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Abstract

Considerable work has been done to examine the relationship between environmental
constraints and vegetation activities represented by the remote sensing-based Nor-
malized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI). However, the relationships along either
environmental or vegetation type gradients are rarely examined. The aim of this paper5

was to identify the vegetation types that are potentially susceptible to climate change
through examining the interaction between vegetation activity and water deficit. We
selected 12 major vegetation types along the north-south transect of Eastern China
(NSTEC), examined their time trends from 1982 to 2006 with respect to climate change,
vegetation activity and water deficit.10

The results showed that all vegetation types experienced warming during the study
period, and the majority of them experienced precipitation decline. Warming and grow-
ing season water deficit exert counteracting controls on vegetation activity. Our study
found insignificant greening trends in the northernmost cold temperate coniferous for-
est (CTCF), three temperate herbaceous types including the meadow steppe (TMS),15

grass steppe (TGS) and grassland (TG), where the growing season warming exerted
more than offset effect on vegetation activity (phenology) than growing season wa-
ter deficit. For the three temperate forest including the coniferous (TCF), mixed (TMF)
and deciduous-broadleaved (TDBF), growing season water deficit was the main con-
straint on vegetation activity. Differently, the growing season browning in subtropical or20

tropical forests of coniferous (STCF), deciduous-broadleaved (SDBF) and evergreen-
broadleaved (SEBF) and subtropical grasslands (STG) were likely attributed to decline
in sunshine duration due to increased summer cloudiness. Poor water status in TDS,
TG, TMS and severe drought in TGS have been identified by using growing season
water deficit index (GWDI), suggested these ecosystems were subjected to severe25

progressing drought that may create greening trend reversal in future. The emerging
water deficit in CTCF, TCF and SDBF suggested their rising susceptibility to future
climate change.
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1 Introduction

Vegetation change (in form or functioning) as a result of climate change has been
a long-time concern to the scientific community. It is recognized that regional variations
in temperature and precipitation affect vegetation distribution and productivity, thus im-
pacting regional carbon and hydrological cycles (IPCC, 2007). Warming is expected5

to promote increases in evapotranspiration (ET) or precipitation (P ) and consequently
may lead to intensification of the global water cycle (Held and Sodden, 2000; Hunt-
ington, 2006). However, the frequent regional droughts became the main constraint
of plant growth and net primary production in the last decade (Zhao and Running,
2010). Thus, there is a critical need to assess the susceptibility of individual terres-10

trial ecosystems to large scale drying trend (Tan, 2007; Donohue et al., 2009; Scheiter
and Higgins, 2009), particularly change in hydrologic condition (Gerten et al., 2004) or
moisture availability (Milly, 2005).

Temperature (T ) and precipitation (P ) are main forcing environmental factors govern-
ing vegetation change (Zhang et al., 2001; Sun et al., 2011), whereas their respective15

sensitivities and interactive influences in different ecosystems are far from clear. In-
creasing air temperature may prolong the length of growing season (Piao et al., 2006a;
Dragoni et al., 2011; Yu et al., 2010), but it may not be beneficial to vegetation because
it alters the ecosystem water balance. Precipitation is known to be a dominant factor
controlling vegetation productivity, but its effect differs according to ecosystem moisture20

availability (Martiny, et al., 2006). Therefore, the ecosystem water balance may hold
clues about interactions between climate change and vegetation activities. Vegetation
change in coverage or composition and their effects on local or regional water balance
have been extensively studied at different spatial scales (Niehoff et al., 2002; Hundecha
and Bárdossy, 2004; Sun et al., 2005, 2006; Zhang and Schilling, 2006; McVicar et al.,25

2007; Wei and Zhang, 2010), particularly with dramatic forest disturbance such as in-
tensive logging (Zhang et al., 1999; Andréassian, 2004; Brown et al., 2005) or forest
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fires (Lavabre et al., 1993). These significant forest disturbances dramatically change
the vegetation coverage and consequently alteration of hydrological processes.

With a growing need to assess forest change and hydrological responses under
a changing climate, a quantitative indicator such as remotely detectable vegetation
index (VI) can be used to quantify changes in vegetation form and functioning. The5

most commonly used VI is the normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI), which
is associated to leaf chlorophyll content and green leaf density (Tucker and Sellers,
1986), and it has been widely used as an indicator for large-scale vegetation activities,
including aboveground primary production (Tan, 2007) or vegetation phenology (Piao
et al., 2006a; Dragoni et al., 2011; Yu et al., 2010). The seasonal dynamic of plant10

foliation acclimates to the seasonal hydrologic cycles, which is exactly in accord to the
revisit periods of diverse satellite sensors that provide NDVI datasets with different spa-
tial resolutions. Through vegetation activity, NDVI is capable of tracking water balance
status in large catchments (Sun et al., 2008). Specifically, linking vegetation NDVI to
catchment water balance components (i.e. ET) is an important measure in evaluating15

hydrological effect of land cover changes, particularly for those areas where vegetation
is under gradual changes. The NDVI data acquired from short revisit-period remote
sensing imagery such as NOAA/AVHRR, SPOT/VEGETATION, and MODIS, can be
used to examine vegetation phenological trends at large spatial scales with high tem-
poral resolution (White et al., 1997, 2005) over a long time period. NOAA AVHRR/20

NDVI dataset has been available since 1980s, and has long been used to quantify
ecological response to climate change at regional, continental, and global scales over
the past decades (e.g., Reed et al., 1994; McVicar and Jupp, 1998; Huemmrich et al.,
1999; Tucker et al., 2001; White et al., 2005).

The long-term, fine temporal and spatial resolutions dataset of remote sensed NDVI25

promotes research into addressing the relationships between vegetation functioning
and climate change, indicated by climate or climate-based indices, such as aridity in-
dex (Arora, 2002; Suzuki et al., 2006), scaled drought condition index (SDCI) (Rhee
and Carbone, 2010) and temperature/vegetation condition index (TVDI) (Patel et al.,
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2009; Chen et al., 2011). The majority of available literature only focused on the rela-
tionships between VI and precipitation (Méndez-Barroso et al., 2009) or temperature
(Prasad et al., 2006, 2007). These studies, conducted to investigate the ecosystem
susceptibility, only take single climate constraints into account. As a result, the time
trends in vegetation change may be confused with interannual variability (Bradley and5

Mustard, 2008). Actually, the time trends of ecosystem water balance status and its in-
teraction with vegetation activity may hold clues about differential ecosystem response
to environment forcing, thus being indicative of ecosystem stability. For example, P and
ET water balance terms determine ecosystem water yield, and have been widely used
to determine land management alternatives in response to extreme climatic events or10

land use changes around the world (Brown et al., 2008; Liu et al., 2009; Liu and Yang,
2010; Sun et al., 2011). Considering the fact that drought or water deficit becomes the
main constraint of plant growth (Zhao and Running, 2010). Water balance is essential
to evaluate ecosystem susceptibility by associating with vegetation activities and func-
tioning. Recently, application of remote sensing on ET estimation in large-scale has15

been well tested (Suzuki et al., 2007; Mu et al., 2007; Zhang et al., 2009), which may
greatly facilitate the large-scale quick evaluation of ecosystem water-balance status as
well as its spatial correlation with vegetation change.

