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Abstract

This descriptive paper outlines the post-industrial setting and industrial heritage in both
a concrete case – south-western Poland – and some general respects, with the aim of con-
tributing to the available knowledge about the contemporary post-industrial areas in Cen-
tral Eastern Europe. To produce such an outline and to offer such a contribution, the pa-
per offers an overview of the changes that happened in Poland since the transformation
of 1989/90 with the special focus put on the industrial sector in the small- and medium-
sized towns in the south-western border region of Poland. Moreover, the paper describes
how the political and economic changes have impacted industry in Poland immediately
after the transformation, as well as how the evolution of the political and economic situa-
tion has been shaping the industrial sector along the years until today. Further, to solidify
the broad background of post-industrial regions, the paper touches upon topics that are
more specific and interconnected: location of industry, employment rate changes, re-
gional development policies, local development inequalities, and vocational schooling sys-
tem. The most specific descriptions in the paper focus on the industrial heritage in the
towns and cities in the region of Lower Silesia. Apart from reviewing the industrial history
of Poland and of the selected western regions, this paper looks into the future by comment-
ing on the transition between the so-called 2.0, 3.0, and 4.0 industry phases and discusses
whether small- and medium-sized towns in the Polish border areas are able to become
connected to the future industrial network.
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Highlights for public administration, management and planning:

• Political and economic factors that have impacted industry in Poland since the post-socialist transformation
are described.

• It is claimed that the modern, postindustrial growth of metropolitan networks pushes some small- and
medium-sized towns away from relevancy in recent industrial stages.

• The potential of small- and medium-size towns in SW Poland to be connected to industrial networks within
transitions to new industrial stages is discussed.

1 Introduction

In the discussion on the transition between the re-
spective ‘forms’ of industry – the so-called 1.0, 2.0,
3.0, and 4.0 – a fundamental and indispensable
realisation that must be highlighted is that inde-
pendence from purely geographical, physical fac-
tors is a relatively new phenomenon. The nov-
elty of the last handful decades in the research

on industry location factors is the observation of in-
dustries becoming decreasingly tied to the geo-
graphical circumstances of particular plots, cities,
but also regions and countries. Industrial culture
‘as we know it’ has been created by the until-
recently-natural subordination of settlement sys-
tems to the location and functions (production
rhythm) of industry. In the past, industrial facili-
ties were dependent on natural resources, and this
dictated their location; labour, in turn, migrated
following jobs. Industrial culture has significantly
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influenced society: it has created social groups
and social strata – labourers, industrialists, but
also bourgeoisie – and heavily impacted, if not al-
together created, the modern city lifestyle and the
life of a city. The birth and growth of industry, along
with industrial culture, has caused the concentra-
tion of population in cities, and evoked completely
new functions, services, and phenomena, such
as mobility, mass consumption, mass education,
new professions, or standardisation and uniformi-
sation of lifestyles. In a more contextualised view,
socialism and communism, and the major and mi-
nor revolutions associated with them, have directly
emerged as a result of the formation and evolu-
tion of industrial culture. Moreover, in both the so-
cialist/communist and the capitalist ‘versions’, in-
dustrial culture has, until recently, not accounted
for what we call today the paradigm of sustain-
able development. With these remarks in mind,
this paper wishes to offer an overview of the Pol-
ish and Lower Silesian context of the emergence
and development of industry and industrial culture
as a case that contributes to the overall discus-
sion on this topic. In particular, the paper offers
an overview of the changes that happened in Poland
since the transformation of 1989/901 with the spe-
cial focus put on the industrial sector in the small-
and medium-sized towns2 in the south-western bor-
der region of Poland, and provides specific de-
scriptions focused on the industrial heritage result-
ing from the processes above and their relevance
for current transition between the so-called 2.0, 3.0,
and 4.0 industry phases.

2 Overview of the industrial
and economic history of Poland
between WWII and today

2.1 The period before, during, and shortly
after WWII

By mid-19th century, the Industrial Revolution has
swept through Europe, making chimneys of steel
and cotton mills a staple of the landscape of many
regions of the continent. It has been fuelled – lit-
erally and metaphorically – by coal mining and put
in motion by the railway. The United Kingdom
was the cradle of the Industrial Revolution and that
is where it blossomed the soonest and the strongest,
however the countries of continental Europe were
quick to follow; a front-runner among them was
the Kingdom of Prussia (which later shape-shifted
into the Empire of Germany).

