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View of Wałbrzych centre. Between 1990 and 2010 the city’s population dropped from 

141,139 to 120,197.

Example of grass-roots revitalisation by inhabitants: an inner-city courtyard.

Example of foreign investment in the Wałbrzych Special 
Economic Zone (WSEZ).

Example of EU-supported revitalisation: transformation of the 

former Julia coal mine into the Old Mine Multicultural Park.

Piaskowa Góra – a large housing estate, still an attractive 
place to live. 

Revitalised Market Square in Wałbrzych. 

Wałbrzych is an old mining city situated in the Polish 

Lower Silesian province. By the mid-19th century, it 

had grown into an important industrial centre for coal 

mining and coking. The period of post-socialist transi-

tion was a time of a profound change in the economic 

structure of the city and the entire region. The onset 

of global processes revealed that restructuring was 

necessary. In 1990, the Lower Silesian Coal Basin 

was faced with insolvency due to the unprofitability 

of the mines, underinvestment, technological back-

wardness, and a global decline in the demand for coal. 

The ensuing social and economic costs proved to be 

very high. The intense crisis resulted in the city’s ongoing 

shrinkage, as of the early-90s. This is manifested in al-

most all dimensions, i.e. demographic, economic, so-

cial and spatial (both physical structures and aesthetic 

values). 

Between 1990 and 2010 Wałbrzych’s population dropped

by about 14.8%. This rapid decline was largely caused 

by out-migration to seek work and by a negative birth 

rate.

The extreme situation of the city and its region re-

quired fast support and measures not only by local 

authorities, but also the Polish government. A decided 

majority of assistance programmes was intended to 

reduce unemployment by stimulating entrepreneur-

ship. The most important step taken was the creation 

of INVEST-PARK, or the Wałbrzych Special Economic 

Zone (WSEZ), in 1997. 

After Poland joined the European Union, EU funds 

opened new opportunities. So far, the city has absorbed

means for the implementation of many projects, mainly

infrastructural but also cultural, including transborder 

alliances with neighbouring towns in the Czech Re-

public. Thanks to support from the EU funds, the 

Wałbrzych authorities were able to proceed with most 

of the planned urban renewal projects. The first pro-

jects involving the renovation of historic tenement 

houses and the modernisation of public space are 

already under way. To improve the situation in the city 

and region, close cooperation has been established 

between the city and its neighbouring communes as 

part of the so-called Wałbrzych Agglomeration.

The one-dimensional character of the former local 
economy, which featured typical industrial monocul-
ture, was the main cause of shrinkage and made re-
structuring so di`cult.

Despite measures taken to ease the situation on the 
labour market, the population keeps shrinking.

The process of shrinkage is reinforced by the city‘s 
net emigration.

Policies adopted in Wałbrzych are oriented towards 
seeking new sources of growth and reversing the 
trend of shrinkage.

“Top-down” initiatives predominate and include the 
establishment of the Special Economic Zone.

City authorities display great activity in obtaining EU 
funds, which are mainly employed to implement urban 
renewal and infrastructural projects.

The city is seeking to promote and develop tourism 
and sport.

Despite improved living conditions and the completion 
of many revitalisation investments, Wałbrzych is still 
unable to rid itself of the negative image it has in the 
media.

The city requires long-term and flexible policies which 
take the ongoing process of shrinkage into account 
and treat it as both a challenge and an opportunity.

Eforts should be made to diversify the branch struc-
ture of firms operating in the WSEZ and implement 
further target group programmes of unemployment 
reduction, such as establishing start-up funds for 
new businesses.

Special incentives should be ofered to former emi-
grants to encourage them to return and to the local 
people (especially young) to keep them in the city.

Complex plans should be devised to restructure the 
housing stock and adjust physical planning to the 
consequences of shrinkage and the changing popu-
lation structure (e.g. ageing).

It is necessary to reinforce regional cooperation net-
works and improve Wałbrzych‘s transport accessibility.

In the face of social apathy, it is necessary to stimu-
late the activity of the local community, to increase 
the role of the “bottom-up” type of initiatives.

The search for new ideas for the city‘s development 
in the fields of culture, tourism and creative industries 
appears promising.
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