environments
Article

Threats to Rural Landscape and Its Protection
in Poland
Anna Górka
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Abstract: The article describes the premises and conditions for the implementation of a pro-landscape
spatial policy in rural areas in Poland. It presents the erosion of spatial order in a large part of
the country’s territory. Firstly, the state of protection of the rural landscape and the legal aspects
of shaping the space of rural areas are described. Secondly, the location is depicted, and the main
physiognomic and environmental threats in the rural areas are discussed. It is then questioned
whether the statutory regulations that have been introduced into the spatial planning system
and adapt the Polish law to the requirements of the European Landscape Convention will stop
the degradation of the landscape. Deep systemic changes are needed, as they will lead to the
involvement of public policy in shaping the landscape and the introduction of tools and procedures
for the management of visual landscape resources. They would constitute a convenient space for
mediation in the relations between actors operating in space and an open knowledge laboratory
of the environment, which would be useful in the participatory planning process. The presented
arguments and conclusions result from the review and analysis of research results, which are mainly
in the field of landscape protection and rural area management.
Keywords: spatial planning; landscape management; rural areas; landscape policy

1. Introduction
Rural areas are administratively 93.4% of Poland’s area. This area is usually inhabited by 39.7% of
the country’s population. Demographic forecasts predict a steady, minor increase in the number of
rural residents by 2035. This increase is mainly a result of the positive balance of internal migration.
At the end of the 1990s, city residents began to move to the countryside, and particularly to suburban
municipalities [1–3]. The suburbanization process is accompanied by the urbanization of economically
stronger commune villages and villages that are located in areas that are attractive for tourists.
At the same time, the acreage of crops is systematically decreasing, which results from the increased
productivity of agricultural production and the conditions on the global market. The result of the
changing situation of agriculture in the national economy is the inactivation of many family farms and
deagrarization, which is defined as the decrease in the number of agriculture-related rural residents,
the increase of forest cover, and fallow lands. At the same time, the number of large-scale farms is
systematically increasing. The economic development of the country and clear striving to improve
living conditions has led to the development of communication and energy infrastructure, as well as
the multifunctionality of the village [4]. Socio-economic transformation is accompanied by the erosion
of spatial order. Nowadays, the area of rural areas is an arena of opposing diverse influences and
conflicting needs that are both institutional and individual. This translates into the degradation of
both landscape and the environment, as well as the deterioration of living and farming conditions [5].
For example, the excessive dispersion of buildings makes it difficult for residents to access service
infrastructure, which is a source of increased social exclusion. A significant increase in the distance
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to work places and services causes growth in the number of car trips, as well as higher air pollution
and safety hazards in road traffic. New residential and road investments divide cultivated fields
and disrupt rational farming. Systematic enlargement of the impermeable areas and expansion of
rainwater drainage network limits the retention of rainwater and threatens hydrological balance
and biodiversity [6–9]. However, the costs of spatial chaos are poorly researched, and society is not
yet aware of them. The ignorance also concerns the importance of the area’s physiognomy and its
degradation [10].
After the political transformation of 1989, the focus was on improving the living conditions of
Poles, and especially rural residents, due to the backwardness of rural development. In the heat of
economic and material reconstruction, it was forgotten that it was necessary to create a vision [11,12]
that would keep spatial development on the trajectory of sustainability [13]. At crucial moments
in history (and state system change was one of them), the collective vision is a prerequisite for
preserving the continuity of spatial order and its evolutionary, not revolutionary, reconstruction [14,15].
Unfortunately, no effort has been made to popularize the spatial patterns that are characteristic for
villages, and that could form new settlements and give them a distinguishing local expression [16–18].
The field of common-sense reasons of investors has been placed on the opposite pole regarding
the political declarations and official spatial strategies [19]. As a result, pragmatic and law-abiding
decisions increase spatial chaos. Too often, even legal regulations regarding nature or landscape
protection are ineffective, as they contradict the interests, convictions, and habits of citizens [20].
Social, environmental, and economic threats that are related to chaotic spatial changes in
rural areas need to be ceased. To achieve this, solutions should be applied to ensure consistency.
They are provided by a pro-landscape spatial policy (landscape policy) of the state and municipalities,
which aims at the comprehensive recognition of local spatial and social relations, and enables the
