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ABSTRACT 
 
Compact City Strategy is a basic model for sustainable urban design 
recommended by the European Commission. Compact city may achieved by 
delivering compact, high density, mixed use developments provided that high 
quality of public realm is delivered. In this paper two case studies of new 
housing estates in Poland are introduced: the ‘City of Wilanów’ in Warsaw and 
Oak Terraces in Silesia City Center in Katowice. Following problems are 
considered: Are high density developments really compact developments? How 
can we provide both high densities and large, high quality urban open spaces?  
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The compact city 
The idea of ‘Compact City’ refers to medieval city or XIXth century city. The 
Compact City strategy focuses on the form of the city and the efficiency of the 
distribution of human activities within it, making optimal use of the 
infrastructure of the city, particularly transport infrastructure, through compact, 
mixed-use and dense settlement structures enabling effective use of public 
transport and non car-based movement systems (EUEG, 2004).  
Benefits of the compact city are cited as: less car dependency, low emissions, 
reduced energy consumption, better public transportation services, increased 
overall accessibility, re-use of previous developed land, high quality of life, 
preservation of green space (Thomas, Cousins in Jenks et al., 1996). Examples 
of Amsterdam, the pioneer in compact city policies, Hamburg or Copenhagen 
provide enough evidence for compact development (Sheurer, 2007). 
Some advocates of the compact city see its potential in increasing housing 
density in new mixed use developments. Yet density is not the only measure of a 
compact city. If we are to achieve the right balance of quality and quantity there 
must be a limit to the densities in a compact city. That capacity varies from 
place to place and depends on local requirements, climate conditions and the 
existing built environment. The aim is to generate a critical mass of people able 
to support urban services such as public transport, local shops and schools 



(Llewelyn Davies, 2003). Increasing density requires improving the quality of 
urban areas to attract people to live and work. Provision of urban open space is 
necessary for high quality urban environment and may be a source of 
environmental, social and economic benefits (CABE, 2001). Especially the 
economic benefits seem to be interesting, since they might be better arguments 
than any other in the era of consumption. New tools and methodologies have 
been developed for better understanding of importance of urban open spaces and 
the activities that occur in such spaces. Nice view on green and proximity to the 
park may result in higher real estate prices (CABE, 2005) and in most cases that 
also results in higher property taxes.  Good urban design can also contribute to 
better, more frequent use of urban open space. In conclusion urban open spaces 
may contribute to more compact cities for both private and public space-estate 
owners.  
Several theories and models have been proposed on how to achieve a sustainable 
urban form: urban village concept, Traditional Neighbourhood Development 
(Duany, Plater-Zyberk), Sustainable Urban Neighborhood (Farr, 2007), and 
other etc. All proposals exert influence on proper design of accessible public 
space and transport solutions and suggest creating compact community 
(neighbourhood) – a critical mass of socially mixed population. Although the 
theory seems to be developed well enough to suggest optimal solutions, the 
reality often responds with many obstacles. Some of new estates developed with 
private capital do not succeed in creating compact communities. They also do 
not succeed in providing open urban spaces, although there is enough evidence 
of benefits including economic ones. 
In this paper two case studies of new developments in Poland have been 
examined: ‘The City of Wilanów’ in Warsaw and ‘Oak Terraces’ (next to Silesia 
City Center) in Katowice. Both of them are evidence that high density 
developments may not necessarily be compact urban interventions.  
 
