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Rural tourism: an opportunity for
the development of rural areas in
Poland?

Abstract: Rural tourism — and particularly agrotourism, which has a high share
in rural tourist offers — is an intensely discussed and politically supported issue
in Poland. This paper critically examines the role of tourism in the development
of rural areas. A literature review reveals seven success factors, whose existence
or development is the precondition to develop rural tourism effectively in a re-
gion: 1) natural and cultural resources, 2) tourist and general infrastructure
and services, 3) professional marketing, 4) cooperation, participation and ef-
ficient organisation, 5) human resources, 6) financial resources and technical
assistance, 7) conditions of demand. The analysis of these success factors in
rural regions of Poland using secondary data and literature shows both opportu-
nities and barriers to a rural tourism development. Major opportunities are the
existing natural resources in many areas and the good general outlook for the
Polish tourism. In contrast, the deficiency of the tourist and general infrastruc-
ture in many rural areas, the weak marketing, the negative international image
of Poland, the insufficient coordination and cooperation in tourism, the shorta-
ge of skilled labour and entrepreneurial skills, and the poor financial resources
of public authorities and private enterprises hamper the development of rural
tourism in Poland. Two cases studies carried out in the summer of 2005 — in the
rural communes Baltow in Southeast Poland and Debrzno in Northwest Poland
— emphasize the significance of people ‘s own initiative and partnerships in deve-
loping tourism and overcoming bottlenecks. Finally, even though rural tourism
is not a panacea for the structural problems of rural areas in Poland, it could be
developed in far more areas in different dimensions and forms depending on the
resources provided that the regions succeed in addressing the barriers.
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Introduction

For a long time, in most rural areas of the world agriculture was the key sector
of economy and employment. However, since mid 20th century, the number
of employed persons in agriculture was reduced drastically and is still fal-
ling in Western Europe; in Central and Eastern Europe this process was more
slowly and in most countries agricultural employment slumped with the be-
ginning of transition in the early 1990s. The creation of non-farm employment
is therefore generally recognized to be essential to promote sustainable rural
communities and to prevent poverty, out-migration and excessive aging of
the rural population. This holds particularly for Central and Eastern Europe,
where the diversification of rural areas is generally lower than in Western
Europe, since industry and services have been hardly decentralised to rural
communities in socialist times. Additionally, many rural commuters have lost
their income through the closing of industrial enterprises in urban centres du-
ring transition. At the same time, the diversification of rural areas is hindered
by lacking agglomeration advantages, particularly in peripheral regions. One
potential new income source, often cited as an opportunity for rural areas, is
rural tourism. Since the beginning of transition, nearly all Central and Eastern
Europe countries have pinned their hopes for the development of rural areas
on tourism. This paper will critically examine the role tourism can play in the
development of rural areas in Poland. Starting with the clarification of defini-
tions, the current significance and structure of rural tourism and agrotourism
in Europe and Poland will be outlined. Then the paper will derive seven suc-
cess factors of the effective development of tourism in a region from literature
and analyse them with respect of rural tourism in Poland. This analysis will be
supplemented by two Polish case studies carried out in the summer of 2005.
The paper concludes with an assessment of the barriers and chances of tou-
rism development in rural regions of Poland.

Definition of rural tourism and agrotourism

The concept of rural tourism has no commonly used definition. It can vary from
“all tourist activities in rural areas” to specialised offers in rural areas as “holi-
days on a farm“. Some definitions point out the rural character of rural tourism,
i.e. contact to nature, experience of heritage and participation in rural traditions —
offered by small, local enterprises (see e.g. Lane 1994, WTO 2004). Lane (1994)
argues that defining rural tourism is difficult since rural areas themselves are
difficult to define and undergo a complex process of change, since urban forms
of tourism — as theme parks or holiday villages — are also located in rural areas
and since rural tourism is a complex multi-faceted activity. This article uses a
functional, rather wide definition without referring to rural culture, which is hard
to delimit: Rural tourism comprises all tourist activities in rural areas including
all forms of tourism and accommodation categories (hotels, guesthouses, private
rooms, campgrounds, farms) with the exception of tourism in major towns, re-
sorts, spas and secondary residences. Tourist stays on agricultural holdings are
referred to as agrotourism and are a segment of rural tourism.



