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Organisational and Financial Determinants for the Metropolitan 
Rail Transport Implementation in Poland with Potential 

Improvement Prospects

Paweł PODLEŚKO1 , Tomasz WARSZA2

Summary
Th e article addresses the issue of fi nancing and organising metropolitan rail transport. It identifi es challenges for this seg-
ment, which include the absence of organisational and funding obligations on the part of metropolitan government struc-
tures. It describes the forms of vertical co-operation which are legally permissible for local government units and identifi es 
the drawbacks in this respect. It cites the examples of management of the metropolitan railway transport in Poland, oper-
ated despite the existing restrictions. Th e absence of complete legal and fi nancial instruments providing metropolis with 
legal certainty in the organisation of metropolitan transport is identifi ed. Specifi c solutions are recommended, referring to 
information on dealing the described problem outside Poland.
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1. Introduction
Among the offi  cially declared objectives for the

development of passenger rail transport in Poland is 
(…) the development of daily commuting systems in-
tegrating urban centres into metropolitan systems and 
enhancing the range and functional areas of cities and 
creating network links between existing urban centres 
in peripheral areas threatened with marginalisation, 
including improvement of the capacity of city transport 
hubs (…) [8, p. 75]. Th erefore, it points to the need 
to develop organisational, operational, and fi nancial 
conditions for the development and implementation 
of the rail transport categories commonly referred to 
as “metropolitan” [8, p. 31, p. 112].

Offi  cially, according to Polish law, metropolitan 
rail transport should be regarded as the closest to met-
ropolitan passenger transport as stipulated in Article 
4 (1) (5a) [16] (hereinaft er: Public Transport (PT) 
Act). In fact, metropolitan rail transport operates as 
a special type of regional passenger transport. It cov-
ers the transport of passengers within the administra-
tive borders of at least two poviats (poviat – Polish 
equivalent of county) and not extending beyond 
the borders of one voivodeship (region) with fi nan-

cial and organisational involvement of local poviat, 
gmina (borough / community) and even voivodeship 
government units. Metropolitan passenger transport 
covers public transport services provided within 
the boundaries of a  metropolitan union; other than 
gmina, poviat, poviat/gmina, voivodeship and inter-
regional transport.

Th e article describes both the current complex or-
ganisational and fi nancial framework for the provision 
of passenger rail services considered as metropolitan 
rail transport and the essential conditions for their 
improvement. Th is is justifi ed by the results of demo-
graphic analyses and the specifi c nature of metropoli-
tan rail transport combining the characteristics of both 
public transport and traditional passenger trains.

2. Th e essence of the issue concerning
the organisation of metropolitan rail
transport

Th e obligation to organise rail passenger transport
in Poland is imposed directly on two levels of pub-
lic transport organisers: the minister responsible for 
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transport (international and inter-regional transport) 
and voivodeship marshals (regional transport). At the 
same time, the legislator provided sources of funding 
for regional and inter-regional transport. As a result 
of the requirement to fi nance regional rail transport, 
in the years 2003-2009, voivodeship authorities were 
provided with a 1.5% share in CIT revenues for this 
purpose, while since 2010 this share has been in-
creased by another 0.75% and amounts to 2.25% in 
total. Pursuant to Article 3 [12], the level of funding 
of voivodeship governments for railway transport was 
increased by 0.75%, raising the total percentage share 
of voivodeship governments in revenues from this 
source from 14% to 14.75%.

Other categories of organisers, either at the level 
of local governments or structures created by them 
(union of gminas, union of poviats, union of gminas 
and poviats or metropolitan union) are not obliged to 
organise railway services.

Although the provisions of the PT Act, Article 4, 
and Article 7 [16], do not exclude this option, the lack 
of funding sources for the organisation of such servic-
es naturally results in the limited range of operations 
of gmina, poviat and metropolitan PT organisers 
within the fi eld of rail transport. However, an organ-
iser such as a metropolitan union, which is naturally 
predestined to organise rail passenger services, is not 
legally obliged to provide its residents with access to 
rail services, because there is no statutory obligation 
to do so on its territory.

At the same time, it should be underlined that, in 
the public transport development planning process 
on the territory of a given organiser, it is necessary to 
consider the needs of the sustainable development of 
public transport (Article 12, section 2, item 4 of the 
Act on Public Transport), but this concept is quite 
generally defi ned in the Act on Public Transport it-
self. Th ey are defi ned as those that consider the social 
expectations with respect to ensuring public trans-
port services generally accessible, aiming at the use 
of various means of transport, as well as those which 
promote environmentally friendly means of trans-
port equipped with modern technical solutions, Art. 
4 item 1, section 28 [16]. With this conceptualisation 
of transport in metropolitan areas, it refers primarily 
to the provision of municipal public transport serv-
ices, understood as public transport operated with 
a  variety of rolling stock (bus, trolleybus, tram, and 
underground) managed by the municipal transport 
companies operating in a given organiser. It does not, 
however, include the integration of diff erent organis-
ers’ off ers at diff erent levels and in diff erent modes of 

transport as an objective which should be served by 
the sustainable development of public transport. Th e 
principle of mutual agreement on transport lines by 
neighbouring organisers, Article 13 [16], as well as 
the principle of incorporating the provisions of high-
er-category transport plans, Article 11 [16], are also 
formulated in such a general way as to promote the 
inter-sectoral integration of the off ers only by highly 
cooperative organisers.

Admittedly, in the case of a  metropolitan union, 
an obligation was introduced for it to establish an in-
tegrated ticketing system valid within its boundaries 
(Article 15a of the PT Act), but it had no obligation to 
organise rail transport3. Th is means that the integrat-
ed ticketing system defi ned in the PT Act (Article 4, 
section 1, item 26) does not, of course, forbid the in-
clusion of rail transport in the metropolitan off ering, 
but neither does it explicitly require it. It is a solution 
whereby a passenger may use a ticket entitling him to 
use diff erent modes of transport in an area of operation 
of a public transport organiser. In addition, neither the 
PT Act nor the rail transport regulations include any 
regulations constituting tools that would allow the ef-
fective integration of rail transport into an integrated 
ticketing system. Th erefore, in practice, such a system 
may primarily involve the integration of underground, 
bus, tram, and trolleybus services provided by diff er-
ent-category organisers forming a union.

