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Abstract: The revitalisation of small towns is an attempt to find multi-directional solutions to
numerous social, economic, and spatial problems. Properly planned and coordinated actions aimed
at the renewal and countering of social exclusion through corrective interventions. Although there
is a wealth of research on the significance of revitalisation projects in improving the quality of life
for residents in large cities, there is a visible gap regarding the development of models based on the
principles of “slow” and “liveability” in small towns. This article presents the results of observations
regarding the actual conditions for the development of Cittaslow cities and the possibilities for
development based on the assumptions outlined in the strategic documents of these cities, as well as
the benefits resulting from projects implemented within the Supralocal Revitalisation Program (SLRP).
The study initially identifies the main strategic assumptions and then analyses their connections with
the revitalisation effects carried out within the SLRP. The analysis encompassed all projects aimed
at solving social problems in fourteen cities in the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship (Poland). The
research included an evaluation of the assumptions regarding the directions of development arising
from the provisions in the strategic documents (first stage) and a qualitative assessment based on
interviews with local experts (second stage). The results indicate that the experts’ opinions differ
partly from the project effects assumed in the documents. This applies primarily to the possibility of
basing on the project results when formulating development models of the analysed Cittaslow towns.
The results of these studies can serve as a basis for verifying the goals set in the SLRP, and based on
them, for future projects and recommendations concerning the revitalisation of other Cittaslow cities
in the region, as well as small towns in Europe and around the world.

Keywords: revitalisation; small town networks; Cittaslow; models of small towns; regional development

1. Introduction

Revitalisation of small towns is a multifaceted endeavour that requires a strategic com-
bination of infrastructural development, community engagement, local entrepreneurship
support, and preservation of cultural heritage. Small towns need to have a clear vision of
what they want to achieve and a plan for how to reach there. The vision and plan should
involve input from all stakeholders and should address issues such as economic develop-
ment, infrastructure improvement, and community building [1,2]. Small towns rely heavily
on local businesses and supporting them is critical for the town’s economic success. This
can involve providing incentives for businesses to locate or expand in the town, promoting
local businesses through marketing and events, and providing training and support for
entrepreneurs [3]. Infrastructure improvements, such as upgrading roads, sidewalks, and
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public spaces, can make the town more attractive to residents and visitors. This can also
involve investing in green infrastructure, such as green areas and trails, which can enhance
the quality of life in the town [4]. Small towns thrive when residents are actively engaged
in community life. Encouraging community involvement can lead to creating opportunities
for residents to participate in local events and organisations, as well as providing forums
for community discussion and decision-making. Especially Cittaslow towns often have
a unique character and charm that can be leveraged to attract visitors and businesses.
This can involve preserving historic buildings and landmarks, promoting local arts and
culture, and celebrating the town’s history and heritage [3,5]. Overall, revitalising small
towns requires a collaborative effort that involves a range of stakeholders and addresses
a variety of issues [6]. By developing a clear vision plan, supporting local businesses, in-
vesting in infrastructure, encouraging community involvement, and enhancing the town’s
unique character, small towns can thrive and become vibrant and prosperous communities.
Modelling small towns using various tools and techniques to analyse and understand the
dynamics of the town’s systems, such as its economic, social, and physical systems [1,7].

The research presented in the article is a continuation of a broader look at the issue of
the effectiveness of the implemented revitalisation activities and the benefits of Cittaslow
city revitalisation programs. Our previous research focused on the issues of changes in
public spaces [8,9] and sustainable transport [10]. The research aimed to define the role of
the revitalisation program in comparison to the model of development of Cittaslow towns
in the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship (Poland).

Analyses were conducted to answer the main questions:

• Were the prepared and implemented projects under SLRP in the analysed Cittaslow
towns linked to the development models outlined in the strategic documents of these
towns?

• Did the implemented projects correspond to the main directions outlined in their
development strategies, or did they pertain to completely different directions?

• Did the implemented projects under the SLRP bring about a change in the main
development directions of these cities?

• Will the implemented projects under the SLRP help in creating development models
based on their specificity and evolving functions?

The results can serve as a cornerstone for crafting strategies for revitalisation initia-
tives and projecting future sustainable developments. They offer examined instances and
suggestions for reinvigorating not just other Cittaslow towns in the vicinity but also small
communities across Europe and globally.

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 includes a literature review; Section 3 de-
scribes the assumptions for implementation and management of SLRP; Section 4 describes
methods that were applied in the research and the materials that were used to perform the
analyses; Section 5 contains results of the research; the discussion and conclusions of the
obtained results are presented in Sections 6 and 7.

2. Literature Review

Cittaslow is a movement that began in Italy in 1999 to promote a slower, more sustain-
able way of life in cities and towns. Cittaslow towns are those with a maximum population
of up to 50,000 inhabitants. The movement emphasises the importance of quality of life,
environmental sustainability, and preserving local culture and traditions [3,11]. To become
a Cittaslow town, the first step is to join the Cittaslow network. This involves meeting
the network’s criteria, which include a commitment to promoting a slower way of life,
protecting the environment, preserving local culture and traditions, and promoting healthy
food and agriculture. Overall, developing Cittaslow towns involves a commitment to sus-
tainability, quality of life, and preserving local culture and traditions [12,13]. By joining the
network, conducting a self-assessment, developing an action plan, implementing strategies,
monitoring progress, and sharing successes, towns can become vibrant, sustainable, and
resilient communities [14–16]. By focusing on the town’s unique strengths and character,
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and by working collaboratively to create a more sustainable and liveable community, a
Cittaslow town can become a model for sustainable development and a desirable place to
live, work, and visit [17–21].

