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Abstract:  Small towns ensure services on the basic urban level, jobs, social contacts, 

occasions to travel outside the micro-region, services of the state administration and 
sometimes also an identity of the micro-region. Mass commuting from villages to 
small towns is usual for Czechia for a long time. Small towns in peripheral regions 
are of our interest. Character of these towns is given by the remoteness and bad 
accessibility from regional centers, by the lack of investments, problems of human 
capital etc. Nevertheless, the peripheral small towns remain the definite centers of 
their hinterlands because of the lack of competition in majority of cases. The second 
demographic transition leads to ageing of rural population. Sub-urbanization and 
counter-urbanization impacts on the population shift from big and medium cities to 
the countryside. In the process of globalization, the countryside including small 
towns plays a role of bearer of the traditional way of life. Transferring the jobs from 
productive to non-productive branches endangers the countryside by losing jobs in 
industry. Increasing value of leisure, environment, space, security etc. offers new 
chances for small towns.  
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Souhrn:  Malá města zajišťují služby na základní městské úrovni, pracovní příležitosti, sociální 

kontakty, příležitosti cestovat mimo mikroregion, služby státní správy a někdy 
identitu mikroregionu. Masová vyjížďka s venkova do malých měst je v Česku 
typická po dlouhé období. Předmětem našeho zájmu jsou malá města v periferních 
regionech. Charakter těchto měst je dán vzdáleností a špatnou dostupností 
regionálních center, nedostatkem investic, problémy humánního kapitálu atd. 
Nicméně malá města v periferních regionech zůstávají nezpochybnitelnými středisky 
svého zázemí kvůli nedostatku konkurence. Suburbanizace a kontraurbanizace 
způsobily přesun obyvatel z velkých a středních měst na venkov. V procesu 
globalizace hraje venkov včetně malých měst úlohu nositele tradičního způsobu 
života. Přesun pracovních příležitostí z výrobních odvětví do služeb ohrožuje venkov 
ztrátou míst v průmyslu. Zvyšující se hodnota volného času, životního prostředí, 
prostoru, bezpečnosti otevírá pro malá města nové příležitosti. 
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1. Introduction 

Geographers usually perceive the reality regionally and in some hierarchic order. Almost none 
rural settlement (village) exists separately with its own detached local market of jobs and 
services. In central European conditions, the rural space is formed by micro-regions which 
usually consist of a micro-regional centre (a small town as a rule), and surrounding villages. 
Only these micro-regional scales enable creation of functioning market on the basic level.  

Small towns ensure services of the basic urban level, jobs, social contacts, occasions to travel 
outside the micro-region, services of state administration and sometimes also the identity of the 
micro-region. Mass commuting from villages to small towns has been common in Czechia for 
a long time. Of course, the form and intensity of contacts between the small town and its 
villages is regionally differentiated.  

The aim of the following paper is to analyse the role and position of Moravian small towns as 
centres of rural hinterlands in different types of regions. The prediction of the main trends is 
based on the analysis.  

 
Fig 1. Small Moravian towns 
 
Moravia is a historical land occupying the eastern part of the Czech Republic. It consists of 
urban and suburban regions of two larger cities of Brno and Ostrava, well accessible fertile 
lowlands in valleys of Morava, Svratka and Dyje rivers and peripheral mountain regions 
including borderland and so called inner periphery.  

The small town sector was intensely investigated in the period of 1997 to 2005 within different 
grant projects. At the present time, investigations continue within the research program of 
Mendel University of Agriculture and Forestry in Brno and the research program of the Institute 
of Geonics, Czech Academy of Sciences. 
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2. Role of Small Towns in the Settlement System 

The investigation of small towns was omitted for a long time. Urban geographers were directed 
for cities as bearers of social progress and also as concentrations of environmental and social 
problems, whereas rural geographers investigated agriculture which does not very much 
concern small towns in the Czech conditions. At the present time, when agriculture is being 
repleced with multifunctional countryside in the perception of geographers, they have to pay 
logically more attention to small towns. 

