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S U M M A R Y   

In the 21st century, Poland has begun to pay more attention to the sustainable development of its cities and to 
pro-ecological solutions. It was found that urban design should provide proper mental comfort to inhabitants, for 
instance by reducing burdensome traffic in favour of ecological transport: public transport and bicycles, and 
should facilitate various social activities.   

1. Introduction 

In the 21st century, “sustainable and vibrant” cities need a diverse 
and rich urban life and well-designed public spaces (Cities of the Future, 
2011). Creating living conditions in cities in order to have a positive 
impact on the quality of our well-being and happiness has been widely 
discussed in recent years. It was found that urban design should provide 
proper mental comfort to its inhabitants, for instance by reducing 
burdensome traffic in favour of ecological transport: public transport 
and bicycles, and should facilitate various social activities (Gehl, 1987; 
Montgomery, 2015). According to Layly McCay (Director of the Centre 
for Urban Design and Mental Health), people feel bad in cities if they are 
forced to live in a squeeze, without access to nature, spending a lot of 
time in traffic jams and rarely communicating with their neighbours. 
These factors all increase the incidence of stress, and can increase the 
frequency of mental disorders. We feel better in a city if it provides a 
sense of security (among other things, by preventing chaos, which is 
causes anxiety) and is age-friendly – namely, it ensures accessibility 
without architectural barriers. A good city should also provide access to 
jobs that enable self-fulfilment and create a platform for relationships 
with other people, in a space that provides access to green areas and 
recreation (for instance by preferring pedestrian traffic). For a city to be 
healthy, it must also ensure low levels of pollution (including noise 
reduction, and so ensuring a degree of silence). However, the greatest 

challenge when creating well-being cities is developing public aware-
ness and to get people actively supporting this style of thinking about the 
city (McCay & Burszta, 2016). 

When compared to European centres, Polish cities suffer from spe-
cific problems due to their historical conditions, including the loss of 
independence for over a hundred years. Repeatedly devastated by 
warfare, left deformed during the Socialist Modernism period and with 
symptoms of an identity crisis, Polish cities entered the transformation 
period completely unprepared for the new realities and practices of the 
market economy. After 1989, they began to undergo rapid changes, 
which often strengthened or generated spatial conflicts. The most 
important problems include the chaotic urbanisation of suburban areas, 
extensive development, functional dispersion, services leaving the 
centre, a lack of direct contact points (poor condition of public spaces), 
the intensity of individual transport, smog, households using coal-fired 
furnaces, concretisation of space – parking lots, etc. Therefore, in 
Poland, “a sustainable city is often a utopia that fights against the particu-
larity of private and corporate interests, whose only motive for action is 
profit” (Paszkowski, 2011). Many problems affect medium-sized cities in 
particular, which include centres ranging from 20,000 to about 100,000 
inhabitants,1 namely the majority of Polish cities. Such cities could 
become an alternative to congested large centres if integrated into the 
natural environment, with diverse service infrastructures and good 
transport connections. As a result of accession to the European Union, 

* Corresponding author. 
E-mail address: malgorzata.denis@pw.edu.pl (M. Denis).   

1 In the typology of cities in Poland, the number of inhabitants is most often applied while determining their size. The following classification was adopted: small 
cities up to 20,000; cities from 20,000 to 100,000 inhabitants; large cities from 100,000 to 500,000; and big cities (capitals) with more than 600,000 inhabitants: 
Czarnecki, 1965, p. 203. In Poland, out of 940 cities, only 39 have populations higher than 100,000 inhabitants. 
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Polish cities are faced with a great opportunity to improve the quality of 
life and to eliminate the existing spatial conflicts. Many actions have 
been taken in the last decade to gradually transform them into sus-
tainable cities. One may well wonder, however, what the description of 
a well-being city would be according to Polish residents, and whether 
the foreign criteria presented in numerous studies are the same as the 
Polish ones. 

The research aims to identify opportunities and threats to the 
development of Polish cities by drawing attention to the key spatial 
attributes requiring improvement, stronger use or promotion. 

Various methods and techniques were used during the research, as 
the complexity of the described problems required a holistic approach. 

Several research methods were applied, including the historical 
interpretative method, which was used by describing the urban 
planning directions recognised over recent decades that have affected 
the quality of life in cities – NU, Jan Gehl’s works, the City of Well-being. 

Then was the logical argumentation method, used in the analysis 
and synthesis of the examined quality of life issues and how they are 
perceived by the inhabitants of medium-sized cities. The analysis pre-
sents the elements of the problem at hand – population size and density, 
access to public service infrastructure, access to public transport, the 
length of bicycle routes, the quality of public spaces, and the use of pro- 
ecological solutions. In the synthesis, the issues were presented as a 
whole, in order to show the examined problem in an interdisciplinary 
perspective. This allowed general statements to be formulated, resulting 
from the partial research; these are presented at the end of the article. In 
the synthesis, a deduction was applied by describing the problem from 
general assumptions on a national scale, to details presented as imple-
menting urban programmes on a local scale. An analogy was also used 
here by looking for features common to medium-sized cities perceived as 
a good place to live. The principle of collecting arguments was also 
used here, by indicating a list of actions that caused the selected 
medium-sized towns to be indicated as those that positively stand out 
from other towns with a similar number of inhabitants. 

One of the additional methods applied was the quality research 
method, which is used to examine the quality of the urban environment. 
Several techniques were used: site visits, documentation study, the 
collection and compilation of databases, the collection of demographics, 
education and housing costs. The result of the quality research is a 
presentation of the examined cities by describing the issues indicated by 
the residents as important for the choice of place of residence. 

