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Abstract: Worldwide urban spatial expansion has become a hot topic in recent decades. To develop
effective urban growth containment strategies, it is important to understand the spatial patterns
and driving forces of urban sprawl. By employing a spatial analysis method and land use survey
data for the years 1996–2010, this study explores the effects of hierarchical administrative centers
on the intensity and direction of urban land expansion in a Beijing municipality. The results are as
follows: (1) land development intensity and expansion speeds are both affected significantly by the
municipal and district and county centers where the governments hold a lot of administrative, public,
and economic resources. (2) The distances to the administrative centers are determinant factors
for the direction of urban land expansion. Except for several subregions adjacent to the municipal
center, the closer the area is to an administrative center, the more likely it is that the expansion
direction points toward the center. (3) The spatial patterns of urban land development are shaped
jointly by governments at different levels, and transportation lines also play a role in remote areas.
These findings are expected to have consulting value for future policymaking on urban land use and
management in mega-cities, especially those with strong local government powers in other transition
economies and developing countries.
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1. Introduction

Metropolitan regions worldwide have experienced great changes in urban spatial structure
over the past few decades [1–4]. Urban spatial structure is becoming increasingly complex and
polycentric, along with the transformations of urban territory, population, and social economy [5–9],
which have also led to continuous urban spatial expansion [10–13].Global urban spatial expansion has
not only caused the massive conversion of rural and natural land into cities, but has also increased the
demand for new natural resources that are crucial for the smooth functioning of the global climate
and environment [14–17]. To develop effective urban growth containment strategies, it is important to
understand the spatial characteristics and driving forces of urban sprawl [3,18,19].

In the past few decades, China’s urban spatial structure has experienced a complex reshaping
from highly mixed and disorganized land use in the planning economy era to the dominance of the
monocentric spatial pattern in the 1980s and then to an increasingly polycentric spatial structure
driven jointly by the marketization of urban land and the guidance of various land policies [18,20–24].
Urban land in Chinese cities has expanded at an unprecedented rate, owing to the combined effects
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of suburbanization in monocentric agglomerations and multi-center scatter in the outer areas of
metropolises [18,20–24]. Compared with Western cities, the powers of central and local governments
have played a much more important role in driving urban land expansion, despite the growing market
factors such as urban population growth and economic development in this process [18,20,24,25].
Although some European countries are also typical transitional economies like China, cities therein,
as revealed by case studies in Prague, Budapest, Warsaw, Bucharest etc., have commonly experienced
a slow pace of urbanization [26–28]. The roles of state and market forces in forming the geography
of urban expansion can hardly be demonstrated in these cases. Therefore, rapidly urbanizing China
provides us with a great case to explore how government has played a role in shaping the spatial
patterns of land development and urban restructuring.

Previous studies have demonstrated that urban planning and development policies have had
significant influence on urban land expansion [18,23,24]. The spatial patterns of Chinese cities have
similar trends with those of Western cities in terms of the common shift from a monocentric to a
polycentric structure [22,29]. However, there are obvious differences between Western and Chinese
cities in the factors underlying this transition. Edge cities have often grown into subcenters in Western
cities such as Chicago and Los Angeles [30–32]. In contrast, studies have showed that subcenters in
China’s metropolitan areas have usually evolved from administrative centers at lower levels [22,33].
In other words, the administrative forces of municipalities and districts are crucial in shaping the
spatial pattern of urban sprawl in Chinese cities.

