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 Abstract  

The ‘geographic’ aim of the study is to find the regularity of the increase in the number of infections in 
larger cities and their surroundings. The goal related to the science of public policy is to determine the 
implemented and potential effects related to spatial policy in Polish cities. The geographic part of this 
publication uses the available data on the development of the number of identified (recorded) infections. 
The part of the paper related to the accomplishment of the goal covering the sphere of public policy is 
primarily of an overview nature. It contains the characteristics of the spatial management system in Poland 
(including tools affecting the broadest impact on urban space) and the introduced and potential changes 
caused by the pandemic. 
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1. Introduction  
The spread of any infectious disease in the human population has its very important conditions related to the 
subject of geography studies (Cliff & Haggett, 1989; Wilson, 2010; Meade, 2014). A specific feature of every 
infectious disease is its spread, i.e. local transmission. Since the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus is transmitted from 
person to person by airborne droplets, the development of the pandemic is closely related to social contact 
models. These in turn depend especially on the natural environment (e.g. climate, orography, hydrography), 
settlement structure and population density, level of social development (hygiene, epidemiological awareness), 
lifestyles (including especially models of socio-economic mobility), and finally on the attempts to reduce the 
virus and disease by state and local government services (Skydsgaard, 2010; Amin, 2020). In each of these 
conditions, successive cause-effect relationships can be found, in which, from the point of view of geography, 
the key is the physical, geodetic space and relations between the elements occurring in it.  
The spread of an infectious disease is a complicated and complex process, nevertheless, science provides 
many studies on the regularities of this diffusion, which often allows for an effective limitation of the epidemic 
growth in a given area (Sattenspiel & Lloyd, 2009). Particularly important are issues of spatial development, 
i.e. settlement structure, population density, urban forms, communication network (Darch et al., 2018; Carozzi, 
2020; Cordes & Castro, 2020; Hamidi et al., 2020). The type of land use and functions and their spatial 
organization affect population flows, creating a greater or lesser probability of social contacts (Badr et al., 
2020; Tammes, 2020). 
Although research on the spread of infectious diseases has a very long tradition (Panum, 1846), knowledge of 
the causes of diffusion and dispersion is still unsatisfactory. Although the fundamental role of social contacts 
is known, models of human communication on the microscale are less well recognized. So far, this has not 
been facilitated by the lack of appropriate source data, e.g. on the exact paths of human movement in space 
and time. However, the development of telemetric tools, e.g. related to the location of cell phones, gives hope 
for progress in this area as well (Franch-Prado et al., 2020). For example, research is being conducted on land 
use to indicate their social function (Pei et al., 2014), day and night mobility (Yuan & Raubal, 2012; Śleszyński 
& Niedzielski, 2018), and the relationship between the type of spatial structures and the intensity of human 
activity is being sought (Yue et al., 2017). Determining the actual population and their behavior in a given 
area also results from the needs of spatial planning, including forecasting the optimal infrastructure, especially 
transport, as well as water and sewage, service networks and others. All in all, the development of telemetric 
tools indicates promising possibilities of using spatial planning data to improve epidemiological safety. 
One of the basic methods is limiting the social contacts, including those related to the prohibition of free 
movement, and the solutions vary greatly between countries (Chinazzi et al., 2020). If such measures are 
taken relatively early and consistently, the infection curve becomes more flattened over time and the relevant 
services have more time to prepare for combat. However, limiting the activity in the long run threatens with 
serious economic losses in many economic branches (Ascani et al., 2020; Napierała et al., 2020). Therefore, 
it is crucial to skillfully balance the strength of the introduced restrictions in social contacts against the real 
epidemiological and general health risks of the population. Moreover, these limitations, both in the short-term 
and long-term scope, determine the spatial policy. Already at the present stage, there is a discussion to what 
extent the SAR-CoV-2 pandemic will modify the dimensions of spatial policy, including environmental, transport 
or public space development issues. 
The ‘geographic’ aim of the study is to find the regularity of the increase in the number of infections in larger 
cities and their surroundings. Cities, as centers with a high population density and activity, in general, should 
be primarily exposed to a rapid increase in the incidence, as shown by evidence from around the world in the 
case of the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic (Cordes & Castro, 2020; Du et al., 2020). Preliminary results in Poland show 
that this does not have to be the case, or at least it does not apply to the largest agglomerations in the first 
place (Jarynowski et al., 2020; Raciborski et al., 2002; Śleszyński, 2020), although the associations with 
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mobility are emphasized in these studies. The intensity of all detected infections in Poland in August 2020 was 
not uniform and was concentrated in the southern part of the country (Fig.1). 

