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Intra-Municipal Units in Urban Political Systems in 
Poland: Vicious Roundabout of Marginalization or 
Dead-End Street ?1

Paweł Swianiewicz

Abstract

Neighbourhood / district councils exist in most big Polish cities. But their position 
in city politics is very weak, although diff erences among individual cities may be 
easily identifi ed. Th ere is also a low citizen interest in neighbourhood councils. Th e 
article tests a model to explain the variation among the cities and discusses the 
negative feedback between the dis-engagement of citizens and the narrow set of 
functions delegated to neighbourhoods. It asks the question if breaking that nega-
tive feedback is possible.
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1. Intra-municipal decentralization – rationale and 
experiments in European cities

Reforms including the organization of sub-municipal councils in individual dis-
tricts of the city have been relatively frequent in several European countries for 
more than 20 years. For example, in 1980 and 1990, such experiments were de-
scribed in the United Kingdom (Hambleton and Hogget 1990, Blakeley 2010) and 
Germany (Franke and Löhr 2001). During the last decade, similar innovations 
were also studied in Belgium (Van Asche and Dierickx 2007), Spain (Lowndes 
and Sullivan 2008) and the Netherlands (Denters and Klok 2005). Special atten-
tion was paid to Scandinavian cities (Bäck et al. 2000; Bäck et al. 2005), where 

1 The paper is based on results of the research project “Neighbourhood councils in management 
of big cities”, funded by a grant from the National Research Council for Academic Research 
(NCN), grant number 149065. The empirical research within the project included an overview 
of sub-municipal structures in the largest Polish cities as well as detailed case-study research in 
13 neighbourhoods of four cities. This paper refers to the results of the former component of the 
project. The full report from the project is available in Swianiewicz et al. (2013).

10.2478/nispa-2014-0008



174

The NISPAcee Journal of Public Administration and Policy, Vol. VII, No. 2, Winter 2014/2015

sub-municipal councils were in some cases responsible for spending over half of 
the total city budget.

Th e issue has been less intensively discussed in Central and Eastern Europe, 
where the focus was more on the revitalization of the basic forms of municipal 
governments than on various democratic experiments, including those with sub-
municipal units. However, there is also a limited set of literature discussing sub-
municipal experiments in post-communist countries, as well. A large part of it 
concerns sub-municipal units in rural areas (for an international review, see Peteri 
2008, on Poland, see Derek and Mielczarek 2008). But there is also an increasing 
interest in neighbourhood government experiments in post-communist cities (for 
Slovenia, see, e.g., Bačlija and Haček 2009, for Polish empirical analysis, see, e.g. 
Matczak 2008, Matyjaszczyk 2011, Piechota 2013).

Th e character of these units is diversifi ed. In many cases, their councils are 
elected by local citizens and are self-governments of the lowest, local tier. But it also 
happens that sub-municipal councils are organized by city councillors, who also 
become members of the district self-government institutions (as in some British cit-
ies – see Burns et al. 1984). In some cases the sub-municipal councils are appointed 
by city authorities (as in Scandinavia – Bäck et al. 2005).

Most of the reforms are seen as elements of the broader process of attempting 
to strengthen participatory democracy (Quinn 2012, Daemen and Schaap 2012), 
although Griggs and Roberts (2012, 185) note that in some cities, reforms of neigh-
bourhood operations are increasingly concerned with achieving more eff ective ser-
vices, rather than enhancing community engagement and political accountability.

Van Ostaaijen et al. (2012) suggest that intra-municipal decentralization may 
be seen as a strategy making use of both participatory and representative models of 
decision-making (146). A similar logic is presented by recommendations of the 
Council of Europe, which supplement the European Charter of Local Government. 
One of the recommendations is:

[To] develop, both in the most populated urban centres and in 
rural areas, a form of neighbourhood democracy … set up sub-
municipal level bodies, where appropriate elected or composed 
of elected representatives, which could be given advisory and in-
formation functions, and possibly delegated executive powers2.

What are the benefi ts expected as a result of intra-municipal decentralization ? 
Lowndes and Sullivan (2008) mention four major arguments:
1. Civic rationale: envigorating local communities and increasing citizen partici-

pation in local governance. Th is argument is shared by several authors. Daeman 

2 The capital city of Warsaw, in which the two-tier structure of government is regulated by a 
separate national law, is excluded from this analysis.
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and Shaap (2012) see it as the main rationale behind most implemented reforms. 
A similar logic is also presented by Burns et al. (1984), Denters and Klok (2005) 
and Berry et al. (1993).

2. Social rationale: facilitating a citizen-focused approach to governance.
3. Political rationale: improvement of local democracy since citizens can access 

neighbourhood governance more easily. Consequently, leaders at the neigh-
bourhood level are more likely to be responsive to citizens’ opinions. Van Asche 
and Dierickx (2007) add that sub-municipal-councils allow for better use of lo-
cal knowledge.

