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Abstract

The aim of the study was to present and to classify current processes and phenomena
which are observed within the depopulated villages in the Kłodzko region in SW Poland,
to assess the present conditions, functions and meanings of deserted settlements, and to
forecast their potential further transformations. The study was based on diverse car-
tographic sources, field investigations, inventories and interviews, historical documents
and current spatial development plans. The current processes and phenomena occurring
in the highly depopulated or deserted villages are spatially very diverse in terms of their
types and dynamics. They include: afforestation (re-wilding), return to agricultural use
(limitation of the secondary succession), new houses or the renovation of the old ones,
partial restoration of the sacral landscape, large-scale tourist infrastructure and educa-
tional initiatives (educational trails, eco-museums, information boards). However, some
areas remain forgotten and neglected. These processes often co-occur with each other
and they may be diverse in different parts of the village. In the current transformations
of the abandoned areas the main focus is on local economy or nature protection while
the cultural landscape of the deserted villages is hardly appreciated as an important value
itself. The potential future transformations of the depopulated areas will be multidirec-
tional with the tendency to polarization. Some areas will be subject to an increased human
pressure, especially due to the new developments in housing and large-scale tourist in-
frastructure, the other areas will remain out of the way allowing for using their potential
as “archives” of traditional cultural landscapes.

Highlights for public administration, management and planning:

• The current transformations of the deserted villages are spatially very diverse
and various phenomena can co-occur in different parts of the villages.

• There is an increase in the interest in the local history and the values of the cultural
landscapes of the abandoned villages are discovered but their educational, cultural
and touristic potential is not yet fully used.

• The deserted villages represent a valuable bio-cultural heritage, which should
be better managed, protected and promoted.

• The observed processes in the abandoned areas result mainly from the individual
decisions and they are not the result of a broader cultural landscape protection
policy.

• Many of the depopulated villages have recently started to play a tourist and recre-
ational function but this process should be controlled to avoid the excessive expan-
sion of built-up areas or their improper scale or architecture.
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1 Introduction

Depopulation is currently one of the main prob-
lems observed in many parts of the world, affect-
ing both urban and rural areas (e.g. Shrinking re-
gions… 2008; Wang et al. 2019). The growing num-
ber of the scientific literature discussing that topic
also proves the increased importance of that prob-
lem in the recent decades (Rodriguez-Soler et al.
2020). The variety of the research on depopula-
tion is very broad, ranging from the identification
of its causes and driving forces (McLeman 2011;
Li et al. 2019; Merino & Prats 2020), through stud-
ies on the impact of depopulation on the environ-
ment (e.g. Foucher et al. 2019; MacDonald et al.
2000), up to the searching for solutions and poli-
cies to cope with the problem (Boesch et al. 2011;
Pinto-Correia et al. 2016). The research on land
abandonment is a very widely discussed topic within
the studies on land-use/land cover and landscape
changes, which were triggered by the depopulation
(e.g. Plieninger et al. 2016; Lasanta et al. 2017).
The phenomenon of deserted villages (and towns)
is the most extreme result of the depopulation
and land abandonment and it has also gained im-
portance in the recent research (Filipe &Mascaren-
has 2011; Mares et al. 2013; Hons 2014; Latocha
2015; Di Figlia 2016; Wolski 2016; Jaszczak et al.
2018; Güler & Kâhya 2019). The causes of de-
population are both global, linked to the univer-
sal trends like globalization, urbanization, global
market, industrialization, EU policies and subsidies
etc., but they are also highly related to the site-
specific constraints, especially to the local environ-
mental factors (Súľovský et al. 2017; Telbisz et al.
2020). Therefore the trajectories of depopulation
and land abandonment are different in various re-
gions. The Mediterranean region is one of the most
severe affected by depopulation of rural areas in Eu-
rope (e.g. Collantes & Pinilla 2011; De Haas 2011).
In the Central-European context, which is in the
focus of the presented paper, the depopulation
and land use changes, including land abandonment,
have been intensified in the post-WorldWar II period
by the political drivers and socio-economic trans-
formations, such as large-scale forced displacement
of former German inhabitants, and any other inhab-
itants in the border areas, especially along the “Iron
Curtain”, communism regime and nationalization
of land and state economies, political and eco-
nomic changes in the 1990s related to the opening
to the free market economy, privatization of land
and business entities, joining the European Union
in 2004 with new opportunities to financial support

