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Explaining the Dynamics of Small Towns 
in Western France by Testing Three Possible 
Factors

Abstract: In international literature, small cities are often presented as the weak link 
within the urban system due to their lower growth rate and the threat of shrinking in 
the context of metropolisation. However their population dynamics are highly variable 
between places, determined by a number of factors, such as the national and regional 
demographic trends or the local economic base.
This article proposes a regional case study on Western France, examining their demo-
graphic changes from 1990 to 2015. Three possible factors based on underlying assump-
tions are tested: 1. the proximity of larger cities as a possible revitalisation factor due 
to urban sprawl; 2. The vicinity of the coast attributed to the growing role of residential 
attractiveness; 3. In a more original way, the distance to a railway station as a potential 
factor, boosted by the recent passenger railway service strengthening. 
The results are counter-intuitive and the assumptions only partially validated, which in-
vites us to reassess the relevance of the analysis of urban dynamics by size class.

Key words: small towns, Western France, population dynamics, growth factors, railway 
service, coast, metropolitan areas

Introduction 

This article aims to evaluate three specific explanatory factors of the population 
change of towns within their regional context based on a case study.

International geographical literature generally presents small cities in devel-
oped countries as the most fragile level of the urban network. The most alarmist 
works consider them threatened or even doomed by metropolisation. 

This very common pessimistic discourse is curious because their population 
dynamics actually vary greatly between countries and even more so between re-
gions or within the same region. This empirical finding indicates the need to 
move beyond hasty conclusions over the inevitability of metropolisation and the 
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consequent decline of towns. The state of the art shows that population change 
varies considerably from place to place.

The unexpected variation in population trends makes it relevant for a regional 
case study in order to help identify possible factors that can shed light on this 
heterogeneity through a more refined analysis. 

The study area is Western France, namely Brittany and Pays-de-la-Loire, 
neighbouring regions with more than 7 million people. These are attractive re-
gions with a growing but ageing population. According to the official definition 
of the National Statistical Office, there are more than 300 small towns, making it 
a very significant sample. It is an interesting area as it presents substantial varia-
tions between its different towns. 

Taking into account the state of knowledge, the existing theories and our em-
pirical knowledge of the area, we tested three possible factors over a 25-year pe-
riod (1990–2015) that could explain the observed variations. Each pertains to the 
proximity of a resource that is likely to favour the expansion of small localities, 
namely: 1. the proximity of the largest cities (metropolises and medium-sized 
cities) given the increasing urban sprawl; 2. the proximity of the coast attribut-
ing to its residential and tourist attractiveness, with direct and indirect impacts 
on population growth; 3. the proximity of a railway station destined to facilitate 
access to other towns, particularly at peak times.

The conclusions on the validity of these three hypotheses in the regional con-
text lead to general questions of a theoretical nature.

The theoretical state of the art of the (divergent) 
population dynamics of small cities

In the literature, small cities in developed countries are generally presented as 
weak links, both at European level (Mayfield et al. 2005, Bailleul et al. 2019) and 
in various national contexts in countries such as Germany (Steinführer 2015, 
Swiaczny 2015, Wirth et al. 2016), Russia (Batunova, Gunko 2018) or the United 
States (Krugman 2017). 

Their growth rates would be so low that these cities face the threat of decline 
in the context of metropolisation (Baron et al. 2010). Shrinking has thus become 
an important field, which however, is not exclusive to small cities (Pallagst 2009, 
Korobar et al. 2012, Haase et al. 2013, 2017, Hollander, Justin 2018, Simeonova, 
Milkova 2019). 

France is no exception to this prevailing pessimism. Many French essayists 
insist on the decline of small cities and their lack of a future (Roques 2009, Chau-
vier 2017, Bailleul et al. 2019). Towns in decline are thus the most scrutinised, 
although they are far from being the dominant case. 

