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Abstract China’s economic development over the past three decades has been remarkable
due to the establishment of the “Reform and Opening-up” program. Meanwhile, urbanization,
one of the most intensive human activities, has significantly changed the land cover across
China. Here we used remote sensing data and landscape metrics to explore the spatiotemporal
patterns of urbanization in two large Chinese cities, Chengdu (1978–2010) and Chongqing
(1976–2010). Results suggested that urban land in both cities experienced a significant growth
and became 9.8 and 6.3 times larger than the initial for Chengdu and Chongqing, respectively.
The edge-expansion was the major urban growth form for both cities, accounting for more
than 40 % of total three types (i.e., edge-expansion, infilling, and outlying) although fluctu-
ating during the whole period. Both cities started a spurt growth in the 1990s although the
starting times were different (1992 and 1996 for Chengdu and Chongqing, respectively)
because of different policies. Spatial distribution of the newly developed urban lands was
largely constrained by topography. Landscape analysis not only revealed an increasing
fragmentation and complexity in the study area under the impact of urbanization, but also
tested the hypothesis on urbanization patterns.
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Introduction

After a marvelous increase over the last 200 years, the total number of world population has
been over seven billion as October 31, 2011 (http://www.chinanews.com/). Urban population
in the world has a bigger rate of growth than the rural population and nearly 60 % of the
world’s people will crowd into urban regions by 2030 (UN 2012). In the meantime, the area of
urban land around the planet has become bigger and bigger owing to a rapid urbanization
process, which can be defined as a dynamic land cover transformation from non-urban land
types to urban land by human activities (Ramachandra and Bharath 2012; Xu et al. 2012).
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With an impressive growth momentum, this process has had a huge impact on our daily life as
well as on the environment where we live in, such as air pollution (Meyer and Turner 1992;
Civerolo et al. 2007; Shen et al. 2008), water pollution (Jeong 2001; Foley et al. 2005),
increase in anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions (Liu and Deng 2011), urban heat islands
(Zhou et al. 2004; Chen and Zhang 2013), and reduction of biodiversity (Pauchard et al. 2006).
Therefore, characterizing the spatial and temporal patterns of urbanization is an essential basis
to understand the urbanization process and its impacts.

Remote sensing data provide long-term spatially explicit observations with global-scale
covers and high spatial resolution (Ward et al. 2000; Weng 2002; Groom et al. 2006), which
has made detecting urbanization easier and more frequent. Landscape metrics (indices)
can help characterize the spatiotemporal patterns of urbanization (Aguilera et al. 2011;
Wu et al. 2011; Angel et al. 2012). With increased availability and improved quality
of multi-spatiotemporal remote sensing data and development of landscape metrics,
many researches have been carried out to quantify the patterns of urbanization in different
regions and on different scales (Liu et al. 2004; Shen et al. 2008; Jerzy 2009; Frondoni et al.
2011; Xu et al. 2012).

China has experienced a rapid urbanization since the establishment of the “Reform and
Opening-up” policy in the late 1970s (Song and Timberlake 1996). Previous studies on
urbanization of China have been mainly focused on the metropolitans like Beijing and
Shanghai (Zhao et al. 2006; Li et al. 2012; Xu et al. 2012) and southeastern coastal regions
(Seto and Fragkias 2005; Gong et al. 2009; Ma and Xu 2010; Su et al. 2011), where
urbanization started earlier and urban growth was faster triggering by central government
policies. There were relatively few ones documenting the urban dynamics in the western
inland of China whose urbanization lagged behind considerably (Schneider et al. 2005; Mu
et al. 2008). However, in the late 1990s Chinese government implemented the “Go West”
program, with one of the central task is to industrialize and modernize the western cities in
China. As a result, many of the western cities are likely to step into a rapid urbanization
process, suggesting the knowledge of urban dynamics in the west, especially a comparison
among cities would be an integral part of a comprehensive understanding on urbanization in
China. In this study, we quantified and compared the spatial and temporal patterns of urban
growth in Chengdu and Chongqing, two inland cities in western China, over the past three
decades using both remote sensing data and landscape metrics. Chengdu and Chongqing used
to belong to the same province, Sichuan, but with distinct landforms (as a plain city and
mountainous city for Chengdu and Chongqing, respectively) and political status (Chongqing
became the municipality directly under the central government in 1997) in the history. This
suggests Chengdu and Chongqing should be the ideal locations for a comparison of urbani-
zation among the western cities.

Data and methods

Study areas

The study areas were two large cities in the western China: Chengdu and Chongqing, which
used to belong to the same province, Sichuan (Fig. 1). Chengdu, located at the west of Sichuan
basin, with a history of more than 2,500 years, is the capital of Sichuan Province with a total
area of 12,121 km2 (30°05′~31°26′ N, 102°54′~104°53′ E) (Schneider et al. 2005). Chongqing
is one of the four municipalities (others are Beijing, Shanghai and Tianjin) directly under the
central government of China, which was originally under the jurisdiction of Sichuan Province
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and became a municipality in 1997, covering an area of 82,400 km2 (28°10′~32°13′ N and
105°11′~110°11′ E), including 40 districts and counties. We chose the major urban part of
Chongqing municipality as our study area, which consists of nine districts (Dadukou, Nan’an,
Yubei, Yuzhong, Banan, Jiangbei, Beipei, Jiulongpo and Shapingba) with an area of
5,465 km2. These districts between Yangtze River and Jialing River are the traditionally
defined Chongqing city. Both Chengdu and Chongqing were covered by “Go West” program,
and Table 1 lists socio-economic indicators for representative cities of the targets of “GoWest”
program. Chengdu and Chongqing have a higher level of socio-economic development than
other cities.

