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ABSTRACT

The aim of the paper was to identify positive as well as negative local development factors in the opinion 
of the authorities (mayors) of rural and semi-urban (urban-rural) municipalities in the Warmia and Mazury 
Voivodeship, Poland. The research was based on a survey within local authorities of the Warmia and Mazury 
region and was carried out in 2017. The results show that the local authorities have been aware of numer-
ous opportunities and barriers of local economic development. Sometimes, if there is one barrier, it causes 
the formation of new ones, for example the shortage of own financial resources or municipal debt make it 
impossible to finance investments from the local budget or to apply for EU funds, which require co-financ-
ing from the beneficiary’s own resources. Most of mayors make efforts to mitigate exogenous conditions by 
local activeness, such as co-operation with neighbouring or foreign municipalities or offering preferential tax 
rates to investors. Municipal authorities perceive the opportunity in applying for EU funds for projects aimed 
at improving the quality of life of local communities, including the development of technical and social in-
frastructure. 
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INTRODUCTION

In the experience of Poland and other countries, it 
is observed that local authorities can play a very 
important role in promoting economic develop-
ment (Kotala and Basaj, 2004; Wiatrak, 2006). 
However, there is one condition: the management 
methods used by local authorities should change 
to more modern ones and local governments must 
adapt techniques and methods of strategic manage-
ment used by private companies, including strategic 
management. Responsibility for local (municipal) 

development and the standard of living of inhabit-
ants in the conditions of a market economy imposes 
entirely new tasks on local authorities (Kłodziński, 
1996; Zalewski, 2006; Wiatrak, 2011). Municipal 
authorities, for example, can become a factor ac-
celerating development of small enterprises in their 
area, but through a precipitate attitude to enterprises, 
local governments can also constitute a strong bar-
rier to their formation and development (Kłodziński 
and Rosner, 1995). Moreover, the amount of funds 
allocated by the municipality to investment is an es-
sential issue in shaping local development (Klank, 
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2005). As local authorities have been playing such 
a crucial role in the socio-economic development 
of municipalities, the aim of the paper was to iden-
tify positive or negative development factors in the 
Warmia and Mazury Voivodeship, in the opinion 
of the authorities (mayors) of rural and semi-urban 
(urban-rural) municipalities.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Literature provides numerous classifications of local 
development factors. A quite synthetic and, at the 
same time, comprehensive approach was applied by 
Wong, who divided 11 factors into 2 groups (Wong, 
2010). The first group included traditional factors 
(derived from works of Ricardo and Weber), among 
which the following could be distinguished: natural 
environment, geographical location, infrastructure, 
human resources, finance and capital, knowledge 
and technology, and finally structure of the economy. 
The second group of factors, called non-material, in-
cluded: quality of living, institutions, entrepreneur-
ship culture as well as local identity and image. 

Local development has been particularly impor-
tant in the context of (sustainable) rural develop-
ment. Wilkin defines the rural area in two ways. On 
the one hand, highly-urbanized units with a relative-
ly dense settlement network with the dominance of 
non-agricultural functions, not much different from 
small towns or suburban villa areas, recognized as a 
village. On the other hand, rural areas are tradition-
ally perceived as monofunctional (agricultural) are-
as, with traditional buildings, low population densi-
ty and a remote location (Wilkin, 2005). The periph-
eral character of areas located outside urban centres 
makes it possible to preserve traditional landscapes 
and their rural character. However, some analyses 
show that these areas usually have a low or very low 
level of development (Pomianek, 2017). The natu-
ral environment is an element of sustainable devel-
opment which affects social and economic growth 
(Gwiaździńska-Goraj and Goraj, 2013). At the same 
time, environmental conditions and the presence of 
legally protected areas force commune authorities 
to carry out activities in line with the principles of 
a sustainable economy. It can be either an oppor-