The case study of ‘City of Wilanów’  
City of Wilanów (Miasteczko Wilanów) is a name of the plan for mixed use 
community for 25,000 residents on a 169ha green-field site within the city of 
Warsaw. The plan has been focused on the connection of a series of Palaces that 
were built in the area. The priority of the project was to focus on public space 
and quality of architecture. Masterplanned on-street entrances were planned to 
ensure that safety of the street would be of everyone’s concern (Perry, 2006). 
Proposed housing typology refers to traditional nineteenth century urban 
perimeter block what allows to manage average residential density 110 units per 
ha1. The masterplan of Miasteczko Wilanów has been designed  by Guy Perry 
(IN-VI) on the basis of local zoning plan and  many local practices participate in 

                                                 
1 Authors calculation based on already published information. 



buildings design. The masterplan received ISOCARP2  Awards for Excellence 
2008 and several buildings on site received various awards for the quality of 
architecture. The award has been granted for combining the work of private 
investors with public objectives for the benefit of the whole city, for promoting a 
master planned community totally integrated in the city and for the 
implementation of the principle of mixed uses/activities, the scale of urban 
fabric and the structural connection with the surrounding cities (ISOCARP, 
2008). 
 
The ‘City of Wilanów’ is under construction since 2001, and nearly 40% have 
been finished. Until today some of the masterplan priorities have not been 
achieved. Unfinished new town hall for the Wilanów district, and planned five 
star hotel, and office buildings with public plaza linked to the town center wait 
for better times to be realized. The mix of use policy which is a standard element 
of compact city strategy is not yet delivered – most of the buildings are houses, 
and lack of local shops and cafes is obvious. Location of a large shopping center 
in vicinity of Wilanowski Palace from XVIIth century was a subject of 
discussions. The latest plans revealed on developers website indicate a new 
shopping area to be finished in next phases of the development. Plans for 
schools, roads, public transport and infrastructure are still being changed3 and 
optionally may not be realized since most of the land remains private. Some of 
new developments become gated, what distracts the idea of a continuous open 
space. The reason for that is that some parcels sold to developers are too large to 
sustain walking if internal roads and paths originally planned as open will 
become gated4.  An example for that would be one of the housing estates called 
Ostoja Wilanów, which provides 2 ha of park5 available only for citizens. 
What seems to be concerning is lack of initiatives which support creating a 
community of different income. Most of the real estate prices are relatively high6 
and no plans of affordable housing programs or any other has been revealed. 
Several private schools and kindergartens are being planned next to public ones. 
The hospital which has been already built is privately owned and provides 
private services. 
Miasteczko Wilanów shows that many of the elements of the compact city 
strategy has been planned.  Although very high housing densities have been 
achieved - basic public amenities have not been supplied yet. One of the 
forecasts of growth for Wilanów says it would reach 35000 inhabitants. By that 
time, if growth will continue in the same way as before, Miasteczko Wilanów 

                                                 
2 International Society of City and Regional Planners, Awards for Excellence are conferred in recognition of 
exceptionally innovative urban and regional initiatives 
3 The site suffers from poor traffic connections. 
4 That happened to another large housing estate in Warsaw - The Marina Mokotow: approximately 21 ha have 
been separated from the city with only two access points.( www.marinamokotow.pl ) 
5 Ostoja Wilanow is under construction, information found on developer’s website www.ostoja-wilanow.pl 
6 the highest in Warsaw when compared with other districts (apart from the city centre) 



may become a ‘city within a city’ which responds only to the needs of middle 
and high class citizens which doesn’t guaranty that it will provide a compact 
mixed community. 
 

