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Abstract: Since the Second World War, Poland has been undergoing an intensive process of
transformation of the economic structure of rural areas, manifested, among other things, in the
change in the occupational make-up of its inhabitants. The development of non-agricultural methods
of management in rural areas has led to the emergence of multifunctional rural areas, where the
role of agriculture as a source of income for the inhabitants is decreasing. There is a process of
deagrarianisation of the economic structure, which has been indicated by many researchers as an
unavoidable process, connected with the changes taking place in rural areas. One of the effects of
this process are changes in rural settlement patterns. The aim of this article is to present the spatial
effects of the deagrarianisation process in the Polish countryside, expressed in the changes in the
rural settlement network. The authors used the statistical database of the Central Statistical Office
(over 41 thousand records) to draw up the classification of rural areas by the nature of changes
in population numbers in the period 1950–2011, which was compared with the research carried
out as part of the Monitoring of Rural Development in Poland. The study confirmed that the
factor behind the evolution of the rural settlement network is the process of decreasing agricultural
demand for labour. As a consequence, there is a polarisation of localities into multifunctional rural
localities, mainly headquarter villages and local government offices, and those with a predominantly
agricultural function. On a supra-local scale, a process of polarisation of rural areas between a growing
suburban population and a reducing peripheral location around large and medium-sized towns has
been observed.
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1. Introduction

During the last century, and especially the post-war period, Poland had been a subject to a massive
change of its economy’s structure. This process shifted all the sectors, but remains clearly visible
in the rural areas [1,2]. This is often shown by the decreasing share of agriculture in GDP, but this
indicator in isolation does not best illustrate the process. a decreasing share of agriculture in GDP
could take place without changes taking place in agriculture itself, but based on the development of
non-agricultural sectors. However, non-agricultural sectors are not the only sectors subject to dynamic
development, as agriculture itself is as well. But its development is based on the fact that labour
demand is decreasing (and consequently agricultural employment both as a proportion of general
employment and per unit of product or unit of agricultural area). In Poland, the vast majority of farms
are “family farms” and work resources come from the family members, not from the “agricultural
workers” paid to do their job.
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If the decrease in agricultural employment is too slow in relation to the demand for work in this
section of the economy, then the labour charge in agriculture decreases and work in it becomes unattractive.
The answer to this is a tendency to increase the size of agricultural holdings and changes in the method of
management, taking into account the effects of agricultural science, mechanisation of work, etc.

Agriculture is focused almost exclusively on rural areas, so processes related to it are reflected in
changes in the countryside. In particular, the low attractiveness of poorly paid work in agriculture
translates into the attractiveness of the countryside as a place of residence, and consequently into migration
processes between the countryside and the urban areas, as a result of which the countryside loses its
inhabitants—particularly young, relatively better educated and more entrepreneurial people [3–6]).

Counteracting such population decline in rural areas and the ageing of the rural population has
been achieved through the development of local non-agricultural labour markets, both in rural areas
and in local, easily accessible urban centres. The development of this type of labour market has led to
the creation of multifunctional rural areas, where the role of agriculture as a source of income for the
inhabitants is decreasing. Thus, a process of deagrarianisation of the economy has been taking place [7].
The deagrarianisation manifests itself in a change in the occupational structure, which ultimately
leads to a decrease in the share of family agriculture involved in total agricultural production [8].
However, its scale and course varies depending on a number of a social, economic, cultural, geographical
and other factors. The processes of deagrarianisation are considered to be the inevitable consequences
of past and present processes of change taking place in rural areas. They have been experiencing
constant socio-economic change, and the conceptual framework for deagrarianisation attempts to
explain agrarian change in its broadest sense [8,9].

The aim of this article is to present the spatial effects of the deagrarianisation process in rural areas
of Poland, expressed in the transformation of the rural settlement network. The authors pose research
questions: how many villages are located in the country, what increases and decreases population
are occurring in the population, what factors have the greatest influence on the evolution of the rural
settlement network, and what are the consequences of population changes in individual villages
for the rural settlement network of Poland. These questions are all the more important because the
process of demographic change in villages may have negative consequences: a decrease in the rural
population leads to a decrease in population density and thus to an increase in the cost of services
(public services, transport, etc.), changes to the structure of the population, and increases to the process
of the population’s aging. In turn, an increase in the rural population may have negative consequences
in the form of spatial chaos, among other effects. The proposed approach properly reflects the current
demographic situation of rural areas; therefore, according to the authors, the study can be used as
an instrument of regional policy in the development of rural development strategies.

In theoretical background of the paper, the authors consider the concept of deagrarianisation against
the background of multifunctional development, social innovation, and sustainable development.
They also present the motives of migrants settling in rural areas. The next chapter presents the
materials and methods used. In the results of study chapter, the authors focus on discussing the
spatial distribution of the rural population, especially the growing (progressive) and shrinking
(regressive) villages, and analyse the economic and social factors influencing the evolution of the rural
settlement network. The last chapter presents conclusions from the research.

2. Theoretical Background of the Study

Rural development is an extremely complex process. It does not run uniformly, according to
a single model, but instead occurs based on diverse endogenous potential, because different areas
have different problems and conditions [10,11]. The assessment of this potential enables planning,
predicting the development of a given entity. In general, the contemporary development of a village
occurs in three main directions:

- Reconstruction—the reduction of expenditure on production and agricultural investments,
searching for new sources of income,
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- broadening—appearance of new activities such as agritourism,
- deepening—production of high quality food, including organic food [12].

