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Introduction

The article attempts to synthesise current knowledge about local service centres (LSCs) 
and indicate the role they have to fulfil in modern spatial management. The huge 
amount of data and publications on modern services causes significant interpretation 
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problems. As a result, it is difficult to take specific strategic decisions, including those 
regarding space management. There is a clear need to recapitulate and put forward 
simple, unambiguous statements about local service centres so that they can be used as 
an effective tool in spatial management.

The work plan includes a review of selected literature, a critical analysis of their 
content, and a proposal of five guidelines for urban policy. Starting from the genesis 
and definition of local service centres by describing their role in current urban dis-
course and the most important challenges facing services in cities, a broad picture of 
changes occurring in the service sector was obtained, which was finally collected in the 
form of theorems ordering the current state of knowledge. Although these guidelines 
require confirmation in empirical research, they have a significant cognitive value in 
themselves: they shed new light on spatial management processes on a local scale, and 
thus may become a source of reflection on the directions of development of cities in 
Poland.

The mechanism of concentration and hierarchy of service centres

A characteristic feature of services is their concentration in specific locations. On the 
one hand, this concentration allows clients to meet different needs in one place, and 
on the other, it guarantees service providers the profitability of their business (Zipser, 
1983). This phenomenon can be observed at various scales (regional, city -wide, district, 
housing estate). Its universality is based on two elements. The first one is the accu-
mulation of institutional, cultural, commercial and service facilities which creates the 
opportunity to settle several issues ‘at one time’. The other one means offering a set of 
unique buildings and facilities, which makes it possible to settle certain matters ‘only 
here’ (see Brzosko -Sermak, Płaziak, Trzepacz, 2017).

The concentration mechanism is also sometimes referred to as agglomeration ben-
efits. Agglomeration, i.e. locating various activities at a short distance from each other, 
contributes to reducing transport costs. It thus facilitates the exchange of people, goods 
and ideas (cf. Glaeser, 2010) which is particularly evident in large cities, which owe 
their position to their accumulation of services.

The sources of the phenomenon of concentration should be sought in the principle 
of least effort, described by G.K. Zipfa (1949). It says that people in their actions natu-
rally choose those paths that have the least resistance which is why services are located 
in places that provide the right number of clients. At the same time, clients strive to 
minimise necessary movements. As a result, an optimal range of services is created, in 
which the total profits outweigh most the total costs of the service, and the concentra-
tion stabilises at a certain point in space (Zipser, 1983).

The concentration mechanism creates a system of centres in space, showing a cer-
tain hierarchy. This hierarchy takes place on the basis of size, functions and geograph-
ical distribution. These factors are the starting point for various concepts of settlement 
systems both on the macro (regional) and micro (within the urban system) scale. Per-
haps the best known is the theory of central places of W. Christaller (1933), according 
to which the centrality of goods and services offered determines the city’s position 
in the settlement network and assigns it a market of a certain size (Parissek, 1997). 
Lower -level central places offer basic goods, while higher -level centres offer basic and 
specialised goods (a pyramid of functions). Furthermore, the extent of service coverage 
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at higher -level centres is a multiple of the service range for lower -level centres (see 
Domański, 1993). Recipients (clients) aiming at lower -order services are willing to 
travel only short distances, because in this way they meet frequent, daily needs, usually 
characterised by relatively low prices, not requiring specialised knowledge. A little fur-
ther, they will travel to medium -order services, which are used slightly less often and 
have a higher value. Similarly, the furthest distances usually separate customers from 
the highest -order services that are most specialised and used sporadically (Shearmur, 
2010). A modified version of the theory of central places proposed by Lösch says that 
centres of the same size do not necessarily offer the same functions, and larger centres 
do not always have all the functions occurring in smaller settlements (Haggett, 1965).

Mauri Palomäki (1964) hierarchised the centres, taking into account the division 
into different types of services (administration, trade, other commercial services, pub-
lic services, recreation). Based on information about the number of industries pres-
ent in a given spatial unit and the number of units in which a given industry occurs, 
charts of ordered units and industries, from the largest to the smallest, were created. 
The place where the graph fluidity (‘stairs’) broke determined the hierarchy, including 
industries specific to the given levels of the system.

