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Abstract

The aim of the research was to assess the developmental priorities of municipalities
as they reflect the current policy objectives of the Czech Republic and the European
Union, with a focus on the Green Deal and accelerating developmental changes in the
external environment. To this end, the key priorities of the Just Transition Fund pro-
gramme, which is designed for structurally affected regions in the Czech Republic, were
selected. Specifically, these included themes in the areas of energy, waste management,
transport, brownfield revitalisation and education. The method for obtaining information
on the attitudes of municipalities was a questionnaire survey in 160 municipalities within
the Usti nad Labem Region, which also helped to assess the differences between small
and large municipalities. The research found that municipalities are prioritising develop-
ment in energy and waste treatment. At the same time, small municipalities, with under
1000 inhabitants, are slower to develop projects than larger municipalities, and larger
municipalities were also more aware of the importance of sustainability issues for future
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municipal development.

Highlights for public administration, management and planning:

* Inthe context of sustainability challenges, municipalities prioritise the development
of clean energy production and improved waste treatment.

¢ In larger municipalities, with more than 1000 inhabitants, increased importance
is attached to sustainability topics in the municipal development planning than in

smaller municipalities.

» The process of project preparation in the field of sustainability is slower in small
municipalities, larger municipalities proceed more actively in the preparation of

projects.

1 Introduction

In recent decades, the trend towards the decen-
tralisation of public powers has become evident.
As part of this process, sub-national tiers of gov-
ernment (local and regional) have been increas-
ingly empowered to formulate and execute devel-
opmental strategies which are tailored to the spe-
cific needs and circumstances of areas and their in-
habitants (Rodriguez-Pose & Wilkie 2017). There-
fore, municipalities became key actors in regional

development. This is assumed not only in the con-
text of academic debates and the formulation of the-
oretical principles (Animitsa 2021; Gustafsson &
Mignon 2019; Persson 2017, etc.). Municipalities
are promoted, for example, by the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development, as central to the im-
plementation of the 17 Sustainable Development
Goals (U.N.General Assembly 2015). In fact, munici-
palities are the lowest level of public administration,
the closest to the citizens, small and medium-sized
enterprises, civil society organisations, but also
the closest partner to many of the problems, which
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people and business are constrained by, and solu-
tions (Suzuki & Ha 2018).
The importance of municipalities is also underlined
in Europe, where approximately 70% of public sec-
tor investments come from local and regional gov-
ernments (Maj-Wasniowska & Jedynak 2020). Since
the Maastricht Treaty (Council of European Com-
munities 1992), the key role of municipalities for de-
velopment is declared in the base document - Treaty
on the European Union, under one of the gen-
eral principles of the EU, i.e., subsidiarity. How-
ever, it was declared in the 1980s that subsidiarity
is a key element of the European Charter of Local
Self-Government (Congress of the Council of Europe
1985). The principle of subsidiarity itself is then
nothing more than an implication of the classical
theses of spatial competition (Tiebout 1956) and in-
formation asymmetry at central, regional, and local
levels (Oates 1998). Following these theses, the ef-
ficiency of central decision making in providing
for regional and local needs is less than that of re-
gional and local bodies in many areas of governance
(Balaguer-Coll et al. 2019).
Currently, municipalities face various challenging
environmental, social, and economic sustainability
issues, which vary substantially between contexts
(Przywojska et al. 2019). Therefore, to ensure effec-
tive implementation of development through munic-
ipalities, it needs to be based on a systematic pro-
cess of information gathering, discussion, goal set-
ting, and implementation analysis (Plant 2009). As
a result, increasing demands are placed on munici-
palities in many areas. Among the most significant
ones, it can be mentioned that, in a dynamic envi-
ronment impacted by rapid developmental changes,
municipalities must discern and address their de-
velopmental priorities with precision and strategic
intent (Bryson 1988; Guyadeen et al. 2023). How-
ever, the formulation and subsequent implemen-
tation of priorities are burdened with a number
of principal problems (Retnandari 2022).
Pierre (2011) points out that, for example, in the
field of economics, local development processes
are hard to govern, since economic development
is driven by markets, which local governments
have very limited powers to control. Moreover,
priorities should be in line with both national
and international policies and plans while consid-
ering the costs of economic opportunities and so-
cial preferences (Eslambolchi et al. 2018). How-
ever, setting the right priorities is such a big
job that many municipalities (for example, smaller
ones) are not equipped or prepared currently
and will not be in the near future (Kristofova et al.
2022). As a result, the priorities of local gov-

ernments are often vaguely formulated in poli-
cies and thus impose high standards of administra-
tive discretion and flexibility during implementation
(Olausson 2020).