The books and papers dedicated to the small towns sector are appearing more and more 
frequently. The small towns still play an important role in European peripheral regions with 
absence of big and medium towns, e.g. the Alps manifest an inner periphery from the west 
European view. It is comprehensible that the small town research concentrates just into this 
space (Perlik-Bätzing 1999, Pumain 1999, Borsdorf-Paal 2000, Zsilincsar 2003). The problems 
of small towns are topical also in the southern part of France, interior Spain and also in other 
countries (e.g. Laborie 1997, Rodríguez Gonzáles 1997, Stewig 1987). The first scientific 
symposium organized by ECOVAST (European Council of Village and Small Town) took place 
in Murau, Styria in 1998 (Munduch-Spiegler 1998, Žigrai 2000), the following one in Weidhofen 
an der Ybbs (2002) and in Retz (2005). The general problems of the small towns in relation to 
the countryside were discussed by Courtney et al. (2007) or Edwards, Goodwin and Woods 
(2003). Some isolated monographs or papers about individual small towns (Roth 1961, 
Hajasová 2003), works about a small town within a larger region (Baran 1964, Meyer 2001) or 
an accentuation of some selected aspects of small towns (Slater 1977, Dövényi 1988, Taylor 
2000, Łoboda 2002) could be named. There are also some relatively complex studies dated 
back to socialist period, e.g. Dziewoński (1957), Kiełczewska-Zaleska (1964) or Konstantinov 
(1966). 

The post-socialist countries manifest themselves a European periphery as the whole. It is true 
also for Czechia with exception of Prague. But even here small towns do not raise any big 
attention of experts. Also the Czech geographic literature concerns the small towns sector 
mainly within evaluation of the whole settlement system, within analyses of large regions or 
within isolated cases studies. Various theses ordered in individual geographical departments at 
Czech universities aimed at elaboration of a selected town have such a pattern. Hardly any 
generalization originates from such works.  

The consequences of transformation from the centrally-planned to the market-oriented economy 
are the main focuses of the small town research in post-socialist countries. German colleagues 
concentrated on the transformation of the settlement structure after the re-unification of 
Germany (Niedermeyer 2000 or Steinführer and Kabisch 2004). Slavík (2002) pays a complex 
attention to small towns in Slovakia, Sokołowski (1999) in Poland. Zuzańska-Żyśko (2003, 
2004) studies small towns in Silesia and Kwiatek-Sołtys (2004) in the Malopolska region. In 
general, the Polish geography deals with small towns as centres of rural hinterland (e.g. 
Heffner, Marszał 2005, Rydz 2006) in the last time. Monographs or papers about small towns 
occur also in other post-socialist countries (Rebernik 2005). To elaborate a strategy for 
individual small towns is usually their aim. 

In the Czech geography small towns are on the periphery of the interest. Small towns are 
studied – if ever – as a part of larger regions (e.g. Hřebík et. al. 2006). In the last time, 
geography of peripheral areas and/or the borderland has been developed at Charles University 
in Prague and some other universities. Small towns are mentioned as a part of such peripheries 
(e.g., Jančák 2001, Novotná 2005). But there is no publication focused on small towns as 
a feature in the Czech geography possibly with an exception of some sociological studies 
(Jeřábek 2000). 

Our team with foreign collaborators brought some tribute to the general knowledge. First issues 
were directed on problems of individual small towns: Vaishar – Zapletalová (1998), Vaishar et 
al. (2001), Vaishar – Kallabová – Zapletalová (2002), Mikulík – Vaishar (2003). Step by step, 
sectoral problems were taken into account (Vaishar – Kallabová (2001), Vaishar – Kallabová – 
Trávníček (2002), Vaishar – Kirchner – Lacina (2004). Some attempts on general evaluation 
were made (Vaishar 2003, 2004, 2006, Vaishar – Greer Wootten 2006). Also an international 



 73/124

comparison was made (Cigale et al. 2006, Lampič – Špes 2007). Perception of small towns as 
centres of rural hinterland came into consideration necessarily (Vaishar 2005). 

 
3. Small Town Investigation Approach 

Small towns (statistically defined as communes with 2 – 20 thousand inhabitants) take up 
a relatively important position in the Czech settlement system (table 1).  
 

Population Size Type Inhabitants % 

5 – 1 999 Rural communes 2 672 825 26,0 

2 000 – 19 999 Small Towns 2 983 560 29,0 

20 000 – 99 999 Medium-scale towns 2 489 927 24,1 

100 000 and more Big cities 2 146 621 20,9 

Tab 1. Population numbers according to the settlement types (population census 2001) 
 
It is obvious from the table that 55% of the Czech population lives in rural communes and small 
towns. From this viewpoint, Czechia seems to be a rural country. The second important 
conclusion is, that of the mentioned four categories, the biggest portion can be found in small 
towns. Explaining the fact, we have to go to the beginning of the Czech industrialization. 
Because of lack of urban capital, Czech industrialization was based mostly on the noblemen 
investments which were dispersed in the country (Blažek 1969). From this reason about 
a quarter of Czech communes have had an industrial plant and Czech small towns are mostly 
industrialized. The socialist period conserved the situation by means of the politics of 
decentralization. The present era of suburbanization and counter-urbanization keeps the role of 
small towns in the settlement system. It shows that it is much better to direct suburbanization to 
small towns in surroundings of big cities than to accept urban sprawl (Vaishar - Zapletalová 
2008). 

