
Poland’s E U  m em bership: 
seized opportun ities
Zbigniew Gniatkowski outlines the benefits 

Poland has enjoyed since joining the European 

Union in 2014.

This year marks the 450th anniversary of an early precursor of 
the European Union. In 1569, at a general Sejm (Parliament) in 
Lublin, in the eastern part of today’s Poland, deputies represent
ing the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania 
signed the Union of Lublin, creating a single state called the Pol- 
ish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. This was the first union of na
tions in Europe to share part of their sovereignty within a wider 
community without losing their influence on the workings of 
that commonwealth. The commonwealth had a common ruler, 
common security and foreign policies and a single currency. 
What remained distinct were official languages, judicial systems 
and armed forces.

This union provided strength, stability and prosperity, with 
a distinctive political system based on monarchic traditions but 
with an attachment to republican values. The king was elected 
by the szlachta (nobles) as part of so-called free elections, with 
the rule of law prevailing over the will of the rulers. Personal 
freedom and equality of citizens of that time (the quite numer
ous nobility) were respected and religious freedom was guaran
teed in an official document, the Act of the Warsaw Confedera
tion (1573).

During this time, later regarded 
as a golden age, the Polish-Lithu- 
anian Commonwealth enjoyed an 
unprecedented economic boom, 
with science and arts flourish
ing. Refugees from across Europe 
sought the protection of Polish 
kings, as they fled from political 
chaos, absolutist rule, wars and 
religious persecution. The Polish—
Lithuanian Commonwealths suc
cess was based on voluntary inte
gration processes. Zbigniew Gnatkowski
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New  union
Almost two centuries after the demise of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth, other European nations created a different un
ion —  the European Union — but based on similar principles.

The integration processes that led to its creation began 
shortly after the Second World War, which took 60 million 
lives. The unprecedented crimes committed during that war by 
totalitarian regimes persuaded European elites to seek wholly 
new solutions. It was a time of great visionaries. Like the Poles 
and Lithuanians in the 16th century, the fathers of European 
integration, Robert Schuman, Jean Monnet, Konrad Adenauer 
and Alcide De Gasperi, invoked the timeless vision of man and 
society prominent in Christian thought. They believed that only 
co-operation based on these timeless values, shared by countries 
which had recently been warring nations, would preserve lasting 
peace and economic development. Time has shown that they 
were right. Those countries that joined the integration experi
ment have experienced sustained peace and economic growth.

For almost half a century, Poland, which remained on the 
eastern side of the Iron Curtain after the Second World War and 
was stripped of political sovereignty by the Soviet Union, had 
no opportunity to partake in the European project. These were, 
however, external obstacles. Internally, Poles always felt them
selves inheritors of Latin culture and regarded their country and 
culture as an integral part of democratic Europe. The idea of a 
united Europe was supported by the Polish government-in-exile 
and a group co-operating with General Wladyslaw Sikorski, in
cluding his advisor Jozef Retinger. He was considered one of the 
co-founders of the European Community, closely co-operating 
with the four fathers of European integration. Retinger was an 
initiator of the Hague Congress in 1948, which contributed to 
the birth of the Council of Europe.

It was not until the election of Karol Wojtyla as pope in 
1978, the Solidarnosc (Solidarity) revolution in 1980-81 and 
the collapse of the communist bloc, which began in Poland in 
1989, that Poland could begin to join the process of European 
integration, a dream of several generations of Poles.

Transition period
The Solidarity movement was born in 1980. It championed 
European ideals —  human rights, democracy and the free mar
ket. Besides the Church, this was the first organisation to be 
independent of the Polish communist regime and to express the 
aspirations of a free nation. The support by millions of Poles of 
the ideals embraced by Solidarity not only was a strong remind-

