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Abstract: The process of urbanization alters the distribution of land use and gives rise to certain
climatic modifications that have a direct influence on vegetation phenology. Mountainous areas have
a fragile biological environment, and vegetation phenology is relatively sensitive to urbanization.
However, there is a paucity of research on the impact of urbanization in mountainous areas on
vegetation phenology. The Urban Agglomeration of Central Yunnan (UACY) is located on the
Yunnan–Guizhou Plateau in China. This study explored the vegetation phenological changes in
different terrains from 2001 to 2020 in the UACY based on remote sensing data. Using the dynamic
gradient method, we examined the response of vegetation phenology to urbanization from three
aspects: urban–rural gradient, urbanization intensity (UI), and population density. The results
showed that landform has a significant impact on SOS (start of growing season), with a topographic
relief difference of 200 m acting as the dividing line. The findings derived from the dynamic gradient
analysis indicate that UI has the most significant effect. SOS advances by 5.77 days (R2 = 0.96), EOS
(end of growing season) advances by 2.30 days (R2 = 0.83), and LOS (length of growing season)
lengthens by 2.59 days (R2 = 0.87) for every 10% increase in UI. This study has the potential to serve
as a valuable resource for future urban planning and administration in the UACY. Additionally, it
could provide decision-making support for the development of mountainous urban agglomerations
in ecological environments.

Keywords: Urban Agglomeration of Central Yunnan; land surface phenology; urban expansion;
impervious surface; population density

1. Introduction

Urbanization, which includes the creation and spread of cities and towns, population
expansion, urban life, etc., is a crucial aspect of current global development [1]. Accom-
panied by an increasing acceleration of urbanization, geographical expansion, population
growth, economic development, and resource consumption will all have an impact on the
ecological environment [2] and may cause habitat loss [3], a reduction in biodiversity [4],
ecosystem degradation, soil erosion and desertification, biological invasion, and other prob-
lems. Vegetation phenology is an important surface parameter in atmospheric and climatic
models because it is the mirror of the seasonal climatic cycle of vegetation in response to
light, temperature, and rainfall. Vegetation phenology is also a vital variable in the research
fields of ecosystem carbon balance [5,6], agricultural production [7], frost events [8], and
tourism [9]. The spatio-temporal change in vegetation phenology and its response to
climate change have become one of the hot spots in ecological research at present [10–13].
Urbanization is also one of the factors influencing vegetation phenological changes [14].
Urbanization-related expansion disrupts the distribution of heat and water, changing local
microclimates and, as a result, the phenological processes of vegetation [15,16].
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Extensive research has been conducted investigating the influence of urbanization
on vegetation phenology based on remote sensing [17]. Studies have demonstrated a
significant correlation between human activities and the proliferation of vegetation [18].
The indirect impacts of urban expansion on vegetation are contingent upon the intensity
of urban development and population density [19]. The vegetation phenology shifted
earlier for SOS and later for EOS in highly urbanized regions than in less urbanized
areas [20]. There were significant differences in vegetation phenology between urban and
rural areas [21,22]. And the density of an urban population shows a significant negative
correlation with spring phenology and a positive correlation with autumn phenology [23].
However, previous research has concentrated on the influence of urban heat island or
land surface temperature on vegetation phenology [24], overlooking additional variables
associated with urban expansion. The majority of these studies primarily concentrate on
cities situated on the plains [25], or have a large scale [26,27], and there are few studies
on the response of vegetation phenology to urbanization in urban agglomerations on
mountainous plateaus. Rapid urbanization in mountainous areas has a more complicated
effect on the ecology than it does in plains [28,29]. Mountainous areas are crucial ecological
functional zones, providing various ecosystem services for the people who live in and
around them [30]. Simultaneously, they play a vital role in the Earth’s biodiversity through a
series of mechanisms, influencing adjacent lowlands through biological exchange, regional
climate variations, and nutrient runoff [31,32]. Studying the impact of urbanization on
vegetation phenology in mountainous urban areas is essential for ecological balance and
biodiversity. Moreover, it has been suggested that elevational gradients constitute the
most powerful tools to study triggers for phenological onset dates in mountainous areas
using a space-for-time approach because such gradients provide a large set of different
meteorological conditions with an identical photoperiod [33], whereas studies on the effects
of urbanization on vegetation phenology rarely take altitude into account.

