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by Igor Ksenicz

oland is an example of a post-commu-

nist state that has successfully utilised the

opportunities arising from integration with

the European Union, including in the field of
paradiplomacy. The available research results indi-
cate that between 40% and 70% of Polish sub-state
governments (SSGs) engage in foreign cooperation
(Skorupska, 2005; Fuksiewicz, tada, and Wenerski,
2012; Taczyhska, 2013). At the regional and large city
tier, i.e. self-governments with the most significant
institutional potential, this percentage is 100%. Re-
searchers have noted the high level of international
activity of SSGs: in Poland, several dozen scholars
representing various social science disciplines study
paradiplomacy. Yet, the collaboration between local
and regional authorities and the academic or expert
community remains more of an exception than the
rule. This is not for lack of interest but rather due to a
mix of structural, political, and cultural factors, many
of which | have witnessed firsthand as a regional

government employee. The following text is a story
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about my own perspective on how paradiplomacy is
implemented in Poland - based on my experiences as a
former regional official and currently an active scien-
tist, | see great potential for cooperation between the

community of practitioners and theoreticians.

The first factor is that international relations, althou-
gh popular, are a secondary task for cities and re-
gions. However, Polish local and regional politicians
increasingly perceive paradiplomacy as a way to gain
experience that can be applied in their constituencies.
Withal, they risk criticism from the opposition in the
council or local media, which question the sense of
foreign cooperation. The most common objection to
paradiplomacy is that it is expensive and that the mo-
ney could be used in a more tangible way. As a result,
local leaders are more likely to consider participating
in an international project co-financed by external
sources, such as the INTERREG or Europe for Citizens
program, rather than commissioning an expert opi-

nion from a scientist.
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Secondly, | believe Polish mayors and councillors are
convinced of their high competence. And, of course,
there are people among local politicians with a great
deal of knowledge and experience, but there are also
those who cannot boast of similar qualifications. Re-
lying on the advice of an external expert may affect
their authority among residents, who will expect the

mayor to be knowledgeable about everything.

Thirdly, the fault may also lie partly with the scientists.
The vast majority of Polish researchers have no pro-
fessional experience outside of academia. Therefore, it
is difficult for them to propose an expert opinion that
could be helpful to local decision-makers. To put it blunt-
ly, a researcher who deals with paradiplomacy in a theo-
retical dimension may find it challenging to transfer the

results of their research to the practical ground.

Finally, the dynamics of cooperation between SSGs
and the scientific and expert environment is primari-
ly a result of the central authorities’ attitude towards
paradiplomacy. Analytical works devoted to the foreign
cooperation of Polish cities and regions usually appea-
red during periods when the government supported
sub-state diplomacy. In this context, it is worth citing

examples of the most interesting studies.

During the first two decades of the 21st century, foreign
policy think tanks, the Western Institute and the Polish
Institute of International Affairs (PIIA), were interested
in paradiplomacy. The first one conducted research on
the foreign cooperation of local government units in
the Wielkopolska Region (Formuszewicz, 2004). Adria-
na Skorupska (née Zelazo), a PIIA analyst specialising
in sub-state diplomacy, was the author of groundbrea-
king publications in Polish literature (Zelazo, 2007;
Skorupska, 2005). Unfortunately, the right-wing Polish
government (2015-2023) completely abandoned the
topic of paradiplomacy, and as a consequence, centres

for foreign policy research stopped dealing with it.
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Despite government declarations of support for the fo-
reign activities of Polish SSGs, which appeared in the
early years of the 21st century, cooperation between the
central and local government in the field of foreign po-
licy took on an institutionalised form only in 2012. The
then centrist government initiated the local and civic di-
mension of Polish foreign policy, unfortunately abando-
ned by the next cabinet in 2016. During these four years,
however, it was possible to implement a whole series of
research projects co-funded by the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs. These were both comprehensive analyses of
Polish paradiplomacy (Fuksiewicz, tada, and Weners-
ki, 2012; Taczynska, 2013; Skorupska, 2015; Bereza et
al., 2015), as well as diagnoses of sub-state internatio-
nal cooperation at the level of individual Polish regions
(Godynia et al., 2013; Poleszczuk et al., 2013; Skorupska
2015a). A particularly valuable project was successfu-
lly implemented by the Lubelskie Region, which, toge-
ther with the bordering regions of Belarus and Ukraine,
and with the support of external experts, developed a
cross-border cooperation strategy for the years 2014-

2020 (Wojewddztwo Lubelskie, 2014).

In summary, despite the aforementioned difficulties,
the example of Poland shows that, under favourable
conditions, cooperation between SSGs and the scienti-
fic and expert community in the field of paradiplomacy
is possible and can yield tangible results. However,

openness of both environments and support from cen-

tral authorities are necessary.
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