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Abstract: A study is made of the significance of small towns in the process of urbanisation of 
Wielkopolska, a region situated in the western part of Poland. The analysis is 
conducted in both, a dynamic and a static approach, and covers two aspects of 
urbanisation: demographic and spatial. The basic period examined embraces 
the years 2000-2015. What is visible in the set of Wielkopolska towns is 
the depopulation of its core city, Poznań, accompanied by an increase in 
the population of small units located in its suburban zone. There is an upward 
tendency in the population number also in selected size classes of small 
Wielkopolska towns, which demonstrates that in this case we cannot speak of 
a crisis of small towns since they play an important role in the process of 
urbanisation of the region. In the recent years, increasingly important in this process, 
especially at the local level, has been the appearance of new towns set up as 
a result of the restitution of municipal rights. 

Key words: urbanisation, small towns, Wielkopolska voivodeship, Poland 
 

Abstrakt:  Znaczenie małych miast w procesie urbanizacji województwa wielkopolskiego 
(Polska). W opracowaniu bada się znaczenie małych miast w procesie urbanizacji 
województwa wielkopolskiego, położonego w zachodniej części Polski. Analiza 
prowadzona jest zarówno w ujęciu dynamicznym jak i statycznym i obejmuje dwa 
aspekty urbanizacji demograficzny i przestrzenny. Zasadniczy okres badań stanowią 
lata 2000-2015. Uzyskane wyniki pozwalają stwierdzić, że w zbiorze miast 
województwa wielkopolskiego jest widoczna depopulacja miasta głównego – 
Poznania przy wzroście liczby mieszkańców małych miast położonych w strefie 
podmiejskiej. Tendencja wzrostowa liczby ludności utrzymuje się również 
w wybranych klasach wielkościowych małych miastach, co świadczy o tym, że nie 
można w tym przypadku mówić o kryzysie miast małych, które odgrywają istotną rolę 
w procesie urbanizacji województwa wielkopolskiego. W ostatnich latach 
w procesach urbanizacji województwa wielkopolskiego, zwłaszcza na poziomie 
lokalnym, wzrasta znaczenie nowych miast utworzonych w wyniku procesów 
restytucji. 

Słowa kluczowe: urbanizacja, małe miasta, województwo wielkopolskie, Polska 
 

 

1. Introduction 

The notion of urbanisation can be considered in its two basic meanings. In a dynamic approach, 
urbanisation is understood as a process of change manifesting itself in the development of 
urban settlement, and in a static approach it is defined as the state of the development of towns, 
or in other words, the level of urbanisation of a given area. This dualism in the understanding of 
urbanisation also shows in measures commonly employed to assess it. In the dynamic 
approach, they include growth in the number of towns and in the proportion of the urban 
population, and in the static approach - the proportion of the urban population. Because of 
the complexity of urbanisation, its four basic aspects are considered in order to systematise 
the research: demographic, connected with an increase in the share of the urban population in 
the total population figure; spatial, as expressed by an increase in the number of towns and 
urbanised spaces; economic, or an increase in the proportion of the population working in non-
agricultural jobs; and social, involving the adoption by people of an urban lifestyle (Maik, 1992; 
Pacione, 2005; Szymańska, 2007, 2009; Jakóbczyk-Gryszkiewicz, 2012; Szmytkie, 2014). 

The chief goal of this paper is to determine the significance of small towns in the process of 
urbanisation of Wielkopolska, a region situated in the western part of Poland. The analysis is 
conducted in both, a dynamic and a static approach, and covers two aspects of urbanisation: 
demographic and spatial. The reason why no analysis is offered of the economic aspect of 
urbanisation is mostly the unavailability of comparable data about the number of economic 
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entities and the working population in the towns of Wielkopolska voivodeship in the years 2000-
2015, which is an effect of changes in the PKD classification. Also, there is no analysis of 
the social aspect of urbanisation, which by its very nature is hard to measure because of great 
problems with empirical indicators. The basic period studied embraces the years 2000-2015.  

