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Abstract:  The article analyses the possibilities of development of one of the most peripheral 
micro-regions of Moravia on the basis of the theory of sustainability. It notes its above-
average focus on agriculture and tourism, which is linked to seasonality, lower 
education of the population, depopulation and higher unemployment. The settlement 
structure with predominantly very small villages conditions a worse infrastructure, 
which is partially balanced by a high-quality natural environment. Possible solutions 
are seen in the focus on qualitative development and support of social capital. 
The transition to post-productive development and counter-urbanization gives to 
regions of this type new opportunities associated with the development of housing and 
tourism. 

Key Words: sustainable rural development, sparsely populated area, borderland periphery, 
qualitative aspects, Vranov nad Dyjí, Moravia 

 

Souhrn:  Článek analyzuje možnosti rozvoje jednoho z nejodlehlejších mikroregionů Moravy na 

bázi teorie udržitelnosti. Konstatuje jeho nadprůměrné zaměření na zemědělství 
a cestovní ruch, což je spojeno se sezónností, nižší vzdělaností obyvatel, depopulací 
a vyšší sezónně podmíněnou nezaměstnaností. Sídelní struktura s převažujícími 
velmi malými vesnicemi podmiňuje horší infrastrukturu, která je částečně vyrovnávána 
kvalitním přírodním prostředím. Možnosti řešení jsou spatřovány v zaměření na 
kvalitativní rozvoj a podporu sociálního kapitálu. Přechod k postproduktivnímu vývoji 
a kontraurbanizace dávají regionům tohoto typu nové šance spojené s rozvojem 
bydlení a cestovního ruchu. 

Klíčová slova: udržitelný rozvoj venkova, řídce osídlené oblasti, pohraniční periferie, kvalitativní 

aspekty, Vranov nad Dyjí, Morava 
 

Highlights: 

 The studied region shows all signs of remoteness 

 The analysis of its sustainability shows tendencies of depopulation and seasonal 
unemployment 

 Recommendations relate to a qualitative understanding of development 

 The transition to a post-productive society increases the area's chances in developing 
tourism 

 

1. Introduction 

In European conditions, the countryside is often described as depopulating, with disappearing 
services and limited public transport with high unemployment. In fact, these characteristics relate 
at most to remote, sparsely populated countryside on the inner or border periphery. These areas 
are characterized by great distance from regional centres, absence of full-fledged small towns 
within reach, often difficult transport conditions, limited resources of raw materials, people and 
capital. Their unfavourable conditions for agriculture are gradually changing into a favourable 
situation in terms of tourism development. The growth of tourism is mostly proposed as 
a universal means of rural development in sparsely populated areas, without examining the real 
conditions for the success of such a focus. 

At the same time, the development of sparsely populated rural areas is important for two main 
reasons. The first is to ensure dignified living conditions for the locals, who in turn maintain their 
settlements, the landscape and its genius loci. The second reason is to maintain cohesion in 
the development of regions, the country and Europe. If the social and economic disparities 
between sparsely populated and metropolitan regions widen beyond tolerable levels, 
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the motivation of the people of the periphery to strive for anything will disappear and sparsely 
populated territory could fall into chaos. 

The aim of this paper is to analyse the real problems of sparsely populated areas in the current 
period on the example of the most problematic border micro-region of the South Moravian Region. 
Rural development options with an emphasis on cultural tourism will also be discussed. 
 

2. Sparsely populated areas 

Le Tourneau (2020) emphasizes the specificity of the scientific approach to sparsely populated 
areas. The problems of sparsely populated areas are, of course, discussed mainly in countries 
with a generally low population density. In Europe, this mainly concerns Scandinavia, 
the European part of Russia (e.g. Carson, Brouder and de la Barre, 2017), but also some areas 
of the inner periphery in Spain, France and Italy. In Central European conditions, of course, these 
are relatively sparsely populated areas on the local level. Few show population density values 
below the European average. In the European Union, sparsely shared territories belong to 
territories with specific geographical features, together with islands and mountain areas 
(Giordano, 2016). As such, they are the subject of specific support under the European Regional 
Development Fund. Maintaining cohesion is a key issue (Muravska, Aprāns and Dahr, 2016).  

Sparse settlement is usually associated with the idea of the periphery (Marada et al., 2006) as 
a result of the geographical polarization of space. The concept of the centre – the periphery, or 
the city – the hinterland implies that the population density decreases from the centre to 
the periphery – if we understand the periphery as a function of distance from the centre (Kubeš 
and Chvojková, 2020). However, it is always necessary to work with a specific centre-periphery 
relationship, because in densely populated areas, also the periphery can be densely populated. 
In addition, with the increasing transport and digital mobility of the population, the essence of 
peripherality is also modified (Copus, 2001). The role of distance is declining and sparsely 
populated regions are beginning to be sought after by people who strive for a less stressful 
environment and proximity to nature. However, these people remain in physical and digital contact 
with the centres. In such cases, therefore, there can be no question of peripherality in the sense 
of underdeveloped areas.  