Remote sensing data and data processing

LANDSAT satellite images from the late 1970s to 2010 were used to acquire long-term
information on Land Use and Land Cover Change (LUCC) of the study areas. The data

Fig. 1 The location of two large cities (Chengdu and Chongqing) in Southwest China
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source for the year before 1980 and the year after 1980 were Multispectral Scanner (MSS) and
Thematic Mapper (TM/ETM+), respectively. The specific information about path/row and
date of these images are listed in Table 2. Images with least clouds and snow
collected during the period from June to September were selected to make sure a high
quality of LUCC map.

Land cover classification maps were produced using ERDAS Imagine version 9.3 which is
a professional software for processing remote sensing data. As the issues of urbanization were
the primary focus of our study, the land covers were divided into five types (Fig. 2): cropland,
green land, urban land, water body and unused land (no unused land for Chongqing) using
maximum likelihood method (Strahler 1980; Jensen 1986). Cropland is the lands used for crop

Table 1 Socioeconomic indicators for representative cities of the targets of “Go West” program

Non-agricultural population (104) Gross domestic product (108 b)

1980 1990 2000 2010 1980 1990 2000 2010

Chengdu 192.0 251.0 345.9 650.9 46.3 194.1 1156.8 5551.3

Chongqing 373.3 493.0 660.9 1107.0 a 327.8 1791.0 7925.6

Kunming 114.8 148.2 189.2 412.1 19.1 115.2 636.1 2120.3

Xi’an 172.9 227.0 285.8 374.6 31.7 116.5 646.1 3241.7

Guiyang a a 152.4 185.5 a a 264.8 1121.8

Lanzhou 100.2 127.1 159.8 202.9 25.7 77.9 300.3 1100.4

Xining 56.6 76.6 112.0 140.7 a 27.7 101.7 628.3

Sources: Chengdu Statistical Yearbook 2011, Chongqing Statistical Yearbook 2011, Kunming Statistical Year-
book 2011, Xi’an Statistical Yearbook 2011, Guiyang Statistical Yearbook 2011, Lanzhou Statistical Yearbook
2011, Xining Statistical Yearbook 2011, Xining Statistical Yearbook 2001, Xining Statistical Yearbook 1996
ameans no data
b equals to 0.1653$

Table 2 The specific information about path/row and date of images for Chengdu and Chongqing

Path Row Period (Year-mouth-day)

Chengdu 1978 1980 1992 1996 2000 2005 2010

129 39 1992-8-16 1996-7-10 2000-5-10 2005-3-5 2010-3-19

130 38 1993-6-7 1994-6-24 2000-3-30 2005-4-13 2010-3-18

130 39 1993-6-7 1994-6-24 2000-3-30 2006-5-2 2010-3-18

139 38 1978-8-3 1978-8-8

139 39 1978-8-21 1980-4-6

140 39 1976-3-14 1982-5-21

Chongqing 1976 1979 1993 1996 2001 2005 2010

127 39 1988-6-4 1995-5-7 2000-7-31 2006-8-9 2010-8-12

127 40 1988-6-4 1995-5-7 2000-7-31 2004-8-3 2010-10-31

128 39 1993-5-24 1996-6-17 2001-5-22 2006-9-1 2010-9-20

128 40 1988-9-15 1996-6-17 2001-5-22 2004-9-1 2010-9-20

137 39 1977-9-2 1978-8-19

137 40 1976-10-31 1979-11-3
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cultivation. Green land contains forest, grass land and garden plots. Urban land includes built-
up land, transportations, hydraulic structures in countries and cities. Water body consists of
rivers, lakes, channel, and ponds. Unused land refers to the mountain top without any
vegetation. MSS images were resample to the resolution of 30 m×30 m to keep consistent
with that of TM images. ArcGIS version 9.3 was used for some post-classification processing
and mapping.

Accuracy assessment is a vital step to validate whether the land cover classification
map is reliable, and generating an error matrix is the most important part for the
analysis of accuracy (Foody 2002). Information provided by Google Earth Pro® (GE)
was used as the reference data to produce the error matrix (Luedeling and Buerkert
2008). The accuracies of classification results of 2010, and those before 2010 were
assessed for each city following the approach of Zhou et al. (2012), and the Kappa
coefficients were calculated through the error matrix. Results showed that the overall
Kappa coefficients were more than 0.80 for both cities, and the value of Kappa coefficients for
urban land were more than 0.85 (Table 3).

Fig. 2 Spatial distribution of land cover changes in Chengdu (a) and Chongqing (b) during the study period
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Data analyses

Annual rate of urban growth

To make a comparison between Chengdu and Chongqing, annual urban growth rate (AGR)
was calculated through the following equation to remove the size effect of city:

AGR ¼ 100%� Aend=Astartð Þ1=d−1
� �

ð1Þ

AGR is the annual rate of urban land expansion, Aend andAstart is the extent of the urban land
area at the start and end time of period, respectively, and d is the time span of the study in years.

