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Abstract: There has been debate recently on how the population in traditional mining areas of Central and
Eastern Europe face precarity and marginalization. A spatial approach was employed in a Romanian context
using available statistical data on a south Carpathian area (i.e Gorj County), surveys and in-depth interviews
with residents in one of the rural communities of Gorj. Our findings highlight that a large number of rural
localities in this county are technically, economically, and socially underdeveloped. Many inhabitants face a
lack of financial resources and employment opportunities, which has led to the emigration of young people to
larger Romanian cities or to other countries. We conclude that in order to avoid a much deeper social and
spatial marginalization of local inhabitants, an integrated strategy is needed to target economic and social
development, investment in infrastructure and public services, the promotion of employment and training
opportunities, and to better integrate local culture and traditions into tourism.
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1. Introduction

Marginalization is a phenomenon that has received a lot of attention in recent years, both at
national and regional level [1-4]. Marginalization, an effect of economic [5] institutional and cultural
dynamics, is closely linked to phenomena such as poverty, social exclusion, segregation and
resilience [6-8]. Marginalization in mining areas is typical in post-mining societies, where the process
of mine closures gives rise to unemployment among local people as well as ecological problems
related to the mine neighborhood [9].

The aim of this study is to analyze how the lives of citizens in a Romanian traditional mining
area are affected by the process of mine closure as well as by other issues of infrastructure and
economic transition. As it is important for each community to identify and analyze the problems
faced by its members, we aim to diagnose the existing problems in the area of Gorj County
(southwestern Romania) and offer the most appropriate solutions in order to create a safe
environment which is favorable to development.

We followed three research objectives in order to fulfill the aim in this paper. The first objective
is to identify marginalized rural areas in Gorj County. Therefore, the main marginalized areas of the
area will be identified, based on several indicators such as the unemployment rate, the proportion of
young people, the proportion of elderly people in each commune and the level of accessibility to
various facilities such as water and central heating. Using this target, we will also be able to identify
the problems faced by the inhabitants of the respective communities. After analyzing and
interpreting the data, a top list of the most marginalized communes in Gorj County will be drawn
up.

The second objective is to identify the main factors of spatial marginalization in Stejari (a
marginal commune in Gorj County). In order to know whether this community is experiencing a high
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degree of marginalization, it is necessary to identify its spatial characteristics. Subsequently, we will
establish the problems existing in the area, which are triggered by a series of factors related to some
spatial indicators. Determining these factors can lead to the future adoption of optimal solutions that
will contribute to the improvement of living conditions in Stejari.

The third objective is to identify the main factors of social marginalization in the Stejari
commune. Thus, along with the problems caused by the spatial indicator, the community tends to
face social problems which are often triggered by spatial elements, but which can also be caused by
other factors. Therefore, in order to address or minimize the effects of social marginalization, it is
necessary to understand the risk factors underlying this phenomenon.

Our study contributes not only to the international literature on marginalized people at regional
and local levels [1, 6,7], but also to the specific literature on (post-)mining areas [9,10] by bringing
new insights into how the closure of mines brought a plethora of challenges to the local people.

The paper is structured as follows. The first part includes an analysis of the term marginalization
and other concepts such as social segregation, exclusion, inclusion, resilience, and vulnerability that
contribute to a better understanding of the whole study. In the second part, the methods and tools
used to achieve the proposed aims are presented. The third section of the paper is the analysis of the
study area in terms of spatial, demographic, and economic aspects. Then we present the results
section in which we show how the phenomenon of social and spatial marginalization unfolds in Gorj
County. Finally, some discussion is provided and conclusions are drawn.

2. Theoretical Background

The existing literature on marginalization presents this concept as a process of social exclusion,
following the experience of individual or collective depravation, both in terms of resources for a
decent living [11] and social connections [6]. Another important aspect of marginalization is the
economic, religious, social and political empowerment that a person can exercise in a society [12],
seen as worthless in the eyes of society [13]. Therefore, marginal areas and marginalized people are
usually seen as neglected and peripheral. Furthermore, people from these backgrounds are at risk of
being targeted by the bullying and threatening attitudes of the majority [14] and are disempowered
by the continuous erosion of any form of freedom. There are also debates about the link between
marginalization and social isolation, the latter being seen as an aspect of marginalization that refers
to a lack of social networks and limited access to various services and reduced social support [6, 15].

Dhavaleshwar and Swadi [7] speak of marginalized people as being similar to the idea of societal
separation, as a phenomenon whereby a minority or group is excluded and its needs and desires are
ignored. In his book Personality and Ideology , Peter Leonard [16] defines social marginalization as that
process by which an individual or group is outside the mainstream of social activity. He also divides
social marginalization into two categories, namely voluntary marginalization, which includes
members of certain religious sects or certain artists, and involuntary marginalization, which he
characterizes as individuals who are outside the mainstream of capitalist productive and
reproductive activity. In this respect, marginalization is treated as a dual phenomenon—on the one
hand, it can be up to an individual’s free choice whether they want to live marginalized and isolated,
and on the other there is the situation of those who struggle with society to break out of the confines
of marginalization [1].

The spatial dimension of marginalization cannot be separated from its other dimensions [17].
Consequently, socially, economically, and culturally marginalized groups are those living in
physically disadvantaged spaces [18]. It is often observed that economically and politically important
activities are concentrated in urban centers or areas of local interest, which benefit from a constant
influx of new material, financial, and human resources from the periphery. This results in the
phenomenon of spatial inequality, which is defined as the remoteness of a location that makes it
physically difficult for its inhabitants to participate in wider socioeconomic processes [19,20].

