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INFLUENCE OF SPECIAL ECONOMIC ZONES ON UNEMPLOYMENT IN POLAND

Анотація. Ідея створення адміністративно відмінних особливих економічних зон в Польщі була пов’язана 

з намаганням структурувати безробіття в регіонах, особливо вражених цим явищем. 90-ті роки є періодом, 

коли багато польських компаній в контакті з ринковою економікою та зовнішньою конкуренцію не витри-

мали випробування часом. Технологічна відсталість і низька ефективність виробництва стали причиною 

того, що багато польських підприємств повинні були припинити свою діяльність, що призвело до величезного 

зростання безробіття. Одна з ідей, щоб зменшити цю проблему і підтримати менш розвинені регіони, поля-

гає у створенні особливих економічних зон, тобто адміністративно розділених частин Польщі, призначених 

для запуску економічної діяльності в більш вигідних умовах. Метою цієї статті є спроба оцінити особливі 

економічні зони як інструмент втручання в ринок праці. Крім того, у цій статті розглянуто історію та 

принципи інвестування у спеціальні економічні зони в Польщі.

Ключові слова: особливі економічні зони, безробіття, ринок праці, розвиток.

Summary. The idea of creation of administratively distinctive special economic zones in Poland was linked with 

attempt to create structural unemployment in regions specially stricken with this phenomenon. 1990s are a period, in 

which a lot of Polish companies in contact with a market economy and outside competition could not stand the test of 

time. Technological backwardness and low production efficiency caused that many Polish businesses had to collapse, 

what resulted in huge rise of unemployment. One of ideas to soften this problem and support of the less developed regions 

was to create special economic zones i. e. administratively separated parts of Poland designated to run economic activity 

in more profitable conditions. The goal of this article is an attempt to evaluate special economic zones as instruments of 

intervention in the labour market. Additionally in this article there was introduced a history and principles of investing 

in special economic zones in Poland.

Key words: special economic zones, unemployment, labour market, development.

Introduction
The idea of creating special economic zones as se-

parated areas within the territory of the country with spe-

cial conditions for economic activity, was present already 

in Roman times (beginning of free ports), and late in Me-

dieval Ages (Hanseatic League). The first economic zone 

in the present meaning of this word was duty-free zone 

of Puerto Rico, founded in 1951 [1]. From 1970s the 

idea has found broad application in many regions of the 

world, specially in developing countries of South-East 

Asia, and recently in countries of the former Eastern 

Bloc. According to estimates of the World Bank, over 

the world there are 3000 areas with free zone charac-

ter. Investing prompts offered in free zone are among 

others: tax reduction or exemption, possibility for 

increased amortization and investment grants. Accor-

ding to assumptions, free economic zones should at-

tract direct foreign investment, and resulting from them 

with increase of export in national trade balance as well 

as creation of the new working places.

In Poland SSE arose in 1990s and was linked 

with an attempt to lower structural unemployment 
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in regions specially struck with this phenomenon. To 

achieve this goal, investments (including foreign in-

vestment were to be directed to less developer regions, 

through guaranties for entrepreneurs better conditions 

of economic activity, their exemption from income tax 

in particular. In return entrepreneurs were to realize 

new economic enterprises and create new working 

places [2]. Besides profits arising from creation of new 

working places, economy of our country was to take 

advantage of new technology transfer. It is necessary 

to mention that it was a period in which great numbers 

of Polish companies in contact with market economy 

and outside competition do not withstand the test of 

time. Outdated technologies and low production effi-

ciency caused that many Polish companies had to col-

lapse, what caused big increase of unemployed.

