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Referring to research and a number of publications on rural-urban partnership, the paper discusses the evidence on such partnerships
in Poland, provided by projects carried out under Operational Programmes 2007-2013(2015). The study was based on data from
telephone interviews with representatives of 25 local self-governments and on data from the Information System for Monitoring and
Control, which includes data sets on all projects carried out under national and regional Operational Programmes 2007-2013 and is
disseminated by the Ministry of Infrastructure and Development. The verifying datasets were obtained from Poland’s Central Statistical
Office, the National Court Register, and the Ministry of Economy. The findings showed that the commune-unions and limited liability
companies set up by the rural and urban local self-governments (LAU2) in Poland have had the characteristics of rural-urban
partnerships. These entities were beneficiaries of Operational Programmes 2007-2013. This proves that in practise EU structural funds
have been supporting rural-urban partnerships in Poland, although they have not been addressed specifically to them. Despite the on-
going theoretical discussion on the definition of rural-urban partnership and the fact that it was purposely not explained to the
interviewed the representatives of local self-governments, this form of collaboration was well-recognised by them.
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INTRODUCTION

The rural-urban partnership is intended to promote an integrated approach to sustainable social and economic
development through better co-ordination of rural-urban interactions (OECD 2013(b)) and linkages on a local level.
Rural-urban partnerships are driven by functional linkages which take many different forms in economic, demographic
and environmental terms (Funnell 1988, Tacoli 1998, Piacentini and Trapasso 2010, Esparcia and Buciega 2005, Copus
2010, Lucateli 2011, CEMR 2013), cross different administrative boundaries and policy domains (OECD 2013(a)), and
generate diverse effects and challenges (McGranahan 2004, Ulied et al. 2010, Drejerska et al. 2014). Ignoring the linkages
leads to inefficiencies and causes growth-inhibiting inequality (World Bank 2006). On one hand, establishing an effective
and sustainable rural-urban partnership requires identification and analysis of these linkages (Bulderberga 2011). On the
other hand, the rural-urban partnership is ‘the mechanism of co-operation that manages these linkages to reach common
goals and enhance urban-rural relationships’ (OECD, 2013a, p. 34) and is based on ‘a common set of objectives intended
to be managed jointly, in a space where urban and rural dimensions are physically and/or functionally integrated” (OECD
2013a, p. 35). The rural-urban partnership can involve different actors and respond to different challenges and
opportunities resulting from rural-urban relations.

In the European Union, the concept of the rural-urban partnership appeared in theoretical discussions at the end of
the 1990s and continues to generate a good deal of interest today (e.g. Copus, 2010; Copus, 2012; Federal Ministry...,
2012; Jacuniak et al., 2014; Kawka, 2011; Kawka, 2013; Lucatelli and De Mateis, 2011; Mendez et al., 2011; Rakowska
2013(a)). The rural-urban partnership has also been studied in a good deal of empirical research, e.g. the European Spatial
Development Perspective (European Commission, 1999), the Study Programme on European Spatial Planning
(Nordregio, 2000), the European Spatial Planning Observation Network (ESPON, 2006), Caffyn and Dahlstrom (2005),
the European Development Opportunities for Rural Areas (EDORA) project (Noguera-Tur and Liickenkétter, 2009), and
in recent studies by Eurocities (2011), Metrex (Metrex, 2011 and 2014; Kelling, 2011), and Artmann et al. (2012). Despite
these achievements in the debate on rural-urban partnerships, there are those who believe that the partnership is still not
a well-defined — and even rather unclear — conception in the context of EU policy.

However, the significance of such partnerships has been recognised by both the European Commission (CEC, 2007;
CEC, 2011) and the European Parliament, who agreed that ‘a truly integrated approach to development must go beyond
intra-city policy coordination and traditional rural issues. The integration with surrounding areas, both urban and rural, needs
also to be considered. The benefits of stronger urban-rural cooperation include more efficient land use and planning, better
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provision of services (e.g. public transport, health) and better management of natural resources’ (EU regional policy website,
2013). As the rural-urban partnership is perceived as an important tool for bridging EU regional and rural development
policies, the EU documents stress the need to strengthen the linkages between urban and rural areas and to abandon the
division into separate funds for rural and urban areas (European Network for Rural Development 2010, p. 85). Still, the rural-
urban partnership has thus far not been supported by any dedicated funding or operational programme.