The chief goal is attained via specific goals that can be presented in the form of the following 
cognitive questions: 

1. What is the urbanisation level of Wielkopolska voivodeship seen against Poland's 
     regional system?  

2.  What are the characteristics of the urban settlement network of Wielkopolska 
     voivodeship? 

3.  What is the population situation in Wielkopolska towns, especially small ones? 

4.  How do natural increase and migration movement affect the natural change in towns? 

5.  Does the spatial location of small towns influence their population situation? 

6.  What role in the urbanisation of Wielkopolska is played by new towns? 

Polish towns include big, medium-sized and small ones. The formal criterion on the basis of 
which the set of small towns is distinguished is the population. Therefore there appears 
the problem of establishing the upper limit, i.e. the maximum number of residents above which 
a town will be assigned to another size class. The opinion predominating in Polish scientific 
literature, statistical breakdowns and comparative analyses is that small towns are units with up 
to 20 thousand residents, and this is the assumption adopted in this paper (Czyż, 2000; 
Kwiatek-Sołtys, 2004; Szymańska and Grzelak-Kostulska 2005; Zuzańska-Żyśko, 2006; 
Heffner, 2008; Konecka-Szydłowska, 2003, 2011; Konecka-Szydłowska, Zuzańska-Żyśko and 
Szmytkie 2010; Runge and Kwiatek-Sołtys 2011; statistical registers of the Central Statistical 
Office). Very often an analogous criterion of defining small towns is applied in urban studies 
conducted in other European states, e.g. the Czech Republic (Vaishar and Zapletalová 2009), 
Estonia (Leetmaa, Nuga and Org 2013), France (Mainet, 2015), and Germany (Burdack and 
Kriszan 2013; Kühn 2015). 
 

2. Wielkopolska voivodeship in comparison with other Polish regions  

In 2015 there were 915 towns in Poland, more than 30% of which (268) were concentrated in 
only three voivodeships: Wielkopolska, Lower Silesia and Mazovia, while the remaining 
13 voivodeships accounted for less than 70% of towns (647). Wielkopolska has the biggest 
number of towns. In 2015 there were 111 towns here, or 12.2% of their total number in 
the country. The relatively great density of the urban settlement network of Wielkopolska 
voivodeship is largely due to historical factors. The western parts of Poland (including 
Wielkopolska) are characterised by a much greater density of towns than its eastern regions 
due to the historical processes of urbanisation diffusion, which was the direction it took on 
the Polish lands. Later, when the Polish lands were partitioned among three neighbouring 
powers (mostly the 19th century), the Prussian authorities generally honoured the municipal 
rights obtained, unlike the rather common degradation of towns in the Russian-occupied 
Congress Kingdom (Poland's eastern parts). Today the largest number of towns are located in 
the voivodeships of Wielkopolska and Lower Silesia (Krzysztofik 2006, Jażdżewska 2006, 
Schmidt and Matykowski 2007, Najgrakowski 2009, Węcławowicz 2010). 

Wielkopolska is a region showing a high level of urbanisation as measured by the total number 
of towns, but with a relatively low proportion of the urban population, at 55.2%, while the mean 
for Poland is 60.4%. This is due to the numerical predominance of small towns, with up to 
20 thousand residents, that make up 82% of the voivodeship's urban units and 13.3% of 
the country's small towns (Table 1). 

In terms of the dynamics of the urban population, Wielkopolska shows relative stability in its 
demographic processes. At 98.8%, its index of urban population dynamics in the years 2000-
2014 was close to the national average. This relatively favourable population situation of 
the Wielkopolska towns is corroborated by the region's lowest proportion of depopulating towns: 
a mere 7.4% in the years 1990-2010 as against 30% for the country as a whole. There were 
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only eight Wielkopolska towns in this set, including the centrally located city of Poznań, 
the voivodeship capital. In this case one cannot speak of typical shrinkage because its 
depopulation is due to the loss of residents in favour of the neighbouring units associated with 
the city functionally, i.e. with the process of suburbanisation. The other depopulating towns are 
small units located in the peripheral areas of Wielkopolska (Jaroszewska and Stryjakiewicz 
2014). 
 
Tab 1. Level of urbanisation in Poland by voivodeship (1 Jan. 2015).  
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Poland 915 693 24.4 29 60.4 353.8 -
mean 