Typical peripheral problems tend to be associated with a low level or even deterioration of 
the quality of human capital (Wójcik et al., 2018), measured for example, by formal education or 
the level of entrepreneurship. It is a state where educated and active people migrate to important 
centres (Vaishar and Pavlů, 2018). 

The main problems of sparsely shared areas are depopulation, poor transport accessibility 
especially by public transport (Berg and Ihlström, 2019), problems with the provision of services 
of public interest, such as health care, education, social care (Wilson and Copus, 2018). Add to 
this, the lack of local capital and, due to the remoteness, the reluctance of investors from other 
regions to invest in such an area. On the other hand, sparsely populated areas can be 
a convenient location for small and medium-sized enterprises within the green economy (Aarstad 
and Jakobsen, 2020). However, it is necessary to abandon the long-held notion that development 
is defined quantitatively. 

Depopulation reduces population density and thus exacerbates the problems of sparsely 
populated areas (Burneika, Daugirdas and Ubarevičiené, 2014, Delgado Viñas, 2019). Some 

hopes associated with the placement of foreign migrants in sparsely populated areas prove to be 
odd due to better access to employment opportunities in metropolitan areas (Manakou, 2018). 
After all, the question is whether this way of dealing with emigration from sparsely populated areas 
would be desirable. On the other hand, natural trends in naturbanization are beginning to emerge, 
which in some cases are beginning to slow down depopulation tendencies. 

On the other hand, due to the low population density, there is less pressure in these areas on 
the landscape and the environment, which is usually of better quality. This fact represents 
a certain potential for the development of tourism, the importance of which will grow in the post-
industrial economy (Carson, Carson and Lundmark, 2017). However, the necessary tourist 
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infrastructure is not always available in sparsely populated areas. Tourism in sparsely populated 
areas usually offers mainly the consumption of natural heritage (Svensson, 2009), possibly local 
folklore values (Leu, 2018) or some special sorts of tourism like hunting, fishing or eco-tourism.  

The key to solving problems in sparsely populated areas is sometimes seen in smart technologies 
(Sörvik et al., 2019) or in the tourism development (Lundmark, Eduardson and Karlsson, 2014), 
eventually through a special training models (Diaz-Puente, Gallego Moreno and Zamorano, 2012) 
and labour mobility for longer distances (Sandow, 2008). Syssner a Meijer (2020) emphasize that 
specific planning procedures should be used for sparsely populated areas. 
 

3. Methodology and the area under investigation 

The concept of sparsely populated areas is clearly related to population density. This most often 
means the total population per unit area. What population density defines sparsely populated 
areas? The average World population density is 44 people / km2. In the European Union, 
the population density is 112 persons / km2, while (apart from the mini-states) it peaks in 
the Benelux countries (Netherlands 422, Belgium 376) and in the United Kingdom (280 persons 
per km2), with a minimum in Scandinavia (Finland 16, Norway 17, Sweden 23 persons / km2). 
The population density of the Czech Republic is slightly above average (135 inhabitants per km2).  

For larger states or countries with very different geographical conditions, the differences in 
population density are significantly higher. Although Czechia does not belong to the above 
category, regions (at the NUTS 3 level) with significantly lower population density can also be 
singled out on its territory. Average population density under 100 persons per km2 is recorded in 
Karlovarský, Plzeňský, Jihočeský and Vysočina regions. The South Moravian Region even has 
an above-average population density of 165 persons / km2. Nevertheless, even in its territory 
there are sparsely populated areas. Especially in the catchment areas in the south-western part 
of the region (Moravský Krumlov, Pohořelice, Znojmo) the population density falls below 
75 persons / km2. Other areas with low population density could be found in the mountain areas 
of the South Bohemian and Pilsen regions. 

Even lower population density can be observed in peripheral functional micro-regions. By far 
the lowest population density occurs in the Vranov nad Dyjí microregion (23 persons / km2). This 
is followed by the micro-regions of Hrušovany nad Jevišovkou (57), Miroslav (63) and Velká nad 
Veličkou (64 inhabitants per km2). It is clear that the micro-region Vranov nad Dyjí is the area with 
far lowest population density in the South-Moravian region. This is an exceptionally low population 
density, which entitles us to include the Vranov region among sparsely populated areas in 
the European context. 

In the analysis of the development possibilities of sparsely populated areas, we used the concept 
of sustainable development in its three dimensions – economic, social and environmental. 
Indicators and methodology for the analysis of problems of sparsely populated areas were 
proposed, for example, by Stepanova et al. (2020) on the example of the Russian Arctic regions. 
The work used mainly geographical methods, especially the analysis of statistical data, 
knowledge from field research (Vaishar et al., 2000), analysis of secondary sources.  
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Fig 1. Area under study. Drawn by J. Brychta 

 

The area under study is situated in South-Western Moravia on the border with Austria and not far 
from the historical border with Bohemia. The main natural value is the deeply sunken meandering 
valley of the river Dyje, in the part of which the Dyje National Park was declared in 1991. 
The national park represents an exceptionally well-preserved example of the landscape of a river 
valley in the hilly stage of Central Europe. The Dyje canyon creates a unique river phenomenon 
with numerous meanders, deeply cut valleys of side tributaries, various rock shapes, rocky seas 
and rocky walls. Most similar river valleys in Central Europe have been modified by 
the construction of dams, roads and recreational facilities. In the case of the Vranov region, 
the inaccessibility of the territory in terms of terrain and political barrier played a role. 
Geomorphologically, the territory belongs to Bítovská vrchovina uplands. Flat surfaces are 
covered mostly by fields, while steep scales are reportedly forested (Demek et al., 1987).  