4. Economic rationale: more effi  cient and eff ective use of available resources, in 
part due to creative local synergies. Th is argument refers to eff ectiveness of ser-
vice delivery (the logic which may be also found in Burns et al. 1984 and Dae-
men and Schaap 2012). In this context, Van Asche and Dierickx (2007) concen-
trate on economies of scale – services in which an economy of scale is important 
should be managed on the city level, but those in which direct contact with citi-
zens or small groups is more important could be delegated to the sub-municipal 
level. A similar argument is raised by Bäck et al. (2005) regarding fl exibility in 
management arrangements, which can be achieved on the lowest territorial lev-
el. In their discussions, the economic eff ect of intra-municipal decentralization 
is based on two assumptions: (i) in services delegated to neighbourhood coun-
cils economies of scale do not play an important role, (ii) a smaller scale allows 
organizational improvements and a better organization of services to local con-
ditions. Daemen and Shaap (2012) argue that another benefi t of decentralisa-
tion includes the fi nancial savings resulting from reducing the burden of central 
municipal organization. Matczak (2008), arguing for sub-municipal decentral-
ization, refers to Tiebout’s classic “voting by feet” argument (the same concept is 
also referred to in Lowndes and Sullivan).

Some territorial discussions of sub-municipal units refer also to the broad aca-
demic debate on the optimal size of local government units (see, e.g., Bačlija and 
Haček 2009). Th is, in turn, may be related to the fi tting of territorial-administrative 
boundaries to the catchment area of the services which the local government is 
responsible for. One potential issue is the situation of over-bounded structures, in 
which the catchment area is more narrow for the administrative unit (Bennett 1980, 
1997). In this scenario, the “too large” local government unit may be limited by hav-
ing too little attention for and too little information about smaller territories under 
its jurisdiction. Such a situation may occur when services which benefi t one city’s 
neighbourhood are managed at a city-wide level. It may happen that politicians and 
staff  from city hall do not place suffi  cient attention to local demands, especially if 
the neighbourhood is located far from the centre and is not an affl  uent, prestigious 
district. Political consequences of the low satisfaction level of countless residents 
of the neighbourhood will have marginal meaning for the politicians. Delegating 
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some of the functions to the neighbourhood council might minimize the likelihood 
of such a situation.

Taking into account the theoretical expectations discussed above, most results 
of the empirical analysis of consequences of intra-municipal decentralization are 
disappointing. Griggs and Roberts (2012, 206 – 207) in their study of UK cities come 
to the conclusion that neighbourhood government structures oft en generate unmet 
expectations among stakeholders. Frustration is related to limited authority off ered 
to neighbourhood activists and their very limited infl uence on key decision-mak-
ing. In their study of Birmingham, Rotterdam and Bologna Ringeling et al. (2012, 
199 – 200), conclude that

despite the diff erences [among the cities] there is a tendency of 
city politicians and bureaucrats to prevent neighbourhood coun-
cils from becoming too strong in relation to the central municipal 
organization … these councils are strongly self-referential, delib-
erating about their jurisdictions, their internal organization and 
their relation with the central city. Th ey certainly don’t organize 
participation of citizens in their neighbourhood … we may con-
clude that neighbourhood councils hardly function as a way of 
diminishing the gap between city government and citizens … 
even if they are created as a tool of democratic improvement, the 
neighbourhood councils oft en don’t act accordingly. Rather, they 
tend to duplicate the problematic game of local council politics 
for which they were meant to be a solution.

In a study of Scandinavian cities, Beck et al. (2005) come to a critical assess-
ment of the reforms implemented in that region. Regarding the results related to the 
active participation of citizens, the results are very limited, in spite of an eff ort made 
to create new channels of communication. Contact of neighbourhood councillors 
with citizens is not much more frequent than citizens’ previous contact with city 
councillors. Beck et al. have not found any durable eff ects of increased community 
involvement. Th e results related to the expected cost savings of service delivery are 
also ambiguous.

2. Scope and method of research

In this paper we analyze the situation of sub-municipal units in the 22 largest Polish 
cities (all cities above 150,000 residents).3 Th e paper addresses the following ques-
tions:
• How oft en do Polish cities decide to organize sub-municipal councils ?

3 Except for the capital city – Warsaw – whose local government structure is regulated by a 
separate law and is hardly comparable with other Polish cities.
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• What is the role of the sub-municipal councils in the provision of local govern-
ment functions ?

• What is the level of citizens’ interest in sub-municipal councils ?
• What factors explain the diff erences between individual cities ?

Th e latter two questions are a special focus of this paper. In the following sec-
tions, we present a model explaining the variation of citizen interest in neighbour-
hood structures and test the theoretical assumptions of the model with empirical 
data from Polish cities.

Due to low samples Spearman correlation coeffi  cients (rather than Pearson’s) 
are used as measures or simple inter-dependencies among variables.

Most of the data originates from offi  cial sources – offi  cial cities’ web-sites, re-
ports of the National Electoral Bureau, offi  cial statistics. But occasionally we also 
refer to quantitative information collected within the frame of the wider research 
project, which included in-depth semi-structured interviews and responses to the 
questionnaire survey of over 35 city-level politicians and bureaucrats, 55 neighbour-
hood councillors as well as a survey of 1161 citizens of four Polish cities (Kraków, 
Poznań, Gdynia and Olsztyn). All interviews were conducted between June and 
October 2012, and access to web-sites was between September and December 2012.