and subsidies, and, eventually, joining the Schen-
gen zone in 2007 which opened up the possibilities
of the transborder cooperation (Kučera & Chromý
2012; Bezák & Mitchley 2014; Bičík et al. 2015;
Lieskovský et al. 2015; Šťastná et al. 2015;
Skokanová et al. 2016; Bucała-Hrabia 2017; Flaga
& Wesołowska 2018; Bičík et al. 2019; Affek et al.
2020).
In the recent years the change of perception
of the deserted areas can be observed. The im-
portance of the cultural and ecological values
of the abandoned traditional rural areas is high-
lighted and re-interpreted (Spurný 2006; Kučera &
Kučerová 2012; Mares et al. 2013; Di Figlia 2016).
The deserted villages are perceived as a potential
for a new type of multifunctional development of ru-
ral areas, with the main focus on tourism develop-
ments (Filipe & Mascarenhas 2011; Jaszczak et al.
2018). The need to re-appreciate the abandoned
areas is also formulated by many authors because
such traditional rural landscapes are a very impor-
tant part of the bio-cultural heritage, which is of-
ten associated with regional architecture, historical
pattern of land use and high level of biodiversity.
Therefore they should be better managed and pro-
tected (Antrop 2005; Špulerová et al. 2010; Agno-
letti 2014).
In the above presented context, the paper discusses
the depopulation, land abandonment and settle-
ment desertion on the example of the Sudetes
Mountains in SW Poland, which represent both
the site-specific and typical processes and phe-
nomena for the Central-European mid-mountains
and post-communist countries. The region was
subject to large-scale depopulation, which started
in the 1880s and intensified after the 2nd World
War due to various political, socio-economic and en-
vironmental reasons (Zagożdżon 1990; Ciok 1991).
In detail they can be grouped in several types of fac-
tors, which were either specific for different depop-
ulation phases or occurred simultaneously. They in-
cluded as follows: (1) environmental factors not fa-
vorable for agriculture in mountain areas, such
as poor, stony and shallow soils, steep slopes, harsh
environmental conditions; (2) outflow from high ele-
vated and overpopulated agricultural lands to cities
with developing industries; decline of craft and cot-
tage industry, and mining – these factors were es-
pecially important at the end of the 19th century
and in the first decades of the 20th century; (3)
state border changes; exchange of population; lim-
ited re-settlement – factors essential in the post-
war period (1945-48), when the autochthonous Ger-
man inhabitants were replaced by the new-settlers
from various parts of Poland; (4) breaking of tradi-

© Jan Evangelista Purkyně University in Ústí nad Labem 81



Available online at content.sciendo.com GeoScape 14(2) — 2020: 80—95 doi: 10.2478/geosc-2020-0008

tional knowledge in agriculture; difficulties in ad-
justing to mountain environment; improper agricul-
tural policies and treatments resulting in soil ero-
sion; restrictions in borderland; decreasing role
of small towns as local centers; lack of renova-
tion of infrastructure, housing and industrial facil-
ities; lack of new investments; political transforma-
tions resulting in changes in land ownership; de-
cline in local services, industries and crafts; age-
ing of population. The last group of depopulation
factors was especially influential in the 1950-1960
but the depopulation trend can still be observed
in many parts of the Sudetes nowadays, mainly due
to the outflow of the young generation from ru-
ral areas. However, the present depopulation rate
is much slower than before and in some areas the re-
verse trend can be even observed showing a slight
increase in population in rural areas due to recent
migrations from the cities to the more natural areas
(Szmytkie & Tomczak 2015).
Nevertheless, the long-lasting and intense depop-
ulation resulted in the substantial transformations
of the cultural landscape, and especially changes
in land use and settlement network. There
is a large-scale increase in forest and grassland
at the expense of arable lands in the entire Sudetes.
Many villages have visibly shrunk and some have
entirely disappeared, especially these ones lo-
cated in higher elevations and in the more re-
mote areas, as well as smaller units like hamlets
and colonies. The definitions of vanishing and de-
serted villages were proposed already at the end
of the 1970s (Chachaj 1978). In spite of de-
population, land abandonment, decline of settle-
ments and development of secondary succession
of vegetation, the numerous traces of past land
use and more intense and broader land manage-
ment are still readable in the contemporary cul-
tural landscape in the deserted areas. They in-
clude anthropogenic landforms and features related
to various types of the past economic activities
such as agriculture, mining, quarrying, water man-
agement, transportation, ore processing, industry
and crafting (Latocha 2015). The abundance and di-
versity of the remains of the more intense human oc-
cupancy of the mountain areas in the past entitles
to recognize the Sudetes Mountains as a valuable
reserve of the past traditional cultural landscapes,
according to the definition byM. Antrop (2005). Un-
fortunately, for many decades the abandoned vil-
lages were neglected and forgotten, and the cultural
potential of the deserted areas was not appreciated
at all.
However, in the recent years a substantial polit-
ical and socio-economic changes, which occurred

in Poland after the transformations of the year
1989, and joining the European Union (2004)
and Schengen zone (2007), have also affected
to some extent the current perception and manage-
ment of the deserted areas, similarly to processes
observed in other post-communist countries.
The aim of the study is to present and classify
the current processes and phenomena which are ob-
served within the depopulated areas and to as-
sess the present conditions, functions and mean-
ings of the deserted villages, and to predict what
are the potential paths of their further transfor-
mations. To achieve these goals, the Kłodzko re-
gion was selected as the case study for the de-
tailed analysis. The selection of the study area
is justified by both the most intense depopula-
tion of the Kłodzko region in the entire Sudetes
Mountains (Miszewska 1993), including the largest
number of deserted villages, and the most intense
and diverse current transformations of the aban-
doned areas, which is discussed in this paper.

