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AsstrACT: Contemporary rural landscapes in Poland are being changed intensively and adversely. These changes lead
to landscape disharmony, spatial disorder, the blurring of individual and specific features and disruption to the eco-
logical equilibrium. This article aims to present general rules for the optimization of rural landscapes. It discusses the
causes and consequences of unfavourable changes within Poland’s rural landscapes which constitute a threat to their
sustainable development. The authors attempt to identify the major factors to be considered in taking steps aimed at
landscape optimization. Landscape equilibrium may be assessed through the sustainable development dimensions:
ethical, ecological, social, economic, technical, political and legal. Landscape optimization consists in maintaining the

balance within these dimensions.
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Introduction

Rural landscapes are the most common type
of landscapes in Poland. This fact results large-
ly from environmental preconditions (71% of
Poland’s area comprises lowlands), as well as
cultural ones (since World War 1I, Poland’s ru-
ral population has accounted for 70% of the total
population). Rural landscapes include landscapes
of agricultural use and settlement landscapes.
The background of rural landscapes includes
areas of agricultural use (arable land, meadows
and pasture land) and temporarily idle or waste
land. Rural landscapes in Poland are composed
of fields of various area and their size, shape and
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arrangement are often a characteristic feature of
a particular region (patchwork fields, large-area
fields, etc.), which are evidence of old well-es-
tablished ways of land management. Within the
fields, there are frequently other forms of land
cover, including groves, reservoirs, swampy
wasteland, tree clumps, overgrown boundary
strips and field shrubs. They add distinctive col-
ours to the physiognomy of rural landscapes and
are often their distinguishing features (landscape
landmarks) (Myga-Piatek et al. 2015). The back-
ground of rural landscapes, in its broad sense,
includes villages and locations of various size
and topography. The structure and morphology
of rural settlements are characteristic features of
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particular regions in Poland and may be analyzed
in terms of typology, e.g. linear settlements, forest
villages, row villages, circular villages, rundlings,
fork-road villages, localities etc. (Chmielewski et
al. 2015). In the past, rural settlements were es-
tablished according to Polish or German law,
with highly regular building arrangements and
land division, as well as the Russian and Vlach
law, with characteristic building arrangements
concentrated in lowlands or dispersed in moun-
tainous regions, with large distances between
particular courts (Bogdanowski 1998, Angiel,
Pietrzak 2009).

Rural landscapes in Poland developed for cen-
turies and, as such, they constituted a ‘long-last-
ing form’ (Bariski 2009). In this sense, they were
the carriers of multiple values (old age, dura-
bility, authenticity, historic features, symbolics,
genius loci, sacrum, aesthetic and emotional val-
ues). The physiognomy and semiotics of rural
landscapes are still a characteristic form which
distinguish Poland from its neighbouring coun-
tries. Landscapes have undergone evolutionary
or, less often, revolutionary changes as a result
of simultaneous factors, mainly natural ones (soil
quality, water relations, climatic conditions, sur-
face features and hypsometry), but also others -
cultural preconditions. The strongest influences
were those related to social and property mat-
ters (including the decline of feudalism, granting
property rights to peasantry), law and adminis-
tration (land reforms), history and politics (na-
tionalization, privatization), technological and
civilizational development (including the mod-
ernization of agriculture and countryside or the
industrialization of production), economy (in-
cluding the commercialization of agriculture, the
economic situation, subsidies from the govern-
ment and, recently, from the European Union).
Moreover, cultural-ethnic conditions (traditional
methods of land management, adjusted to envi-
ronmental conditions, architectonic regionalism)
played an important role. Even though rural
landscapes are the type which is best adapted to
environmental conditions, they seldom devel-
oped in an optimum way, without a threat to en-
vironmental sustainability (Sobala 2015).

This article aims to present general rules for
the optimization of rural landscapes. It discuss-
es the causes and consequences of unfavourable
changes within rural landscapes in Poland, which

constitute a threat to their sustainable develop-
ment. Furthermore, the authors attempt to point
to the major factors which should be considered
in steps aimed at landscape optimization.