The goal of this study was to identify the vegetation types that are potentially sus-
ceptible to climate change as indicated by interaction between vegetation activity and20

water balance. For this, we selected 12 vegetation types along the north-south tran-
sect of Eastern China (NSTEC), analyzed the spatial patterns and temporal trends in
climate factors, NDVI and water balance from 1982 to 2006. Sensitivity analysis of NDVI
in response to temperature and precipitation change was also conducted. In addition,
we formulated a novel index of annual water deficit to evaluate the water balance status25

for different vegetation types. The index was associated with vegetation activity (NDVI),
and was used to assess the potential susceptibility of different vegetation types.
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2 Methods and datasets

2.1 North-south transect of Eastern China and vegetation distribution

The north-south transect of Eastern China (NSTEC) was formally established in year
2000 as an IGBP (International Geosphere and Biosphere Program) terrestrial transect
of the world. The ten-degrees wide and 3700 km-long transect stretches form the warm5

and humid tropical south to the cold semi-humid north. This transect is characterized
by a strong north-south temperature gradient and an east-west precipitation gradient.
Mean annual precipitation (MAP) of the NSTEC varied from 500 mm to 1800 mm and
mean annual temperature (MAT) was from about 1 ◦C to 22 ◦C. The great spatial vari-
ations of solar energy and water availability are the dominant causes of ecosystems10

distribution along the NSTEC. We selected twelve major natural vegetation types dis-
tributing along the transect from the north to the south (Table 1).

2.2 Datasets and spatial interpolation

The digitized 1:1 000 000 vegetation map of the NSTEC was originated from an open
electronic source of a published vegetation atlas by the Institute of Botany, Chinese15

Academy of Science in 2007. This atlas includes 55 vegetation types, 960 types of
formations, and more than 2000 dominant plant species on a national scale. Twelve
typical natural ecosystems within the NSTEC have been selected based on the above
vegetation map. These 12 ecosystems were clipped and merged into a set of scattered
polygons. In order to minimize the “edge effect” (i.e., if the area outside the ecosystem20

boundary is a disturbed or unnatural system, the natural ecosystem can be seriously
affected for some distances from the edge), two steps of GIS spatial process were
conducted based on ARCGIS (Version 9.2, ESRI) spatial analysis tools: (1) discard-
ing polygons less than 64 km2 in size, and (2) applying buffering to identify the inside
region for a fixed distance (4 km) away from the polygons’ boundary. The new vege-25

tation map was therefore created, which is much smaller in size after the above two
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steps. The above procedures were used to ensure the selected vegetation types are
accurate with clear boundaries, and would significantly reduce the NDVI noise in sub-
sequent overlay analysis. Only natural vegetation types were selected in this study, and
all human influenced areas including urban area and farmland were excluded.

Climate dataset was provided by China Meteorological Administration (CMA) based5

on a total of 741 standard stations across China. The ANUSPLIN package (Ver. 4.1;
Australian National University, Center for Resources and Environmental Studies, Can-
berra, Australia), which supports transparent analysis and interpolation of noisy multi-
variate data using thin plate smoothing splines (Hutchinson and Gessler, 1994), was
employed to interpolate climate surfaces of the national scale. The ANUSPLIN has10

been widely applied on spatial interpolation of hydro-meteorological variables and has
enhanced utility over other spatial interpolation approaches such as kriging (McVicar
et al., 2007). In this study, a tri-variate partial thin plate spline incorporating a bi-variate
thin plate spline as a function of longitude, latitude and constant linear dependences
on elevation were used in simulating surfaces of monthly precipitation and temperature15

(Sun et al., 2008).
Biweekly NDVI data were derived from the AVHRR sensor aboard NOAA polar or-

biting satellites (specifically NOAA 7, 9, 11, 14, and 16), which was calculated from
AVHRR visible and infrared bands as:

NDVI = (Rnir −Rr)/(Rnir +Rr)20

where, Rr is the spectral reflectance in red region (550–700 nm) and Rnir is the spectral
reflectance in near infrared region (730–1000 nm). NDVI data used in this study were
derived from the open source of GIMMS (Global Inventory Modeling and Mapping Sys-
tem) at NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Center as described by Tucker et al. (2005). The
calibration based on invariant desert targets has been applied to the original data to25

minimize the effects of sensor degradation. The NDVI monthly data at 8 km spatial res-
olution was generated from previously processed biweekly NDVI composites using the
maximum value compositing procedure to minimize the effects of cloud contamination
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(e.g., McVicar and Bierwirth, 2001). A kriging interpolation removed noise and attenu-
ated the effect of cloudy and missing pixels for spatially-averaged NDVI of 12 natural
ecosystems in NSTEC (Table 1).

The time-integrated NDVI (TI-NDVI) can be a metric of vegetation activity (Jia et al.,
2006). However, the non growing season snow cover will contaminate information on5

the vigorousness of vegetation growth in growing season. Zhao et al. (2001) found
out that in China, the relationship between annual total NDVI and precipitation and
temperature is insupportable in ecological theory but it is supportable only when the
growing season data are used (i.e., April to October). Therefore in this study, we use the
cumulative value of NDVI during growing season (from May to October). The duration10

of growing season was decided accordingly to our previous phenological analysis (Yu
et al., 2010) for all vegetation types along the transect (Table 1). The growing seasons’
NDVI were accumulated when above 0.29, which is very near to 0.3 as suggested by
Zhou et al. (2001) in Eurasia. We set the threshold 0.29, because it is the low point
of evergreen types and near to the onset point of green up of deciduous types in their15

phenological curves. More over, it enabled further removing of snow or other non-
vegetation disturbances. This index is distinctive in reflecting the vegetation activity by
highlighting the active water consumption seasons.

TI-NDVIg =
10∑
i=5

NDVIi (1)

where TI-NDVIg is the time integrated NDVI for growing season, i is month of the year,20

NDVI value is the spatial average of specific vegetation type. Correspondingly, the Ac-
cumulated Growing Degree Days (AGDD) is defined by:

AGDD =
j∑

t=i

GDD ( if GDDt > 0 ◦C) (2)
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where t is the day of the year (DOY), i and j are the beginning and end DOYs re-
spectively for the growing season. The Growing Degree Days (GDD) is the summation
when surface temperature above 0 ◦C over the growing season.