Also, there is the issue that neither the start-
ing points nor the outcomes of decision-making
on the priorities of economic and social develop-
ment of the territory cannot be optimal (Zdrazil
2019). The proximity to the problem provides valu-
able information which can be used to streamline
the selection of priorities (Viturka 2010), on one
hand. On the other hand, the process of prior-
ity setting is subject to both expert and political
decision-making (Sager & Sgrensen 2011). In par-
ticular, there is a struggle between different opin-
ions and preferences, consensual and conflicting in-
terests coming from different levels of public admin-
istration, i.e., local, regional, central, and possibly
even supranational (Gustafsson & Mignon 2019),
but also different contexts and interests of citizens,
entrepreneurs, government, and other stakeholders
(Wolfram & Frantzeskaki 2016; Chowdhury 2018).
In addition, the actual phases of electoral cycles also
play an important role in the priority setting pro-
cesses (Alesina & Roubini 1992).

Amongst the numerous factors which impact
the developmental priorities of municipalities, one
of the most pivotal is the size of the municipality
(McDonnell 2020). Municipalities, whether they
are small towns or large cities, face distinct chal-
lenges and opportunities due to their size, which
in turn influences the setting of their developmental
priorities (Schlachter et al. 2013). In general, small
towns may struggle with economic limitations, pop-
ulation decline, and limited access to services, while
large towns contend with challenges such as traf-
fic jams, housing affordability, social disparities,
and environmental impacts (Przywojska et al. 2019;
Keivani 2009; Hoppe & Bueren 2015, etc.). There-
fore, tailoring development plans based on munici-
pality size is indispensable for effective governance
and sustainable growth (Medeiros & Zwet 2020).
In addition, the developmental activities of munici-
palities are influenced by the announcement of sub-
sidy titles resulting from EU priorities and related
European funds (Jansky et al. 2016). In Europe,
there has been a large shift away from the sup-
port of agricultural development based on mod-
ernising structures and intensifying and specialis-
ing production towards a vision of integrated, sus-
tainable local development (Maurel 2008). Over
the last few years there have been many Euro-
pean initiatives aiming at stimulating the interest
and activities of local authorities promoting sus-
tainable development. For instance, the Platform
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on Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans is designed
to satisfy the mobility needs of people and busi-
nesses in cities and their surroundings (Kelemenis
& Galiatsatou 2018). Moreover, the European Com-
mission’s Covenant of Mayors focuses on energy
and climate mitigation and adaptation (Melica &
Bertold 2018). The latter has a clear connection
to discourse on climate targets, which has become
an imperative of EU policy in recent years (Matern
et al. 2023).

The development of municipalities is an important
topic in the context of changes in the external en-
vironment, especially in the context of the Green
Deal and energy prices. The Green Deal is the Eu-
ropean Union’s strategic framework for transform-
ing the economy towards sustainability and reduc-
ing greenhouse gas emissions. It can have a pos-
itive impact on municipal development by encour-
aging investment in renewable energy and improv-
ing the energy efficiency of buildings. High energy
prices can increase the cost of living and of running
municipalities. This makes it challenging to develop
projects aimed at using energy more efficiently
and promoting renewable energy. It is impor-
tant to consider sustainable development, energy
efficiency and emissions reduction when prepar-
ing community development projects in response
to changes in the external environment, including
the Green Deal and energy prices. This can in-
clude investing in solar panels, insulating buildings
and supporting local economies. A key programme
for the Usti Region has been the Just Transition
Fund, which has allocated CZK 42.9 billion to three
regions in the Czech Republic.