The authors presume that the process of land-
scape optimization is preconditioned by its ra-
tional use and consists in balancing;:

- the ecological capacity of the environment of
rural areas,

- the stability of countryside ecosystems,

- the natural potential of the countryside,

- the functions served by a particular region

(landscape).

Attempts to define the pattern of rural land-
scape optimization in reference books have been
scarce so far and such articles have mainly ad-
dressed processes of changes in rural landscapes
(Myga-Pigtek 2010a, 2012) and their multiple
functions (e.g. Healy, Short 2010, Falkowski
2014) or presented formalized algorithms or
mathematical methods for assessing the level of
landscape optimization (Grabaum Meyer 1998,
Seppelt Voinov 2002, Bastian, Steinhardt 2002).

Rural landscapes - unique heritage

Besides the typical features of Poland’s land-
scape, regional differences are still very clear;
they mainly result from historical events of the
late-18th and 19th centuries (the partitions of
Poland), disrupted cultural continuity in many
regions, radical changes in the land management
model, different traditions of space management,
different agricultural policies of occupying coun-
tries or, in post-war times, taking over the her-
itage of the Regained Territories and adapting
them for the needs of the socialist economic mod-
el (Plit 2015).

The agrarian system introduced during the
Partitions diversified the structure of rural land-
scapes in different regions of Poland, which can
still be seen now in the spatial features of Greater
Poland, Western Pomerania (within the Prussian
Partition), Masovia, Polesie, Podlasie (the Russian
Partition) and Lesser Poland, the Carpathians
and the Carpathian Foothills (Galicia). Changes
caused by political-legal-administrative deci-
sions had the strongest impact, as they were of-
ten revolutionary (rapid) and have remained in
rural landscapes until present times (Plit 2009,
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2015). Rural landscapes have recorded the effects
of multiple land reforms (land subdivision or
consolidation), granting property rights to peas-
antry, property nationalization etc. For example,
there are field layouts in Podlasie which have
remained since even more distant times, for ex-
ample, since the land consolidation of the Volok
Reform (starting in the times of Bona Sforza in
the mid-16th century and continuing into the
early 17th century during the reign of Sigismund
Augustus) (Szewczyk 2008).

The most clearly and commonly preserved ef-
fects of land reforms come from the times of the
socialist economy. The land reform introduced
in Poland (then the Polish People’s Republic) by
the decree of 1944 was based on the collectivi-
zation of agriculture and increased share of the
state sector with a reduced number of individu-
al households. As a result of this reform, landed
properties and large strong individual house-
holds vanished completely, as they were subdi-
vided or taken over by the state. In those times,
rural landscapes developed in conditions which
saw intense growth in the mining and steelwork-
ing industries, especially in southern Poland, and
“forced” modernization of the countryside. Apart
from the unquestionable justification and need to
facilitate life in the countryside (electrification
of villages, construction of water supply pipe-
lines, access to sales and service points), numer-
ous unfavorable processes should be mentioned,
which accompanied the rapid modernization of
the Polish countryside. State Agricultural Farms
(Polskie Gospodarstwo Rolne, PGR) established
after 1949 introduced changes in the system of ru-
ral settlement. Villages were reconstructed, and
former folwarks (great farms) and manor houses
vanished to give way to a large settlement-ser-
vice infrastructure, alienated from the landscape
and creating a clear visual dissonance in relation
to the historical tissue of the countryside. Two- or
three-storey blocks of flats were built, as well as
boiler houses with high chimneys and large out-
buildings - barns, pigsties, stables, warehouses,
sales pavilions made of metal, often within the
area of former park-manor house or palace com-
plexes (Myga-Pigtek 2012, Machatek 2013). The
post-war times started the processes marked by
the loss of natural qualities of the countryside
and landscape unification, which included cha-
otic management and the destruction of both

tangible and intangible heritage - the traces of
the old rich landed gentry tradition and manor
house culture. Rural landscapes progressively
lost their durable and harmonious character.