 
Fig.1 Spatial structure of detected SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus infections in Poland in August 2020 
 
Meanwhile, the goal related to the science of public policy is to determine the implemented and potential 
effects related to spatial policy in Polish cities. It is a separate, vital context of urban development issues. By 
March 2020, numerous dilemmas and problems in this area were diagnosed, which were directly translated 
into the tools of spatial policy. The outbreak of the pandemic contributed to the emergence of new problems 
and new challenges. In the first place, they come down to typically procedural issues (related to work on 
individual tools of spatial policy), but they are related to a broader context of issues, including new dilemmas. 
Regardless of the above, regarding the discussions (especially in world literature) on changes in spatial 
planning, the direction and scope of potential changes, also in Polish spatial policy tools, should be considered. 

2. Methods 
The geographic part of this publication uses the available data on the development of the number of identified 
(recorded) infections. In Poland, in mid-August 2020, the only such database is the information available on 
the website, collected every day by social effort according to poviats by a team led by M. Rogalski (2020). 
Until then (mid-August 2020), official data on cases, entered through the National Register of Patients with 
Covid-19 (Regulation of the Minister of Health, 2020), had not been made publicly available.  
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It should be emphasized here that data on infections do not represent the entire infected population, since 
the detection of any disease depends on its correct diagnosis in the population. For Covid-19, it depends 
primarily on the tests performed. These are in turn performed in those populations where there is a greater 
likelihood of infection. Due to the transmission of the coronavirus by airborne droplets, tests in Poland were 
performed mainly in places exposed to more frequent occurrence, i.e. in health and social care facilities (e.g. 
hospitals, nursing homes) and in these communities (families, workplaces and other concentrations of the 
population) where infection has already been identified. In contrast, most infected people go through it 
asymptomatically. Meanwhile, based on screening tests carried out in various places in the country (Krakow, 
Upper Silesia) (Uniwersytet Jagielloński w Krakowie, 2020), it can be assumed that in Poland only 5-10% of 
cases are detectable and that in June 2020, already a few percent of the Polish population “encountered” the 
coronavirus (Lipiec, 2020). 
Infection analysis had to be adapted to the available data. The mentioned set of M. Rogalski et al. (2020) by 
county was used. A poviat is the second level of territorial-administrative division, between a voivodeship and 
a municipality. There are 380 units, 66 of which are cities with county rights. Bearing in mind the great 
functional diversity of poviats and the aims of the article, related to urbanization, the division into 6 categories 
has been proposed (Fig.2): 
− 1a: core areas over 250 thousand inhabitants (30 poviats, 23% of the country’s population); 
− 1b: core areas below 250 thousand inhabitants (28 poviats, 7% of the country’s population); 
− 2: mixed areas (land poviats with larger city or highly urbanized) (39 poviats, 14% of the country’s 

population); 
− 3: land poviats being external zones of types 1a and 1b, mainly “bagel” poviats (68 poviats, 21% of the 

country’s population); 
− 4: other more densely populated poviats (over 70 people per 1 km2) (101 poviats, 20% of the country’s 

population); 
− 5: other sparsely populated poviats (less than 70 people per 1 km2) (105 poviats, 15% of the country’s 

population). 

 
Fig.2 Classification of poviats (counties) used in the analysis 
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The analysis used aggregation to functional areas of cities (1a+1b), as this type of area, based on everyday 
functional and spatial relationships (commuting to work, education, personal services, trade, etc.), seems to 
be the most appropriate field of reference for research on the spread of infectious diseases. In this way, a 
database was created containing 80 functional areas, consisting of 166 poviats (the largest functional area — 
Katowice — contained 19 poviats). Due to data availability, it has been divided into six types:  
The database designed in this way aggregated data (from the aforementioned M. Rogalski team) from the 
first 165 days of the pandemic, i.e. for the period March 4 - August 15, 2020.  
The part of the paper related to the accomplishment of the goal covering the sphere of public policy is primarily 
of an overview nature. It contains the characteristics of the spatial management system in Poland (including 
tools affecting the broadest impact on urban space) and the introduced and potential changes caused by the 
pandemic. The temporary legal changes related to counteracting the pandemic and their place in the spatial 
management system are also synthetically characterized. In this respect, reference was also made to the 
wider, international discussion on the changes introduced by the Covid-19 pandemic, determining changes in 
urban policy (and, consequently, spatial policy). Face – to – face interviews were also conducted in selected 
Polish cities. 