In turn, according to the concept of the population service system (Nowakowski, 
1984), there are two main criteria for shaping the hierarchical network of services:

 – the shortest possible arrival time,
 – the highest possible attractiveness of the centre.
The concept adopts six levels of service centres. The first – elementary, includes 

facilities used daily or very often, closest to the place of residence. Level 2 includes 
frequently used facilities, concentrated in housing service centres. Level 3 contains 
facilities used periodically, the majority should be concentrated in district service cen-
tres. Level 4 includes facilities of a high standard, used sporadically, concentrated in 
a voivodeship capital. The last two levels include pan -voivodeship centres and those 
found solely in the capital of the state (Nowakowski, 1984).

As regards the distribution of the lowest level services, usually visited on foot, the 
principle of their maximum proximity to places of residence applies. However, this 
approximation is limited by the possible degree of the deconcentration, which varies for 
particular types of services. After all, each type has a different range of service and dif-
ferent situational requirements. The availability of higher -level services is conditioned 
by the presence of particularly convenient and well -connected places (stops, nodes).

Conversion of services to virtual space

The distinctive features of the virtual environment, speed, interactivity and multi-
media, determine huge changes in the way entities operate on the market as broadly 
understood, in communication between enterprises and the market, including clients 
(Mazurek, 2013). It can be said that today’s cities function simultaneously in the phys-
ical and virtual world. Urban areas should, therefore, be seen as two parallel struc-
tures, one of which is hooked into the physical structure and the other associated with 
electronic flows. Finding the right balance between what is real and what is virtual, 
between a city of physical spaces and a “city of bits” (Palej, 2005) will be the greatest 
challenge of modern times.
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In settlement geography, especially in the analysis of the distribution of services 
in cities, so -called agglomeration effects are observed. They are directly related to the 
aforementioned concentration mechanism because they describe the benefits of locat-
ing enterprises and housing next to each other, i.e. lower transport costs, and thus easy 
exchange of goods, people and thoughts (Glaeser, 2010). The effect of this is the settle-
ment hierarchy as we know it today.

The spontaneity of the ICT sector in recent decades means that lower communica-
tion costs weaken concentration mechanisms and reduce the benefits of agglomeration. 
At the same time, urban areas remain invariably viable despite the easier flow of goods 
and knowledge (Glaeser, 2010). The spatial proximity of companies, employees and 
clients in service centres facilitates daily functioning, exchange of knowledge, efficient 
delivery of goods and provision of services (McKillop, Coyle, Glaeser et al., 2009). ICTs 
are therefore not a substitute for direct contacts, but rather a complement to them.

The processes described here can be simplified into two terms: conversion and 
hybridisation of services. Conversion is when the whole service is transferred to the 
internet, while in the case when part of the service process is carried out online and 
some remain offline, we talk about hybridisation. In the first case, the service loses its 
spatial references entirely and can be implemented from anywhere. Hybridisation, on 
the other hand, allows the service to preserve certain territorial features, which is an 
important anchor point for the concept of local service centres. It is, therefore, worth 
taking a closer look at this phenomenon.

The decreasing importance of distance, universal access to information, the pos-
sibility of remote handling of many matters with the simultaneous growing need for 
direct contacts, constitute grounds for seeking a new, non -hierarchical system of ser-
vice centres in the settlement network. Tomasz Ossowicz (2013) graphically combines 
two concepts of the functional and spatial structure of cities. The first one is hierarchi-
cal (with multifunctional centres of different rank in the settlement system) while the 
other network (where there is no main city centre, and all service centres are highly 
specialised, e.g. in the field of trade, entertainment or gastronomy). The result of this 
combination is a more realistic hierarchical -network, functional and spatial structure 
of the city, adapted to contemporary realities, including distinct areas, some of which 
are located based on a hierarchical system, and some in a free way, tailored to the needs 
of the neoliberal economy. An important feature of such a structure is its easy accessi-
bility for users due to the reduction of spatial barriers and a small number of enclosed 
areas (Ossowicz, 2013).

