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Abstract:  The paper analyses the position of small towns in the Czech settlement system. It 
deals with the definition of small towns, their geographical positions, demographic 
characteristics and functions in the national settlement system. A typology of small 
towns aimed at individual pillars of their sustainability is one of the results of the paper. 
The article discusses the position of small towns as part of the urban world and their 
position as a part of the countryside. It concludes that small towns are functionally 
important as rural centres. However, differences between urban and rural seem to be 
less important than differences among individual types of the Czech countryside 
(suburban, intermediate, inner periphery, borderland).  
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Souhrn:  Článek analyzuje postavení malých měst v českém systému osídlení. Zabývá se 
definicí malých měst, jejich geografickou polohou, demografickými charakteristikami 
a funkcemi v systému osídlení. Jedním z výsledků je typologie malých měst. 
Příspěvek diskutuje roli malých měst jako součástí městského světa a jako součásti 
venkova z hlediska jednotlivých pilířů jejich udržitelnosti. Dochází k závěru, že funkční 
význam malých měst spočívá v jejich roli středisek venkova. Nicméně rozdíly mezi 
městským a venkovským se zdají být méně podstatné než rozdíly mezi jednotlivými 
typy českého venkova (suburbáním, mezilehlým, vnitřní periferií, pohraničím). 

Klíčová slova: malá města, udržitelnost, Česko 
 

 

1. Introduction 

Small towns in rural areas form a bridge between social community capital and ecological cultural 
heritage, on the one hand and the new growth and creativity of the cities, on the other (Vaz et al., 
2013). The Czech Strategy of Regional Development2 mentions the dense network of small and 
medium-sized towns as one of the strengths of the Czech regional development. Small towns 
enable to stabilise the Czech countryside in general. They offer jobs, services, social contacts, 
and transport connections to surrounding villages (Vaishar and Zapletalová, 2009). There is 
a very limited number of areas which are not sufficiently covered by small towns representing 
a rea periphery with all the consequences like out-migration, aging, unemployment, low 
educational structure etc. However, the majority of the countryside including inner and borderland 
peripheries with small urban centres develops relatively successfully. 

Small towns can be investigated basically from two viewpoints: urban and rural ones. Seen from 
a metropolitan perspective, small towns form an insignificant part of the settlement system with 
very low innovative potential. In the post-productive era they serve as places where 
the manufacturing industry (relocated from big and medium-sized cities) could be partly saved. 
Earlier small towns served also as transmissions between big cities and the countryside being 
rather a part of the countryside than a part of the urban world.  

On the other hand, small towns seen from the rural point of view represent development poles 
within the countryside. They are perceived as urban features. However, this approach is applied 
only shortly. It has been pre-conditioned by an understanding that countryside is different from 
agriculture – which is a rather recent approach. Spasić and Petrić (2006) relate the increasing 
interest in small towns to the growing recognition of the importance of exchanges between rural 
and urban households, enterprises and economies. Belova and Levchenkov (2012) speak about 
innovative centres in small towns as an incubator of rural development.  

As it was indicated above, the role of small towns is differentiated in the Czech territory. There 
are differences in size, position regarding to the distance to larger regional centres, transport 
accessibility, historical development, and human capital. Also regional differences can be found 
                                                            

2 Strategie regionálního rozvoje ČR 2014-2020. Ministerstvo pro místní rozvoj ČR. 
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between urban and rural parts of the country including differences between Bohemia and Moravia. 
Nevertheless, differences in the role of small towns in individual types of the Czech countryside 
seem to be substantial first of all.  

It is not easy to define the small town. In central European countries there is no official definition 
of small towns except in Germany where “Kleinstädte” have between 5 and 20 thousand 
inhabitants and/or the lowest centrality function within the German settlement system3. For 
the purpose of this paper, the upper limit (in contrast with a medium-sized town) has been 
delimited consistently with Hampl and Marada (2015) at 15,000 inhabitants. The lower limit (to 
distinguish them from rural seats) uses to be more problematic. It is felt that the simple application 
of the population numbers cannot capture the reality because specific central or other functions 
of individual small towns can be decisive. Because some small towns administratively include 
some distanced parts of clearly rural character, we use the population number of the urban core 
for the definition which is a decisive difference to the German definition – where this distinction 
cannot be made. 

The paper is aimed at a typology of Czech small towns (from 3 to 15 thousand people) from 
different viewpoints (geographical position, size, function and economy). Individual towns will be 
evaluated by size, regional position, accessibility and functions. The types obtained will be 
confronted with indicators of demographic, economic and social sustainability. The main research 
question is whether indicators of sustainability show some relation to individual types of small 
towns. 
 