3. SARS — CoV-2 pandemic in Polish cities and their functional areas 
Poland, as a relatively large country, considering European conditions (area 312.7 thousand sq. km, population 
above 38 million), is administratively divided into 16 voivodeships (corresponding to the NUTS2 regional level 
and having government and local government administration and management), 380 poviats (self-
government) and 2,477 communes (self-government). Among 380 poviats, there are 66 cities with poviat 
rights, 18 of which are voivodeship capitals (in two voivodeships, they are bipolar systems). However, in 
communes, i.e., at the local level (LAU2), critical spatial policy actions are taken. The smallest population in 
cities with poviat status (and urban communes simultaneously) is 36,000 (Sopot), while the largest is 
1,791,000 (Warsaw). When it comes to the organization of epidemiological services, the primary institution is 
the State Sanitary Inspectorate (PIS, familiar name — sanepid) — a specialized entity that performs public 
health tasks by performing control and supervision over hygiene conditions in various areas of life. The 
inspection also collects, among others, epidemiological data. PIS has central and local structures. The latter 
are voivodeship (NUTS2) and poviat (NUTS4) sanitary and epidemiological stations. Besides, there are 
specialized (border) units. Development of the number of infections in functional areas of larger cities relating 
to other areas (i.e. before the holiday increase in infections) is presented in Fig.3. Until about May 10, the 
increase in infections was fairly even in all types of poviats. After that date, there was a fairly rapid increase 
in infections in the largest cities and agglomerations (over 250,000 inhabitants). As for the smaller cores 
(below 250,000 inhabitants), the increases compared to the other types were relatively small, very similar to 
poviats with the lowest population density. The remaining three types (mixed poviats, outer zones of urban 
poviat towns and more densely populated poviats) showed quite similar increase, especially for types 3 and 
4. Such results are not unambiguous and suggest that the increase in infections in Poland was not relating to 
the degree of urbanization. Nevertheless, if types 1-4 and 5-6 are added together, it turns out that in the 
functional areas of cities on August 15, the incidence rate per 10,000 population was 16.7, and on the 
remaining — 11.7. Thus, in the functional areas of cities, the cumulative incidence was over 40% higher.  
As shown by more detailed data, this picture was influenced by a higher infectivity rate in the southern part 
of the country (Fig.4). Particularly high increases occurred in the agglomerations of the Silesia and Lower 
Poland voivodeships. 
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Fig.3 Detected coronavirus infections in Poland in the period March 4 - August 15, 2020 by poviat types 
 

  

  

 
Fig.4 Spatial structure of detected SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus infections in functional urban areas in Poland in August 2020 in 
selected time periods 
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Tab.1 presents data for 18 selected functional urban areas — FUA (over 30 infections per 10,000 inhabitants 
on August 15 or over 500,000 inhabitants). They concentrated 58% of all identified infections (80 FUA’s 
concentrated 73% of all infections). FUA with the highest infection rates are especially Rybnik (133.5 cases 
per 10,000 population), followed by Cieszyn (89.3), Nowy Sącz (43.4) and Kalisz (42.7). Apart from the Rybnik 
agglomeration (over half a million inhabitants), these are rather smaller groups. It is worth noting that in 
virtually all agglomerations, there was a fairly rapid increase in the number of detected infections during the 
holiday season (July 7 - August 15), but it was generally slower than in the entire country (52%). In Nowy 
Sącz FUA, this increase was record-breaking (more than fivefold increase in infections) and in FUA's of Bochnia, 
Krakow and Tri-city, the increase was greater than 100%. It should probably be associated with the 
transmission of infections through tourist mobility. 
 

No* Name 
of functional 
urban areas 

Number of 
population 
(thous.) 

Number of infections detected 
(cumulative) 

Total infections on 15 August 

April 
6 

May 
10 

July 
7 

Augu
st 15 

domestic 
share 
(%) 

per 
10,000 

inh. 

increase between 
July 7 - August 

15 (%) 