Actually, metropolisation does not necessarily spell doom for small cities, the 
relationship between large metro areas and small urban centres is more complex 
(Gorzelak 2010, Levratto 2016, Depraz 2017, Gourdon et al. 2019).
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The population change of towns is in fact highly variable between places, 
including within the same regional area (Burdack 2013, Fertner et al. 2015, 
Servillo, Russo 2017, Wolff, Wiechmann 2017, Wolff 2018, Desjardins, Es-
tèbe 2019, Guérois et al. 2019, URBACT 2019, Gareis, Milbert 2020, Volg-
mann, Rusche 2020). Even studies highlighting their fragility call for caution 
in reviewing the data (Gourdon et al. 2019). Wise authors criticize myths and 
erroneous conclusions about small towns due to a  lack of thorough research 
( Porsche, Milbert 2018).

Many examples of differentiated dynamics within small cities can be seen in 
Europe on different scales, for example in the Nordic countries (Hanell, Bau-
er 2005, Gløersen 2012, Smas 2018, Syssner 2020) or, at national level, Po-
land (Kamińska, Mularczyk 2014, Kwiatek-Soltys 2015, Konecka-Szydłowska, 
Matykowski 2018), Hungary (Gábor et al. 2015) or Switzerland (Meili, Mayer 
2017, Kaufmann, Wittwer 2019), which contradicts their alleged generalised de-
vitalisation (Delmas, Royoux 2020). The proportion of shrinking European cities 
increases more in relation to their size. It is 17% among cities of less than 10,000 
inhab. versus 25% for cities of 200,000 to 300,000 people (Wolff, Wiechmann 
2017). Their slowdown in growth is more gradual than for other cities (Guérois 
et al. 2019).

Such diverse dynamics can be explained by the variety of determinants guid-
ing their population change, identified in the literature (Porsche et al. 2019). 
Numerous works primarily highlight the decisive role of national demograph-
ic trends (Burdack, Kriszan 2013, Juan, Kunzmann 2013, Servillo 2014, Smith 
2017, Atkinson 2019, Desjardins, Estèbe 2019, Guérois et al. 2019). 

Others show the dependancy of towns on regional demographic trends (Tau-
lelle 2010, Servillo et al. 2017, Smith 2017, Baudelle et al. 2019, Gourdon et al. 
2019, Desjardins, Estèbe 2019). 

A prevailing economic base effect often makes towns path-dependent on cy-
clical variations in their dominant industries, particularly in manufacturing (ÖIR 
2006, Servillo 2014, Cauchy-Duval et al. 2017, Gauduchon 2018). 

Despite the globalisation supposed to threaten them, a  number of studies 
highlight their ongoing traditional role as central places (Jousseaume 1998, ÖIR 
2006, Powe, Hart 2008, Faguet et al. 2013, Margétic et al. 2014, Twardzik, Hef-
fner 2019). Urban sprawl has even reactivated their retailing function (Brom-
bach, Jensen 2005, Baudet-Michel, Lebrun 2016) to such an extent that the “su-
permarket town” was the most dynamic urban type in the 2000s (Jousseaume, 
Talandier 2016). This Christallerian function of a  central place also continues 
in most rural areas (Edouard 2008, Chaze 2017), explaining their tertiarization 
(Konecka-Szydłowska, Zuzańska-Żyśko, Szmytkie 2010). Less common are the 
studies showing how their traditional basic functions in servicing the surround-
ing countryside are weakened by their growing integration to the global economy 
(Czarnecki 2015).

An increasing number of studies, however, distinguish declining small cities 
in the peripheral countryside from those revitalised by the neighbourhood effect, 
especially in the shadow of larger cities (Hilal et al. 1995, Jousseaume 1998, Kühn 
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2015), such as in Central and Eastern Europe (Heffner, Solga 2006, Simeonova, 
Milkova 2019, Bole et al. 2020). Thus in the French case, “the closer a small town 
is to a large one, the more likely it is to have significant population growth” (Des-
jardins, Estèbe 2019, p. 38). This spill-over effect has been described as a “bor-
rowed size” effect by Alonso (1973) because of possible indirect agglomeration 
economies (Malý 2016, Meijers et al. 2016, Volgmann, Rusche 2020).

Conversely, studies increasingly point to the crucial role of sprawling cities 
whose spill-over effect diminishes with distance (Copus 2001, Servillo 2014, At-
kinson 2019). On a European scale, the case of towns in the orbit of expanding 
agglomerations now predominates, which Hall (2012) has described as small 
“satellite towns”. The exurbanisation process can be explained by lower land 
prices and the attractiveness of the rural quality of life, making the distance to 
metro areas and amenities factors particularly relevant (Oueslati et al. 2015, Bon-
nin-Oliveira 2016, Delebarre, Pfirsch 2016, Hennig et al. 2016, Cuberes, Ram-
sawak 2020). 