The concept of social exclusion is in tight connection to social marginalization and is not easily
defined. The principal theoretical difficulty is that exclusion is closely related to other concepts and
is frequently used to refer to phenomena that are similar in nature (e.g., poverty, inequality,
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inaccessibility). The meaning of one in relation to the other is context-dependent and frequently a
matter of debate [21,22]. Social exclusion has been broadly defined as the lack or denial of resources,
rights, goods and services and the inability to participate in the relationships and activities available
to the majority of people in a society [23]. It is an ongoing process involving the denial to certain
individuals or groups of the resources necessary for participation in certain social, economic and
political activities of society [24,25]. Social exclusion is defined by Razer [26] as a state in which
individuals or groups lack effective participation in the key activities or benefits of the society in
which they live. It is also important to recognize that there is a distinction between marginalization
and exclusion, with marginalization also encompassing feelings associated with that state [27]. To be
marginalized is to experience a sense of alienation and exclusion, which can result in feelings of being
an unvalued member of a community and a lack of perceived capacity to contribute to that
community [28].

A substantial body of research has demonstrated a robust correlation between social exclusion
and poverty [29-31]. The distinction between poverty and exclusion is not always clear, and there is
a debate as to whether one term is more appropriate than the other. Consequently, Fischer [32] posits
that the term “exclusion” may offer a more comprehensive framework for examining the underlying
dynamics that give rise to a state of disadvantage. He notes that different forms of exclusion may or
may not be related to actual lack of means (usually described as poverty), as people can be excluded
on the basis of race, age and gender.

In contrast, Sen [33] asserts that the distinction between poverty and exclusion is not clear-cut
and that the concept of social exclusion is essentially redundant. Consequently, exclusion and
poverty are mutually reinforcing, with each influencing the other. However, it is important to note
that exclusion is a consequence of poverty. A significant finding of this analysis is that the process of
social segregation is not equivalent to social marginalization [17]. Consequently, social segregation
represents an outcome or, alternatively, an element of marginalization. In the latter case,
marginalization encompasses a broader process that encompasses an active form of socioeconomic
segregation. Those living in marginalized areas are frequently excluded from the labor market,
unable to find work, often dependent on social assistance, and living in substandard housing [34].

On the other hand, the concept of social inclusion is also related to marginalization. It
encompasses a process of improving the conditions under which individuals and groups participate
in society. This process aims to enhance the capacity, opportunities and dignity of the disadvantaged,
thereby facilitating their integration into society [35]. In addition to social inclusion, which is an
important aspect in the detailed understanding of the term marginalization, an equally important
related factor is economic inclusion [36,37]. This refers to the equality of opportunity that all members
of society must have so that they can participate in the economic life of their country as employers,
entrepreneurs, consumers and citizens [38].

Following the phenomenon of marginalization, resilience and vulnerability emerge as other key
concepts. Resilience can be defined as the ability of individuals to restore their emotional balance,
overcome external barriers, adapt and develop personally in a harmonious way, despite unfavorable
circumstances and stress [39-41]. In the context of human systems, the intrinsic vulnerability resulting
from people’s internal characteristics is referred to as social vulnerability. This type of vulnerability
is determined by a number of factors, including the lack of access to resources, dependence on
resources, access to infrastructure, the quality of housing, and so forth [42]. Social vulnerability can
be divided into two distinct categories: individual vulnerability and collective vulnerability [43].
Individual vulnerability is contingent upon an individual’s social status within society, in addition
to their access to resources, their lifestyle, and their place of work. The collective vulnerability of a
geographical area or community is contingent upon the institutional structures with which that
group interacts [1, 26].

Messiou [44] questions the distinction between the experience of marginalization and its
recognition, noting that there is a subjective aspect to defining this term. Nevertheless, the author
poses an important question: if an individual does not recognize their own marginalization, how can
they be considered by others to be marginalized? Consequently, we may conclude that the status of
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marginalization is often a matter of individual choice, with the individual themselves being solely
responsible for their social and economic well-being.

Marginalization and the other processes it includes are frequently observed in rural areas, where
individuals confront a multitude of challenges that are not as prevalent in urban areas [45,46]. Rural
marginalization is most often associated with a number of factors, including geographical
remoteness, the predominance of the primary sector, insufficient infrastructure in terms of roads and
public services, population decline that often leads to the emigration of active groups, and an ageing
population. It is frequently the case that marginalized groups are located in border regions,
mountainous areas, areas situated a considerable distance from urban centers, or other
disadvantaged geographical regions. Such disadvantaged locations can give rise to economic and
sociocultural backwardness, characterized by low levels of education and culture [47,48].

In light of the aforementioned considerations, it has been demonstrated that the historical
trajectory of geographical discussions on marginalization has been markedly distinct. It is perhaps
not surprising that scholars in the discipline have long struggled and continue to do so with
developing a definition of marginalization that can cover phenomena at different socio-spatial scales.
Consequently, in many geographical definitions, there is a certain tension between a definition of
marginalized areas and descriptions of the phenomenon that refer to the insufficient integration and
vulnerability of people in these areas.

