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The first formalized rural self-governing organizations in Poland were 
already established in the 19th century. The activity of these organiza
tions varied according to the existing social, political and economic con- 
ditions, yet their role has always remained the same: the basie goal be- 
hind the activity of a local self-governing body is to represent the 
interests of a rural community.

Morę specifically, the main functions of rural local self-governing or
ganizations include the following: supplying means of production to 
farmers, purchase of crops, rendering services pertaining to production 
and living, raising producers’ Professional standards, perfecting the 
ąuality of livestock designed for breeding, representing and defending 
farmers’ and country-people’s interests, creating institutional forms of 
farmers’ participation in taking decisions in matters concerning their 
own village and community, developing agricultural education and pro- 
moting culture [Sokołowska, 1994, 77]. Thus, the activity of local autono- 
mous organizations influences the ąuality of life in the country, as well 
as its development, to a great extent.

The change in the economic system, which entails departing from 
a centrally planned economy and developing a market economy system, 
which is characterized by laws so different from those in operation be- 
fore, should, as it seems, promote a rise in farmers’ participation in the 
process of decision making as regards the issues related to their own vil- 
lages and communities. The participation of farmers in this process may
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manifest itself in their taking part in the activity of rural organizations, 
i.e. professional or cultural organizations, or in their participation in lo- 
cal government activity in the region.

This article aims to describe rural self-governing organizations active 
in the Opole Province, farmers’ participation in the activities of these or
ganizations and to evaluate the activity of local rural governments. It 
also undertakes to outline changes in farmers’ participation in rural or
ganizations during the period of transformations of the socio-economic 
system.

Intuitively, the changes that have occurred in the economy sińce the 
beginning of the 90s should have influenced the development of the 
activity of individual farmers and local autonomous organizations. Ac- 
cepting the assumption above, the next phase in the research was con- 
ducted successively in 200 and in 100 private farms located in the Opole 
Province (in 1991 and 1992, respectively), yielded surprising results. The 
latter indicated that in 1991, farmers’ level of interest in the activity of 
local country self-governing organizations, as well as their participation 
in local councils was significantly lower than in 1985 (Table 1). However, 
it is worth stressing, that as soon as 1992, a rise in farmers’ participa
tion in the activities of these organizations was recorded. Moreover, 
farmers’ interests were now directed towards the activity of territorial 
government.

This research showed that farmers knew about the existence of local 
rural self-governing organizations, including one founded in 1990 in the 
Opole region, i.e. the Cultural Society of the German Minority (CSGM). 
Still, the respondents’ participation in the activities of these organiza
tions was of a Iow level. The highest percentage of members of such or
ganizations among the respondents was recorded in CSGM (amounting 
to 38%) and in the Volunteer Fire Brigade (VFB) (31% of participants 
being farmers), the Local Country Women’s Circle (CWC) attracted 18% 
of the respondents (or their wives), whereas 13% of those ąuestioned 
were members of the Community Cooperative “Samopomoc Chłopska” 
(CCSC). Members of Agricultural Centers (AC) madę up 12% of those 
ąuestioned, and another 10% were members of Cooperatives of Farmers’ 
Centers (CFC). Membership in Dairy Cooperatives (DC) amounted to 
11%. In comparison with 1991 a rise in branch unions, in which 9% of 
the respondents participated, was noted (as they declared).

The results of the research conducted between 1991 and 1992 thus in- 
dicate a slow process of adjustment of local autonomous organizations to 
the new socio-economic conditions. After a decisive decrease in farmers’ 
interest in the activity of such organizations up to 1991, the next year 
brought about a rise in farmers’ participation, despite all the negative el-
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ements of the transition of the country’s economy. The results presented 
above allow us to make optimistic prognoses of a gradual process of acti- 
vation of local self-governing organizations, and of farmers within the 
framework of these organizations. In view of these findings, it seems 
most interesting to analyze the data related to farmers’ membership in 
local government organizations towards the end of the 90s.