2.3 PET and ET algorithm

Several methods can be used to calculate or simulate surface evapotranspiration (ET).5

However, water balance remains one of the most difficult components to quantify at
specific large scales (Mu et al., 2007). The Hamon’s method has been widely used in
humid Eastern US, and could provide reasonable estimation of potential evapotranspi-
ration (PET) for forested conditions (Sun et al., 2008). The method uses temperature
as a major driving force, but also includes other variables such as daytime length (h)10

and saturated vapor pressure (es).

PET = 1.1651 ·h ·d ·k (3)

d = 216.7 ·es/(T +273.3) (4)

where, PET is the ecosystem potential ET (mmday−1), h is the hours from sunrise to
sunset, expressed in multiples of 12 h, calculated from date, latitude, slope and aspect15

of a region; d is the saturated vapor density (gm−3) at daily mean temperature (T ). k is
the empirical coefficient to adjust PET calculated using Hamon’s method to a realistic
value in a range from 1.0 to 1.2 for humid and semi-humid area (Sun, et al., 2002). es
is the saturated vapor pressure (mb).

es = 6.108 ·exp[17.26939× T/(T +273.3)] (5)20

The mean annual evapotranspiration can be modeled using Budyko method by only
considering water availability and atmospheric demand as dominant controls. Zhang
et al. (2001) further developed the Budyko modeling framework by introducing addi-
tional controls such as rainfall seasonality and vegetation characteristics.
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ET
P

=
1+w PET

P

1+w PET
P +

(PET
P

)−1
(6)

where, w is the plant-available water coefficient which ranges between 0.5 and 2.0 for
grassland, shrubland and forest, respectively. This model could the most reliable one
when PET/P ≈1 (ranging from about 0.5 to 2). In this study, the PET/P ranged from
0.53 to 1.75 for the 12 ecosystems.5

2.4 Ecosystem-specific time series and trend analysis

We first used layer stacking in ENVI (Version 4.3, ITT Industries Inc.) to build new
multiband image files based on spatial data surfaces of each parameter including
temperature, precipitation, NDVI, ET and PET surfaces. The 300-band stack included
monthly data surfaces covering 25 yr with 8-km resolution. Spatial statistical analysis10

was then conducted for each vegetation type, including mean, stand deviation and
range of monthly data series from the multiband images. The spatial averaged monthly
data series were finally extracted from multiband images accordingly to the vegetation
types. To further evaluate the time trends for different vegetation types of the NSTEC,
Seasonal Mann-Kendall (SMK) test was applied to each vegetation types. The SMK15

test is a non-parametric test for the detection of trend in a time series. The SMK test
first analyzed the data subsets based on the observation ranks of the subsets across
years. The test statistic was then calculated by summing the number of times in a par-
ticular year if this sum is higher than any previous years (Beurs and Henebry, 2004;
Sun et al., 2008).20
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2.5 Growing season water deficit index (GWDI)

To assess the potential vegetation susceptibility to climate change and degradation
risk, we defined the growing season water deficit index (GWDI) as:

GWDI = (PET−ET)/(P −ET) (7)

where, the PET, ET and P were totals during the growing season. GWDI represents5

a balance between vegetation water demand and water availability. GWDI<1 indicates
that ecosystem retains more than demand green water resources which is available for
plants (Calder, 2005; Liu et al., 2009). The sound water status allows ecosystem pro-
duce saturation excess runoff (Dunne and Black, 1970). GWDI>1 and upward trend
indicate enlarged gap between water demand and supply. Vegetation suffers from con-10

tinuing water stress and appears reversal trend. Balance line (GWDI=1) break sug-
gests rising susceptibility to environmental change.

3 Results

3.1 Seasonal, growing season and annual trends

Figure 2 demonstrated the contrasting spatial patterns and change rates for mean15

growing season temperature (MGT), mean growing season precipitation (MGP) and
time integrated NDVI for growing season (Ti-NDVIg) during the study period (Fig. 2).

The MGT showed broad increase along NSTEC with a rate of 0.04±0.02 ◦Cyr−1.
Warming were especially remarkable within latitude 36–50◦ N (Fig. 2a). The MGP
showed high spatial variation along the NSTEC that decreased in the majority area of20

the transect by a maximum of −30 % (Fig. 2a), and increased in much less areas of the
mid-east and south transect by a maximum of 30 %. Averagely, the entire transect ex-
perienced up to −6.3 % MGP decline during the study period. Ti-NDVIg demonstrated
significant increase (10∼40 %) in the middle of the transect within latitudes 30 to 50◦ N,
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but in the lower latitude regions showed remarkable browning trends. On average, the
entire transect Ti-NDVIg showed a slight increase of 1.24 % (Fig. 2c).

The time trends in MAT and AGDD for the majority vegetation types along NSTEC
are consistent positive (P <0.01) over the study period, except for the MAT in cold tem-
perate coniferous forests and AGDD in subtropical evergreen-broadleaved forest (Ta-5

ble 2). The significant warming usually occurred in seasons from early spring to early
autumn (February to September). Nine vegetation types including TCF, TMF, TDS,
TGS, TG, STCF, STG, SDBF and SEBF suffered from no less than four months’ sig-
nificant warming every year. As for the rest three types CTCF, TDBF and TMS, there
were only one or two months’ significant warming in summer time (July to September)10

(Table 2).
The SMK test showed that the majority of vegetation types along the NSTEC ex-

perienced mean annual precipitation (MAP) decline during the study period, whereas
half of them (CTCF, TMF, TDS, TMS, TG and SDBF) were statistically significant in
their downward trends. Only STCF and STG showed slightly upward but insignificant15

trends (Table 3). The growing season precipitation (MGP) showed consistent down-
ward trends with MAP in most vegetation types, except for STCF and SEBF that
showed divergent but insignificant trends. Seasonal precipitation decline occurred dur-
ing mainly from March to September, particularly in September. The precipitation in
TCF, TG and STCF decreased significantly during March and in CTCF was during20

August, whereas most other types including TMF, TDBF, TDS, TMS, STG and SEBF
decreased significantly during September.

Among the vegetation types that showed upward Ti-NDVIg trends, only the herba-
ceous type TG was significant (P =0.02). The other two herbaceous types (TMS and
TGS) and the cold temperate coniferous forest (CTCF) and temperate deciduous shrub25

(TDS) showed positive but insignificant trends (Table 4). All other types showed down-
ward Ti-NDVIg trends including significant TCF (P =0.04), SEBF (P =0.001) and STG
(P =0.008), and insignificant TMF (P =0.24), TDBF (P =0.19), STCF (P =0.48) and
SDBF (P =0.1). Regarding the seasonal NDVI trends, the southern subtropical types
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including STG, SDBF and SEBF showed four to five months’ decrease centered in Au-
gust, and the cold temperate forest types CTCF exhibited strong non-growing season
decrease in November and December.