Revitalising Cittaslow towns involves taking steps to address challenges that may be
hindering the town’s sustainability and liveability and building on the town’s strengths to
create a more vibrant and prosperous community.

There are some common strategies for revitalising Cittaslow towns such as:

• Enhance public spaces: Public spaces are important for promoting social cohesion
and community engagement. Revitalisation efforts can focus on enhancing public
spaces, such as parks, plazas, and streets, to create attractive and welcoming spaces
that encourage residents to gather and interact.

• Support local businesses: Local businesses are key to the town’s economic vitality
and can be supported through initiatives such as business incubators, small business
grants, and the promotion of local products and services. Supporting local businesses
can also help to retain the town’s unique character and sense of place.

• Promote sustainable transportation: Sustainable transportation, such as cycling, walk-
ing, and public transit, can reduce traffic congestion and air pollution, and promote a
healthier lifestyle. Revitalisation efforts can focus on creating safe and accessible in-
frastructure for sustainable transportation and on promoting its use through education
and marketing campaigns.

• Preserve local culture and heritage: Local culture and heritage are important for
creating a sense of place and community identity. Revitalisation efforts can focus on
preserving and promoting local traditions, such as food, crafts, music, and festivals.

• Engage the community: Engaging the community is critical for the success of revitali-
sation efforts. Community engagement can involve public meetings, workshops, and
surveys to gather input and feedback from residents and to encourage participation in
revitalisation initiatives [13,22–25].

Revitalising Cittaslow towns involves the three pillars of sustainability, namely en-
vironmental, social, and economic [26]. Revitalisation is an extensive and complex un-
dertaking that extends beyond merely renovating or modernising individual buildings or
entire urban areas, although these efforts are crucial aspects of the revitalisation process.
It should always involve the holistic “revival” of deteriorated city parts, including reno-
vation, renewal, reconstruction, and modernisation of physical infrastructure, alongside
addressing other dysfunctional elements across social, cultural, ecological, functional, and
spatial dimensions [27]. By building on the town’s strengths and engaging the community
in revitalisation efforts, a Cittaslow town can become a more vibrant, sustainable, and
liveable community [28]. The importance of the Cittaslow movement and related issues,
including revitalisation [12], is of increasing interest to researchers. Researchers in various
European countries and around the world analyse the relationship between the develop-
ment of these small towns and the need to introduce diverse strategies, methods, and tools
in spatial, environmental, social, and economic terms. Examples of such studies can be
seen in Italy [29–32], Germany [20,33], Poland [5,8–11,28,34–37], the UK [38], Ireland [39],
Spain [40] and Scandinavian countries [41,42], Turkey [43,44], USA [45], Australia [46,47],
New Zealand [48], South Korea [49], etc.

Programs and projects involving the revitalisation of small towns, apart from diag-
nosing problems and proposing corrective changes in a short period, usually as soon as
possible, should contain appropriate references to the development of these towns in a
long-term context. For this purpose, studies and scenarios in the field of development
vision are helpful. The most important benefits from the implementation of regional and
local foresight projects, including small towns, should concern:

• creating conditions for sustainable development [50],
• building local networks of connections aimed at developing interactions between the

main socio-economic factors,
• determining the direction of social integration and creating a responsible society,
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• promoting the competitiveness of small towns,
• identification of priority investment goals that are socially acceptable,
• determination of challenges, opportunities, and threats for the region, thus providing

specific knowledge for local and regional policy makers [51].

In 2019, the Polish Economic Institute conducted a foresight study. The aim of the
study was to develop scenarios for the development of small towns in the perspective of
2035 [52]. Cities were divided into three groups due to selected features related to their
socio-economic situation (Table 1).

Table 1. Characteristics of development scenarios.

Group Number of Cities Current Features Development Scenario until 2035

Cities in need of a
development impulse 54

Poor economic situation. Unfavourable
demographic situation.

Highly active local leaders and elites.
High level of investment expenditure.

Cooperation and use of internal potentials
and external opportunities.

Cities of missed
opportunities 88

Relatively high self-esteem. Good economic
situation with a high level of

entrepreneurship in the local community.
Stable demographic situation.

Poor housing conditions.

High competitiveness compared to cities.
Highly active local leaders and elites.

Cooperation of the local government with
local business, NPOs, cultural institutions, etc.

Cities of good life 63

High entrepreneurship and a good situation
in the labour market. Good or very good

housing conditions. Care for the
environment, culture, and space.

High level of investment expenditure.
Low outflow of residents.
Good financial situation.

Source: own elaboration of authors based on the Polish Economic Institute [52].

3. Main Assumptions for the Implementation and Management of SLRP

SLRP is a framework document with operational elements, based on individual Local
Revitalisation Programs (LRP), which have been individually developed for each city. The
aim of the SLRP of the Cittaslow network of cities is still the parallel, coordinated, and
targeted revitalisation of the cities included in the network in Warmia and Mazury. All
these cities are to maintain their unique character and value, while ensuring a similar
quality of life for their residents. It should be noted, however, that joint and parallel action
in all 14 cities is intended to be much more visible and identifiable than individual LRP
processes. Such coordination of activities will also allow for building a common image of
the cities. Thanks to this, the Cittaslow chain can continue to build a coherent brand of
small urban centres with sustainable development and special natural and historical values.
Joint and consistent revitalisation activities of all centres are to improve the quality of life
of residents further effectively within the SLRP of the Cittaslow city network.