As has been highlighted in the theoretical discussion, the rural-urban partnership is ‘a topic mainly for the local
level, because it is an action or project-oriented approach’ (Kawka, 2013, p. 9). It remains in agreement with bottom-up
territorial approaches, which stress that local self-governments play a crucial role in local development as they have the
optimal potential to fully utilise human capital and social resources (Furmankiewicz et al., 2010) as well as economic
ones. To enable them to play their role optimally, and to diminish the negative effects of administrative division, Polish
law (Law of March 8, 1990) allows local self-governments to collaborate within different legal forms (Milewska and
Czaban, 2014). Both the individual and collaborative applications of LAU2s to obtain EU funding caused communes to
become one of the two biggest groups of beneficiaries of Operational Programmes 2007-2013 in Poland. For all of these
reasons, LAU2s are very important actors in rural-urban partnerships in terms of the absorption of EU funding, especially
in the context of supporting local development (Zmija and Satota 2009, Satota 2009).

This study seeks to answer the following research questions: (i) Has there been any collaboration between different
urban and rural local self-governments which can be considered rural-urban partnerships? (ii) Have these partnerships
benefited from the EU structural funds under Operational Programmes 2007-2013? (iii) Is it necessary to strictly define
the term rural-urban partnership? and (iv) Is it necessary to dedicate any special funds to rural-urban partnerships? The
overall aim of the paper is to answer these research questions using the empirical evidence on rural-urban partnerships
established by rural and urban communes in Poland.

RESEARCH METHOD

The study was based on primary data obtained from telephone interviews with representatives of 25 local self-
governments in Mazovian Voivodship and on secondary data from the Central Statistical Office of Poland, the National
Court Register, the Ministry of Infrastructure and Development, and the Ministry of Economy.

To identify examples of rural-urban partnerships set up by local authorities that were beneficiaries of EU funding
under Operational Programmes 2007-20013, the author carried out interviews with the representatives of 25 LAU 2 self-
governments. The respondents indicated limited liability companies and unions formed by the communes as examples of
rural-urban partnerships meeting the research criteria. The next stage of the study was different for each of these two
types of entities.

Based on detailed data from the Ministry of Economy on the members of the commune-unions, the unions were
divided into two groups: those of a rural-urban character and other. The urban, rural-urban or rural character of the LAU2s
constituting the unions was defined according to the classification of urban and rural LAU2s developed by the Central
Statistical Office of Poland (Rakowska, 2013(b)), and available from the Local Data Bank of the Central Statistical Office
of Poland (as of December 31, 2014). Next, to select those who were beneficiaries of Operational Programmes
2007-20013 and to extract data on all projects carried out by this type of rural-urban partnerships, the identified unions
of rural and urban communes were looked up in the Information System for Monitoring and Control database (as of June
30, 2015) maintained by the Ministry of Infrastructure and Development. In the process of extracting data on projects
carried out by rural and urban communes, it appeared that the Information System for Monitoring and Control includes
data for 18 cases, where two communes — a rural one and an urban one — have the same name and are located in the same
local administrative units of higher level, i.e. LAU1 and regions. In such cases, to differentiate the rural commune from
the urban and to assign the projects and data correctly, it was necessary to use the tax identification numbers of these units
included in the Information System for Monitoring and Control and to verify them in the National Court Register database.

Limited liability companies set up by local self-governments are the other example of rural-urban partnership
identified in the interviews. However, all limited liability companies are shown in the Information System for Monitoring
and Control database as one category of beneficiaries, without specifying those set up by local self-governments. That is
why only the limited liability companies indicated by the respondents were used as examples of rural-urban partnership
and looked up in the Information System for Monitoring and Control database to identify their projects and extract data.

FINDINGS

The representatives of local self-governments in Poland indicated the unions of communes and limited liability
companies set up by the communes as the main forms of rural-urban partnerships established by LAU2s and resulting in
projects carried out with the support of EU funding under Operational Programmes 2007-2013. Both these types of
partnership can be established based on the Law of March 8, 1990 on LAUZ2, which allows self-governments to set up
different legal entities to jointly achieve social and economic development goals which require collaboration going
beyond administrative borders.

1 LAU - classification of Local Administrative Units developed by EUROSTAT and including two categories of units:
higher level ones called LAU1s and lower level ones called LAU2s [EUROSTAT 2007, EUROSTAT 2010, Rakowska
2013]. The latter ones refer to municipalities or communes.
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The commune-unions operate as separate legal entities, whose aims can supplement and/or extend the task that
communes have to accomplish by law. Based on the register of the Ministry of Economy, as of June 30, 2015 there were
217 functioning entities of this kind. The Information System for Monitoring and Control registered 41 commune-unions
as Operational Programmes 2007-2013 beneficiaries, or 19 % of all existing unions. In the group of beneficiaries, one
union included only urban LAU2s and four unions included only rural LAUZ2s, thus excluding them from the research.
The remaining 36 commune-unions benefitting from Operational Programmes 2007-2013 consisted of both rural and
urban LAUZ2s, which makes them rural-urban partnerships as defined by the OECD. They carried out 82 projects of total
value of 2422,4 million PLN, 66 % of which was co-funded from EU structural funds (1 459.6 million PLN ).
Thematically these projects concentrated mostly on environmental issues such as sewage treatment
(26 % of projects) and on municipal and industrial waste management (21% of projects). The remaining 44 projects
addressed a wider range of issues connected with environmental protection, the labour market, leisure and sports,
transportation, SMEs and culture, to name a few.