GIS spatial analyses of urbanization

Detailed spatial patterns of urban growth were analyzed through the following two steps
implemented in ArcGIS version 9.3:

Firstly, the urban growth types including outlying, infilling and edge-expansion were
defined according to the following equation (Xu et al. 2007):

E ¼ Lcom=Pnew ð2Þ

E determines urban growth type, Pnew is the perimeter of a newly developed urban patch,
Lcom is the length of common edge of this newly developed urban patch and existed urban
patch or patches. The value of E will range from 0 to 1. Urban growth type is defined as
infilling when E>0.5, edge-expansion when 0<E≤0.5, and outlying when E=0.

Secondly, the urbanization intensity index (UII) was generated to reveal a spatially explicit
distribution of urban growth (Li et al. 2010). The following equation was used to calculate
UII:

UIIi ¼ UAiL−UAiF

TAi

� �
� 1

N
ð3Þ

To achieve an efficient spatial recognition of the results, a 2 km×2 km grid was created for
the land cover map of each city. In Eq (3), i is a code for each grid unit, and UIIi means the
index of urbanization intensity for each unit i, UAiL and UAiF represents the total urban area of

Table 3 Accuracy assessment for
image classifications of Chengdu
and Chongqing

ameans no data

Land cover types Kappa coefficient

Chengdu Chongqing

Prior 2010 2010 Prior 2010 2010

Cropland 0.78 0.73 0.67 0.67

Green land 0.71 0.77 0.88 0.78

Urban land 0.98 0.86 0.88 0.85

Water body 0.95 0.83 0.98 0.95

Unused land 0.72 0.91 a a

Overall 0.82 0.81 0.84 0.80
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unit i in the last year and the first year of our study period respectively, TAi is the total area of
unit i and N stands for the length of the study period. The values of UII were divided into five
classes by a custom standard <10 %, 10–25 %, 25–45 %, 45–70 %, 70–100 %, which
corresponds to the urbanization intensity of very low, low, moderate, high and very high,
respectively.

Landscape metrics

The metrics of landscape pattern and structure were calculated to examine the impact of
urbanization using FRAGSTATS 3.3 (McGarigal and Marks 1995). The criteria for selecting
landscape metrics were that the metrics should be relevant to the objectives of the study and
are not redundant (Riitters et al. 1995; Wu et al. 2011). Six landscape metrics: Mean patch size
(MPS), Patch density (PD), Shannon’s diversity index (SHDI), Mean patch fractal dimension
(MPFD), Contagion index (CONTAG) and Landscape shape index (LSI), and six class-level
indices: Mean patch size (MPS), Patch density (PD), Edge density (ED), Number of patches
(NP), Mean patch fractal dimension (MPFD) and Large patch index (LPI) for urban land were
chosen in this study (Table 4).

Table 4 Landscape metrics description in the study modified from Wu (2007)

Landscape metric Abbreviation Description Application scale Unit

Number of patches NP The total number of a certain patch
type or whole landscape.

Class/landscape #

Mean patch size MPS The total area of a certain patch type
(or whole landscape) divides by the
NP of this class (or whole landscape)

Class/landscape ha

Patch density PD The number of patches per square
kilometer (i.e., 100 ha)

Class/landscape #/100 ha

Edge density ED The total edge (unit: m) of all patches
divides by the total area of whole
landscape (unit: m2), then multiplies
by 106.

Class/landscape m/ha

Large patch index LPI The area of the largest patch of whole
landscape (or a certain patch type)
divides by total area of landscape,
and then multiplies by 100.

Class/landscape %

Landscape shape
index

LSI An index for the shape complexity of
the whole landscape or a certain
patch type that Created by the
modified perimeter-area ratio.

Class/landscape

Mean patch fractal
dimension

MPFD An index for the shape complexity of
the whole landscape or a certain patch
type that equals to the arithmetic mean
of the sum of each patch fractal
dimension.

Class/landscape

Shannon’s diversity
index

SHDI An indice for the landscape heterogeneity
which is created by the area of each
patch type.

landscape

Contagion index CONTAG A measures to depict the degree of
agglomeration or the trend of extension
of different patch types in the landscape.

landscape %
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Results

Temporal changes of urban land

Both Chengdu and Chongqing have experienced an accelerating process of urbanization
(Fig. 3). The area of urban land in Chengdu increased from 75 to 807.9 km2, with an annual
increase of 22.9 km2 during the period 1978–2010. In contrast, the size of Chongqing’s urban
land grew from 70.5 to 513.2 km2 during the period 1976–2010, with an annual increase of
12.6 km2 (Fig. 3a). Over the study period, annual urban growth rate (AGR) was 7.7 % and
6.0 % for Chengdu and Chongqing, respectively (Fig. 3b). When examining detailed temporal
changes of urban land through the whole study period, we observed the magnitude of urban
land growth varied with time, and a turning point (TP) when a very significant change
occurred was found around 1992 and 1996 for Chengdu and Chongqing, respectively. As
indicted in Fig. 3b, both cities had a higher growth rate after their TPs, especially for
Chongqing. The values of AGR for Chengdu and Chongqing were 6.6 % and 3.7 %, 8.6 %
and 15.2 % before TP and after TP periods, respectively. Although the AGR of urban land in
Chengdu for the whole period was a little higher than that in Chongqing, this value after TP in
Chongqing become almost twice as that in Chengdu.