The organisation implementing the SLRP of the Cittaslow network in 2014 is the “Polish
Cittaslow Cities” Association, which is a member of the global network. The Association
includes the cities included in this study, while in 2019 another SLRP was implemented for a
total of 19 cities (including 5 new ones). Our study is based on SLRP 2014 due to the possibility
of verifying the completed and implemented projects after 9 years, as 3 years seems to be
insufficient to evaluate the program.

SLRP is a multi-term document, defining goals and action programs for several
years, and therefore requires systematic work on the quality and consistency of the tasks
performed. Implementation of the program covering 14 cities requires defining the rules
for the implementation of projects and investment projects resulting from it.

The program implementation process is a complex task that requires crucial informa-
tion preparation and constant communication with stakeholders. The implementation of
SLRP is also automatically connected with evaluation, which will be based on obtaining
objective information about its course, effects, and public perception.

The SLRP program prepared by the association is financed with a total budget of
51.1 million EUR from the Regional Program for the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship



Sustainability 2024, 16, 4459 5 of 21

(RPO WiM 2014–2020) [19]. The association Cittaslow Towns from Warmia and Mazury
received from the Marshal Office a total of 51.1 million EUR from the “Regional Operational
Program of the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship” for the years of 2014–2020 toward a
comprehensive revitalisation of the towns belonging to this association under the “SLRP of
Cittaslow network”. Under the assumptions regarding cooperation between the authorities
of individual cities and the society, it can be read that revitalisation working groups are
responsible for this cooperation. On the other hand, one representative from the working
group of each city was elected to the working group at the level of the Cittaslow network.
In the next stage, the working groups developed integrated investment projects.

The development of the SLRP document was based on documents of local strategic
programs of these 14 cities (indicated in Section 4.2.1), and the role of the program coor-
dinator is performed by the Association of Polish Cities of the Cittaslow Network. The
coordinator is responsible for implementing the program. The coordinator’s tasks include
approval of the SLRP after attaining approval of the components by the individual cities,
signing an agreement with the managing authority for the implementation of the SLRP,
collecting reports on project implementation and reporting to the managing authority, and
monitoring the implementation of assumptions. Tasks related to the implementation of
individual projects entered into the LRP, as well as social participation resulting from the
provisions, preparation of application documents and supervision of the application pro-
cess, as well as reporting the need to update the tasks provided for in the LRP and ongoing
analysis of the degree of implementation of tasks are the responsibility of the mayors of the
individual cities. Revitalisation committees are another unit managing the method of SLRP
implementation. Their task is to accept periodic and final reports on the implementation
of individual projects on a city scale, monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of projects,
consider proposals for changes to the program, update project proposals, including new
ones or replace them, evaluate priority and less significant tasks, and submit them to the
mayor for an update on the projects. At the city level, there is also a revitalisation working
group consisting of employees of the office responsible for collecting information from
project managers implementing revitalisation projects under LRP. Project managers, on
the other hand, manage individual projects, develop and submit applications, and control
formal issues, e.g., compliance with the LRP, commission project tasks, control the progress
of project work, settle the project (Figure 1).
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4. Materials and Methods
4.1. Study Area

Fourteen towns from Northeastern Poland in the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship
were selected for the study (Figure 2). These cities were selected for the analysis because
they are members of the Association of Cittaslow Towns in the Warmian–Masurian Voivod-
ship, they are located in one region, their spatial, economic, and social specificity are similar,
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and they include a joint SRLP program from 2014 [53], based on which they could apply
for joint financing of projects in individual cities. These include Barczewo, Biskupiec, Bisz-
tynek, Dobre Miasto, Gołdap, Górowo Iławeckie, Lidzbark Warmiński, Lubawa, Nidzica,
Nowe Miasto Lubawskie, Olsztynek, Pasym, Reszel, Ryn.
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4.2. Research Stages and Methods

The research was divided into two stages (Figure 3). In the first, the literature on
the subject, as well as monographic and cartographic documents concerning the towns
of Cittaslow, were studied. In the second stage, the authors conducted a detailed experts
interview according to a previously prepared protocol of questions and topics.
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4.2.1. Stage I—Analysis of Documents Related to Strategies of Development of
Selected Towns

In the first stage, documents such as the Strategy for Socio-Economic Development
of the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship until 2025 [54], the Regional Operational Program
for the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship for 2014–2020 [55], and the Spatial Development
Plan for the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship [56] were analysed. Then, the Strategy for the
Development of Towns and Municipalities of all 14 analysed cities was analysed (Table 2).
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The next step was to refer to the provisions of the LRP of the analysed cities and the SLRP,
in the context of the analysis of the selection of priority directions in development by these
cities after the revitalisation.

Table 2. Analysed documents from selected towns.