Th e complex statutory reduced fare program, valid 
separately and in diff erent rates in rail transport and 
in public (municipal) transport, in which reduced fares 
are granted and fi nanced exclusively by local govern-
ment organisers, is compounded by the diff erentiation 
of reduced fares according to train category [62]. As 
a result, the reduced fare program in public transport 
includes statutory reduced fares (refi nanced from the 
state budget), the so-called local government reduced 
fares and trade allowances which result from the com-
mercial policy of each operator and are granted by them 
arbitrarily under commercial terms [40]. Th is, in turn, 
aff ects the diff erent sources of compensation to opera-
tors for revenue lost due to the reduced fares applied.

Th e complexity of this system leads to a situation 
where the regulation of reduced fares on public trans-
port is included in about 20 acts of common legisla-
tion (laws and regulations), not including local acts 
of law [60]. At the same time, the current legislation 
excludes the option to combine statutory reduced 
fares with trade discounts. Th e statutory reduced fares 
themselves combine both the nature of compensatory 
social benefi ts (discounts for pensioners, the disabled 
persons and students) and discounts for those per-

3 Pursuant to Article 1(2) of the revoked [14], a metropolitan union still has no such obligation.
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forming certain public functions (e.g., for offi  cers of 
uniformed services while performing their offi  cial 
duties) [29]. In addition, due to the separate “assign-
ment” of statutory reduced fares not only across diff er-
ent types, but even across public transport modes or 
across train categories, the use of common (e.g., on ex-
press trains and municipal public transport) fares and 
tickets is hampered. Th e common legislation does not 
provide for direct compensation for the combination 
of statutory and commercial discounts when a travel-
ler buys one ticket but for diff erent modes of trans-
port [33, p. 16]. Although there are formal grounds 
in Polish legislation for off ering passengers the option 
to purchase a single ticket for an entire journey, irre-
spective of the number, modes and types of transport 
used during the journey (Article 6, section 1) [15], in 
practice, the initiative in this respect depends entirely 
on the resourcefulness of public transport organisers 
and operators, without any fi nancial incentives to cre-
ate such solutions. As a result, organisers and opera-
tors are even penalised for implementing initiatives as 
they lose revenue from statutory reduced fares when 
rail transport is integrated. Th ey do not profi t from 
the state budget in return. It is diffi  cult to accept that 
national and EU development objectives for public 
transport are pursued in this way.

Th e described aspects indicate why the system so-
lutions adopted in the PT Act can be directly applied 
to only very cooperative organisers remaining at the 
same level of local government. Th e current legisla-
tion seems to stick to a branched (or even siloed) view 
of public transport, leaving the potential harmonisa-
tion of the off ers of the diff erent modes to the initia-
tive of the organisers. On one hand, this is somewhat 
understandable since, in principle, it is diffi  cult to 
decree economic cooperation in any area top-down. 
On the other hand, however, the lack of a stable, for-
mal legal framework practically prevents the full in-
tegration of rail transport into municipal passenger 
transport systems and aff ects the legal certainty of the 
measures taken. For rail services, commonly referred 
to as “metropolitan”, the integration not only of infra-
structure, but mainly of fares, into municipal public 
transport is crucial. Th is, in turn, requires an inter-
sectoral approach to understanding accountability for 
their development.

3. Organisational solutions for metropolitan 
rail transport applied in Poland

National legislation, as stated in the introduction, 
does not distinguish such a category of transport as 
metropolitan rail transport. However, there are quite 
a few defi nitions in the literature that defi ne this cat-

egory. To designate them, for example, Anglo-Saxon 
literature (sometimes interchangeably) uses the term 
“commuter rail” or “transit rail.” Th e former term usu-
ally refers to railways serving residents (commuters), 
[17, p. 244] travelling daily for study or work from 
suburban districts of an urban area, from neighbour-
ing metropolitan areas and from functional areas of 
an urban area to its centre [1, p. 16].

Th is type of railway system is characterised, 
among others, by: regularity (timetable synchronic-
ity) and high train service frequency in the metro-
politan area, oft en functionally separated railway 
infrastructure serving only these trains, long-term 
ticket-based journeys, focus on providing passengers 
with access to one or two main stations located in the 
largest business districts of a metropolitan area, a fare 
system separated from long-distance train traffi  c, and 
zonal station service (i.e. servicing certain stops and 
stations only at specifi c times of the day and week). 
Th e commuter rail operator is oft en a railway operator 
that also provides its transport services in other areas 
of a region/country and treats commuter rail as part 
of its off ers. Examples are: the Norwegian Lokaltog 
Østlandet (Oslo metropolitan railway) providing 
services to Oslo and Gardermoen airport and to the 
eastern part of the country, which is operated by the 
Norwegian state-owned operator (Vygruppen) [64], 
or the system of so-called Electriczkas (broad-gauge 
rail), which operate, among others, in the metropoli-
tan area of Riga and are operated by the Latvian state-
owned operator [54].

Examples of commuter rail, oft en referred to in 
the literature, are also German, Austrian, or Danish 
S-Bahn systems (Schnellbahn, Stadtbahn, and Stadt-
schnellbahn) [24, p. 21]. However, the assignment of 
the S-Bahn to the commuter rail category is primarily 
due to the infrastructure aspects of this type of rail 
service, and to a lesser extent to the functional charac-
teristics it has. In the case of Berlin, the S-Bahn, while 
remaining under the national holding of the German 
railway DB AG, is part of the off er of the Verkehrsver-
bund Berlin-Brandenburg (VBB), i.e., an association 
of various transport enterprises in the states of Berlin 
and Brandenburg and the cities of Cottbus, Frankfurt 
(Oder) and Potsdam. In terms of area, VBB is one 
of the largest transport networks in Europe. In the 
VBB area, the same ticket can be used throughout the 
transport system: S-Bahn, U-Bahn, tram, bus, under-
ground and ferry [56]. Th e S-Bahn system is, in fact, 
a ticketing integration of a separate rail operator into 
the VBB off er.

