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Abstract: Urban area is a major source of CO2 and other greenhouse gases. Urban green space (UGS)
is an essential element to increase carbon sequestration directly and reduce emission indirectly. In
this study, the net primary production (NPP) and net ecosystem productivity (NEP) was monitored
in order to enhance the carbon sequestration function of UGS and promote urban low-carbon
development. Based on the Sentinel-2 L2A satellite images, meteorological data, and vegetation type
data in 2019, we used the optimized Carnegie Ames Stanford Approach (CASA) model to estimate
the NPP values of UGS types including attached green space, park green space, protective green
space, and regional space in Beijing, Guangzhou, Shanghai, Shenyang, and Xi’an. The NEP values
were evaluated based on NPP and soil heterotrophic respiration (RH) to quantify the vegetation
carbon sink capacity. The accuracy test shows that the estimated NPP values based on the optimized
CASA model are effective. The results indicate that the average NPP values (1008.5 gC·m−2·a−1) and
vegetation carbon sink capacity (771.49 gC·m−2·a−1) of UGS in Beijing rank first among the cities,
which is followed by the values in Guangzhou. The regional green space and park green space in
five cities function as carbon sinks with high NPP values and have vegetation carbon sink capacity,
whereas the attached green space in Shanghai and Xi’an as well as the protective green space in
Guangzhou and Xi’an function as carbon sources. Moreover, the NEP distribution shows obvious
spatial aggregation characteristics, that is, the high NEP values of UGS are clustered in mountainous
forest areas in the west and north of Beijing, Northeast Guangzhou, and South Xi’an whereas the low
NEP values are mostly concentrated in the urban built-up areas under strong influences of human
activities. This research provides a new method for NPP and NEP estimation of UGS at the city scale
and the scientific basis for the improvement of the vegetation carbon sink capacity of UGS.

Keywords: light energy utilization; net primary productivity; net ecosystem productivity; urban
green space; China

1. Introduction

A high density of the population is concentrated in urban areas and strong human
activities influence the carbon cycle and emit large amounts of CO2. Covering 2% of the
global land, urban areas are responsible for approximately 75% of global carbon emission [1].
With rapid urbanization and industrialization, carbon emission in Chinese cities deserves
special attention [2]. It is possible to remove atmospheric CO2 by sequestering it in urban
green space (UGS), which is one of the natural elements in urban areas [3]. Although
the vegetation density in UGS is relatively smaller than in forests, it can be an essential
carbon sink and the capacity was estimated in various cities [4]. It is challenging to measure
carbon fluxes directly using eddy covariance measurements in cities [5]. Net ecosystem
productivity (NEP) is an important indicator to describe the terrestrial ecosystem carbon
cycle [6] which can be obtained by subtracting the soil heterotrophic respiration (RH) from
the net primary production (NPP) [7].
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NPP is the total amount of organic matter accumulated by plants through photo-
synthesis conversion. It is an essential variable to characterize plant activities and can
accurately reflect vegetation growth status [8]. Quantitative evaluation methods of NPP
include field measurement and model estimation. Due to many constraints, it is usually
difficult to realize field measurements of NPP in large-scale areas. However, remote sens-
ing technology has advantages such as a short time span, wide coverage, low cost, and
relative stability, therefore, most researchers use the model simulation method based on
remote sensing to estimate NPP on a large scale [9]. The commonly used models for NPP
estimation include the climate-related statistical models (e.g., Miami [10], Thornthwaite
Memorial [11], and Chikugo [12]), ecosystem process model (e.g., BIOME-BGC [13]), and
light energy utilization model (e.g., CASA [14]). The climate-related models were mainly
used in the early stage of vegetation NPP studies. Such models are relatively simple and
the required meteorological data are easy to obtain, which reflects potential vegetation
NPP. Zhou et al. [15] studied the spatiotemporal variation of NPP in Tibet based on the
Miami model and the Thornthwaite Memorial model. The ecosystem process models
consider various factors such as plant photosynthesis, respiration, decomposition, and
synthesis of organic matter. However, these models are relatively complex and the in-
put data are difficult to obtain [16]. The CASA model is a representative model based
on light energy utilization which has been used in a large number of studies at large
scales ranging from worldwide to cities. Zhang et al. [17] studied the spatiotemporal
dynamics and driving factors of NPP in Central Asia based on the CASA model and the
Miami model. Zhou et al. [18] used the CASA model to simulate the total NPP of grass-
land in China during 1982–2010 which was 988.3 TgC and more than 60% of grassland
showed an increasing trend. Peng et al. [19] used the CASA model to estimate NPP in
Beijing and analyzed NPP responses to stages of urbanization. Among these models, the
CASA model comprehensively considers the influences of different natural factors on
vegetation NPP and its driving variable data are mostly derived from large-scale remote
sensing images [20].

Besides the absorbed photosynthetically active radiation (APAR), the light utilization
efficiency (LUE) is the main component of the CASA model [21]. Therefore, accurate esti-
mation of LUE directly affects the NPP estimation accuracy [22]. As a necessary parameter
for the calculation of LUE, the maximum LUE (εmax) has a great influence on the estimation
results of vegetation NPP. However, in the original CASA model, the maximum LUE (εmax)
value was uniformly set as 0.389 gC·MJ−1 [23]. However, this value varies with different
vegetation types [24].

