
Land Use Policy 54 (2016) 1–17

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

Land  Use  Policy

j o ur na l ho me page: www.elsev ier .com/ locate / landusepol

Classification  of  rural  areas  in  Poland  as  an  instrument  of  territorial
policy
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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

The  subject  matter  of the report  is the  typology  of  rural  areas,  which  may  be  used  as  an  instrument  of
territorial  policy.  One  objective  of this  report  is to review  and  assess  the  cognitive  and  applied  usefulness
of  the  contemporary  typologies  and  classifications  of rural  areas,  with  a  special  emphasis  on  Poland.  The
authors concentrate  on the  methodological  procedure  of  the  new  typology,  which  accounts  for  three
aspects:  development  dynamics,  economic  structure,  and  transport-wise  accessibility.  This  approach
generated  the  synthetic  image  of  the  spatial  differentiation  and  the  state  of  development  of  rural  areas.
The  individual  types  of  rural  areas  can  be  assigned  definite  sets of undertakings  in the  framework  of
territorial  policy.

© 2016  Elsevier  Ltd. All  rights  reserved.

1. Introduction

The current regional development policy is drifting away from
directly supporting and stimulating regions in favour of estab-
lishing conditions for the spread of development of the so-called
growth poles. The notion of interventionism is therefore confronted
with the creation and stimulation of endogenous potential. In this
context, one may  speak of the process of regional polarization and
diffusion of growth. The polarization-diffusion model is derived
from the unbalanced regional development theory and assumes
dynamic development in a given place, which over time spills (by
the principle of diffusion) into the entire territory. The foundation
for this theory was developed by Perroux (1955), Hirschman (1958)
and Friedman and Alonso (1966). However, as noted by Pike et al.
(2006), from a territorial point of view, the “victorious” regions are
primarily three types of areas: large metropolitan regions, certain
industrial areas and tourist regions. In the case of peripheral regions
(which are generally less developed), deprived of strong growth
centres, a need emerged to seek endogenous (internal) potential,
critical to these regions’ competitive advantage. This need in turn
creates a necessity for a more individualised approach to regions
and effective utilization of their internal resources. The first step

∗ Corresponding author.
E-mail addresses: jbanski@twarda.pan.pl (J. Bański), m.mazur@twarda.pan.pl
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for this purpose at the level of national policy is appropriate classi-
fication and identification of the regions in space.

The contemporary principles of shaping regional development,
contained in the documents of the European Union (Cohesion Pol-
icy 2014–2020,  Rural Development 2014–2020)  and of the individual
countries, imply a need for synthetic approaches to the regions
for the purpose of undertaking the most effective programmes in
their territories. In this context, the classification of the territorial
units should account for the particular units’ specific features to
strengthen the local and regional competitive advantage (e.g. with
respect to the sectors of industry – see Amin 1999). Todtling and
Trippl (2005) note that there is no single regional policy concerning
the development of entrepreneurship that could be directly applied
in other regions. This proposition may  be generalised over the
entire regional development policy, which should account for the
respective entities’ internal specificity. According to Romer (1990),
the fundamental factor in development is activation of the region’s
internal potential, determined by the resources initially available.
A high level of regional potential exerts a positive influence on cre-
ation of advantageous living conditions for the inhabitants, while
the endogenous activity may  lead to “self-sustained” social and eco-
nomic development. Similar prerequisites form the foundations
of the theoretical perspectives referred to as “territorial capital”
(Camagni, 2008), endogenous capacities (Scott and Storper, 2003),
or local circumstances and local networking (Fujita et al., 1999).

The notions of “diversity” and “endogenous potential”, refer-
ring to the regions and the smaller territorial units, have become
the key words, and intelligent specialisation has become the new
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paradigm of the future development of EU regions. The differentia-
tion of the development policies regarding the particular categories
of areas should consist of supporting the concrete conditions for
socio-economic development; shaping the directions of support
through the intermediary of the funds meant for aid (the European
Regional Development Fund; the Cohesion Fund) and addressing
the interventions oriented to concrete needs.

One of the basic instruments to recognise the spatial differ-
entiation of the regions and taking of decisions concerning the
redistribution of the assistance funds is the typology of the territo-
rial units. At the EU level, these typologies are being elaborated in
the framework of the ESPON programme, in, for example, projects
such as EDORA (Copus et al., 2011; EDORA, 2011), TOWN (2014),
and EULUPA (Bański and Garcia-Blanco, 2013). In Poland, the
necessity of developing the typology of the functional areas and
delimiting their boundaries results directly from the recommen-
dations formulated in The Concept for the Spatial Development of
the Country (2011) and the law regulating the development pol-
icy (Ustawa, 2006). In this context, a distinct emphasis is placed
on the urban and rural functional areas, resulting from the division
of competence in the domain of development planning among dif-
ferent ministerial offices. In the most general terms, planning of
town development is in the hands of the Ministry of Infrastructure
and Development, while the development of the rural areas is also
implemented – along with the ministry mentioned above – by the
Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development.