creation of a merging local vision planning. Landscape policy is a stream of strategies, programs,
projects, and actions initiated by the state. It is then implemented by the state institutions, state and
local government administration bodies, non-governmental organizations, and the enterprise sector
in order to protect and create new landscapes of high aesthetic value. It shapes knowledge
and social attitudes within spatial planning, education, and market systems. The pillars of the
integrated landscape policy are legal principles, procedures, and tools, as well as public support
for their implementation. Landscape policy actively uses the tools of the visual assessment of areas,
which facilitates the participation of citizens in the management of space and gives integrated policy
to spatial policy [21–23].
Unlike in Poland, landscape management systems have been operating in many European
countries [24], such as in the United States (USA), Canada, and Australia for years [25–28]. Landscape
creation has been associated with spatial planning, and constitutes its skeleton. In addition to protecting
historical landscapes, it is important to shape new ones. The inventory of landscape resources, analysis
of the quality of views, landscape guidelines, or visual assessments of the impact of designed objects
on the environment are a mandatory part of any pre-planning or pre-design analysis. Planning is based
on the results of identification and the assessment of landscape units [29,30]. In the British model,
the assessment is continuous and hierarchical [31]. Changes are monitored. The hierarchy of areas
and types of landscapes allows analyzing them at every level: national, regional, local, and functional.
The stakeholder process is involved in the assessment process, bringing in local knowledge, and thus
accepting guidelines more easily [32].
The premise for creating a similar system in Poland is the scale of visual chaos, in particular
in rural areas and its social and ecological costs. Two negative conditions for the introduction of a
landscape management system are: an obligatory, dysfunctional legal model of space management,
and widespread ignorance about the importance of the landscape [33]. These are strong arguments for
developing a landscape policy that would help overcome these adversities.
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2. Visual Transformation of Rural Areas in Poland after 1989
The issues of the visual shaping of protected landscapes are the subject of many publications
and reports e.g., [34–37]. Their conclusions affect the spatial policy of communes, for example in the
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pro-landscape spatial policy in Poland. First of all, it depends on developing the research on local
landscape units, and then on popularizing their results.
3. The Legal Status and Effectiveness of Landscape Protection
Landscape protection in Poland is not treated separately, yet it is implemented as a part of
nature protection and cultural heritage (Table 1). The Act on Nature Conservation of 16 April 2004
established 10 forms of nature protection [44]. Next to the species protection of plants, animals,
and fungi, these are national parks, nature reserves, landscape parks, protected landscape areas,
Natura 2000 areas, ecological sites, natural monuments, documentary sites, and natural and landscape
complexes. The basic legal act regulating the principles of monument protection and taking care
of them is the Act of 23 July 2003 on the protection of monuments and the care of monuments (Journal of
Laws of 2003, No. 162, item 1568 with further amendments) [45]. The Act introduced four forms of
material heritage protection: entry into the register of monuments, historical monument recognition,
creation of a cultural park, and establishing protection in a local spatial development plan or in a
decision on development conditions. Areas under statutory protection in Poland, i.e., national parks,
landscape parks, historical monuments, and relics cover about 10% of the country’s area. In the
remaining 90% of the area, the landscape is shaped by local development plans, which are managed
by territorial self-governments. The rules for their preparation and adoption are regulated by the
Act on spatial planning and development of 27 March 2003, with further amendments [46]. Local plans,
and in their absence, decisions on development conditions that are issued based on the principle of
neighborliness, are the only legal and administrative tools for shaping space in the whole country.
Local governments are not obliged to pass a plan for the whole commune. The rule is the temporal
and territorial separation of various plans. Covering the country’s area with local development plans
has been kept at a very low level for years, and currently does not exceed 30%, with the lowest in rural
communes [47]. Studies of spatial development conditions and directions of communes are pictured by
higher-level plans. They reflect principles that are established in the concept of the spatial development
of the country, as well as in the development strategy and the voivodeship spatial development plan.
The study of spatial development conditions and directions is binding for the commune authorities
when drawing up local plans, but it is not a local law act. In 2001, the legislator introduced the
obligation to prepare environmental impact assessments into the procedure of adopting local plans,
and entrusted it to investors. By 2015, regardless of their competences, anyone could be the author of
the assessment or report on the project impact on the environment.
