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A PRELIMINARY ATTEMPT AT DEFINING FUNCTIONAL URBAN REGIONS

FOR POLAND AND RELATED QUESTIONS

Piotr Koyce11i

I. BASIC AREAL UNITS

The definition of basic territorial units is a standard,

although a rather important step in any spatial analysis of

social and economic change. It becomes usually a problem when

a comparative approach.is taken. Therefore, in this paper I

shall start with a brief presentation of: (a) the administra

tive structure of Poland and its evolution over recent decades;

(b) the nature of administrative units and their relation to

the structure of social and economic space; and (c) the avail

ability of statistical data, including time series of such

data, for each type of units.

Two major revisions in the administrative structure of

Poland have been carried out since 1950. The first change

occurred in 1954-55, and the second quite recently in 1973-75

[see: 6]. The basic, three-level hierarchical division into

voivodships1, poviats 2 , and townships3 was introduced in 1949.

Subsequently, in 1954 the townships were replaced by smaller

communes
4

, and the number of voivodships was increased from

17 to 22. However, the original communes turned out to be

not large enough for the establishment of efficient local

administration, and their number was gradually reduced from

8800 to about 4300. A more radical step was taken in 1973

when 2365 townships were created. On June 1st, 1975 the

transition from a three-level to a two-level structure was

completed; namely the number of voivodships was increased to

49 and poviats ceased to exist.

Urban places are defined according to their legal status,

rather than a population threshold, the latter being true in
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the case of some other countries. Before June 1, 1975 the five

largest cities: Warsaw, ~odz, Cracow, Wroclaw and Poznan

constituted the so-called city-voivodships in addition to per

forming functions of administrative capitals for larger units

surrounding them. Seventy-four other large and medium size

cities held the rank of separat~ poviatsi again a majority of

those cities were at the same time administrative centers for

larger, surrounding poviats. The remaining towns were situated

within poviat boundaries along with respective communes or

townships. Since 1975 the voivodships have been divided into

cities (towns) and town?hips, although in the case of smaller

urban places the local town and township administration have

been combined to form, in fact, one unit.

Despite their alterations, administrative units have proved

to be, in the absence of statistical grid coordinate systems,

and except for small-scale investigations, the most widely used

for presentation and analysis of data in geographical, socio

logical, economic, and, of course, planning studies. The

availability of data in administrative breakdowns, however,

does not solely account for this fact. Of equal importance is

a relatively high correlation between administrative regions

and other kinds of economic regions, especially what N. Hansen

[10] calls polarized regions. The existence of such inter

dependence in Poland has been emphasized by S. Leszczycki.

In fact, one of the basic objectives in delimiting the adminis

trative units and setting-up administrative hierarchies is that

such systems should be suitable from the point of view of

economic activities and policies and the planning process.

For example, an explicit policy in establishing townships since

1973 has been that these units should be of a proper size and

of population and economic potential large enough to stimulate

the transmission of agricultural innovations and the organiza

tion of modern community services, particularly educational

systems. A large segment of economic and social activity of
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the State is spatially organized, and investments allocated,

on the basis of administrative divisions. This mainly applies

to the tertiary sector, including wholesale and retail trade,

as well as a substantial part of medical, educationa~, and

recreational services. At the same time, administrative units

constitute physical planning regions.

Generally, administrative boundaries of cities and towns

embrace all the built-up area plus some area for future expan

sion. Still, there are some exceptions to this rule, such as

the city of Bielsko-BiaJa, whose boundaries fail to include

some of its major outlying residential districts. A polycentric

pattern of urban agglomerations tends aiso to be reflected in

the administrative structure; thus the contiguous Upper Silesian

cities are separate one from the other in terms of administra

tive status, so as are the cities of Gdansk, Gdynia, and Sopot

on the Baltic coast. In the new administrative structure three

voivodships, i.e. Warsaw, ~odz and Cracow can be approximately

identified with urban agglomerations. The same is also in

fact true in the case of the Katowice voivodship whose popula

tion is now 85.7% urban (comparing to 87.5 percent in Warsaw

city-voivodship, 67.7 percent in Cracow city-voivodship and

90.6 percent in the city-voivodship of todz) and living at

the average density of 517 persons per square km (the respec

tive figures for the three city-voivodships are: 558, 339,

and 701).

Turning up to the question of data availability, it

should be pointed out that in the pre-1975 system most of

the statistics were aggregated for voivodships and poviats.