2 Materials and methods

The initial part of the research was the selection
of the most depopulated and deserted villages in the
Kłodzko region. The calculation of the scale of de-
population was based on the comparison between
the maximum population in each village in the pre-
war period and the minimum number of inhabitants
noted in the post-war period. The data was based
on all the available censuses from the mid-19th cen-
tury until present, which were conducted every 10
years on average. The details on the statistical
sources and the results of the calculation of depop-
ulation were presented and discussed in previously
published studies (Latocha et al. 2018). The anal-
ysis included only villages which were mentioned
in the censuses, which means that the smaller units
such as hamlets and colonies are not considered
as separate settlement units because in the cen-
suses they were classified as parts of the larger vil-
lages.
There are 29 villages selected for the present study,
which include all the villages with the depopulation
of 90% and more (Fig. 1). The main part of the re-
search was based on the field surveys, including in-
ventories of the current land use of the deserted
settlements, state of the preservation of the re-
mains of former buildings and other man-made
constructions, as well as interviews with local in-
habitants, also in the nearby areas. The histori-
cal and contemporary cartographic materials (to-
pographic maps Mestischblatt 1:25 000, 1880s;
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Official State Database of Topographic Objects,
BDOT10k, 2013), ortophotomaps and photographs
from different time periods were used in the study
in order to assess the landscape changes within
the last 130 years. Moreover, the historical maps
(Messtischblatt) were the crucial source materials
for the field surveys – the extent of former built-up
areas and arable lands was reconstructed on their
basis in order to verify in the field the present use
of the deserted villages. Additionally, the analysis
of the current spatial development plans and doc-
uments, and statistical data from the local and re-
gional authorities (i.e. number of permits for build-
ing new single family houses) were the source ma-
terials for forecasting the potential future transfor-
mations of the depopulated villages.

3 Depopulation in the study area

The Kłodzko region is a historical region, with
an area of 1 643 km2, clearly delimited by nat-
ural boundaries, which are defined by the moun-
tain ridges. To a large extent, the geographical
boundaries correspond with the extent of the his-
torical Kłodzko County (Graftschaft Glatz) and with
the present administrative unit of the Kłodzko
poviat. There are numerous historical and ge-
ographical studies on Kłodzko region conducted
by Polish, Czech and German researchers (e.g.
Bernatzky 1984; Herzig & Ruchniewicz 2008; Se-
motanová et al. 2015). Some of them focus es-
pecially on the changes in demography and land
use, and the resulting transformations of the land-
scape (see more references in Latocha et al.
2018). The depopulation of the Kłodzko region be-
tween the mid-19th century and present times was
the most intense in the entire Sudetes Mountains
(Miszewska 1993). Depopulation affected all vil-
lages in the study area, although its rate and spa-
tial distribution was very diverse across the region.
In 131 settlements (70%) – out of the total 185 set-
tlements in the Kłodzko county (174 villages and 11
towns) included in the analysis – the decrease
in population between pre-war maximum and post-
war minimum was 50% and more, and for one third
of the settlements – more than 80%. The 29 vil-
lages selected for the analysis presented in this pa-
per (with depopulation level at 90% and more) con-
stitute 17% of all villages in the Kłodzko region (Ta-
ble 1). They are located in various parts of the re-
gion but mainly in higher elevations and in the iso-
lated places with difficult access (Fig. 1). Seven
villages out of this group reached 100% of depopu-
lation in the studied period although some of them

were recently re-settled with few permanent or tem-
porary residents (Table 1).

4 Results - transformations
of the deserted settlements

The field survey of the selected 29 deserted
or highly depopulated villages proves that cur-
rent state of these areas is spatially very diverse.
They are subject to different processes and phe-
nomena leading to either large-scale transformation
or stabilization and sometimes even re-appreciation
of the remains of the past cultural landscape.
The current phenomena observed in the deserted
villages in the Kłodzko region can be grouped
as presented in the Table 2 and Fig. 2. In some
villages several phenomena can be observed in the
adjacent areas (Fig. 3).

Table 1 The most depopulated villages in the Kłodzko
region; explanation of calculation in the text.

Village
Depopulation

(%)

1 Biała Woda 100,0

2 Czerwony Strumień 100,0

3 Karpno 100,0

4 Piaskowice 100,0

5 Rogóżka 100,0

6 Wrzosówka 100,0

7 Zimne Wody 100,0

8 Poniatów 99,4

9 Rudawa 99,1

10 Marcinków 99,0

11 Mostowice 97,5

12 Taszów 97,3

13 Janowa Góra 97,2

14 Potoczek 96,5

15 Niemojów 96,3

16 Sienna 96,0

17 Studzienno 95,5

18 Huta 95,5

19 Leśna 94,8

20 Bieganów 94,7

21 Pasterka 94,5

22 Witów 94,0

23 Szklary 93,9

24 Lesica 93,7

25 Bielice 93,4

26 Jodłów 91,7

27 Jerzykowice Małe 91,0

28 Szczawina 90,2

29 Gniewoszów 90,1

Source: own elaboration based on the pre-war and post-war cen-
suses.
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Fig. 1 Study area with villages selected for the investigation (with depopulation 90% and more); see also Table 1.
Source: own elaboration based on the pre-war and post-war censuses.

