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Introduction

Problems concerning the future of rural areas are among the most difficult in our country.
Changes in rural areas are necessary, independently of the process of Poland’s integration
into the EU. In the early phase of transformation. adaptation to the requirements of a
market economy in rural areas, and particularly in agriculture, seemed relatively simple,
taking into account that private ownership dominated in the structure of Polish agriculture.
Now that optimism appears unfounded. Changes arc needed which would make rural
communities a modern element of society and the economy. perceived by their inhabitants
as an environment offering opportunities for self-realization and gaining a socially

accepted level of income.

Scholars dealing with rural communities and agriculture have produced a sound diagnosis
of current problems and have a wealth of information on the subject. What is lacking are
ideas concerning the future of rural communities. There 1s need of a vision of necessary
changes, of a way out of the present situation, dealing with both social and economic
issues. We believe that in developing visions, ideas and strategies for the future of Polish
rural areas one should not be restrained by the current resources currently available to the
Polish government, but look for really desirable solutions. It is necessary to go beyond the
limitations of existing conditions and think creatively of potential ways of improving the

situanon.

The Tnstitute for Public Affairs invited 14 leading specialists in the field of rural and
agricultural development (mostly economists and sociologists) to take part in a discussion
on the future of Polish rural communities and agriculture both in a global and European
context. The paper written by the initiators of the discussion, attempts to sum it up and
comment on its outcome. The present paper expresses the authors® opinions, but it uses

and refers to the contributions of the participants.



The extent to which Polish rural areas have been neglected and are lagging behind the rest
of the country has reached alarming levels, posing a threat to the countryv’s further
development and stability. We are convinced it is now Poland’s most complex and most
difficult social and economic problem, our problem number one. The way it is tackled will
have an impact not only on the situation and prosperity of rural residents. but on the
condition of the economy as a whole and the entire society. The problems of rural
communities and agriculture do not receive sufficient attention cither in government

policy, in public life, in the media, or in research.

Successive governments, under the pressure of tarmer protests and strikes, deal with
issuecs concerning rural communities by taking short-term action. Poles should be told
straightforwardly that the probiem of the development of rural areas is a problem of
the whole nation and does not only concern one, albeit large, occupational group. A
long- and middle-term strategy - a Government Plan for the Restructuring of
Agriculture and Rural Areas - should be developed, announced and consistently

implemented.

Solving the major problems of rural areas and agriculture in Poland will take many vears,
but intensive action should be taken now and not postponed until a later, more propitious
period. Time works against rural areas. The distance, the contrasts are increasing - and so

are the means that will be necessary to overcome them.

The “Social Contract for Agriculture and Rural Areas” has not been finally approved aftcr
many months of work and discussion. If it is adopted, its implementation will be very
difficult, onc reason being that it would have to depend on political and executive
solutions which would be much Jonger-lasting than successive cabinets. Such institutional
patterns should be created promptly. The basic directions of change are clear and there are

no serious doubts about them. What is needed 1s courage and consistency tn action.



The global and European context of the development of rural
areas and agriculture in Poland

A strategy for the development of agriculture and rural areas in Poland, as a set of goals,
undertakings and tools to be used over a long period of time, must take into account the
fendencies and circumstances existing both globally and on the smaller scale of the
European Union. The integrating Poland into the EU agricultural market will play a
particularly important role in opening up the Polish economy to the world and European

markets.

The development of agriculture throughout the world follows certain universal patterns:
stcady consolidation of farms and production: a decreasing number of farms and
proportion of people employed in agriculture; a shrinking percentage of GDP coming
from agriculture; increasing efficiency in agriculture. The control of other parts of the
agricultural sector (especially large international food-processing corporations) over
agriculture proper is becoming ever stronger, and so is competition in the food and
agricultural product market, together with the resulting pressure on producers. On this
universal path of development, Poland is about 30 years behind the most highly developed
European countries. We have no alternative but to run the whole way at an extra fast pace.
As one of the experts aptly observed, we now encounter a phenomenon of “time and space
compression” on a global scale: neither time nor space are what they used to be years ago.
For the best and most resourceful, time runs most rapidly; for outsiders, it stretches, and
the distance dividing them from those ahead grows. In our case, there 15 a chance that the
distance between the agricultural sectors of Poland and EU member countries may
decrease a bit as soon as the end of this decade, and shrink significantly in a couple more
years. A basic condition is for Poland to remain in the group of countries with highest
GDP dynamics. The macroeconomic situation of the country is the most important element

of successfully solving the problems of agriculture and rural areas.