The collectivization process in agriculture
was characteristic of central Europe in the late
20th century and concerned most socialist coun-
tries. By the end of the 1960s, 90% of households
in Eastern Bloc countries had been collectivized.
Poland was an exception among those coun-
tries, as collectivization was limited due to peas-
ants’ protests and a large part of cooperative
farms created in the late 1940s broke up as soon
as 1956 (Poczta et al. 2008). Private property of
arable land remained in a large part of Poland.
Cooperatives were mainly established in the
western and northern territories, where all arable
land was taken over by the state as post-German
property and where the attachment of peasants
to their land was much weaker (Machatek 2013,
Markuszewska 2013).

Currently, rural landscapes in Poland are
subject to further intense and unfavourable
transformation. The processes of democratiza-
tion in Poland, which started in the 1990s, were
also applied in the case of spatial management.
As a result of growing freedom in building and
liberal legal regulations concerning spatial plan-
ning and agricultural use, rural landscapes un-
derwent dynamic changes. The changes that
could be noticed mainly consisted in abandon-
ing agriculture, especially near large cities, in re-
gions of small-area property or in regions with
soils of low quality, and also in selling off land
for various purposes, including recreational
building - summer houses or housing estates,
suburban investments - logistics-warehouses,
service and municipal centres or construction of
roads and highways. These processes are accom-
panied by ongoing secondary forest succession
(field overgrowing), dispersion of settlement,
and the loss of areas of sightseeing and aesthetic
value in rural settlements. The spread of the ur-
ban building style and the disappearance of the
traditional rural buildings style has resulted in
the spread of suburban areas and the loss of the
typical features of rural landscapes. As a conse-
quence of these changes, landscapes are becom-
ing closed (Plit, Myga-Piatek 2014). Moreover,
changes in the intangible layer of the landscape
are recorded as a result of vanishing regional



64 MICHAEL SOBALA, URSZULA MYGA-PIATEK

identity, tradition, homeliness and individual, or
even unique, features (Myga-Piatek 2010a, 2012,
2014). A model of highly industrialized produc-
tion monoculture-type agriculture is being in-
troduced within former large-scale properties
and later State Farms (PGRs). Rural landscapes,
which until recently composed a unique cultural
heritage, a refuge of tradition and diversity, are
undergoing spatial changes which result not only
from globalization processes but also from typ-
ically Polish legal and mental conditions. These
processes are registered in the form of landscape
disharmonies and growing spatial chaos, which
also translates into disruption to the ecological
equilibrium.

The unfavourable processed presented above
give an impulse for finding a template of rural
landscape optimization based of the princi-
ples of a sustainable management model of the
countryside.

Landscape optimization in the light of
the concept of sustainable development

It has been shown above that the cultural
landscape of rural areas is a distinctive cultural
heritage. Treated as a special (limited) resource, it
can be turned into an asset and play an important
part in the strategy of sustainable development,
both locally and nationwide. The value of the
natural and cultural heritage provide potential
and a basis for long-term regional development,
and the sustainable management of this potential
may facilitate landscape optimization.

In conditions of sustainable (harmonious) de-
velopment, rural landscapes serve multiple func-
tions for humans, the most important of which
are production and residential functions; spatial,
ecological, nature-protecting, recreational and
aesthetic functions are also of great importance
(Andrejczuk 2013a). Current adverse changes in
rural landscapes consist in limiting their func-
tions, which is an additional impulse for under-
taking measures aimed at their optimization.
Landscape optimization is a notion which was
defined, among other sources, in the dictionary
of notions related to landscape studies (Richling
et al. 2015: 30). According to the entry in the dic-
tionary, “landscape optimization consists in such
human activity which is aimed at restoring the

landscape equilibrium (or maintaining this state)
and ensuring effective provision of various func-
tions by landscape. It means choosing the best
possible directions and methods of use of land-
scape resources according to the principles of
sustainable development”.