Town The Title of the Document Years

Barczewo
LRP of the Municipality of Barczewo as part of the SLRP 2016–2023

Development Strategy of the Municipality of Barczewo for the years 2015–2025 2015–2025

Biskupiec
LRP of the Municipality of Biskupiec as part of the SLRP 2007–2015

Development Strategy of the Municipality of Biskupiec for the years 2014–2020 2014–2020

Bisztynek
LRP of the Municipality of Bisztynek as part of the SLRP 2016–2023

Development Program of the Municipality and Town of Bisztynek until 2025 2020–2025

Dobre Miasto
LRP of the Municipality of Dobre Miasto as part of the SLRP 2016–2023

Development Strategy of the Municipality of Dobre Miasto until the year 2020 2016–2020

Gołdap

Revitalisation Program for the area in the Municipality of Gołdap 2016–2023

Social-Economic Development Strategy of the Municipality of Gołdap until the year 2025 2013–2025

Development Strategy of the Gołdap County 2009–2018

Górowo Iławeckie
LRP of the Municipality of Górowo Iławeckie as part of the SLRP 2016–2023

Development Strategy of the Municipality of Górowo Iławeckie for the years 2014–2021 2014–2021

Lidzbark Warmiński
LRP of the Municipality of Lidzbark Warmiński as part of the SLRP 2016–2023

Local Development Plan of the city of Lidzbark Warmiński for the years 2014–2020 2014–2020

Lubawa

LRP of the Municipality of Lubawa as part of the SLRP 2016–2023

Development Strategy of the Municipality of Lubawa for the years 2016–2025 2016–2025

Social-Economic Development Strategy of Lubawa until the year 2025 2014–2025

Nidzica
LRP of the Municipality of Nidzica as part of the SLRP 2016–2023

Development Strategy of the Municipality of Nidzica for the years 2014–2022 2014–2022

Nowe Miasto Lubawskie
LRP of the Municipality of Nowe Miasto Lubawskie as part of the SLRP 2016–2023

Development Strategy of the Urban Municipality of Nowe Miasto Lubawskie for the years 2022–2030. 2022–2030

Olsztynek
LRP of the Municipality of Olsztynek as part of the SLRP 2016–2023

Development Strategy of the Municipality of Olsztynek for the years 2016–2020 2016–2020

Pasym
LRP of the Municipality of Pasym as part of the SLRP 2016–2023

Social-Economic Development Strategy of the town and municipality of Pasym 2014–2020

Reszel
LRP of the Municipality of Barczewo as part of the SLRP 2016–2023

Development Strategy of the Municipality of Reszel for the years 2022–2030 2022–2030

Ryn
LRP for the degraded areas of the Municipality of Ryn 2016–2023

Development Strategy of the Town and Municipality of Ryn for the years 2021–2031 2021–2031

Document content analysis constitutes a foundational aspect of our research in its
initial phase. The method of document analysis entails gathering, selecting, describing,
and scientifically interpreting pertinent facts pertaining to the trajectories of sustainable
development within the context of small towns and the concept of revitalisation in the
region. This analysis encompasses the interpretation of specific elements within the frame-
work of particular actions. Our approach commenced with the compilation of various
document definitions, followed by their organisation, identification of distinct types, and
the compilation of a document origins list (as detailed above and in Table 2). The selection
of documents was guided by formal criteria and the assessment of their utility.

In the process of selecting issues for analysis during document scrutiny, our primary
consideration was the potential correlation between priority development directions of
regions, municipalities, and small towns, and the actual selection of development path-
ways based on projects conceived and subsequently implemented under the SLRP. The
chosen issues encompassed society, tourism and recreation, entrepreneurship, spatial plan-
ning, education, environment, culture, infrastructure, transportation and communication,
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healthcare, and public services. Subsequently, these issues were ranked according to their
frequency of mention in the documents, with reference to the 14 cities under analysis.

4.2.2. Stage II—Expert Evaluation

The expert evaluation aimed to find out the opinions of 20 experts (14 women, 6 men),
who professionally represent various fields related to spatial planning and management,
administration of small towns, education, and social animation. The interviewers’ ages
ranged from 25 to 55 years. When selecting experts, the authors paid attention to their
knowledge of the revitalisation process in the small towns of the Warmian–Masurian
Voivodeship. One respondent was actively engaged in this issue for more than 2 years,
while eighteen interviewers for more than 4 years, and one respondent, for more than 8
years (Table 3).

Table 3. Experts characterisation.

Variables Number of Interviewers

Gender

Female 14

Male 6

Age

25–35 years 4

36–45 years 12

46–55 years 4

Group of workers

Government institutions 8

Scientific institutions 4

Social organisation 3

Regional development organisation 5

Actively engaged in the revitalisation process in the small towns of the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship

More than 2 years 1

More than 4 years 18

More than 8 years 1

Experts expressed their opinions on the revitalisation projects and their impact on
program and functional changes in the analysed cities. The interview protocol included
11 issues (Table A1). The experts were asked the following questions:

1. How did the possibility of implementing revitalisation projects influence the direction
of development in cities belonging to the Cittaslow network in the Warmian–Masurian
Voivodeship?

2. To what extent did revitalisation projects implemented in Cittaslow cities influence
the economic, social, cultural, and spatial development of the city?

3. To what extent can revitalisation projects implemented in Cittaslow cities influence
the creation of a tourism development model in the future?

4. To what extent can revitalisation projects implemented in Cittaslow cities influence
the creation of a housing model in the future?