On a global scale, there is an over-production of food, which leads to {ierce competition
and keeps agricultural produce prices at relatively low levels, Per unit profitability of
agricultural production is very low; therefore, only large, efficient farms making high-
quality produce have a chance of attaining sufficiently high profits. That leads to important

conclusions regarding a viable strategy for the development of Polish agriculiure:



e It is necessary to speed up the concentration of agricultural production, including

consolidation of land in farms of 20 or more hectares.
¢ Simultaneously, increasing specialization and productivity is necessary.

* Specialized, commercial farms will need better distribution channels, providing not
only higher profitability, but more predictable, stable links between those farms and the
market, This can be achieved through long-term contracts with food-processing
companies and food wholesalers as well as forming producers groups, marketing

groups and agricultural cooperatives.

* A thus reformed agricultural sector will be capable of providing employment for no
more than one third of those currently working in agricutture, One of the goals of an
integrated policy for the development of rural areas will be to offer alternatives to the

remaining two thirds,

A long-term strategy for the development of agriculture in Poland must retain a pro-EU
orientation. All experts emphasize that Poland’s road to competitive agriculture, even
under the pressure of the world market, is through European integration and joining
the Common Agricultural Policy and the EU’s structural policy. It must therefore be
a process of globalization through “Europeization”. Globalization. understood as a
process of opening up national economies, as liberalization of trade and curbing
protectionism, is also necessary for the European Union. However, the road to
globalization chosen by the EU is special and the process happens gradually. while active

policy on the part of both the states and the EU is maintained.

The European Union is not going to give up its policy of supporting and subsidizing
agriculture in the foreseeable future as has been confirmed in the “Agenda 20007,
Combining elements of a market economy and state activity is treated as one of the pillars
of the so-called European model of agriculure. The EU, however, plans to turther
liberalize trade in agricultural produce and foodstuffs and restrict state protectionism in

that field.

The stage of integration into the EU offers Poland a unique chance to better prepare for

confrontation with the world market, especially as concerns agricuitural preduce and



foodstuffs, because in the Unmon the process of modernizing agriculture receives
significant support fron1 an agricultural fund and structural tfunds. It would be impossible
to finance profound modernization using Polish means only. According to calculations
done by Polish experts, after Poland’s integration into the EU the amount of transfers
made to our agricultural producers under EU’s various Common Agricultural Policy
programmes will total about 3-6 billion euros per year, which equals over three times the
sum now allocated to agriculture in the national budget for the so-cailed active instruments
of agricultural policy (excluding donations supporting the Agricultural National Insurance
Fund.}) EU funds may be the most important factor driving the “modernization
acceleration” of Polish agriculture. This acceleration may take off earhier, opportunities
being provided by pre-integration funds, especially SAPARD and the recent loan form the

World Bank for the development of rural areas in Poland.

Globalization also generates many hazards, especially for agriculture. And umbrella or
“filter” of sorts for those hazards can be provided by siate policy or by cerain forms of
collective action. In the case of the EU that means community policy. Such policy also
makes it possible to protect many values connected with the European mode! of

agriculture, such as diversity of production as well as biclogical and cultural diversity.

To sum up, in agricultural development strategy in Poland in the coming years, adapting
the sector to EU! conditions must be a priority. Implementing such a strategy witl enable
access to the benefits of CAP, including large funds to support the modemization of

agriculture, and better preparation for confrontation with the world market.

From agricultural policy to a comprehensive policy for the
development of rural areas

The most important tactors in solving the basic problems of agriculture and rural areas will
be maintaining dynamic GDP growth and proper implementation of macroeconomic
policies. Without favourable macroeconomic conditions (high GDP growth, low
interest rates and low inflation), neither a speedy and profound restructuring of
Polish agriculture or faster economic growth in rural areas will be possible. Rapid

economic growth generates jobs outside agriculture, boosts demand for high quality



processed agricultural produce and enables accumulating sufficient budget funds to
support transformation and development in lagging sectors such as agriculture. Scctor

policies. e.g. in agriculture or in industry, are only of complementary and correcting use.