Rural tourism in Europe

The development of tourism in rural areas started in Europe in the 18th and
19th century particularly at the seaside and in high mountains, i.e. in areas
with a unique selling proposition. These areas became soon specialised tourist
destinations (Steinecke 2006) and are nowadays not numbered among rural
tourism. Tourism is still largely concentrated into these specialist beach, lake
and mountain resort areas, and into major cultural centres (Lane 1994). The
“rest” of the countryside became attractive for tourists in the course of indus-
trialisation and urbanisation (Steinecke 2006) and the broader development of
environmental politics and protection since the late 1970s. In the second half
of the 20th century many rural areas in Europe received political aid to deve-
lop tourism as an alternative to the shrinking agricultural sector. Recently, also
at the EU level rural tourism is again supported as effective catalyst for rural
development (Sharpley and Vass 2006) to facilitate the diversification of rural
economy and to create income and new jobs. However, job, income and multi-
plier effects of tourism are difficult to assess. Some studies about rural tourism
observe only minor success in job creation. In addition, the share of seasonal
and low-paid work in tourism is generally high (Ribeiro and Marques 2002,
Steinecke 2006). Agrotourism prevents the farm family to migrate away — by
using idle labour of the farm household — rather than creating new jobs for
non-family labour (e.g. Hjalager 1996). The income generated by rural tou-
rism is in small enterprises mostly only a supplement to the household income
(Hjalager 1996, Oppermann 1996, Sharpley and Vass 2006). Further benefits
of rural tourism can encompass improving quality of life through upgraded
infrastructure, revaluing rural traditions, raising public awareness of envi-
ronmental and heritage concerns and becoming acquainted with new people
and “urban” ideas (Oppermann 1996, Steinecke 2006, WTO 2004). However,
there can also be negative impacts as landscape damages or social tensions,
particularly with regional large-scale tourism (Steinecke 2006).

Dimensions and growth of rural tourism are hard to quantify, since a clear de-
finition and statistics are lacking (Lane 1994). Agrotourism is easier to distin-
guish and received great attention from academics and agriculture ministries.
Its role is therefore frequently overestimated (Lane 1994, Oppermann 1996).
Agrotourism is mostly not included in official statistics, since it is accounted
for in the majority of cases among private accommodation. However, it is
recorded in the EU Farm Structure Survey (FSS), whose numbers for 2005
are cited below. Farm holidays have a high significance and long tradition in
many parts of German-speaking countries. In Austria for example, 8% of all
agricultural holdings offer farm holidays (FSS) providing the seventh part of
all tourist beds (Embacher 2003). In Germany, 4% of all agricultural holdings
have tourist activities (FSS), which are developed mainly in the Western part
and present only a small segment in the total tourism of Germany (Steinecke
2006). In Great Britain and France, the development of agrotourism started
later, but has undergone a significant growth in the last 20 years (Long and
Lane 2000, Sharpley and Vass 2006). In Great Britain, 11% of all agricultural
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holdings offer farm holidays, in France these are 3% (FSS). In Southern Eu-
rope, agrotourism is still in its infancy with shares below 0.5%. Only Italy re-
aches a share of 0.7% of agrotourism farms in all agricultural holdings (FSS).
In Central and Eastern Europe, agrotourism has not been noteworthy until
1990, when it started to develop in many countries. However, the shares of
agrotourism in all farms are still below 1%. For example, in Slovenia, whose
tradition in agrotourism goes back to the 19th century, 0.8% of all farms are
engaged in tourism (FSS), which accounted in 2002 for 0.4% of all arrivals
and overnight stays in Slovenia and had the lowest occupancy rates (Bojnec
2004). In Poland, 0.4% of all agricultural holdings offer tourism as other gain-
ful activity (FSS).

Rural tourism in Poland

In Poland, rural tourism existed already in the 19th century, but its development
was not significant until 1990. In the 1990s, the initial tourism development
in rural areas was often manifested in small-scale agrotourism enterprises as
a result of off-farm diversification aimed at getting additional income and to
use new opportunities (Hegarty and Przezborska 2005). In 2007, agrotourism
accounted approximately for 10% of all tourist beds in Poland.* Figures of
the agricultural advisory centres® state an increase of agrotourism enterprises
from 590 in 1990, and 4,800 in 1997 to 8,244 in 2004 (Ministry of Agriculture
and Rural Development 2005). Together with other private accommodation in
rural areas the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development estimated the
total number of rural tourism enterprises in 2002 as 13,154 units with 137,164
beds and 960,132 guests, equivalent to 6.7% of total national overnight stays
(Hegarty and Przezborska 2005). In 2007, there existed 8,790 agrotourism
enterprises according to a survey of the Institute of Tourism (2007). They
are more evenly distributed as hotels, but still concentrated on the traditional
tourist destinations in the Carpathian and Sudeten Mountains, at the Baltic Sea
and in the Lakelands of Northern Poland (s. Map 1). The dynamic growth of
agrotourism slowed down in recent years (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural
Development 2005) and possibilities for further quantitative growth seem to
be limited. The main focus is now on raising the standard and specialisation,
which is for example in comparison with Ireland rather low (Kozak 2006,
Hegarty and Przezborska 2005, Sikorska-Wolak 2006). However, there exists
a legal barrier, since all new activities have to be limited to the previous pre-
mises to have a continuing tax relief (Kozak 2006).

4 Figures for agrotourism and private rooms based on Institute of Tourism 2007. Figures for collective
tourist accommodation establishments based on Central Statistical Office Poland.