Finally, the amenities offered by small cities are playing an increasing role in 
the context of the so-called “residential economy” (Montès 2012, Fertner et al. 
2015, Edouard 2019), where the focus is on attracting pensioners, commuters 
and tourists, according to studies still relatively unknown outside France (Dave-
zies 2009, Talandier, Jousseaume 2013). The term “amenity migrations” (Hall, 
Williams 2002) mainly applies to the French regions reputed to be the most 
pleasant, i.e. in the South. This also includes the West by virtue of its extensive 
coastline, which is very attractive for populations sensitive to residential ame ni-
ties (retired people, senior citizens, self-employed workers, liberal professions 
and footloose executives and professionals) (Vye 2011, Desrivierre 2019). 

According to the so-called “differential urbanisation model” (Geyer 1996), 
a greater vitality of small cities can even be stated, due to the expanding counter-
urbanisation process. This model, originally designed for Anglo-Saxon countries 
(Fielding 1989), nevertheless appears quite robust to explain certain current 
dynamics on a  European scale, but is unable to account for all the observed 
trends. Contradictory cyclical models have been proposed for small cities (Powe 
et al. 2007).

In the absence of a general explanatory model, little is known about the gen-
eral factors of their population changes as research has more or less neglected 
towns (Slavík 2002, Bell, Jayne 2009, Edouard 2012, Manfred 2015, Steinführer 
et al. 2016, Demazière 2017) in spite of extensive European comparative projects 
that have pointed out common theoretical challenges (Mayfield et al. 2005, ÖIR 
2006, Servillo et al. 2017). Some therefore prefer proposing a typology based on 
regional growth together with the distance from the largest cities (Dijkstra, Poel-
man 2012, Atkinson 2019).

Given the discrepancy between, on the one hand, certain alarmist discourses 
and the statistical reality, and the lack of a synthetic model on the other, it is 
worth exploring certain assumptions, particularly at regional level, given the dis-
parity observed in the trajectories.
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A regional study guided by three assumptions

This regional case-study focuses on two neighbouring regions located in Western 
France: Brittany and Pays-de-la-Loire where the population exceeds 7 million 
people. Within these regions, small towns account for almost 2,250,000 in hab i-
tants, almost a third of the total population (32.3%) (Table 1).

Western France is experiencing high population growth on a European scale 
(BBSR, ESPON 2020). Within the French context, these two regions are also ex-
periencing rapid growth, as demonstrated in the typology of population change 
by catchment area from 1999 to 2013 (Floury, Kaldi 2017) (Fig. 1). Most of the 
Western areas exhibit both positive natural and migratory balances except in 

Table 1. City population dynamics in Western France: comparison of small cities and other 
agglomerations 

Area
Population Population change 

rate (1990–2016)1990 2016

Western small cities (2,000–20,000 inhab.) 1,807,720 2,247,830 24.3%
Western other agglomerations (> 20 000 inhab.) 2,398,750 2,711,100 13.0%
Brittany and Pays de la Loire as a whole 5,854,750 7,043,261 20.3%

Source: INSEE (2019).

Fig. 1. Typology of population change by catchment area (1999–2013)
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inner Western Brittany where there is a population decline due to a negative nat-
ural balance, but this is an exception.

This overly positive population dynamic is driven by the behaviour of “urban 
areas” (see part 4). There was a  population increase for most Western urban 
areas between 1999 and 2013 (Fig. 2) (Floury, Kaldi 2017). This generalised city 
growth is quite specific on a European scale, which makes this case study all the 
more interesting. It is even observed that small cities are growing faster, almost 
twice as fast as the other agglomerations of Western France (Table 1).

The research is based on three hypotheses that will be tested successively re-
garding the proximity of resources and their potential impact on the population 

Fig. 2. Trends in population density in urban areas (1999–2013)



40 Guy Baudelle, Louis-Thibault Buron  Explaining the Dynamics of Small Towns in Western France by Testing Three Possible Factors 41

change of the cities studied: the proximity of a so-called structuring city, of the 
coast and of a railway station. 

