
Case Study

Drivers, Scale, and Geography of Urban Shrinkage
in Poland and Policy Responses
Emilia Jaroszewska, Ph.D.1; and Tadeusz Stryjakiewicz2

Abstract: The answer to the question of why cities are shrinking and what the drivers behind this process are is not clear. However, there are
common features of urban shrinkage, and each case has its origins and manifestations. In addition, different policies are counteracting the
negative consequences of the shrinkage. Regeneration strategies vary a lot, depending on the way the problem is perceived by both central
and local governments. The previously mentioned issues are discussed in this paper, using Poland and one of its old industrial cities,
Wałbrzych, as the case study. This paper has two aims: (1) the identification and analysis of the drivers and scale of the process of urban
shrinkage in Poland and its geographical distribution (in the national and local context) and (2) the analysis and assessment of different pol-
icies adopted to mitigate negative effects of urban shrinkage (including such forms as special economic zones and urban regeneration pro-
jects). This paper closes with recommendations for policymakers at national and local levels. The findings highlight that more than one-third
of Polish cities have been characterized by advanced urban shrinkage since the postsocialist transformation started (i.e., since 1990), and
integrated strategies that would allow them to adapt to negative demographic trends have become part of urban policies at national and
local levels only in the recent years. DOI: 10.1061/(ASCE)UP.1943-5444.0000601. © 2020 American Society of Civil Engineers.
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Introduction

Urban shrinkage is a process that can take a different course in dif-
ferent socioeconomic patterns depending on the geographical situa-
tion and the time of observation. However, it leads to unfavorable
results in each location, first of all decreasing the number of inhab-
itants (Oswalt and Rieniets 2006; Recken and Martinez-Fernandez
2011; Haase et al. 2014; Hospers 2012, 2014a, b; Richardson andNam
2014; Stryjakiewicz et al. 2014; Wiechmann and Bontje 2015;
Haase et al. 2017; Pallagst et al. 2017; Hollander 2018; Li and
Mykhnenko 2018). In some regions, such as Central and Eastern Eu-
rope (CEE), the process of urban shrinkage is connected to great in-
stitutional changes. These began almost three decades ago and have
significantly altered the situation of cities, diversifying them in
terms of socioeconomic and demographic development. In many of
them, as numerous studies show (e.g., Bontje 2004; Franz 2004;
Steinführer and Haase 2007; Großmann et al. 2008; Wiechmann
2008; Wiechmann and Wolff 2013; Stryjakiewicz 2014; Batunova
and Gunko 2018; Runge et al. 2018), the process of shrinkage is be-
coming one of the major challenges for cities in this part of Europe,
including Poland, which belongs to the group of countries with a
moderate, although growing, scale of urban shrinkage. Despite the
importance of this issue for postsocialist countries, there is a research

gap in comprehensive studies focused on major drivers, scale, and
spatial differences between shrinking cities and, in particular, on pol-
icies coping with the negative effects of urban shrinkage.

In contrast to Western countries, the problems in Polish cities
occurred with the radical political and economic changes at the
beginning of the 1990s that was called shock therapy. New determi-
nants of development that appeared at that time and contributed to
the new division of cities into winners and losers of the postsocialist
transformation (Parysek and Wdowicka 2002). The start of the 1990s
opened up opportunities for the dynamic development and growth of
the first group of cities; for the second group it created conditions for
the acceleration of urban shrinkage. This resulted from the direct out-
comes of the system transformation that caused the fall of industrial
plants and, therefore, an economic crisis for an entire city. Hence, the
mechanism is a combination of the negative effects of the system trans-
formation with the impact of world processes, such as deindustrializa-
tion, globalization, or changes in demographic and social behavior.

A rapid acceleration of urban shrinkage in Poland and other coun-
tries in CEE is related to the results of the second demographic tran-
sition (Lesthaeghe and van de Kaa 1986; Kurkiewicz 2010) that took
place faster than in the Western countries. This process involves a
unidirectional change in many types of demographic behavior around
marriage and replacement rates (Okólski 2005). Its effects include a
change in lifestyle, the appearance of a new model of the family
and household, advanced aging of society, and a decline in birth
rates, which have turned out to be one of the largest problems. Despite
this fact, for many years the issues related to depopulation and its
negative consequences have remained unmentionable in many Polish
cities (Kantor-Pietraga et al. 2014) and, until recently, were margin-
alized and disregarded at both the national and local levels.

Taking the aforementioned information into account, this paper
draws attention to the issue of shrinking cities in three aspects: the-
oretical, empirical, and practical. The paper discusses the study
area, the database and methodology, and the theoretical context
of urban shrinkage and policy responses. The main drivers, scale,
and geography of urban shrinkage in Poland in its demographic as-
pects are then presented; and the policies adopted to mitigate the
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negative effects of urban shrinkage with the focus on an old indus-
trial city, Wałbrzych, are discussed. Finally, challenges for the fu-
ture and some policy recommendations are formulated.

Study Area

The analysis of urban shrinkage is carried out at two spatial levels:
national (Poland), and local (an old mining city, Wałbrzych).
Located in East Central Europe, Poland is an example of a country
where the process of shrinkage rapidly accelerated from the begin-
ning of the postsocialist transformation in the 1990s. The specific-
ity of urban shrinkage in Poland is manifested by the pace of this
process (which is much faster compared with Western cities) and
when it started. Whereas many Western cities began to shrink in
the 1960s and 1970s, Polish cities went through this process
much later, at the end of the twentieth century.

