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of Reviving Old Industrial Areas: 
A Case Study of the Silesian Industrial Agglomeration in Poland 
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^rm s the igth century progres-
m % sed, it became increasingly 

jMllllllL necessary to locate 
m m industrial enterprises in 
the coal field regions. Coal was trans
portable, but it was used in such large 
quantities that iron, steel and other 
industrial factories moved to the coal 
mines to save the cost of transporta
tion. Thus industry has long regarded 
the environment as a source of raw 
material, but also used it as a sink for 
dumping unwanted by-products. The 
consequences may be seen in the slag 
heaps and chemical dumps, in the 
damage to forests and the polluted 
rivers which blighted the landscape of 
the historical centers of the Industrial 
Revolution in northwestern England, 
the Ruhr, and the Nord-Pas du Calais. 
Today the same problem confronts 
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Eastern Europe, which has been domi
nated by heavy industry since World 
War Two. 

At the same time that technology 
and urban policies were evolving in 
Western Europe and setting new gro
und rules for the siting and planning 
of industrial plants, and while the 
historic industrial regions were under
going intense restructuring programs, 
the Upper Silesian Agglomeration in 
Poland was still facing the negative 
impacts of structural adjustments. 
The monostructural nature of the 
region's economy is manifested in the 
dominance of heavy industry and un-
der-investment in services. The land 
has been seriously damaged by indust
rial growth with no concern for the 
human and natural environment. 
This environmental damage clearly 

has been detrimental to the quality of 
life in the region, making it difficult 
for Upper Silesia to compete with 
other industrial areas for new invest
ment. The transition from centrally 
planned to market economy in the 
1990s accentuated the differences 
between Poland's various regions. The 
former mainstays of the national 
economy, the Upper Silesia, Lodz (the 
old center of the textile industry), and 
Walbrzych (also a coal field region), 
are regarded as backward in today's 
market economy. 

The Upper Silesian Agglomeration 
(also called the Upper Silesian Indust
rial Region) is situated in southwestern 
Poland and consists of sixteen cities 
and towns of the Katowice Voivodship. 
Industrial development began here at 
the turn of the 19th century. Today 
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The balance sheet of land use. 

the Agglomeration Project comprises 
a continuous urban area of 1200 square 
kilomerers and a rotal population of 
about 2.5 million inhabitants. The re
gion is rhe largest and most densely 
populated urban agglomeration in 
Poland, with 891 inhabitants per square 

kilometer compared to a national ave
rage of 116. Industry srill employs about 
50% of the working population. More 
then 25% of the land is occupied by 
industrial complexes for harvesting 
raw materials, while coal mining occu
pies about 28% of the land, metallur

gical industry about 25%, and power 
planrs about 11%. About 9% of the land 
in the entire region has been thoroughly 
decimated by industrial activity. 
During the last 50 years, public policy 
has generally been characterized by 
excessive exploitation of natural 
resources, bringing ecological disasrer 
ro the region. In the 1980s, it was con
sidered the most polluted place on 
Earth. 

Following 19th century land use 
patterns, the iron foundries and orher 
factories were clustered around the 
coal mines and in close proximity to 
workers' housing. That amorphous 
arrangement, can be described as a 
complicated system of movements 
from the workplace to the settlement. 
This pattern of growth may be seen 
clearly in the existing spatial structure 
of the urban area, and is the source of 
many of the city's common features. 

Theories of urban land use have 
traditionally emphasized the role of 
accessibility and transportation costs. 
According to these theories, industrial 
plants should be concentrated in cities 
with railway access, close to coal mines, 
and close to the residential areas of the 
urban population centers. The result 
is urban sprawl and corridor develop
ment along roadways, which isolates 
the remaining open places and ecosys
tems and strengthens the functional 
interdependency of the agglomerated 
cities. 