2. Small towns in the European context 

Europe is characterized by a relatively dense network of small towns. Research concerning small 
towns can be divided in three groups: analyses dealing with individual small towns, studies 
investigating small towns within a selected region and works focused on small towns as a specific 
phenomenon. In Central Europe, small towns play a specific role in peripheral regions. That is 
why small towns are investigated especially in the mountain territory of the Alps (Perlik and 
Bätzing 1999, Pumain 1999, Keckstein 1999, Borsdorf and Paal 2000, Zsilincsar 2003 or 
Convertino 2006) but similarly also in the southern part of France (Laborie 1997, Édouard 2012) 
and in inland Spain (Rodriguez Gonzáles 1997) – it means in regions with a significant share of 
rural areas. The intermediate position of small towns between urban and rural, between local and 
global is frequently discussed. Courtney and Errington (2003) paid their attention to small towns 
as a general issue. Halonen et al. (2015) show how industry cycles impact on a resource-based 
small town in Eastern Finland. However, the nature of European small towns seems to be different 
from the American ones (see Wuthnow, 2013), let alone small towns in the developing world.  

The transformation of small towns from centrally planned to market conditions is usually the main 
topic of small town research in post-communist countries. German colleagues (Niedermayer 
2000, Steinführer and Kabisch 2005, but also the Polish geographer Cudny 2012) dealt 
additionally with the situation of East German small towns after the German reunification which 
was characterised by de-industrialization, population decrease, de-urbanization and 
infrastructural shrinkage. Polish geography pays its attention to small towns as centres of the rural 
hinterland (Sokolowski 1999, Heffner and Marszał 2005, Rydz 2006). Zuzańska-Żysko (2004) 
studies small towns in Silesia, whereas Kwiatek-Sołtys (2004) focuses on Lesser Poland. 
A relatively new book characterizing the contemporary development of Polish small towns was 
edited by Krzysztofik and Dymitrow (2015). Their work shows differences between degraded and 
revitalized small towns. A systematic research is provided also by the Institute of Regional 
Geography in Leipzig (Borsig et al. 2010, Burdack and Kriszan 2013). Monographs or papers are 
also published in other post-communist countries (Slavík 2002, Rebernik 2005, Cigale et al. 2006, 
Lampič and Špes 2007, Kusis and Abele 2008, Zamfir et al. 2009). Also some works of the authors 
of this paper need to be mentioned (e.g. Vaishar and Greer-Wootten 2006, Vaishar et al. 2008 or 
Vaishar et al. 2012). Horeczki (2014) mentions (based on the empiric results from the South-
Danubian region) that the local economic potential of small towns consists of local traditions, 
practices, special age-long agricultural activities, specialized knowledge or economic attitude 
                                                            

3 Klein- und Mittelstädte in Deutschland – eine Bestandsaufnahme (2012). Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag 



354/480 
 

(small firm production possibilities, special horticultural activities). The small towns sector is 
investigated also in Russia (Gunko 2014). However, the population limit is defined higher there 
(between 20 and 50 thousands). 

Considered as a decisive feature of small town development, population development is often in 
the focus of research. For Czechia, Zemanová (2012) elaborated census data from 1869 - 2001 
and provided evidence for a general population decrease. However, the de-urbanization 
processes were significant only after 2000 in Czechia. Similarly, Repaská (2011) analysed 
the demographic development of small towns in the Nitra Region (Slovakia). She also stated 
population decrease – although two small towns recorded a positive migratory balance. As for 
southern Moravia, Vaishar, Šťastná and Stonawská (2015) show significant differences among 
small towns in this region. In the period of 2008 - 2012, small towns with lower population number 
(closer to a rural character) and small towns closer to the regional centre showed a positive 
population development. In contrast, small towns in peripheral positions and small towns, which 
lost some important industrial plants, lose residents. However, in general, more small towns 
gained population in southern Moravia. As Ježek and Kaňka (2011) stated, the most significant 
problems can be expected in the small towns, which are situated in peripheral locations, 
especially in so called internal peripheries on the boundaries between single regions, which have 
been facing outmigration since the 1980s.  

Small towns form a specific phenomenon of the settlement system. They are no miniatures of 
larger cities. They offer an alternative of a lifestyle for a certain part of the population. 
The difference could be expressed for example by a simple fact that citizens do not need a car to 
move in their small towns. A person walking or moving by bike perceives the settlement, its 
atmosphere and other people in a different way than an inhabitant of a city that moves by car or 
by public transport. The people can feel more secure in small towns than in big cities. According 
to Hannemann (2002), a special form of social capital originated in small towns. The people know 
each other, often keep some aspects of rural way of life and are able to cooperate. Some of small 
towns survived shocks connected with the transformation of central planned economy to 
the market one. These shocks were connected with closing of important factories or finishing of 
mining activities. Besser (2013) suggests that small towns with higher social capital including 
linkages among different social groups are more resilient in these cases.  

Small towns create the lowest level of centres. Sýkora and Mulíček (2009) show that the everyday 
life of people is situated in a relatively large number of micro-regions4 with small towns, playing 
often the role of their centres. In other words, they manifest the highest level of the countryside 
and – at the same time – the lowest level of the urban system. This attribute is the reason of 
the increasing attention paid to small towns in geography in the last years. On the other side small 
towns differ from rural settlements by existence of a basic level of urban functions including 
services.  