In 2018, Poland had a population of 38.4 million, of which 60%
lived in cities. The country’s urban structure is strongly diversified.

As well as some quickly developed metropolitan areas (such as
Warsaw, Cracow, Poznań, Wrocław, and Tricity), there are large
areas with a concentration of shrinking cities. One of the aims of
this paper is to identify the scale and spatial distribution of
such cities.

Among the cities with the most visible shrinking process are
those where the population grew during the socialist period and
were the centers of heavy industries. This group includes the city
of Wałbrzych which is the subject of the case study presented in
this paper.

The choice of this city is justified for several reasons. First,
Wałbrzych is a city with one of the highest population losses
among the Polish cities with > 100,000 inhabitants and with perma-
nent shrinkage observed since the 1990s.

Wałbrzych is a former mining city situated in southwestern
Poland in the Lower Silesian voivodeship, close to the borders
with the Czech Republic and Germany (Fig. 1). After Wrocław,
the voivodeship’s capital, it ranks as the region’s second center
with 112,594 residents (December 31, 2018).

Fig. 1. Location of Walbrzych in Poland.
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By the mid-nineteenth century, Wałbrzych had grown into an
important industrial center. The chief industries of the city and
the entire region were mining for hard coal and coke making.
Immediately after the Second World War, it was the biggest indus-
trial center in the region. Apart from mining, there were other
industrial establishments, mostly coking plants, clothing, and tex-
tile factories, as well as glass and ceramics works. The transforma-
tion period of the Polish economy that was initiated in 1990 was a
time of very deep changes in the economic structure of the city and
the entire region. At the same time, three state-owned coal mines
located in Wałbrzych faced the Polish government’s decision for
their closure. This caused a rapid increase in unemployment, higher
than the country’s average. Never before had liquidation steps been
taken at such a scale in Poland; Wałbrzych served as a type of test-
ing ground. According to official statistics, the record year in which
the highest proportion of unemployment was noted in Wałbrzych
was 2002 with an unemployment rate of 28.1%. However, as
Rakowski stated (2009), real unemployment could have reached
50% between 2002 and 2006. The situation was additionally aggra-
vated by the fact that the city was inhabited by low-skilled people
who either had elementary education or had finished vocational
mining schools. Finding a different job became a significant prob-
lem. In addition, among the unemployed in 2002 (the year with the
highest unemployment in the city) 74% were young people in
the age range of 18–34 years. No prospect of finding a job was
the main reason that young people left the city.

Although the situation in the city has improved in many aspects
in recent years (creation of new jobs, the decline in unemployment,
revitalization of run down areas, and housing investments),
the population loss has continued since the 1990s. In the years
1990–2015, the population decreased by 18.12%, which made
Wałbrzych one of the cities shrinking the most in the country.
According to the demographic forecast of Statistics Poland (Central
Statistical Office 2014), the city will have < 100,000 inhabitants
(99,187) in 2030, thereby, reaching the population level of 1950–
1951. In turn, by 2050, the predicted population will be 74,463,
which means that if the forecasts are accurate, Wałbrzych will
shrink by approximately half (47%) compared with the population
peak year 1989 when it had 141,504 inhabitants.

Database and Methodology

This paper aims to find answers to the questions of why certain
Polish cities have lost the greatest number of their inhabitants
and what kinds of policies were adopted to mitigate the negative
effects of urban shrinkage.

To answer the first question, the changes in the population of
829 cities that existed in 1990 were studied, excluding municipal
units created after this time. The temporal scope of the analysis cov-
ers the years 1990–2015. Overall, 25 years seems a long enough
period to capture the picture of the population changes that have oc-
curred in Polish cities since the beginning of the transformation.
The research drew on published and unpublished materials from
Statistics Poland. To present demographic phenomena determining
the shrinking process, use was made of a statistical indicator of
dynamics in the form of the annual average rate of changes in the
population number within the period of 25 years, which allowed
the distinguishing of particular types based on the methodology
adopted in the Cities Regrowing Smaller—Fostering Knowledge
on Regeneration Strategies in Shrinking Cities across Europe
(CIRES) project implemented under the European Union’s
Cooperation in Science and Technology Actions 2009–2013
(e.g., Wiechmann and Wolff 2013; Wolff and Wiechmann 2018).

The research procedure was composed of two phases. First, the
annual population change for 25 years was analyzed, which allowed
the separation of the following types of cities: growing, stable, and
shrinking. The second stage of our research procedure involved
the analysis of the average annual rate of changes in the population
number in the five subsequent 5-year subperiods (1990–1995, 1995–
2000, 2000–2005, 2005–2010, and 2010–2015). This procedure al-
lowed the designation of the following types of cities: permanently
shrinking, temporarily shrinking, and episodically shrinking.

Then, to answer the second question about the policies adopted
to mitigate the negative effects of urban shrinkage, a desk research
method was applied. It consisted of the analysis of national docu-
ments and reports from the Ministry of Development, in particular,
and on the comprehensive analysis of the reaction of local authorities
to shrinkage as well as adopted strategies to mitigate its negative ef-
fects on the selected case study, Wałbrzych. Therefore, documents
from the City Office in Wałbrzych, the Labour Office in Wałbrzych,
and the Wałbrzych Special Economic Zone (WSEZ) were used.