The definition of landscape optimization
mentioned above includes the notion of “land-
scape equilibrium”. This notion, as well as the
whole definition, refers directly to the idea of
sustainable development. The concept has been
widely discussed in reference books (Pawlowski
2006, 2008, 2009, Skowronski 2006, Kronenber,
Bergier 2010, Trzepacz 2012, among others), and
has formed the foundation for concepts referring
to particular issues related to development. One
of those concepts refers to sustainable landscape
and it seems to be particularly important in the
context of the rapid changes to the Polish land-
scape described above.

Although the concept of sustainable develop-
ment has been subject to extensive criticism in
recent years (Skowronski 2006, Pawlowski 2007,
Sztumski 2008, Redclift 2009, Kronenber, Bergier
2010, Wojtorr 2011, Andrejczuk 2013b, Novacek
2013), it is worth noting that it may not be treated
as a creed which has to be accepted, but rather
as an inspiration for testing new ideas, continu-
ous experimenting, learning and searching for
definite solutions. What also increases the impor-
tance of the concept of sustainable development
is the fact that it has become commonly known,
accepted and implemented. It is referred to by
almost all national and international documents
and it is a constitutional norm in Poland (1997
Journal of Laws, No. 78, item 483). The concept
of sustainable development is a legal regulation
in the European Union: all activities must be car-
ried out in full accordance with the provisions
of the concept. This concept is also referred to
by the European Landscape Convention (2006
Journal of Laws, No. 14, item 98), which sets gen-
eral rules for the landscape policy, and the act
of 2015, which provided stringent measures for
landscape conservation (2015 Journal of Laws,
item 774).

The need for extended activities referring to
the idea of sustainable development in the cul-
tural landscape was pointed out by Myga-Piatek
(2010b). Attempts to define sustainable landscape
have been made by Haines-Young (2000), Antrop
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(2006), Kistowski (2008), Selman (2008) and
Luc (2014), among others, and the processes of
landscape optimization have been discussed by
Grabaum and Meyer (1998), Seppelt and Voinov
(2002), Bastian and Steinhardt (2002), Backhaus
et al. (2002), Wiggering et al. (2006), Meyer et al.
(2009), among other researchers, or, in relation to
rural landscapes, by Hoffmann and Greef (2003)
and Jessel (2006). Landscape equilibrium can be
assessed through three basic levels of sustaina-
ble development: ecological, social and econom-
ic. The issue can also be extended to incorporate
other aspects referring to the remaining levels
of sustainable development (Pawlowski 2006):
moral’, technical, legal and political. The multi-
ple dimensions of sustainable development sug-
gest the interdisciplinary nature of the subject
matter related to this concept, which may make
the parametrization of the notion of sustaina-
ble landscape a task which is difficult to com-
plete (Blaschke 2010) and requires the involve-
ment of representatives of many scientific fields.
Additionally, difficulties may arise from the as-
sumption that landscape sustainability should be
measured and assessed through the dynamics of
the processes of change in the landscape rather
than through its condition at any particular mo-
ment (Haines-Young 2000).

Range of rural landscape optimization

Several aspects of rural landscape optimiza-
tion, referring to particular levels of sustainable
development, may be distinguished by analyz-
ing the evolution of rural landscapes in Poland
(Fig. 1).

Ecological sustainability of rural landscape
consists in use that takes into account the ecolog-
ical capacity of the environment, the stability of
ecosystems, the natural potential and the func-
tions served by a given region. It is achieved by
adjusting human activities within the landscape
to its natural borders, enabling the harmonious
coexistence of elements of the cultural land-
scape with the structure of the natural landscape.
This natural landscape provides man with an

1

See paper: M. Luc, 2014, Placing the idea of sustaina-
ble landscape in ecophilosophy. Problems of Sustain-
able Development, vol 9, no 1, p. 81-88.
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Fig. 1. Hexagonal diagram of conditions for
landscape optimization.

