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The accessibility of services in rural areas can be considered to be one of the most important aspects of the creation of

comparable living conditions in the whole territory of Europe. The inaccessibility of services can be considered an

important factor of rural deprivation.
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1. Introduction

Rural sustainability or the sustainability of rural development, like the sustainability of any other territory, consists of three

pillars—economic , social  and environmental . Some authors add institutional sustainability to this. In the Fordist

period, rural sustainability was associated primarily with agricultural production . Due to certain inertia, the development

of agriculture, in particular, is still supported in rural development. There is also sometimes talk of energy sustainability in

rural areas. However, in the post-Fordist period, the emphasis is more on the consumption of rural landscapes and rural

settlements for housing , business and tourism. In extreme cases, there is a risk of the depopulation of the countryside

 and the extinction of some rural settlements as places of permanent housing. Sometimes, immigrants are seen as

rescuers . From the rural point of view, it is possible to consider the sustainability of the countryside as a rural space and

the change of the countryside into a kind of urban–rural continuum under the pressure of urbanization processes. Rural

identity is important in this sense . Some authors prefer place-based approaches to rural sustainability .

In a situation where the issue of rural sustainability is shifting from the Fordist to the post-Fordist conception, the key issue

is the quality of life of local people, tourists and entrepreneurs. Technical and social infrastructure is essential for it. At the

local level, it is about the availability of basic functions of public interest. These are, for example, primary schools, doctor’s

offices, post offices, or financial services and the like. This is not a serious problem for residents who have their own

means of transport and commute to major settlements for work. Crucial is the availability of services for residents who

depend on public transport, such as children, the elderly, the disabled, mothers with small children, or people who cannot

afford their own car or more cars in the family . Weaker social infrastructure is a feature of rural settlements, as shown

by Mitrica et al.  in the example of Romania. However, the acceptable accessibility of these services by public transport

in resorts and small towns should be ensured. The development of public transport in rural areas should decrease rural–

urban migration.

The geography of services is based on Christaller’s  central place theory, which was later developed by Lösch  and

criticized by many authors from different viewpoints, such as Vionis and Papantoniu . The theory of central places is

based on an imagining of a regular settlement structure which is not disturbed by any natural or political barriers. It is also

based on the assumption that people and service providers act rationally, which is not always fulfilled. Therefore, some

authors believe that this is an excessive simplification of reality. Christaller’s theory is often criticized as static. However, in

a rural area, of which the settlement structure is relatively stable, it corresponds to reality better than it does in an

urbanized post-industrial area, where there is a different interconnection of services and settlement structures. Of course,

Christaller’s theory did not envisage the construction of hypermarkets at highway junctions or the digitization of some

services, which may also change the overall picture. However, the basic rules of the central place theory were valid within

the productivist society. Only in recent times have the development of shopping centres outside of traditional cities , the

digitization of services  and the overcoming of micro-regionalization  started modifying the situation.

In Czechia, the central place theory was used in the period of the centrally planned economy in the form of the so-called

Central Settlement System. The centres created a hierarchy: the capitol, centres of regional importance, centres of district

importance and centres of local importance. The non-central settlements were divided into settlements with and without

permanent importance. This measure was often criticized because of its top-down decision approach, ultimate character

and the building ban in non-central settlements without permanent importance. However, the idea itself was logical, based

on scientific knowledge and being supported by centrally planned public transport. This approach ensured more or less
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optimum access to the services for all inhabitants of the countryside. The Centre Settlement System was abandoned in

1990.

For the countryside, centres of local importance (small towns and large villages as a rule) were important. According to

the central place theory, services are concentrated in central places to ensure a necessary number of customers from the

central place and the sphere of its influence. In the Moravian conditions, small towns (up to 15 thousand inhabitants) play

a decisive role . According to Kašparová and Půček , about 1000 micro-regional centres offering basic social

services of about 6250 municipalities can be found in Czechia.

In the period of the post-industrial transition, services are predestined to be the main drivers of rural development . In

the rural space, services can be divided into those which serve mainly the local people and those which serve other

people—tourists, as a rule. The second type, which could have a seasonal character, is frequent, especially in tourist

areas. Services (sometimes called the third sector) have a strictly hierarchical character which partly copies the

administrative division, with many exceptions and deviations.

The issue of the availability of basic services has been addressed in British geography since the 1970s and 1980s .

These works point to the vicious circle of public transport. This topic is extremely important in sparsely populated areas

. In addition to the problem of availability of services in sparsely populated areas and developing countries, the problem

of the disappearance of services from the countryside as a result of the increasing motorization of people or the

construction of suburbs in which services were not envisaged at all became more important. For understandable reasons,

the greatest attention is paid to the availability of medical services, e.g., Shah et al., , and less frequently the

accessibility of schools . Some works focus on specific topics, such as the accessibility of police stations .