The origin and definition of a local service centre

In the context outlined above, it is worth noting that at the core of each service centre 
model is always some form of residential centre. Searching for the sources of the LSC 
idea, we need to reach for ancient Greek polises, where the main city square combined 
various buildings: temples, library, stalls, arsenal etc., thus being both a meeting and 
exchange place (both commercial and metaphysical – exchange of thoughts). Later, in 
the Middle Ages, very similar functions, despite different social, religious, political and 
economic conditions, were performed by small, orderly and consciously designed cit-
ies with their markets surrounded by buildings, equipped with various accompanying 
facilities (church, market) (Ostrowski, 2001). This pattern, continued in subsequent 
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eras, strengthened the set of characteristic features of the urban service centre as 
a public space offering a specific range of services (trade, administration, finance, reli-
gion, culture, entertainment etc.).

Only the industrial era with its rapid, mass and initially unplanned urbanisation 
lost the human dimension of the city. It disrupted the natural processes of the concen-
tration of services and led to the underdevelopment of urban structures based on the 
vicinity of complementary functions. As a result, they lost their original role of local 
centre as a structural factor organising residential space. Looking for answers to the 
problems of this era, modernists created several theoretical concepts aimed at revers-
ing negative trends in urban development and restoring the multi -functionality of 
urban settlements. A special place among them is occupied by C. Perry’s Neighborhood 
Unit, whose goal was to create functional, self -sufficient housing (at least in the basics) 
and offering the desired quality of life. The size of the unit (5,000 to 9,000 inhabit-
ants) and its spatial form were determined by the radius of pedestrian access to the 
school located in the centre in a way that access to it did not require crossing the main 
thoroughfares. Local stores were in the main entrances to the estate, while in the cen-
tre were offices and a public square (Perry, 1998). An important, though not the main 
premise for creating neighborhood units was the creation of social bonds that were 
to develop by frequent use of the same service facilities by people living close to each 
other (Czarnecki, 2001).

The subordination of the scale and method of housing development to pedestrian 
movement turned out to be crucial in the era of car dominance. Thanks to pedestrian 
access to everyday services, public spaces in housing estates create an obvious sphere 
of human functioning and create good psychological conditions for the processes of 
integration of local communities and their identification with the place of residence 
(see Jałowiecki, Szczepański, 2002).

The universality of the neighborhood unit concept made it a reference point for 
shaping later LSC models, including the idea of the modern agora promoted by F. Van 
Klingeren in the 1960s and 1970s. According to this approach, the centre is to be a place 
of social integration, enabling the exchange of knowledge and cultivating various activ-
ities and interests. The functional and spatial program of the modern agora does not 
have to be dedicated to a specific group of people, it should be open, flexible and allow 
adaptation to the current needs of users in daily, weekly, monthly and yearly cycles 
(Kowicki, 2004).

Finally, it is worth adding that the experience of creating a new centre from scratch 
in the rapidly developing cities of the 20th century has shown that the location of the 
centre in a completely new area, without historical traditions, is a risky procedure 
and doomed to failure. In order to preserve the social functions of the centre, the most 
important thing is to preserve the original traditional area as the nucleus of the new 
centre (Wallis, 1979, after Wojnarowska, 2017).

The local service centre is, therefore, an element of the functional and spatial struc-
ture of the city that can be distinguished from its surroundings by a specific form or 
function. As a purposefully created and properly arranged space, conducive to human 
presence, it focuses on social life. It is not a vast space because it is focused on satisfying 
the needs of relatively few people – housing estate hybrids, a ‘quarter’ of streets – but 
saturated with many functions, by the natural principle of concentration of settlement 
and human activity. Therefore, an LSC can be defined as a multifunctional public space 
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that can be separated from the environment, providing access to essential, everyday 
services, conducive to social integration and building the local identity of residents.

The local service centre as a managed space, equipped with ‘urban furniture’, con-
ducive to people is, on the scale of the housing estate, an added value that stands out 
from the surroundings. It is not a large space in terms of area, because it focuses on 
satisfying the needs of a relatively small number of people – housing estate hybrids, 
a ‘quarter’ of buildings. At the same time, however, it is a space deliberately created, 
which is a frame for various functions, also pro -social, integrating.

A local service centre in contemporary urban discourse

The question ‘how many, what services and where?’ is present in planning practice 
from the very beginning, although today it acquires a special meaning. The so-called 
‘urban normative’ (although this term has negative historical connotations in Poland, it 
also reflects today’s search quite well) determines the parameters of the functional and 
spatial structure of the city and the principles of designing buildings in accordance with 
the principles of environmental protection. It is about the standard of access to school, 
kindergarten, church, nursing home, local authority, public open spaces, shops, etc. as 
a guarantee of the specific value and quality of space. They are expressed in the min-
imum or maximum size of the building, in isochrons of pedestrian access and safety 
conditions of this access (cf. Staniszkis, 2005, Stowarzyszenie Architektów, 2011).

