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INTRODUCTION

Contemporary society is witnessing the successive development process that the entire
local government in each European state goes through. The regulations specific to this chapter
can be found in the EU Directives that want better local governance and especially the
facilitation of citizens' needs towards an efficient and prompt public system.

In a society in continuous transformation under the influence of digitization, automation
and connectivity, the concept of ,,smart village” has begun to take shape in European public
policies and, more recently, also in national ones. Although originally associated with ,,smart
cities”, this concept has been expanded to respond to the specific needs of the rural community,
proposing itself as an integral solution to the multiple challenges they face: depopulation,
population aging, decreased economic competitiveness, limited access to public services, lack
of infrastructure or digital exclusion. In this context, it becomes necessary to research on how
these aspects leave their mark in Romanian administrative law — the legal branch that regulates
the activity of public administration and the relations between public authorities and citizens.!!

Administrative law, by its nature, is a fundamental tool in the organization and operation
of public services, in promoting the general interest and in guaranteeing the legality of
administrative action. In this sense, the analysis of the current legislative framework, the
identification of gaps and the formulation of proposals for integrating the concept of ,,smart
village” into the normative instruments of the Romanian public administration are essential
steps for building a modern, efficient and future-oriented administration. Its adaptation to the
new requirements imposed by digital transformations and European cohesion policies
represents a real challenge, but also an opportunity for the revitalization of the rural
environment in Romania.

Romanian administrative law is facing a conceptual and normative dilemma: on the one

hand, it must respect the traditions and organizational structure specific to the centralized

''I. Marin Romanian Smart Village Conceptualization and Bibliometric Analysis, Internation Conference on
Economics and Social Sciences, Bucharest, 2022, pp.16-23
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administrative system; on the other hand, it must adapt to the requirements of functional
decentralization and modern local governance, based on participation, innovation and
efficiency.

The objective of this paper is, therefore, to examine how the concept of smart village
can be integrated into Romanian administrative law, through an inter-disciplinary approach,
which combines legal analysis with perspectives from the field of public policies, information
technology and sustainable development. The current normative framework will be analyzed,
with an emphasis on the Administrative Code, the legislation on the digitization of the
administration, the law on metropolitan areas, the legislation on public-private partnerships, but

also strategies such as the ,National Strategy for the Digital Agenda’?

, »otrategy for the
development of electronic public services™ or the programming documents for the European

funds.

The paper will try to formulate concrete proposals for the integration of the smart village
concept into Romanian legislation, starting from successful European and international models,
but also from the specifics of Romanian realities. Emphasis will be placed on identifying legal
mechanisms through which public administration can support the transformation of rural
communities into smart communities: from regulating digital infrastructure and access to open
data, to simplifying administrative procedures, promoting citizen participation and stimulating
local innovation.

Through this approach, the aim is not only a theoretical contribution to the development
of the doctrine of administrative law, but also a practical contribution to the reform of public
administration in Romania. Implementing the smart village concept is not just an opportunity,
but a necessity in a society that aspires to sustainability, equity and progress. It is time for the
rural environment to benefit from the advantages of digitization and become an active actor in

the process of modernizing the Romanian state.

2 Government of Romania National Strategy regarding the Digital Agenda for Romania 2020, available at:
https://epale.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/strategia-nationala-agenda-digitala-pentru-romania-20202c-20-
feb.2015.pdf accessed online on 26.07.2025 at 14:30

3 Government of Romania The National Strategy for the development and support of digitization through the
Digital Innovation Centers in Romania 2024-

2027 available at:https://sgg.gov.ro/1/wpcontent/uploads/2024/09/ANEXA-1-13.pdf accessed online on:
26.07.2025 at 14:45
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1. THE CONCEPT OF ,,SMART VILLAGE” IN THE EUROPEAN
UNION AND IN ROMANIA

In the context of digital transformations and the growing need for territorial cohesion,
the European Union has promoted in recent years the concept of ,,smart village” as part of a
strategy to revitalize rural communities. This approach aims to use modern technologies, social
innovation and community cooperation to improve the quality of life in rural areas, stimulate
the local economy and make public services more efficient.

