with over 100,000 inhabitants;
• The definition of smaller buildable perimeters than actual built-up areas, through the

law on systematization (spatial planning);
• The obligation of higher education graduates to carry out internships in other settle-

ments than the big cities;
• Priority given to some mega-projects over the definition and functionality of urban–

rural interfaces, which would have reduced the city–countryside discontinuities.
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Figure 1. Romanian regions (NUTS 3) and their population dynamics (1992–2022).

These peculiarities make Romania an interesting territory for analyzing the urban–
rural interface and justify its selection as a case study. At the same time, these inherited
considerations from the communist period, added to the late reaction of local authorities in
terms of urban planning in the years after the fall of communism, explain why uncontrolled
suburbanization in Romania has become a feature of the urban–rural landscape [42].

Despite the urban development and regeneration processes in big cities, the growth
was stronger at the level of urban–rural interfaces. The new dimensions of suburbanization
and the revitalization of nearby peri-urban villages were the effect of the shrinking of
large cities and a relatively sudden change in the direction of migration from rural–urban
to urban–rural [43]. Under these conditions, even if the big cities remained the main
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engines of urban development, the spectacular growth of urban–rural interfaces should be
highlighted [44]—see Figure 2.
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The impact of this growth on regional development is of great interest; because of the
transition to a market economy, territorial gaps at the regional level have increased a lot,
compared to the communist period. For example, the GDP per inhabitant ratio between the
wealthiest and poorest region was about 1.8 in 1994 (Bucharest and Giurgiu), increasing to
4.5 in 2020 (Bucharest and Olt). In other words, throughout the transition period, regional
development policies were aimed at increasing the macro-regional role of competitive
regions acting as development engines, but less focused on achieving regional convergence
from an economic, infrastructural, social, and cultural point of view.

Our main working hypotheses are as follows: (a) regional GDP growth is determined
more so by the process of population concentration in urban centers than exurbanization;
(b) the dynamics of population at the urban–rural interface certifies its role as a relay in
amplifying urban impulses to the entire region; and (c) the more pronounced dynamics
of population at the urban–rural interface justifies the phrasing of distinct policies, in the
effort to reduce intra-regional gaps.

The inconsistency of data and information for a comparative analysis of the potential
impact of urban–rural interfaces on various regions led us to resort to the two indicators
mentioned in the previous section—the dynamics of the number of inhabitants of the
city and of the urban–rural interface, respectively, and the GDP per inhabitant for each
region. All these data, provided by the National Institute of Statistics, have been processed
and correlated with other data and information provided by some local statistics and
specialized publications.
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We have chosen to study the dynamics of the number of inhabitants, since, if the
population of a city and the urban–rural interface is continuously increasing, this means
that the two entities are attractive and their development is reflected in the influence and
development of the region. The territorial extension of regions is compatible with the
impact that cities and their urban–rural interface can have, illustrating the relevance of
analyzing the cause–effect relationship between the dynamics of the two entities (Figure 3).
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To demonstrate the impact of urban–rural interaction at the regional level, we selected
all the cities with over 50,000 inhabitants, considered to be capable of shaping such a
functional interface, and analyzed them in the context of the regions of the mentioned level.
As mentioned by Rodríguez-Pose ([45], pp. 1025–1026), These nodes of human activity tend
to coincide with relatively large cities or with systems of medium-sized cities in close geographical
proximity, that articulate the economic and social developments of suburban, periurban, and rural
hinterlands. This interaction between an urban core and its semi-urban and rural hinterland is the
essence of the city-region.

Considering the disruptive effect that the inclusion of Bucharest and its urban–rural
interface, represented by the Ilfov County (both NUTS 3), introduces into such an analysis,
we resorted to their elimination. At the same time, we found out that, among all regions
of the country, the Harghita and Teleorman counties do not have any cities with more
than 50,000 inhabitants and their inclusion in the analysis of GDP per inhabitant dynamics
would not have made sense. Therefore, out of the 42 regions, 38 were analyzed, all having
at least one medium-sized city, capable of having an urban–rural interface that is significant
in detecting its impact at a regional level (see Figure 2). Except for three regions (Hune-
doara, Sibiu, and Vaslui), all others have only one large or medium-sized city with over
50,000 inhabitants.