In the period of systemic transformation, as part of moving away from central 
planning and excessive regulation of socio -economic processes, so-called urban plan-
ning was abandoned. Local authorities not only did not expect such a layer, but they 
were not even able to define the objectives and guidelines of social policy in spatial 
planning. “A plan is being prepared as expected by the authority or investor” (Stanisz-
kis, 2005: 12).

Works on the reform of planning law in Poland aimed at ensuring rational space 
management, in particular the arrangement of buildings, functional coherence of 
planned urban complexes and minimum binding requirements in spatial planning and 
investment implementation (Komisja Kodyfikacyjna, 2014) have been underway for 
several years.

For example, ‘Urban planning standards’, established by ordinance of the minis-
ter competent for construction and spatial planning, binding commune bodies, when 
drawing up and adopting planning acts, would specify requirements regarding social 
infrastructure. They would include the size of areas designated for the implementation 
of an elementary school, junior high school, kindergarten, primary healthcare, play-
ground, sports facilities and public green spaces – depending on the size of the town. 
Moreover, they would require technical infrastructure, including minimum require-
ments for communication service using various means of transport (Komisja Kodyfi-
kacyjna, 2014).

A similar approach was previously used in the draft for the “National urban plan-
ning rules for land development and management” (Rada Legislacyjna…, 2008). There, 
determined in tabular form, the minimum number of places in schools and kindergar-
tens was prescribed, as well as the minimum area for primary healthcare facilities per 
2,500 m² of the total area of accommodation, broken down into multi -family, single-
-family and residential -service buildings.
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In addition to state institutions and professional (industry) organisations, research-
ers in various fields are also looking for standards and norms. Particularly noteworthy 
is the review of various norms by G. Dąbrowska -Milewska (2010). Although it is limited 
to educational services and open spaces, it can still be useful for assessing LSC facilities. 
This is purely statistical, however, and must be critically assessed from the point of view 
of the arrangement of individual buildings in space and the related real -time availability 
of services. That is why one of the elements of searching for service standards should be 
an isochron analysis for various means of transport.

Time -based standards operate with different values for different services and 
means of transport. After putting together different approaches, we can assume that 
the most typical values are 15 and 30 minute distances. They are to guarantee the opti-
mal range for residents in everyday services (this applies to both pedestrian and bicycle, 
public transport and individual cars). With this assumption, we can compare the avail-
ability of services in different settlement contexts.

LSCs are of particular importance due to the shift in developed countries away 
from quantitative to qualitative urbanisation. This is done by revitalising existing public 
spaces and adapting their offer to the users’ needs aimed at improving the quality of life 
in both cities and their surroundings (see Domaradzki, Domaradzka, 2015).

Local government policy in urban areas is increasingly tackling the problem of 
a shortage of local service centres, recognising the growing importance of access to 
services and public spaces as an indispensable element of improving the quality of life 
and shaping local identity. A good example is the study of conditions, and directions for 
the spatial development of Wrocław amended in 2018 (Studium…, 2018). In the previ-
ous version of this document (Studium…, 2010), the functional and spatial structure of 
the city included a hierarchical system of service centres, ranging from multifunctional 
city -wide to specialised city -wide, connecting the centre to district centres. Currently, 
Wrocław’s spatial policy is leaning towards local centres. A different system of cen-
tres was introduced, taking into account the additional, lowest level of the hierarchy. 
According to the new ‘Studium…’, local centres are essential public spaces for the flour-
ishing of small communities. By performing the functions of meeting and integration, 
they build local identity. As multifunctional concentrations of service, social, economic 
and recreational and leisure activities, they respond to the various needs of residents. 
They offer pedestrian amenities and access to public transport and are within a 15-min-
ute walk from home.

The ideas presented in the Wrocław’s Studium are currently used in local govern-
ment practice. At the time when this text was submitted for publishing, the city was 
developing a pilot program of so-called ‘complete estates’, i.e. those where residents live 
well because the estates meet the basic needs of residents, have their unique character 
and provide access to greenery (Wrocław rozmawia, 2019). The example of Wrocław 
confirms the growing importance of LSCs in local government policy and indicates the 
validity of the research undertaken.