The metropolitan area in the Western context often refers to the economic city [34]. There are
many cities or towns in statistically metropolitan areas such as Chicago and Los Angeles [35,36].
Each city or town has its own administrative power [34]. However, urban areas in China can be
divided into multiple administrative levels, namely, centrally administrated cities, sub-provincial
cities, prefecture level cities, county-level cities, and towns [37,38]. The “city administering counties
system” is used to empower central cities in China to play a leading role in economic development [37].
These cities are called “municipalities with districts”. Centrally administrated cities, sub-provincial
cities, and prefecture-level cities fall under the category of “municipalities with districts”. They are
similar to administrative systems, that is, the city administers districts or counties, and the district or
county administers streets, towns, or townships [37] (Figure 1). While previous studies have found
that governments with higher administrative ranks have greater policy-making power, administrative
jurisdiction, and land-use planning power [38,39], few studies explore the impact of local governments
at different administrative levels on urban land growth in municipalities with districts. In other words,
although it has been widely acknowledged that political and administrative factors play a central role in
China’s urban growth, little is known about the effect of urban administrative hierarchy on the patterns
of urban land expansion. Thus, this study attempts to contribute to the literature by empirically
examining the role played by administrative centers at various levels in shaping the landscape of
urban land expansion in large cities. By taking Beijing as a case study, two specific questions will be
answered: (1) how has the possibility of suburban land to be developed into urban use been affected
jointly by administrative centers at different levels? (2) What effects do the hierarchical administrative
centers have on the direction of urban land expansion?

This study examines the influence of hierarchical administrative centers on the intensity and
direction of urban land expansion in metropolitan areas by using Beijing as a case study. Beijing,
as the capital city of the country and the economic center of North China, has experienced rapid urban
expansion in the past few decades. It is a typical case in terms of the importance of administrative
powers in shaping the geography of urban development and the coaction of the municipal center and a
relatively large number of district centers in this process. The rest of this article is organized as follows:
Section 2 presents the background and analytical framework; Section 3 presents an account of the
research area, data used, and the methods adopted; Section 4 presents the results; and the final section
presents the conclusions and discussion.
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2. Background and Analytical Framework

Previous studies have demonstrated the central role of land development in the fiscal system
of China’s local governments and the importance of this fiscal concern in the spatial restructuring
of Chinese metropolises from a monocentric pattern to a polycentric one [22,23,33].Therefore, it is
important to comprehend China’s fiscal decentralization and political centralization processes in
exploring the influence of hierarchical administrative centers on the intensity and direction of urban
land expansion.

Fiscal decentralization requires local governments to provide various public goods to its citizens,
which is central in the administrative promises of local governments. Tiebout’s [40] theory of voting
with the feet posits that the objective basis of governmental decentralization lies in public goods
because local states can optimize the allocation of public resources and provide better local public
goods. The transfer of financial power and responsibility to local governments at all levels helps
improve economic efficiency, for local governments in comparison to central governments enjoy
informational advantages in resource allocation [41]. In this sense, the main goal of China’s fiscal
decentralization is to distribute the fiscal power and responsibility of the central government to local
ones and simultaneously mobilize the initiative of the latter in public affairs [42–44].

However, the tax-sharing reform between the central government and local governments in China
has changed the fiscal revenue and expenditure structure of local governments, leading to a fiscal
arrangement of “strong central and weak local.” This means that the financial and administrative powers
of local governments are mismatched [42,45,46]. This mismatched fiscal structure has forced local
governments to seek new financial resources to fulfill the expenditure of administrative tasks [43,44].
Land is the key resource that can be controlled and used by local governments to generate extra
revenue. In the competition for land control, local governments successfully monopolize the land
market by using their political and administrative capacities [46]. According to land administration
law and the urban real estate administration law, the rights of land administration, land-use planning,
and conveyance of state-owned urban land belong to local governments [47,48]. Under China’s
unique urban–rural dual land system, local governments are the sole suppliers of urban land [49].
By utilizing their control over land, local governments rely greatly on the input of land resources to
promote urban economic growth. More specifically, the development of local economies is supported
largely through the construction of new cities, developmental zones, industrial parks, and university
towns [25,50]. Thus, China’s dramatic urban economic growth has been closely associated with the
rapid expansion of urban land [51,52]. Numerous empirical studies have also confirmed that Chinese
fiscal decentralization is a key reason for the rapid urban expansion and excessive occupation of
agricultural land [53–55].
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Fiscal decentralization and political centralization in China are determined by an authoritarian
system [43,44,46,50]. The lower-level government officials are appointed and evaluated by higher-level
government officials, which means that a higher-level government has credible administrative authority
over a lower-level government, and that the central government holds absolute administrative and
judicial control over the local governments [56]. In China’s nationally unified political labor market,
there is only one employer, namely, the Chinese government. Once local officials leave this political
market, it is impossible for them to find other political opportunities [57]. Some scholars believe
that the miracle of China’s economic development is more successful than that of Russia and other
post-communist countries because China maintains political concentration and the potency of its
central government to reward and punish local officials along with economic decentralization at
the same time [58]. The political promotion incentive, with GDP as the main assessment index,
has been conceived to promote competition among local governments for economic growth [59],
which will in turn motivate local government officials to put in efforts to attract land investment [60].
This gradually pushes local governments to move towards the developmental mode of land acquisition,
land development, and land transfer, persuading land finance to push forward the expansion of urban
land [52,59].

