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The considerable development of tourism in the last decades accounts for its contribution to the reduction of the inter-regional imbalances in terms of development and to the exploitation of the local natural and human resources. This leads to the necessity of knowing and analyzing tourism from a regional perspective, necessity which is amplified, as well, by the establishment of the development regions in the European Union, by the tendency towards decentralization and by the importance of the Structural Funds which follow the directives drawn up by the European policies for social and economic cohesion (mainly the European Fund for Regional Development).
The major objective of this research paper is to analyze the progress of the tourist activity and to determine the amplitude of tourism in the North-East development region of Romania, taking into consideration the statistical indicators, as compared to the other regions of the country, on one hand, and with respect to other two similar regions, one from Poland (Subcarpathia) and another one from Slovakia (Central Slovakia), on the other hand. Furthermore, we managed to carry out an analysis of the progress of tourism in the last decade, highlighting the impact of the accession to EU on tourism, in the two regions similar to the North-East region in terms of tourist potential. In this context, we pointed out the important aspects taken from the tourist activities of Subcarpathia and Central Slovakia and the manner in which the stored information can be used within the North-East region. We also referred to the problems encountered by tourism and came up with the most efficient solutions for a harmonious regional development.
The present research paper contains a number of specific objectives, among which the following ones need to be mentioned:
1. pointing out the role of tourism both in economy and within the process of regional development;

2. establishing the level and the progress of the tourist activity in the North-East region, compared to the other regions of Romania;

3. comparing the level and the progress of the tourist activity in the North-East region to other two similar regions (Subcarpathia and Central Slovakia); in this way we can trace out the possible similar tendencies, manifested once these countries were included in the EU;
4. highlighting the significant inter-regional differences registered by the values of the tourist indicators and analyzing the possible correlations between them;

5. drawing up certain development directions for the tourist activity from a regional perspective and establishing the most efficient methods for improving the deficient aspects in the North-East region, also taking into consideration the tourist activities of the other two regions studied.
The current dissertation contains systematizations, presented in a personal manner, of several theoretical notions taken from specialized literature after the examination of the most important works in the field. This processing becomes the premise and the basics necessary to understand the progress of the regional development and the contribution of tourism to the attainment of the objectives traced out by the regional policy.
The present paper is divided in six chapters whose logical sequence gives it an overall effect of consistency.