30.0 98.1 

Lower Silesia  91 72 22.1 45 69.4 346.9 56.8 96.7 

Kujavia-
Pomerania  

52 44 24.0 29 60.1 253.1 12.0 96.9 

Lublin  43 33 23.1 17 46.2 246.6 27.7 96.4 

Lubuska Land 42 36 15.7 30 63.1 107.5 27.5 98.7 

Łódź  44 28 35.9 24 63.4 348.8 42.5 92.6 

Małopolska 61 47 26.8 40 48.7 458.7 22.4 100.3 

Mazovia 86 61 39.8 24 64.2 1884.3 9.0 103.7 

Opole  35 29 14.8 37 52.1 69.4 78.8 92.3 

Subcarpathia  51 41 17.2 28 41.2 128.8 15.9 102.9 

Podlasie  40 32 18.0 19 60.4 292.8 24.2 101.5 

Pomerania  42 27 35.4 23 65.1 345.6 25.0 100.3 

Silesia  71 34 49.9 57 77.4 162.8 61.0 94.0 

Świętokrzyska 
Land  

32 26 17.6 27 44.8 206.3 60.0 94.4 

Warmia-
Mazuria  

49 38 14.4 20 59.3 95.6 23.9 99.3 

Wielkopolska  111 91 17.2 37 55.2 382.3 7.4 98.8 

West 
Pomerania  

65 54 18.1 28 68.6 332.1 20.0 99.5 

Source: Area and population in the territorial pattern in 2015, Central Statistical Office, Warsaw, 
http://shrinkage.amu.edu.pl/publikacje.html 

   

In Wielkopolska the density of towns is relatively high, at 37 per 10 thousand per km2, higher 
than the national average of 29 towns. This figure does not determine the urban population in 
a decisive way because of wide differences in the size of towns. The high density of towns in 
the region results from a well-developed network of small towns accompanied by a deficiency of 
larger cities that assemble more people than a lot of small units (Konecka-Szydłowska, 2009).  

The mean population of a Wielkopolska town is only 17.2 thousand, markedly lower than 
the mean for Poland, at 24.4 thousand. The size relation of the largest city (Poznań) to its 
smallest town (Dobra) does not depart much from the national average (Table 1). 
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3. Urban settlement network in Wielkopolska voivodeship  

The level of population development of Wielkopolska is determined by the population size and 
its dynamics. With its 3.4 million residents (2014), Wielkopolska belongs to voivodeships with 
a medium-sized population (its population density is 116 persons per km2, the national average 
being 123 persons per km2).  

Strictly associated with the population size is the level of the region's urbanisation as 
determined by the number of towns and the proportion of town dwellers in the total population 
figure. In 2015 there were 111 towns in Wielkopolska that formed a polycentric system with five 
hierarchical levels (Strategy for the Development of Wielkopolska Voivodeship until 2020, 
Marshal's Office in Poznań, 17 Dec. 2012). At the top was the voivodeship capital, Poznań, 
a node of national significance, followed by supra-regional units: Kalisz and Ostrów 
Wielkopolski, regional ones: Gniezno, Konin, Leszno and Piła, and finally by poviat towns (28) 
and local units (76) (Fig. 2). 

Clearly standing out in the Wielkopolska urban system is the sub-system of towns of 
the Poznań agglomeration (Poznań poviat). It includes 11 towns, i.e. the core city of Poznań 
performing the function of a node, and 10 towns in the zone of direct Poznań impact, closely 
connected with it functionally. Two of them, Luboń and Swarzędz, are medium-sized units, 
the other eight are small towns with under 20 thousand residents, including six with fewer than 
10 thousand. 

In terms of size, the regional system of Wielkopolska towns can be put into three classes: big 
towns (over 100 thousand residents), medium-sized ones (20 - 100 thousand) and small ones 
(up to 20 thousand) with a diversified internal structure. It should be emphasised that among 
the 111 Wielkopolska towns the class of big ones with the greatest socio-economic potential 
includes only two units: Poznań (545.7 thousand) and Kalisz (103.4 thousand). Together they 
account for 34% of the voivodeship's urban population. The class of medium-sized towns 
consists of 18 units inhabited by 36.5% of the voivodeship's urban population. In this class there 
are five towns in the size interval of 50-100 thousand, the other 13 having from 20 to 50 
thousand residents. The class of small towns is the biggest, with 91 units, but it only accounts 
for 29.5% of the voivodeship's urban population. This class varies internally, with four sub-
classes: towns with a population of 10 - 20 thousand, 5 - 10 thousand, 2 - 5 thousand, and up to 
2 thousand. The largest group includes small units with 2 to 5 thousand residents, which 
account for less than 7% of the urban population. In 2015 there were 41 such units in 
the region. The rate of the population of the largest of the small towns, Chodzież (19,299), to 
the smallest one, Dobra (1,427), is 13.5 : 1. 

In the years 2000 - 2015 there were only small changes in the size of individual classes of 
towns, the largest having occurred in that of small towns, the number of which grew from 89 to 
91. This increase was a result of granting municipal rights to two units: Dobrzyca (2014) and 
Chocz (2015). Over this period the population of small towns grew from 548,148 to 564,284 
(the dynamics index of 102.9%), which means that the proportion of the population of small 
towns in total urban population rose from 28.3% in 2000 to 29.5% in 2015 (Table 2). 