The Just Transition Fund is a key instrument in pub-
lic policy which was created by the European
Union to support the economic and social develop-
ment of regions facing challenges associated with
the transformation of energy and industry. This fund
helps these regions transition to sustainable ways
of doing business, while supporting the creation
of new job opportunities. The Just Transforma-
tion 2021-2027 operational programme sets strate-
gic goals and priorities for the use of money from
this fund. CZK 15.6 billion was allocated for the Usti
Region and it was able to identify 11 essential
strategic projects and other support programmes
and challenges for the sustainable development
of the region (RSUK 2023). The Fair Transformation
Fund contains a regional document, the so-called
Transformation Plan for the Usti Region, which was
prepared by the Innovation Centre of the Usti Re-
gion. The basis of the entire strategy was the de-
termination of a global goal and individual areas
of interest for support for companies, municipali-

ties, and institutions. For municipalities, the area
of support is determined by specific objectives I1.3
to IV.2., which in Table 1 are marked in yellow.

The Usti Region is an important mining region
in the Czech Republic. Mining of raw materi-
als, especially coal, has a long history in this re-
gion. However, in the context of the transition
to more sustainable and environmentally friendly
energy sources and green technologies, the Usti
Region has to adapt to new challenges. In partic-
ular, coal mining raises issues related to environ-
mental protection and the social impact on the re-
gion’s inhabitants. The Usti Region is trying to cope
with these challenges and is looking for strategic
projects and funding to support the development
of the region. It is important that this transforma-
tion takes place with regard to sustainability, en-
vironmental protection and improving the quality
of life of the inhabitants of the Usti Region.
Municipalities, as one of the main components
of local government, are the carriers of projects
in the midst of accelerating change. Municipalities
show some budgetary independence due to their
own revenues, which include taxes and local fees
(Provaznikova 2007; Pekova 2004). While these di-
rect sources of revenue are usable for financing
and supporting development projects, they are very
limited, forming a very low percentage in munic-
ipal budget revenues and are used more to en-
sure the functioning of the municipality. —Due
to the growth of municipal indebtedness, another
important source of municipal revenues that are
just usable for development projects are funds from
the European Union. These funds will be a source
of support for sustainability projects in municipali-
ties and EU funds are becoming a key element in the
development of sustainable local environments.
The aim of this paper is to assess the transfor-
mation of the development needs of municipali-
ties in the context of accelerating developmental
changes in the external environment. One of the key
objectives is to determine the relevance of each de-
velopment area from the perspective of local gov-
ernments in order to identify which areas of sustain-
ability are most important to them, which they place
the highest priority on, and at what stage of project
readiness the municipalities in the assessed areas
are. In order to identify differences between large
and small municipalities, another research objec-
tive is to compare the differences in priority im-
portance and project readiness rates between small
and large municipalities.
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Table 1 Areas of interest of the Just Transition Fund for the Usti Region

Areas of
interest 1. Entrepreneur ship, re-II. Competent people andIIl. New energy and effi- IV. Revitalised territories of
(priori- search, innovation Smart Region ciently used resources the 21st century
ties)

SOL.1: Increasing the inno-

Vgtion performan(;e of the re- SO II.l: Imp'roving access to SO IML1: Development of .

gion, strengthening the re- quality services and infras- Kknowledge technoloaies SO IV.1: Improving the us-

) search and innovation capac- tructures of formal and fur- " ge, d infrast tg * ability of the area affected by

SPQClﬁC ity with an emphasis on the ther education in the region’s ?ys elms anc Infrastructures ..., mining for new activities
quec- region’s areas of specialisa- areas of specialisation or clean energy
tives tion

SO II.2: Increasing the em-

SO IV.2: Greater use and

SO I.2: Increasing the com- ployment and employability SO III.2: Development of new transformation of the poten-

petitiveness of SMEs
ket

SO I.3:

of workers on the labour mar- energy sectors

tial of the industrial heritage
of the region

Stabilisation and SO II.3: Greater use of digiti-
development of key sectors sation for efficient and com- SO 1II.3:

Development of

for the transformation of the prehensible public services community energy

economy to citizens

SO 1.4: Development of cul-

tural and creative industries SO II.4: Increasing social co- SO III.4: More efficient use of
and their involvement in the hesion and community devel- resources, transition to a cir-

overall development of the opment in municipalities

region

cular economy

2 Methodology

In the research, a questionnaire survey approach
was chosen to obtain a comprehensive view
of the attitude and experience of the representatives
of the interviewed municipalities on topics related
to smart municipal development. The questionnaire
survey was used because it represents a quantita-
tive research method which allows for the obtain-
ing of otherwise undetectable information about de-
velopment trends in municipalities. The question-
naire survey was conducted between June and Au-
gust in 2023 and involved representatives of 160
municipalities from the Usti nad Labem region act-
ing as mayors or persons responsible for municipal
development in the position of heads of the munici-
pality’s development department (Table 2).