Over the last 30 years of nature protection functioning, many landscape parks and areas of
protected landscape have gradually lost the values that were their foundation. At the same time,
the quality of common landscapes is threatened by the ongoing process of development scattering.
Both phenomena are favored by the spatial planning system, and its rigor is apparent [48]. With low
respect for law in Poland and the low prestige of spatial values, the applicable regulations favor
discretion and abuse. Commune officials are easily influenced by investors. Increasing the ground
rent income to the municipal budget or raised funds are sufficient arguments to designate new land
for development. The pretext for such decisions could be unreliable studies of spatial development
conditions and directions, which are based on unrealistic demographic assumptions. The quality of
developing local plans is often equally low, and building conditions are created with violation of the
studies. The texts of plans refer to the “neighborliness” principle, which is to imitate neighborhood
forms, even in undeveloped areas.
Poland ratified the European Landscape Convention (ELC) on 27 September 2004 (Journal of
Laws No. 14, item 98), i.e., only four years after it was drawn up in Florence [49]. The ELC provisions
were incorporated into national law through the so-called landscape law, whose full name is the
Act of 24 April 2015 on the amendment of certain acts regarding the enhancement of landscape protection
tools [50]. It defined the landscape on the basis of the ELC record as “space perceived by people,
containing natural elements or products of civilization, established as a result of natural factors or
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human activity”. The Act introduced two completely new solutions. Communes obtained the right
to pass the so-called advertising codes, which aimed to determine the principles of location and
forms of advertising, as well as elements of small architecture. The second novelty is the landscape
audit procedure. The obligation of audit implementation is the realization of the ELC postulates
regarding the identification, description, and assessment of landscapes. The audit procedure will
be carried out once every 20 years by the voivodeship board. Its purpose is to identify landscapes
and highlight the so-called priority landscapes, i.e., landscapes that are “especially valuable for
society due to their natural, cultural, historical, or aesthetic and scenic values, and as such requiring
preservation” [50]. The recommendations and conclusions that have been included in the audit must
be taken into consideration when drawing up voivodeship spatial development plans; however,
they do not translate directly into legal and administrative decisions in the Polish planning system.
The legislator provided three years for the adoption of a regulation that would define audit rules,
and the next three years for its preparation (such regulation had not been published by the time
the author finished the article). At the request of the Ministry of Environmental Protection, in 2014,
a team of geographers developed methodological assumptions and instructions for conducting a
landscape audit [51]. In 2017, the Association of Polish Landscape Architects listed recommendations
for landscape analyses that aimed to determine the landscape protection zones [52]. None of these
studies proposed a comprehensive, coherent, and uncomplicated method of assessing visual values of
the landscape, which would be easy to apply in the spatial planning of rural communes. The landscape
law does not deeply rebuild the legal system of spatial management. However, the requirement to
identify landscapes is an appropriate starting point for its further changes. The act does not propose
tools that could include the results of landscapes identification and an assessment of spatial planning.
Furthermore, its current regulations will make it difficult to introduce them in the future.
A landscape audit is to be carried out top–down. Audit conclusions, confirmed at the level
of regional planning, are not binding for local planning. The announced statutory identification
and description of local landscape areas, including priority landscapes, are not of a continuous and
participatory nature. The legislator does not predict the specification at the local level. In addition,
the 20-year period of the audit in the era of accelerated changes and without a monitoring procedure
means that its content becomes quickly outdated. Another disadvantage of the audit is the combination
of the identification and description of landscapes with their valorization. The only practical task of the
audit indicated by the legislator is to protect the identified landscapes of unique values. The act does
not define other landscape management tools except for the advertising code. Due to the indicated
systemic defects, in conditions of a low level of respect for the law, citizenship, and awareness of
threats, the effect of the landscape law will not be an increase in the effectiveness of the protection
of high landscape values; instead, it will deepen local contradictions and preserve irregularities in
space planning and management, as well as further degrade the spatial order and consolidate attitudes
ignoring the social value of common landscapes. Therefore, it is necessary to further reform the spatial
planning system by extending landscape management procedures.
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Table 1. The most important current legal acts related to the landscape protection.
Date of Original Text

