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Purpose: The aim of the article is to evaluate the significance of European Union funds for the
development of the regions of Eastern Poland, by focusing on the benefits of obtaining this type
of financial support

Design/methodology/approach: When collecting empirical material for the article, the method
of economic and general statistics was used. The time range of the research covers the years
2004-2018. The rationale for the location of the research is the peripheral location of Eastern
Poland voivodeships and the related problems of low growth and economic development, low
population density, and low income of local governments and residents. Moreover, this part of
Poland benefits from a special European Union Program that financially supports the
development of the researched regions.

Findings: The research has showed that all voivodships of Eastern Poland narrowed their
distance to the national average as it was there that the influence of the cohesion policy on the
pace of development was the strongest.

Originality/value: The article presents the use of European Union funds, supporting the
cohesion policy implemented by local governments in Eastern Poland and the effects of support
based on selected indicators, including the absorption rate developed by the present author.
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1. Introduction

Poland's accession to the structures of the European Union made it possible to use European
funds, which, in practice, allows an increase in economic and social cohesion in the European
Union. Thanks to the requirement of taking into account the priorities of the European Union
in the field of cohesion policy by regional and local communities that utilise European funds,

it may be expected that at the regional and local level, goals related to global problems,
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including low-emission economy, preventing climate change, reducing poverty, etc., will be
achieved (Czudec et al., 2018; Holden et al., 2017; Lugo-Morin, 2016). The use of EU funds
has given many regions ample investment opportunities that significantly boost economic
growth. Skilful use of these funds allows the region to release its economic potential, which is
a source of sustainable development. The use of funds is a challenge for both the units
responsible for implementing the programs and their recipients. The attitudes and knowledge
of these entities constitute the potential necessary to achieve success in the development of
a given region (Katota, 2012; Mis, 2008).

One of the priorities of the European Union's cohesion policy is such support for
development that should lead to reducing the differences in the level of development and living
standards in the regions of the EU. The effect of this policy is to increase the competitiveness
of regional and local economy. The territorial approach in the process of improving cohesion,
understood as geographical space, has been increasingly emphasized (Lambregts et al., 2008;
Mis, and Zajac, 2020).

Accession to the EU entails the obligation to conduct regional policy, but at the same time
complicates the management of economic policy. The new regional policy is not only
redistribution, but also allocation, which enables weak regions to increase their competitiveness
and growth potential and to promote sustainable development by maintaining a high level of
initiatives on a micro scale, e.g. supporting the development of small and medium-sized
enterprises, as well as on a macro scale (stabilization processes, coordination of public policies
and decentralization) (Pietrzyk, 2005).

Financial capital from EU funds allows regions, characterized by certain inconveniences
and development deficiencies in the economy, to match the standards imposed by the European
Union (Oreziak, 2006). Acquisition and proper allocation of European Union funds is of
fundamental importance in improving the competitiveness of peripheral regions that are lagging
behind in development, i.e. such as Eastern Poland (Sieradzka, 2012). In this context, it may be
justified to undertake research on the evaluation of the use of EU funds in the regions of Eastern
Poland.

2. Methods

The empirical material used in the research concerns five voivodships of Eastern Poland,
i.e. Lubelskie, Podkarpackie, Podlaskie, Swictokrzyskie and Warminsko-Mazurskie.
The figures are derived from the Ministry of Investment and Economic Development and
Statistics Poland (GUS) in Warsaw. The time scope of the research covers the years 2004-2018
and concerns mainly indicators used to assess the level of socio-economic development.
Data on European Union funds obtained by local governments in Eastern Poland as part of the
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implementation of the cohesion policy concern the years 2007-2018 (programming periods
2007-2013 and 2014-2020). The collected and structured empirical material was developed in
tabular and graphical form, by using the descriptive and comparative analysis methods.

The study of the use of European Union funds by local governments in Eastern Poland is
justified by the fact that, apart from their biggest impact on socio-economic changes at the
regional and local level, they are a significant beneficiary of these funds since in the years
2007-2013, about 25% of the total amount of European funds in Poland went to local
government units, and in the years 2014-2020 their participation will increase in this respect to
40% (Hamryszczak, 2016).