Table 2 Composition of the sample of municipalities

Municipality population Number of mu-

The questionnaires contained questions regarding
the main trends in the development of the munic-
ipality in the context of the Green Deal; respon-
dents were presented with closed questions with op-
tions for selection. Questionnaires were distributed
to representatives of municipalities in the Usti Re-
gion. In the questionnaire survey, it was assessed
how important it is for the municipality to address
the following areas of development:

A Investments in the implementation of tech-
nologies and infrastructures for affordable
clean energy, including energy storage tech-
nologies leading to the reduction of green-
house gas emissions.

B Investments in renewable energy sources
and investing in energy efficiency to reduce
energy poverty.

C Investments in sustainable local transport us-
ing modern (smart) technologies, including
decarbonisation of the local transport sector
and its infrastructure.

category by inhabitants  nicipalities

0-500 77 D Investments in the renewal and increase
501-1000 37 of the efficiency of the district heating net-
1001-5000 38 worl;, investments in the prodqctlon of heat,
5001-10000 2 provided that the production will be ensured
10000 + 6 mainly from renewable energy sources.

fotal 160 E Investments in the digitisation of services, dig-

ital innovations and shared IT infrastructure.
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F Investments in brownfield regeneration
and decontamination, land restoration
and possibly green infrastructure and regen-
eration projects.

G Investments in strengthening the circular
economy, among other things, by preventing,
reducing and recycling waste.

H Activities in the field of education and social
inclusion.

The questionnaire survey of mayors with the fol-
lowing questions was carried out in such a way
that each of the questions (A-H) contained a rating
scale from 1 to 10, where 1 means "extremely im-
portant” and 10 means ”“insignificant”. The respon-
dent marked their answer with a cross in the scale
for the answer variant that best expresses the de-
gree of significance of the given problem/need. Sub-
sequently, another question regarding the project
intention/intentions was added to each question,
in four possible stages - a) there is no project,
b) there is an idea, c) the project is being de-
veloped, d) the project is ready. The respondent
chose one of these variants that best corresponds
to the state of the project plan/intentions in the mu-
nicipality they represented. In this way, a compre-
hensive assessment of the importance of the given
areas was achieved. At the same time, information
on the readiness of projects was obtained, which
provided important data for determining which ar-
eas are priority for municipalities and at what
stage the projects are ready in the given area.
The results of the questionnaire survey provided
a quantitative basis for understanding the attitudes
of the representatives of the interviewed munici-
palities. This method made it possible to obtain
an extensive data set, which was subsequently used
to analyse the differences between small and large
municipalities.

In order to determine whether there are real depen-
dencies between the significance of the above men-
tioned areas as well as the relationships in project
readiness, the correlation method was applied in the
next part of the research in order to systemati-
cally evaluate the relationships between the anal-
ysed variables. For example, correlation analysis
can reveal whether municipalities which are ac-
tively engaged in the revitalisation of abandoned
industrial sites also tend to develop environmen-
tally friendly energy measures, or whether munic-
ipalities with a higher level of waste management
simultaneously invest more in renewable energy,
as both areas are closely related to the environmen-
tal sustainability of municipal development. Last
but not least, the results obtained through applied

correlation will evaluate the interrelations between
the different areas of municipal development.

As part of the evaluation, we also examined the dif-
ferences between different categories of municipal-
ities according to their size, i.e., between small
and large municipalities. This allowed us to re-
veal whether there are differences in developmental
priorities and project readiness between these two
groups of municipalities.

