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Abstract: This paper determines the extent to which rural areas in Poland have been beneficia-
ries of the EU’s Cohesion Policy (CP). The amount of funds allocated to rural areas at the local
(gmina/commune) level as part of the total CP obtained by Poland from 2007 to 2018 was estimated.
The spatial distribution of that allocation was then determined. Whether the level of absorption
is linked to the separately computed rural development level in communes was examined. This
then made it possible not just to determine the spatial pattern of the absorption of CP funds but
also to identify the main social and economic correlates of their high levels of absorption. It was
found that nearly 40% of CP funds for Poland were allocated to rural areas, inhabited by 40% of
the country’s population. However, this seemingly balanced allocation was somewhat undermined
by its spatial distribution: the highest absorption was reported in over a third of communes with a
high level of development while it was also found in less than a fifth of communes with a low level
of development. Communes with higher levels of absorption have a more favourable local budget
situation and a high degree of deagrarianisation of their local economies. The absorption level is
more highly correlated with the variables characterising the extent to which an agricultural area has
turned into a multifunctional area than with a commune’s absorptive capacity.

Keywords: rural areas; Cohesion Policy; absorption of EU funds; rural development level; spatial pattern

1. Introduction

Rural communes in Poland are highly spatially diversified, which is a consequence
of natural conditions as well as historical events in different regions. There are many
discussions in the literature on the relationship between economic conditions and the
advantages that some areas owe to their geographical location [1-3]. These are identified
with benefits of communes’ location in relation to urban centres, and also to some extent
with the diversity of the rural settlement network [4,5]. A great diversity of rural areas is
not characteristic for Poland. There are also differences, for example, between northern
and southern Italy [6], and between former West Germany and East Germany [7], and in
almost every country between suburban and peripheral locations [5,8-10]. Promoting less
developed areas is the primary objective of the Cohesion Policy [11]. However, levelling
out differences in the development of areas (regions) is determined by the potential of
limited human resources, social capital, financial capacity, or the local economies [12,13].

Every regional development theory accepts the existence of territorial differences
as an objective fact. At the same time, it is assumed a priori that such differences are
undesirable [14-16]. Both the European Union and national strategic documents indicate
that our objective should be territorial cohesion, understood as equalising the level of
development [17,18]. It has been suggested that less developed areas should receive more
funding as a means of accelerating their development [19,20]. However, territorial egalitari-
anism is not a simple issue, because it is connected with a dilemma: levelling/convergence
versus productivity/effectiveness.
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Traditionally, the programme dedicated to rural areas was the Common Agricultural
Policy, which focused mainly on supporting the agricultural sector and less on rural
development [21]. However, in view of progressive deagrarianisation, as reflected in rural
residents’ sources of income as well as the decreasing role of farming in the local economy,
the need to increase funding for the multifaceted development of rural areas has been
voiced for years [22,23]. A response to this need has been provided, to some extent, by the
Cohesion Policy, which aims to reduce the differences in the development level of different
regions and to strengthen economic and social cohesion [24] and, since the publication of
the Green Paper on Territorial Cohesion [25], territorial cohesion as well.

Since the accession to the EU in 2004, Poland has been the biggest beneficiary of
Cohesion Policy funds (with EUR 67 billion invested in the 2007-2013 programming period
and over EUR 90 billion planned for the years 2014-2020) [26]. Despite this, regional
differences remain relatively stable [5]. Studies have shown that in the same period,
intraregional differences increased as a result of the dynamic development of metropolitan
areas constituting poles of development [27-30] and the stagnation (and consequently
delays) of peripheral area development [31]. Hence, the progressive regional convergence
of development on a European scale has been accomplished at the cost of intraregional
differences at the local level [29,30,32].

Considering the above, it would be important to ascertain the extent to which rural
areas take part in the absorption of EU funding that has been earmarked for Cohesion
Policy objectives. This issue has not yet been researched in Poland. Neither have rural
areas themselves been a popular subject of research in international literature, especially
not in the context of the Cohesion Policy. The literature review shows that researchers tend
to focus on the regional perspective [33-35], while analyses focused on the local scale are
rare [36-38]. In addition, the separation of the money that has been channelled into rural
areas from the entire flow of cohesion funds is very labour-intensive.