In the case of assessing the use of EU funds by local governments of Eastern Poland within
the implementation of the cohesion policy, the following indicators were used:

e GDP per capita to assess the level of regional development (this is the basic indicator
taken into account by the European Commission when assessing the socio-economic
situation of the region and the possible need for funding);

e the amount of European Union funds per capita (in PLN);

e percentage of contracts signed under ROP (Regional Operational Program) 2014-2020;

e percentage of use of individual operational programs;

e absorption rate.

The substantive part of the article presents the results of research illustrating changes in the
Gross Domestic Product per capita in Eastern Poland starting from the year of Poland's
accession to the European Union, as well as the scale of use of European Union funds
supporting the cohesion policy by local governments in Eastern Poland. Attention was also paid
to the Regional Operational Program, which was presented graphically to highlight the regions
of Eastern Poland against the background of other regions in the country. Then the results of
research on the absorption rate and the benefits of using European Union funds by local

governments in Eastern Poland are presented.

3. Results

Eastern Poland is a region with poorer economic development, consisting mainly of rural
areas with a high share of agriculture in the structure of the economy. In the regions of Eastern
Poland, rural areas cover 94,758 km?, which constitutes 32.5% of the total rural areas in Poland.
These are regions located in the border area, adjacent to Belarus, Lithuania, Russia, Slovakia
and Ukraine. They are characterized by a low quality of human capital, a low level of
infrastructure development, limited territorial accessibility and a low level of income of the
population and local government units. Therefore, these are voivodships that meet the definition
criteria used for peripheral areas (Grosse, 2007; Rosner, 2008; Grzebyk et al., 2013, Balinska,
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2015). Regions of Eastern Poland, however, are characterized by a large environmental and
ecological potential, favorable natural and landscape conditions, which is conducive to
multifunctional development. In the future, the border location of the Eastern Poland region
should be used as an opportunity to establish economic contacts and create cooperation
networks, which is a highly preferable phenomenon in the EU's structural policy for 2014-2020.
It was also important in programming 2007-2013, which is why in 2007 a special program of
the European Union for Eastern Poland was launched (Operational Program: Development of
Eastern Poland), which is also continued now as the Operational Program Eastern Poland.
It should be added that the voivodships of Eastern Poland also utilize financial resources under
other programs supporting the cohesion policy of the European Union. Investments
implemented in a given region open up the prospect of positive changes and increasing the
region's potential. A skillful use of European Union funds for investments might allow the
region to release its economic potential, which is a source of further development. Co-financing
from European Union funds allows regions that are characterized by development difficulties
to match the standards that exist in developed regions. When implementing projects to improve
infrastructure, local authorities treat them as the most important and the most valuable for the
broadly understood development. Among the European Union programs that improved the
quality of life of the inhabitants of Eastern Poland in 2007-2013, the following ones should be
mentioned: Operational Program: Development of Eastern Poland, Regional Operational
Programs, Innovative Economy Operational Program, Infrastructure and Environment
Operational Program and Human Capital Operational Program and in the years 2014-2020:
Eastern Poland Operational Program, Regional Operational Programs, Smart Growth
Operational Program, Infrastructure and Environment Operational Program, Knowledge
Education Development Operational Program and Digital Poland Operational Program.
These programs take into account the improvement of the quality of life through investments
in modern technical and social infrastructure as well as in human and social capital.

One of the most important criteria adopted for the classification of particular voivodeships
in Poland in terms of the level of development and the related possibility of obtaining funds
from the European Union under the cohesion policy is Gross Domestic Product per capita.
Table 1 shows the changes in the Gross Domestic Product per capita in Eastern Poland in 2004-
2018, i.e. from the year of Poland's accession to the European Union. The importance of Eastern
Poland in generating the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is lower, as it did not exceed the total
GDP of Poland in any of the voivodships. However, it should be noted that Poland's accession
to the European Union had a significant impact on improving the situation in the country in
terms of this indicator. In each of the voivodships of Eastern Poland, the value of the Gross
Domestic Product per capita has increased more than twice over fourteen years, which is
an extremely positive phenomenon. It should be added that there are some differences in terms
of the value of this indicator between individual voivodeships, with the highest being in the
Swietokrzyskie Voivodeship and the lowest in the Lubelskie Voivodeship (Table 1).
As mentioned above, in none of the voivodships of Eastern Poland, the value of this indicator
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exceeded the average value for the country, which confirms that all voivodships of Eastern

Poland should receive co-financing from the European Union funds under the cohesion policy.

