
1. Introduction

Since the fall of the Communist system in Europe, we 
have been observing increasingly faster processes of 
depopulation in Central and East-Central Europe. As 
a result, currently the vast majority of countries of the 
region are characterised by an unfavourable demo-
graphic situation and a decrease in population (cf. 
Berzis, Zvidrins, 2011; Michalski, 2005; 2010; Rybicka, 
2014; The impact ..., 2011), which to a large extent 
results from unfavourable trends in the birth and 
death rates. Another factor worsening the already 
unfavourable demographic situation in this region is 
large emigration which in the vast majority of cases 

goes unnoticed by official statistics (see Neguţ et al., 
2010, Szołtys, 2016). Unsurprisingly, then, the de-
mographic forecasts for the countries of the region 
are pessimistic (cf. Matysiak, Nowok, 2006; Манаков, 
Суворков, 2017; Позняк, Шевчук, 2014).

Of course, in the context of particular countries in 
the region or the types of settlement, the situation 
looks a little different. Thus in the case of large cities, 
an additional factor strongly influencing changes in 
the number of their population is the suburbanisa-
tion process (cf. Dzhaman, 2011; Grigorescu et al., 
2012; Karachurina, Mkrtchyan, 2015; Kubeš, 2013; 
Śleszyński, 2006).
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J.J. Parysek (2005), basing on Polish cities, has 
identified several factors of their transformations. 
These factors can be applied to all large post-social-
ist cities in the analysed region:
1) Endogenous factors:

a) the systemic transformation;
b) demographic and social changes;
c) local factors and limitations on growth.

2) Exogenous factors:
a) changes of the post-industrial (post-modern) 

period;
b) globalisation and metropolitanisation and 

their effects on cities;

c) European integration.
This article focuses on the endogenous factor asso-
ciated with the demographic changes. To this end, 
changes in the number of the population of large 
cities of post-socialist countries in Europe were ana-
lysed. In this type of analysis there are various limits 
for the notion of a large city1. Different ones will be 
in a small country, and different ones in a large one. 
For this study we have adopted a limit of 300,000 
residents in 2004, and we tried to take into account 
the population living in the administrative borders 

1 For example, M. Viturka (2016) adopted a limit of 500,000 
inhabitants.

Fig. 1. Analysed cities 

Source: own study.
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of the city2. The time frame of the analysis covers the 
period of 2004–20143, i.e. since the beginning of the 
expansion of the European Union to the East of the 
continent until the last year for which complete data 
were obtained. The spatial range covers almost all 
post-Communist European countries, except that for 
Russia only Kaliningrad and Saint Petersburg were 
taken for analysis. On the other hand, large cities of 
the former GDR were also included in the analysis. 
As a result, 60 cities were designated for analysis, 
of which 18 are capital cities (fig. 1). Because of the 
difficulty in obtaining reliable data, Sarajevo was 
excluded from analysis, hence 59 cities were finally 
studied.

2. analysis of changes in the number 
of the population

The data presented in Fig. 2. seem to contradict 
the widespread belief that big cities in Central and 
East-Central Europe are becoming depopulated. It is 
clear that in the capitals of the countries (with the 
exception of Riga, Vilnius and Bratislava) a grow-
ing number of the population is recorded. One can, 
therefore, be tempted to declare that this group of 
cities “won” the impact of exogenous factors defined 
by J.J. Parysek (2005). This is confirmed by individual 
studies of these cities (Keivani et al., 2002; Kohlbach-
er, Protasiewicz, 2012; Pojani, 2010; Stadion, Mollov, 
2000; Zlatar 2014). On the opposite side we have 
the so-called monocities, or more generally, the for-
mer industrial cities, in which there was the greatest 
fall in the population numbers: Ostrava, Makiivka, 
Kherson, Luhansk, Łódź, Katowice, Poltava, Mari-
upol, Dnipro, Donetsk, Zaporizhzhia, Kaunas. In the 
case of these cities the synergistic effect of a series 
of negative factors is amplified by their econom-
ic problems4 (Gołata, Kuropka, 2016; Krzysztofik, 
Runge, 2010; Krzysztofik et al. 2011, 2014; Mykhnen-
ko, 2010; Ogrodowczyk, Marcińczak, 2014; Rumpel 
et al., 2010, 2014; Spóra et al., 2016). It is also notice-
able that cities which are attractive tourist destina-
tions are characterized by more favourable changes 
in the population, examples being Saint Petersburg 
in Russia, Gdansk and Krakow in Poland, Lviv, Odessa 