P o lan d ’s peacefu l tra n s fo rm a tio n  and econom ic d e v e lo p m e n t since th e  1990s re p re s e n t a 
E uro p ean  success s to ry . T h e  f if te e n th  a n n iv e rs a ry  o f P o lan d ’s accession to  th e  E uropean  U n io n  
and th e  h is to ric  re u n ific a tio n  o f E urope o ffe r  an o p p o rtu n ity  to  reca ll th e  s tra te g ic  b en e fits  th a t  
have m a d e  Po land  m o re  prosperou s and h e lped  im p ro v e  th e  q u a lity  o f its  p e o p le ’s lives. W ith in  
ju s t f if te e n  years , Poland has m ad e  tre m e n d o u s  progress. I t  has b u ilt  a s tro n g  po s itio n  fo r  its e lf  
as a key  p a r tn e r  in b o th  N A T O  and th e  E uropean  U n io n . Today, Poland is an im p o r ta n t  g a tew ay  
to  c e n tra l E urope and an a ttra c t iv e  lo catio n  fo r  fo re ig n  investors .

New Zealand International Review 
2



er of the European nature of our strivings but also initiated the 
journey to overcome the divisions blighting the Old Continent.

In February 1989, the so-called Round Table negotiations 
began in Poland between the decaying communist regime and 
representatives of the democratic opposition drawn mostly from 
the Solidarity movement. The ensuing partially free parliamen
tary elections in June 1989 started the process of removing com
munists from power.

Talk about Poland’s ‘symbolic return’ to Europe became 
louder and bolder. Pope John Paul II expressed it very tellingly, 
stressing the need for unity in Europe, which should breathe 
with two lungs —  the east lung and the west lung.

For the new government and their pluralistic political base, 
Poland’s participation in European integration and Euro-At
lantic co-operation became important strategic goals, alongside 
building democracy and a free market. All public polls at that 
time unequivocally showed that most Poles supported Poland’s 
accession to an integrating Europe and to the North Atlantic 
Alliance (NATO).

This striving to participate in European integration was a 
natural expression of the desire of a nation living for centuries 
in the geographical and cultural centre of Europe —  a region 
where many roads crossed, not only in the literal sense of the 
word, linking the east with the west and the south with the 
north of the continent.

A c c e s s io n  q u e s t io n
In the initial period after communist rule, differences in the po
litical system and level of development between Western Europe 
and Central and Eastern Europe seemed too great to warrant 
Poland’s quick integration with the developed countries in the 
West. The nascent democratic mechanisms and budding mar
ket economy in Poland had to be strengthened. For this reason, 
at its summit meeting in Copenhagen in 1993, the European 
Council set clear criteria for Poland’s future membership of the 
European Union.

Western countries and societies were concerned about the 
European Union’s size after possible enlargement. Questions 
were raised about managing such a large and differentiated or
ganism, along with the potentially enormous costs of assistance 
that would have to be provided to new member states, includ
ing Poland. Despite the considerable development potential, 
the success of systemic transformation of countries from the 
former communist bloc did not seem a foregone conclusion.

There was also real concern about the possible reaction of 
Russia, which, despite the demise of the Soviet Union, the War
saw Pact and the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance, 
remained a power possessing great instruments of pressure, 
including a nuclear arsenal. However, with time, Russia under 
Boris Yeltsin’s leadership accepted this inevitable process and 
ceased to be a decisive obstacle.

F a r -s ig h te d  v is io n
A far-sighted vision of benefits from the opening of new mar
kets and unleashing of the potential of economies that had been 
earlier under a command-and-quota system prevailed among 
European leaders. They also understood that wider integration 
could enhance the political importance and security of the whole 
European Community. As early as 1989, Poland and the Euro
pean Community signed an agreement on trade and economic 
co-operation. The promising outcomes of this co-operation led
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to the signing in 1991 of the agreement establishing an associa
tion between the Republic of Poland and the European Union, 
which entered into force in 1994 and gave Poland the status 
of an associated country. EU aid to foster the development of 
democracy and free markets in the post-communist countries 
contributed to closer relations.

On 31 March 1998, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, 
Poland, Slovenia and Hungary started EU accession negotia
tions. They were later joined by Slovakia, Lithuania, Latvia, 
Malta, Bulgaria and Romania. Intensive accession negotiations 
were successfully completed on 13 December 2002 at a meeting 
of the European Council in Copenhagen.

After resounding endorsement in a citizens’ referendum in 
2003, the Republic of Poland became a full member of the Eu
ropean Union on 1 May 2004. A month later, Poles cast their 
the first votes for representatives to the European Parliament.