It is often necessary to treat villages individually, due to the specific processes taking place in them.
Among the many development concepts relating to rural areas, exogenous theories of development,
derived from the economics of economic development, are noteworthy, including the concept of
space polarization [13–16], which explains the formation of regions with different dynamics of
development, including the emergence of so-called losing regions, characterized by population loss,
and winning regions, with population growth. a large number of rural development models (including
sustainable rural development, village renewal, and an endogenous model) are based on the internal
potential of a given area. Their aim is to provide the population with a sustainable improvement in the
quality of life by launching various types of activities, including those related to the development of
human capital and the improvement of infrastructure.

At the beginning of village transformation, exogenous support measures are needed, which should
enable rural communities to achieve the goal of economic development [17,18]. Local resources
are currently seen as the most important, fundamental factor of development [19]. Endogenous
development is a process that uses local experience and knowledge and assumes that the natural and
human resources of an area will guarantee its sustainability [20]. In this context, deagrarianisation is
a natural stage in the development of societies, resulting from scientific and technical progress as well
as competition between the town and the countryside, and between agricultural and non-agricultural
activities. Deagrarianisation is a process forced by economic considerations. It takes place in a broadly
understood social and economic system and can be analysed using different social, economic, cultural,
and spatial categories. However, it is an ambiguous, multi-faceted, and difficult to define concept.
In this study, by deagrarianisation we mean a decrease in the share of agriculture in the local structure
of sources of income from work. There are other definitions in the literature, e.g., referring to the
reduction in the area of agricultural land, or an increase in fallow land and forests [21].

Taking into account global trends in agriculture and the process of rural development, we must
recognise that deagrarianisation is a real trend, and we cannot deny that there are processes
of diversification of livelihoods in rural areas [8]. Many researchers consider the processes of
deagrarianisation to be understood as a decreasing role of agriculture in the structure of a rural
population’s livelihoods [22,23]. This assumes the diversification of activities and increasing
opportunities for non-agricultural employment. It depends on a number of conditions, including local
entrepreneurship, planning, infrastructure development, and social capital. The concept of
multifunctional rural development is not limited to economic stimulation only, it also has an impact
on activating the local community and raising its competences. In a broad sense, multifunctionality
should be identified with the development of local entrepreneurship, strategic planning, agricultural
diversification, infrastructure development, social capital, and sustainable development. In turn,
the essence of the sustainable rural development model is to ensure sustainable improvement of the
quality of life of the population by shaping appropriate proportions between three types of capital:
economic, human, and natural. Increasingly, the sustainable development strategy is focused on
non-agricultural areas of the rural economy. This is in line with the observed trends, moving away from
stimulating agricultural production to a broader approach that takes into account multi-dimensional
objectives [24,25]. The sustainability paradigm can be considered the most up-to-date, comprehensive
approach to rural development. In many cases it is based on social innovation. They are defined
as a set of new solutions (products, services, models, markets, processes, etc.) that simultaneously
meet social needs (more effectively than existing solutions) and lead to new or better opportunities
and better use of rural resources [26]. As Phills, Deiglmeier, and Miller [27] and Rusciano, Civero,
and Scarpato [28] have proven, social innovation offers an innovative solution to a social problem that
is more effective than other existing initiatives.

The tool supporting sustainable development and social innovation in the village is its smart
specialization. An intelligent community is a community with a vision of the future [29,30]. a smart



Land 2020, 9, 523 4 of 19

village through the activities of a smart community should guarantee the improvement of the quality
of life of its inhabitants [31,32] and serve local rural markets and cities by producing goods and
services with high added value [33]. Intelligent rural specialization therefore includes all economic
activities supported by human and social capital. This applies not only to the high-tech industry,
but also to products and services of the so-called high opportunity sector, meaning those with prospects
for sustainable development. Intelligent specialization should not only be identified with a high
technological level, but also with a wise choice of resources and territorial potential. In rural areas,
these factors include: ecological agriculture, food industry, tourist services, industries related to
environmental infrastructure, and obtaining renewable energy [34].

Although the leading role in most villages in Poland is still played by the economic function
(food production, tourism, recreation, spa treatment), in view of the new paradigm of rural
and agricultural development, there is a deep need to develop other, equivalent functions,
e.g., ecological functions (protection of areas of natural value, biodiversity of flora and fauna,
and water against pollution, as well as land against erosion and degradation) and cultural functions
(preservation of the specificity of the cultural landscape, national identity, language, clothing, rituals,
and local, geographical, and historical values) [22,35–39]. The transformation of the landscape
from agrarian to rural causes the new one to combine cultural, emotional, psychological, and social
values [40–42]. This specific cultural landscape may be a factor stimulating the influx of people into
rural areas; hence, social and environmental projects are of increasing importance [43]. New spatial
development and functional but also social and cultural transformations are aimed at restructuring
rural areas towards new conditions in the era of post-productivity [18,44]. Non-agricultural functions
are also appearing in rural areas, e.g., housing, recreation [45–47]. The migration of the population to
the countryside has become more diverse, not only in suburban areas but also affected peripheral areas
due to greater mobility of the population [48–51]. In the literature, studies have been undertaken on
the motives that induce the population to move to less popular areas, often to peripheral villages [47].
These studies show that the main motive for settling in peripheral villages is the quality of the living
environment [52,53]. Idyllic arguments such as support for increased space and tranquillity are the
most often cited as reasons for choosing a new place to live. The emergence of these trends, however,
is linked to the achievement of a sufficiently high level of development in a given country.