The research was focused on municipalities with the town status, whose populations are below 
15 thousand inhabitants. There are a total of 109 municipalities like these in Moravia. Their total 
number of inhabitants in 2001 was about 600 thousand. In the intracensal period of 1991-2001, 
the number of inhabitants decreased by 2.54‰ in these towns, while the country’s population 
decreased by 7.00‰, this indicating that the proportion of inhabitants living in the small 
Moravian towns in the total Czech population slightly increased. The fact apparently fully 
justifies the attention paid to the small towns. 

 

 
Fig 2. Boskovice – the core of a typical small town in 
          inner periphery 

Fig 3. Former Jewish town in Boskovice was 
          successfully restored 

 
There were 35 case studies made coming from the methodology of regional geography (a small 
town with its territory and functional structure as a micro-region). It enabled to understand more 
interrelations among individual elements and features. The whole set of towns was compared 
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by means of statistical data of different character. As a consequence of this approach, we were 
able to analyse the whole set of small towns of historical Moravia and to suggest some 
typology. 

Zuzańska-Żyśko (2007) mentions two categories: small towns as centres of rural hinterland or 
specialized small towns (in industry or tourism). We defined three basic types (divided further to 
sub-types) of small Moravian towns (not taking into account small towns which have the 
administrative status of a town but in fact the have almost no urban functions and mono-
functionally industrial small towns without any central importance).  

The small towns in the hinterlands of big cities form the first group. But these suburbanised 
small towns are losing their central function which is overlapped by central functions of the big 
city. Certain danger of a lapse of the identity of suburbanised small towns by big cities was 
predicted. This category is not the subject of our paper. 

 

Fig 4. Bučovice: St. Lawrence church is divided from 
          the rest of the main square by the main road  
          from Brno to Slovakia 

Fig 5. Bystřice nad Pernštejnem: new building of   
          the grammar school 

 
The small towns in well-accessible landscape of fertile Moravian lowlands form the second 
category. Also in this case, the central importance of small towns is not very expressive. The 
settlement structure in Moravian lowlands consists of a relatively regular network of small towns 
and big villages. Each of these settlements has its own local market not dependant on jobs and 
services of the neighbouring ones. Additionally, due to advantageous transport conditions for 
both individual and public transport, big and medium towns are relatively easily accessible from 
villages in theoretical hinterlands of small towns. It means that the rural people in lowlands can 
satisfy their needs either in their own big villages or in big or medium cities which are usually 
better equipped than the closest small town. The suggested strategy for the future of small 
towns in lowlands is a specialization (in industry, education, health-care, tourism) and division of 
functions. 

The third category is created by small towns in peripheral positions. Such positions can be 
found in the borderland (which is formed by mountain ranges in majority of cases) or in the inner 
periphery (the natural border between historical Moravia and Bohemia and some hilly regions in 
the interior of the land). Their marginality is preconditioned by difficult accessibility due to hilly 
relief, by the distance from the main centres and sometimes also by the border which limits their 
development.  

The hinterland of peripheral small towns consists often of a big number of small villages not 
very far from one another. These small villages have hardly any own local market. They are 
entirely dependent on their small towns which ensure job opportunities, services, social 
contacts, transfer points for travelling to the more distanced towns etc. Although the small towns 
in peripheral regions are poor with lack of investments, they are usually unquestionable centres 
of their hinterland. It is inevitable that the peripheral small towns are the right subject of our 
discussion. 
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4. Small Towns as Centres of Rural Micro-Regions 

Peripheral small towns form the biggest group among all categories. At the same time, the 
group is relatively diversified according to the size, functions and historical development in the 
last century. It is necessary to state that the population of majority of small towns in the 
borderland (except the Slovak border) has been changed after the W W II. Specific 
demographic and social milieu has been observed in the affected towns up to the present time.  

The problems of peripheral small towns result from the table 2. The lack of investments is the 
first big disadvantage. The small towns and their rural hinterland depend on industrial jobs in 
a relatively large extent. A lot of mayors attempt to create industrial parks offering some 
privileges for investors. But the enthusiasm of investors is not very high taking into account 
problems of transport of raw materials and products. This situation is sometimes complicated 
also by certain factors e.g. an apprehension of managers (or their family relatives) to resettle 
into periphery. 
 