Moreover, the spatial resolution of current global NPP products ranges from 300 m
to 5 km. For example, the MOD17A3HGF NPP product has a temporal resolution of 1 a
and a spatial resolution of 500 m, which is relatively rough in certain regions and neglects
the heterogeneity on a small scale. To support NPP and NEP estimation in cities with
complex vegetation conditions and reduce uncertainty in terrestrial energy and carbon
budgets, a dataset with higher spatial resolution is urgently required [25]. Unlike the 1 km
AVHRR [26], the 500 m MODIS [27] and 30 m Landsat [28], Sentinel-2 satellite, which
was launched on 23 June 2015, has a revisit period of ten days and a width of 290 km.
Besides the characteristics of short revisit periods and rich band information, it has special
advantages in vegetation information extraction because of its multiple narrow bands in
the visible and near-infrared ranges [29].

In this study, we improved the CASA model by specifying εmax values based on
high-resolution satellite images to improve the NPP and NEP estimation accuracy of UGS
in five representative cities in China including Beijing, Guangzhou, Shanghai, Shenyang,
and Xi’an. This study aims to explore the spatial distribution pattern of vegetation NPP
and NEP in UGS in Chinese cities and to compare the vegetation carbon sink capacity of
different UGS types.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

In this study, five representative cities including Beijing, Guangzhou, Shanghai,
Shenyang, and Xi’an were selected as study areas. These cities are distributed in different
regions and they are experiencing rapid urbanization with increasing energy consumption
and carbon emissions (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Geographical location of the study area.

Beijing (115◦25′–117◦35′ E, 39◦28′–41◦05′ N) is surrounded by mountains on three
sides, with the terrain characteristics of high in the northwest and low in the southeast.
The total area of Beijing is 16,410.54 km2. It is in a warm temperate zone with a semi-
humid and semi-arid monsoon climate. The annual average temperature is 12.9 ◦C and the
annual average precipitation is 595 mm [30]. The forest coverage in Beijing reached 44.8%
in 2022 [31].

Located in the Pearl River Delta, Guangzhou (112◦57′–114◦3′ E, 22◦26′–23◦56′ N) is
adjacent to the Nanling Mountains in the north and the South China Sea in the south. The
total administrative area of Guangzhou is 7434.40 km2 with 11 districts. It has a marine
subtropical monsoon climate with an average annual temperature of 21.7–23.1 ◦C and an
average annual precipitation of 1923 mm. The terrain slopes from the northeast to the
southwest with mountainous area in the northeast, a hilly basin in the middle, and the
coastal alluvial plain in the south. The zonal vegetation is the south tropical monsoon
evergreen broad-leaved forest, most of which are secondary forests and artificial forests [32].

Shanghai (120◦51′–122◦12′ E, 30◦40′–31◦53′ N) is located on the west coast of the
Pacific Ocean, along the east coast of the Asian mainland, and is a part of the Yangtze River
Delta alluvial plain. Shanghai has an administrative area of 6340.5 km2 with 16 districts.
Shanghai belongs to the north subtropical monsoon climate with short spring and autumn
and long winter and summer. The city’s average annual temperature is 17.9 ◦C and the
average annual precipitation is 1474.5 mm [33].

Shenyang (123◦18′–123◦48′ E, 41◦36′–41◦57′ N) is located in the south of Northeast
China, covering an area of 12,860 km2. There are 13 county-level administrative districts
in Shenyang. It has a temperate sub-humid continental climate with an average annual
temperature of 8.5 ◦C and annual precipitation of 716 mm [34]. Shenyang is dominated by
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plain terrain with an average elevation of about 50 m. Mountains and hills are concentrated
in the northeast and southeast and are an extension of the Liaodong Hills. The western
part of Shenyang belongs to the alluvial plain of the Liao River and the Hun River. The
green space area with the urban built-up area covers 229.68 km2, with a green space ratio
of 40.08% [35].

Xi’an (107◦24′–109◦29′ E, 33◦25′–34◦27′ N) is located in Guanzhong Plain in the middle
of the Yellow River Basin, covering an area of 10,108 km2 with 11 districts and 2 counties.
It is under a warm, temperate, sub-humid, and continental monsoon climate. The annual
average temperature lies between 13.1 and 14.3 ◦C and the annual precipitation is between
528.3 and 716.5 mm. The average elevation of Xi’an is 400 m above sea level; however, it
has the largest altitude difference among Chinese cities because it includes the Qinling
Mountain and Weihe Plain [36].

2.2. Data Sources and Processing
2.2.1. Vegetation Type Data

Vegetation type data were obtained from the Global 30 m Fine Land Cover Product
(GLC_FCS30_2019), which was downloaded from the Big Earth Data Science Engineering
Program (https://data.casearth.cn/, accessed on 1 September 2020). According to this
map, vegetation types in the study area include evergreen needle leaf forests, evergreen
broad leaf forests, deciduous needle leaf forests, deciduous broad leaf forests, mixed forests,
shrubland, grassland, cropland, and wetland.

2.2.2. NDVI

The normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) was calculated by band opera-
tion based on the Sentinel-2 L2A satellite images in 2019, which were obtained from the
Copernicus Data Access Center (https://scihub.copernicus.eu/dhus/#/home, accessed on
10 September 2020). The original images were processed by cutting, stitching, radiometric
calibration, and atmospheric correction to obtain preprocessed images. Then, the monthly
NDVI data were synthesized through the maximal value composite (MVC) method.