Spatiotemporal changes of urban growth types

Figure 4 illustrated the composition of three different urban growth types (i.e., edge-expansion,
outlying and infilling) for the newly developed urban land during two neighboring periods
over the entire time period for Chengdu and Chongqing. The edge-expansion was the primary
urban growth type for both cities during the study period (except the period 1976–1979 for
Chongqing when outlying was the primary one), which accounted for more than 40 % of
urban expansion, and the highest amount for Chengdu and Chongqing was 56.6 % during
1992–1996 and 60.5 % during 2001–2005, respectively. Over the whole study period the
contribution of outlying for Chongqing showed a pendular pattern with the higher values in
two ends (48.7 % in the period 1976–1979 and 33.7 % in the period 2005–2010). In contrast,
the contribution of outlying for Chengdu came to a peak (41.0 % in the period 1992–1996)
then went down and climbed to a lower peak again (33.7 % in the period 2000–2005). The
infilling type was generally the least contributor to the total urban expansion for both cities.
However, relatively high contribution of infilling occurred in the period 2000–2005 for
Chengdu and 1993–1996 for Chongqing, which amounted to 24.0 % and 24.8 %, respectively.

Fig. 3 Temporal changes in the area of urban land (a), and annual rate of urban growth (b) for Chengdu and
Chongqing. The Turning point (TP) year for Chengdu and Chongqing was 1992 and 1996, respectively
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To further our understanding of spatial changes of three urban growth types, the spatial
distribution map of three types among two neighboring periods were produced for both cities
(Fig. 5). A multinuclear growth pattern was found in Chengdu whereas most of the new urban

Fig. 4 The composition (%) of three urban expansion types for newly developed urban area in Chengdu (a) and
Chongqing (b) among two neighboring periods

Fig. 5 Spatial distribution of three urban expansion types for newly developed urban area in Chengdu (a) and
Chongqing (b) during the study period
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land in Chongqing was developed around the initial urban area which was distributed in the
intersection of two rivers in the region. As the primary growth type, edge-expansion mainly
occurred towards the west and south of the existed urban land and formed a ring-growth
pattern in Chengdu. Unlike the situation in Chengdu, edge-expansion growth was a south–
north sprawl in Chongqing, and most of them comprised the main urban land at the south of
Jialing River. The outlying growth in Chengdu mainly appeared in the plain area, west of main
urban area. In Chongqing, the outlying urban growth mainly occurred around the main urban
area till 2005 when it started to sprawl along with two rivers as well as toward the southwest-
ern area. During the entire study period, infilling growth which was unremarkable in the map
diatributed among the main urban area to integrate urban patches for both cities.

Distribution of urbanization intensity

Urbanization intensity index (UII) maps ranging from very low to very high for two cities were
generated based on 2 km×2 km grid windows across the whole study areas (Fig. 6). Results
revealed the similar trend during the entire period for both Chengdu and Chongqing that the
areas were more adjacent to urban core were associated with higher growth intensity, as
indicated by puce grids (high and very high intensity). In Chengdu the main urban growth
occurred in the places around the urban core forming a pattern called “one city with multiple
satellite towns” which was ever evidenced by Schneider et al. (2005), and the new urban
especially spread toward the plain region, west of Chengdu. Whilst a totally different spatial
pattern showed in Chongqing that urban growth with high (contained very high) intensity
started from both sides of Jialing River between two mountains, Tongluoshan and
Zhongliangshan, and then sprawled toward south and north.

Fig. 6 Spatial distributions of urbanization intensity index (UII) for Chengdu and Chongqing during
the study period
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Landscape metrics changes

Changes in the entire landscape during urbanization

Under the impacts of accelerating urbanization over the past three decades, the landscape in
both cities became fragmented as indicated by the decrease of MPS and increase of PD, and
the magnitude of fragmentation was higher in Chengdu before 2004 and reversed afterwards
(Fig. 7a, b). The values of CONTAG for both cities declined during the entire study period
which gave another evidence for the fragmentation of the whole landscape in our study areas
(Fig. 7c). With more human disturbance the entire landscapes in Chengdu and Chongqing
became more evenly distributed among different land use types which can be seen by the
increase of SHDI, especially for Chengdu whose value of SHDI became higher than
Chongqing after the early 1990s (Fig. 7d).

To understand the change of the shape of the entire landscape in Chengdu and Chongqing,
we calculated two indices, MPFD and LSI (Fig. 7e, f). MPFD increased firstly and then
decreased for both cities, and this trend was especially obvious for Chongqing. However, the
peak values occurred around different years for two cities, 1992 year for Chengdu and 2000
year for Chongqing. LSI showed an linear growth for Chengdu while an unimodal trend was

Fig. 7 Temporal patterns of six landscape metrics for whole landscape in Chengdu and Chongqing. a MPS, b
PD, c CONTAG, d SHDI, e MPFD, f LSI
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observed in Chongqing, suggesting the patches in the landscape become more irregular over
the whole study period for Chengdu but become irregular first and then inerratic for
Chongqing.