The limited liability companies set up by LAU2s were the other form of collaboration between LAU2s indicated by
the respondents as a form of rural-urban partnership. The respondents pointed out that limited liability companies have been
set up by the communes mainly to deal with the construction and/or maintenance of water supply or sewage systems. Thus
when applying for EU funding under Operational Programmes 2007-2013, they were beneficiaries of mainly the Operational
Programme Infrastructure and Environment and the Regional Operational Programmes, which provided funds for these aims.
However, the limited liability companies are usually set up by one individual LAU2, and thus they themselves are not
examples of partnerships. They also apply for EU funding individually. But, as the respondents indicated, the limited liability
companies set up by LAU2s often collaborate with each other on. One example of how would be infrastructure projects for
water supply and sewage treatment systems crossing the administrative borders of the involved LAU2s. So, although they
carry out their projects individually, they plan and design them in such a way, after completing the projects, that their effects
are fully synergic and constitute one system e.g. a pipeline collecting sewage from an adjacent LAU2 and delivering it to a
treatment plant located in one of them. If such collaboration involves rural and urban LAUZ2s, it meets the criteria of a
rural-urban partnership. But, in the Information System for Monitoring and Control database involving 314 projects (of
13 652 min PLN total value including 52 % PLN of EU co-financing) carried out by limited liability companies set up by
LAU?2Zs, there is no information on which of them are individual projects and which are synergic with projects of other
entities of this kind. Consequently, only field research enables such identification and that is why only findings of the
interviews with representatives of 25 LAU2s are discussed in this paper. The interviews enabled the identification of 6
rural-urban partnerships, five of which had been set up to develop the sewage treatment infrastructure and one to develop
constructing dumps. The character of these projects indicates that mostly environmental issues were the reason this form
of collaboration between rural and urban LAU2s.

The findings of the interviews proved that although the term rural-urban partnerships has no legal or administrative
definition in Poland and is not in common use, the interviewees intuitively and correctly used this term and indicated
examples of such partnership.

The findings of the SIMIK database search prove that EU funding allocated under Operational Programmes
2007-2013 was also absorbed by entities whose characteristics classify them as rural-urban partnerships. Thus despite
the lack of funding dedicated to such partnerships, they benefited from this source of funding.

DISCUSSION

The findings prove that rural-urban partnerships established by LAU2s functioned in Poland over 2007-2013
budget perspective and benefitted from Operational Programmes 2007-2013, although there were no special financial
instruments addressed to rural-urban partnerships as a particular group of beneficiaries. As the identified rural-urban
partnerships were beneficiaries of EU structural funds under Operational Programmes 2007—-2013 we can conclude that
the fact that this EU funding was not formally addressed to them was not an obstacle in obtaining these funds. This can
be an argument in the discussion on the future instruments of regional and cohesion policy, proving that there is perhaps
no need to address structural funds particularly to rural-urban partnerships, as they benefit from this source even without
such dedicated instruments.

Another issue concerning urban-rural partnerships is that they are quite often identifiable only in the process of
field research as public statistics and other sources of data do not identify them. Findings of the research done for this
paper provided two examples of such partnerships, which differed in many aspects, including these: they were different
legal entities, they were subject to different laws and regulations, and they were established to complete different tasks.
The unions of communes require collaboration of different involved units from the very beginning, i.e. there must be
partners to establish such a union. However, the analysed limited liability companies are set up by individual LAU2s and
in the discussed cases had been functioning individually to achieve different aims. They entered into collaboration with
each other at some stage in order to combine some of their projects. These differences explain why some partnerships can
be identified on the basis of public registers and public statistics while other, probably much more numerous ones, can be
identified only in the course of field research.

The findings also show that despite the on-going theoretical discussion on the definition of rural-urban partnership,
this form of collaboration was well-recognised by the interviewed practitioners and stakeholders of local development.
That suggests that such definition is needed more by researchers and policy-makers than by practitioners of local
development. However, if the European Commission and Parliament decide to support rural-urban partnerships by e.g.
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financial instruments, it will be necessary to precisely address them to a well-defined group of beneficiaries, thus the
definition will be required.

It should be stressed that although Polish law does not refer to urban-rural partnerships, the fact that it allows local self-

governments to enter into collaboration by establishing different legal entities does create a legal basis for these partnerships.

Based on the collected empirical evidence, it can be concluded that already functioning rural-urban partnerships

are a response of local self-governments to these social and economic needs and challenges, whose character requires
collaboration going beyond administrative borders and beyond the division of policies into urban versus rural. So these
kind of collaboration proves that rural-urban partnerships do bridge the regional and rural development policies.
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