2.2.3. Meteorological Data

The meteorological data required for inputting the improved CASA model were ob-
tained from the Dataset of Daily Values of Surface Climatological Data for China (V3.0)
(http://data.cma.cn, accessed on 15 September 2020) provided by the National Meteoro-
logical Science Data Center of China. We calculated the monthly values of temperature,
precipitation, evapotranspiration, and sunshine hours of 699 basic weather stations in 2019
based on this dataset. Then, the meteorological values of each city were obtained by
spatial interpolation and clipping. In addition, solar radiation was simulated using the
Angstrom–Prescott formula [37]:

Rt = (a + b
n
N
)Ra (1)

where N represents the maximum sunshine hours, n is the mean sunshine hours, Rt stands
for the total solar radiation, and Ra represents the extraterrestrial radiation for the initial
value. In this study, the coefficients a and b were set to 0.25 and 0.5 according to the Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) recommended values.

2.2.4. MODIS NPP Product (MOD17A3H Version 6 Product)

The MODIS NPP values in 2019 with a spatial resolution of 500 m were derived
from the MOD17A3H Version 6 product, which was downloaded from NASA’s website
(https://lpdaac.usgs.gov/products/mod17a3hv006/, accessed on 20 October 2020).

2.2.5. UGS Data

The UGS data of five cities in 2019 were obtained from the Aerospace Information
Research Institute, Chinese Academy of Sciences. According to the classification standard of

https://data.casearth.cn/
https://scihub.copernicus.eu/dhus/#/home
http://data.cma.cn
https://lpdaac.usgs.gov/products/mod17a3hv006/
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UGS (CJJ/T85–2017) [38], this study focuses on four UGS types including the attached green
space, park green space, protective green space, and regional green space. Furthermore,
we divided the UGS into “UGS inside the urban built-up areas” and “UGS outside the
urban built-up areas” to distinguish the differences. The data of urban built-up areas in
five cities were retrieved from the dataset of built-up areas of Chinese cities developed by
Sun et al. [39].

2.3. Methods

We optimized the traditional CASA model to calculate NPP values of UGS in five
cities by specifying εmax values of different vegetation types. The accuracy analysis was
conducted to assess the performance of the NPP simulated model based on the MODIS
NPP product. Then, the NEP was estimated by coupling the optimized CASA model and
the semi-empirical model of soil heterotrophic respiration (RH). Combining NEP and UGS
data, we obtained the vegetation carbon sink capacity of different UGS types in 2019. The
flowchart of the methodology is as follows (Figure 2).
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2.3.1. NPP Estimation Based on the Optimized CASA Model

The improved CASA model was adopted to simulate vegetation growth conditions,
which considered vegetation growth characteristics and environmental conditions, and
was able to more accurately determine the carbon source/sink attributes of the study area.
The main algorithm of the model was integrated as follows [40]:

NPP(x, t) = 0.5× SOL(x, t)× FPAR(x, t)× Tε1(x, t)× Tε2(x, t)×Wε(x, t)× εmax (2)

where the constant value 0.5 is the proportion of effective solar radiation (wavelength
0.4–0.7 µm) available to vegetation in total solar radiation, SOL(x,t) represents the total
solar radiation, FPAR(x,t) is the proportion of photosynthetic active radiation absorbed by
vegetation,Tε1(x, t) and Tε2(x, t) represent the stress effects of low and high temperature on
light energy utilization, and Wε(x, t) is the water stress coefficient reflecting the influence
of water conditions.
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In a certain range, there is a linear relationship between FPAR and NDVI [41], which
can be determined according to the maximum and minimum values of a certain type of
NDVI and the corresponding maximum and minimum values of FPAR:

FPAR(x, t) =
(NDVI(x, t)−NDVIi,min)

(NDVIi,max −NDVIi,min)
× (FPARmax − FPARmin) + FPARmin (3)

where NDVIi,max and NDVIi,min correspond to the maximum and minimum NDVI values
of the vegetation type, respectively. There is also a linear relationship between FPAR and
the simple ratio (SR) [42], which can be expressed by the following formula:

FPAR(x, t) =
(SR(x, t)− SRi,min)

(SRi,max − SRi,min)
× (FPARmax − FPARmin) + FPARmin (4)

where the values of FPARmin and FPARmax are 0.001 and 0.95 irrespective of vegetation
type. SRi,max and SRi,min correspond to 95% and 5% lower side percentiles of NDVI values,
respectively, and SR(x, t) is calculated by the following formula:

SR(x, t) =
1 + NDVI(x, t)
1−NDVI(x, t)

(5)

It is found that the FPAR estimated by NDVI is higher than the measured value, while
the FPAR estimated by SR is lower than the measured value, but its error is smaller than
that directly estimated by NDVI. Therefore, in this study, we combine the two methods
and take the mean value as the estimated value of FPAR [43]:

FPAR(x, t) = (FPARNDVI + FPARSR)× 0.5 (6)

In order to improve the estimation accuracy of NPP values, we specified the previously
unified εmax values in the CASA model according to the vegetation types (Table 1) based
on the MODIS MOD17 Biome Properties Look-Up Table (BPLUT) [25].

Table 1. Maximal LUE (εmax) for different vegetation types.