Given the numerous discussions surrounding the long-term sustainability of mining sites in
Eastern Europe [10] it is recommended that environmental sustainability and innovation practices be
implemented in post-mining areas [9]. Marginalization in mining areas is a pervasive phenomenon
in every region of Romania. However, there is a notable disparity between the regions in the east and
south of the country and those in the west. Furthermore, environmentalism could potentially give
rise to issues of nativism and protection for natural resources [49], although mono-industrial towns
could become ghost towns [50]. However, local populations are susceptible to displacement and
poverty, particularly in mining areas. Internal migration is observed in instances where individuals
relocate from economically disadvantaged regions to more affluent areas [51].

The Background Study for the National Strategy on Social Inclusion and Poverty Reduction [52]
indicates that the southern regions of Romania, specifically the counties of southern Muntenia and
Oltenia (Gorj and Mehedinti), are characterized by social exclusion, rural marginalization and a
relatively low degree of urbanization. The Bucharest-Ilfov region has the lowest incidence of
marginalization, with only 3% of the population living in relative poverty. In contrast, the Northeast,
Southeast and Southwest regions have the highest proportion of individuals at risk of poverty.
Another noteworthy observation is that Gorj County is situated within an area with a high risk of
poverty. The study confirm that the regions with the highest rural populations also exhibit the highest
risk of poverty.

As part of the study to substantiate the Gorj County Development Strategy [53], a questionnaire
was distributed to citizens to ascertain their views on reducing social exclusion. The respondents
expressed their opinions on the necessity of reducing the risk of social exclusion. A total of 95% of
respondents indicated that measures to combat marginalization were necessary, while the remaining
respondents believed that combating marginalization was not necessary. A similar proportion of
respondents expressed their opinion on the development of social services for people at risk of social
and spatial marginalization and exclusion. The questionnaire enabled the socioeconomic needs of the
population to be identified, including prioritization of the problems faced by the community that
should be addressed in the coming years. Furthermore, it was discovered that not all of the
population subject to this research are aware of the problems they face, nor are they willing to
participate in the changes that have occurred to improve their standard of living and reduce their
level of marginalization.

The Development Strategy of Gorj County indicates that combating social marginalization
resulted in expenses of over 65,000 lei (about 5500 euros) in 2014. By 2019, these expenses had
decreased to 30,100 lei. The education, health, and road systems were the main sectors that required
interventions to improve living conditions [53]. Consequently, the education infrastructure is
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confronted with outdated school utilities that are inadequate to the current system (heating mode,
sewage, waste collection and hygiene conditions), a lack of modern facilities, and a dearth of digital
devices among students, particularly in rural and marginalized communities.

In conclusion, marginalization has received scant attention in existing Romanian literature,
particularly in the southwest of Romania. In Gorj County, there are several written sources that attest
to the presence of a high level of marginalization. Some of the problems faced by the population are
mentioned, but no studies have been carried out yet to identify the source of these problems or, more
importantly, the consequences that these problems have on the lives of those in the areas concerned.

3. Materials and Methods

As the objectives of this paper are to identify marginalized rural areas in Gorj County and to
analyze the degree of social and spatial marginalization in Stejari (a peripheral commune in Gorj
County), our methodological focus is on identifying the factors and social indicators influencing
marginalization in Gorj and the Stejari community.

The initial methodological step was achieved by means of statistical data analysis and
cartographic analysis, which was derived from the creation of several maps. These maps
incorporated both spatial data and statistical data obtained from official statistics bodies [54,55]. The
latter was accessed in 2011, which represented the last important census to provide data on the living
conditions of the population. We also took into consideration the atlas “Marginalised communities
and the degree of poverty in the South-East region” [56] which analyzes marginalization through the
following criteria: human capital, declared employment, and housing conditions. In order to
determine and identify the most marginalized communes in Gorj County, we will refer to the three
criteria mentioned above and analyze the following indicators: the percentage of the population
considered elderly (over 65 years old) in each commune, the percentage of the young population
(under 20 years old) in each locality, and the unemployment rate in each locality, as well as the
proportion of dwellings that do not have a water supply, those that do not have a central heating
system and those that do not have a bathroom. The data was sourced from official sources, namely
the Romanian Institute for Statistics (INSSE). It was then exported to Microsoft Excel for organization
and importation into ArcMap, which was used to create all the requisite maps for the analysis.

In order to obtain information related to social and spatial marginalization in the Stejari
commune, a questionnaire was administered to a target group of 104 respondents. The questionnaire
focused on discussions related to the problems faced by the inhabitants of the Stejari commune in
their daily lives, comprising 25 questions pertaining to their way of life (see Appendix A). The initial
section of the questionnaire encompassed inquiries pertaining to the degree of satisfaction of the
residents with regard to various facets of the commune, including public services, educational and
health services. The subsequent section of the questionnaire pertained to the challenges confronting
the commune and their interrelations with neighboring localities. The concluding section of the
questionnaire encompassed demographic inquiries. Full consent and anonymization of survey
participants was provided. Once the data had been collected, the next step was to process and select
the valid answers in Microsoft Excel. This involved analyzing the various types of responses and
including them into thematic categories.

In order to obtain further insight into the spatial and social marginalization in the Stejari
commune, an interview was conducted. The interview primarily focused on the social life of the
commune, the way of life of the inhabitants, development projects in the commune and future
perspectives (see Appendix B). The interview was conducted with 12 individuals, primarily
municipal staff, including the deputy mayor, secretary, and local councilor; teachers at the Stejari
Secondary School; priests; and entrepreneurs. All survey participants and interviewees provided
their full consent and have been anonymized. The interviews were analyzed using Braun and Clark’s
[57] method. This involved first faithfully transcribing the interviews, then classifying them by
themes and thematic codes, and finally translating them into English.
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4. Study Area

Gorj County is situated in the southwestern region of Romania and encompasses nine cities, of
which two municipalities, Tg Jiu (population 78,553) and Motru (population 18,142), are of particular
note. It also comprises 61 communes and 411 villages, according to INSE (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Administrative-territorial framework and organization of Gorj County .