3 Results

The results of this questionnaire survey provide
a detailed view of the priorities of municipalities
and intentions in the areas of development. The re-
sults of the questionnaire survey in Table 3 show
the importance of individual areas of development
of municipalities, i.e.: (a) clean energy sources,
renewable energy sources, transport, hot water
systems, digitisation, brownfield sites, waste man-
agement, transport, and education. This survey
and the answers received were evaluated for all
municipalities, as well as the division of municipal-
ities into smaller-sized municipalities (up to 1000
inhabitants) and municipalities over 1000 inhabi-
tants. This procedure allowed a more detailed view
of the priorities of different types of municipalities.
Municipal representatives surveyed gave the high-
est priority to the regeneration of brownfield sites
with a value of 1.69, which shows the importance
of the revitalisation of these industrial areas. Lo-
cal governments see the regeneration of brown-
field sites as a step towards sustainable develop-
ment and improvement of the quality of the envi-
ronment. The waste area with a value of 3.33 points
to the great importance of waste disposal and treat-
ment solutions. This is related to the higher rating
of the energy resources area with a value of 4.22;
municipalities are aware of the responsibility of eco-
logical transformation of the energy sector. These
efforts are reflected by mayors as key to achiev-
ing sustainability. Renewable energy sources with
a value of 4.32 and digitalisation with a value
of 4.33 indicate the direction of municipalities to-
wards the modernisation of infrastructure and pro-
cesses, which is a cornerstone of sustainable de-
velopment in the 21st century. Education (4.51)
is thus identified as quite important for mayors,
who perceive it as important for the human re-
sources development and economic growth of lo-
cal communities. The importance of transport was
found to be lower (6.39), but it is viewed differently
in terms of different size categories of municipal-
ities. Thermal water infrastructure with a value
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Table 3 Evaluation of questionnaire survey - importance of areas and project readiness of municipalities

C Trans- Hydro- Digita- Brown- Educa-

Municipality Clean energy  Renew. energy port niS(/:s lisgtion fields Waste tion
Importance of area

Municipality 0-999 inhabit. 4,24 4,59 6,29 7,00 4,30 4,56 3,35 4,66
Municipality 1000+ inhabit. 4,11 3,68 6,52 6,23 4,45 3,84 3,27 4,18
Municipality % total 4,22 4,32 6,39 6,79 4,33 4,36 3,33 4,51
Project readiness

Municipality 0-999 inhabit. 1,48 1,50 1,10 1,04 1,40 1,46 1,58 1,35
Municipality 1000+ inhabit. 1,91 1,95 1,14 1,48 1,91 2,27 2,00 1,80
Municipality % total 1,60 1,68 1,11 1,17 1,55 1,69 1,71 1,49

of 6.79, is not found to be significant in comparison
with others, but nevertheless remains an essential
element for a stable energy supply of towns and mu-
nicipalities. The data obtained from the question-
naire also evaluated project readiness in individual
development areas (Table 3), the extent to which
municipalities have prepared projects and the over-
all situation in the respective municipalities.

In the questionnaire, project preparedness was
given values where a higher mark indicates a higher
degree of preparedness or maturity of projects.
The research found that municipalities exhibit dif-
ferent levels of project preparedness, which may
be a key factor in the planning and implementation
of development initiatives. The results of the ques-
tionnaire survey showed that the areas of waste
management (1.71), brownfield sites (1.69) and re-
newable energy sources (1.68) exhibit the high-
est levels of project preparedness. This indicates
that preparations and projects have already been
implemented in these areas which may be associ-
ated with an increasing emphasis on ecological sus-
tainability and the revitalisation of abandoned in-
dustrial areas. On the other hand, the average val-
ues found showed that projects are being prepared
rather than implemented. Overall, it appeared
that project preparedness did not reach the wider
implementation phase in most cases. The areas
of digitisation (1.55) and clean energy resources
(1.6) are in the middle of the awarded marks.

The research assessed project readiness in values
where a higher score indicates a higher degree
of project readiness, these values were then sub-
jected to a correlation analysis (Table 4) to eval-
uate the correlations. The analysis found a sta-
tistically significant correlation in the area of en-
ergy projects, with municipalities preparing a range
of projects, be they clean energy or renewable
energy. A statistically significant dependence
in the case of energy sources was found be-

tween the progress of project preparation in renew-
able and clean energy sources in conjunction with
project preparation in transport and between and in
waste management. In terms of comparing project
readiness rates, the research found a statistically
significant relationship between the readiness rates
of brownfield sites revitalisation projects and waste
management projects. It shows that the readi-
ness rate of brownfield projects is comparable
to that of waste management projects. This can
be seen as an effort by cities and municipalities
to improve the quality of life and public space, which
should be facilitated by such projects. Brownfield
sites in each community may carry a historical tra-
dition associated with industry, particularly in min-
ing regions, and are seen as places with poten-
tial for regeneration and improvement of the public
realm. Areas of digitisation and projects in this area
are conceived at a similar level of development as in
other areas.