3. Sub-municipal councils in Polish cities – institutional 
setting

Polish Law on Local Government delegates the discretion to create sub-munici-
pal district (neighbourhood) councils to the city level. Th e law defi nes only a very 
general framework for neighbourhood councils’ operation, but decisions on the 
boundaries of sub-municipal units, as well as details of the electoral system, alloca-
tion of fi nancial resources, and responsibilities are in the hands of the city council. 
Th e law allows the use of diff erent names for sub-municipal units, usually districts 
(dzielnice) or neighbourhoods (osiedla), although cities sporadically use their own 
original terms. However, the law does not diff er concerning competencies and in-
stitutional structures of dzielnica or osiedle, and in practice, the diff erence between 
the two is fuzzy. In this paper we use the term “neighbourhood” for any type of 
sub-municipal structure.

According to 2012 data, sub-municipal councils have been organized in 19 out 
of the 22 largest cities. In one of the remaining 3 cities – Białystok – neighbourhood 
government structures existed between 1995 and 2006, until they were abolished by 
a decision of the city council and the mayor. In the two remaining cities (Kielce and 
Radom), sub-municipal councils were never organized.
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In 12 cities, the neighbourhood councils cover the whole territory of the cit-
ies, while in the remaining 10, sub-municipal structures operate in only some of 
the neighbourhoods (usually in those in which the bottom-up initiative was the 
most lively).

Figure 1 illustrates the territorial division of Polish cities into sub-municipal 
units, showing the average population of the neighbourhood unit. Th e measure is 
a simplifi cation, since there are considerable variations in unit size within one city. 
In the extreme cases of Łódź and Wrocław, the ratio of the largest to the least popu-
lated sub-municipal unit is 70:1.

Figure 1
Average population size of neighbourhood unit in Polish cities 

(1,000s of residents)

Source: websites of analyzed cities.

Th e one city with a territorial organization which is diff erent than in any oth-
er Polish city is Kraków, with sub-municipal units inhabited on average by more 
than 40,000 residents. A similar structure was recently suggested by the mayor of 
Poznań, but his proposal was rejected by the city council. Th e second largest neigh-
bourhoods might be found in Łódź, but they are more than two times smaller than 
the sub-municipal units of Kraków. On the other extreme, there are the cities of 
Bielsko Biała and Rzeszów, in which the average neighbourhood has just over 5,000 
residents. As a rule, the larger units are found in larger cities; the correlation be-
tween city size and average neighbourhood size is +0.68 (coeffi  cient calculated on 
the basis of data for 19 cities).
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4. The role of neighbourhood councils in city politics and in 
the provision of urban services

Regardless of the diff erences between cities, the role of neighbourhoods in the poli-
tics of Polish cities is rather marginal. Th is conclusion is drawn from two observa-
tions regarding
(1) the presence of neighbourhoods in strategic planning documents developed in 

the cities,
(2) the amount of fi nancial resources transferred to the neighbourhood councils.

Reading urban development strategies, we observe that neighbourhoods 
are mentioned only in one third of the cities analyzed.4 Th e case of Białystok, 
where neighbourhood councils were abolished in 2006, is especially intriguing. 
Th e Białystok City Development Strategy (adopted in 2010, i.e. four years aft er 
the abolition of neighbourhood councils) states that one of the policies of the city 
would support and promote active participation of local communities and operation 
of neighbourhood councils. In the same document we may read that: in case of the 
will expressed by the local community, city hall will organize elections to neighbour-
hood councils. Th is declaration has little to do with the actual behaviour of the city 
government, which has refused a couple of bottom-up initiatives to re-establish 
sub-municipal structures in the last few years.

Th e development-strategy documents usually refl ect only a marginal role (if 
any) attached to the existence of sub-municipal structures. Th e role of sub-munic-
ipal councils in the strategic documents seems not to be larger than that of local 
societal organizations and other bottom-up social initiatives and are referred to in 
a similar way (e.g. Poznań, Bydgoszcz, Gdynia, Toruń and Olsztyn). Moreover, the 
role of the neighbourhood councils is oft en described as more marginal. Th e strat-
egy documents oft en refer to districts or neighbourhoods as parts of the territory, 
but those references do not mention their self-government character (e.g. Gdynia). 
Sub-municipal councils are not depicted as important partners for city government, 
even in the formulation of policies concerning individual parts of the city. Th e only 
roles which are sometimes assigned to neighbourhoods are as the animator of lo-
cal communities and as rather insignifi cant consultants on city-territorial policies 
(e.g. Częstochowa, where they are mentioned as an element of public consultation 
procedures for city development programmes).

Th e low profi le of neighbourhood councils is also evident by the amount of 
fi nancial resources assigned to them (expressed as a proportion of total city-budget 
expenditures – see Figure 2). Our data take into account not only resources which 
are directly allocated to sub-municipal units, but also other expenditures, which 

4 Sub-municipal councils are mentioned in strategies of Białystok, Bydgoszcz, Częstochowa, 
Gdynia, Kraków, Olsztyn, Poznań and Toruń.
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are shaped by neighbourhood councils’ priorities. Also included are operationally 
related costs, such as the rental of offi  ce space for sub-municipal councils.

