Romania's Post-Basescu Anti-Corruption Revolution: DNA's
Unprecedented Prosecutorial Campaign

The "dosarele post-Basescu" phenomenon represents the most transformative anti-corruption
campaign in Romania's post-communist history. Between 2014 and 2018, DNA prosecuted over
4,700 defendants including two prime ministers, 68 high-ranking officials, and hundreds of
mayors, (Wikipedia) (Wikipedia ) achieving a remarkable 90% conviction rate while recovering

hundreds of millions of euros. (Wikipedia) (Wikipedia) This unprecedented judicial offensive

fundamentally altered Romania's political landscape, establishing that no official—regardless of

rank or political affiliation—stood above the law.

The timing was striking: within months of President Klaus lohannis replacing Traian Basescu in
December 2014, Romania witnessed an explosion of high-level prosecutions that had been notably
absent during the previous decade. Under DNA chief Laura Codruta Kovesi's leadership, the agency
evolved from a specialized unit into a semi-autonomous prosecutorial powerhouse that
would ultimately prosecute sitting prime ministers, cabinet ministers, and business moguls with
equal fervor. The phenomenon represented both the apex of Romania's judicial
independence and a source of intense political controversy that continues to shape the country's

democratic development.

The institutional architecture of unprecedented prosecutions

Laura Codruta Kovesi's leadership of DNA from 2013 to 2018 created the institutional
framework that enabled Romania's anti-corruption revolution. Appointed initially by
President Basescu, Kovesi transformed DNA from 91 prosecutors in 2003 to 158
by 2018, establishing 14 territorial services nationwide with enhanced legal powers covering

cases exceeding €200,000 in damages. (ResearchGate ) (Wikipedia ) The agency gained exclusive
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jurisdiction over European Union financial crimes regardless of amount, (Wikipedia) creating an
unprecedented prosecutorial reach across Romania's political and business elite. ( Wikipedia

DNA's institutional strength derived from multiple sources of independence and capability. The
agency operated with its own judicial police officers, technical specialists, and sophisticated
surveillance capabilities, while maintaining legal insulation from political interference
through constitutional protections and fixed-term appointments. International
cooperation proved crucial, with FBI collaboration providing advanced investigative
techniques and the European Union offering institutional support through the
Cooperation and Verification Mechanism. (Caleaeuropeana) (Wikipedia) This framework enabled DNA

to pursue complex financial crimes with resources and expertise previously unavailable to Romanian

prosecutors.

Kovesi's management philosophy emphasized performance metrics, media transparency, and equal
application of law across political affiliations. Her annual reports detailed specific achievements and

financial recovery amounts, creating public accountability mechanisms that distinguished DNA from

traditional Romanian institutions. (Wikipedia) (Wikipedia) The agency maintained detailed press

releases for major cases, transforming anti-corruption prosecution from secretive judicial
proceedings into transparent public processes that built popular support while generating political

opposition.

Major cases that transformed Romanian politics

The prosecution of Liviu Dragnea, Romania‘s most powerful politician, exemplifies DNA's reach
during this period. As leader of the Social Democratic Party and Parliament Speaker, Dragnea faced
multiple charges including fake employment schemes at Teleorman county services, organized
crime allegations in the Tel Drum infrastructure case involving €127 million, and influence trafficking
related to his 2017 Washington visit. His definitive conviction in May 2019 for


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Anticorruption_Directorate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Anticorruption_Directorate
https://rai-see.org/learning-hub/mapping-anti-corruption-in-see/romania/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Anticorruption_Directorate
https://www.romania-insider.com/dna-prosecutors-romania-training-fbi-experts-2023
https://www.caleaeuropeana.ro/mcv-dna-anticoruptie/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Anticorruption_Directorate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Anticorruption_Directorate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Laura_Codru%C8%9Ba_K%C3%B6vesi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liviu_Dragnea

instigation to abuse of office resulted in 3.5 years imprisonment, making him the highest-
ranking Romanian official imprisoned for corruption.

Elena Udrea’s prosecution revealed the systematic nature of DNA investigations. The former
Tourism Minister under Basescu received 6 years imprisonment for organizing the 2011 "Gala Bute"
boxing event that illegally transferred €3 million from state tourism funds for electoral purposes.
Her case demonstrated DNA's willingness to pursue Basescu's inner circle, including his
daughter loana Bisescu who received 5 years for campaign finance violations. (euronews) (Reuters)

Udrea's subsequent flight to Costa Rica in 2018, return in 2019, second flight to Bulgaria in 2022,

and eventual extradition illustrated both the international reach of Romanian corruption

prosecutions and the desperation of convicted officials. BIRN

The Microsoft Licenses scandal represented the largest corruption case in Romanian history,
involving over €1 billion in reviewed contracts and $67 million in documented state prejudice. The
case revealed systematic corruption between 2004-2012 where officials pocketed 47%
Microsoft discounts through inflated Fujitsu Siemens contracts. Key convictions
included former Communications Minister Gabriel Sandu, Piatra Neamt Mayor Gheorghe Stefan (6
years), and businessman Nicolae Dumitru, demonstrating DNA's capability to prosecute

complex international corruption schemes involving multinational corporations.

Victor Ponta became the first sitting prime minister prosecuted for corruption in
2015, facing charges of forgery, tax evasion, and money laundering related to €181,439 in fictitious
legal services. Though ultimately acquitted after eight years of proceedings, his prosecution
and subsequent resignation following the Colectiv protests demonstrated DNA's political impact
beyond successful convictions. The case established precedents for prosecuting active government

officials and contributed to political instability that characterized Romania's post-2014 governance.