The urban–rural interface of each large and medium-sized city was determined by
merging all LAU-type administrative units in a direct relationship with the respective cities
that marked population increases. LAU refers to local administrative units, usually the
lowest level of local administration—the municipalities and commune—in a European
country. In the process of individualizing the urban–rural interface, the value of the rural
development index, determined by D. Sandu [46], recorded by the communes adjacent
to the selected cities, was also considered. We must mention that the process of rural
depopulation in all regions of Romania was very accentuated after the collapse of the
communist system, except for communes near large cities and some medium-sized cities.

To capture the general dynamics of the number of inhabitants of the urban–rural
interface, and of GDP per inhabitant, we selected population data from the National
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Institute of Statistics online database (for the 1st of January 1992, 2002, 2022), considered
significant for the analyzed period (1992–2022), as well as available regional GDP data.
Regarding the latter, in two situations we resorted to the use of other reference years for
GDP—1994 instead of 1992 and 2020 instead of 2022.

In measuring the impact of the urban–rural interface on the region, we used the
Pearson correlation coefficient to test the existence of a relationship between population
growth within the urban–rural interface and the level of regional development. The
large differences between the values of indicators made us use logarithmic values, which
are more relevant for graphical illustration. We have associated empirical analyses and
observations on current differentiations between the uneven growth of cities and their
urban–rural interfaces to the collected and processed data.

3. Results
3.1. The Ratio between City Growth and Urban–Rural Interface Growth

The comparative analysis of the population dynamics of cities and their urban–rural
interfaces highlights some relevant findings, which can be observed in Table 1. Between the
two periods, a major difference is observed, closely linked to the dominant socio-economic
development processes of the rapid transition period from a planned economy to a market
economy, characterized by new conditions generated by new reforms, but also to changes
in the population’s behavior.

Table 1. Ratio between city core and urban–rural interface population.

Region
City Core/Urban–Rural Interface (Population Comparison)

1992 2002 2022

Alba 1.22 1.23 1.22
Arges 1.40 1.40 1.15
Arad 1.83 1,73 1.42
Bacău 2.22 2.27 1.89
Bihor 3.94 4.10 2.75

Bistrit,a-Năsăud 2.53 2.44 2.64
Brăila 7.23 7.45 6.03

Botos, ani 4.53 4.74 3.66
Bras, ov 1.99 1.82 1.42
Buzău 3.12 3.18 2.48
Cluj 4.12 4.48 2.63

Călăras, i 5.08 4.83 4.36
Caras, -Severin 2.70 2.76 2.50

Constant,a 2.78 2.38 1.69
Covasna 4.20 4.13 3.03

Dâmbovit,a 2.66 2.67 2.18
Dolj 4.33 4.77 4.23
Gorj 2.36 2.40 2.45

Galat, i 6.31 6.40 5.37
Giurgiu 4.92 5.32 5.00

Hunedoara 3.47 3.45 3.14
Ialomit,a 1.51 1.53 1.87

Ias, i 2.85 2.87 2.14
Mehedint, i 6.78 6.75 5.54

Maramures, 3.41 3.58 2.91
Mures, 4.39 4.23 2.77
Neamt, 3.75 3.71 3.17

Olt 3.77 4.14 4.18
Prahova 1.51 1.51 1.28

Sibiu 1.85 1.81 1.41
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Table 1. Cont.

Region
City Core/Urban–Rural Interface (Population Comparison)

1992 2002 2022

Sălaj 3.36 3.45 3.07
Satu Mare 2.83 2.87 2.08
Suceava 2.92 2.87 2.19
Tulcea 4.64 4.81 4.17
Timis, 3.97 3.84 2.02
Vâlcea 4.46 4.66 3.70

Vrancea 3.35 3.14 2.68
Vaslui 3.82 3.85 5.04

The ratio between the population of the polarizing city and the population of urban–
rural interfaces illustrates a clear stability in the first decade of transition, its values os-
cillating in 2002 around those recorded at the beginning of transition. The big change
takes place after Romania’s integration into the Euro-Atlantic structures, when the effects
of the adopted reforms can be seen in the Romanian economy, as the restrictions on the
movement of people and goods at a European level were eliminated and foreign capital,
alongside domestic capital, was invested at a national level, but differentiated within the
territory. This differentiation emerges from the values recorded using the analyzed ratio
between the years 2002 and 2022. While this second period covers two decades, the change
is fundamental and in the opposite direction to that of the previous period.