The process of diversification of activities described in rural areas is important because, as noted by
M. Halamska [54,55], the process of deagrarianisation, i.e., its “liberation” from agriculture, has recently
intensified in the Polish countryside. The author’s research shows that in European rural areas,
farmers constitute an increasingly declining share of the population by occupational group, ranging from
20% to 1%; in the majority of EU countries, they constitute less than 5% of the rural population. It can
therefore be assumed that the tendencies observed—i.e., the decrease in importance of the agriculture
in the countryside—influenced the fact that the European Model of Agriculture was based on the
paradigm of multifunctionality [56,57], and Poland, upon becoming a part of the European Union,
adopted this model. The overarching goal of rural development is sustainable development through
diversity (multifunctionality). This applies to all areas, both economically developed ones and those
lagging behind that have faced underinvestment in infrastructure, with a predominance of fragmented
and low-subsistence agriculture or with no or very weak development of other socio-economic functions.

Rural settlement is an important element that responds to these changes. It is subject to
evolutionary processes and adapts to certain phenomena and processes in the geographical area.
The existing situation for particular villages is influenced by a wide range of factors, from historical and
cultural to social and economic factors, which results in internally diverse Polish regions. The model
of multifunctional rural development is mainly applied in the areas of suburban villages, due to
a relatively high degree of population concentration, the urban sales market and infrastructure,
etc. [58–60]. On the other hand, in peripheral rural areas, with villages characterised by population
decline, a monofunctional development model continues to predominate, as such areas face many
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economic, social, and cultural problems [61–64]. The existence of marginal regions is closely linked to
socio-spatial polarisation.

The phenomenon of population movement from rural areas is not new. The abandonment of
rural areas in favour of towns and cities in Western Europe was closely linked to the 19th-century
industrial revolution and urbanisation. In addition, it coincided with the modernisation of agriculture.
a wave of great migrations between rural and urban areas has been going on for several decades,
and in many rural areas it has led to the creation of demographic deserts [65]. Due to the mass nature
of this phenomenon, the problem of leaving rural settlements has been called a rural exodus [66].

Currently, there is no single pattern of transformations taking place in the rural settlement network.
It depends on a combination of many factors specific to particular regions, including location, the course
of industrialisation processes, the nature of demographic changes, the path of agrarian changes,
the evolution of the rural non-agricultural sector, or access to infrastructure and services [65].
Researching Sicilian villages, A.Rizzo [67] distinguished three groups:

- slow (-growth)—these are villages characterised by slow demographic growth, linked to economic
and cultural growth, thanks to investments in quality food markets, agriculture, and rural tourism,

- transition—transitional villages, characterised both by growth (advanced rural economy) and
declining (depopulation) areas,

- declining territories—declining territories are villages that have not modernised their economies,
have not created the employment opportunities emerging from the demographic process and the
agricultural transformation of free labour resources, and have therefore not been able to retain
their populations, which has manifested itself in the form of depopulation.

The processes referred to in the introduction are universal; however, Poland is a special place that
makes it possible to observe them in different conditions. Throughout the 19th century, the area of
today’s Poland was divided between Russia, Prussia, and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, countries with
different economic and legal systems and different policies towards rural areas and agriculture. In each
of these three parts of what is now Poland, the enfranchisement of peasants (which was the end of
feudal dependence in this part of Europe) and the liberation of the labour force took place under
different conditions, which favoured the development of cities and the industry that was emerging
in them in different ways. These regions also differ in terms of the density of the urban network,
medium-sized rural towns, etc.

In addition, after World War II, Poland’s borders changed as the western and northern lands,
which belonged to Germany in the interwar period, became part of Poland, while the former eastern
part of the country was annexed by the USSR. The pre-war inhabitants of the western and northern
lands were deported to Germany, and these lands were settled, among others, by Polish repatriates
from the USSR (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Course of historical borders in the current area of the country. Source: Own study.
1—an illustrative border of division into three Russian, Prussian, and Austro-Hungarian partitions before
World War I against the background of the current Polish territory. 2—an illustrative Polish-German
border from the interwar period against the background of the current division of Polish territory.

3. Research Materials and Methods

The article uses statistical, cartographic, and descriptive methods. Due to the nature of the study,
the basic method was the analysis and interpretation of statistical data, arranged in the form of what are
called dynamic time or territorial sequences relating to the whole Poland. Maps, especially cartograms,
were the basis of the analyses, but also an illustration of the issues. The analyses were based on
statistical data of the Central Statistical Office (GUS) and information in the literature. The studies of
population changes in individual villages were based on data from all post-war population censuses in
Poland, data from 1950, 1960, 1970, 1978, 1988, 2002, and 2011 were taken into account. This means
that the changes analysed covered a period of 62 years, with the study not only of the states from the
beginning and end of that period, but also from five time points during it.