5 There exist no exact, consistent data for agrotourism enterprises, which are mostly private accommoda-
tion. Agrotourism enterprises with not more than five rooms to accommodate guests are exempted from
tax and not obliged to register. And only a small fraction of agrotourism enterprises is organised in the
Polish Federation of Country Tourism ,,Hospitable Farms*.
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Map 1. Distribution of agrotourism farms and beds in Poland 2007
Source: Author's calculation based on Institut of Tourism 2007 (agrotourism) and CSO (inhabi-
tants)

Since 1990, agrotourism has been paid heightened political attention. It has
been regarded as an opportunity for creating new non-agricultural business
and jobs in rural areas and has been supported with tax relief (Kozak 2006).
Different consulting projects with experts from EU countries (e.g. TOURIN
I and 11 1992-97) conducted analyses and pilot schemes and identified rural
tourism and agrotourism as an important economic factor and as one out of
five potential future unique Polish tourism products. Agricultural advisory
centres were set up, which supported farmers in starting and marketing of
tourist offers through training and consulting. In 1996, the Polish Federation
of Country Tourism ,,Hospitable Farms* (Polskia Federacja Turystyki Wie-
jskiej ,,Gospodarstwa Goscinne*) was founded, which encompasses today 40
local and regional associations. In the following years, rural tourism recei-
ved a high significance in official documents (Augustyn 1998), however, not
necessarily resulting in real support and developments. Measures as credit
grants, the EU pre-accession-aid SAPARD and the SOP “Restructuring and
Modernisation of the Food Sector and Rural Development” should support
agrotourism farms (Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development 2005);
however, they have been used only by a minority of enterprises (Firlej and
Niedziotka 2007).
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So far no evaluation of the development of agrotourism has been done. Even
a rough assessment is hindered by the fact, that there are no exact, compre-
hensive data about the structure, income, jobs, qualifications and guests of
agrotourism farms (Kozak 2006). The achievable income is already limited by
the size of enterprises — on average 10 beds per farm — and a price level below
that of other collective accommodation (Bott-Alama 2004). A survey in Wiel-
kopolskie revealed that the share of tourism in total household income is 10%
or less in one half of agrotourism farms. Only 17% of farms referred to tou-
rism as main income source (Przezborska 2003), in contrast to Ireland, where
this were 39%. A stronger focus on tourism could support the specialisation
and market orientation of enterprises and foster cooperation, but is rejected by
the majority of Polish agrotourism farms (Hegarty and Przezborska 2005). In
spite of small revenues agrotourism seems to be profitable for many suppliers.
In Masuria, more than 90% of the interviewed enterprises characterised agro-
tourism as profitable, in Western Pomerania 43% (Bott-Alama 2004). New
jobs for non-family labour have been normally not created by agrotourism
(Golemsbki and Majewski 2003). However, given the high hidden unemploy-
ment in Poland the improved utilisation of household labour is also an impor-
tant contribution. The share of rural households, which benefit directly from
agrotourism, is with less than 1% rather small, but can be significantly higher
in certain areas (e.g. in the Carpathians). Furthermore, agrotourism has effects
for the communes as a whole, such as the improvement of aesthetics, use of
existing housing resources, additional income for all inhabitants and the com-
munal budget, reduction of unemployment, encouragement to acquire new
skills and knowledge, personality development through contact with tourists,
and increased care for the heritage (Bott-Alama 2004). Bott-Alama (2004,
p-109) underlines that “the most important benefit of rural tourism develop-
ment is stimulating entrepreneurship, the lack of which is regarded as the most
important barrier to rural areas development in Poland.”

Determinants for a successful tourism development

To be able to assess the potential of rural tourism in Poland it is important
to examine the relevant determinants of tourism development. A comprehen-
sive literature review (see e.g. Fuchs 2007, Gannon 1994, Haart and Steine-
cke 1995, Long and Lane 2000, Long and Nuckolls 1994, Porter 1994, Raich
2006, Steinecke 2006, Wilson et al. 2001) revealed seven success factors of
the effective development of tourism in a region: six supply factors on the one
hand and the conditions of demand on the other hand (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Determinants for a successful tourism development in a region
Source: Author's own work

The natural and cultural resources include the attractiveness of villages and
landscapes, the distance to urban markets, climate, cultural heritage, and tradi-
tions of a region, and they are the most important precondition for the suitability
of a region as tourist destination. Additionally, adequate tourist and general in-
frastructure and services are necessary, which comprise accommodation, restau-
rants, and recreational facilities (including indoor offers), transport connections,
hospitality, and atmosphere of the holiday area. In order that a region gains a
positive image as a holiday area and tourists accept the offer, a professional mar-
keting is necessary. It should be done jointly within one region, since small rural
providers often lack the resources and skills, and tourists ask not for individual
offers but for the whole tourist product of a destination, whose borders mostly
do not fit in administrative boundaries. This fact together with the fragmented
structure of rural suppliers and the interconnections of tourism with other econo-
mic sectors point out the crucial role of cooperation, participation and efficient
organisation as success strategy in tourism. Individual actors or communes do
not have sufficient resources to become firmly established in tourist markets.
Strategic-conceptual tasks as networking offers can only be done together, while
other tasks as marketing are much more efficient when organised in a coopera-
tive way. The willingness to cooperate and to take entrepreneurial risks, people‘s
own initiative, knowledge resources, and the number and qualification of labour
form together the human resources of a region and are another decisive factor
of tourism development. Finally, the development of tourism requires sufficient
financial resources — equity capital, credits, and capital of public authorities.
Since these are often insufficient in rural areas, exogenous investment aids and
consulting are the last relevant supply factor. On the other side, the conditions
of demand — its structure, dimension and growth paths — are one of the most
important determinants of the competitive advantage of tourism destinations.
In times of globalised tourism markets it is extremely important for success to
adjust supply according to demand and to identify trends and target groups. It
has to be carefully weighted up for each region under which conditions, in which
dimension and in which form tourism can be developed. The precondition for
a successful development of rural tourism is the existence or the possibility to
develop the above seven success factors. They will be analysed in the following
for rural tourism in Poland.
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Supply factors of rural tourism in Poland