Another research method was case studies, which can be seen in the 
description of four cities indicated as places with a high quality of life. 
When selecting the cities designated for detailed research, desk research 
was conducted – a search for information allowing to the optimal choice 
of cities to be made. Studies were carried out on the available source 
materials (input materials) – scientific monographs, city programmes, 
rankings in national competitions, the degree of implementing pro- 
ecological solutions and the accessibility of public transport. A 
comparative analysis was also used here – a comparative analysis of 
the materials obtained as a result of field research, archival resources 
and CSO statistical data. Due to the wide scope of this research, the focus 
was on research into the quality of life in four selected medium-sized 
Polish cities, as well as their development opportunities and threats. 

The described research is interdisciplinary; its execution is influ-
enced by urban design, spatial planning, sociology and ecological issues. 
The presented research is comprehensive by nature, including basic 
cognitive research as well as applied empirical and diagnostic research, 
aimed at establishing the facts on which the high quality of life in 
medium-sized cities depend. 

2. Theoretical section 

In order to define the research criteria, we combined the basic as-
sumptions of current urban planning: created by the New Urbanists, as 
defined by Jan Gehl and described by Hugh Barton, and then compared 

them with Polish trends. The presented theoretical frameworks allowed 
the key factors influencing the quality of the space and its use to be 
identified. The three bases for this analysis were selected taking into 
account the care for human comfort in space, where the connecting 
element was the search for answers to ecological and social challenges 
posed by the sustainable development of cities. 

New Urbanism (NU) derived from the model of Central European 
towns and then crossed over to the USA (Calthorpe, 1993; Duany & 
Plater-Zyberk, 1991, 1992), is used as a reference, as it corresponds to 
the problems of medium-sized cities in the study. As a postmodern 
movement, it refers to the traditional values of a city with a historical 
structure (Bohl, 2000; Krier, 1979). The basic principle of NU is the 
availability of “daily needs”, functionality within a 10-min walk (CNU, 
2000; Talen, 2002, 2013). It becomes important to develop streets 
(greenery, attractive sites, and entrances, parking policy) so that moving 
around them is not only functionally justified, but also pleasant 
(Marshall, 2015). NU designs often provide for the exclusion of selected 
strategic zones from car traffic, and their exclusive use by pedestrians 
(Trudeau, 2013). The functional structure of the area, maintaining the 
principle of diversity, is also important (Talen, 2006, 2010; Trudeau & 
Kaplan, 2016). According to New Urbanism planners, the diversification 
should concern the architectural forms of buildings and their users 
(taking into account their education, earnings, and age), as well as 
housing resources (size, accessibility, price, type). Another principle of 
NU is the density of various functional buildings, which affects their 
accessibility for residents (Talen & Koschinsky, 2014). The density 
should be adjusted to the urban scale: town, city or agglomeration. New 
Urbanism planners also stress the importance of a high-quality public 
transport network, in particular using high-speed rail connections. 
Zoning should encourage the use of the most sustainable forms of 
transport, namely walking, cycling and environmentally friendly public 
transport (Katz, 1994). All these measures should lead to minimising 
negative environmental impacts (CNU, 2000) and are particularly sig-
nificant in the designated, attractive central area of the city (Hebbert, 
2003). The synergies of these elements are ultimately linked to the 
interdisciplinary way of managing an area that actively exploits the 
private and public sectors (Talen, 2010). There is strong international 
interest in global climate change, resulting in an interest in low emis-
sions in order to integrate economics, the environment and human ac-
tivity (Li and Li, 2018, p.83). Many small and medium-sized cities 
around the world are facing the problem of increasing rainfall intensity 
and climate change (Sung Eun et al., 2018), introducing pro-ecological 
solutions affects the protection of natural resources. The growth of cit-
ies into suburban zones threatens the environment and reduces 
anthropogenic areas (Cujba, 2013). 

Jan Gehl’s approach to urban planning is consistent with the above 
principles of New Urbanism. It recognises the need to design public 
spaces so that they contain elements for people who like to be outdoors: 
spaces for sitting, standing, playing and talking, and pleasant spaces for 
walking: roads free from danger and not overloaded with traffic (City of 
Melbourne and Gehl, 1994; Gehl, 2010). The objective of the proposed 
activities is to enable a higher level of social and cultural exchange, such 
as the conversion of street space into street art (including theatres, music 
and exhibitions), and small commercial activities into common outdoors 
seating spaces surrounded by attractive shop windows. This, taken as a 
whole, helps satisfy three types of outdoor activities defined by Gehl: 
necessary activities, optional activities and social activities (Gehl, 1987 
p.11), and thus attention is paid to the need to preserve (or introduce) 
functional diversity. Attractive spaces of high visual quality, from a 
detail to the city panorama, can therefore be dedicated to a diverse 
group of recipients and users, for whom Jan Gehl (2016) also assumes 
the need to create efficient public transport, integrated with safe, 
comfortable and extensive bicycle paths. The Danish architect and urban 
planner, like the promoters of New Urbanism, stresses the importance of 
reducing car traffic in cities, and in particular the priority of pedestrian 
traffic over car traffic, which should be applied in central urban areas 
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(City of Melbourne and Gehl, 2004). Therefore, in his designs we can 
find the implementation of a parking policy by minimising the number 
of ground-based parking spaces. With regard to the density of devel-
opment, Jan Gehl adheres to the principle of moderation, which is best 
reflected in the quote: “A dense city – a city full of life; the truth with 
some reservations.” 