The majority of the 12 transect vegetation types showed strong increasing annual
potential evapotranspiration (PET) during study period, only TMF showed insignificant5

positive trend. The growing season PET (PETg) trends were consistent with that of
annual PET in all vegetation types, except that STG and SEBF showed insignificant
positive trend. In contrast, annual ET and growing season ET (ETg) of most vegeta-
tion types were consistent downward. The STG was the only type showed increase
trends in both ET and ETg. Though not significant, the CTCF showed increasing ET10

but decreasing ETg during the study period (Table 5).

3.2 NDVI responses across climatic gradients and vegetation types

Correlation coefficients between Ti-NDVIg and MGP (i.e. R(NDVI-P)), Ti-NDVIg and
AGDD (i.e. R(NDVI-T)) were estimated for the 12 vegetation types using spatially-
averaged 25-yr time series data. R(NDVI-P) by vegetation types were plotted against15

MGP in Fig. 3a, and R(NDVI-T) against AGDD in Fig. 3b.
Most ecosystems showed significant positive R(NDVI-P) except for subtropical

evergreen-broadleaved forests (SEBF, R =−0.09, P >0.05) and subtropical and trop-
ical grassland (STG, R =0.21, P >0.05) (Fig. 3a). The R(NDVI-P), when pooled to-
gether across the 12 vegetation types, showed a strong linear relationship with MGP20

(R2 = 0.78, P <0.01). Collectively, the vegetation types of the NSTEC presented a sig-
nificant decrease in R(NDVI-P) with increasing MGP. Unlike R(NDVI-P), R(NDVI-T) by all veg-
etation types were significantly positive. Comparatively, TGS demonstrated the lowest
R(NDVI-T) but relatively high R(NDVI-P). As whole, the R(NDVI-T) showed insignificant nega-

tive and across-type relationship with AGDD (R2 = 0.13, P =0.17).25
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3.3 GWDI time trends by vegetation types

The inter-annual mean GWDI of TG, TMS, TGS and TDS were significantly higher
than that of other vegetation types. TGS (GWDI=3.1±1.2) was the highest among all
types (Fig. 4). The average GWDI values in CTCF, TCF and SDBF were close to 1.0
as a balance line, with relatively high variations. Whereas TDBF, TMF, SEBF, STG and5

STCF are considerably lower than the balance line, with low variations. The sequence
of bars from left to right in the graph (Fig. 4) roughly corresponds to the central latitude
sequence of the vegetation types, distributing from north to south along the transect.
So the figure meanwhile outlined the water deficit profile along the NSTEC.

The GWDI time series of the temperate steppes that include TGS and TMS showed10

not only high interannual variations but also strong increasing trends (P <0.01) during
the study period (Fig. 5). For temperate shrub and grassland (TDS and TG), a sub-
stantial increase in GWDI from below 1.0 to maximum 4.0 in recent years. In contrast,
the GWDI time series of southern grassland (STG) was low and less variable, and the
trend was not significant (P =0.675).15

Forests showed different patterns in GWDI time series. Among the low water deficit
types (GWDI<1.0), north TMF showed significant increase, the south STCF,TDBF and
SEBF did not show any trend, but the interannual variation in GWDI for the latter three
types increased in recent years (Fig. 5). The remainder of forests were water deficit
types (GWDI≥1.0), showed consistent increasing trends in GWDI. These important20

forests, including the CTCF, TCF, and SDBF changed from non-water deficit condition
(GWDI<1.0) to water deficit condition (GWDI>1.0) during the study period of 1982–
2006. Specifically, only in the 10 most recent years, these three forest types suffered
from water deficit (Fig. 5).

3.4 Associating GWDI with climate and vegetation activities25

GWDI was negatively and linearly related to MGP in each individual vegetation type.
However, the relationship differed among precipitation regions, and the slope in dry
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regions was significantly larger than that of wet regions. When the data series of all
vegetation types were pooled, GWDI decreased in a hyperbolic fashion with increas-
ing MGP (Fig. 6a). In the low precipitation region, the GWDI decreased sharply as
the MGP increased from about 200 mm to 400 mm. This region showed low variabil-
ity among vegetations, including mainly herbaceous types (TGS, TMS, TDS and TG).5

In the medium precipitation region, where MGP ranges from 400 mm to 600 mm, the
GWDI decreased with dramatic variation among the types of TMF, TDBF, TCF, SDBF
and CTCF. In high precipitation region, where MAP is higher than 600 mm, the slope
was significantly smaller than that of low and medium precipitation regions. The three
main types including STG, STCF and SEBF, showed low variability again (Fig. 6a).10

The GWDI balance line of 1.0 corresponded exactly to the MGP range of 400 mm to
600 mm, with median of 500 mm.

Each individual vegetation type showed a positive relationship between GWDI and
AGDD. There is no across-type trend in GWDI with increasing AGDD when the data
series of all vegetation types were pooled (Fig. 6b). However, the slope coefficients of15

cold temperate and subtropical types are much lower than that of temperate regions.
For example, there are significant larger slopes in TGS, TMS, TDS and TG as com-
pared with those of the subtropical vegetation types such as STCF, STG and SEBF
(Fig. 6b). Moreover, the GWDI for temperate types also exhibited high interannual vari-
ability during the study period (Fig. 6b).20

The GWDI showed very strong relationship with Ti-NDVIg (r2 = 0.95, P <0.001)
when spatial and interannual means for 12 vegetation types were pooled (Fig. 7).
The relationship was universal and across-type, associated vegetation activities with
ecosystem water status. According to the relationship, all seven forests were found
within reasonable water budget (GWDI<1.0) averagely during the study period. TDS,25

TG and TMS suffered from certain extent of water stress (1.0<GWDI<2.0). The most
severe water deficit (GWDI>3.0) occurred in TGS. GWDI balance line 1.0 corresponds
to Ti-NDVIg value of 3.2 (Fig. 7). Therefore, the Ti-NDVIg of 3.2 can be alternatively
used as a NDVI-based threshold for fast evaluation on water deficit by remote sensing.
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4 Discussion

4.1 Climate change and growing season water deficit

In general, this study agree with the previous assertions that warming becomes appar-
ent with increasing latitude, but our study showed that the highest temperature increase
occurred in the mid-latitude area rather than in the northernmost area of the transect5

(Fig. 2b). This is consistent with the warming trends presented by the 4th IPCC re-
port chapter, during the similar time span of 1979 to 2005 (Trenberth et al., 2007).
Precipitation trend along the transect agrees with a prior study in China, that showed
declines in annual precipitation over the past 50 yr in Northeast and Northern China
and increases in Western China, Yangtze river and along southeast coast (Zhai and10

Pan, 2003). As whole, the NSTEC showed significant and consistent growing season
declines in precipitation during the study period (Table 3).

