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Abstract: 
 
This paper describes the contemporary development of small urban centers in 
the Alps. Mountainous areas are by default physically unsuitable for larger 
urban agglomerations, yet are nevertheless urbanized to a substantial extent. 
Urbanization and changes in the built environment also play an important role in 
remote mountainous areas. Inner Alpine areas are increasingly “threatened” by 
expanding suburbanization processes from prealpine mega-agglomerations 
(Milan, Turin, Munich, Vienna, Zurich, etc.), which have a damaging impact on 
the Alpine settlement structure. This paper focuses on smaller and peripheral 
cities in the Alps, which are a backbone of social, economic, and cultural 
activities. Due to the physical structure of Alpine space, the landscape is 
dominated by smaller settlements, which have important central functions for 
large mountainous areas. These small urban centers therefore play an important 
role as generators of Alpine economic and social capital. 
 
Key words: Alps, urbanization, small towns, peripheral towns, mountainous 
regions 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 

Mountain areas cover 24% of the Earth’s surface. 12% of the world’s population 
lives here, and another 14% lives in their close vicinity. However, it must be 
continually emphasized that mountain areas are not merely rural areas, but have 
always had and still have an important urban function. Their natural functions 
(such as biodiversity and water, energy, and biomass supply) are often 
emphasized. Among social functions, their tourism and recreational function is 
most often highlighted (Nordergio 2004), whereas other functions (e.g., 
economic, cultural, social, technological, etc.) are often overlooked and only 
concentrated in non-mountainous (flatland) areas. 



This paper elucidates the urban structure of a unique European mountain area: 
the Alps. It presents the contemporary socioeconomic characteristics of the 
alpine urban system and outlines the future development tendencies of small 
Alpine towns in particular. This is an important economic area because the 
greater part of the Alps belongs to the most developed European regions; this is 
especially true for the Western and Central Alps. The specific urban system in 
particular forms the core of the successful socioeconomic development of this 
entire mountain area. A specific feature of the Alpine urban system is that small 
and medium-size towns predominate in it (Perlik 2007), whereas prealpine areas 
are characterized by large metropolitan areas that are also important on an 
international scale (e.g., Munich, Milan, Vienna, Zurich, Turin, and other 
metropolises). The special features of Alpine space are reflected in a wide range 
of spatial characteristics. With more than 60 inhabitants per square kilometer, 
the Alps are a rather sparsely populated area, but the regional differences are 
considerable. If the area of permanent settlement (mostly in Alpine valleys) is 
taken as the basis for population density, it is comparable with the most densely 
populated regions in the world (The Alps 2007). 

The Alps thus reflect duality: on the one hand, some well-connected valley 
regions experience rapid development, which is often connected with the 
suburbanization of prealpine metropolitan areas, and on the other hand there are 
areas that are no longer attractive to people and capital, and are thus subjected to 
depopulation (Bätzing 2002). Like elsewhere in Europe, the urbanization of the 
Alps keeps changing, especially due to the impact of economic structural 
changes. Globalization and the shift to a flexible (post-Fordist) form of 
production lead to a more pronounced internationalization of cities, including 
medium-sized and small towns. In connection with the Alps, Perlik (2007) 
primarily mentions the growth and expansion of recreational functions from 
large towns towards the countryside, which is gradually acquiring urban 
functions and an increased urban image. On the other hand, older town centers 
with rich historical and cultural potential often stagnate if they are located 
outside the development circle that usually forms around major metropolitan 
areas. 

Small towns thus play an important role in the Alps. Previous studies on the 
urbanization of the Alps have shown that urbanization processes in the Alps do 
not differ considerably from those in non-alpine Europe. However, what raise 



concern are the data on employment in the growing economic sectors, which lag 
behind those in prealpine areas (Perlik, Messerli, and Batzing 2001). The same 
authors establish that this calls for a policy of strengthening small and medium-
sized alpine towns, which may be the only ones capable of preserving the 
values, lifestyle, and management practices typical of the Alps. Failing this, 
there is a serious danger that true Alpine identity will be impoverished if 
prealpine agglomerations continue to spread deeper into Alpine space. This 
paper draws attention to and also takes a stance on some of these challenges. 

The goals of this paper are the following: 

·  To define small Alpine towns (to quantify them) and present the basic 
features of these towns and their role in the Alps; 

·  To form an opinion on the future development of small Alpine towns (threats 
and opportunities); 

·  To present an example of successful small Alpine town. 

This paper is divided into three basic sections. The first one addresses the basic 
methodological definitions: what a small town is, how it can be characterized, 
and what problems this causes. The second section presents the findings of data 
analysis of small alpine towns and an opinion survey administered to 
representatives of Alpine municipalities on their problems and development 
opportunities. The last section presents selected examples of small Alpine towns 
that have managed to make good use of their innovative potentials and become 
“players” at the global level despite their natural and social limitations. 