The third reference basis is the approach defined in the “City of Well- 
being” concept (Barthon, 2017). Hugh Barton, similarly to the urban 
planners mentioned earlier, points to the need for a density of devel-
opment that supports local activities. The researcher also draws atten-
tion to developments promoting an active lifestyle, understood as an 
active way of spending time outside. In promoting such attitudes among 
residents, an urban structure that encourages walking or cycling, 
shortening distances, improving safety, increasing accessibility, and the 
use of well-functioning public transport over longer distances, is desir-
able. Such urban activity is possible when a comfortable and attractive 
public space (roads and squares) is also created. Hugh Barton, like Jan 
Gehl, stresses that it is worth introducing pedestrian priority while 
reducing car traffic in the city. At the same time, he pays greater 
attention to access to nature, and environmental quality in general (air 
quality, use of renewable energy, protection of fauna and flora, biodi-
versity, balanced water management and sustainable land manage-
ment). He encourages contact with greenery, such as roadside 
vegetation, private gardens, a network of green spaces containing parks, 
playgrounds and allotments. In the concept of City of Well-being, an 
important place is also occupied by the functional diversity of the city, 
extended by the variety of housing resources, where a wide range of 
housing and commercial services will ensure the diversity of users of the 
space in terms of age, income, and education. Hugh Barthon (2017) also 
notes the need for the public sector, the private sector and spatial 
management professionals to work together with target users of the 
space in order to define an appropriate development programme. As the 
researcher emphasises, the ability of the city authorities to take the 
operational initiative is strategic. 

The described theoretical framework allowed the common criteria 
for the assessment of well-being cities to be defined for the three ana-
lysed urban trends that determine the quality of use of space, such as:  

• Development density, population density;  
• Development promoting an active lifestyle (a pedestrian, cyclist);  
• Accessibility of public transport;  
• Designation of an attractive centre in the area;  
• High-quality public space;  
• Pedestrian zones excluded from car traffic, paid parking, priority for 

pedestrian traffic, organised parking lots;  
• Basic functions available within 10–15 min of pedestrian access;  
• Implementation of ecological solutions to minimise the impact on the 

environment;  
• Indication of second-degree services – shopping malls, possibly a 

higher education institution, a theatre or a philharmonic hall. 

A different view of a happy city, or a city of well-being, can be found 
in Poland. According to the ranking of cities that are the best to live in, 
10 aspects should be taken into account: education (the average per-
formance of students in the maths exam at junior high school and the 
number of university graduates with a master’s degree per 10,000 in-
habitants), free time (the city’s offer for residents providing entertain-
ment and social contacts), housing (standard, size of apartments and 
their accessibility), local government (the city’s income per resident, as 
well as funds available to the city for new undertakings), employment 
(the registered unemployment rate, as well as the ratio of the number of 
employed to unemployed persons), environment (expenditures on 
maintenance of greenery in the city), community (society’s involvement 
in political and social life), safety (the level of crime, its detection and 
road traffic offences leading to damage to health), health (natural in-
crease and number of deaths before the age of 65) and communication 

(the length of hard-surface municipal and district roads). 
Comparing these two views on cities for well-being, cities good to 

live in according to the world (European) and the Polish criteria, the 
priorities of residents vary. In Poland, due to many years of neglect 
related to the communism era, they are focused on more fundamental 
needs. Cities of well-being are those that have good quality roads 
(enabling mobility between dispersed service providers and housing) 
and with schools that educate students applying for higher education. 
They are also cities providing security, access to well-paid work, with a 
high birth rate, a good cultural or recreational offer for the residents, 
enabling society to be involved in the life of the city so that they can 
establish various types of social contacts, affecting the growth of local 
identity. For this reason, the analysis was focused only on Polish cities, 
as it is very difficult to compare Polish cities with European ones in 
terms of well-being, because their inhabitants have different perceptions 
of the high quality of life criteria. 

3. Analysis of selected cities in Poland according to certain 
criteria 

The analysis was commenced by reviewing the rankings of the 
world’s best cities for quality of life. It was noted that these cities most 
often have a population exceeding one million, for instance the ranking 
by Resonance Consultancy,2 which is considered the most comprehen-
sive among all the companies conducting this type of research. The list 
identifies cities that are the most desirable for residents, tourists and 
businessmen, but they pay less attention to living conditions or attrac-
tiveness for tourists. The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) presents an 
interesting annual ranking3 in which they select 140 cities around the 
world and look at the quality of life there. They take into account 30 
factors related to safety, healthcare, education, infrastructure and the 
environment, with cities receiving from 0 to 100 points. In recent years, 
the EIU has stressed that many cities are receiving worse and worse 
results regarding culture and the environment, particularly huge met-
ropolises in developing countries (e.g. New Delhi in India, Cairo in Egypt 
and Dhaka in Bangladesh). In 2019, Vienna retained its top spot in this 
ranking from 2018, followed by Melbourne, which had been the leader 
for several years earlier. The next places were taken by Sydney, Osaka, 
Calgary, Vancouver, Toronto, Tokyo, Copenhagen and Adelaide. There 
is only one European city in the top ten, but in the top twenty there are 
already eight cities, including Zurich, Geneva, Frankfurt am Mein, 
Hamburg, Helsinki and Amsterdam. The only Polish city was Warsaw, 
which ranked 66th. These statistics show that the ranking was domi-
nated by medium-sized cities (on a global scale) from “rich countries” 
with many cultural attractions, easy access to healthcare and education. 
These are also cities with a focus on sustainable mobility, with a pre-
dominance of cycling and good public transport, not facing high popu-
lation density, traffic jams and high crime rates. The Better Life Index 
created by the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development) and covering 36 developed countries is also often used in 
such rankings.4 This index looks at 11 categories: Housing, Income, 
Jobs, Community, Environment, Civic Engagement, Health, Life satis-
faction, Safety and Work-Life Balance. The OECD index was also applied 
in research on Polish cities,5 analysing 66 cities with the status of a 
county and taking into account these 11 categories and 25 separate 
factors (2–4 in each category). Some of the factors include: unemploy-
ment rate, professional activity ratio, funds spent on education, average 
results of junior high schools and the percentage of children aged 3–4 
attending pre-school. It may seem surprising that the first ten cities 