Figure 2
Sub-municipal spending as percentage of total city budget expenditures

Source: city budgets accessed through web-sites of analyzed cities. In the case of 2013 the ap-
proved budget plans are taken into account.

Considering the negligible proportion of sub-municipal spending in city bud-
gets, it is diffi  cult to expect sub-municipal units to play a crucial role in the provi-
sion of urban services. Sub-municipal spending (Figure 2) is also very low in com-
parison to sub-municipal spending in cities of other European countries. In several 
Scandinavian cities, sub-municipal units have been spending close to half of the city 
budgets (Bäck et al. 2005). In Poland the only city in which the concept of such radi-
cal intra-city decentralization was considered is Poznań, but the mayor’s proposal 
was rejected by the city council.

Nevertheless, the variation among cities is very signifi cant. Once again, 
Kraków is an exceptional case, since it is the only Polish city in which sub-munici-
pal councils may spend more than 1 % of the city budget (in 2011 it was more than 
2 %). Th e second group is Gdynia and Poznań, in which neighbourhood councils 
have discretion over more than 0.5 % of the city budget, and this proportion has 
been on an upward slope over the last few years. Th e third group are cities with pro-
portionally very small sub-municipal budgets (0.05 – 0.5 %), which includes Łódź, 
Lublin, Gdańsk, Wrocław, Katowice, Zabrze and Bielsko-Biała. In the remaining 
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cities, the size of sub-municipal budgets is almost invisible (less than 0.05 % of city 
expenditures. In four cities it is even below 0.01 %).

Fiscal austerity measures adopted by several cities in recent years as a response 
to the economic crisis resulted in further cuts to sub-municipal budgets in some cit-
ies (of which Kraków5 and Olsztyn are good examples). In some other cities, regard-
less of the fi scal pressure, the proportion and the absolute volume of funds spent 
by neighbourhood councils have been gradually increasing. Gdynia and Poznań 
are perhaps the most characteristic in this respect. In both cities the decisions to 
increase the allocation for sub-municipal units’ investments were made a few years 
ago and have been implemented. Gdańsk and Lublin provide less dramatic but also 
clear examples of a similar trend.

5. Neighbourhood councils and their roots in local 
communities – turn-out in sub-municipal elections

As is clear from strategic documents developed by city governments, the main role 
of sub-municipal councils is activation and representation (e.g. in consultations on 
decisions concerning the neighbourhood) of local communities. In such circum-
stances, to understand how well this role may be performed, it is crucial to check 
how citizens perceive neighbourhood councils. In this paper we focus on one sim-
ple indicator of citizen interest – participation in sub-municipal elections.6 Interna-
tional comparative data analyzed by Denters and Klok (2013) suggest that turn-out 
in Polish sub-municipal elections is among the lowest in Europe.

Before we present the detailed data and their interpretation it is useful to pres-
ent more general observations concerning the electoral system. It is very important 
to mention that in Poland, elections to city and regional councils do not occur on 
the same day as voting for sub-municipal governments.7 Th is certainly has a (nega-
tive) infl uence on voter turn-out. Sub-municipal elections are seen as less impor-
tant, and voting requires a conscious decision.

5 Which is contrary to the plans formulated in the second half of 1990, when a spending increase 
to 5 % of the city budget was projected (“Rozmowa z…”, 2006). In reality – as is shown in Figure 
2 – the actual share in 2013 dropped below 2 %. This development was infl uenced by the almost 
hostile relationship between the current city mayor (elected for the fi rst time in 2002) and the 
Kraków district councils. The nature of this relationship has been an area of our analysis in case 
study research in Kraków (Swianiewicz et al. 2013), but it is beyond the scope of this paper.

6 More extensive analysis of the relationship between local communities and sub-municipal 
councils may be found in Swianiewicz et al. (2013).

7 The only exception to this rule is city of Łodź. Even in that case, the sub-municipal elections do 
not occur in the same room, so typically, after voting for city council and city mayor, citizens 
have to go to the upper fl oor (or a separate room) to cast a vote for the neighbourhood council. 
A similar system was in place in Kraków before 2010, but recent elections for city district govern-
ments were organized on a different day.
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In practice, there are two diff erent systems of voting for sub-municipal coun-
cils in Poland. Th e fi rst type is arranged in the same way as parliamentary or city 
elections – i.e. voters can come at any time of the day to cast their vote for the nomi-
nated positions. But in some cities, voting is organized during general meetings 
(assemblies) of citizens of the neighbourhood.

Th e data in Figure 3 show that turn-out in Polish sub-municipal elections is 
usually low. It is also meaningful that information on voter turn-out is not easy to be 
found on city websites. In several cases, obtaining relevant information at city hall 
is not easy, either. Eventually, we managed to collect information from 17 out of 19 
cities. Especially in cities in which elections are organized during general assemblies 
of citizens, information on turn-out is not systematically collected, so it is hard to 
access. Th is poverty of information is one more indirect indication of the marginal 
role played by sub-municipal units in city politics.

