Urban Regeneration of China’s Historical District in a
Transitional Economy
Case Study of the Drum Tower Muslim District, Xi’an city, P.R.China
Zhai Binqing
Ph.D. Candidate
Department of Urban Planning and Design, University of Hong Kong
Email: zhaibinqing@hkusua.hku.hk

Abstract
With the transformation of Chinese economy from previous socialist or planned to marketoriented development after 1978, tremendous changes have taken place in many respects of
the urban development in China. In order to cater for this market-oriented economy, many
Chinese cities are endeavouring to restructure its urban space formed in previous socialist
time. The kind of government-led top-down market-oriented regeneration process is well
reflected in the practices of the Muslim district of Xi’an.
Ostensibly, two regeneration approaches are adopted in two areas of the Muslim district: one
is conservation-biased revitalization and the other is market-biased redevelopment. However,
a closer examination shows actually they share the similarity in terms of the government-led
top-down proposed and implemented plans.
The paper concludes by underlining that community-based revitalization plan might fit this
particular district better than any current plans by local government, given the particular
district context e.g. massive self-constructions, constraints from the city conservation
regulations and market considerations. Nevertheless, a more fundamental way out for the
comprehensive regeneration of this Muslim district still lies in the institutionalized
participatory regeneration mechanism.
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Since the open door policy was adopted in 1978, many tremendous changes have taken place
in urban China. One salient characteristic of urban development and construction was the
nationwide effort to restore urban master plans to guide their urban constructions and city
growth (Buck, 1984). In the meantime, urban revitalization and redevelopment in old urban
areas took place, especially with the emergence of development industries in the 1990s
(EBUCCC, 1990). Nevertheless, with the massive property-led redevelopment in many cities,
a large number of historical districts have been damaged and demolished (Ruan & Sun, 2001).
Such property-led redevelopment activities in some historical cities have already resulted in
many dreadful consequences. For instance, in order to maximize the economic returns, many
historical buildings have been removed and generic architecture and districts have flourished
in the original historical areas (Wu, 1998).
Even though there are quite a few studies exploring the impacts of rapid urban development
to historical areas, most of them focus much on the changing physical historical environment
(Fang, 2000; Li, 2005; Ruan & Sun, 2001; Shan, 2006). Some studies focus on the role of
governments (Lin & Wang, 2002; Qi, 2001; Zhang, 1998) or on economic development
(Geng, 1998; Shi, 2005; Wang, 2005). A number of researchers tend to theoretically stress on
the significance of neighborhoods in urban renewal of China (He & Liu, 2005; He, Yu, &
Fang, 2001). Nevertheless, very few studies are exploring the situation of indigenous
communities in local revitalization process empirically. And the gap between theoretical
models and empirical practices still largely remains. Especially, given the context of a
Chinese historical urban area, there are many dynamics affecting the practices of local
regeneration.
Based on a Chinese historical district, Xi’an Drum Tower Muslim District, this paper
discusses the role and contribution of indigenous communities to local regeneration. Firstly
this paper reviews the urban planning and development policies in Xi’an. Secondly, concrete
urban regeneration policies in Xi’an Muslim district are introduced. Thirdly, focusing on two
particular projects in the Muslim district, the paper discusses the government-led regeneration
plans. Finally, the paper concludes by underlining that a community-based revitalization plan
might serve local district regeneration better than any current proposed redevelopment plans.
The following diagram (a) illustrates the analytical framework towards the urban
regeneration in Xi’an DTMD.
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Regeneration characteristics
■ Top-down government-led regeneration;
■ Promoting economic growth by means of urban conservation and renewal;

Regeneration approaches
Market-biased redevelopment of Damaishi
and Sajinqiao streets area

Conservation-biased revitalization of Beiyuanmen
street area (as a pilot study)

(Project objectives)
● Improving the dwelling quality;
● Protecting physical historical environment;
● Stimulating economic growth;

(Government objectives)
● Leasing land use rights;
● Increasing land value through changing land uses;
● Attracting more investment through providing
business opportunities;

Community petitions and movements;

Key factors:
● Massive self-help constructions;
● Constraints from urban conservation;
● Cohesive neighborhoods and community relationships;

Key stakeholders involved:
● Local government;
● Local community;
● Professionals;

Compromising the interest of private sectors

Cooperation between local community and local government
or
Community-based revitalization