1 Rybnik 525 55 694 5,282 7,008 12.2 133.5 32.7 

2 Cieszyn 178 51 135 1,207 1,591 2.8 89.3 31.8 

3 Nowy Sącz 300 19 52 213 1,303 2.3 43.4 511.7 

4 Kalisz 183 46 517 702 784 1.4 42.7 11.7 

5 Starachowice 90 7 44 330 368 0.6 40.9 11.5 

6 Radom 364 132 533 1,106 1,444 2.5 39.6 30.6 

7 Bielsko-Biała 601 27 409 1,493 2,312 4.0 38.5 54.9 

8 Bochnia 107 30 139 152 393 0.7 36.9 158.6 

9 Sieradz 118 3 16 278 369 0.6 31.3 32.7 

10 Katowice 2,406 266 1,577 5,330 7,330 12.8 30.5 37.5 

23 Warsaw 3070 454 1,364 2,628 4,262 7.4 13.9 62.2 

29 Wrocław 930 246 582 838 1,101 1.9 11.8 31.4 

30 Cracow 1,308 197 557 722 1,543 2.7 11.8 113.7 

32 Łódź 1,071 142 419 911 1,155 2.0 10.8 26.8 

40 Tri-city 1,309 114 435 509 1,100 1.9 8.4 116.1 

51 Lublin 566 83 132 198 293 0.5 5.2 48.0 

53 Poznań 930 54 176 274 456 0.8 4.9 66.4 

58 Szczecin 767 37 133 196 341 0.6 4.4 74.0 

* order of infection rates per 10,000 population on August 15, 2020 
Tab.1 Infection rate development characteristics in selected functional urban areas in Poland. Source: based on data 
collected and made available in M. Rogalski's team (2020) 

4. Spatial management system and conditions of urban development in Poland 
For many years, problems related to the malfunctioning system of spatial management have been the subject 
of discussion in the Polish literature. To a very large extent, they relate to the development of urban and 
suburban areas, which is closely related to the course of transformation processes in the countries of Central 
and Eastern Europe after 1989 (Węcławowicz, 2002; Parysek, 2010). The most serious of them are issues of 
ineffective management, spatial conflicts, poor quality of settlement, numerous dysfunctions in spatial 
development and a general lack of spatial order (Markowski, 2010; Parysek & Mierzejewska 2016; Lorens 
2017; Komornicki et al. 2018). Recently, attention has been paid in particular to the serious economic (i.e. de 
facto financial) costs of spatial chaos related to the burden on the budgets of households, enterprises or 
municipalities (Lityński & Hołuj, 2017; Śleszyński et al., 2020), including the area of settlement locations 
(Krzysztofik et al., 2017; Lorens, 2017; Karwińska et al., 2018; Mantey & Sudra 2019), real estate market 
(Krajewska & Pawłowski, 2019), inefficiencies in transport (Niedzielski & Śleszyński, 2008; Niedzielski et al., 
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2020), as well as environmental and landscape protection (Chmielewski et al., 2018; Giedych, 2018; 
Szulczewska et al., 2014). It is also associated with the insufficient effectiveness of spatial policy tools (Nowak 
2017a). Public authorities (both at the national and, for example, local level) have a problem both with 
introducing regulations that clearly protect the values of the area related to spatial order, as well as with 
enforcing the partial ones that are binding. These issues are reflected (to a different extent) also in other 
countries (Gitundu, 2020; Ida & Ono, 2019; Nadin et al., 2018; Roca et al., 2004; Tan et al. 2010; 
Acheampong, 2019; Blaas, 2019; Kyvelou & Gourgiotis, 2019.; Sharifi & Yamagata, 2018; Wang, 2019; Kovács 
et al., 2019). This confirms the thesis about the universal nature of these problems.  
In 2020, there were 944 cities in Poland, including the smallest ones with only about 0.5 thousand residents. 
All of them were local governments of the third (last) administrative and territorial level (after the voivodeship 
and poviat) and similarly the third and last level of spatial planning (after national and regional) 1. At the same 
time, from this quite numerous group, nearly 1,000 cities, there were 302 urban communes and 642 urban-
rural communes. The latter consisted of the city and the surrounding countryside. Although the key document 
of planning the law in Poland, i.e. the Spatial Planning and Development Act of March 27, 2003 (Journal of 
Laws of 2003 No. 80, item 717), formally mentions the hierarchy of this planning, in practice, most investments 
and location decisions and more broadly related to spatial development, are the responsibility of local 
governments.  
Thus, according to the aforementioned Act, in Poland, the tools of spatial policy that determine the direction 
and scope of urban space development to the greatest extent (adopted at the local level) include:  
− studies of conditions and directions of spatial development; 
− local spatial development plans. 
Studies of the conditions and directions of spatial development are (by definition) directional acts and each 
commune must pass them obligatorily. These acts determine the future spatial activities in the city, including, 
among others: directions of changes in the spatial structure, directions and indicators for land development 
and use (including areas intended for development and excluded from development), areas and principles of 
environmental protection as well as areas and rules of cultural heritage protection (Nowak, 2020). The studies 
also contain binding guidelines for local spatial development plans. This second tool of spatial policy, unlike 
studies, is not obligatory — its adoption in a given area depends on the discretion of the authorities of a given 
commune. 
However, if the local plan is adopted, it will already have binding effects, i.e. contain specific prohibitions 
addressed directly to property owners and investors. Local plans define in a binding manner the purpose of a 
given area and the detailed principles of its development and development indicators (such as, e.g. building 
height, building intensity, or building line). Local plans (valid for over 30% of Poland) may or may not introduce 
the spatial order. In practice, local plans are also adopted that enable the implementation of buildings isolated 
from the needs and possibilities of a given area (which, especially through oversupply of construction land, 
contributes to the deepening of spatial chaos) (Izdebski et al., 2018; Śleszyński et al., 2020). 
Moreover, in areas where the local plan has not been adopted, investors may apply for a decision on 
development conditions. According to the legislator’s intentions, it is to be an equivalent of a local plan. 
Nevertheless, the decision is issued on an individual scale, at the investor’s specific request (for whom the 
protection of spatial order throughout the city is not a priority). Decision on development conditions and land 
development, of which over 90 %are decisions on development conditions (since 2003, over 2 milion such 
decisions have been issued in Poland) is not related to other tools of spatial policy, in particular, from the 
formal and legal point of view, there is no relationship between it and the study of the conditions and directions 
of spatial development. This leads to the deepening of problems related to spatial chaos (Nowak, 2015; Nowak, 