The 2021 census indicates that the population of Gorj County is 313,023 inhabitants, with a
density of approximately 60 inhabitants per square kilometer. In terms of spatial distribution, 136,877
individuals, representing 43.72% of the population, reside in urban areas, while 176,146 individuals,
or 56.28%, reside in rural areas. It is also noteworthy that over a 10-year period (2012-2022), the
county’s population decreased by 8%, or 27,007 people.

One crucial indicator for the analysis of human capital is the proportion of elderly individuals
(aged 65 and above) in each locality of Gorj County. In order to ensure the analysis is as
comprehensive as possible and to observe in detail how each commune has evolved, a map has been
produced for both 1992 and 2022. Consequently, in 1992, over half of all localities had over 11% of
elderly population of. In 30 years’ time, in the year 2022, the situation will have changed radically.
The number of communes with an elderly population exceeding 11% will be 70, with only two towns
having less than 11% of elderly people (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Share of the population over 65 years old, at the level of each locality in Gorj County, 1992
and 2022.
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The phenomenon of demographic ageing has increased in the last 30 years, not only in Gorj
County, but throughout the country. A number of factors, including the increase in life expectancy
and the decline in the birth rate, have contributed to this phenomenon. The migration of the elderly
population to rural areas in proximity to urban centers has been a significant contributing factor to
the observed increase in the elderly population in rural areas. For instance, the city of Targu-Jiu has
a lower proportion of elderly individuals than its neighboring municipalities. A high proportion of
the elderly population in a locality can result in marginalization and social exclusion, due to the
limitations imposed on this group and other members of the community with regard to their access
to various social and cultural activities.

A comparison of the population under the age of 20 with the total population (see Figure 3)
indicates that in 2011, the southern localities of the county had the highest proportion of the
population under the age of 20, despite the total population ranging from 1,331 to 3,715 inhabitants.
Conversely, the northern region of the county exhibits the lowest proportion of young people, despite
a higher overall population.
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Figure 3. Number of inhabitants and share of population under 20 years of age in the autonomous
communities of Gorj County in 2011.

Gorj County’s economy is characterized by two main sectors: agriculture and industry. The
extractive industry (coal, oil, natural gas), metal processing, machine building and food industry
represent the focus of the industrial sector. The economic development of Gorj County is inextricably
linked to the mining and energy sectors. Gorj County’s industry produces a number of finished
products, including electricity generated by two thermal power stations, one hydropower station and
one hydropower complex. Additionally, the county manufactures machinery, pressing and forging
tools, technical articles, and building materials. It is also home to various mining machinery factories
in Targu Jiu, Motru, Rovinari, and Balteni. In the rural economy, traditional crafts play an important
role, particularly in woodworking and textile processing, contributing to the diversification of
economic activities in the area [58].

A significant concern is the low proportion of municipal roads that have been upgraded, with
only 28.38% of such roads having undergone this process. Indeed, the infrastructure in Gorj County
is currently lacking a network of highways and expressways. Nevertheless, in 2020 work commenced
on the Craiova-Pitesti expressway, which has the potential to confer significant advantages upon the
region [53].

5. Results

Our results are framed around three elements. First, the focus of our research was on analyzing
the quantitative data and the social indicators for the Gorj county in order to identify specific
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marginalized spaces. Second, we selected major lines of marginalization from the survey applied to
Stejari community. Finally, some insights selected from the opinions of interviewees in Stejari lead
us to diagnoze the major social problems that this community has encountered in the last decades.

5.1. Identifying Marginalized Spaces Based on Social Indicators in Gorj County

The primary objective of this paper is to identify the municipalities in Gorj County that are most
marginalized. In order to achieve this objective, we have approached the issue of marginalization
from two distinct perspectives: employment and the economy, and living conditions. This is in
keeping with the demographic context presented above.

Unemployment is a highly representative indicator of the degree of marginalization of a locality.
By analyzing it, we can identify which municipalities in Gorj County have the highest proportion of
people declared as not having a job. At the county level, unemployment rates are relatively low, with
the national unemployment rate at the end of 2022 being 5.6%. Consequently, in Gorj County, more
than half of the localities have an unemployment rate of less than 2.6%. With the exception of
Polovragi, which has the highest unemployment rate of 8.7%, the municipalities in the south of the
county have an unemployment rate of over 3.6%. The municipalities in the southeast of the county
exhibit the highest unemployment rates, which are influenced by the lack of a strongly developed
urban pole in the area that would generate jobs. This is illustrated in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Unemployment rate and the number of unemployed people, at the level of each autonomous
unit of Gorj County, in 2022 (data source: http://statistici.insse.ro).

The development strategy of Gorj County [53] indicates that in 2019, the number of economic
agents in the county was 22,487, representing 1.1% of all economic agents in Romania. Consequently,
the majority of economic agents in the county are located in the cities of Targu-Jiu, Motru, Rovinari,
Targu-Carbunesti, Novaci and Bumbesti-Jiu. However, in the northern region of the county, there is
a relatively large number of economic agents. The number of firms and the turnover per capita
decrease from north to south. With the exception of a few localities, the south of the county is
relatively underdeveloped in terms of the local economy. The turnover per capita allows for the
identification of the most economically disadvantaged and most affluent territorial administrative
units (TAU) within the county. The lowest turnover per capita is observed in the southeast of the
county (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Map of the number of firms and turnover for each TAU in Gorj County.