The natural and cultural resources in Poland are characterised by varied
landscapes, large areas with low population density and many cultural sites
and are therefore in principle suitable for rural tourism. However, the season
is mainly focused on summer, which features rather unfavourable, unsettled
weather. The traditional tourist destinations with high scenic attractiveness are
the Baltic Sea coast, the lake lands in Northern Poland, the highlands of Central
Poland, and the Sudeten and Carpathian Mountains. A problem of many other
rural areas in Poland is the lacking unique selling proposition of the landscape.
However, Haart and Steinecke (1995) assume that this shortage can be com-
pensated by a combination of supply segments to a unique complete package.
In fact, the objective measure of scenic attractiveness for a whole country is
connected with many methodological problems, although very often tried in
Poland. Therefore, an individual analysis of scenic and cultural attractiveness
and the accessibility for urban markets is proposed for each region interested
in tourism. Particular potential certainly have those areas, which offer already
tourism due to their attractiveness, and the wider surrounding area of big cities
with forests and lakes for short breaks (Banski 2003). However, also in other
areas there can be “hidden” attractions revealable by analysis.

The deficient tourist and general infrastructure are one of the major barri-
ers to rural tourism in Poland — similar to other Central and Eastern European
countries (Jordan 2006, Paesler 2007). Road network, technical infrastruc-
ture, accommodation, catering and leisure facilities suffer from decades of
neglect and despite recent improvements still need considerable investments
(Golembski and Majewski 2003, Wyrzykowski 2000). Hotels in Poland are
concentrated in big cities and some attractive destinations and have a high
share of beds with low standard (Kozak 2006, Paesler 2007). Low standard
and specialisation is also often characteristic of newly set-up agrotourism far-
ms. A noticeable upgrade of tourist infrastructure at the international level is
laborious, time-consuming and costly, and thus according to Jordan (2006),
only possible gradually in certain suitable places as Masuria. In less attractive
regions this can work only in combination with a general economic develop-
ment (Banski 2003). In addition to investments in physical infrastructure, the
evolution of a new service and business culture is important in all formerly
socialist countries. Many enterprises in tourism pursue mainly short-term fi-
nancial goals and pay too little attention to service quality, customer satisfac-
tion and loyalty (Augustyn and Thomas 2007).

The marketing of rural tourist offers, the awareness of its significance and
the perception of market segmentation show obvious shortcomings in Poland
(e.g. Golembski and Majewski 2003, Wyrzykowski 2000). The rapid deve-
lopment of agrotourism occurred mainly in a product-oriented way expecting
the demand would arise automatically (Hegarty and Przezborska 2005). Thus,
the future strengthening of marketing and market research is crucial for the
success of rural tourism. To attract also foreign tourists the sustainable change



of the negative image of “Eastern Europe” — including Poland — is decisive.
Central and Eastern Europe is still reputed to be criminal, uncertain, poor,
badly equipped, monotonous, and cheap (e.g. Bodmer et al. 2003, Wyrzykow-
ski 2000). This is fostered by the insufficient knowledge of potential tourists
about the Central and Eastern European countries, so that the bad image is
working even after several improvements. Poland has to work against this
negative mental map of tourists with a comprehensive marketing at the natio-
nal and regional levels, with statistics about the real situation e.g. concerning
safety, or travel reports about ,,insider tips” in daily and weekly press (Bodmer
et al. 2003).

The development of rural tourism in Poland suffers from fragmented responsi-
bilities and from insufficient coordination and cooperation between farmers,
tourism enterprises, local and regional authorities (e.g. Augustyn and Thomas
2007, Golembski and Majewski 2003). Experiences in applying participatory
procedures are limited, the willingness to cooperate and the consciousness of
long-term strategies and aspects of sustainability are rather low (Augustyn and
Thomas 2007, Gramzow 2006a and 2006b, Roberts and Simpson 1999). Tou-
rism is first the responsibility of local self-government (Majewska 2008), what
entails the danger of narrow, ,,parochial thinking“. Only 8% of all agrotourism
farms and only a part of all local and regional organisations are estimated to be
a member in the Polish Federation of Country Tourism, which is important for
marketing, training, and support in the application for EU funds. Many agrotou-
rism farms cooperate informally, e.g. through sending of tourists, exchange of
experiences and joint marketing (Firlej and Niedziotka 2007). Important stimu-
lating effects had the EU initiative LEADER+, which was introduced in Poland
as pilot scheme in 2004. It received great interest, so that between 2004 and
2006 in the first round 174 and in the second round 150 local action groups
could be financed (FDPA 2008).