So called “transit rail” involves services organised 
on similar infrastructure principles as commuter rail, 
but it is usually a system operating over shorter dis-
tances within metropolitan areas themselves at even 
higher service frequencies. It serves all successive 
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stops on the line and therefore achieves lower com-
mercial speeds, but with trains that have higher accel-
eration and provide a faster exchange of passengers at 
the stops [28, p. 41]4. In general, however, what seems 
to distinguish transit rail is the fact that this type of 
rail service is organised by local (metropolitan) pas-
senger transport organisers, and that it is fully inte-
grated into the ticketing system of metropolitan pub-
lic transport, which gives it the characteristics of an 
“underground rail.” An example of this is Transport 
for London, where (with a few exceptions) city fares 
apply to rail services within the London metropolitan 
area [61]. A  similar situation also applies to Berlin, 
which is why the information about the incorpora-
tion of the S-Bahn into the commuter rail category 
was given a conditional annotation [39].

Th e fi rst option (commuter rail) is traditional re-
gional commuter rail with its own ticketing system, 
meeting the transport demand of regional residents 
in an area larger than just a metropolitan area itself. 
It is a  type of regional service that provides services 
to large cities. Th e metropolitan nature of this type of 
transport is mainly refl ected in the following aspects: 
infrastructure (oft en functionally and proprietary 
separated infrastructure) and suprastructure (rolling 
stock dedicated to these services). In Poland, the ex-
ample of Warsaw Commuter Rail (Warszawska Kolej 
Dojazdowa sp. z o.o. – WKD) can be cited as a model 
case in this respect.

WKD is owned by the Mazovian Voivodeship, 
the City of Warsaw and the six gminas lying along its 
route. At the same time, the Mazovian Voivodeship 
is the only entity ordering and paying for transport 
services performed by WKD. Th e described situation 
shows how complicated the situation is in Poland as 
regards the organisation of metropolitan transport. It 
requires that the authority in charge of regional trans-
port also be involved. Another example is Szybka 
Kolej Miejska (TriCity) (PKP Szybka Kolej Miejska w 
Trójmieście sp. z o.o. – PLP SKM) (PKP SKM), which 
retains fares separate from those of the city, although 
partially accepting them. PKP SKM is owned by PKP 
S.A., the Pomeranian Voivodeship and the local au-
thorities of Gdansk, Sopot, Gdynia, Pruszcz Gdański 
and Rumia.

Th e second option (transit rail) is a  truly metro-
politan railway, which is integrated in terms of in-
frastructure, fares, and ticketing into the municipal 
(metropolitan) public transport system. In such a sys-

tem, the nuisance of transfers is minimised by the 
functioning of a  single metropolitan transport sys-
tem, which also fully encompasses rail services pro-
vided by a metropolitan organiser and allows for free 
interchange of transport modes without incurring ad-
ditional charges or having to know the (usually com-
plex) fares and off ers of the railway operators. In this 
context, the metropolitan character derives not only 
from the infrastructural and suprastructural aspects, 
but also from the organisational aspect, meaning the 
provision of services for the municipal (metropolitan) 
public transport organiser and their incorporation 
into the metropolitan ticketing system. Th e Warsaw-
based Szybka Kolej Miejska sp. z o.o. can be cited as 
a Polish example (SKM Warszawa).

Th e problem of defi ning metropolitan rail trans-
port has also been raised in Poland. Referring to the 
studies of international organisations operating in the 
fi eld of rail transport, Polish studies have indicated 
not only the functional characteristics of metropoli-
tan transport, but also the range of travel (in terms of 
time and space), high frequency of services or small 
distances between stops [30, p. 37], [25, p. 172]. Ac-
cording to the terminology used in offi  cial public sta-
tistics by the regulator of the railway market in Poland 
(the President of the Offi  ce for Railway Transport – 
hereinaft er referred to as the ORT President), metro-
politan transport is (...) services which are intended to 
satisfy the transport needs of a large urban centre / con-
urbation / metropolitan area, as well as the transport 
needs between such a  centre and neighbouring areas; 
the frequency of metropolitan trains is high (usually 
at least 4 trains per hour), the distance between stops 
is relatively short and the network is strongly linked to 
the network of other public transport modes; trains are 
designed to carry a large number of passengers and en-
able them to be effi  ciently exchanged, unlike regional 
services which aim to meet the transport needs of an en-
tire region (...) [30]. [30, p. 37]. Th e defi nition quoted 
above shows that the terminology also distinguishes 
between transit rail, which is comprehensively inte-
grated with municipal metropolitan transport, and 
traditionally interpreted commuter rail.

On the basis of international experience with met-
ropolitan transport, taking into account national con-
ditions in this respect and specifying the term used 
by the ORT President5, the following defi nition of 
metropolitan rail transport can be formulated: (...) 
is a  system of railway infrastructure, rolling stock as-

4 Detailed information on the operational characteristics and functionality of rolling stock designed for this type of service is the subject 
of separate studies [26].
5 Terminology used in the systematic reporting by the ORT President has a special character because it is industry-specifi c terminology, 
allowing obliged entities (in this case railway operators) to easily identify and assign their activity to a specifi c category, distinguished for 
statistical purposes. Hence, the article suggests an extended defi nition, also considering the organisational aspects of transport.
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signed to it, passenger departure facilities (stations and 
stops) and transport organisation in an urban area and 
their functional areas, characterised by high frequency 
of service, frequent train stops in a  dense network of 
stops, continuous train services, as well as the integra-
tion of services into a municipal (metropolitan) ticket-
ing system (...). It should also be mentioned that the 
proper functioning of metropolitan rail transport 
requires that selected train stopping locations (usu-
ally outside the very centre of a metropolitan area) are 
equipped with park-and-ride facilities, which would 
prevent the infl ow of passenger cars to the centre of 
a metropolitan area and enable their replacement by 
public transport, i.e., rail transport [57].