The Urban Agglomeration of Central Yunnan (UACY) has diverse topography and
rich vegetation resources. It is the most economically developed region in Yunnan Province,
which is one of China’s carbon sinks [34]. Since 2011, when Yunnan Province announced
its provincial strategy of “Protecting Farmland in Flatland Areas and Constructing Moun-
tainous Cities” [35], Yunnan has changed its approach to land use for urban and rural
construction, implemented the “Constructing Mountainous Cities” program, and directed
its cities to develop on mountains and hills [36]. To improve comprehension of the effects of
urbanization on vegetation phenology in the UACY, based on MODIS-EVI data, impervious
surface, and population density, we extracted vegetation phenology parameters, explored
the spatial pattern of vegetation phenology in various terrain types, and dynamically
analyzed the response of vegetation phenology to urbanization in the UACY in the aspect
of urban–rural gradient, UI, and population density. The objective of our study is to explore
the following: (1) the trend of vegetation phenology during 2001–2020 in the UACY; and
(2) the relationship between vegetation phenology and urban expansion in the UACY
during 2001–2020.

2. Data and Methodology
2.1. Study Area

The UACY is located in the central-eastern part of Yunnan Province (23◦20′–27◦02′ N,
100◦45′–104◦48′ E), and includes Kunming City, Qujing City, Yuxi City, Chuxiong Yi Au-
tonomous Prefecture, and 7 counties and cities in the north of Honghe Hani and Yi Au-
tonomous Prefecture (Mengzi City, Kaiyuan City, Gejiu City, Mile City, Luxi County, Jian-
shui County, and Shiping County), with a total of 49 counties and cities covering an area of
111,400 km2 (Figure 1). It is on a plateau with a low latitude, and most areas are at a high
elevation, with more mountains and fewer plains. It is characterized by complex terrain
and a three-dimensional climate. The average annual temperature is 16 ◦C, with summer
temperatures usually between 25 to 30 ◦C and winter temperatures between 10 ◦C and
15 ◦C; the average annual precipitation is about 950 mm. As one of China’s 19 national-level
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urban agglomerations, the UACY lies at the intersection of “One Belt, One Road” and the
Yangtze River Economic Belt. It is also an important part of China’s “two horizontals and
three verticals” development strategy. The UACY is the bellwether of economic and social
development in Yunnan, where the economy has grown quickly over the past 20 years, with
a dense population and transportation. According to the statistical yearbook of Yunnan
Province [37], by the end of 2020, there were 21.96 million permanent residents, accounting
for 46.5% of the province’s total population. Its GDP increased from RMB 157.82 billion in
2001 to RMB 170.25 billion in 2020, increasing by almost 10 times. Statistics on the citizens
in many cities changed from “registered population” to “permanent residents” between
2004 and 2005. This caused the total population of the UACY to grow quickly.
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Figure 1. Study area, (a) location of UACY, (b) topography of UACY, (c) distribution of impervious
surface in UACY in 2001 and 2018, (d) impervious surface area and CO2 emission trend of UACY,
(e) GDP and total population trend on UACY.

2.2. Data Collection

The data used in this paper include landform data, vegetation index data, impervious
surface data, and population density data (Table 1). Landform types in China are composed
of 7 basic landform morphologies and 4 altitude levels for each morphological surface,
forming 25 basic landform types [38]. This study used the results of basic landform
morphologies. The enhanced vegetation index (EVI) fixes problems with the normalized
difference vegetation index (NDVI), especially soil background and saturation. It has better
sensitivity in regions with a higher biomass than NDVI, and it eliminates the influence
of the canopy [39]. It is therefore widely used in research on urbanization’s effects on
vegetation phenology [25,40]. The global artificial impervious area (GAIA) is the longest
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temporal coverage currently available for artificial impervious areas in the world [41] and
is widely used in studies related to urbanization [19,42].

Table 1. Data resources.

Type of Data Resolution Data Description Data Sources

Landform data 1 km China’s topographic map at 1:1
million scale

https://www.resdc.cn/Default.aspx
(accessed on 3 March 2023)

Vegetation index 250 m MOD13Q1, from 2000 to 2021, 503
images, temporal resolution: 16 days,

https://www.earthdata.nasa.gov/
(accessed on 30 July 2022)

Impervious surface 30 m GAIA, from 1985 to 2018 http://data.ess.tsinghua.edu.cn/
(accessed on 1 September 2022)

Population density 1 km LandScan, from 2001 to 2020 https://www.satpalda.com/product/landscan/
(accessed on 1 September 2022)

2.3. Methodology
2.3.1. Extraction of Vegetation Phenology Parameters

(1) Reconstruction of MODIS EVI time-series data

The EVI curve displays erratic and uneven oscillations, limiting its direct use for
trend analysis and information extraction. This limitation arises from factors such as
sensor performance, meteorological impacts (e.g., clouds and aerosols), and variations in
observation circumstances. It is necessary to apply denoising and smoothing techniques
to the time-series vegetation index data in order to rebuild the time-series vegetation
index [43]. In this study, the Savitzky–Golay (S–G) filter smoothing algorithm is used to
reconstruct the time series vegetation index, and the formula is as follows:

Y∗j =
∑i=m

i=−m CiYj+1

N
. (1)

In the formula, Y is the original EVI value, Y∗ is the filter fitting value of EVI, j is the
j− th point of the data sequence, Ci is the filtering coefficient of the i− th point data, and
N is the width of the sliding window, that is 2×m + 1.