The human resources in many rural areas of Poland are in a rather unfavou-
rable condition due to an overaged population, out-migration, social frustra-
tion through high unemployment and low education levels. For that reason,
Banski (2003) makes a sceptical assessment of the chances for a rural tourism
development. Education, labour market and partly the migration balance in
rural areas have recently improved (FDPA 2008). However, people’s own in-
itiative, entrepreneurial spirit and hospitality are still not very pronounced,
and many rural tourism enterprises lack important entrepreneurial and tourism
skills (Augustyn 1998, Kozak 2006). Thus, Golembski and Majewski (2003)
refer to this situation as ,,civilisation barrier to agrotourism in Poland. City
dwellers, who have moved to rural areas, play an important role as proactive
pioneers (Golembski and Majewski 2003, Kozak 2006). A major part of agro-
tourism providers seems to have at least a secondary education, foreign lan-
guage competence and rather young manager, and half of them have attended
advanced training courses (e.g. Firlej and Niedziotka 2007, Grykien 1999,
Hegarty and Przezborska 2005).
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In Poland, poor financial resources of public authorities and private enter-
prises are a serious problem for the development of rural tourism (e.g. Au-
gustyn 1998, Wyrzykowski 2000) so that external funding is considered as
indispensable (Golembski and Majewski 2003). Small agricultural holdings
interested in starting tourism often have no financial means. In spite of state
programmes, the access to credits is restricted for small enterprises so that
not many agrotourism enterprises have made use of loans so far (Firlej and
Niedzidtka 2007, Golembski and Majewski 2003). Hopes are connected with
EU funds (Golembski and Majewski 2003). However, until now, their allo-
cation was heavily dependent on local possibilities of co-financing (Banski
2003) and so they have been used only by few agrotourism farms (Firlej and
Niedziotka 2007). As specified in the Polish Rural Development Programme
for 2007-2013, rural tourism can potentially use 14% of all EU rural develop-
ment funds in Poland. These are the measures “Rural renewal and develop-
ment” (589.6 Mio. Euro) and “Establishment and development of micro-enter-
prises” (1.023.6 Mio. Euro) of axis 3, and the LEADER axis 4 (787.5 Mio.
Euro). In addition, technical assistance in the form of external consulting is
recommended given the present structure of rural human resources.

Conditions of demand in Poland

In the 1990s, the development of agrotourism was very product-oriented and
fast-paced so that the demand could not keep up with the supply (Hegarty
and Przezborska 2005). In future, rural tourism offers have to be based upon
the preferences of tourists. However, there is little known about the structure
or trends of demand for rural tourism in Poland, since there are no compre-
hensive studies and data. The share of rural and particularly agrotourism in
total Polish tourism seems to be limited up to now. According to figures of
the Institute of Tourism (2006), the share of agrotourism accommodation in
all domestic long trips above 5 days was in 2006 only 4%. The spatial distri-
bution of tourism demand is strongly concentrated on traditional destinations.
Examining the overnight stays in collective accommodation establishments
in 2006 in the 45 NUTS-3 regions (CSO) shows that nearly three quarters of
all stays are in the main cities (23%), the Baltic coast (26%), and the Sudeten
and Carpathian Mountains (together 22%). The guests of agrotourism farms in
Poland are mainly city families with rather high qualification, which repeated-
ly spend their holiday on farms chosen after word-of-mouth recommendation
(Kozak 2006, Przezborska 2005, Zarébski 2006). While Przezbdrska (2005)
could not observe foreign guests of agrotourism farms in Wielkopolskie, some
studies in the Carpathians (Firlej and Niedzidtka 2007) and Sudeten Moun-
tains (e.g. Grykien 1999) mention shares of foreign guests, however, without
quantifying them. The Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (2005)
describes a particular interest of foreign guests in the 214 ecotourism far-
ms. The motives for farm holidays are mainly rest and recreation, low prices,
contact with nature, country life, healthy food, and picturesque landscape (e.g.
Sikorska 2007, Zarébski 2006).



The demand for agrotourism features an increasing tendency over the past
years according to the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (2005).
Some factors could positively work on the demand for rural tourism in future.
First, demand for rural tourism can not be examined uncoupled from the ge-
neral trend in Polish tourism. Through the recently decreasing unemployment
rate and growing incomes, the rising educational level, and the increasing car
ownership (CSO) more Poles than before are interested and have the possi-
bility to participate in holidays. After several drops the domestic demand is
increasing since 2004 (Eurostat), and the Institute of Tourism (2008) forecasts
an increase of trips of Poles from 45.8 million in 2006 to 56.6 million in
2013. These trends can have positive impacts also on rural tourism. The EU
accession and the expansion of air connections raised the demand for holi-
days in Poland from EU15 countries, which accounted for three quarters of all
nights spent by non-residents in 2007 (Eurostat). The total inbound tourism is
steadily increasing since 1999 (Eurostat), and the Institute of Tourism (2008)
forecasts an increase of arrivals of foreign guests in collective accommodation
establishments from 4.3 million in 2006 to 6 million in 2013. However, dome-
stic demand will stay in the near future most important for Polish destinations.
The share of non-residential overnight stays was in 2006 only 21% (EU27
42%, Eurostat) and strongly concentrated on the main cities as Warsaw or
Krakow (CSO).

