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Abstract 
The article deals with the issue of rural population decline in Poland in 1995-2017. The aim of the study was to 
present the phenomenon of depopulation involving a decrease in the number of people living in rural areas in Poland 
at the local level. Based on the literature, the potential effects of depopulation on local development were indicated. 
The data of the Central Statistical Office and the results of own research carried out in three rural communes in 2019 
were used. The occurrence of regional differentiation of rural depopulation processes in Poland was found. Analyzing 
the phenomenon at the local level, it was found that as much as 38.6% of rural communes were characterized by 
depopulation (a loss of over 5% of the population), including for 10.7% of communes, the population decline in the 
analyzed period was more than 15%. These areas can be considered as problem areas. A particularly unfavorable 
situation occurs in eastern Poland and the Opolskie Voivodeship. There was a positive correlation between the loss 
of population and the development of own revenues of communes’ budgets. Studies show that the phenomenon of 
depopulation is mainly caused by a negative natural increase, which was preceded by a migration outflow associated 
with the lack of jobs in rural areas. 
Key words: depopulation, rural areas, population, problem areas.

Introduction
In recent years, the population has been 

decreasing in Poland and according to data for 2017 
is 38.4 million people (CSO, 2019), which is 99.5% 
compared to the population in 1995. On a general 
scale, the population in cities decreases slightly, and 
increases in the countryside. The phenomenon of 
population shrinkage, including the outflow of rural 
population, also occurs in other countries (Cena & 
Fernandez-Cavada, 1986; Johnson & Lichter, 2019; 
Kotowska & Jóźwiak, 2003; Kuczabski & Michalski, 
2013; Li, 2015; Shrinking… 2017). The course and 
intensity of population outflow processes from rural 
areas in Poland varies over time and in space (Bański,  
2005, 2008). The outflow of people is caused 
by unfavorable economic processes or low 
competitiveness of the area in relation to other areas  
to which the population migrates. Looking historically 
at the shaping of the rural population (Eberhardt, 
1994), it can be stated that in the period after the Second 
World War there was a significant population outflow 
in rural areas, which was compensated by a high birth 
rate (Bański, 2008; Gawryszewski & Potrykowska, 
1988). In 1946, there were 15.6 million people living 
in the rural areas, i.e. 66% of the population of the 
country (Bański, 2008). In 2003, the rural areas were 
inhabited by 14.7 million people, that is only 38.4% 
of the total population, while in 2017 there were 
15.3 million people living in the villages (39.9% of 
the total population) (CSO, 2019). Currently in rural 
areas in the face of a weakening birth rate (in 2015 
it was negative at -0.1), migration processes play an 
increasingly important role in spatial diversity of the 
population (Eberhardt, 1994). Locally, it depends 
on individual features and functions of rural areas, 
largely location and communication with cities and 

is the result of changes in the economy, i.e. system 
transformation in Poland after 1989 and access to new 
labor markets after Poland’s accession to the EU in 
2004. In the majority of rural areas, the cumulative 
problems mainly of economic nature (especially, low 
profitability of work in agriculture, unavailability 
of non-agricultural jobs, high unemployment) push 
rural population to cities (Li, 2015). The population 
growth is characterized by rural areas located around 
large cities (Biegańska & Szymańska, 2013), thanks 
to which there is a positive migration balance in the 
countryside (Bański, 2005) identified for the first time 
at the beginning of the 20th century.

In the literature on the subject, two types of 
depopulation are usually distinguished: the traditional 
type of depopulation in the area where the main 
reason for depopulation is migration outflow (negative 
migration balance) and so-called a new type that is 
caused primarily by natural losses (negative natural 
growth). It can be concluded that the new type is a 
consequence of long-term traditional depopulation 
(Bucher & Mai, 2005; Celińska-Janowicz et al., 2010). 
The term depopulation is understood as the process 
of depopulation of a certain area, i.e. the population 
decreases (Szukalski, 2015). Based on previous 
research (Eberhardt, 1989; Strzelecki, 1995), ), it was 
assumed that areas where depopulation occurs are 
characterized by a population loss of more than 5% 
over a longer time horizon, areas with a population 
decline of more than 15% were identified as those 
with extreme depopulation.