The level of preparation of transport projects is also
similar to the level of preparation of waste man-
agement projects, which points to the need to de-
velop functional transport and technical infrastruc-
ture. Different links are found between the prepara-
tion of projects in the field of education of local res-
idents, where links are shown with projects in the
field of digitisation, waste management and brown-
field sites. These findings can be interpreted as mu-
nicipalities’ efforts to increase the competences
of local residents in the field of digitisation, to im-
prove recycling and waste sorting rates, or to point
out the importance of brownfield sites as carriers
of a certain historical tradition associated with in-
dustry and with objects or areas affected by min-
ing in a mining region. The complex context in the
case of project readiness in different areas means
that municipalities apply a multidimensional ap-
proach to development. Beyond individual projects,
there are also synergistic effects that can have
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Table 4 Dependence on the degree of readiness of projects in the analysed areas

CleanE REnerg Transport Hydronics ]ljzlgtlltgrll Biri(();{\én- Waste  Educato
Pearson 1 647" ,328™ 214" ,393™ ,350™ ,359™ ,283™
CleanE Sig. (2-tailed) ,000 ,000 ,023 ,000 ,000 ,000 ,002
REnerg Pearson ,647% 1 ,520™ ,332" ,466™ ,364™ ,324™ ATT
Sig. (2-tailed) ,000 ,000 ,000 ,000 ,000 ,000 ,000
Transport Pearson ,328™ ,520™ 1 ,614™ A72" ,462™ ,205" ,512™
Sig. (2-tailed) ,000 ,000 ,000 ,000 ,000 ,030 ,000
Hydronics Pearson ,214* ,332" ,614™ 1 ,403™ 247" -,001 ,424™
Sig. (2-tailed) ,023 ,000 ,000 ,000 ,008 ,993 ,000
Digitalization Pearson ,393" ,466™ 472" ,403™ 1 ,548™ ,330™ 476"
Sig. (2-tailed) ,000 ,000 ,000 ,000 ,000 ,000 ,000
Pearson ,350™ ,364™ ,462™ 247 ,548™ 1 ,284™ ,346™
Brownfield . .
Sig. (2-tailed) ,000 ,000 ,000 ,008 ,000 ,002 ,000
Waste Pearson ,359™ ,324™ ,205" -,001 ,330™ ,284™ 1 ,453™
Sig. (2-tailed) ,000 ,000 ,030 ,993 ,000 ,002 ,000
. Pearson ,283" ATT™ 512" 424 476 ,346™ 453" 1
Education . .
Sig. (2-tailed) ,002 ,000 ,000 ,000 ,000 ,000 ,000
** is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed), * is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
1 a joint impact and benefit on improving the quality

of life of residents and the socio-economic and envi-
ronmental sustainability of municipal development.
8 ~ - This integral approach to urban and municipal
development also essentially fulfils the objectives
of public policy and key programmes to support mu-
4 8 % % nicipal development, and in the Usti Region, the ob-
‘ jectives of the Just Transition Fund.
: Detailed assessment of area importance and project
’ o o oo - readiness in the next phase of the analysis pro-
vided an assessment of the differences in responses
by small and large municipalities. The higher
the score, the more importance was assigned
Fig. 1 Relationship between the size of the municipality ~ to the area. The research found that larger mu-
and the perception of the importance of areas nicipalities attached more importance to the identi-
for the development of the municipality fied areas for community development, as most ar-
eas were given higher marks in larger municipali-
ties than they were in small municipalities (Fig. 1).
This finding was based on the average for the rat-
ings given for all areas, but was not the same in all
areas, even though it was a majority. Small munic-
ipalities assigned more importance to the provision
of transport, as they are more likely to face poorer
access to services, especially in peripheral areas,
29, PP & and also to digitalisation, with a lower difference
) in scores. In this case, an explanation may be found

municipality 0-999 inhabitants municipality more than 1000 inhabitants

0 o O in a greater difficulty in acquiring user competences
10 100 1000 10000 100000 and IT SklllS

municipality 0-999 inhabitants @ municipality more than 1000 inhabitants During a detailed assessment of project readi-

ness in various areas, differences between small

Fig. 2 The relationship between the size and large municipalities became apparent. A higher

of the municipality and the level of project readiness rating meant that the given area was more impor-