4.1 Re-wilding

The agricultural land occupied 50% of the Kłodzko
county in the second half of the 19th century, while
nowadays it covers only 23% (Latocha et al. 2016).
The forested areas increased from 36% to 48%
and grasslands – from 9% to 24%. In the de-
populated villages most of their former ploughing
grounds are now occupied by pastures and hay

meadows, and some of them are entirely or partly
overgrown by forests and/or shrubs. It is worth
noting that most of these transitions in land use
developed as a spontaneous secondary succession
of vegetation on abandoned former arable lands.
In some areas we can observe different stages
of succession, which is still progressing in the de-
serted villages (Figs. 3 and 4A). Only small part
of the forests (up to several percent locally) were
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Table 2 Classification of the current processes and phenomena which are observed within the deserted villages
in Kłodzko region (29 villages in total; in different parts of the village various processes/phenomena can be present).
See text for further explanations.

Type of process/phenomenon Number of villages

1. Re-wilding 29

2. Stopping/reduction of the secondary succession 27

3. Educational paths, eco-museums, information boards 8 (2+2+4)

4. Restoration of sacral landscape 18 (in 13 – only partial renovation)

5. Renovations & new housing 25/21

6. Large-scale tourist infrastructure 3 + (1 potentially in future)

7. Villages for sell 1 + (2 – only partial or planned but not successful)

Source: own elaboration.

intentionally planted on the former fields (oral in-
formation from the manager of the local Forest Au-
thority). The period with the least intensive econ-
omy and the largest share of set-aside lands was
the 1990s (Nadolna 2012). As a result of the var-
ied start time for the development of secondary suc-
cession on agricultural land as well as local dif-
ferences in the environmental conditions, the land-
scape of the Kłodzko region at the end of the 20th
century represented a highly diverse mosaic of veg-
etation patches in different stages of succession,
which resulted in the development of many eco-
tones and large diversity of habitats, with the semi-
natural grasslands developed on the former arable
lands as the richest one in terms of species.
The widespread natural succession can be inter-
preted as a spontaneous re-wilding of the previ-
ously maintained and human-controlled land, which
can also be described as the “new wilderness”
(Bičík et al. 2015). The resulting changes in veg-
etation and habitats contributed to the establish-
ment of numerous formally protected areas in the
Kłodzko county, which include: 1 national park,
2 landscape parks, 2 areas of the protected land-
scape and 20 areas of the European Ecological Net-
work NATURA 2000. Most of the deserted villages
are located within the protected areas or within
their buffer zones and in their nearest surroundings.

4.2 Secondary succession has been locally
stopped and/or reversed

Although the above-mentioned secondary vegeta-
tion succession can still be observed in some aban-
doned areas, in some other places is has been locally
stopped or even reversed (Fig. 4B and C). It means
that the newly encroaching shrubs and young trees
were removed and the land has been restored
to use. These processes are primarily related
to the financial support within the frames of the EU
agri-environmental schemes and other direct pay-
ments for the less-favored areas. They have been

available since 2004when Poland became amember
state of the European Union. Although the interest
of farmers in joining the agri-environmental scheme
in its first period of implementation (2004-2006)
was very low, it has largely increased in the follow-
ing period (2007-2013). The most popular packages
and variants selected by farmers in the Kłodzko re-
gion were related to maintaining the extensive per-
manent grasslands and especially the hay meadows
and pastures. These options dominated not only
in the number of farmers joining the schemes but
also in the total area covered by the program, which
visibly affected the landscape in the previously
abandoned areas (Fig. 4C). Currently, the Kłodzko
poviat belongs to the areas with the largest share
of permanent grassland in the whole Dolny Śląsk
(Lower Silesia) voivodship (Kutkowska & Berbeka
2014). Semi-natural grasslands, which have devel-
oped on the former arable land, are characterized
by high species richness, including rare and pro-
tected species of plants (Nadolna 2012) and birds
(Mikusek 2011). The recent increase in the num-
ber of cattle grazing in the former agricultural lands
of abandoned villages can also be observed in the
study area.