The inability of areas thoroughly 
dominated by heavy industry - to adapt 
to broad, external economic changes -
demonstrates the vulnerability of the 
monofunctional regional economy. 
The economic changes of the 1990s 
have accelerated the decline of some 
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The Upper Silesia landscape 

large industrial areas dependent upon 
antiquated technology. The stagnation 
of production has diminished the rate 
of pollution, but the abandoned land 
is still polluted and continues to pro
duce negative effects in the social sphere. 
Only a few of the great old enterprises 
are privatized. Most of the polluting 
heavy industry has no future, economi
cally or ecologically, but has until to
day been the dominant source of em
ployment. The few new investment 
efforts in the region, such as the Fiat 
plant in Nowe Tychy or the new Ge
neral Motors factory planned for 
Gliwice, are setting new rules for pro
duction and employment. 

Many of the industrial districts on 
the urban periphery, established in 
close proximity to the steel and coal 
complex. These districts incorporating 
residential areas for workers, are self-
sufficient. These multifunctional com
munities are providing work, service, 
and housing. The decline of even the 
inefficient plants undermines the 
traditional social relationships and 
should stimulate the creation of new 
workplaces, new spatial restructuring 
and new activities in the area. The spa
tial and functional links between cities 
make the challenge of establishing new 
patterns of development a matter of 
regional as well as local concern. 

Does the Upper Silesian Agglome
ration have a future? It would seem 
that the primary opportunity for the 
future lies in the revitalization of the 
human environment, in the renovation 
of houses and communities, which 
can offer significant economies of 
scale and generate new jobs. The basic 
goal of local policymaking is to pro
mote the quality of life and the living 
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standard through the institutional 
framework. 

Results of research (Juzwa and Szady 
1989; Gasidlo, Juzwa and Wenklar 
1994) show that the land occupied by 
the great industrial complexes can be 
divided into two categories. The first 
category comprises the already deve
loped sites, including industrial, pu
blic, and office buildings which could 
be considered for conversion, reno
vated, or remodeled. The other cate
gory comprises vacant lots, warehou
ses, engineering and technological 
structures, railway yards, etc. Many of 
the old coal mining buildings, especi
ally those at the entrances to the mines, 
are characterized by structural instabi
lity and inadequate technical condi
tions. Many of them are of local histo
rical value, and in recent years some 
were demolished or insensirively rem
odeled. Al l buildings situated on the 
margin of the city, on the urban peri
phery, even those of traditional value, 
are in decline. 

Rehabilitation of the developed 
parts of the old industrial districts will 
often combine a range of processes 
from restoration or adaptive re-use of 
individual buildings to the revitalization 
of entire districts. Given rhe degree of 
environmental pollution, we ought to 
restore the soil of industrial plant sites 
before assigning to them a new category 
of land use. The process of evolution, 
i f at all similar ro rhat taking place in 
the historical industrial regions of 
Western Europe, will be long and 
enormously expensive. 

The strategy for reviving the Upper 
Silesia is aimed at job creation, soften
ing the effects of the economic changes, 
and generating alternatives to the do
minant monoculture of heavy industry 
while promoting regional development. 
The main issues can be grouped into 
three categories: economic Transfor
mation, environmental considerations, 
and, of primary importance, extensive 
social problems. 

Thus environmental management 
and urban development cannot be 
considered separately, especially in an 
urban agglomeration like the Upper 
Silesia. The transition to a new market-
oriented society involves the restructu
ring of local economies, and despite 
decentralization, local affairs are still 
controlled to a large extent by the cen
tral government. Even today, the links 
between the local authority responsible 
for the various aspects of environmental 
management and ecology are not stable. 
The gap between formal regulation and 
policy implementation is obvious. There 
is little experience with public/private 
collaboration, and only a few local poli
cies intended to guide the physical plan
ning and new activities in declining areas. 

In the condition of Poland today, it 
is crucially important to get a redeve
lopment project just to be started. A 
recent agreement has been made 
between the local and regional autho
rities of Upper Silesia and the national 
government, called the Contract for 
Upper Silesia. The Contract brings a 
wealth of new challenges for the ma
nagement of the urban environment. 
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