A c t iv e  r o le
Since EU accession, Poles have played an active role in the 
process of European integration by shaping European policy 
and working at a high level in EU structures. Jerzy Buzek was 
president of the European Parliament between 2009 and 2012, 
while Donald Tusk has been president of the European Council 
since 2014.

In a Eurobarometer poll in October 2018, 87 per cent of 
Poles agreed that their country has benefited from EU accession 
— a percentage greatly exceeding the EU average (67 per cent). 
The benefits most often listed by Poles are: economic growth 
(46 per cent), wider employment opportunities (42 per cent) 
and improved standards of living (36 per cent).

That Poland’s EU accession contributed in a positive way 
to accelerating its social and economic development is undis
puted, but difficult to measure precisely. Accession preparations 
allowed Poland to adopt sound economic models, cut red tape 
and implement key internal reforms. Modern Poland needed 
legal, institutional, social and economic changes. Joining the 
Single Market, whose core countries possess state-of-the-art 
technologies, facilitated modernisation of the economy, science 
and the education system. Changes to existing regulations and 
customs were easier to implement when their effectiveness was 
seen and understood.

When Poland regained sovereignty in 1989, it was suffer
ing a deep economic crisis. For the next two years it remained 
in recession, production output dropped and other indicators 
deteriorated. The economy turned around in 1992, thanks to 
reintroduction of the free market and intensive reforms. Eco
nomic growth began catching up with and then exceeded the 
pace of development of Western countries, even though it was 
still far from convergence.
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Real GDP accumulated growth in Poland in the years 2004—18. In 2019, GDP 
(nominal) is estimated to amount to near US$600 billion, while GDP (PPP) up to 
US$1,281 trillion

Source: M inistry o f Entrepreneurship and Technology o f the Republic o f Poland. 

Poland-New Zealand bilateral trade growth. In 2018, mutual trade was worth 
US$315 million

Fast developer
Since accession to the European Union, Poland has consistently 
been among the fastest developing member states, even taking 
the lead at times. From 2004 to 2017, Poland’s GDP doubled 
and GDP per capita increased by almost two-thirds, as did in
dustrial output. Today, welfare spending accounts for over 20 
per cent of GDP, and during the time of Polish EU membership 
this spending per capita has doubled. Poland ranks 39th (out 
of 126) in the Global Innovation Index, which ranks countries 
in terms of their ability to innovate. Poland is Central Europe’s 
largest economy and the European Union’s sixth by GDP in 
purchasing power parity.

As well as having one of the European Union’s fastest grow
ing economies, Poland is also considered one of the more re
silient post-communist countries. Having a strong domestic 
market, low private debt, a low unemployment rate, a flexible 
currency and differentiated export sectors, Poland was the only 
European economy to avoid the recession of 2008. In Septem
ber 2018, the unemployment rate in Poland was estimated at 
5.7 per cent, one of the lowest in the European Union (com
pared to 19 per cent in 2004).

Poland’s robust economic growth has been reflected in a 
high performing manufacturing sector and the increasing pres
ence of Polish products in global markets. The country’s most 
successful exports include machinery, furniture, food products, 
clothing, shoes and cosmetics. While Poland’s largest trading 
partners are European countries, many companies are interested 
in more distant markets, including New Zealand.

The integration of markets, removal of barriers, common 
rules, laws and institutions were in themselves not enough to 
bring economic development in the European Union’s east to 
the level of the west’s. Excessively large development dispari
ties between countries and regions are a barrier to the economic 
growth of the entire community. Hence, it is in the whole un
ion’s best interests, not only those of the poorest countries, to 
strive for development cohesion. For this reason, the European 
Union is implementing its so-called Cohesion Policy aimed at 
equal economic and social conditions in all the European Un
ion’s regions. Moreover, funds from the Cohesion Policy help 
to carry out common EU goals, such as ambitious climate and 
environmental policies.

Largest beneficiary
Despite its dynamic development, Poland is still the largest ben
eficiary of European funds. In the period 2000-20, about €163

billion was allocated to Poland. These funds were primarily ap
plied to develop infrastructure, regional development, innova
tion and human capital.