Administrative division refers to the division of administrative regions for the convenience of
administrative management, including administrative ranks, administrative jurisdiction, administrative
centers, and other elements. The administrative division system of China traces its origin from the
county system of ancient Qin and Han Dynasties. It has developed into the traditional regional
division system, the urban division system, and the autonomous division system of minority areas [61].
Under the urban division system, although the administrative rankings of centrally administrated
cities, sub-provincial cities, and prefecture-level cities are different, they are similar to the following
three-level administrative structures: municipality-district or county-street and town or township [37].
All levels of local governments have their own administrative and economic powers [62] (Figure 2).
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The administrative center is the government’s residence of administrative units and other public
management agencies. It is the political core of a municipality or district and one of the basic elements
of administrative divisions [63]. It is expected to have a significant impact on urban land expansion.
It has been widely agreed that cities with political elites tend to receive preferential policies [64].
Thus, it is fair to say that political centers are more likely to develop into mega cities because of
their political and economic significance and more developmental resources compared with those
of other cities [65]. Some studies reveal that the difference in urban administrative rank is the key
reason for the differences in urban scale and growth [62]. Similarly, as the administrative center of
China, Beijing has the unique advantage of being the capital of the country. Beijing receives extra care
from the central government and strong support from other provinces and cities, enriching it with
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abundant public resources, considerable information, and the ability to establish a large number of
institutions concerning education, research, and health care. All of these make Beijing a huge attraction
for enterprises and talents [66]. Owing to a long history of development, provincial capital cities and
county cities, as local administrative centers, are symbols of urban political culture and urban cohesion
in China [67].

The administrative center is often the best-developed city in a region; its location often plays a
strong guiding role in urban land expansion [68]. Under China’s decentralizing administrative and
financial systems, local governments at different levels have their own power to allocate certain resources.
They both possess strong motivation and abilities to prioritize the development of the administrative
center and develop an area for the establishment of an administrative center, which may bring about a
certain agglomeration and scale benefits to the population and economy. The administrative center
would gradually become an urban center and would play a critical role in driving the development of
the entire region. Moreover, subregions closer to the administrative centers are easier than remote ones
to attract industrial investment and population on the one hand and to receive more quotas of land
development in the top-down distribution system of land development rights. The administrative
division in China can be understood as the projection of national power and benefit distribution
in geographical space [69]. The administrative level is highly related to the administrative power
of the government. Administrative centers at different levels hold different status, responsibilities,
authorities, and jurisdiction. Thus, the closeness to administrative centers at different levels is expected
to have different impacts on the density and direction of land development in the suburbs. In this
sense, the actual land development of townships in suburban Beijing is affected jointly by the distance
between the city center and the city center.

Based on the above analysis, the following hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 1. Given the crucial role played by administrative power in Chinese cities, distances to administrative
centers at various levels have significant effects on the possibility of suburban land to be developed for urban use.

Hypothesis 2. The direction of urban land expansion in the suburb is affected jointly by hierarchical
administrative centers.

Hypothesis 3. Under the effects of hierarchical administrative centers and suburban transportation lines, urban
land expansion in metropolises like Beijing is likely to show a mixed pattern.