Despite some boundary changes, those units were relatively

stable from 1950 to 1970, i.e. over three decennial censuses.

The data reported for communes pertained mostly to demographic

characteristics and to agriculture. On the other hand, a

special survey of commuting patterns [see: 7], took communes

as basic units.
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In the new division there is some statistical information

available for the 49 voivodships, and the Central Statistical

Office [see: 6] has undertaken a cumbersome task of recalcu

lating the data from the previous censuses (since 1946) and to

reconstruct time series of population, housing and economic

statistics for voivodships and l.ownships. Those data will be

published progressively.

At present, poviats seem still to be most suitable basic

units in the study of functional urban regions, since the new

voivodships provide too coarse a grain, and the data for town

ships are not available. Furthermore, the commuting survey for

1968 was carried out for communes--the units fully nested with

in poviat boundaries. A study using poviats as basic units

suffers, of course, from a lack of continuity, but a retro

spective approach seems still to be of a certain interest.

It may be contemplated that when data for townships are made

fully available, the analysis could be repeated for the now

established functional regions adjusted according to township

boundaries.

II. DELINEATING THE FUNCTIONAL URBAN REGIONS

There have been many studies dealing with economic regional

ization, the delineation of urban agglomerations, and the com

muting patterns in Poland. It is beyond the scope of this

short paper to review that voluminous work. Nevertheless,

such a retrospective glance over the spatial patterns proposed,

as well as the underlying definitions and concepts seems needed,

and it will be attempted as a separate task.

It has been recently assumed [see: 9, p. 4] that data on

commuting to work, when available, are preferred in the delim

itation of functional urban regions over other kinds of data.

In Poland the commuting survey of 1968 was carried out by the

Central Statistical Office (GXowny Urz9d Statystyczny) with

respect to all cities with the population figure of 50,000
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and over. A~ that time there were 49 cities of the size

specified above. In addition, the survey was extended to

cover four cities with little less than 50,000 inhabitants,

as well as the twin cities of ulelawa-Dzierzoniow with the

combined population of 64,100. According to the 1970 census

there were at that latter date 50 urban places within the

fifty thousand or over category, and they had been all covered

by the 1968 survey_ 'rhus in terms of the initial set of cities

the survey returns can be regarded as a suitable data base to

deal with.

The first step in a delineation procedure is to define

core areas. Althouqh the simple general principle followed is

that such areas should constitute cities of 50,000 inhabitants

and over, in their administrative boundaries, the question of

polycentric agglomerations remains to be settled. In the

Central Statistical Office study the following working rules

were established:

(1) Territorially contiguous cities were considered

as one core area, even if some of them had less than 50,000

inhabitants.

(2) Two or more territorially non-contiguous cities

were considered to form one core area if those cities were

situated close one to the other and shared a common commuting

shed.

As a result, the 55 cities initially selected were

aggregated to form 41 core areas, which in addition were

expanded to cover 18 smaller urban places, making for the total

of seventy-three cities and towns. The list of core areas of

the commuting regions is given in Table 1.

The second of the two criteria used has provoked some

criticism. One author [16] pointed out that, although the

commuting sheds may overlap, it is not usually the case that

the sheds of smaller urban centers are fully nested within

those of nearby metropolitan centers. Thus, for example,
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Table 1. Core areas of the commuting regions.
Source: [7] •

No. r-bnorentric 1970 Population No. Polycentric 1970 Population '
(' 000) ( i 000)

1. Bia.lystok 168.5 36. Bie1awa 31.1
2. Bie1sko-Bia.la 106.2 DzierzoniOw 33.0
3. Bydgoszcz 282.2 Total 64.1
4. Cz~stochowa 188.2
5. Elb1ifg 90.1 37. Gdansk 365.6
6. Gniezno 50.9 Gdynia 191.5
7. GorzOw Wlk. 74.8 Sopot 47.7
8. Grudzi~dz 75.7 Total 604.8
9. Ino.vroe.law 54.9