2 https://resonanceco.com/reports/2019-worlds-best-cities/.  
3 https://store.eiu.com/product/liveability-ranking-and-overview/.  
4 http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/#/11111111111.  
5 https://www.polityka.pl/niezbednik/1597651,1,indeks-jakosci-zycia-mie 

szkancow-miast.read. 
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include also Warsaw suburbs, for instance Józefów, Piaseczno and 
Marki, which are often chosen by the wealthier residents of the Polish 
capital who wish to buy or build their houses far from a noisy city centre. 

There are also contests between European cities, including the “Eu-
ropean Green Capital Award” which was launched in 2008, as a result of 
a competition between European cities with more than 100 thousand 
residents. This is an award for cities in European Union Member States, 
as well as candidate states that wish to become a member of the EU and 
members of the European Economic Area (Iceland, Norway, Switzerland 
and Liechtenstein). Stockholm was the first city to receive this award in 
2010. In 2015, Bristol in the UK won this award, having been called the 
best well-being city in the United Kingdom (according to a Sunday Times 
ranking). The European Green Leaf Award is open to all towns and cities 
across Europe with a population from 20,000 up to 100,000. So far, 
three cities have received this award – Mollèt del Valles in Spain, Torres 
Vedras in Portugal and Galway in Ireland.6 

In 2017 and 2018, Arcadis (which also drew up the SUSTAINABLE 
CITIES MOBILITY INDEX 2017, the SUSTAINABLE CITIES INDEX 2016, 
and the SUSTAINABLE CITIES WATER INDEX) created a list of sus-
tainable cities worldwide, including Poland. It was based on three fac-
tors: community (factors affecting the lives of the inhabitants), 
environment (environmental factors, including green areas, quality of 
the environment and use of resources), and the economy (conditions and 
potential for city development).7 Arcadis also created a similar ranking 
for Polish cities based on three factors. Warsaw led this list, due to 
demography, the level and access to healthcare, education and culture, 
as well as in terms of poverty, safety and the social activity of in-
habitants. The capital was also the leader in terms of the economy, 
meaning the city’s wealth and its appeal for business. On the other hand, 
when dealing with environmental factors, taking into account the 
quality of air, climate change, biological diversity, land use methods and 
waste management, along with access to utilities and use of resources, 
Warsaw came in 44th place. That aspect of the ranking was led by 
Bielsko Biała, followed by Jelenia Góra and Zielona Góra. In 2013, the 
“Eco-city” competition started promoting green solutions in Polish cit-
ies. It was organised by the French Embassy, with awards being granted 
in four categories for cities with more than 100 thousand inhabitants 
and those with less than 100 thousand, covering such areas as sustain-
able mobility, the energy efficiency of buildings, water management in 
local government activities, and the management of local energy 
systems.8 

Taking into account the above data, two of the best-rated cities were 
considered in each of the three voivodships: Mazowieckie, Pomorskie 
and Wielkopolskie, considering many factors of which four groups of 
comparison criteria were formed for nineteen cities, namely:  

• Population density, because it is an indirect measure of the quality of 
residents’ life, enabling the use of more energy-efficient forms of 
housing, communication, and services” (Cities of the Future, 2011). 

At the scale of a city or agglomeration, the development components 
for the area under study are examined. The main indicators include: 
development density (the area of buildings divided by the area of 
development), residential density (the number of dwellings divided by 
the area of development), population density (calculated by dividing a 
given population by a given area), development intensity (the area of 
development multiplied by the number of storeys on the area of land) 
and occupancy rate (what percentage of land is occupied by 

development) (Belliot, 2006:23)9 (Bordes-Pagés, 1995:5–8).10 As 
buildings consume about 40% of energy and are responsible for more 
than 20% of greenhouse gas emissions, “density” indicators are one of 
the main contributors to sustainable urban development (Pelégrin-Genel 
& Pelégrin, 2008:10).11 Some researchers suggest that any doubling in 
the average population density of the area under study could result in a 
20–40% reduction in household vehicle use, with a corresponding 
reduction in greenhouse gas emissions (Gottdiener and Budd 2005: 
153).12 However, the relationship between population density and the 
environment is worth considering also through ‘environmental costs’, 
given that, despite the fact that urban centres use the land more effi-
ciently, their ‘ecological footprint’ can extend beyond the spatial 
boundaries of the city (Wackernagel et al., 2006).13  

• The implementation of ecological solutions to minimise the impact 
on the environment; In 2015, the Ministry of Infrastructure and 
Development published the “National Urban Policy”, which focuses 
on sustainable transport and the development of public spaces. In 
2016, the EU Member States signed the Urban Agenda, referred to as 
the Amsterdam Pact, which also includes sustainable transport and 
related air quality. In the same year, the WHO issued an appeal to 
city authorities asking them to “get people out of their cars and invest 
in sustainable transport.”  