3. Research Area, Data, and Methods

3.1. Research Area

Beijing has a land area of 16,410 km2, of which the plain area is 6338 km2, accounting for
38.6%. It governs 16 districts and counties. Among them, Xicheng and Dongcheng are the central
urban areas; Haidian, Chaoyang, Fengtai, and Shijingshan are the inner suburbs; Daxing, Tongzhou,
Fangshan, Shunyi, and Changping are the outer suburban plains; and Huairou, Miyun, Pinggu,
Yanqing, and Mentougou are the remote mountain areas. There are 331 township-level units under the
administration of districts and counties, including 150 streets, 143 towns, and 38 townships (Figure 3).

The reasons for selecting Beijing as the case study are as follows. First, one of the salient features
of the administrative system of China’s cities is that cities administer districts or counties. As a
centrally administrated city, Beijing is typical of municipalities with a relatively large number of
districts. Second, as the capital city of the country and the economic center of North China, Beijing is
a typical representative of large cities on the North China Plain. Third, Beijing has witnessed rapid
urban expansion in the past few decades. This might also be the reason why a number of studies on
the subject area have selected Beijing as the case study [25,70–72].
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3.2. Data

The land data were derived from land use surveys held in 1996, 2003, and 2010 (Figure 4).
The urban land area was found to be 1993.7 km2 in 1996, accounting for 12.2% of Beijing’s total land
area; 2507.5 km2 in 2003, accounting for 15.3%; and 3080.4 km2 in 2010, accounting for 18.8% (Table 1).
The urban land saw an annual growth of 73.4 km2 or 3.3% during the period 1996–2003 and then
81.8 km2 or 3.0% in the following seven-year period. Although the majority of the newly developed
urban land was located in the inner and outer suburbs, it could be found almost everywhere within
the administrative boundary of the Beijing municipality with only some mountainous remote areas
as exceptions.Land 2020, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW  7 of 20 
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Table 1. Urban land area changes in Beijing.

Item 1996 2003 2010

Construction land area (km2) 1993.7 2507.5 3080.4
Share of total land area (%) 12.2% 15.3% 18.8%

3.3. Methods

We used a multi-ring buffer zone analysis to explore the impact of administrative centers on
urban land expansion. To identify the main expansion direction of the research unit, three measures
were applied: land development intensity was used to measure the level of development in a given
time point, the average annual expansion intensity was used to measure the speed of urban land
expansion, and sector-shaped zoning was used to calculate the average annual expansion intensity in
each direction.

3.3.1. Analysis of Multi-Ring Buffer Zones

The multi-ring buffer zone analysis was adopted to explore the impact of administrative centers
on urban land expansion. The location of the municipal government, as of the municipal center, made a
buffer zone every 10 km, ranging 10–130 km, with a total of 13 ring buffer zones to deal with urban
land expansion at the municipality level (Figure 5a).Land 2020, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW  8 of 20 
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The location of each district and county government (as the district centers) made a buffer zone
every 5 km to show urban land expansion at the district level, ranging 5–85 km. Among them, Huairou
District has a maximum of 17 buffers (Figure 5b).

3.3.2. Urban Land Expansion Intensity

The land development intensity was used to measure the level of development and average
annual expansion intensity to measure the urban land expansion speed [14,73,74]. The calculation
formula for the land development intensity is as follows:

Di,t =
ULAi,t

TLAi
(1)
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In the formula, Di,t represents the land development intensity of space units i in the year t, ULAi,t
represents the urban land area of space units i in the year t, and TLAi represents the total land area of
space unit i.

The calculation formula for the average annual expansion intensity is as follows:

Ui,t→t+n =
ULAi,t+n −ULAi,t

TLAi ∗ n
∗ 100 (2)

where Ui,t→t+n represents the average annual expansion intensity of space units i from the year t to the
year t + n, ULAi,t+n represents the urban land area of space unit i in the year t + n, and n represents
the time interval.