Acts

Space Management Instruments

on the protection of monuments and monument maintenance
J. of L. from 2003 No. 162 item 1568

-

entry in the register of monuments,
recognition as a historical memorial,
cultural park creation, establishing protection in the local
development plan

2003 [46]

on planning and spatial development
J. of L. from 2003 No. 80 item 717

-

study of conditions and directions of spatial development,
local development plan,
a decision on land development and
development conditions

-

2004 [44]

on nature protection
J. of L. from 2004 No. 92 item 880

protection plans for various forms of protection (e.g.,
national parks, nature reserves, landscape parks, protected
landscape areas, Natura 2000 areas)

2008 [53]

on sharing information about the environment and its
protection, public participation in environmental protection,
and environmental impact assessments
J. of L. from 2008 No. 199 item 1227

-

the environmental impact assessment procedure

2015 [50]

on the amendment of some acts in connection with the
strengthening of landscape protection tools
J. of L. from 2015 item 774

-

a so-called “advertising code”
landscape audit (no executive regulation)

2015 [54]

on the revitalization
J. of L. from 2015 item 1777

-

special revitalization zone,
local revitalization plan

2018 [55]

on facilitating of the preparation and implementation of
housing and accompanying investments
J. of L. 2018 item 1496

-

housing estate building permit even conflicting to local
development plan

2003 [45]
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4. Assumptions and Tools of the Landscape Policy. Recommendations
The landscape policy is of fundamental importance for the restoration of the spatial order in
rural areas, as it leads to the social readability of dispersed environmental and cultural threats.
From the perspective of landscape policy, spatial planning is a communication process, where different
actors strive to agree on solutions. Mediation is carried by the language, but it is also represented
by the view and image of the area. Visual perception and imaginations affect individual spatial
decisions [56–58]. Their universality determines the strength of its impact on the environment and
landscape. Therefore, the inclusion of landscape’s visual dimension in spatial planning is necessary to
sustainable space managing.
The acquired knowledge and imaginations of the place allow assessing its view. Critical observation
resulting from the strong sense of territorial identity allows individuals to recognize the threat and
get involved in the process of its liquidation. Perception, and in particular visual perception, gives
the landscape the rank of a specific interface: a switch between the environment and the activity of
its users [59]. It is primarily the viewed image that saves the connection between the elements and
relations of the environment and their social value in memory and imagination. The view and vision of
the surroundings constitute a space for mediation between the real surroundings and the importance
given by its users. This is why managing the visual dimension of the landscape is important for the
shaping of spatial order [60,61].
The collective imagination, which consists of the popular knowledge of citizens, as well as their
views, convictions, and associations, is a no less important prerequisite for maintaining spatial order
than legal norms or expert knowledge [62]. The collective imagination is an important tool for the social
shaping of reality, because imaginations have the power to modernize views and expectations, and thus
initiate changes in space. Thus, the effective protection of environmental resources requires creating
opinions, behaviors, and collective ideas that will give meaning to observations. This process takes
place during the discourse in the public field: in the press, in traditional television, in digital media,
in the education process, and represents the mission of the landscape policy. Currently, the problem of
the landscape in Poland has been limited to the issue of visual noise caused by excess and the disorder
of advertisements in public space [63]. Moreover, the concept of the landscape appears in tourist offers
and food advertisements. Outside the university walls, the landscape that reflects the quality of the
environment and life is not spotted at all. There has been no scientific basis for creating landscape
discourse in Poland yet. It is necessary to indicate the actors of public dialogue, as well as determine
their knowledge, and the “field of visibility” [23] of the arguments. This type of analysis would allow
assessing the real potential of the public field in the field of shaping opinions about the landscape and
identifying the channels of communication that would have made it possible to change the collective
beliefs that are currently destructive to the spatial order.
Collective knowledge on the relationship between the visual quality of the landscape and the
quality of life, as well as the social commitment to protect the aesthetic value of the surroundings,
constitutes the superstructure of landscape policy. Its operating base is represented by the visual
landscape management procedures that have been developed for local landscape units. The municipal
