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Summary: This article attempts to identify the main problems of regional development based
on the example of Eastern Poland. These problems create different cooperating negative
systems, known by popular metaphor as the Gordian knots. Here three basic types of these
knots are distinguished, including sectoral, structural and spatial ones. The strengthening of
the Gordian knots and their cooperation reduces the effectiveness of the allocation of the
structural assistance of the European Union in the discussed part of the country. Therefore,
an attempt at the identification of the most important knots and a description of their action
in the three mentioned systems are justified. The morphological description of the knots is
the basis for the choice of the fields of increased regional policy interventions, eliminating or
neutralizing complicated tangles of development problems.
Keywords: development, Gordian knots, fields of intervention.
Streszczenie: Celem artykułu jest próba identyfikacji podstawowych problemów rozwoju
regionów na przykładzie Polski Wschodniej. Problemy te tworzą różne współdziałające negatywne układy, zwane według popularnej metafory węzłami gordyjskimi. Wyróżnia się tu
trzy podstawowe typy tych węzłów: sektorowe, strukturalne i przestrzenne. Umacnianie się
węzłów gordyjskich i ich współdziałanie zmniejsza efektywność alokacji pomocy strukturalnej Unii Europejskiej w omawianej części kraju. Zasadna jest więc próba identyfikacji
najważniejszych węzłów i opis ich działania w trzech wymienionych układach. Opis morfologiczny węzłów jest podstawą wyboru dziedzin wzmożonej interwencji polityki regionalnej,
likwidującej bądź neutralizującej skomplikowane sploty problemów rozwoju.
Słowa kluczowe: rozwój, węzły gordyjskie, dziedziny interwencji.

1. Introduction
Polish regions are severely burdened with numerous problems of development.
However, the scale and the structure of these problems are different. The largest load
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of restrictions and developmental barriers is burdening regions of Eastern Poland,
which are increasing distance to the rest of the country. However, this way to reduce
the socioeconomic distance to the rest of the country is far and fraught with numerous
obstacles forming continuous systems of negative interaction. They comprise a variety
of historical conditions, even adverse divisions of land ownership. A part of them
results from the maladjustment of the law to the needs of development regulating and
its effective assisting. An example in this respect is the lack of an efficient system
of spatial planning. Social inertia, including the lack of sufficient initiatives in the
so-called business environment, is a complement to the circumstances of maintaining
and enhancing the Gordian knots of regional development.
This article attempts to identify these problems and show their most important
systems or knots and then it tries to identify countermeasures within the fields of
the regional policy. Furthermore, the objective is to identify the leading dilemmas in
implementing the new directions and tools of the regional policy.