Second, rural tourism in Poland can benefit from rising environmental con-
sciousness. While in Western Europe the high and rising ecological awareness
results in increasing demand for ecotourism and rural tourism (e.g. ETC 2006,
Pils 2006, WTO 2004), the demand for these segments among Polish tourists
is still rather low (Nowaczek and Fennell 2002, Przezbdrska 2003). However,
the environmental awareness in Poland is gradually rising particularly among
the young, and Przezborska (2003) assumes that the Poles soon will follow
Western tourism trends. In addition, Somorowska (2003) states activity tou-
rism as new trend in Poland. Paesler (1999) sees a potential of nature-oriented
tourism in Poland e.g. for German tourists, which have a high participation in
tourist trips, a high share of trips abroad, and a high environmental sensibility,
and which are the most important foreign source market for Poland with a sha-
re of 39% of all nights spent by non-residents in Poland in 2007 (Eurostat).

Third, the general trend to several shorter trips instead of one long trip yearly
(ETC 2006, Pils 2006, Steinecke 2006) can favour rural tourism, which is
for many people not attractive enough as main holiday but as secondary or
short trip. Somorowska (2003) states an increasing trend of weekend trips
in Poland, whereas the Institute of Tourism (2008) predicts only a slight rise
of short trips and a stronger increase of long trips. Fourth, the general trend
of tourism demand to be more flexible, segmented and individualised (ETC
2006, Kozak 2006, Pils 2006, Steinecke 2006) can foster niche markets and
thus also rural tourism. However, rural tourism itself needs to develop not
standard but individual offers for certain target groups. Some farms could also
try to follow the recent trend of wellness and health offers, which also will be
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stimulated by the aging population in Europe (ETC 2006, Pils 2006). Finally,
the domestic demand potential for rural tourism in Poland is so far restricted
by the high share of population still living in rural areas and the pronounced
family ties of city dwellers to the countryside. However, this could change
in future (Kozak 2006). All in all, information and data about segmentation,
preferences and trends of Polish tourism fall far short, and there is an urgent
need for market research to be successful in rural tourism.

Local initiatives for the development of rural tourism in
Poland: two case studies

In the following, two examples of local initiatives in rural communes aimed
at developing tourism are described. Each case study is based on 35 guideline
interviews conducted in the summer of 2005 with local government officials,
members of local development associations, local entrepreneurs, farmers (in-
cluding agrotourism farms) and other rural inhabitants. The first case study
refers to the Battow commune, located in Southeastern Poland (district Ostro-
wiecki, voivodship Swietokrzyskie). The second case study is in the Degbrzno
commune, which belongs to the district Cztuchowski (voivodship Pomorskie)
in the Northwest.®

Baltow in Southeast Poland

The rural commune Battow has about 4,000 inhabitants and a population den-
sity of 39 inhabitants / km2. Its local economy is strongly related to agricul-
ture, which is characterized by very small farms with an average size of 5.3 ha
in 2004 (CSO). The poor equipment of farms, the fragmented land structure
and the lacking structural change in agriculture are serious problems of the
region. The closure of a steel company in the next bigger city Ostrowiec in
the early 1990s led to a high open and hidden unemployment and social fru-
stration. The official unemployment rate of the Ostrowiecki district was 29%
in 2004 (CSO). Until 2002, the local government showed no interest in local
economic development and hampered local initiatives. The preconditions for
a tourist development were mixed. The commune Baltow has no tourist back-
ground at all. The tourism intensity in the Ostrowiecki district is very low
reaching only 0.3 overnight stays per inhabitant in 2006 (Poland 1.3, EU27
4.7, CSO and Eurostat). Battow is located in a valley within a hilly, woody
surrounding, which can be quite attractive for tourists and is suitable for hi-
king. The tourist accommodations are low-standard and based on agrotourism
farms. There are no tourist and entrepreneurial skills since most people in
Baltow worked previously either in agriculture or in the steel company. A fac-
tor, that particularly hampered a tourist development in the early 1990s, was
the lack of cooperation between inhabitants due to a lack of trust. Overcoming
this lack was one of the most important prerequisites for the successful deve-
lopment in Battow.

6 More detailed descriptions of the case studies can be found in Gramzow (2006a, 2006b).



In 2001, the local association Balt was founded by few local people. Bait
was aimed at reducing unemployment, conservation and clean up of natural
resources, and the development of tourism. The first tourist facilities provided
were canoeing treks on the local river. The Environmental Partnership foun-
dation from Krakow supported Batt with initial funding and advice. In 2003,
scientists found dinosaurs® footprints on a rock close to Battow so that the idea
of a dinosaur* park arose. Together with another local NGO — the association
Delta of Ostrowiec — the dinosaurs‘ park was set up and opened its doors
in 2004. It contained natural monuments and about 30 dinosaurs‘ models on
three hectares. The costs of constructing the park were mostly covered from
EU funds and bank credits, whereas a local entrepreneur acted as guarantor. In
June 2003, the associations Balt and Delta, local NGOs of other communes,
representatives from the regional and local governments, and local businesses
founded the rural partnership Flintstone circle (Krzemienny Krag) in order to
coordinate the tourism development activities in the region and to encoura-
ge regional entrepreneurship. The new rural partnership comprised 49 part-
ners from nine communes belonging to nine districts and two voivodships
(Swigtokrzyskie and Mazowieckie). The name of the partnership referred to
Stone Age settlements and a subterranean flint stone quarry discovered in the
region and constituting now famous tourism attractions. The Flintstone circle
received funding by the LEADER+ pilot scheme I and II (2004-2006). Its
activities range from the organisation of different cultural events in the region
and the opening of a museum about the writer Witold Gombrowicz, who grew
up in a village close to Ostrowiec, to the elaboration of a regional tourism
strategy. This strategy also envisages creating different natural hiking and bike
tracks, which connect tourist attractions with each other.