10. Je1enia GOra 55.9 38. Ostrowiec ~. 50.1
11. Kalisz 81.5 Skarzysko Kam. 39.4
12. Kielce 127.0 Staracha..rice 43.1
13. Koszalin 65.2 Total 132.6
14. KrakOw 589.5
15. Iegnica 76.0 39. 100z 787.0·
16. Lublin 238.5 Pabianice 64.2
17. 01sztyn 94.8 Zgierz 43.0
18. 0p01e 86.9 Total 894.2
19. OstrOw Wlk. 49.7
20. PiotrkOw Tryb. 59.8 40. Kata..rice 305.0
21. P.lock 72.3 Zabrze 197.0
22. Poznan 471.9 Byton 187.5
23. Przemys1 53.5 Gliwice 172.0
24. Radan 159.5 ChorzOw 151.9
25. RzeszOw 82.1 Sosna..riec 145.0
26. S.lupsk 68.9 Ruda ~1. 143.0
27. Szczecin 338.0 Sierniana..rice 64.7
28. ~idnica 47.7 Tychy 71.5
29. Tamav 85.9 ~i~toch.la..rice 57.8
30. TanaszOw Maz. 55.0 D¢>rowa GOm. 61.7
31. Torun 129.9 Jaworzno 63.4
32. Wa,lbrzych 125.2 and 8 smaller
33. W.loc.lawek 77.6 urban places
34. Wroc1aw 526.0 Total 1937.0
35. Zie10na GOra 73.5

41. Warszawa 1315.6
and 6 smaller
urban places

Total 1511. 3
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commuting to Zyrardow, which is an industrial town situated

about 45 kms from Warsaw, should not be identified with

commuting to Warsaw, i.e. it is not certain whether people

commuting to Zyrardow live with~~ the daily urban system of

Warsaw. Such criticism is conceptually valid and should be

given consideration in the stuules of spatial interaction

patterns, however, it can be disregarded for the time being

given a broad, national scale of the present regionalization.

In fact, B.J.L. Berry [1, pp. 11-15] and (to a lesser extent)

P. Hall [8, pp. 117-137] made certain simplifying assumptions

which allowed them to treat two or more neighboring cities as

single core areas. In the present delineation, such an

approach allows use of a uniform data base as provided by the

Central Statistical Office study.

Another question concerns the boundaries of commuting

regions. The CSO study used as a commuting ratio the per

centage of COlTIffiuters among economically active, non-agricul

tural population. The threshold value representing the extent

of commuting regions was selected to be 20 percent. Such an

index presents certain comparability problems, since it can

not be easily compared with a more conventional measure, i.e.

the ratio of commuters to all employed population. Logically,

the former index is valid since full-time farmers are not

generally expected to cornmute to central-city jobs, but it

would be more useful if that index were used along with the

non-agricultural employment index.

It is understood that an accurate commuting ratio thresh

old as a basis for delineating functional urban regions is

not obligatory for the present study. Of greater importance

seems to be an identification of the outer commuting range

which, when interpreted as a regional boundary, assures a high

degree of closure of employment and residence within individual

regions. This can be done adjusting the eso data to the poviat

scale. The results are presented in Figure 1. The working
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Figure 1. The Expanded Commuting Regions, 1968-70.
See Table 1.
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criteria applied in assigning poviats to individual core areas

were as follows: At least one commune should have the rate of

commuters to non-agricultural workers of 30 percent or more;

or from at least five communes at least one percent of workers

should commute to a particular core. (On the average there

were about ten communes in each poviat in 1968/70, although

this rate varied considerably over space).

As a result, the commuting regions as presented in

Figure 1 cover about fifty percent of the national territory

and account for over 70 percent of the total population. The

pattern is rather close to that of the commuting regions as

established by the Central Statistical Office study (see

Figure 2). A larger size of the former regions is a conse

quence of bigger basic units and more liberal threshold

values used in the present delineation. In at least several

cases individual poviats turned out to be split in terms of

their commuting patterns between two or even three competing

employment centers. Examples are: the poviat of Szyd~owiec,

whose northern part was oriented towards the city of Radom,

while its southern communes were sending most of their non

agricultural labour force to the cities of skarzysko-Kamienna

and Starachowicei or the poviat of S~awno, split in half into

the commuting sheds of Koszalin and S~upsk. In such cases,

additional, often non-quantitative, assignment criteria had

to be used.

From Figure 1, it is concluded that rigorous application

of the 50,000 population threshold criterion leads to the

omission of several important regions of intense commuting

oriented towards newly developed industrial centers. Those

regions now appear as "holes" on the map. They include the

sulphur-mining and sulphur-processing district of Tarnobrzeg

[see: 3], the Konin - Ko~o district [see: 4] specialized

in soft-coal mining and power generation, the copper mining

and smelting district of Lubin - G~ogow [18], extending north
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Figure 2. The Commuting Regions According to the
Central Statistical Office Study [7].
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of the city of Legnica; as well as industrial towns of

Krosno - Jas~o and Pi~a.