The main goal of the study was to determine the spatial pattern of allocation of CP
funds and to determine what social and economic variables of rural development are the
main correlates of absorption. This will be achieved by comparing the amount of Cohesion
Policy outlays at local level (LAUs) with the level of local socio-economic development.

It is important to identify the communes with a high level of absorption, considered
to be the most effective units in obtaining project funding, and to check how this success is
related to the specific conditions of local social and economic development (such as the
geographical attractiveness of the commune, its demographic structure, financial resources,
or the structure of the local economy).

Theoretical Framework (Literature Overview)

Two similar trends are observed in empirical analyses of the relationship between the
Cohesion Policy and regional differences [37—40]. In the first approach, fund absorption is
an independent variable, that is used to explain a particular phenomenon under investiga-
tion. This approach can be found in research on the impact of European funding on growth
and economic development [34,41-47] and also on convergence processes [33,36,48]. For
example, in this type of research, the change in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita
under the intervention of the CP is analysed.

In other research, found in the literature, EU fund absorption is a dependent variable.
This means that absorption is seen as a phenomenon which needs to be explained. This
trend is observed in analyses seeking true determinants of the distribution of European
fund absorption. According to Bodenstein and Kemmerling [49], these are different from
the official criteria of fund allocation. In this case, we are talking about research on political
economy, referring to a national theory of fiscal federalism. In the text cited and in the
studies by Zubek and Henning [37], this theory is transposed to the problem of structural
funding. Bodenstein and Kemmerling [49] describe it as the “two-tiered bargaining process
in the EU”. The analyses by Zubek and Henning [37] are especially important from the
viewpoint of the present paper because, as these authors point out, they are one of the few
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studies below the national and regional levels, i.e., they were conducted at the local level.
In this case, they set out to clarify the role of local governments in determining the level
of allocation of structural funds. From the point of view of fiscal federalism theory, the
position of the local government depends on its ability to influence those in higher levels of
government. Major factors in the distribution of transfers from European funds include the
local electorate and individual lobbying skills. On the other hand, the authors consider the
impact of a local-government unit’s administrative and financial capacity on the amount of
funding absorbed. Finally, they argue that per capita income (as an estimate of local tax
revenue, and thus the local government’s financial capacity) and administrative capacity
(understood as the efficiency of producing public goods) are significant determinants of
the distribution of fund absorption [37].

In the context of the debate on convergence and divergence processes, the way dif-
ferent factors influence the spatial allocation of EU funding below the NUTS 2 level has
been investigated by Novosak et al. [38,40]. These authors concentrated on explaining
the influence of factors determining the spatial distribution of allocations, paraphrasing
the research question of BlaZzek and Maceskova [50]: which regions are structural funds
directed at, “rich” ones or “poor” ones? Their study takes into account factors related to
the development level of Czech microregions as well as factors determining their absorp-
tive capacity. The analysis shows that microregions at a lower level of socio-economic
development absorb less structural funding. This runs counter to the criteria and idea of
granting funding under Objective 1 of the Cohesion Policy, although it is not because of
greater backwardness, but because of the lesser absorptive capacity resulting from it. In
this context, Novosak et al. [38,40] noted a positive impact of entrepreneurship, innovation,
a high standard of human capital and conurbation effects (high population density, high
concentration of infrastructures) on absorptive capacity, and therefore on the level of alloca-
tion in individual microregions. The spatial distribution of European funding thus invokes
the “centre-periphery” model of spatial diversity in which more funding is allocated in
central microregions. Proof of the existence of a trend involving directing larger amounts
of European funding to more competitive areas (central, urbanised, non-agricultural), with
a higher level of human potential, is also provided by another study [28].

To conclude, research on the determinants of the allocation of cohesion policy funds
(the absorption level) most often lists factors of a political nature, i.e., local electorate and
individual skills of lobbying, as well as socio-economic: financial capacity, administrative
efficiency, entrepreneurship, innovation, human capital, and the agglomeration effects.

2. Materials and Methods

In the present study, two concepts are key for achieving the research goal: the level
of Cohesion Policy funding absorption, and the level of rural socio-economic develop-
ment. Their definition in theoretical language and then their empirical use, including
finding relevant sources of data, form the foundation of the study. The analysis covers the
years 2007-2018 and considers all of Poland’s rural and rural-urban communes, a total of
2173 LAU-level local government units. The adoption of the lowest level of spatial unit
aggregation yields the most detailed picture of spatial differences.