Table 1.
Gross Domestic Product per capita in Poland in Eastern Poland as compared to the rest of the
country in the years 2004-2018.

Gross Domestic Product per capita (in PLN)
Specification Dynamics,
2004 2018 year 2004 =100

Poland 24438 55066 2253
Eastern Poland, including

the following voivodeships: 18202 38343 211.8
Lubelskie 17302 37100 2144
Podkarpackie 17756 38872 218,9
Podlaskie 18019 39160 217,3
Swietokrzyskie 19445 39742 2044
Warminsko-Mazurskie 18490 37843 204,7

Source: own elaboration on the basis of the data from Statistics Poland in Warsaw.

For Eastern Poland, the cohesion policy is a unique opportunity for development, because
its priorities in the new financial perspective 2014-2020 are: smart growth, sustainable
development and development which favors social inclusion. The data in Table 2 shows that
the local governments of Eastern Poland obtained slightly more funds per capita under the
implementation of the European Union's cohesion policy compared to the entire country,
which this applies both to the years 2007-2013 and 2014-2018. In the programming period
2007-2013, the highest amount of support per capita was granted to self-governments of the
Warminsko-Mazurskie and Podkarpackie voivodeships, and the lowest to self-governments of
the Lubelskie and Swietokrzyskie voivodships. In turn, in the years 2014-2018, the most funds
per capita were obtained by local governments of the Warminsko-Mazurskie Voivodeship.
Hence, in the entire analyzed period, i.e. in the years 2007-2018, clearly the most funds per
capita under the implementation of the European Union cohesion policy were obtained by the
local governments of the Warminsko-Mazurskie voivodship, and the least by the self-
governments of the Swigtokrzyskie and Lubelskie voivodships (Table 2).

Table 2.
European Union funds per capita obtained by local governments in Eastern Poland within the
implementation of coherence policy in the years 2007-2018

Specification The amount of EU funds per capita (in PLN)
2007-2013 2014-2018 Total

Poland 13883 9934 23817
Eastern Poland, including

the following voivodeships: 14375 9795 24170
Lubelskie 12201 9465 21666
Podkarpackie 16202 8788 24990
Podlaskie 14686 9176 23862
Swietokrzyskie 12424 9095 21519
Warminsko-Mazurskie 16361 12453 28814

Source: own elaboration on the basis of the data from the Ministry of Investment and Economic
Development.
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Table 3 shows the percentage of the use of operational programs in Eastern Poland in
2014-2018. It shows that the most funds were obtained under the Regional Operational Program
(ROP). The exception is the Warminsko-Mazurskie voivodship, where the most funds were
obtained under the Infrastructure and Environment Operational Program — even more than the
average in Poland. In the case of the Operational Program Eastern Poland, Podlaskie voivodship
obtained the most funds. According to the data of the Ministry of Investment and Economic
Development, the largest amount of EU money for 2014-2020 has been allocated to transport
projects, including road projects — 64%, then to projects in the field of environmental protection,
to actions supporting employment and promotion of employee mobility, and to research and

development projects (approximately 10% of the contracted EU funds, respectively).

Table 3

European funds obtained by local governments in Eastern Poland within the implementation
of coherence policy as compared to the rest of the country in the years 2014-2018, divided into
operational programs

The Operational Programs (w %)
amount op (0) 4 opP opP opP ROP
of Infra- Smart Knowledge Eastern | Digital Regional
Specification obtained struc- Growth Education Poland | Poland | Operational
funds ture and Development Program
(PLN Environ-
million) ment
Poland 381750,8 44,6 11,4 4,0 2,4 3,0 33,7
Eastern Poland, 15823,6 29,0 10,6 2.4 12,3 2,8 423
including the
following
voivodeships:
Lubelskie 20215,6 27,5 10,3 2,4 9,1 5,5 44,7
Podkarpackie 18689,6 24,1 15,7 2,7 9,1 2,3 45,0
Podlaskie 10897,2 21,7 10,3 2,2 21,6 1,5 42,0
Swietokrzyskie 11410,1 27,0 9,2 3,1 11,5 3,1 46,0
Warminsko- 17905,5 44,9 7,5 1,5 10,1 1,4 34,6
Mazurskie

Source: own elaboration on the basis of the data from the Ministry of Investment and Economic
Development (as of the end of December 2018).