On the European level, the concept of ,,smart village” has been promoted as part of the
sustainable development and digital inclusion agenda of the European Union, in particular
through the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)* and through cohesion policy. Documents such
as the European Commission Communication ,,Smart Villages Initiative”>, The guide for the
development of smart villages, but also the dedicated structural funds (especially through
EAFRD and ERDF) outline a strategic framework that gives member states a clear direction of
action. Unfortunately, in Romania, this framework has not been coherently transposed into
administrative legislation, and the concept of a smart village remains an aspiration rather than
a legal and administrative reality.

In Romania, the application of this concept is still incipient. Although Romania is a
signatory to European policies on rural development and digital transformation, there is still no
clear legal definition of the smart village and no dedicated unitary legislative framework.
Currently, the concept is mentioned tangentially in some government strategies, such as the
Digital Agenda for Romania 2020-2030 and the National Recovery and Resilience Plan, but
without being integrated into the Administrative Code or other normative acts relevant to the
local public administration.

Romania is a country with a significant rural component: approximately 45% of the
country's population lives in rural areas, and over 80% of the territory is occupied by villages
and communes. However, the gaps between rural and urban are obvious and persistent —
whether we are talking about infrastructure, education, health, public services or economic
opportunities. It is precisely for this reason that the implementation of a smart rural development
model becomes essential to reduce these discrepancies and to ensure territorial and social

cohesion. It is, therefore, imperative that the Romanian public administration redefines its

4 European Commission, Common agricultural policy, available at: https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/common-
agricultural-policy_ro, accessed online on 27.07.2025 at 10:18

5 European Commission Smart Village in Europe, available at: https:/ec.europa.eu/enrd/sites/default/files/enrd _p
ublications/rural_review_26-smart-villages-ro-v11-web.pdf, accessed online on 27.07.2025 at 12:23
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instruments and methods of intervention, in accordance with the new European and

international paradigms.$

However, the lack of a clear normative framework, low administrative capacity in many
communes and unequal access to digital infrastructure limit the expansion of these initiatives.
Explicit regulation is needed that defines the concept, establishes minimum criteria and creates

support mechanisms for its implementation in a unified and equitable manner.

2. ADMINISTRATIVE LAW AND LOCAL ADMINISTRATION IN THE
CONTEXT OF DIGITIZATION

The digitization of public administration has become a strategic objective at the level of
the European Union and the member states, being essential for increasing the efficiency of
public institutions, reducing bureaucracy and bringing the administration closer to the citizen.
In Romania, this process started relatively late and still faces numerous challenges, especially
in terms of local public administration. Administrative law has a fundamental role in regulating
this process, providing the legal framework for the modernization of public services, the
introduction of new technologies and the reorganization of the functioning of local institutions
in the digital age.

Administrative law is the branch of public law that regulates the activity of public
administration authorities, the relations between them and citizens, as well as the organization
and operation of administrative institutions. With technological evolution, this branch has had
to adapt to new realities, integrating concepts such as e-government, digital public services,
digital transparency or administrative interoperability.

At the normative level, the main legal instrument that regulates local public
administration is Emergency Ordinance no. 57/2019 regarding the Administrative Code, with
subsequent amendments and additions’. It lays down the principles for the organization and
operation of local authorities, as well as their duties in the provision of public services. Although
the Code does not contain a title dedicated to digitization, it provides in several articles the
possibility of using computer technologies in the activity of local authorities, especially in terms
of decision-making transparency, access to information of public interest and communication

with citizens.