The activities of the associations and partnerships resulted in the increasing
number of tourists in the region. Baltow is located 160 km south of Warsaw
and attracts in particular young families from the capital for weekend or short
trips. The number of overnight stays in the Ostrowiecki district grew from
21,043 in 2003 to 45,516 in 2007 (CSO). The dinosaurs‘ park alone attracted
156,000 tourists in 2004 and 2005 and created 60 new jobs. The unemplo-
yment rate in the Ostrowiecki district dropped from 29% in 2004 to 19%
in 2007 (CSO). New non-agricultural jobs were created and different small
shops and tourist accommodations emerged. Furthermore, the local partner-
ships increased the frequency of interaction among inhabitants, thus leading
among others to an improvement of local trust. Inhabitants became more open
minded and started to identify themselves with their region. The elaboration
of a local development strategy enabled local businesses and inhabitants, who
planned to start a business, to bring in their ideas and to coordinate their in-
vestments. Workshops and seminars organised by the local partnership helped
local agrotourism farms and shop owners to adjust their offers and encoura-
ged other villagers to take part in the tourist development. All in all, the local
associations managed to use the existing natural and cultural resources quite
successful by creative ideas, local leadership and cooperation, a coordinated
expansion of tourist infrastructure and unique offers, open meetings and semi-
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nars to increase acceptance and human capital, and the acquisition of credits
and EU funding. However, getting capital from EU or national funds remains
problemtic, in addition to the still insufficient human capital due to the lacking
tourism tradition.

Debrzno in Northwest Poland

The rural commune Debrzno has 9,300 inhabitants, of which 57% lives in the
small town Dg¢brzno. The population density is 42 inhabitants / km? (CSO). In
the rural area surrounding the town, agriculture plays an important role. In con-
trast to Battow, farms in Dgbrzno emerged generally from former state-owned
farms and are both larger (average 16.5 ha in 2004) and better-equipped. The
restructuring of the state-owned farms in the early 1990s led to the dismissal
of many agricultural workers and thus to a high unemployment reaching 34%
in 2004 in the Cztuchowski district (CSO). Most unemployed people lack
professional and entrepreneurial skills, are long-term unemployed, often of
older age and relatively passive. Seminars and workshops organized by the
regional labour agencies mostly did not match the local needs since many
unemployed people are not able to effect a drastic change in their profession
due to their age. Furthermore, no employment opportunities were available
in the region regardless whether people attended advanced vocational trai-
nings or not. The town De¢brzno was a famous tourism destination before the
Second World War. It was endowed with cultural facilities and high-standard
accommodations, all of which suffered during socialism — in particular after
the construction of a military base in the 1970s — and are currently not in a
good condition. The recent tourism development in Dgbrzno mainly focuses
on the natural resources of the countryside. There are a lot of lakes and forests
within low-populated rural areas which can be attractive for nature-oriented
vacations. The rural tourist accommodations are based on agro-tourism farms.
The regional human resources as well as the lack of trust and cooperation were
rather unfavourable for a tourism development.

In 2000, the Partnership of the Northern Necklace (Naszyjnik Potnocy) was
founded by local government officials, NGOs and businesses of 32 communes
belonging to 12 different districts and four voivodships. The Partnership was
coordinated by the Association for the development of the city and the com-
mune of Dgbrzno and its aim was mainly to foster a sustainable development
of the region and to create (nature-oriented) tourist facilities. The first steps
of the partnership were funded by the Environmental Partnership Foundation
from Krakow and the Batory Foundation from Warsaw. The main project was
the 870 km long bike trail ,,Green way of the Northern Necklace®, that goes
through different national and landscape parks. The partnership established
also a local brand called “Northern Necklace”, which can be given to local
(handicraft) products, services, commune initiatives, and agro-tourism farms,
if they follow certain defined standards. A logo and a catalogue for local handi-
craft products were elaborated as well, and the partnership promoted the brand
on regional, national and international fairs. The certified products are sold in



different shops along the bike trail. In addition, given the problematic state of
human capital in Dgbrzno the partnership organized different workshops and
seminars. In trainings especially for low-skilled and long-term unemployed
people attendants were taught among other things how to produce handicraft
products such as bouquets of flowers, herbs, ceramic products and glass pain-
tings, which were later sold by means of the local brand. They also received
basic marketing and entrepreneurial skills and were encouraged to open small
shops or to provide tourist accommodations. Thus, the partnership could also
reach low-skilled inhabitants to benefit from the tourist development. Finan-
cial sources to fund these initiatives were basically the EU pre-accession aid
PHARE, the LEADER+ pilot scheme I and II, and national funds.