The regularity of the size structure of Wielkopolska towns in terms of Zipf's rank-size rule2 is 
given by the exponent of contrasts in their size equal to 1.18. It shows the empirical distribution 
of the towns by size to be disturbed and discontinuous in the segment of medium-sized units, 
while its small-towns segment indicates their considerable over-representation. This means that 
the voivodeship's urban network has a somewhat disturbed size structure of towns (Fig. 1). 
 
 

                                                 
2 Zipf's (1949) rank-size model of towns takes the form of the equation:  Pj = P1 j-a 

where: Pj is the population of the jth town, P1 is the population of the largest town (in our case, Poznań), j is the rank 
of the jth town, and a is the contrast exponent. In Zipf's model the system shows a balance of towns of various size 
classes (the exponent of contrasts in the size of towns a = 1), which means their continuous and regular distribution. 
In the case of a deviation from the regular distribution, a > 1, there is an over-representation of small towns, and with 
a < 1, an over-representation of big cities.  



 

449/480 

 

Tab 2. Population of Wielkopolska towns by size classes in 2000 and 2015.  

size class 
of towns 

[thousand] 

2000 2015 2000-2015 
dynamics 

of 
population 

number 

number 
of towns 

population 
per cent of 
total urban 
population 

number 
of towns 

population 
per cent of 
total urban 
population 

over 100  2 692,358 35.8 2 649,053 34.0 93.7 

50 - 100  5 364,415 18.8 5 357,936 18.7 98.2 

20 - 50  13 331,204 17.1 13 340,949 17.8 102.9 

10 - 20  17 253,153 13.1 18 264,300 13.8 104.4 

5 - 10  22 153,342 7.9 21 150,386 7.9 98.1 

2 - 5  39 122,337 6.3 41 132,139 6.9 108.0 

under  2  11 19,316 1.0 11 17,459 0.9 90.4 

total 109 1,936,125 100.0 111 1,912,222 100.0 98.7 

Source: own calculations on the basis of the Central Statistical Office data 
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Fig 1. Rank-size distribution of towns in Wielkopolska. Source: own compilation on the basis of the Central Statistical 
          Office 
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Fig 2. The distribution and size of Wielkopolska towns. Source: own compilation 
 

The hierarchy of Wielkopolska towns reflects Poland's three-tier administrative division in force 
since 1 January 1999. Standing out are the voivodeship core as well as the poviat and 
commune centres. The most important administrative functions are performed by Poznań, 
the voivodeship capital and the seat of local-government /central government authorities. 
The second tier consists of 35 poviats, including 4 poviat-ranking cities: Poznań, Kalisz, Konin, 
and Leszno. The other 31 are non-municipal poviats with seats in both, big cities as well as 
medium-sized and often small ones. It should be emphasised that owing to the considerable 
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'excess' of small towns and a 'deficit' of medium-sized ones (in the population interval of 20 - 
100 thousand), small towns with 10 - 20 thousand residents are also administrative seats of 
second-tier units, i.e. poviats. In Wielkopolska 14 small towns perform the function of poviat 
centres, including two such centres in one Czarnków-Trzcianka poviat (Trzcianka, Czarnków).  
 

4. Changes in the population situation of Wielkopolska towns  

An analysis of population change in the towns of Wielkopolska voivodeship was conducted for 
the years 2000 - 2014 and additionally in three 5-year subperiods: 2000 - 2004, 2005 - 2009 
and 2010 - 2014. The set of towns was divided into several size classes (Table 3). Over 
the entire study period population change was regressive in the following size categories: in big 
(93.7%) and larger medium-sized towns (98.2%) as well as in small towns with 5 to 10 thousand 
inhabitants (98.1%) and the smallest ones with up to 2 thousand (90.4%). The population 
number shows some stabilisation in small towns performing the function of poviat capitals 
(99.7%). Population change took an opposite direction - was progressive in nature - in larger 
medium-sized towns (102.9%) and in two classes of small ones: those with a population of 10 to 
20 thousand (104.4) and 2 to 5 thousand (108.0%). The highly favourable situation of units in 
this last class resulted from a great rotation taking place here, e.g. between 2000 and 2014 four 
towns joined this class (two because of an increase in population to more than 2 thousand, one 
because of a population loss to less than 5 thousand, and one that had received municipal 
rights), and two left this class (one because of an increase in population to more than 5 
thousand and another because of a population loss to less than 2 thousand). 

