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FACTORS DETERMINING CHANGES IN URBAN SETTLEMENT 
SYSTEM IN POLAND IN THE 20TH CENTURY 

IwOlIU JAZDEWSKA 

AbslraCI: This paper discusses major faclOrs shuping urban seU/emenl system in P()lund in the 1(1' 

cenlury. Special aUel/liol/ has been given IO the policy of European powers Ihol greatJy conlribu/ed 
IO ch/mges iII Poland s set/lemen! sySlťm through border de/illealions (md deClsi()/1 01/ {eaving Po
land within the SOI'iel sphere of il/fll/ence. These factors, 1/IIlepellde/1/ of Polish Slote, have been 
coll/roll/ed with civilisatio/Jal processes occurrillg accordillg to cerlaln models (e.g. migratiolIs). 
Of major impor!al/ce was a/so foreign and home policy pllrsllc/I by Potish gove","le/l! 
Kej' li'ords: Po/al/d. urban seulement system 

Introduction 
Urban sculement system of every country has some specific features that devdopcd 

throughout centuries. These features depend on natural environment and history ofa state. It 
eonlinuously undergoes some changes, bUl on the other hand il is one of most durable clements 
of senlement. A detailed presentation of writings on SClllcmenl system n Poland has been 
provided by E. Bidennan (1992). In this paper urban seulement system is understood as a sei 
oftowns (nodes) distributed in the geographic space and connections omong them (lines) such 
as transportation links, financial, business, military, administralIve, social. cultural and religious 
bon ds. Studies on urban settlement systems can be focused on either nodes or lines, or both 
these clements simultaneously. This paper is focused on nodes and to a lesserdegree on railway 
eonneellOns. 

Changes in urban sculcment system in Poland cannot be diseussed without rcferring to state 
border shifts. According to Koter and Kulesza (2001) "Poland is among Ihose European 
countries that most frequently expericneed border shifts These changes did not consist in 
temporary acquisitions and losses of some areas as it onen occurred in other countries. Herc, 
the eountry advaneed beyond its proper, geographically natural framcs and cneroached deep 
into adjacent ecumenes while its own historical provinecs fell away. In some periods Poland 
disappean:d for a long time from the Europc's map". For this reason the time horizon of this 
paper is restrained to the 20'" century and the area concemed is defined by Polanďs border 
from 1922 (389,000 kmJ and 1945 {313,OOO kmJ. In the early 20m century Poland, for over 
100 years partitioned by Russia, Prussia and Austria, was non-existent on political map of 
Europe. It was not unlil the cnd of WW Ilhat Poland regained independencc for 20 years. 
lnvaded In 1939 by Gennan and Soviet annies, Poland ceascd to exist as a siate to re-cmergc 
in another shape in 1945. 

During the 20'" century the urban seulement system underwent changes caused by extemal 
and intemal factors including political, economic and social processes. A question arises here: 
Which ofso many factors exerted the greatest influence on Polanďs urban seulement system 
in the 2()d' century? To answer this question some selected cases will be examined and explained 
through historical facts. 

JK'Ofla JIl:.tI:eK'ska 
UI1I\'usity ofLiJd=. Po/and illja=d=@geo.rtni./od=.p! 
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Brief characterizoltion of urban settlement system in Poland in the 20'~ century 
until 1918 Poland did not exist as an independent statc. The Treaty of Versailles restored 

sovereign ľolish state and delineated tts borders. Their course was a C:lUSC of conOicts with 
neighbouring countries. The eastern border was finally defined by terms of the Treaty of Riga 
in 1921. The Treaty of Versailles demarcated also Ihe nonhem boundary giving Poland aceess 
IO the Ballle Sea. Gdansk. however, the major pon in this seetion of the Baltic coast, was 
proclaimed a free city. practically rcmaining under Gennan authority. In J 936 urban settlement 
system in Poland consisted of 603 towns (fig. l). 

Figure l. Urban settlement system in Poland in 1936 
Source: au/ltor based 011 U/Jorc:ak (/937) 

In 1921 Ihe fighting ceased and the political and economic situation became more stablc. 
Reconstructed towns were bound together thus forming a nationv.'ide system. Unification of 
three scctions of Poland that used to bc under the administrative system of three different 

218 



Fo/ia geographica IO Prešov 2006 

countries was not an easy process. Panicularly problematic was transportation system, especially 
railways, which did not fonn a coherC"nt network (fig.2). Western provillces, formerly under 
Prussian occupation. with dense and well.developed railways sharply contrasted with central 
and eastern regions, much rctarded in this respcet. Moreovcr, some areas were tOlally devoid 
of railways. Thcre wee no railways connecting eastern and southern sectors of the counlry. In 
the interwar period Poland managcd IO creale a unified system of railroads and constructcd a 
lrunk line from the pon city of Gdynia IO Upper Silesia industrial region. 

cIouble-lIack railway 

Figure 2. Fragment of railway system in Central Europe in the early 20'" century 
Source: all/hor based 011 E. Ramer s alias 

Some towns, dcprived ofmunicipal rights by Tsar's orders in 1867·1870, were raised again 
IO the status of lowns right aner WW I. 

