Special Feature

by Dustin DeGrande

FROM DRACULA TO THE EUROPEAN UNION

A look at the Romanian Unfinished Furniture Industry

Head: For more information on Romania, its economy, and its foreign trade visit the following sources:

CIA World Factbook – Romania (2002)

www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/ro.html 

Emerging Economies Transition: OECD Economic Assessment Romania 2002

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development Publications, 2, Rue André-Pascal, 75775 Paris CEDEX 16, France, July 2002.  

www.oecd.org  

FinchRatings Special Report, EU Enlargement – Its Impact on the Accession Countries http://europe.org.ro/euroatlantic_club 

Romania – Report on Romanian Furniture Exports, Nov. 27, 2002 www.asiafurnitek.com/news.asp?newsid=376 

For up-to-date information regarding Romania’s privatization, corruption, and transparency visit Transparency International at transparency.org.ro. 

Romanian Wood Furniture Companies 

Mega Antic 

Very rustic, antique-style, pine furniture, including traditional Romanian painting

Focus is on authenticity and the rustic look and feel, do not expect the same standards of Western functionalism.

www.mega-antic.go.ro. 

Contact: Mr. Zoltan Pop (antiques44@hotmail.com)

Quadra Invest, S.A.
Western quality oak, pine, beech, and leather furniture.

www.quadra.ro. 

Contact: Ms. Adriana Paun (infor@quadra.ro)

Ronex Productie S.R.L. 
Unique, antique-style, pieces in oak, maple, walnut, linden and softwoods.

www.ronexprod.ro

E-mail: ronex_prod@idilis.ro 

S.C. Simex S.A. 

Higher end, ornately carved, definite focus on Russian market.

www.simex.netcompsj.ro

S.C. Star Möbel S.R.L. 

Western quality oak, poplar and spruce lines for every room in the home.

www.starmobel.ro

Contact person: Mr. Attila Egei, (starmobel@sermis.ro)

Note: The furniture companies listed have been personally checked out and approved for quality of furniture and packing, solid wood, quality of factory personnel and practices, and English-speaking sales staff by U.S. Peace Corps volunteers.

Long known to the outside world only for Dracula, women’s gymnastics, orphans, and Gypsies, Romania is a country coming of age. Despite a turbulent and totalitarian past, it is a country rich in tradition and resources that is accelerating toward modernity. Its traditional strengths have become its economic salvation. That dynamic comes across in its unfinished furniture industry.

Romanians are proud of their traditional crafts, pottery, and woodworking. Nearly every home here is adorned with collections of handicrafts, and in many towns and villages in Transylvania, nearly every gate is a richly carved masterpiece of intertwining flowers, vines, and good wishes for the traveler. Local festivals boast accomplished woodcarvers demonstrating their craft, and much of the wood used in the homes arrives by horse-drawn carriage. In fact, the name of Romania’s largest region, Transylvania, literally translates into “beyond the forest.”

However, despite their proud traditions, Romanians are eagerly looking to the future.  After a decade of slow starts and uncertainty, Romania has finally found its path to the world. It is one of the leading countries in Central and Eastern Europe for per capita computer and Internet usage, and it now is working hard to stay on track to receive an invitation to join the European Union in 2007-2008. Learning from the momentum of the past few years, small-scale woodworkers have joined together to bring their products to market, and a homegrown, high-quality, unfinished furniture industry has been the result. These furniture producers have been reaching out to Western Europe, and then to the East, as they learn the ins and outs of the world market. Now, they are focusing their efforts on America.

A country in transition

The Romanian wood furniture industry is an industry built to export. One of the poorest countries in Europe, the people of Romania (a collection of Romanians, Hungarians, Roma/Gypsies, and Saxon Germans) still do not have the earning power necessary to buy many of the products they produce, despite living in a country rich in wood, oil, and minerals. According to U.S. government figures, the per capita GDP in Romania is only $6,800.  Although that is enough to live relatively comfortably within the country, it is nowhere near enough to consume the products Americans have grown accustomed to.  

But the country has learned from its totalitarian past and it has moved away from simply exporting all of its natural wealth, instead utilizing a skilled workforce to develop natural resources into finished products. As the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) reported in July of 2002, “the true forces of comparative advantage of Romania rapidly emerged through increasing specialization in labor-intensive light-industries… by 2001, the main revealed comparative advantages were in the apparel and clothing industries, footwear, and furniture. The three sectors accounted or 37 percent of exports in 2001.” As a total number, the Romanian furniture industry accounts for between 5 percent and 7 percent of its total exports. America ranks as Romania’s third-largest trading partner.