At the present time, geographers meet the necessity to rethink Christaller’s theory of central 
places as a consequence of the development of individual transport and increasing motility of 
people. Rural inhabitants can therefore satisfy their demands for jobs and services in more 
distanced but better equipped medium-sized towns and big cities or in hypermarkets and 
industrial zones by motorway crossroads. It is true especially in well accessible towns in lowlands 
or in peri-urban zones. In contrast, peripheral small towns in badly accessible micro-regions keep 
they role longer due to non-existence of any competitors in their vicinity (Vaishar and Zapletalová, 
2009). 

Because small towns are considered as a part of the countryside in our study, they vary in different 
parts of the world according to the natural and historical conditions for development of agriculture 
and other productive and non-productive branches. They differ by the population number, 
character of housing, central functions etc. We avoid the analysis of small towns in the U.S.A., 
Africa, China, India, Australia, Russia and other parts of the Earth.  

                                                            

4 A micro-region in the Czech conditions can refer to (1) a functional region integrated by commuting, (2) a territory 
administrated by municipal offices with extended competences, (3) areas of voluntary associations of communes (when 
they have a character of region). Small towns play an important role in all these cases. 
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3. Methodology and typology 

In this paper, small towns are defined as municipalities with urban rights while the population 
number of its core does not exceed 15,000 persons and is higher than 3,000 people. We took 
into account that the research is partly based on statistical data. Therefore, a statistical definition 
is needed. The upper limit is caused by the fact that there is a gap in the interval 15 - 20 thousand 
inhabitants. Only a few non-district centres can be found in this category. These district towns are 
of different nature due to their functions. The lower limit is a compromise. In Moravian lowlands 
with a big number of larger settlements, municipalities of 3 - 4 thousand of residents are of rural 
character as a rule. In Bohemia with a more dispersed settlement structure, municipalities with 
lower than 3,000 inhabitants manifest often important centres. We also presuppose that 
municipalities with more than 3,000 inhabitants which do not have the town status have not asked 
for its conferment and thus they most probably lack the subjective feeling of being urban.  

 

Fig 1. Chodov (Karlovarský Region): one of bigger small towns; originally known for its china ware, during 
            the communist regime place of coal mining. Today, people mostly commute to Karlovy Vary or Sokolov. Photo: 
            A. Vaishar 

 
The first step of the analysis was to determine small towns from the whole set of more than 
6,000 Czech municipalities. Altogether 283 small towns fall into this category on the Czech 
territory.  

The whole set of towns has been divided also regionally in respect to the fact that the Czech 
national settlement system is formed by two relatively different settlement systems – 
the centralized Bohemian and the transitional Moravian one with some particularities of 
the Silesian settlement type. The territory is divided into the following regions: the surroundings 
of Prague (districts Prague-East and Prague-West), Central Bohemia (remainder of the Central-
Bohemian region), Southern Bohemia (South-Bohemian region with the centre of České 
Budějovice including Pelhřimov district from the Vysočina region), North-western Bohemia (Plzeň 
and Karlovy Vary regions with the centre in Plzeň), North-eastern Bohemia (Ústí nad Labem and 
Liberec regions with the respective centres), Eastern Bohemian region (regions of Hradec Králové 
and Pardubice including district Havlíčkův Brod from the Vysočina region), Southern Moravia 
(South-Moravian region, districts of Třebíč, Jihlava and Žďár nad Sázavou from the Vysočina 
region and Moravian small towns in South-Bohemian and Pardubice regions), Central Moravia 
(Zlín and Olomouc regions with the Moravian part of the Moravian-Silesian region with centres in 
Ostrava, Olomouc and Zlín) and Silesian region (Silesian part of the Moravian-Silesian region and 
district Jeseník from the Olomouc region).  
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Fig 2. Jablonné nad Orlicí – a typical town close to the Orlické hory (Eagle Mts.).  
 

An analysis of their geographical position is the second step taking into account the accessibility 
of higher urban functions like universities, hospitals, theatres etc. It will be done by means of 
the time distance from the closest regional centre (centres of all administrative regions except for 
the smallest ones – Jihlava and Karlovy Vary5). The time distance is a combination of 
the geometric distance and realistic accessibility. It is derived from the Czech cartographic server 
mapy.cz and measured in minutes. We agree that the regional centres found by such a way are 
not equivalent. Prague is much stronger than Brno which again is stronger than the remaining 
smaller centres. On the other hand, some small towns gravitate partly to sub-centres like Opava, 
Jihlava, Karlovy Vary or Mladá Boleslav. However, knowing the Czech situation we are of 
the opinion that our classification strongly corresponds with the aim of the typology. It is also 
necessary to make clear that an access of the city centre by individual car was taken into account. 
In the case of Prague, the time to pass through the city is substantially longer than in the case of 
other regional centres.  