Traffic remoteness is one of the main factors in the marginality of the micro-region. The area is 
served only by roads of 2nd and 3rd class. The construction condition of these roads is neglected 
in many sections. In the busiest sections, the traffic intensity slightly exceeds 3,500 vehicles in 
24 hours3. The micro-region is touched by one regional railway line with a single stop in the village 
of Šumná.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
3 National Traffic Census 2016. Prague: Directorate of Roads and Motorways. 
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The settlement and administrative structure is highly fragmented. On the area of 225.9 km2, there 
are 25 villages in the micro-region, which are integrated into 22 municipalities. The average 
distance between villages is 3 km. There is no city or large village (which would have over 
a thousand inhabitants). The settlement structure consists of three medium-sized villages, 
including Vranov nad Dyjí, four small villages and 18 very small villages with less than 
200 inhabitants, ten of which have less than a hundred inhabitants. The centre is Vranov nad Dyjí 
(816 inhabitants, 2019), which is the seat of the authorized municipal office4 for the entire micro-
region. The Znojmo Municipal Authority has extended competencies for the Vranov region. 
Vranov is not able to integrate the whole micro-region, however, there is no other centre neither 
in the area, nor in the closest surroundings. This is one of the causes of the peripherality of 
the area. 

The original Slavic settlement of the region was agricultural. Several castles were built on 
the border between Moravia and Austria, serving both for defence and for attacks on neighbouring 
countries. The centre of feudal administration was Bítov Castle. In the 12th and 13th centuries, 
colonists from Austria came to the sparsely populated area at the invitation of the Czech kings. 
The German-speaking population became dominant after the Thirty Years' War. After 1848, 
the administrative centre was shifted to Vranov. At the beginning of the twentieth century, 
the main enterprise of the Vranov region was a large farm, which farmed on 5.5 thousand 
hectares of land, mostly forest. The economic structure was complemented by the production of 
earthenware, wood processing, later silk products and handicrafts. 

The establishment of Czechoslovakia in 1918 was not welcomed by the local Germans. They 
tried to join the internationally unrecognized unit of German South Moravia, which had no hope 
of success due to the defeat of Germany and Austria-Hungary in the war. The contract of 
St. Germain confirmed the region's affiliation with Czechoslovakia. The emergence of a standard 
state border had negative economic consequences, as it severed trade relations with settlements 
on the Austrian side. The economy and landscape of the Vranov region were significantly affected 
by the construction of the Vranov water reservoir, which was completed in 1933.  

Before World War II, the vast majority of the population were ethnic Germans. After the Munich 
Agreement, most Czechs, Jews and German anti-fascists left. After the liberation in 1945, on 
the other hand, virtually all Germans were expelled, initially in a wild, later organized expulsion. 
The original Czech inhabitants returned to their places and also the new settlers from the interior 
came. After the failures of unified agricultural cooperatives, the Lesná State Farm was created. 
The wood was processed by the South Moravian Timber Plant Uherčice. A branch of the electrical 
engineering company Tesla Holešovice was established in Vranov. The area was at the Iron 
Curtain. Politically unreliable residents had to leave. The movement of people was restricted and 
controlled. This limited the recreational use of the area but at the same time preserved natural 
values. 

The historical development can be illustrated on the population development graph (Figure 2). 
The economic base of the micro-region was originally based on primary activities – agriculture 
and forestry, or on the processing of local resources in small businesses (brewery, brickyard, 
mills). Major companies were the ceramics factory, which, however, ceased to exist after 1918 
and later the hydro-power plant. The industry was introduced only within the so-called socialist 
industrialization, when several branches of companies from the interior were established here. 
These branches were closed first after 1989. A significant change was brought about by 
the construction of the Vranov dam on the Dyje. Its original purpose was to regulate flood waves 
on the Dyje, irrigation and electricity generation. But as early as 1934, tourism began to develop, 
which is probably the most important function of the water work today. 

 

                                                             
4 The administrative reform after 1990 led to the abolition of district offices, the creation of large regions and 
the separation of many previously integrated municipalities from their central parts. This created a large gap between 
very small municipalities and large regions without an intermediate stage. At the same time, it was not effective for 
municipalities with several dozen inhabitants to create professional administrative bodies. Therefore, a non-standard 
solution was adopted, where small municipalities are formally independent, but the professional powers for them are 
provided by authorized municipal authorities and municipal authorities with extended powers. 
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Fig 2. Population development in the region under study 1869–2011. Source: Historický lexikon, Prague, Czech 
Statistical Office. Own elaboration 

 
The significant decline of the area dates back to World War II. At first, the vast majority of 
Germans, who made up the majority of the population before the war, were displaced. These 
inhabitants were never completely replaced. Moreover, the micro-region became a border that 
was part of the Iron Curtain. The exchange of inhabitants on an ethnic basis meant the severance 
of the population's relationship with the land, municipalities, the region and with each other. In 
addition, a social experiment was carried out on the settled border to prevent the restoration of 
the middle class. One of the results is a stable trend of population decline since 1960. 