An important objective of a rural development policy is the disagrarisation of the
social and economic structures of rural areas. It can be achieved by activating the
unused resources present in rural areas: people and land. This requires more favourable
conditions for economic activity in rural areas: beiter technical and institutional
infrastructures, creating an investor-friendly atmosphere, and better education for the
inhabitants. Disagrarisation in Polish rural areas would mean a relative decrease in
the importance of traditional agrarian policy in favour of a ecomprehensive policy for
the development of rural areas. Such a policy invelves varieus spheres of rural life:
production and economy, community life, culture and the environment. It must
comprise both short-term and long-term structural remedies. The need to create a new
policy of the development of rural areas is one of the most important and most difficult
challenges faced by the Polish government, parliament, as well as by the scientific circles
mterested in rural areas and agriculture. In the development and implementation of such a
policy nearly all the ministries and other major governmental institutions should be
involved. A strategy of the development of rural areas, of which the development of

agriculture is a part, requires a number of conditions to be fuifilled, among them:

s coordinating and harmonizing the Polish strategy and policies of rural development

with similar EU strategy and policies;

e developing a new way of thinking about issues relating te rural areas, breaking through

stereotypes, sector barriers and corporaie interests.

Untit now, ecconomic policies concerning rural areas were formulated by different
governmental departments and agencies within their jurisdictions, often withom
consultation or cooperation. Coordination is crucial, both in devising a strategy and 1n its
implementation. The Ministry of Agriculture and the Development of Rural Areas should
take vigorous action in the latter area - its new field of responsibility. For agrarian and
rural policies to be successful it is also essential to control undesirable policy changes

accompanying each change of ruling coalition.



s creating new institutional frame works for social dialogue concerning the problems of

rural arcas and for the articulation of the interests of social groups living there.

There has been no broad soctal discussion of any programme for rural areas, and without it
it wili not be possible to enlist sufficient support for the development of rural areas.
especially outside of rural community. Finding appropriate forms ol social discourse and
dialogue is one of the more important prerequisites of accomplishing improvement in this

arcd.

e combining external assistance with a mobilization of all internal resources of rural
communities - financial, human, social capital etc. (this point will be discussed further

on).

The scale of problems and their special character makes it imperative to formulate a
new philosophy of economic policy regarding rural areas, which would take into
account the spatial characteristie, the character of the seitlement network, the diversity of

functions performed by rural communities and the special type of human relations.

The new policy for the development of rural areas should be mainly a structural
policy, i.e. one fostering the emergence of new social and economic structures in those
areas. [ts aim should be to make rural areas an environment that is friendly to its
inhabitants and allows them to satisfy their needs and aspirations to a degree comparable
with that in cities. According to most of the experts that should be possible to achieve
through developing non-agricultural functions of rural areas - creating socially and

economically diverse rural communities.

Implementing such a policy of development of rural arcas does not exclude an agrarian
policy, aimed at maintaining farmers’ incomes and shaping the structure of agricultural

production.



Mobilizing rural communities and outside support

Most of the problems facing Polish agriculture and rural areas cannot be solved with
the resources available to farmers and other rural residents. Substantial outside help
1s needed. as rural areas alone will not be able to rise from a situation caused by long
neglect. Intensive involvement of state institutions in the process of change is necessary,
especially in order 1o coordinate the work of various entities at the central, regional and

local levels.

However, grassroots activity on the part of local governments and rural organizations,
especially local elites, is crucial. Outside assistance will not bring the desired effects if it is
not matched by serious effort and mobilization mn rural communities. Only a combination
of the two can produce faster development and modemization of rural areas through a

synergy effect.

At present, the phenomenon of “social helplessness”, originally associated with people
from former state farms, is spreading to other groups of raral residents. It is caused
by their very bad economic situation, high unemployment, continuing poverty and lack of
prospects for improvement. Communities which are socially and economically
marginalized neither participate in producing wealth nor benefit from it. This means thata
significant human potential remains unused while at the same time the “capital of
dissatisfaction,” already large in rural areas, increases. Solutions concerning rural
development should take into account inhabitants” opinions and use their activity. It is
necessary, though difficult, because rural inhabitants often have excessive expectations
from government. In rural areas and among many agrarian organizations, attitudes
favouring state intervention are very widespread. For some rural elites and inhabitants,
excessive expectations addressed to the state have served as an excuse of their own
passivity, Local elites and agrarian organizations must now take over part of the
responsibility for the existing state of affairs and join in the process of transformation.

This refers especially to the political representatives of rural communities.



