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ABSTRACT. Almost all European postcommunist countries have experienced 
a worsening demographic situation since 1989. The Republic of Moldova finds itself in 
a similar predicament although a complicated internal situation makes demographic con
ditions much worse than that of the remaining postcommunist countries. There are se
veral reasons which account for this state of affairs: (1) cultural similarity to neighbo
uring and richer Romania which facilitates emigration of young people; (2) a very bad 
economic situation which counteracts procreation and increases the mortality rate and 
emigration; (3) the presence of Russian troops in the Transdniester area which destabi
lizes the country and discourages potential foreign investors. The bad situation the Re
public of Moldova is in may be illustrated by vague population estimates. Officially, 
the population in 2003 stood at 4.2 million. If the population of the Transdniester area is 
deducted then the number drops to 3.6 million. Furthermore, if one considers emigra
tion figures concerning those who have left the country to earn their living abroad (not 
shown by the official statistics) - the final estimate is around 3.3 million.
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INTRODUCTION

Population processes taking place in the Republic of Moldova before the 
collapse of the communist bloc (including the USSR) were typical of the whole 
population living in this part of Europe. The total increase of the population 
(3.0 million in 1960 rose to 4.4 million in 1990 ) and increase of the population
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in towns accompanied by the decrease of the number of people in rural areas (in 
1960 urban population was at the level of 22% of the total number whereas in 
1990 it reached 47%) may serve as good examples of typical population pro
cesses (§u$u, 2005).

Almost all post-communist European countries have seen changes for the 
worse after 1989 (cf Eberhardt, 2001; Michalski, 2001). Similar demographic 
changes have occured in the Republic of Moldova. Unfortunately, a complica
ted situation the country is currently in, makes it impossible to establish the 
factual number of Moldovans. According to unofficial sources about 4.2 million 
people live in the area of the Republic of Moldova. Official sources claim that 
3.6 million citizens live in the part of the country controlled by the government 
(excluding the Transdniester area). Besides, almost 300 thousand citizens live 
abroad. That makes the total number of the population somewhere near 3.3 
million citizens actually living in the Republic of Moldova governed from 
Chiçinau (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Different versions o f the estimated number of the population of the Republic of Moldova 
Source: Author’s own study based on various sources and interviews.

The purpose of this paper is to outline the general demographic situation with 
a stress put on some negative phenomena observed in the Republic of Moldova. 
In most cases the illustrative data used in the paper refer to the period up to 1996 
inclusive. These cases describe the Republic of Moldova as a whole. The data 
referring to the period after 1997 describe the part of the country controlled by 
the government of Chiçinau (in this case the name the actual Moldova is used).

The official number of the population of the entire Republic of Moldova

The official number of the population of the Republic of 
Moldova excluding the Transdniester area

The estimated number of the population of the Republic of Moldova 
excluding the Transdniester area and taking into account emigration figures^
---1--- 1----i--- 1--- 1--- 1--- 1--- 1--- 1--- 1--
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CONDITIONS OF THE BAD DEMOGRAPHIC SITUATION

The demographic situation of the Republic o f Moldova has considerably 
deteriorated since 1989. It is due to several factors. The first factor lies in the 
complicated history o f Moldova which makes it difficult to see clear state 
patterns needed while creating concepts o f an independent country. Although 
there was a long period when Moldova was more or less an independent 
country, the historical reference is not strong enough to consolidate the cur
rent vision o f a fully sovereign state (cf Sobczyński, 2001). Moreover, the 
present Republic o f Moldova occupies approximately half of the area which, 
historically speaking, belonged to Moldova. The rest o f the territories lies 
within the borders o f Romania (Turcânaçu, 2002). Cultural similarities have 
also affected the two languages, Moldovan and Romanian, which nowadays 
show little difference. This is an advantageous aspect making migration much 
easier.

The second factor stems from a very bad economic situation. Official 
records show that the gross national product per capita fell from $1,363 in 
1989 to $ 590 in 2003. Looking for better economic conditions is a tangible 
incentive encouraging many Moldovans, especially young ones, to emigrate 
as most o f them do not see any bright prospects for Moldovans in their own 
country.