The official ‘List of projects implemented with European 
Funds in 2014—2020’ includes nearly 45,000 items. Poland is 
among the leaders in the most effective use of EU subsidies.

Impacts o f European Funds in Poland in 2007-20

Work and entrepreneurship 
409,752 new jobs 
46,488 supported enter
prises
43,450 persons who 
received non-refundable 
support to set up a firm
Research and development, 
innovations
6172 supported universi
ties, research centres and 
laboratories
3541 R&D projects and 
schemes carried out 
Science and education 
70,563 students participat
ing in work placements and 
apprenticeships 
Elimination of barriers
64,753 people with 
disabilities received support 
1690 facilities were adapted 
to the needs of disabled 
people

Information society 
56,752 km of broadband 
internet network 
234,650 households with 
co-financed access to the 
internet
5647 new e-services 
Transport
13,318 km of built or 
modernised motorways, 
expressways and other roads 
1566 km of built or modern
ised railway lines
Environmental protection 
24,646 km of built or 
modernised sewer network 
7188 km of built or modern
ised water supply network 
710 investments connected 
with renewable sources of 
energy
1811 investments connected 
with increasing energy 
efficiency

As the largest beneficiary of EU funds, Poland has allocated 
much of this funding to modernisation of urban spaces —  to 
dramatic effect. New investment projects are popping up and 
cities are filled with modern buildings equipped with functional 
energy-saving systems. The cultural, sporting and scientific in
frastructure has been expanding dynamically. Poland has sig
nificant achievements in urban regeneration, creating new func
tions for historical buildings. The most outstanding examples 
of successful urban renewal are Lodz and Katowice, which have 
been transformed from industrial cities to vibrant art and busi
ness incubators.
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European funds contribute not only to sports infrastruc
ture but also to the lifting of sports professionals’ skills. The last 
decade has seen expansion of stadiums, football fields, gym
nastic halls, swimming pools and aqua parks, climbing walls, 
kayak and yacht marinas, bicycle and sledge tracks, skate parks 
and other sports facilities. These investments also boost tour
ism and make Poland more beautiful.

Science investments are an inherent element of the devel
opment of Polish cities and towns. This has involved extending 
and developing the facilities of universities, investing in schools 
and creating science and research centres, such as the Coperni
cus Science Centre in Warsaw and the Nanotechnology Centre 
in Gdansk.

Positive situation
Poland has also been a major beneficiary of the Common Ag
ricultural Policy, which helps redress the under-development 
caused by communism and earlier economic backwardness. 
The situation of Polish agriculture and rural areas fifteen years 
after Poland’s EU accession is a positive one. Incomes have 
stabilised, the quality of rural infrastructure has improved, as 
has the quality of processing, and agricultural production has 
had a strong impact on increased Polish exports to other EU 
countries.

Poland is a green country proud of its natural heritage. 
It has 23 national parks covering a total area of 3168 square 
kilometres and over 140 landscape parks with a total area of 
31,753 square kilometres.

From the outset of its EU membership, Poland has actively 
participated in environmental protection initiatives, including 
reduction of emissions of harmful substances. Modernisation 
of the energy sector has led to decommissioning of obsolete 
and inefficient power plants and to significant investments in 
renewable energy infrastructure. Promoting low or zero emis
sion vehicles supports systemic initiatives such as electromobil
ity that are crucial for sustainable urban development. Numer
ous global companies producing equipment essential for the 
development of electromobility (such as electric motors, charg
ing stations and lithium-ion batteries) are based in Poland.

Poland is a leader in Central Europe in implementing 
sustainable and multifunctional forest management. Valuing 
forests as a vital and growing natural resource, Poland is imple
menting the Forest Carbon Farms project to increase carbon 
dioxide absorption.

Since becoming an EU member, Poland has successfully 
organised three climate summits (COP14 in Poznan, 2008, 
COP 19 in Warsaw, 2013, and COP24 in Katowice, 2018), 
demonstrating its strong commitment to global climate nego
tiations.