Further an attempt to create a functional typology of small towns is made. Among others, 
the following aspects were taken into account: job offer and manufacturing function. In our 
opinion, these two indicators characterize in which branch of the economy the population of 
the respective small towns are more engaged in comparison with the whole set of small towns 
and whether it is their own activity or it is realized in some different job centre. Data from the Czech 
Ministry of Finance6 and the 2011 population census are used. The job offer is calculated as 
the number of employees in the town minus the number of economic active residents of the town 
plus the number of commuters for work. An estimation of jobs which are “available” for the people 
outside the town is the result which indicates the central importance of the town in the labour 
market. The resulting set of small towns was divided into five groups: very important job centres, 
important job centres, weak job centres, small towns ensuring jobs for their own inhabitants and 
small towns depending on neighbouring job centres.  

                                                            

5 The reason lies not only in the size of the mentioned centres but also in their functions as they are, for example, 
the only regional towns without any public university. Contrary to our standpoint, Hampl and Marada (2015) exclude 
Jihlava but keep Karlovy Vary. 
6 The decree of the Ministry of Finance no. 281/2012 Col. from August 25, 2014 about the share of individual 
municipalities on specified percentage parts of the national gross return of value added and income taxes which 
contains numbers of employee in each municipality; the older data were used because of their time compatibility with 
the population census 2011.  
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The economic typology was made according to the share of employees in individual economic 
branches. The following branches were evaluated: primary sector (agriculture, forestry and 
fishery), industry including construction (Fig. 2), commercial services (mainly retail, transport, 
communications, and repair shops), tourism services (accommodation, gastronomy, Fig. 3) and 
social services (education, health care, social care, administration etc.). Of course, if we take into 
account absolute data almost all small towns in Czechia are industrial (including construction 
industry) with a very small number of exceptions mainly in vicinity of large centres. That is why 
the relative values of the indicator were used. The values express a prevalence of the most 
represented branch in relation to the whole set of small towns.  
 

 

Fig 3. Český Krumlov (Jihočeský Region), internationally known centre of tourism and UNESCO World heritage site 
          since 1992. Photo A. Vaishar 

 
By such a way one regionalization and four dimensions of typology of small towns were 
elaborated. The combination of size, regional position, accessibility and functions will result in 
a typology of the Czech small towns. The aim consists in searching for regularities and relations 
between individual types of small towns and indicators of sustainability. The next step consists of 
an analysis of the sustainability of individual types of small towns. The sustainability of small towns 
was defined e.g. by Knox and Mayer (2009) as a normative view combining environmental 
sustainability with notions of economic growth and social justice. They highlight that people 
generally perceive rather unsustainability like structural economic decline, environmental 
degradation, outmigration, segregation, exclusion, antisocial behaviour and loosing of sense of 
place. This is why we use available statistical data about demography, employment and education 
to characterize different dimensions of sustainability. 

Demographic sustainability has been evaluated on the base of data about natality, mortality, in-
migration and outmigration for each of the set of the small towns. The last 5 years (2010 - 2014) 
were taken into account. Although the database provides data since 1971 annually and every ten 
years since 1869, the trends changed in history and the results could conceal the real 
development. Moreover, our interest is with the recent development Migration is considered to be 
a decisive indicator because it is connected with the attractiveness of the town.  

Economic sustainability has been measured on the base of unemployment rate. The data are 
available from the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. The data relate to May 2015, it means to 
the months without bigger deflections. We assume that the unemployment rate indicates more or 
less stability and prospects of micro-regional economic base.  

Social sustainability can be evaluated by the educational structure. It is an indicator substituting 
the social status of the population because data about average incomes or tax payers are not 
available for individual municipalities. We assume that more educated social strata are socially 
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higher (e.g. upper middle class or middle class), although in individual cases it may not be. 
The data are taken from the population census 2011.  
 

4. Typologies of Czech small towns 

The goal of the typologies consists of the creation of a base for further statistical comparison of 
the small towns set. The questions: Which typology allows to explain most differences in 
the sustainability of small towns and which characteristics are most illustrative for individual types 
of small towns?  
 
4.1  Size of small towns and their regional peculiarities  

Of the whole set of 283 small Czech towns, 55 belongs to the A size category, 117 to the B size 
category and 111 to the C site category (Fig. 4). The whole set of the towns was divided into 
six regional groups (Table 1) which contain similar numbers of small towns. 

 
Tab 1. Regional overview of Czech small towns and their size (own calculations based on the 2011 population census). 

Region   /   Inhabitants 3,000 - 4,999 5,000 - 8,999 9,000 - 14,999 Total 

Central Bohemia 6 10 13 29 

Hinterland of Prague 2 7 6 15 

South-west Bohemia 7 20 23 50 

North-west Bohemia 8 17 22 47 

North-east Bohemia 13 24 11 48 

South Moravia 8 18 20 46 

Central and Northern Moravia  8 12 13 33 

Silesia 3 9 3 15 

Altogether 55 117 111 283 
 

The first striking findings is that the number of the largest small towns (A size) can be found in 
traditional industrial regions in northern parts of the country whereas the biggest numbers of small 
towns of the C size are in typical rural regions of south-western Bohemia and southern Moravia. 
Only north-western Bohemia defies from the rule as an industrial area with a prevalence of small 
towns of the C size. The reason is that there are many towns which only fractionally cross 
the population limit for our study in this region.   