Land and agriculture

Rural areas are undergoing a gradual process of disagrarisation, bul agriculture remains the
dominating factor shaping rural areas. The situation in agricalture determines to a large
extent the inhabitants’ incomes and level of prosperitv. More than a half of rural
households are involved in agriculture to a greater or smaller extent, The size of the labour
force employed in agriculture is an cobject of controversy - alse among specialists. GUS,
the Central Bureau of Statistics, estimates employment in agriculture at 27 per cent based
on a 1996 agrarian census. More precise estimates. measuring actual involvement of
people living on farms in agricultural production, put the figure much lower - at about 13.6
to 16 per cent. Even if we rely on the latter results, it must be said that too much labour is
tied in Polish agriculture, and those individuals have no opportunity to either work

productively or attain a satisfactory income,

Because of historically conditioned structures, speedy and extensive restructuring of
agriculture is not pessible in Poland in the nearest future. Lack of the necessary conditions
for thorough, widespread restructuring (for both demographic and financial reasons) does
not excuse us from restructuring what can he restruciured. Already over 33 per cent of
arable land in Poland belongs to farms of 20 and more hectares. That is fewer than 100
000 farms, but they are the ones which have a chance of developing and surviving in a
competitive market. On those farms a relatively fast process of land consolidation is
observed, and it is there that most investment in agriculture takes place. Overwhelmed by
the depressing overall picture, referring to average indicators, average tigures, we fail to
notice important processes of differentiation in agriculture and the emergence of new,

positive tendencies in some of its sectors.

Further modernisation of the sector of larger, commercialized farms is the basis for
the restructuring of Polish agriculture and will constitute a wmeasure of the
effectiveness of agrarian policies. We appeai for more attention to be paid (o that sector,
as Poland’s international position in agriculture will increasingly depend on it It is
already undergoing a fast process of transformation characteristic of the rapidly developing
agriculture of Western countries. Large commercialized farms expect prompt signals
and clear rules from institutions responsible for national agrarian policy. That policy

is understood as a system of support for farmers in order to speed up the modernization of’

10



farms and improve competitiveness. Other farmers and rural dwellers are the receivers of
other kinds of policies, including a comprehensive policy for the development of rural

areas.

The restructuring of agriculture, concentrating production and commercialization are
possible even if the number of farms remains at the current high level (about 2 million). A
strategy for restructuring Polish agriculture in the cuwrrent very difficult economic and

demographic conditions should be based on the following principles:

¢ supporting the transfer of land from small farms not focused on commercial production
to larger. commercialized ones, with opportunities for development (at present, nearly

half the farmland in Poland belongs to the non-comimercial sector):

e moving away from the traditional strategy of detending small “peasant farms”, which
are no longer a viable form of economic activity in agriculture, towards supporting

commercial producers;

o further liberalization of the land market; facilitating deals which lead to more efficient
use of land (concentration of land, simplifying and speeding up transactions

concerning buying / selling or leasing land),

¢ increasing the influx of technological, biological, economic and organizational know-
how into agriculture (on average, modern science is applied in Polish agriculture in a

deplorably low degree);

o exclude so-called “marginal” land of low little value for farming and use it for other
agricultural purposes especially for forestation (about 3 million hectares wait to be put

to use!)

As diversification is necessary in rural areas, it is important to popularize and
support all kinds of ideas and activities, keeping in mind that each of them can only
solve or alleviate the problems of some of the inhabitants. Among those diverse ideas
there is scope for health food production, agritourism. a revival in handicrafts and
generally endangered trades, and many others. There are villages were tourism constitutes
an important source of income, but those were agritourism can sertously develop are no

more than 33%. Food production using organic methods will not exceed 10% of the total
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agricultural production at best. If it reaches 2-3 per cent it will already be a major success,
as at present it is below 0.5 %. It would be an error for the development policy to rely
on one idea or one field of activity, especially in such complex socio-economic reality

as that of Polish rural areas.

Human resources

In the existing economic structure of Polish rural areas, labour is a resource present in
abundance and not used in full. Creating non-agricultural jobs is a fundamental
prercquisite of relieving agriculture of surplus labour, consolidating farms, the move
of land to the commercial secfor and improved productivity in agriculture . Planned
changes in agriculture must therefore be considered in the context of the balance of the

labour market and the quality of the surplus.

Open unemployment in rural areas 1s between 800 thousand and one million. Apart from
that, there is hidden unemployment in small family farms, estimated at about 900

thousand, Open unemployment in rural areas mostly concerns people other than peasants.