4.3 Educational paths
and information boards

The deserted settlements, along with their rich
and diverse inventories of the anthropogenic land-
forms and features related to former human ac-
tivities, can be treated as the surviving laborato-
ries of the past cultural landscapes. They have
a high potential for implementing the idea of “read-
ing the landscape”, which is still not very well devel-
oped in Poland. It gives the opportunity to under-
stand the history hidden behind the preserved land-
forms and features. Unfortunately, the deserted
areas in the Sudetes Mountains and their cultural
heritage were almost totally forgotten in the post-
war period and some elements of that heritage were
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Fig. 2 The depopulated villages classified according to the current processes and phenomena as defined in Table 2:
1 – re-wilding; 2 – stopping/reduction of the secondary succession; 3 – education (3.1 – educational paths, 3.2
eco-museums, 3.3 information boards); 4 – restoration/renovation of sacral landscape, (4) – only partial renovation; 5
– housing (5.1 – renovation of old buildings, 5.2 – new housing); 6 – large-scale tourist infrastructure, (6) – potential
in future according to the spatial development plans; 7 – villages for sell, (7) – only part of the village sold or selling
planned but not successful.

even purposely destroyed or removed as it was per-
ceived as the “enemy’s” heritage (oral information
from numerous inhabitants). However, in recent
years the increase in the interest in the history
of the region can be observed and the pre-war her-
itage is re-appreciated and sometimes also reno-
vated or reconstructed. Two of the deserted villages

have received their second, symbolic lives when
the educational paths were created through their
remains (Czerwony Strumień, Ostra Góra – part
of Pasterka) and two other villages were turned into
eco-museums (Wrzosówka, Lesica). In four other
places we can find the educational boards with fo-
cus on the history of the settlement, usually with
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Fig. 3 The example of diverse phenomena occurring within one deserted village (Wrzosówka case study). Source:
photo by A. Latocha 2020

Fig. 4 Transformations of former arable lands: A – development of secondary plant succession, B – implementation
of agri-environmental schemes and stopping of plant succession, C – hay meadows. Source: photo by A. Latocha 2014

old photographs explaining the changes in the land-
scape (Potoczek, Sienna, Janowa Góra, Mostowice).
The two educational paths – nature-historical trail

„Traces of the vanished village Czerwony Strumień”
and historical trail „Nouzin–Ostra Góra” (Fig. 5) –
were established in 2013 by the initiatives of the lo-
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cal NGO in the first case and the transborder co-
operation between Czech NGO and Stołowe Moun-
tains National Park in the second case. All the other
initiatives to establish explanatory and interpreta-
tive boards in the depopulated villages were also
bottom-up initiatives coordinated either by regional
NGOs, local communes or local individual leaders.

4.4 Local restoration of sacral landscape

Kłodzko region is very rich in sacral land-
scape, including many churches and sanctuaries,
as well as numerous chapels, crosses and statues
of saints along roadsides (e.g. Semotanová 2009).
The traces of the sacral landscape are also found
in the deserted villages, and in some areas they
are the only remains of the former built-up areas
in the village. However, their state of preserva-
tion is very diverse in different locations. For ex-
ample, although there are many new guesthouses
and hotels in Janowa Góra, the church in the vil-
lage is abandoned and ruined (Fig. 6A). In con-
trary, in the deserted village of Karpno there
are no new developments except for renovation
of the small forest chapel, which has recently be-
come a popular destination for tourists and lo-
cal people from the nearby town (Lądek-Zdrój)
and villages. Similarly, in the deserted village
of Wrzosówka, the chapel has recently been ren-
ovated by the volunteer Fire Department and it
is nowadays maintained by the local firemen and in-
habitants of the nearby town (Lądek-Zdrój) (Fig.
6B). In Czerwony Strumień the ruins of the small
church has been included into the educational path
and make for the most important stop and an icon
of that historical trail through the deserted village.
The increase in number of the recently renovated
small-scale sacral architecture along roadsides can
also be observed in the Kłodzko region, includ-
ing the areas of depopulated villages. However,
there are still many sites which need renovation
(Fig. 6C, D). It should also be mentioned that some
of the churches have been renovated with the finan-
cial support by Germans who previously lived in the
region.

4.5 Renovations & new housing

In recent years there is a substantial increase in new
housing in the entire Kłodzko region. It started af-
ter the socio-economic changes in Poland took place
in 1989 but its most intense phase has been noted
from the 2000s (Latocha 2017). Although the new
houses are concentrated mainly in the suburban
zones of towns, and especially spa-towns, as well

as in the central parts of the region in the vicinity
of the main transportation routes, this phenomenon
can also be observed in the previously abandoned
and highly depopulated villages. The single fam-
ily houses are built both for permanent and tempo-
rary living. Especially the increase in the so called
“second homes” is noted in the abandoned ar-
eas. Although such locations are usually remote
and isolated they have a high potential of landscape
and natural values which attract people from large
cities searching for more quiet and natural environ-
ment. Only in 7 out of 29 deserted villages ana-
lyzed in this study there was no new house built
in the entire post-war period. However, in 4 out
of these 7 villages the renovation of the old farm-
steads took place instead. The renovation of old
buildings is a wide spread process in the entire re-
gion in the recent years and it can be observed also
in many of the highly depopulated villages. The ren-
ovated pre-war houses are used both as second
homes and as places for permanent living. What
is worth mentioning is that most of the new owners
try to preserve the traditional style of the regional
architecture during the renovation, which is a very
rare case as far as the newly built houses are con-
cerned.