2. Hexagon of useful notions
For several years there has been a debate on the new paradigm of Eastern Poland.
In this and other areas of discussion the term “paradigm” is used in various
meanings. Except for the review of various versions of its meaning, it is fitting to
remind that according to the Dictionary of Contemporary Polish Language [Słownik
Współczesnego… 1998], this notion usually determined variations of words in
declension and conjugation. In its second meaning, “paradigm” means “adopted
model in some field (e.g. acting, solve something).” Thus, according to the second
meaning, it is possible also to create new concepts for the use of the regional policy,
using also a scientific metaphor [Zeidler 2004].
The proposal of a new approach for the regional policy, especially for the use of
lagging in the development of Eastern Poland, is introduced by A. Kukliński [2010] in
the Lublin Project under the program “The Triple European Mezzogiorno.” For studies
and ongoing discussion under this program, some needed notions were introduced.
In this case the six proposed useful notions, more or less well-known, were named
“hexagon.”
The first is the notion of “barriers of the development.” This means the limits
of development potentialities or its acceleration including all beneficial structural
changes. Apart from that, one should here take into account not only the notion of
“barriers” but also “problems of development.”
The second notion in the framework of the presented hexagon is “Gordian knots.”
It is a highly complicated and difficult to solve (step by step) problem, disadvantageous
to the development, the layout of forces within the various fields of the socioeconomic
life or between them [Opala, Rybiński 2008]. The previous studies in the field of
the socioeconomic development of regions and their parts or places in small extent
focused on the morphology and anatomy of the Gordian knots.
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The insufficient interest in the identification of the Gordian knots of the regional
development leaves them to the free play of market forces on the principle of laissez-faire. The specific laissez-faire economic and spatial policy reinforces existing
disadvantageous systems of forces, especially the outdated socioeconomic and spatial
structure of regions. The free market mechanisms are not able to break this permanence.
It is “the time of long duration” (the third notion of the hexagon) meaning a difficult
to break streak of the effect of forces impeding development.
The time of long duration of the Gordian knots immobilizes not only the positive
changes in the natural, social and economic environment. It destroys or significantly
slows down the effectiveness of interventions, even with the help of the national or
the EU funds. Through continuous, increasingly looped Gordian knots, the mechanism
of “the vicious circles” (the fourth notion of the hexagon) is formed, the most noticed
just in the regions of Eastern Poland. The vicious circles are rings or closed ranges of
mutual destructive impact of the various areas of the socioeconomic life, resistance
to all external intervention. The action of the very mechanisms reinforces a belief
that in the regions of Eastern Poland it is not possible to provide an effective external
assistance, mainly the EU. This part of the country is called the Polish Mezzogiorno, by
way of example Southern Italy [Amoroso 2011]. For the three European Mezzogiorno
also include Eastern Germany [Krull 2010].
The regions of Eastern Poland will require a new spatial and regional development
policy based on the directions effectively stopping bad run duration and the mechanisms
of vicious circles. These directions may be called “the new trajectories of the regional
development” (the fifth element in the hexagon). The notion of the new trajectory is
determined by an imaginary new path (track) course of action and ensuing events of
development.
Finally, the sixth element of the discussed hexagon is the notion of “the Alexandrian
cuts” as the bold ventures freeing the socioeconomic mechanisms from the complicated
arrangement of forces inhibiting development. Selection of these cuts is difficult,
requiring an extensive knowledge of the morphology and anatomy of the Gordian
knots. The difficulty arises not only from the lack of sufficient knowledge. It is also
due to the difficulty of changes in the legal system and public awareness. Society can
easily notice the signs of problems, with more difficulty their causes and consequences.
The choice of new trajectories of the regional policy and its operating elements
including the places and manners of the Alexandrian cuts requires a lot of courage.
A. Kukliński [2011] emphasizes that one should not avoid thinking at the border of socalled Baron von Münchhausen paradoxes as some expected situations, relationships
or consequences considered impossible can be possible.

3. The arrangements of the Gordian knots
The long list of problems including barriers and constraints to development of regions
should be organized in arrangements of interrelations. This approach will enable an
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identification of the most important Gordian knots and will allow exploiting them
in the regional policy. As a result of various analyses and reflections, the author
proposes organizing them in three main groups, which was already presented in the
framework of the mentioned initiative “The Lublin Project” [Polski 2010]. Therefore,
it is possible to group the set of the most important problems as the following knots:
1. sectoral,
2. structural and
3. functional-spatial.
Serious and difficult to solve tangles of problems exist and strengthen already
within particular areas or sectors of the economy. Practically, they are more or less
present within each sector. However, their importance in the burdening of the entire
economy of regions is different. Due to the high charge of interconnected problems, it
is possible to indicate problem sectors. In Eastern Poland this group may include the
problem of agriculture and closely related spatially dispersed rural settlements. The
serious looping problems strengthened also in the non-agricultural business sector. This
is brightly visible in the low rate of its development as well as in the slight applying
technological innovations.
The author calls the structural knots the connections of the brakes on development
in a variety of cross-relationships. The example is the low propensity to invest in
the industry, which inhibits the production demand in construction and thus the
development of this sector. This model connection moves the brakes to other sectors
of the economy and the supply of jobs. Then the high unemployment hampers the
consumer demand for industrial and agricultural products and services. Such circulation
of the destructive impact of some sectors on others constantly reinforces the high level
of unemployment and thus the low absorptive capacity of the market in the both local
and regional dimension.
The power of the Gordian knots is diversified spatially. In some regions their
intensity is particularly high. These undoubtedly include the regions of Eastern Poland.
Continuously they increase distance to the rest of the country [Szlachta 2010] despite
the start for them in the past period the programming of the EU and continued at present
the special Operational Program Development of Eastern Poland. The previous EU
structural assistance failed to break the growing distance of the development toward
other regions. It should be noted and emphasized that this distance existed in many
last decades or even centuries. Thus, historical conditioning is a basis of the problems,
mainly the low level of the urbanization in this part of the country. On this ground the
fundamental economic and social problems accumulate including a relatively lower
activity and economic culture.