3.3.3. Urban Land Expansion Direction

Using sector-shaped zoning to calculate the average annual expansion, intensity in each direction
was applied to determine the main expansion direction of the research unit. The methods adopted
were as follows: (1) administrative centers are set as the center for labeling the expansion direction of
the research unit; (2) 22.5◦ north by west is set as the starting point, and each research unit is divided
into eight fan-shaped areas with equal included angles in the north, northeast, east, southeast, south,
southwest, west, and northwest directions; (3) annual average expansion intensity is calculated for
each sector; (4) the average annual expansion intensity values of the 8 sectors are compared to find the
sector with the largest value, and the direction it represents is the expansion direction of the research
unit; (5) the arrow symbol is used to indicate the expansion direction of the research unit; (6) finding the
geographical location, the administrative boundary, and the direction of the arrow of the research unit
to analyze the relationship between the expansion direction of the urban land and the administrative
center, and to mark them with arrows of different colors. There are three kinds of relationships:
pointing to the administrative center, deviating from the administrative center, and having little to do
with the administrative center. Again, the administrative center here may indicate the city center and
district centers.

4. Results

4.1. Administrative Centers and Intensity of Urban Land Expansion

4.1.1. Effect of Municipal Center

At the municipality level, the results show that the municipal government has a significant impact
on urban land expansion. The closer a township is to the municipal center, the higher the intensity of
land development in the township (Figure 6). Moreover, the rate of urban land expansion increases
initially and then decreases with distance to the city center as the influence of the center weakens
(Figure 7). In general, the influence area of the municipal government is about 50 km, which mainly
covers the plain area of the Beijing municipality.

The urban land area increased continuously in almost every buffer ring area from 1996 to 2010
(Figure 5a). In streets and towns close to where the municipal government is located, the area of
urban land increases with the distance to the center for the rapid growth of the total area of annuli
coupled with a moderate decreasing trend of urban land share in these annuli. In contrast, urban land
area decreases continuously with distance as the decline of urban share surpasses the growth of total
land in annuli. Given this logic, the buffer zone 0–30 km is the area with the largest distribution of
urban land, and the total area of urban land in this area accounts for half of the entirety of Beijing.
Within 0–30 km, urban land was found to be 977.0 km2 in 1996, 1264.1 km2 in 2003, and 1699.9 km2

in 2010, accounting for 49.0%, 50.4%, and 55.2% of the total urban land area in Beijing, respectively
(Table 2). The distance to buffer 30 km happens to be the distance from Beijing’s sixth ring road to the
municipal government, and it is the core region of metropolitan Beijing, including the central urban
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area, the inner suburb, and part of the outer suburb. Thus, the location of municipal government
is spatially attractive for urban land development, leading to a typical spatial mode of concentric
expansion. The central urban area and the suburbs within the sixth ring road of Beijing are areas with
the largest urban land distribution.
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The land development intensity decreased continuously with distance to the city center, while
it increased in each buffer ring from 1996 to 2010 (Figure 6). The closer to the Beijing municipal
government, the higher the intensity of land development. The land development intensity is highest
within the 10 km buffer zone, and more than 80% of land within this area has been developed for
urban use. The 10 km buffer zone is the central urban area where the Beijing municipal government
is located. In buffer zone 60–70 km, the land development intensity is higher than the surrounding
areas. The reason for this is that the district and county governments of Pinggu, Huairou, Miyun, and
Yanqing are located in this buffer zone. These results show that the locations of the Beijing municipal
government and district and county governments have affected land use, and the lands around these
locations are easier to develop for urban use.

As the distance to the municipal center increased, the expansion speed of urban land increased
initially and then decreased from 1996 to 2010 (Figure 7). The area within the 50 km buffer is the
main area of urban land expansion in Beijing, which includes the central urban area, inner suburbs,
and outer suburbs. Owing to the highest level of land development in the central urban area within
the 10 km buffer zone, there is very limited vacant land available for development, resulting in low
intensity of urban land expansion. A buffer 10–30 km area has the fastest expansion speed of urban
land. This area has the highest annual expansion intensity because the location near the city center
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makes it easier for residents to get access to public facilities and profitable for enterprises enjoying
agglomeration economies in the city center. In contrast, the expansion speed of urban land around
30–50 km decreased rapidly because of the weakened influence of the municipal government.

Table 2. Distribution of urban land area in multiple buffer rings circling the municipal government.