 
2. THE SMALL ALPINE TOWN 

The term “small Alpine town” itself contains three categories that are far from 
easy to define. None of these categories (i.e., “small town,” “Alpine town,” and 
“town”) has clearly defined boundaries; however, these are vital in research. 
This section therefore provides certain criteria that can be used to quantify the 
concept of “small Alpine town,” although at the same time we agree that this is 
an unrealistic division; however, it is vital for obtaining and comparing data. 
The definition of a small Alpine town is basically a great compromise between 
the wishes of researcher on the one hand, and the reality of obtaining data and 
their availability on the other. 



The Alps 

At first glance, the Alps seem most easily defined. The Alps are distinguished 
from other European mountain ranges by being young and extremely diverse in 
terms of their relief and geological structure, which is also reflected in the fact 
they are more difficult to traverse and access than certain other mountain ranges. 
However, the Alps are not only a geographical category, but also a legal one 
because individual Alpine states and regions use different criteria for defining 
the boundaries of Alpine space. In some cases, alpine zones are delineated by 
elevation and surface inclination (Slovenia), whereas in others (Lombardy) by 
absolute and relative elevation or socioeconomic indicators (employment sector, 
age structure, etc.). 

These indicators partly coincide with the limits set by the Alpine Convention. 
This is an international convention on the protection of natural heritage and 
promotion of sustainable development in the Alps, which was signed by eight 
Alpine countries. The statute of the Alpine Convention also delineates Alpine 
space: the convention covers the territory of almost 6,000 municipalities in eight 
countries, and a total population of nearly 13 million. It excludes all major 
prealpine agglomerations and in some countries it is even officially used to 
define the boundaries of alpine zones. In this paper, Alpine space is thus limited 
to the area defined in the Alpine Convention, which means it covers 
approximately 191,000 km² and just under 13 million inhabitants. 

Figure 1: Limits of the Alpine Convention. 



 

Small Town/Urban Center 

The academic definitions of urban and central are clearly too theoretical and 
considerably deficient for research purposes. This is why definitions of small 
towns were also sought in other comparable studies. It turned out that the 
concept of a “small town” is very flexible and depends more on the purpose of a 
given study. The scholarly project The Role of Small and Medium-Sized Towns 
(SMESTO) took place as part of the ESPON program at the European level. 
This project reviews three statistical approaches to defining SMESTOs in 
Europe: the morphological approach, functional approach, and administrative 
approach. This project also describes specific methodological approaches to 
defining small and medium-sized towns, but it seems to generate more new 
questions than methodological solutions. 

In other studies, the most frequently used criteria for defining small towns 
primarily include combinations of functional and formal criteria. This means 
that a small town must meet the criteria on a specific population size (a formal 
criterion) and centrality (a functional criterion). The latter is the most difficult to 
define. In practice, the number or density of jobs was often used as a criterion 
(Perlik, Messerli, and Bätzing 2001), or the influential countryside was defined 



by studying daily commuting (Benini 2007) or the degree of available central 
functions. 

In general, European applied studies most often use “softer” definitions of small 
towns, in which subjective criteria predominate over analytical quantitative 
criteria. Some studies (Alpcity) thus understand small towns from a problem-
related perspective: a small town is thus any central settlement of a lower rank 
that performs certain central functions for the surrounding rural countryside and 
is affected by common problems (e.g., aging of the population, out-migration, 
lack of labor force, etc.). 

Despite different criteria, all of the studies share the same important finding that 
a small town is a town of the lowest “rank,” which nonetheless maintains certain 
functions that are also intended for its rural surroundings. 

Defining a Small Alpine Town 

For the purposes of this study, “strict” classification criteria are necessary. The 
desiderata in defining small Alpine towns were the following: 

– To select towns that have a certain degree of centrality, even though the 
lowest possible (e.g., primary school, specialized shops, etc.), for the 
surrounding settlements. 

– To take into account the properties of mountainous areas, which due to 
large distances and harsher settlement conditions can also contain smaller 
settlements than the flatlands, but nonetheless with a pronounced central 
function. 

Small towns should therefore have some degree of centrality, even though the 
lowest degree by only basic functions such as schools, specialized shops, police, 
and so on. Another interesting contribution from a demographic point of view is 
Bätzing, Perlik, and Dekleva (1996), who categorized communities into several 
types. From the “small town” point of view, the most important is probably the 
“local center” type. This includes all communities with lower administrative 
functions and at least 2,000 inhabitants, or 5,000 if they do not have political 
and administrative functions. 

In French literature, the population thresholds are significantly lower, probably 
due to more fragmented territorial structure. Guillaume (2006) characterizes 
French small towns as mountain municipalities with fewer than 5,000 
inhabitants and independent from larger urban units. However, more 



importantly, in her opinion, small alpine towns should have a degree of 
centrality, especially for the surrounding countryside. 

From these studies of small cities and central towns, it can be concluded that a 
“typical” small urban center is usually defined by the number of inhabitants – 
for instance, in Slovenia a minimum number of inhabitants in a town is around 
1,500 and at least 5,000 in a municipality (or several municipalities, if they 
belong to the urban area). Other Alpine regions have different population rules – 
from a maximum of 5,000 (Piedmont, Rhône-Alps) to 2,500 (Lombardy). The 
centrality of the town is measured by basic functions (administrative center, and 
basic educational, healthcare, public, and shopping facilities) or by the number 
and structure of jobs (1,000 jobs or more, most of them in industry or services) 
or by the “location divergence ratio” (jobs ÷ working population). 