 
1  The poviat level in Poland does not have extensive, systemic spatial planning tools, while only quasi-control functions 

related to issuing the building permits, see Nowak 2020. 
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2017b). The above issues are very broadly translated into the issues of urban development and urban policy. 
Urban issues are discussed in detail in Polish literature on the subject (Węcławowicz, 2002; Markowski & 
Marszał, 2006; Nowak, 2010; Borsa, 2016; Grabkowska, 2011; Sagan & Grabkowska, 2012; Sagan & 
Grabkowska, 2013; Smętkowski et al., 2008; Szlachta, 2013; Krukowska & Lackowska, 2016; Lorens & 
Ledwoń, 2018).  

5. The Covid-19 pandemic and new context of the discussion on spatial policy in 
Poland 

As the spread of infectious diseases, as stated at the beginning, has a number of significant geographical 
conditions on various territorial scales, it is worth pointing to them in the broad environmental, settlement and 
demographic context of Poland. These are the following issues:  
a. conducive to the expansion (diffusion) of the virus or posing a particular threat to it: 
− several large concentrations of population with the highest population density, where there is a high 

intensity of commuting (areas in various parts of the Upper Silesian and Rybnik conurbations, as well as 
the Warsaw, Tri-City, Kraków, Wrocław, Szczecin and Poznań agglomerations); 

− high percentage of the elderly population in the centers of large and medium-sized cities, as well as in 
rural areas, e.g. in the north-eastern part of the country; 

− large share of multi-family block buildings in medium and large cities with urban and architectural 
solutions that are not conducive to maintaining the social distance. 

b. unfavorable for virus expansion (diffusion): 
− moderate population density in most of the country’s territory; 
− relatively low, as for developed countries, development of urbanization processes (resulting from the so-

called “urbanization delay”); 
− tendency to disperse buildings; 
− high density of the river network and a general shortage of bridges on larger rivers (it was clearly visible 