® Smart Village Magazine Smart Village — the world-changing village, 2025, Bucharest
7 Emergency Ordinance no. 57/2019 regarding the Administrative Code, with subsequent amendments and
additions, published in the Official Gazette no. 555/05.07.2019
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Also, Law no. 544/2001 regarding free access to information of public interest with

8

subsequent amendments and additions® and Act No. 52/2003 regarding decision-making

transparency, republished, with subsequent amendments and additions’

, obliges public
administration authorities to publish documents and information in electronic format, including
through digital platforms. These obligations are also supported by Law no. 242/2022 regarding
the exchange of data between IT systems and the creation of the National Interoperability
Platform, with subsequent amendments and additions'’ which regulates the principles of
digitization of public administration in Romania, encouraging the development of electronic,
interoperable and secure solutions. In practice, however, the implementation of these norms
encounters difficulties, especially in rural areas, where many administrative-territorial units
have limited financial and human resources. In addition, the lack of IT infrastructure,
specialized staff and a unified methodological framework often prevents the realization of
functional digital public services. These deficiencies also affect the implementation potential
of smart village projects, which involve a minimum level of administrative digitization.

At the same time, digitization implies a paradigm shift in the functioning of local
administration. It is no longer just a provider of classic services, but becomes an active actor in
the process of public innovation, partner in smart local development projects and facilitator of
citizen participation. This new role requires a continuous adaptation of the legal framework so
that local authorities can effectively manage digital tools, protect personal data, ensure cyber

security and guarantee fair access to services for all citizens.!!

3. CASE STUDY: CIUGUD COMMUNE — THE FIRST ,,SMART
VILLAGE IN ROMANIA”

In the accentuated context of the transition to a modern and efficient public
administration, the concept of ,,smart village” acquires a strategic importance for sustainable

rural development. Ciugud Commune (www.primariaciugud.ro) , located in Alba county,

represents a notable example of the successful implementation of this concept, becoming a

8 Law no. 544/2001 on free access to information of public interest, with subsequent amendments and additions,
published in the Official Gazette no. 663/23.10.2001

% Law no. 52/2003 on decision-making transparency, republished, with subsequent amendments and additions,
published in the Official Gazette no. 749/03.12.2013

10 Law no. 242/2022 regarding the exchange of data between IT systems and the creation of the National
Interoperability Platform, with subsequent amendments and additions, published in the Official Gazette no.
752/27.07.2022

' R. Somwanshi, U. Shindepatil Study and development of village as a smart village, International Journal of
Scientific & Engineering Research, Volume 7, Issue 6, 2016, pp 395-408
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reference model at the national level and even european. The present study analyzes the
concrete initiatives implemented in this administrative-territorial unit, compared to another
similar commune — Sangeorgiu de Mures (county. Mures) — which adopted partial measures in
the direction of digitization and sustainability.

The local administration in Ciugud adopted a long-term strategic vision, focused on
attracting European funds and applying the principles of participatory governance and
sustainability. As early as 2012, the commune began the process of administrative digitization,
by creating an electronic platform that allows the payment of local taxes, the registration of
applications and direct communication between citizens and the town hall. In addition to the
digitization of the administration, consistent investments have been made in green infrastructure
— over 200 photovoltaic panels provide the necessary energy for public buildings, including
smart street lighting. Education was also a priority: the Secondary School in Ciugud became
the first fully digitized educational unit in rural areas, being equipped with interactive
whiteboards, integral wireless network and digitally assisted teaching systems.

According to the data provided by the local administration, in the period 2015-2023,
the commune attracted over 10 million euros from European and government funds. Table 1

summarizes the main investments:

Domain Total investment (€) | Sources of funding

Administrative digitization 500,000 European funds, local budget

Green Infrastructure 1,000,000 PNRR, AFM, EU funds

Smart education 4,000,000 POCU, public-private partnerships
Electric Mobility 650,000 Government programs, sponsorships

Table 1 — Investment areas and sources of financing in Ciugud (2015-2023)"?