Vegetation Type εmax (gC·MJ−1)

Deciduous needle leaf forest 1.086
Evergreen needle leaf forest 0.962
Deciduous broad leaf forest 1.165
Evergreen broad leaf forest 1.268

Mixed forest 1.051
Shrubland 1.061
Grassland 0.86
Cropland 1.044
Wetland 0.86

The estimation accuracy of the NPP estimation based on the optimized CASA model
was tested by performing a linear regression between the estimated NPP values and the
MOD17A3H Version 6 product.

2.3.2. NEP Estimation Method

NEP was calculated by the difference between NPP and RH. Without considering the
influence of other natural factors and human disturbance, NEP can represent the net carbon
exchange between terrestrial ecosystems and atmospheric systems and is often used as a
measure of carbon source/sink [44]. When the NEP value is greater than 0, it shows that
the UGS functions as a carbon sink; otherwise, it is the carbon source. RH can be calculated
by the model established by [45]. The calculation method of NEP is as follows:
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NEP = NPP− RH (7)

RH = 0.22×
[
e(0.0913T) + ln(0.3145P + 1)

]
× 30× 46.5% (8)

where T is the monthly average temperature and P is the monthly average precipitation.

2.3.3. Spatial Autocorrelation Analysis of NEP in UGS

Based on the Getis-Ord Gi* model and Moran’s spatial autocorrelation model, the
spatial distribution characteristics of NEP were analyzed.

Moran’s spatial autocorrelation model was used to measure the degree of spatial
autocorrelation at the same time according to the location and value of factors. Given a set
of factors and related attributes, it should evaluate whether the mode is a cluster mode,
discrete mode, or random mode. The clustering or discrete degree can be represented
by calculating the value of Moran’s I index. If the value of Moran’s I index is regular, it
indicates the clustering trend of factors. The higher the value, the greater the degree of
positive correlation between factors. Furthermore, the Z-score and p-value were further
calculated to evaluate the significance of the index [46]. If the value of Moran’s I index is
negative, it indicates that factors show a discrete trend: the smaller the value, the greater
the degree of negative correlation between factors. If the value of Moran’s I index is 0, it
means that the spatial distribution of elements is random without clustering or discrete
characteristics. Moran’s I statistics of spatial autocorrelation can be expressed as:

I =
∑n

i=1 ∑n
j=1 wijzizj

∑n
i=1 z2

i
× n

S0
(9)

where zi is the deviation between the attribute of element i and its mean value; wij is the
spatial weight between element i and j; n is the total number of elements; and S0 is the
aggregation of spatial weights.

Expected index E(I) was used for comparison with Moran’s I index:

E(I) =
−1

n− 1
(10)

Variance Var(I) was used to evaluate the Z-score and p-value:

Var(I) =
n2 1

2 ∑n
i=1 ∑n

j=1
(
Wij + Wij

)2 − n∑n
i=1

(
∑n

j=1 Wij + ∑n
j=1 Wij

)2
+ 3S2

0

S2
0(n2 − 1)

(11)

where Wij is a member of the spatial weight matrix.
Score Z(I) represents the multiple of standard deviation. The higher the Z-score, the

greater the degree of agglomeration or dispersion of elements. Z-scores are calculated in
the following form:

Z(I) =
1− E(I)√

E
(

I2
)
− E(I)2

(12)

The p-value indicates the probability that the observed spatial pattern is created by
some random process and is an approximation of the area derived from the curve of a
known distribution (limited by test statistics). The smaller the p-value, the less randomness
of the generated data, and the more valuable the research object.

The Getis-Ord Gi* model was used to spatially divide the hot and cold spots of NEP
values. By calculating the Z-score and p-value of the significance level, which have obvious
spatial statistical significance, the location of clustering of high or low value regions of NEP
can be extracted in space using a 95% confidence interval [47].

G*
i =

∑n
j=1 Wijxj

∑n
j=1 xj

(13)
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Z
(

G*
i

)
=

∑n
j=1 Wijxj − X∑n

j=1 Wij√
s2

n−1

(
n∑n

j=1 W2
ij −

(
∑n

j=1 Wij

)2
) (14)

where xj is NEP of pixel j, X is the mean of xj, n is the total number of pixels, and s2

is variance.

3. Results
3.1. NPP Analysis Based on the Optimized CASA Model
3.1.1. NPP Estimation Results

The spatial distribution of the NPP values of UGS in five cities in 2019 shows ob-
vious differentiation (Figure 3). Among these cities, the average NPP value of UGS in
Beijing is the highest (1008.5 gC·m−2·a−1) and the lowest average NPP value of UGS is in
Shanghai (403.8 gC·m−2·a−1). The average NPP values of UGS in Guangzhou, Shenyang,
and Xi’an are 997.4 gC·m−2·a−1, 666.1 gC·m−2·a−1, and 889.7 gC·m−2·a−1, respectively.
The UGS with high NPP values is distributed in mountainous forest areas in the west
and north of Beijing, Northeast Guangzhou, and South Xi’an, whereas the low NPP
values of UGS are mostly distributed in the urban built-up area which is under strong
anthropogenic influences.
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Figure 3. NPP value of UGS in five cities in 2019 ((a): Beijing, (b): Guangzhou, (c): Shanghai,
(d): Shenyang, and (e): Xi’an).

The NPP values of UGS inside the urban built-up areas are much lower than the values
outside the urban built-up areas (Table 2). Among the five cities, the UGS inside the urban
built-up areas in Xi’an has the lowest NPP value (102.6 gC·m−2·a−1), whereas the value
in Guangzhou is the highest (324.4 gC·m−2·a−1). For the UGS outside the urban built-up
areas, the average NPP value is the highest in Guangzhou (1055.6 gC·m−2·a−1); however,
Shanghai has the lowest value (650.7 gC·m−2·a−1).
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Table 2. The average NPP values of UGS inside and outside the urban built-up areas in five cities
in 2019 (gC·m−2·a−1).