The majority of construction activity in Gorj County is concentrated in the city of Targu Jiu, the
county seat, and in neighboring towns (see Figure 6). The period between 2002 and 2021 saw
considerable investment and construction activity in Gorj County. However, given the county’s
potential, which is based on its natural resources and skilled labor force, this activity has not been
fully exploited. The majority of building permits were issued in the city of Targu-Jiu. The localities in
the vicinity of the residence have registered a number of 16-29 building permits issued in 2022.
Analysis of the average habitable area per capita allows the identification of areas with large houses
and/or more depopulated areas. Consequently, the TAUs with a relatively small number of permits
and a considerable living area per capita are experiencing depopulation. Conversely, we observe that
the local authorities have a considerable number of authorized persons in 2022, yet a relatively small

average surface area per capita.
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Figure 6. Map of the average habitable area/capita and the number of building permits issued by each
locality in 2022.

In order to ascertain the living conditions in Gorj County, an analysis was conducted of the rate
of dwellings with water supply and central heating and those with bathrooms.
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In Gorj County, more than half of the communes are experiencing a lack of water supply. The
municipalities with a rate of households benefiting from this infrastructure of less than 22% are
primarily situated in the southeastern region of the county. A more favorable situation in terms of
access to the water network can be observed in the communes situated in proximity to the towns.
Some of these communes are situated at relatively short distances from the county seat, Targu-Jiu,
which has influenced the level of development of the commune.

Although Gorj County has significant coal resources, the proportion of households with central
heating is alarmingly low: in most communes, only 4.6% or even less of all households have central
heating. While there are communes throughout Gorj County with a low rate of dwellings with this
heating system, the most marginalized communes in this respect are located mainly in the southern
part of the county.

The indicator pertaining to the proportion of dwellings with a bathroom is a useful proxy for
analyzing living conditions in a given area. Consequently, at the county level, it can be observed that
for this indicator, higher values are recorded in the northern region than in the southern region. The
lowest percentages for this indicator are once again observed in the southeast of the county, where
less than 16% of all dwellings have a bathroom. Conversely, the communes situated in close
proximity to urban areas (see Figure 7) exhibit the lowest rates of compliance with this indicator.
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Figure 7. Percentage of dwellings with water supply, central heating and bathroom, at the level of
each of Gorj county, 2011 (data source: https://www.recensamantromania.ro/).

Analysis of the various indicators pertaining to housing conditions reveals a complex
interdependent relationship between them. The analysis reveals that the same municipalities are
consistently identified in the three indicators as having low values for the rate of dwellings with these
facilities. Consequently, a commune where the rate of dwellings with water supply, central heating,
and bathroom facilities is low can be considered to be marginalized in this regard. The absence of
access to these facilities can be attributed to the lack of material resources available to the inhabitants
and a lack of interest on the part of the institutions responsible, and can have significant implications
for the future development of the community.
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The indicators analyzed above indicate that several municipalities in Gorj County are facing
social and spatial marginalization. The remoteness of these areas from urban centers was a significant
contributing factor to the poor conditions observed. Consequently, localities in proximity to the cities
of Targu-Jiu, Motru, and Rovinari exhibit a higher prevalence of dwellings with water supply, central
heating, and bathroom facilities. Furthermore, the unemployment rate is higher in localities with
more challenging living conditions. Notably, the eastern region of the county has a higher
unemployment rate than the western region. Conversely, with regard to human capital, it can be
observed that localities with a high proportion of elderly individuals also exhibit the lowest
percentage of young people. The majority of these localities are situated in the vicinity of the cities of
Targu-Jiu, Targu-Carbunesti, and Rovinari. This indicates that the younger population is drawn to
the urban environment, where there are greater development opportunities, and thus migrates to
neighboring urban areas. In contrast, the elderly population tends to migrate from urban to rural
areas, which is reflected in the high values observed in the communes in the areas surrounding cities.

In addition to the aforementioned analysis, a matrix of the top 20 municipalities was constructed
based on six criteria: the highest percentage of elderly population, the lowest percentage of
population under 20, the unemployment rate, the water supply, the availability of central heating,
and the presence of bathroom facilities in the homes of residents. A municipality was awarded one
point if it was included in a ranking. This resulted in the identification of the municipalities that were
most marginalized in Gorj County (Figure 8).
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Figure 8. Spatial distribution of the most marginalized communes in Gorj County.

5.2. Surveying Local People in Stejari

The following section presents a case study of the Stejari commune, one of the most marginalized
communes of the county, also located on the outskirts of the county. This section presents the results
of a questionnaire administered to 104 inhabitants.

In terms of citizens’ satisfaction with the quality of life in the village, the highest scores were
given to shops, the church and cultural events in the area. Aspects such as public transport, safety,
sanitation, and street lighting received scores ranging from 2.43 to 2.31. The respondents indicated
the greatest degree of dissatisfaction with parking, pedestrian space, and the roadway (Figure 9).
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Figure 9. Average level of satisfaction with various aspects of the Stejari commune.