In 2000, new research was conducted with the aim of identifying the 
local self-governing organizations that function in the country and also 
those in which respondents take active part. Farmers evaluated, too, the 
accessibility of these organizations, their contact with the residents of 
villages, as well as their effectiveness in fulfilling their basie functions.

First of all, the degree of farmers’ knowledge about the organizations 
that operate in the Opole region was measured. The results proved that 
there are local rural organizations functioning in a great number of vil- 
lages in the region. For instance, the following function in the respon
dents’ villages: Village Council (VC) (listed by 72% of the respondents), 
VFB (62%), CWC (53%), CSGM (53%) and Union of Breeders (UB) (51%). 
Particularly in the case of VFB, the continuing rise in farmers’ know
ledge about the activity of the organization and also their active partici- 
pation is not surprising. After all, the brigade is one of the oldest organi
zations and highly respected by smali local communities. They were 
established in a natural manner as a form of protection in the event of 
fire and other natural calamities; they also undertook a number of tasks 
of a social character. One can say that VFBs are multi-functional associ- 
ations, with a rangę of additional functions which surpasses other orga
nizations that operate in the rural environment. In order to fully present 
this organization, it is worth noting that VFBs function according the 
powers given in the regulations of the Act on Associations of 10 January 
1996, including subseguent amendments. In the light of this document, 
the supervising body, i.e. the Voivode (provincial president), can control 
this organization, yet it is only a court of law that can execute a given 
decision. Thus, VFB, as an association of a free, self-governing, lasting 
character, is a non-profit body that determines its own aims, program of 
activity and organizational structure, as well as one that passes internal 
acts concerning its activity and which bases the latter on the non-profit 
activities of its members (Art. 2 of the Act on Associations) [Samulak, 
1999, 136 ff.]. Consequently, it can be said that VFB reflects basie rural 
values, which is confirmed by the research conducted.

Furthermore, 38% of the respondents live in villages where agricul- 
tural cooperatives function, and 36% in ones where there are community 
councils. These organizations are well known to farmers, some boasting 
of a long history, e.g. the first units were established as early as the se-
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cond half of the 19th century [Kożuch, 1999, 101]. In turn, the CSGM, 
which is a relatively new organization (it was established in the Opole 
region in 1990), also enjoys growing popularity as the results of the re- 
search prove. Other organizations - cooperative banks and the Union of 
Silesian Farmers (USF) were indicated by 16% of those ąuestioned as 
being in operation in their villages. A similar number of the respondents 
(15%) mentioned the Union of Silesian Country Women (USCW), and 
a slightly lower number listed such organizations as: DC (12%), CCSC 
(11%), CFC (11%), Circle of Agricultural Counseling (11%), Agricultural 
Production Cooperative (11%) and Agricultural Chambers (9%). Only 6% 
of the respondents indicated that the Union of Planters operates in their 
villages. The most surprising result is the Iow freąuency of the presence 
of Agricultural Chambers, whose rangę of activity is relatively wide, of- 
ten interfering with the competence of other existing self-government 
structures, as for examples those of agricultural circles of branch unions. 
Moreover, this is an organization of long standing, hence well known to 
farmers. This organization would be thus expected to enjoy greater po
pularity. However, the results of the research prove otherwise. A ques- 
tion arises as to whether this is a temporary crisis or a morę serious and 
lasting one.

The results of the research of 2000 showed that however much the 
farmers tend to know about the existence of rural self-government orga
nizations, the level of activity as regards their participation in the orga
nizations is Iow.

As in 1992, the CSGM earned the greatest popularity with the respon
dents (a membership of 31%) as far as local self-governing organizations 
are concerned. Next, 21% respondents were members of VFB, whereas 
20% declared their membership in ACs and 18% - in UB. Membership in 
the CWC was indicated by 16% of the respondents (or their wives). As 
few as 13% of those ąuestioned are members of village councils, even 
though as many as 72% of them listed this organization as being active 
in their villages. In comparison with 1992, the interest in the activities 
of such organizations dropped by 12% (ln 1992 25% of the respondents 
were members of village councils). In the case of the remaining local 
self-governing organizations the membership ratę did not exceed 10%. 
Aboutl0% of the respondents were members of Commune Councils, 6% - 
UP, 5% - USF. Another 5% were customers of cooperative banks, 
a smali number were interested in the activities of the Circle of Agricul
tural Counseling (4%), DC (4%), the USCW (4%), and also that of the Ag
ricultural Chamber (3%), while membership in the Agricultural Produc
tion Cooperative was as Iow as 2%.