Defi ning metropolitan transport services with the 
use of maximum travel distances and travel times (of-
ten defi ned as trips of no more than 15 km and last-
ing no more than 30 minutes) [20, p. 17], seems to 
be less relevant in this case. Th is is due to the global 
trend towards suburbanisation and the urban sprawl 
(usually uncontrolled) of large cities. As a  result, 
even longer than 30-minute journey times can take 
place within the same city. For example, a  journey 
from London Kings Cross to Hayes&Harlington lasts 
around 55 minutes but still within the borders of Lon-
don and is based on the fares binding in the city [51]. 
For this reason, a more reliable indicator of the “met-
ropolitan character” of rail passenger transport seems 
to be the clear regularity, cyclical nature and equality 
in distance of train routes, which cause them to take 
over the functions of public transport – especially due 
to their incorporation into the metropolitan ticketing 
system. Th is means that, in metropolitan transport, 
trains on individual routes run even in a cycle (times, 
intervals) every few minutes, adapted to circular mi-
gration and traffi  c intensity during peak hours [34].

In Poland, metropolitan areas are areas around 
voivodeship cities [32, pp. 173−175]. Originally, such 
areas were distinguished in Koncepcja Przestrzenne-
go Zagospodarowania Kraju (National Spatial Plan-
ning 2030 Concept) [9] (KPZK). Th is document out-
lines, inter alia: a vision of the country’s spatial plan-
ning until 2030, defi nes the goals and directions of the 
country’s spatial planning policy, and indicates the 
principles according to which human activity should 
be implemented in space. Metropolitan areas are de-
fi ned as: (…) an area of a country distinguished based 
on common geographical features and strong internal 
links. An example of a  functional area can be a  large 
city and the surrounding boroughs. Residents of these 

boroughs commute to work in the city daily, study there, 
go to the theatre etc. Th is means that such an area has 
a  common potential and development barrier, inde-
pendent of administrative borders (...) [49].

Th e following areas have been included on this ba-
sis: Warsaw and the Upper Silesian Urban Area (Kato-
wice with the cities included in the Metropolitan Asso-
ciation of Upper Silesia and Dąbrowa), Łódź, Kraków, 
TriCity (Gdańsk – Sopot – Gdynia with the main ur-
ban centre in Gdańsk), Wrocław, Poznań, Szczecin, 
the emerging duopoly Bydgoszcz – Toruń, Lublin and 
voivodeship cities of national importance, in which 
there is a  systematic concentration of metropolitan 
functions of international and national signifi cance: 
Białystok, Rzeszów, Opole, Olsztyn, Kielce, Gorzów 
Wielkopolski and Zielona Góra [49 p. 37]. In turn, 
according to the classifi cation of the EU ESPON pro-
gramme, developed in 2004, out of 76 so-called MEGA 
(Metropolitan European Growth Areas) occurring in 
Europe, one potential area of this type, the so-called 
Potential MEGA (Warsaw) and seven centres with 
poorly performing functions of metropolitan growth 
areas, the so-called Weak MEGA (Gdańsk-Gdynia, 
Kraków, Katowice, Poznań, Wrocław, Szczecin, and 
Łódź) are mentioned [23, pp.  81−86]. Th e detailed 
range of these areas is illustrated by a map which, due 
to editorial constraints, is not included, cf. [49].

Currently, according to the Partnership Agree-
ment, the key urban centres in the country are the 
areas of voivodeship cities and their functional areas 
[47], which in turn are delimited in detail in individu-
al voivodeship contracts concluded by the Council of 
Ministers with each of the voivodeship [3, p. 177]. Th e 
Partnership Agreement is a form of contract between 
a particular EU Member State and the European Un-
ion itself (acting on its behalf, the European Commis-
sion), which sets out the directions of intervention in 
the years 2014–2020 for the three EU policies: the Co-
hesion Policy, the Common Agricultural Policy, and 
the Common Fisheries Policy, in such a way that they 
contribute to the implementation of the EU’s EU-
ROPE2020 strategy in each country [45].

In Poland, particularly intensive processes of met-
ropolitan development are visible, among others, in 
the areas around Warsaw, Krakow, the TriCity, Poznań, 
Lublin and Wrocław [27, p. 221] and [22]6. However, 
demographic and urbanisation processes are not ac-
companied by the development of institutional forms 
of support for metropolitan rail transport7. An impor-
tant problem, overlapping with the lack of availability 

6 Hence, a representative group was used for further analysis: Poznań, Warsaw and Kraków.
7 Th e establishment of a metropolitan union requires the adoption of a law intended for a specifi c union [10]. Besides, the very establish-
ment and functioning of metropolitan unions is not regulated in detail by law.



176 Podleśko P., Warsza T.

of metropolitan transport fi nancing and organisation, 
is the limited catalogue of legal forms intended for or-
ganisers and operators of various levels who jointly 
want to provide rail transport integrated with other 
transport services in public transport within an ur-
ban area. In this respect, local government units are 
bound by law allowing the following options: an inter-
nal organisational unit, a separate budget unit created 
by an organiser, a private limited company (including 
a municipal company), an association and a union of 
local government units8. Th e solution whereby an in-
ternal unit or a separate budgetary unit is established 
in a  given offi  ce to serve all the other local govern-
ment units at various levels within an urban area is 
legally unacceptable. 

Pursuant to Article 15 (1) [16], the organiser’s tasks 
include ensuring appropriate conditions for the opera-
tion of public transport. It follows that, for individual 
local government units, the PT organisation is the 
responsibility of a  respective local government unit. 
Admittedly, in accordance with the regulations on the 
gmina government, the performance of public tasks by 
gminas may take place through cooperation with other 
units of local government. In addition, gminas, unions 
of gminas and associations of local government units 
may aid each other, including with fi nancial assistance. 
However, there is no legal option for a  local govern-
ment unit to completely delegate its own tasks to other 
local government units of a higher level.