Kraków and Łódź are the only cities in which turn-out in recent elections was 
higher than 10 %. Łódź had the highest score, but as mentioned above, it is the only 
city in which sub-municipal and municipal elections took place on the same day. In 
the next four cities (Gdynia, Gdańsk, Pozanń and Lublin) the average turn-out was 
over 5 %. In others it was lower, sometimes even below 1 %.8

Having in mind the limited interest of voters, some cities are trying to limit 
the existence of sub-municipal councils by setting up thresholds for turn-out, below 
which the appointment of the council would not be possible. However, neighbour-
hood activists are oft en very successful at lobbying for lowering or abolishing the 
threshold. Th e highest threshold (20 %) was adopted in the 1990s in Zabrze, but it 
was gradually decreased and fi nally abolished over the last dozen years. In Gdańsk, 
the threshold was lowered from 10 % to 8 % and then to 5 % over the last decade. In 
a few cities, in which elections occur during general assemblies of neighbourhood 
citizens, the threshold is defi ned as an absolute number, not as a proportion of eligi-
ble voters. Th is number is usually quite low (for example, meeting attendance of 60 
or 100), and sometimes it is additionally reduced for a “second chance” assembly of 
citizens. Nevertheless, there are cases in which even such an unambitious threshold 
cannot be achieved, and the council cannot be elected due to a lack of popular in-
terest. For example, in Rzeszów the threshold is defi ned as 100 citizens and lowered 
to 60 citizens during the “second chance” assembly meeting. Taking into account 
neighbourhood population size, the threshold translates to ca. 1 % of eligible voters. 

8 It should be mentioned however, that in cities in which sub-municipal councils operate on only 
part of the city territory, we calculated average turn-out by dividing the number of actual active 
voters by the total number of eligible voters in the whole city. The justifi cation of this method is 
the fact that sub-municipal councils are usually not created (so elections do not occur) in those 
parts of the city in which bottom-up interest in the creation of the neighbourhood government 
structures was the lowest. An alternative method of taking into account the average from only a 
few of the most active neighbourhoods (in which elections took place) would result in an over-
estimation of citizen interest in sub-municipal councils.
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Nevertheless, in Rzeszów’s recent election the turn-out for the assembly meeting 
permitted the election of only 25 out of 29 sub-municipal councils.

Figure 3
Average turn-out in recent sub-municipal elections (2009 – 2012)

Notes:
1. turn-out calculated as the number of voters, divided by the number of eligible voters in the city. 

Th e same formula was applied to cities where sub-municipal councils operate in only part of 
the city.

2. elections to the Łódź sub-municipal councils were organized on the same day as city mayor 
and city council elections.

Source: web-sites of analyzed cities and data of National Bureau of Election
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Figure 4
Proportion of neighbourhoods in which turn-out in sub-municipal elections was 

higher than 10 % of eligible voters

Source: web-sites of analyzed cities and data of National Bureau of Election

6. Explaining turn-out and its role in service delivery: Vicious 
roundabout of marginalization ?

Th e position of sub-municipal councils, as presented in the previous sections, is in 
most cases very weak, nevertheless, there are diff erences between individual cit-
ies. Th erefore, we may ask what factors might infl uence the pattern of these diff er-
ences, both on the city level and on the level of individual neighbourhoods. In our 
explanatory model we will use two dependent variables to illustrate the position of 
neighbourhood governments in city politics:
• Th e share of city-budget spending in the 2013 budget plan (which illustrates the 

role in providing functions guaranteed by the cities);
• Turn-out in recent sub-municipal elections (which illustrates citizen interest in 

sub-municipal structures).

Bäck et al. (2005, 63) formulated three variables in their study which might 
infl uence citizen interest in sub-municipal government structures:
• Relevance – the broader the range of services allocated to the sub-municipal 

units, the more people will probably devote their energies to infl uencing sub-
municipal politics. Th is variable refers also to the earlier concept of explaining 
citizens’ interest in politics, which was developed by Dahl and Tuft e (1973).
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• Accessibility – expected citizen involvement is smaller in huge sub-municipal 
units, which may be seen by voters as less accessible and less inviting for partici-
pation.

• Localism – citizen interest might be increased by the perception of sub-munici-
pal councils as at least partially autonomous. In particular, the method of elect-
ing / nominating sub-municipal council members seems to be important.

Th e variable of localism is not interesting for our study, since there are no 
diff erences among Polish cities in this respect. But relevance and accessibility are 
operationalized by the share of budget-spending9 and neighbourhood population 
size and are tested below. Additional independent variables of the model include:
• City population size – we assume in our analysis that demand for sub-municipal 

structures is higher in the largest cities, which are more internally diversifi ed, so 
the need to express the territorial interests of individual neighbourhoods may be 
perceived as more important. Th is variable may be treated as another version of 
the relevance argument explained above.

• Human capital, measured by the proportion of the population with university 
degrees. As in the classic structural model of electoral behaviour (e.g. Lipset 
1981), it is assumed that people with higher social status (expressed in particular 
by their education level) would be more inclined to be politically active. Unfor-
tunately, we do not have access to data on the education level at the neighbour-
hood level, so this variable may only be used for analysis of variation among 
cities.

• Social capital and development of civic society institutions:
• Levels of civic involvement, measured by turn-out in recent local government 

(city-level) elections.
• Levels of trust between neighbours and friends.10

• Density of voluntary social organizations (per 1,000 population, 2008 data).
 Th ese variables refer to theoretical concepts linking social capital and develop-

ment of civic-society institutions with political engagement on the local level 
(e.g. Putnam et al. 1993).