2.1. Measurement of Cohesion Policy Funds Absorption

Data on Cohesion Policy funding allocations were obtained from the following
databases: KSI-SIMIK 07-13! (for the 20072013 financial framework) and SL20142 (for the
2014-2020 framework).? From the beginning of 2007 until mid-2018, information about

1 KSI-SIMIK National Information System.

The central IT system.

In view of projects in the 20142020 framework being in progress, and the fact that time is needed to observe the effects of an intervention, only

projects with “completed” status were analysed.
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approx. 150,000 agreements, worth a total of PLN 500 billion,* was gathered from the
two databases. In both the financial frameworks, only projects carried out in rural and
rural-urban communes were selected, to the exclusion of urban communes. In the data
listed for completed projects, the outlays incurred as part of an intervention were assigned
specifically to the location of the commune carrying out the project. For projects involving
social infrastructure and public transport carried out in province and powiat/county cap-
itals and other urban communes, their impact on the surrounding rural communes was
taken into account. A methodology based on the following assumptions was adopted. First,
50% of the funds were left in the provincial capitals, while the remainder was allocated pro-
portionally to the number of communes in their functional urban areas (FUAs). Secondly, in
the case of towns or cities that were the capital of a county, it was assumed that 50% of the
funds would be left within their administrative boundaries. The remainder was distributed
proportionally according to the number of communes bordering the urban commune that
is the county capital. The last case concerns urban-rural communes (consisting of a central,
urban part and a rural one - surroundings). In this case, 50% was left in the central part,
while the remaining funds were allocated to the rural part.

Similar to the research by Rakowska [51] and by Novosak et al. [38], here, the absorp-
tion level is expressed in the amount of money spent per capita under the Cohesion Policy
in each territorial unit. In other words, it is the relative allocation amount. In their analyses,
Zubek and Henning [37] used the amount of structural-fund spending per unit of area,
adding that using allocation-per-capita did not change the estimates.

2.2. Measurement of the Level of Socio-economic Development

The authors define socio-economic development based on Rosner and Stanny’s [29]
definition: “the process of transforming rural areas into an inhabitant-friendly environment,
i.e., one which allows them to fulfil their needs and aspirations, particularly with regard to
labour conditions and obtaining satisfactory income; access to public services and broadly
defined cultural goods; a sense of participation in the life of the local community; a sense
of agency in the ongoing transformation; etc.”. The level of socio-economic development is
the degree of transformation of the social and economic environment in this direction.

Measuring this is a complex task [52], and the choice of empirical variables cannot
be universal but should reflect the situation in rural Poland. That is why socio-economic
development in this study was measured with the help of variables that were required to
fulfil the following conditions:

- they had to characterise socio-economic development, as defined above, as compre-
hensively as possible, but at the same time the range of measures had to be limited
only to the most important ones,

- statistical data had to be available at commune level, gathered using the same method-
ology in all the units in the study,

- they had to be characterised by not very strong correlations between them, but by
substantial spatial diversity (expressed as a high coefficient of variation).

The quantification of the socio-economic development level took account of elements
of social and economic characteristics as well as absorption capacity for every commune in
Poland. The ten variables ultimately adopted for further analysis were:

Z1—The percentage of people of post-working age (60/65+ in Poland). This describes
the demographic structure or, more precisely, indicates how advanced the demographic
ageing process is in a given local community. The measure is a lower-the-better characteris-
tic. The source of data is BDL GUS.

Z2—The migration balance per 1000 residents. This is a demographic variable, but
its explanatory capacity is greater, as it describes the localisation attractiveness of a given

4 Average exchange rate between January 2007 and July 2018: 1 PLN = 0.24 EUR.
5 Data obtained from the GUS Local Data Bank (BDL), available on the www.bdl.stat.gov.pl website.


www.bdl.stat.gov.pl

Land 2021, 10, 26

50f16

unit, especially of its labour market [53]. The measure is a higher-the-better characteristic,
calculated as a three-year average. The source of data is BDL GUS.

Z3—The percentage of localities within a commune with access to public transport (ex-
cluding school transport). This is a measure of a commune’s spatial accessibility. Transport
connecting villages to one another, and especially to the headquarters of local authorities,
is very important to residents. The central village or county capital usually attracts not
just administrative bodies but also public services, as well as serving as the local labour
market [54,55]. The measure is a higher-the-better characteristic. Source of data: the third
commune questionnaire from the Rural Development Monitoring (MROW) programme.