(2) Extraction of phenological parameters

The phenological parameters were extracted using the dynamic threshold method,
where 20% of the amplitude on either side of the vegetation index growth curve is taken as
the start of growing season (SOS) and the end of growing season (EOS), and the duration
between these two points defines the length of growing season (LOS). We only consider
the case where a single growing period occurs throughout a year (for regions with two
growing periods, we extract the one with the largest EVI among the vegetation growth
periods in the area) in order to comprehensively analyze the vegetation phenology period
and trend macroscopically [44]. The phenological formula is as follows:

EVI(SOS) = (EVImax − EVImin1)× 20%
EVI(EOS) = (EVImax − EVImin2)× 20%
EVI(LOS) = EVIEOS − EVISOS

(2)

where EVImax is the maximum of EVI in a year, and EVImin is the minimum of EVI in
the rising and falling phases, when EVI rises or falls by 20%, SOS and EOS are calculated,
respectively.

2.3.2. Analysis of Spatio-Temporal Trend of Vegetation Phenology

The Theil–Sen Median method [45,46] was used to calculate the trend of vegetation
phenology in the UACY during 2001–2020. The basic idea of this method is to estimate the
value of the slope parameter in a univariate linear regression model by the utilization of the

https://www.resdc.cn/Default.aspx
https://www.earthdata.nasa.gov/
http://data.ess.tsinghua.edu.cn/
https://www.satpalda.com/product/landscan/
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median of the slopes obtained by solving for the slope using two sets of observations. This
method is a reliable nonparametric statistical computation method which is often paired
with the Mann–Kendall test [47], with excellent calculation efficiency and insensitivity to
outliers. The formula of the Theil–Sen Median method is as follows:

β = mean(
xj − xi

j− i
), ∀j > i. (3)

2.3.3. Analysis of the Impact of Urbanization on Vegetation Phenology

(1) Impact of land urbanization on vegetation phenology

The impact of impervious surfaces on vegetation phenology was analyzed dynamically
using the urban–rural gradient and urbanization intensity (UI). The urban–rural gradient
method builds buffer zones of 1 km, 2 km, 5 km, 10 km, 15 km, 20 km, and 25 km around
the built-up area, with areas within 1–20 km as suburbs and 20–25 km as rural areas, taking
into account the impact of physical distance. We used Global Urban Boundary (GUB) data
as built-up area data, which were extracted using GAIA [48], due to the availability of
GAIA with a time resolution from 2001 to 2018 and GUB data only being updated to 2018.
In this study, we used the built-up areas for the years 2000, 2005, 2010, 2015 and 2018 as
urban areas for the periods 2001–2004, 2005–2009, 2010–2013, 2014–2017, and 2018–2020,
respectively.

The calculation of UI based on ISA is capable of capturing the gradual acclimation of
vegetation to the dynamic urban environment. Using the method proposed by Jia et al. [20],
UI is defined as the proportion of impervious surface area (ISA) in a pixel of 900 m× 900 m,
and the value of UI is 0%–100%. In ArcGIS, we initially created a fishnet of 900 m × 900 m
and then used the zonal statistics tool to calculate the number of 30 m impervious surface
pixels within each 900 m × 900 m grid. The UI was calculated by dividing the count by the
total number of pixels. We calculated the annual UI within the administrative boundary
of the UACY from 2001 to 2020. Similarly, impervious surface data were only collected in
2018, and the UI for 2019 and 2020 was calculated using data from 2018. In the end, UI data
were converted into vector data, and vegetation phenology corresponding to different UI
levels was extracted. The impact of UI on vegetation phenology was calculated using the
following equation:

SÔS = αSOS + βSOSUI
EÔS = αEOS + βEOSUI
LÔS = αLOS + βLOSUI

(4)

where βSOS, βEOS, and βLOS (days per 10% UI) are the response of vegetation phenology to
impervious expansion and αSOS, αEOS, αLOS are the influence of other factors on vegetation
phenology besides UI.

(2) Impact of population on vegetation phenology

According to the population density classification method proposed by Ge et al. [49],
the population density data of the UACY in the past 20 years were classified into 9 groups.
This method reclassified the initial population density through the geographical proximity
principle of a curve population gravity and obtained a population density that had the
spatial clustering characteristic. The types of each group and the specific classification
standards are presented in Table 2.