The first indicator is economic mainly because of the labour market along 
with the supply of services and facilities in large and medium-sized cities, quali-
fied as “structuring”. They can be considered legitimate revitalisation factors of 
surrounding smaller cities due to urban sprawl, generated by lower land and 
property prices, their influence determined by distance (Alonso 1964, Oueslati 
et al. 2015, Hennig et al. 2016, OECD 2018). This analysis is especially true for 
small poles that suffer from being generally incorporated into metro areas (Jous-
seaume, Talandier 2016). 

The second factor being assessed relates more specifically to the regional con-
text: the proximity of the coastline. The hypothesis is that seaside resorts and 
residential attractiveness induce coastal tropism (Buhot 2009, Vye 2011, Bovi, 
Rouxel 2019). The tourist dimension of the study area, which has the longest 
coastline in the country, should not be overlooked, given the growing role of the 
tourism industry in economic development.

The third variable examined is, in a more original way, the distance from the 
small city to a railway station. Indeed, although this is still far from being the 
general rule, land planning is starting to take stations into account when deciding 
on the location of new housing programmes (Desjardins, Leroux 2007, Leysens 
2011, CEREMA 2014, Maulat 2014, 2016, Maulat, Krauss 2014). At the same 
time, it is assumed that the proximity of a railway station has a greater influence 
on households in their residential choices, above all to commute to larger neigh-
bouring cities where the labour market is increasingly polarising (Bentayou, Ca-
ron 2014, Bentayou et al. 2015). This hypothesis is all the more plausible since 
there is a growing attractiveness of small cities with a railway station as a result 
of the recent strengthening of their railway services to reduce rush-hour road 
congestion to and from metro areas (Lechat 2019). Conversely poor transport 
connections are often seen as barriers to growth for small towns especially within 
metropolitan areas (Dej, Trzepacz 2008).

Sources and methodology

We have used the official definition of small cities by the French National Statisti-
cal Office (Institut National de Statistique et des Etudes Economiques – INSEE), 
namely the unités urbaines with a population of 2,000 to 20,000. A “unité urbaine” 
(“urban unit”, in other words an agglomeration) is a municipality (or a group of 
municipalities) with at least 2,000 inhabitants, known as “agglomerated”, i.e. 
less than 200 metres apart. Accordingly, the concept is based both on a demo-
graphic threshold and on a morphological rule, the continuity of the built up area. 

This study uses the INSEE data repositories of municipalities classified into 
urban units, the 2010 travel to work areas (source INSEE), the list of geolocalised 
passenger railway stations (source: National society of French railways – SNCF) 
as well as two statistical databases: the municipal populations of 1990 and 2016 
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within the municipal division of 2019 (in the knowledge that France has been 
merging municipalities since 2015). The urban units selected are those whose 
population was between 2,000 and 20,000 inhab. in 1990. In Western France this 
amounts to almost 2,500 communes distributed into 334 urban units.

To carry out the study, the large and medium-sized metropolitan areas had to 
be defined in order to determine their distance to towns. This was based on the 
aires urbaines (“urban areas” – UAs) which are travel-to-work areas where at least 
40% of commuters go to work in the neighbouring (urban) “pole”. Three levels 
of UAs are officially distinguished according to the number of jobs present in the 
pole. Their number is above 10,000 for larger areas, between 5,000 and 10,000 
for medium-sized UAs and between 1,500 and 5,000 for the smaller (Fig. 3)1. 

To determine whether distance to the upper poles is a variable influencing 
the growth rate of towns, the 40 cities with a population of over 20,000 inhab. 
in 1990 have been selected and described as “structuring” poles due to their high 
offer of jobs, services and facilities (Fig. 3). We then determined the structuring 
pole closest to each of our urban units.

We then calculated the three selected indicators by using the “distance ma-
trix” tool of QGIS GIS software. These indicators are as follows: the distance of 

1 Very recently the INSEE has adopted the European standards to define Functional Urban Areas 
(FUAs) where at least 15% of the working people living in the area go to work to the pole (Belle-
fon et al. 2020).