Z4—The proportion of non-agricultural business entities in the total number of busi-
nesses in the commune®. This is a measure of the degree of the local economy’s dea-
grarianisation, understood as the growing role of non-agricultural functions in providing
residents with a source of income. The need for deagrarianisation lies at the foundation of
the concept of multifunctional development, or sustainable development [56]. It is thus
an extremely important element of development, and is also tied to social development
through the growth of public services and increased employment in them. It is assumed
as a higher-the-better characteristic of development. Source of data: unpublished data
from the Ministry of Finance and the Agency for Restructuring and Modernisation of
Agriculture (ARIMR).

Z5—The number of pensioners receiving Agricultural Social Insurance Fund (KRUS)
old-age pensions per 100 people of post-working age. This measure characterises the
agricultural function in the local economy. It is assumed as a lower-the-better characteristic,
not because it applies to people of post-working age (other data are unavailable), but
because it draws attention to an issue important in Poland and connected with excessive
employment in agriculture in the family-farm sector (including hidden unemployment).
Source: unpublished Agricultural Social Insurance Fund (KRUS) and BDL GUS data.

Z6—The number of PIT and CIT taxpayers per 1000 residents. This measure illus-
trates the role of non-agricultural sources of income in the local economy, including the
importance of local entrepreneurship, thus showing how advanced the departure from
the agricultural function is. It is a higher-the-better characteristic of development. Source:
unpublished Ministry of Finance and BDL GUS data.

Z7—The proportion of the commune’s own revenue in overall revenue. This measure,
calculated as a three-year average, characterises the situation of commune budgets, reveal-
ing potential possibilities to improve the conditions for it to fulfil its tasks (including the
development of infrastructure and access to public services). This is a higher-the-better
characteristic of development. The source of data is BDL GUS.

Z8—The number of applications for funding to support projects co-financed with
Cohesion Policy funds for the years 2007-2013 per 10,000 residents. This is one of three
measures that indicates a commune’s absorption capacity. It shows how active local
governments are in obtaining funding, measured not in outlays but in the number of
applications that qualify for funds after meeting formal requirements. It is a higher-the-
better characteristic. Source: the SIMIK database made accessible by the Ministry of
Development Funds and Regional Policy.

Z9—The number of applications for funding to support projects in the Leader ap-
proach for the years 2007-2013, submitted through a Local Acton Group, per 10,000 resi-
dents. This is the second measure of absorptive capacity, this time showing the capacity not
only of the local government, but also of residents who are or are not members of various
organisations, to obtain EU funding. The implementation of the Leader approach was
mainly based on using residents” knowledge and experience to foster local development,
thus including them in the decision-making process [57]. Projects submitted by LAGs
usually involved smaller sums but played a major role in motivating communities and

6

The overall number of business entities (denominator) also includes the farms of direct payment beneficiaries registered with the ARiIMR, according

to plot location and without any limits on plot area.
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identifying leaders of social life, and also in the cooperation of NGOs with local authorities.
This is a higher-the-better characteristic of development. Source: unpublished data from
16 marshals’ offices.

Z10—The percentage of councillors who are a university or high-school graduates.
This is the third measure of absorptive capacity, this time related to the potential competence
of local commune authorities (specifically in serving as local-government members), which
translates into the capacity to apply for external funding for local development. The range
of this measure also includes “human capital”. The election of councillors with specific
competences also indicates the importance of education to the residents. Source of data:
BDL GUS.

The process of arriving at a synthetic measure involved several successive statistical
stages: gathering the empirical variables in the aggregation of communes and assigning
them the rank of higher-the-better (positive variable) or lower-the-better (negative variable);
normalisation using the zero-unitarisation formula [58]; weighting and defining the syn-
thetic variable based on the zero-unitarisation sums procedure. The synthetic variable ob-

m

tained from the following formula assumes values within the range (0,1): W; = % '21 m;al in
]:

where a/; is the normalised value of the j-th feature in the i-th object (after the negative

variable is changed to a positive variable), n is the number of objects, and m; is the weight
factor of an i feature [59]. Equal weights were given to each empirical variable. This
decision was motivated by the need to limit any arbitrary decisions by the researchers
in this regard. The research approach adopted here is called the method of sums in the
literature [60].