• Local embeddedness of the population, measured by the proportion of popula-
tion born in the same city. We assume that people with stronger local roots will 
be more inclined to be interested in local political issues. Th is specifi c variable 

9 In this part of analysis the budget spending of neighbourhood councils plays a role of independent 
variable of the model.

10 Data from the survey conducted on a random sample of Polish citizens in September-November 
2007 (survey conducted by CBOS, by the team LED by prof. Krzysztof Zagórski, N=38866). The 
sample in 23 cities included in our research: N=16588 (in seven of our cities the sample was 
over 1000, in the next seven it was between 500 and 1000).
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may be to a large extent identifi ed with another form of the social-capital factor, 
which is discussed in the previous item.

We expect that these independent variables may infl uence not only citizens’ 
interest, but also the role of sub-municipal units in service delivery and in local 
politics in general, since the high value of human and social capital will result in 
higher demand for intra-municipal decentralization.

However, our empirical data do not confi rm that the above independent vari-
ables are powerful enough to explain the variation of the share of sub-municipal 
spending in city-budget expenditures. Very weak correlations are between the level 
of sub-municipal budgets and the education level of citizens (Spearman coeffi  cient 
+0.34, insignifi cant on 0.05 level, all correlations are also presented in Table 2), as 
well as between the level of spending and the density of social organizational net-
works (+0.31, also insignifi cant on 0.05 level). We have not found any relevance of 
other measures of social capital in explaining the size of neighbourhood budgets.

Th e size of sub-municipal budgets is correlated with the size of the city (Spear-
man coeffi  cient +0.56, signifi cant on 0.01 level), however this result is biased by the 
extreme value of the dependent variable for Kraków, which is the largest city in our 
sample. If Kraków is excluded from the analysis, the correlation coeffi  cient drops 
to 0.48 (insignifi cant on 0.01 level, but still signifi cant on 0.05 level). If we take into 
account 2013 budget data, the correlation between the mean size of sub-municipal 
units and their share in the city budget is insignifi cant (Spearman coeffi  cient 0.303, 
insignifi cant on 0.05 level). Such a relationship would be a confi rmation of a general 
tendency oft en identifi ed in the analysis of decentralization on the municipal level 
(Page and Goldsmith 1987, Bours 1993, Swianiewicz 2010b), but it does not seem 
to work for analysis of the sub-municipal level. Local embeddedness (percentage of 
citizens born in the same city) shows no correlation with intra-municipal fi nancial 
decentralization, either.

Th ese results of our analysis suggest that the level of sub-municipal decentral-
ization depends on other factors not included in our model. Information collected 
in in-depth case studies suggests that the attitude of the city leader (the mayor) is of 
crucial importance (Swianiewicz et al. 2013).

Th ere is also a very weak relationship between sub-municipal decentralization 
(measured by the proportion of the budget allocated for neighbourhood councils) 
and the level of citizens’ trust in local governments. Th is indirectly suggests that 
the issue of neighbourhood councils is not an important topic for most local com-
munities.

Stronger relationships are identifi ed between citizen interest in neighbour-
hood-council elections and the level of sub-municipal decentralization. Th ere are 
regularities which confi rm the signifi cance of our explanatory model. First, turn-
out is usually higher in big cities (Spearman coeffi  cient 0.743, signifi cant on 0.01 
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level, see also Figure 5), in which “demand” for articulating and representing dis-
tinct territorial interests of individual parts of the city is larger. In big cities, sub-
municipal units are more required and citizens note this necessity.

Second, higher turn-out usually occurs in cities where neighbourhood coun-
cils have more responsibilities (measured by the size of their budgets – see Figure. 
6). Th e Spearman correlation is +0.804, signifi cant on 0.001 level). Th is relationship 
follows Dahl and Tuft e’s (1973) expectation that the wider scope of functions of lo-
cal authorities tends to increase citizen interest in council operation.

However, Dahl and Tuft e presented their expectation in a diff erent context – 
that of the discussion of the optimal size of local government jurisdictions. Th ey 
argued that larger local governments may be responsible for a wider scope of func-
tions, so territorial consolidation may bring more social involvement in local poli-
tics. Th is logic has not found universal confi rmation, since local turn-out is oft en 
higher in small jurisdictions (and this regularity certainly applies to Polish munici-
pal elections11). Denters (2002) explains the relationship between city size and turn-
out in local elections both referring to rational choice (in a small group, a single 
vote carries more weight) and to trust in politicians: social trust is based on strong 
personal ties in small communities. Decline of community and social trust resulting 
from increasing scale will be refl ected in declining political trust.

Th is logic presented by Denters fi nds confi rmation in the intra-municipal 
variation in turn-out in neighbourhood council elections. As is shown in Table 1, 
in all Polish cities for which relevant data are available on the neigbourhood level, 
there is a negative correlation between neighbourhood population and voter turn-
out in sub-municipal elections. If we take into account the Spearman coeffi  cient, 
they are statistically signifi cant in all cities except for Łódź.