Fig. 3. The INSEE official delineation in “aires urbaines” (urban areas) in Western France
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towns from the nearest structuring pole; their distance from the nearest coast; 
their distance from the nearest passenger railway station. 

To calculate the distance to the shoreline, we transformed the GIS layer of the 
coastline into points to obtain the distance from the nearest coastal point to the 
polygon centroid of each urban unit. Indeed, the distance calculation tool used 
in QGIS requires point layers as input in order to calculate the distance between 
two points (origin, destination). We asked the software to calculate the distance 
from an urban unit point to the nearest coastal point. In this way, we were able 
to obtain the distance between each urban unit and their reciprocal distance to 
the coast.

The other indicators calculated are the population change and the average 
annual growth rate of small urban units between 1990 and 2016. 

The correlation rates between the three indicators and the population growth 
rate of urban units were calculated. We then isolated the weight of each of the 
indicators from the growth rate.

Main results 

Since the impact of sprawl on population change is a common explanation in the 
literature, the relationship between population growth and distance to the near-
est pole was first tested (Fig. 4).

Unexpectedly, the correlation is positive but very weak (R = 0.12). This dis-
appointing and counter-intuitive result seems to be contrary to what most of the 
scientific literature states. The statistical dispersion appears to be particularly 
high within a radius of 10 to 20 km around the upper urban centres. It can be 

Fig. 4. Relationship between population growth and distance to the nearest urban pole 
among small cities in Western France (1990–2016) 

Source: INSEE (2020).
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assumed that the explanation partly lies in the unequal economic vitality of the 
structuring poles. Their population growth rates are indeed divergent, lower in 
particular for medium-sized cities, therefore limiting their driving role in the 
growth of towns. The gap between land and property prices and the quality of life 
in medium-sized cities compared to towns is insufficient to boost the latter, given 
that the job opportunities and the supply of services are not to their advantage.

This interpretation is all the more plausible as the results are much better 
when only the larger cities (built-up areas of over 200,000 inhab.) are considered, 
namely Angers, Brest, Le Mans, Nantes and Rennes. The correlation rate is this 
time very significant (R = 0.48) (Fig. 5).

While, high growth rates can be observed at up to 60 km from major cities, 
demonstrating the spill-over effect of expanding metropolises on the growth of 
towns located in surrounding areas. This is generally not established for medi-
um-sized cities. In the case of larger cities, not only pull factors specific to towns 
come into play (attractiveness of the countryside) but also push factors, firstly 
higher land and property prices, which can be dissuasive, as shown by the Ille-
et-Vilaine département case (Fig. 6), and secondly, all the well-known negative 
externalities (pollution, noise, lack of open spaces, urban congestion, insecurity, 
etc.) in the larger metro areas. These attraction and repulsion factors fuel even 
more powerful centrifugal residential flows as the dynamic of the metro area 
intensifies, in accordance with the “volcano theorem” (Lacour, Puissant 1999). 
The map clearly shows the impact of the larger metro areas on the surrounding 
towns (Fig. 7).

The second assumption involving the residential attraction of the coast as 
a driving force, measured by the relationship between population growth and the 
distance from the coast (in km) is true (positive correlation) but almost as weak 
as for the first hypothesis (R = 0.14) (Fig. 8).

Fig. 5. Relationship between the population growth rate (%) and the distance to the near-
est larger city (km) among small cities in Western France (1990–2016)
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Several reasons may explain this mixed result, which is also counter-intui-
tive. First of all, there is a climatic reason (a “Southern effect”) since it is clear 
that dynamic seaside towns are mainly located on the coast from Southern Brit-
tany to Vendée with fewer on the remaining coastline (Western Brittany except 
around Brest, the Channel coast). A second reason is the unaffordable housing 

Fig. 6. Real estate prices per sqm per commune in the department of Ille-et-Vilaine (2020)
Source: from https://www.meilleursagents.com. 
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and land prices for a large part of the population excluded from the coast (Du-
pont 2014). The contrast between the high real estate values of the coastline, 
populated by elderly owners benefiting from a location rent, and the hinterland, 

Fig. 7. Population change in small cities in Western France (1990–2016).  (The urban 
units represented are those having a municipal population between 2,000 and 20,000 
inhabitants in 1990) 

Source: INSEE (2020).