From a research methodology point of view, the scale is an ordering one; it maps the
relations of “equal to” and “greater than” between the objects of the analysis, but it does
not enable us to determine “how much greater” the measurement result for one commune
is compared to another. To facilitate the interpretation of the values organised on a scale
from 1 to 2173 (the number of commune units included in the study), the socio-economic
development scale was divided into three equinumerous classes: high, medium and low
level of development.

The study of how strongly the different variables influence development processes
was based on correlation analysis. The choice of the analytical form of the function was
an important stage to ensure these correlations were properly described. It was assumed
that the coefficient for investigating the relationship between the diagnostic (empirical)
variables would be based on the Pearson correlation coefficient (r). All the variables are
described on ratio scales, i.e., scales that are logically more powerful but substantively
weaker than the scale describing the synthetic measure (based on an ordinal scale). This is
why the non-parametric statistic Spearman’s rho (R) was used for the aggregate variables,
as it is a measure of the monotone dependence of random variables. It should be interpreted
as the percentage of variances of the ranks of one variable explained by another [61].

3. Results
3.1. Level of Cohesion Policy Funds Absorption

In the period covered by the study, projects worth a total of PLN 178.7 billion were
carried out in rural Poland, and taking into account the estimated impact of some urban
projects of a supralocal nature it was PLN 186.5 billion. The results of the distribution of
per capita spending under the Cohesion Policy is shown in the choropleth map divided
into four quartiles (Figure 1). The spatial distribution is significantly mosaic-like, which is
confirmed by the very high variation coefficient, as high as 164%. Due to the purpose of
the study, it is especially important to identify communes with a high level of absorption,
treated as the units most effective at obtaining funding to support projects. To this end, the
authors have assumed that the fourth quartile of the distribution identifies communes with
a high level of absorption of Cohesion Policy funding.
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PLN per capita

B 4th quartile
M 3rd quartile
[ 2nd quartile
|| 1st quartile 1 urban commune

Figure 1. Absorption of Cohesion Policy funding in rural areas 2007-2018. Source: Authors’ calcula-
tions based on the KSI SIMIK 07-13 and SL2014 databases.

The statistics of the arithmetical mean and median indicate (Table 1) that the cut-off
thresholds for each of the first three quartiles are close to a multiple of the value of the first
quartile (about PLN 1600 per capita). The average absorption in communes from the first
quartile is as much as 15 times lower than in communes from the fourth quartile. Even the
difference between the third and fourth quartiles is quite substantial, at about PLN 17,000.
The group of communes where per capita outlays are the highest stands out very markedly
from the rest. Taking into account the high dispersion of the absorption level measure, for
further analysis, the communes were therefore divided into two groups according to the
value of funding allocated: below and above the third quartile of the variable’s distribution.

Table 1. Basic descriptive statistics of the absorption level in the quartile groups.

Basic Descriptive Statistics

Absorption Level Average in PLN per Capita  Median in PLN per Capita ;();:ﬁ?tei:;
1 1590 1617 37
2 3524 3475 17
3 6509 6336 20
4 23,870 15,978 96
Overall 8877 4633 164

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the KSI SIMIK 07-13 and SL.2014 databases.

3.2. Level of Socio-Economic Development of Rural Areas

Based on the variables described in the methodological section, the characterisation of
rural development in Poland was used to measure the development level with the help of
a multi-criteria measure. As mentioned above, it was decided to calculate the synthetic
measure directly from the normalised empirical variables (assuming their equivalence).
The resultant measure is hierarchic and its spatial distribution is relatively ordered, which
is confirmed by the variation coefficient of 25%. The spatial diversity of the socio-economic
development achieved by communes is shown in the choropleth map (Figure 2).
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development classes
equinumerous intervals

B high
_ | medium
M low ] urban commune

Figure 2. Rural socio-economic development level. Source: Authors’ compilation.

The analysis results show a polarisation of socio-economic development according
to two criteria ordering the spatial distribution, which are as follows: east versus west
for regions (boundaries running through the middle of the country or between two large
regions—such as between Mazovia and Wielkopolska), and centres versus peripheries
within regions. The results thus suggest that two factors affecting the spatial arrangement
of rural areas continue to be of key importance. The first factor is historical, connected
with Poland’s past borders (especially in the 19th and early 20th century) [62,63]. In
the eastern and central part of the country, with a low level of development, agriculture
still dominates the local economy. The western regions (under Prussian rule during the
partitions) have come to develop multifunctional local economies. The other factor is linked
to location in relation to regional centres, i.e., centres around towns and cities (especially
large and medium-sized ones) versus areas with a peripheral location in relation to the
urban network. Between these areas is an intermediate zone forming a continuum between
the central and peripheral zones [64].