UGS Location Beijing Guangzhou Shanghai Shenyang Xi’an

UGS inside the urban built-up areas 227.0 324.4 212.7 204.2 102.6
UGS outside the urban built-up areas 1038.2 1055.6 650.7 725.8 912.4

total UGS 1008.5 997.4 403.8 666.1 889.7

3.1.2. NPP Values of Different UGS Types

Among all UGS types, the NPP values of regional green space are the highest, followed
by park green space, while the NPP values of attached green space and protective green
space are relatively low (Figure 4, Table 3). The NPP values of regional green space and
park green space in Guangzhou rank first among the five cities, which are followed by the
values in Beijing. As for the attached green space and the protective green space, the NPP
values in Beijing are the highest and the values in Guangzhou came second. Although
the average NPP value of total UGS in Xi’an is relatively high, the NPP values of attached
green space, park green space, and protective green space in Xi’an are the lowest among
the five cities.

Table 3. The average NPP values of different UGS types in five cities in 2019 (gC·m−2·a−1).

UGS Type Beijing Guangzhou Shanghai Shenyang Xi’an

attached green space 652.1 522.9 319.5 486.9 127.9
park green space 826.6 901.9 613.3 636.6 419.2

protective green space 609.0 425.6 384.5 301.1 122.7
regional green space 1067.7 1074.6 705.9 728.3 918.5

total UGS 1008.5 997.4 403.8 666.1 889.7

Among the UGS inside the urban built-up areas, the park green space is the UGS
type with the highest NPP value, whereas the attached green space has the lowest NPP
values in five cities (Table 4). All the UGS types outside the urban built-up areas have
higher NPP values than the same UGS types inside the urban built-up areas (Table 5). The
regional green space is the UGS type with the highest NPP value outside the urban built-up
areas, which is followed by park green space. The NPP values of attached green space and
protective green space are relatively lower than the other UGS types outside the urban
built-up areas.

Table 4. The average NPP values of different UGS types inside the urban built-up areas in five cities
in 2019 (gC·m−2·a−1).

UGS Type Beijing Guangzhou Shanghai Shenyang Xi’an

attached green space 200.5 313.7 194.8 151.4 80.3
park green space 452.1 484.5 500.1 595.5 393.1

protective green space 300.2 323.8 294.0 205.6 94.5
regional green space 295.1 335.5 269.1 247.1 170.7

Table 5. The average NPP values of different UGS types outside the urban built-up areas in five cities
in 2019 (gC·m−2·a−1).

UGS Type Beijing Guangzhou Shanghai Shenyang Xi’an

attached green space 809.8 761.2 485.7 674.0 245.7
park green space 867.8 973.0 686.0 691.3 488.2

protective green space 721.1 612.2 517.5 456.3 202.8
regional green space 1068.5 1079.2 719.0 739.4 919.7
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3.1.3. The Accuracy Test of Estimated NPP Values

MOD17A3H data were used to verify the NPP estimation accuracy. This product has a
wide range of applications in NPP research at different spatial scales and it is available only
as an annual product [48]. The estimated NPP values of each UGS type were compared
with the MOD17A3H data with the linear regression model. Most of the coefficients of
determination, R2, are greater than 0.5 (Table 6), which indicates that the accuracy of the
estimated values of UGS based on the optimized CASA model is high and the linear
relationship between the estimated NPP and the MODIS NPP values is distinct.

Table 6. Coefficient of determination, R2, of the linear regression model.

UGS Type Beijing Guangzhou Shanghai Shenyang Xi’an

attached green space 0.658 ** 0.708 ** 0.496 ** 0.819 ** 0.509 **
park green space 0.631 ** 0.677 ** 0.339 ** 0.275 ** 0.617 **

protective green space 0.534 ** 0.572 ** 0.503 ** 0.603 ** 0.542 **
regional green space 0.900 ** 0.924 ** 0.807 ** 0.918 ** 0.955 **

total UGS 0.875 ** 0.903 ** 0.730 ** 0.897 ** 0.951 **
**: p-value < 0.01.

3.2. The NEP Values of UGS in Different Cities
3.2.1. The Spatial Distribution of NEP of UGS

Figure 5 shows the spatial distribution of NEP values in UGS in 2019.
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According to the spatial distribution of NEP values (Table 7), UGS of Beijing has the highest
annual average NEP value (771.5 gC·m−2·a−1) and is followed by Xi’an (632.7 gC·m−2·a−1),
whereas UGS of Shanghai has the lowest NEP value (194.2 gC·m−2·a−1). The average NEP
values of UGS inside the urban built-up areas in five cities are all negative, whereas UGS
outside the urban built-up areas are positive. Among the five cities, the UGS inside the urban
built-up areas in Xi’an has the lowest NEP value (−162.1 gC·m−2·a−1), whereas, the value in
Shenyang is the highest (−19.4 gC·m−2·a−1). For the UGS outside the urban built-up areas,
the average NEP value is the highest in Beijing (802.0 gC·m−2·a−1); however, Shanghai has the
lowest NEP value (306.7 gC·m−2·a−1).
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Table 7. The average NEP values of UGS inside and outside the urban built-up areas in five cities
in 2019 (gC·m−2·a−1).