Problems Connected with Defining Small Towns 

However, all of these definitions are abstract and, when collecting data on the 
entire Alps, one encounters many problems. The first problem is connected with 
the unit of space. A central settlement or town is a spatial unit of a lower rank, 
for which practically no data can be obtained. Seeking data is thus problematic 
at the very beginning because data can only be collected in municipalities, 
which generally represent larger spatial units and include several settlements or 
even small towns. Researchers seem to have reconciled themselves to this fact 
because all of the available studies on large/small/medium-sized towns use the 
municipality as the basic research unit (the NUTS 4 level). At the same time, 
other problems occur in connection with the spatial unit: in the Alps, 
municipalities are spatially extremely heterogeneous units, dependent on the 
historical and administrative development of individual countries. The average 
population in an alpine municipality numbers about 2,500, but with major 
differences: the average French Alpine municipality has 1,370 inhabitants, but 
the average Slovenian municipality has almost 10,000 inhabitants. German, 
Swiss, and Austrian municipalities are also larger on average. This 
heterogeneous spatial structure thus makes it difficult to compare and analyze 
municipalities within the Alps. 

Another major problem is the availability and comparability of data. Every 
Alpine country uses its own method of collecting data, which is often not 
comparable to the methods used by other countries. The same type of 
information is often collected, but the method of collecting it is different, which 



is why the results are also often not harmonized. In addition, there are problems 
connected with data obtained by statistical offices in individual countries. In our 
analysis, data are missing for the German Alpine municipalities, whose data are 
practically incomparable with other municipalities; this is why we had no other 
choice than to exclude them from the analysis. The findings thus refer to the 
major part of the Alps, or 90% of the total Alpine population and 95% of Alpine 
territory. 

Our Own Definition of Small Alpine Towns 

For the purposes of this study, municipalities must be excluded for which it can 
be presumed that they meet the centrality criteria. At the same time, the specific 
features of mountainous regions must be taken into account, in which function is 
much more important than size. In addition, all of the limitations connected with 
obtaining and harmonizing data must be taken into account. 

These three basic factors can serve to define small Alpine centers. To sum 
up: 

a) Small alpine towns are hierarchically low central urban settlements in the 
Alpine area; 

b) They offer basic functions and employment for the surrounding rural area; 
c) They do not belong to any large functional urban area in prealpine space 

and have a smaller number of inhabitants. 

Centrality is probably the most difficult criterion to determine. Due to the 
availability of data, we propose that centrality be determined by the ratio 
between jobs and working population. A high density of jobs is certainly a 
characteristic of central towns because central functions are usually expressed 
with a higher number of jobs available. 

The ratio between the total number of jobs and residents 15 to 64 years old 
could prove a good criterion for determining centrality: 

Job density = (total number of jobs ÷ residents of working age) × 100 

If job density exceeds 50, we can conclude that the settlement has certain central 
functions and is attracting employees from the surrounding countryside. High 
job density can also imply high diversification and could mean that the 
municipality is an employment hub in its region. Suburban municipalities, which 
offer only limited employment and a high working-age population, would have 



lower job densities (Tappeiner, Borsdorf, and Tasser 2008, 153). Rural 
municipalities, which offer only agricultural employment, would in theory also 
have lower job densities. 

Centrality is the most important criterion for determining the urban character of 
settlements, but we have to define exactly what “small” urban centers are. The 
number of inhabitants in the municipality is the most straightforward criterion, 
yet the most difficult one. Not only the minimum, but the maximum number of 
inhabitants should also be set. A criterion of 20,000 inhabitants is reasonably 
acceptable because it is also the minimum limit for functional urban areas, 
which are by definition cities of national and transnational importance and thus 
medium and large cities. 

The proposal is that small urban centers be represented by those central 
municipalities (job density over 50) that have at most 20,000 and at least 5,000 
inhabitants. The minimum population threshold could be lowered if the 
municipality lies at a higher elevation. The following elevations and minimum 
thresholds that a municipality must meet in order to comply with our definition 
of a small town were established. Because of the specific mountain settlement, 
even towns with a smaller population can be important centers for the extensive 
rural countryside: 

– A minimum of 2,500 inhabitants if the municipal central town lies above 
600 m, and 

– A minimum of 1,000 inhabitants if the central town lies above 1,000 m. 

To summarize, the criteria for determining small alpine cities in our study are: 

 Centrality Elevation Minimum 
population 

Maximum 
population 

 50 jobs/100 working pop. up to 600 
m 

5,000 20,000 

or 50 jobs/100 working pop. 600–1000 
m 

2,500 20,000 

or 50 jobs/100 working pop. above 1000 
m 

1,000 20,000 

 

We are aware that the criteria described above cannot be sufficiently accurate to 
define a small Alpine town. However, we hope that they come fairly close to 



this definition and contain a suitably large sample of true small Alpine towns to 
meet the conditions of statistical confidentiality. 