Another serious disadvantage is a total collapse of the national health servi
ce. Formally, health services are free from charge and fully accessible. In prac
tice, all medical services are paid (this information comes from interviews car
ried out in Balti in May 2005).

The third destructive factor is related to the presence of Russian troops. 
They left Moldova on April 11th 1997 but the withdrawal refers only to the area 
controlled by the government in Chiçinâu. The Transdniester area was to be 
freed from the troops by January 16th 2002 but they are still stationed there 
(Sobczyński, 2002). The situation in which the government lacks control over 
part of the country’s territory leads to instability and diminishes investment at
tractiveness of the area. It is worth pointing out that the second factor tends to 
overlap the first one. As a result, the negative effects of both factors are combi
ned and intensified.

Religious and national ramifications are not favourable, either (cf Sainsus, 
2005). According to the last complete population census conducted in 1989, 
Moldovans constituted 64% of the society. The remaining part of the popula
tion consisted of Ukrainians (14%), Russians (13%) and Gaugazians (3.5%) 
who live in their own autonomous republic in the south of the country (Anu- 
raul..., 2004).
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As it has already been mentioned in the introduction (Fig. 1) the population 
of the Republic of Moldova is decreasing. It is typical of all postcommunist 
European countries. In the case of the Republic of Moldova both the fall in the 
natural increase of the population and negative net migration balance lead to 
a decrease in the number of the population.

Fig. 2 shows a fall in the natural increase of the population. The period of 
1990 - 1996 refers to the Republic of Moldova as a whole whereas the Transd- 
niester region was not taken into account for the years 1997-2003. A falling 
tendency is observed throughout the whole analysed period. An increase is no
ted only for 1997 compared to 1996 which was due to territorial changes in the 
area controlled by the government in Chisinau. An analysis of the natural incre
ase of the population was carried out for rural and urban population only to 
show that the situation far from being typical. The natural increase is lower in 
rural areas (-2.7%o in 2003 ) than in cities (-0.5%o). It is due to a higher morta
lity rate for people living in the countryside (13.9%o in 2003 ) in comparison 
with urban population (9.1%o). Even a higher birth rate for rural areas (11.2%o) 
than for urban areas cannot make up for the higher mortality rate. Presumably, 
high density of population in the metropolitan area of Chiçinau, where there 
were almost 780 thousand inhabitants at the beginning of 2004 constituting 
22% of the total population, was more favourable for urban demographic situ
ation than for rural demographic situation. Judging from official data the agglo
meration actually does not develop, as 10 years ago Chiçinau had almost the 
same number of inhabitants (741 thousand people) as it does today. Other au
thors’ research as well as interviews conducted in Chiçinau show that the popu
lation of Chi§inau is bigger than the number of inhabitants indicated by official 
sources. For obvious reasons immigrants constitute a significant part of that 
population.

The distribution of nationalities clearly shows that the population which 
has lived in Moldova for a long time enjoys a better demographic situation 
(demographic dynamic rate in 1994 was 1.437 for Moldovans and 1.487 for 
Gaugazians). A much worse situation is seen among such minorities as Rus
sians (0.726), Ukrainians (0.826) and Bulgarians (1.028). It seems that Russians 
and Ukrainians share the plight of former colonists in colonies which have be
come independent (cf Michalski, 2005).They emigrate to the metropolis in gre
at numbers while the rest staying in place is characterised by negative pro cre
ational patterns. The Jewish minority is hardly noticeable (0.111) as it only 
consists of older persons. Young Jews have already emigrated to Israel (the 
process typical of the whole former USSR).

AN ANALYSIS OF THE DEMOGRAPHICAL SITUATION
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Fig. 2. The natural increase o f the population o f the Republic o f Moldova 
Source: Author’s own study based on European Health for all database, 2005.
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Fig. 3. The structure o f deaths in the Republic of Moldova in 2003
Source: Author’s own study based on Anuraul Statistic al Republicii Moldova 2004, 2004; 

European Health for all database, 2005; JI. А. Чебанова, 2005.
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The assessment of the impact of migration on changes in the number of the 
Moldovan population is much more difficult than that on natural increase in 
population. The official data of 2003 say that 1,620 people immigrated to the 
actual Republic of Moldova. This number included: 20% from Ukraine and 
about 12% respectively from Syria and Turkey. At the same time 7,376 persons 
emigrated from the Republic of Moldova: 45% of them went to Russia, 23% to 
Ukraine, 15% to the USA and 10% to Germany. These data show that emigra
tion connected with the independent political past of the country prevailed. Pure 
economical reasons were less important.