agenda of the local landscape management should be a basic legal instrument. It would define
problems and indicate how to combine visual landscape qualities with the protection of environment
and cultural resources. The municipal landscape plan would be another tool. It would ensure the
coherence of all of the local development plans and help create the spatial order. It could also introduce
prohibition zones due to visual values and indicate the implementation of corrective or compensatory
treatments. Building permits should depend on the assessment of the visual impact of the object
on the landscape. Each commune should have a report on the visual quality assessment of the area,
which would clearly indicate the relationship between local landscape forms and features of the
cultural and natural environment. The report would also play an educational and promotional role;
hence, it is important to be legible and richly illustrated. The landscape report could provide guidance
for communal strategies and programs, as well as landscape design plans.
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The selection of operating indicators and methods of assessing the visual impact of local
landscapes are of fundamental importance to the effectiveness of the landscape policy [64,65]. We are
still at the beginning of the process: landscapes have been not defined yet, and studies on the visual
criteria of cohesion in spatial planning and management are dispersed [66–69]. What methods should
be used? Should one of the foreign methods be adapted, or would it be better to develop known
Polish ones? What indicators should be chosen? How do we assess complex indicators such as
homeliness or identity? How do we assess visibility? Should the landscape assessment be descriptive,
or should relative measures be used for indicators of comparability? Is it appropriate to limit the
landscape evaluation to an expert opinion? How do we ensure participation in landscape assessment?
The creation of a methodological framework for landscape impact assessment in Poland requires many
decisions that have to take into account the results of future local landscape surveys.
5. Conclusions
Sustainable development is the declared mission of the spatial policy strategy in Poland at all levels
of planning and management [70]. However, the official goal is defeated by the pragmatic decisions of
local governments and residents, who perceive economic and technological growth as the synonym
for development (such as setting new investment areas, their utilities, road construction, or intensive
agricultural production). They are often accompanied by ecological imbalance or cultural heritage
degradation, and are always followed by visual changes that are not yet perceived as threatening by
the local community.
In Poland, spatial planning does not have a strong landscape component, and the socialization
of the planning system is usually formal and sketchy. Landscape issues, and rural landscape ones in
particular, are located on the periphery of spatial planning. The interdependence of changes in the
physiognomy of the environment and the quality of its objective parameters and living conditions
is currently not obvious to neither creators of local law nor space users. The exploration of these
compounds is fundamental in conditions of spatial order erosion. The explanation of the environmental,
economic, and cultural sense of visual transformations would contribute to harmonizing social
contradictions. This process should be completed within landscape policy, whose mission is to create a
high value of landscapes and result in spatial order. A landscape-oriented policy, operating within
public education and the market, as well as the planning system, would support the effectiveness
of future local landscape management tools and procedures. Only their reliability will lead to the
restoration of spatial order in a large part of the rural territory of Poland. The poor knowledge of the
visual quality of local landscapes and binding law are the main obstacles to be overcome on the path
to change.
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Bański, J. Polish Coutryside in a 2050 Perspective. Rural Studies, t. 33; PTG; PAN IGiPZ: Warszawa, Poland, 2013.
Available online: http://rcin.org.pl/igipz/dlibra/docmetadata?id=33921&from=publication (accessed on
11 May 2018).
Population Forecast for 2014–2050. Available online: https://stat.gov.pl/files/gfx/.../pl/.../prognoza_lud
nosci_na_lata____2014_-_2050.pgf (accessed on 2 May 2018).

Environments 2018, 5, 109

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

17.

12 of 16
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Niedźwiecka-Filipiak, I. Walory Miejscowości—Tworzywem Sieci Najciekawszych wsi, 1st ed.; Marshal Office of
Opole Voivodeship: Opole, Poland, 2015; ISBN 978-983-64950-68-1.
The Concept of the Spatial Development of the Country until 2030. Resolution No. 239 of the Council of
Ministers of December 13, 2011 Regarding the Adoption of the National Spatial Development Concept 2030.
Available online: http://prawo.sejm.gov.pl/isap.nsf/DocDetails.xsp?id=WMP20120000252 (accessed on
21 March 2017).
© 2018 by the author. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