Between 1795 and 1918, the Polish state did not ex-
ist and the territory it now occupies was being devel-
oped by three foreign powers: the empires of Rus-
sia, Austria-Hungary, and Germany, with the Ger-
man state having a clear advantage in general devel-
opment over the other two. As a result of this period
and together with the pre-partition heavy inequali-
ties, even though the era of partitions ended a hun-
dred years ago, developmental differences that rep-
resent the former partitions are easily noticeable
in Poland until today.
The region that this paper describes in the most de-
tail, however, Lower Silesia, is not among the terri-
tories that belonged to the Polish crown when parti-
tions took place; it was an integral part of the King-
dom of Prussia. Coal mining is documented to have
existed in that region since the 16th century but
it intensified in early 19th century and certainly took
off after the introduction of the railway in the 1840s.
The region had a couple of clusters (to use a contem-
porary term) in the textile, glass, timber, and agri-
cultural produce-processing industries. Lower Sile-
sia was a decently-developed province and its capi-
tal, Wrocław (then Breslau), was among the largest
cities in Germany.
More significant investments in industry marked
the periods preceding each of the two world wars.
During WWII, however, investment has been vir-
tually stopped and maintenance suffered heavily
as well. Resources such as coal were being ex-
tracted at a high rate, while industrial facilities
and infrastructure deteriorated. The above de-
scribes the part of the war before the arrival
of the front; in the last year of the conflict, bombings
and land operations caused much damage to the in-
dustrial tissue in the region.
The Potsdam conference decided the new bor-
ders in much of Europe and Lower Silesia became
part of Poland. After 1945, in the eastern half
of the newly-delineated Poland much of the indus-
trial tissue was destroyed or damaged and in con-
sequence the majority of industry there was built
from scratch. In the western part, however, largely
taken over after Germany, the war damages were
significant as well but much of the industrial in-
frastructure was possible to be put back to opera-
tion relatively easily. Later, however, more mainte-
nance effort was concentrated on the new industry
in the central parts of the country. As a result, after
the transformation, the new reality found the indus-
try in the west of Poland in a higher state of degra-
dation on the whole than in the central and eastern
parts of the country.
Due to the severe destruction and damage all over
the country and the urging need to begin rebuild-
ing, any and all mines and factories whose op-
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eration could be restored quickly were being pri-
oritised, and at nearly any cost. Those facili-
ties that were the closest to being functional did
not see investment apart from provisory repairs,
which means that in the case of many industrial
and mining sites the poor-but-operational condition
carried over to the post-war era. Two more factors
may also be mentioned at this point. One of them
is the fact that with the two waves of mass migra-
tion (late-war escape migration and post-war forced
resettlement) that drove the German population out
of the territories conceded to Poland and Polish
population into the newly-assigned land, the social
and professional networks that allowed for a pro-
ductive running of industry have been broken.
Despite the efforts of the new Polish administra-
tion to allocate skilled people between the facili-
ties all over the country, the early post-war years
were marked by a chronic shortage of manpower,
which naturally influenced industry. The other
factor worth mentioning is that during the very
first months after the war, the Soviet army decon-
structed and transported out of the formerly Ger-
man territories an unknown-but-massive amount
of infrastructure3, machines, and literally anything
of technological and technical value that could
be moved and rebuilt in the Soviet Union. The phe-
nomena described here concern Lower Silesia
slightly less than the other formerly German regions
due to its initial relatively good industrial develop-
ment, however the other side of this observation
is that the social and economic problems that ap-
peared after the fall of communism hit that province
harder than the less-industrialised ones. In all,
the above information serves to paint the first part
of the background for the main discussion of this
paper.

2.2 The Polish People’s Republic era

Among the multitude of differences between
the free-market economy countries and the
centrally-planned economy ones is one that needs
to be highlighted in the context of this paper, namely
the phenomenon of deindustrialisation. The former
type of countries began to experience that process
in the 1960s: a good example of that is the be-
ginning of the gradual decreasing of coal produc-
tion in the Ruhr area in West Germany. The lat-
ter, however, can hardly be said to have experi-
enced deindustrialisation (Muller et al. 2005:6).
There definitely was decline in industrial effi-
ciency and profitability but the importance of in-
dustry for the Eastern Bloc countries was fun-
damental from two perspectives: firstly, because
these economies, devoid of the free flow of cap-

ital and with the service sector limited to public
services, relied on manufacturing to grow; and sec-
ondly, because of ideological implications, which put
a premium on labour (industrial and agricultural).
Two major, different policies introduced by Euro-
pean countries between 1945 and 1970 brought
either industrial decentralisation or suburbanisa-
tion. The first, represented by socialist countries,
aimed at redirecting growth from central to pe-
ripheral regions that were lagging behind (indus-
trial decentralisation). The second one, observed
in capitalist countries, promoted urban renewal
and firm relocation to the outer zones of the cities
and beyond (industrial suburbanisation), in order
to cope with the rapid demographic and economic
growth of the core areas (Weihong & Huilong
2006:331–332).