 

3. BASIC FEATURES OF SMALL ALPINE TOWNS 

Figure 2: Small Alpine towns. 

 

Our division of Alpine space yields the following three basic categories: 

– Small-town municipalities (those meeting the criteria of centrality and 
population size), 

– Rural or suburban municipalities (those not meeting the centrality 
criteria), 

– Municipalities with medium-sized and large towns (those exceeding our 
criteria and having a population of more than 20,000). 

The implementation of the definition of small towns demonstrates that 440 small 
Alpine towns or small-town municipalities can be excluded. They only account 
for 8% of all municipalities, but have almost 20% of all the population and 
cover 15% of the total territory. The most small towns can be found in Austria 



(130), followed by Italy (110), Switzerland (102), France (83), Slovenia (13), 
and Liechtenstein (2). 

Table 1: Basic settlement features in the Alps. 

Type of 
municipalit
y 

Number and 
percentage 

(%) of 
municipaliti

es 

Populatio
n and 

percentag
e (%) 

Area 
in km² 

Density 
of 

settleme
nt 

Area 
suitable 

for 
settleme

nt in km² 

Density 
of 

settleme
nt in 
areas 

suitable 
for 

settleme
nt 

Large 
towns 

54 
(1%) 

2,363,822 
(19%) 

3976 595 1,490 1,586 

Small 
towns 

440 
(8%) 

2,904,667 
(24%) 

27,385 106 4,850 599 

Rural, 
suburban 

5,108 
(91%) 

6,945,890 
(57%) 

148,53
6 

47 21,897 317 

Total  5,602 12,214,37
9 

179,89
7 

88 28,237 433 

 

The description of the basic features of small Alpine towns was based on an 
available and extensive database1 with 81 statistical variables. The basic features 
calculated from reliable harmonized data include the following: 

Population Growth 

Small Alpine towns had a positive growth index from 1990 to 2000, but lower 
than the rural/suburban municipalities. This is also connected with the growth of 
prealpine metropolitan agglomerations and the peri-urbanization of Alpine 
space. The highest growth is typical of small towns in Switzerland (+7%), and 
the lowest of those in Slovenia (+2.4%), which is probably connected with the 
specific demographic tendencies of individual Alpine countries. In general, the 
Alps are characterized by above-average population growth when compared to 
other EU members (Heinrich 2008), but also by more pronounced regional 
differences due to abandonment of peripheral areas and the growth of prealpine 
and Alpine urban agglomerations (Batzing 2002). 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
1 The database was obtained while working on the DIAMONT project (part of the Interreg IIIB program). 



Figure 3: Population growth index in small Alpine towns between 1990 and 
2000. 

 

Aging of the Population 

The age index, which shows the ratio between the older (over 64) and younger 
(under 14) population, reveals a fairly negative situation in small Alpine towns. 
The index value is 92, which means that the older population predominates over 
the younger, whereas the index in large towns is 123, and in other municipalities 
also above 100. The age index raises special concern in French small towns 
(77), whereas it is the most favorable in Italian small towns. This shows a 
considerably dramatic image of this problem in the Alps, which is primarily the 
result of young people moving away and starting families in the nearby Alpine 
agglomerations, which provide better employment opportunities (Bender 2008). 

Working Population 

Despite the fact that small towns have the oldest population, information on the 
level of work activity shows exactly the opposite. The total share of working 
population is 67.9%, which is considerably more than in large towns and 
rural/suburban municipalities. The level of work activity is also a good indicator 
of the fact that in small Alpine towns various important economic activities take 



place, which obviously provide for above-average employment of the local 
population. Differences in the work activity of women are also evident: it is the 
greatest in Switzerland and Liechtenstein, and the lowest in Italy, where only 
56% of women 15 to 64 years old work. 

Jobs 

The sector structure of jobs is as expected: services strongly predominate in 
large towns, which is the result of a higher level of centrality and greater 
diversity of services provided to the nearby population. In small Alpine towns, 
the share of services is significantly smaller (i.e., slightly above 60%), whereas 
the share of industry is less than 40%, and the share of agriculture is merely 2%. 
This partially contradicts the predominating concepts of the Alps as an area 
exclusively oriented towards tourism and services. 

Figure 4: Sector structure of jobs in the Alps. 

 

 

Great differences also occur between individual regions. In Slovenia, small 
towns are characterized by above-average industrialization, but significantly 
poorer availability of services, which is the result of intense industrialization in 
the communist era. On the other hand, Swiss small towns are markedly service-
oriented because the share of services exceeds 67%. This is partly the result of 
the pronounced tourism orientation of certain small towns at higher elevations 
(e.g., Davos, St. Moritz, Chamonix, and Albertville), which are also important 
because of their supply function because they serve as a supply center for 
extensive and poorly settled areas. 

Figure 5: Predominating sector structure of small Alpine towns. 