Finally, it should be noted that the processes described here are influenced by 
a broader development policy which aims at improving the quality of life in urban 
and suburban areas, emphasizing the role of access to services as a significant factor 
reducing transport intensity (see Ustawa…, 2003). The concept of so-called territorial 
cohesion, understood as a set of principles of harmonious and effective development of 
a given area (cf. Territorial Agenda…, 2011), serving the optimal distribution of functions 



124 Łukasz Damurski

important for the common good (cf. Ładysz, 2014), currently plays a leading role in the 
rhetoric of the EU and indirectly indicates the growing importance of LSCs in spatial 
development processes. This will be discussed in more detail in the following sections.

Big challenges, local solutions

Therefore, many phenomena observed in urban areas in recent years indicate the need 
to develop a network of local service centres as nodal places, bringing together the 
lives of local communities. This goal can be achieved by thoroughly recognising cur-
rent trends in the service sector in cities and an appropriate response to them in local 
government policy documents. Based on the theoretical research in this work, the most 
important challenges facing LSCs can be summarised in the following points:

1. The weakening of concentration mechanisms as a result of the permissive spatial 
policy of local governments, and the dynamic development of housing devoid of 
coordination with other sectoral policies, leads to the decentralisation of urban 
functions and a dilution in the hierarchy of service centres. If we add to this the 
problem of the ‘shrinking’ of many large cities, then we can clearly see that the nat-
ural rules governing the development of settlements had been disturbed. In this 
situation, the future condition of an urban settlement largely depends on the ef-
fectiveness of spatial management carried out by local authorities in the field of 
service centres. It is the LSCs that offer access to everyday services and enable not 
only the utilitarian needs but also a lifestyle in a friendly, neighbourly environ-
ment. Even if one adopts an extreme scenario in which future cities will not need 
a hierarchical system of service centres due to the development of services imple-
mented remotely (see remarks below), the role of LSCs in the process of shaping 
the quality of life seems indisputable.

2. The spread of consumer attitudes in society and the related commercialisation 
of urban space leads to the impoverishment of social functions in service centres. 
On the other hand, the visible increase in the importance of locality, ‘familiarity’ in 
the social sphere and the economy requires the formation of appropriate spatial 
structures. The task of the LSCs will, therefore, be to enable the implementation 
of various social behaviours by creating an appropriate spatial and service offer, 
dedicated to various groups of recipients, promoting the integration of local com-
munities and building the identity of a place.

3. The growing importance of services provided remotely and the progressive con-
version of various activities carried out so far in a traditional way to virtual space 
weakens the importance of service centres as places offering access to many ser-
vices in one place. Therefore, on the one hand, the multidimensional management 
of LSCs should be supported, taking into account the online and offline channels, 
and on the other, public space in LSCs should be shaped in such a way that it con-
stitutes an attractive alternative to the virtual world.
It is evident that the above list is incomplete, and that it will require constant verifi-

cation and updating. The changing national economic situation, fluctuations in demand 
and supply, sociological and demographic factors – all these determine the functioning 
and development of local service centres in Polish cities. It seems that the proposed 
LSC model, thanks to its adaptability, can effectively respond to the above -mentioned 
challenges today and in the future.
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Five guidelines for LSC

The LSC concept stems from the need to create local service centres as an indispensable 
element of modern urban policy both in its strategic sphere (i.e. the vision of the devel-
opment of entire settlement units) and its operational sphere (i.e. implementation of 
specific changes in housing estates). The following five guidelines for LSCs refer to both 
of these dimensions, indicating the most important properties that LSCs should have in 
order to be an effective tool for spatial management.

Guideline 1.  
The LSC must be accessible to everyone and well connected to the urban context

Just as the ancient Athenian agora was located on the Panatenai Road, as medieval mar-
kets at the intersection of important routes, like the Neighborhood Unit between the 
main routes leading to other districts, so the LSC must be well connected with other 
elements of the functional and spatial structure of the city. This includes both the res-
idential areas that it serves and the higher -level centres that meet a wider range of 
residents’ needs.