during the expansion of infections in late spring in southern Podlasie, when the Bug was the barrier); 
− spatial mobility lower than in highly developed countries. 
In the literature on the subject, the impact of the pandemic on spatial policy has already been discussed and 
recognized as a long-term issue (Boschetto, 2020). The factor determining the situation of cities and, 
consequently, their spatial policy may be, among others, diagnosed problems with food supplies (Benton, 
2020). There are also discussions about the typically urban features of a pandemic, but there are problems 
with their unambiguous separation (Gargiulo et al., 2020). Lai, Leone & Zoppi (2020) indicated several levels 
in this regard. They distinguished, among others, future spatial contexts in cities, within which physical 
distance and minimization of social relations are recommended. This limits the formula of functioning many 
key places in the space, usually associated with public space (but not only). It also makes it necessary to apply 
(or implement more broadly than before) a few postulates. Among them, the concept of the city-garden was 
distinguished (see also Sofo & Sofo, 2020), development of urban agriculture, as well as creation of a 
framework for alternative means of transport (bicycles, scooters, etc.). 
Numerous publications (Falchetta & Noussan, 2020; Helm, 2020; Murgante et al., 2020,) emphasize the further 
need to protect the environment, which is directly translated into spatial policy. Angiello (2020) reminds in this 
context that the quality of environmental protection influences the degree of Covid-19 spread. The author 
carries out a broader analysis of the current spatial needs, paying attention to the requirement of the more 
extensive use of green areas and the development of bicycle infrastructure, and the necessity to reorganize 
cities so that its movement is as short as possible. Zecca et al. (2020) discussed the latter topic was greater 
detail paying wider attention to the role of space-time in urban spatial planning, especially in the present 
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circumstances (also Guida & Caglioni, 2020). At the present stage, diagnoses and directions of activities are 
formulated in a fragmented manner, however, in the analyzed context, such proposals as strengthening the 
use of the concept of green infrastructure (Ronchi et al., 2020), implementation of sustainable mobility 
(UNECE, 2020), modernization (to avoid the overcrowding and excess of services) of transport (Gaglione, 
2020), modernization of public facilities, including stadiums, cinemas, places of prayer, as well as deepening 
social participation (Acuto, 2020; Santoro et al., 2020). Fasolino et al. (2020) emphasize the need for in-depth 
integration of spatial policy issues and such thematic spheres as medicine, environmental protection, science, 
psychology and urban sociology. This will allow a wider multifunctionality of the space. Cotella & Brovarone 
(2020), in turn, reflect on the redefinition of rural areas' role and the possible possibilities and effects of a 
broader settlement of these areas (which may be the consequences of changes taking place in cities due to 
the pandemic). 
The above discussions are an essential point of reference when discussing the determinants of spatial policy 
in Poland resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic. In connection with the pandemic, in the sphere of urban 
spatial policy (regarding the use of spatial policy tools), procedural dilemmas and issues related to the future 
optimal content of spatial policy tools appeared. The thematic issues related to the former include:  
− social participation during a pandemic — and in particular whether (and to what extent) it is possible to 

computerize the participation (whether it is legal and — more importantly, whether it will not lead to the 
exclusion of some potential participants); 

− speed of adopting/issuing specific resolutions/administrative decisions with direct effects in the sphere 
of spatial policy. This applies to both the deadlines for issuing specific decisions (decisions on 
development conditions), as well as the issue of proceeding in the event of a pandemic of projects of 
local spatial development plans, studies of conditions and directions of spatial development, and even 
resolutions on determining the location of housing investments (based on the so-called special housing 
acts); 

− contacts between individual public administration bodies during work on specific tools of spatial policy. 
This applies in particular to the inactivity of some bodies agreeing/issuing opinions on the content of 
individual projects. In practice, these bodies did not express their position, which was tantamount to tacit 
approval of the project. In the event of a pandemic, this could block further work on a local plan or study. 

The above-mentioned problems have also met with the reaction of the central government, in particular 
reflected in special acts containing a number of regulations counteracting the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
the so-called “Anti-crisis shields”2. These broad, extensive “special acts” covered a number of different areas, 
to some extent also those related to the sphere of spatial policy. Synthetically speaking, the most important 
changes in this area consisted in:  
− “suspension” of deadlines related to administrative proceedings and those related to other activities 

undertaken by public administration bodies (which also included activities of spatial policy entities); 
− excluding from this suspension some activities related to the sphere of spatial policy. 
As a result of procedural changes, in part ad hoc, and in part — relating to the entire spatial management 
system, new dilemmas have emerged. Generally speaking, they involve introducing a new dilemma to previous 
discussions. It consists in answering the question of what is more important (under the conditions of a 
pandemic, but also in other circumstances): protection of key values in the spatial development system, or 