Special economic zones as instrument of fighting 
unemployment

Stating the precise and universal definition of 

unemployment is difficult, because it is a complex and 

multi-aspect phenomenon. Other meaning is given to 

unemployment by an economist or social politician, 

and other by lawyer, sociologist, psychologist or polito-

logist. In subjective meaning unemployment is treated 

as an analytic category of the labour market and means 

unrealized supply of labour being a result of inequality 

between labour suppy (labour resources) and of labour 

demand (labour places). This meaning, showing clearly 

the reasons of the phenomenon, unemployment pre-

sents itself as an economic problem. The state possesses 

many instruments and possibilities of interventions on 

labour market. Traditionally understood labour market 

policy set its goal as solving structural and social prob-

lems of labour market. Its treated as a kind of state in-

tervention used in case of lack of equilibrium on labour 

market. Active instruments of labour market policy are 

directed mainly on preparation of unemployed to ac-

cess or re-access the labour market, passive — fulfill 

covering function. One of instruments possessed by the 

state are special economic zones.

The regulation of 20 October 1994 about special 

economic zones defines the term of a special econo-

mic zone. According to Article 2 of the above men-

tioned regulation ‘Special economic zone, later called 

‘zone», is an isolated, uninhabited part of the territory 

of the Republic of Poland, where economic activity can 

be led according to rules set by the regulation’. Entre-

preneurs functioning in zones take advantage of a 

certain system of preferences because of investment 

costs incurred and creation of new working places. 

The best incentive to function in special economic zo-

nes is opportunity to use public help given in form of 

exemption from income tax. A condition for getting 

this public help is investing minimum 25 % of costs. 

Additional obligations is to maintain sponsored invest-

ment or working places for at least 5 years regarding a 

big business and 3 years regarding small and medium 

businesses. The amount of public help depends on 

qualified costs incurred by the entrepreneur but also 

on maximum intensity of help present in the region. 

Additionally, the help depends on size of the supported 

company. Small business can get additional 20 percen-

tage points more and medium 10 points respectively.

To get the above described help, the entrepreneur 

must previously obtain a permission for economic 

activity in area of the zone. Such permission is issued 

by zone supervisor in form of a bid or negotiations.

History of special economic zones in Poland started 

in 1994 in a moment of issuing the regulation mentio-

ned on 20 Oct 1994 about special economic zones. The 

regulation sets rules and process of setting special eco-

nomic zones on the territory of the Republic of Poland, 

managing such zones and specific rules and conditions 

of leading economic activity in their area [3]. The regu-

lation has been amended twice — on 2 October 2003 and 

30 May 2008 [4]. One of the basic changes introduced by 

last amendment was enlargement of summary area limit 

of zones in Poland from 12 to 20 thousand hectares.

The consecutive legal acts regulating activity of 

special economic zones in Poland are regulation of 

the Council of Ministers concerning particular zones. 

These regulations define borders of each zone and pe-

riod of functioning. Next regulations issued individu-

ally for each zone of 2 July 2009 entrust the managing 

partnerships with provision of permissions for activity 

in special economic zones and execution of control of 

execution of permission conditions.

In connection with introducing a new Polish 

Classification of Goods and Services — entered by a 

regulation of the Council of Ministers of 29 October 

2008 (PKWiU) (Dz. U. No 207, position 1293, with 

later amendments) — it was necessary to adjust to it 

of two regulations concerning zones: the first: Regula-

tion of the Council of Ministers of 10 December 2008 on 

criteria which fulfilment makes possible to acquire some 

grounds by a special economic zone — the document in-

forms about criteria which fulfilment lets cover by a 

zone of grounds which owner or eternal user is not a 

manager of a special economic zone, State Treasury, 

territorial self-government unit or communal associa-

tion. The second one is a regulation of the Council of 

Ministers on 10 December 2008 about public help for 

entrepreneurs acting on permission for economic activity 

on territory of special economic zones — the regulation 

makes rules of activity in special economic zones more 

precise, such as cost qualified for covering with help, 

types of activities for which permission is not issued, 

maximum amount of public help, which can be given 

to an entrepreneur leading an economic activity on 

territory of a zone under permission. Appropriate work 

on changes of these regulations started in 2009. Regu-

lations changing the above regulations were accepted 

by the Council of Ministers on 26 January 2010, and 

started to bound on 2 February 2010 [5].

