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Abstract

Starting and growing a business can be challenging, especially when it comes to securing funding. For
entrepreneurs in Romania, 2025 presents an array of opportunities through non-refundable grants and funding
programs designed to support businesses at all stages. From the renowned StartUp Nation program to European,
National Recovery and Resilience Plan PNRR and Norwegian grants, there are multiple ways to access financial
support. The StartUp Nation program remains one of the most popular funding sources for new and growing
businesses in Romania. Designed to stimulate entrepreneurship, innovation, and job creation, this program offers
substantial financial support to eligible businesses. The StartUp Nation Romania program has been a game-
changer for aspiring entrepreneurs. This government-backed initiative provides non-refundable grants to cover a
wide range of startup expenses.
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1. Introduction

In his book, The Lean Start Up, Eric Ries talks about building a startup — especially if you want to avoid
wasting time, money, and energy building something nobody wants.

Instead of spending months or years building a ,,perfect” product, you:

e Build a basic version (an MVP — Minimum Viable Product);

e Measure how real users interact with it;

e Learn from that data to improve it (or pivot entirely).

You repeat this loop as fast and as often as possible

The Key Principles from The Lean Startup are to start Small, Learn Fast. Don’t guess what customers want.
Let their behavior guide you. Launch something rough, see what sticks, and refine quickly.?

Validated Learning Your startup exists to learn what customers really want. It’s not just about making
money — at first, it’s about proving your idea even works.

MVP (Minimum Viable Product)

The simplest thing you can build to test one assumption. Not a half-finished app — it could be:

e Alanding page;

e Avideo demo;

e A manual process that looks automated (,,Wizard of Oz” MVP).

Pivot or Persevere

After each learning cycle, you either:

e Persevere (you're on the right path)

e Pivot (something's off — change direction)

Startups that learn fast are better at survival.

Innovation Accounting You don’t just track vanity metrics like downloads or followers. You measure actual
learning and progress (e.g., conversion rates, retention, user feedback).?

Start-up nation funds — whether public, private, or hybrid — provide the necessary capital for early-stage
startups to experiment, innovate, and develop cutting-edge technologies. This is critical because:

e Traditional banks often avoid risky early-stage ventures.

e Many groundbreaking technologies (Al, biotech, cleantech, etc.) require significant upfront investment
in research and development.

* Associate Professor, PhD, Faculty of International Relations and Administration, ,Nicolae Titulescu” University of Bucharest (e-mail:
costin_bragaru@yahoo.com).

L E. Ries, The Lean Start Up, 2014.

2 Ibidem.
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Start-Up Nation Funds play a crucial role in fostering innovation, driving economic growth, and positioning
countries — especially smaller or developing ones — as global tech and entrepreneurial hubs.

Startups create jobs, not just directly through employment but also indirectly through their supply chains.
Over time, successful startups can scale into large companies or be acquired, stimulating the economy.

e InlIsrael (often dubbed the ,Start-Up Nation”), tech startups have become a major employment sector.

e Inthe USA, over 3 million new jobs were created by startups in 2023 alone.

Well-managed startup ecosystems attract international venture capital, multinational partnerships, and
foreign direct investment (FDI). Start-up nation funds act as a signal to the world that a country is serious about
innovation. Offering support for young entrepreneurs and tech talent encourages them to build companies
locally rather than seeking opportunities abroad. This helps retain intellectual capital and build local expertise.

The Start-Up Nation Romania program is essential for stimulating entrepreneurship and the economic
development of countries, providing financial support and entrepreneurial training for young people from
various corners of Romania.

This article aims to present how Start-Up Nation funds for Romania represents a fundamental pillar in the
country's economic development strategy, having a significant impact on job creation, reducing regional
disparities and supporting young entrepreneurial talents.

2. Content

In his best-selling book Zero to One, Peter Thiel says that if you want to build a better future, you have to
believe in secrets.

The great secret of our time is that there are still unknown frontiers to explore and new inventions to
create. In Zero to One, legendary entrepreneur and investor Peter Thiel shows us how to discover original
solutions to create these new things.