Taking into account the fact that the process of regional development in Romania is at the beginning, I believe that the first important step should be to know the models and theories of regional development, which are essential for the coming regionalization phenomenon and its manner of manifestation in the European Union. Starting from these considerations, Chapter 1 is based on the analysis of the present-day level of knowledge in this field, capturing the essence and the progress of the regional science. The necessity of presenting the most important aspects of the regional science derives from the fact that it deals with the elaboration of the methods and techniques used for the analysis of the phenomena and the processes concerning space, distance and location. The first chapter also contains an incursion in the conceptual delimitations of the term region, as well as those of the regional development. The theoretical approaches of the regional development know various shapes, depending on the perspectives of the researchers (who were involved in their analysis) and on the theoretical currents to which they belonged. Consequently, these theories include the following areas: the location theories, the regional growth theories and the development ones, all these anticipating the phenomenon known today as regional development. Another aspect which has to be mentioned is the fact that theories are often the basis of policies, a situation applicable to the regional development, too.
The first theoretical reference points of the regional economy, as essential branch of the regional science, were registered in the 19th century. These referred to the location theories which pointed out the idea of locating companies in those places where they could meet the demand, at the lowest costs. The regional growth theories offer a new perspective upon the economic development, which becomes equal to an intensification of the real production capacity of a region and the ability to preserve it, by effects of accumulation and self-consolidation. The development theories are based on the existence of some fundamental inequalities between centre and outskirts, inequalities which lead to a certain dependence of the peripheral areas on the central ones, situation that can lessen in time.
Recently, the study of the regional imbalances benefits of a major importance and proves to be useful in practice, mainly at the level of regional policies. As far as the regional science is concerned, numerous researchers believe that it can grow through the theory progress and the improvement of the research instruments, in the context of approaching some contemporary spatial problems.
Chapter 2 deals with the outlines of the EU regional development policy. The regional development process in EU was accompanied by the intensification of decentralization, the establishment of the development regions and the implementation of the regional development policy. One of the purposes that are to be achieved by this policy aim at diminishing the existing regional inequalities, while stimulating a balanced development and revitalizing the poorly-developed areas. The regionalization has become a common tendency in the progress of the territorial organization of the EU countries; the newly created non-administrative regions are intended to absorb the European funds provided for regional development and to elaborate the regional statistics. We presume that the growing importance of the regional development policy has had a decisive impact upon the enforcement of the idea concerning regionalization in Europe. The last part of this chapter deals with the analysis of the regional development process in Romania, as part of the regional development of the European Union. In this section, we included a short presentation of the regionalization progress in our country, recording some other possibilities of regionalization, too. The current organization in eight regions takes into account, at some extent, the historical and functional criterion, being in fact a homogeneous division of the territory. A problem that was identified in this respect refers to the mechanism of implementing the regional development policy, considering the fact that Romania continues to be a country with a high level of centralization, as the regions have no administrative power and the Regional Development Agencies have limited functions. 
Within the activities initiated by the regional development policy with the purpose of diminishing the possible disparities, the tourist sector is mainly aimed at, due to the fact that it can contribute to the internal development of a region and to the decrease of the regional imbalances. As it follows from the aspects presented in Chapter 3, there are, in the specialized literature, several meanings of the word tourism, which we tried to clarify. Common to all definitions is the idea of travel and stay in a location which does not become permanent residence. Furthermore, we noticed that this sphere of activity has known explosive growth all over the world, and the income obtained from tourism has increased considerably. Thus, the tourist activity, mainly consisting of provision of services, has currently become one of the key components of the tertiary sector, with a clearly defined role and a growing importance in economy. It has been noticed that tourism development helps to stimulate other economic branches that are related to this sector, contribution which is called multiplier effect of tourism. Therefore, the above-mentioned sector has a considerable contribution, directly or indirectly, to the economic growth. The extensive development of tourism goes together with the necessity of preventing the negative effects that this phenomenon might produce upon the natural and socio-economic environment. Considering the fact that tourism mainly depends on the natural and anthropogenic potential, the development of the tourist activity (as part of the sustainable development) has to take place in a responsible way, thus avoiding the possible negative effects. These elements are comprised in the substance of the notion sustainable tourism, which originates in the totality of ideas referring to sustainable development.
Furthermore, we highlighted the idea that many of the objectives expressed by the regional development policy, promoted by EU and supported by means of Structural Funds, can be successfully accomplished through tourism development. In the last part of this chapter we pointed out the presence of tourism in the Regional Operational Program. 

The next chapters contain a research based on indicators, carried out in two directions: the first one is a comparative study, from the point of view of the tourism activity, of the North-East region with the other regions of Romania (Chapter 4), and the second one is a comparative analysis between the tourism activity of the North-East region and two similar regions from Poland and Slovakia, with the purpose of identifying the impact of the accession to EU upon tourism (Chapter 5). Each of the two components of the analysis is structured in three parts (the analysis of the tourism indicators progress, the analysis of the significant differences and the analysis of the correlations).
The first part of the case study contains an analysis referring to tourism, in which the North-East region is compared to the other regions of Romania (for the period 1990-2010). The North-East region registers the lowest GDP / per capita (approximately 0,61 of the national average), and, at the regional level, the discrepancies remain, even when the values of the above-mentioned indicator go up. In this context, tourism is not a miraculous solution, but, it can produce benefits on the socio-economic level in the areas with potential. 
The absolute values of the indicators - accommodation capacity, number of arrivals, number of overnight stays and occupancy index - specific to the North-East region reflect a moderate tourist activity, compared to the other regions of Romania. As a result of the current research, we noticed that the North-East region represents 10% of Romania’s tourist activity, and the average length of stay and the value of the occupancy index of the accommodation capacity are below the national average. Concerning the attraction of foreign tourists, the North-East region registers values below the national average.
The other tourist indicators belonging to the group Hotels and Restaurants (HR), which complete the tourism analysis, had positive progress between 2001 and 2010, in all the regions of Romania, including North-East. As a synthesis of the available data, we can infer that the tourism activity in this region holds a modest place, many values of the specific indicators being below the national average. Moreover, at the regional level, the share of HR group per total is reduced in the case of GDP, turnover, gross investments and number of employees. The tourist activity has registered little progress lately, but the general configuration at the regional level is approximately the same. 
Concerning the correlations between gross investments in tourism and other tourism indicators, we notice the fact that a higher number of HR investments, between 2000-2008, contributed to the intensification of the tourism activity, to the increase in the HR turnover and the number of HR employees, situation that meant a certain reduction in unemployment and increase in population’s income.