The nature of population change in the 5-year subperiods examined differs in individual size 
classes and does not always follow the general tendency for the entire period. This is mostly 
due to such factors as periodic population gains and losses that do not cause a change in 
a town's membership of a given size class, a change in the size of classes as a result of towns 
moving to other, neighbouring classes caused by a population gain or loss, and the granting of 
municipal rights.  

It should be emphasised that in the case of small towns, irrespective of their size, the factor that 
significantly affected their population gain over the entire study period 2000-2014 (111.3%) and 
in the subperiods distinguished was the geographical location in the Poznań agglomeration 
(Matykowski and Konecka-Szydłowska 2005). 

 
Tab 3. Dynamics of population change in the set of Wielkopolska towns in the years 2000 - 2014 and subperiods 
           2000 - 2004, 2005 - 2009 and 2010 - 2014.  

groups of towns  2000-2004 2005-2009 2010-2014 2000-2014 

population 
gain/loss, 

2000-2014 
 

big, pop. over 100 thousand 98.2 97.7 98.2 93.7 - 43,305 

medium-sized, pop. 50-100,000  99.8 99.4 99.1 98.2 - 6,479 

medium-sized, pop. 20-50,000  101.1 100.8 99.5 102.9 + 9,745 

small, pop. 10-20,000 99.9 99.6 99.1 104.4 + 11,147 

small, pop. 5-10,000 101.0 101.5 100.7 98.1 - 2,956 

small, pop. 2-5,000 100.5 102.5 101.0 108.0 + 9,802 

small, pop. up to 2,000 99.9 90.2 111.7 90.4 - 1,857 

small, performing poviat functions 98.8 99.3 98.8 99.7 - 593 

small, in Poznań agglomeration  102.3 103.2 102.5 111.3 + 7,269 

Source: own calculations on the basis of the Central Statistical Office data 
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5. Types of population development  

The state of development of the population of Wielkopolska towns results from differences in 
their rates of natural increase and in net migration. Webb's (1964) typology of demographic 
regimes allows assigning the towns to one of eight classes, and on this basis determining 
the role of natural increase and migration movement in their natural change.  

At the start of the study period, i.e. in 2002, most of the 109 Wielkopolska towns belonged to 
the development types A to D: 59 towns, i.e. 54%, while in 1992 this was 78% (Weltrowska and 
Konecka-Szydłowska 2006). The most numerous was type B with a positive rate of natural 
increase surpassing the net migration inflow (18 towns). 50 towns belonged to a depopulation 
type, from F to H. Most towns represented type H, with a net migration outflow exceeding 
a positive rate of natural increase. The chief city of the voivodeship, Poznań, turned out to 
belong to type F, with a negative rate of natural increase exceeding a net migration outflow. In 
2008, towns of the development types still predominated slightly, at 51% (56 towns). This time 
the most frequent were types A and B (20 towns each), with a positive rate of natural increase 
higher than the net migration outflow or inflow. The number of depopulation-type units grew to 
53, with type H invariably predominant (43 towns). The city of Poznań also belongs to this type 
and represents an emigration centre. At the end of the study period, i.e. in 2014, the tendency 
prevailing so far turned out to have reversed. The depopulation type clearly started to dominate, 
with 68 towns (62%). As in the previous years, decidedly the most numerous was depopulation 
type H (with Poznań still in it). The number of development-type units dropped to 41, with 
the predominance of towns of type A.  

An analysis of the 2002-2014 pattern of change in the small Wielkopolska towns assigned to 
population types shows that the tendencies observed in this subset were similar to those in 
the entire set, i.e. there was a clear decline in the proportion of units representing development 
types, from 44% in 2000 to 38% in 2014. Depopulation was characteristic of towns of all size 
categories, this tendency being also shown by many large and medium-sized Polish cities 
(Gadziński and Męczyński 2011; Runge, 2013). However, what is significant is that in small 
Wielkopolska towns the dynamics of this process was lower than in the case of the remaining 
towns of the region (Table 4, Fig. 3). 
 
Tab 4. Proportion of Wielkopolska towns of Webb's development types (A-D) and depopulation types (E-H).  

towns 

 

2002 2008 2014 

types 

A-D 

types 

E-H 

types 

A-D 

types 

E-H 

types 

A-D 

types 

E-H 

total 54 46 51 49 38 62 

big and medium-sized towns  55 45 45 55 30 70 

small towns 44 56 43 57 39 61 

A-D development types, E-H depopulation types 
Source: own calculations on the basis of the Central Statistical Office data 

  
In 2002 small towns mostly represented development type D, with a net migration inflow 
exceeding a negative rate of natural increase (15 towns), and depopulation type H (20 towns). 
In 2008 the development types that predominated were A (17) and B (16), which means that 
the chief factor in natural change was a positive rate of natural increase, while in 
the depopulation group type H (33) had gained in importance. In 2014 the dominant 
development type was C (15), characterised by net in-migration exceeding the natural increase. 
Predominating among depopulation types was still type H (41), while depopulation type G with 
net out-migration exceeding the natural decrease gained in significance (15) (Table 5, Fig. 3).  