To highlight the efficiency and replicability of the Ciugud model, a comparison with
Sangeorgiu de Mures commune, a locality with a population of approximately 9,500
inhabitants, located in Mures county, is useful. Although it benefits from a larger population
and budgetary resources, the commune of Mures has not been able, until now, to coherently

implement the concept of ,,smart village”.

12 Table completed according to the information presented on the website of Ciugud City Hall
available at: www.primariaciugud.ro , accessed on 28.07.2025 at 14:46
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Criterion

Ciugud

Sangeorgiu de Mures

Administrative digitization

Complete, functional

Partial, intermittent system

platform
_ o Interactive backgammon in
Smart education Fully digitized school .
middle school
Green Energy Photovoltaic panels, LED | Partial LED lighting
European funds attracted
~10 ~3.5

(mil. €)

Citizen Apps

Assets and Uses

Non-existent

Table 2 — Elements compared between Ciugud and Sangeorgiu de Mures

The model adopted by Ciugud commune demonstrates that a local administration can
become efficient and innovative through an integrated vision and by effectively capitalizing on
external financing opportunities. Unlike other administrative-territorial units that approach the
idea of digitization and sustainability piecemeal, Ciugud offers a functional, scalable and

replicable example, suitable for the Romanian rural environment.

4. LEGISLATIVE PROPOSALS FOR STRENGTHENING THE
CONCEPT OF ,,SMART VILLAGE” IN ROMANIAN
ADMINISTRATIVE LAW

The concept of ,,smart village” reflects an integrated approach to rural development,
where innovation, digitization and sustainability become essential elements of local
governance. In current Romanian administrative law, this concept is not explicitly regulated,
but is rather reflected in a fragmentary way, through local policies or general development
strategies. In this context, a legislative review is needed to create a coherent and operational
framework for the development of smart villages in Romania.

Currently, Romanian legislation on local public administration is mainly structured
around Emergency Ordinance no. 57/2019 regarding Administrative Code, with subsequent
amendments and additions, which regulates the organization and functioning of local

government, according to Title I, IT and III of Part I1I, art. 75-94'3, including the powers of local

13 Art. 75-94 of the Government Emergency Ordinance no. 57/2019 regarding the Administrative Code, with
subsequent amendments and additions
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councils (arts, 111-147)', mayors (art. 148-163)"° and to public officials (art. 412-450)!°.
However, the Administrative Code does not contain any reference to digitization, participatory
governance, sustainability or administrative innovation — all of which are essential components
of the smart village concept.

The lack of a national strategy for smart villages generates significant inequalities
between UATSs in the country, especially in terms of access to European funds or administrative
capacity to implement modern projects. Also, bureaucratic procedures are quite complex, and
the interconnection between public institutions is ambiguous, which hinders the process of
digitization and efficiency of local public services!’.

Since we are talking about legislative proposals for the integration of the smart village
concept, 'we have made an analysis of the Administrative Code and propose the introduction of
a special chapter — Chapter VI in Title II of the Government Emergency Ordinance no. 57/2019
on the Administrative Code, with subsequent amendments and additions, entitled ,,Smart

villages and the digitization of local administration”. This chapter should regulate:

. the notion of ,,common smart” (definition of the legal concept of smart village),
. special duties for UATs regarding the digitization of public services,
. eligibility conditions for obtaining the status of ,,common smart”.

The creation of a national strategy on smart villages in Romania should be adopted a
National Strategy for Smart Villages (SNSV), in line with the European objectives on territorial
cohesion and rural digitization. The strategy should provide for: criteria for evaluation and
ranking of eligible localities, investment priorities, such as digital infrastructure, education, e-
government, digital inclusion objectives and citizen participation.