The delimitation and distinction of the rural areas in the regional
typologies seems to be a key issue, associated with the concept
of the EU development policy, directing the concrete assistance
instruments in this category of area. In this context, it is important
to administer an approach that is individualized to the particu-
lar types of rural areas and to engineer appropriate conditions for
the diversification of their development directions. The Common
Agricultural Policy should, therefore, respond to the needs of the
concrete regions or functional areas regarding the programmes
implemented and interventions undertaken. The prerequisites
valid for the current programming period, in which more attention
is paid to regionalisation, tend in this precise direction although
shall remain a horizontal programme. The issue is primarily in the
wise choice of the priority sector that offers the best possibilities
for the development of rural areas and concentration of activities
within their confines. Such a scheme should increase the effective-
ness of disbursement of public funds.

The concept of regionalising the Common Agricultural Policy
opens up the possibility of spatial modelling, corresponding to the
expected or planned transformations of rural areas. The respective
models, owing to the consideration of the territories’ specific fea-
tures, shall facilitate the increased effectiveness of the programmes
realised. However, the administrative regions (such as, for exam-
ple, provinces in Poland) are not the appropriate reference unit for
this type of planning because they represent highly diversified cat-
egories of rural areas. A better solution appears to be identifying
the areas that, owing to their internally coherent socio-economic
properties, can be distinguished from among a broad spectrum of
rural areas. The present report is oriented to just this purpose, with
the aim of considering the procedure of elaborating the typology
for the rural areas.

Classifying rural areas on the European scale is not a simple task
because, depending upon the country in question, various methods
are applied to classify the territorial units into urban and rural ones.
Likewise, the scientific literature lacks unanimity as to the defini-
tion of rural areas, whose meaning also evolves over time (Cloke
et al., 1994).

As noted by Ilbery (1998), attempts to define a “rural area”
occupy considerable room in the scientific literature but do not
bring us closer to a generally accepted definition. Previously, this

notion was defined first on the basis of physical and economic
features, such as extensive use of land, low population density, a
particular type of landscape, low density of buildings, and agricul-
tural production (Cherry, 1976; Gilg, 1985, 1985; Wibberley, 1972;
Kayser, 1983). In contrast, in the more recent studies, greater atten-
tion is paid to the social aspects, with treatment of the countryside
as a place where humans live (Cloke, 2003; Halfacree, 1995; Woods,
2005). A similar diversity of approaches can be observed in the
Polish literature on the subject (Kostrowicki, 1978; Bański, 2006;
Wójcik, 2012).

However, in the research practice, which entails ample
databases concerning numerous territorial units, criteria are
applied to distinguish the rural areas that were elaborated by the
international organisations or statistical institutions. If a single cri-
terion is used, then it is most often the indicator of population
density. Thus, for example, in the OECD typology, rural areas are
defined as including the territorial units characterised by pop-
ulation density below 150 persons per square km (in Flanders,
below 600 persons per km2, and in Wallonia, below 300), see
Landers et al. (2007). When multicriteria approaches are proposed,
they are based on the characteristics of the socio-economic struc-
tures (Plessis et al., 2001; Albrecht, 2006), human capital (Cecchi,
1999), economic activity and degree of specialisation in agriculture
(Bryden, 2001; FAO, 2005), or land cover forms and climatic con-
ditions (Gallego, 2004). In Polish statistics, the definition of a rural
area has a legal-administrative character – rural areas are those
outside of the administrative boundaries of towns (Bański, 2006).

The typological approaches to rural areas are also diverse. One
usually encounters three types of these approaches in the literature
of the subject, namely: (1) locational (Dijkstra and Poelman, 2008;
Bollman, 2008; Psaltopoulos et al., 2006), (2) structural (Dijkstra
and Poelman, 2008; Brezzi et al., 2011; Bański and Stola, 2002;
Vidal et al., 2005), and (3) combined (Dijkstra and Ruiz, 2010; Copus
et al., 2011; Ferrao and Lopes, 2003; Bański, 2012; Eupen van et al.,
2012). Each differentiates the rural regions, using, as a rule, diverse
criteria (most often some diagnostic indicators), also considering a
number of detailed logical prerequisites. In the locational approach,
the principle of an urban-rural continuum is used (from the core
areas to the peripheries), allowing for general distinctions among
towns and their spheres of influence (e.g., the suburban zone, the
metropolitan area), traditional rural areas, and peripheral areas.
The criterion of ordering of the territorial units is most often the
time it takes the inhabitants of a given area to commute to the
central city. Location, however, is rarely the sole element differen-
tiating the rural areas; more often, it is only one of the typology
criteria.

The typology based on the location criterion was  applied, for
example, in the ESPON EDORA (2011) project, in which rural
areas were classified into Intermediate Accessible, Intermediate
Remote, Predominantly Rural Accessible, and Predominantly Rural
Remote. This classification refers in a clear manner to one of
the criteria suggested in the typology of regions of the Euro-
pean Commission with the following classification: Predominantly
Urban, Intermediate Close to a City, Intermediate Remote, Pre-
dominantly Rural Close to a City, and Predominantly Rural Remote
(Dijkstra and Poelman, 2008). In Poland, the location criterion was
applied by Komornicki and Śleszyński (2009). Although their typol-
ogy accounts in its assumptions for functional interconnections
and urban-rural relations, the basis for analysis is transport-based
accessibility. Delimitation of areas, featuring various intensities of
large town influence, is founded on two  components: the range
of functional influence of urban centres and multimodal time-wise
accessibility to road and railway transport (Komornicki et al., 2010;
Rosik, 2012). Resulting from the study was the ultimate division
into six types of areas: (1) core of urban centre, (2) very accessi-
ble zone of the strongest actual influence, (3) zone of the strongest
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