RURAL SELF-GOYERNING ORGANISATIONS... 167

The results presented above leave no doubt as to the insufficient de- 
gree of farmers’ involvement in the activities of organizations which rep- 
resent their own interests and defend their rights. Moreover, they seem 
to confirm the assumption raised earlier that Polish farmers are not 
ready to participate in decision-making processes affecting their Profes
sional activities. Despite the fact that the new economic system yields 
such a possibility, the adjustment process is very long and slow. This 
seems to be the case as the research shows.

The results of the research carried out, as well as their comparative 
analysis enables us to understand the lines of changes in the functioning 
of self-governing organizations and their role in the country. This is pre
sented in Table 1.

Table 1. Farmers’ membership in self-governing organizations in the years 1985, 1991, 
1992 and 2000

No. Name of organization
Membership in organizations (%)
1985* 1991 1992 2000

1 Agricultural Center 47.0 11.0 12.0 20.0
2 Country Women’s Circle 14.7 1.0 18.0 16.0
3 Cooperatives of Agricultural Centers 27.0 X X —
4 Unions of Breeders 26.3 4.0 8.0 18.0
5 Union of Planters 48.2 1.0 1.0 6.0
6 Dairy Cooperatives 24.7 3.0 11.0 4.0

7 Communal Cooperatives ‘Samopomoc 
Chłopska’ 26.3 • 13.0 —

8 Cooperatives Bank 27.1 • 8.0 5.0
9 Participation in village meetings 26.0 X X X

10 Volunteer Fire Brigade 19.9 10.0 31.0 21.0
11 Folk Sports Union 8.0 1.0 1.0 —
12 Cultural Society of the German Minority X • 38.0 31.0

*For comparison, the authors also included in Table 1 the data concerning farmers’ membership in 
self-governing organizations in 1985, that is a few years before the beginning of the socio-economic 
system transformation.
S o u r c e: Data based on our own research — Sokołowska, 1989, 125; Sokołowska, 1994. 84; Krawczyk 
et al., 1998, 36.

Analyzing the data in Table 1, the following conclusions can be drawn:
- the beginning of the transformation brought a drop in farmers’ par- 

ticipation in all self-governing organizations;
- the year 1992 saw a rise in or maintenance of the level of farmers’ 

involvement, in no case did there occur a decrease in the level;
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- in turn, between 1992 and 2000, the majority of organizations suf- 
fered a decrease in farmers’ participation in the activity of rural self-go- 
verning organizations except in three cases (nos. 1, 4 and 5), where an 
increase occurred.

Apart from some tendencies of changes in the years, in which the re- 
search was conducted, it is worth noting that three out of the twelve ru
ral self-governing organizations analyzed did not win even minimal in- 
terest on the part of farmers. In the case of nos. 7 and 11 this state has 
been maintained sińce 1988, whereas in the case of nos. 9 and 3 — sińce 
1991, when all of the organizations went through a crisis.

On the basis of the numerical data concerning farmers’ participation 
in the activities of self-governing organizations, a positive aspect was no- 
ticed, i.e. there were no constant drops in the number of members of any 
of the organizations. Two of them (nos. 1 and 4) recorded a continuing 
increase in respondents’ membership. The number of members of UP 
maintained the same level in the sample of 1992 as in the previous 
years, and in 2000 there was a rise of 5%. It is also worth underlining 
that the ratę of increase in all of the three above-mentioned organiza
tions was going up, too. These are the organizations, of which one can 
speak about a long-term trend.