Such an approach posed a number of technical difficulties, with some of the localities that appeared
in earlier censuses disappearing in later material. This occurred when a settlement changed status
from rural to urban. Some villages disappeared because they ceased to have residents, while others
were absorbed by neighbouring villages, or the village changed its name. The work on the database
made it possible to compile reliable information for 41,466 settlements that had existed continuously
throughout the whole period that was analysed. This represents 99.7% of the rural settlements in the
2011 census.

The set of rural settlements compiled was then divided into several subsets. In the first step of
the classification, villages whose population had not changed by more than 5% over 62 years were
distinguished. These constituted 8.0% of the total number of respondents. The remaining villages
were divided into four classes, two with falling populations, and two where it was increasing. It was
taken into account whether the change (increase or decrease) in population had taken place in all the
sub-periods or whether it resulted from the occurrence of sub-periods of an opposite nature. The result
of this classification is presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Classification of villages by the nature of population changes.

Type of Changes in the Number of Inhabitants of a Rural Settlement Size % of Total Villages

Deteriorating villages (falling population in all sub-periods) 2956 7.1
Falling-population villages, but not in all sub-periods 21,054 50.8

Villages with a stable population (±5%) 3322 8.0
Rising-population villages, but not in all sub-periods 12,176 29.4

Progressive villages (increasing population in all sub-periods) 1958 4.8

Source: Own study based on CSO data.

The article also uses the results of research conducted as part of the Monitoring of Rural
Development (MROW) by the Institute of Rural Development and Agriculture of the Polish Academy
of Sciences [2]. As a result, a map of spatial diversification of social and economic development of
rural areas in Poland was created. The level of development was understood as the possibility for
the inhabitants to satisfy their needs both in terms of obtaining sources of livelihoods and fulfilling
educational aspirations concerning living standards, etc. The operationalisation of the development
level understood in this way assumed the synthesis of 11 indicators: the spatial accessibility of the local
system and its component rural localities, the degree of deagrarianisation of the local economy, the level
of development of the agricultural sector, the non-agricultural sector, the ability of the economy to
create local public finances, the ability to maintain a favourable demographic structure, the balance
of the local labour market, the characteristics of the educational structure and the local education
system, social activity, the cohesion (wealth and competences) of the local community, and elements of
housing conditions. Each of these indicators was based on a number of empirical indicators.

The typology of communes was also used to determine their socio-economic character. It was
assumed that the same level of socio-economic development can be achieved in different ways,
with different combinations of the above-mentioned eleven components used to measure the level
of development. This means that the same level of development can be achieved with different
component combinations and the nature of these combinations is related to the conditions in which
this is achieved. The starting point was therefore the measurement of these components on the scales
created for them. These scales were treated as the dimensions of the eleven-dimensional space in
which particular units—municipalities—that were examined were located. In this space, what are
known as Diday clouds [68] were created, consisting of units with similar characteristics, which were
then subjected to statistical analysis and its interpretation. In this way, the set of units analysed was
divided into seven sub-sets—types of rural gminas and rural areas of urban-rural gminas [2].

4. Results

4.1. Rural Population and Its Spatial Distribution

Between 1950 and 2018, the Polish population increased from 25.035 million to 38.411 million,
but this increase was entirely concentrated in towns and cities. The rural population in the same period
decreased slightly, from 15.792 million to 15.343 million. This means that proportionally, the rural
population fell from 63% to 40% over the period of 68 years from 1950. It is worth noting that in the
whole period, the rate of natural growth in rural areas was higher than in towns and cities.

Two factors were mainly responsible for this decrease in the share of the rural population: internal
migration, most of the time dominated by the stream from villages to urban areas, and (to a lesser extent)
changes in the administrative division (residence status) [69–71]. The specificity of the Polish
administrative division into towns and villages lies in the fact that both the status of the whole settlement
and the boundaries of the settlement may change as a result of decisions made by the authorities,
with the premise for such decisions being the role that the settlement plays in the local settlement
network and its socio-economic structure. As a result, the boundaries of the existing towns and cities
were widened and some villages, bringing together local administrative institutions, providing public
services, being local trade centres, etc., obtained municipal status. Thus in Poland, there are towns with
a population of about 1000 inhabitants and at the same time, in other regions, one finds villages with
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a population of over 5000. The statistical result of the changes in the administrative status of the place
of residence in the period 1950–2018 was that 2.531 million people flowed from the aggregate “village
population” to the group described in the statistics as the “urban population”, and in the 1980–2018
period alone, the number of cities1 increased from 804 to 930.

The occurrence of relatively very large villages (Figure 2) and high population density (Figure 3)
of rural areas in south-eastern Poland is related to several factors, this area has historically been the
backbone of Kraków, which for many centuries was the country’s capital. Today, it can be said to
have been the backbone of the country’s central region. On the other hand, it is a mountainous and
hilly region, with villages stretching along valleys, sometimes for several kilometres, hence the region’s
relatively large size in terms of population. The spatial layout of the villages, however, means that they
do not acquire urban characteristics. On the other hand, the large number of inhabitants means that
farms in one village have plots of land at a considerable distance from the main farm, and these are
still characterised by a relatively high degree of fragmentation. In many communes, the average area
of a farm is just over 3 ha, with the national average for individual farms being about 9.6 ha in 2016
(BDL GUS, 2016).
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1 Municipal rights in Poland are based on the economic role a given urban center plays in the local community, not on
its population. The city rights in Poland are based on the economic role that a given city center plays in the local community,
not on the number of inhabitants. The division into rural and urban areas is an administrative decision made by
central authorities. It is a criterion specific to Poland. The term “peripheral village” is used in the text, which does not refer
to the physical distance from an urban center, but to its accessibility and economic relations with a given village.