In association with new regulations from 2008 ex-

tending area of special economic zones to 20 thousand 
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hectares and extension of period of zones functioning 

until 31 December 2020 the Council of Ministers ac-

cepted as binding from 27 January 2009 Concept of de-

velopment of special economic zones — setting rules of 

including new areas to zones. In the document special 

stress was put on definition of investments specially 

demanded by the state economy, intending to opti-

mize effects of new zones creating. As a result, invest-

ments qualified to be supported by special economic 

zones were acknowledged the following:

a) innovative

b) realized in priority sectors

c) supporting cluster development, industrial and 

technological parks

d) extending industrialization level of less develo-

ped regions

e) creating a certain number of working places 

or with certain minimal costs of qualified invest-

ments — depending on unemployment rate in a ter-

ritorial unit [6].

Because of the volume of this study only the last 

criterion, new working places creation will be intro-

duced. According to authors of the Concept in regions 

of relatively high unemployment rate, specially in 

voievodships of eastern Poland it is necessary to sup-

port development of small and medium companies 

using a rule, that the higher unemployment rate, the 

softest criteria of investment location. According to 

the above the criterion of unemployment rate is regar-

ded as fulfilled when:

— for areas being property of the zone manager, 

State Treasury or territorial self-government unit, com-

munal association or being in eternal use of the manager:

1) in a powiat, where unemployment rate is equal 

or lower than national average, the entrepreneur obli-

ges himself to create at least 120 new working places or 

incur costs of the qualified investment in amount of at 

least 35 mil PLN;

2) in a powiat, where unemployment rate is higher 

than national average but not higher than 130 % the 

entrepreneur obliges himself to create at least 70 wor-

king places or incur costs of the qualified investment in 

amount of at least 25 mil PLN;

3) in a powiat, where unemployment rate is higher 

than 130 % but lower than 160 % of national average 

the entrepreneur obliges himself to create at least 50 

new working places or incur costs of the qualified in-

vestment in amount not less than 13 mil PLN;

4) in a powiat, where unemployment rate is 

higher than 160 % but not higher 200 % of national 

average the entrepreneur is obliged to create at least 25 

working places of the qualified investment in amount 

at least 2.5 mil PLN;

5) in a powiat, where unemployment rate is higher 

than 200 % of national average the entrepreneur is ob-

liged to create at least 15 working places or incur costs 

of the qualified investment in amount at least 1 mil 

PLN [7], [8], [9].

— for areas being property (eternal use) other 

subjects than a zone manager, State Treasury or terri-

torial self-government unit, communal association or 

being in eternal use of the zone manager

a) in a powiat, where unemployment rate is equal 

or lower than 60 % of national average, the entrepre-

neur obliges himself to create at least 500 new working 

places or incur costs of the qualified investment in 

amount of at least 350 mil PLN;

b) in a powiat, where unemployment rate is higher 

than 60 % but not higher as the national average, the 

entrepreneur obliges himself to create at least 250 new 

working places or incur costs of the qualified invest-

ment in amount of at least 155 mil PLN;

c) in a powiat, where unemployment rate is higher 

than national average but not higher 130 % of national 

average, the entrepreneur obliges himself to create at 

least 200 new working place or incur costs of the qua-

lified investment in amount of at least 138 mil PLN;

d) in a powiat, where unemployment rate is higher 

than 130 % but not higher than 160 % of national ave-

rage, the entrepreneur obliges himself to create at least 

170 new working places or incur costs of the qualified 

investment in amount of at least 120 mil PLN;

e) in a powiat, where unemployment rate is higher 

than 160 % but not higher than 200 % of national ave-

rage, the entrepreneur obliges himself to create at least 

150 new working places or incur costs of the qualified 

investment in amount of at least 100 mil PLN;

f) in a powiat, where unemployment rate is higher 

than 200 % but not higher than 250 % of national ave-

rage, the entrepreneur obliges himself to create at least 

100 new working places or incur costs of the qualified 

investment in amount of at least 70 mil PLN;

g) in a powiat, where unemployment rate is higher 

than 250 % of national average, the entrepreneur obli-

ges himself to create at least 50 new working places or 

incur costs of the qualified investment in amount of at 

least 17 mil PLN [10], [11], [12].