Developments after 1989 brought the opening of the state border, however, the neighbouring 
Lower Austrian region of Waldviertel is one of the least developed regions of the neighbouring 
country and no significant development impulses could be expected from there5. On the other 
hand, the defence components of the state border left and most of the state support for industry, 
agriculture and the social system disappeared. This resulted in further marginalization of 
the territory. A certain turnaround is signalled by the transition to a post-productive economy, 
which means, among other things, the development of tourism and services. 
 

4.  Results 

4.1  Economic Development 

In the 2011 census, a highly above-average 11.8% of employees were employed in agriculture 
and forestry, 44% in industry and only 44.2% in services. At the same time, 34.4% of employees 
went to work outside the municipality of their permanent residence. The district town Znojmo is 
the main target of the commuting. In 2019, 536 economic entities were registered in the micro-
region, which developed economic activity. Of these, 30.6% did business in industry and 
construction, 21.1% in agriculture and forestry, 12.9% in trade, repair and transport, 11% in 
accommodation, food and beverage service activities. Thus, the micro-region showed above-
average entrepreneurship in primary activities and tourism services. 

Although agriculture and tourism belong to different sectors of the economy, they nevertheless 
show a number of important common features that affect the social system of the micro-region. 
These are highly seasonal sectors, where significant fluctuations in employment can be expected 
during the year. These are sectors that do not require a highly skilled workforce. Both sectors are 
among the activities with the lowest average wages. On the other hand, these sectors are less 
subject to cyclical crisis developments and, as it turns out, are also less affected by the COVID 
19 pandemic, so that in certain circumstances, they may be a stabilizing element of the local 
economy. 

                                                             
5 The population number of neighbouring Austrian municipalities Drossendorf and Langau has decreased from 3,563 
to 1,875 persons between 1939 and 2014. 
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Fig 3. Vranov nad Dyjí: the chateau. Photo authors 

 

The most important companies in the area are agricultural cooperatives and tourism facilities. 
The prices of agricultural land for the calculation of land tax6 in the micro-region are on average 
values (usually between 6 and 11 CZK per m2). The main production entities in the micro-region 
are three agricultural entities: Agriculture cooperative Korolupy (40 employee), Agricultural 
cooperative Petřín (30 employee) and Agro Uherčice, Ltd. (20 employee). These entities are also 
engaged in other activities in the field of road transport, waste disposal, trade in agricultural 
commodities, handicrafts and services and thus represent relatively complex employers. 
Production activities are also represented by small enterprises in the sphere of handicraft 
production; most of them are natural persons. 

The second important business sector is tourism, which is mainly associated with localities 
adjacent to the Vranov water reservoir. The Camping Vranov Beach (60 employee) followed by 
Karel Podzimek Co. (50 employee) are the main employers within the tourism industry. Both of 
them have seasonal character. In addition to the water reservoir with shipping, the Vranov micro-
region has a number of other attractions. These are architectural monuments, the most important 
of which are Vranov Chateau, Bítov Castle and a number of ruins, as well as natural attractions. 
The micro-region is adjacent to the Podyjí National Park and its Austrian counterpart. Nearby is 
also the Iron Curtain Museum, several light fortifications from the period before the Second World 
War, the Museum of Automobiles in Bítov or the Museum of Motorcycles in Lesná.  

In 2019, there were 50 accommodation facilities in the area with 2,923 beds, which 
accommodated 57,400 guests, of which 6,007 were from abroad. The total number of overnight 
stays was 197,3097. The number of guests therefore exceeded the number of permanent 
residents by 11 times. There are 2.5 visitors per km2. The share of foreign visitors was only 10%, 
which, however, caused less dependence on international tourism in the covid pandemic in 2020. 
The average number of overnight stays per visitor is 3.4 nights. However, there are also optional 
visitors in the area, staying in Brno or Znojmo. To the accommodation capacities, it is necessary 
to add another 525 unoccupied flats used for recreation. Additionally, Kubeš (2011) estimated 
the number of cottages in the vicinity of the Vranov water reservoir for 2,823. Recently, some of 
these cottages have entered the tourism market in the form of short-term seasonal rentals. Thus, 
the number of beds for second housing crosses 10,000 for sure.  