Changes in urban land

Six class-level landscape metrics were calculated to investigate the temporal patterns of urban
land changes for both cities over the past three decades. Almost every metrics changed
similarly for Chengdu and Chongqing. NP, PD, and ED increased steadily first and then
showed an explosive growth for both cities, indicating an increasing level of fragmentation of
urban land (Fig. 8a, b, c). Except for a decrease in period 1976–1979 for Chongqing, MPS
almost exhibited a similarly linear increasing curve until a drop in 2005 for both cities,
revealing that the average value of urban land patch size started to become smaller after a
long-term growth (Fig. 8d). LPI increased exponentially for Chengdu and Chongqing during
the entire study period emphasizing an increasing urban growth in the urban core (Fig. 8e). For
both cities, MPFD decreased in the period before 1980, and then kept a relatively steady
increase, and the values of MPFD in Chongqing were always larger than those in Chengdu
during the whole period (Fig. 8f).

Discussion

General trends of urbanization in two cities

Both Chengdu and Chongqing have experienced a rapid urbanization over the past three
decades (Fig. 2). The areas of urban land became 9.8 and 6.3 times larger than the initial for
Chengdu and Chongqing, respectively. The newly developed urban land of both cities was
primarily converted from the cropland and green land, with a respective contributing rate of
76.1 and 23.2 % for Chengdu and 67.3 and 31.8 % for Chongqing. This is consistent with the
results of many previous studies that urban areas expanded at the cost of agricultural land and
natural lands (e.g., Zhao et al. 2006). A relatively slow urbanization was observed in both

Fig. 8 Temporal patterns of six landscape metrics for urban land in Chengdu and Chongqing. a NP, b PD, c ED,
d MPS, e LPI, f MPFD
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cities before the 1990s, which might relate to China’s urban development mode that the east
coastal cities developed more earlier than those in-land ones, especially the cities in western
China (Ji et al. 2001). The “GoWest” program in China was initiated in the 1990s. As a result,
the capital of the most populous province (i.e., Sichuan) in Western China, Chengdu began to
take the lead in an explosive growth since 1992 (Schneider et al. 2005). In contrast, a very
significant acceleration of urbanization in Chongqing had not occurred until 1996 which was
possibly driven by the establishment of Chongqing municipality in 1997 when a series of
significant and preferential investment brought from the central and local government (Han
andWang 2001; Long et al. 2008), resulting in a larger growth rate of urban land in Chongqing
than that in Chengdu afterwards.

Spatially-explicit patterns of urban growth in two cities

A scattered new urban land in the initial periods (before the early 1990s) for Chengdu and
Chongqing rapidly fragmented the landscape, which was corresponded to the second largest
(1980–1992) and the largest (1976–1979) contribution of outlying type in Chengdu and
Chongqing, respectively (Figs. 4 and 5). This might be mainly attributed to the start of the
“Reform and Opening-up” policy as well as the availability of vast undeveloped non-urban
land. As the urbanization proceeded, the main urban sprawl moved to the urban core along the
ring roads, the middle of our study area (including satellite towns in Chengdu), with an
increasing contribution of edge-expansion, which was similar to the situation in Beijing (Xie
et al. 2007). In addition, fresh roads connecting main urban and satellite towns were created, as
indicated by more linelike new built-up land appearing in Chengdu during 1992–2000, similar
finding was observed in Guangzhou by Sun et al. (2013). Fragmentation of landscapes in both
cities was increased by the urban expansion along both sides of roads around (in Chengdu) or
across the old urban regions (in Chongqing) (Han and Wang 2001). With the “Go West”
program established in the 1990s, more industrial parks and infrastructures were built in
Chengdu which resulted in a persistent increasing infilling growth till 2005. However, it was
the outlying rather than the infilling growth in Chongqing during the same period that
experienced the persistent increase, which was possibly because of the different stages of
urban development where these two cities were in. Urbanization process in Chongqing started
later than Chengdu, and it was likely that Chongqing tended to spend more effort to gain a
short-term development through outlying growth during that period (Cai et al. 2012).

Previous studies have found that topography condition was a critical factor affecting urban
growth (Fang and Liu 2009; Maimaitiming et al. 2010), which was also observed in the
urbanization process of our studied cities, especially in Chongqing (Fig. 2). Chengdu, as a
capital city in Sichuan plain, its prominent increasing of urban growth occurred in rings and
spread out towards the west and south after 1992 for not only the main urban region but also
the satellite towns around, because of the existence of mountains in the east of urban core. In
contrast, as a mountainous city situated in the intersection region of two large rivers,
constrained by two mountains, urban lands in Chongqing were sprawling along the rivers
and formed a scattered multinuclear growth pattern in the areas between two mountains, which
was extremely different from Chengdu (Fig. 2).

A common trend of increasing outlying growth distributed far away from the old urban
areas was found for Chengdu and Chongqing during the period 2005–2010 (Figs. 4 and 5),
which might be attributed to the new policy of “Urban–rural Integrated Reform” established in
recent years (Long et al. 2008), as well as the fact that the old urban areas were sufficiently
urbanized and further urbanization had to explore new land. This new round increasing of
outlying growth may lead to a new era of urbanization.
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Spatiotemporal changes of landscape pattern in response to urbanization

As urbanization proceeds rapidly over the past three decades, the degree of fragmentation and
discreteness of landscape at the levels of both entire landscape and urban land have been
aggravated for both Chengdu and Chongqing, which was evidenced by an increase in PD, ED,
and structural complexity (identified by the MPFD) although the magnitude of these changes
varied with city. This finding is consistent with the results of many previous studies imple-
mented in other regions that urbanization tends to have a similar impact on landscape metrics,
which is generally independent on the scale of cities (Weng 2007;Wu et al. 2011; Angel et al. 2012).