3.3. The Correlation between the Level of CP Funds Absorption and the Level of Socio-Economic
Development

Once the two hierarchical scales described above were obtained, they were collated
with the help of an array ordering the communes (see key in Figure 3). Each commune was
assigned to one of six types of similar units with a specified level of development (x-axis
in the Figure 3 key) and allocation of Cohesion Policy funding (y-axis in the Figure 3 key).
The first step in the research procedure involved using the classification of communes
by development level, forming three equinumerous classes: communes with a low de-
velopment level, communes with a medium development level, and communes with a
high development level. Next, two of these three classes were distinguished using the
“absorption level” variable: the high (comprising the fourth quartile) and the non-high
level. In addition, the relationship between the development level and the absorption level
was verified using Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient (Spearman’s rho) with respect to
the ordering scale of the development level measure.

The result of the research procedure in which every commune was placed in one of
the array’s six groups is presented spatially (Figure 3) and expressed as the percentage of
high/non-high absorption communes in the three socio-economic development classes
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(Figure 4). Furthermore, in order to characterise the different groups, the statistics of
selected variables are also presented (Table 2). This step provided an answer to the
question of whether a high level of EU funding absorption is connected with specific local
conditions of socio-economic development (such as human resources possibilities, social
capital, financial capacity, or the structure of the local economy).

Legend:
- v
absorption level & development class &
TYPE g
L non-high & low (28%) 3 g L e i
II. non-high & medium (26%) g &
III. non-high & high (21%) I
M 1V. high & low (6%) 1 di hich
V. high & medium (7%) ow medium '8
H VI high & high (12%) urban commune development classes

(10%) - percentage of communes

Figure 3. Spatial distribution of commune types according to the relationship between socio-economic development and
the level of Cohesion Policy funding absorption. Source: Authors’ compilation.

g low I v
2]

o]

<

g medium 11 \%

-

3

< high 1 v |

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
LILIII - 'non-high' absorption communes

IV,V,VI - 'high' absorption communes

Figure 4. Absorption structure according to socio-economic development level. Source: Authors’ compilation.
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Table 2. Selected socio-economic features of the commune categories (descriptor: median).
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The spatial layout reveals a relationship between the spatial distribution of funding
and the level of socio-economic development. There is a noticeable concentration of
communes with a high absorption of funding for implementing Cohesion Policy objectives
mainly around regional capitals. These units account for 36.2% of the communes with the
highest level of development (type VI—high & high). The average per-capita absorption in
this group of communes is PLN 24,620, which, at more than PLN 15,000, is above average
for all the units under consideration. These communes are characterised by the very good
condition of local budgets, a high population density and an advantageous demographic
structure: the local community is relatively young, mainly due to large-scale incoming
migration (Table 2). These are communes with strong functional ties to a town or city
with a major role in the regional settlement structure. Hence their residents are highly
enterprising and represent a high level of human capital (which also exists in the structures
of local governing agencies). With reference to the level of local autonomy, it is worth
noting that, compared to the other types, the share of these communes’ own revenue is
highest in type VI

At the opposite pole are most of the communes with the lowest level of socio-economic
development, among which as much as 83% show a non-high level of absorption (type I—
non-high & low). Communes from this development class are mainly in eastern and central
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Poland (Figure 3). They are relatively monofunctional economically, with the smallest share
of non-agricultural businesses in the overall number of businesses, and are dominated by
traditional, family farms. In this group of communes, half of the people of post-working
age are retired farmers (Table 2). Severe depopulation processes are underway there,
and the age structure is the oldest in the country. Consequently, apart from economic
problems, these communes struggle with numerous social problems, e.g., limited access to
public services, residents’ relatively low level of education, etc. (the smallest proportion
of councillors with university education). The average per capita allocation of Cohesion
Policy funding in this group is just PLN 3259, i.e., PLN 5500 less than the average for the
population under consideration.