Data on job density are also interesting because it turns out that, despite their 
size, small towns are very important in terms of employment. In small towns, 
job density equals 74 per 100 working population and is only slightly lower than 
in larger towns (78 jobs per 100 working population). In France, the job density 
in small towns is even significantly higher than in large towns. This only 
confirms the assumptions that in the Alpine area small towns perform an 
important function because they serve as employment centers, which is a 
precondition for the development of other functions (e.g., cultural and social) 
and for bearers of regional identity. 

Tourism 

The tourism function is frequently mentioned in connection with the 
development of the Alps (both their rural and urban parts). A comparison of the 
data on the number of tourist beds per 1,000 inhabitants shows that small Alpine 
towns are the center of the tourism function in the Alps. Small Alpine towns 
have a total of 141 beds per 1,000 inhabitants, whereas larger towns only have 
30, and the remaining municipalities (i.e., rural/suburban) have 90. The 
differences are so obvious that it can be claimed with great certainty that small 
towns are also centers of tourism activities in the Alps. Many well-known winter 
and year-round resorts fall within our definition of a small town (e.g., Bormio, 



Chamonix, Bled, St. Moritz, Predazzo, Davos, etc.). By far the most tourist beds 
can be found in Austria, Italy, and Switzerland, whereas tourism appears to be 
less developed in France and Slovenia. 

Figure 6: Density of tourist beds per 1,000 inhabitants in small Alpine towns. 

 

Transport Accessibility and Mobility 

The Alps are regarded as difficult to access, especially because of their great 
differences in relief. Transport accessibility can also be defined as the road 
distance to the nearest regional center. The table below shows that the 
inhabitants of small Alpine towns have slightly poorer accessibility to the 
nearby regional centers than larger towns, which is completely understandable. 
However, there are great differences between individual countries because, for 
example, road accessibility in Italy is considerably poorer than in Switzerland. 
This is partly the result of the methodology used for defining regional centers, 
and partly the result of the condition of road and settlement infrastructure. 

Table 2: Road distance (in km) to the nearest regional center with the percentage 
of towns in each group. 

  0–24 25–49 50–74 75–99 100 km and 



km km km km more 
AUSTRIA small 

towns 
28.2 15.4 26.9 18.9 10.6 

SWITZERLAND small 
towns 

46.4 30.5 17.9 4.6 0.6 

FRANCE small 
towns 

46.5 23.5 17.6 10.6 1.7 

ITALY small 
towns 

6.6 17.8 27.8 26.5 21.3 

LIECHTENSTEIN small 
towns 

100 0 0 0 0 

SLOVENIA small 
towns 

4.4 34.7 24.1 32.6 4.2 

the Alps larger 
towns 

56.8 13.9 13.1 8.1 8.1 

the Alps small 
towns 

28.7 21.5 23.3 17.1 9.4 

the Alps other 21.9 24.1 22.6 17 14.4 
 

Employee mobility is also as expected. Small towns serve as obvious 
employment centers because the daily commuter balance shows that the number 
of incoming commuters exceeds the number of outgoing commuters by 234,000. 
This confirms the thesis that small towns are important employment centers in 
the Alps; moreover, the data show that the total number of those commuting to 
small Alpine towns is higher than the number of those commuting to large 
towns (i.e., 830,000 to small towns and 629,000 to large towns). However, 
regional differences occur here as well: French small towns are especially 
attractive to daily commuters, whereas Slovenian small towns attract them the 
least. 

Certain other features of small towns can also be extracted from the harmonized 
data, although the most important ones have already been described. The 
quantitative analysis of the selected sample of small towns reveals that the main 
problem is the aging of population and especially the lack of young families. 
Another feature is the important employment function reflected in both job 
density and the level of attraction to commuters from the surrounding areas. Due 
to their specific natural and settlement conditions, small Alpine towns serve as 
the most important employment center in the Alps, and thus the bearers of other 



social and cultural functions. The tourism function remains highly important for 
small towns, especially because they also represent the centers of the tourist 
activities in the Alps. However, nearly 40% of all the employees work in 
industry, which shatters the stereotypical notions of small Alpine towns being 
exclusively centers of tourism, administration, and other services. 

 
4. SURVEY ANALYSIS 

Part of the analysis also sought to obtain the opinions of representatives of 
individual Alpine municipalities. The focus was placed on all Alpine 
municipalities because the goal was also to obtain a completely subjective view 
of participants at the local level, who can reveal new dimensions of this area’s 
future development. The basic analysis of municipalities yielded certain 
information, but this did not include the development perspective, which can 
only be provided by the residents of Alpine municipalities. To this end, a 
questionnaire on development and all the opportunities and threats perceived by 
those familiar with individual Alpine municipalities was sent out. The 
questionnaire contained several sets of questions (e.g., on demography, the 
economy, the environment, infrastructure, etc.) and was sent to nearly all the 
Alpine municipalities. It was targeted at administrators in the municipalities, 
who we believe are best acquainted with the conditions in their municipalities; 
to this end, it was addressed to mayors, town councilors, spatial planners, and so 
on. 