It is symptomatic that officially only 16 persons emigrated to Romania in 
2003. Different information comes from the carried out interviews which con
firm that at least 300 thousand citizens of the actual Republic of Moldova emi
grated to Romania. It is kept secret in order to avoid being robbed by criminals 
who look for families whose members work abroad, including Romania.

The research into the standardised death rate reveals a very bad situ
ation in the actual Republic o f Moldova. SDR (Standarized Death Rate) all 
causes in 2003 reached the level o f 1,446.7 per 100 thousand persons while 
the same indicator for Poland was 895.5 and 1,126.0 for the neighbouring 
Romania. Only the Russian Federation had a worse indicator o f 1,568.1. 
Obviously, if  crude mortality is analysed the situation in the Republic of 
Moldova gets slightly better (1,192.6 for the actual Moldova in 2003 and 
about 1,300.0 for the Transdniester area) which is due to a younger age 
structure o f the population. Hovewer, if  data related to the predicted actual 
number of the population in the Republic of Moldova are considered (Fig. 1) 
then it seems that the reality is even worse than the official statistics. The 
structure o f deaths (Fig. 3) is dominated by deaths caused by diseases o f the 
circulatory system. Surprisingly, the death rate related to malignant neoplasm 
is low. With widely spread smoking habits and low quality o f health services 
a much higher level o f deaths caused by malignant neoplasm might be expec
ted. On the other hand, a high level o f infections and parasitic diseases does 
not contradict expectations. SDR (Standarized Death Rate) o f infections and 
parasitic diseases in the actual Republic o f Moldova was 1.4% in 2003 and 
was close to that o f Romania (1.3%) but much higher than the indicator for 
Poland (0.7%).

Overmortality of men as a demographic phenomenon seems to be very inte
resting. In theory, the poorer the post-communist country is, the higher overmor
tality is expected. However, in practice, if  we compare the situation in the actual 
Republic of Moldova with that in Poland we get a confusing picture. In 2002 the 
early (30-44 years of age) standardised overmortality rate of men in the Repu
blic of Moldova was 285.7%, whereas in Poland it was higher by 19.9%. Simi
larly, the late (45-59 years of age) standardised overmortality in the actual Re
public of Moldova was 200.8% and 260.3 % in Poland.
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The infant death rate is also very high in the Republic of Moldova. In 2003 
this indicator was 14.3 per 1,000 live births while in Poland it was 7.4. Accor
ding to official data Romania has the worst infant death rate in Europe (16.7). It 
is worth remembering that live births are often recorded with a delay o f a few 
days. Thus, a certain number of deaths, especially early neonatal deaths, escape 
official statistics. This observation is partly confirmed by the percentage of neo
natal deaths compared with the total number of infant deaths. In the actual Re
public of Moldova the percentage rate was merely 29 points in 2003 while the 
same year brought approximately 54% in Poland and Finnland respectively.

SUMMARY

The population of the Republic of Moldova is subjected to depopulation 
processes similar to those which occur in most of European countries. There 
are, however, specific factors which make these processes so intense that they 
put at risk the future existence of the Moldovan population.

First and foremost, a very bad economic situation is to blame. Economic 
prospects for the foreseeable future look gloomy mainly because of the Russian 
troops which are not willing to leave the area. As a result foreign entrepreneurs 
are discouraged from investing in the Republic of Moldova. Omnipotent cor
ruption and failing economic policies make matters even worse for potential 
investors. On the other hand cultural similarities to neighbouring richer Roma
nia encourage emigration, particularly of young people.

REFERENCES

Anuraul Statistic al Republicii Moldova 2004, 2004, Chi§inäu: Departamentul Stati- 
sticä çi Sociologie al Republici Moldova.