Thiel starts from the premise that we are going through a period of technological stagnation, even if we are
too distracted by the myriad of shiny mobile devices to notice reality. Information technology has improved
rapidly, but there is no reason why progress should be limited to computers or Silicon Valley. Progress can occur
in any industry or area of business, and it springs from the most important skill a leader should master: the ability
to learn to think for themselves.?

From Zero to One presents both an optimistic vision of progress and a new perspective on innovation: it
begins when you learn to ask the questions that help you discover value in unexpected places.

Starting and growing a business can be challenging, especially when it comes to securing funding. For
entrepreneurs in Romania, 2025 presents an array of opportunities through non-refundable grants and funding
programs designed to support businesses at all stages. From the renowned StartUp Nation program to European,
National Recovery and Resilience Plan PNRR and Norwegian grants, there are multiple ways to access financial
support. The StartUp Nation program remains one of the most popular funding sources for new and growing
businesses in Romania. Designed to stimulate entrepreneurship, innovation, and job creation, this program
offers substantial financial support to eligible businesses. The StartUp Nation Romania program has been a game-
changer for aspiring entrepreneurs. This government-backed initiative provides non-refundable grants to cover
a wide range of startup expenses.

Over the past decade, Romania has quietly emerged as one of Eastern Europe's most promising hubs for
innovation and entrepreneurship. At the heart of this transformation is the Start-Up Nation program, a
government-backed funding initiative aimed at supporting the creation and growth of small businesses across
the country. With its mix of financial assistance, policy support, and growing digital infrastructure, Romania is
shaping its own ,Start-Up Nation” identity—one uniquely attuned to its local context and regional potential.

Launched in 2017 by the Romanian government, the Start-Up Nation program was designed to stimulate
entrepreneurship and reduce unemployment, particularly among young people and in underdeveloped areas.
The initiative provides non-reimbursable grants (essentially government-backed funding that doesn’t need to
be paid back) to eligible start-ups, with the goal of helping them cover key expenses like equipment, software,
salaries, and operational costs.*

3 B. Masters, P. Thiel, De la zero la unu - Note despre start-upuri sau cum sa construiesti viitorul, 2015.
4 https://oportunitati-ue.gov.ro/en/apeluri/?_sfm_status=activ.
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The program is managed by the Ministry for Business Environment, Commerce and Entrepreneurship, and
in its most recent iterations, the grants have reached up to RON 200,000 (approximately €40,000) per project.’

Key Objectives of the Program:

e Encourage new business creation, especially among young entrepreneurs and returning Romanians
from the diaspora.

e Boost innovation and competitiveness in sectors such as IT, manufacturing, services, and green energy.

e Support job creation, with additional points in the funding application for businesses that create full-
time jobs, especially for marginalized groups or in rural areas.

e Strengthen the local economy, particularly in less-developed regions, by offering equal opportunities
for business development.

Since its inception, the Start-Up Nation program has helped tens of thousands of Romanian entrepreneurs
launch their ventures. Many recipients have successfully established operations in tech, retail, manufacturing,
and creative industries.

Some success stories include:

e Local tech start-ups that used the funding to purchase servers, build MVPs, or pay initial development
teams.

e Artisanal food producers and agri-tech companies that scaled up with modern equipment and
sustainable practices.

e Design and marketing agencies that were able to open physical offices and hire their first employees
thanks to Start-Up Nation grants.

While the exact long-term survival rate of funded businesses varies, the overall sentiment has been that
the program fills a crucial gap in Romania's entrepreneurial ecosystem, especially where access to venture
capital is limited.

Challenges and Criticism. Despite its benefits, the program has faced several challenges:

e Bureaucracy and delays in fund disbursement have frustrated some entrepreneurs.

e The application process, though simplified in recent years, can still be complex for first-time business
owners.

e There have been concerns about sustainability, with some critics arguing that businesses created solely
to obtain the grant may not be viable in the long run.

Still, recent updates to the program — such as stricter eligibility requirements, better digital tools for
submission, and clearer guidelines — aim to improve its efficiency and impact.

Looking to the Future. With growing interest in digital innovation, green technology, and social
entrepreneurship, there is significant potential to expand and modernize the Start-Up Nation framework. Some
ideas being floated include:

e Integrating mentorship and training programs alongside funding.

e Creating a start-up fund for scale-ups — helping successful Start-Up Nation recipients grow further.

e Opening more collaboration channels between Romanian start-ups and EU-wide initiatives for funding
and expansion.