Diagram a: An Analytical Framework towards the Urban Regeneration in Xi’an DTMD
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1 The City of Xi’an: an introduction to its urban development
1.1 Xi’an: an important inland city in North-Western China

Map a: Locations of Shaanxi province in China and Xi’an in Shaanxi province
(Source: http://map.cncitymap.com/; http://www.maps-of-china.com/shaanxi-s-ow.shtml)

Xi’an is located at the center of Guanzhong Plain (Wei River Valley) (map a), and owes its
development to the large area of fertile soil. As one of China’s six great historic capitals, the
name of Xi’an came into use during the Ming dynasty (Wu, 1979), even though the city had
grown and prospered well before that period. The prosperous cities in China’s history, such
as Fengjing and Gaojing of Western Zhou dynasty, Xianyang of Qin dynasty and Chang’an
of Western Han, Sui and Tang dynasties, were all forerunners of Xi’an. Although all these
cities occupy different sites, they are all within the present Xi’an Shi (municipality). The rise
and fall of each of these cities reflect the vicissitudes in the development of Xi’an (Ma, 1985).
In China’s history, Xi’an had been the capital city from Western Zhou to Tang dynasties,
altogether about 16 dynasties around 1133 years. This means Xi’an had been the political and
commercial and cultural center for more than one third period in China’s 3000 years of
history since the 11th century B.C. (Zhu & Wu, 2003).
It is Tang (A.D. 618-907) and Ming (A.D. 1368-1644) dynasties that contributed and
expanded most of Xi’an urban pattern and areas (XCUCRC, 2000). Especially during the 11th
year of Hong Wu period (A.D. 1378), based on the Tang City Wall scope, extensive urban
constructions had been carried out, e.g. the City Wall, the Bell-tower and the Drum-Tower,
which formed the foundation stones for current Xi’an’s urban fabric and historical cityscapes
(He, 2006). Subsequent massive urban constructions and development have taken place
mainly on the basis of the Ming city.
Today, Xi’an is the capital of Shaanxi province, the biggest industrial base, the commercial
center and the political and educational core of Northwest China. Xi’an municipality
(including nearby administrative counties) has an area of 10,108 km2, which ranges 204 km
from east to west and 116 km from south to north, with a total population about 8,068,100
(SSB, 2006). Among this, the urban area is about 3,582 km2, with the population about
5,409,686 (XSB, 2007).
The following map (b) shows today Xi’an central urban area and the red part indicates the
historical urban center --- the City Wall area (thereafter CWA). As the historical core, the
CWA is about 12 km2, with a population about 420,000 (XMPG, 2005). Today, many
historical monuments and sites still remain within Xi’an central urban area. In addition to
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some historical monuments e.g. the Bell-tower, the Drum-tower, and the Great Mosque, there
are also the historical districts, such as the Sanxuejie, Defuxiang, and Beiyuanmen historical
districts (also known as the Drum Tower Muslim District) (SCXPC, 2002).

Map b: Xi’an central urban area (Note: the red part indicating Xi’an CWA)
(Source: http://www.tobunken.go.jp/~kokusen/ENGLISH/MEETING/SEMINAR/7SEMINAR/dong1l.gif)