Fig. 8. Relationship between population growth and the distance to the coast (km) among 
small cities in Western France (1990–2016) 

Source: INSEE (2020).
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whose housing stock is occupied by younger households, particularly families, is 
flagrant (Agences... 2013, Bovi, Rouxel 2019). The resident homeowners of the 
resorts are mostly senior citizens and wealthy pensioners from Western France 
or from other regions, in particular Ile-de-France. In addition, a large fraction of 
the housing stock in coastal cities consists of second homes, driving up property 
prices. The stock of rental housing, especially social housing, is vastly insuffi-
cient due to land costs and restrictive policies of municipalities anxious not to 
displease their wealthy voters. Coastal protection laws also limit the constructa-
bility of the coastal line, which raises the price of new housing. The combination 
of these factors leads to the marked ageing of coastal cities (Fig. 9). Paradox-
ically, the strong attraction of senior couples or the wealthiest pensioners to 
the coast leads to quite weak growth rates due to the lock-in effect in property 
ownership access for other households and the ageing population (Buhot 2009, 
Bovi, Rouxel 2019). These resorts have a positive migratory balance but a neg-
ative natural balance since their population is declining in a number of them. 
The coastal municipalities in Brittany thus experienced weaker growth (+0.4% 
per year) than inland communes (+1.1%) over the period. These retirement cities 
with poor demographic dynamics are quintessential to Finistère for climatic rea-
sons along with their remoteness. Pont-Aven (–6.9%), which is world renowned 
for the Impressionist School, is one of them. The traditional coastal industries 
now under threat (fishing, early vegetables) may have made the situation worse 
(Plouhinec-Audierne: –15.9%; Douarnenez: –13.7%; Saint-Pol-de-Léon: –6.8%) 
(Baudelle et al. 2019).

Fig. 9. Ageing index by commune in Western France (2016)
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Our third hypothesis is more original with regard to the literature, since it 
involved testing the possible statistical relationship between population growth 
and proximity to a passenger railway station. This intuition proved to be relevant 
to the study, since in this case the correlation is quite good (R = 0.27) (Fig. 10).

Indeed the provision of daily trains has improved over the last thirty years 
with decentralisation, under the jurisdiction of the Regional Councils. Western 
France regional authorities are among the most active in this improvement in the 
supply of regional trains (Buron 2021).

Four iconic examples of the relationship between population growth and rail 
connection can be given. La-Chaize-le-Vicomte (3800 inhab.), 9 km from La-Ro-
che-sur-Yon (Vendée), located less than one kilometre from a railway station, re-
corded the 4th highest population growth rate in our sample (+ 64%). Similarly, 
Ploeren, close to both an urban centre (Vannes, 6.4 km) and a railway station (6.8 
km), has experienced the highest growth rate of all the towns in Western France 
(+ 143.4%, from 2,700 to 6,600 inhab.). Better still, results can be obtained by 
combining the three criteria with the case of Saint-Méloir-des-Ondes, which is 
also a booming town (+ 55.8%, from 2,600 to 4,000 inhab.) located 5.5 km from 
the medium-sized city Saint-Malo, 2.6 km from the coast and close to a station 
(2.7 km), even though the station is rarely used to get to Saint-Malo, confirming 
the relative under-utilization of the potential offered by rail corridors, particular-
ly around Rennes (Desjardins et al. 2011). 

This correct correlation suggests that households’ residential trade-offs take 
greater account of the railway service, especially in the vicinity of the larger metro 
areas (Nantes and Rennes) (Fig. 11). 

However, this trend seems recent (Bentayou, Caron 2014, Lechat 2019) 
(Map 4), which undermines the result. Indeed around 85% still commuting by 

Fig. 10. Relationship between demographic growth (%) and the nearest passenger railway 
station (km) among small cities in Western France (1990–2016) 

Source: INSEE (2020).
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car in Western France. Except around Nantes and Rennes metro areas, the rate of 
workers commuting by public transports is less than 10% (Buron 2021). Moreo-
ver the trend remains uncertain: in Western France, the rate of commuters using 
transport services has increased in 19% of communes but decreased in 25% of 
them between 2011 and 2016 (Buron 2021).