Theoretical Background of Urban Shrinkage and
Policy Responses

Urban shrinkage has no single explanatory theory. The multiaspect
nature of this process made it necessary to resort to many theoret-
ical concepts to gain insight into its mechanisms, pattern, and ef-
fects (Stryjakiewicz et al. 2014). To date, the diverse aspects of
the urban shrinkage have been investigated, for example, the iden-
tification of the reasons for the population decline, the description
of development trajectory, or analysis of planning solutions to
mitigate its negative effects. However, there has been no compre-
hensive approach to understand the shrinkage of cities. This gap
was addressed by Haase et al. (2014), who developed a heuristic
model of urban shrinkage, irrespective of its national or local spe-
cificity. In addition, the term shrinking city, although it has been es-
tablished in the literature, has not been clearly defined. This was
confirmed by the variety of definitions related to this issue and dif-
ferent approaches to their operationalization (e.g., Haase et al.
2014; Stryjakiewicz et al. 2014; Bernt 2016; Stryjakiewicz and
Jaroszewska 2016; Haase et al. 2017).

The research carried out to date (e.g., Oswalt 2005; Turok and
Mykhnenko 2007; Haase et al. 2008, 2013; Pallagst et al. 2009;
Wiechmann and Wolff 2013; Wolff and Wiechmann 2018) al-
lowed the development of three main fields of argument related
to this definition:
1. Does the notion of a shrinking city involve exclusively its de-

population (i.e., a drop in the population number), or must
there be other indicators (i.e., a structural crisis in the economy
combined with a high unemployment rate, degradation of the
housing stock, a great accumulation of social problems)?

2. Does a drop in the population number within a city’s administra-
tive limits owing to its growth in the suburban area (hence the pro-
cess of suburbanization) justify describing this city as shrinking?

3. How long must the period of a population decline last to justify
the talk of a shrinking city?
Based on the previous questions, it seems that the notion of a

shrinking city is gradable, as shown in Fig. 2. Each type of shrink-
age demands different forms of governance.

According to the definition adopted in the CIRES project formu-
lated by the Shrinking Cities International Research Network
(SCIRN), “a shrinking city is a densely populated urban area that
has on the one hand faced a population loss in large parts of it
(for at least 5 years, more than 0.15% annually), and is, on the
other hand, undergoing economic transformation with some
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symptoms of a structural crisis.” This is the definition that is used in
this paper.

The chief drivers of urban shrinkage are demographic changes
connected primarily to a negative rate of natural increase, the
aging of society, and migration. The questions still to be answered
are the identification and classification of the remaining factors re-
sponsible for urban shrinkage, and the choice of socioeconomic in-
dices characterizing this process (Jessen 2012; Wiechmann and
Wolff 2013; Haase et al. 2017). The difficulty lies in the uniqueness
of each city, its history, political situation, and socioeconomic con-
dition. According to Wu and Martinez-Fernandez (2009), the same
factors that underlie the socioeconomic development of one city
might trigger shrinkage in another.

The answer to the question about the proper policy responses for
a shrinking city is undetermined. The experience of cities affected
by shrinkage shows that there is no simple method to counteract the
negative consequences of this process. Based on the results of the
Shrink Smart project, Bernt et al. (2012) and Haase (2013) list var-
ious kinds of factors determining the nature of a policy adopted to-
ward shrinking cities. They include:
1. the existing governance systems and cultures;
2. political traditions;
3. the way of formulating and addressing problem issues;
4. the nature of multilevel arrangements and relationships;
5. the mode of governance; and
6. the availability and origin of resources.

Strategies intended to respond to the process of shrinkage can be
classified in a variety of ways. (Danielzyk et al. 2002; Wiechmann
2008; Hollander and Németh 2011; Hospers 2012, 2014a, b;
Pallagst et al. 2017). According to Hospers (2012, 2014a, b) and
Wiechmann (2008), the adopted measures depend to a large extent
on how the process is perceived by local authorities. The CIRES
project distinguishes four stages of their reaction to the process
of shrinkage including:
1. ignoring the demographic changes;
2. attempting to reverse unfavorable changes by stimulating eco-

nomic growth;
3. adapting to the conditions of shrinkage; and
4. reinventing the city.

Depending on which stage dominates, the adopted strategies can
be divided (according to Danielzyk et al. 2002) into passive strategies
and active strategies. Passive strategies involve no action. After some
time, such a passive attitude results in the activation of the vicious cir-
cle of shrinkage. This approach is characterized by the absence of
specific goals on the part of local authorities and the expectation of
financial support and external intervention (e.g., from central and re-
gional authorities). In practice, this approach means, as Hospers
(2012) highlighted, disregard for the urban shrinkage process.

Active strategies, however, can have three characteristics. These
are:
1. expansive strategies intended to retain and even to increase the

population within cities;
2. maintenance strategies, aimed at preserving the attractiveness of

existing urban structures, development of present forms of land
use and functions; those are usually programs oriented toward
selected target groups; and

3. planning for shrinkage, meaning an organized shrinkage (with
the main focus on qualitative development, adaptation, and re-
duction of existing infrastructure and development of recrea-
tional areas).
In the case of shrinking cities, strategies for renewed growth are

usually doomed to failure. The unfavorable processes, especially
demographic ones related, for example, to aging, preclude their re-
newed growth in quantitative terms. Strategies ignoring the process
of shrinkage and those attempting to reverse unfavorable changes
and stimulate recovery represent a traditional approach to the chal-
lenges of urban shrinkage. Therefore, what is postulated in the
source literature is a new way that consists of the liberation from
the “obsessed paradigm of continuous growth” in the urban policy
and taking action for planning in the conditions of shrinkage
(Hollander et al. 2009) (Fig. 3).