4. Interrelations of the Gordian knots. The vicious circles
The passage of time more and more strengthens intra- and intersectoral Gordian
knots. This strengthens also the spatial disorder and intraregional lack of the territorial

PN_394_Local & Regional Economy.indb 130

2015-08-23 20:22:01

Gordian knots of the regional development in Eastern Poland

131

cohesion. Historically − adversely shaped space is dominated by typical traditional
rural complexes forms of the settlement and more widely of spatial planning. The
dominance of the rural settlement associated mostly with fragmented agricultural
farms substantially blocks the development of the eastern regions. The overpopulation
of villages prevents from enlargement as well as the efficiency rise of the agricultural
farms. Therefore, this makes impossible the accumulation of equity of farmers and
the ability of farms to implement the innovation and competitiveness of products.
In the current state of population, building forms and structures of land ownership,
the development of agriculture and rural areas is therefore blocked. Today, it is the
most serious sectoral Gordian knot of the development of the following regions:
Lubelskie, Świętokrzyskie and Podkarpackie.
The breaking of this knot via the support of the multifunctional development of the
rural areas is, according to the author, a utopia fantasy. Often proposed in discussions
tourism development is not able on a large scale to create an interesting offer as an
alternative to farming. Many already recognized and interesting centers and tourist
zones in the rural areas of these regions have too low a level of the diversification of
their offers. Similarly, a small enterprise of the non-agricultural sector is not able to
become an alternative to farming. In the farming and more widely in the rural areas,
it is necessary to seek the breaking of the Gordian knot in other sectors: by opening
cities to immigration settlement and giving access to jobs.
The non-agricultural enterprise grows so weak that it does not create a significant
increase in jobs and income of the population. This is the second sectoral Gordian
knot in the least developed regions. In this range the low evaluation of especially
production entrepreneurship is justified, particularly industrial and building one,
which is conditioned still by low local demand. The two mentioned Gordian knots
(agricultural and non-agricultural enterprise) limit innovative activity.
Regions would be competitive if they created an innovative climate. It is an issue
of not only creating but also implementing innovation. Innovation environment of
a region consist of four “climates”: educational, intellectual, business culture and
collaboration with institutions of regional and local government [Kukliński 2010].
These four climates are not possible in continuous space regions. They are possible in
places reaching a sufficient level of concentration, namely in cities. From these places
they can spread activating the effect of entrepreneurship on their regional hinterlands.
The interactions of the two sectors mentioned here create the structural knot. It
is possible to show many such examples of negative inter-sectoral influences. To the
already discussed sectors of the production sphere one can add even the state of the
development of technical infrastructure, the preparation of new investment areas,
revitalization of the building development of degraded cities, the organization and
the management of service centers and others. This creates a complex inter-sectoral
network of the interconnected Gordian knots. On the top of that the third dimension
of the knots is applied, which is constituted by disadvantageously developed regions
space. The factor hindering the development is an excessive dispersal of settlements in
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the rural areas. The urban network of the eastern regions is lacking a network of large
cities about or above one hundred thousands of residents and able to develop services
and other urban functions. In fact, multi-center rather than mono-centric (based only on
region capitals) networks of large cities can create much better conditions to generate
regional development not only in terms of innovation. This is the opening to the more
absorbent and diversified local markets, for all economic and social activity as well
as improving the environment on the regional scale, providing that rural population
will be interested in the migration to cities, which is now considered to be a utopia or
a paradox as the ones from the group of Baron von Münchhausen repeatedly citied
in publications.
Three interrelated systems of the Gordian knots form the indivisible network
metaphorically called “the vicious circles.” Their breakdown is extremely difficult
even if some Gordian knots could be undone in fragments. According to the author,
sectoral or multi-sectoral interventions based on the help of the EU structural funds
little weaken these vicious circles. This is evidenced by the allocation of this financial
assistance in Eastern Poland both in the pre-accession period as well as in the two
previous periods after the accession (2004–2006 and 2007–2013). These regions
continue to increase the distance development to the rest of the country.