Some previous studies reported intensification of the water cycle in the world that
attributed to warming (Held and Soden, 2000; Huntington, 2006; Zhang et al., 2009),
our study also simulated the dramatic PET increase for most vegetation types either15

in annual or growing season. However, the ETg decreased in the majority vegetation
types, which accorded with the MGT declines along the transect (Tables 3 and 5). The
result indicated that precipitation decline particularly in the growing season was the
main constraint of ET. It seems more likely that the water deficit constraining on ET
was more than offset by warming effect on intensifying it, particularly in the middle and20

northern vegetation types (Table 3).
Beside the meteorological factors, the vegetation activity change (NDVI as the proxy)

has indirect effect on ET because large scale vegetation activity change is related to
its water assumption (transpiration). Interestingly, for all forests types except CTCF,
ETg showed similar trend with Ti-NDVIg (Tables 4 and 5), but for non-forest types,25

they showed divergent trends. Specifically, the dry temperate grassland (TG), steppes
(TMS, TGS) and shrubland (TDS) showed upward Ti-NDVIg but downward ETg. These
four types had long been suffered from growing season precipitation decline and were

6664

http://www.hydrol-earth-syst-sci-discuss.net
http://www.hydrol-earth-syst-sci-discuss.net/9/6649/2012/hessd-9-6649-2012-print.pdf
http://www.hydrol-earth-syst-sci-discuss.net/9/6649/2012/hessd-9-6649-2012-discussion.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


HESSD
9, 6649–6688, 2012

Climate change,
growing season
water deficit and

vegetation activity

P. Sun et al.

Title Page

Abstract Introduction

Conclusions References

Tables Figures

J I

J I

Back Close

Full Screen / Esc

Printer-friendly Version

Interactive Discussion

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

D
iscussion

P
aper

|
D

iscussion
P

aper
|

in high water deficit (Figs. 4 and 5), therefore the upward trend of Ti-NDVIg is obviously
a result of warming effect on prolonging growing season length, which had been found
by some previous studies that non-forest types phenology were more susceptible to
warming compared with that of forests (Piao et al., 2006a; Yu et al., 2010). Increasing
vegetation activity may not be beneficial to vegetations particularly for those in face5

of water deficit, which may create excessive deep soil water loss, result in decreased
overall moisture availability for plants (Bradley and Mustard, 2008), and thus decrease
ET. Our result on ET trend in cold temperate coniferous forests (CTCF) agreed with the
recent study that showing decreasing trend in the boreal forest of Northern Mongolia
(Zhang et al., 2009).10

4.2 Vegetation activity and trends

The positive trend in Ti-NDVIg for the entire transect (Fig. 2c) agreed with a study by
Fang et al. (2003, 2004) that suggested vegetation activity increased in China during
1982 to 1999. The increase vegetation activity became apparent in medium and higher
latitude areas, and was in accord with the spatial pattern of warming (Fig. 2a). Warming15

played an important role in plant growth and lengthening the growing season (Piao
et al., 2006a, b). Our previous research found that the growing season lengths (GSL)
of most vegetation types in the NSTEC were prolonged during the period of 1982–2006
(Yu et al., 2010). As a result, the remarkable greening trend in the medium latitude can
be attributed to the prolonged GSL.20

However, each individual vegetation type showed differential response to environ-
ment forcing. The downward Ti-NDVIg trends in all temperate forests (TCF, TMF and
TDBF) can be attributed to the MGP decline (Table 3). Regarding the cold temperate
forest (CTCF), it seemed that the strong growing season warming effect on vegetation
activity was more than offset by the winter cooling and precipitation decline (Tables 2–25

4). Despite that the Ti-NDVIgtrend for the whole transect was insignificant upward dur-
ing the study period, our overall result including ET and GWDI trends agreed with the
recent study of boreal forests in Northern Mongolia, which showed a browning trend
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because of increasing water deficit (Zhang et al., 2009). Our findings indicate that high-
latitude regions are particular susceptive to warming, which may counterbalance the
effect of growing season water deficit on vegetation activities.

In addition, temperate deciduous shrub (TDS) and three non-woody types TMS, TGS
and TG in the middle and higher latitude areas experienced not only warming but also5

growing season precipitation decline. In general, it seemed that warming played more
important role than water deficit in dominating vegetation activity. Piao et al. (2006b)
suggested that the TMS and TGS exhibited significant upward trends on NDVI during
a shorter time span of 1982–1998. Differently, our study showed insignificant upward
trends in these two types during a longer time span of 1982 to 2006. Interestingly,10

these two studies may indicate a slowing down pace of increasing vegetation activity
as a result of warming, particularly during the most recent nine years (1998–2006)
within the study period. Because the warming trends did not change during the study
period (Table 2), the slowing down pace of greening in these two herbaceous types was
obviously due to progressing effect of water deficit, resulted mainly from the growing15

season precipitation decline (Table 3).
Subtropical types including STCF, STG, SDBF and SEBF demonstrated consistent

summer decline in Ti-NDVIg, from roughly June to August (Table 4). The STG, SDBF
and SEBF meanwhile showed consistent precipitation increase in summer (Table 3).
The summer browning was most likely due to decreases in surface solar radiation20

associated with significant decline in sunshine duration (Wang et al., 2009). Similarly,
Ren et al. (2005) also suggested a decline in sunshine duration in South East China
during the past 50 yr since 1951. It is worthy to note that the significant browning trends
in STG and SEBF were suggestive of decreasing potential of carbon sequestration in
these areas, where were usually identified as the most significant natural carbon sinks25

in China.
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4.3 Ti-NDVIg responses to MGP and AGDD gradients

Linear decrease in R(NDVI-P) with increasing MGP (R2 = 0.78, P <0.01) was found
across vegetation types that distribute from dry to wet regions along the NSTEC
(Fig. 3a). The across-type “gradient effect” indicated a decrease effect that precipi-
tation exerting controls on vegetation activity. The result agreed with previous study5

in the semiarid area that suggested the NDVI-rainfall relationship was linear in 200–
600 mm annual precipitation, and changes from the scattered to disperse when rainfall
was higher than 600 mm (Martiny et al., 2006). In our study, Ti-NDVIg for ten vege-
tation types had been found significantly correlated with growing season precipitation
that within 750 mm, and poorly correlated when MGP was above 1000 mm. In contrast,10

there was no significant “gradient effect” in temperature affecting on NDVI, despite that
there was likely downward trend in R(NDVI-T) with the latitude changed from about 18◦ N
to 53◦ N, and the AGDD varied from 1800 degrees to 4300 degrees (Fig. 3b). There
were no statistically difference in the warming effects on north and south vegetations
along the transect. In fact, warming exerted broad and profound impacts on either15

north or south vegetations, due mainly to its strong controls on vegetation phenologi-
cal events (Piao et al., 2006a; Yu et al., 2010) and production (Fang et al., 2003). We
speculate that vegetation activity in wet south transect would increase much more than
that of the dry north transect, given suffering from the same manner of temperature in-
crease. For most north vegetation types, the growing season water deficit counteracts20

the warming effect on vegetation, for instance, the R(NDVI-T) in dry TGS was much lower
than other types (Fig. 3b).