It is clear that the district towns (those of them which are classified within small towns) belong 
mostly to the A size category. There is no district town in the category of small towns in Moravia. 
Additionally, there are 118 small towns among the municipalities with extended competences7.  

 

 

                                                            

7 District offices were cancelled during the last administrative “reform” of the Czech Republic (the districts remained as 
statistical, judicial and similar units or branches of various regional institutions). However, it was obvious that the gap 
between regions and often very small municipalities should be filled. That is why a special unsystematic solution was 
accepted. The offices with extended competence perform administrative functions for small municipalities which are 
not efficient or even possible to realize there. Small municipalities are not subordinated to the municipalities with 
extended competences but they depend on them. On the other hand, municipalities with extended competences 
perform important functions for small municipalities but their councils are not elected by the inhabitants of small 
municipalities.  
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Fig 4. Small towns by size class. Source: Population census 2011. Czech Statistical Office Praha. Drawn by 
            E. Nováková 

 
4.2  Accessibility 

The following classes of small towns according to the accessibility of the closest regional centre 
were defined: below 25 minutes [1], 25 - 34 minutes [2], 35 - 44 minutes [3], 45 - 59 minutes [4] 
and 60 minutes and more [5]. It is more or less clear that this indicator is of geographical character 
(combined with the organization and maintenance of the road network). It shows that 
understandably small towns in the hinterland of Prague have the most favourable situation in 
accessibility – although the category of small towns with most advantageous accessibility is more 
frequent in south-west Bohemia. Surprisingly the biggest share of small towns with the worst 
accessibility is observed in north-eastern Bohemia (especially in its north-eastern corner) and in 
north-west Bohemia (partly due to the fact that Karlovy Vary has not been included among 
regional centres). South Moravia has the most evenly situated small towns.  

The time distances were calculated always to the core of the regional centre (Fig. 5). In such 
a case the small towns in the hinterland of Prague are disadvantaged because many times 
the majority of the ride accounts for overcoming the distance between the fringe and core of 
the city. The cores of other regional centres are accessible more easily. Another aspect of 
the situation is the fact that the people could use the route which is not the shortest in time but 
the shortest in distance or easier to drive. However, the main methodological problem consists in 
earmarking of regional centres.  
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Tab 2. Regional overview of Czech small towns and their accessibility (in minutes) from closest regional centre (own 
           calculations based on Seznam.cz maps). 

Region 
less than 

25 min 
25 - 34 

min 
35 - 44 

min 
45 - 59 

min 
60 min 

and more 

Central Bohemia 0 8 10 10 1 

Hinterland of Prague 5 6 4 0 0 

South-western Bohemia 14 12 5 7 10 

North-western Bohemia 6 6 13 8 15 

North-eastern Bohemia 7 6 6 15 14 

Southern Moravia 10 10 8 9 9 

Central and Northern Moravia  8 9 9 6 1 

Silesia 5 3 1 3 3 
 

Firstly, the individual centres are not comparable: Prague forms the first level, Brno (maybe with 
Ostrava and Plzeň) the next, other centres the third one. The accessibility of Prague has 
a different significance than the accessibility of e.g. Pardubice. And of course, there are cities 
which we did not earmarked but if we did so, the values of accessibility in their vicinity would 
change substantially (Karlovy Vary, Jihlava, Opava). Nevertheless we tried to proceed according 
to our long term experience. Mentioned aspects should be discussed in individual cases when 
qualitative aspects are taken into account.  
 

 

Fig 5. Distance from the closest regional centre by a car. Source: Seznam.cz/maps. Drawn by E. Nováková 
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4.3  Functions in economy 

Small towns with an over-average employment in the primary sector can be found mostly in rural 
regions in South and Central Moravia, Vysočina, South-west Bohemia and in the Labe and Ohře 
basins. Small towns with over-average industrial employment are situated mostly in 
the borderland of Northern Bohemia, in the vicinity of big cities excluding Prague and in Eastern 
Moravia (Fig. 6). 

The occurrence of small towns with commercial services is typical for the surroundings of Prague, 
to a smaller extent also for the vicinity of other big cities whereas present and past district towns 
belong often to the small towns with over-average employment in social services. Small towns 
with an over-average orientation to tourism contain traditional resorts of winter tourism and spas. 
Their concentration is observed in the borderland mountain ranges and especially in the Karlovy 
Vary region.  

Regionally, Central Bohemian Region has small towns of both commercial and social services, 
South-west Bohemia small towns oriented towards the primary sector, tourism and in the vicinity 
of Plzeň also for industry. Small towns of North-west Bohemia are mostly industrial with some 
share of towns with tourism and commercial services. The same is true for North-east Bohemia 
where some agricultural small towns are added. Small towns of Vysočina region are oriented 
almost completely towards the primary sector, while small towns of Southern Moravia are also 
agricultural with some cases of small towns with industry and commercial service in the vicinity of 
Brno. The remainder of Moravia and the Czech part of Silesia has a mixture of small towns 
oriented towards agriculture, industry, tourism and commercial services. 