With regard to the trust of citizens in the various institutions of the municipality, it can be
observed that they place a considerable degree of trust in the churches, a finding that was also
highlighted in the previous question. The average scores for the school/kindergarten and the
municipal dispensary were 2.72 and 2.70, respectively, indicating that the citizens of Stejari have a
high level of trust in these institutions. The lowest level of trust among citizens is directed towards
the town hall, which obtained an average score of 1.79. Conversely, respondents indicated a relatively
low level of trust in the police and private economic agents (Figure 10).
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Figure 10. Average level of citizens’ trust in various institutions.

In response to the question of which of the following problems should be addressed in the
emergency system, respondents highlighted the issue of unemployment, given the high number of
unemployed individuals in the municipality. This response is particularly pertinent, given the
current economic situation. In addition, respondents identified maintenance and reconstruction of
roads and connections to utilities as other pressing concerns. In this regard, the optimal solution is
the establishment of a communal dispensary, which respondents indicated does not require repair or
equipment due to its existing state. From the responses received, it can be inferred that the commune
has access to internet and telephone services, as well as a satisfactory sanitation system. Furthermore,

there is no apparent necessity for emergency repairs or equipment in educational institutions (Figure
11).
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Figure 11. Average degree of need to solve the various aspects of the municipality.

In order to identify the most vulnerable social class, we formulated the question “Which
category of people faces marginalization in the Stejari commune?” Consequently, the majority of
respondents indicated that elderly individuals, followed by those without employment and those
lacking adequate housing, are the most vulnerable to marginalization. A total of 33 respondents
indicated that they were unaware of any individuals in their social circle who were experiencing
marginalization. The responses indicate that marginalization is present in the case of people with
disabilities and those of other ethnicities. In another situation, the problem of children whose parents
are abroad was mentioned three times (Figure 12).

Another situation
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o
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number of responses
Figure 12. Categories of people facing marginalization.

Following the analysis of the responses to the open-ended question “What is the most significant
challenge facing Stejari?” the majority of respondents identified a lack of essential facilities as the
primary concern. Specifically, 23 respondents highlighted the need for improved utilities (gas,
sewage), while 21 respondents emphasized the urgent need to address the condition of the roads.
Once more, the lack of employment opportunities was identified as the primary concern. For some
respondents, the population of the commune is a problem. This encompasses both the attitude of the
local people and the local management. In addition to the aforementioned issues, the lack of shops,
the degradation of the commune, corruption, and the considerable distance from urban centers
represent further challenges confronting the citizens of the Stejari commune.
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For the inhabitants of Stejari, the natural environment appears to be the area’s most significant
asset. The presence of the natural environment confers a number of advantages, including peace and
quiet, the absence of pollution, and the opportunity to engage in agricultural activities. Additionally,
the area is home to oil reserves. A significant proportion of respondents (15%) perceive no benefits
in the area, while others identify positive aspects, including cultural events organized in the area, the
school as an institution, and the modern medical services.

In relation to the services that are lacking in the Stejari commune, respondents once again
expressed their opinions regarding the lack of a sewage system and gas heating system, and the desire
to upgrade the roads. In addition to the aforementioned services, respondents expressed a desire for
the modernization of cleaning services, the establishment of a communal market, the construction of
a gas station, the installation of an ATM, the creation of more green spaces, and the addition of
various types of shops, all of which they believe would enhance the quality of life in the Stejari
commune.

5.3. Stejari as a Typical Example of Socioeconomic Marginalization

5.3.1. An Ageing Community

Analysis of the interview data led to several conclusions. One of the conclusions is that “Stejari
is an ageing commune,” a problem that was also noted in the statistical analysis, and that represents
a real impediment in establishing social relations for the inhabitants of Stejari: “Here...within a radius
of three kilometers, you cannot find two people with whom you can talk” (M., 64 years old).

One of the factors that has a long-term effect on the ageing population is the lack of a quality
education system. Therefore, in order to offer a better education to their children, many parents have
opted to move them to schools in urban areas, to attend secondary education there: “there is also a
problem with teachers in rural areas who are not so well trained and naturally parents decide to move them to
the city” (F., 43 years old). Most of the time school children aged 10-14 attend school in the urban
environment, although they live in the Stejari commune, being accompanied by one of their parents
or grandparents “children who come from good families do not attend school in our commune”(F., 43 years
old).

Another reason for the ageing population is migration. Given the long distance from the cities
of Targu-Jiu and Craiova, people working in these cities cannot commute to work every day and have
to move to the city. Another situation we encountered is that of people who work seasonally abroad,
and who, as they get older, retire to their home environment, i.e., to Stejari. The lack of jobs and the
desire to create a good financial situation for their families have led most of the inhabitants to leave
the country. Therefore, according to one of the teachers “children in the commune come from poor families;
one of the members is working abroad and the children stay at home with the other parent or with grandparents”
(M., 51 years old).

Another reason for the young population to leave for other areas with greater development
potential is the aspiration to a better life: “there is nothing you can do in a place like this” (F., 66 years old).
The lack of dynamism in terms of modernization of the commune has led most young people to leave
their place of origin: “I have known the commune for 25 years, nothing has changed, and I don’t think much
could change” (M., 64 years old).

In conclusions, local citizens are skeptical about the emergence of positive aspects in the
commune and are more inclined to leave the commune than to contribute to its transformation.

5.3.2. A Pessimistic View of the Future of the Commune

The interviewees’ vision of the commune is a very important element in the analysis of future
development prospects. Therefore, the way in which certain aspects of the commune are seen gives
us information not only about the way of life of the citizens but also about the way in which they are
involved in the development of the commune. The interviews revealed a lack of involvement and
interest on the part of the governing authorities, their lack of cooperation with the citizens, and their
ignorance of their problems. In these regards, most dissatisfaction appeared in relation to
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infrastructure issues “for us old people, this is not a problem, we are used to living a hard life, but the young
people don’t know how it is; they see and want something else” (F., 66 years old), which affects both the old
population, which is the most vulnerable and needs support, and the young population.