340 questionnaires were completed, which was less than 10% of all Alpine 
municipalities; however, the sample was large enough to make conclusions 
about certain development forces in the Alpine municipalities. The distribution 
per country was somewhat uneven because an above-average number of 
questionnaires were returned from Italy (130) and Austria (90), but only 13 from 
France, which does not allow comparisons between smaller spatial units. At the 
moment, the sample is also not sufficiently large to compare municipalities with 
small Alpine towns with other municipalities. Nonetheless, it is mentioned here 
within the context of the analysis of tendencies of the future development of the 
entire Alpine space, an important part of which are also small Alpine towns. 

Findings 



There were 22 questions altogether, which is why only the most interesting 
opinions are presented here. At the very beginning, we were interested in the 
completely subjective opinion about the general character of the municipality, in 
which only the following three answers were possible: urban, suburban, and 
rural. A great majority of the municipalities are thus rural, whereas only 10% are 
urban. 

We inquired about the greatest infrastructure deficiencies of municipalities. The 
greatest share of negative answers was connected to airport access, and 
respondents also gave negative answers with regard to broadband Internet access 
and access to public transport. However, the availability of energy and social 
(public) infrastructure seemed very satisfactory to them. These views comply 
with the general views on the Alpine world – that this is an economically and 
socially developed area, which is especially well known for its rich natural 
resources (i.e., water and biomass). 

Figure 7: Infrastructure availability in the municipalities. 

 

The answers to the question about the greatest threats to future development are 
not surprising either. The lack of jobs and investment on the one hand, and out-
migration of young people and aging of the population on the other, are the most 
serious problems of the Alpine municipalities, which has also been shown by 
other studies (Batzing 2002). It is interesting that some factors that are widely 



publicized by researchers, such as climate changes and the risk of natural 
disasters, are not regarded as problematic by the representatives of Alpine 
municipalities. 

Figure 8: Greatest threats to future development. 
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Suburbanization by large prealpine agglomerations is perceived as a problem. 
This is a fact because nearly two-thirds of the municipalities believe that the 
expansion of large towns in their vicinity represents a major or relatively large 
problem. Borsdorf (2006) believes exactly the opposite, claiming that peri-
urbanization tendencies in the Alps revive remote rural communities and bring 
new people and jobs. The aversion to greater influence of larger towns should 
thus be understood as a concern for preserving control over one’s own territory 
and not as resistance to the advantages provided by such influences. 

As part of the economic questions, we were interested in the activities that the 
respondents feel are the worst developed. It is interesting that tourism again 
predominated among the answers. This is perceived as an activity that can 
ameliorate the problems described above. Supply, small manufacturing/crafts, 
and traffic/transportation also seem to be insufficiently developed. However, 
these are all activities that are described as generally undesired activities in 



Alpine space (except for sustainable forms of tourism) in some documents, such 
as the Alpine Convention. This clearly involves a certain discrepancy between 
the aspirations of municipal representatives and various EU strategic documents 
that primarily emphasize innovation, creativity, and sustainable development. 

Figure 9: Insufficiently developed economic functions in the municipality. 
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To this end, the respondents were also asked to list the factors that will have an 
impact on their future development. In contrast to the goals described above, 
Alpine municipalities especially bet on a clean environment, natural heritage, 
and favorable location. A clean environment and natural heritage are factors that 
can generally attract tourists, but other factors, such as human potential and 
availability of capital, seem to be more important for other activities (e.g., crafts, 
transport, and supply). 

Figure 10: Greatest advantages of municipalities with an impact on future 
development. 
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One set of questions also focused on social development. The biggest problems 
listed by the representatives of municipalities included lack of jobs, aging of the 
population, and poor population mobility due to inadequate transport 
infrastructure, which is in line with other studies. Environmental questions 
included a question on what the biggest environmental threats are to the future 
development of municipalities. The most frequent answers were traffic 
congestion and pollution, which is not surprising. Perhaps what is surprising 
here is the fact that climate changes are perceived as a threat much more than in 
other sets of questions. 

Figure 11: Greatest environmental problems in the Alps in the future. 



 

 

Discussion 

Based on these and other answers, a certain image of the problems and 
opportunities perceived by those living in the Alps can be formed. Similar to 
what is shown by the quantitative variables, the inhabitants are greatly 
concerned about the aging of the population and out-migration of young people 
from Alpine space. In general, the opinion about prealpine urban agglomerations 
is fairly negative because the majority of Alpine municipalities see them as a 
“threat” that causes out-migration of young people and their families. Aging of 
the population is generally a problem in all developed environments, but like 
other mountain regions the Alps are particularly vulnerable because the greater 
part of the Alps consists of high-mountain regions, which are difficult to access 
and demographically more vulnerable. 

In some way, the aging of the population and fear of the ever-greater impact of 
prealpine agglomerations are somewhat paradoxical because all of the data 
(including those obtained from this survey) show that the Alps are still well-
equipped with infrastructure. According to the survey, public infrastructure (i.e., 
schools, public administration, healthcare, etc.) are the least problematic factors, 
but they nonetheless cannot prevent the young labor force from relocating to 
larger towns outside the Alps. This demographic “disease” probably also leads 
to the fear of lacking investment and capital, which could also result in a 
decreased number of jobs and economic stagnation. 