 

 

Fig 6. Economic functions of small towns. Source: own calculations according to Population census 2011. Drawn by  
          E. Nováková 

 
4.4  Functions in labour market 

Small towns which are important centres of job opportunities are dispersed across the Czech 
territory. Some concentration is seen rather in cases of small towns without central function in 
the job market, such as small towns with a balanced number of jobs and an economic active 
population and small towns depending in the case of jobs on other centres, it means preliminary 
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residential small towns). Logically, residential small towns can be found in the vicinity of Prague 
and Ostrava, to a lesser extent in the surroundings of other big cities. Additionally, a big number 
of such towns is concentrated in North-Western Bohemia. It seems to be typical for (former) 
mining regions where jobs are concentrated in other sites than in cities and towns (Fig. 7).  

On the other hand some small towns with an expressive job function can be found in 
the surroundings of Brno where they cooperate with the metropolis in the job distribution and in 
the space between the East Bohemian twin cities Hradec Králové – Pardubice and the central 
Moravian metropole Olomouc where bigger towns are missing and thus small towns have to 
substitute them.  

The highest number of jobs for surrounding municipalities offers Modřice (6,900 jobs over 
the necessity of the own inhabitants). However in this special case, the majority of commuters to 
Modřice come from Brno. Kuřim near Brno (4,000 jobs over the own necessity) is a similar case. 
Big centres of job opportunities for surrounding rural areas are district towns Nymburk, Domažlice, 
Ústí nad Orlicí and the former district towns Turnov or Boskovice. 
 

 
Fig 7. Functions of small towns in the labour market. Source: Ministry of Finance of the Czech Republic. Drawn 
          E. Nováková  

 

5. Sustainability of the Czech small towns 

The sustainability consists of three pillars: environmental, economic and social ones (Hansmann 
et al., 2012). For the purpose of this paper, these three pillars were operationalised by indicators 
measuring the demographic development, (un)employment and educational level. 
Methodologically the question of evaluation should be discussed. It is hardly possible to state 
which level of education, unemployment or population balance is still sustainable. That is why 
the method of comparison is used. From it follows that the results could be interpreted by such 
a way that some towns are more sustainable than others.  
 
5.1 Demographic sustainability (population development) 

Both natural development and migration were statistically evaluated for the whole set of small 
towns. Data from the five-year period 2010 - 2014 were used (Fig. 8). It is more or less clear that 
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small towns with a more progressive demographic development can be found in the hinterland of 
big cities – mostly Prague, then Brno and in some cases also of the other ones (e.g. České 
Budějovice). It is possible to speak about sub-urbanized small towns to which young families in 
reproductive age move. By such a way the in-migration is followed by the natural increase as 
a rule.  

On the other hand, a significant decrease of the population number manifests preliminary in 
peripheral small towns. Especially young educated people who cannot find sufficiently prestigious 
job in small towns move out. By such a way, out-migration is followed with the natural decrease. 
In general, it seems that the demographic sustainability closely relates to the distance from 
the most important regional centres where the vicinity of less important regional centres contains 
small towns with stagnation or even population decrease.   
 

 

Fig 8. Demographic development of small towns (2010 - 2014). Source: population balances. Czech Statistical Office 
          Praha. Drawn by E. Nováková 

 
5.2  Economic sustainability (unemployment) 

Unemployment data were used from May 2015. This period can be considered as a post-crisis 
time when the unemployment decreased. The spring is generally characterized by a situation 
when the consequences of resignations at the end of the preceding year are mostly resolved, part 
of seasonal workers (mainly in construction industry) is employed but seasonal workers in 
agriculture and tourism are still waiting for jobs and future graduates are still at schools. 
The national average was 5.4%.  

Small towns with highest unemployment rates can be found in north-western Bohemia with 
biggest structural changes (transition from heavy industry and coal mining), partly also in some 
parts of Moravia and Silesia (Fig. 9). The highest unemployment is observed in Ústecký region – 
in the districts Děčín, Most, Litoměřice and Louny. The highest unemployment was recorded in 
Postoloprty (12.6%). 

On the other hand, the lowest unemployment rate is typical for small towns in the vicinity of big 
towns (Prague, Brno and others), in the Czech-Bavarian borderland and also in some parts of 
Eastern Bohemia. There are 9 small towns with an unemployment rate below 3% (the best of 
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them is Kostelec nad Černými lesy, with the unemployment rate of 0.8%). They are situated in 
the surroundings of Prague, České Budějovice and Plzeň. In most cases, jobs are not situated in 
these small towns but rather commuting is needed. 
 

 

Fig 9. Unemployment rate in May 2015. Source: Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs of the Czech Republic. Drawn by 
          E. Nováková 

 
5.3  Social sustainability (education level) 

The highest share of people with higher than secondary education can be observed in the vicinity 
if big cities (Prague and the whole Central Bohemia, surroundings of Brno). Relatively high 
education level can be found also in Eastern Moravia. It is obvious that Moravian small towns 
have better educated population than Bohemian ones (except of Prague and its surroundings). 
Of 9 small towns with higher than 20% share of university educated inhabitants, all are situated 
in the surroundings of Prague. Among other towns with a higher share of university educated 
(15 - 20%) are spas (Poděbrady, Lázně Bohdaneč), some small towns in the surroundings of 
Brno and individual cases in the vicinity of České Budějovice and Olomouc (Fig. 10).  