In 1919 three towns (Aleksandrow Kujawski, Ciechocinck and Wolomin) were gr.lOted 
municipal status for the [jr.;t time. In the years IO come Ihey were followed by some olhcrlowns: 
Slawiszyn (1921 l, Kanuzy and Kamjenna (1922). Bielawa, Konstantyn6w L6dzki (1924), and 
Lapy (1925). 

Major problems of the newly established sIate rcsulted from war destrucIion and lack of 
pan on the Baltic eoasl. Therefore in 1920 a decision .. vas made IO found Ihe pan city of Gdynia, 
nonh of the Free City of Gdansk. Gdynia was grantcd munieipal status in 1926 and in 1931 it 
was already 40tlo largesl city in Poland with a population of 30,399. 
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In the interwar period former degraded lowns gained municipal status e.g. induslrial 
settlements such as KonSlantynow Lódzki, Siemianowice Sl~skie, Starachowice or tourist resorts 
such as Zakopane, Krynica, Krzeszowice, Ciechocinek and the pon cily of Gdynia. It should 
be nOliced that at the moment of reeeiving munieipal status the industrial seulement of 
Siemianowice Sl~skie had population of 37,888 and was 31 " largest town in Poland. On the 
other hand Ruda SI'lska with 25,000 inhabitants was not reeognized formally as a town before 
1939. Some towns were incorpor.ued into Poland' urban settlement system as a resull of conflicts 
with neighbouring countries (e.g. Lviv, Vilnius, Katowice, Chortów, Poznan, Pinsk, Brzesc, 
Grodno, Nowogródek, Luck, Równe). 

While some settlement units were given munieipal status, al the same time some other lowns 
were degraded. In 1931-1939 as many as 39 towns were deprived ofmunicipal righls. In 1936 
smalllowns dominated in Poland: towns with less than 10,000 aecounted for 75%, whereas 
those having less than 5,000 were 50% . 

German-occupicd country sutTcred tremendous population losses. Extennination ofPolish 
and lewish population as well as displaccment of Germans after \VW II pul an end to 
multicultural characlcr oflowns. Decrease in populalion in many towns was in excess of 50% 
(e.g. in Brzeziny, Lask, Be1chatów, Aleksandrów Lódzki, Przedbórz, Wieruszów, Uniejow)_ 
L6di had 497,000 inhabitants in 1946 (predominantly Polish), down from 672,000 in 1939 (of 
various ethnicity) (Jazdiewska 2000). 

After 1945 a reconstruction of the country and its settlement system started wilhin new 
borders and under strong influence oflhe Soviel Union (fig. 3). By terms of the Alta Conference 
Poland aequired ex-Gennan terrilory in the west as a compensation for eastern provinces taken 
over by the Soviet Union. Gcnnans were forccd to leave their homes and sett!e on the olher 
side of the Oder River. Polish el!;patriates from thc east found themselves in a similar situation. 
A significant proponion of displaced Poles settlcd down in the so-called Regained Territories. 
Massive external migrations ceased after 1949 followed by internal migrations from rural areas 
to towns and among towns of ditTercnl size (fig. 5). Inlernal town-to-Iown migrations were 
directed mainly from small units (less than 10,000 inhabitants) to medium-size and big towns 
(Rykiel, Jai:diewska 2002). This tendeney occurrcd until1989 as later on migratocy movements 
were hampered by the economic downtuffi. 

Changes in urban seulemenl system in Poland after 1950 resulted also from industrialisation 
policyearried out by Ihe ruling communist party and the government. It brought about new 
10wns on the counlcy's map. Some of them regained municipal slatus lOSI in previous century; 
others were raised Io the status of town for the first time. In the second hal f of thc 20'" cenlury 
many administrative changes were introduced, inc1uding Ihose aITecling borders of urban 
settings. Far-reaching changes occurred after 1975 administrative reform when Ihe number of 
voivodships increased from 17 Io 49. New regional chief towns experienced o significant 
population growth. In 1999 another administrative reform reduced the number of voivodships 
down Io 16, bul the inlennediate level of districts (poviats) was restored. Many degraded fonner 
voivodship capitals became districl administration seats. At the end of the 20" century small 
towns (under 10,000) made up 50% of the total and the share ofmedium-size and big lowns 
increased compared to the year 1936 . 

Afler 1980 due to political and economic crisis towns in Poland experienced stagnation 
which remained visible tillthe end of the 20111 century. The condition oftowns dcpendcd on 
local seJf-government bodies, activeness of the inhabitants and investments. Some towns took 
advantage of Ihe new economic circumstanccs and embarked on economic development. 
Migrational nows changed their direction, as population increasingly tends to seule in small 
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Figure .t. Urban senIcment system in Poland at the end ofthc 20'" century 
Source: mllhor 

towns and rural areas within suburban zones arouml big cities. Thanks IO European Union funds 
life conditions in towns improve and new cmployment opportunities can be created. 