UGS Location Beijing Guangzhou Shanghai Shenyang Xi’an

UGS inside the urban built-up areas −28.8 −115.7 −135.4 −19.4 −162.1
UGS outside the urban built-up areas 802.0 625.7 306.7 505.0 655.6

total UGS 771.5 566.7 194.2 445.0 632.7

Among all UGS types, regional green space has the highest NEP values, which is
followed by park green space, whereas, the NEP values of attached green space and
protective green space are relatively low (Table 8). Most NEP values of UGS are positive,
indicating that they are overall carbon sinks. However, the NEP values of the attached
green space in Shanghai and Xi’an are −27.74 gC·m−2·a−1 and −137.62 gC·m−2·a−1.
Furthermore, the NEP values of protective green space in Guangzhou and Xi’an are negative
at −14.49 gC·m−2·a−1 and −140.53 gC·m−2·a−1, which means that vegetation carbon
storage is lower than soil microbial respiration in these areas and the ecosystem of protective
green space functions as a carbon source.

Table 8. The average NEP values of different UGS types in five cities in 2019 (gC·m−2·a−1).

UGS Type Beijing Guangzhou Shanghai Shenyang Xi’an

attached green space 399.1 82.7 −27.7 265.8 −137.6
park green space 572.2 460.2 266.8 413.1 189.6

protective green space 355.7 −14.5 36.2 77.6 −140.5
regional green space 833.4 645.6 362.6 507.6 661.7

total UGS 771.5 566.7 194.2 445.0 632.7

Among the UGS inside the urban built-up areas, the attached green space has the
lowest and most negative NEP values (Table 9). The park green space inside the urban
built-up areas has the highest and most positive NEP values. The protective green space
inside the urban built-up areas in Beijing and the regional green space inside the urban
built-up areas in Beijing and Shenyang have positive NEP values.

Table 9. The average NEP values of different UGS types inside the urban built-up areas in five cities
in 2019 (gC·m−2·a−1).

UGS Type Beijing Guangzhou Shanghai Shenyang Xi’an

attached green space −55.4 −126.3 −153.3 −72.3 −184.3
park green space 195.5 44.4 152.6 371.9 134.9

protective green space 44.4 −116.2 −54.3 −18.1 −169.9
regional green space 42.9 −106.3 −79.2 23.6 −95.0

Most of the UGS outside the urban built-up areas have positive NEP values except the
attached green space (−14.6 gC·m−2·a−1) and protective green space (−56.6 gC·m−2·a−1)
in Xi’an (Table 10). Among the UGS outside the urban built-up areas in all cities, the regional
green space has the highest NEP values, which is followed by the park green space.

Comparing the NEP distribution in UGS in different cities (Figure 6), it can be seen
that the carbon source area in UGS in Shanghai covers 32.51% of the UGS area, whereas,
the carbon source area accounts for 4.53% and 5.89% of the UGS in Beijing and Xi’an.
In Beijing, 47.36% of UGS has a relatively high NEP value (800 to 1200 gC·m−2·a−1);
however, NEP values of UGS in other cities are mainly concentrated in the medium range
(400 to 800 gC·m−2·a−1). About 4.16% of UGS in Beijing has a NEP value of higher than
1200 gC·m−2·a−1.
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Table 10. The average NEP values of different UGS types outside the urban built-up areas in five
cities in 2019 (gC·m−2·a−1).

UGS Type Beijing Guangzhou Shanghai Shenyang Xi’an

attached green space 557.8 320.8 139.4 454.3 −14.6
park green space 613.6 531.0 340.1 467.9 235.3

protective green space 468.6 171.7 169.4 233.1 −56.6
regional green space 834.3 650.4 375.9 518.7 662.9
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3.2.2. Spatial Autocorrelation Analysis of NEP Values

Global autocorrelation analysis of NEP values of total UGS in different cities was
conducted to explore the aggregation and dispersion characteristics of vegetation carbon
sink capacity. Table 11 shows that the detection results of the degree of randomness of
the data are all less than 0.01 and the corresponding p-values are all 0, indicating that
the probability of each element data being generated randomly is very small and it has
passed the randomness test. The Z scores of NEP in all the cities are much higher than
the discriminant value of aggregation characteristics (Z(I) > 2.58). Therefore, the spatial
distribution of vegetation carbon sink capacity of UGS presents the characteristics of high
aggregation. Moran’s I index is between 0.22 and 0.56, indicating that the NEP of UGS has
an obvious positive spatial correlation, that is, vegetation carbon sink capacity presents the
characteristics of “high aggregation” or “low aggregation” on the whole.

Table 11. Global autocorrelation results of NEP of total UGS in different cities.

Cities Moran’s I E(I) Var(I) Z(I) p

Beijing 0.42 −0.000097 0.000011 129.50 0
Guangzhou 0.44 −0.000225 0.000022 93.96 0

Shanghai 0.22 −0.000523 0.000049 31.28 0
Shenyang 0.31 −0.000858 0.000071 37.42 0

Xi’an 0.56 −0.000167 0.000011 168.24 0

From the above global spatial autocorrelation analysis, it can be seen that in terms of
spatial distribution characteristics, the vegetation carbon sink capacity of UGS in all cities
has a high degree of spatial autocorrelation and the overall pattern is spatial agglomeration.
The Getis-Ord Gi* model was conducted in order to further explore the location of such
agglomeration characteristics as well as the hot and cold spot spatial distribution areas of
NEP in different cities.