Dietzel et al. (2005) proposed a hypothesis of general urbanization process that an
integrated cycle of urban expansion always consists of two distinct phases, diffusion and
coalescence, and temporal patterns of several landscape metrics can be used to test the
hypothesis. For example, the area of urban land will consistently increase no matter which
phase the city steps on; High urban PD reflects the dominance of the diffusion process and
once the coalescence begins the PD will decrease. An ever-increasing ED will be found in the
diffusion phase and will reach the peak because of the arrival of coalescence process (Dietzel
et al. 2005). Two peak values of CONTAG will occur at the start of diffusion and the end of
coalescence and one least value will be found in the between (Wu et al. 2011). Using landscape
metrics, Dietzel et al. (2005) and Wu et al. (2011) have corroborated this hypothesis of general
urbanization process in the Houston metropolitan area, and Phoenix of the state of Arizona and
Las Vegas of the state of Nevada, USA, respectively.

A consistent increase in urban land area (Fig. 3a), a general continuous increase in both PD
and ED of urban land (Fig. 8b, c), and a monotonic decrease in CONTAG for both Chengdu
and Chongqing over the past three decades (Fig. 7c) were observed in this study, which might
suggest that the urbanization in these two cities were still in the early stage dominated by the
diffusion process according to above-mentioned testable temporal patterns of landscape
metrics for the hypothesis of general urbanization process. This was further supported by
the fact that the contribution of infilling type to the newly developed urban land was the least
one (averaged as 17.6 and 17.4 %, respectively for Chengdu and Chongqing) while outlying
type accounted for an averaged value of 33.6 and 31.9 % during the entire study period
(Fig. 4). In addition, Chengdu and Chongqing underwent similar changes of landscape patterns
despite their different socioeconomic situation and topographic condition (Schneider et al.
2005; Mu et al. 2008).

Conclusions

Using both remote sensing data and landscape metrics, we illustrated the spatiotemporal
patterns of urbanization in Chengdu and Chongqing over the past three decades. Results not
only showed a dramatic growth in urban land but also an increasing fragmentation and
complexity of landscape in both cities. Urban land became 9.8 and 6.3 times larger than the
initial for Chengdu and Chongqing, with a respective annual urban growth rate (AGR) of 7.7
and 6.0 % over the past three decades, respectively. Although the AGR of urban land in
Chengdu for whole period was a little higher than that in Chongqing, this value after Turning
Point (TP) year in Chongqing become almost twice as that in Chengdu.

Spatially-explicit patterns of urban growth in two cities were identified. As the major urban
growth type, edge-expansion accounted for more than 40 % of total three types (i.e., edge-
expansion, infilling, and outlying) during the whole study period for both cities. Newly
developed urban land in Chengdu especially for the main urban area formed a ring-road
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growth model with one-nuclear, while urban expansion in Chongqing primarily occurred
along two rivers with a multinuclear growth model. Landscape metric analyses in this study
verified the theory of urbanization process, diffusion and coalescence phases proposed by
Dietzel et al. (2005). According to this theory, we found that Chengdu and Chongqing had
been undergoing the stage of diffusion and just exhibited a symptom of the coalescence process.
Many precious researches have found that whether a city is more disperse (diffusion) or more
compact (coalescence) has important implications for the management of natural resources,
energy demands, and infrastructure supported. Therefore, understanding which phrase
Chengdu and Chongqing were situated at would be helpful for urban management there.

This study demonstrated the advantages of integrating remote sensing data with landscape
metric to characterize spatial and temporal patterns of urbanization. Similarity and differences
of general trends of urbanization and spatially-explicit urban growth patterns in Chengdu and
Chongqing might provide insights for future efforts on a comprehensive understanding of
urbanization in western China or whole China. More detailed researches in the near future can
be tailored to explore the drivers, and ecological and environmental consequences of
urbanization.

Acknowledgments This study was supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of China
(#41071050 and #31021001) and the Scientific Research Foundation for the Returned Overseas Chinese
Scholars, State Education Ministry. We are grateful to all members in the Lab for their great help.