In 2010, there were amended 14 regulations of 

Minister of Economy of 15 November 2004 about bids 

and negotiations for evaluation criteria for economic 

enterprises, which were to be undertaken by investors 

in the particular zones. The amendment consists in 

extending of document catalogue which a big entre-

preneur was obliged to submit with the offer placed to 

a bid or negotiation, with a document confirming ful-

filment of one or more criteria considering the incen-

tive effect. The Minister of Economy issued 14 regu-

lations changing the above on 19 May 2010. The new 

regulation started to bind on 3 July 2010 [13].

Effects of SSE functioning in Poland
The first zone in Poland was established in 1995 

and it was a zone in Mielec. The youngest is the Cra-

cow zone which started activity in 1998. The Cracow 

zone was the 17th one which emerged between 1995–

1998. In practice two zones did not start activity and 

were cancelled (Mazowiecka and Częstochowska zo-
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nes), and the next two (Żarnowiec and Tczew zones) 

were merged into one — Pomorska Special Econo-

mic Zone. Currently in Poland there are operating 14 

special economic zones.

According to the state on 31 December 2011 Spe-

cial Economic Zones covered grounds localized in 143 

towns and 203 communities of total area of 15 045,79 ha.

The issue of creation of new working places is one of 

the basic if not the most important decisions about cre-

ation of a special economic zone. Only a place offering 

proper human potential can presently and in the nearest 

future become a zone. This happens because of a simple 

reason: there will not arise a company which needs human 

labour in a place where does not exist working force [14].

Table 1

Working places in SSE

Item Zone
31.12.2009 r. 31.12.2010 r. 31.12.2011 r.

Employment 
dynamics totally

(previous year = 100 %)

Total Preserved New Total Preserved New Total Preserved New
2010/
2009

2011/
2010

1 Kamiennogórska 4 087 271 3 816 4 349 273 4 076 4 618 205 4 413 106,4 106,2
2 Katowicka 40 724 9 041 31 683 43 473 9 181 34 292 48 541 10 861 37 680 106,8 111,7

3
Kostrzyńsko-

Słubicka
15 601 5 285 10 316 17 252 5 309 11 943 19 089 6 720 12 369 110,6 110,6

4 Krakowska 8 594 2 456 6 138 8 936 2 515 6 421 9 790 2 755 7 035 104,0 109,6
5 Legnicka 8 079 267 7 812 8 803 254 8 549 9 300 254 9 046 109,0 105,6
6 Łódzka 20 844 6 202 14 642 23 248 6 531 16 717 24 824 6 733 18 091 111,5 106,8
7 Mielecka 15 558 3 605 11 953 16 516 3 827 12 689 18 387 3 822 14 565 106,2 111,3
8 Pomorska 19 013 5 154 13 859 19 275 4 987 14 288 18 812 3 702 15 110 101,4 97,6
9 Słupska 2 383 729 1 654 2 683 723 1 960 3 390 804 2 586 112,6 126,4

10 Starachowicka 6 512 3 421 3 091 6 349 3 403 2 946 7 270 3 183 4 087 97,5 114,5
11 Suwalska 5 026 133 4 893 5 471 401 5 070 5 452 188 5 264 108,9 99,7
12 Tarnobrzeska 23 335 6 660 16 675 27 832 7 749 20 083 28 710 7 863 20 847 119,3 103,2
13 Wałbrzyska 28 473 9 544 18 929 30 057 7 545 22 512 31 276 6 756 24 520 105,6 104,1

14
Warmińsko — 

Mazurska
9 799 4 819 4 980 10 558 4 963 5 595 12 135 4 896 7 239 107,8 114,9

Razem 208 028 57 587 150 441224 802 57 661 167 141241 594 58 742 182 852 108,1 107,5
Source: MINISTRY OF ECONOMY: Information about realization of regulation about special economic zones. State on 31 De-

cember 2011), Warszawa 2012, page 14.