opportunity to take up diverse activities, whose
range depends on natural factors, population
and human needs in a given area at a particular
time (Andrejczuk 2013a). This adjustment can be
assessed using analyses of the impact of natural
factors on the structure of land management.
Thorough assessment of natural conditions for
the needs of agriculture might be carried out us-
ing the method developed by the Institute of Soil
Science and Plant Cultivation in Pulawy, which
takes into account surface features, climatic con-
ditions, water relations and soil cover (Gtebocki
2007). The diversity of natural conditions in
Poland results in the regional diversification of
rural landscapes, characterized, among other
things, by domination of permanent grassland
in river valleys (e.g. the watershed of the Narew
and the Biebrza) and in the Polesie Lubelskie
region (a high level of ground water, periodic
flooding), the Carpathians and the Sudetes (ar-
eas unsuitable for agriculture), orchard agri-
culture in the Kielce-Sandomierz Uplands and
in the Lublin Uplands, corn cultivation in the
Silesian Lowlands or legumes cultivation in the
Lublin Uplands (favourable climatic conditions).
Adjustment of land management to natural con-
ditions is of great importance on a local level.
This refers particularly to the ecological functions
of tree clumps, swamps or reservoirs. Ecological
sustainability is thus important for the ecological
and nature-protecting functions of landscape.
Social sustainability of the landscape refers
to meeting the needs and aspirations of the local



66 MICHAEL SOBALA, URSZULA MYGA-PIATEK

community; thus, social participation is of im-
portance in this case (Sobala 2014). The degree
of this participation is still very low in Poland,
which results from two aspects: little knowledge
and awareness resulting from insufficient land-
scape education, as well as lack of an established
custom (a duty, but also a right) of participation
in social life. The low degree of participation of
Poles in landscape management results from the
negative heritage of the communism era, among
other factors, and is a response to wider cultur-
al, social and civilizational changes which are
taking place. A low level of social involvement
or little responsibility for the quality of the land-
scape is also determined by external global fac-
tors like consumptionism, poor-developed civ-
ic culture, the decreasing authority of the state
and the diminishing sense of community (Olech,
Sobiesiak-Penszko 2013). The chance for the social
sustainability of landscapes can be seen, howev-
er, in the still strong emotional commitment of
rural residents to the place they live (Pawtowska
2001, Jaskiewicz 2009). With proper education
and stimulation, it might contribute to increased
social participation in landscape development
(Mizgajski 2007). Thus, social sustainability is
essential for serving the spatial function (living
space), as well as the recreational, aesthetic and
educational ones. Many valuable initiatives,
whose aim is landscape planning with social par-
ticipation, are already being developed in that re-
gard (Blomberg, Fidler 2013).

Economic sustainability of the landscape is
assessed on the basis of economic calculations
taking into account the mechanisms which sup-
port business activities. The economics of man-
agement is influenced by the agrarian structure
(in terms of size and property) of agriculture, the
employment pattern (employment rate and lev-
el of education) and methods of management.
Insufficient revenue from agricultural activities
fosters individual non-agricultural businesses.
The number of farmstead owners who only de-
pend on agricultural production is falling; many
also earn money from work outside their farms
(Krakowiak-Bal 2009). As in the 1970s and 1980s,
when the position of temporary farm worker
was popular in the countryside near larger ur-
ban agglomerations, employment of country-
side residents outside agriculture is also current-
ly growing. The proportion of the population

with agriculture as their main source of income
dropped by 4% between 2002-2011, and only
6.38% of the rural population declared farming to
be their sole source of income in 2011 (Nurzyrnska
2014). The need for the rural population to seek
various sources of income when agricultural pro-
duction appeared to be insufficient gave rise to
the concept of the multifunctional development
of the countryside (Adamowicz, Zwolifiska-Ligaj
2009). Traditional rural areas served multiple
functions, but the land reform of 1944 mostly
reduced the functions of the countryside to pro-
duction and food provision. As early as the mid-
1970s, Kostrowicki (1976) pointed to the need
for developing non-agricultural functions of the
countryside. Large-scale diversification of rural
landscapes, resulting from different histories and
distinct patterns of socio-economic development
and natural conditions, requires the appropriate
specialization of particular regions along with
the rational use of local natural conditions, nat-
ural and man power resources, which may result
in the increased efficiency of management. Such
specialization may be based on developing the
whole range of rural functions, such as farming,
forestry, fishery, recreation, food processing and
services for local residents and visitors. The de-
velopment of various functions may be followed
by optimization of the rural landscape resulting
from the diversification of business activities ad-
justed to local conditions. An appropriate com-
bination of those functions is the determinant of
optimization (Andrejczuk 2013a).

