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Abstract

The article summarizes the historical development of Urumqi, especially during the last 50 years. Two thousands years ago Urumqi was an important town along the new northern route of the Silk Road, which contributed greatly in promoting Urumqi’s economic and cultural exchanges. Now its urban competitive strength has become at the leading position of the 5 capital cities of western China. While striving to become the new economic power house of western China, Urumqi is undergoing a profound restructuring of its economic and, more importantly, its physical form and appearance. In the paper, the expanded area and structure of urban lands and landscape features in Urumqi are analyzed using RS and GIS means based on the MSS image in 1975 and the TM images in 1990, 1999 and 2002, as well as other related maps. On which the scale, intensity and spatial differentiation of the expansion of the Urumqi urban area during different periods are lucubrated. The results reveal that urban expansion was rapid during the periods of 1949－1965 and 1975－1990, and that it was stable after the 1990s. The urban expansion pattern was significantly different during different time periods: the urban area was expanded outwards based on old districts in a spanned development pattern during the period of 1949－1965; development was stagnant during the period of 1965－1975; urban expansion developed mainly in old districts in a grouped way during the period of 1975－1990. The trend of urban expansion along the traffic lines was obvious, and the direction of urban expansion was dominated by the south-north zonal expansion and supplemented by east-west axial expansion; urban expansion reached the development stage of “multiple centers and multiple districts” after the 1990s, and urban networks were developed more precisely after this time. The sources for urban expansion were mainly cultivated lands, grasslands and unused lands; during urban expansion, the land area devoted to traffic lines, residential areas, dispersive industrial and mineral areas, and garden plots was rapidly enlarged. 

  Finally, the paper points out that despite the significant growth in population, urban area and the industries, there are a lot of difficulties in the urban development in Urumqi. These difficulties are common in most cities of China, but they would become significant barriers to Urumqi’s growth in the future. To face the challenges, Urumqi has expanded its administrative boundary and taken a number of planning and infrastructure development initiatively to enhance the competitive strength in the future. This paper outlines the historical development, current conditions, all previous master plan, the economic and physical structure of the city, and the main challenges that Urumqi faces in the future development. Field reconnaissance surveys, interviews and secondary sources are used in the presentation and discussion.
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