• The accessibility of public transport and bicycle lanes. Looking at the 
development of cities at the turn of the century, it seems obvious that 
their development has influenced the way in which people move 
around, starting with pedestrian traffic, then pedestrian and road 
traffic, but with a predominance of public transport, and finally car 
traffic (Newman, 2007). Following this perception, a pedestrian city 
is primarily a city from before the Industrial Revolution, namely, 
before 1850. Until that time, the city was organised in such a way 
that access to the important functions (town hall, church or shop) by 
foot or on horseback was not a problem. Upon introducing public 
transport, first of all using railways, buildings started to be con-
structed along the tram or rail routes. In addition, city dwellers also 
started to use bicycles. The development of tram and rail routes has 
also affected urban areas.  

• Limiting excessive traffic, namely separating zones for pedestrians, 
car-free, paid parking, priority for pedestrians, organising park&ride 
schemes. 

Comparing the first factor, namely population density, it was noted 
that the cities selected for analysis have very different densities, ranging 
from 1362 persons/km2 (Debica) to 3991 persons/km2 (Legionowo). 
Legionowo is also the most densely populated town in Poland.14 Other 
cities: Świętochłowice, Swarzędz, Ełk, Siedlce and Inowrocław are 
ranked 3rd, 4th, 12th, 27th and 29th most populated towns in Poland. 
The second aspect of the analysis concerned the implementation of 
various pro-ecological solutions, such as ecological construction (Ełk 
and Inowrocław), waste management (Inowrocław and Słupsk), sewage 
management (Słupsk), the implementation of sustainable development 
principles (Leszno, Sopot, Słupsk and Zamość). Unfortunately, one of 

6 https://www.portalsamorzadowy.pl/och 
rona-srodowiska/zielona-stolica-europy-2018 
-wybrano-miasta-najlepiej-dbajace-o-srodowisko-miejskie,81725.html.  

7 www.arcadis.com/RankingMiast.  
8 http://www.eco-miasto. 

pl/konkurs-dla-miast-2/konkurs-dla-miast/laureaci-minionych-edycji/#2013. 

9 Belliot M (ed), 2006: Habitat forme urbaines. Densités comparées et ten-
dences d’éwolution en France. Fédération Nationale de Agences d’Urbanisme, 
Paris.  
10 Bordes-Pagés, E.,1995: Referentiel de densites et de formes urbaines. 

IAURIF, Paris. 
11 Pelégrin – Genel E., Pelégrin F., 2008: Ambiances, Dencités & Developpe-

ment Durable, EditionsPC, Paris.  
12 Gottdiener M, Budd L (2005) Key Concepts in Urban Studies. London, Sage.  
13 Wackernagel M, Kitzes J, Moran D, Goldfinger S, Thomas M (2006) ‘The 

Ecological Footprint of cities and regions: comparing resource availability with 
resource demand’ Environment and Urbanization 18(1): 103–112.  
14 Warsaw – the capital of Poland – has a much lower population density, 

3412 persons/km2, according to statistics from 2017. 
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these towns – Nowy Sącz – ranked in fourteenth place in a report by the 
World Health Organisation on the most polluted towns in the European 
Union, which disqualified it from further research. 

Virtually all the cities included in the analysis have a sustainable 
urban mobility plan, access to rail transport and urban public transport 
(mostly based on diesel buses). Only two medium-sized towns have tram 
systems (Świętochłowice and Pabianice), while in Dębica there are 
electric trolleybuses. Interestingly, until the 1960s, there were trams in 
Sopot and Inowrocław, but bus transport replaced rail vehicles because 
it was more popular among inhabitants and caused fewer collisions. At 
present, the introduction of hybrid buses is noticeable (for instance in 
Ełk, Słupsk and Leszno). The situation with cycling transport is much 
worse, but a change in the residents’ attitude towards health and the 
increasing popularity of cycling have seen cycling paths and bicycle 
rentals being built up for over a decade (in four cities). Unfortunately, 
the length of bicycle paths is still quite low compared to other EU 
Member States,15 though it is growing year by year. Another important 
aspect of the analysis is the creation of paid parking lots and zones 
excluded from car traffic. Out of 19 cities, only five of them do not have a 
paid parking zone, but three of these five cities are planning to imple-
ment such a solution (for instance, Warsaw is working on introducing a 
smartphone application that will inform drivers in real time about the 
availability of parking spaces in the Paid Parking Zone, thanks to which 
the city in the suburban zone, such as Legionowo, will receive the most 
modern application.) In Ełk, work is currently underway on a project 
entitled “Smart Parking – increasing access to parking places”. 

Summarising the results of the comparative analysis of the selected 
19 medium-sized cities in Poland, it can be concluded that some of them 
are leaders in the implementation of sustainable development principles 
and are trying to compete with large cities in terms of striving to create a 
good living environment for their inhabitants. The following cities: Ełk, 
Leszno, Sopot, and Słupsk, as the most green-oriented ones, were 
selected for further detailed analysis. A detailed analysis will be 
extended with additional criteria not taken into account during the 
earlier research regarding the selection of 19 medium-sized cities chosen 
from all cities of this size in Poland. 

4. Opportunities and threats in creating people-friendly cities in 
Poland 

The four cities selected for detailed analysis were analysed according 
to the following criteria: population density, access to public service 
infrastructure, access to ecological public transport, length of bicycle 
paths, the application of ecological solutions, quality of public spaces, 
demography, housing and education. The first four criteria were taken 
into account when selecting 19 Polish cities. These cities will also be 
compared in terms of opportunities and threats stemming from the 
mentality and preferences of Poles, and how City Councillors are trying 
to influence the change in thinking, for instance: switching from indi-
vidual transport to public transport, pedestrian traffic preference. 