On the other hand, private limited companies are 
aimed programme-wise at achieving the economic 
goals of their shareholders and not at satisfying the 
collective needs of the local community [31]. Th is 
does not, of course, exclude the establishment of pri-
vate limited companies with the participation of lo-
cal government for the public transport organisation. 
However, it should be remembered that a company is 
a  separate entity from its founders in both civil and 
administrative relations. A company trades in its own 
name, has its own corporate bodies and is liable for 
its debts with its own assets. Relations between a lo-
cal government unit and an established company are 
based on civil law premises. Th us, both a local govern-
ment unit and a company retain autonomy.

Th e regulations on municipal management shape 
the issue of the existence of a supervisory board diff er-
ently and stipulate that “there is a supervisory board 
operating in companies with the participation of local 
government units”. Other provisions of the Commer-
cial Companies Code on the functioning of companies 
shall apply mutatis mutandis to a company with the 
participation of local government units. According to 

the Supreme Audit Offi  ce (SAO): (...) In the audited 
gminas and voivodeships, performance of public tasks 
of local government units by means of companies cre-
ated by them was, in the opinion of the SAO, burdened 
with many irregularities such as: undertaking projects 
without reliable preparation (lack of economic analyses, 
lack of estimation of required resources, failure to take 
account of existing risks), failure to ensure professional 
and eff ective performance of tasks, as well as manage-
ment of assets inconsistent with statutory objectives. 
During the audit, cases of failure to ensure organisa-
tional and fi nancial conditions for the implementation 
of the tasks entrusted and lack of diligence in reducing 
the costs of the performed operations, and thus the costs 
of implementing public tasks, were also identifi ed. Th e 
performance of local government tasks by the compa-
nies broadened the organisational and fi nancial poten-
tial for their implementation, but irregularities in the 
operations of the companies had a negative impact on 
the eff ectiveness and effi  ciency of such operations. In the 
opinion of the Supreme Audit Offi  ce, the implementa-
tion of public tasks by the audited gmina and voivode-
ship governments performed by companies established 
by them was not eff ective. Irregularities, both in the es-
tablishment of companies and in their management of 
assets, as well as in the performance of individual tasks 
by companies, have reduced the eff ectiveness of the im-
plementation of local government tasks. In addition, 
the audit found cases where there was no legal basis for 
some companies to perform operations in particular ar-
eas (...) [4, p. 6].

Th e use of companies by local government units, 
in legal and economic operations, requires the in-
volvement of professional staff  experienced in the 
use of commercial regulations on the market for this 
form of activity. Meanwhile, local government units 
do not have the resources for this, and the organisa-
tion of metropolitan transport is not a market-orient-
ed and profi t-oriented activity. Considering the fi nd-
ings of the SAO from the aforementioned audit, local 
government units lack legal certainty as regards the 
permissibility of the use of private liability company 
forms in public utility operations. As far as the asso-
ciation formula is concerned, it should be noted that 
it is the only non-profi t structure permissible for local 
government units, allowing local government units of 
any level and in various areas to become members. 
Th e main shortcoming of the association, however, 
is that it is not possible to transfer the powers of the 
public transport organisers from the local govern-
ment units to the association. As far as unions of lo-
cal government units are concerned, however, as has 

8 Pursuant to Article 7 [13], local government units are not entitled to establish state-owned enterprises.
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already been explained, none of its variants (unions 
of gminas, unions of poviats and gminas and metro-
politan unions) is obliged to organise rail passenger 
services. Moreover, the transport operations of un-
ions of local government units are among the many 
that these structures may perform. Th ey are therefore 
not specialised legal forms intended to manage the 
complex matter of public transport.

As a  result of the lack of institutional, fi nancial, 
and legal forms and structures intended to support 
the development of metropolitan rail transport in 
Poland, PT organisers at various levels of local gov-
ernment unit are forced to look for solutions available 
to them, which would temporarily eliminate the ex-
isting system constraints. In addition to the already 
mentioned example of the WKD, the Poznań Metro-
politan Railway (PKM) can also be cited here. Th is is 
a  project involving the launch of passenger services 
operated by Koleje Wielkopolskie sp. z o.o. (KW) in 
the Poznań metropolitan area on the public railway 
infrastructure managed by PKP PLK S.A. Th e fi rst 
fi ve PKM lines connected Grodzisk Wielkopolski, Ja-
rocin, Nowy Tomyśl, Wągrowiec and Swarzędz with 
Poznań. Ultimately, in Poznań, trains launched un-
der the PKM project will stop at around 60 stations 
and stops. Already today, peak hour routes oper-
ate as oft en as every 30 minutes [53]. Th e project is 
a joint venture of the Wielkopolska Voivodeship, the 
City of Poznań, Poznań Poviat, the Poznań Metropo-
lis Association and 40 communes and 10 poviats in 
Wielkopolska. Th e PKM covers an area within a ra-
dius of about 50 km from Poznań [58]. Th e Marshal 
of the Wielkopolska Voivodeship, as the organiser of 
regional passenger rail transport in Wielkopolska, has 
joined the PKM project together with one of its op-
erators – KW9. Th is is an operator which, in principle, 
provides regional transport services in line with the 
PT regulations.

PKM operates on the principle of solidarity of par-
ticipating local government units, which in practice 
includes their co-fi nancing of stops on their area of 
regional trains launched by the Marshal. It involves 
all local authorities located along a given railway line 
providing a purpose-specifi c subsidy to the Wielko-
polska Voivodeship to cover part of the costs of the 
launched railway services [21]. Th e incorporation of 
KW trains into public (municipal) transport is based 
on the acceptance, within the so-called railway zone 
A (i.e.: all Poznań stations and the Kiekrz station), of 
travel cards with zone A of the Municipal Transport 

Authority in Poznań encoded on the Poznań Elec-
tronic Metropolitan Card (PEKA), Electronic Student 
Identifi cation Card (ELS) or (ELD) [43]. In addition, 
KW off ers, among others, the following: Bus-Tram-
Rail (BTR). Th is is a monthly rail ticket (valid in the 
so-called A-G zones in Wielkopolska), which is valid 
on KW and POLREGIO passenger trains and public 
(municipal) transport organised by the Transport Au-
thority in Poznań. Passengers using bus transport in 
Gniezno can combine the BTK ticket – F zone with 
the off er of MPK sp. z o.o. in Gniezno [44]. Detailed 
information, including zone boundaries, is presented 
in Figure 1.