In 2014 the population had grown in only 39% of small towns. This means an increasing 
number of Wielkopolska towns experiencing depopulation (as many as 68% of towns with 2 - 
5 thousand residents). Natural increase, which usually did not recompense for net migration 
outflows, was positive in most small towns of the region (75%), while a net migration inflow was 
observed in only 26%.  
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Fig 3. Population types of towns of Wielkopolska voivodeship in 2014 in terms of Webb classes. Source: own 
           compilation on the basis of the Central Statistical Office 

 

Tab 5. Population development types of small towns in Wielkopolska voivodeship in 2014.  

type 
total small 

towns 
towns with up 
to 2,000 pop. 

towns with 2-
5,000 pop. 

towns with 5-
10,000 pop. 

towns with 10-
20,000 pop. 

A (PN+ > |SM−|) 12 2 4 3 3 

B (PN+ > SM+) 8 0 3 3 2 

C (PN+ < SM+) 13 1 5 6 1 

D (|PN−| < SM+) 2 1 1 0 0 

E (|PN−| > SM+) 1 0 1 0 0 

F (|PN−| > |SM−|) 10 2 6 1 1 

G (|PN−| < |SM−|) 13 0 4 3 4 

H (PN+ < |SM−|) 32 4 16 5 7 

total 89 10 40 21 18 

  PN – natural increase, SM – net migration 

  Source: own calculations on the basis of the Central Statistical Office data 
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It should be emphasised that despite the tendency observed among small Wielkopolska towns 
for depopulation types to increase at the cost of development ones, their population situation is 
relatively much more favourable than in the other regions. In the years 2010 - 2012 
the proportion of small Wielkopolska towns belonging to a development type was the highest, at 
46%, the mean for small towns in Poland being 28%. The voivodeships with the worst situation 
were Lubuska Land and Świętokrzyska Land, in which more than 90% of small towns 
represented a depopulation type (Kwiatek-Sołtys, 2015). 
 

6. Population situation of the small towns of the Poznań agglomeration  

In comparison with the small towns of the Wielkopolska region, those in the Poznań 
agglomeration (incorporated in 1999 into Poznań poviat) stand out for their higher level of 
development of the population, economy and housing. The poorest developed is social 
infrastructure, which follows indirectly from the fact that various services in this field are 
available in Poznań. Broader analyses of the socio-economic situation of the small towns of 
the agglomeration have been made, among others, by Konecka-Szydłowska (2006, 2014), 
Zuzańska-Zyśko (2007), Churski, Konecka-Szydłowska and Perdał (2009), Kaczmarek (ed.) 
2010, Męczyński, Konecka-Szydłowska and Gadziński (2010), and Korzeniak (ed.) (2014).  

In 2014 the Poznań agglomeration, i.e. the city of Poznań and its suburban zone (Poznań 
poviat), was inhabited by 904.5 thousand people, or 61.8 thousand more than in 2000 
(the dynamics index 107.3%). This rise was due to an increase in population in the suburban 
zone, including the towns located here, which is connected with the process of suburbanisation. 
This meant a decline in the proportion of residents of the central city in relation to those of 
the suburban zone: in 2000 Poznań was inhabited by 69% of all people living in the analysed 
area, and in 2014 this figure dropped to 60%. In the years 2002 - 2014 the small towns located 
in the agglomeration had high rates of population change (the dynamics index of 111.3%), 
which boosted their population by more than 7 thousand. The highest values of the dynamics 
index, over 110.0%, were recorded in Kostrzyn, Kórnik, Pobiedziska and Stęszew, and 
the lowest in Buk, 99.1% (Table 6). 

 
Tab 6. Population of the Poznań agglomeration in 2000 and 2014. 