5. The long duration of the problems of Eastern Poland
The long duration of the mechanism of vicious circles in the economy of the
most poorly developed regions will be very difficult to break. First of all, the
disadvantageous space strengthens them including the dispersed rural settlement
and fragmented agricultural farms. Trade in agricultural lands is low, which makes
fast structural changes impossible in this sector and increase its competitiveness.
Theoretically, there can be two ways out of this difficult situation. One is mass
migration people to cities, the second is joining together of farmland pieces.
Initiatives in merging taken by the heads of municipalities did not meet with the
approval in the municipalities known to the author in the Lublin region.
Cities, in turn, are not prepared for the mass concentration of settlement. Two
barriers stand here in the way including too high prices of real estate (housing and
building lands), not only in big cities but also in small cities. Potentially interesting
large cities are only the capitals of voivodeships. In addition, there is no visible
opportunity for new mass jobs in the other medium-sized and small cities, and thus to
increase their size. The public planning in the sphere of local government also does not
create such a vision. Regional and more local development strategies do not declare
the real opening to the concentration of the settlement and the economic activity. Also
such places are not determined in the documents of regional spatial policies. Thus,
regional and spatial policy in regions is passive. It determines only a futurological
hierarchy of urban centers on the principle of a forecast rather than a plan.
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The ongoing demographic decline in the regions of Eastern Poland spreads not
only to rural but also to urban areas. The unfavorable proportions of the demographic
potential between cities and villages remain. Such a state simultaneously keeps invisible
costs of permanently wasted chances of accelerated social and economic development.
More specifically, local external benefits that could come into existence mainly in
the conditions of large and medium-size cities are lost. They could create automatic
mechanisms agglomerating the settlement and entrepreneurship. The economy of the
eastern regions imperceptibly loses the potential of these external effects in cities and,
at the same time, it loses the economic potential of agriculture due to the lack of an
adequate structural transformations in this sector.
The notion of the long duration of the unfavorable conditioning of the regional
and local development can also be applied to the institutional-legal and political
sphere. In the distribution of financial resources of the European Union in individual
regions between communes the advantage of egalitarianism over the concentration
is noticed. It is possible to accept it with reference to the pre-accession period and
even up to the first period after the accession 2004–2006, when it was necessary to
propagate the culture of using the financial EU assistance. In the period 2007–2013
it was already possible more clearly to apply the principle of the concentration on the
centers in the chosen sites particularly important for the development of regions. In
discussions of the scientific and institutional communities such a need is emphasized
but regional self-government bodies subject to the pressure of the egalitarian treatment
in distribution of this assistance to urban and rural communes. The dispersal of this
assistance greatly reduces its effectiveness.
Next, the spatial arrangement of rural communes maintained from the time of
the bygone era creates many difficulties and troubles at present especially in Eastern
Poland. The first difficulty is the intermunicipal arrangements for the construction
of new sections of local roads and connecting them to the ways of a higher category.
The second is the local spontaneous spatial planning making available the excess
of the areas for the construction in rural areas, which strengthens the dispersion of
buildings. Finally, the third difficulty is the damaging egalitarianism of urban and
rural communes. It is manifested in the opposition of the communes neighbouring
cities to widen the administrative boundaries of cities. It is possible to mention here
many examples of the institutional impediments of the development of cities even the
“inviolability” of the private property in cities blocking the revitalization and changes
in the old degraded building development.

6. Conclusions
The regions of Eastern Poland undoubtedly increase the distance of the development
toward the remaining part of the country. The structural assistance of the European
Union is widely regarded as less effective. However, the opinions as to further
meaning of its holding on the current level are divided. The sceptics claim that
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the structural funds granted to Poland should be invested in the regions and zones
that already achieved the highest effectiveness, that is elite. The second group of
attitudes advocates the principles of the public egalitarianism that all regions should
be equally supported.
According to the opinion of the author, the structural assistance for the eastern
regions should be maintained on the current level. It should be noted that the response
time of the economic and social change (retardation) is here relatively longer. Effects
should therefore be expected in the long term. However, one cannot rely solely on this
argument. A question is still open of which areas of the socioeconomic development
should focus this assistance. It is essential to analyze the morphology and anatomy of
the problems related to complex Gordian knots. Taking into account the objectives of
the regional and spatial policy, set out in the current government and self-government
documents for the programming period 2014–2020 and especially the National Urban
Policy (2014), there arises hope for the good choice of the new trajectories public
support centers which can be the generators breaking the streak of bad luck of the
regions of Eastern Poland.
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