In the second part of the case study we made a comparison between the tourism activity in the North-East region and that in Subcarpathia and Central Slovakia regions. The purpose of this choice is to identify the possible similar tendencies, especially in the context of EU accession (using the data from 2000-2010 - which we consider to be the most representative). Also, based on the existing data, we emphasized the evolution of the tourist flows and tried to highlight the main causes which led to this situation. 
The structure of chapter 5 contains elements placed in a logical order: a general picture of tourism in EU (including Romania, Poland and Slovakia), the analysis of the tourism activity in these three countries and, finally, the actual comparison between the three regions.
We noticed that, in the last decade, tourism has had a rising evolution in these three countries, and after EU accession, in most regions of Poland the tourism activity increased, mainly due to the strategies used to attract tourists from the Union, while, in Slovakia, this activity maintained its upward trend at the regional level. The examination of the tourist phenomenon was completed by a comparative analysis between the tourism activity in the North-East region and that in Subcarpathia and Central Slovakia. The present research also had the purpose to identify the influences that the accession had on tourism. In our analytical approach, the accession to EU is considered a reference moment, allowing us to draw a comparison between the pre- and post- accession periods. 
The three regions differ in terms of general development, and so the GDP per capita has the highest values in Central Slovakia, followed by Subcarpathia and North-East, all the figures increasing between 2000 and 2010.

The analysis of the tourism indicators provided us the information that, in all the three regions, the majority of these indicators have had a rising trend after 2001, which means a sustainable development of this sector. The tourism activity in Central Slovakia is much more intense compared to the other two regions, as it has the highest values of almost all the indicators.
A further analysis comparing the North-East region of Romania to the other regions of our country, but also to Subcarpathia (in Poland) and Central Slovakia, taking into consideration some important indicators of tourism, is carried out by using Anova statistical procedure. This investigation enabled us to identify several differences when comparing the tourism activity in the North-East region, to that of other regions of Romania, as well as to that of Subcarpathia and Central Slovakia.
Our analysis goes on in a logic manner and is completed by the examination of the possible correlations existing among the tourism indicators at the regional level, for both directions of the analysis (North-East – the other regions of Romania and North-East – Subcarpathia and Central Slovakia).

The two directions give us the necessary information to state that the North-East region has a poor tourist activity, situation evidenced by the modest values of several indicators (average length of stay, occupancy index, accommodation capacity, number of arrivals and number of overnight stays).
Another essential aspect of our analysis is the presentation of tourism evolution before and after accession to EU, for symmetrical two-year intervals. These evolutions were relatively different for the three regions: we can appreciate that the tourism activity in Subcarpathia has made some progress, caused, too, by Poland’s accession to EU. These particular effects were less visible in Central Slovakia, but we must mention that there was already an intense tourist activity in this area, even before the country’s accession to EU, activity which amplified, mainly after 2005. In the North-East region the accession did not produce major effects on tourism, because no one made the most of the opportunities arising together with the EU accession process.
The high level of the tourist activity in Central Slovakia and the progress scored in Subcarpathia were determined by the presence of high-quality services, their variety, a good promotion of the tourist product, the use of Structural Funds, and also by the initiatives coming from the central and local authorities. These are some of the factors that should be considered in the North-East region, in order to stimulate the tourism sector.
In our opinion, it is necessary that the tourism issues of all three regions should be rounded off, in chapter 6, with a detailed examination of the factors which led to the presented evolutions. We took into consideration the factors which caused these evolutions, but also the identification of the areas suitable for tourism. Also, we formulated some suggestions meant to contribute to the intensification of the tourist activity in the North-East region. With that end in view, we mentioned, as well, the measures to be taken, using the experience of Subcarpathia and Central Slovakia regions, without ignoring the local features. 
According to the information obtained from our research, we presented the main causes of the poor tourist activity, such as: inadequate transport and communication infrastructure, poor systematical planning, insufficient collaboration between the local and national authorities (also in the case of tourism promotion).
The accession to EU is followed by a series of specific opportunities, namely the growing encouragement of private initiatives in tourism, and also an increased number of tourists coming from EU.