1.2 Evolution of Xi’an master plans and current urban regeneration focus
Since 1950, Xi’an municipal government has put forth four master plans, and they have been
implemented respectively in the following periods: 1953-1972; 1980-2000; 1995-2010; and
2008-2020 (Chen, Wang, & Wen, 2003). The latest master plan was approved by the State
Council in May 2008. The emphasis and ideologies in the four master plans have been
transformed greatly, accompanying local socio-economic development.
Since 1949, as one of the major inland cities promoting industrial development, Xi’an urban
planning and development was very industrial development oriented. During political
struggling Cultural Revolution period, like in many other Chinese cities, the first master plan
of Xi’an has been disbanded, and urban construction and development had been carried out
mainly meeting the needs of individual functional departments. This period corresponded and
contributed to the cellular economy in China after the Cultural Revolution. Nevertheless,
considering Xi’an already had its master plan sine 1953, many practices during the Cultural
Revolution was still within the framework of its set Plan. Therefore, Xi’an was still a very
good example of how city planning was practiced in China in the early years of Communist
rule.
After 1978, Xi’an revised and proposed its second master plan, which featured by the
somewhat continuity of the first master plan. Industrial development was still very much
stressed. Nevertheless, the conservation of historical capital city features was underlined and
tourism industry was promoted. During the 1990s, with more and more visitors coming to
Xi’an to see its historical heritages, the tourist industry biased urban construction
compromised its established conservation policies. The third master plan of the 1990s
emphasized the dominating high-tech industry in local development. In addition, with the
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introduction of paid land use right, real estate industries contribute much in Xi’an urban
constructions and it is also the dominant strategy for local municipal government to generate
its revenues. With the Western China Development and rapid urbanization since 2000,
previous old urban area centred planning could not meet the market-oriented development. In
addition, too many functions in the old urban area aroused many urban problems.
Considering this, the fourth master plan was approved by the State Council in 2008. This
Plan attempts to restructure Xi’an urban space and its industrial layout to cater for an
economic market. In order to attract more investment, local physical environment will be
improved with the effort to regenerate its excellent culture and cityscapes. Nevertheless, the
conservation efforts work very hard to satisfy the tourist industry, and many practices even
deviate from the comprehensive regeneration principles. For example, the issue of living
heritage stresses much the involvement of original residents and indigenous residential lives
of historical environments. Nevertheless, these issues are often compromised or even totally
ignored in an economy-growth-biased urban process.
The following will explore how these policies and strategies are implemented and what
factors are affecting them in a Xi’an historical district.
2 Case Study: Xi’an Drum Tower Muslim District
2.1 Location
Located at the very centre of Xi’an CWA, Drum Tower Muslim District (thereafter DTMD)
is one of the few areas that have been entirely declared as a historical area (SCXPC, 2002;
XCPB, XACH, & XUPDI, 2005). It ranges from Shehui Road in the east to Zaoci Lane in the
west, and from the West Avenue in the south to Hongfu Street in the north. The whole area is
about 54 hectares, occupying the population of almost 60,000, and among them 30,000 are
Muslim residents (SCXPC, 2002; XMHDPPO, 2003). This area is also the largest Muslim
residential area in Xi’an city, and its boundary is illustrated in the yellow square of the
following map (c), while the blue ring indicates the city wall and the moat, which delineates
the scope of Xi’an CWA.

Map c: Location of DTMD within Xi’an CWA
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2.2 Challenges facing the historical district
By and large, the many urban problems in Xi’an DTMD since the 1990s mainly incorporate
the following:
<1> chaotic self-construction activities
With the rapid increasing urban population in Xi’an city, the Muslim population is also
increasing very fast. With the increasing urban population, there is an urgent need for local
residents to increase their living space, and many local residents randomly add more stories
on the top of their own houses or build new houses even in public areas. Such activities often
ignore existing urban planning and conservation regulations. As a result, many traditional
courtyards have been destructed and replaced with three to four stories brick-made simple
houses. Generally, these constructions were characterized by crude structures, poor quality
and simple decoration (Cao, 2005). These tentative buildings form a sharp contrast with the
overall historical district fabric (Li, 2002, p. 39). The kind of self-construction activities have
been especially elevated and worsened with local renewal policy of “demolishing one and
returning one” in 1991. The simple reason behind it is that many residents wish to get more
compensation (Dong, 1995, p. 94).
These self-construction activities have caused many problems such as the infringement on
public space, waste of space, poor lighting and ventilation (XMHDPPO, 2003, p. 11). In
addition, with gradual nibbling activities on public space by local residents, there is less and
less greenery area. Original spacious courtyards eventually become the transportation space.
Actually, these issues account for most of the disharmony among local communities.
<2> environmental disruption accompanying flourishing business activities
One of local Muslim residents’ conspicuous characteristics is to conduct local businesses.
Actually, almost every family is doing businesses here, such as the catering trade, butchery,
antiques and curios and etc (Li, 2004, pp. 172-174). Normally such business activities take
place in the shop fronts along the narrow streets, and the areas behind the shop fronts serve as
the place of butchery and preparation, e.g. slaughtering animals and boiling meat.
Nevertheless, sometimes retailers and vendors even set up their stalls in public space or on
the streets. Especially when some retailers find their shops’ positions hidden from public
views or relatively remote, they would set up some stalls in more popular areas of local
streets, like Beiyuanmen street and Xiyangshi street. As one of the busiest marketplaces
within Xi’an CWA, when it brings great fortune to local businessmen, it also generates many
traffic and environmental problems since the 1990s (Zhu, 1998).
<3> lagging infrastructure construction and rundown district environment
With the lagging district environment management system, there are many problems such as
traffic jams and exhaust fumes in the narrow district roads. Besides, some residents and
private property owners used to discharge the used or contaminated water directly into the
public sewage system, which often results in the block of sewage pipes and the flowing
contaminated water above ground (Cao, 2005, p. 16).
These urban problems seriously affect the reputation of this area as a historical district as well
as local living environment. Most residents wish local renewal plan taking place to improve
their current living situations. Nevertheless, they also express conspicuously that the
prerequisite is that they will not be relocated to other places mainly because of their religious
beliefs and group living traditions. With all these urban problems in mind, local government
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proposed to redevelop this historical district following its comprehensive urban regeneration
plans, since the beginning of the 1990s.
The redevelopment project of Xi’an DTMD turns to be one of the research projects of Xi’an
Municipal Construction Bureau in 1993. Since then, various units cooperated to carry out a
pilot project in this district, and these units include Xi’an City Planning Bureau, Xi’an Urban
Planning and Design Institute, The Great Mosque, as well as two institutes i.e. Xi’an Jiaotong
University and Norwegian Institute of Technology. Especially in 1997, as one of the
officially signed nine cooperation contracts between the National Science Committee of
China and Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD), more extensive
work has been done in a selected quarter of DTMD.
2.3 Conservation-biased revitalization in a selected quarter --- Beiyuanmen street
project
The selected quarter is totally about 4 hectors with the boundaries of the following streets: to
the south: Huajuexiang; to the west: Guangji Street; to the north: Xiyangshi Street; and to the
east: Beiyuanmen Street, as shown in the map (d).