The literature indicates that the identified problem 
of population loss is the basis for the identification of 
population problem areas or areas with demographic 
depression (Bański, 2002; Śleszyński et al., 2017; 
Zagożdzon, 1998). Depopulation and unfavorable 
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demographic changes are also connected with the 
features of the peripheral regions (Penzes, Pasztor, & 
Tatrai, 2015). In the scientific work on depopulation, 
the authors most often focus on the diagnosis of 
changes in the population. An innovative approach 
is to show the process from the point of view of the 
authorities of a specific territorial unit (local level) 
and to show the relationship between changes in 
the population and the amount of income in the 
local budget, which is an important instrument for 
supporting local development.

The aim of the paper was to present the phenomenon 
of depopulation in the rural areas in Poland at the local 
level. To reach the purpose, the following tasks have 
been set: 1) to indicate the potential socio-economic 
effects of depopulation for local development; 2) 
to determine the intensity of the rural population 
decline at the regional and local level; 3) to indicate 
the determinants and effects of population loss in 
rural communes, especially the impact on communal 
budgets.

Materials and Methods
The research process took place in successive 

stages. Based on the analysis of the literature on the 
subject, the potential socio-economic effects of local 
development were identified. In the next step, using 
the data from the Central Statistical Office (CSO, 
2019), changes in the number of population in rural 
areas were determined at the regional (voivodship) 
and local level (rural communes)1. Relations 
between changes in population, migration balance, 

1 In Poland, there are (as of 2017): voivodships (16), counties (314) and communes (2478); there are 3 types of communes: rural (1555), 
urban (302), urban-rural (621).

natural increase and the amount of own revenues of 
communes were indicated. Then in 2019, in-depth 
research was conducted in deliberately selected 3 rural 
communes (computer assisted telephone interview 
with employees of commune offices), in which the 
largest outflow of population in the years 1995-2017 
was found. The research period covers the years 1995-
2019, which is related to the availability of population 
data in public statistics. Data analysis was based 
on the linear regression method. The results were 
presented using maps, tables and graphs created using 
the MapInfo and Statistica software.

Results and Discussion
Depopulation at the regional level

In 1995-2017, the decrease in the number of 
people was found in 6 Polish regions out of 16 existing 
ones (Figure 1). The largest population loss occurred 
in the Podlaskie and Opolskie voivodships, and was 
respectively 11.4% and 10.1%. The Eastern Poland is 
a densely depopulated area, which confirms the results 
obtained earlier by other authors (Bański, 2008). This 
may result from the specific location of the regions 
making up Eastern Poland at the external EU border 
and the fact that they are included in the peripheral 
and underdeveloped regions. In other regions there 
was an increase in the number of people living in 
the countryside, which was the highest in Pomorskie 
(125.4%), Wielkopolskie (112.3%) and Małopolskie 
(111.7%) voivodships. The number and importance of 
cities located in the region (Śleszyński et al., 2017), to 
which the rural population migrates in search of better 

Figure 1. Changes in the number of rural population in Polish regions in 1995-2017 (%).
Source: compiled by the author based on CSO (2019) data.
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living conditions, is of great importance in explaining 
the existing differences between regions. 

Individual regions were internally differentiated in 
terms of population outflow from rural areas, which 
can be observed by analyzing population changes in 
1995-2017 at the local level (communes) (Figure 2). 
In Poland, as much as 38.6% of rural communes were 
characterized by depopulation (a loss of over 5% of 
the population), of which 10.7% were rural areas with 
a loss of more than 15%. Communes in which the 
depopulation process was found out predominantly 
prevailed in the regions such as Podlaskie, Opolskie, 
Lubelskie, Świętokrzyskie and Łódzkie. Particularly 
worrying is the high percentage of communes where 
the population reduction was greater than 15%. This 
applies to the following voivodships: Podlaskie, 
Opolskie and Lubelskie, in which these communes 
accounted for 41%, 31% and 28% respectively. These 
areas can be considered as problem areas (Zagożdzon, 
1998), where the disadvantageous phenomenon of a 
large population loss causes internal anomalies and 
requires external help (Szlachta, 1984). The most 
favorable situation was in the following voivodships: 
Małopolskie, Pomorskie and Śląskie, where rural 
communes characterized by an increase in the number 
of population were predominant. 
The effects of depopulation at the local level