Land 2020, 9, 523 9 of 19

Land 2020, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 19 

 
Figure 3. Rural population density (population/km2) (2018). Source: Own study based on BDL GUS 
data. 

4.2. Spatial Distribution of Increasing (Progressive) and Decreasing (Regressive) Villages 

In comparison with the fact that the total population of rural areas practically did not change in 
the period examined, the above data show that there was a clear evolution of the spatial distribution 
of population and, consequently, the rural settlement network. However, this evolution is sharply 
regionally differentiated: regressive villages are concentrated in central and eastern Poland, while 
progressive villages are concentrated in the south-east and around larger urban centres (Figure 4). 

 
Figure 4. Villages with a homogeneous population change direction in all sub-periods, progressive 
(1) and regressive (2). Source: Own study based on CSO data. 

In the following sections, we focus only on two extreme subsets of villages (cf. Table 1): those in 
which the population fell in all the sub-periods of the census dates—these are disappearing villages—

Figure 3. Rural population density (population/km2) (2018). Source: Own study based on BDL
GUS data.

4.2. Spatial Distribution of Increasing (Progressive) and Decreasing (Regressive) Villages

In comparison with the fact that the total population of rural areas practically did not change
in the period examined, the above data show that there was a clear evolution of the spatial
distribution of population and, consequently, the rural settlement network. However, this evolution is
sharply regionally differentiated: regressive villages are concentrated in central and eastern Poland,
while progressive villages are concentrated in the south-east and around larger urban centres (Figure 4).
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In the following sections, we focus only on two extreme subsets of villages (cf. Table 1): those in
which the population fell in all the sub-periods of the census dates—these are disappearing villages—and
those with population growth in all sub-periods (progressive villages). We therefore deal with villages
with extreme characteristics, which gives us a clearer picture of the mechanisms of change, as well as
the socio-economic conditions that cause them.

It is worth noting that the area in south-eastern Poland with numerous villages with a growing
population, and at the same time an almost complete absence of villages losing their population,
corresponds to the historical boundaries of the Austro-Hungarian partition (cf. Figures 1 and 4).
This region is characterised by the presence of large villages and a relatively dense network of local
urban centres. Here, a well-established pattern was to combine work (and income) from small farms
with work outside of the farm. The non-agricultural income was relatively often related to daily
commuting to work in the town or city and to the developing tourist and recreational function using
local environmental resources, especially in submontane and mountain areas. At the same time,
throughout the post-war period, the population of this region played very little part in migration to
towns and cities. In recent years, the region has seen a gradual decline in commercial agriculture,
as small farms produce mainly for their own needs or have been completely withdrawing from
agriculture. However, the land does not go on the market; the hunger for land, which has continued
over a long period, has given it a special emotional value and it is treated as a capital investment,
a good that should be protected within the family as security for difficult times, and not a means of
production subject to the laws of the market.

Research on migration indicates that the south-eastern region (including the countryside) has
recently become the site of an influx of people of retirement age from urban areas across the country,
with these kinds of migrants highlighting the environmental values that they desire [5].

Relatively small changes in the settlement network have taken place in the areas of the former
Prussian partition (cf. Figures 1 and 4); some villages in this area have shown an increase in population,
but this is related to natural population growth. The region also shows low intensity of migration
flows to urban areas. The favourable structure of agricultural holdings formed in the course of the
enfranchisement process, as well as the relatively early compulsory schooling of the rural population
and the tradition of cooperation within local communities have made the region stand out relatively
positively in terms of human and social capital. This is conducive to the long-observed social and
economic development of rural areas in a multifunctional direction with the use of local resources,
including labour.

In the western and northern lands, there are rural areas with an increasing population (especially
in suburban areas) as well as those losing inhabitants (cf. Figures 1 and 4). The population is decreasing
in the eastern part of the Opolskie Voivodeship, inhabited mainly by the Opole Silesians with dual
Polish and German citizenship. They show a pronounced tendency to migrate to Germany for
temporary work, which over time turns into permanent emigration. The population is also decreasing
in the areas of the high share of former state farms (PGR), which after the war were a way of enabling
relatively rapid development of post-German lands, but which in the 1990s underwent restructuring
combined with privatisation. It turned out that there were high levels of over-employment in the state
farms and slightly more than half the employees of the former state farms found employment in farms
that were then established in their place. The resulting unemployment was a difficult social problem
due to low qualifications and unfavourable age structure of the unemployed. However, some of them,
especially the children of the former state farm workers, tended to migrate, mainly to nearby towns.