Map d: Location of the selected quarter within DTMD

The objectives of the project concern three aspects: <1> to improve the dwelling quality of
the tenants; <2> to safeguard the environmental fabric of the Great Mosque (Hoyem, 1989, p.
4); <3> to stimulate local economic growth and to restore well-preserved courtyards and
buildings (Li, 2002, p. 40).
In conducting this co-operative work, the roles of three types of stakeholders stand out in
getting the necessary funds. They include Xi’an Municipal Government, NORAD, and local
residents. According to the agreement: during the projects implementation, Xi’an municipal
government provides the fund for infrastructure construction and salaries for the staff
working in a temporarily established working office --- Muslim District Project Office, etc;
NORAD provides fund for the traditional building restoration; and local original residents
need to pay for the renewal costs of their own houses (Li, 2002).
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As proposed in the plan, with the original streets widened, the building facades flanking the
streets were reconstructed in traditional styles of Qing and Ming dynasties. Behind the
traditional facades, modern houses were built. Normally, these modern buildings in two to
three stories were used for the residents who were relocated in the streets widening project.
The policies to these relocated residents were: they were compensated according to the
market price when their properties were reclaimed during the project, and the new apartments
were offered at the cost price after the project completion (resources provided by local
residents). With these policies, many original residents were willing and able to afford the
new apartments after local renewal plans.
By the end of 2002, as an experimental project, the revitalization work in the selected quarter
came to an end. After this project, several courtyards have been restored and preserved,
including Family Gao Courtyard, Family An Courtyard, and etc. The conditions of the
restored courtyards as well as the experimental model housing are shown in the following
pictures (a) (XMHDPPO, 2003).

Picture a: Family Gao Courtyard & Experimental Model Housing

After the renewal projects, previously dilapidated housing area today becomes one of the
most attractive and typical residential places both to local residents and to tourists. In addition
to improving local living conditions, ameliorated historical districts have also contributed
much to local tourism industry. According to local government report, in its tenth five-year
plan (2001~2005), the annual economic growth rate in the renewed area remained as high as
more than 20% (BSOLD, 2006). During 2000 to 2004, the average annual economic growth
rate in Xi’an was 13.32% (XSB, 2005).
2.4 Market-biased property redevelopment in Damaishi & Sajinqiao streets area
Since local government set the agenda for the renewal of Xi’an DTMD in 1993, gradual
changes took place in different parts of the area. In addition to the conservation-biased
revitalization project in Beiyuanmen street area, other market-biased redevelopments also
take place in the Muslim district, accompanying the massive property-led redevelopment in
Xi’an since the 1990s. For instance, at the end of 1991, the first 49 renewal blocks in Xi’an
run-down urban areas were proposed by Xi’an municipal government, and these projects
were characterized by the simple exchange between monetary returns and land use rights (He,
2002). In the Muslim district, several blocks are among such renewal projects, e.g.
Zaocixiang redevelopment project in 1993 and Damaishi street in 1998.
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Damaishi and Sajinqiao streets locate at the western area of the Muslim district (shown in the
map (e)). The two streets run in south-north direction. They connect with each other at
Miaohou street, and local people name the intersection as “Sajinqiao crossroad”. The whole
two streets are about 1,100 meters long. The history of Damaishi and Sajinqiao streets can
date back to Tang dynasty, when Islam was introduced into Xi’an in A.D. 651. Today this
area has been well known for Muslim living quarter and local Muslim flavor (SMDPI,
XUAT, UTPRI, RERI, & RUDRI, 1997).