tant for the municipality. The research revealed

© Jan Evangelista Purkyné University in Usti nad Labem 201



§ sciendo

Available online at content.sciendo.com

GeoScape 17(2) — 2023: 195—205 doi: 10.2478/geosc-2023-0013

that in larger municipalities, development areas
usually receive a higher rating than in small mu-
nicipalities (Fig. 2). This tendency is reflected
in the average ratings of all monitored areas. How-
ever, it must be noted that this difference in pri-
orities does not manifest itself equally in all areas.
The difference in the evaluation of digitisation be-
tween large and small municipalities may be related
to the higher demands on the acquisition of user
competences and IT skills in smaller municipalities.
The research also revealed that there are significant
differences between individual municipalities in the
approach to evaluating the importance of monitored
areas and project readiness. This is evident in Fig.
3 and Fig. 4, where the average values of impor-
tance and project readiness for the monitored ar-
eas at the level of individual municipalities are dis-
played. In Fig. 3 it can be seen that for about a third
of the municipalities, the average significance value
across all monitored areas is in the range of 3-5, i.e.
these municipalities declare a higher number of pri-
orities. Similarly, about a third of municipalities de-
clare alower number of priorities (range 5-7). How-
ever, approximately 17% of municipalities consider
practically all areas (range 1-3) to be very impor-
tant, which is why it is difficult to talk about real
setting of priorities for them.

In terms of project preparedness (Fig. 4), the anal-
ysis showed that about 20% of municipalities
do not have any projects ready and have no ideas
for any. About 40% of municipalities then declare
relatively low preparedness (range 1-1.5). Another
about 30% of municipalities declare slightly higher
preparedness (range 1.5-2), however, it should
be noted that even these municipalities generally
do not have projects ready or in progress in most
areas. Conversely, only about 10% of municipalities
declare that they have projects ready for most ar-
eas, are working on them or have at least an idea
about them (range 2-3).

From a spatial point of view, it is interesting that mu-
nicipalities with similar average values often form
certain clusters. This is particularly evident from
Fig. 3, i.e. in the number of areas that munic-
ipalities perceive as significant. Specifically, one
can name, for example, municipalities in Most, Lit-
omeérice, Décin district or on the border of Décin
and Usti nad Labem districts. To a lesser extent,
similar clusters are also visible on Fig. 4, i.e.
in terms of project readiness.

[ districts (statistical regions)
average importance across areas:
[ no data available

N 1.00 - 3.00
[13.01-5.00
[15.01-7.00
Il 7.01 - 10.00

Fig. 3 Average values of importance of areas
in individual municipalities - a territorial view

[ districts (statistical regions)

average importance across areas:
[1 no data available

I 1.00 - 3.00
[13.01-5.00
[15.01-7.00
Il 7.01 - 10.00

Fig. 4 Average values of project readiness in individual
municipalities - a territorial view

4 Discussion

The results showed different priorities between dif-
ferent types of municipalities, and so developmen-
tal strategy should be adapted to the specific needs
and conditions of a municipality. Municipalities
showed different levels of project readiness in dif-
ferent areas, which can be a key factor in planning
and implementing development initiatives.

With larger municipalities, they tend to have more
projects ready for development - the link between
the size of the municipality and the ability to gen-
erate and implement development projects is ev-
ident. The reasons for the differences between
small and large municipalities can be seen in sev-
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eral aspects. Larger municipalities with larger bud-
gets in absolute terms and on a per capita basis
have more experts available, which creates bet-
ter conditions for decision-making on the strate-
gic development of municipalities and can facil-
itate the development of development projects.
Also, with a larger population, the range of needs
and problems to be addressed increases, which
can lead to more project ideas. Larger municipal-
ities are also generally more attractive for investors
and gain more attention, which can lead to more
projects. Larger municipalities often have more
developed administrative structures and a greater
staffing capacity, which makes it possible to better
manage the processes involved in the preparation
and implementation of projects. They have a better
chance of receiving funding from different sources
because they have more experience with grant ap-
plications and administrative procedures.