                                                             
6 Decree of the Ministry of Agriculture of the Czech Republic No. 288/2018 Coll. The market price may differ significantly 
from the official price. 
7 Public database. Prague: Czech Statistical Office 
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Fig 4. Village Bítov was constructed in the 1930s instead of the village of the same name, which was flooded by 
 the Vranov reservoir. Photo authors 

 

4.2  Social and Demographic Development 

We chose the educational structure as an indicator of the social structure of the population. 
According to the 2011 census, in the Vranov nad Dyjí micro-region, 0.8% of the population over 
the age of 15 was without education, 27.1% of the population with basic (including incomplete) 
education, 40.9% of the population is trained, 18.8% have a high school diploma and 8.1% have 
a post-secondary education. Compared to the national data, the studied region has a significantly 
higher share of the population with basic education and apprentices (68 vs. 51%) and 
a significantly lower share of people with a high school diploma and higher education. This results 
in a significantly lower level of human capital.  

The balance of population development over the last thirty years is shown in Fig. 5. In the first 
half of the 1990s, the micro-region was characterized by a negative balance of migration 
(following trends in rural-urban migration), which was partially offset by natural population growth 
(perhaps due to a still young population acquired by immigration after World War II).  

However, from about 1998 onwards, natural population decline began to prevail, probably due to 
aging. On the contrary, the negative migration balance is declining, until recently in some years 
the number of immigrants even outweighs the number of emigrants. The reason consists probably 
in post-productive changes in Czech society. However, it is not yet possible to speak of a stable 
trend. The question is the age structure of migrants. In the case of young families, this could have 
a positive impact on natural movement; if they are mostly in the elderly, aging will continue with 
all the consequences. 

Changes in migratory flows are one of the results of the post-productive development of society. 
In the past, migration prevailed for work that went to cities and other job centres. Today, 
the quality of life is increasingly appearing among the motives for migration. For part of 
the population, this means living in a quiet environment closer to nature (Popjaková, Danielová 
and Valešková, 2018). The second reason is economic and organizational. In the socialist period, 
state and cooperative construction was massively supported in towns and central municipalities, 
while in non-central settlements it was rather administratively hindered. Support for 
the construction of housing estates ended around 1994. Without state support, it is extremely 
difficult to obtain housing in more attractive cities, even for members of the middle classes. 
Conversely, the cost of living in cities is rising and that is why some people are moving to rural 
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areas. Sometimes they return to the houses they inherited from their ancestors, other times they 
adapt the original second homes to permanent living. In addition, building plots are usually 
available at the border. 
 

 

Fig 5. Population balances in the region under study 1990–2019. Source: Database of demographic data for 
municipalities in the Czech Republic. Prague: Czech Statistical Office. Own processing 

 

At the end of 2019, 13.5% of children under the age of 15, 65.3% of the population of economically 
active age and 21.2% of seniors over the age of 65 lived in the Vranov region. This age structure 
is only slightly worse than the national structure, which contains 19.9% of seniors. 

Another aspect of social sustainability is employment (Fig. 6). The micro-region under study has 
a relatively high unemployment rate. The main reason is probably the difficult commuting 
conditions, when mainly from the western part of the territory, the job centres are difficult to reach. 
Another aspect is the clear seasonal impact on the local labour market, which corresponds to 
an above-average share of job opportunities in agriculture and tourism. In the summer season, 
unemployment falls to acceptable levels, while in the winter months, it rises to ten percent. It 
follows that some households live on a combination of summer employment and winter social 
benefits. 

Insufficient or even disappearing basic social infrastructure can be a problem, especially for very 
small settlements. Inadequate services are the result of a lack of customers who saturate their 
operations, either due to an absolute shortage (few children to keep school), the transition to 
online services (post offices) or the high mobility of the population, which results in their ability to 
gain access to services in better equipped centres. 60.4% of the micro-region's population lives 
in municipalities without a post office, 60.3% of the population lives in municipalities without 
a doctor and 51% in the municipalities without a school. Access to shops and restaurants was not 
monitored for their rapid changes and seasonality. 

Due to the remoteness of the area, the current problem is the social exclusion of people who are 
not mobile through individual transport. Public transport in the area is organized through 
the Integrated Transport System of the South Moravian Region. This system provides a minimum 
of six pairs of connections on weekdays and three pairs of connections on weekends and holidays 
for all inhabited places in the region. This frequency can be considered sufficient. However, 
the frequency does not address the commute time, which exceeds 30 minutes, especially in 
the western tip of the territory. At the same time, the accessibility of major centres is even worse. 
The absence of rail transport in most areas is also a problem. 
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Fig 6. Unemployment rate 2017–2020. Source: Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs of the Czech Republic. Own 
elaboration 

 