The deepest changes in the structures of the settlement network occur in the areas of the
former Russian partition. Figure 4 reveals that the largest concentrations of villages with long-term
falling populations are in the eastern borderland, especially in its northern part, and in areas in the
urban peripheries. The villages with an increasing population are mainly those in the immediate
vicinity of urban centres, especially large and medium-sized ones.
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In central and eastern Poland, i.e., the former Russian partition area, there was a relatively
underdeveloped urban network. This was partly connected with the repression by the Russian
authorities, which after the 1863 uprising deprived some of the towns and cities of their status
and thus deprived them of a number of developmental privileges. After the war, the region was
also characterised by a lagging infrastructure (especially road and related transport), a lower level
of education of the rural population, a relative lack of cooperation skills, as well as a very heavy
domination of agriculture in the economy of many subregions. Before World War II, the supply both of
the means of production for farms and the remaining goods for the population, as well as the purchase
of agricultural production, small production for local needs and services for the inhabitants, was to
a large extent in the hands of the Jewish population, who traditionally did not work in agriculture [72].
These areas were part of what was known as the Pale of Settlement—a zone the Jewish population of
Russia had been forcibly resettled to. After the war, as a result of the Holocaust, the non-agricultural
sphere of economy needed to be reconstructed, which in the new conditions of the “planned economy”
was slow and did not create a significant local non-agricultural labour market.

Under these conditions, two mechanisms affecting the evolution of the rural settlement
network emerged, one of which covered the entire country, but was relatively weaker, while the other
occurred mainly in central and eastern Poland, but was relatively intensive and led to significant changes
in the spatial distribution of the country’s rural population. The former consisted of a gradual shift of the
population living in peripheral villages towards central villages, which are the seat of local authorities,
most institutions providing public services, and companies that create the local non-agricultural
labour market. Over time, some of these kinds of villages obtained administrative status. For example,
in 2016–2020, this status was granted to 25 towns that had previously been villages where the
municipality office was located.

The Polish administrative division allows for communes to consist of the villages themselves
(rural communes), as well as a town and a few (several) villages (urban-rural communes).
Moreover, there are cases where a commune has a rural character but the seat of its authorities
is in a nearby town constituting a separate commune. If we take into account only the villages that are
the seat of local authorities, from 1950 to 2011, 60.3% of them showed population increase, for 6.4% the
change in population was within ±5%, so it can be considered that it did not change, and in 33.3% the
population fell. Thus, there were twice as many villages with an increasing population as there were
with a falling population. However, if we take into account gminas with increasing and decreasing
populations in each census sub-period, there are four times as many of the former than of the latter
(18.1% and 4.6%).

The second mechanism of changes in the settlement network, which is especially characteristic of
the former Russian partition, is the migration of young people from peripheral regional villages to
towns or cities or to rural areas within easy daily access to an urban area. However, this migration
stream was accompanied by another—from urban centres to suburban villages. Around large and
medium-sized towns and cities, prestigious residential estates are often being built for well-off people,
who move to the countryside in search of better living conditions, including environmental conditions.
These include people who are freelancers and are professionally successful: lawyers, doctors, journalists,
scientists, artists, etc.

Both migration streams, from the village and from the urban area, are characterised by different
forms of selectivity. Young, relatively well-educated, and enterprising people leave the village. Most of
them are at the age of starting their own families, but sometimes young couples with small children also
migrate. Villages from which this type of outflow takes place tend to have an ageing population, a lack
of young women (who predominate over men among migrants), a decreasing population, and with
time even the disappearance of entire towns [6]. On the other hand, the age structure of the population
in places with an inflow of this stream is improving. As a result, the suburban areas and towns are
receiving young people, who stand out in terms of education in the outflow environment, but do not
stand out positively in terms of education in the inflow environment.
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The migration flow from urban centres to suburban villages, or rather to villages that are turning
into housing estates or dormitory areas for the urban labour force, is largely composed of people of
the age at which they have achieved their position and professional stability. It can be said that this
phenomenon means that large towns and cities are overflowing their borders, the social and economic
structure of villages directly adjacent to them indicates that they are losing their rural character and
functionally becoming part of a neighbouring urban area.

4.3. Economic and Social Factors Influencing the Evolution of the Rural Settlement Network

As already mentioned, agriculture, which in the past was the main economic activity in rural areas,
and which provided livelihoods for the majority of the rural population, underwent very significant
changes in the period we are dealing with. In fact, this applied not only to agriculture, but also to
industry in highly developed countries. Both of these sectors were at a stage of development where
a further increase in the value of their production took place without any increase in employment, but in
some countries even occurred with a reduction. At present, even in countries that are global giants in
the supply of agricultural products, such as Australia, Canada, the US, Germany, or France, agriculture
employs about 1% to 4% of the total workforce, and their numbers and proportion in employment
are falling. In Poland, about 10% of the national labour resources are employed in agriculture, while the
demand for agricultural labour is also decreasing. The key problem for the development of rural areas
is related to the lack of development (or in local arrangements) of non-agricultural workplaces there
(which results in pressure on the system of non-remunerated income and migrations to urban and
suburban zones). This means that the importance of agriculture as a source of livelihood for the rural
population is falling, and the need arises either to find other sources of livelihoods, or this process
becomes a stimulus for emigration to areas where these can be found.