These additions bring some new areas within the reach of

what are often called the daily urban systems. However, they

do not assure the extension of functional urban regions over

the whole national territory. To accomplish this, one has to

resort to two additional criteria, namely:

(a) a further relaxation of the commuting ratio

threshold:

(b) the inclusion of central-place considerations.

As to the second point, when applying the central place

criteria, it is possible to expand the boundaries of the

previously identified regions, as well as to introduce a

limited number of well-established central places with the

population of generally more than 40,000 (see Table 2). In

several cases two closely situated towns are treated as one

core area. According to the same rule some smaller areas in

the south-western and central part of Poland, with a consid

erable amount of cross-commuting and an apparent division of

functions, have been merged. Figure 3 shows the resulting

functional urban regions exhausting the whole national

territory.

Two brief comments are necessary. First, Figure I shows

areas of commuting to work based on the identifiqation of its

outer range rather than of contiguous territory with a heavy

concentration of work trips to the core areas. It should be

kept in mind that many smaller urban and non-urban places

attract relatively large numbers of commuters. These flows,

if plotted on the map, could substantially modify the over

all pattern. An attempt was made to partly alleviate this

problem by including nine additional core areas. On the

other hand, because the aim was to subdivide the whole terri

tory into functional urban regions, it turned out to be

rather difficult, if not impossible, to use rigorous and

uniform criteria throughout the delimitation procedure.
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Table 2. Smaller core areas, added in the second version
of the delineation of functional urban regions.

No. Urban Place Population ('000)
1970 1974

l. Tarnobrzeg (total) 49.1 64.2StalO\'la Wola

2. E,Xk (total) 53.0 60.0Suwa,Xki

3. ~omza (total) 48.0 54.2Ostro'xEfka

4. Krosno (total) 43.9 53.8Jas,Xo

5. Konin 40.8 48.4

6. Pi1a 44.0 47.5

7. Nowy Sc)lcz 41. 3 46.6

8. Siedlce 39.3 42.5

9. Zamosc 35.1 37.9
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Figure 3. The Functional Urban Regions.

I

I
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Second, the pattern of 45 functional urban regions, as

shown in Figure 3 (cf. Table 3), is relatively close to the

new administrative division into 49 voivodships (cf. Figure

4). This finding, however, is hardly surprising. It was a

basic rationale in the recent administrative reform to create

regions with a high degree of internal coherence and closure

with respect to the economy and the patterns of daily human

migrations. I should admit that in several debatable cases

the assignment of individual units to functional regions was

based on the administrative status. Divergencies between the

two patterns would be still less if territorial units smaller

than poviats could have been used in the present delineation,

as had been the case in the restructuring of administrative

divisions, when townships formed basic reference units. Major

differences can be found in the vicinities of the largest

urban centers. Here, the voivodships of Warsaw, ~odz, and

Cracow were tailored so as to encompass the respective urban

agglomerations rather than their much larger hinterlands.

It may be assumed that the new administrative structure,

which follows the development of space economy will in turn

have a significant impact upon the formation of daily urban

systems. Indeed, in future studies this division ~ay provide

a very convenient frame of reference.

III. SOME RESEARCH NEEDS

It is possible to use the existing poviat statistics to

analyze both interregional and intraregional patterns and

their change over the recent decades (see Table 4). Both

approaches seem viable, since it is important to get a knowl

edge of spatial trends in economic and social development at

the national level, as well as to dissect individual functional

urban regions to see interrelations between cores and hinter

lands. In some cases, the core - hinterland relations may

still reflect the urban-rural differentiation, while in the
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Figure 4. The New Administrative Division of Poland
into 49 Voivodships.
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Table 3. Functional Urban Regions, 1970.
(See Figure 3.)

l.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

II.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

2l.

22.

23.

Bialystok

Bielsko-Biala

Bydgoszcz

Cz~stochowa

Elbl9-g

E,lk - Suwa,lki

Gdansk

Gorzow Wlk.

Grudzi9-dz

Inowroc,law

Jelenia Gora

Kalisz - Ostrow Wlk.

Katowice

Kielce

Konin

Koszalin

Krakow

Krosno - Jaslo

Legnica

Lublin

~omza - Ostro,l~ka

~odz

Nowy S1cZ

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

3l.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

4l.