5. To what extent can revitalisation projects implemented in Cittaslow cities, in your
opinion, influence the creation of a model of environmental protection in the future?

6. To what extent did revitalisation projects implemented in Cittaslow cities influence
the creation of a service accessibility model in the future?

7. To what extent can revitalisation projects implemented in Cittaslow cities, in your
opinion, influence the creation of a healthcare model in the future?
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8. What quality issues, in your opinion, should be paid attention to when selecting and
implementing new revitalisation projects under the new Program “Cities of Good
Life 2030 Program for the development of Cittaslow towns in the Warmian–Masurian
Voivodship?”

Respondents were acquainted with the purpose of the interview and were informed
about the research assumptions. Most of the interviews were conducted personally.

We commenced the interview by structuring a semi-structured format, organising
questions into two distinct sets. The initial set addressed the influence of implemented
projects on the trajectory of development within Cittaslow municipalities and, by extension,
their impact on regional development trends. Questions 2 to 5 focused on the experts’
evaluations of the projects’ effects on economic, social, cultural, and spatial dimensions.
Following this, questions 6 to 10 delved into the experts’ assessments of the projects’ impli-
cations for future tourism, housing, environmental conservation, pro-ecological initiatives,
accessibility of services, and healthcare. The experts were tasked with gauging the potential
for Cittaslow cities to model sustainable development practices effectively. Lastly, an addi-
tional question (11) aimed to define the core pillars underpinning the future development
of Cittaslow municipalities.

Subsequently, we meticulously gathered and categorised the comprehensive responses
provided by the experts. Leveraging this data, we employed the content analysis method,
utilising computer software, specifically VOSviewer (version 1.6.20), to conduct keyword-
in-context counts on the datasets. This analytical approach facilitated the systematic
examination and interpretation of the gathered information.

5. Results
5.1. Selection of Priority Directions for Urban Development and the Results of the Analysis of
Strategic Documents

The results of the analysis of strategic documents, including the strategy for the
development of communes of provisions relating to the strategy for SLRP 2020, indicate
that in the analysed cities the most common direction of development (development
priority) is society as well as tourism and recreation (in 12 and 11 cities, respectively). Such
development priorities are referenced both in the strategies of individual communes and in
the Social and Economic Development Strategy, as well as in the spatial development plans
of the Warmian–Masurian Voivodship. Another significant direction of urban development,
based on the conducted analysis, is entrepreneurship (in the case of 9 cities), followed by
space (6), education and the environment (5) and, to the same extent, culture, infrastructure,
transport, and communication (4). The smallest role is played by priority directions related
to health and public services (Figure 4).

The priority directions of the first choice are society and tourism and recreation, the
second choice is society, and the third is tourism.

Based on the analysis of strategic documents, it can be noted that the revitalisation
projects that have been carried out in the analysed cities concern two main groups of activi-
ties. The first group are projects related to spatial development, renovation of architectural
objects, and renovation of space around architectural objects. The second group are project
related to social issues. The authors thoroughly analysed this issue, and their research
shows that in the cities of the Cittaslow network in the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship,
64% of projects concern spatial development, and 36% concern social issues. Selected
projects from both these fields are presented in Table A2.
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5.2. The Results of Experts Interviews

The results of the experts’ interviews show that they definitely see the benefits of
implementing projects within the SLRP program. All of them point out the positive aspect
of preparing such a program, which is one of the few revitalisation programs in Europe
that encompasses not only a single project or projects in one city but multiple projects in
many cities with similar social, economic, and environmental characteristics. Introducing
such a program to serve the revitalisation of Cittaslow cities is an undeniable success, as
these cities can accomplish more together. However, when attempting to assess the value
of projects implemented within the SLRP, the opinions of the experts are divided. They
emphasise that these projects were clearly related to improving social and cultural values,
but to a lesser extent to spatial development. They state that the projects did not have such
a significant impact on economic benefits (Figure 5).

In the detailed interview, the experts provided some elaboration. In question number
1, experts were asked about the possibility of implementing revitalisation projects from
the Subregional Revitalisation Program of Cittaslow Network of Cities in the Warmian–
Masurian Voivodeship that have influenced the development direction in cities belonging
to the Cittaslow network in the same region. In the experts’ view, by undertaking revitali-
sation projects, Cittaslow cities have brought about enhancements that directly enhance
residents’ quality of life. These projects encompass the restoration of historical buildings,
the establishment of fresh green spaces, the enhancement of transportation networks, and
endeavours aimed at fostering local culture and traditions. These efforts collectively bolster
the appeal of these cities as desirable places to reside in and explore.

In questions number 2 to 5, the experts were asked for their opinions on how the
revitalisation projects have influenced the development of the cities, focusing on different
aspects, including economic, social, spatial, and cultural development. Key words appeared
in their responses, which were presented in a network graph (Figure 6). SLRP promotes
sustainable tourism by emphasizing the distinctive natural, cultural, and historical values
of cities. The implementation of revitalisation initiatives, such as renovating historical
zones, creating new recreational areas, or promoting local culture and traditions, will
certainly increase the number of tourists, according to experts. As a result, they suggest
that there will be an increase in demand for tourist amenities, shopping opportunities,
accommodation, and culinary experiences, which will support the growth of the local
economy (Figure 6).
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Experts’ statements show that the implementation of revitalisation projects related to
the improvement of urban infrastructure, public spaces, and services has improved social
development, although, of course, further improvement in this aspect is necessary. As a
result, residents benefit from a higher standard of living, including better quality housing,
access to recreation, socialising, and transport infrastructure. Experts say that this has
ultimately led to an increase in residents’ happiness and contentment, creating a more
friendly and attractive social atmosphere (Figure 6).