The answer to the qucstion fonnulated in the introduction: Which factors did exert the 
greatest influence on the urban scttlement system in Poland in the 2()d' ccntury. is composed of 
a few paris. One includcs external detenninants, the other intcrnal faetors that modify seltlemcnt 
system in Poland_ 

Due to particular geopolilical position of Poland, external factors have been more innuenlial 
Ihan Ihe intemal ones. Their impact was mainly connected with teTTitoriaJ changes and eountry's 
border shifts. The major external fac tors eausing changes in Ihe settlement system of Poland 
indude: 

l. foreign policy pursucd by leaders of European countries and the USA 
de1ineation of Poland's borders at the Treaty of Vcrsai1!es (lune 28, 1918) after 123 
years of occupalion 
Gcnnan and Russian oeeupalion sinec September 1939 
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Extennination ofPolish and Jewish population. Jews lived mainly in towns and so did 
ľoles in the Russia-occupied arcas. The sharpest decrease in population after WW II 
was in towns (c.g. Brzeziny near lôd.i. lost 60% of its pre-war population of 14,000) 
After the Valta Conference Polanďs border once agam were delennined by foreign 
powers: Russia, France, Great Britain and the USA, under strong pressure ofStahn 
Displacement ofPolcs from eastern provinecs to western regions (callcd the Rcgained 
Tcrrilories); displaccmcnt ofGenn<lns from western regions IO Gennany 
Policy of Soviet leaders imposing legal and arehiteeturJI models to bc followed in 
Poland; construetion ofnew towns (e.g. Nowa Huta, Nowe Tychy) and housing estates 
dominated by monotonous block-of-flats townscape; proprietorship changes - nationa
lisation of lands and real estale. 

Ofmajor imponance in shaping Poland's seulemenl syslem was the foreign and home policy 
ofPolish government as well as social and political factors. Main internal factors influcncing 
changes in urban settlement system in Poland in the 20'" century include: 

I. foreign policy of Polish government 
course ofborders defined by the Treaty of Versailles led to conflicts with neighbouring 
countries. Within a couple of years (1920-1921) wars were fought: 
1 against Ukraine (for L\iv) 
2. against Lithuania (for Vilnius) 
3. against Czechoslovakia (for Cicszyn) 
4 against Gennany (for Silesian towns - three uprisings and a plebiscite resulted in 

incorporalion of eastern Silesia with Katowice and Chor.:6w to Poland, and for Poz
nan - uprising in Wielkopolska) 

5. againsltheSovicl Union (rcsulting in incorporation ofPiŕtsk, Brzdé, Grodno, Nowo-
gródck. Luck and Równe to Poland) 

economic cooperation within COMECOM 
applying for EU mcmbcrship whieh led IO legal rcgulations concerning. amang others, 
urban management and land proprielorship 

2. home policy ofPolish siate 
restilution of municipal status by degraded towns (in 1919-1939 as many as 49 lowns 
were raised to the status of towns) 
granting municipal rights Io fonner induslrial settlements (e.g. Konslantyn6w Lôdzki, 
Sicmianowiee SI:tskie, Starachowiee) and touriSI resorts (e.g. Zakopane, Krzeszowíee, 
Ciechocinek) and the port city of Gdynia 
degradation of towns: sinec 1932 as many as 39 lowns were deprived of municipal ri
,hU 
increase in urban population through incorporation of surrounding areas to towns 
changes in administratíve divisions caused either acquisition or loss of administrative 
functions by particular towns 

3. economic factors 
development of transportation systems 
nationalisation 
industrialisation 
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pnvatisation 
foreign investments 

4. social faetors 
high population growth rate in the post-war period 
intemal migrations - at first from rural areas to towns followed by incretlsing town-ta
town migrations (Rykiel, Jazdiewska 2002), 
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FAKTORY DETERMINUJÚCE ZMENY V URBÁNNOM SíDELNOM 
SYSTÉME V POIJSKU V 20. STOROti 

ZhrnI/tie 

VyUie uvedené faktory prezentuju najdôležitejSie determinanty zodpovedné 7..a zmeny v sídelnom 
systeme v Poľsku. Zdôrazňujeme, že mimoriadne dôležité boli rozhodnutia eur6pslcyeh lidro\', 
ktorí zmenou branic spôsobili aj modifikaciu sídelnébo systemu. Násilne pričlenenie Poľska 
k východnemu bloku ovplyvnilo formu poľskych miest ideologlekYmI, architektonickými a práv
nymi upravami Sovietskeho zvazu. Hore uvedene faktory, nezávislé od poľskébo štalU. môžu byt' 
konfrontované s civilizačnY'mi faktormi (migrácie. nove technológie). Rozvoj urbánneho sídelnč
ho systému v Poľsku v 20. storoči zavi sei rovnako od vnutomej a vonkajkj pohtlky poľskej vhidy. 
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