Apart from open and latent unemployment there is vet another factor significantly
affecting the rural labour market. This is the increase in the number of people reaching
production age. At present, that age group grows at a rate of about 250 thousand people a
year, 150 thousand of that in rural comimunitites It is a factor that boosts unemployment
both in its open and hidden form. The impact of that demographic factor on rural labour
markets will be strongest in the years 2001-2003, after which its role should become less
marked; and from 2010 there will be a period of decreased number of people in production

age.

Not all the unemploved really want jobs. In polls. some of them admit having incomes
form work, some find the unemploved status suits them for various reasons, other find
seasonal employment abroad (mostly illegal). In Polish villages it is also possible 1o find
‘gastarbeiters’, foreigners employed illegally and occupying some of the less attractive
jobs. The figures quoted earlier are therefore approximate, but they do show that on the

rural labour market supply significantly exceeds demand.



Apart from the already mentioned surplus labour, there are other kinds, caused by the
change in agrarian structure. Altogether, the number of surplus tabour in agriculture can be
estimated at about 1300 thousand people, out of which number 2/3 are already redundant
and 1/3 will follow as a result of modernization not accompanied by structural change

(such as development of services).

We asswme that apart from that Poland will also see an increase in surplus labour resulting

from restructuring agriculture, similar to what happened in Western Europe.

If we assume that the structure of agriculture in Poland will be similar to that in Western
fands of Germany in the carly 90s, so that about 1400 thousand more people will have to
move out of agriculture. It is necessary to remember, though. that this is not the final goal;
German agricuiture is still undergoing changes in the direction of reduced empioyment. In
total, the modernization and restructuring of agriculture may cause employment in

that sector to fall by about 2700 thousand.

In the years 1960-1995 in Germany employment in agriculture fell at an annual rate of
about 4 per cent. In several other West European countries the situation was similar. In
contrast, the figure for Poland has been onty 0.5 per cent. Restructuring Polish agriculture
will require increasing that pace to 3-4 per cent a year. Because of macroeconomic and
demographic conditions reaching that number before 2010 is hardly feasible, but it is

necessary to act towards that end.

Falling employment in agriculture will be a process spread over a long time. At present
conditions on the rural labour market do not favour that process, but a more auspictous
situation should emerge after the vear 2009, when the impact of the demographic factor is

reversed.

European countries which have undergone similar restructuring processes have been in a
more fortunate situation, because rapidly developing industry absorbed not only the
surplus labour moving out of agriculture. but also immigrants - in Germany from Turkey
and Yugoslavia, in France from North African countries. Moreover, the process of

structural change was spread out over several decades.



Finding employment for surplus rural labour outside agriculture will be difficult because
of its structure. Among older rural inhabitants people with primary or less education
prevail, the young are mostly vocational school graduates. The problem lies not only in the
Jack of highly qualified workers, but also in the character of a great majority of vocational
schools, which used to train young people for very specific jobs, often in specific factories.
They did not emphasize basic vocational knowledge which might help the trainees learn
new skills fast and retrain effectively. The middle generation of rural dwellers was
therefore educating a system of narrow specialization for the needs of an economy which

in many cases no longer exists.

The 1990s did not bring a solution to the problem of retraining adults educated in the
vocational school system. The problem of educating today’s youth has not been solved
either. For young people from rural areas, a barrier to education in both public and
independent schools is the cost. On a national scale, the number of university students has

increased, but that increase is almost solely due to urban youth.

The school system reform was expected 1o solve those problems. It is now o early to
assess to what extent the reform has been successful; many specialists fear. however, that

it has not lived up to the expectations.

The quality of human resources in rural arcas 1s not just a question of education,
Employment in non-agricultural businesses in free market conditions requires observing
many rules 10 which rural inhabitants are not used and which they find difficult 10 adapt to,
such as starting work on time, working to deadlines, a ban on drinking alcohol in the
workplace or starting work under its influence. Neither work on a family farm, nor in a
PGR (state farm) involved such rules. Information from investors establishing businesses

in rural areas suggests that work culture in those new workplaces is not high.

Motivation is also a difficult factor among people who are theoretically unemployed.
Expectations of high earnings despite low qualifications and skilis and a tendency to
demanding attitudes result in a situation when despite high unemployment new businesses

in rural areas have difticulty in finding statf.


