Buffer
Regions

Area
(km2)

Urban Land Area (km2) Growth (km2) Growth Rate (%)

1996 2003 2010 1996–2003 2003–2010 1996–2010 1996–2003 2003–2010 1996–2010

0–10 km 314.2 263.9 280.4 300.9 16.5 20.5 37.0 6.3 7.3 14.0
10–20 km 942.5 367.0 497.8 702.3 130.8 204.5 335.3 35.6 41.1 91.4
20–30 km 1570.8 346.1 485.9 696.8 139.8 210.9 350.7 40.4 43.4 101.3
30–40 km 2010.9 338.4 437.5 493.8 99.1 56.3 155.4 29.3 12.9 45.9
40–50 km 2028.3 276.0 316.8 329.2 40.8 12.4 53.2 14.8 3.9 19.3
50–60 km 1893.5 124.9 149.2 162.7 24.3 13.5 37.8 19.5 9.0 30.3
60–70 km 2017.8 137.2 166.3 195.3 29.1 29.0 58.1 21.2 17.4 42.3
70–80 km 1998.5 86.6 105.5 120.5 18.9 15.0 33.9 21.8 14.2 39.1
80–90 km 1566.3 26.2 31.5 37.2 5.3 5.7 11.0 20.2 18.1 42.0

90–100 km 898.0 13.9 21.4 24.5 7.5 3.1 10.6 54.0 14.5 76.3
100–110 km 690.9 9.1 10.7 12.2 1.6 1.5 3.1 17.6 14.0 34.1
110–120 km 377.2 3.8 4.0 4.2 0.2 0.2 0.4 5.3 5.0 10.5
120–130 km 92.5 0.5 0.5 0.8 0.0 0.3 0.3 0.0 60.0 60.0

4.1.2. Effect of District or County Centers

The closer to the district and county governments, the higher the intensity of land development and
the faster the expansion of urban land. The influence area of the district and county governments reaches
about 20 km, which is significantly smaller than that of the municipal government (Figures 8 and 9).
However, the influence of the district and county governments on the expansion of urban land within
the jurisdiction is also influenced by the distance from the district and county governments to the
municipal government.

Figures 8 and 9 show the impact of district and county governments on the distribution of urban
land. The closer to the district or county government, the more land was developed, and the intensity
of land development within the 20 km buffer zone was relatively high, with an average value exceeding
10% (Figure 9). The intensity of land development was the highest within the 5 km buffer zone, with an
average of more than 50%. From 1996 to 2010, the trend became increasingly remarkable as the slope
got larger and larger. In this sense, the district and county governments are spatially attractive to urban
land development within the jurisdiction.
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Figure 10 shows different patterns of spatial gradient in the inner and outer suburb. For counties
and districts in the outer suburb and remote regions, urban land expands the fastest in areas close to
the district and county centers and the growth speed declines gradually with the distance to the centers.
In districts near the city center, however, the expansion of urban land is relatively small within 10 km
of the district and county governments owing to the high level of land development. The Buffer zone
10–15 km from the district and county governments has the greatest urban land expansion intensity
among the near suburbs.
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The expansion of urban lands at the district and county levels is affected by the dual influence of
the locations of municipal government and the district and county governments. In general, the closer
the area to the district and county governments, the faster the expansion of urban land. Moreover,
the closer the distance from district and county governments to the municipal government, the smaller
the influence of district and county governments on the expansion speed of urban land. (1) In the
central urban area closest to the municipal government, most of the land has been developed owing to
the long-term influence of the municipal government. (2) In the inner suburbs, the district and county
governments are close to the municipal government. The urban land in this area is more affected by
the municipal government than the district and county governments, and a large amount of land
has been developed in the area close to the municipal government. Thus, the closer to the district
and county governments, the expansion intensity of urban land increases initially and then decreases,
and the area with the largest expansion intensity is the 10–15 km buffer zone from the district and
county governments. (3) In the outer suburbs and remote areas, which are far away from the municipal
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government, the district and county governments can independently affect the expansion of urban
land; thus, the closer to the district and county governments, the greater the expansion intensity of
urban land.