4.6 Large-scale tourist infrastructure

There are several “hot spots” for development
of the new tourist infrastructure in the Kłodzko
region in the recent years. They have devel-
oped mainly as skiing centers but more facili-
ties were successively added for all-year round
tourist activities such as hiking and biking. One
of the largest tourist centers and with the fastest
dynamics of growth has developed in the vicinity
of the Czarna Góra Mountain in the Śnieżnik Mas-
sif. The new infrastructure, including new sport
areas, hotels, guesthouses, restaurants and other
services, has developed on the grounds of three
neighboring deserted villages. Two of them (Sienna
and Janowa Góra) had depopulation at the level
of 96-97% and the third one, Biała Woda, lost the en-
tire population and buildings for several decades.
At present, the abandoned areas of the villages
have been entirely transformed by new develop-
ments, and the increase in accommodation (num-
ber of beds) is the largest in the entire Kłodzko
region (Szmytkie & Tomczak 2017). In this case,
the deserted villages and their related arable lands
have received completely new functions and spatial
structure (Fig. 7).
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Fig. 5 Information boards along the historical trail „Nouzin–Ostra Góra”. Source: photo by A. Latocha 2018

Fig. 6 Diverse state of preservation of the sacral architecture. A – Janowa Góra, B – Wrzosówka, C – Jodłów, D – Biała
Woda. Source: photo by A. Latocha 2018–2019

4.7 Villages for sell

In the Kłodzko region a new phenomenon can be ob-
served which is exceptional at the country scale,
although it is common in other countries like Italy

and Spain (Bendix 2019; Devereux 2019). In the re-
cent years the local governments tried to sell the en-
tire areas of the deserted villages to single in-
vestors. The first abandoned village to be sold
was Rogóżka in 2016. There are no new invest-
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Fig. 7 Transformation of Sienna village – pre-war period and nowadays. Source: polska-org.pl (historical photo)
and A. Latocha (2019)

ments there yet, however, the existing spatial de-
velopment plan allows the construction of hous-
ing and infrastructure for permanent residence,
recreation, sport and services. One can probably
expect that the area of the deserted village will
be turned into a tourist/sport/conference/spa com-
plex, especially that it is located in the close vicinity
of the Czarna Góra ski center. In the case of the sec-
ond deserted village (Wrzosówka), after many years

of effort, the local government did not succeed
to sell it to one investor and eventually the land
of the former village was divided into many plots
for sell to individual owners (Fig. 3). There are al-
ready first new houses being constructed at present.
In the case of the third village (Piaskowice) a large
part of it was sold to a single investor while the re-
maining grounds were bought by individual private
owners.
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5 Discussion

The Table 2 shows seemingly contradictory re-
sults such as both re-wilding and stopping/reduc-
tion of the secondary succession occurring in al-
most all the depopulated villages. However, it rep-
resents very well the diversity of the current trans-
formations which can take place in different parts
of the village. Usually, upper parts of the vil-
lages are subject to further encroachment of shrubs
and trees while lower areas have been returned
to use as pastures and hay meadows. In some
places the patches of continuous re-wilding and the
restored agricultural use have a much more com-
plex pattern representing a mosaic of different land
uses (Fig. 3). This pattern is related to the indi-
vidual owners’ decisions rather than to the environ-
mental constraints. Similarly, in the same village
the construction of new houses can be observed
in one part of the settlement while in the other
part the succession of vegetation has still been pro-
gressing into the abandoned fields. The restora-
tion of the sacral landscape is also spatially very
diverse even within the boundary of one village.
It refers mainly to the small-scale sacral archi-
tecture along roadsides, such as crosses, chapels
and statues of the saints. Even the neighboring sites
can be in different state of preservation. Probably
it also reflects very individual decisions of the own-
ers of the nearby homesteads to get involved or not
in the renovation andmaintenance of the sacral site.
What might be surprising is the fact, that there
are abandoned churches which are in ruins nowa-
days although they are located within the villages
which still exist (Marcinków, Janowa Góra). At
the same time there are churches which have been
renovated and returned to their sacral functions al-
though they are located in the remote places with
no permanent inhabitants (Wrzosówka, Karpno).
Similar phenomenon is observed, among others,
in Czechia, as presented on the example of the for-
mer famous Skoky pilgrimage site. It was aban-
doned but it is still visited although its original sym-
bolic value has been re-interpreted for the current
needs of the visitors, which is not only the sacral
but also social and cultural aim of visiting (Kučera
& Kučerová 2012).
The examples presented above prove a high spatial
diversity of the trends, which are currently occur-
ring in the deserted areas. In contrast, other pro-
cesses, such as the development of the new large-
scale tourist infrastructure or selling the entire vil-
lage probably for the same purpose, are centralized
only in one major location (Czarna Góra sport cen-