Communes at the lowest level of development with simultaneously high levels of
absorption (type IV—high & low) are especially interesting as an object of research. These
communes report the country’s highest activity level of local communities (via the local
government or the non-profit sector) in winning projects not only from funds assigned to
Cohesion Policy objectives but also from the Common Agricultural Policy. Such application
success is achieved in communes whose characteristics indicate the lowest population
density in the country and the highest migration loss (see Table 2). This also translates
into infrastructural development difficulties, higher unit costs of investment projects and
services that have to be carried out in every Polish commune regardless of location (in this
case, as much as a third of village units have no public transport). Based on statistical data
and completed quantitative research, it is only possible to surmise the reasons for such a
“breaking” of the non-high absorption trend in this low-development group of communes.
A reconnaissance (chiefly in the social media and on commune websites) suggests the
presence of a “good-leader effect”, in which a leader aware of a deficit of local resources
(e.g., financial, infrastructural) saw a chance to reduce it through obtaining EU funding.
Verifying this tentative hypothesis would require more in-depth research in each of the
Type IV communes (there are 125 and they account for 17% of all the low development level
communes). The task is made even more difficult by the fact that they are not concentrated
geographically, and their spatial distribution is mosaic-like (the surroundings of smaller
sub-regional and local towns, the junction of provincial borders) (Figure 3).

Similar conclusions can be drawn from analysing the location of the 22% that are
medium-development communes, which displayed a high absorption rate (type V—high
& medium). However, their socio-economic situation is relatively better (Table 2).

Let us look at a few of the most important features that distinguish high-absorption
communes at each level of development (types IV, V, VI), in relation to the other communes
(types L, 11, III). First of all, there is the structure of the local economy. Communes with
higher absorption rates show a higher level of deagrarianisation of the local economy,
which is expressed both in a higher share of non-agricultural businesses and of income-
tax payers and in a lower share of retired farmers among residents of post-working age
(which reflects the agricultural sector’s role in the local economy). Communes with higher
absorption are also characterised by higher median revenue and higher indicators related
to social potential. They also have higher absorption potential based on the number of
applications for the EU 2007-2013 project funding per 10,000 residents.

The above description of the types using an analysis of local resources—such as
demographic potential, location attractiveness and the spatial accessibility of the commune,
its financial situation or the structure of the local economy—proves that a high level of
absorption of EU funding is connected with specific circumstances. Of the range of ten
variables adopted for the analysis, the one with the strongest correlation with the level
of absorption is the commune’s own revenue in the overall budget. This confirms that
wealthier local governments are relatively more often beneficiaries of Cohesion Policy
funds. The statistical inference here shows a positive correlation between the absorption
level and the development level (graph in Figure 4). It should be said, however, that this
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linear relationship is not strong, with a Spearman’s Rho correlation of about 0.34**.” The
authors underline that the reality is more complex, being determined by hard-to-measure,
non-linear relationships as well.

4. Discussion and Recommendations

Studies on the absorption of funding from the Cohesion Policy most often indicate that
urbanised areas are the policy’s priority. According to the research by Churski et al. [65]
(p. 69), urbanised areas are “the areas privileged in obtaining the most generously co-
financed European projects”. As pointed out by Rodriguez-Pose and Garcilazo [66], the
large concentration of funding in highly urbanised areas with a high population density,
especially regional centres, is linked to the high effectiveness of spending and a substantial
return on investments in these areas.

The present case study of Poland shows that almost 40% of CP funding in 2007-2018
(approx. PLN 185 billion) was allocated to rural areas. The scale of these outlays shows
that there are large investment needs not just in towns and cities and their functional areas.
It should be underlined, however, that rural areas make up 93% of Poland’s area and
are inhabited by 40% of the country’s population. The absorption of funding per sq. km
amounted to PLN 638,000 in rural and rural-urban communes, and PLN 14.5 million in
towns and cities—figures of PLN 12,300 per rural resident and of PLN 14,000 per urban
resident. These are mean values, yet it should be remembered that the majority of support
for rural areas is concentrated in the immediate surrounding of regional centres with
leading administrative functions. All this shows that rural areas as a public intervention
category are, in a way, “torn” between the Common Agricultural Policy and the Cohesion
Policy. In the former, support is directed mainly to agricultural activity. Approximately
75% of the CAP budget in Poland supports farmers’ incomes and 25% is allocated to rural
development. The budget is therefore targeted only at part of the rural economy (22% of
rural residents work mainly or additionally in agriculture [67]). On the other hand, the
aim of the latter policy is convergence at the NUTS 2 level, which is achieved particularly
through the rapid development of urban centres [68].