Therefore, marginalization is present in the Stejari commune not only because of its geographical
distance from urban centers, but also because of the lack of infrastructure elements that are reflected
in the population in the long term, causing changes in the way it relates and communicates.
Therefore, in the central area of the commune, the population has better living conditions, while in
the peripheral areas, access to these facilities is limited “if you don’t have a car it is quite difficult to
manage, especially if you live far from the center. I know old people who don’t have a car to get from home to
the dispensary or pharmacy” (F., 39 years old).

Moreover, the lack of transport infrastructure, gas heating, and sewage systems influenced the
population not only in their decision to move out of the commune, but was also an impediment in
attracting the population to live in the commune: “I commute daily from Craiova to Stejari, and it is
difficult for me because my family and I live in Craiova, but I never thought of moving here... I would not see
my children in an environment like this” (F., 39 years old).

5.3.3. The Way the Commune Evolves Is Not a Matter of Inhabitants

Also, another aspect identified in the interviews is the high proportion of people on social
assistance, but also of people without a job. From the interviewees’ point of view, the people of Stejari
have other values, which do not concern their contribution to the development of the commune: “they
are people who sit in the bar from morning till night, I don’t think they could do something for the good of the
commune” (F., 66 years old). Another aspect that influences the commune is the presence of
bureaucracy “you can’t succeed here in getting a job if you don’t have someone with influence” (F., 34 years
old) this answer comes from one of the interview respondents who opened a small business in the
commune. Also, the inhabitants of the commune were described as communicative and as having
good sense “I didn’t expect to be so successful with the bakery... I grew up in Cruset commune, and when I
moved here people seemed so friendly and respectful. So far I haven't had any unpleasant experiences” (F. 39
years old).

On the other hand, the term “dehumanization” was used by one of the interviewees to describe
the relationship he has with the inhabitants of the commune: “The commune is not to blame because here
we have a certain type of people... the world we live in is changing and it is normal to change ourselves” (M.,
51 years old). Another aspect noticed is the loss of rural identity. Although the commune is made up
of a fairly large elderly population, who know and can pass on the traditions and customs of the area,
a good part of these have disappeared: “people have lost their charm” (M., 64 years old).

5.3.4. Farming, Less and Less Practiced in Rural Areas

Agriculture is one of the most important activities in the countryside and is an important source
of income and food for communities in this area. Ten to twenty years ago, subsistence farming was
widely practiced in the Stejari commune and was an essential activity for rural communities, even
contributing to economic development and providing food for the population of the area. But
nowadays agriculture is no longer seen as the main activity in the area, and the factor that has led to
this change is urbanization, which has led to a change in people’s food preferences and an increased
demand for processed and packaged food.

Thus, the modern lifestyle has also pushed rural dwellers to focus on other areas of activity, and
to find a job in the secondary or tertiary sector: “In principle only old people who have retired still work
the land... I for example gave it to someone who has many animals, to cultivate it” (M., 53 years old). In the
view of several interviewees, agriculture and land cultivation was often the reason for quarrels
between people. In the past, there was a lot of conflict between neighbors for various reasons: “now
if they still live off the land they have nothing to argue about...there is no one to take care of it anyway” (F., 34
years old). Hence migration or an ageing population can be identified as factors that have led to a
decrease in agricultural production.
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To sum up, the Gorj county and the Stejari community are neglected and peripheral areas. Even
if Gorj county is placed in a mountain area with coal and forest resources, social indicators reveal
very low degrees of standards of living and infrastracture. This is mainly due to closing the coal
mines in the last decades. Moreover, although not a traditional mining area, Stejari community strives
hard to face ageing, unemployment, and precarity of local infrastructure.

4. Discussion and Conclusions

Spatial marginalization is the process by which certain geographical areas or communities are
excluded or disadvantaged in terms of access to resources and opportunities compared to other areas
or communities [1, 6,7]. Spatial marginalization in mining areas can be caused by several factors, such
as poorly developed infrastructure, limited public services, inadequate urban planning policies,
social or economic discrimination, de-industrialization, migration, or poverty [9]. Social
marginalization in post-mining sites [10], on the other hand, refers to the process by which
individuals or social groups are excluded or pushed out of society by various means, such as
discrimination, segregation, poverty, and exclusion from education, employment, or other aspects of
social and economic life.

Both social and spatial marginalization in mining areas can have significant negative
consequences for the affected communities, such as poverty, unemployment, depopulation, poor
health, increased crime and a lower quality of life. Gorj County is affected by social and spatial
marginalization, especially in rural areas. Analysis of marginalization indicators identified the top 20
marginalized municipalities and the factors behind this phenomenon. Thus, factors such as the low
level of economic development and the migration of young people to more developed urban areas,
as well as the lack of investment in infrastructure and economic development, have negatively
contributed to the emergence of marginalization, exclusion or segregation.