4.1. Risks – what are the obstacles to sustainable development? 

The most frequent negative process in cities is the deepening 
degradation of city centre areas, and the simultaneous outflow of better- 
situated residents to their suburban areas. The challenge here is the poor 
quality of life in the city centre – improper organisation of transport, the 
poor technical condition of buildings, unattractive public spaces, a lack 
of greenery the and perforation of urban structures. The lack of appro-
priate tools (planning directives and financial resources), unregulated 
ownership status after the communist period (resulting in reprivatisa-
tion), and the degradation of post-industrial and post railways plots of 
land, which are scattered like islands, do not help with revitalising the 

centres of cities struggling with depopulation. 
The decrease in the number of residents and the outflow of those 

with better mobility to suburban areas causes problems in previously 
urbanised areas and contributes to spatial and social segregation. The 
threat here may be poorly defined urban policy objectives, or ineffective 
spatial management mechanisms. The urban transport system is also 
very important. Transit traffic is particularly burdensome for residents, 
as it takes place directly next to residential quarters, generating noise 
and pollution. 

In these cities, high-traffic roads are located close to historical city 
centres, though one positive aspect is that the most onerous traffic takes 
place outside the urban zone. The threat here may be the lack of a 
coherent transport policy or effective mechanisms to ensure the reduc-
tion of traffic in centres in favour of public transport, cycling or simply 
the establishment of pedestrian and slower traffic zones. All the analysed 
cities have bicycle paths, but not always consistent ones. The challenge 
here may be the lack of connections between the paths with the city 
centre, as in Ełk and Sopot, or the implementation of disconnected 
sections of bicycle routes (not forming proper network systems), as is the 
case in Słupsk. Priority zones for pedestrians and pedestrian crossings 
shortening access routes are equally important, particularly for the 
elderly, people with disabilities and mothers with children. The location 
of railway lines is also problematic, as they cut the urban tissue into two 
independent parts in all the examined cities. It is most clearly visible in 
Elk, where the part of the city located east of the railway line is a mono- 
functional residential area with little public transport capacity. 

Another challenge for cities is to focus their spatial policies on 
limiting the spread of the city and improving the accessibility of service 
facilities on the outskirts. 

These aspects and data affecting the assessment of the city’s attrac-
tiveness in Poland, in terms of its attractiveness for residential purposes, 
in selected cities, are presented in Tables 1 and 2. 

As can be seen, not all the examined centres are struggling with 
depopulation. In two cities the number of inhabitants increased, and in 
two cities the number of inhabitants decreased. Ełk is worth pointing 
out, with an increase of over 11% and positive natural growth +146, 
while Sopot has quite the opposite indicators – a decrease in the number 
of inhabitants by 11.4%, with negative natural growth − 156. Looking at 
the social aspects of the analysed cities, we can see that the highest pass 
rates of the secondary school leaving exams (matura) are in Sopot and 
Ełk; the highest earners are the residents of Sopot, but at the same time 
they have the most expensive residential real estate price per square 
metre and the highest number of apartments among all the analysed 
cities. The standard of living of Sopot residents is the highest in terms of 
people per capita, and it is also the city with the highest rate of public 
green areas per capita. Maybe this is why Sopot was chosen in the 
ranking of the best cities to live in terms of free time, education, envi-
ronment and community. Ełk is an interesting example as it has the 
youngest population among the analysed cities, but unfortunately the 
lowest income per capita and the highest unemployment rate, with a low 
level of education, which may result from the fact that Ełk has a large 
number of production plants in need of vocationally educated people. 
Analysing the data concerning unemployment, in Leszno and Słupsk it is 
3.5%, in Sopot 1.8%, and in Ełk 13%, which seems to be a huge 
disproportion in comparison to other cities and other similar centres in 
Poland. 

4.2. Sustainable development directions in selected cities 

Analysing the changes taking place in selected medium-sized cities, 
one can observe trends both among the residents and city authorities, 
which are focused on pro-ecological solutions related to public trans-
port, construction, car traffic and air quality. These changes have been 
taking place mainly over the last decade, which is related to the pro-
motion of a healthy lifestyle and raising the standards of living and a 
change in the approach to life by Poles. The four surveyed cities have 15 The total length of bicycle paths in Polish cities is 1662 km. 
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implemented a number of sustainable development measures including:  

• Recovery of neglected, post-industrial and post railway areas – in 
Polish cities in the era of transformations related to changes in in-
dustry and restructuring and privatisation of state-owned enter-
prises, many areas in central zones of cities were freed. Recovering 
the space by creating multifunctional areas in favourable, already 
urbanised places with technical infrastructure (e.g. in Ełk), is a 

method of counteracting suburbanisation. The analysed cities try to 
operate in a manner that makes the scattering of buildings in the 
suburbs unnoticeable. Today, similar trends can be seen in many 
cities in Europe and around the world, reducing the dispersion of 
buildings, e.g. Portland City has seen almost 50% population growth 
with 2% growth in developed areas (Xuefeng Li, Xuke Li, p. 65).  

• The density of existing development, protection of green areas in the 
city. At present, Polish cities have a high degree of surface sealing, 

Table 1 
Diagrams of four cities with marked isochrones of access to service buildings (left), and bus stops (right), 
source: own study. 
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which is a result of urbanisation and is a major challenge for urban 
centres in case of heavy rainfall. Ełk is one of the cities where the 
existing historical buildings located in the downtown zone were 
made more compact, and significant areas were hardened for use as 
roads and parking lots.  

