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Abstract

Small towns are considered important components of any urban system; therefore,
studying the function and role of these towns in regional planning and development
is essential. The intermediary function of these towns between urban and rural
settlements and their provision of services at the local level have made them strategic
elements in the balanced development of an urban system. The urban system of Fars
province has been faced with two phenomena in the last few decades: a sharp
increase in the number of small towns and the phenomenon of urban primacy.
Considering the great connection between the small towns of the central district of
Fars province and the metropolis of Shiraz and the mutual functional effects, it is
necessary to identify the factors affecting the functioning of the small towns in this
area to improve its urban system. This research is descriptive-analytical in nature and
applied in purpose. Documentary studies and research background as well as experts'
opinions were used to identify and extract the factors affecting the functioning of
these cities. Finally, 37 factors in economic, infrastructure, social, management and
planning, and environmental dimensions were identified using environmental
scanning and localization, and then a questionnaire in the form of a 37x37 matrix was
prepared and completed by 17 experts. The collected data were analyzed using the
cross impacts analysis method as one of the future study methods and utilizing the
MICMAC software. The results show that the identified factors are effective in the
functioning of small towns in this region in an unstable situation. Among the 37
factors identified, 15 of them, which are mainly economic, are key to the future of
small towns' functioning in the urban system of the studied area.
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1. Introduction

Nowadays, cities have become the main
elements in political, social, and economic
structures in regions and countries (Pacione,
2013:98). The sequence of city sizes, from the
smallest to the largest unit, has an implicit
hierarchy in a way that the number of small
towns is always greater than the number of
large cities (Pourahmad et al., 2014: 51). Small
towns are the links between rural and urban
areas (Tuerah, 1998: 4) and can play roles in
regional growth from various aspects,
including population density, economic
power, and density and physical size of the
city (Zebardast & Rezapoor, 2013: 23). The
value of small urban centers is in their
functional characteristics to the extent that
with respect to small towns in an urban
network, development is tripled and
specialization appears in communities
(Rondinelli, 1983: 386). In the past few
decades, Fars province has faced two
phenomena of a sharp increase in the
number of small towns and the first urban
phenomenon of Shiraz city in its urban
system. The central district of Fars province
includes the cities that have a short spatial
and temporal distance from Shiraz city and
include a number of small cities with a
population of fewer than 25,000 people. In
this regard, the aim of this research is to
identify the key factors affecting the
functioning of small towns in this area using
a prospective study approach.

2. Research Methodology

This research is prospective and seeks to
identify the key factors affecting the
functioning of small towns in the urban
system of the central district of Fars
province. This research is applied in terms of
purpose and is descriptive-analytical in
nature. To collect research indicators,
previous studies and available documents

were reviewed. After localization, 37
variables were found in 5 economical,
infrastructural, social, management and
planning, and environmental dimensions.
The statistical population of this research
was specialists and experts in the field of
urban and regional planning and its
statistical sample was specifically 17 urban
and regional planning experts of Fars
province. The tool used in this research was
a 37x37 matrix-shaped questionnaire that
was distributed to those 17 experts. The
validity of the questionnaire was confirmed
by experts, and since this questionnaire was
designed in the standard framework of
Micmac software, it has acceptable
reliability. In order to complete the matrix of
mutual effects and scoring, the statistical
community was asked to fill out the
questionnaire using a numerical range of 0
to 3 based on the degree of influence of the
indicators. The software identified the key
factors according to the points given by the
experts.

3. Research Findings

In the initial analysis of the cross-impact
matrix using Mikmak software, the ratio of
filling of the matrix is equal to 86.99%,
indicating the presence of distributed
effects of variables on each other. The
research data with two rounds of rotation
has 100% optimization and acceptable
validity. The distribution of indicators shows
the unstable state of the studied system. The
software identified 15 factors with a two-
dimensional nature as key factors. These
factors, which are mainly economic, include:
“government investment to eliminate
deprivation and providing services in line
with balancing policies”, “implementation of
spatial and regional planning programs”,
“the growth of creativity and innovation in
economic and social activities”, “utilization
of natural strengths and capabilities at the
local and regional level”, “absorbing
domestic and foreign productive
investments along with government
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incentive policies”, “strengthening scientific,
economic, social and cultural ties between
small towns and their peripheral areas”,
“facilitating and strengthening economic,
physical and social ties with wurban
settlements at higher levels”, “diversification
and improvement of the quality of service
functions”, “improving the quality of life in
small towns”, “reducing or eliminating
economic poverty in small towns and their
peripheral area”, “providing and
strengthening sustainable infrastructure”,
“increasing and absorbing population and
decreasing emigration”, “environmental
conservation and ecological sustainability of
small towns and their peripheral areas”,
“attracting and retaining specialized
personnel”, and “decentralization of political
and economic functions of the provincial
capital and delegate authority to small
towns”.

4. Conclusion

Based on the findings of this research and
the identified key factors, if small towns have
accessibility  to
transportation networks, they operate as
labor and population attractors in balancing
the regional settlement system. Therefore,
providing these towns with the necessary
infrastructure and facilities for development
is one of the most fundamental criteria.
Migration flows and population attraction to
these towns may be mainly of the
employment type; therefore, small and
diverse industries should be created to
develop useful employment and meet local
needs. In order to speed up the process of
decentralization of metropolises, it is
necessary to create or strengthen facilities
and services, create movements and
economic flows, improve infrastructure, and
take care of basic affairs in small and

communication and

medium-sized cities. Although the majority
of this study’s key factors are economic,
there are a few in the social, management
and  planning, infrastructure,  and
environmental fields as well. The number of
economic key factors suggests that, in the
case of small-town development, these
communities will play an important
economic role in the province's urban
system. Since the variables of this research
were extracted according to the conditions
of the studied area and the questionnaires
were scored by experts familiar with this
area, and of course, considering the
different, dynamic, and changing nature of
cities, the key factors resulting from this
research cannot be generalized to others.

What makes the driving forces significant is
that city administrators have little influence
over the driving factors and their changes;
rather, it is their understanding of the nature
and impact of these factors that guide them
in planning.
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