PKM operates as the above-mentioned type of “re-
gional rail” / “commuter rail” based on the presented 
formula of the union of gminas and poviats, but with 
the participation of the Marshal that, performing its 
statutory tasks of the regional organiser, allowing mu-
tual acceptance of some tickets, additionally ensures 
the service of specifi c local needs of the Poznań urban 
area10. Formally, however, PKM is a commercial off er 
of a regional railway operator, established to perform 
diff erent transport tasks. It relies on the mutual ac-
ceptance of some tickets, which does not help to sim-
plify the rail off er or the public transport off er and 
does not help to make them more comprehensible to 
passengers. Th is does not in any way diminish the role 
of PKM – on the contrary: it indicates the determina-
tion of Wielkopolska’s local government units, which 
skilfully use the legal forms available to them to create 
a public transport off er that satisfi es residents.

Th e Kraków Fast Metropolitan Railway (SKA) is 
another example of a  commercial off er. It uses tra-
ins operated by Koleje Małopolskie Sp. z o.o. (Ko-
leje Małopolskie). It is a  system of rail connections 
ultimately covering Kraków and the northern part of 
the Małopolska Voivodeship on a  generally accessi-
ble railway infrastructure managed by PKP PLK S.A. 
Cur rently, there are already three launched SKA lines 
connecting the Kraków Główny station with: Kraków 
Airport, Wieliczka Market Square–Mine, Sędziszów, 
Skawińskie Podbory, Trzebinia and Tarnów. Trains 
operated as part of the SKA project stop at 50 stations 
and stops. Rush hour services run every 30 minutes 
on crucial sections.

Th e project is an undertaking of the Małopolska 
Voivodeship and Kraków with the participation of the 
local governments of the gminas and poviats located 
on SKA routes. Individual gminas and poviats par-
ticipate through their contributions to infrastructure 

9 It is important to note that in Wielkopolska regional transport organised by the Marshal is also provided by POLREGIO sp. z o.o.: see: [52].
10 It should be clarifi ed that the area of activity of the Association of Poznań Metropolis, in addition to transport, also includes culture, 
environmental protection, sport, education, family issues, seniors, health and economy [59].
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projects for railway stations, stops and supporting in-
frastructure [18, 19, 37, 38]. Similarly, as in the case of 
the PKM, the project of the Kraków metropolitan sys-
tem had to be joined by the Marshal of the Małopolska 
Voivodeship as the organiser of regional railway pas-
senger services in the Małopolska region, together 
with one of the operators running the trains ordered 
by it [38]11. However, the key element of the SKA is 
its ticketing integration with municipal transport. 
Th e SKA route is covered by the Małopolska Karta 
Aglomeracyjna (MKA) (Travel Card of Małopolska), 
which is a tool off ering passengers convenient access 
to the extensive ticketing of the region’s PT organisers 
and operators. In addition to tickets for trains organ-
ised by the Małopolska Voivodeship, the MKA system 
also off ers access to public (municipal) transport tick-
ets in towns and cities such as: Kraków, Tarnów, Nowy 
Targ, Zakopane and Wieliczka. As part of the MKA 
system, two modern media are available – a  plastic 
proximity card (a travel card) and the free iMKA mo-

bile application (single tickets and travel cards). Apart 
from the standard tickets, an integrated ticket (also 
an integrated monthly ticket) for trains and public 
transport in Gmina Kraków is valid on the Wielic-
zka Rynek Kopalnia – Kraków Główny and Wielic-
zka Rynek Kopalnia – Kraków Olszanica routes (from 
1 to 20 km section). Th e Wieliczka Rynek Kopalnia 
stop, operated by Gmina Kraków, is accessible via 
the Commuter Bus Line, where a single ticket can be 
purchased for both the commuter bus and the train. 
Koleje Małopolskie accepts most tickets issued by 
POLREGIO on a reciprocal basis. Tickets of Koleje 
Małopolskie and Koleje Śląskie are also accepted on 
the Kraków Główny – Kraków Bronowice route and 
on the Nowy Targ – Zakopane route [42].

However, this does not change the fact that the 
commercial off er of the regional railway operator was 
also launched under the SKA banner. Another trans-
port segment was added to the service, referred to as 
metropolitan. As a  result, Koleje Małopolskie was 

Fig. 1. Boundaries of BTK ticketing zones on railway lines [35]

11 POLREGIO also provides regional transport in Małopolska, organised by the Marshal.
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equipped with mixed rolling stock (for both regional 
and metropolitan services), which undoubtedly gen-
erates higher maintenance costs. SKA is also an ex-
ample of commuter rail, a regional operator operating 
in a metropolitan area. Th e operator retains its own 
ticketing system and is additionally integrated into 
the ticketing system of individual areas of the Kraków 
metropolitan area. Th is does not, of course, change 
the fact that such a  service is necessary for Kraków. 
Th e topography of this city is based, among other 
things, on its medieval buildings with the potential 
for redevelopment for traffi  c purposes being severely 
limited. Th e development of public rail transport is 
therefore a desirable alternative.

SKM Warszawa is a rail operator owned by the cap-
ital city of Warsaw. It is a part of Warsaw Public Trans-
port in terms of function and fares. SKM Warszawa is 
the only example in Poland of a standard – gauge rail 
operator owned by a municipal government and pro-
viding a regular (scheduled) service to a metropolitan 
area. SKM Warszawa provides passenger transport 
services within the Warsaw metropolitan area on the 
existing lines managed by PKP Polskie Linie Kolejowe 
SA. Th e fi rst rail link, the S1 line, was launched in 2005 
on the Warszawa Zachodnia – Warszawa Falenica 
route. Currently, SKM Warszawa serves passengers 
on four 160-km-long routes, covering 53 stations and 
stops in the Warsaw metropolitan area. Th e service reg-
ularity, depending on the SKM Warszawa line, varies 
from about 30 to 60 minutes, while on some lines the 
departures are irregular.