This can be explained by the late integration of railway accessibility in spatial 
planning (CEREMA 2014). It was not until the introduction of the Solidarity 
and Urban Renewal Act (2000) that the objectives of “territorial coherence” and 
“sustainable development” were set out, contrasting with integrated planning 
of railway services and housing programmes in Germany (L’Hostis 2009), at 
any event the obstacles are not specific to France (Gallez et al. 2015). Despite 
declared ambitions for transit-oriented urban planning (Leysens 2011), the be-
haviour of politicians and developers is still directed towards the car-friendly 
model (Demazière, Hernandez 2012). Regional railway transport is nevertheless 
increasingly identified in France as a planning tool, while regional stations are 
seen as privileged places for city compaction conducive to encouraging a modal 
shift of commuters to the train. 

Research states that coordinating railway transport services and urban plan-
ning is not just an economic or technical issue (Deraëve, Poinsot 2020) but is 
often political, contingent on cognitive legacies (Kaufmann et al. 2003, Pflieger 
et al. 2007, Gallez et al. 2013). Maulat (2014) thus demonstrated, using the ex-
amples of Nantes (Pays-de-la-Loire) and Toulouse, how the new planning stand-
ards that have emerged over the last decade are testing practices in terms of 

Fig. 11. Average number of daily passengers per station and change from 2015 to 2018
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institutional, territorial, political, cultural and material constraints. Public action 
is evolving positively (Desjardins, Leroux 2007), from the ground up, in order 
to respond to concrete accessibility issues. However, the apparent consensus 
around train-friendly urban planning has come up against a  series of negotia-
tions between local elected officials due to divergent interests in terms of location 
choices for future housing programmes (Gallez et al. 2015, Maulat 2016). 

However, other research on Western France confirms the potential for coor-
dinated development of local railway services and compact housing around the 
stations in suburban towns. Accordingly, Guezgouz (2016) shows the expect-
ed mutual boostering of railway services and population growth in the Nantes 
region and assesses the potential for commuting by railway around small cit-
ies, based on the transport service provided as well as the location of housing, 
employment and services. The conclusions are optimistic regarding the (latent) 
demand for railway transport despite the current deficiency in compact urban 
planning around well-served railway stations.

While Desjardins et al. (2011) showed the relative under-utilization of the 
opportunities offered by rail corridors, particularly around Rennes, Buron’s the-
sis shows in a fine way, through multimodal accessibility measures, the quite 
surprising very high potential for capturing commuters around most stations in 
Western France (Buron 2021).

The study carried out by Lechat (2019) on two peri-urban lines serving Nantes 
shows that the link between transport and development is gradually being in-

Fig. 12. New housing projects, facilities and business parks in the immediate vicinity of 
the Nort-sur-Erdre Station (near Nantes) 

Source: based on Lechat (2019).
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corporated into master plans anticipating the expected residential development 
around the stations. Lechat shows the close systemic relationship between the 
strengthening of railway transport and the appropriation of development issues 
by local political staff. This results in a heightened awareness and in faster evolv-
ing planning behaviours in the best-served towns, closest to Nantes, while the 
more remote poorly connected municipalities take longer to integrate the new 
railway situation in their spatial planning. 

The way in which new projects are planned around the newly reinforced 
Nort-sur-Erdre Station (8,600 inhab.) 24 kilometres from the centre of Nantes is 
a good illustration of the progress made in the coordinated management of rail-
way services, along with the supply of housing, and facilities (Fig. 12).

The projects are not just about the provision for housing around train sta-
tions to enable commuting by train to and from metro areas. More frequently, 
services (such as high school in Fig. 12) and offices are located near the station to 
facilitate commuting by railway. An excellent example of this is the new regional 
headquarters of Intermarché, a large retail group, on a former wasteland, facing 
the Vitré Station (16,800 inhab.).

Conclusion: new issues

The analysis of the relationship between the three explanatory variables, two of 
which are frequently mentioned in the literature (proximity to a  larger city or 
the coast) and one less frequently (railway service), proved to be uneven and 
counter-intuitive. Thus, the proximity of a larger urban centre does not appear to 
be overly dynamic, with the exception of large metro areas (over 200,000 inhab.) 
where the impact is apparent in the pull factors or rather push factors resulting 
in urban sprawl. 