11 In international comparative data, the rule was confi rmed, e.g., by Keating 1995, Denters 
2002, Rose 2002 and Houlberg 2010. For Polish data, see, e.g., Swianiewicz and Herbst 2002, 
Swianiewicz 2010a.
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Figure 5
City size and turn-out in sub-municipal elections

Source: own calculations based on offi  cial statistics.



189

Intra-Municipal Units in Urban Political Systems in Poland: Vicious Roundabout…

Figure 6
Turn-out in sub-municipal elections and size of sub-municipal budgets in 2013

Source: own calculations based on offi  cial statistics

Table 1
Spearman correlation coeffi  cients between neighbourhood population 

and voter turn-out in recent sub-municipal elections

R Signifi cance N

Zabrze –0.89 0.000 17

Olsztyn –0.85 0.000 23

Toruń –0.85 0.000 13

Szczecin –0.75 0.000 37

Gdynia –0.71 0.000 22

Lublin –0.68 0.000 27

Gdańsk –0.63 0.000 27

Poznań –0.59 0.000 42

Kraków –0.74 0.001 18

Częstochowa –0.62 0.003 20

Gliwice –0.63 0.050 10

Łódź –0.27 0.273 24

Source: own calculations based on data from offi  cial web-sites of the cities
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Th e conducted analysis allows it to detect diff erences not only among neigh-
bourhoods of various sizes but also among diff erent locations and types of units: 
suburban (located far from the centre and comprising single-fl at houses), sub-mu-
nicipal units in city centres and multi-fl at big housing estates.

Th e highest levels of interest in sub-municipal governments are observed in 
small and suburban neighbourhoods. Th e lowest turn-out is observed in big sub-
municipal units in the city centres, as well as in big multi-fl at housing estates. Th e 
analysis of the extreme values of turn-out shows that the same relationship may 
be found in all 12 cities for which we found precise turn-out data for each neigh-
bourhood council. Th e highest turn-out was found for the very small (up to 2,000 
population) suburban single-fl at-housing neighbourhoods of Morasko-Radojewo 
(Poznań, 32 %) and Dolina Łódki (Łódź, 25 %). Th e lowest turn-out was found in 
big (over 20,000 population) multi-apartment-housing estates: Jaroty (Olsztyn, 
0.3 %), Północ (Częstochowa, 0.4 %) and Ołpin (Wrocław, 0.5 %).

Th e relationship between size and type of neighbourhood and citizen interest 
in sub-municipal institutional structure was not only observed in voter-turn-out 
data. In a recent analysis of 13 neighbourhoods of four Polish cities (Swianiewicz 
et al. 2013), it was also noted that the general levels of citizens’ knowledge of sub-
municipal governments12, as well as the level of trust in sub-municipal councillors 
(compared to the trust in city councillors), are higher in small neighbourhoods, 
located on the peripheries of large cities (see Figures 7 and 8). Citizens’ trust in 
neighbourhood councillors is higher than trust in members of city assemblies in 
11 out of the 13 neighbourhoods studied (the exceptions were the most centrally 
located units: Th e Old City in Kraków and Th e Old City in Poznań). But the diff er-
ence between trust in neighbourhood and city councillors is much larger in small 
sub-municipal units and in neighbourhoods of a suburban character than in the 
large, centrally located neighbourhoods.

12 Measured here by an index composed on the basis of answers to several questions, related to 
citizens’ awareness of the existence of sub-municipal governments, knowledge of the names of 
neighbourhood councillors etc.
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Figure 7
Index of knowledge and level of trust in neighbourhood councillors 

depending on neighbourhood type and location

Note: Th e rig  htmost bars in the fi gure refer to the diff ering levels of citizens’ trust in neighbour-
hood and city councillors. Positive values signify higher trust in neighbourhood councilors, nega-
tive values higher trust in city councilors.

Source: own calculation on the basis of a survey of citizens in 4 cities (N=1161)
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Figure 8
Index of citizen knowledge and level of trust in neighbourhood councillors 

according to neighbourhood population

Note: Th e rightmost bars in the fi gure refer to the diff ering levels of citizens’ trust in neighbour-
hood and city councillors. Positive values signify higher trust in neighbourhood councilors, nega-
tive values higher trust in city councilors.
Small neighbourhood means populations below 8,000, medium 8 – 20,000 residents, and large 
population over 20,000.

Source: own calculation on the basis of survey of citizens in 4 cities (N=1161)
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Figure 9
Factors explaining variation in the importance of sub-municipal councils – results 

of empirical analysis

Additionally, we found that there is a weak relationship between turn-out in 
neighbourhood elections and local embeddedness of the population (correlation 
+0.40); however, this relationship is not statistically signifi cant on 0.05 level. Also, 
apparently there is a weak infl uence of the human capital, measured by education 
level (correlation +0.31, also insiginifi cant on 0.05 level). Once again, the impact 
of the density of local, voluntary social organizations (as well as other measures of 
social capital) proved to be unimportant. It is clear that this form of social activity 
does not aff ect the functioning of sub-municipal councils. Neighbourhood coun-
cils are, to a very limited extent, channels of civic involvement. In some interviews 
during the case study research we were told that voluntary social organizations are 
sometimes perceived (by both sides) as competitive rather than synergistic support 
for sub-municipal councils. Th e graphic summary of found relationships is pre-
sented in Figure 9, and values of Spearman correlation coeffi  cients are in Table 2.
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Table 2
Spearman correlation coeffi  cients between size of sub-municipal budgets, turn-out 
in sub-municipal elections and potential explanatory variables used in the models