4.4 GWDI and ecosystem susceptibility

To identify the vegetation types that potentially susceptible to climate change, we for-
mulated the growing season water deficit index (GWDI). It is a composite indicator25

that integrates the effects of temperature and precipitation, which exerted counteract-
ing controls on vegetation activities. Therefore the index allows for better diagnose of
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ecosystem water balance status which may suggestive of long term vegetation change.
Unlike the wetness index (WEI) defined as the ratio of total precipitation (P ) to total po-
tential evaporation (PET) during the warmest seven months (Suzuki et al., 2006), the
GWDI takes into account not only P and PET during the growing season, but also the
very important ET, which associates mainly with ecosystem green water (Liu et al.,5

2009; Liu and Yang, 2010). Therefore the GWDI reflects the balance between evapora-
tive water demand and green water. In addition, this index enables us to fast evaluate
the possibility that ecosystem produces blue water (Calder, 2005).

The extreme high GWDI and dramatic upward trend in TGS strongly indicated the
unbalanced water budget during the study period. The continuing decrease of over-10

all moisture availability may lead to lower vegetation activity and ecosystem degrada-
tion. The speculation has been evidenced by some previous findings that suggested
the grass land desertification within the region of temperate grass steppe (TGS) (e.g.,
Tong et al., 2002). However, based only on NDVI trend analysis, few earlier studies sug-
gested a reverse desertification process in Chinese arid and semiarid regions, which15

include our study region of TGS (Runnström et al., 2000; Zhong and Qu, 2003). Sim-
ilarly, we also found a similar upward though not significant trend of the NDVI in TGS
during our study period (Table 4), but its GWDI time series suggested different trend.
Averagely, the TGS is the most stressed (GWDI=3.1±1.2) type in the NSTEC, and
the extreme high GWDI and dramatic interannual variability occurred since the year20

1999. Therefore, it is more likely that the desertification reversal process only reflected
the provisional phenomenon of plant phonological response to warming. The abrupt
greening may accelerate water loss through plant transpiration given the water deficit
status continued. Inferred from their upward trends in GWDI (Fig. 5), the shrub land
(TDS) and three non-woody types (TG, TMS, TGS) will be susceptible to future cli-25

mate change, particularly the precipitation decline, evidenced by the slowing down of
NDVI increasing (discussed above). These results are quite similar to a recent study
in shrubland and grassland biomes where abrupt greening was often followed by grad-
ual browning (De Jong et al., 2012). Sound water condition was found in TDBF, TMF,
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SEBF, STCF and STG according to their far below 1.0 GWDI. However, the increasing
interannual variation in temperate types (TDBF and TMF) can be attributed to stronger
effect of MGP decline than warming. Through the GWDI and MGP trends analysis,
the CTCF, TCF and SDBF were identified as facing progressive risk of water deficit,
because their GWDI broken the balance line 1.0 and became variable.5

The strong intra- and across-type relationships between GWDI and MGP reflected
the dominative effect of precipitation on ecosystem water deficit, but the hyperbolic
fashion meanwhile indicated a fast decreasing of the effect. Comparatively, the dry
region showed higher interannual variation in GWDI than wet region, indicated an in-
creasing uncertainty in ET that attribute to drought. Regarding the inter-type variation,10

herbaceous types either in dry or wet regions demonstrated higher GWDI than forests.
This phenomenon was likely a result of ET overestimating for low coverage vegetations.
The MGP median of 500 mm can be a baseline to differentiate between water deficit
and water abundant types or conditions. By contrast, there was no significant across-
type GWDI-AGDD relationship, despite that each individual vegetation type showed15

significant linear relationship between AGDD and GWDI (Fig. 6b). However, the dry
region types showed much higher slope coefficients than those of wet region (Fig. 6b).
This interesting phenomenon implied that the water deficit situation in dry areas was
more easily accelerated by warming than that of wet region.

The sound relationship between Ti-NDVIg and GWDI reflected the strong interac-20

tion between ecosystem water balance and its vegetation activity. In addition, base on
the consumptive vegetation water use, GWDI was proved to be effective in indicating
vegetation activities for diverse vegetation types in broad environment conditions. The
baselines in both Ti-NDVIg (3.2) and GWDI (1.0) can be used to evaluate water status
for the different vegetation types. Through the baseline, we identified that the TDS, TG25

and TMS had suffered from certain extent of water deficit, and severe drought occurred
in TGS (Fig. 7). Averagely, forests were in sound water status during the study period.
However, the increasing water deficit and decreasing vegetation activity in temperate
forest CTCF, TCF TDBF, suggested their rising susceptibility to future climate change,
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in which water deficit exerted substantial effect and warming exerted counteracting
effect. It seemed that warming effect on vegetation became variable and uncertain be-
cause of seasonal water deficit.

5 Conclusions

The whole transect exhibited high spatial heterogeneity and interannual variability in5

terms of climate change pattern during the entire study period of 1982–2006. This
study found significant warming trends in most vegetation types, and the majority of
vegetation types along the transect have experienced growing season precipitation
decline. Warming and precipitation decline showed counteracting effect in controlling
vegetation activity. Our study found insignificant greening trends in the northernmost10

forest type (CTCF), three temperate herbaceous types (TGS, TMS, TG) and temper-
ate shrub (TDS), where the growing season warming exerted more than offset effect
on vegetation activity (phenology) than growing season water deficit. For the three tem-
perate forest (TMF, TCF, and TDBF), growing season water deficit was still the main
constraint on vegetation activity. Differently, the growing season browning in subtropi-15

cal types (STCF, STG, SDBF and SEBF) were likely attributed to decline in sunshine
duration due to increased summer cloudiness.