Challenges facing shrinking cities require the cooperation of
many local actors and residents, and they need external support,
including assistance from EU institutions, government and regional
authorities, scientific communities, entrepreneurs, and nongov-
ernmental organizations. Therefore, strategies for mitigating
the negative effects of shrinkage can be divided into two types
(Stryjakiewicz 2013; Stryjakiewicz and Jaroszewska 2014):

Fig. 2. Typology of shrinking cities (graduation) of shrinkage. (Reprinted from Stryjakiewicz 2013 with the consent of the editors of the Romanian
Journal of Regional Science.)
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1. on-site strategies (i.e., implemented in the area of a specific
shrinking city); and

2. networking strategies.
The former type primarily embraces measures intended to

stimulate local entrepreneurship, reduce unemployment, and revi-
talize downtown or postindustrial areas. The latter involves creat-
ing conditions for the intensification of relations with other more
advanced cities, for example, by improving the quality of transport
infrastructure and increasing the frequency of links (which can
facilitate commuting to work and school, therefore counteracting
the outflow of the labor force).

Schlappa and Neill (2013) indicated the acceptance of shrinkage
is key to the success of the strategy. Only after fulfilling this
condition can short- and long-term objectives be implemented. In
addition, as they emphasized, regeneration is a process of learning
again which, can take place in a crisis and under constraints of
taking action, or under the conditions of uncertainty related to
the chances of its success. Although copying strategies is not rec-
ommended owing to an individual specificity for each city, certain
solutions applied to some shrinking cities can inspire other cities
facing similar problems.

One of the concepts of mitigating the negative effects of
shrinkage is the so-called right sizing of cities. As Schilling and
Logan (2008) and Hummel (2015) discussed, this consists of the
adaptation of cities to a smaller number of residents and embraces
mainly activities in built-up areas. Adaptation involves, for exam-
ple, rehabilitation of degraded areas, demolition, and consolidation
of liberated places, and their greening and transformation into new
urban greenery. As a result of these activities, degraded areas per-
ceived recently as symbols of crisis and problematic areas can be-
come new spaces for social innovations. In particular, this concerns
initiatives connected with urban agriculture which often spring
from bottom-up activities of local communities creating so-called
community gardens or urban farming. Therefore, many researchers
perceive new possibilities coming with the liberation of land as an
opportunity to regain and revitalize degraded neighborhoods and
integrate inhabitants. Increasing free areas creates conditions for
shaping a new model of urban development. The formation of a
perforated city can serve as an example of this, where the existing
buildings blend in with the greenery that appeared after demolition
(Jessen 2012).

In the literature, many researchers pay attention to the impor-
tance of strategies that use soft planning tools based on cultural
projects and the development of creative activities. Altrock and

Huning (2014) emphasized that what is helpful in the formation
of the vision of the development of a shrinking city is a performa-
tive planning approach. It consists of the cultural intervention in the
public spaces, which causes changes in the awareness of residents
and their attitude to the process of shrinkage through installations
or artistic events.

Urban Shrinkage in Poland in Its Demographic
Dimension

For almost three decades Polish cities have been subject to many
changes regarding, for example, material, functional, and social as-
pects. The pace and direction of these changes have been influ-
enced by processes connected to political transformation,
progressing globalization and the internationalization of the econ-
omy, Poland’s accession to the EU, and new possibilities of finan-
cial support. In some cities, particularly, old industrial ones and
those small and medium-sized cities situated at the peripheries,
the changes contributed to the activation of negative processes
leading to urban shrinkage in the long-term.

Among the key drivers that have influenced the shrinkage of
cities in Poland, we can distinguish:
• demographic change (decline in the birth rate, aging of

population);
• massive outmigration (intensified especially after the EU

enlargement);
• transformation of the settlement system (metropolization, subur-

banization); and
• transformation of the economy (in particular its

deindustrialization).
Because changes in the population number are the most impor-

tant indicator on which the assessment of the scale of this process
can be based, the following sections of this paper show the demo-
graphic aspect of urban shrinkage in Poland.

Forecasts on Poland’s demographic future up to 2050 are alarm-
ing. According to Statistics Poland (Central Statistical Office
2014), the country’s population will gradually decrease. In 2050,
the population of Poland will reach 33,951 million people
(38,411 million in 2018), and the rate of this decline will increase
with time.

Considering the division into urban and rural areas, important
differences in demographic processes are visible (Fig. 4). Most of
the projected population decline by 2050 will be in the urban

Fig. 3. Stages in the reaction of local authorities to urban shrinkage and adopted strategies for mitigating its negative effects. (Data from Danielzyk
et al. 2002; Wichmann 2008; Hospers 2012; Hospers 2014a, b.)
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population (and, in particular, people residing within the adminis-
trative boundaries of cities). Between 2015 and 2020, the annual
decline in the number of people living in urban areas will increase
from 69,000 to 88,000. After 2020, the population reduction will
continue to increase, reaching > 100,000/year and after 2035, on
average approximately 140,000/year. Therefore, in 2050, city
dwellers will make up 80% of the 2015 population. With the de-
crease in the number of urban residents, unfavorable changes in
the structure of the population will intensify (Table 1) and, there-
fore, the aging population and the decline in the number of
women of childbearing age will increase.