Agricultural activities can also satisfy multi-
ple needs: environmental, cultural, economic and
social ones. Farming may be regarded not only
as a provider of food products, which are essen-
tial for human existence, but also as a producer of
foods and services which are not marketable but
are of great importance for man and the environ-
ment (Table 1).

Implementation of particular practical solu-
tions determines the next three areas of land-
scape sustainability. Methods of management,
including mechanization, land improvement,
fertilization, and crop rotation as well as the
care and protection of crops from diseases and
pests have an impact on technical sustainabili-
ty. This is directly related to the state’s farming
policy, which determines the level of political
sustainability. Referring to Poland, it should be
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Table 1. Classification of commercial and non-commercial functions of agriculture, acc. Wilkin (2010: 65).

Productive functions

Social functions

Cultural functions

Environmental functions

- commercial: food prod-
ucts, farming commodi-
ties, agricultural products
for energy production,
tourist services related to
agriculture;

- non-commercial: self-pro-
vision of household with
food, self-made means
of production for own
needs.

- impact on economic
stability and social integ-
rity of the countryside,
element of social support
for farming families and
some of non-farming
families, stabilizer of
shock caused by eco-
nomic and institutional
changes.

- protection and enhance-
ment of cultural tradi-
tions in the countryside,
enhancement of national
culture, strengthening
cultural identity and
diversity locally and
regionally, development
of cultural capital, protec-
tion and enhancement of
cultural landscape in the
countryside.

- negative: soil and water
pollution with chemicals
and municipal waste,
soil erosion, decreased
biodiversity of agricul-
tural land, emission of
greenhouse gases

- positive: preventing en-
vironmental degradation
of arable land, protec-
tion of biodiversity of
farming areas, protection

or improvement of water
conditions in farming
areas, prevention of soil
erosion.

emphasized that the last two decades have been
a phase of radical reforms in agriculture. After
1989, as a result of the collapse of communism,
a centrally planned economy was replaced with
a market economy associated with the radical re-
structuring process. In 2004 Poland’s accession to
the European Union made it possible for Polish
farmers to make use of financial support connect-
ed with the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)
(Markuszewska 2013). This policy is a major
driver of land use and changes in farming prac-
tices in Europe, and thus also affects landscapes.
Overall, the influence of the CAP on landscapes is
multifaceted. On one hand, the CAP is acknowl-
edged to have contributed to the modernisation
of European agriculture and its intensification,
which was translated into landscape homogeni-
zation, by the rationalisation of farm’s size and
structure, and the consequent loss of many tradi-
tional features. On the other hand, through direct
payments and the Less Favoured Area scheme,
the CAP has promoted maintenance of the status
quo with respect to the continuation of farming
in marginal areas, and more specifically, the pres-
ervation of extensive grazing systems, therefore
contributing to the conservation of traditional ru-
ral landscapes, avoiding land abandonment and
the disappearance of these landscapes. Moreover,
the necessity to comply with good agricultural
and environmental standards in order to receive
the full decoupled direct payment, and the im-
plementation of agri-environmental payment
schemes to encourage farmers to carry out agri-
cultural activities favourable to the maintenance
of the countryside has positively influenced