The political transformation and contested legacy
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The phenomenon's political timing reflects a fundamental shift in Romania's institutional balance.
During Basescu's presidency (2004-2014), major corruption cases against his associates
remained dormant despite DNA's formal establishment. The "Fleet File" investigation against
Basescu himself was repeatedly delayed, while figures like Elena Udrea and loana Basescu
enjoyed apparent protection from prosecution. This changed dramatically when Klaus lohannis
assumed the presidency, explicitly campaigning on judicial independence and refusing to interfere
with ongoing investigations.

Public support for DNA reached remarkable levels, with 59.8% trust compared to just 12.6%

for Parliament, (Wikipedia) (Wikipedia) indicating widespread popular approval for anti-corruption
efforts. This translated into massive street protests when the government attempted to
weaken DNA through Emergency Ordinance 13 in 2017, which would have decriminalized abuse of

office under €48,500. The resulting #rezist movement represented Romania's largest protests since

1989, forcing the government to withdraw the ordinance and demonstrating the political power of

anti-corruption sentiment.

However, accusations of selective justice persistently shadowed DNA's achievements. Critics argued
that prosecutions disproportionately targeted political opponents while protecting others, pointing
to the timing of investigations and differential treatment of similar cases. Former President
Basescu himself became increasingly critical of DNA despite appointing Koévesi, calling it a
"political bludgeon” used for partisan purposes. These controversies intensified as
DNA's investigations expanded across party lines, ultimately contributing to the political backlash
that led to Kovesi's dismissal in 2018.

Current status and institutional evolution

As of 2025, the post-Basescu phenomenon continues evolving with mixed results. Most major
figures have completed their sentences: Liviu Dragnea was released in July 2021 after serving
2 years and 2 months, while former Constanta mayor Radu Mazare was released in May 2024
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after serving 5 years. (Economica) (Europa FM) Elena Udrea remains imprisoned at Penitenciarul

Targsor serving her 6-year sentence, with possible release expected in late 2025. (DCNews ) (Hotnews )

Sebastian Ghita remains a fugitive in Serbia with political asylum status, avoiding multiple pending

criminal cases in Romania. (Romania Insider +5)

DNA's post-2018 performance under current leadership shows continued effectiveness despite
reduced political prominence. In 2024, the agency solved 1,888 cases with 898 defendants
judged, maintaining conviction rates above 90% while recovering RON 123.16 million.
However, significant challenges have emerged, particularly prescription issues where Constitutional

Court decisions have led to major cases worth over €200 million being lost to statute of limitations

between 2022-2024.

The European Union's decision to end Cooperation and Verification Mechanism supervision signals

recognition of Romania's progress in high-level corruption combat. (European Commission ) Laura

Codruta Kévesi's appointment as the first European Chief Prosecutor (European Commission ) validates
the institutional model she developed at DNA, despite Romanian government opposition.

This international recognition contrasts with domestic political pressures that continue

threatening prosecutorial independence through legislative changes and leadership challenges.

Assessing the phenomenon's democratic impact

The "dosarele post-Basescu" phenomenon fundamentally transformed Romanian governance by
establishing practical accountability mechanisms for public officials. DNA prosecuted 400 mayors,
160 judges, 60 government members, and recovered hundreds of millions of euros,

creating deterrent effects across political and business elites. (Wikipedia) (Eurotopics) The

agency demonstrated that systematic corruption prosecution was possible in post-communist

transitions when institutional independence, international support, and political protection aligned.

Yet this success generated profound tensions about democratic balance and institutional power.

DNA's semi-autonomous status and aggressive prosecution methods raised questions about
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prosecutorial accountability and political interference in judicial processes. The controversy
surrounding intelligence service cooperation, allegations of authoritarian management, and political
polarization created by anti-corruption efforts illustrate the complex trade-offs between effective

corruption combat and democratic governance.

Conclusion

The post-Basescu anti-corruption phenomenon represents both the potential and limitations of
judicial reform in democratic transitions. Through unprecedented prosecutions of high-level
officials, DNA achieved remarkable results in combating systemic corruption while
establishing rule of law principles that had been absent from Romanian governance.

The institutional framework created during this period influenced prosecutorial

development across Eastern Europe and contributed to Romania's enhanced international standing.

However, the phenomenon also revealed the fragility of democratic institutions under political
pressure and the persistent challenges of balancing effective governance with democratic
accountability. The political backlash that led to Kévesi's dismissal, ongoing
prescription crises, and continued attempts to limit prosecutorial independence demonstrate that

institutional reform remains vulnerable to political manipulation.

The legacy continues evolving as Romania navigates the tension between maintaining anti-
corruption achievements and addressing legitimate concerns about selective justice and
institutional balance. The post-Basescu phenomenon established irreversible precedents for holding
public officials accountable, but sustaining these achievements requires continued vigilance against
both corruption and the abuse of prosecutorial power. Romania's experience provides crucial
insights for understanding how democratic institutions can combat systemic corruption while

preserving democratic governance principles in post-authoritarian transitions.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Anticorruption_Directorate
https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2015-09-30/romanias-anticorruption-dna
https://www.justiceinitiative.org/litigation/laura-codrua-kovesi-v-romania