Due to the fact that the voivodships of Eastern Poland financed their investments from ROPs
to the largest extent (more than on a national scale), Map 1 shows the percentage of contracts
signed not only in Eastern Poland but in all regions in the country. Most projects under the ROP
were implemented in the Pomorskie Voivodeship. The Opolskie, Wielkopolskie and
Mazowieckie voivodships also perform very well: the value of EU funds in the signed contracts
reaches 74-78% there. The fewest ROP projects were implemented in Zachodniopomorskie and
Kujawsko-Pomorskie. In the regions of Eastern Poland, most contracts were signed in
Lubelskie and Podkarpackie. The areas of co-financing under the ROP (where the expenditure
ranges from 30 to 32% of the available allocation) are as follows: employment, support for
SME development, education and development of transport infrastructure. The indicator

presented in figure 1 is very important because it shows the activity of voivodship self-
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governments in obtaining funding, which until now was at a low level. Moreover, projects
implemented under all 16 regional programs have a value of 131.6 billion PLN, including
90.1 billion PLN from the EU. The largest pool of EU money (76 billion PLN, i.e. 32% of the
value of signed contracts) was obtained to support sustainable transport. Significant amounts
were also involved in the implementation of investments promoting the transition to a low-
carbon economy (32 billion PLN, i.e. 13% of the value of contracts signed), as well as in
strengthening the area of the research and development and the development of innovation
(22 billion PLN, i.e. 9% of the value of contracts).

ACHODNIOPOMORSKI 3

DOLNOSLASKIE
73.6

[ ] 60,0-70,0
[] 70,1-80,0
B over 80,1

Figure 1. The level of utilisation of funds within ROP 2014-2020, signed contracts (in %). Source: own
elaboration on the basis of the data from the Ministry of Investment and Economic Development

The implementation of the European Union development policy, including the regional
policy, is subject to systematic evolution towards more and more effective and efficient models,
taking into account the advancement of pro-efficiency solutions based on the paradigm of
sustainable development, as the most comprehensive approach to development. A similar
evolution proceeds also with respect to indicators, models for the analysis and evaluation of the
effectiveness of public programs and policies, which gain new dimensions, contexts and
methods of evaluating the regional development policy (Malik, 2011).

The article proposes an indirect measure of the value added generated by EU funds, which
is the absorption rate. This indicator shows the actual share of individual regions of Eastern
Poland in the absorption of financial resources in the amount of support in relation to the total



176 T. Mis

resources of the entire region (5 voivodeships in total). They indicate the involvement of local
governments in obtaining funds for the implementation of activities related to the improvement
of the quality of life of residents, i.e. initiatives undertaken to mobilize endogenous human and
natural resources, infrastructure, social, environmental, cultural investments, etc. The values of
the indicator should be higher than 1. The highest level of absorption of EU funds occurred in
the Warminsko-Mazurskie voivodship. It should be pointed out here that in this voivodship also
the lowest value of GDP per capita and the highest amounts of co-financing per capita were
found. It is a positive phenomenon and proves that the authorities of this voivodeship influence
the improvement of the quality of life of the inhabitants by undertaking initiatives in the field
of investments financed under the cohesion policy. A high level of absorption of EU funds is
also observed in the Podkarpackie and Podlaskie voivodships (figure 2). Values below 1 mean
that the absorption of funds for the improvement of the socio-economic situation is lower than
it results from the region's potential. The self-government authorities of the Lubelskie and
Swigtokrzyskie voivodships must intensify their activity in applying for co-financing of

projects from EU funds.