 
2  See the Act of March 31, 2020 on amending the Act on special solutions related to the prevention, prevention and 

combating of Covid-19, other infectious diseases and the crisis situations caused by them, and certain other acts (Dz. 
U. 2020, pos. 568), Act of April 16, 2020 on specific support instruments in connection with the spread of SARS-CoV-
2 virus (Dz.U. 2020, pos. 695), Act of May 14, 2020 amending certain acts in the field of protective measures in 
connection with the spread of SARS-CoV-2 virus (Dz.U. 2020, pos. 875), Act of June 19, 2020 on interest subsidies 
for bank loans granted to provide financial liquidity to entrepreneurs affected by Covid-19 and amending certain other 
acts (Dz. U. 2020, pos. 1086). 
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the speed of implementation of planning procedures (consisting in, for example, ensuring, e.g. at the expense 
of, full social participation), quick adoption of the local spatial development plan enabling the implementation 
of investments important from the economic perspective, including the economic crisis. Public authorities have 
so far given priority to the second of the indicated goals, i.e. the speed of planning procedures.  
However, as indicated previously, procedural issues should be considered less important than the attempt to 
provide a broader response in the sphere of spatial policy to the new situation related to the Covid-19 
pandemic. One can wonder to what extent the new situation will force a change in the specific content of 
spatial policy tools. The first stage should be the obligatory analysis of new spatial conditions and their 
relationship with the tools of spatial policy (especially studies of conditions and directions of spatial 
development), obligatory for each commune on a national scale. The analysis in cities should cover at least 
the following thematic areas:  
− new conditions related to the protection of health and guaranteeing the public safety; 
− conditions for further integration of development planning; 
− deepening the protection of the environment and nature, referring to the degree of implementation of 

the concept of green infrastructure and the needs (and possible scope) of supporting the development 
of urban agriculture; 

− the scope of necessary changes, especially in the development of public spaces; 
− the scope of adapting urban space to possible modification of urban transport. 
Most of the indicated issues were also analyzed in the Polish literature on the subject before the pandemic 
(Kudłacz, 2015; Markowski & Drzazga, 2015; Nowakowska, 2015; Mantey & Kępkowicz, 2018; Szulczewska, 
2018; Kojder et al., 2020). It should also be pointed out that the analysis of the indicated problems cannot be 
tantamount to the necessity to implement the far-reaching changes in each case. Despite the fact that — as 
indicated above — the literature indicates that the effects of a pandemic will be irreversible in many respects, 
city authorities need to adapt spatial measures. However, the issues related to the integrated development 
policy and protection of the environment and nature (in particular the implementation of green infrastructure) 
are certainly not of such a temporary nature. Creating a framework for an integrated development planning 
system depends to a large extent on the central authorities (and in Poland, it is implemented to a small extent, 
which requires a change). 
Regarding the protection of environment and nature, the spatial policy tools in force in Poland are in many 
respects limited, but even in the present conditions, it is possible to implement green infrastructure more 
widely. It can be concluded that most of such changes in the spatial policy tools themselves do not require 
implementation overnight, and thus gross simplification of procedures. The problem may be, at most, 
incidental situations, in which the lack of agreement between the commune authorities and the authorities 
agreeing certain actions — as it happens now — may prolong. Similarly, one has to consider the undermining 
of spatial policy tools before administrative courts. These problems, however, relate to local spatial 
development plans, while the discussion on the directions of changes in the spatial policy and the adaptation 
of the above-mentioned postulates (specified in local analyses) will relate primarily to studies of the conditions 
and directions of spatial development.  
Referring to previous studies (Śleszyński et al., 2020), it can be indicated that the circumstances related to 
the pandemic may contribute to the deepening of the costs associated with spatial chaos, examples of which 
may be the subsequent costs associated with the more frequent pandemic (e.g. in the period immediately 
after the so-called lockdown) using cars instead of public transport, or the new situation on the real estate 
market. 
At the current stage, it is not possible to obtain comprehensive data on detailed actions (or omissions) related 
to spatial policy in the context of Covid-19 in all Polish cities. However, face-to-face interviews were conducted 



Śleszyński, P., Nowak, M. Blaszke, M. - Spatial policy in cities during the Covid-19 pandemic in Poland. 
 

 
438 - TeMA Journal of Land Use Mobility and Environment 3 (2020) 

in five cities (voivodeship capitals): Gdańsk and Szczecin (northern part of Poland), Łódź and Toruń (central 
part of Poland) and Wrocław (south-western part of Poland). The information obtained shows that: 
− in some cities, no major challenges and new spatial problems were identified at the administration level. 

In the area of local spatial development plans, only the need to suspend work on new plans was noted 
(especially after the stage of making them available to the public, in the context of public consultations 
- e.g. Gdańsk); 

− in a different model of activities, work on local plans continued. In this situation, attempts were made to 
ensure safety during public consultations. At the same time, new spatial challenges were diagnosed, as 
evidenced by the commencement of work on changing the existing study of conditions and directions of 
spatial development (the case of Wrocław). 