The lowest share of the university educated people can be found in small towns of north-western 
Bohemia (industrial regions of Karlovy Vary, Ústí nad Labem and Liberec) and individually also 
in other regions often in the borderland. The Bohemian-Moravian borderland represents some 
average situation. The share of university educated people decreases in 28 small towns under 
5%. The most formally uneducated inhabitants recorded Rotava (district Karlovy Vary) where only 
2.1% inhabitants with higher education live. The only small town in this group in Moravia is 
Hanušovice (4.0%). All others are situated in the Bohemian part of the country.  
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Fig 10. Education level in small towns. Source: Population census 2011. Czech Statistical Office Praha. Drawn by 
            E. Nováková. 

 
5.4  General evaluation 

The analytic results are summarized in Table 3. It can be stated that the best demographic 
situation is in the surroundings of Prague, in Central Bohemia (what relates with the foregoing) 
and (much less) in Southern Moravia. Depopulation tendencies are found in the small towns of 
North-East and North-West Bohemia, in Central Moravia and Silesia. Population development 
worsens with increasing size of small towns, with increasing distance from regional centres and 
in productive small towns (more in industrial than in agricultural ones). Small towns with balanced 
job markets and dependent on jobs in other places have better demographic perspectives.  

The highest education level is observed in the surroundings of Prague which relates to 
the suburban zone of capital; Central Bohemian and Moravian small towns follow. Small towns 
on the fringe of the Bohemian settlement system lag behind. The Bohemian-Moravian gradient is 
quite interesting and could hypothetically relate to the historical background or to the role of 
Prague which attracts educated people from all other Bohemian areas. Understandably, 
the education level decreases with the distance from regional centres. There is no wonder that 
the best education level is found in small towns with both production and social services whereas 
small towns with productive function and tourism have a less educated population. Similarly 
important job centres have higher level of education than other small towns.  

Unemployment has no relation to the size of small towns. Small towns in vicinity of regional 
centres have a slightly lower level of the unemployment that the peripheral ones. Small towns 
with a tourist function show the highest level of unemployment. Moreover, unemployment uses to 
be a seasonal problem there as a rule. Productive small towns follow. Small towns of social 
services are on the opposite side. Here the employment is not so directly connected with crises.  
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Tab 3. Indicators of sustainability in small towns. Source: own calculation.  

 Type of small towns 
Demographic 
development in 
‰ (2010-2014) 

Unemployment 
rate (5/2016) 

Share of people 
with tertiary 
education (2011) 

According to region    

Central Bohemia 38.9 5.6 10.6 

Surroundings of Prague 92.2 3.6 19.9 

Southern and Western Bohemia -3.5 4.7 8.7 

North-Western Bohemia -20.5 8.1 5.9 

North-Eastern Bohemia -18.6 5.1 9.3 

Southern Moravia 4.8 6.4 10.7 

Central Moravia -13.7 6.4 10.3 

Silesia -14.7 7.5 9.3 

According to the size    

Smallest small towns 2.9 6.0 8.8 

Medium-sized small towns 0.7 6.0 10.0 

Big small towns -5.9 5.9 10.9 

According to the accessibility    

Small towns closest to regional centres 29.1 5.0 12.1 

Small towns close to regional centres 13.6 5.7 10.5 

Small towns in a medium distance -3.5 6.4 9.8 

Distanced small towns -12.6 6.2 8.7 

Most distanced small towns -25.5 6.5 7.5 

According to the economic function    

Agricultural small towns -11.9 6.1 9.3 

Industrial small towns -15.8 6.2 7.7 

Small towns of production services 40.2 5.9 11.9 

Small towns of social services 6.6 5.4 11.6 

Small towns of tourism 6.6 6.6 9.0 

According to the job offer    

The most important job centres 0.1 5.4 11.9 

Important job centres -7.0 5.7 11.1 

Job centres -4.4 5.7 9.6 

Small towns with jobs for their own 
population 

7.9 6.4 8.5 

Small towns depending on centres as 
concerns jobs 

8.3 6.7 9.0 
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It could be concluded that there are some relations between small town types and sustainability 
indicators. The majority of relations were expected, some of them are more or less surprising. 
However, the majority of indicators origin from official statistic data (which is the only possibility 
taking into account the whole set of the Czech small towns). From it follows that the results depend 
on data availability and relevancy and also on territorial delimitation of small town’s territories. It 
is necessary to bear this in mind especially by evaluating individual small towns.  
 