Fig. 1 The 500 largest industrial facilities in Poland
in 1980. Pre-WWII borders marked (Kostrubiec 1987,
modified by authors)

In over forty years of the existence of the social-
ist system in Central Eastern Europe, the growth
of cities in them was detached from market mecha-
nisms and subject to top-down decisions. The cen-
tral decisions took into account local specificities
to a meagre degree and instead executed the goals
of the state. Urban growth was tightly con-
trolled and processes such as suburbanisation were
marginal; as a result, in the moment of transfor-
mation, cities in socialist countries were incompa-
rably more compact than their western counter-
parts. A crucial fact, however, is that concentra-
tion was the doctrine in the urban scale; in the na-
tional (supraregional) scale, in turn, deconcentra-
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tion was the paradigm, as industrial and infrastruc-
tural projects were located following arbitrary deci-
sions, frequently against the economic calculation,
in some dispersion with the goal of strengthening
the weakest regions.
Figure 1 presents the location of the 500 largest
industrial facilities in Poland in 1980; the pre-war
borders of Poland have been marked and serve
to visualise the strong position of the central,
“core Polish” territories, as well as the significance
of the south-western territories taken over from
Germany. To complement the information provided
so far on the industry location decisions in the Pol-
ish People’s Republic, two more illustrations shall
be provided.

Fig. 2 Synthetic measure of the proportion of industrial
capacity created in the years 1945−1989 to the total
industrial capacity of each province (own image based
on Karpiński et al. 2013)

Figure 2 presents a synthetic measure4 of the pro-
portion of industrial capacity created in the years
1945−1989 to the total industrial capacity of each
province. In it, we see that the values differ but stay
in the 40−60% range. This means that the social-
ist era provided for around twofold increase in in-
dustrial capacity in those 45 years in the coun-
try. The medium-high value for Lower Silesia,
47.5%, is the result of three main factors. Firstly,
the values provided by the source research com-
bine the industrial plants built from scratch with
the ones that have been expanded; secondly, since
the 1960s, two subregions of the province have
seen concentrated investment, namely the Legnica-
Głogów copper-mining district and the Bogatynia

lignite-mining area with the accompanying major
power plant; and thirdly, because 31% of all invest-
ment in Lower Silesia happened in Wrocław, which
had suffered tremendous damage during the war.
Therefore, the value of the synthetic measure
for the whole of the remaining part of the province
would be different and lower. Therefore, some
of the dots marking the largest industrial facilities
on the previous figure (1) stand for plants that had
been built before the territory changed ownership.

2.3 The transformation and the early 1990s

The transformation period in Central Eastern Euro-
pean countries, although tumultuous, may be called
relatively peaceful in terms of social unrest when
the rapidity and overwhelming scale of changes
are taken into account. The initial decisions taken
in these countries had fundamental and overar-
ching consequences on their development mov-
ing forward5. The Polish reformers were aware
of the fact that the “shock therapy” will be especially
troubling for the industrial workers and farmers,
and that it will put many people in difficult situation
or even leave them without the means to support
themselves. The CEE countries differed in their ap-
proaches: for instance, the Czech Republic and Slo-
vakia risked an economically protectionist early se-
curity measures for large state-owned industries,
which cushioned the unemployment spike in the
early 90s. The collapse of the heavy industry6 –
the backbone of the economy of Polish People’s Re-
public – caused a crisis in production and exports,
a drop in wages, the disappearance of workplace
social care facilities, and undermined the union
protection of workers. A quick re-establishment
of employment in such industrial plants was ex-
tremely rare because foreign capital was not in-
terested in taking over obsolete, unprofitable steel
mills, mines, or fertiliser plants. Foreign invest-
ment in anythingmore advanced than simple assem-
bly (i.e. in R&D, knowledge, and high tech) only
started appearing in post-socialist countries past
2000 (Bohle & Greskovits 2007). Moreover, these
countries’ own capital capacities were held back
by the interest on their foreign debt incurred in the
1970s or 80s.
While in the socialist era there was talk of labour
shortage with the parallel phenomenon of hidden
unemployment, in the early 1990s there was a sur-
plus of labour and a rapidly growing ‘open’ unem-
ployment rate (Zajdel 2010:337). Much of industry
– and very frequently large industrial plants – turned
out to be unprofitable for a myriad of reasons7;
in the case of small- and medium-sized towns
that frequently meant a crisis for the whole town.