The vicious circle of rural public transport stems from the fact that as the motorization of the rural population increases,

the demand for public transport decreases, making its operation economically inefficient. This leads to the vicious circle

, meaning the disruption of lines and connections so that the local population is even more dependent on individual

transport and public transport. However, there is still a group of people, e.g., seniors , who cannot use individual cars;

this group is at risk of social exclusion and their quality of life is declining. In addition, this trend has environmental

consequences. The mass use of individual transport leads to the traffic congestion of destinations and associated

exhalations, noise, parking problems and the risk of accidents.

The previous works have mostly stated the above problem on the basis of the sociological knowledge and feelings of the

rural population , without examining the specific availability of public transport services on the basis of real times and

conditions. In addition, many works focus on a specific service. Solutions are sometimes sought in alternative forms, such

as flexible transport services , shared transport and, more recently, the development of digital services, which only

partially solves the problem. Sometimes combined transport is proposed, such as bicycle–train , which, however,

requires additional infrastructure. There are also considerations about optimizing public transport lines with the help of

smart technologies , which does not solve the problem of marginal territories and marginalized groups of the

population. So-called flexible integrated transport services are another variant of a solution . Other experts reverse the

problem: they study how transport systems affect the distribution of services, speaking more about the integrated land-use

.

Although the idea of integrated transport systems is by no means new, the availability of rural services is not the focus

either. It is most often about the accessibility of large cities or agglomerations from their rural hinterland, often in oversized

cities in the developing world, e.g., . Unlike most other contributions, our article focuses on the accessibility of basic

services of general interest in rural areas (i.e., not on their accessibility for rural people in large cities); it is based on the

analysis of exact data (not on the subjective feelings of rural people) and works with integrated transport systems, which

only make it possible to achieve the real availability of services in the current period.

Transport geography most often deals with accessibility at the regional level. As shown by Rosik et al. , the poorer

availability of higher-order services affects the overall economic development of the region, measured, for example, by

GDP per capita. However, our analysis deals with the local level. The accessibility of services depends on transport

systems. The Spatial Interaction Model  is used to model traffic flows. However, our work is not about traffic flows, but

about the availability of services. The frequency of connections is determined by the rules of the Integrated Transport

System of the South Moravian Region. Whereas in the case of individual transport the time distance is usually the most

important factor, in the case of public transport the frequency plays a role besides time comfort . Insufficient public

transport can lead to the social exclusion of the threatened population who depend on the accessibility of rural services.
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2. Accessibility of Services in Rural Areas: Southern Moravia Case Study

The answer to the main question is: In the rural areas of the South Moravian Region, there are places where access to

basic services reaches 30 min or more. This is true of 2.5% of the rural settlements in the region, in which 0.21% of the

region’s population live. Their only concentration is located in the southwest of the region, on the borders between the

regions of South Moravia, South Bohemia, Vysočina and Austria. It is a typical periphery, far from the regional centres of

all regions as well as of the neighbouring country.

Another question asked whether an efficient public transport system capable of ensuring access to basic services of

general interest can be organized, which can also be answered in the affirmative. However, this system cannot be built as

an economically profitable, but rather as a social service. The invested public funds of regions and municipalities will be

returned at a satisfactory level of rural development and at significantly lower costs of solving problems resulting from the

risk of depopulation, unemployment and social exclusion.

It can be assumed that the good accessibility of services is one of the factors influencing the fact that the Moravian

countryside as a whole is not threatened by depopulation . All of the size categories of rural settlements in Moravia are

currently experiencing migratory increases (usually at the expense of medium-sized cities). In the South Moravian Region,

only the most remote villages in the far southwest are endangered by depopulation. Additionally, the unemployment rate in

all Moravian towns exceeding 20,000 inhabitants, without any exception, is higher than the unemployment rate in their

rural hinterlands.

The accessibility of services depends primarily on the characteristics of the settlement system (the size of the settlements

and the distances between them) and the physical conditions of the transport (density of roads and railways, slope and

direction conditions). Consequently, people who prefer living in small villages in peripheral mountain areas have to take

into account the difficulties connected with the accessibility of basic services. It is one of the problems of the

counterurbanization and naturbanization processes.

Concerning the suburbanized villages, the closeness to the city does not manifest any advantage in the accessibility of

basic services because the time distance between the fringe of the city and its inner parts is extended, not to mention

traffic jams. That is why, in suburbia, the presence of local basic services is extremely important.

The best accessibility of basic rural services is seen in the lowland regions with large villages which mostly have basic

services or offer such services in neighbouring settlements, or even cooperate in the field of services. Additionally, the

physical conditions for the transport are usually better, enabling fast and uncomplicated transport. Although the situation in

the accessibility of basic services of public interest seems to be favourable, further termination of local services could be

problematic. These cases should be confronted with a worsening of the accessibility of services in the settlement and the

surrounding settlements, which can be threatened with a terminating of services. Even if the transport system operates

efficiently, its additional loading is not advisable.
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