In the mid-1990s, a sociological survey was conducted in a region extended by the adjacent area 
of Jemnice in the Vysočina region (Vaishar, Kallabová and Zapletalová, 2000). The survey was 
attended by 710 parents and grandparents of primary school pupils in the region, of which 259 in 
the municipalities of our Vranov region. Among the respondents, the age categories 30 to 40 and 
60 and over prevailed. 18.5% of the population considered moving out of the micro-region. If they 
intended to stay, housing was the decisive argument. 38.6% of respondents are worried about 
work. In case of job loss, 35.9% of people are willing to move out, 15.1% would try to start 
a business. Of the respondents, 35% believe that the situation in their municipality has improved 
since 1990, while 57% report a deterioration. Concerns about economic development were 
mentioned by 70% of respondents. 47% of respondents saw the future in the development of 
tourism, 35% in agriculture. The opening of the border with Austria is viewed positively by 31% of 
the population, but mostly in terms of freedom to travel and to get to know the neighbours. On 
the other hand, 73% of respondents do not see an economic benefit. Some residents point out 
the increase in prices due to the demand of Austrian visitors, others are simply disturbed by 
the movement of foreigners. Roughly the same thirds are divided into respondents who prefer 
nature protection over economic development, economic development over nature protection and 
who are willing to seek a reasonable compromise. Among the most frequent negative social 
phenomena, respondents state extreme indifference to social problems and interpersonal 
conflicts, while social pathologies are reported rather exceptionally. The historical cross-section 
is interesting, when the best period in terms of the state of the landscape is the period before 
1938, the best period for economic development is the second half of the socialist period, while 
the development of services occurs mainly after 1990. 

This survey took place a quarter of a century ago, and the specific answers today would probably 
be different. However, if we want to deduce from the survey the consideration of the mental 
character of local residents, we can use a comparison with the other half of the territory observed 
in the survey at the time (the Jemnice area which also belongs to the rural peripheries, but is not 
located directly on the border and was less affected by the post-war population exchange). This 
comparison shows greater passivity and pessimism of the inhabitants of the Vranov region, less 
confidence in future development and lower stability towards migration. 
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4.3  Environmental Development 

Areas with a low population density are generally considered to be environmentally friendly with 
a low degree of anthropogenic load. In our case, this impression is further enhanced by 
the presence of the Podyjí National Park, located in the eastern tip of the studied area. However, 
the disadvantage of small and very small villages in rugged terrain is that it is not economically 
efficient to build a complete technical infrastructure in them, including those that are 
environmentally important, such as sewage connected to a wastewater treatment plant or 
planning to address heating.  

In the case of the Vranov micro-region, the focus of the municipalities near the Vranov water 
reservoir on recreation plays a role. Therefore, the villages near the Dyje river are fully equipped. 
However, municipalities with 20% of the region's population do not have a sewerage system 
connected to the wastewater treatment plant, 13% of the population lives in municipalities not 
connected to the public water supply and 15% of the population lives in municipalities that are not 
gasified. However, the technical equipment is relatively good in comparison with other areas. In 
the national average, 60% of municipalities under 1,000 inhabitants are not gasified, 64% are not 
connected with water treatment plants and 10% do not have public water supply. These residents 
address their needs individually (wells, domestic sewage treatment plants or septic tanks, solid 
fuels or electricity). In some cases, a negative effect on the environment cannot be completely 
ruled out. However, despite relatively high gasification, 61.5% of households still use solid fuels 
for heating (probably for financial reasons – 51 % nationwide). This fact can probably be described 
as the main environmental problem in the winter – especially in municipalities in narrow basins. 
However, it is true that the data from the census are almost 10 years old and since then, there 
may have been a shift in heating technology). 

 

 

Fig 7. Vratěnín – rural memorial zone, Czech village of the year 1996. Photo authors 

 

Another problem that potentially endangers the environment is the waste that is generated in 
the summer season in connection with recreation of the Vranov reservoir. The water quality at 
the Vranov beach itself is very good. In the summer season 2020, it was classified as suitable for 
swimming in all measurements8. The situation at Bítov beach is less favourable, but the water 
quality is not regularly monitored by the hygienic service there due to lower attendance. 

                                                             
8 Brno: Regional hygienic station for the South-Moravian Region. 
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4.4  Pros and cons for future development 

An analysis of strengths and weaknesses, opportunities and threats, which are a standard part of 
the SWOT analysis, was used to assess the overall advantages and disadvantages for 
the development of the micro-region (Table 1). Strengths and weaknesses are an objective 
consequence of the geographical location of the historical development and their more significant 
changes cannot be expected in the near future. Opportunities and threats come from outside and 
cannot be influenced by the forces of the micro-region. 
 

Tab 1. Strengths, weaknesses, occasions and threats based on the above analysis. 

Strengths 

 relatively preserved natural 
environment 

 favourable conditions for 
the development of cultural and 
recreational tourism 

Weaknesses 

 remote location for economic 
development 

 weak human capital 

 small villages with insufficient 
infrastructure 

Occasions 

 transition towards the post-productive 
society with increased role of tourism 
and environment 

 collaboration among communes  

 European and national cohesion 
policy 

Threats 

 deepening interregional differences, 
lagging periphery 

 

 

In these circumstances, it is difficult to consider offensive strategies, because the opportunities 
are rather potential and the question is to what extent they could be used by a micro-region with 
the existing social and settlement structure. Therefore, we propose a so-called MAX-MIN (or also 
ST) strategy, which can be defined as the use of strengths to reduce threats. In practice, this 
means using favourable conditions for the development of quality housing in quality 
environmental conditions combined with cultural tourism and recreational tourism in order to limit 
the possible deepening of marginalization. Production should be focused on the green economy 
in small and medium-sized enterprises. 
 