While acknowledging that territorial cohesion is the goal, instruments for controlling
rural development should be chosen in such a way as to take account of local uniqueness.
Poorly developed rural areas cannot compete with larger towns and cities for funding.
Moreover, differences in local conditions (endogenic resources) define the needs and
influence the development chances of rural communes. We therefore recommend:

e To provide stronger support for the least-developed rural areas by amending the
allocation rules (1st recommendation).

e To introduce an obligatory minimum threshold of allocation to rural areas in regional
operational programmes, or a varying level of minimal internal contributions, depend-
ing on the kind of intervention and the type of commune (2nd recommendation).

e  To create an appropriate, simple, and intuitive methodology, one that takes into account
features such as the affluence of local governments, the demographic conditions, and the
accessibility of regional centres (services and labour markets) (3rd recommendation).

It is worth relying on knowledge of the territorial differences in Poland. These point
to two spatial regularities: a continuum from the centre to the peripheries, and an east-west
arrangement [5,29,30]. The polarisation-diffusion model, which was promoted in Poland
until recently, assumed that most of the funding available would go to regional centres
first, and then the effects of such investments would have a positive impact on other
areas in the regions [69]. However, it turned out that the spatial reach of the effects of
diffusion was insufficient [27,70]. The new Polish regional development policy assumes
that areas that have lost their socio-economic functions (including small and medium-sized
towns and some rural areas) have to receive necessary stimulation [71]. It is anticipated
that this will be a way of distributing economic stimuli more evenly across the territory

7

** statistical significance of about 0.01.



Land 2021, 10, 26

13 of 16

(e.g., cooperation between local governments, activation of socially and economically
marginalised areas, development of transport and communications, implementation of
social and technological innovations), to also include areas further from provincial capitals.
Assuming that changing the development model is a long process, the effects might
therefore not be visible in statistical models for some years.

5. Conclusions

The Cohesion Policy is responsible for the integrated territorial development of regions
in the European Union®. Taking Poland as its case study, the paper has explored the extent
to which rural areas benefit from the CP. Taking into consideration the criterion of a
commune’s socio-economic development, the units with the highest level of CP funding
absorption were identified, and then the relationship between this level and the occurrence
of specific local development conditions was investigated.

The calculations show that almost 40% of CP funding was allocated to rural areas,
which are inhabited by 40% of Poland’s population. However, this is only ostensibly a
balanced allocation. The distribution of the per-capita allocation of CP funding is very
spatially varied. Some regularities can only be determined after comparing this allocation
level to the communes’ socio-economic development (which is essentially organised along
the axis of the centre-peripheries continuum, though the impact of historical circumstances
is still noticeable along the east-west axis). In general, there is a positive correlation
between the absorption level and the rural development level. However, this is not a strong
correlation, although it is statistically significant. Unlike the level of CP funding absorption,
the level of communes’ socio-economic development displays a relatively low diversity
of distribution.

An analysis of the spatial distribution of the Cohesion Policy outlays confirms that
a higher level of absorption is more often seen in communes with greater development
potential. The highest absorption was found in more than a third of communes with
a high level of development and in less than one-fifth of communes with a low level
of development. In this study, we found confirmation of the hypothesis, which was
also verified in other research [37,38,40,73,74], that Cohesion Policy funding is still more
often directed to “wealthier” local governments. Among the variables measuring the rural
development level and included in the analysis, the financial wealth of communes correlates
most closely with Cohesion Policy outlays. A good condition of the local budget may mean
greater capacity for generating a unit’s own contribution or indicate high competence of the
leader and local-government councils pursuing an appropriate local development policy.
Other factors are also important, such as residents’ greater resourcefulness (enterprise) and
advanced deagrarianisation of the local economy. With a commune’s growing development
level, the role of the non-agricultural sector in the local economy increases, while the share
of the agricultural sector diminishes. This relationship is another important correlate of a
high absorption of CP funding.

To sum up, the absorption level under analysis displays a greater correlation with the
variables characterising the extent to which an agricultural area has transformed into a
multifunctional area than with a commune’s absorptive capacity. The weight of the latter
characteristic is greater in communes that achieve a relatively lower level of development.
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