At the same time, the development of rural infrastructure, technical opportunities to participate
in culture, the penetration of urban cultural patterns into the countryside, among other things
through television and the increase in spatial mobility, access to education, etc., reduces the traditional
gap in living conditions between the countryside and the town. While several decades ago the
migration from the countryside to the town was a kind of advance in civilisation, nowadays it is
perceived as an increase in opportunities to earn money, develop professionally, satisfy individual
aspirations, and take advantage of opportunities provided by developed urban markets, especially the
labour market.

The diversification of the social and economic development of rural areas in Poland [2] (Figure 4)
reveals that there is a low and very low level of development in the area of the former Russian partition,
and also that poorly developed communes can be found in relatively small clusters in the areas
annexed by Poland after the Second World War, where a high proportion of the land was used by the
state agriculture sector. Several communes of this kind can also be found in the area of the former
Austro-Hungarian partition, mainly those whose inhabitants, the Ukrainian population, migrated to
the USSR after the war or were subject to resettlement under what was called the Vistula action2.

In the area whole of Poland, but most distinctly in central and eastern parts, the positive influence
of the urban neighbourhood on rural development is evident, especially through the vicinity of
developed labour markets, especially large and medium ones. Rings of rural areas characterised by
a high level of social and economic development have formed around cities such as Warsaw, Łódź,
Kielce, Białystok, and Lublin (Figure 5); the areas around suburban areas show a significantly lower
level of development in this part of the country. The shape of the suburban areas is influenced by
the course of communication routes along which the city’s influence on rural areas extends over
greater distances.

2 A military action against Ukrainian partisans, consisting of the resettlement of the Ukrainian national minority so that they
did not form dense clusters anywhere in the country.
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The relationship between changes in rural population and the level of development of the local
system (gmina) is shown in Table 2, where the level of analysis was limited to rural localities. It turns
out that the tendency to expand villages concerns areas that are relatively highly developed in social
and economic terms, and to decline where the lag behind. This result is fully consistent with E.G.
Ravenstein’s [73] observations on population movements in 19th-century England. According to him,
people tend to leave the less developed and therefore less attractive areas, and are drawn to those
areas that they believe offer more attractive living and working opportunities. The factor that most
strongly influences the decisions on migration from rural areas at the current stage of Poland’s economic
development is, it seems, the nature of the labour market. The stream of migrants from underdeveloped
rural areas is towards urban areas, whose labour market is larger and highly structurally diverse, or to
suburban villages, i.e., areas with lower costs of living and accommodation that urban centres, which,
however, allow them to benefit from the proximity of the urban labour market. They leave mainly
rural areas which do not offer them non-agricultural jobs, and where staying could mean hidden
unemployment on family farms.

Table 2. Gminas with disappearing villages and progressive villages according to the level of
socio-economic development.

Level of Social and
Economic Development of

the Commune (MROW)

Number of
Communes

Of That: Number of
Municipalities with

Disappearing Villages

Of That: Number of
Municipalities

with Continuously
Progressive Villages

Number of Villages
Disappearing in These

Communes

Number of Villages
Continuously

Increasing in These
Communes

1 436 362 57 1518 66
2 435 273 125 743 174
3 434 178 188 374 343
4 434 133 239 245 528
5 433 51 304 76 841

Source: Own study based on CSO data.

This is confirmed by analyses of the non-agricultural labour market in rural areas with the
lowest level of socio-economic development. In a number of communes in this category, over 40% of
non-agricultural jobs are created by state institutions such as the municipal office, school, health centre,
police station, etc. The state is obliged to maintain the local administration and basic institutions
providing public services, but if the share of employment in them is not marginal but instead is high,
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this means that it is almost a monopolist in the labour market. Other non-agricultural jobs in such
communes are related to trade, basic services for agriculture and for the rural population, and the
creation of new jobs meet resistance from residents, who treat their small homeland as a typically
agricultural area and see its values in this. Indirectly, it also means a lack of local demand for products
produced by new economic entities and a lack of an opportunity to cooperate with other entities in
search of demand outside the immediate surroundings.

At the same time, the majority of villages with a rising population are in communes with a high
level of social and economic development. These villages attract migrants from those with lower levels
of development.

The socio-economic character of the areas which comprise the majority of villages with a constantly
falling population is revealed by the analysis of the typology of communes carried out under the MROW
project [2]. It is easy to see that the type defined as the dominance of traditional agriculture is formed
by the communes located almost exclusively in the former Russian partition, but they are located on
the eastern border and in peripheral areas in relation to the network of large and medium-sized towns.
They often occur along the borders of provinces (Figure 6). Moreover, they are characterised by
an extremely unfavourable demographic structure and a very high share of agriculture in the
local economy. Among the communes of this type, as much as 85% are those in which villages have long
been losing their inhabitants. Although communes of this type constitute only 7.3% of the total number,
as much as 58% of all the villages in decline are located within their territory. The exceptions
are progressive villages, usually located in the vicinity of border crossings or transport junctions,
whose impact does not, however, provide a stimulus for the development of the whole commune but
ends up only in this village.
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Figure 6. Village types according to the structure of socio-economic development components.
Source: Copyright by MROW 2018 [2]. 1—domination of traditional agriculture, 2—domination of
large-area agriculture, 3—predominance of agricultural function, intermediate, 4—multifunctional,
fragmented agriculture, 5—multifunctional, balance of sectors, 6—urbanised, reduction of the
agricultural function, 7—strongly urbanised.