Respondents believe that, in general terms, the aim of the program is to protect cultural
heritage and cultivate local traditions. Revitalisation activities often include restoring
historical structures, revitalising traditional crafts, and promoting local rituals and festivals.
According to experts, these efforts have played a role in protecting the cultural essence of
the city and perpetuating the customs of the local community (Figure 6).

In the experts’ perspective, the projects seem to prioritise the renovation of historical
buildings and spaces over neglected areas of lesser value, despite the revitalisation program
and city strategies outlining their inclusion. Consequently, there are still evident pockets of
devastation and discord within the Cittaslow cities. Nonetheless, the projects undertaken
have given precedence to restoring and reconstructing historical sections of the city. The
refurbishment and revitalisation of these historical zones have significantly influenced the
city’s aesthetics and character, drawing the interest of both residents and tourists. However,
the matter of neglected areas of lesser value persists.

In addition, the experts were asked about the future of Cittaslow towns in which
revitalisation projects would be implemented. Responses compiled in the context of a model
of environmental protection, tourism, health, services, and culture are as shown in Figure 7.
The experts believe that the development of Cittaslow cities will be possible thanks to the
availability of services, which may partly relate to the tourism development. However,
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they note that changes should currently be made in terms of service accessibility to allow
this model to develop in the future. Interestingly, the strategic documents mention the
development of services and their accessibility less frequently than the experts’ statements
suggest. The experts also emphasise that the implemented revitalisation projects can
contribute to the future development of improving and protecting health. On the other
hand, they observe that while changes, such as the use and accessibility of recreational
spaces by city residents, are noticeable, access to health-improvement services has not
improved. However, in the strategic documents that formed the basis of the revitalisation
projects, health improvement issues were treated marginally. Conversely, when asked
about the development of the social and cultural functions, the respondents believe that
they see a significant improvement in integration and cooperation opportunities among
city residents as a result of revitalisation project implementation. They also anticipate
that these cities can develop a model based on improving social conditions. This aligns
completely with the provisions in the strategic documents, where social development takes
precedence. The experts also see the potential for developing an environmental protection
model, but only based on sustainable development, whereas this issue was not a priority in
the strategic documents.
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Each respondent was asked to pick three main functions which planned revitalisation
projects should focus on. The experts’ opinions indicate that in the analysed cities, the most
expected direction for development would be society (10 experts). Experts also point out the
necessity of developing functions related to health and space (9 and 8 experts, respectively).
Another significant priority of urban development is transport and communication (7),
followed by tourism and recreation (6), the public service and education (5). The smaller
roles are played by entrepreneurship, infrastructure, culture, and environment (Figure 8).
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Additionally, regarding future improvements within the framework of the new “Cities
of Good Life 2030 Program—Development Program for Cittaslow Network Cities in the
Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship”, experts pointed out the following aspects in relation to
the quality of projects and their alignment with the assumptions outlined in the strategic
documents: revitalisation of public spaces, the socio-economic specificity of cities, guide-
lines enabling long-term effect control and verification of projects, as well as relevance to
current trends (Figure 9).
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6. Discussion

Studies on models of urban development belonging to the Cittaslow network are a
subject of international consideration. Sept [33] conducted research based on field analyses
in four cities in Germany and Italy, and the results allow us to state that the discourse and
communication regarding deceleration, as well as the local projects characterised as slow
and new forms of cooperation, can go hand in hand. Researchers from Turkey, on the other
hand, draw attention to the directions of development by analysing the socio-economic
changes in Seferihisar following its joining of the movement [57]. Meanwhile, Farelnik [18]



Sustainability 2024, 16, 4459 15 of 21

compares two models of Cittaslow urban development—Polish and Chinese—and states
that the Polish model is closer to the European “slow city” model, while the Chinese model
is still in the stage of seeking individual solutions.

In the Polish context, and on a smaller regional scale, it is evident that the direction of
“slow” development is perceived as one that could be competitive with the direction of rapid
development in large cities in the future. However, after 19 years since the first Polish city,
Reszel, was included in the Cittaslow network, this model has not significantly solidified
and is not a distinguishing feature that can be successfully adapted in other regions. Based
on her research, Wierzbicka [36] states that such a model could be implemented, taking
into account the specificity of cities or a group of cities. However, as revealed by our
conducted research and expert opinions, the possibility of implementing revitalisation
projects within the SLRP program is perceived positively, mainly due to the guarantee
of obtaining funds for the renewal of small towns and increasing the city’s prestige and
affiliation with the Cittaslow network. According to them, however, there is not a complete
connection between the future directions of development (development models) that could
result from implemented projects and the expected effects outlined in strategic documents.
Similar conclusions from research conducted in Cittaslow cities, regarding the lack of
correlation between the benefits of belonging to the Cittaslow network and the provisions
in strategic documents, were presented by Batyk [58]. However, she focused on residents
of the cities as the group of respondents.