Synthetically, the different dynamics of cities in relation to their urban–rural interface
can be observed by analyzing the values registered in 1992 and 2022 (Figure 4). In relation
to the values ranked in 1992, it is found that the dynamics of this ratio in 2022 are extremely
different, against the general background of a stronger growth in the number of inhabitants
at the urban–rural interfaces, compared to their respective cities. This means that exurban-
ization was and is present as an important feature of settlement systems centered on large
and medium-sized cities.
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Overall, there are seven positive anomalies defined by the cases where the population
dynamics of the cities exceeded that of the urban–rural interfaces at a regional level, with
only four cases where the ratio registers much lower values in 2022 than in 1992.

3.2. National GDP Dynamics Maintaining the Regional Hierarchy

The dynamics of GDP per inhabitant showed a significant increase, especially since
2007, after the accession of Romania to the European Union (see Table 2). The growth was
exponential, with a strong disruption generated by the economic–financial crisis from 2010
to 2012, with an extension until 2016, and another smaller disruption generated by the
COVID-19 pandemic. The positive trajectory is also reflected in the dynamics of GDP per
capita at the regional level. For the latter, we selected data close to the main population
censuses, in 1994, 2002, and 2020, which we found relevant for testing our hypotheses,
regarding the possible impact of urban–rural interfaces on regional development.

Table 2. Dynamics of GDP per capita in Romania (1990–2022).

1990 2000 2003 2006 2008 2010 2015 2022

GDP per capita 1681 1660 2679 5758 10,435 8400 8977 15,076

Source: World Development Indicators database, World Bank, 2023.

Since the differences between the GDP per capita values in the analyzed interval are
considerable, we used their logarithm for their graphical representation (Figure 5). In
relation to the hierarchy in 1994, we observed the changes in the hierarchies and intensity
of the development of each region.
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Figure 5. GDP (log) variation by regions: 1994, 2002, and 2020.

It can be observed that, in 1994, there were no clear differences between the regions. In
2002, the regional distribution of values showcases the regular tendency of some regions to
be clearly differentiated from others. The comparison of the general distribution between
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the years 2002 and 2022 shows that, overall, the GDP growth was generalized and the gaps
between regions observed in 2002 were maintained.

3.3. The Differential Correlation of GDP per Capita between Cities and Urban–Rural Interfaces, at
the Regional Level

The analysis of these correlations in these three important moments throughout the
post-socialist period reveals a differentiated increase in values starting from 1992. Thus, the
value of Pearson’s coefficient is lower for the correlation between GDP per capita and the
population of cities, compared to the one between GDP per capita and the population of
urban–rural interfaces (Table 3).

Table 3. Pearson’s correlation between GDP per capita with city core and urban–rural interface population.

Population (1992)/GDP per
Capita (1994)

Population (2002)/GDP per
Capita (2002)

Population (2022)/GDP per
Capita (2020)

City core 0.497 0.509 0.540
Urban–rural interface 0.641 0.670 0.709

To demonstrate the differences, we selected only the values from the first and the latest
available years. Thus, for the evolution of the correlation coefficient between GDP per
capita and the number of inhabitants of the city, we selected only the years 1992 and 2022,
revealing some increases in this connection, which are not strong in terms of statistical
significance (R2), however.

As shown in Figures 6 and 7, the R2 values are close, but both have a low statistical
significance, which means that the growth of GDP per capita depended very little on the
growth of the population of cities, but probably stronger on their economy.
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Figure 6. Correlation between GDP per capita (1994) and city core population (1992), by regions.
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Figure 7. Correlation between GDP per capita (2020) and city core population (2022), by regions.

Following the same logic of the approach, we wanted to observe if this relationship is
maintained at the same level of statistical significance between the number of inhabitants
at the urban–rural interface and the level of GDP per capita, for the same reference years
(Figures 8 and 9).
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by regions.

Two findings are noted, as follows: (a) the level of correlation is different, in terms
of significance, for the two moments analyzed, respectively, 1992 (1994) and 2022 (2020);
and (b) there is a stronger statistical significance between the urban–rural interface and
GDP per capita at the regional level, than in the case of the possible relationship with the
core city.

4. Discussion

The obtained results allow for a detailed analysis of the relationship between urban
and regional development in the post-socialist development of a country like Romania. The
result of the balanced development policy during the socialist period revealed a relatively
stable regional hierarchy of the territorial distribution of GDP per capita. Three decades
after the collapse of the communist regime, there is a rearrangement of the territorial
economy, in relation to the natural potential for regional development.

4.1. An Overview on the Comparative Ratio between the Population of City Core and Urban–Rural
Interface at the Regional Level

The post-socialist evolution determined a change in the meaning of migration from
rural–urban to urban–rural, accompanied by the resumption of economic growth in cities
and their surroundings [42]. This led us to the idea that there is also a different dynamic of
the ratio between the population of the city and the population of its urban–rural interface.