The analysis of the annual population change for 25 years
revealed that among the 829 cities, the following can be
distinguished:
• a total of 257 growing cities characterized by > 0.15% of an an-

nual increase in the population number over 25 years;
• a total of 265 stable cities characterized by an annual change in

the population number from −0.15% to 0.15% over 25 years,
• a total of 307 shrinking cities characterized by > 0.15% of an

annual decline over 25 years.
In comparison, in 2010, the number of shrinking cities was 245.
Considering the size of cities, it should be noted that statisti-

cally, the process of shrinking mainly affects cities of > 50,000 in-
habitants (Table 2). The shrinkage of the largest cities (> 200,000)
is, however, the effect of the suburbanization process taking place
in metropolitan centers and can be caused by the fact that the
previously mentioned group includes old industrial cities (e.g.,
Łódź and the cities of the Katowice conurbation), from which

there has been an outflow of people for many years, with a greater
loss of inhabitants than in other cities (Zborowski et al. 2012).

For economically strong metropolitan centers that lost residents
within their administrative boundaries, mainly to the benefit of the
neighboring units functionally connected with a city (e.g., Poznań),
it cannot be said that this is typical shrinkage. Although the subur-
banization process causes a series of problems, the situation of the
largest centers regarding their population number is, in many cases,
slightly more favorable than indicated by the data. It is noted that
these cities are home to a substantial number of unregistered inter-
nal immigrants, including students and university graduates, who
constitute a significant group not mentioned in the statistics.

The importance of adopting appropriate measures and strategies
to mitigate the negative effects of urban shrinkage is reinforced by
the fact that in cities recognized as shrinking in 2015, there were

Fig. 4. Change of urban and rural population in Poland 1946–2050. (Data from Statistics Poland n.d.)

Table 1. Demographic drivers of urban shrinkage in Wałbrzych, urban areas, and Poland, 2010–2018

Year

Natural increase/decrease per 1,000 Migration balance per 1,000 Aging index (percentage of pop. 65+)

Wałbrzych Urban areas Poland Wałbrzych Urban areas Poland Wałbrzych Urban areas Poland

2010 −4.5 0.6 0.9 −5.17 −2.05 −0.05 15.8 13.9 13.5
2015 −6.7 −1.1 −0.7 −2.75 N/A N/A 18.6 17.0 15.8
2018 −6.8 −1.2 −0.7 −2.86 −1.13 0.09 21.2 19.2 17.5

Source: Data from Statistics Poland (n.d.).

Table 2. Shrinking, stable and growing cities in Poland by size groups in 2015

Size group
(number of
inhabitants)

Total
number
of cities

Shrinking cities Stable cities Growing cities

Number % Number % Number %

< 5,000 255 89 34.90 75 29.41 91 35.69
5,000–9,999 172 57 33.14 57 33.14 58 33.72
10,000–19,999 183 66 36.07 62 33.88 55 30.05
20,000–49,999 130 48 36.92 45 34.62 37 28.46
50,000–99,999 49 27 55.10 11 22.45 11 22.45
100,000–199,999 24 13 54.17 8 33.33 3 12.50
≥ 200,000 16 7 43.75 7 43.75 2 12.50

Source: Data from Statistics Poland (n.d.).
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slightly over 9 million people in total, which makes up as much as
38.8% of the entire population of Poland.

The results of the second stage of our research procedure involved
the analysis of the average annual rate of changes in the population
number in the subsequent five 5-year subperiods (1990–1995,
1995–2000, 2000–2005, 2005–2010, and 2010–2015) allowing us
to distinguish the following types among 829 cities:
• 28 permanently shrinking cities, for example, in all the 5-year

subperiods a decline in the population was −0.15% and more;
• 279 temporarily shrinking cities, for example, those whose popu-

lation in the analyzed 25 years decreased (> 0.15%) and at least
one 5-year period of stability was recorded (from −0.15% to
+0.15%) or their population even increased (> 0.15%);

• 395 episodically shrinking cities where the total population
number did not fall from 1990 to 2015 (by > 0.15% per year),
but at least one 5-year period of a decline in the population
took place.
As shown in Fig. 5, urban shrinkage does not affect the whole

country equally. What was noticed were large regional dispropor-
tions. The presented map shows that the southwestern area of Poland
stands out against other regions in terms of the intensification of the
number of shrinking cities. The large scale of this process is con-
nected with their specific economy to a great extent, for example,
the location of industrial plants that fell or went through a serious

crisis after 1990, which resulted in higher unemployment rates
than in other regions and, therefore, population outflows.

In the group of 28 cities in which the process of shrinking was
permanent, the old industrial centers of Katowice, Sosnowiec,
Bytom, Zabrze, Ruda Śląska, Chorzów, Łódź, and Wałbrzych
could be found. They are characterized by both large absolute
and relative losses of inhabitants. The shrinkage process causes a
series of unfavorable social, economic, spatial, and image related
phenomena which, when left without intervention, lead to the in-
tensification of future development problems.