tunity or a barrier of municipal and entrepreneuri-
al development. For example, in municipalities of 
the Warmia and Mazury Voivodeship, with a very 
low demographic potential, natural protected areas 
were recognized as a barrier to economic develop-
ment (Pomianek, 2018). Geographical location is a 
universal factor, which municipal authorities have 
no influence over. Other traditional factors as well 
as non-material ones, pointed out by Wong (2010), 
can be modified by local authorities. Therefore, it 
is important to assess the local authorities’ percep-
tion and awareness of development factors and local 
community needs, even though there is a wide range 
of factors shaping local development that makes it 
impossible to be unambiguously defined (Będzik 
and Brelik, 2015).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The paper presents the results of a questionnaire-
based survey conducted from March to September 
2017 in 100 municipalities of the Warmia and Ma-
zury Voivodeship (including 67 rural and 33 semi-
urban ones). The voivodeship is known as one of the 
biggest and at the same time one of the most prob-
lematic regions in Poland. Answers of the municipal 
mayors were collected from 42% of surveyed self-
government units (the same percentage distribu-
tion in both groups of communes). The presented 
questions were multiple-choice, so the answers 
do not sum up to 100%. The resulting structure of 
respondents (34% in the Elbląski subregion, 26% 
in the Ełcki subregion and 40% in the Olsztyński 
subregion) was in line with the structure of the sur-
veyed population, which enables generalizations of 
findings to be made.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In the opinion of local authorities of rural and semi-
urban municipalities in the Warmia and Mazury 
Voivodeship, the most important opportunities for 
local development were based on environmental 
(natural) resources, especially: climate and geo-
graphical location, but also location along water 
trails and tourist attractions. The second issue 
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having a positive impact on local economic de-
velopment was the involvement of different social 
groups in local problems, more important for rural 
authorities (Fig. 1). Over 1/3 of respondents from 
semi-urban municipalities saw development oppor-
tunities in co-operation with national or foreign mu-
nicipalities. However, in rural municipalities there 
was no indication of the possibility of co-operation 
with foreign municipalities, and only 12% of rural 
units were convinced of development opportunities 
through cooperation with national municipalities. 
Inter-municipal co-operation in the implementation 
of common goals may allow to achieve economies 
of scale (Teles, 2016), which in turn may be an im-
portant stimulus for local development – so impor-
tant in rural (peripheral) areas.

Quality of technical infrastructure was also cru-
cial for local self-governments; about 40% of them 

stated that a well-developed infrastructure was 
a driving force for the economic development of 
a municipality, whereas 32% of rural respondents 
and as many as 50% of semi-urban ones pointed to 
a low level of technical infrastructure as the sec-
ond most important barrier of local development 
(Fig. 2). 

The most popular barrier of local development 
was connected with a lack of funds, pointed out more 
often by rural authorities (75%). It could cause prob-
lems with co-financing EU projects or the realization 
of investment. Indebtedness of a municipality (public 
debt or unpaid bank loans) was an obstacle to obtain-
ing investment loans that could result in the lower 
development of technical and social infrastructure, 
considered to be other barriers of local development. 
Politicization of self-government administration was 
not a problem for rural respondents.

Figure 1. Opportunities for economic development of municipalities in the Warmia and Mazury Voivodeship, 
Poland, in the opinion of local authorities (2017)

Source: author’s own research.
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CONCLUSIONS

Local authorities in rural and semi-urban areas of 
the Warmia and Mazury Voivodeship, Poland, have 
been aware of numerous opportunities and barriers 
of local economic development. Sometimes, if there 
is one barrier, it causes the formation of new ones. 
The best example is the shortage of own financial 
resources or municipal debt, which makes it impos-
sible to finance investment from the local budget or 
to apply for EU funds, which require co-financing 
from the beneficiary’s own resources. Most mayors 
make efforts to mitigate exogenous conditions by lo-
cal activeness, such as co-operation with neighbour-
ing or foreign municipalities or offering preferential 
tax rates to investors. Municipalities perceive the 
opportunity in applying for EU funds for projects 
aimed at improving the quality of life of local so-

ciety, including the development of technical and 
social infrastructure. Inter-municipal co-operation 
in the implementation of common goals may not be 
popular within municipalities. In the case of rural 
communes in particular, this is a potentially unused 
opportunity of achieving a synergy effect − having 
an impact on local development, which is  vital in 
rural (peripheral) areas.
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