 

unit 

population dynamics index 
2000-2014  in % 

 
2000 2014 

Poznań and suburban zone (Poznań poviat) 842,772 904,574 107.3 

Poznań city 582,254 545,680 93.7 

Suburban zone  260,518 358,894 137.8 

of which: 

 towns in suburban zone 

  

 small towns in suburban zone  

 

116,080 

 

64,585 

 

133,702 

 

71,854 

 

115.2 

 

111.3 

Source: own compilation on the basis of the Local Data Bank and the Central Statistical Office  

 

The structure of population change of the small towns in the Poznań agglomeration can be 
described by population types. In 2002 they belonged exclusively to development types A to D 
in Webb's (1964) typology of demographic regimes, characterised by a population increase 
(Table 7). A similar tendency was recorded in the successive years. In 2012 only two towns: 
Buk (a great outflow of the population to the rural commune) and Puszczykowo (an ageing 
community, with a negative rate of natural increase), had a slight drop in the population figure 
and belonged to depopulation types H and E. In 2014 a development type still predominated 
among the towns of the agglomeration, especially type C with net in-migration. Depopulation 
type H was only found in Buk, which kept losing inhabitants owing to net out-migration.  
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Tab 7. Population situation in the small towns of the Poznań agglomeration.  

town 2002 2014 

index of 
population 

dynamics (%) 

 

type of demographic regime, 
after Webb, in 2002 and 2014 

 

2002 2014 

Buk 6,244 6,188 99.1 A H 

Kostrzyn  8,276 9,542 115.3 D C 

Kórnik 6,485 7,684 118.5 C C 

Mosina 12,027 13,220 109.9 D C 

Murowana 
Goślina 9,910 10,424 105.2 

B A 

Pobiedziska 8,065 9,091 112.7 D C 

Puszczykowo 9,036 9,802 108.5 D C 

Stęszew 5,176 5,903 114.0 A B 

Source: own compilation on the basis of the Local Data Bank and the Central Statistical Office  

 

7. Significance of new towns in the urbanisation of Wielkopolska 
  voivodeship 

In the years 1989 - 2016, i.e. since the start of the socio-economic transformation in Poland, 
the size of the set of Polish towns has been changing almost yearly. Their number grew from 
822 in 1989 to 919 in 2016 (in 2002 the town of Wesoła was incorporated into Warsaw's 
administrative boundaries), which means that 98 localities had received municipal rights over 
that time. In a decided majority of cases (over 70%) this was the restitution of municipal rights to 
units that used to be towns once (Drobek, 2002; Szymańska, 1996; Szmytkie and Krzysztofik 
2011; Zaniewska et al. 2013; Sokołowski, 2014; Krzysztofik and Dymitrow 2015). Newly-
established towns account for a considerable proportion of the country's urban settlement 
network because they make up 11% of the total number. This is a figure which proves that 
the transformation period has been one of the most crucial ones in urban development in 
Poland over the last 800 years (Krzysztofik, 2005). The spatial distribution of the new towns 
established in the years 1989 - 2016 is not regular. They clearly concentrate in the south-
eastern part of Poland, in the voivodeships of Silesia, Małopolska (12 in each), Lublin (10), as 
well as Mazovia and Świętokrzyska Land (9 in each).  

Seen against the country's regional system, Wielkopolska belongs to voivodeships with a low 
level of municipalisation. In the years 1989 - 2016 municipal rights were restituted to five units 
here: Obrzycko (1990), Nekla (2000), Dobrzyca (2014), Chocz (2015), and Jaraczewo (2016). 
The creation of those new towns caused the density of towns in the voivodeship to increase 
slightly, from 3.6 per 1,000 km2 in 1989 to 3.8 in 2016. The new towns account for 4.5% of all 
towns in Wielkopolska and for a mere 0.7% (12.5 thousand) of its urban population. In terms of 
size, the new towns belong to the class of small ones. Their mean population is only 2.5 
thousand, lower than the average for the entire set of towns restituted in Poland, which is 2.7 
thousand (Konecka-Szydłowska, 2015). 

The importance of new towns in the urbanisation of Wielkopolska as a region is small, but 
greater at the level of local districts, i.e. poviats. Here the new towns account for from 4.8% of 
the urban population (Jarocin poviat) to 15.1% (Pleszew poviat), thus significantly raising 
the total level of urbanisation and the total number of towns in poviats (Table 8). 
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Tab 8. New towns in Wielkopolska established in the years 1989 - 2016. 
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Obrzycko 

 

szamotulski 1990 

1638 - 1934 

2,393 5 5.6 47.5 

Nekla  

 

wrzesiński 2000 

1725 - 1793 

3,665 4 9.1 52.3 

Dobrzyca 

 

pleszewski 2014 

1440 - 1934 

3,167 

 