ter), which covers four neighboring, highly depop-
ulated or deserted villages. Although the construc-
tion of large-scale tourist infrastructure is limited
to one location, it has a huge potential to entirely
transform the landscape of the depopulated areas.
The visual effects of these transformations aremuch
more striking than the much more common con-
struction of new single-family houses or develop-
ment of the secondary succession. They change
the function of the land use completely and the
traces of the past cultural landscape are either
destroyed, removed or are overwhelmed so much
by the new constructions that they are hardly read-
able in the landscape and they lose their cultural,
and spatial context (Fig. 7). According to Antrop
(2002), this can be the example of the extreme con-
trasts in the landscape, where new urban-like con-
structions related to tourism infrastructure are lo-
cated within the traditional rural landscapes, dis-
turbing their spatial order and harmony.
A characteristic feature of the highly depopu-
lated and deserted villages in the Kłodzko region
is that most of them are currently located in ar-
eas covered by various forms of nature protection.
The same trend was noted in the resettled border-
land in Czechia, where more than 40% of the reset-
tled land is now included in some type of protected
areas (Kučera et al. 2008). Additionally, the few
settlements that are located outside the protected
areas have also high landscape and natural values,
primarily due to the mosaic pattern of their land
use, including various stages of secondary succes-
sion of vegetation.
Areas with a high number of ecotones and biotopes,
i.e. traditional cultural landscapes, are gener-
ally characterized by a high degree of biodiver-
sity (Špulerová et al. 2010; Agnoletti 2014) . As
a result of the abandonment, the depopulated ar-
eas have become very valuable in terms of nature,
despite prior intensive human impact. It refers
mainly to the rich-species grasslands which devel-
oped on the abandoned arable land – grasslands
are considered as hotspots of biodiversity in Eu-
rope (Cvitanović et al. 2017). Extensive land
use (hay meadows, cattle grazing) re-introduced
in many areas as part of the agri-environmental
programs (since 2004), is conducive to maintain-
ing not only ecological but also landscape diver-
sity and openness. Nevertheless, the geo-botanical
surveys proved that the abandoned settlements
are able to maintain their biodiversity even long af-
ter the succession has taken over (Latocha et al.
2019). However, this does not change the fact
that for over a century of the ongoing depopula-
tion trend, some other areas of former villages have
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now become forested and gradually lost their bio-
diversity, becoming a “new wilderness” (Bičik et al.
2015). This observations are in line with the contra-
dictory evaluations of the re-vegetation of the aban-
doned areas, which is perceived by some authors
as the positive effects, and by the others – as the
negative phenomena (Lasanta et al. 2015). How-
ever, it should be noted that the recent restora-
tion and current maintenance of many open grass-
lands are entirely related to the support by the EU
subsidies under the agro-environmental schemes,
which is typical for other countries as well (e.g.
Špulerová et al. 2010; Súľovský et al. 2017). It can
be expected that without the subsidies the land will
be abandoned once more and the bio-cultural values
of the traditional rural landscape will be threatened
again (Renwick et al. 2013).
The various forms of nature protection unfortu-
nately are not fully able to limit the negative
trends, such as excessive development of construc-
tion or the lack of adaptation of new buildings to tra-
ditional regional architecture. This is possible only
within the Stołowe Mountains National Park where
the constraints for new commercial investments
are the strongest ones. Thanks to these limitations
the remains of the past cultural landscapes are very
well preserved in many areas within the National
Park (Migoń & Latocha 2013). However, within
other protected areas, such as landscape parks,
areas of the protected landscape or Nature2000,
the restrictions are not that strict and these areas
– due to their high recreational and touristic values
– are recently subject to strong investment pressure
both for individual investors and for large-scale in-
frastructure.
Regarding the rich testimony of the past cultural
landscapes in the deserted villages in the Kłodzko
region, the amount of the educational initiatives,
such as educational paths or information boards
promoting the cultural heritage of the past, seems
still largely insufficient, especially when compared
with the diverse revitalization projects of aban-
doned villages in other countries (Filipe & Mas-
carenhas 2011; Kučera & Kučerová 2012; Di Figlia
2016; Güler & Kâhya 2019). Only one of the two
educational paths (in Czerwony Strumień) is used
on a regular basis by the teachers of the nearby
school as a part of the regional education for local
children. The other one, which is located within
the National Park (Ostra Góra) in a remote area,
is visited by the wandering tourists only by the way,
when hiking along the tourist trail, which runs
through the abandoned village, but it is rather
not the aim of the excursion itself. Similarly, the two
eco-museums are visited only when passing through