Map e: Damaishi & Sajinqiao areas

Facing the many district challenges mentioned above and also the economic development
opportunities with the development of nearby West Street (see more elaboration in Zhu,
1998), local district government proposed to redevelopment this area since the end of the
1990s. According to the redevelopment plan, a traditional residential environment is expected
(XCPB et al., 2005), which is seen as part of Xi’an municipal government’s blue print of the
Imperial Urban Regeneration of the Tang Dynasty (XCPB, 2005; XCPB et al., 2005).
Nevertheless, some academics argue this kind of process is generated by local politicians’
attitude towards modernization (Wang, 2000). In this plan, two streets in the DTMD area will
be widened passing through Damaishi and Sajinqiao streets area to solve local traffic
problems (shown in the map (e)). In addition, with the improved physical environment, it is
expected to bring more business opportunities for local businessmen. Nevertheless, since
local redevelopment strategies adopt housing removal and residential relocation, existing low
level houses will be replaced by multi-level mixed-used modern complexes, and many
concerned original residents will be relocated or displaced to the areas out side of CWA.
This is very difficult to be accepted by concerned residents. There are at least three reasons
accounting for it. Firstly, it relates to the Muslim religion that many local residents have.
Based on their daily praying tradition, these Muslim residents see mosques as indispensable
components in their lives. Secondly, it relates to the close relationships among local residents.
Due to Muslim marriage traditions, the relationships among local residents are not only
neighborhoods but relatives. Many people cherish their close relationships and find it
unacceptable to leave this area alone. Thirdly, it connects with local traditional business lives.
Since there exist a close tie between their economic lives and the urban fabric. They see
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“moving out from this area is unacceptable”, because “although they may get better living
conditions, it can’t make up for their economic losses, since moving out means losing job[s]”
(Wang, 2002, p. 93).
2.4.1 Market-force
In this project, market-force plays a significant role in local redevelopment plans making and
implementation. On the one hand, by means of reclaiming property rights and displacing
concerned residents, it is an important way for the district government to increase its
revenues by leasing the land use right to private developers. On the other hand, it closely
relates to various land uses, which have different land prices. According to the redevelopment
plan, original low level of residential houses will be replaced by multi-level of mixed-use
commercial-cum-residential complexes. With the changes of land uses, corresponding land
prices will also increase, which means local government can get more revenues through
leasing the land use right. In addition, as it is laid out in Xi’an latest master plan, the whole
CWA is to be restructured into a centre of tourism and commerce. Therefore, the
constructions of multi-level of mixed-use complexes will provide more business
opportunities and attract more investment for the municipal economic development.
In a nutshell, it is the raising land prices that dominate local redevelopment plans and policies.
As it is stipulated in the article 28 of current Land Administration Act, the state-owned urban
land in Chinese cities has been categorized into various levels according to certain criteria
(SCXPC, 2004). Usually, the higher level of land grade the better price the land will have. In
addition, given the same land grade, various sorts of land uses grant different prices to the
land. Following map (f) illustrates that Xi’an DTMD mainly locates in the Grade I and Grade
II area. The table (a) of Base Price for State-owned Land in Xi’an shows the prices disparity
of different grades of land. Normally, in the same grade of land, the land for commercial and
tourist uses has higher price than the land for residential uses. Naturally this has much
attraction to local government to sell the land use right, while redeveloping this area into
mixed-use purposes.