4.2. Administrative Centers and the Direction of Urban Land Expansion

Figure 11 shows that the main direction of urban land expansion in Beijing has kept relatively
stable but has shifted slightly from the southeast to the south. (1) From 1996 to 2003, the construction
land in Beijing expanded mainly to the southeast and the southwest with the southeast as the primary
direction. (2) From 2003 to 2010, the main directions of expansion were southwest, south, southeast,
and east; the dominant direction of expansion was southeast. (3) The overall expansion direction did
not change much before and after 2003. However, the expansion direction was more prominent to the
south, there was a southeast expansion, and a growth zone was formed. Thus, it is fair to state that
the main expansion direction of urban land in Beijing from 1996 to 2003 was southeast and the main
expansion direction from 2003 to 2010 was south.
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Three color arrows were used for the visualization between the Beijing municipal government
and the urban expansion direction of districts and counties. The red arrow represents the direction of
expansion in the map and points to the city center, a green arrow represents deviation from the city
center, and black arrows represent other directions.

The city center plays a crucial role in urban expansion in suburban areas. Figure 12 shows that
the expansion direction of each district and county maintained a similar expansion pattern during
1996–2003 and 2003–2010. There are two different patterns of urban land expansion. In the near suburbs
(Chaoyang, Haidian, Fengtai, Shijingshan), the urban expansion direction deviates from the city center.
On the contrary, the urban expansion direction in the outer suburbs and remote areas points to the city
center. The reason for this is that land development in areas closer to the city center is already very
high; thus, it cannot expand centripetally. It can only expand away from the city center. The outlying
districts and counties all hope to develop towards the city center, thus showing a centripetal pattern.
While the near suburbs expand outwards, the surrounding districts and counties expand inwards,
reflecting the tremendous role of the city center. It can be foreseen that the monocentric urban sprawl
will continue because of the centrifugal expansion in the near suburbs. At the same time, there will be
a “filled” development pattern between the city center and outer districts and counties.
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Figure 12. Expansion directions and annual expansion intensity at district level.

Five color arrows were used to reflect the relationship between the expansion direction of urban
land in each town, municipality, district, and county governments. If the expansion direction points to
the district and county governments, it is indicated by a pink arrow; if it deviates from the district
and county center, it is indicated by a dark green arrow; if it points to the municipal government,
it is indicated by a red arrow; if it deviates from the city center, it is indicated by a light green arrow,
and expansion towards other directions is indicated by a black arrow.

Figure 13 shows the characteristics of the urban land expansion direction at the town and township
level. (1) In the near suburban area (about 30 km away from the municipal government), the urban
land expansion directions in most of the towns are outward, with only a few directions inward.
Urban development is characteristic of monocentric urban sprawl. (2) In the outer suburbs, the
expansion directions in towns close to the near suburbs are inward, which is due to the attraction to
the municipal government. (3) In the outer suburbs and remote areas, the expansion directions of
some towns within 10 km from the district and county governments deviate from the government;
the expansion directions of most towns within 30 km from the district and county governments point
to the government. The expansion direction of an area beyond 30 km is not towards the district and
county governments, but mostly along the direction of the transportation axis (Figure 14). In the outer
suburbs and remote areas, while the influences of municipal government are weak, the influences of
district and county governments are strong. Traffic lines are more influential in areas far away from
the district and county governments.
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4.3. Expansion Mode of Urban Land in the Suburb of Mega-Cities

The results reveal that the expansion of urban land in Beijing is affected jointly by the locations
of the Beijing municipal government (Table 2, Figures 6 and 7), the district and county governments
(Figures 8 and 9), and the transportation lines (Figure 14), forming a mixed spatial expansion pattern
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of “monocentric-sprawl + leapfrog + strip” (Figure 15). This is likely to be a general pattern in many
mega-cities in developing countries like China.
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The Beijing Municipal Government is located at the center of the municipal jurisdiction. It is
the most important center in shaping the landscape of urban land expansion because of its political
and economic powers and its abundant developmental resources. Located on a vast plain and with a
long tradition of monocentric development, Beijing has a typical ring-like expansion style. There is
vast built-up or potential urban land surrounding the municipal center. The radius of this area is
about 30 km, roughly that within the sixth ring road, which shares 55.2% of the total urban land area
(Figure 15a). Owing to the attraction of the municipal center, the near suburb within this area is the
place where urban land grows the fastest, showing a clear and continuous trend of ring-like outward
expansion. In the outer suburbs and remote areas outside this area, however, the urban land expands
toward the direction of the municipal center for agglomeration economies, better public services,
and infrastructure. Given this logic, urban land development forms a monocentric sprawl pattern
because of the influence of the municipal government.