As a result of ownership relations, SKM Warszawa 
is fully integrated with the ticket fares for munici-
pal transport within the Warsaw metropolitan area: 
Warsaw Transport Authority (ZTM) tickets are valid 
on board its trains, and a passenger can use the same 
ticket (single ticket, long-distance ticket) not only on 
SKM Warszawa trains but also with other modes of 
transport operated by ZTM (bus, tram, and under-
ground)12. Currently, fi nancing of transport services 
organised by ZTM (including those provided by SKM 
Warszawa) is provided from two basic sources: the 
city budget, including revenues from ticket sales, and 
subsidies from gminas with which agreements on the 
public transport organisation are in force [5].

In terms of fi nancing public transport, Warsaw has 
developed the practice of entering into individual ad-
ministrative agreements with the local governments 
of Warsaw’s suburban gminas for the joint perform-
ance of local public transport tasks. Th is coopera-
tion covers the launch of public transport as well as 

the maintenance of stations and stops and a  com-
mon fare system. Th e baseline method for determin-
ing the amount of contribution to the costs of SKM 
Warszawa trains is the valuation of services based on 
the total train kilometres planned in the timetables of 
this operator’s lines between specifi c railway stations 
and the unit fare per train kilometre established in the 
agreement [6].

4. Propositions of legal and organisational 
solutions

First, it is necessary to distinguish between the 
concepts of metropolitan railways, implemented as 
further commercial off ers of regional operators, and 
metropolitan rail operators specialised in provid-
ing such services (SKM Warszawa) with their own 
separate infrastructure for this purpose (PKP SKM, 
WKD). For fi nancial and organisational reasons, the 
development (created by the regional organiser – the 
Marshal) of further commercial off ers for urban areas 
prevails in Poland – with the development based on 
the commuter rail model. In a situation where a rail 
operator is not owned by a municipal government, the 
regional Marshal, with its regional operator, must step 
in at the level of metropolitan transport. However, the 
competencies of Voivodeship Marshals include the 
organisation of other types of railway passenger serv-
ices, which results, for example, in the fact that the 
rolling stock purchased by voivodeship self govern-
ments is, as a rule, designed for other transport needs 
than the metropolitan ones [26]. Th us, the Marshal is 
not able to support both regional and metropolitan 
areas at the same level. By choosing a system that gen-
erates a  lower transport defi cit (i.e., a  metropolitan 
system), it in a way leads to a decline in the regional 
transport system, for which it is responsible by law.

Th e development of metropolitan transport sys-
tems in Poland, in one form or another, shows that 
despite the lack of national regulations defi ning met-
ropolitan transport and a systemic way of its organi-
sation and fi nancing, local government units risk be-
coming involved in the construction of public passen-
ger transport systems in functional areas of capitals 
of the voivodeships. In addition to the examples cited 
above, the following metropolitan rail system projects 
(of diff erent nature), the implementation of which 
is progressing in Poland, should also be highlighted: 
Pomeranian in the TriCity, Szczecin Metropolitan 

12 Tickets of Koleje Mazowieckie sp. z o.o. are also accepted on selected routes – and vice versa, Koleje Mazowieckie accepts tickets for 
SKM Warszawa trains. Th ere is also a combined ZTM – KM – WKD ticket.



180 Podleśko P., Warsza T.

Rail in Szczecin, Metropolitan Rail of Podkarpackie 
in Rzeszów, Wrocław Metropolitan Rail in Wrocław, 
Łódź Metropolitan Rail in Łódź, BiT City in Bydgo-
szcz and Toruń or Metropolitan Rail in the Upper 
Silesian Metropolitan Area. In some cases (e.g. Szc-
zecin Metropolitan Rail), additional pairs of tracks are 
being built and added to the generally accessible in-
frastructure of PKP PLK S.A. to service metropolitan 
traffi  c provided by trains of the regional operator. In 
turn, the Pomorska Kolej Metropolitalna S.A. project 
involves the construction of new railway infrastruc-
ture in the TriCity metropolitan area by this operator, 
and then making it available to rail operators, includ-
ing PKP SKM, which provide services based on their 
own fares.Th e operations of local government units 
result not only from demography, suburbanisation 
processes, and congestion, but also from the need to 
meet the challenges of adapting passenger transport 
to EU environmental priorities [2]. Nevertheless, lo-
cal government units are doing well despite adequate 
organisational and fi nancial instruments, not because 
of them. However, the consequence of the weakness 
of national regulations in this area is an increased risk 
in the process of organising this type of transport and 
its reduced effi  ciency. For this reason, it would be ap-
propriate for the competent authorities to consider 
implementing regulations pertinent to the needs in 
this fi eld. Th e aim should be to develop and imple-
ment solutions in at least three areas:
1) a funding model for an integrated ticketing system 

(including the so-called combined ticket),
2) organisational and legal cooperation between pub-

lic transport organisers in the fi eld of organisation 
and provision of metropolitan transport,

3) fi nancial support from the state budget for the es-
tablishment of metropolitan transport by rewarding 
the cooperation and eff ectiveness of its organisers.

Assuming the neutrality for the state budget of the 
proposed changes, the recommendations would re-
quire to banish the existing standard of assignment of 
the cost of a transport service to a specifi c accounting 
document, which in this case is a train ticket. Instead, 
the basis for the settlement of a rail transport service, 
performed based on a  railway ticket integrated with 
public transport tickets (combine ticket), should be 
the achievement of certain transport eff ects. Such an 
approach in the rail sector is nothing new. Pursuant 
to Article 38a(1) of the Act of 28 March 2003 on rail 
transport [11], under the so-called maintenance con-
tract [48], some of the costs of PKP PLK S.A. which are 
not costs of direct access to infrastructure are fi nanced 
by the state. A long-term contract for its maintenance is 
settled based on indicators, not on costs based on spe-
cifi c accounting documents. Th e contract itself defi nes 
the scope of expenditure that is eligible for fi nancing 

by the public party. To safeguard the interests of the 
state budget, the correctness of spending funds in each 
fi nancial year is verifi ed by an expert auditor. Th is sys-
tem replaced the previous approach based on invoices 
confi rming the expenditure incurred, because not all 
costs could be settled in this way, given that the level of 
co-fi nancing of PKP PLK S.A.’s operating costs exceeds 
50% of the total. Th e method for determining the costs 
eligible for fi nancing by the state budget is set out in 
the contract for the implementation of the long-term 
programme: “Financing the costs of managing railway 
infrastructure aid, including its maintenance and reno-
vation until 2023”.