• Environmental protection by introducing pro-ecological solutions in 
the construction industry and activities related to environmental 
education. A good example of implementing such solutions is the city 
of Ełk, which since 1991 has had programmes related to ecology, 
renewable energy, ecological – oil, gas or (since 1997) electric 
heating and the introduction of solar collectors on the roofs of 
buildings. Such activities carried out for 30 years have resulted in an 
improvement in air quality, which translates into the quality of 
residents’ lives, and thus in an increase in numbers. This is a type of 
smart city growth. The driving force behind the development of cities 
is not only the activity of its local governments, but also the crea-
tivity of its inhabitants, which can affect competitiveness. Develop-
ment strategies should be implemented to attract university 
graduates (Massey et al., 2014).  

• Creation of high quality public spaces, the introduction of calm 
traffic zones, the activation of the centre, the revitalisation of 

downtown areas, the introduction of ecological parking lots and paid 
parking lots. Considering this aspect, it is worth mentioning the sit-
uation in the city centres after the war and the introduction of a 
socialist economy. As a result of the communalisation of housing 
resources (city tenement houses) and the introduction of simple 
modernist buildings into the gaps caused by buildings destroyed 
during the war (without paying attention to preserving the historical 
spatial layouts of cities), city centres became places of residence to 
people of the lowest social status (often relocating to cities from rural 
areas). The lack of major repairs to historical buildings after 1945, 
and their general low standard, not matching the current re-
quirements, resulted in decapitalisation and a loss of utility values. 
Nowadays, as a result of renovation processes in city centres, these 
areas are regaining their former splendour, but it is difficult to fully 
recover the old image of a city through modern buildings erected 
with no respect for the existing cultural values. All the analysed cities 
have introduced revitalisation programmes within their historical 
central zones, which have resulted in the modernisation of historic 
tenement houses, the introduction of new urban details, changes in 
the street surface and the renovation of building façades. Leszno has 
been the most successful in revitalising its city centre, as car traffic 

Table 2 
A comparison of four cities, taking into account the ones analysed so far concerning the definition of a “city of well-being” according to Poles.    

EŁK LESZNO SŁUPSK SOPOT 

HISTORY Date of establishing the city 1425 The 14th century The 10th century The 8th century 
Obtaining a city charter 1445 1547 1265, 1310 1901 

DEMOGRAPHY Number of residents 61,523 64,197 91,465 36,533 
Population density (persons/km2) 2922.7 2015.0 2119.7 2114.2 
Population in the years 2002–2007 Increase by 

11.2% 
Increase by 0.9% Decrease by 8.1% Decrease by 11.4% 

Natural growth Positive 
+ 142 

Positive 
+ 139 

Negative 
− 163 

Negative − 156 

Average age 39.1 41.7 43.6 47.2 
Share of residents who are of working 
age 

62.6% 59.6% 59.7% 56.9% 

Number of deaths/1000 residents 7.93 8.56 11.13 12.43 
CAPITAL - Housing Average usable area of one apartment: 

m2 
89 99.2 86.6 63.4 

Average usable area per one resident: 
m2 

29.3 40.1 26.9 33.4 

Average number of rooms per 
apartment: 

4.27 4.24 4.11 3.45 

Average number of people per 
apartment: 

3.03 2.47 3.22 1.90 

Average number of people per room: 0.71 0.58 0.78 0.55 
Total number of apartments 3791 4080 5512 19,264 
Price per m2: (PLN/m2) PLN 4067 

(€961.45) 
PLN 4449 (€1051.77) PLN 3800 

(€898.34) 
PLN 13,570 
(€3208.03)a 

EMPLOYMENT Income per resident PLN 1632.67 
(€385.97) 

PLN 2083.29 
(€492.5) 

PLN 2053.02 
(€485.34) 

PLN 2403.88 (€568.29) 

unemployment 12.9% 3.5% 3.5% 1.8% 
EDUCATION Matura (school leaving exam) pass 

rate (2019) 
82% 81.69% 76% 92% 

Average results of exams in high 
schools – Polish 

68% 62.17% 62% 69% 

Average results of exams in high 
schools – Mathematics 

49% 47.14% 40% 53% 

number of people with higher 
education per 1000 residents 
(National Census 2011) 

141 214 222 367 

SUSTAINABILITY Urban initiatives on sustainable 
development 

✔ ✔ ✔✔ ✔ 

Paid parking zone ✔ (in progress) ✔ ✔✔ ✔ 
TRANSPORT 

POLICY 
Sustainable transport, 
rail, urban transport 

✔ ✔ þ30% of low-emission 
rolling stock 

✔ 

Length of bicycle paths 30 km 49.9 km 35 km 20 km 
City bikes □ □ ✔ ✔ 
High quality public space ✔ ✔ □ ✔ 

SOCIAL POLICY Amenities for residents Senior Citizen’s 
Card 

Large Family Card, Senior 
Citizen’s Card, Student Plus 

Large Family Card, Senior 
Citizen’s Card, 

Large Family Card, Senior 
Citizen’s Card,  

a Price per m2 of an apartment in Warsaw – PLN 10159/m2 (€2401.65/m2). 
Source: own study on the basis of CSO statistical data and websites of the analysed cities, maintained by local governments. 
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has been partially removed from the city market square (dating back 
to the 16th century) in favour of pedestrian space, and many func-
tionalities and attractive development have been ensured (for 
instance, functions on the market include the town hall, catering, and 
retail outlets), which has a social dimension, integrating the resi-
dents. Sopot is also a city with high quality public spaces, including a 
promenade (Bohaterów Monte Cassino Street), which is the spatial 
axis of the city, ending with a pier stretching out over the sea (the 
longest wooden pier in Europe). This promenade is a pedestrian 
street shaped before World War II and still functioning today. The 
situation is slightly worse in Słupsk where, despite the renovation of 
the historical zone, not enough care was taken to select the service 
functions in buildings, meaning that, instead of cafes and shops 
attractive to users, they introduced functions that do not stimulate 
integration (e.g. banks, pharmacies, etc.)  

