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Getting to Services in Towns and Villages

Policy highlights

The provision of services in a settlement — city, town or village — depends on its population,
its geographic position and size relative to other settlements, and on how it is served by road and
public transit networks. Demographic changes such as urbanisation, ageing and population
declines in rural areas increase the urgency with which policy makers need to understand how
physical access to services varies across places.

In this report, settlements are classified based on their population into: cities (larger or small),
towns, or villages. They are further classified by how far they are away from a city and as regional
centres if they are the largest settlement within 30 minutes driving (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Settlement classifications
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Local services are important even in small, remote places

Evidence suggests that people in rural areas are more dissatisfied with service provision
compared to more densely populated places (Figure 2). This may reflect longer travel times,
lower breadth or lower quality of services, or any combination thereof. While electronic service
delivery is highly promising, it cannot replace in-person services.

Figure 2. Dissatisfaction with services, by type and degree of urbanisation
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Source: Authors'calculations based on Gallup 2022 survey data, https://www.gallup.com/home.aspx.
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Getting to Services in Towns and Villages

The exact mix of offered services varies across settlements and countries. Many villages and
towns provide a limited range of local services (Figure 3). The most common services in small
settlements include pharmacies, schools and restaurants.

Figure 3. Prevalence of services relative to settlement population
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Note: Each dot averages settlements by population increments over 25 countries with available data.

Only larger cities tend to offer the full range of services considered in this study (banks,
hospitals, pharmacies, schools and universities). While larger cities offer a comprehensive range
of services, in many regions, access to some services depends heavily on small cities and towns.

For example, in South Korea (a highly urban country) almost half of small cities are the largest
settlement within 30 minutes, and a similar number of towns are the largest settlement within 15
minutes.




Service provision is higher in towns and villages far from cities, even more so
when they are regional centres

Towns that are far from cities have more services. This is particularly true for towns that are
regional centres (with no city or larger town nearby). Villages that are far from cities also typically
have higher levels of service provision than those with access to a city, but the effect is marginal
unless the village is a regional centre (Figure 4). There is a significant boost to the availability of
everyday, common services in villages that are regional centres.

Figure 4. Probability of having a hospital in towns and villages, by access to a city
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Source: Based on simple averages of country-specific estimates for towns of 10 000 inhabitants and villages of 1 000 inhabitants. Towns and
villages “With access” to a city are within a 30-minute drive of its borders. A town or village with “No access to a city” is classified as a “Regional
centre” if it is the largest settlement within a 30-minute drive.

Residents of towns or villages near cities can access the city’s services and employment
opportunities while avoiding some of the negative effects of urbanisation such as costly housing
and congestion. Most of these towns or villages with access to a city offer fewer services than
similar-sized settlements far from cities.

Services that are mostly public, such as schools, seem to be allocated more evenly across space,
whereas fully commercial services such as banking have a much larger presence in regional
centres.
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Residents need regular access to services such as pharmacies or banking, but it is common for
these to be unavailable in villages (Figure 5)... although this improves when a village is far from
a city.

Figure 5. Variation in the provision of pharmacies and banks across settlements, by country
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In some sparsely populated countries, even small villages may be regional centres and hence
critical to service provision (Figure 6). Because of this, adequate service provision in smaller
settlements is vital, particularly for residents with limited mobility and for those in regions without
larger cities.



Figure 6. Share of villages that are regional centres
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For towns, better public transport is associated with better service provision...

Transport connectivity matters for the accessibility of services. Better (public) transport
connectivity to regional centres, towns and cities can help promote access to services for
everyone.

Towns with efficient public transport also tend to have more service outlets. The situation for
villages is less clear, with efficient public transport around villages not associated with any
improvement in their service provision.

Figure 7. Example of public transport and road networks for towns and villages around a small city
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Better road connectivity does not necessarily increase local services: towns and villages tend to
offer fewer services where road transport dominates. Instead of getting to smaller towns and
villages more quickly, drivers may bypass them and travel farther distances to cities that offer
more services (Figure 7). This finding is tentative and requires more detailed investigation of
consumer behaviour.




Getting to Services in Towns and Villages

The concentration of population in and around cities affects service provision
everywhere

Across OECD countries, population continues to concentrate in larger cities. Large cities in
Europe are nearly 5% more populous in 2021 than in 2011, but 44% of towns and 48% of villages
lost population. These losses are most pronounced in eastern Europe where well over half of all
midsize settlements (small cities and towns) lost population.

Meanwhile, towns and villages near cities have been growing even faster than cities (Figure 8),
implying that even towns and villages can contribute to urbanisation, interpreted as more
population in and near larger cities. The population trends shown in Figure 8 can make it difficult
to provide a wide range of services, especially for towns and villages far from cities.

Figure 8. Population changes by access to a city

Annual growth rates, 2011-21

[0 Town I Village

075% |

050% F Larger cities growth rate

0.25% |

0.00%

0.25% |

K. \‘ e
o # & & §
e .
Gﬁp ,065; o ((}5'}' lc}o@
g
/\@‘Q /\6‘9 §\\'zig' 4@

Note: Growth is computed as compound annual growth rates for the period 2011-21. Values exclude settlements that did not exist in 2011.

Changes in service provision alone are unlikely to reverse the prevailing megatrend of
urbanisation. Even so, careful attention to service provision and accessibility can improve
well-being by making more places more liveable for more people. Transport connectivity to larger
places is valuable for access to services. Yet there is also a need for services in small places
that are more accessible to older individuals and those with social disadvantage or disabilities.
Balancing these competing needs will be vital to the future liveability of settlements of all sizes.
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