Eberhardt, P. 2001: Demographical changes in period of system transformation in 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe. In Kitowski, J. editor, Spatial dimen
sion o f socio-economic transformation processes in Central and Eastern Euro
pe on the turn o f the 20th century. Vol. II, Papers and Monographs of the De
partment of Economy, The Maria Curie-Sklodowska University, Branch in Rze
szów, No. 22, Rzeszów: The Maria Curie-Sklodowska University, Branch in 
Rzeszów, p. 7-22.

European heath for all database 2005, 2005: Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for 
Europe [CD].

Michalski, T. 2001: Geopolitical Determinations of the Changes of the Demographic 
and Health Situation in Central Europe. In Ilieç, A., Wendt, J. editors, Political 
Geography Studies in Central and Eastern Europe, Oradea: Editura Universitätii 
din Oradea, p. 17-22.

-  1 3 9 -



Tomasz Michalski

Michalski, T. 2005: Changes in the Demographic and Health Situation Among Post- 
Communist Members o f the European Union, Pelplin: Wydawnictwo ’’Bemardinum”.

Miccarea Natura ei migraioia populaioiei Republici Moldova on anii 1991-1994. 
Buletin statistic. Естественное движение и миграция населения Республики 
Молдоа 1991-1994, 1995: Chieinru: Departamentul Statisticr ei Sociologie al 
Republici Moldova.

Mortality by 67 causes of death, age and sex (Suplement to the European heath for 
all database) 2005, 2005: Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe [CD].

Sainsus, V. 2005: Geopolitical Considerations of the Orthodoxy and Its Aspects in the 
Republic of Moldova. In Michalski, T. editor, Geographical aspects o f transforma
tion process in Central and East-Central Europe, Pelplin: Wydawnictwo ’’Bemar- 
dinum”, p. 95-102.

Sobczyński, M. 2001: Integration and disintegration processes on Moldavian’s (Moldo
va’s) lands during history. In Kitowski, J. editor, Spatial dimension of socio-econo
mic transformation processes in Central and Eastern Europe at the turn o f the 20th 
century. Vol. I, Papers and Monographs of the Department of Economy, The Maria 
Curie-Skłodowska University, Branch in Rzeszów, No. 22, Rzeszów: The Maria 
Curie-Skłodowska University, Branch in Rzeszów, p. 469-499.

Sobczyński, M. 2002: The ex-military areas as an element of contemporary spatial struc
ture of Central-Eastern Europe. In Kitowski, J. editor, New arrangements o f socio
economic links in Central and Eastern Europe, Rzeszów: Wydawnictwo Oświato
we ’’Fosze”, p. 91-109.

§u§u, A. 2005: Impactul transformärilor demografie structurale a populatei asupra dez- 
voltärii rurale. In, Simpozionul International PROBLEME DEMOGRAFICE ALE 
POPULATEI ÎN CONTEXTUL INTEGRÄRII EUROPENE, Chiçinau: Editura 
ASEM, p. 54-57.

Turcanaçu, G. 2002: Between two Moldavies, Revista Româna de Geografie Politica, 
Anul IV, nr. 1-2, p. 63-67.

Чебанова, JI. А. 2005: С о ц и а л ъ н о - э к о н о м и е с к и е  и  м е д ц и н с к и е  а с п е к т ы  у р о в н я  
с м е р т н о с т и  н а с е л е н и я  к а к  и н д и к а т о р а  з д о р в ъ я  п р и д н е с т р о в с к о г о  р е г и о н а  
р е с п у б л и к и  М о л д о в а .  In, Simpozionul International PROBLEME DEMOGRAFI
CE ALE POPULAIOEI ON CONTEXTUL INTEGRTRII EUROPENE, Chieinru: 
Editura ASEM, p. 138-143.

CORRESPONDENCE TO:

Tomasz Michalski
Department of Regional Development, Institute of Geography, University of Gdansk, 
Piłsudskiego 46, 81-378 Gdynia, Poland 
[e-mail: geotm@univ.gda.pl]

mailto:geotm@univ.gda.pl