In 2023, Romania also introduced Start-Up Nation Diaspora, a special track for Romanians living abroad
who want to return and start businesses at home, reinforcing the country’s commitment to leveraging its global
talent. The Start-Up Diaspora Program is a government initiative aimed at Romanian citizens in the diaspora who
want to return to the country and start a business. It offers non-repayable financing of up to RON 200.000 for
microenterprises and SMEs established in the last 3 years.

The Start-Up Nation program in Romania has played a key role in energizing the local start-up scene, giving
thousands of entrepreneurs the financial support they need to turn ideas into action. While challenges remain,
the future looks promising — especially as Romania continues to integrate innovation, education, and EU
partnerships into its economic development strategy.

With the right reforms and sustained support, Romania is well on its way to becoming not just Most of the
support for young entrepreneurs have been available in packages: training and small start-up funding, within EU

® Ibidem.
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funded project under the European Social Fund. The communication in this respect have been only project based
and no long-term strategy was designed.

No other information is available about top-level policy measure implemented to ensure that young people
know about the opportunities, funding and services they can receive as young entrepreneurs.

In 2017, the former Ministry for the Business Environment, Commerce and Entrepreneurship (part of the
Ministry of Entrepreneurship and Tourism since November 2021) launched a programme dedicated to funding
new business: the programme Start-Up Nation - Romania. The programme is similar with the programmes
implemented in the past, using funding from the European Social Fund to support start-ups. Start-Up Nation -
Romania uses national budget funds to support start-ups with a maximum of 200 000 lei (about 43 000 Euro).
The programme was launched in 2017 and other calls have been published in December 2018 and October 2019.
In 2020 the programme focused on supporting the IT start-ups under the name: Star Tech Innovation. In 2021
the budgetary allocations for entrepreneurship focused on curbing the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. In
2022, Start-Up Nation Romania was relaunched under similar conditions to the ones in 2019.°

Although opened and promoted as a programme for young people, Start-Up Nation Romania in 2017-2022
was not designed especially for young people, and older entrepreneurs could apply as well. The programme
supports small start-ups viable for at least 2 years after the first year when they have been funded and creating
at least one job.

In 2018, the Romanian government selected the grant administrators for a programme similar to Start-Up
Romania, called Romania Start-Up Plus. The programme supports start-ups for all ages entrepreneurs with up to
40 000 Euro, using European funds form the European Social Fund through the Operational Programme Human
Capital. In 2018, the Managing Authority of the programme, at the Ministry of European Investments and
Projects, selected 195 organisations and universities to manage grant schemes for projects. Part of the funding
was directed to entrepreneurship training, but the most part of the funding was re-granted for small start-ups in
very similar conditions with Start-Up Romania.

In 2020, the Ministry of European Investments and Projects launched a grant scheme, supported by the
European Social Fund, encouraging students to become entrepreneurs. The fund — Innotech Student — awarded
the first grants at the end of 2021. Until the end of 2023, students were supported to set up a total of 1,300 new
businesses and to create more than 3,300 new jobs.”

Additionally, most of the EU funded projects aiming at supporting youth employment, funded under the
Youth Guarantee Action Plan by the Youth Employment Initiative or the European Social Fund (within the
Operational Programme Human Capital), also include entrepreneurial education for a selected group in their
target group and supported a small number of new businesses set up by the young beneficiaries, according to
the evaluation of the second Evaluation of the Operational Programme Human Capital, focused on specific
objectives regarding employment, conducted and published in 2023.

Funding for start-ups and training have been available in for hundreds of young people within a programme
of the Ministry of Economy, Commerce and the Relationship with the Business Environment between 2010 and
2014. In 2015 and 2016 the programme was not targeting young people, but all start-ups, for all age’s
entrepreneurs. Due to changes in the structure of the Ministry, the information on these programmes is no
longer available online.

Other programmes for entrepreneurship supported by the Romanian government have been:

e The programme for the development of marketing activities of products and market services (no longer
opened after 2019);

o The programme for the development of the entrepreneurial culture among women managers in the
SME sector (no longer opened after 2019);

e The national multi-annual micro-industrialization programme (available until 2018);

e The multi-annual national programme for supporting crafts and handicrafts (opened until 2016).