In most of the areas surveyed, there is a lack of access to health, education, and cultural services,
and many inhabitants face a lack of financial resources and employment opportunities, which has
led to the emigration of young people to larger cities or other countries, further aggravating the
situation. Therefore, many local authorities in Gorj County are faced with a lack of water supply,
central heating and a lack of bathroom facilities, which not only makes life difficult for the inhabitants
but also leads them to move to areas with better living conditions. Out of a total of 70 local authorities
in Gorj County, 20 of them face serious problems in terms of housing conditions, human capital and
unemployment. Following the analysis of the statistical data, it was noted that the Godinesti
commune is the most marginalized, followed by the Balanesti, Berlesti, Licurici, Stejari, and
Vagiulesti communes, ranking among the first positions according to the six indicators analyzed.
Thus, spatial and social marginalization are two phenomena that are common in Gorj County and
have created an area with limited development possibilities.

Following the analysis of the data obtained through the questionnaire and the interviews with
the inhabitants of the Stejari commune, we also found information on the evolution of the commune
in terms of infrastructure, the main activities that take place in the area and most importantly the
vision of the inhabitants on how the commune will evolve in the future. Given the position of Stejari
in the ranking of the most marginalized communes in Gorj County, the detailed analysis of this TAU
is representative not only for the commune in question but also for the rest of the marginalized
communes, thus providing details about the living conditions in a marginalized area. Therefore, in
addition to the information related to the degree of satisfaction of the citizens regarding various
aspects of the commune, the place where they work, relax, and do their shopping, the questionnaire
also aimed to find out the most vulnerable categories of people in the face of the phenomenon of
marginalization. Both through the questionnaire and the interviews, it emerged that the population
is dissatisfied with the infrastructure of the commune, the way of life it offers, and the interhuman
relations that are established within the commune. The Stejari commune is therefore subject to a
major risk of social and spatial marginalization, a risk which is increasing day by day and which,
without the intervention of the local authorities, could lead to the degradation of the commune.
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In order to combat social and spatial marginalization in Gorj County, an integrated strategy is
needed that targets economic and social development, investment in infrastructure and public
services, and the promotion of employment and training opportunities. At the same time, it is
important to promote local culture and traditions so as to encourage tourism and economic
development in the cultural sector. It is also necessary to involve local and regional authorities and
civil society in promoting sustainable and inclusive development in Gorj County. In this respect, it is
important to promote partnerships between the public, private and civil society sectors in order to
create synergies and maximize the impact of development efforts.

In conclusion, the paper was based on three major objectives, which were validated through
statistical and cartographic analysis, as well as questionnaires and interviews analysis. Therefore, a
large number of rural localities in Gorj County are technically, economically and socially
underdeveloped, and in the Stejari commune the geographical distance from urban centers has led
to the phenomenon of spatial marginalization, which over time has also led to social marginalization.

Certainly, there are some limitations and future directions of this research. First, we made an
analysis of the Gorj County based on statistical indicators. A large survey applied to people in many
of these county could be further implemented. Second, we choose to make a deep understanding of
socioeconomic marginalization only in the peripheral community of Stejari as a case study. Future
studies could apply our methodology to other peripheral communities in the Gorj County and in
other southern Carpathian areas including core mining and less developed areas in order to see if the
outcomes of our study could be complemented with other specific elements.
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Appendix A. Questionnaire questions in Stejari

How satisfied are you with the following aspects of Stejari?

Which of the following problems should be solved in the emergency system?

How much confidence do you have in the following institutions in the Stejari commune?
How often do you shop in the commune?

What kind of shopping do you do in the commune?

What kind of shopping do you NOT do in the commune?

What stops you from shopping in the commune?

Where else do you shop?

RN A L

Where do you relax in the commune?

—
=

What prevents you from relaxing in the commune?

—_
—_

What kind of public order problems are there in the commune?

—_
N

If you had the opportunity, where else would you move to?

—_
®

What is your main reason for moving?

—_
ol

In what field of activity do you work?

—_
o

If you do not work in the commune, in which locality do you work?
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16. Which categories of people face marginalization in the Stejari commune?
17. What is the biggest benefit for the inhabitants of this commune?

18. What is Stejari’s biggest problem?

19. What services are missing in the area?

20. Age:

21. Sex:

22. Occupation:

23. Education level:

24. Marital status:

25. The village where you live:

Appendix B. Interview questions

1. How would you characterize the social life of the commune? What do you think should be
improved? Are there programs on the agenda of the Town Hall to support social projects?

2. What do you think is the socioeconomic situation of the citizens of the Stejari commune? Are
there any examples of good practice that you have carried out in recent years and through which
you have contributed to the well-being of the inhabitants of the commune?

3. Do you think that the great distance from an urban center has a negative influence on the life of
the citizens of the commune? What solutions would you suggest to implement so that the
inhabitants of the Stejari commune do not face marginalization created by this geographical
distance?

4. Do you consider that a better standard of living in Stejari is conditioned by the lack of access to
various facilities such as gas supply for heating or lack of a sewage system?

5. How do you plan to manage the situation of schoolchildren who attend secondary school but
outside the commune, although they live in the commune? In this case, what do you think will
be the situation of the educational institutions?

6.  What will happen to the project that involves the rehabilitation of the building where the old
Bdcesti General School used to be, in order to create new jobs? Is there any possibility of its
restoration?

7. What changes do you see in all areas of activity?

8. What do you think you need to invest in during this period? What decisions would be
appropriate to take at the local level?

9. How would you describe the relationship with the other public institutions of the commune?

10. What is the charm of this space? What about the problems?

11. What do you think would be the main projects leading to the development of the commune?

12. How do you think this municipality will develop in the next 25 years?

13. What are the main difficulties you have faced since you have been living here?

14. Describe the commune and its inhabitants in a few words.
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