Independent variable
Turn-out in 

sub-municipal 
elections

Share of the city budget 
deconcentrated to sub-

municipal councils

City population size 0.78** 0.56**

Population size of neighbourhoods 0.27 – 0.89 (1) 0.30

Education – percentage of adult 
population with university degree 0.31 0.34

Turn-out in 2010 municipal election 0.11 –0.06

Density of NGOs (per 1,000 
population) 0.31 0.31

Embeddedness – proportion of 
population born in the same city 0.40 –0.04

Share of the city budget 
deconcentrated to sub-municipal 
councils

0.88** –

(1) city level correlations. Various results for various cities.
* correlation signifi cant on 0.05 level
** correlation signifi cant on 0.01 level.

Conclusions

Sub-municipal government structures are very popular among large Polish cities. 
Th ey operate in 20 out of 23 cities with a population over 150,000. However, the 
function of sub-municipal units in the largest Polish cities is very marginal in most 
cases, which is perhaps best illustrated by the negligible share of city expenditures 
spent at the neighbourhood level. At the same time neighbourhood councils are oft en 
poorly rooted in local communities – citizens’ interest in their operation is very lim-
ited, which may be illustrated by very low voters turn-out but also by the low level of 
knowledge of neighbourhood activists or the limited level of trust in them. However, 
there are signifi cant diff erences among individual cities. Our model was to a limited 
extent successful in explaining variation of the level of sub-municipal decentraliza-
tion. But we have been more successful in explaining the varying level of citizens’ 
interest. Th e main conclusions can be summarized in the following items: (i) there 
seems to be higher citizen demand for neighbourhood structures in the largest cities 
and lower demand in smaller cities; (ii) the stronger role of sub-municipal structures 
in the provision of city functions results in larger citizen interest in neighbourhood-
level institutions; (iii) there are also diff erences on the neighbourhood level: smaller 
and suburban single-fl at units usually produce larger citizen involvement and interest 
than large multi-fl at-building and centrally located neighbourhoods.
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City politicians, when asked about the prospects of more radical intra-city 
decentralization, oft en argue that increasing the scope of functions and the powers 
of sub-municipal councils would be a mistake if it did not attract signifi cant inter-
est of the local communities. Th erefore, it is not entirely clear if neighbourhood 
activists actually represent local citizens. Embarrassingly low voter turn-out in sub-
municipal elections provides support for this scepticism. Th e point is that the low 
level of interest is oft en justifi ed by the fact that neighbourhood councils may have 
only a very limited impact on the every-day lives of citizens. Following the logic of 
Dahl and Tuft e (1973), why pay attention to the election and decisions of councils 
which are not only more or less powerless, but also do not have any real impact on 
city politics ?

Th ere is negative feedback between limited intra-city decentralization and the 
disengagement of citizens. Th e question is whether it is possible to break this vicious 
circle. Th e positive relationship that has been discovered between citizens’ inter-
est in neighbourhood councils and the scope of spending authorities allocated 
to those neighbourhood councils provides a foundation for careful optimism.

Mindful of the critical assessment of intra-city decentralization in other coun-
tries (as referred to in the introductory section), one may ask whether the idea of 
sub-municipal governments is not a beautiful, but a utopian concept. Using “city 
language,” are sub-municipal governments a dead-end street for the improvement 
of city governments ? Th ere are arguments supporting the dead-end-street meta-
phor, but is perhaps such a pessimistic conclusion premature ? In fact, in none of 
the cities, neither in Poland nor in other European countries, has the option of 
radical decentralization to sub-municipal levels really been tested so far. Bäck et 
al. (2005) as well as Ringeling et al. (2012) suggest in their studies that city govern-
ments are usually not ready to agree to real intra-city decentralization, which would 
be suffi  cient to arouse citizens’ interest. In Poland, the only (however unsuccessful) 
attempt to go in that direction was the reform proposal suggested by the mayor of 
Poznań (which was rejected by the city council).

It may seem that the experiments in Scandinavian cities, in which district 
councils were oft en responsible for close to half of the city spending, might be a 
suffi  cient test for the concept of decentralization. However, one needs to remember 
that in most Scandinavian cities there were no districts with councils which would 
be elected by local citizens, so their direct democratic legitimacy, as well as local 
roots, were relatively weak. Perhaps instead of a dead-end street we should talk 
about a vicious circle (or to follow the urban metaphor – vicious roundabout) of 
marginalization ? Citizens are not interested in local councils because such councils 
are powerless and do not have an impact on their every-day life. Suggestions to as-
sign more power to councils are rejected on the grounds of their weak roots in local 
communities. Th e review of the academic literature suggests that it is hard to fi nd 
an example of the city which has ever tested what would happen if we drove out 
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of that vicious roundabout. Would we be on a dead-end street or on the way to 
better urban governance ?
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