Furthermore, these new businesses are not the cumbersome state-run cooperatives that shredded the traditional agricultural life of the Romanian people during the second half of the last century. Rather, the furniture producers have evolved as modern, private, small- or medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), often in partnerships with more globally-savvy partners in Western Europe, and under guidance from an array of Western business consultants and volunteers. They travel abroad to trade shows and assign their best foreign language speakers to international clients. According to the same OECD report, “Romania actually has a rather dynamic layer of small and medium-sized enterprises.  Their contribution to employment has grown in an impressive way. By 2001, SMEs accounted for roughly half of total employment, compared to 24 percent in 1995. By the same year, SMEs represented 56 percent of total turnover in the economy.” In November, the European Union will decide if Romania has met the necessary requirements to be labeled a “fully-functioning market economy,” a critical milestone on the path to both international trade, and EU accession.

These furniture producers deal in many of the same woods relied upon in the American unfinished furniture industry: pine, beech, oak, poplar, cherry, birch, and walnut. Size and quality, of course, vary from manufacturer to manufacturer, but some of these stand out as up-and-comers in Romanian production. Quadra Invest S.A., for example, is a largely Dutch-owned partnership in the southern city of Târgoviste, the location of the historical Dracula’s princely court. It boasts excellent collections of solid pine, oak, and beech furniture for every room of the house and office. The machinery is contemporary, but the styles tend toward the traditional, including dovetailing on every drawer. Quadra offers finished and unfinished pieces, and promises delivery to America, by the container, in four to six weeks (if piece is in stock). Its staff consists of speakers of English, German, French and Italian.

Star Möbel, another promising producer near the Hungarian and Ukrainian borders, also offers traditional and antique styles that are well-suited to the American market. One hundred percent owned and operated by Romanians (and Romanian Hungarians), the Star Möbel factory was transformed from a communist-era chicken farm into a functioning and efficient furniture producer, even recycling its waste into energy. Such considerations as offering beds in American sizes illustrate their devotion to the export market.

Outside help, outside opportunity

In 1991, the United States Peace Corps entered Romania to help the country deal with the problems of overburdened orphanages—the result of some 40 years of dictatorship under Nicolae Ceausescu. Since then, its mission has expanded to include all facets of development and consultation, including economic and small business development.  Today, there are about 200 volunteers throughout the country in six different sectors of development. A handful of volunteers in the Community Economic

Development sector are establishing contacts between the Romanian furniture producers eager to export and American furniture importers eager to purchase quality pieces at competitive prices. These volunteers are largely working with local chambers of commerce, local government, non-governmental organizations, and small- and medium-sized enterprises, including the furniture producers and distributors themselves.  They are working hard to assure that the quality and professionalism of the Romanian product is up to American standards.  

As its ultimate goal, Peace Corps Romania is trying to assure that there is no more need for its presence as a development agency by the time the country is invited to join the European Union. Instead, the next few years will witness a transition from aid workers to men and women who are looking for the next big business opportunity. The European Union has provided the impetus for Romanians to clean up their economy and their way of doing business. Now, international business is beginning to recognize the potential of this rich country, with its well-trained workforce, abundance of natural resources, and bargain prices.

Perhaps most recently, Hollywood discovered the tremendous opportunities that exist in Romania. Last year, the blockbuster Civil War story “Cold Mountain” was filmed in the Carpathian Mountains with Nicole Kidman and Jude Law. But just as Romania’s proud film industry paved the way for Hollywood, so too has its wood furniture industry now paved the way for American buyers. It is now up to the American unfinished furniture industry to recognize, and take advantage of this opportunity.

The Romanian furniture industry has been learning the international trade quickly, and well. To the question “What is your goal for the future?” a representative from Quadra gave an answer familiar to American ears: “To be the best, and to make sure that what we offer is what the customers want and expect.”

Dustin DeGrande is a Peace Corps volunteer in Community Economic Development in Romania. He has spent many years working in his family’s unfinished furniture store, Barewood Furniture, in Milwaukee. Dustin can be contacted via e-mail at ddegrande@yahoo.com.
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