Map f: Graded state-owned land in Xi’an city
Source: (MLRPRC, 2003)
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In the meantime, attracting businesses and private investment becomes one important
objective for local economic development. Therefore, various governmental agencies make
great efforts to provide opportunities through local redevelopment plans. For example, in the
work-plan of the External Trade and Economy Cooperation Bureau, Lianhu District, local
development concept was “Big attracting businesses producing big development; small
attracting businesses producing small development; no attracting businesses producing no
development” (---, 2005). All these policies and strategies prove that market force or
economic development plays a dominant role in local regeneration plans.
Land use

Residential
area

Industrial area

Scientific,
educational,
cultural and
hygienic area

Comprehensive
area

Land grade

Commercial,
tourist and
amusement
area

I
II
III
IV
V
VI
VII
VIII
IX
X
XI
XII

3300
2535
1965
1470
900
570
435
330
270
158
45
28

2610
2070
1620
1215
765
495
390
300
240
147
40
26

1950
1560
1230
870
555
375
300
240
210
135
36
22

2265
1755
1350
1020
660
420
330
270
225
142
39
24

2955
2310
1800
1335
840
540
405
315
255
150
44
27

Price

Table a: The Base Price for State-owned Land in Xi’an (2007)
Source: Xi’an National Land and Resources Bureau

2.4.2 Social impacts of the redevelopment plan
Since local district government began to propagate the redevelopment plan in 2005, the issue
of property compensation has been very contentious. Today, the property rights in DTMD
mainly consist of three types: i> Private land use rights; ii> Public land use rights; and iii>
Rent (three types: Rent public property for residential usage; Rent public property for
company or governmental unit; Rent private house for business) (Li, 2002, p. 63). The
proportions of these areas to entire Muslim district area are illustrated in the following chart:
the private right occupying 75.2%, the public right 23.0%, and rent houses 1.8% (SMDPI et
al., 1997, p. 65).
Proportions of Different Property-right Areas to Entire Muslim Area

%

1.8
23.0
private right
public right
rent houses
75.2
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Therefore, in order to appropriate the land use right, a proper compensation plan by local
district government is necessary, which is shown in the following table (b). Surrounding this
compensation plan, there have been enormous discontents among local residents. They
believe that the compensation is far less than the market price, and that local redevelopment
project is for the associated benefit of local district government and private developers at the
cost of their own.
Removal compensation
from government

Local second-hand
apartment price

Market-price of local
commercial housing

Privateowned
residential
housing
Privateowned
business
housing
Public-owned
residential
housing

1,680-2,180 RMB yuan/M2

3,000-3,500 RMB yuan/M2

4,000-5,000 RMB yuan/M2

3,800-4,000 RMB yuan/M2

10,000 RMB yuan/M2

30,000 RMB yuan/M2
(including 47% public
apportion)

Public-owned
business
housing

About 2,000 RMB yuan/M2

Price Types
Property
Categories

800-1,000 RMB yuan/M2

Table b: Prices comparison between removal compensation and market-price of
local commercial housing in Sajinqiao Area, Xi’an, in Mar. 2005
(Source: provided by local Muslim residents)

The total concerned households in this redevelopment project reach more than one thousand.
There were several dialogues taking place between these residents and local district
government, when the district government has been propagating the redevelopment plan. The
original intentions of the district government were to convince the residents that the city’s
future will be better if the plan is conducted. Nevertheless, all these dialogues end in vain.
This has much to do with the political distrust of the residents towards local political
institutions. Seeing this, in March 2005, local district government began to take forceful
removal actions in Damaishi and Sajinqiao area. In order to fight for their own rights, local
residents began to petition to higher authorities for assistance and justice, respectively Xi’an
Urban Planning Bureau, Xi’an Municipal Government, and even to the State Council
(resources provided by local residents).
As a result, in September 2006, the Ministry of Construction in P.R.China decided to send
out special investigators on urban planning implementation in six cities including Xi’an.
According to the mechanism, the investigators mainly examine whether local development is
following its master plan. And when there is any problem found, the investigators may report
directly to the Ministry of Construction. Then, the Ministry of Construction will inform the
corresponding governmental agencies to explain and validate their activities (---, 2006).
Nevertheless, in May 2008, Xi’an latest master plan was approved by the State Council.
Since such redevelopment projects as in Damaishi and Sajinqiao area are outlined in the
master plan, it is difficult to comment on local redevelopment activities in the Muslim district
under the rubrics of legitimacy. In this sense, to what direction the redevelopment project will
head for really depends on the interactions between local governments and the residents.
Nevertheless, at least two concrete challenges face local district government: one is the
cohesive community movements and petitions where social capital plays a considerable role;
the other is the astronomical compensation they might face as a result of local massive selfconstructions in recent years.
13