42.

43.

44.

45.

Olsztyn

Opole

Ostrowiec Sw. - Skarzysko Kam.

- Starachowice

Pila

Piotrkow Tryb. - Tomaszow Maz.

P,lock

Poznan

Przemysl

Radom

Rzeszow

Siedlce

S,lupsk

Szczecin

Tarnobrzeg - Stalowa Wola

Tarnow

Torun

Wa,lbrzych

Warszawa

W,loc,lawek

Wroc,law

Zamosc

Zielona Gora
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Table 4. Data for inter- and intraregional analysis.

Major areas
(according to: 9, Chart 2)

DEMOGRAPHY

EnPLOY~lENT

CONSUMPTION

SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE

PRODUCTION

Poviat Statistics (see: 15)

1. population size (urban and rural)
2. Population density
3. Marriages, births, deaths,

natural increase, infant mortality
4. Migrations: in-migration, out

migration, net migrations (by
urban and rural places)

1. Population by main source of
income: agricultural, non
agricultural, rural non-agricul
tural

2. Employment by six major sectors

1. Retail trade - number of
establishments, sales

2. Use of water, electrical energy,
gas

3. Bank savings

1. Housing statistics: number of
dwelling units, rooms, rooms per
person; dwelling units constructed
(all by urban and rural places)

2. Education: number of students in
primary, secondary (both general
and vocational) schools

3. l10vie theatres. RTV sets, public
libraries (number of volumes)

4. Medical services: number of
doctors, dentists, nurses,
hospitals (beds)

1. Capital investments by nine sectors
2. Value of manufacturing production
3. Agricultural statistics: land use,

area under major crops, number of
cattle; agricultural production
by major crops, animal production
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highly industrialized areas urbanization phenomena (such as

the so-called "occupational urbanization" and the related

change in cultural patterns) may be more uniformly spread out

throughout the whole region.

One can see at least three areas of study related to the

concept of functional urban regi~ns, with a certain theoretical

appeal and numerous planning implications as well, pertaining

to both the national and the regional planning level. One

area is the study of structural interdependencies within

national settlement systems, especially between core areas

and other urban places.

Table 5 sheds some light on such interdependencies. The

first impression is a rather high degree of stability. Over

the 1960-1970 period urban places of several categories have

retained their ranks both in terms of population size and

selected indices pertaining to the tertiary sector. A

remarkable similarity of median ranks for the first and the

second category is, of course, a consequence of a very high

overlap of the two sets of cities. More interesting may be

a comparison of the three remaining categories, which, if

taken together, exhaust the set of 79 cities for which data

have been assembled. It can be seen that within urban agglom

erations a disproportionate share of retail activity is

accounted for by the main centers (i.e. central zones) which

have also much higher retail sales per person than smaller

regional centers have. The dependence of outlying parts of

urban agglomerations upon core areas is less pronounced,

although still evident, in the case of medical and educational

facilities. On the other hand, the category of "smaller

regional centers," i.e. self-contained middle-size cities,

is much more specialized in general secondary education than

urban agglomerations are.
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The second area of study relates to spatial interaction

patterns within cities and regions. Models of such patterns

and their theoretical underpinnings have rapidly developed

over the past decade or so, in response to an increasing

demand for new planning tools. Yet those models seem to lack

massive empirical evidence on the spatial structure of urban

regions and their change. Here a systematic analysis of

functional urban. regions can be expected to provide the

required inputs.

Finally, interrelations between urban and regional systems

need to be more closely investigated, and the existing theoret

ical concepts pertaining to such systems revaluated, along the

lines indicated by the work of J. Parr [13], L. Bourne [2]

and others. The prevailing hypothesis, according to which

national settlement systems can be disaggregated into regional

subsystems which in turn consist of intra-urban and local

(rural-small town) subsystems, should be empirically tested.

Needless to say, research along this line can also carry

major planning and policy implications.
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Footnotes

lThe term "province" has also been used in some publica

tions in English. The original spelling is: wojewodztwo,

pI. wojewodztwa.

2These intermediate-level units have sometimes been

referred to as "counties." However, the term "poviat" has been

introduced by British geographers and is listed in some English

speaking geographical dictionaries. The original Polish

spelling is: powiat, p. powiaty.

3In Polish: gmina, pl. gminy.

4The respective Polish term is: gromada, pl. gromady.
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