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Geography and Demographics

Poland is located in the heart of central Europe between the Baltic Sea in the North and the Sudetes and Carpathian Mountains to the south. It is bordered on the west by Germany and four countries of the former Soviet Union: the Russian enclave of Kaliningrad Oblast to the north (which is also on the Baltic Coast), Lithuania to the north, Belarus and Ukraine to the east, Slovakia to the south and the Czech Republic to the south west. 

It is the eighth largest country in Europe by land area and has the fifth largest population.
History and Politics

The division and occupation of Poland is a central part of the history of this country. It is an ancient state that reached its height in Europe in the sixteenth century. Its power subsequently declined and in 1772 a treaty between Russian and Prussia divided the land between these powers and gave a share of the spoils to Austria. This left only the Duchies of Warsaw and Lithuania. In 1793 and 1795 Prussia and Russia completely redistributed the territory, and the Duchies became part of the Russian empire. Thus Poland ceased to exist as an independent nation. For the entire nineteenth century the original country was part of the Austro-Hungarian, Prussian or Russian empires, although either in exile or for a time in Krakow a Polish identity survived. Even under Prussian rule the landowners were allowed to organise for economic purposes and the peasants and bourgeoisie coalesced economically. Austrian Poland (or Galicia) was less fortunate, but the Polish landowners were able to exert governing authority and national identity regained its strength. By 1914 there was an element of democratisation and a growing educated class of Poles. The First World War changed everything. As with much of Central Europe the different classes had separate aspirations for the outcome and the form of government, but the most important wish of the Polish people was independence. This was achieved after this ‘Great War’, a new constitution was adopted in 1921 and effort was put into creating a new Civil Code. 

Then, on Sept 1, 1939, the country was occupied by Nazi Germany. By the end of the World War the Russians had advanced across Poland into East Germany on to Berlin. Again Polish hopes for independence were dashed and the territory was realigned. During meetings of the leaders of the United States, Britain and the U.S.S.R., new borders were established. In February 1945, at Yalta, the Allied Powers established a new Polish-Soviet frontier line, close to the old line of Russian partition. As a result many Poles were obliged to leave the territory now incorporated into the Soviet Union and settle to the west. In exchange for the land lost to the Russians, in August 1942, at Potsdam, Truman, Atlee and Stalin established a new western border of Poland along the Oder and Neisse rivers, incorporating part of Prussia into Poland. The northern part of East Prussia on the Baltic Sea (now Kaliningrad Oblast) was incorporated into the U.S.S.R., leaving the rest of East Prussia, including the port of Gdansk, as part of Poland (the state of Prussia was then abolished in 1947). The Polish-Czechoslovakian frontier was returned to the line in 1920 (returning land acquired by Poland in 1938 to Czechoslovakia). This left some 120,556 square miles, which is close to the area of modern Poland. 

In Sept 1944, the Polish Committee of National Liberation (PCNL), which had declared itself the sole legal Polish executive authority and had reintroduced the 1921 constitution, issued a decree on land reform. Any farms with arable land in excess of 50 hectares, or any farm with over 100 hectares overall, was expropriated without compensation. This extended to farm buildings, livestock, farm implements and machinery, obliging land owners to move to another district or abroad. Forests were nationalised as part of the communist collective transformation of land ownership and part of the arable land became state farms. 

This was part of a policy that had started in 1925 to break up large estates and transfer land to the peasant or small farmer. 

Farms held by Germans in the west (East Prussia and Silesia up to the line of the Oder and Neisse rivers) were also taken over; although exemptions were provided to ethnic groups that had been persecuted by the Nazis (notably Jews and Gypsies), whether they were German or not. In addition, farms abandoned by Ukrainians who were repatriated to the Soviet Union added to the state-held lands. This land was then parcelled out to small or medium-sized farmers for a small fee. After 1944, the Polish Parliament has continued to pass nationalisation laws, especially to deal with property owned by Germans and immovables abandoned during the war and the transfer of most banks, larger private enterprises and strategic industries into state or collective control. In total nearly five million hectares of farm land were distributed to peasants and agricultural workers. In addition, property taxes were raised to as much as 85% of the income they produced thus forcing owners to cede buildings to the state and all church property was confiscated without any compensation. On the other hand, in line with this ‘land reform’, small farms and country houses were largely left in private hands and some city apartments were retained by the original owners. 

In Warsaw, which was almost entirely destroyed during the war, all immovable property in the city limits was nationalised by the City of Warsaw to assist the process of reconstruction. In a few case, the former owner was entitled to a perpetual usufructuary right to a property on the same site as his former property, or another property of comparable size, or a right to some form of compensation (which generally was not paid). 

Since 1989, Poland has been undergoing a transition towards a market economy, induced by its membership of the European Union. An important part of this process is the privatisation of nationalised or confiscated property, where possible, the return of land to private ownership, or the payment of compensation to those whose land had been taken when it might be unreasonable to return it to the former owner (see Legal System).
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