The district and county governments are secondary centers. Although their impacts on urban
land expansion are quite limited compared to those of the municipal center, their role in shaping the
patterns of urban expansion at the local scale cannot be ignored. In fact, the impact of district and
county governments on surrounding land development is similar to that of the Beijing municipal
government. Within the 10 km area, urban land expands outwards. Within the scope 10–30 km area,
urban land is attracted by the district and county governments and expands toward the direction of
the government. Because of the spatial effect of scale, the impact of district and county governments
dominates in the outer suburbs and remote areas, leading to the spatial development of construction
land (Figure 15b).

Figure 15c shows that, in the remote areas, that is, areas 30 km away from the district and county
governments, the influence of powers of municipal and district centers are both limited. The impact
of major traffic lines is more important for urban development because of the lower cost of land
development and the higher accessibility to city and district centers near traffic lines. As a result,
the expansion along suburban traffic lines shows a "strip" feature.

The results also show that the spatial pattern of Beijing’s urban land development is still
characterized by the dominance of the monocentric pattern but a mixed polycentric spatial structure
is also emerging [22]. The Municipal Government as the main administrative center of Beijing
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remains a huge attraction within a radius of 30 km, appearing with suburbanization in monocentric
agglomerations. The district and county governments as the increasing subcenters have accelerated
land development within a radius of 10 km, leading to a multi-center scatter of land development in
the outer areas and causing the leapfrog pattern of metropolitan land expansion. The strip expansion
along the main transportation lines also plays a role in shaping the mixed spatial pattern of urban
expansion in Beijing. It is also demonstrated that despite the dominant control of administrative
centers, suburbanization in Beijing’s surroundings is progressing spontaneously by following the
market mechanism at the micro level.

5. Conclusions and Discussion

Using Beijing as a case study, this study analyzed the characteristics of the speed and direction
of urban land expansion during 1996–2003 and 2003–2010, and then explored the impact of different
ranks of administrative centers on the intensity and direction of urban land expansion. We arrived at
the following conclusions: (1) land development intensity and expansion speed are affected jointly
by the municipal and district and county centers where the governments hold many administrative,
public, and economic resources. (2) Distance to administrative centers has a significant effect on the
direction of urban land expansion. Except for several subregions adjacent to the center, the closer the
area is to an administrative center, the more likely it is that the expansion direction points toward the
center. (3) The direction of urban land expansion is affected jointly by three factors: the distances to the
municipal government and district and county governments and transportation lines, resulting in a
mixed spatial expansion pattern of “monocentric-sprawl + leapfrog + strip”.

The policies of economics and administrative decentralization are important reasons for the
success of China’s economic reform. The process of decentralization enables local governments to
possess the power to allocate and use resources to develop economies. However, the power held by
different ranks of government to allocate resources varies, with higher ranks of government possessing
greater power than the lower ranks. Thus, the control of urban sprawl and the formulation of urban
development policy should not only be based on the consideration of the development of the urban
economy and population, but also on the consideration of the influence of the urban administrative
level on urban development.

The results of the qualitative spatial analysis confirm that the direction of urban land expansion
is indeed closely related to the administrative centers at various scales. Administrative centers at
different levels have different extents and modes of influence. Although this paper puts forth this
consideration, it has only conducted a qualitative and single-angle study and has only used the land
data of two time periods. In future work, we will conduct an in-depth analysis by using quantitative
models and data of a longer time series.

Beijing’s urban sprawl is impacted jointly by market forces and administrative powers of
multi-level governments through direct investments and indirect policies. Local centers intensify the
trend of multi-center scatter in the outer areas of metropolises. These findings are expected to have a
consulting value for future policymaking on urban land use and management in mega-cities, especially
those with strong local government powers in other transition economies and developing countries.
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