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Abstract: This paper examines sustainable tourism practices in Romania’s rural
communities through a case study approach. The research employs a combination of
document analysis to assess economic impacts, environmental conservation strategies, and
the socio-cultural transformations occurring in these regions. The selected case studies
reveal that local heritage, traditional knowledge, and abundant natural resources serve as
key catalysts for promoting tourism. However, challenges such as inadequate
infrastructure, limited stakeholder collaboration, and insufficient regulatory frameworks
continue to constrain the full potential of these initiatives. Based on these findings, the
paper advocates for enhanced policy support and, targeted capacity-building programs, to
secure the long-term resilience and sustainability of rural tourism in Romania.
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INTRODUCTION

Sustainable tourism is playing a growing role in rural development by striking a
balance between economic growth and environmental and cultural preservation. In
Romania, rural communities hold significant potential in this regard, offering rich local
heritage, traditional practices, and natural landscapes. As demand for responsible tourism
rises, understanding how these communities adopt sustainable practices is increasingly
important. While promising examples of community-led initiatives are evident, structural
challenges, such as fragmented stakeholder engagement, limited infrastructure, and
regulatory shortcomings, hinder broader implementation.

From a theoretical standpoint, the specialized literature on sustainable rural tourism
emphasizes community-based and heritage-led models that integrate the triple bottom
line—economic viability, environmental impact, and socio-cultural concerns - often
mediated through local small enterprises [3, 5, 8, 9, 10]. In the context of Romanian rural
tourism specifically, authenticity, craft preservation, and landscape conservation emerge as
key sources of competitive advantage for rural destinations [3, 4, 5].

This article advances the discourse by assembling a Romania-focused, multi-site
cross-case synthesis across six emblematic rural settings (Gura Raului, Sancraiu, Viscri,
Malancrav, the Mures Floodplain Natural Park, and the Via Transilvanica corridor) and by
incorporating post-2022 developments surrounding the Via Transilvanica route [7, 17, 18,
20]. Using systematic document analysis, we highlight common enablers and constraints
and translate them into policy- and capacity-building implications tailored to rural
communities.

This research aims to inform future policy and planning efforts by highlighting both
the achievements and constraints faced by rural communities as they strive to align tourism
development with sustainability objectives.

To guide the analysis, the study pursues three objectives:

(1) map the sustainable tourism practices adopted in the selected communities;

(2) evaluate their economic, environmental, and socio-cultural outcomes as
reported in recent sources;
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(3) identify enablers, barriers, and actionable recommendations to strengthen the
long-term sustainability of rural tourism in Romania.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This paper employs a case study approach grounded in structured document
analysis of Romania’s rural destinations. Case selection comprised Gura Raului (Sibiu
County), Sancraiu (Cluj County), Viscri (Brasov County), Malancrav (Sibiu County), the
Mures Floodplain Natural Park (Arad County), and the Via Transilvanica corridor linking
Putna Monastery (Suceava County) to Drobeta-Turnu Severin (Mehedinti County). We
analyzed peer-reviewed articles and scientific papers ([1]-[20]). Sources were analysed by
their economic, environmental, and socio-cultural focus.

RESEARCH RESULTS

The analysis of sustainable tourism practices in Romania's rural communities
reveals several noteworthy initiatives that have successfully integrated ecological, cultural,
and economic sustainability:

* Gura Raului, Sibiu County: This mountain village exemplifies best practices in
sustainable rural tourism [1, 3]. A study involving 360 tourists indicated that Gura Raului
is increasingly attractive to rural tourism enthusiasts, serving as a model for other mountain
villages in Romania [14]. The village's success stems from its commitment to maintaining
traditional architecture, promoting local crafts, and offering authentic culinary experiences.
Community involvement plays a crucial role, with residents actively participating in
tourism-related activities, ensuring that economic benefits are distributed locally.
Additionally, Gura Raului's proximity to natural attractions, such as the Gura Raului Dam,
enhances its appeal to eco-tourists seeking sustainable travel options [15].

* Séancraiu, Cluj County: This Transylvanian village has implemented
transformative rural tourism strategies contributing to sustainable development. The
community's efforts have been recognized for promoting local culture and traditions while
enhancing the quality of life for residents [8]. Key to Sancraiu's approach is the promotion
of local culture and traditions. The village offers eco-tourist workshops related to local
cultural heritage, such as traditional trades, wood carving, and embroidery, run by villagers
in collaboration with local leaders. These activities preserve cultural practices and diversify
residents' income sources [2, 19].

The success of Sancraiu's tourism model is further supported by a network of small
touristic units that cooperate locally while competing globally. This collaborative approach
enhances the village's competitiveness in the global tourism market [9].