Eastern Poland 1,03
warminsko-mazurskie 1,23
swietokrzyskie 0,93
podlaskie 1,01
podkarpackie 1,05
lubelskie 0,93

0,00 020 040 0,60 0,80 1,00 1,20 1,40

Figure 2. The absorption rate in the regions of Eastern Poland. Source: own calculation.

Investments in the improvement of territorial accessibility, such as construction and
modernization of the road, rail and air network, had the largest share in the use of cohesion
policy money in Eastern Poland. A significant pool of EU funds was also earmarked for
investments in social infrastructure and the development of human capital. Investments which
support entrepreneurship, innovation and research and development, as well as environmental
projects, including activities in the field of wastewater treatment, air quality improvement,
waste management, nature protection or counteracting natural hazards, were ranked next

(Biuletyn Informacyjny, 2019).
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4. Discussion

New key elements of the reform of the European Union's cohesion policy indicate the need
to improve the quality of life by supporting local and regional development, paying particular
attention to the role of entrepreneurship and smart specialization (McCann, and Ortega-Argilés,
2016). It was indicated that all voivodeships of Eastern Poland, under smart specializations,
should improve the quality of life of the inhabitants by allocating EU funds for activities related
to the improvement and development of infrastructure, innovative solutions in every field,
including agriculture and rural areas. From the perspective of cohesion policy, these initiatives
seem to be of utmost importance.

Thanks to the involvement of European Union funds, the authorities carry out activities
aimed at improving infrastructure, and mainly at the expansion of roads, water and sewage
networks, or the dynamization of public facilities for the local community through the
development of sport, culture and recreation (Sieradzka, 2012). Each country belonging to the
structures of the European Union receives invaluable support for its own national economy.
This aid concerns areas that absorb money capital and ensures socio-economic growth,
technological transformations, modernization and restructuring. Financial capital from
EU funds allows regions characterized by certain inconveniences and development deficiencies
in the economy to match the standards imposed by the European Union (Orgziak, 2006).
The allocation of funds is carried out by confronting the current situation of a given area with
the assumptions set out in the regional development strategy, thanks to which it is possible to
precisely define the direction of expenditure of the funds. The above mentioned areas also
include the voivodships of Eastern Poland, which can benefit from a rational use of funds in
local infrastructure, primarily in the construction of communication connections (roads,
railways), housing infrastructure and the required sanitary connections. Aid funds are also
intended for investments in public utility buildings, such as: community centers, recreation and
entertainment centers, parking lots, tourist routes, bicycle paths and playgrounds, as well as
sports facilities and cultural centers.

When implementing projects to improve infrastructure, local authorities treat them as
having primary significance and utmost importance for broadly understood development.
It should be mentioned that the use of funds for the development of technical infrastructural
aspects is ‘hard’ investments of EU financing, and those related to with the socio-cultural aspect
are ‘soft’” investments (Katota, 2012). In conclusion, it should be stated that the cohesion policy
does not guarantee the reduction of disproportions, but stimulates changes for the effective use
of endogenous resources and improvement of the quality of life. EU funds are intended to

improve indicators used to assess the socio-economic level of regional development.
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5. Summary

Poland's accession to the European Union made it possible to use funds under the
implementation of the cohesion policy. This, in turn, contributed to, among other things,
an increase in the Gross Domestic Product per capita. The research showed that in all
voivodeships of Eastern Poland the value of the Gross Domestic Product per capita more than
doubled in 2004-2018, i.e. from the year of Poland's accession to the European Union, which
seems to be a very positive phenomenon. However, in none of the voivodships of Eastern
Poland the value of this indicator exceeded the average value for the country, which means that
all these voivodships should still obtain funds from the European Union under the cohesion
policy. Hence, in the years 2007-2018 self-governments of Eastern Poland obtained slightly
more funds in this area per 1 inhabitant compared to the entire country, with the highest funds
obtained by self-governments of the Warminsko-Mazurskie voivodship, with the lowest GDP
per capita in the scale of the entire country (except for the Lubelskie voivodeship). This seems
to be confirmed by the analysis of the absorption rate, which has the best values for Warmia
and Mazury. This points to the fact that all voivodeships of Eastern Poland narrowed the
distance to the national average and it was there that the influence of the Cohesion Policy on

the pace of development was the strongest.
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