Adam Berg and the Transylvanian Cartel

[Romania entering the EU] is like passing the student who technically didn’t make the grade, but whom holding back would be worse--for both the student and the professor.

--Adam J. Bergescŭ, Expert on Romanian Politics

What strikes me most in Romania is the contrast between old and new, the co-existence of opposites…

 The horse drawn carts on the highways, old ladies in the fields, and the youth with stylish haircuts; the techno music in the old stone Transylvanian bar.  The juxtaposition of old and new…it is most noticeable in Romania.  There are dirt roads in the middle of huge city apartment blocks, a kilometer from the 2nd biggest building in the world.
--Susan D. Rakowskŭ, American/Australian Cultural Ambassador

Dear 50 people who are too reticent to ask to be removed from my list:

Future of Romania and Romanian Tourism

Romania is probably my favorite country to visit…it is one of only two countries I have ever been to that I would like to go back to.  I was here in 1997, 8 years after the bloodiest of the Eastern European revolutions.  Bullet holes still pocked buildings in Bucharest.  Bucharest, the capitol city was composed of two models:  the melding of Soviet architecture with old Classical Greco-Roman pillars and awe inspiring buildings, and the shanties and unfinished skeletal blocks surrounding these stark monuments.  Ten years ago, the cities where desolate, ugly and desperate…thieves were thick, although less dangerous and annoying than the police.  The countryside was largely untouched by Communism or Communism’s upper class, well liked cousin, Modernization.  Romanian hospitality was truly amazing.  That was ten years ago.

Ceausescu’s People’s Palace is still here, but instead of the gray foreboding concrete that threatened to crush the individual, there are now electric billboards from fast food, investment companies, beverage makers etc.  These billboards have shattered the stark uniformity—they allow free one’s mind to race in any direction it will, with a barely noticeable nudge to invest in a Coke at McDonalds©.  I definitely prefer the lights.  The city is bustling now…Ten years ago the 8-lane road leading from the central plaza to the People’s Palace was deserted…and I mean there was not one person on it except for our group.

Romanians are still hospitable and friendly, and many have offered to help us in our wanderings.  I spoke to an amazingly articulate 15 year-old on a train.  His English was accented of course, but was perfect.  He was amazingly bright and intellectual, extremely well educated.  My hope for Romania’s future is bright.  Still there are two things, old Romanian traditions that are not so positive.  

Romanians tend to really detest Gypsies.  Many of the intelligentsia I have met regard the Gypsies as fast breeding dogs.  Even the enlightened 15 year-old was very excited to make his case for a complete separation of the Gypsy population from the Romanian population (defining “Romanian” would be interesting!).  He then violated the usual order of intolerance, skipping blacks and gays to start in on the money-grubbing Jews.  The best places to stay in Romania were in places that were not priced by Jews.


He started backpedaling quickly when I told him I was Jewish, and when he had turned Manischewitz red, I told him that he probably wasn’t going to dig himself out of this one, but that we would continue to get along despite my Jewiness.  Anyway, he is an amazing kid, and will definitely make his world a better place—let us hope his world becomes more inclusive.  It is surely a sad state of affairs when Americans can lecture another nation on race relations.

The other problem visible to foreigners is economic.  All goods and services in Romania are considerably cheaper than the US, and therefore cheaper still than Western Europe.  Susie’s brother David is a professor of finance.  I know this makes him sound Jewy, but he really isn’t.  Anyway, he observed the same phenomenon in Poland.  Everything produced in Poland was much cheaper than across the border in Germany or in the US.  Everything produced outside of Poland was usually more expensive than in the US and Germany.  This extends to beer, produce, electronics, kitchenware, etc.  The Polish version of Le Creuset is probably very good, and costs a fraction of the $200 per pot price in the US.

Romania is much less developed than Poland, and therefore cheaper.  The only exception is lodging.  Hostels and hotels are more expensive than the corresponding hotels in America!  Decent hotels are 75 Euros ($100), and are not as nice as Best Westerns…more like Motel 6 ($40 doubles).  Hostels are $20 per dorm bed, or $50 per double. There is no way the operating expenses of these businesses can be anywhere near that price.  In an ideal free market economy (or any entrepreneurial culture), other businesses would open up offering similar services for less.  We have not observed this in Romania.  There are generally two reasons for this:  Government interference (usually regulatory), or unfair business practices (usually price fixing or price gauging).  I suspect that the Romanian Lodging Industry has produced pricing guidelines, and encourages its members to forgo competition so that all may profit.  This cartel system works, and works well.  It will fall apart someday, but until then, owning a hotel is probably good business.  

The problem with a cartel, is that eventually someone breaks the rules, and it is a mad scamper for survival among former friends, or a foreign influence outside of the cartel “steals” all the business by offering the same services at lower prices.  The fifteen year-old explained this very well.  I will do my best to paraphrase, but his description was far better.  There is an old Roman town on the Black Sea Coast of Romania called Constanta.  10 years ago, they built nice hotels, guests came, and everything was hunky dory.  Once guests had been recruited, hotel prices went up, and the tourists left.  Bulgaria is a few hours to the South, and offers the same experience at a lower price.  Now Constanta is a disaster, and our guidebook struggles to find anything nice to say about it.  The entire process, from hotel building thru fallout took less than ten years.  I think the entire Romanian hospitality industry is heading in the same direction.  

My second visit has confirmed that Romania is the best country I have ever visited…but if you wait 5 years, you will either find hotels a real bargain, or an expensive country to visit, but largely tourist free!