In 2024, the programme Start-Up Nation 2024-2025 was launched. The programme is managed by the
Ministry of Economy, Digitalisation, Entrepreneurship and Tourism and it continues funding schemes launched
in 2017. Through the ,Start-Up Nation” programme, young people who wish to become entrepreneurs can
receive grants to establish small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), with a personal contribution of 10%.

5 https://mfe.gov.ro/.
7 https://national-policies.eacea.ec.europa.eu/.
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Adopted as part of the national support programme for entrepreneurship development, ,Start-Up Nation 2024—-
2025” will offer non-repayable grants from the Romanian State and the European Union, under two pillars:
,Young Entrepreneurs through Start-Up Nation” and ,,Start-Up Nation Romania”. The first targets young people
under the age of 30 from across the country, while the second is aimed at individuals aged 30-35 who are inactive,
job-seeking, unemployed, or part of disadvantaged groups in the labour market, particularly from less developed
regions of the country.

The Start-Up Nation program in Romania has been a significant opportunity for young entrepreneurs,
supporting the establishment of over 14,000 businesses since 2017. It has provided non-repayable grants to
stimulate the development of small and medium-sized businesses, contributing to job creation and economic
diversification.

Remarkable Success Stories

Several companies have recorded significant growth after receiving funding from Start-Up Nation:

e Foxline SRL (Bucharest): Operating in the field of machinery and equipment manufacturing, the
company recorded a turnover of 67.3 million lei in 2023, with a net profit of 11.4 million lei and a single employee.

e Skela Industries SRL (Bucharest): Founded in 2017, the company reported a turnover of 46.1 million lei
in 2023, with a net profit of 4.6 million lei and 62 employees.

e Positive Productions SRL (Bucharest): Operating in the restaurant sector, the company recorded a
turnover of 45.8 million lei in 2023, with a net profit of 358,807 lei and 60 employees.

e Albina Restaurante SRL (2018): In the restaurant sector, the company had a turnover of 28 million lei in
2023, with a net profit of 4.4 million lei and 117 employees.

e DNO Speed Logistics SRL (Berceni, Prahova): Active in the wholesale trade of dairy products and oils, the
company reported a turnover of 26.5 million lei in 2023, with a net profit of 1.3 million lei and 25 employees.

These examples demonstrate the positive impact of the program on business development and job
creation.

Other businesses that have benefited from Start-Up Nation include:

e EntreTech SRL: Founded by Andrei and Maria, two young entrepreneurs passionate about technology,
the company has developed a revolutionary application for efficient management of team projects, used by
companies across Europe.

e EcoBio Store: loana, an entrepreneur with a passion for organic and ecological products, opened a store
dedicated to environmentally friendly products, serving a growing community of consumers aware of the
importance of eco-choices.

e EduTech Solutions: Founded by Radu, an educational technology enthusiast, the company offers an
online platform with modern educational tools and resources for students and teachers, helping thousands of
people access quality education.

These stories illustrate the diversity and positive impact of Start-Up Nation on Romanian entrepreneurship.

However, some challenges remain. For example, some entrepreneurs have experienced delays in
processing grants, requiring them to take out loans to support their businesses until they receive the funds. These
delays can affect cash flow and business planning.

Despite these challenges, Start-Up Nation remains an essential program for supporting new businesses and
stimulating the Romanian economy. By continuing to implement effectively and adapting to the needs of
entrepreneurs, the program can significantly contribute to the sustainable development of the SME sector in
Romania.

3. Conclusions

The Start-Up Nation program in Romania has been a significant opportunity for young entrepreneurs,
supporting the establishment of over 14,000 businesses since 2017. It has provided non-repayable grants to
stimulate the development of small and medium-sized businesses, contributing to job creation and economic
diversification.

Romania’s Start-Up Nation program, launched to support the establishment and development of small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), has had a significant impact on the Romanian entrepreneurial landscape.
However, recent assessments indicate both notable achievements and persistent challenges.
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In conclusion, Start-Up Nation has demonstrated significant potential in supporting Romanian
entrepreneurship, but to become an even more effective tool, a more structured, transparent and adapted
approach to the current needs of the market is necessary.
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