Previous studies show the existence of many 
adverse effects of population outflow in various 
spheres associated with local development. These 
include, among others: changes in the structure of 
the population by age and gender (Stasiak, 1992); 
changes of the family and local communities 

(including the impediment of caring and care functions 
towards weaker members of the family, including 
the elderly)) (Stockdale, 2002; Szukalski, 2015); 
changes in the economic structure of the population; 
lowering resources on the labor market, weakening 
entrepreneurship and innovation (Celińska-Janowicz 
et al., 2010); deformation of the local market of goods 
and services; problems in the real estate market (a drop 
in their prices due to low demand and inheritance)); 
decrease in anthropopressure (Szukalski, 2015); 
inefficiency of the local public finances system; 
increased costs of infrastructure maintenance (Li, 
2015; Mann, 2004), especially social infrastructure. 
As a result, the depopulation areas are characterized 
by low competitiveness. It also indicates the beneficial 
effects of depopulation, ie an increase in the safety of 
life (Szukalski, 2015) and the opportunity to improve 
the functioning of agriculture through the enlargement 
of farms (Bański, 2002).

To determine the consequences of changes in the 
population for local development, the amount of own 
income of rural communes, which mainly includes 
local taxes, was used. In reference to the various types 
of depopulation in the literature (Bucher & Mai, 2005), 
the natural increase and the migration balance were 
used. In order to estimate the impact of individual 
variables on the development of own revenues of rural 
communes, a linear regression analysis was applied 
(Figure 3 and 4). Based on the first of the estimated 
models (Figure 3), a positive relationship can be 
found between the analyzed variables (r=0.3853). 
This means that if the natural increase increased by 
a unit, the income increased by PLN 161.2 thousand. 

Figure 2. The structure of rural communes in Polish regions according to changes  
in the population in 1995-2017.

Source: compiled by the author based on CSO (2019) data.
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Positive dependence was also found between the 
migration balance in the commune (Figure 4) and the 
amount of own revenues of communes (r=0.6845). If 
the migration balance changed by a unit, the revenues 

increased by PLN 131.9 thousand. The relationships 
found were statistically significant.

Figure 5 shows the dispersion of communes 
characterized by a large loss of population (extreme 
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Figure 3. Natural increase and changes in own revenues of rural communes in Poland.
Source: compiled by the author based on CSO (2019) data.
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Figure 4. Migration and changes in own revenues of rural communes in Poland.
Source: compiled by the author based on CSO (2019) data.
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Figure 5. Change in the number of population and change in the amount of own revenues of rural communes 
in Poland characterized by extreme depopulation.

Source: compiled by the author based on CSO (2019) data.
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depopulation), which was linked to changes in 
the amount of own revenues. There is a positive, 
relatively weak relation (r=0.1548) between the 
analyzed variables. This is due to the fact that in the 
group of communes in which there is a large outflow 
of population, the occurrence of such communes 
was found, which, with the same changes in the 
population, achieve different levels of own income. 
This may mean that a group of communes where 
depopulation occurs is heterogeneous in terms of 
functions performed, employment of residents, which 
may translate into different types and sizes of inflows 
that make up their own income (taxes on real estate, 
agriculture, forestry, transport and participation in 
central taxes, i.e. PIT and CIT).

Three neighboring rural communes, located in 
the Podlaskie voivodship, i.e. a region where the 
largest outflow of population in the analyzed period 
was recorded, was selected for in-depth studies. The 
general characteristics of the communes are presented 
in the Table 1.