An example of research and development scenarios for small towns in Poland, includ-
ing selected cities belonging to Cittaslow, was presented by Brzostowski et al. [52]. Based
on their model prepared in 2019 on behalf of the Polish Economic Institute, the second
group includes cities with a relatively stable demographic and economic situations but
weak housing development potential, such as the city of Barczewo, which was one of the
cities analysed in our study. On the other hand, the third group of development models for
small towns, developed by the Polish Economic Institute, includes six Cittaslow cities in the
Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship as follows: Lidzbark Warmiński, Bisztynek, Reszel, Goł-
dap, Nowe Miasto Lubawskie, and Nidzica [58]. These cities are characterised in the report
as having dominant multifunctional local centres. They exhibit high entrepreneurship and
a favourable labour market situation. The housing conditions in these cities are either good
or very good. They prioritise environmental, cultural, and spatial preservation. Comparing
the responses of the respondents based on the assessment of project implementation in our
research, it can be concluded that the issue of developing the Cittaslow model as potential
places to live is inadequate compared to the model presented in the studies conducted
by the Polish Economic Institute. According to the opinions of experts participating in
our research, the development of housing will not be as significant. However, based on
our analysis of the strategic documents of cities in the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship
and regional strategies, Cittaslow cities are presented in these documents as attractive to
potential new residents, indicating that housing-related issues will continue to develop.

According to the experts’ interviews, they foresee that planned and implemented
revitalisation projects may primarily influence the development of a model based on
the tourism function, which aligns with the analysed strategic documents in which all
provisions focus on this function as the leading one in the region and small towns. The
research results conducted by Zadęcka [37], Maćkiewicz, and Konecka-Szydłowska [21]
confirm this direction of development.

7. Conclusions

In conclusion, the projects prepared and implemented under the SLRP in the examined
Cittaslow towns have shown both promise and limitations in their alignment with the
development models outlined in the strategic documents of these towns. Undoubtedly,
the SLRP has played a significant role in fostering sustainable local development and
revitalisation initiatives within these communities. The program’s emphasis on ecological,
social, and economic sustainability has contributed to positive changes in the towns’ infras-
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tructures, public spaces, and local economies. This has undoubtedly enhanced the overall
quality of life for residents and visitors alike.

Despite the positive impact of the SLRP initiatives on various aspects of these towns,
such as infrastructure improvement, environmental preservation, and economic stimula-
tion, there remains a noticeable mismatch between the projects’ outcomes and the primary
objectives laid out in the development strategies. This disconnect may be attributed to
several factors, including inadequate project selection processes, resource limitations, and
challenges in execution.

It is essential for local authorities and policymakers to closely scrutinise the projects’
alignment with the towns’ development strategies to ensure that future initiatives more
effectively address the key areas of concern. Regular evaluations and feedback mechanisms
can aid in identifying discrepancies and realigning the SLRP projects with the towns’
specificities and evolving functions.

Furthermore, the towns must strive to develop a more comprehensive and integrated
approach to sustainable development. By fostering greater collaboration between all stake-
holders and promoting a deeper understanding of the towns’ unique characteristics, the SLRP
projects can be more tailored to address the evolving needs and functions of these communi-
ties. In essence, while the SLRP has brought valuable contributions to the Cittaslow towns,
it is crucial to acknowledge and rectify the gaps between the implemented projects and
the towns’ development strategies. Only through a more focused, inclusive, and adaptable
approach can the towns fully harness the potential of the SLRP to create truly sustainable
and resilient development models that reflect their distinct identities and ever-changing
roles in the modern world.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Selected revitalisation projects.

Town Project Aim of the Project Realisation

Barczewo Development of the banks
of the Pisa River

Use of the natural resources of Barczewo; creating an
attractive leisure destination for both

residents and tourists.
2018–2019

Barczewo
Social services for people at risk of
exclusion and socially excluded

individuals

Improvement of the situation of unemployed,
impoverished, and poverty-threatened individuals;

reduction of the number of crimes in the revitalised area.
2020–2022

Biskupiec Establishment of an
Educational Center

Creating an education base for individuals at risk of
social exclusion. 2017–2018

Biskupiec
Improving the cultural and

recreational offer in the revitalised
area of the city of Biskupiec

Ensuring access to the cultural and recreational offerings
of the city for residents from disadvantaged groups;

creating recreational infrastructure
2017–2019

Bisztynek Improvement of the accessibility
of social services Modernisation and adaptation of an existing facility 2019–2020

Bisztynek
Adaptation of the Lidzbark Gate

along with the development
of its surroundings

Adapting a historic object for a new social function;
enhancing its functional and aesthetic values 2017–2018

Dobre Miasto Modernisation of the building
Adapting the building for organising and conducting

vocational training, workshops, and providing support
in the field of career counselling

2017–2018

Dobre Miasto Development of public space for
social integration

Creating a place for socio-economic activation;
developing infrastructure for space users. 2017–2018

Gołdap Professionalism and tactics for
employment skills

Reducing the number of unemployed individuals at risk
of social exclusion. 2017–2019

Gołdap Arranging the shores of
Lake Gołdap

Construction of a playground and bleachers at the beach
volleyball courts; renovation of the building; adaptation
of the building for the needs of people with disabilities.