*Via Transilvanica Trail: Inaugurated in October 2022, this 882-mile trail traverses
Romania from Putna Monastery in Bukovina to Drobeta-Turnu Severin by the Danube [17,
18, 20]. Designed for hiking, cycling, and horseback riding, it aims to promote ecotourism
and revitalize over 400 traditional communities that have been impacted by depopulation
and economic challenges [7]. The trail has provided new economic opportunities for
lesser-known cities, towns, and villages, offering a clear prospect of development. By
emphasizing environmental, social, and heritage values, Via Transilvanica contributes to
sustainable local development while preserving and nurturing heritage along its path [12].

* Viscri and Malancrav, Brasov and Sibiu Counties: These villages have benefited
from restoration projects initiated by the Prince of Wales. aimed to preserve the unique
way of life in these villages and promote sustainable tourism [4, 10]. Similarly, in
Malancrav, the restoration of the Apafi Manor by the Mihai Eminescu Trust has
contributed to the conservation of cultural heritage and the promotion of agro-tourism [6].
The restored guesthouses provide authentic experiences while supporting local economies.
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These initiatives have transformed the villages into popular tourist destinations, attracting
visitors interested in authentic cultural experiences. However, the influx of tourists has also
led to challenges, such as overcrowding and the need for infrastructure improvements to
accommodate increased visitation [11].

* Mures Floodplain Natural Park: Established in 2005, the park promotes eco-
tourism through activities such as guided canoe trips and bicycle rentals [5]. It also
emphasizes cultural preservation by protecting historical monasteries within its boundaries.
The park offers over 100 kilometers of eco-tourist routes accessible by bike, foot, or kayak,
providing opportunities for visitors to engage with the natural environment [13].
Additionally, the park features cultural attractions, such as the Hodos-Bodrog Monastery,
dating from 1177, and the Bezdin Monastery, dating from 1539, which are integrated into
the eco-tourism experience [16].

Despite these successes, challenges such as inadequate infrastructure, limited
stakeholder collaboration, and insufficient regulatory frameworks continue to constrain the
full potential of sustainable tourism initiatives in Romania's rural areas.

Overall, our cross-case findings align with prior studies that highlight community
participation, heritage valorization, and small-scale networking as principal drivers of
sustainable rural tourism in Romania [3, 8, 9, 10]. The route-based development potential
documented along Via Transilvanica is consistent with recent analyses and early
evaluations of traveler experiences and local effects [7, 17, 20] as well as emerging
perceptions captured among route users [18]. Our evidence of congestion pressures and
infrastructure needs in Viscri echoes heritage-tourism cautions raised in community-based
tourism work for the village [4, 10]), while the coupling of recreation with religious
heritage in the Mures Floodplain Natural Park parallels earlier research on religious-site
marketing and eco-tourism opportunities in Romania [5, 16]. The added value of this study
1s a unified synthesis spanning across heritage villages and a national long-distance trail,
coupled with clear policy and capacity-building implications drawn from the cross-case
perspective.

CONCLUSIONS

The integration of sustainable tourism practices in Romania’s rural communities
reflects both remarkable potential and persistent structural challenges. The case studies
analyzed—QGura Raului, Sancraiu, Via Transilvanica, Viscri and Mélancrav, and the Mures
Floodplain Natural Park—demonstrate a growing commitment to aligning tourism
development with environmental conservation, cultural preservation, and local economic
growth. These communities have leveraged their unique assets—be it Saxon architectural
heritage, traditional crafts, ecologically rich landscapes, or spiritual landmarks—to create
tourism models rooted in authenticity and sustainability.

Sustainable tourism in Romania’s rural communities demonstrates significant
potential to support local development, preserve cultural identity, and protect natural
environments. However, persistent challenges, such as weak infrastructure, insufficient
policy support, and fragmented stakeholder coordination, limit broader implementation. To
overcome these challenges and enhance the resilience of rural tourism, several strategic
directions are needed. First, national and regional policy frameworks must prioritize rural
tourism not only as a cultural and environmental goal, but as an economic development
tool. This includes funding programs, incentives for eco-certified businesses, and
investment in sustainable infrastructure. Second, capacity-building programs should be
expanded to strengthen the ability of local communities to manage tourism autonomously,
including digital marketing, customer service, and environmental monitoring.
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Ultimately, the future of sustainable tourism in Romania's rural regions hinges on
the balance between preserving local identity and adapting to global expectations. If
nurtured properly, these communities can serve as living laboratories of sustainable
development, offering both residents and visitors a model of how tourism can regenerate,
rather than exploit, the rural world.
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