Through the GWDI time series and its relationship with Ti-NDVIg, we have identi-
fied growing season water deficit in TDS, TG and TMS, and severe drought in TGS.
Averagely, forests were in sound water status during the study period. However, the20

emerging water deficit and browning in temperate forest CTCF, TCF TDBF, suggested
their rising susceptibility to future climate change.
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Table 1. Statistics for the twelve vegetation types that distribution along the north-south transect
of Eastern China (NSTEC). Phenology events (onset dates of greening and dormancy) are
derived from their respective seasonal dynamic curves of NDVI (Yu et al., 2010).

Onset Onset Growing

Vegetation type Short Latitude date of date of season
name range greening dormancy length

(DOY) (DOY) (months)

Cold temperate coniferous forest CTCF 48◦–53◦ N 123 250 4.2
Temperate coniferous forest TCF 32◦–42◦ N 118 268 5.0
Temperate mixed forest TMF 40◦–47◦ N 119 260 4.7
Temperate deciduous-broadleaved forest TDBF 32◦–53◦ N 117 262 4.8
Temperate deciduous shrub TDS 30◦–50◦ N 127 260 4.5
Temperate meadow steppe TMS 35◦–53◦ N 138 254 3.9
Temperate grass steppe TGS 36◦–50◦ N 145 260 3.8
Temperate grassland TG 30◦–42◦ N 122 265 4.8
Subtropical deciduous broadleaved forest SDBF 25◦–35◦ N 100 277 5.9
Subtropical evergreen-broadleaved forest SEBF 22◦–31◦ N 119 316 6.6
Subtropical and tropical coniferous forest STCF 21◦–34◦ N 108 270 5.4
Subtropical and tropical grassland STG 18◦–34◦ N 114 297 6.1
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Table 2. Seasonal Mann-Kendall (SMK) trend tests of temperature by vegetation types from
1982 to 2006.

Season CTCF TCF TMF TDBF TDS TMS TGS TG STCF STG SDBF SEBF

Seasonal
Jan 0.3 1.0 1.4 1.3 1.1 0.7 0.8 1.9 1.4 1.3 0.3 1.3
Feb 1.5 3.5b 2.2a 2.0a 2.8b 1.8 2.7b 3.6b 3.0b 2.1a 2.9b 2.0a

Mar 1.1 3.7b 1.3 1.0 2.0a 0.8 1.7 3.3b 3.4b 2.8b 3.4b 2.0a

Apr 0.4 2.2a 1.3 0.9 1.5 1.5 1.8 2.2a 1.9 2.6b 2.2a 2.7b

May 0.5 1.6 1.3 1.3 2.0a 1.4 2.0a 2.0a 0.8 0.9 1.0 1.5
Jun 0.4 3.1b 3.0b 1.7 2.4a 1.5 2.5b 3.1b 3.3b 2.0a 3.3b 0.8
Jul 2.5b 3.1b 3.1b 2.1a 2.8b 2.9b 3.6b 3.0b 3.5b 1.7 2.4a 0.1
Aug 1.3 1.7 −0.3 −0.7 0.7 1.8 2.2a 1.5b 0.4 0.6 −0.2 0.1
Sep 1.4 1.7 3.2b 3.1b 3.1b 3.3b 3.5b 2.6b 1.7 1.8 1.5 0.8
Oct 1.1 0.4 1.5 1.0 1.1 1.5 0.9 1.2 0.4 0.5 0.7 0.6
Nov −0.6 1.8 1.1 0.7 0.8 −0.3 0.5 1.9 1.4 1.6 0.7 2.0a

Dec −0.6 1.3 −0.3 −0.4 −0.2 −1.5 −0.2 1.5 0.9 0.9 0.6 0.8
Growing season
AGDD 2.1a 3.5b 3.8b 2.9b 3.4b 4.0b 4.2b 3.2b 3.0b 2.1a 2.6b 1.6
Annual
MAT 1.1 4.0b 2.7b 4.2b 4.1b 3.7b 2.6b 3.5b 3.5b 3.7b 4.1b 3.7b

a Significant at P <0.05.
b Significant at P <0.01.
A positive SMK statistic value denotes an upward trend and a negative one denotes a downward trend.
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Table 3. Seasonal Mann-Kendall (SMK) trend tests of precipitation by vegetation types from
1982 to 2006.

Vegetation CTCF TCF TMF TDBF TDS TMS TGS TG STCF STG SDBF SEBF

Seasonal
Jan −0.3 0.8 0.0 0.4 0.0 1.0 0.9 0.7 0.0 1.0 0.5 0.4
Feb 0.1 0.8 −0.8 −1.3 −0.3 −0.5 −0.1 0.1 0.8 −1.9 0.7 −1.3
Mar 0.2 −2.5b 0.0 1.1 −1.5 0.8 −0.9 −2.2a −2.2a 0.3 −1.2 −1.3
Apr −0.2 0.1 −0.8 −0.7 −0.4 0.4 0.2 0.1 −0.7 −0.5 0.6 0.0
May 0.5 −1.7 0.0 −0.5 −1.4 −0.6 −0.4 −1.1 −0.6 1.4 −0.9 0.4
Jun −0.5 0.5 −0.7 −0.3 0.6 −0.9 −0.7 0.7 −0.6 1.4 0.5 1.8
Jul −1.0 −0.3 −0.7 −0.2 −0.5 −1.0 −1.4 −0.7 −1.0 0.7 0.7 2.1a

Aug −2.7b −0.4 −1.4 −0.9 −1.6 −1.8 −1.9 −0.7 −0.8 0.5 −0.2 1.1
Sep −1.5 0.1 −2.4a −2.6b −2.8b −2.6b −1.7 −0.8 −1.0 −2.0a −0.4 −2.3a

Oct 0.3 −0.6 0.9 1.3 0.6 0.5 −0.1 −0.2 0.1 −0.4 −0.6 −1.3
Nov 0.4 −0.6 −0.7 −0.3 −0.4 0.0 0.1 −0.2 −1.4 −1.3 −0.3 0.5
Dec 0.5 0.5 −0.2 0.3 0.6 0.8 1.1 0.3 0.1 1.1 0.6 −0.3
Growing season
MGP −2.1a −1.0 −2.6b −1.0 −1.7 −2.3a −2.3a −0.9 −1.6 0.0 −0.7 1.3
Annual
MAP −2.2a −1.7 −2.1a −1.3 −2.2a −2.2a −1.1 −2.4a 0.9 0.2 −2.1a −0.8

a Significant at P <0.05.
b Significant at P <0.01.
A positive SMK statistic value denotes an upward trend and a negative one denotes a downward trend.
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Table 4. Seasonal Mann-Kendal (SMK) trend tests of NDVI by vegetation types from 1982 to
2006.