New patterns of human mobility, including the need for movement, mean that 
the LSC should enable safe walking on foot in public space. Bicycles, scooters, unicy-
cles and other devices facilitating movement in the city space, which should have their 
place in the LSC, become an inseparable element of the local mobility policy. However, 
there is no need to ensure accessibility for cars, except for emergency vehicles or well-

-organised parking lots located in the vicinity of the LSC.
Finally, the link between the LSC and the public transport network is key. Proper 

location of the stops and their connection with main pedestrian and bicycle routes con-
tributes to the increase of the vitality of public spaces in urban estates.

Guideline 2.  
The LSC must consider the history and identity of the place, it must be local

It is difficult to create any centre from scratch – attempts to artificially generate urban 
concentrations, locating centres outside the current settlement system, usually fail. 
That is why, when creating an LSC, one must always refer to the past, to the traditions 
and habits of the residents, and the cultural values of the place.

Also, a distinguishing feature of the LSC from higher -order service centres should 
be their locality understood as matching the daily needs of users living nearby, forming 
a specific territorial community. The recipients of the offer of the local service centre 
are therefore those from the neighborhood who go there to settle basic matters, and at 
the same time meet with friends and establish social relations.

Guideline 3.  
The LSC must offer a flexible functional and spatial programme

Change is an inherent feature of the city, which is why urban planning has always been 
associated with the need to adapt various spatial structures to changing economic and 
social conditions. This was the case in antiquity when representatives of new civilisa-
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tions adapted their settlements to their needs and this is the case today when techno-
logy increasingly determines the scope of needs implemented in space.

First of all, an LSC as a spatial concentration of various functions gives users the 
opportunity to handle several matters in one place. Only then will the appropriate num-
ber of users and customers necessary to ensure the economic efficiency of individual 
commercial and service outlets be ensured.

In addition, the central public space should be constructed in such a way as to 
enable the LSCs to adapt to changing situations (times of the day, days of the week, sea-
sons – see the concept of multi -use by Kowicki, 2004). Residents (users) should be able 
to co-decide on how space is used at a given moment.

Finally, the LSC should have significant connections with the virtual world, should 
be closely related to online services and tools. Only hybrid services connecting offline 
and online channels have a chance to survive in such a housing estate.

Guideline 4.  
The LSC should strengthen local community

Strong territorial communities are understood as those with close personal ties (family, 
friends), participating in broad groups (workplace, school, etc.), engaging in decision-

-making processes and developing key services for their members (see Borys, Rogala, 
2008). The role of residents should not only be the passive use of the commercial or 
cultural offer available within local centers, but also active participation in its creation 
and development.

Creating a strong local community is based on the social understanding of the 
quality of life as a common matter raised in its interest, and not meeting the require-
ments of maximising individual consumption. Meeting this condition introduces a new, 
partnership and participatory type of relationship between the local authority and 
investors (as disposers of forces and resources) and the local community and its rep-
resentatives.

Guideline 5.  
The LSC should improve territorial cohesion in urban areas

Territorial cohesion is a comprehensive concept of shaping development policy, which 
is defined by the ‘Territorial Agenda of the European Union’ as a set of principles of har-
monious, effective and balanced spatial development of a given area (Agenda…, 2011). 
An element of spatial development that is particularly conducive to territorial cohesion 
is services. As historical experience shows, the most effective form of service delivery is 
a hierarchical system of service centers offering access to a diverse range of functions 
at individual levels of the hierarchy. A crucial role in this system is played by the LSC 
which is its foundation and essential component.

However, LSCs cannot be treated as isolated entities, serving to increase the inter-
nal cohesion of a closed area (housing estate, district or commune). Single LSCs, even 
well equipped, do not contribute to the level of territorial cohesion – only as an element 
of the network, connected with other LSCs and with higher -level centres can it be an 
effective tool of cohesion policy.
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Summary

This theoretical article is a selective and critical review of the literature on local ser-
vice centres in urban areas. It is guided by the assumption that a positive relationship 
between urban facilities and the quality of life (well -being) of residents in neighbour-
hoods can be achieved through planning processes, taking into account, on the one hand, 
centuries -old achievements of urban planning, and on the other the current dynamics 
of civilisation.

Aiming at a synthesis and a recapitulation of extensive knowledge in the field of 
shaping services in cities, five guidelines for local service centres are proposed. These 
guidelines can become a starting point for empirical research, they can also play an 
inspiring role for local policy in urban areas.
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