References

Angel S, Parent J, Civco DL (2012) The fragmentation of urban landscapes: global evidence of a key attribute of
the spatial structure of cities, 1990–2000. Environ Urban 24:249

Aguilera F, Valenzuela-Montes LM, Botequilha-Leitão A (2011) Landscape metrics in the analysis of urban land
use patterns: a case study in a Spanish metropolitan area. Landscape Urban Plan 99(3–4):226–238

Chen HS, Zhang Y (2013) Sensitivity experiments of impacts of large-scale urbanization in East China on East
Asian winter monsoon. Chinese Sci Bull 58(7):809

Chengdu bureau of statistics (2011) Chengdu statistical yearbook of 2011(in Chinese). Chinese statistics press,
Beijing

Chongqing bureau of statistics (2011) Chongqing statistical yearbook of 2011(in Chinese). Chinese statistics
press, Beijing

Civerolo K, Hogrefe C, Lynn B, Rosenthal J, Ku J-Y, Solecki W, Cox J, Small C, Rosenzweig C, Goldberg R,
Knowlton K, Kinney P (2007) Estimating the effects of increased urbanization on surface meteorology and
ozone concentrations in the New York City metropolitan region. Atmos Enviro 41(9):1803–1818

Dietzel C, Herold M, Hemphill JJ, Clarke KC (2005) Spatio-temporal dynamics in California’s Central Valley:
empirical links to urban theory. Int J Geogr Inf Sci 19(2):175–195

Fang CL, Liu XL (2009) Temporal and spatial differences and imbalance of China’s urbanization development
during 1950–2006. J Geogr Sci 19(6):719–732

Foley JA et al (2005) Global consequences of land use. Science 309(5734):570–574. doi:10.1126/science.
1111772

Foody GM (2002) Status of land cover classification accuracy assessment. Remote Sens Environ 80:185–201
Frondoni R, Mollo B, Capotorti G (2011) A landscape analysis of land cover change in the Municipality of Rome

(Italy): Spatio-temporal characteristics and ecological implications of land cover transitions from 1954 to
2001. Landsc Urban Plan 100:117–128

Gong JZ, Liu YS, Xia BC (2009) Spatial heterogeneity of urban land-cover landscape in Guangzhou from 1990
to 2005. J Geogr Sci 19:213–224

Groom G, Mucher CA, Ihse M, Wrbka T (2006) Remote sensing in landscape ecology: experiences and
perspectives in a European context. Landsc Ecol 21:391–408

Guiyang bureau of statistics (2011) Guiyang statistical yearbook of 2011 (in Chinese). Chinese statistics press,
Beijing

Urban Ecosyst (2014) 17:723–739 737

http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1111772
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.1111772


Han SS, Wang Y (2001) City profile: Chongqing. Cities 18(2):115–125
Jeong CH (2001) Effect of land use and urbanization on hydrochemistry and contamination of groundwater from

Taejon area, Korea. J Hydrol 253(1-4):194–210
Jensen JR (1986) Introductory to digital image processing: a remote sensing perspective (3rd ed.). Prentice Hall,

Upper Saddle River, p 526
Jerzy S (2009) Spatial context of urbanization: landscape pattern and changes between 1950 and 1990 in the

Warsaw metropolitan area, Poland. Landsc Urban Plan 93:250–261
Ji CY, Liu QH, Sun DF, Wang S, Lin P, Li XW (2001) Monitoring urban expansion with remote sensing in

China. Int J Remote Sens 22(8):1441–1455
Kunming bureau of statistics (2011) Kunming statistical yearbook of 2011 (in Chinese). Chinese statistics press,

Beijing
Lanzhou bureau of statistics (2011) Lanzhou statistical yearbook of 2011 (in Chinese). Chinese statistics press,

Beijing
Li YF, Zhu XD, Sun X, Wang F (2010) Landscape effects of environmental impact on bay-area wetlands under

rapid urban expansion and development policy: a case study of Lianyungang, China. Landsc Urban Plan 94:
218–227

Li XW, Liang C, Shi JB, Li MD (2012) Spatiotemporal dynamics and urban land-use transformation in the rapid
urbanization of the Shanghai Metropolitan Area in the 1980s–2000s. J Environ Inf 20(2):103–114

Liu JY, Deng XZ (2011) Impacts and mitigation of climate change on Chinese cities, Curr Opin Env Sust 3(3):
188–192

Liu SQ, Chen ZJ, Chen GJ (2004) Impact of urbanization and resettlement on employment of rural inhabitants in
China. Mt Res Dev 24(3):228–233

Long HL, Wu XQ, Wang WJ, Dong GH (2008) Analysis of urban–rural land-use change during 1995–2006 and
its policy dimensional driving forces in Chongqing, China. Sensors 8:681–699

Luedeling E, Buerkert A (2008) Typology of oases in northern Oman based on Landsat and SRTM imagery and
geological survey data. Remote Sens Environ 112(3):1181–1195

Ma YL, Xu RS (2010) Remote sensing monitoring and driving force analysis of urban expansion in Guangzhou
City, China. Habitat Int 34:228–235

Maimaitiming A, Zhang XL, Lei J, Cao HH (2010) Structural change and spatial pattern of urbanization in
Xinjiang. 2010 International Conference on Management and Service Science (MASS 2010), doi: 10.1109/
ICMSS.2010.5576495

McGarigal K, and Marks B J (1995). Spatial pattern analysis program for quantifying landscape structure. Gen.
Tech. Rep. PNW-GTR-351.USDepartment of Agriculture, Forest Service, Pacific Northwest Research Station

Meyer WB, Turner BL (1992) Human population growth and global land-use/cover change. Annu Rev Ecol Syst
23:39–61

Mu FY, Zhang ZX, Liu B, Zuo LJ (2008) Spatial and temporal dynamic of urban sprawl in West China: a case
study of Chongqing, China. Proc SPIE - Int Soc Opt Eng 7143:71430Y–71431Y