With regard to the question of which activities are insufficiently developed and 
could attract young people, new investments, and fresh capital, the respondents 
unanimously selected tourism. The fact is that the tourism function of the Alps is 
often emphasized and that, in the majority of regions affected by socioeconomic 
stagnation or decline, tourism appears to be an ideal secondary activity. Due to 
its central location and the vicinity of large European metropolises and natural 
conditions, the Alps undoubtedly have great tourism potential. However, the 
question is whether tourism can replace more than one-third of all jobs in 
industry and agriculture, which are regarded as having no prospects. The 
number of those that believe the future also lies in increasing organic farming is 
half the size of those that see the solution in tourism. The share of those that 
believe a better future lies in the development of high-tech innovative products 
is negligible. This may also be the result of the fact that, with regard to 
technologically intense activities, their “agglomeration” logic is emphasized; 
however, in theory this is more difficult to attain in the dispersed and less 
densely populated mountainous areas than in the densely populated prealpine 
urban agglomerations. 

In terms of problems and opportunities mentioned by the respondents, it is 
perhaps surprising that most of the representatives do not miss greater authority 
over economic, development, and social planning, although this could prevent 
the out-migration of younger people and the lack of jobs to the greatest extent. 
The representatives of municipalities seek greater authority in spatial planning 
and the planning of transport infrastructure, which, however, are not directly 
connected with the problems most strongly perceived. Aspirations for greater 
influence in spatial planning and transport seem to be more of a result of acute 
issues affecting Alpine municipalities, such as the lack of construction land and 
poor transport accessibility, which have already been described in other studies 
(Alfare et al. 2008). 

 
5. GOOD PRACTICE EXAMPLES: THE “GLOBAL” SMALL ALPINE 
TOWN 

Both analyses conducted outlined the problems small Alpine towns are facing 
and the expectations regarding their future development. Demographic problems 
and problems connected with geographical factors (e.g., poor infrastructure and 
remoteness) stand out the most. Alpine municipalities see a better future 



especially in the development of tourism, the basis for which lies in the great 
natural potential of Alpine space. 

This part of the paper critically analyzes these findings and provides alternatives 
to the development future of small Alpine towns that also correspond to EU 
strategic documents, especially the Lisbon Strategy. The Lisbon Strategy 
emphasizes the importance of innovations and creativity in creating new jobs 
and economic growth. Small Alpine towns can also be a place where new 
knowledge and high-tech products are created, and they can compete in the 
global market. Global-cities theorists (Castells 2000, 2002a, 2002b; Sassen 
1995, 1999) claim that the formation of the new urban economy is in fact 
forcing successful and entrepreneurial firms to concentrate in major global 
cities, which are the only locations where they are able to keep up with the fast 
pace of trends and ideas. However, from the viewpoint of Alpine space, in 
which small towns affected by numerous problems due to poor accessibility 
predominate, this thesis cannot hold. At the same time, certain examples of 
small Alpine towns show that human potential and rooted creativity, which stem 
from a specific history, are more important than other location factors. Such 
small towns do exist and can serve as good examples for the future development 
of places with similar natural and social obstacles. 

With this we do not wish to underestimate the importance of tourism, which is 
so strongly emphasized in the Alpine space, but merely to use a concrete 
example to demonstrate that peripheral and small towns can also pursue the 
goals of the Lisbon Strategy like any larger urban agglomeration. In this they 
must especially make good use of their rich internal potential. 

The Example of Idrija 

Idrija, once the most important mercury deposit second only to Almadén, is 
certainly one such example. The discovery of mercury played a decisive role in 
its economic development. For a long time, Idrija had the largest mercury mine 
in Europe, and for a while Idrija was the second-largest town in Carniola (after 
Ljubljana). Although its transport accessibility is poor, the ore trade caused it to 
participate on the world market at a very early stage, which is still reflected in 
the openness and adaptability of its residents. Idrija attracted people from 
various places, which enriched its cultural image and the knowledge of its 
residents. However, population growth did not follow this economic progress 
because the expansion of town was limited by natural conditions. Thus a typical 



architecture of houses built into slopes was formed, which in addition to the 
mining buildings shaped the appearance of this mining town. 

After the Second World War, the mine began deteriorating. It was finally shut 
down in 1990. Fortunately, in the last decades Idrija has been characterized by a 
soft transition into one of Slovenia’s most successful electrical engineering 
centers, known for its companies and world-class technology. This successful 
transformation was made possible by the flexibility typical of this town, which 
had been tied to world markets for centuries, and the creativity of its population, 
which was based on the desire for constant progress, which is why Idrija has 
always been an important center of knowledge. Although the Municipality of 
Idrija has a population of only 12,000, several internationally important 
companies operate here (e.g., Kolektor and Hidria). This is why Idrija also 
serves as an important employment center for the surrounding regions. 