As a result of these activities already 35,000 tourists used the bike trail in its
first year (2005) and more than 70 small shops, enterprises and accommoda-
tions emerged close to it. The green way attracts people from the whole country
as well as from neighbouring countries. Bike and natural-oriented tourism is
in particular favoured by Western European visitors, who already constitute
an important share of the tourists travelling along the trail. The promotional
activities increased the popularity of Dgbrzno. The attitudes of local people
changed. They became more active and open, could improve their skills and
learned how to manage projects. Cooperation and trust in the region could be
enhanced. The unemployment rate in the Czluchowski district decreased from
34% in 2004 to 21% in 2007. So, the partnership is another successful example
of how the existing natural resources can be used for tourism and the bottle-
necks of lacking tourist infrastructure and human resources can be overcome
by manifold cooperative initiatives funded by EU and national funds.

Synthesis

Both regions described in the case studies had quite attractive even though not
unique, natural resources, which were hardly used by tourists in the past. The
basic factor for the successful development of tourism in Battoéw and Dgbrzno
was cooperation in local partnerships. They worked due to an advantageous
organisational structure, a strong local leader, a good collaboration with local
governments, and the participation of locals. In both regions, the partnerships
had creative ideas to develop, coordinate and market new attractive tourist
offers, and they improved the human capital through advanced training and
workshops. Another important success factor was external funding and ad-
vice. In this respect, the Environmental Partnership Foundation from Krakow
and the EU programme LEADER+ played an important role. Also in future,
local action groups of the LEADER approach can have a stimulating impact
for Poland’s rural areas and encourage rural inhabitants to make use of their
regional tourist potential, since LEADER fosters people‘s own initiative and
makes it possible to finance large projects, which could not be done by single
local associations or communes.
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Conclusions

Rural tourism — and particularly agrotourism, which has a high share in the
tourist offers of rural areas in Poland — is an intensely discussed and politi-
cally supported issue in Poland. Due to the upsurge in the 1990s the absolute
number of agrotourism farms is high in comparison to many other European
countries, even if they have only a low share in the large number of all (often
small) agricultural holdings. So far, tourism has had higher economic signi-
ficance mainly in traditional tourist destinations. However, due to the more
equal distribution of agrotourism farms rural tourism created in many areas
of Poland incentives for entrepreneurship, people’s own initiative, and human
development. For a small part of rural households agrotourism provides in
addition a direct contribution to income, reduction of hidden unemployment
and development of human capital.

Positive factors for the future potential of rural tourism in Poland are the exi-
sting natural resources, which are, however, not necessarily present every-
where and have to be analysed realistically for each region. Furthermore, the
good general outlook for the Polish tourism and the rise in environmental con-
sciousness and urbanisation in Poland can have positive impacts on tourism in
rural areas. The political support is an advantage, too. The major barrier for a
comprehensive tourism development is the deficiency of the tourist and gene-
ral infrastructure in many rural areas. To attain here an adequate level suffici-
ent capital is necessary, but frequently not available as a result of poor finan-
cial resources of the public authorities and private enterprises as well as credit
rationing. EU funding can partly compensate this; however, co-financing is
always necessary. In addition, the weak marketing, the negative international
image of Poland, the insufficient cooperation in tourism, and the shortage of
skilled labour and entrepreneurial skills hamper the development of tourism.
Strategies for rural tourism should be aware of these bottlenecks and address
them in an appropriate way.

The potential of the existing agrotourism farms should be utilised better by
improving and specialising the offer. Legal barriers have to be reduced. On the
national level, sound market research and work on the international image of
Poland are essential. Too little is known about the dimensions, segmentation,
and growth opportunities of demand for rural tourism from home and abroad.
This information is crucial to direct the offers to tourist trends and customer
preferences and to make them successful. The formation of new enterprises
should not be any longer product-oriented. A minimum quality level could
be achieved by a duty to register and to attend an adequate training course.
However, it is questionable, if this could become accepted in Poland. Moreo-
ver, functioning organisations and cooperation — particularly on the regional
level (between voivodship and communes) — are important for the effective
development and marketing of rural tourism. However, to establish such orga-
nisations is difficult due to the missing tradition of regional policy and the re-
sistance of population to regional planning in Poland. The EU initiative LEA-



DER+ (now axis 4 of EU rural development policy) seems to be a promising
approach to foster cooperation, trust, people’s own initiative and institution
building as demonstrated by the case studies.

Rural tourism is not a panacea for the structural problems of rural areas. The
difficulties to establish new tourist destinations in the globalised tourism mar-
kets should not be underestimated. This should be emphasized more than
before in the Polish debate. Nevertheless, provided that local people are in-
terested and active and that there are natural and/or cultural attractions, far
more areas could develop tourism to a significant economic factor, if they
succeed in overcoming the bottlenecks. In regions without a unique selling
proposition tourism can be developed jointly with other activities on a small
scale and in niche markets. Particular chances have the wider surrounding of
large cities for short trips and leisure. A realistic analysis of the depicted seven
success factors should be always the starting point; and the tourism strategy
should be embedded in an overall concept for the rural area. The majority of
regions will have to base their diversification on more pillars than tourism.
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