Strengths 

 Definitive central function as 
a consequence of a lack of competition 

 Bearers of regional identity 

Weaknesses: 

 Lack of investments including foreign  

 Low purchasing power of local population 
in the town and its hinterland 

Occasions: 

 Gain of financial sources from the 
structural funds or within the regional 
politics 

 Improvement of transport connection or 
a change of character of the border 

Threats: 

 Decrease of economic power under the 
critical limit under the market conditions 

Tab 2. SWOT analysis of peripheral small towns 
 

The second problem is related to the fact that the periphery is usually poor. The structure of 
jobs does not allow to increase the purchasing power of local inhabitants. Business people 
cannot expect high benefits. Consumers consider each expenditure (this explains why 
highlanders, e.g. Scottish are reputedly miserly). A fall of the economic power of such small 
town with its hinterland under the critical limit is the main threat which could lead to some 
depopulation. But in fact, it has happened in Czechia only in relation to the consequences of the 
displacenets of German population after the W W II. 

 

Fig 6. Kuřim: an example of an suburbanised small 
          town 

Fig 7. Nové Město na Moravě: general view 
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On the other hand, the lack of competitive towns and cities is a big advantage of peripheral 
small towns. Bigger towns are far-away, surrounding villages are too small to have some 
important activities. Entrepreneurial benefits directed to the local markets are low but relatively 
sure. To change the main disadvantage to an advantage using the lack of competition is a point 
of a success.  

There is a splendid example in pre-war Moravia. The town of Zlín situated in the narrow valley 
of the Dřevnice river in the peripheral position of eastern part of the land had about 3 thousand 
inhabitants when Tomáš Baťa started his business activities. Besides the local tradition in 
workmanlike production of shoes he used a cheap labour force, cheap prices of land and better 
position in negotiation with local authorities. He built the settlements themselves as well as the 
technical and social infrastructure. Consequently he was elected a mayor of the town and 
a head of the big shoemaking empire with factories all over the world world. Anything like that 
would not be possible somewhere in a metropolis. The town of Zlín grew to the position of the 
centre of eastern Moravia. It has more than 100 thousand inhabitants together with the town of 
Otrokovice (developed also by Baťa).  

Of course, not all towns can be like Zlín and not all entrepreneurs like Baťa. But the example 
shows that there is certain potential in many peripheral small towns. To have a vision based on 
some traditional or new, natural or human factor is the presupposition. To use the advantages 
together with a very limited competition on the local market is the framework. At the present 
time, the way could be made mote smoothly with the aid of EU structural funds and under the 
condition of elimination of the border barriers within the Schengen area.  
 

 
Fig 8. Nové Město na Moravě: prefabricated houses 
          penetrated to the vicinity of the historical core 

Fig 9. Nové Město na Moravě – hospital, pavilion of 
          surgery; an example of specialization 

 
5. Future of Moravian Rural Space with Small Towns 

The following hypothetical processes should be taken into account speaking about the future of 
the Moravian rural space and the role of small towns in its development: 

The second demographic transition. Its consequences (concerning the autochthonic 
population) consist in a decreasing share of young people, increasing share of seniors (together 
with elongating life expectancy), decreasing size and increasing number of households. The 
process proceeds no matter of urban or rural population, size of settlements, religiosity etc. 
More flats for less people could be the manifestation of this development in the physical 
structure of small towns. The immigration from other countries (often from culturally distanced 
ones) is the other side of the fact, which must be taken into account. It is possible to predict that 
immigrants from the South and East will be directed to bigger cities at first but they can emerge 
also in small towns and villages. Other type of expected immigration is connected with amenity 
migration of people from such countries as Germany, the Netherlands etc. These motions of 
population can be headed to the rural space. It is presupposed that the subjects of the amenity 
migration will be interested in keeping certain social standards (health care, services etc.)  
ensured in small towns. 
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Suburbanization and counter-urbanization. Small towns can be the aim of population moving 
from big and medium cities and sources of out-migration to villages at the same time. In the 
vicinity of big cities, the first movement prevails. It is possible to point that suburbanization 
directed from big to small towns lacks some disadvantages of the same process directed to 
villages, newly concentrated settlements or even urban sprawl. Small towns dispose of basic 
urban services, frequent connections of public transport, some historical, cultural and 
infrastructural base for social life. Their problem could consist in weaker identity which threatens 
with fusion with the identity of the big neighbour. We perceive the local identity as a very 
important motivation factor for local as well as micro-regional development. 

Globalization. The process proceeds from metropolises to big and medium cities. The 
countryside including the small towns remains at the margin of this process. This could be 
a disadvantage for the people looking for the latest achievements. On the other hand, small 
towns together with their rural hinterland are becoming the bearer of regional identity or 
sustainability of the traditional way of life. Of course, in the era of rapid globalization process, 
the time difference between big and small town concerning access of global features shortens. 
Nevertheless, small towns allow the people a possibility to consume global advantages in big 
cities and to compensate it with more traditional way of life in small towns. 