O ther benefits
In addition to economic development, Poles have benefited 
in other ways from membership in the European Union. For 
many Poles, the European Union means freedom to travel 
without a passport, with a wide range of privileges. It is esti
mated that at the end of 2017, 2.5 million Poles were tempo
rarily living abroad. Most of them (about 2.1 million) were in 
EU countries. This gap in the labour market is being filled by 
migrants, mainly from Ukraine. Two million Ukrainians are 
permanendy or temporarily employed in Poland. More than 
180,000 Polish students have received foreign scholarships as

part of the Erasmus/Erasmust- Programme, while Poland has 
welcomed around 100,000 students from abroad.

The strengthening of the economy and public finances dur
ing the period of EU membership has enabled increased invest
ment in social policies that reduce differences in the standard of 
living of citizens. For over a decade, Poland has been expanding 
its system of social security, introducing new pro-social solu
tions such as:
•  launching the Family 500 Plus programme, which covers 

3.74 million children in 2.45 million families;
•  extending paid maternity/paternity leave, from five to twelve 

months;
•  significantly reducing fees for kindergartens and extending 

their network;
•  increasing the availability of childcare for children up to the 

age of three, enabling women to quickly return to work and 
making it possible to reconcile maternal and professional 
responsibilities.

Engagement abroad
A natural mission for Poland, as the largest country in Cen
tral Europe, was to build bridges across the new EU border 
with a view to widening the area of security and prosperity in 
Europe. In 2008, Poland and Sweden initiated the European 
Union’s Eastern Partnership Programme, officially launched 
in 2009, which was one of the components of the European 
Neighbourhood Policy. It aims to strengthen political links, 
economic co-operation and integration of the European Un
ion with its eastern neighbours: Belarus, Moldova, Ukraine, 
Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia. On the tenth anniversary of 
the programme, which we are celebrating in 2019, the progress 
made by the six countries covered by this EU policy is undeni
able. Increased people-to-people contacts by facilitating travel 
as well as scholarship exchanges between university students in 
the Eastern Partnership Programme and EU countries (through 
the Erasmus+ programme) are undisputed achievements.

Poland has traditionally supported the European Union’s 
open door policy and joined projects aimed at enlargement of 
the European Union. Warsaw believes this is one of the best 
ways to extend the area of peace, stability and prosperity to 
cover all of the European Union’s neighbours. Poland is active 
in supporting European integration of the Western Balkans and 
sharing its experience of transformation, accession negotiations 
and integration within EU structures.

Participation by the Polish Army in peacekeeping missions 
deployed in the world’s unstable regions is also an important 
element of Polish foreign policy. Beyond the Balkan region, Po
land has taken part in military missions aimed at stabilising the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Chad, the Central African 
Republic and Mali, as well as in maritime operations to combat 
piracy in the Horn of Africa 
off the Somalian coast, and 
to fight human trafficking 
in the Mediterranean. Pol
ish police officers, members 
of other services and civil
ian experts are now taking 
part in EU civilian missions 
in Kosovo, Georgia, Mol
dova, Ukraine and Libya.

Poland is also engaged

The Gdansk Shipyard, a central place in 
the history o f modern Europe, where free 
Poland and the Solidarity movement were 
born (©Ministry o f Foreign Affairs o f the 
Republic o f Poland)
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Europe Day o f  9 May. Every year thousands o f  Poles gather in Warsaw to express the 
joy and satisfaction o f  being pa rt o f  the European project (©European Commission 
Representation in Warsaw)

in missions led by the United Nations, OSCE and NATO. This 
year marks the 20th anniversary of Poland’s membership in the 
North Atlantic alliance. As an active member of international 
organisations, Poland is engaged in maintaining security and 
expanding the sphere of prosperity around the globe.

A id  d o n o r
Poland has been an international aid donor since 2004. The two 
pillars of Polish Aid are development assistance and humanitar
ian aid. Development co-operation, dedicated to multi- and bi
lateral projects, is growing with official development assistance 
amounting to €0.6 billion in 2017. Another aim of develop
ment co-operation is to implement the Sustainable Develop
ment Goals (SDGs), which reflect the global needs and chal
lenges that the United Nations defined and adopted in 2015 
with a delivery timeframe of 2030. In order to ensure that its aid 
is effective, Poland decided to focus that aid by choosing ten, 
and since 2019 twelve, priority countries for Polish develop
ment assistance. Under the 2016—20 Multilateral Development 
Co-operation Programme, Polish Aid is delivered as a priority 
to four Eastern Partnership countries (Belarus, Georgia, Moldo
va and Ukraine), and to eight Asian, African and Middle East
ern countries (Ethiopia, Kenya, Lebanon, Myanmar, Palestine, 
Senegal, Tanzania and Uganda).