Figure 7 shows the hot spot analysis results of the vegetation carbon sink capacity of
UGS in five cities. It can be seen from the results that the spatial distribution of hot and
cold spots of vegetation carbon sink capacity varies in different cities. With a confidence
interval greater than 95% as the evaluation criteria, the hot spots of vegetation carbon sink
capacity are mainly distributed in the north and west of Beijing, in the north and east of
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Guangzhou and Shenyang, in the north and south of Shanghai, and in the west and east of
Xi’an. The cold spots are mainly distributed in the central and southern part of Beijing, in
the west and south of Guangzhou, in the central part of Shanghai, in the south of Shenyang,
and in the north and south part of Xi’an.
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Figure 7. Cold-and hot-spots spatial variations of NEP values of UGS in five cities ((a): Beijing,
(b): Guangzhou, (c): Shanghai, (d): Shenyang, and (e): Xi’an).

The cluster and outlier distribution of NEP (Figure 8) is similar to that of hot and cold
spots. These results indicate that the spatial distribution of NEP of UGS in five cities mainly
presents high–high aggregation and low–low aggregation, that is, areas with high/low
NEP values are more clustered in space. High–high aggregation is mainly distributed
in hot spot areas (Figure 7), while low–low aggregation is mainly distributed in eastern
cold spot areas (Figure 7). However, there are few high–low aggregation and low–high
aggregation areas.
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4. Discussion
4.1. The NPP Estimation of UGS

Since it is difficult to obtain the measured NPP data of UGS in these cities, the estimated
NPP values of the optimized CASA model were fitted with MOD17A3HGF products to
verify the model accuracy. The results show that the estimated results have a strong
correlation with MODIS NPP values, indicating that the optimized model can be used to
calculate the NPP of UGS effectively and provide basic data for further study. However,
the estimated values are higher than that of MOD17A3HGF products, which is because the
MOD17A3HGF products underestimate the productivity of shrubs and grassland but fit
well with other vegetation types [49].

The spatial distribution of NPP values of UGS varies in different cities. Among the five
cities, UGS in Beijing has the highest NPP and NEP values than in the other cities, which is
closely related to the measures Beijing has taken in recent years to reduce carbon emissions
and increase carbon sequestration. Based on the functional positioning of different regions,
the government has taken into account factors such as the level of economic and social
development, resource endowment, and emission reduction potential to explore the paths
of realizing carbon peaking and carbon neutrality. The high NPP area in Beijing is mostly
distributed in the ecological conservation areas, which are the important ecological barrier
and water source protection areas of Beijing [50]. This result is similar to Peng’s research [19]
which found that the NPP values were higher in the northern and northwestern mountains
than on the plains in Beijing. In recent years, green space has been continuously expanded
and forest coverage has continued to increase through the implementation of a new round of
million acres of afforestation project and the second phase of the Beijing–Tianjin sandstorms
control project. In Guangzhou, most of the high-NPP UGS area are distributed in the
mountainous forests in Conghua, Huadu, and Zengcheng Mountains in the north of
Guangzhou, which is the area with the most concentrated number of natural protected
areas, the most abundant natural resources, and the highest biodiversity in Guangzhou [51].
With water conservation and biodiversity protection as the main ecological functions, it
is the urban ecological protection screen in the north of Guangzhou. This finding is in
agreement with Wu’s study [52] which demonstrated the spatial heterogeneity of NPP
between urban and forested areas in Guangzhou. The high NPP values in Shanghai are
mainly distributed in the Chongming District which is rich in ecological resources. It is
an important protection area for the diversity of natural resources in the world and an
important habitat for birds. It is also a demonstration area for the ecological environment
protection of the Yangtze River and a pilot area for the development of national ecological
civilization [53]. Eisfelder [54] found the low NPP values around the city center of Shanghai,
which can be explained by the high urban sprawl in that area. In Shenyang, the high NPP
values are mainly distributed in the ecological source of the hilly area in the southeast and
northeast, which carries important functions such as water conservation and biodiversity
protection. In the previous study of the Shenyang metropolitan area [55], the conversion of
farmland to urban land and the loss of forest land from 2000–2010 caused the reduction in
average NPP values. The high NPP values are distributed in the south of Xi’an, which is the
ecological barrier at the northern foot of the Qinling Mountains. With a forest coverage rate
of 71%, it is the most bio-diverse area in the Yellow River Basin with more than 1800 seed
plants and 470 vertebrates including 17 state key protection plants and 79 state class I and II
protection wild animals. This area plays an important role in climate regulation, water
source regulation, carbon sequestration, and oxygen release. The results are in accordance
with the study on NPP in Guanzhong Plain from 2000 to 2019, which shows the high NPP
values in the Qinling Mountains and low values in the urban area; it found that the spatial
distribution of NPP values is consistent with the distribution pattern of precipitation [56].