All studied communes are characterized by 
low population density, which is decreasing year 
by year. One can speak of a permanent, yearly 
population decline, which concerns the area of the 
whole commune, not only selected villages. The 
surveyed representatives of communes pointed out 
that currently the population decline is caused by low 
natural increase, which is confirmed by data from 
official statistics (CSO, 2019). For a long time, older 
people are a large part of the community, the number 
of deaths is high, few children are born (about 10-20 
a year). In the case of migration outflow, observed 

mainly in previous years, it was pointed out that 
young people would travel permanently in search of 
work to cities in the region and other large cities in 
Poland. Residents of the studied communes also went 
abroad (Germany, Belgium, Iceland), in this case the 
migrations were of a chain nature. The inflow of new 
inhabitants is rarely observed, mainly due to the poor 
quality of soils hindering farming in agriculture and 
the lack of jobs in the commune. Only in the Orla 
commune there are large economic entities offering 
jobs outside agriculture (wood panels factory, wind 
farms). A factor attracting new residents (1-2 people) 
are natural values of the area (Białowieża Forest). In 
the commune people who are interested in peaceful 
life in the countryside (Szukalski, 2015), pensioners 
or people for whom the new house is a second house, 
used for recreational purposes settle. There is also 
an influx of Ukrainians who choose the examined 
communes due to their close location and differences 
in the possibilities of individual development that exist 
between Poland and Ukraine. Taking up work remotely 
is difficult due to limited access to the Internet.

As consequences of depopulation the area was 
pointed to low tax revenues to the commune’s 
budget, high costs of infrastructure maintenance: 
the commune office, health center and schools (Li, 
2015; Mann, 2004). Municipal authorities have taken 
measures to adapt the infrastructure to real needs, but 
sometimes there is no way to change, for example, 
in the commune there is one school that cannot be 
closed. In the future, this situation may result in the 
necessity to incur even higher costs of infrastructure 
maintenance. Uninhabited homes remain in the care 

Table 1
Characteristics of analyzed rural communes affected by depopulation in 1995-2017*

Specification Czyże Orla Dubicze 
Cerkiewne

Population in 2017 2034 2770 1567
Changes in the population number 2017-1995 (%) 61.77 63.61 65.43
Population density per 1 km2 2017 15 17 10

2002 20 23 13
Average annual net migration per 1000 population
2003-2017 -2,8 -1,2 -2,6
The average annual natural increase per 1000 population 2002-2017 -18.7 -16.7 -18.8
Average annual loss of population 1995-2017 (%) 2.16 2.03 1.90
Population in the pre-productive age (%) 2017 11.8 13,4 10,8

2002 13.4 13.3 13.5
Population in post-working age (%) 2017 38 39.8 40.7

2002 38.9 40.4 39.6
Feminization rate (persons) 2017 105 108 104

2002 104 108 98
* years depending on the availability of statistical data
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of their families or neighbors, sometimes find new 
buyers or, in the case of land, new tenants (Bański, 
2002). There was no indication of very low prices on 
the local real estate market.

Conclusions
On the basis of conducted research, the following 

conclusions can be reached:
1. A characteristic feature of rural areas in Poland 

is their wide diversity in terms of changes in 
the population, which is visible in the intra-and 
inter-regional approach. On the one hand, there 
are areas characterized by depopulation, where, 
due to the loss of population, numerous adverse 
consequences of the socio-economic sphere may 
appear i.e. unfavorable population structure, 
deformation of the labor market, inefficiency of 
local public finances, problems with development 
and maintenance of infrastructure and significantly 
impede local development. This applies to as 
much as 38.6% of rural communes, particularly 
unfavorable situation in Eastern Poland and the 
Opolskie Voivodeship. On the other hand, there 
are communes located in the vicinity of large cities 
with very large population growth, which may also 
constitute a barrier to development. Maintaining 

such a large diversity in the long term may result 
in problems in socio-economic development at a 
level higher than the local one. 

2. The positive correlation between the loss of 
population and the development of own revenues 
of communes’ budgets allows us to think that in 
the context of local development, among many 
consequences of depopulation, it is precisely the 
reduction in budget revenues of local governments 
that is particularly dangerous. Decreasing 
revenues of communes combined with the need 
to incur higher budget expenses related to, among 
others, aging of the population, dispersion of 
settlements, high infrastructure maintenance costs 
will significantly and even more than currently 
limit the possibilities of financial stimulation of 
socio-economic development processes at the 
local level. 

3. Qualitative research indicates that at first the 
population loss in the analyzed communes was 
caused by migration outflow related to the lack of 
jobs in rural areas. Over the course of time, the 
main cause of depopulation became a negative 
natural increase. This shows how important it is at 
local level to stimulate entrepreneurship and create 
new jobs outside agriculture.
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