The analysis of Polish cities from 1990 to 2015, taking into account
negative demographic trends, means it can be stated that the process of
shrinkage has, and will have in the future, a significant impact on their
development and is one of the most important challenges that should
be included in the state’s and local level policies.

Policies Adopted to Mitigate Negative Effects of Urban
Shrinkage in Poland

National Level

The awareness of the process of urban shrinkage and its conse-
quences in Poland is still low, comprehensive regeneration

Fig. 5. Permanently, temporarily, and episodically shrinking cities in demographic terms 1990–2015. (Data from Statistics Poland n.d.)
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strategies that would integrate the hardware (housing, infrastruc-
ture), software (image, governance), and human resources (social
and economic structures) types of intervention are lacking. How-
ever, in recent years it has been observed that the discussion
about challenges posed by urban shrinkage have slowly become
part of public debate (Kancelaria Senatu RP 2013).

Markowski (2013) emphasized, “policy on shrinking cities must
be closely related to the determinants and development of the
whole settlement system.” Therefore, in agreement with Parysek
(2010), a key role in a broadly understood urban policy, including
shrinking cities, is played by the state’s urban policy, which re-
quires legal regulations on the part of central authorities. In Poland,
however, the national urban policy reflected in a separate document
specifying the most important objectives of and directions in
the development of cities was adopted as recently as 2015. It states,
“observed demographic changes pose particularly important chal-
lenges for cities …. The first is the decreasing population in
cities—in extreme cases in the form of depopulation and shrinking
cities” (Ministerstwo Infrastruktury i Rozwoju 2015). In addition,
the document points to the need for support for the implementation
of the National Urban Policy. One of the solutions is creating
knowledge centers that would be aimed at initiating and conducting
pilot projects promoting and disseminating the so-called good prac-
tices, model documents, or schemes of the procedure. One of the
included projects is: Mitigating negative effects of urban shrinkage.
It serves to prepare a comprehensive, multisectoral program/strat-
egy of measures necessary to counteract the negative effects of
urban shrinkage for the optimization of functioning of public ser-
vices and urban infrastructure by:
• adapting planned investments to demographic projections;
• building infrastructure in a modular way, which makes it possi-

ble to resign from certain modules when the population number
falls, or expand when the population grows;

• creating facilities so that the purpose of their functioning could
be changed;

• social actions for seniors; and
• measures for increasing the attractiveness of cities as places of

residence.
Although the document contains an accurate diagnosis of the

most important issues and challenges for Polish cities and a series
of recommendations connected to challenges of urban develop-
ment, they often remain on paper. Many unfavorable decisions
are still being made, both at national and local levels. This can
be illustrated by the overestimation of needs for land for housing
development in many Polish communes [in the country’s territorial
division, the basic lowest level unit is the commune (gmina) among
a total of 2,477 communes; in 2019, there were 302 urban com-
munes (all urban communes have the status of a city), 638 urban-
rural communes, and 1,537 rural communes], where new areas
are designated in planning documents for development, regardless
of the demographic, economic, and ecologic rationale. Therefore,
they are condemning themselves to the possibility of losing control
over land development, which in shrinking cities, leads to the urban
sprawl in the conditions of the declining population number. This
process is accompanied by the movement of more affluent residents
into suburban zones, which is conducive to the growth of sociospa-
tial segregation, an increase in the costs of infrastructure mainte-
nance, and a decrease in the city’s income.

Therefore, one of the basic conditions for carrying out an effec-
tive urban policy and working out appropriate regeneration strate-
gies in shrinking cities is an awareness and knowledge of the
processes taking place, in particular, among local decision makers.
As shown by the examples of shrinking cities in some Western
countries, the adopted strategies often depend on how the process

of shrinkage is perceived by local authorities and if they reconcile
themselves to the fact that the population number will diminish.
Although, as previously mentioned, the awareness of the process
of urban shrinkage among local politicians appears to be low, it
is slowly beginning to change. An example is Wałbrzych, which
is presented in the following sections.

Local Level: The Case of an Old Industrial City, Wałbrzych

The development paths of the strategies adopted in Wałbrzych can
be described as follows: from mitigating the negative effects of the
shrinkage to its adaptation.

One of the most urgent strategies in the city following the clo-
sure of the mining industry at the beginning of the 1990s was the
improvement of the local labor market. Steps to address the issue
started the same year the last mine closed. The problems of the
city needed support from the local authorities and the government.
The majority of assistance programs focused on Wałbrzych were
intended to reduce unemployment by stimulating entrepreneurship
(Urząd Miejski w Wałbrzychu 2005).

The most important step taken was the creation of INVEST-
PARK, or the WSEZ in 1997 (3 years after the Polish parliament
passed the Special Economic Zones Act). The creation of selected
areas designated to run business activity on favorable terms (e.g.,
tax exemptions) aimed to reduce unemployment in areas especially
affected by the shock of transformation. Unfortunately, an increase
in new jobs in the WSEZ occurred slowly in relation to the number
of unemployed (Table 3).

Despite high unemployment, the WSEZ investors faced many
problems, particularly in the initial period, with finding highly
skilled workers (e.g., managers with technical education and man-
agerial staff) and those with lower qualifications. This was mostly
due to the monofunctional character of the region, which for years
had been oriented toward mining. In addition, schools were geared
to educating people working in this sector of the economy. When
the situation in the labor market changed, many retraining pro-
grams were organized to prepare people for different occupations.