5.  Discussion: Rural Development 

The basic question for the overall assessment of sustainable development is the concept of 
development and the setting of indicators. In a liberal capitalist economy, development is often 
associated with quantitative growth, although since the 1960s, there have been voices warning 
against this concept. Indicators for the evaluation of development also derive from the idea of 
quantitative growth. It is obvious that extremely peripheral regions such as the Vranov region 
cannot succeed in this concept. However, if we turn our attention to the qualitative concept of 
development, the weights of the indicators will change. Some ideas of qualitative development 
are hidden in the concept of neo-rurality (Orria and Luise, 2017). However, the qualitative rural 
development is understood more in connection with the quality of the tourist destinations, very 
little as the quality of life of local residents (Vaishar, Vidovićová and Figueiredo, 2018). 

In the context of the qualitative rural development, we can talk about rural sustainability. 
Sustainability is often understood as environmental sustainability (Mihai and Iatu, 2020) – 
precisely in response to the unsustainability of a purely liberal model of development. However, 
it might be better to combine rural sustainability with its qualitative development. This is because, 
in the case of rural areas, the social pillar of sustainability is often at stake. In addition to the usual 
pillars of sustainability – environmental, economic and social, in the case of rural areas, there is 
also the sustainability of rural character in relation to urbanization. 
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Fig 8. The school in Štítary, the second largest village in the area. Photo author 

 

Another question is development for whom we mean. This is approached by the subjective 
perception of development by residents, entrepreneurs, visitors. This can be very different. 
Among other things, the aging of the population plays an important role (Skinner and Winterton, 
2018). Seniors living on pensions and social benefits are generally not interested in economic 
development, but prefer conservative values. If we consider the migration balance as an indicator 
of the perception of rural development, we can state that it has been catching up recently. It is 
important to note that migration declines are typical especially for larger settlements. This could 
be interpreted as meaning that people looking for a peaceful atmosphere close to nature move to 
small villages, while people looking for access to services and a social atmosphere do not stay in 
medium-sized villages, but rather move to larger settlements. However, the reason may also be 
simpler, namely land that is cheaply available in the smallest settlements. 

Entrepreneurs may have other ideas about development. According to a survey in 20149, 
entrepreneurs see the following main barriers to their activities: too much administration and 
regulation, lack of investment funds, lack of quality employees, problems of technical 
infrastructure. They would welcome better promotion of the micro-region, joint problem-solving in 
municipalities, financial assistance for investment activities, training to obtain grants and 
subsidies. 

Gradual development towards a post-productive society (Almsted et al., 2014) is changing 
the countryside from a space for production (food, energy) to a space for consumption (housing 
and recreation). In this respect, Vranov micro-region with less disturbed milieu may have certain 
advantages. Let us therefore ask the question of how our area meets the requirements for housing 
and the development of tourism in the conditions of an aging population. 

From this point of view, tourism is becoming a crucial economic sector (Villanueva-Álvaro, 
Mondéjar-Jiménez and Sáez-Martínez, 2017), which must be regulated so as not to exceed 
a reasonable intensity in the busiest places. However, it must be acknowledged that this area will 
be among the poorer – because this sector, which is also mostly aimed at domestic tourists, will 
not bring too much regional benefits. Cultural tourism in a micro-region can be based on 
a combination of historical and architectural heritage and preserved natural environment. Cultural 

                                                             
9 Strategy of community-led local development for the territory of LAG Jemnicko for the period 2014–2020. 
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tourism can be supported by recreational tourism tied to the Vranov reservoir and leisure tourism 
associated with second homes. The potential for interconnection with the Austrian side has so far 
been insufficiently used. It would be necessary to maintain maximum profits in the region, i.e. to 
involve local entrepreneurs as much as possible (despite the lack of local capital), to offer, in 
addition to optional trips, accommodation and packages of attractions of various types.  

From the point of view of housing, it is appropriate to maintain a quality environment and, if 
possible, to complete or maintain the infrastructure (Dziekański, 2020). The problem of 
the inhabitants of small villages, endangered by social exclusion, should be solved by 
the development of online services, by increasing the internet literacy of seniors and by 
the development of community life. The broadband internet availability seems to be the crucial 
issue (Townsend et al., 2017). These are tasks that are very difficult to accomplish with 
the existing human capital available. Given the high proportion of cottagers, it would be possible 
to seek some potential by involving the social capital of their owners (often of higher social status) 
in the development of rural communities.  

Rural development in the Czech Republic is derived from rural development in the European 
Union. Emphasis is placed on the LEADER program. The rural peripheries are mainly concerned 
with the policy towards economically and socially endangered areas within the Regional 
Development Strategy of the Czech Republic 2021+. This policy is intended to support small 
business and external investment. Public investment, transport services and civic amenities 
should be ensured here. Among the goals are the development of community life and 
the prevention of social exclusion. 