On the other hand, it cannot always be assumed
that more implemented projects in larger munici-
palities generate better development of the munic-
ipality. On the contrary, smaller municipalities may
in some cases show greater cohesion and the ability
of individuals to cooperate on project ideas, which
can lead to the creation of quality and relevant ini-
tiatives, including in the areas of social or environ-
mental cohesion. Overall, therefore, the link be-
tween the size of the municipality and the num-
ber of projects is not entirely clear. Many fac-
tors need to be considered, including the organi-
sational structure, human resources, financial ca-
pacity and needs of the specific municipality. At
the same time, there are smaller municipalities
with better preparedness than some larger mu-
nicipalities, therefore the individual activity of lo-
cal actors, not only mayors, is also of great im-
portance, namely how the decision-making process
works within the municipality and the involvement
of other actors in their development.

A specific issue is the way of setting priorities
and the topics of planned projects, which requires
a high degree of consistency between the projects
and the areas supported by public resources. While
the distribution of EU funding at local level is one
of the most important sources of revenue for these
projects, this allocation may lead local authorities
to focus on projects that are most in line with these
priorities in order to obtain the necessary fund-
ing. The dependence of local development policy
on EU funding may limit the ability of local author-
ities to formulate and implement their own devel-
opment objectives. If local authorities had suffi-
cient resources of their own, their investment pri-
orities would certainly lead to a greater diversi-

fication of priorities compared to those preferred
at EU level. Therefore, municipalities should always
consider how this dependency affects local govern-
ment autonomy and decision-making in the context
of broader EU development objectives. These mech-
anisms point to the specific relationship between
project funding, local priorities and EU objectives.
While financial support from the EU can strengthen
the ability of municipalities to implement certain
projects, it can also influence the direction of their
development. The analysis showed that municipal-
ities face different challenges and priorities in dif-
ferent areas of development. When planning fu-
ture projects and allocating resources, it is impor-
tant to take this differentiation in project readiness
into account and ensure that development initia-
tives are driven by the current needs and capacities
of each municipality.

5 Conclusion

The research found some connections which point
to some trends in development project planning
and development strategies within municipalities.
While municipalities plan their development with
regards to economic, environmental and social as-
pects, they assign different importance to individ-
ual areas and are also at different stages of project
preparation for the strategic priorities pursued.
Another part of the analysis focused on compar-
ing differences in the evaluation of priorities be-
tween different municipalities, with an emphasis
on differences between large and small municipal-
ities. This approach identified trends in the plan-
ning of development projects and municipal strate-
gies and showed that smaller municipalities are less
aware of the importance of these areas for their de-
velopment, and generally also lag behind in project
preparation.

Within the municipalities of Usti nad Labem Re-
gion there is a noticeable difference in how individ-
ual municipalities prioritize their objectives in their
development. For example, the larger municipali-
ties are usually at a more advanced stage of plan-
ning and implementation than smaller municipali-
ties, which may be related to better access to re-
sources and expertise. This spatial inequality is also
evident in the preparation stages projects, where
smaller municipalities often lack human and profes-
sional capacity.

The research provided a comprehensive view
of the issue of municipal development and project
readiness. This information can be used for strate-
gic decisions and development planning in different
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localities, and especially for regional management
within the regions, i.e. how municipalities plan their
development with regards to economic, ecological
and social aspects, and which areas are most impor-
tant to them, and how to support the sustainable de-
velopment of municipalities in project preparation.
Cooperation and a multi-dimensional public sector
approach, including the use of EU funds, are neces-
sary to achieve these objectives.

The results of this research have provided sev-
eral recommendations for strategic management
and development planning in different localities,
and in particular for regional management within
counties. First and foremost, to strengthen regional
development processes in municipalities, it is neces-
sary to set up financial mechanisms based on a spa-
tial analysis of municipalities’ needs in order to ac-
curately target their needs and real absorption ca-
pacities. It is also important to strengthen capac-
ity and training at the municipal level, which could
help increase the capacity of municipalities to effec-
tively plan and implement projects. Some develop-
ment areas, such as community energy, will also re-
quire greater cooperation between municipalities;
sharing resources and professional capacity would
also help smaller municipalities to implement more
projects.

The limitations of the conducted research lie
in the possible lower representativeness, which can
be compensated by the robustness of the sample,
therefore the obtained set of questionnaires was
also relatively large. Mayors’ responses may be sub-
jective and, given the election cycle, short-term,
as these priorities may change in the next election
period. Mayors may also have responded in a way
that did not reflect their actual views and intentions
for future years. In some cases, decision-making
processes may also change over time to respond
to new incentives and municipal needs.
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