Because of creation of zones in areas of high unem-

ployment, an important and easy measured zone effec-

tiveness criterion is the number of new working places.

Table 1 shows information about the number of 

working places in particular zones between 2009–2011 

and about employment dynamics. Investors acting in 

the zones employed totally over 241 thousand employe-

es, where over 75 % were new working places, i. e. cre-

ated after getting permissions. In 2011 the number of 

working places increased with 7,5 %, while in 2010 it 

increased with 8,1 % comparing to the previous year. In 

the same period the average employment in sector of 

companies in Poland increased with 2,3 %. The biggest 

increase of working places were recorded in Słupska 

Zone — 26,4 %, Warmińsko-Mazurska — 14,9 % and 

Starachowicka — 14,5 %. The only decrease was recor-

ded in case of Suwalska Zone — by 0,3 % and Pomorska 

Zone — by 2,4 %. The biggest number of new working 

places was create by entrepreneurs acting in Katowicka 

Zone. This zone created over 20 % of working places 

in all zones. The next positions were taken by zones of: 

Wałbrzyska (over 13 % of all working places), Tarno-

brzeska (nearly 12,0 %), Łódzka (over 10 %).

Conclusion
Over 241 thousand of employees is surely a me-

aningful number for a labour market. We can boldly 

risk a statement, that activity of special economic zo-

nes caused positive results on labour market. But if we 

use employment rate to evaluate changes then it ap-

pears that development in this area was not specially 

big, because most investments flowed to metropolitan 

areas. Nevertheless you can indicate examples of re-

gions where outside capital inflow was accompanied 

by growing work activity of population. Undoubtedly, 

for labour market it was significant that in some com-

munities the number of labour places generated made 

real possibility for finding employment. The meaning 

of special economic zones for labour market can be 

evidenced by the fact that in some communities num-

bers of new created working places reached over the 

half of the number of employed people [15].

The additional, very significant factor which must 

be taken into account is fact, that increase of employ-

ment in zones influences employment growth in zone 

nearby areas. This is due to the fact that work force 

in zones generates demand for certain products and 

services which somebody must produce. There are 

estimates saying that each 1000 working places created 

in a zone results in next 350 in its surrounding [16].

On the other side there is a threat of appearing 

so called enclave effect. It appears when companies in 

zones take advantage of lower taxes and labour force 

but get provisions and sell goods outside the region. 

In this way the region practically does not receive any 

profits associated with existence of a special economic 

zone, except for lower unemployment rate [17]. Such 
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situation breaks principles of free market and compe-

tition, what can negatively influence other economic 

subjects functionining in the area but outside the zone 

and thus not having privileges and zone exemptions.

In order to assess special economic zones as an in-

strument of a regional policy, it would be necessary to 

know costs associated with their functioning. Unfortu-

nately there is no information about it, until now profits 

and costs of functioning of special economic zones have 

not been assessed yet. Such calculation should take into 

account the amount of the central and regional budget 

losses in form of tax exemptions (revenue tax — sta-

te, fixed property taxes — self-governments), but also 

grants for investments and creation of new working 

place, and what surely constitutes quite big item, costs 

spent on infrastructure investments.

It is necessary to pay attention to the fact that not 

always positive changes in a region which seemed to be 

associated with zones, were results of functioning of 

special economic zones. There are many examples of 

creation of special economic zones on areas attractive 

for investment (sub-zones operate in Warszawa, Łodź, 

Poznań and Wrocław).
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