 
Fig. 1 1. The streets of the City of Wilanów; fot. Barbara Uherek 

 
Case study of Oak Terraces, Katowice  
Oak Terraces (D� bowe Tarasy) is a name of housing estate, which is a part of 
Silesia City Center which is also a brand name for leisure-shopping centre 
(called Silesia City Center) and office space centre (Silesia Towers) – office 
estate. The complex has been located on approximately 30ha site in Katowice – 
the heart of Silesian Metropolitan Region. It has been built on a brownfield site 
which used to be coalmine ‘Gottwald’. The spatial structure of the complex is 
fragmented – all 3 uses are separated, not mixed. Two office towers haven’t 
been built yet, Oak Terraces have been finished in 50% and the shopping mall 
has been finished in 2005. 
Silesia City Center faces Chorzowska street which remains one of the major 
transit roads in the region and provides excellent access from most parts of 
Silesia. It is one of the largest shopping malls in Europe (65 thousands sqm.) 
situated only 2km from the city centre of Katowice. One storey-high shopping 
mall covers an area similar to the area of the city centre. Its shopping-leisure 
offer can be competitive with the original heart of the city since internal streets 
and courtyards offer access to over 250 retail units, large multiplex, bowling 
arena, several restaurants, fitness club and discotheque. With over 13 millions of 
customers in 2008 Silesia City Center became a second heart of the city, and a 
recognised spot on the leisure-shopping map of the region. It competes with the 
city centre but doesn’t integrate with its structure being in just 2km distance and 
providing relatively poor pedestrian connections. Yet the demand for its offer is 
big enough to plan an extension of the mall7.  
Key public spaces are located next to the main entrance of the mall facing south 
to the Chorzowska street next to the tram stop. ‘Sunny square’ is well designed 
high quality urban space used for various events: ski racing, ice skating and 
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other events – all organised by Silesia City Center8. Remains of the coalmine 
converted to restaurant and museum with a representative shaft approximately 
20 meters high became a brand landmark of the complex. The old machinery 
building in the middle of the square has been converted to a chapel. The Sunny 
Square is the only space where a few of the retail units open and become 
accessible from outdoor and so ‘city life’ goes outside. In summer the square 
becomes a busy place where citizens of Katowice come for a party or occasional 
events. 

 
Fig. 2. The Sunny Square next to Silesia City Center – commercial public space; fot. author 

The housing estate Oak Terraces consist of recurrent complex of small 4-storeys 
apartment blocks and large terraced 7-9-11-storeys apartment blocks. High 
quality, well designed internal hard landscaping covers undecroft car parking. 
No retail units have been planned because of the proximity of the shopping mall. 
Entire area (approximately 6,0ha) provides average housing density of ca. 170 
units per ha and remains gated with access only from several controlled spots. 
That results in rather poor pedestrian connections for inhabitants of the estate, 
since the mall is not a small shop ‘just around the corner’ and its scale and 
structure make the access difficult. This also causes a problem for other 
inhabitants of the adjacent areas – it takes at least 10 minutes to walk around the 
gated housing estate. 
 

 
Fig. 3. The Oak Terraces housing estate; fot. author 

 
The site lacks physical connections to rest of the city, although the public 
transport is well organised: the tram stop is located just next to the main 
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entrance. The complex has been planned as a regeneration scheme and although 
all venues (retail, housing, planned office) lay potentially in a walking distance9, 
the built environment gives a feel that it is rather car oriented. Open car parking 
which is located in the middle of the complex offers nearly 2100 spaces. 
In conclusion - the popularity of the Silesia City Center is a fact and that can not 
be discussed. That success has been achieved by providing critical mass of high 
density of commercial, housing and planned office uses. The complex offers 
high quality urban open spaces. However the development can not be regarded 
as a compact one according to Compact City Strategy principles. 
 
Conclusion 
Access to urban open space should be a priority in planning future developments 
on every scale level: urban block level, neighbourhood level and city level. 
Since paths, streets and boulevards may be a source of benefits more attention 
should be addressed to those public spaces which promote walking and cycling.  
Public space privatization on large sites is a trend which needs to be considered 
and regulated otherwise it will be a barrier for a compact city. Privately owned 
accessible open public spaces might be better solution than gated estates.  
Urban design can help to provide the physical framework for overcoming 
differences and segregating processes, as well accommodating the need for a 
variety of expressions of cultural and ethnic identity (EUEG, 2004).  
Innovative technologies for buildings sustainability should be visually and 
physically exposed in new commercial developments to demonstrate and 
promote care for better future. Public spaces outside and inside shopping malls 
and leisure centres could be most recognised spots for such a manifesto.  
Both case studies that have been presented in the paper are evidence that 
achieving a compact city depends on a proper mix of all its key elements. 
Density is not the only key issue of the compactness. Pedestrian friendly urban 
open spaces, energy sufficient sustainable design, mix of use and mix of tenures 
within new developments are obligatory to achieve truly compact city.  
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