The weak correlation with the vicinity of the coast can be explained by the 
climatic effects (the northwestern coast is less sunny, cooler and further from the 
principal metro areas than the southwestern coast) and by the cumulative com-
bination of economic (high threshold for home ownership), social (importance 
of second homes) and demographic factors (ageing and consequent deterioration 
of the natural balance). As a result the residential and migratory attractiveness of 
the coast is geographically differentiated with an insufficient migratory balance 
to compensate for an increasingly negative natural balance. 

Surprisingly, the correlation with the proximity of a railway passenger connec-
tion was more conclusive. This fact is surprising in the French context given the 
delayed consideration for the provision of railway in spatial planning, conducive 
to better integration between railway services, the programming of housing and 
facilities in towns.

More generally, these quite disappointing results raise questions about the 
relevance of a size-based approach. Reasoning by urban size (towns versus me-
dium-sized cities and larger metro areas) is uncertain because of the variation in 
the observed rates of change. However, this type of analysis is challenged more 
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fundamentally in theoretical studies stressing co-evolution processes within 
the system of cities (Paulus 2004). The urban network is a system (Berry 1964) 
whereby the evolution of each city should involve other interrelated cities, which 
is confirmed in more recent work conducted by the Paris School of Theoretical 
Geography (Rozenblat 2004, Pumain 2014, Berroir et al. 2017, Raimbault 2020). 

This School has been contracted by the former DATAR to identify the re-
gional city systems (Berroir et al. 2012, 2017). These urban proximity systems 
of subregional, regional and interregional scope emerge when several types of 
flows are considered simultaneously (movement of labour, circulation of income, 
links between head office and company divisions, local movement of population 
and goods). These various relationships lead to interdependencies between cities 
forming “composite networks”, delimiting systems that question purely hierar-
chical interpretations. 

The rather weak correlations show the limits of exclusively size-based studies 
due to the interactions between cities within subregional systems. The statisti-
cally unconvincing relationship between size and demographic trends (Servillo 
2014, Gourdon 2019) can be explained by the systemic relationships between 
hierarchy levels and neighbouring cities. This could explain both the good result 
obtained by the vicinity of metro areas given their weight in the system – at least 
in terms of gravity – and the relative weakness of the correlations allowing for 
only one variable at a  time. Servillo and Russo (2017) therefore highlight the 
need for a multiscalar approach since the embeddedness of smaller settlements 
within urban systems is attributed to a  combination of national trends, local 
dynamics and regional path dependency. It is an invitation to explore in a more 
complex and integrative manner how the combination of spatialised variables 
functions within these quasi-regional urban systems, so as to account for differ-
entiated population changes.
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Wyjaśnianie dynamiki małych miast w zachodniej Francji poprzez 
testowanie trzech możliwych czynników

Zarys treści: W literaturze międzynarodowej małe miasta są często przedstawiane jako słabe ogniwo 
w systemie miejskim ze względu na niższą stopę wzrostu i groźbę kurczenia się w kontekście metro-
polizacji. Jednak ich dynamika zaludnienia jest bardzo zróżnicowana w zależności od miejsca, o czym 
decyduje szereg czynników, takich jak krajowe i  regionalne trendy demograficzne czy lokalna baza 
ekonomiczna.

W artykule zaproponowano regionalne studium przypadku dotyczące zachodniej Francji, bada-
jące zmiany demograficzne w latach 1990–2015. Badane są trzy możliwe czynniki oparte na podsta-
wowych założeniach: 1. bliskość większych miast jako potencjalny czynnik rewitalizacji z powodu 
rozrastania się miast; 2. bliskość wybrzeża przypisywana rosnącej roli atrakcyjności mieszkaniowej; 
3. odległość do dworca kolejowego jako potencjalny czynnik, wzmocniony przez niedawne polepsze-
nie usług kolei pasażerskiej. 

Wyniki są niezgodne z intuicją, a założenia tylko częściowo potwierdzone, co skłania do ponow-
nej oceny trafności analizy dynamiki miejskiej według klas wielkości.

Słowa kluczowe: małe miasta, zachodnia Francja, dynamika populacji, czynniki wzrostu, usługi ko-
lejowe, wybrzeże, obszary metropolitalne
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