The largest group of investors in the zone are from the automo-
tive industry manufacturing car subassemblies, including Japan’s
Toyota. Unfortunately, this concentration of firms from a single in-
dustry poses a threat illustrated by the latest world crisis when the
first WSEZ investor, Takata Petri, decided in 2009 to liquidate its
Wałbrzych plant and move production to a special zone in Roma-
nia, where the labor cost was lower.

After more than 20 years, there is no doubt that the inflow of
investment into the Wałbrzych zone has substantially improved
the situation in the local labor market. It leads various ranking
lists as the best performing zone in the country. Today 7,000 people
work in its Wałbrzych city section and many residents have found
jobs in local firms providing all kinds of services or subcontracted
to the businesses located there (unfortunately, this indirect effect is
hard to measure in figures).

Table 3. Number of unemployed registered with the Labour Office and the
number of employed in the WSEZ, 2000–2014

Employment status 2000 2002 2004 2006 2010 2014

Registered
unemployed

11,371 15,518 13,939 10,451 7,079 5,816

Employed in
WSEZ

1,470 3,146 5,676 6,835 8,300 6,825

Source: Data courtesy of Poviat Labour Office in Wałbrzych; Wałbrzych
Special Economic Zone (WSEZ).
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New opportunities in the form of access to EU funds opened for
Wałbrzych after Poland joined the community. To date, the city has
absorbed resources for the implementation of many projects,
mainly infrastructural and cultural, including joint transborder
projects with the neighboring towns in the Czech Republic. Due
to support from EU funds (Sectoral Operational Programme
2004–2006, Regional Operational Programme for Lower Silesian
Voivodeship 2007–2013), the Wałbrzych authorities were able to
proceed with most of the planned urban regeneration projects
(which included the revitalization of the degraded areas). In
2004, the Local Programme for the Revitalisation of Wałbrzych
City 2004–2006 was passed, followed in 2008 by the next program
covering 2008–2015. It gives priority to the revitalization of down-
town and postpones the reclamation of the former coal mining areas
to later years. The first projects involved the renovation of historic
tenement houses and the modernization of public spaces.

One of the most important revitalization challenges turned out
to be the old coal mine Julia, which is one of the largest complexes
of former mine buildings in the city, that fortunately survived.
In 1999, after the decision to liquidate the mines, the Industry
and Technology Museum was created there because of the histori-
cal character of the place (Julia is the oldest and best preserved
complex of historical industrial buildings from the late nineteenth
and early the twentieth centuries). Unfortunately, due to the lack
of financial means, almost no financial outlays were made for the
modernization and protection of historical buildings. The museum
operated for a decade in the buildings that had not changed after the
liquidation and had deteriorated without proper conservation. In ad-
dition, they were occasionally robbed.

In 2008, the Wałbrzych Commune received EU funds for the
revitalization of the mine into the “Former Mine” Science and
Art Centre. The cost of the revitalization was a total of 52.5 million
zlotys (approximately EUR 12.5 million), of which 35.7 million
(approximately EUR 8.5 million) was funded by the EU. The
first stage of revitalization was completed in 2014, although ini-
tially it was planned in 2012. During the process, however, it turned
out that the projected amounts of money were insufficient. The pro-
ject ended up over three times more costly; its estimated value until
then was > 166 million zlotys (approximately EUR 39.5 million).
Such a significant increase in expenses resulted from mistakes
and the unreliable inventory of the area, the need to find a new con-
tractor, and numerous corrections and project changes.

However, the “Former Mine” Science and Art Centre is the main
tourist attraction in the city. In addition, the “Former Mine,” as the
only type of this building in Lower Silesia, and one of seven similar
places in Poland, is listed on the European Route of Industrial
Heritage. In addition, it is new due to its function and old at the
same time because of the mining past, which is a symbol of
Wałbrzych. The mine is an important meeting spot for creating
and passing the identity and for preserving local cultural heritage re-
lated to the mining past of the city.

A significant role in mitigating the negative effects of the
process of shrinkage is played by local government authorities.
There is no doubt that a new chapter in the local political scene
followed the corruption scandal, the culmination of which was in
2010 when self-government elections had to be repeated due to
voter fraud. In 2011, a new city president was elected, who started
to exercise office from a critical diagnosis of the situation in Wał-
brzych contained in the document entitled: Report on the City’s
state. Development plan. It states that “the spheres of the city’s
life in crisis and its scale are so vast that without substantial, exter-
nal material assistance provided in special circumstances, Wał-
brzych will not regain its balance” (Urząd Miejski w Wałbrzychu
2011).

The city received this support in 2016 when, next to two other
shrinking cities, Łódź and Bytom, it was included in the pilot
program under the National Revitalisation Plan which serves to de-
velop a model solution for revitalization in Poland. This decision
was a turning point in the construction of the city’s future. Thanks
to this decision, the city received special funds for revitalization.
In 2016, the new 2016–2025 Commune Revitalisation Programme
for Wałbrzych City was drawn up. This is the first urban docu-
ment where the term shrinking city was used. It appears to be a
very important step toward real measures considering challenges
of the urban shrinkage, which can be proved by the following re-
cord, “The decreasing population of Wałbrzych causes ever
higher operation costs due to a low intensity of land use and
high expenditure on infrastructure. The revitalisation measures
have to counteract the main problem which is the shrinkage of
Wałbrzych.” (Urząd Miejski w Wałbrzychu 2016). At this
point, Wałbrzych appears to have a chance to start the process
of adaptation to the conditions of urban shrinkage. However,
the answer to the question of whether this will happen and
whether the city will be able to overcome the negative results
of urban shrinkage, becoming a smaller but better place to live
for those remaining there, will not be known for several years.