Among all types of green space, in the whole urban area, the NPP values of regional
green space are the highest, followed by park green space, while the NPP values of attached
green space and protective green space are relatively low. This result can be verified by
existing studies, which have clarified the difference in carbon sink capacity of different
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green space types. The carbon sink capacity of vegetation, soil, and litter is different under
different land use modes. Generally speaking, regional green space is higher than other
types of green space. Zhu et al. demonstrated that the carbon sink capacity of park green
space dominated by leisure and sports is higher than that of protective green space and
attached green space [57]. Moreover, human influence also has a huge impact on the carbon
sink capacity of UGS, therefore, the carbon sink capacity of ecological-conservation-oriented
UGS is obviously greater than that of other UGS types. For the UGS inside the urban built-
up areas, the park green space has the highest NPP values, while the NPP values of the
attached green space is the lowest. The UGS outside the urban built-up areas show higher
NPP values than UGS inside the built-up areas. Regional green space is usually located
outside urban built-up areas, which has the functions of protecting the urban and rural
ecological environment, natural resources and cultural resources, recreation and fitness,
safety protection and isolation, species protection, and garden seedling production. It plays
an important role in maintaining urban and rural ecological security and promoting the
sustainable development of human society.

4.2. The NEP Estimation Results of the Coupling Model

Without considering other natural factors and human disturbance, vegetation NEP
can represent the net carbon exchange between terrestrial ecosystems and atmospheric
systems [58]. In this study, NEP values were estimated by coupling the optimized CASA
model and the semi-empirical soil respiration model. The results show that most NEP
values of UGS are positive, indicating that they are overall carbon sinks. However, the
NEP values of the attached green space in Shanghai and Xi’an, as well as the protective
green space in Guangzhou and Xi’an are negative, indicating that these areas are basically
carbon sources. Comparing the NEP results of UGS inside and outside the urban built-up
areas, we find that the NEP values of the UGS type inside the urban built-up areas are
all lower than the same UGS type outside the built-up areas. Only the park green space
inside the urban built-up areas have positive NEP values in five cities; the other UGS
types including the attached green space, protective green space, and regional green space
mainly have negative NEP values inside the urban built-up areas. Therefore, it is essential
to improve the carbon sink capacity of UGS, especially the attached green space and the
protective green space, inside the urban built-up areas. According to Huang’s study in
Guangzhou, the green space in parks and densely planted forest areas are carbon sinks,
while the roadside green spaces mostly present carbon source characteristics; the carbon
source-sink characteristics of urban green spaces will change with the increase in green
space age [59]. Yang et al. also demonstrated that the UGS type has an indirect effect
on the carbon pool of regional urban green space [60]. Due to the differences in green
coverage rate, hard surface ratio, other indicators of different UGS types, and the regional
characteristics in different cities, the proportion of surface soil organic carbon density and
vegetation carbon density in different UGS types present strong heterogeneity [61,62]. The
carbon pool of different types of urban green space under the influence of multiple factors
shows the characteristics of a carbon source or carbon sink.

The vegetation carbon sink capacity of UGS in five cities shows a high degree of spatial
autocorrelation and the overall pattern was spatial agglomeration. On the whole, the
low–low clusters especially the area with negative NEP values are mainly close to urban
industrial and mining land with low vegetation coverage, where human activities have a
negative impact on the ecosystem productivity. The high–high clusters gather in areas with
rich soil and complex vegetation types with suitable temperatures and precipitation for
plant growth.

4.3. The Prospects of the Study

Model validation is the key to estimating biomass in large-scale regions. In this study,
the revised CASA model and soil microbial respiration model were used to estimate the
vegetation carbon sink capacity of UGS in Chinese cities but the following uncertainties
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still exist. Firstly, the accuracy of NPP was verified by comparison with MODIS NPP data
and other research results but no measured data were obtained. Secondly, NEP is indirectly
verified based on the results of NPP and RH but the accuracy of NEP is not directly verified.
Thirdly, despite the modification of CASA model parameters, long-time scale observation
has not been carried out which needs to be conducted in a further study.

5. Conclusions

Based on high-resolution satellite images and meteorological data, we improved the
traditional CASA model and explored the spatial distribution of vegetation NPP and NEP
of different UGS types in five typical cities in China in 2019. The following conclusions
were obtained:

(1) The optimized CASA model with high-resolution satellite images and a specified εmax
for different vegetation types is an effective method to estimate the NPP values of
UGS. Among the selected cities, Beijing has the best performance in terms of NPP and
vegetation carbon sink capacity due to the sound ecological protection and low-carbon
management measures;

(2) The vegetation NPP and vegetation carbon sink capacity of different UGS types in five
cities have similar characteristics, that is, in the urban area NPP and NEP values of
regional green space are the highest, which are followed by the values of park green
space, while the NPP and NEP values of attached green space and protective green
space are relatively low. The UGS inside the urban built-up areas have lower NPP and
NEP values than the UGS outside the urban built-up areas. It is especially essential to
improve the carbon sink capacity of attached green space and protective green space
inside the urban built-up areas;

(3) The NEP values estimated by the coupling model of the optimized CASA model and
the soil heterotrophic respiration model indicate that most of the UGS types are carbon
sinks. However, the attached green space in Shanghai and Xi’an and the protective
green space in Guangzhou and Xi’an are carbon sources. Effective measures to reduce
carbon emissions and increase carbon sequestration should be taken for these carbon
source areas;

(4) The NEP values of UGS are different in each region of China, presenting the pattern
of Beijing > Xi’an > Guangzhou > Shenyang > Shanghai. In all five cities, the spatial
distribution of NEP values shows a high degree of spatial autocorrelation. The areas
with high–high clusters should be protected and the connectivity of the UGS network
should be increased in order to improve the vegetation carbon sink capacity of the
UGS ecosystem.
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