Another absolutely necessary proposal in the process of development and digitization of UATs
in Romania is the creation of a ,,Financing Fund for Smart UATs”, contained in the Annual
Budget Law, managed by the Ministry of Investment and European Projects. Funding can be
offered through dedicated calls, with criteria that include: existing digitization levels,

administrative capacity, socio- economic impact of proposed projects. Encouraging public-

4 Art. 111-147 of Government Emergency Ordinance no. 57/2019 regarding the Administrative Code, with
subsequent amendments and additions

15 Art. 148-163 Government Emergency Ordinance no. 57/2019 regarding the Administrative Code, with
subsequent amendments and additions

16 Art. 412-450 Government Emergency Ordinance no. 57/2019 regarding the Administrative Code, with
subsequent amendments and additions

17V, Stoica Public administration and digitization in Romania, Ed. University, Bucharest, 2020, p. 23
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private partnerships through a simplified regulatory framework, included in Law no. 233/2016
on public-private partnership, with subsequent amendments and additions's.

Another legislative measure could aim to reduce local contributions for companies that
support the implementation of smart technologies in rural areas (Wi-Fi networks, e-
administration applications, IoT solutions for agriculture).

At the European level, the concept of ,,Smart Villages” was enshrined by the European
Commission Communication COM (2017) 376 and later detailed under the Common
Agricultural Policy (CAP) 2023-2027. These documents provide a conceptual and financial
framework for smart rural development, integrating digitization, the circular economy and
citizen engagement.'” In addition, the EU launched the Smart Rural 21 pilot program, which
supports 21 European villages in the digital transition process. Ciugud commune was selected

as the only locality in Romania within this program, which provides a valuable precedent for

expanding the initiative at the national level.

The adaptation of Romanian administrative law to the challenges and opportunities of
the digital age requires a proactive, coherent legislative approach anchored in good European
practices.

Ciugud commune demonstrated that transformation is possible even in the absence of
an explicit legislative framework. However, generalizing the model requires clear normative
interventions, dedicated resources and a solid partnership between administration, civil society

and the private sector.
CONCLUSIONS

The present work aimed to highlight the importance of integrating the concept of ,,smart
village” into Romanian administrative law, starting from the premises established at the level
of the European Union and reaching the particularities of the rural environment in Romania. In
a context where digitization and sustainable development are increasingly invoked in public
policies, the modernization of local administration in rural areas is becoming a necessity not

only economic, but also social and institutional.

18 Amended by the Government's Emergency Ordinance no. 138/2024 regarding the modification and completion
of some normative acts in the fiscal-budgetary field, as well as for the regulation of other measures

19 European Commission EU Action for Smart Villages, https://ec.europa.eu — accessed online on 28.07.2025 at
10:55
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In the first chapter, the European framework of the concept of ,,smart village” was
analyzed, emphasizing the fact that the European Union provides a clear strategic direction for
the development of smart villages, especially through the Common Agricultural Policy and
structural funds. However, Romania has not yet managed to transpose this framework
coherently into national legislation, and the application of the concept remains sporadic and
uneven.

The second chapter focused on the correlation between administrative law and the
digitization of local administration. The essential role that administrative law plays in the
process of modernizing public services and the relationship between authorities and citizens
was highlighted.

In the third chapter, a case study was carried out on the commune of Ciugud, a concrete
example of good practice regarding the application of smart village principles. The analysis
highlighted the results achieved by attracting European funds, digitizing public services and
promoting digital education, demonstrating that efficient local administration can become an
engine of sustainable development. The comparison with another commune, which is in an
early stage of digitization, highlighted the differences in vision and administrative capacity
existing at the level of UATs in Romania.

The last chapter proposed a series of legislative changes to strengthen the concept of
smart village in Romanian administrative law. These include the inclusion of a new chapter in
the Administrative Code, the adoption of a National Strategy for Smart Villages, the creation
of a fund dedicated to financing rural digitization projects and the stimulation of public-private
partnerships. Overall, the paper supports the idea that the implementation of the smart village
concept in Romania requires a joint legislative, administrative and strategic effort, accompanied

by a long-term vision and concrete support for local communities.
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