In the context of the decision on development conditions, some cities did not notice any changes in this regard 
during the pandemic. However, the situation is varied. It is worth mentioning the example of the city of Łódź, 
which has detailed information on the number of decisions on development conditions in the subsequent 
months of 2020. For example, in February there were 205 decisions issued, in March 185 decisions, in April 
132 decisions, and in May 209 decisions. At the same time, in the period from March to June inclusive, the 
number of applications for decisions on development conditions decreased (as compared to earlier and later 
periods), and the number of cases concerning decisions on development conditions, not examined in the basic 
period, started to increase. 
The dilemmas and the problem related to the Covid-19 pandemic fit more broadly in the European discussion 
on the directions of spatial policy changes. As indicated above, public authorities' actions in the first months 
of the pandemic directed towards procedural considerations. Partial reflection concerned only the optimal 
formula of social participation in spatial planning. It does not change the fact of the developed needs for 
changes that Polish cities also face. As indicated above, the problem that has already been noticed (and that 
can be deepened due to the pandemic) is spatial chaos and its very high costs (especially relating to other 
European countries). 
Nevertheless, the directions of changes postulated in the latest literature on the subject may contribute to the 
reduction of these costs: both in the sphere of environmental protection (green areas, green infrastructure), 
transport (not only bicycle infrastructure but the increasingly emphasized postulate of more careful 
consideration of space-time in the spatial policy) and modernization of public facilities. Specific barriers and 
doubts may appear when discussing the broader development of rural areas. Without denying such a need, 
one should point out that it may worsen the spatial chaos and increase its Polish reality costs. More 
comprehensive operations (within which the discussion with new functions/development of rural areas' 
functions will combine with the context of protection of spatial order and integration of development policies) 
may block these negative tendencies. 
The example of Poland and solutions applied by the public authorities illustrate one more issue. In the current 
situation, the introduced solutions' quality depends on the moment of their introduction. The legal regulations 
that entered into force in spring 2020 (and one can assume that the same will apply to the legal rules 
introduced in autumn 2020) directly respond to the crisis. Their makeshift and the perspective limited to a few 
subjectively selected issues are noticeable in such a case. On the other hand, however, there is a need to 
introduce some postulated actions. In this context, the optimal solution seems to be the institutions of informal 
spatial planning (which individual countries can apply only with an adequate level of social capital). 

6. Summary 
The conducted analyses confirmed the large scale of problems caused by the Covid-19 pandemic in Polish 
cities and their functional areas. As far as local spatial policies are concerned, it should be clearly emphasized 
that new challenges and problems appear to an ever-greater extent. At the present stage, the necessary scope 



Śleszyński, P., Nowak, M. Blaszke, M. - Spatial policy in cities during the Covid-19 pandemic in Poland. 
 

 
439 - TeMA Journal of Land Use Mobility and Environment 3 (2020) 

of changes in the existing studies of the conditions and directions of spatial development and local spatial 
development plans is still debatable, but there is no doubt that such a reflection should be undertaken (this is 
reflected in the positions of some municipal authorities, e.g. Wrocław). In the literature on the subject, a wide 
range of issues has been distinguished in this context. The specific chaos presented in the article, related to 
procedural dilemmas (and different approaches to these problems in individual cities) is an additional argument 
in favor of the thesis that a broader reflection in this respect is necessary. 
It should also be emphasized that the impact of the pandemic on spatial planning in Poland will be strictly 
conditioned not only by the specificity of Polish law in this area, but also by the effects caused by long-term 
negligence in spatial management. What will hinder the optimization of spatial structures in terms of 
epidemiological safety is the spatial chaos, observed especially in suburban zones. On the one hand, it affects 
mobility and models of social relations, and on the other hand, it affects ineffective spatial organization of 
medical services. 
The authors see the need (along with access to further data) to continue the analyses. They should cover both 
the actions of municipal authorities in specific periods of a pandemic (and their direct translation into the use 
of spatial policy tools), as well as the degree of inclusion of new problems and thematic contexts in local spatial 
policies. 
Also in Poland, there is a need for a broader focus on environmental protection in cities, modification of the 
transport formula (including public transport), improvement of the development of open spaces, as well as 
the reflection on urban and rural functions in the context of a pandemic, diagnosed in the literature on the 
subject. Besides, there is a postulate to increase the resilience of cities (e.g., by shaping the health functions 
of spatial policy tools, including local plans) and a broader approach to the context of space-time (especially 
when it comes to the context of moving around the city). In Polish reality, these changes must be coordinated 
with the concept of reducing the spatial chaos (the lack of such coordination may, in at least some cases, lead 
to maintaining or even deepening this chaos). Wider use of informal instruments in spatial planning also seems 
of crucial importance. There is no doubt that (probably not only in the Polish realities) quick legal changes 
prepared during the crisis do not guarantee the achievement of essential effects from the spatial management 
system's perspective. 
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