2017–2018

Górowo Iławeckie
Revitalisation of the area of the

Młynówka River valley in
Górowo Iławeckie

Giving the area the function of a pedestrian and cycling
path; connecting it to similar infrastructure nearby;

improving the tourist offer.
2017–2018

Górowo Iławeckie
Górowo Iławeckie acquires new
qualifications—individuals aged

26–50 years old

Active inclusion of individuals aged 26–50 at risk of
poverty and/or social exclusion; improving their

socio-occupational situation; increasing
access to employment.

2018–2020

Lidzbark Warmiński
Energy modernisation of

multi-family buildings in the
revitalised area

Renovation of the historic fabric in the most
representative part of the city; boosting

economic potential.
2017–2020

Lidzbark Warmiński Development of the banks of the
Łyna River

Use of the local valuable natural resource; creating an
attractive leisure destination; strengthening the

recreational and tourist functions of the city; improving
the landscape values of the Łyna River section

2016–2017

Lubawa Revitalisation of the city centre Reconstruction and modernisation of public spaces that
are in poor technical condition 2017–2018

Lubawa Social Integration Club in Lubawa

Restoring or strengthening social competencies,
resourcefulness, independence, and activity; increasing
the chances of socially excluded individuals in the open

job market

2018–2020

Nidzica
Reconstruction of the park by the

lake—landscaping green areas
adjacent to the park

Intensifying social revitalisation of residents in the
degraded area; construction and reconstruction of

infrastructure.
2018

Nidzica Renovation of the castle and castle
hill in Nidzica.

Preservation, protection, promotion, and development of
natural and cultural heritage; increasing

tourism potential
2019–2020

Nowe Miasto Lubawskie
Revitalisation of the Market

Square in Nowe
Miasto Lubawskie.

enhancing social attractiveness; adding new functional
and aesthetic values while preserving the

regional identity
2018–2019
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Table A1. Cont.

Town Project Aim of the Project Realisation

Nowe Miasto Lubawskie Renovation and reconstruction of
the former Evangelical church

Change of the building’s function (establishment of a
Tourist Information and Cultural Promotion Centre) 2017–2019

Olsztynek Development of the city beach

Increase in the city’s tourism potential; improvement in
the municipality’s competitiveness; utilisation of natural

assets; support for the activities of the Youth Social
Integration Club

2018

Olsztynek

Development of the natural and
cultural heritage of the region
through the renovation and

modernisation of the historic
water tower

Revitalisation of the building and landscaping of the
surroundings; creating a tourist attraction for the

municipality and the region
2018

Pasym Establishment of a Social
Integration Club

Providing assistance in rebuilding and maintaining the
skills of participating in local community life, returning
to social roles, and improving professional qualifications

2018–2021

Pasym
Revitalisation—reconstruction of

the Old Town market square
in Pasym

Adaptation of the market space to the needs of the
integration and social activation zone 2017–2018

Reszel

Renovation and conservation
work of the MOK building for the
purpose of social and vocational

activation

Social and vocational activation of individuals who are
excluded or at risk of social exclusion 2017–2018

Reszel Development of public spaces
Restoration of integrative and recreational functions;

improvement of park accessibility, creating an attractive
place for visitors

2017–2019

Ryn
Revitalisation along with the

change of purpose of the water
tower

Use of the potential of the revitalised tower; giving
educational, historical, and recreational functions

to the facility
2018

Ryn “Tomorrow belongs to us in
shared space”

Social, educational, and vocational activation of residents
at risk of exclusion. 2017–2019

Appendix B

Table A2. Semi-structured interview plan.

Subject Area Questions

Introduction Prior to each interview, the experts were informed about the purpose of the
interview and were informed about the research assumptions.

Social-demographic characteristics
The interviewers were asked about gender, age, type of institution where

respondent works, how long participant are actively engaged in revitalisation
process in the small towns of the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship.

The impact of the Supralocal Revitalisation
Program on the local development of

Cittaslow cities

To what extent did the possibility of implementing revitalisation projects from the
Subregional Revitalisation Program of Cittaslow Network of Cities in the

Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship influence the development direction in cities
belonging to the Cittaslow network in the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship?

The impact of revitalisation projects on the
development of Cittaslow cities

To what extent do you think that the revitalisation projects implemented in
Cittaslow cities have influenced the economic development of the city? To what
extent do you think the revitalisation projects implemented in Cittaslow cities

have influenced the social development of the city? To what extent do you think
the revitalisation projects implemented in Cittaslow cities have influenced the

cultural development of the city? To what extent do you think the revitalisation
projects implemented in Cittaslow cities have influenced the spatial development

of the city? To what extent do you think revitalisation projects implemented in
Cittaslow cities have had an impact on creating a model of service accessibility?
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Table A2. Cont.

Subject Area Questions

The impact of revitalisation projects on the
future development of Cittaslow cities

To what extent do you think the revitalisation projects implemented in Cittaslow
cities can influence the future creation of a tourism development model? To what
extent do you think that revitalisation projects implemented in Cittaslow cities can
influence the creation of a model for good housing in the future? To what extent
do you think the revitalisation projects implemented in Cittaslow cities can have
an impact on creating a model for environmental protection in the future? To what
extent do you believe that revitalisation projects implemented in Cittaslow cities

can have an impact on creating a model for health protection in the future?

Future development priorities

Which qualitative aspects, in your opinion, should be taken into account in the
future when selecting and implementing new revitalisation projects as part of the

new “Cities of Good Life 2030 Program—Development Program of Cittaslow
Cities in the Warmian–Masurian Voivodeship”?
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