The type defined as gminas with a predominantly agricultural function is also notably
“indirect” (Figure 6, Table 3). In relation to communes where traditional agriculture predominates,
they show many similar but less intense features. Here, too, there is a very high share of family
agriculture in the economic structure, formed by migration outflow processes, and an unfavourable
demographic structure, although not to the same extent as in the communes where traditional
agriculture predominates. The vast majority are also located in the areas of the former Russian partition.
They have been described as “indirect” in the sense that they fill the space between peripheral
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municipalities with predominantly traditional forms of agriculture and areas affected by urban markets.
Despite the similar size of both these types of municipality, as much as 58% of the disappearing villages
are located within the municipalities of the type defined as those with the domination of traditional
agriculture and 25% of the intermediate type. The remaining 17% of such villages are located in the
remaining types of gmina, which together constitute 57% of the units examined.

Table 3. Gminas with disappearing and progressive villages by type of socio-economic structure.

Type of
Municipality

(MROW) s

Number of
Municipalities

Of That: Number of
Municipalities with

Disappearing Villages

Of That: Number of
Municipalities with

Continuously
Progressive Villages

Number of Villages
Disappearing in

These Communes

Number of Villages
Continuously

Increasing in These
Communes

1 474 405 64 1719 72
2 380 172 102 244 134
3 449 280 173 750 259
4 161 18 132 25 419
5 433 232 104 165 455
6 227 30 166 49 453
7 48 2 44 4 160

Source: Own study. 1—domination of traditional agriculture, 2—domination of large-scale agriculture,
3—predominance of agricultural function, intermediate, 4—multifunctional, fragmented agriculture,
5—multifunctional, balance of sectors, 6—urbanised, reduction of agricultural function, 7—strongly urbanised.

5. Conclusions

The contemporary evolution of the rural settlement network in Poland is a result of two processes.
The first is related to the strengthening of the position in the local system of central villages, which are the
seat of local governments, institutions providing public services, and most non-agricultural economic
entities. These villages are gradually turning into local urban centres, supplementing the relatively
poor network of small towns. Through intra-municipal migration, this process is conducive to limiting
agrarian overpopulation in the remaining villages, which retain their mainly agricultural character.
The effect of this process is also a certain density of the city network.

The second process related to changes in the rural settlement network, overlapping with the first,
is regionally limited to the relatively lagging rural area of central and eastern Poland, i.e., the area
of the former Russian partition. This consists of highly selective migration from villages to urban
or rural suburban areas in terms of age, education, and entrepreneurship. As a result, a number
of villages, especially those located peripherally in the commune layout, and often also on the outskirts
of voivodeships, sometimes lose their population until whole villages disappear.

In both cases, the main factor causing the evolution of the rural settlement network is the
process of decreasing agricultural demand for labour. In the case of intra-municipal migration,
its consequence is a polarisation in the local layout of localities into multifunctional and predominantly
agricultural functions. As a result of migration from rural areas, the local system reduces the chances
of strengthening the multifunctional economy and, together with the reduction of labour demand
in agriculture, it reduces local labour resources by preserving the previous economic structure.

The authors’ research showed a picture of the spatial diversity of the rural settlement network as
a result of the process of deagrarianisation in the Polish countryside. There is a polarization of local
villages into multifunctionally developed rural areas, mainly central villages, local government offices,
and those with a predominantly agricultural function. On a supra-local scale, the process of
polarization of rural areas to increase suburban population and reduce the peripheral location
of large and medium-sized towns is observed. This approach monitors the current social situation in
rural areas. a significant share of villages losing population is a feature particularly unfavorable for
the functioning of the rural settlement system, while areas with large villages increasing population
have high development potential. Therefore, in the opinion of the authors, the presented studies
can be used as an instrument of territorial policy, as individual types of rural areas can be assigned,
through recommendations, appropriate and optimal actions for a given area concerning various
adopted objectives within a specific regional policy. Therefore, commitments and financial resources
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can be allocated to dedicated areas. In the context of the observed changes, actions should be taken to
optimize the development of rural areas, taking into account the reorganization of local settlement
network systems.

The presented study on the deagrarianisation of the economic structure and the evolution of
the rural settlement network in Poland may help the national government to adopt an appropriate
set of policy instruments to counteract the negative effects of this process. Moreover, the presented
data concerning a large time frame (1950–2011) can be used for evaluation and comparison in various
national studies. As the analysis is limited to rural areas of Poland, it is necessary to continue the
proposed studies in other European countries, to compare the changes that are taking place and to
determine whether the authors’ observations are universal or specific to a selected group of countries.
The issue of Polish specificity is connected with the regional diversity of Poland as a result of the
partitions and regional differences in the process.
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3. Miszczuk, A. Wyludnianie się wsi a Rolnictwo Wschodniej Lubelszczyzny; Dokumentacja Geograficzna IGiPZ PAN:
Warszawa, Poland, 1993.

4. Miszczuk, A. Uwarunkowania Peryferyjności Regionu Przygranicznego; Norbertinum: Lublin, Poland, 2013.
5. Rosner, A. Zmiany Rozkładu Przestrzennego Zaludnienia Obszarów Wiejskich. Wiejskie Obszary Zmniejszające
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