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Surface waters are represented mainly by rivers in the Transylvanian part of Romania. The most 
important running waters are the Someş, Barcău, Crişul Repede, Crişul Negru, Crişul Alb, Mureş 
and the Olt. Water quality of these rivers generally improved after the 1990’s as many large 
industrial facilities were shut down after the political changes. We investigated the changes in 
water quality and in the composition of aquatic communities during the last two decades in the 
frames of several research projects. Agriculture in general used far smaller amounts of fertilizers 
after 1990 as the large state-run kolkhozes were also dismantled. These kolkhozes used large 
quantities of artificial fertilizers and pesticides. While the quality of surface waters improved after 
1990, the role of decline in industrial versus large-scale agricultural activities cannot be quantified 
anymore. However, misuse of agricultural chemicals is still wide-spread today as a bequest of 
agricultural practices in the kolkhozes, where extensive use of these chemicals was facilitated by 
state subventions. An example of such misuse was observed on the Crişul Alb in 1997: almost the 
entire mussel population was wiped out when a  container used for pesticide storage was cleaned 
in the river. Due to the usage of fertilizers all investigated Transylvanian rivers presented increased 
levels of nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium. This caused an increase in the numbers of 
organisms forming the phytoplankton and biotekton. However, the role of communal wastewater in 
the eutrophication should also be emphasized beside the agriculture despite recent upgrades of 
many waste-water treatment facilities. Mussels immediately repopulated the lower reaches of the 
Mureş river after the closing of the agrochemical factory in Arad in 1992. Land improvement 
activities were an important component of pre-1990 agricultural practices. These mainly affected 
wetlands along the rivers. Drainage of these areas destroyed many representative wetland 
ecosystems while the areas gained were often still not suitable for agriculture. As the central 
government strongly facilitated the increase of agricultural lands, the fields were extended toward 
the riverbanks. Riverside bushes, small forests and dead river branches were destroyed in the 
process. This trend is still wide-spread today as rivers and their floodplains are treated separately 
by the authorities despite the provisions of the Water Framework Directive. As subsistence farmers 
working on small strips of lands are not competitive in the EU, they increasingly abandon their 
fields. These become occupied by aggressively spreading invasive plant species which replace 
native communities. 
Demands for gravel for constructions strongly have increased in the past decades. This gravel was 
mainly extracted from riverbeds sometimes down to the slate layer (e.g. in the case of the Mureş). 
As a result, groundwater is freely flowing into the rivers during dry periods, resulting in strong 
desiccation of agricultural fields. Determining the present-day anthropogenic impact on 
Transylvanian rivers would be the most important step in the near future. 