3 15.1 35.8 

Chocz 

 

pleszewski 2015 

XIV. - 1870 

1,812 3 8.6 35.8 

Jaraczewo 

 

jarociński 2016 

1519 - 1934 

1,450 3 4.8 41.8 

Source: own compilation on the basis of Central Statistical Office data 

 

8. Conclusions 

The conducted analysis of the significance of small towns in the urbanisation of Wielkopolska 
voivodeship - characterised by a high level of urbanisation as measured by the total number of 
towns, but with a relatively low proportion of the urban population - shows that its urban 
settlement network is in a state of balance. Population losses occurring in some size categories 
of towns are made up by population gains in other size categories. A characteristic feature of 
the population change taking place in the set of Wielkopolska towns, as in other Polish 
agglomerations, is the depopulation of its core city, Poznań, accompanied by an increase in 
the population of small units located in its suburban zone. There is an upward tendency in 
the population number also in selected size classes of small towns, which demonstrates that in 
this case we cannot speak of a crisis of small towns, which play an important role in 
the urbanisation of Wielkopolska voivodeship. In the recent years, increasingly important in this 
process, especially at the local level, has been the appearance of new towns set up as a result 
of the restitution of municipal rights. 

In sum, it can be stated that what distinguishes Wielkopolska voivodeship from other Polish 
regions is its high level of urbanisation connected with its great number of, mostly small, towns 
and with a relative stabilisation of the population of those small towns. In Wielkopolska there is 
a growing number of towns belonging to a depopulation type, but it should be emphasised that 
here the rate of this process is slower than in other regions. In small towns lying outside 
the Poznań agglomeration the predominant component of population change is net out-
migration, while those in the agglomeration record net in-migration. An increase in 
the population number, or the urbanisation of the small towns of the agglomeration, so to speak, 
is connected with suburbanisation processes and partly with the de-urbanisation of the central 
city (Gaebe 2004). However, on the assumption that an agglomeration is a compact and 
consistent whole with a relatively extensive spatial range, depopulation does not occur here 
(Rerat 2012). 
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Studies of the urban development model published in the 1980s that assumed four stages of 
urban development: urbanisation, suburbanisation, de-urbanisation and re-urbanisation 
(Klaassen, Molle, Paelinck 1981, Regulski 1982), showed that those processes differed in 
Europe. Urbanisation dominated until the 1950s, while the 1960s were a period of 
suburbanisation and the 1970s, of de-urbanisation. It should be stressed, however, that in 
the countries of the so-called Eastern block suburbanisation and de-urbanisation stages came 
later than in the West European states (Zasin 2015). In the Polish conditions, intensive 
suburbanisation processes can be observed since the 1990s and today they coincide with those 
of de-urbanisation (Parysek 2008, Heffner 2016). Klaassen's model assumed the appearance of 
a fourth stage in urban development, viz. re-urbanisation, which made it different from Gibbs' 
model (Rerat 2012, Zasin 2015). Today re-urbanisation connected with an increase in 
the population of a city, especially in its central parts, can mostly be observed in West European 
towns, e.g. French (Ogden, Hall 2000), Swiss (Rerat 2012) or selected German ones 
(an interesting case of Leipzig, cf. Haase et al. 2009, Paszkuć 2015). 

Korcelli (2007) claims that, given the metropolitanisation of space, demographic regression and 
mass emigration can threaten the operation of the settlement system at its lower levels, i.e. 
regional and local (in Poland). Assuming that economic development at the scale of the country 
depends to a great extent on the rank and competitiveness of its chief urban centres, 
the concentration of development processes only in those centres reinforces detrimental 
changes and causes a further weakening of the cohesion of the polycentric spatial system. 
Metropolitanisation leads to a polarisation of space (with dynamically developing agglomeration 
areas and stagnating peripheries), which is a fundamental problem of a modern spatial policy. 
Some symptoms of this process can be observed in the set of small Wielkopolska towns, which 
can contribute to the weakening of the spatial cohesion of the urban settlement network of 
the voivodeship in a longer perspective. 

According to Korcelli (2007), Poland's spatial policy should recognise the role of small towns, 
especially poviat ones (Benedyk, 2014), and the significance of keeping up and strengthening 
their function in the spatial organisation of social life. The reconstruction and maintenance of 
the economic potential of small towns should rest primarily on their endogenous resources. It is 
also necessary to support voivodeship self-government in its efforts to encourage local 
communities and local development institutions to take initiatives for the development of their 
towns and cooperation with large urban units. Promoting small towns as local growth 
/sustainable development centres using their endogenous potential has also been emphasised 
by ESPON in one of its three scenarios of Europe's development until 2050 (ESPON, 2014).  
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