CTCF TCF TMF TDBF TDS TMS TGS TG STCF STG SDBF SEBF

Seasonal
Jan −1.7 0.1 −0.4 −0.2 0.7 −0.1 −1.0 −0.2 1.7 −2.1 1.2 −0.8
Feb −0.9 0.8 −0.2 −0.1 0.8 0.1 0.1 −0.1 1.5 0.3 0. 9 0.0
Mar −1.6 1.0 −3.0b 0.1 2.2a 1.6 1.5 0.5 1.1 0.6 0.2 0.1
Apr 0.2 1.4 −1.6 −2.1a 0.6 1.8 1.2 1.4 3.2b 1.8 3.3b 1.3
May −0.2 2.2a −0.3 1.7 1.9 −0.6 0.2 3.6b 1.5 1.3 1.4 0.9
Jun −0.7 −1.0 −1.7 −2.2a −0.7 −0.9 −1.3 0.7 0.3 −1.7 −0.6 −1.9
Jul −0. 9 −2.4a −0.7 −2.1a 0.0 0.2 0.7 1.2 −1.6 −1.7 −1.5 −2.3a

Aug 0.5 −1.9 −1.0 −1.2 0.5 2.4a 2.9b 0.8 −0.9 −2.8b −2.5a −3.5b

Sep 1.7 −0.9 1.2 0.8 1.4 0.1 1.2 1.9 −0.7 −1.5 −0.2 −2.2a

Oct 1.5 1.0 −1.5 0.1 0.5 −0.2 −0.4 1.2 1.1 −1.9 1.0 −1.6
Nov −2.2a 0.5 −0.6 −0.1 0.6 −0.2 1.2 −0.4 1.0 0.4 0.3 0.3
Dec −2.1a 1.5 −1.8 −0.5 0.8 −0.5 0.8 0.6 1.3 0.1 −0.1 0.5
Growing season
Ti-NDVIg 0.9 −2.0a −1.2 −1.3 1.4 0.3 1.1 2.2a −0.7 −2.6b −1.6 −3.3b

Annual
Mean −1.7 0.4 −2.8b −1.3 1.6 1.0 1.6 1.8 2.1a −1.8 0.6 −2.2a

a Significant at P <0.05.
b Significant at P <0.01.
A positive SMK statistic value denotes an upward trend and a negative one denotes a downward trend.
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Table 5. Seasonal Mann-Kendal (SMK) trend tests of PET and ET by vegetation types from
1982 to 2006.

CTCF TCF TMF TDBF TDS TMS TGS TG STCF STG SDBF SEBF

Annual
PET 2.3a 3.8b 1.7 2.4a 3.0b 3.9b 4.0b 3.1b 3.8b 3.8b 3.4b 3.4b

ET 0.47 −0.98 −1.26 −0.05 0.05 −1.73 −0.79 −0.09 −0.56 2.24a −0.19 −0.84
Growing season
PETg 2.3a 3.0b 2.4a 2.6b 2.7b 3.9b 4.3b 3.2b 2.8b 1.4 2.5a 1.2
ETg −1.50 −0.51 −1.59 −0.65 −1.31 −2.2a −1.63 −0.14 −0.93 0.09 −0.42 −0.05

a Significant at P <0.05.
b Significant at P <0.01.
A positive SMK statistic value denotes an upward trend and a negative one denotes a downward trend.
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Fig. 1.  Twelve major natural vegetation types and their spatial distribution along the north 

south transect of eastern China (NSTEC). 
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Fig. 1. Twelve major natural vegetation types and their spatial distribution along the north south
transect of Eastern China (NSTEC).
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Fig. 2. (a) Averaged change rate (degree/yr) of mean growing season temperature (MGT) 
from 1982 to 2006. (b) Averaged change rate (%) of mean growing season precipitation (MGP) 
from1982 to 2006. (c) Averaged change rate (%) of time integrated NDVI for growing season 
(Ti-NDVIg) from 1982 to 2006. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(a) (b) (c) 

Fig. 2. (a) Averaged change rate (degree yr−1) of mean growing season temperature (MGT)
from 1982 to 2006. (b) Averaged change rate (%) of mean growing season precipitation (MGP)
from 1982 to 2006. (c) Averaged change rate (%) of time integrated NDVI for growing season
(Ti-NDVIg) from 1982 to 2006.
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Fig. 3. (a) Relationship between mean growing season precipitation (MGP) and R(NDVI-P) 
(correlation coefficients between Ti-NDVIg and MGP) (R2 = 0.78, P < 0.01). Data are spatial 
means by vegetation types for the period of 1982-2006. (b) Relationship between 
accumulated growing degree days (AGDD) and R(NDVI-T)  (correlation coefficients between 
Ti-NDVIg and AGDD) (R2 = 0.13, P = 0.19). Data are spatial means by vegetation types for 
the period of 1982-2006.  

Fig. 3. (a) Relationship between mean growing season precipitation (MGP) and R(NDVI-P) (cor-

relation coefficients between Ti-NDVIg and MGP) (R2 = 0.78, P <0.01). Data are spatial means
by vegetation types for the period of 1982–2006. (b) Relationship between accumulated grow-
ing degree days (AGDD) and R(NDVI-T) (correlation coefficients between Ti-NDVIg and AGDD)

(R2 = 0.13, P =0.19). Data are spatial means by vegetation types for the period of 1982–2006.
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Fig. 4. Growing season water deficit index (GWDI) of different vegetation types. Data are 
spatial means for the period of 1982 - 2006. 

Fig. 4. Growing season water deficit index (GWDI) of different vegetation types. Data are spatial
means for the period of 1982–2006.
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Fig. 5. Time trends of growing season water deficit index (GWDI) for twelve vegetation types 
during 1982-2006. Data are spatial means by vegetation type. P is the significance probability 
of the Mann-Kendal trend test. 
 

Fig. 5. Time trends of growing season water deficit index (GWDI) for twelve vegetation types
during 1982–2006. Data are spatial means by vegetation type. P is the significance probability
of the Mann-Kendal trend test.
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Fig. 6.  The growing season water deficit index (GWDI) vs. (a) Mean growing season 
precipitation (MGP) and (b) Accumulated growing degree days (AGDD). All data are 
spatially averaged.  

Fig. 6. The growing season water deficit index (GWDI) vs. (a) Mean growing season precipita-
tion (MGP) and (b) Accumulated growing degree days (AGDD). All data are spatially averaged.
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R2 = 0.949, P < 0.001
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Fig. 7. Relationship between time-integrated growing season NDVI (Ti-NDVIg) and growing 
season water deficit index (GWDI). Data are spatial averaged by vegetation types for the 
period of 1982-2006. 

 

Fig. 7. Relationship between time-integrated growing season NDVI (Ti-NDVIg) and growing
season water deficit index (GWDI). Data are spatial averaged by vegetation types for the period
of 1982–2006.
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