Analyzing this ratio at the level of regions with at least one city of over 50,000 inhab-
itants, different values can be distinguished in the transition period prior to Romania’s
accession to the Euro-Atlantic structures (1990–2002), compared to the post-socialist de-
velopment period (2002–2022). The inertia of previous urban growth processes based on
rural input continued in the first decade, resulting in a continuation of population growth
in large and medium-sized cities, at the expense of peri-urban areas. Thus, in 2002, in
63% of the regions, cities in the mentioned categories continued to grow compared to
their urban–rural interfaces. The highest values were found in the regions of Cluj, Bihor,
Botos, ani, Vâlcea, and Galat, i, and the lowest values were found in some highly developed
urban areas such as Bras, ov and Constant,a, which have been declared National Growth
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Poles during the 2007–2013 EU programming period and have benefitted from a larger
allocation of structural funds within their metropolitan area, in comparison to other cities.

The period from 2002 to 2022 was marked by a drastic reduction in the ratio between
the core city and its urban–rural interface in almost all regions of the country, but especially
in those regions where large cities are predominant (Cluj, Bihor, Timis, , Galat, i, Botos, ani, and
Mures, ). The regions that witnessed an increase in the ratio between the city’s population
and the urban–rural interface are among the poorest in the country (Vaslui, Ialomit,a, Bistrit,a-
Năsăud, and Olt). In the case of the Vaslui region, the cities Vaslui (first and foremost)
and Bârlad had a spectacular increase in their population through external migration
(population from the Republic of Moldova, who obtained dual citizenship and preferred
moving to these two cities due to the lower real estate costs).

4.2. Testing the Working Hypotheses

Our study answered a question related to the possibility that, by only analyzing the
population dynamics in the urban–rural interface of large and medium-sized cities, we can
make a direct connection with the dynamics of territorial development processes, measured
only by GDP per capita. We answer this question by testing the working hypotheses,
phrased in Section 2.

H1. Regional GDP Growth Is Determined More by the Process of Population Concentration in
Urban Centers than by Exurbanization

The comparative analysis of correlations between the population of cities generating
active urban–rural interfaces and GDP per capita at the regional level shows that their
statistical significance is very low, which leads us to the idea that this indicator is not
relevant for explaining regional differences. Even if R2 increases slightly in the analyzed
interval, from 0.2466 (1992/1994) to 0.2913 (2022/2020), its values do not place it among the
direct drivers of the growth of GDP per capita. Certainly, in this case, economic indicators
better highlight the contribution of large and medium-sized cities to the regional GDP.

In the period from 1990 to 2002, cities continued to concentrate part of internal rural–
urban migrations, but their differentiated evolution did not influence the radical change
of the hierarchical configuration of GDP per capita. However, the decrease in the ratio
between their population and the population of urban–rural interfaces in the following
period emphasized the increase in GDP per capita, widening regional gaps.

The correlations between the population of urban–rural interfaces and GDP per capita
did not have significant values for the years 1992/1994 and 2002. However, in the last
reference year (2022/2020), the correlation was significant, with an R2 of 0.502. This means
that there is a much stronger relationship between population dynamics at urban–rural
interfaces and GDP per capita growth than the one generated by the concentration of
population in generating cities. At the same time, this finding confirms the fact that,
unlike other suburbanization processes in Eastern Europe [47], this process was delayed in
Romania by at least a decade. Therefore, in a nutshell, the first hypothesis is not verified.

H2. The Population Dynamics in the Urban–Rural Interface Certify Its Role as a Relay in the
Amplification of Urban Impulses to the Entire Region

Given that we globally accept a certain relation between the urban–rural interface
and regional development, as measured by GDP per capita, and that this interface has
developed progressively as the city has delocalized some of its activities, we can anticipate
that this has the role of amplifying the development from big/medium cities to small
ones, especially to the rural areas and then at the level of the entire region [48]. Our
case studies, previously carried out in communes from urban–rural interfaces, confirm
their role as relays in the diffusion of services and goods from the city to the periphery
of regions [36]. Thus, accessibility from the rural areas to a job in the settlements of this
interface is preferable to some offered by the city core. This is the case of settlements in the
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urban–rural interface belonging to large cities such as Timis, ora (Giarmata) or Cluj-Napoca
(Flores, ti), which experienced a spectacular increase in the number of inhabitants, but also
a special economic development. Most of the labor force in these communes prefers to
work in the nearby city, which offers them more consistent wages. The deficit in the local
economy is filled by the surplus of rural areas. The conclusion is that this transitional space
acts as a relay in transmitting “development” to the regional peripheries, confirming our
initial hypothesis.