Under such a situation, both previous empirical practices in Beiyuanmen street area and the
realities in Damaishi and Sajinqiao area infer that local community-engaged redevelopment
approach might fit the Muslim district better than any current proposed plans by local
government.
3 Conclusion
The latest master plan of Xi’an underlines the significance of urban conservation in city
development, accompanying strong economic development concerns. In order to meet its set
objectives, the general urban space in Xi’an is to be restructured, and the historical urban core
---CWA--- is planned as the commercial and tourist center. Nevertheless, the social
development and community construction are just very vaguely mentioned in the master plan
e.g. as a people-centered plan. Such situations are well reflected in the regeneration process
of the Muslim district within the CWA.
Beiyuanmen street project was conducted in 1993 in order to improve local physical urban
environments. As a pilot project for the whole DTMD and also to comply with the municipal
conservation regulations within the historical core, this project was featured by conservationbiased revitalization. Especially, with the financial assistance from NORAD, the
revitalization plan was proposed by various group members, during which the role of local
residents are involved to contribute to local revitalization plan both financially and
empirically. It’s noteworthy that after the project completion, the original residents still
remain on site, which actually infers the conservation of not only physical environment but
also local indigenous lives. Therefore, it seems to be a regeneration process of physically,
economically as well as socio-culturally.
Nevertheless, in the general context of Xi’an’s market-oriented urban development, large
areas have been redeveloped following a very market-biased policy. Usually, local
redevelopment plans in these areas promote housing removal and residential relocation.
Through leasing the land use rights and attracting more private investment, it is a way for
local government to increase its revenues. This logic also dominates the redevelopment
project in Damaishi and Sajinqiao streets area.
Even though the revitalization processes of these two projects seem very different from each
other, a closer examination shows actually they share the similarity in terms of the
government-led top-down proposed and implemented plans. Beiyuanmen street project was
proposed by local government together with some professionals as a pilot project. Even
though local residents were involved in the project someway, e.g. the provision of necessary
funds, this does not mean that they have a right to decide whether or not to accept what is
happening on the site. Therefore, this whole process is more like something to showcase it as
a pilot study. In other words, there is no institutionalized way to guarantee the role of local
residents in local development plan. This has been blatantly reflected in the redevelopment
project of Damaishi and Sajinqiao streets area, where the original residents have been
excluded from the redevelopment plan when local government sees more economic returns.
In fact, local economic-growth-biased tendency is so dominating that many earlier proposed
plans might be changed or pushed aside and instead other options generating more monetary
returns are opted for. Through experiencing the property-led redevelopment projects in the
Muslim district, Xi’an City Planning and Design Institute, as local planning agency,
comments that in order to conduct a comprehensive regeneration plan in Xi’an DTMD, “a
strict management method should be obeyed to ensure the accordance with the original plan”,
and in addition “the interference of commercial motives should be avoided” (XCPDI, 2002,
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p. 90). However, with the trend of globalization, market-force has been playing a more and
more important role in Xi’an urban development. The suggestion of shunning from
“commercial motives” is very difficult to follow in the context of pro-growth urban
development.
Given the particular district context of this area as a Muslim enclave, several issues play a
significant role in affecting the implementation of the redevelopment plan, such as the
cohesive relationships among the Muslim neighborhoods, astronomical compensation facing
local government due to recent community massive self-constructions, and the constraints of
the building height control within the CWA which might compromise the economic interest
of the associated state-private-sectors. In the meantime, many local residents show the
financial ability and willingness to improve their houses by themselves. Therefore, to this
particular district, the cooperation between local government and communities provides a
feasible and practical way to conduct local regeneration. Nevertheless, it should be noticed
that this kind of cooperation between local government and communities comes into being
only with the interaction of above mentioned key issues. Especially, among them, the
cohesive relationships among local residents play a significant role, which contribute to the
organized community petition and involvement in local redevelopment plans. This indicates
the considerable role of the community social capital in the regeneration of this Muslim
district.
Nevertheless, the role of private developers as a means to provide necessary funds in local
development should also be underlined. Especially, in some urban areas, their active role
should also be integrated with the initiatives of local residents by the government through an
institutionalized participatory regeneration mechanism. This largely depends on the alteration
and improvement of local regeneration policies. Anyway, a legitimate guarantee for public
participation and the expression of public interest comes to central, when current situation is
to be changed fundamentally and the holistic regeneration process is to be conducted.
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