Owing to the fact that the tourist activity is less intense in North-East region, as compared to the other two regions under discussion, our study comprises a systemized presentation of a few development objectives for this sector, as well as some strategies to put them into practice.
The development directions inspired by the tourism industry of Slovakia and Poland cannot be considered perfect solutions, but reference points which have to be adjusted to the local features. Concerning the North-East region, we find it necessary to adopt some specific measures for the future development of tourism. The initiatives in this respect can be under the competence of the central and local authorities, as well as under that of the institutions in charge with the implementation of the regional development policy. These initiatives should aim at the following aspects: exploiting the tourism resources, supporting the tourist accommodation units for getting approval, elaborating the regional tourist products, increasing service quality, expanding and creating the regional information centers. 
We consider that the investments in public infrastructure and the improvement of the business climate are of great importance for tourism development.
In Subcarpathia and Central Slovakia, the intensification of the tourist activities was the result of the cooperation of several factors, among which the most important ones are: involving the regions in the process of regional development programs and accessing EU funds by means of operational programs. The elaboration of the regional development policies and the big projects (investing in infrastructure and promoting tourism) are other important aspects, which are under the state’s competence.
The competitive advantage of the North-East region, especially on the foreign market, is the authentic and archaic rural features, while the preservation of the cultural heritage and of the traditional living style is essential for the development of the rural tourism.
Our research can prove its usefulness, mainly when it is used by governmental, non-governmental, regional institutions or by tourist firms, as part of the documentation process which becomes a prerequisite for the decision-making stage.
Regarding the research methodology, we made use of the following investigation methods: analysis, observation, inference, deduction, causal explanation, synthesis, comparison, classification. For the elaboration of the present dissertation we went through the following steps: documentation, research of empirical facts and research itself.
Our entire approach is based on conceptual delimitations and scientific explanations which had as starting point the specialized literature and the statistical information resources. Other data were obtained by means of personal processing, after applying various statistical-mathematical methods (calculation of the progress index, analysis of the significant differences, analysis of the correlations).
The final part of the research paper presents the prospects of developing tourism in the North-East area, taking into consideration not only the tourism development in Subcarpathia and Central Slovakia regions, but also their pre- and post-accession experience. Moreover, we refer to the expansion of the tourist activity, at regional level, for the following years, considering the instruments specific to the regional development policy. The conclusions aim at finding possibilities to handle the improvable aspects, identified through research, but also at tracing out possible directions for the future development, according to the existing opportunities.
From the point of view of personal contributions and originality of the approached topic, we can point out the most important aspects:

· analyzing tourism in the context of regional development, by studying the progress of a set of tourist indicators and by analyzing the impact of the tourist activity on economy;

· using some adequate instruments for elaborating this dissertation: the progress indexes for quantifying the course of the indicators, Anova method for emphasize the significant differences among the values of the tourist indicators, as well as the correlative analysis for highlighting the connections between these indicators;
· conducting the case study (that is, a comparative analysis of the tourist activity) in two directions: comparing the North-East region with the other regions of Romania, on one hand, and comparing it with other two similar regions from Poland and Slovakia, on the other hand;
· highlighting, with the help of statistical data, the impact of the EU accession upon tourism in these three regions;

· formulating some conclusions and development directions for the North-East area, based on the experience of the other two regions already mentioned;

Although, generally speaking, the EU accession had some positive effects on our country, the tourist activity did not register essential changes regarding the number of foreign tourists, unlike some other countries.
The aspects presented so far point to the idea that the tourist activity does not have a significant contribution to economy, in the North-East area or at the national level, but tourism can have great importance in certain areas (for instance, in some rural areas with tourist potential). The benefits following the development of tourism can take the shape of increased income, higher occupational rate, exploitation of unused resources and stimulation of some related economic sectors.
As a result of the present paper, after synthesizing the results and indicating some solutions, we can trace out possible future research directions, starting with the topic approached by us. In our opinion, the future studies could focus on putting into practice certain suggestions formulated by us in the frame of this analysis. The prospects concerning this scientific analysis should aim at identifying the aspects which were improved and those which still need improving, while suggesting some solutions in this respect.
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