Pauchard A, Aguayo M, Peña E, Urrutia R (2006) Multiple effects of urbanization on the biodiversity of
developing countries: the case of a fast-growing metropolitan area (Conceptión, Chile). Biol Conserv 127(3):
272–281

Ramachandra TV, Bharath H (2012) Insights to urban dynamics through landscape spatial pattern analysis. Int J
Appl Earth Obs Geoinformation 18:329–343

Riitters KH, O’Neill RV, Hunsaker CT, Wickham JD, Yankee DH, Timmins SP et al (1995) A factor analysis of
landscape pattern and structure metrics. Landsc Ecol 10(1):23–39

Schneider A, Seto KC, Webster DR (2005) Urban growth in Chengdu, Western China: application of remote
sensing to assess planning and policy outcomes. Environ Plan B: Plan Des 32:323–345

Seto KC, Fragkias M (2005) Quantifying spatiotemporal patterns of urban land-use change in four cities of China
with time series landscape metrics. Landsc Ecol 20:871–888

Shen WJ, Wu JG et al (2008) Effects of urbanization-induced environmental changes on ecosystem functioning
in the Phoenix metropolitan region, USA. Ecosystems 11:138–155

Song FX, Timberlake M (1996) Chinese urbanization, state policy and the world economy. J Urban Aff 18(3):
285

Strahler AH (1980) The use of prior probabilities in maximum likelihood classification of remotely sensed data.
Remote Sens Environ 10:135–163

Su SL, Jiang ZL, Zhang Q, Zhang Y (2011) Transformation of agricultural landscapes under rapid urbanization: a
threat to sustainability in Hang-Jia-Hu region, China. Appl Geogr 31:439–449

Sun C, Wu ZF, Lv ZQ, Yao N, Wei JB (2013) Quantifying different types of urban growth and the change
dynamic in Guangzhou using multi-temporal remote sensing data. International Journal of Applied
Observation and Geoinformation, 21: 409c417

738 Urban Ecosyst (2014) 17:723–739

http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/ICMSS.2010.5576495
http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/ICMSS.2010.5576495


United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2012) World urbanization
prospects: the 2011 revision. United Nations, New York

Ward D, Phinn SR,Murray AT (2000) Monitoring growth in rapidly urbanizing areas using remotely sensed data.
Prof Geogr 52(3):371–386

Weng QH (2002) Land use change analysis in the Zhujiang delta of China using satellite remote sensing, GIS and
stochastic modeling. J Environ Manag 64(3):273–284

Weng YC (2007) Spatiotemporal changes of landscape pattern in response to urbanization. Landsc Urban Plan
81:341–353

Wu JG (2007) Landscape ecology-pattern, process, scale and hierarchy. Advanced Education Press, Beijing,
Scale and Hierarchy

Wu JG, Jenerette GD, Buyantuyev A, Redman CL (2011) Quantifying spatiotemporal patterns of urbanization:
the case of the two fastest growing metropolitan regions in the United States. Ecol Complex 8:1–8

Xi’an bureau of statistics (2011) Xi’an statistical yearbook of 2011 (in Chinese). Chinese statistics press, Beijing
Xie YC, Fang CL et al (2007) Tempo-spatial patterns of land use changes and urban development in globalizing

China: a study of Beijing. Sensors 2007(7):2881–2906
Xining bureau of statistics (1996) Xining statistical yearbook of 1996 (in Chinese). Chinese statistics press,

Beijing
Xining bureau of statistics (2001) Xining statistical yearbook of 2001 (in Chinese). Chinese statistics press,

Beijing
Xining bureau of statistics (2011) Xining statistical yearbook of 2011 (in Chinese). Chinese statistics press,

Beijing
Xu C et al (2007) The spatiotemporal dynamics of rapid urban growth in the Nanjing metropolitan region of

China. Landscape Ecol 22:925–937
Xu C et al (2012) Temporal variation of characteristic scales in urban landscapes: an insight into the evolving

internal structures of China’s two largest cities. Landscape Ecol 27:1063–1074
Zhao SQ, Fang JY et al (2006) Ecological consequences of rapid urban expansion: Shanghai, China. Ecol

Environ 4(7):341–346
Zhou DC, Zhao SQ, Zhu C (2012) The grain for green project induced land cover change in the Loess Plateau: a

case study with Ansai County, Shanxi Province, China. Ecol Indic 23:88–94
Zhou L, Dickinson RE, Tian Y, Fang J, Li Q, Kaufmann RK, Tucker CJ, Myneni RB (2004) Evidence for a

significant urbanization effect on climate in China. PNAS, Vol. 101, June 2004, pp 9540–9544

Urban Ecosyst (2014) 17:723–739 739


	Spatiotemporal patterns of urbanization over the past three decades: a comparison between two large cities in Southwest China
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Data and methods
	Study areas
	Remote sensing data and data processing
	Data analyses
	Annual rate of urban growth
	GIS spatial analyses of urbanization

	Landscape metrics

	Results
	Temporal changes of urban land
	Spatiotemporal changes of urban growth types
	Distribution of urbanization intensity
	Landscape metrics changes
	Changes in the entire landscape during urbanization
	Changes in urban land


	Discussion
	General trends of urbanization in two cities
	Spatially-explicit patterns of urban growth in two cities
	Spatiotemporal changes of landscape pattern in response to urbanization

	Conclusions
	References