landscape provision (Lefebvre et al. 2012). The
current legislative system, having a real impact
on landscape development, determines the con-
ditions for legal sustainability. The Act of 24
April 2015 amending certain acts in connection with
the strengthening of landscape protection tools (2015
Journal of Laws, item 774) provides for increased
protection of only selected landscapes, which are
referred to as priority landscapes. Other types
of landscape are to be subject to legal regula-
tions currently in force. With an imperfect sys-
tem approach to landscape conservation, result-
ing, among other factors, from the fact that local
plans of spatial planning are only optional rather
than mandatory, legal foundations for landscape
conservation are scattered in multiple acts and
executive instruments for protection are poorly
developed, there is a real concern regarding very
unfavourable changes to Poland’s rural land-
scape (Sleszyriski et al. 2007, Bohm 2008, Badora
2014, Fogel 2014, Fogel 2015, Myga-Piatek, Nita
2015, Wankowicz 2015). On the other hand, nu-
merous academic and social initiatives regard-
ing landscapes? created a favourable climate for
putting all activities relating to landscape policy
in order and optimizing landscape management.
One of the most valuable initiatives is the coun-
tryside restoration programme, which has been
implemented successfully in many provinces
(Wilczynski 2003, Niedzwiecka-Filipiak, Kuriata
2010).

2 Publications and conference materials by the Com-
mission of Cultural Landscape of the Polish Geo-
graphical Society or by the Association of Polish Ar-
chitects should be mentioned here.
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Factors of rural landscape optimization

The regional diversity of rural landscapes in
Poland is characterized by still high values of
natural and cultural heritage (Plit 2015). It offers
potential for the development of rural regions
and may determine their specialization. Many

different factors should be taken into consider-
ation in an integrated way when planning rural
landscape optimization (Table 2).

The factors distinguished refer to areas of sus-
tainable development. It should be noted that
the first group of factors is objective in character
and exists independently of the will, views or

K = 1l s 7
A2 [111]4 6 8

Fig. 2. Spatial diversity of rural landscape types in terms of settlements types and land cover on the basis of
Corine Land Cover 2006, Kietczewska-Zalewska (1965) and Szymarnska (2009) (author’s generalization).

1 - landscapes of urban settlements; 2 - landscapes of rural settlements primary distributed, with the lowest
degree of concentration, in swamps, sandrs and secondary distributed; 3 - mixed landscape of rural settlements
with a dash distributed; 4 - landscape of rural settlements - focused, with elongated buildings and with a
predominance of linear settlement; 5 - artificial surfaces; 6 - arable land; 7 - permanent crops; 8 - pastures; 9 -
heterogeneous agricultural areas; 10 - forest and seminatural areas; 11 - wetlands; 12 - water bodies.



THE OPTIMIZATION OF RURAL LANDSCAPE IN THE LIGHT OF THE IDEA OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 69

Table 2. Important factors for planning rural landscape optimization.

Factors

Description

natural

potential and actual directions of use of natural resources and values, methods and
level of optimum management of natural resources, character of ecological processes,
ecological structure of landscape (occurrence of tree clumps, ponds, forest patches,
baulks), ecological threats to human activities, including soil erosion, level and need
for nature protection, including preservation of traditional agriculture, trans-regional
environmental relations (ecological corridors)

historical-cultural

degree of preservation of characteristic field layout, clarity of the morphological types
of villages, architectural regionalism, lifestyles and values, regional identity, cultural
level, cultivation of tradition

social

character and method of administration by local authorities and level of social support
for authorities, social participation, demographic phenomena

economic

transition into market-oriented economy, capital resources, demand, profitability of
business activities, traditional methods of management, income of residents, employ-
ment pattern, workplaces, mutual relations between regions, neighbourhood of urban
centres, degree of use of resources from EU programmes

political

strategies of action for environment related to occurrence of areas degraded as a result

of improper agriculture or regions with high values requiring protection, conflicts
between business, social or political objectives and those related to nature protection

legal
planning

current legal regulations, existing forms of landscape protection, quality of spatial

technical and technological

technical and technological level, level and directions of innovation, methods of man-
agement in agriculture: work mechanization, land improvement, use of natural and
artificial fertilizers, crop rotation, care and protection from diseases and pests

approaches of landscape users. Analysis of the
natural conditions of human activities allows the
ecological equilibrium of landscape to be deter-
mined. The remaining factors are relative and de-
pend on perception, expressed values, attitudes,
needs, economic conditions, current legal regula-
tions of the level of technological development.
Landscape optimization, based on sustainable
development principles, may also be enabled by
controlling relative factors in a way which will
result in ecological equilibrium of landscape,
guaranteeing its durability and a high quality of
life.