2 One clear exception was made for Novi Sad, for which the 
population was counted together with the city of Petrovar-
adin, situated on the other bank of the Danube.
3 Although in some cases (due to difficulties in the availabil-
ity of data) slightly different time ranges were adopted, which 
was cleared mentioned.
4 This regularity also concerns much smaller post-industrial 
cities (cf. Jaroszewska, 2014; Krupa, Krul, 2012; Szymańska 
2007, 2010, 2011; Добрейцина, 2013; Левинтов, 2014).

and Sevastopol in Ukraine, or Varna in Bulgaria. Their 
internal vitality and traditions and a greater diversifi-
cation of the economy meant that these cities more 
quickly adapted to the new exogenous factors. And 
the mere fact of their high tourist attractiveness (cf. 
Berbeka et al., 2011; Shabliy, 2017; Stetsiuk, Michal-
ski, 2012; Tölle, 2008) is the differentiator of better 
living conditions they offer as well as greater possi-
bilities to adapt to new socio-economic realities.

In turn, looking at the situation in the regional 
depiction, we can observe three areas where there 
was a clear reduction in the number of population 
in large cities. Firstly, these are the Baltic States5, in 
which a particularly high population decline was 
noted not only in big cities, but generally in the ur-
ban population. Foreign emigration is an important 
factor in reducing the population number of large 
cities6 (cf. Kosov, Mikheeva, 2010; Michalski, 2012). 
Large cities with declining population prevail also 
in Poland. In their case, the reason is both a nega-
tive migration balance (both internal in the city/vil-
lage pair, and international), and with the negative 
birth rate (cf. Kaczmarek et al., 2011; Zborowski et al., 
2012). However, the biggest population losses were 
recorded in large cities of Ukraine. These are mainly 
caused by a clearly negative birth rate and high emi-
gration abroad, and this results from badly imple-
mented political and economic transformation (cf. 
Kuczabski, Michalski, 2014; Radchenko et al., 2014; 
Кучабський, 2014).

On the other hand, the increasing number of the 
population of the cities in Belarus is puzzling. Taking 
into account the processes of depopulation in that 
country (Ноздрин-Плотницкая, 2016) – the main 
explanation may be significant internal immigra-
tion to large cities (cf. Красовский, 2012), which of 
course does not exclude the suburbanisation pro-
cesses (cf. Сулим, 2016).

3. Conclusions

In view of the above, one should ask a question 
whether so often presented processes of shrinking 
cities in the analysed part of Europe (cf. Friedrich et 
al., 2014; Jaroszewska, Stryjakiewicz, 2014; Schoen-
berg, Constantin, 2014; Stryjakiewicz, 2013; Stryjak-
iewicz, Jaroszewska, 2016; Zborowski et al., 2012) 
are actually related to large cities? The results of the 

5 Although officially the population of Tallinn has increased, 
the number of urban population in Estonia is falling.
6 Which, by the way, has lasted since regaining indepen-
dence, although initially this was emigration to Russia, and 
now to the rich EU countries.
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Fig. 2. Change in the official number of inhabitants 2004–2014 (2004 = 100%)

Source: own study based on: Population on 1 January by age groups and sex – cities and greater cities [urb_cpop1] and dis-
persed data.
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presented analysis are ambiguous, because out of 
59 analysed cities an increase in the official popula-
tion was noted in 31 of them, and a decrease in 28.

It is clear that the depopulation processes hardly 
ever concern cities which are the capitals of coun-
tries and which have a high potential as tourist desti-
nations; however, to a very large extent they concern 
post-industrial cities. We can also notice a very large 
diversity of the situation in the regional approach. 
Nevertheless, given the adverse demographic fore-
casts, it can be concluded that the number of ma-
jor cities in which the population will gradually de-
crease in the next few years will grow.
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