Th e adoption of an indicative method of account-
ing for journeys made on an integrated ticket should 
be based on two basic parameters: the number of pas-
sengers transported and the price of this service (in-
stead of a  railway ticket cost), considering statutory 
discounts.  In this way, metropolitan areas would be fi -
nancially interested in implementing integrated fares 
because, as the number of passengers transported on 
its basis increases, the compensation they would re-
ceive from the state budget (considering the limits 
provided for it) would increase. Th erefore, it would 
not be an additional source of compensation for local 
government units. Th is would be the current refund 
for statutory reduced fares, fi nanced from an existing 
source, but slightly diff erently accounted for. Howev-
er, this would require a change in the legislation. Pur-
suant to § 3 section 1 of the Regulation of Minister 
of Finance of 17 September 2010 on the subsidy for 
domestic passenger transport: (...) the basis for calcu-
lating the subsidy due is the value of lost fare revenues 
due to the application of reduced fares, with the com-
pleted, documented, and recorded ticket sales (...) [7]. 
It follows from the current wording of the regulation 
that these must be tickets issued by a given operator 
and for a service provided by it, which is impossible 
with a combined ticket.

Th e adopted method of calculating the amount of 
compensation should be as simple and easy to calcu-
late as possible (in terms of data availability). Th e ratio 
of persons with certain statutory reduced fares could 
determine how many transport services (in percent-
age terms) are deemed to have been provided to per-
sons entitled to a given reduced fare. Th us, it would be 
the basis for obtaining compensation for lost revenues 
in metropolitan transport based on a combined ticket. 
Th is indicator could either be predetermined by the 
public authorities or calculated each time based on 
the organiser’s ticket sales structure under the com-
bined ticket, irrespective of the type of transport serv-
ice (rail, trams, buses etc.).

As a  result, the legislator could even somehow 
force the organisers of a  local (municipal) level to 
integrate rail (metropolitan) fares, because only in-
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tegrated off ers, considering statutory reduced fares, 
would be eligible for settlement with the state budget. 
Th e point is not to fi nance from the state budget only 
reduced fares under integrated fares, but only the fact 
that the off ers of operators and organisers of rail pas-
senger transport that integrate their fares with public 
transport in metropolitan areas would be eligible for 
such fi nancing13. However, this requires the involve-
ment of the national legislator so that the combined 
ticket is an accessible and usable systemic solution, 
and not just a substitute, created on an ad hoc basis.

For such a solution, the partner for the state budg-
et should be a structure in the form of a metropolitan 
transport union, as a  new public transport organi-
sation form in the urban areas and their functional 
areas. Th e union could include local self government 
units at all levels around a  given metropolitan area. 
It would have a  legal personality and could assume 
some or all powers of the planning and organisa-
tion of all the public transport modes of its members. 
A model for such legal solutions could be the gmina 
and poviat unions existing in the legal system. Refer-
ring these proposals to foreign solutions, it should be 
emphasised that external ones consist mainly of the 
functioning of private liability companies (the afore-
mentioned VBB, but also the Czech KODIS, a limit-
ed liability company, managing the integrated ODIS 
ticket sales and settlement system in the Moravian-
Silesian Region, the equivalent of a  Polish voivode-
ship [41]), or self government associations (German 
Verkehrsverbund Rhein Ruhr VRR, i.e. the Ruhr 
Rhine Communication Association associating the 
district level) [63], but also on the basis of entrust-
ing organisers belonging to other local self govern-
ments with the obligation to organise public transport 
in their own area (e.g. Th e Czech ROPID, Regional 
Organiser of Integrated Transport in Prague, which 
organises transport services in Prague, and on behalf 
of municipalities, districts and authorities of the Cen-
tral Bohemian Region, which have entrusted it with 
the provision of transport services) [55]. A  solution 
like the proposed one is the legal mechanism used, 
for example, in the French metropolitan area of Lille, 
where the organisation of transport belongs to the Eu-
ropean Metropolitan Association of Lille (Métropole 
Européenne de Lille, MEL). It is the PT organiser es-
tablished by law in 1966 embrancing the City of Lille 
and the local self government units around it, in the 
northern part of France [46].

Th e new regulation should be introduced into the 
PT Act. Its obligatory competence would include the 
organisation of rail transport, which a  metropolitan 
union is not obliged to do. It should contain the prin-
ciples of the fi nancing model for a uniform ticketing 
system and a  combined ticket. An alternative solu-
tion is to amend the PT Act by obliging the existing 
form of a metropolitan union to organise and fi nance 
rail transport, integrated throughout a metropolitan 
area with public and suburban (municipal) transport, 
specifying the source of this fi nancing (including the 
one indicated above, coming from the state budget for 
refi nancing statutory reduced fares).

Th e introduction of a metropolitan transport un-
ion should involve the implementation of regulations 
concerning the method of fi nancing metropolitan 
transport by the gminas and poviats that are mem-
bers of such union and currently do not have the ob-
ligation to fi nance such services14. Legislative amend-
ments should be accompanied by the mentioned 
amendments to the implementing acts allowing for 
the indicative settlement of the common ticket.

Solutions regulating the participation of local gov-
ernment units at all levels in the organisation of met-
ropolitan transport should be stimulated by support 
from the central budget, e.g., by increasing the share 
of these entities in corporate tax, which has historical-
ly been a source of fi nancing rail transport at the local 
self government level. Otherwise, demographic proc-
esses and the lack of fi nancial stimulation will lead to 
another collapse of the segment of regional transport, 
fi nancially cannibalized by much more effi  cient met-
ropolitan transport.
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