Polish Aid also comprises humanitarian support for coun
tries affected by natural disasters or war. Examples include pro
jects in the Middle East that support refugees and the poorest 
groups in the local population. In 2017, Polish Aid carried out 
humanitarian activities in Jordan, Ukraine and Iraqi Kurdistan. 
The main recipients of assistance were internally displaced peo
ple, refugees and victims of war.

Big advance
The process of restoring Poland’s rightful place in the world 
started in June 1989. Drawing on the values that guided the 
Solidarity freedom movement, we have come a long way from 
a country dependent on the Soviet Union to a pillar of NATO 
and a partner in the European project. Poland’s accession to the 
European Union crowned the efforts of successive governments 
formed after Solidarity’s victory in 1989. EU membership has 
been a foundation for the modernisation of our state, economy 
and foreign policy. Our citizens and companies benefit from 
open borders and the common market. In 2004, our GDP per 
capita was 47 per cent of the EU average; today, it is around 70 
per cent. Funds from the EU budget are invested in making our 
country more competitive and prosperous.

Within fifteen years, Poland has made tremendous progress, 
which it largely owes to the Poles’ entrepreneurship and the 
inflow of funds under the EU Cohesion Policy. Statistics and 
figures do not always direcdy reflect practical changes in peo
ple’s lives, such as travel rights, abolished roaming charges, a 
cleaner environment, safe foods and the ability to legally work 
and study in other countries. In the near future we may even 
catch up with the most developed EU countries in living stand
ards, something that sustaining economic growth of 5 per cent 
will help to achieve.

That Poland has benefited in many ways from its member
ship in the European Union is well-grounded in public aware
ness. The European Union enjoys high approval rates amongst 
practically all social and age groups, irrespective of political 
views and sympathies. Poles not only consider themselves Eu
ropeans but also show more confidence in the European Union 
than many in other countries.

We advocate a strong union: one that enjoys the support of 
its constituent states and nations; a union that fosters economic 
growth and the prosperity of its societies; a union that helps 
to ensure equal living standards for the citizens of all member 
states; a union that taps into the potential of the common mar
ket and respects all of the four freedoms: the free movement of 
goods, capital, persons and services.

R em arkab le  success
There is much to celebrate in this anniversary year about Po
land’s road to freedom and European integration. Fifteen years 
of EU membership have coincided with remarkable economic 
success. The numbers speak for themselves: Poland’s GDP has 
grown by nearly 100 per cent; inflation has dropped below 2 per 
cent; unemployment fell to 5.7 per cent in 2018; and cumula
tive foreign direct investments reached €200 billion in 2018.

Integration has also brought benefits to our partners. Mac
roeconomic data shows that the ‘Big Bang’ enlargement of 2004 
had a positive impact on most EU-15 economies. The biggest 
winners were those who boosted trade with our region and 
opened up their labour markets to the new members. Indeed, 
all EU member states —  both those acceding in 2004 and those 
already in the union — gained most by tapping into the poten
tial offered by the internal market, especially the free movement 
of goods and people, while numerous companies from the EU- 
15 took part in projects implemented in the EU-12 with the use 
of Cohesion funds. Common European security has also been 
bolstered.

Poland joined the European Union fifteen years ago full of 
hope, with some uncertainties about how membership would 
affect its economy and political position. Since then Poland has 
built a strong position for itself in NATO and the European 
Union, with a reputation as a responsible member of these or
ganisations as well as within the UN family. This occurred be
cause of economic progress, political stability and firm support 
for European integration among Poles. The mutual benefits for 
Poland and its European partners of reintegration into the Eu
ropean project foreshadowed by the Union of Lublin show be
yond doubt that the decision to anchor Poland firmly in Euro- 
Atlantic structures was the right way to go.

N O T E
1. See Information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs on Polish 

Foreign Policy Tasks in 2019 delivered at the Sejm.
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