• Promoting and introducing eco-friendly solutions in collective 
transport, namely in trams, e-buses, and hybrid buses. Each of the 
analysed cities increases its network of cycling routes year by year, 
but only Sopot has city bike rentals, scooters and car-sharing (this is 
influenced by the location of the city between Gdynia and Gdańsk, 
creating the Tri-City area, and the mutual cooperation of these cit-
ies). More and more people in the studied cities also choose to cycle 
instead of drive, largely in order to avoid problems with parking and 
traffic jams. It is also interesting that many people are changing to 
scooters or motorcycles. To give one example, an action entitled 
“Wręć się w Sopot” (“Spin into Sopot”), has been created to promote 
daily commuting to work by bike In terms of healthy mobility, 
practically all the analysed cities have hybrid buses on their fleet, 
with plans to increase their number. 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

Understanding people’s problems and needs is of key importance in 
creating safe, sustainable and healthy cities that are climate change 
resilient. Subjective assessments of residents’ well-being are often linked 
to things that cannot be bought with money, such as building and 
strengthening human bonds (Helliwel, 2003). The global ageing of the 
urban populations calls for more age-friendly approaches to be imple-
mented in our cities. It is a challenge to prepare for these developments 
in such a way that both current and future generations of older people 
can benefit from age-friendly strategies (van Hoof et al., 2018). The 
opinion-forming analysis of cities in Poland has shown that the health 
and well-being of residents is influenced by attractive public spaces 
counteracting social isolation, good systems of bicycle and walking 
paths connected to green areas, but it is equally important to provide 
jobs that will enable the good existence of residents and a high level of 
education that will enable young people to have a good start to their 
future life, better than their parents. It is also worth noting that Polish 
cities, just as with foreign centres, are increasingly dependent on 
ecosystem services, such as obtaining clean water (filtration) and clean 
air (urban greenery) (van Assen et al., 2017). 

The analysis carried out allows us to make the thesis that: Ełk, 
Leszno, Sopot and Słupsk are among the most pro-ecological medium- 
sized cities (up to 100 thousand inhabitants) in Poland. They are also 
recognised by their inhabitants as the best “good cities to live in”, which 
is a result of many years of consistent efforts by the city authorities, 
associated with the sustainable development of these places. These ac-
tivities bring the intended effect by improving the quality of life of 
residents, indirectly increasing the resilience of these centres to eco-
nomic and environmental shocks. Most of the analysed towns and cities 
are regional centres, which facilitates their development and makes 
them competitive in relation to the nearest smaller and larger cities 
(Sopot is the only example of a town located in a metropolitan zone – 
Tri-City, where, together with Gdańsk and Gdynia, the three cities form 
one polycentric structure complementing each other in many ways). All 
the cities are attempting to build new workplaces by encouraging 

employers to invest in certain areas and by establishing special eco-
nomic zones and technology parks, being well aware that in Poland it is 
the work that keeps the inhabitants in a certain location or attracts new 
ones. The most important pro-ecological activities of the examined cities 
are presented in Table 2. 

Comparing the status of pro-ecological development of Ełk, Sopot, 
Słupsk and Leszno, on the basis of the presented analyses, it can be noted 
that practically all the cities are competitive centres for the environ-
ment; they implement sustainable mobility preferring public transport, 
pedestrian and bicycle traffic. They also undertake a number of activities 
that discourage inhabitants from using their own cars, among other 
things by creating paid parking areas in the centre, increasing the 
network of bicycle paths and promoting a healthy lifestyle. At the same 
time, it should be noted that these cities still have much to improve, in 
particular, to prevent the dispersion of outlying buildings by filling in 
urban voids and increasing the density of buildings in the centre. An 
important problem is also the recovery of degraded areas with poor 
management, in order to create compact urban structures and prevent 
the formation of shopping centres in the suburbs, which generates car 
traffic. 

To sum up, it is worth noting the change that has been taking place 
over several years in Polish cities, in the mentality of Poles and in 
connection with urban policy. At the end of the 20th century, these 
processes would not have been possible because of the protests of the 
inhabitants, who translated their welfare into the number of parking 
spaces enabling them to keep their cars as close as possible to their place 
of work, residence, and entertainment. Thanks to remedial measures 
taken, the local identity of the inhabitants has expanded and the inter-
generational integration of seniors, middle-aged people, children and 
youth is taking place, which allows for a sense of continuity of the place 
of residence and the creation of mutual bonds and social interactions. 
The suggested methodology was applied as an experiment in four Polish 
cities compared in terms of community, urban mobility, green solutions 
and housing. 

In the research, certain aspects crucial for the well-being of residents 
in Polish cities were indicated. It was pointed out that the development 
of medium-sized cities should be monitored with properly adjusted 
“measuring” tools. In addition, development abilities and threats were 
pointed out, not only regarding Polish cities but also similar size cities in 
this part of Europe with a comparable historical context. This method-
ology allowed regional ratios to be introduced, though it may also be 
applied in other cities worldwide. 
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