6. Discussion: Which small towns are sustainable? 

It seems that the most sustainable small towns are those which are situated in the vicinity of 
Prague (or other regional centres), with over-average employment in services and the most 
important job centres. On the other hand, the least sustainable are small towns in north-west 
Bohemia, far from regional centres with over-average employment in manufacturing industry. 
Small towns in Moravia, medium-sized job centres in a medium distance from regional centres 
with an over-average employment in agriculture (typical towns of Moravian lowlands) and 
manifest some average category. However, is this really the case? 

Taking into account past experience, it is possible to express another standpoint. As concerns 
the first category (centres in close vicinity of regional centres), their development seems to be too 
rapid. Some of them are more or less mono-functional. Their future depends on keeping the main 
function or on developing a new one. Their focus on services looks hopefully if it is their own 
activity – not the result of commuting into the regional centre. So the future of these small towns 
will be probably different.  

On the other hand, peripheral small towns have broadly the worst characteristics of individual 
indicators. They are shrinking, ageing, losing the most educated people, out of economic 
development and political lobbying, being stigmatized in media etc. (Kühn 2015). However, 
peripheral small towns will mostly be always important centres of their rural hinterland because 
there is no competition in their vicinity and, usually, the difficult transport situation (dissected relief) 
does not allow commuting into more distanced bigger centres.  

Small towns of Moravian lowlands seem to be an average category. Nevertheless, easy 
throughput of these territories exposes them to the competition among each other and also of 
bigger towns. It seems that some specialization (usually in the service sector: tourism, education, 
health and social care or in special industry) is the most promising way of their future prosperity. 

It is possible to conclude that the situation of small towns in the Czech territory is and will be 
differentiated depending on their geographical position. Within the categories of suburban, 
intermediate and peripheral small towns individual characteristics seem to be decisive. Human 
and social capital, their attracting and retaining is the most important factor.  

Small towns are often considered as pleasant places for living taking into account their closeness 
to nature, higher personal security etc. According to Mainet (2015) of all three pillars of 
sustainability, the economic one seems to be less important in residential choices and mobility.  

In our opinion, the existence of small towns is not threatened in the near future. The question is 
whether the character and functions of small towns will sustain. To answer the question from 
the title of the paper let us assume that in fact not the sustainability indicators measured but rather 
the position of small towns in the settlement system is the most important. Those small towns 
which are unequivocal centres of rural hinterland will play their role also in future keeping their 
urban/rural character (despite of sometimes decreasing population numbers). It concerns firstly 
the peripheral small towns. Fertner et al. (2015) discuss some successful developments of those 
small towns on the Danish examples which are not in favourable geographical positions. Our 
research found successful small towns in peripheral positions, especially in western Bohemia. 
However, these towns are peripheral from the national viewpoint. Taking into account the vicinity 
of the Bavarian border, their peripherality from the European viewpoint should be re-evaluated. 
Other peripheral small towns are sometimes successful according to individual indicators (mostly 
unemployment or educational level), but not in their entirety. Although theoretically some path 
dependency, activity of local stakeholders and other individual factors should play their role, it 
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becomes obvious that the geographical position regarding to the vicinity and accessibility of 
regional centres is important for small town development in general.  
 

 

Fig 11. Kuřim (Jihomoravský Region): a suburbanized small town in the vicinity of Brno. Photo A. Vaishar 

 

The question is who takes care for the development of small towns. Servillo et al. (2013) show 
that small towns are objects of either regional (spatial, territorial) or rural policy as a rule. However, 
they are usually not objects of a specific attention. Moreover, the rural policy is aimed mostly at 
agriculture – although formally the multifunctional countryside is highlighted. In the Czech case, 
small towns are mostly no rural towns aimed at a retail of agricultural surplus and supply of 
farmers with necessary services but distinctive historical centres with a strong industrial function. 
They often dispose with a specific spirit of the place (genius loci). It seems that small towns need 
a place-based policy focused on the versatile rural development which would clarify their role in 
the settlement system. 
 

7. Conclusion 

There is no doubt that the small town sector is a very important segment of national settlements 
systems. They represent a rural milieu with basic urban services which could be attractive for 
many people. It is possible to expect that the importance of small towns will be kept or even 
increase in connection with contemporary urbanization processes, with technological changes 
connected with transformation from industrial to the post-industrial society (continuing shift to 
the culture and leisure activities; Lorentzen and van Heur 2012) and also with increasing 
importance of personal security of people. Sometimes the cultural heritage of small towns can be 
considered as a driving force of local development (Lazzeroni et al. 2010). One of the future 
questions should be whether internet technologies could change the peripherality of the most 
distanced small towns by teleworking and easier general communication (see e.g. Collins 2010). 

That is why the future development of small towns in their diversification should be investigated 
taking into account both the whole sector and individual cases. Kobojek and Marshal (2014) see 
the future of small towns in redefining their role in the regional structure through finding new 
opportunities for growth and for improvement of local communities’ living conditions. In this article, 
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quantitative statistical data were used. However, such questions ask for qualitative investigations 
by using sociological methods. Possible impacts of international migration on small towns should 
be also discussed in the future (see Fonseca 2008) as well as impacts of (economic) globalization 
and digital communication.  
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