As natural-cultural and cultural landscapes
are predominant in Poland (Chmielewski et al.
2015), historico-cultural factors are also impor-
tant for their optimization. As a result of the in-
fluence of these factors, rural landscapes have
been enhanced in the process of their evolution
with distinguishing features which current-
ly emphasize their specificity and distinctness
(Myga-Piatek et al. 2015). There are differences
in the structure and morphology of rural set-
tlements as well as in the average size of fields
between particular regions of Poland. It allows
different types of rural landscapes to be distin-
guished (Fig. 2, 3). The growing importance of
external landscape-forming factors (economic

situation, globalization processes, techno-civi-
lizational growth) contributes to the unification
of rural landscapes and causes them to become
landscapes at a distance (Vos, Meekes 1999). In or-
der to achieve the sustainable development of
landscapes, it is necessary to increase the impor-
tance of external factors, which may not only be
favourable for preserving the value of Polish ru-
ral landscapes, but also facilitating the competi-
tiveness of particular regions and, consequently,
the quality of life.

Summary

Rural landscapes in Poland, like in many oth-
er regions of the world, are currently undergoing
intense transformation resulting mainly from the
influence of external factors related, among other
things, to changing lifestyles and increased mo-
bility of the society. This transformation is accom-
panied by functional changes in rural areas and
the increased importance of their non-agricultur-
al functions. These are mostly negative processes
and are reflected in Poland’s rural landscapes,
which threatens their sustainable development.
As a result, a need arises to find a pattern of op-
timization and solutions which would make it
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Fig. 3. Spatial diversity of rural landscape types in terms of field size and land cover on the basis of Corine
Land Cover 2006 and Glebocki (2014) (author’s generalization).

1 - rural landscapes with the predominance of small fields of agricultural land (the average size of agricultural
holding below 5 ha); 2 rural landscapes with the predominance of medium fields of agricultural land (the
average size of agricultural holding 5-20 ha); 3 - rural landscapes with the predominance of large fields of

agricultural land (the average size of agricultural holding above 20 ha); 4 - artificial surfaces; 5 - arable land;
6 - permanent crops; 7 - pastures; 8 - heterogeneous agricultural areas; 9 - forest and seminatural areas; 10 -
wetlands; 11 - water bodies.

possible to work out and implement the princi-
ples of sustainable management in rural regions
(Vos, Meekes 1999).

The matter of sustainable development
of landscapes can be addressed in two ways
(Antrop 2006). Firstly, through preserving some
values of landscapes by continuing activities

which contributed to the creation of those val-
ues. In the case of rural landscapes, this mainly
concerns agriculture. Sadly, landscape-forming
is still poorly supported by farming policy, de-
velopment policy for rural regions, or nature pro-
tection measures. These actions are often taken
up and treated separately, while the natural and
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cultural environments of rural regions have al-
ways been closely related. Thus, it is essential for
the sustainable development of rural landscapes
to maintain certain types of agricultural activities
and to work out successful and effective ways of
public support (controlling relative factors). On
the other hand, landscape optimization may be
referred to as the preservation of its equilibrium
by introducing completely new landscape func-
tions, while being able to maintain the values
existing so far. Polish rural landscapes, which
have so far been little exposed (promoted) to
international tourist traffic, have great develop-
ment potential in terms of agrotourism, ecotour-
ism, sightseeing and ecological agriculture. Such
an approach, however, requires abstaining from
a strictly economic attitude (tourism commercial-
ization and intensification of economic profits).
The development directions of particular ru-
ral regions may vary due to the extremely di-
verse nature of rural landscapes. They should be
individualized and refer to the natural and his-
torico-cultural potential of regions. Each optimi-
zation model should be determined individually
for a particular landscape. Setting the direction
of their optimization according to the principle
of sustainable development requires controlling
relative factors in a way which will lead to the
ecological equilibrium of the landscape, guaran-
teeing its durability and a high quality of life.
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