20 © Jan Evangelista Purkyně University in Ústí nad Labem



GeoScape 12(1) - 2018: 17–25 doi: 10.2478/geosc-2018-0003 Available online at www.degruyter.com

Many of the dramatic changes were, however, nec-
essary and unavoidable. The socialist produc-
tion sector was economically inefficient and did
not even possess the capability to satisfy the do-
mestic market. Similarly, it was not capable of com-
peting the international competition after the mar-
ket became open for both imports and exports.
The sector was characterised by over-centralisation
and low flexibility and innovativeness. The many so-
cial problems stemming possibly from overreliance
on the self-healing powers of the free market were
the direct result of the collapse of industry after
the transformation (Karpiński et al. 2013). The in-
troduction of the free-market rules, such as land
rent, competition, or the free flow of people and ser-
vices, made the backwards Polish industry (suf-
fering from low product quality, high production
costs, and sometimes also from the afore-mentioned
poor location decisions) lose its importance quickly
and go bankrupt or go through painful restructura-
tion (Sikorski 2013). To bring up an example from
Lower Silesia, the decision on discontinuing coal
mining in the Wałbrzych8 (ger. Waldenburg) area
was made in 1990 due to difficult geological con-
ditions that made extraction unprofitable. Coal
mining stopped in that city in 1996 (in the region
in 2000) and caused the disappearance of thou-
sands of related jobs. In 2002, the unemployment
rate in this 100 000-inhabitant city reached 27.7%.
Around that time, a special economic zone was cre-
ated (and later, for instance, managed to draw an in-
vestment from Toyota9) but naturally was unable
to accommodate everyone. Some miners and re-
lated professionals emigrated to Spain, some to Up-
per Silesia (where mines have been closing as well),
some underwent requalification, but many ended up
chronically unemployed. A similar fate was shared
by many monocultural towns across Poland.

2.4 The period between mid-late
1990s and today

In the late 2000s, Polish industry began regaining
some power and significance. This came as a re-
sult of a combination of factors: foreign investment,
maturation of economy, adjustment to the global
market, and many more. To illustrate the pos-
itive but late advancement of the Polish indus-
try, the partly state-owned KGHM (the copper-
mining conglomerate), one of the richest compa-
nies in Poland and one of the very few Polish en-
tities capable of investing abroad, has only re-
cently begun processing its own resources instead
of merely selling them on the global market. Be-
tween 1987 and 2007, the share of the indus-
trial and construction sectors combined in total

employment decreased from 36.3% to 29.0%, but
on the way it observed a dip (25.2% in 2001), af-
ter which it bounced back a couple of percentage
points. The figure for the year 2006 (29.6%) has
Poland above the EU-27 average (25.0%), but, for in-
stance, at the exact same share of this sector as in
Germany (Zajdel 2010). Two main conclusions can
be drawn from here: (i) that the sector of indus-
try and construction still provides for a lot of jobs
despite the crash resulting from the decomposition
of obscure, heavy socialist-era industry; and (ii)
that the move towards the western-type economy
relying strongly on the so-called services and self-
employment is fuelled largely by the shift away from
traditional forms of economy, mostly from labour-
intensive related professions. The relatively large
proportion of industrial jobs is a topic for discus-
sion from a few points of view, particularly in the
strategic economic aspect (the idea of reindustriali-
sation of Europe; the question of sustainability of in-
dustrial economic growth), and the aspects of ecol-
ogy and image (the good reputation of “green” in-
dustries vs. the bad classical reputation of indus-
try in general). In the 25 post-transformation years
of Polish history, however, the number of avail-
able industrial jobs at times seemed even too low
for the economic needs of the country, keeping
in mind the direst unemployment phases (20.0%
in 2002); since then, these values have gone
through the moderate unemployment rate not long
ago (11.6% in April 2015) to the recent record-low
(8.2% in November 2016). Moreover, astonishing
regional differences remain: Wrocław, the capital
of Lower Silesia, had its unemployment rate at 2.8%
in February 2017; Wałbrzych at 19.9%. Additionally,
a worrying fact that must be pointed out as a warn-
ing is that the main advantage with which Poland
has recently successfully competed on the global
market is the low cost of labour. This is clearly
not a sustainable means to continued economic
growth and the Polish economy will face a signifi-
cant challenge concerning this matter.
Another issue that needs attention are the territorial
inequalities and imbalances, and one of the ways
to measure them is the location of jobs. In Poland,
between only 2004 and 2010, the number of jobs
in predominantly urban regions10 rose by 20%,
while in the mixed type by 10%, and in predomi-
nantly rural regions by 9%; at the same time the con-
centration ratio increased, which means that jobs
increasingly concentrate in and around large cities
(Adamczyk 2014). Although the direction of change
– growth – is not surprising, the dynamic of it may
be. These figures illustrate the fast urbanisation
and the power of the largest settlements in the coun-
try.
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