In the case of the other organizations, the level of farmers’ activity fell 
between 1992 and 2000. However, the same organizations (except no. 
11) increased their membership in 1992. It is not possible to notę any 
elear tendency here and it is only by conducting morę research in the fu
turę that we can clarify the situation in this respect.

Apart from the tendencies of changes in the years in which the re
search was carried out, it is worth observing the fact that in the case of 
three out of twelve rural self-governing organizations, nonę of the ques- 
tioned farmers declared participation in their activities in 2000. This 
concerns nos. 3, 7 and 11. Similarly, nonę of the respondents indicated 
that they took part in village meetings.

Comparing the degree of farmers’ involvement in the work of rural 
self-governing organizations in 1991 and 2000, it can be noticed that in 
all of the cases, with the exception of nos. 7 and 11, the level of participa
tion was greater in the latter. As far as the first of these organizations is 
concerned, nonę of the respondents declared their membership in this 
organization either in 1991 or towards the end of the period examined. 
However, membership of it in 1992 amounted to 13%. This seems to be 
a problem related to the selection of the sample for the research or cer- 
tain inconsistencies in farmers. The differences in the number of mem
bers of the other organization (Folk Sports Union) were smaller and the 
drop in the membership amounted to 1% in the year 2000.
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One conclusion that can be drawn from the research conducted deals 
with the ąuestion of women’s participation in rural self-governing orga- 
nizations. Even though the number of members of CWC decreased by 2% 
in 2000 compared with 1992, at the same time in that year 4% of the re- 
spondents indicated membership of USCW. It can be inferred then that 
some of the members of the CWC became interested in the activity of the 
other union. In conseąuence, one can say there is a constant rise in the 
women’s activity in the country.

The results of the research carried out proved that, despite the col- 
lapse in the idea of self-governing bodies in the period of the socio-eco- 
nomic transformation (the data collected in 1991 prove the truthfulness 
of this thesis), farmers have rediscovered the necessity of them. There 
followed a rise in their membership in the majority of organizations. One 
must acknowledge the fact, though, that with the generally sceptical ap- 
proach to the evaluation of the functioning of self-governing organiza
tions, it is possible to notice a dependence between the evaluation of the 
organizations and the effects of work of the farmers themselves: the 
lower the level of farmers’ productivity (weaker, smaller and financially 
poorer farms), the less favorable the evaluation of the functioning of the 
organizations. Thus, there is a need for farmers’ greater involvement in 
the activity of the organizations.

The respondents claimed that there was a marked improvement as re- 
gards fulfilling functions pertaining to training and agricultural counsel- 
ing. This is madę morę significant by the fact that in the beginning of 
the 90s it was this very function that was pointed out to be vital yet ne- 
glected in farmers’ opinions.

It can also be concluded, on the basis of the results of the research, 
that the process of adjusting to the conditions of a market economy has 
still been too slow. In relation to 1991, the following year saw a rise in 
farmers’ participation in the activities of self-governing organizations. 
The results enabled making a fairly optimistic prognosis as far as the 
level of the organizations’ activities is concerned. This, in turn, was sup- 
posed to entail a rise in farmers’ activity within the organizations.

The research confirmed that farmers have a consciousness of a need for 
cooperation between self-governing organizations in villages and the au- 
thorities of the villages and communities. They also appear to be open to 
such potential cooperation. Farmers clearly stress the importance of par- 
ticular functions fulfilled by local governments. At the same time they 
treat them as institutions through which they can realize their own aims.

Summing up, it can be stated that the research carried out in the 
Opole Province showed that self-governing organizations which function 
in the country are an integral part of the inhabitants’ activities. Further-
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morę, the rise in the effectiveness of rural self-governing organizations 
seems to be a logical consequence of farmers acknowledging them to be 
institutions able to represent their own interests. They are also con- 
vinced to a greater and greater extent that they themselves have a real 
influence on the activities of the organizations. Certainly, this is a pro- 
cess which reąuires time. However, its impact on the functioning of rural 
self-governing organizations will definitely be incalculable.
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