Continuation of transfer the jobs from productive to non-productive sectors. The Czech 
small towns are in general relatively highly industrial as a consequence of their historical 
development. That is why the countryside is endangered much more by the decrease of jobs in 
industry than by decrease of employment in agriculture. It seems to be a big problem of small 
towns. Better situation is observed in small towns with tourist function (spas, mountain tourist 
resorts etc.) or small towns with some specialization in services (e.g. secondary schools, health 
care, social services).  

Increasing value of leisure, environment, space, security etc. for inhabitants. The current 
market-oriented society is aimed at financial or economic benefits. But this orientation could 
clash with some barriers in the future. A big ownership could be unavailing or inefficient when it 
is absorbed by decreasing costs of environmental security, personal security combined with 
a lack of leisure time etc. The small towns with their more traditional way of life, higher security 
due to social control and better environmental characteristics could be sought after by people 
looking for new values. An attack of terrorist in a small town is much less probable than in a big 
city. 

Decreasing importance of the state border as a barrier of development. Borderland is 
a special case of rural Czechia. With exception of the Ostrava region, north-west Bohemia and 
some individual exceptions in a form of medium towns, the Czech borderland is rural, peripheral 
and often also marginal. Unfortunately, the Czech borderland is mostly formed by natural limits 
(mountains, rivers). But there are some cases when the space is open into the neighbouring 
country. This fact puts a question if the cross-border co-operation can overcome the 
remoteness from the national viewpoint. Of course, it is also a question of a psychological 
barrier, knowledge of languages, economic differences etc. But all these factors will certainly 
decrease in the future. 

 
6. Investigating Small Towns within Rural Research 

We are convinced that especially peripheral small towns are worth of the next investigation 
particularly from the viewpoint of their role for the rural hinterland. Lichtenberger (1989) 
mentions that small towns manifest relatively stable element of the (Austrian) national 
settlement system. It seems to be true also for Czechia. Are there any presuppositions to keep 
this positive role of small towns? The answer depends on confirmation or confutation the 
hypotheses mentioned above and on a definition of their mutual relations.  

It makes hardly any sense to study rural space and not taking into account central small towns 
and vice versa. The rural hinterlands play a role of the micro-regional market of small towns. It is 
hardly possible to explain the role of a small town in the settlement system not having in mind 
its hinterland. It could be examined if it is valid that the stronger centre the stronger its rural 
hinterland, too. 
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It implies that a micro-regional investigation based on methods of regional geography comes 
into consideration. The relations between small towns and rural settlements in their hinterlands 
should be of a great attention. The following aspects are of big importance: position with regard 
to regional centres, natural conditions with regard to the micro-regional development 
(agriculture, raw materials, tourism, hazards etc.), human capital and its development and 
existing economic and non-economic activities among others. Also an image of the micro-region 
seems to be an important research question. 

Additionally, the Czech administrative structure is typical with a very high number of communes, 
of which a big majority belongs to small and very small settlements. In the whole Czechia, 
59.1% of communes have less than 500 inhabitants and 26,5% have even less than 200 
inhabitants. Such small communes have hardly any efficient possibility to execute the state 
administrative function neither to ensure the development due to limited budgets and a limited 
human capital. The administrative situation is solved by delegation of certain functions (e.g. 
registry office, trades licensing office, issuing of personal and travel documents, evidence of 
vehicles, payout of social benefits etc.) to selected communes with bigger human and financial 
potential. The small towns are the seats of offices with this delegated competence in many 
cases. The weakness of self-governance in small communes is solved by creation of voluntary 
associations of communes as legal subjects with small towns as their centres as a rule. 
Although the mentioned processes does not generate relation superiority and subordination 
between small towns and surrounding communes, some way of micro-regional integration 
originates also in the administrative field.  

 

Fig 10. Slavkov u Brna (Austerlitz) an example of 
            historical heritage in small towns 

Fig 11. Tišnov: houses for seniors are often among the
            most impressive buildings in small towns 

 
The international aspect of the research is also a matter of interest. In our opinion, the 
transformation from the centrally planned to the marked oriented economy finalizes. The post 
socialist countries inhere at the door of more general trend – the globalization. Of course, the 
cities reached the globalization process earlier then the countryside. But also the eastern 
European rural space is becoming a subject of globalization step by step. It opens the all-
European research horizon for the small-town sector, too.  
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