H3. The More Pronounced Dynamics of the Population in the Urban–Rural Interface Justifies the
Definition of Distinct Policies in the Effort to Reduce Regional Gaps

Disregarded in territorial development policies for a long time or treated as an annex
to the development of the city, providing it with space for expansion and a “bedroom” for
the urban workforce, the urban–rural interface deserves to be treated as a territorial system
in the process of consolidating its identity. Emphasizing its role in regional development
cannot be a chaotic process, but one that should have adequate planning, ensuring the
necessary levers to reduce intra-regional gaps and establish a real spatial justice for the
peripheries, which are usually neglected in the development processes of each region.

As part of a whole, regional development policies pay special attention to metropolitan
areas, including the urban–rural interface [49]. Regarding the flows generated by the city
and their concentration in certain points within the territory, the urban–rural interface
should benefit from distinct policies. These policies must address some issues concerning
the original identity of places, fragmentarily preserved until now, creating a specific identity
for the urban–rural interface.

For the current and future research on these issues, emphasis could be placed on
providing answers for the following two key questions: does the urban–rural interface
make a greater contribution to regional development than the city that generates it? If so,
what does the urban–rural interface offer, in addition to the city core?

5. Conclusions

The human and economic potential of the urban–rural interface, which depends
largely on the urban center around which it takes shape and the various resources used
by it, contributes to the dimensioning of territorial flows at the regional level. Our study,
starting from the complexity of relations between this space and the urban and regional
ones, demonstrates that there is a relationship between the population dynamics of urban–
rural interfaces and the dynamics of GDP per capita, as the most convenient indicator of
regional development.

A country in transition from a centralized to a market economy, such as Romania,
offers a framework for the correlative analysis of the dynamics of these simple indicators,
while also highlighting several particularities for post-communist development, outlined
in the following two stages: one of deep reforms and the other focused on consolidating
the market economy.

The population dynamics of the urban–rural interface are connected to the population
dynamics of the polarizing (core) city. In the first period, the city had an inertial course,
with a growing population, determined by the continuation of rural–urban migration from
the communist period, while the urban–rural interface underwent stagnation or slight
growth. In the second period, with the restructuring of urban economies, a phenomenon of
shrinking cities can be observed, while the urban–rural interface registers an almost explo-
sive growth. All this is evident from the analysis of the ratio between the city population
and the urban–rural interface in the two periods (1992/2002 and 2002/2022).

The correlations between the population of cities in the analyzed periods and the
recorded values of GDP per capita at the regional level are insignificant. However, the
correlation between the population of urban–rural interfaces and GDP per capita, at the end
of the analyzed interval, has a high degree of significance. As a result, regional development
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seems to be more strongly related to the process of exurbanization than to the concentration
of population in large and medium-sized cities.

Considering the role that the urban–rural interface has in the process of development
diffusion to rural areas, we suggest that, in correlation with urban and regional develop-
ment policies, this area deserves to have distinct policies that facilitate the fulfillment of its
relay role in the process of mitigating intra-regional discrepancies.

This study has certain limits related to the reductionist approach of complex rela-
tionships, but offers the possibility to continue the research by adding other indicators
considering the impact that urban–rural interfaces could have in the process of sustainable
regional development. These indicators could illustrate territorial dynamics related to
economic factors (employment rate), socio-demography (population decline and ageing),
land use changes (spatial extension of built-up areas), or infrastructure development.

To our knowledge, this is the first study which aims to distinguish between the role
of the city and that of its urban–rural interface in regional development, using only two
essential indicators (population dynamics and GDP per capita). We strongly believe that
our results should be compared to those in other post-socialist countries and consider
extending our research with colleagues from other Central-Eastern European countries,
in order to validate these results. Consequently, this study opens new research avenues
regarding possible comparative analyses considering other post-socialist countries, which
could aid in the development of tailored policies considering the common challenges faced
by Central-Eastern European countries.

For an unprecedented period, one of transition from the effects of communist ideology
on space structuring to a capitalist development through massive processes of privatization
and economic restructuring, we appreciate that the comparative analysis of the dynamics
of the relationship between urban shrinking and exurbanization, on the one hand, and the
evolution of GDP per capita at the regional level, on the other hand, can be encouraging for
the refinement of territorial development policies in general.
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