the villages and not as the main aims of the visit
to these areas. Moreover, the explanation boards
were created a few years ago and they would need
a renovation by now.
However, given the very recent time since such
projects started to develop, they can be interpreted
as the first signals of the change of perception
of the abandoned settlements and the pre-war her-
itage. It gives hope that such initiatives will be fur-
ther developed not only for the regional educa-
tion of school children, but also for all local inhab-
itants, including the numerous new-settlers from
cities and part-time residents, as well as for tourists
who visit the Kłodzko region in large numbers.
The increase of such educational and commemora-
tive initiatives related to the past cultural heritage
(which is often perceived as a dissonant heritage)
has also been noted in the neighboring Czechia with
similar political history of depopulation and socio-
economic transformations after the 1989 (Spurný
2006; Kučera & Chromý 2012; Kučera & Kučerová
2012). The organization of diverse cultural events
promoting the values of deserted settlements
and the remains of past cultural landscapes has
become a new tradition in some of the depopu-
lated regions in Czechia. For example land art
festivals have been regularly organized in Ralsko
(https://www.landart-ralsko.com/en/) and in Králův
Mlýn (https://konigsmuhle.cz/). Unfortunately, such
cultural and educational cyclic or one-off events like
lectures and exbibitions dedicated to the deserted
villages have not yet been organized in the Kłodzko
region. However, it might be expected that they can
develop in the future based on the recent obser-
vations of the increase in the numbers of the new
local educational initiatives, increase in the inter-
est in local history, as well as the need to develop
the new tourist products. There is already one ex-
ample of such an initiative in other part of the Polish
Sudetes, in highly depopulated town of Miedzianka,
which became famous thanks to a non-fiction book
“Miedzianka – history of a disappearance” (Springer
2011) and the reportage festival has been organized
annually since 2017 in this place (https://www.face-
book.com/MiedziankaFest/).
The analysis of the spatial development documents
and plans show that the new investments, such
as single-family houses and tourist infrastructure,
may largely increase in the near future even in the
deserted villages. In this context, the former settle-
ment would be restored. However, it means neither
the restoration of its previous (pre-war) functions
(agriculture, industry, crafts, weaving) nor an in-
crease in the number of inhabitants. Currently,
a significant part of the depopulated villages be-
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gin to function primarily as tourist attractive ar-
eas and a large share of the new houses serve
recreational purposes as second homes, guest-
houses or homes for rent, which is a typical
trend in many regions with attractive landscapes.
The recreational and tourism functions are very
often proposed as the most common strategies
for revival of the abandoned villages in various
countries (Filipe & Mascarenhas 2011; Di Figlia
2016; Jaszczak et al. 2018). Unfortunately, many
of the new buildings in the study area do not fol-
low the traditional style of the regional architec-
ture and they are not well integrated into the land-
scape which disturb the spatial order of the cultural
landscape and landscape character. It is in con-
trast with the neighboring Czech villages where
most of the buildings, including the new ones,
preserve the outlines of the traditional architec-
ture. It should be mentioned that the development
of recreational buildings on the Polish and Czech
side of the border had a completely different course.
On the Czech side, the popularity of second homes
has been recorded since the 1960s, and - in con-
trast to the Polish side - in most cases they were
old, pre-war buildings (Fialová 2003; Vágner et al.
2011). This allowed to maintain traditional build-
ings and prevent mass construction of the new
buildings, which is observed in the recent years
on the Polish side where the second homes “boom”
started only in the 2000s.

6 Conclusions

The abandoned villages in the Kłodzko region fol-
low diverse trends in their current transforma-
tions, which are also observed or proposed as the
strategies for conservation or revival in other aban-
doned areas (Di Figlia 2016, Güler & Kâhya 2019).
The processes occurring in the studied villages
are spatially very diverse, in terms of both the type
of phenomena and their dynamics. These processes
often co-occur with each other and they are di-
verse in different parts of the village. In con-
trast, some villages are characterized by only one
of the presented phenomena. These various trends
show how diverse the current development paths
of the depopulated areas can be. The very large va-
riety of socio-economic processes observed nowa-
days in the abandoned areas results in various ef-
fects of landscape transformations. The basic land-
scape change that can already be observed in many
of the depopulated villages is the transformation
of the settlement structure. In the future, one can
expect this trend to increase.

The results of the presented study prove that in the
current transformations of the deserted villages
the main focus is on local economy and/or nature
protection while the cultural landscape of the aban-
doned areas is hardly appreciated as an important
value itself. Although there are some recent posi-
tive signs of an increase in the interest in the history
of the region and of the re-appreciation and promo-
tion of the pre-war heritage, there are still numer-
ous sites which are forgotten and neglected. There
are many more places that would ideally serve ed-
ucational purposes to make both local inhabitants
and tourists aware of the complex history of the re-
gion and the richness of the preserved cultural land-
scape, which reflect the close relationship between
past human activities and the resulting landscape
features.
It can be expected that the potential paths of further
transformations of depopulated areas would bemul-
tidirectional with the tendency to process polariza-
tion. While some areas will be subject to an in-
creased human pressure, especially due to the new
developments in housing, the other areas would re-
main out of the way allowing for using their po-
tential as “archives” of traditional cultural land-
scapes. Therefore one can expect that the increas-
ing loss of the cultural landscapes in some places
will be accompanied with the increasing apprecia-
tion of the cultural heritage preserved in the land-
scape in other sites.
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