An important issue is the management of micro-regional development. Individual small and very 
small municipalities do not have sufficient human neither financial capital. The centre of 
the Vranov nad Dyjí micro-region does not have the character of a small town, but rather 
a seasonal resort. Its ability to integrate the area, especially its remote western part, is 
problematic. The regional authority, which is the closest superior body of state administration, is 
too far away, not only in a geometric sense. The only possibility is probably the cooperation of 
municipalities within their self-governing function. 

The Association for the Development and Renewal of Municipalities in the Vranov region was 
established in 1998 and unites 21 municipalities. Its territory more or less overlaps with the micro-
region under our study. The declared goal of the Association is to strive for the renewal and 
development of local cultural and social traditions and lifestyles. This goal is somewhat 
problematic, as the original German population was displaced after World War II and new settlers 
have tried to create some tradition and lifestyle for the last 75 years. In fact, the Association 
focuses on promoting the Vranov region as a tourist destination. The biggest expense in his 
budget is the operation of the tourist information centre. 

LEADER LAGs are a tool for cooperation at the micro-regional level in terms of endogeneous 
development (Bosworth et al., 2020). The territory of the micro-region is covered by the Local 
Action Group Jemnice Region. Its centre, the small town of Jemnice (population 4,000), is located 
in the neighbouring region of Vysočina. It can therefore be said that the cooperation of 
the municipalities of the Vranov region in their self-governing competence is directed differently 
than their administrative subordination. This situation is one of the consequences of disrespecting 
the historical border between Moravia and Bohemia in the creation of new regions in 2000. South-
west Moravia was insensitively divided among three administrative regions: South-Moravian, 
South-Bohemian and Vysočina.  

The basic vision for the LAG's territory lies in offering sufficient economic opportunities, civic 
amenities, a healthy and safe environment, and attractive leisure opportunities. Public services 
include quality public administration, healthcare, transport services, services for the elderly. In 
the economic sphere, it is about quality education, stable job opportunities, competitive 
entrepreneurs and developed tourism. Improving the technical infrastructure is focused on 
utilities, roads, public buildings and open spaces, leisure facilities. In the field of landscape and 
living environment, the LAG should strive to regenerate conditions for the development of leisure 
activities for young people, crime prevention, support for cultural and sporting events, protection 
against the negative impacts of road transport, competitive agriculture and forestry and increasing 
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the ecological stability of the landscape. Many of these goals are very general, or not focused 
directly on the Vranov region. However, the strategy roughly corresponds to the qualitative vision 
of development. 
 

6. Conclusions 

Our work tried to analyse the development possibilities of one of the most remote micro-regions 
in Moravia on the basis of sustainability criteria. The analyses show the expected situation. 
Insufficient economic resources are combined with low human capital. This situation is partially 
offset by a quality natural environment. The potential of rural development in peripheral areas is 
often associated in the literature with the mobilization of human capital (Czapiewski and Janc, 
2019). However, the quality of human capital is one of the weaknesses of the micro-region. 
The possibility of mobilizing social capital remains. The question is whether social capital is not 
limited by a practically complete interruption of local traditions 75 years ago. 

However, the situation may not seem pessimistic. If we changed liberal-economic notions of 
development as continuous quantitative growth, we would see the possibilities of the micro-region 
in a different light. The problem is that even qualitative growth in today's society requires sufficient 
financial resources. At present, these resources are supplied externally within the framework of 
European and national cohesion policy. However, is this method sustainable in the long run? 
Subsidies should be focused on starting their own activities of the micro-region. Otherwise, such 
a micro-region will be kept in a state of constant backwardness looking always for subsidies. 

A transition to a post-productive society can bring a solution. This can increase the importance of 
the preserved natural environment of remote areas – especially if they have significant tourist 
attractions. Part of the whole transition process is also the weakening of one-way migrations from 
rural to urban and periphery to metropolitan regions. Counter-urbanization tendencies are 
directed not only to the surroundings of large cities, but part of them also to the periphery. 
However, the peripherals must be ready to absorb these migrants. If there is not enough human 
capital in the micro-region, endogenous development must be based on social capital (King et al., 
2019). In practice, it is about supporting community life and cooperation within and among 
individual villages. Although tourism alone cannot ensure the development of a micro-region, this 
sector is very promising in relation to current developments. Some aspects of distance can be 
partially compensated by the use of digital technologies within the concept of smart village 
(Vaishar and Šťastná, 2019). 

The study of peripheral regions at the local level should be given the attention of researchers 
dealing with rural development, as this is where significant changes can be expected. Some of 
these micro-regions may continue to depopulate tendencies, while others may begin to prosper. 
The conditionalities and externalities of this development may enrich the theory of regional 
development in the present period.  

The question is to what extent the situation of the Vranov region is specific and to what extent 
the findings can be applied to the Central European or European countryside. Ethnically, 
conditioned population change, the impact of the Iron Curtain or the transition to the market 
economy seem to be very specific conditions. However, in the long run, these are episodes. 
Rather, the transition from productive to post-productive development and the technological 
development of agriculture, transport, communication technologies among others, which is 
decisive for changes in rural development, are more important. These changes are common for 
the whole Europe and thus the knowledge can be transferable to other rural regions. 
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