Conclusions and Recommendations

The analysis of the population change in Polish cities from 1990 to
2015 leads to the conclusion that more than one-third of them have
been characterized by shrinkage since the postsocialist transformation
began. There are 28 cities in this group, mainly old industrial centers
(including our case study of Wałbrzych) with permanent shrinkage
since 1990. In addition, urban shrinkage does not affect the whole
country equally and large regional disparities were noticed.

The results of our research clearly show that the scale and inten-
sity of the process of urban shrinkage require measures to be adopted
to mitigate its unfavorable aftereffects, more so because further urban
population losses are predicted which, in the situation of uncontrolled
shrinkage and the accelerating aging process, could cause a series of
problems in urban functioning. However, as revealed by the analysis
of the strategies adopted at national and local levels, for a long time
no comprehensive policies were formulated to address the challenges
of the shrinking process. The issue of urban shrinkage was reluctantly
taken up by the authorities of both levels and the term itself has only
recently appeared in official documents.

As illustrated by the example of Wałbrzych, despite the national
government’s intervention at the beginning of the 1990s (in particu-
lar, the establishment of the WSEZ and the stimulation of economic
growth), these measures, although undoubtedly necessary, proved
insufficient to stop the shrinking process. Even though unemploy-
ment fell eventually, the city has been continuously losing inhabi-
tants for almost 30 years. It seems that due to the predicted
population loss and advanced aging, Wałbrzych will face the need
to reduce its housing stock in the near future. This process must be
well thought out; therefore, the experience of Western European cit-
ies that practice right sizing strategies and adapt them to the needs of
an aging population might be useful in this regard.

The case of Wałbrzych shows that over time, the adopted regen-
eration strategies evolve, from those initially aiming to improve the
labor market to more complex ones focusing on the qualitative de-
velopment of the city. An important element in the regeneration
strategy of Walbrzych (and many other old industrial cities) is
the use of industrial heritage for the development of new creative
spaces. Although it has not solved the main problems, the positive
effects of its implementation have allowed the strengthening of the

© ASCE 05020021-9 J. Urban Plann. Dev.
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cultural potential and contributed to a better image of the city.
However, similar to other Polish shrinking cities, the regeneration
measures appear to have been taken too late, and what is still dom-
inating are top-down, rather than bottom-up, strategies. The expe-
rience of Walbrzych shows that the local authorities will not be able
to cope with the negative effects of shrinkage on their own.

As a result of this study, several recommendations for policy-
makers were formulated. Taking into consideration the limited
power of local authorities, the support from central institutions is
essential for the success of policies coping with shrinkage. This
support should include:
• initiating a wider public debate and fostering knowledge about

opportunities and risks resulting from the shrinking process;
• preparation and implementation of comprehensive multisectoral

programs that would integrate the hardware (housing, infra-
structure), software (image, governance), and human resources
(social and economic structures) types of intervention in shrink-
ing cities;

• financial support for local governments in dealing with the
shrinking and aging processes; and

• developing an active migration policy (so far poorly articulated
in the discussions about shrinkage).
At the local level, it is very important to accept the shrinking

process and notice its positive implications, such as lower popula-
tion density, larger housing supply, better access to some services,
wider areas of greenery, and the improvement of the natural envi-
ronment quality. In addition, shrinking cities should:
• implement long-term, flexible, and place specific policies that

take the ongoing process of shrinkage into account and treat it
as both a challenge and an opportunity for reinventing the city;

• engage all local actors, including enterprises, schools, NGOs
and supralocal government institutions, academic circles, and
(or perhaps primarily) local communities in the working out
of a common vision of their development and adaptation to
the conditions of shrinkage and aging; and

• build an environment of trust around the adaptive measures
taken by local authorities and engage residents in local initia-
tives, particularly in promoting grassroots neighborhood re-
sponses in the places where they live.
Since the issue of urban shrinkage and the strategies to counter-

act its negative effects seem to be a vast and highly complex prob-
lem, it is impossible to discuss all of its aspects. There is no doubt
that shrinkage will be a major challenge for future urban policies.
The creation of visions for the long-term development of cities
and towns under the condition of shrinkage is of key importance.
However, the answer to the question of whether Polish cities will
be able to overcome the negative effects of shrinkage and become
smaller but better places to live for those living there will be known
in the future. Further research should include, the dynamics of
demographic developments in smaller units (neighborhoods, hous-
ing estates) as well as the financial outcomes of ongoing changes
resulting from, for example, ineffective use of technical infrastruc-
ture. Martinez-Fernandez et al. (2016) drew attention to the need
for greater interest among researchers in the issue of community re-
silience in shrinking cities. This issue seems particularly important
in the context of the recent unexpected global crises following the
coronavirus pandemic. Its influence on the process of shrinkage
might be a new challenge for shrinking cities.

Data Availability Statement

Some or all data, models, or code generated or used during the
study are available from the corresponding author by request:

1. The population of cities in Poland in the years 1990–2015.
2. Population data for urban and rural areas in Poland in the years

1946–2015.
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