Idrija’s main advantage (Razpotnik, Urbanc, and Nared 2009) is thus the 
heritage of mercury exploitation, thanks to which this town was economically 
connected to the European and world market for centuries. During transition and 
the shutdown of the mine, it was able to rapidly transform and adapt to new 
market conditions. Early on, it became the center of technological expertise and 
production with a high added value, which is reflected in relatively high 
employee salaries, the adaptability of the labor force, good employment 
opportunities for the unskilled and semi-skilled labor force, a large share of 
employed women, a low level of registered unemployment, and a growing 
number of jobs. The strong orientation towards mining and, later on, electrical 
engineering, reduced the role of agriculture, for which the municipality does not 
have favorable natural conditions. 

The traditional links to foreign markets are still evident because today’s industry 
is also export-oriented. Its competitiveness is provided by high productivity, 
firm financial bases, and creativity, which are the result of a development 
orientation and strong connections between the business world and research 
institutions. Its unique historical development contributed to the formation of a 
special creative environment, characterized by openness, strong mutual 
connections, communication, solidarity, a robust sense of belonging, 
pronounced local identity, public functioning, insider knowledge, and genuine 
personal contacts. The economic orientation towards a single industry 



contributed to the establishment of a support environment and the concentration 
of institutions. 

Good business results also have an impact on successful social development 
because the population remains in this region despite the unfavorable natural 
conditions. Idrija has never been an area that people generally moved away 
from, which is why it can boast a balanced age structure of its residents. 

Successful economic development is also accompanied by negative effects or 
deficiencies. In this regard, strong dependence on the existing large companies, 
a low level of self-employment, a monostructural economy, and the lack of 
entrepreneurial spirit must be highlighted. Services, especially tourism, are only 
poorly represented, which makes it difficult for people with a university degree 
in non-technical areas to find employment. The share of people with a 
secondary-school education and with a vocational or bachelor’s degree is above 
average. The range of tourism services and facilities is poor, which is why Idrija 
is not well known as a tourist town. The greatest danger is potential deterioration 
in the performance of the leading companies, which could result in severe 
depopulation of this area. A great problem is also the lack of space and labor 
force, which prevents companies from expanding and poses a threat that they 
will move their production lines somewhere else. 

The residents list a developed and strong economy, tourism potential, 
employment, and creativity among Idrija’s greatest advantages, and the 
monostructural economy and lack of small entrepreneurs and staff among its 
disadvantages. For the future, they would like the present trend of economic 
development to continue and for additional activities to be enhanced, which 
would diversify the existing economic structure. Like elsewhere across the Alps, 
they see opportunities in tourism and, due to great forest density, also in the 
woodworking industry (Razpotnik, Nared, and Urbanc 2008). 

The example of Idrija demonstrates that, if the population is sufficiently flexible 
and creative, an area can still prosper and benefit from its openness, creativity, 
and expertise that have developed from past close contacts with important 
centers around the world, even though it changes its main area of production. 
The residents of Idrija are well aware of this fact, as well as the companies that 
operate there; in the last few years, two of them have established strong research 
institutes that will ensure further development orientation. The impetus was 



slightly slowed down by the economic crisis, although the lack of space for 
expanding production and the lack of highly qualified staff required by both 
institutes are also problematic. Despite Idrija’s high development, its residents 
know that new incentives and branches of activity are required that could 
replace the present activities in times of crisis and provide local work even for 
people with degrees in the humanities. 

 
6. CONCLUSION: SMALL PERIPHERAL TOWNS 

This paper not only summarizes the findings of the analysis conducted in small 
Alpine towns, but also presents views on the future development of all small 
urban settlements on the peripheries or in less-favorable locations. The fact is 
that, in the world’s urban geography, literature is multiplying that deals with 
global cities, and the significance of the concentration and agglomeration of 
people, information, and capital. In this respect, it seems that small towns, which 
form an important part of social, economic, and cultural reproduction in certain 
and especially mountain regions, are somewhat overlooked. This paper thus 
outlines the problems and opportunities of future development of such urban 
settlements, which are undoubtedly extremely important in specific areas. 

Studying small towns in areas that are difficult to access is thus as important as 
studying global cities. The main subject of research should be how small towns 
in peripheral and remote areas can preserve their function of forming links with 
the countryside, how they can preserve a certain level of centrality despite 
increased suburbanization, and how they can participate at the global level both 
individually or together with other towns. An example of good practice is 
presented, in which a small town defies the “agglomeration” logic and has also 
become an important center of a specific economic activity from the global 
perspective. Here one must not forget the broad social and cultural functions of 
small and peripheral towns. 

In the case of small Alpine towns, the greatest problems arise from their location 
on the periphery, the lack of population concentration, out-migration of 
population, and the subsequent shrinking of economic and social functions. 
Nonetheless, these small towns, which have not yet lost their true Alpine 
identity, carry great potential even on the global scale. They clearly see new 
opportunities especially in the development of recreational and tourism 



functions, which play an important role in post-industrial society. Despite 
everything, we believe that small towns can successfully compete against larger 
flatland urban agglomerations. Here it is of key importance that they be 
connected, cooperate with each other, and try to make good use of their internal 
potentials. The words written in some documents (ESDP 1999) about 
polycentrism, forming urban partnerships, and networking should not remain 
merely words, but also become a topic of research as well as implementation by 
the responsible stakeholders. 
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