We extracted vegetation parameters (SOS, EOS, and LOS) at various population
densities within the administrative boundary of the UACY year by year from 2001 to 2020
and analyzed the changes in each vegetation parameter at different population densities so
as to analyze the impact of population on vegetation phenology.
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Table 2. Standard of population density classification.

Rank Type Value Rank Type Value

1 basic no-man’s land 0–1 6 low concentration zone 201–400

2 extreme sparse area 2–25 7 moderate concentration zone 401–500

3 sparse area 26–50 8 high concentration zone 501–1000

4 relatively sparse area 51–100 9 the concentration core zone >1000

5 general transition zone 101–200

3. Results
3.1. Spatial Pattern of Vegetation Phenology in UACY

Figure 2 shows the distribution of phenology and its changes. In terms of temporal
variation, the SOS has a trend of being delayed in the past 20 years in the UACY. As for
its spatial distribution, the SOS in Kunming’s urban area, south of Qujing and Honghe, is
the earliest, whereas the EOS is the earliest near Ailao Mountain. In addition, the LOS was
longer in southern Qujing and southern Honghe, where the altitude is lower, the water and
heat are sufficient, and the vegetation growth time is longer.
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The mean values of vegetation phenology in different landforms in the UACY from
2001 to 2020 are shown in Table 3. As a whole, with the increase in elevation and relief, the
SOS and EOS are advanced, and the LOS is lengthened.
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Table 3. Mean values of vegetation phenology in different landforms.

Terrain Types SOS/Days EOS/Days LOS/Days

plain 123.32 352.23 242.18

plateau 126.93 353.13 231.55

hills 122.49 349.89 231.68

small undulating mountains 116.93 348.34 238.75

medium undulating mountains 116.64 348.78 244.53

large undulating mountains 110.76 339.30 245.90

As we can see from Figure 3, during 2001–2020, the SOS advanced 0.87 days/year
(p < 0.05) whereas the EOS was delayed 0.22 days/year (p > 0.05) in the plain area. The
SOS advanced 0.56 days/year (p < 0.1) in the plateau area, whereas the EOS was delayed
0.47 days/year on average (p > 0.05). In the hilly area, the SOS was delayed 0.14 days/year
(p > 0.05), and the EOS was delayed 0.82 days/year (p < 0.05). The SOS and EOS were both
delayed in the small undulating mountains, medium undulating mountains, and large
undulating mountains, with the SOS being delayed 0.10 days/year (p > 0.05) and the EOS
being delayed 0.65 days/year (p < 0.1) in the small undulating mountains; the SOS being
delayed 0.44 days/year (p > 0.05) and the EOS being delayed 0.71 days/year (p < 0.05) in
the medium undulating mountains; and the SOS being delayed 0.58 days/year (p > 0.05)
and the EOS being delayed 0.58 days/year (p > 0.05) in the large undulating mountains. In
general, the SOS of the UACY exhibits a pattern of being delayed over 20 years when the
topographic relief is more than 200 m, whereas the SOS advances when the topographic
relief is less than 200 m. All terrain types’ EOSs showed a trend of being delayed during
the past 20 years.

3.2. Responses of Vegetation Phenology to Urban Expansion
3.2.1. Trend of Vegetation Phenology on the Urban–Rural Gradient

Figure 4 illustrates the change in vegetation phenology along the urban–rural gradient
in the UACY. From 2001 to 2020, the SOS in urban areas was significantly earlier than that in
suburban and rural areas, and in general, the further away from the urban center, the later
the SOS was. The SOS is 90.06 ± 10.82 days in urban areas, 118 ± 9.95 days in suburban
areas, and 118.64 ± 9.02 days in rural areas (Figure 4a). In the UACY, the urban region has
the earliest EOS, whereas the EOS in the suburban area is intermediate between the urban
area and rural areas. The EOS in the urban area is 332.02 ± 8.82 d, 345.51 ± 10.70 days in
the suburban area, and 346.40 ± 10.07 days in the rural area (Figure 4b). As can be seen
from Figure 4c, the urban region of the UACY had a longer LOS than the suburban and
rural areas, whereas the rural area’s LOS was between the urban and suburban areas. The
LOS is 248.96 ± 13.94 days in urban areas, 238.45 ± 14.34 days in suburban areas, and
239.40 ± 12.73 days in rural areas. The differences in land cover between urban, suburban,
and rural areas are significant. Urban areas are primarily characterized by impervious
surfaces, whereas rural areas consist of natural land surfaces and crops. Moreover, various
regions exhibit distinct vegetation types, and different plant species have varying phenolog-
ical patterns. These factors collectively contribute to the urban–rural disparities in the EOS
and LOS.

3.2.2. Responses of Vegetation Phenology to UI

According to the urban–rural gradient method, the analysis of the impact of impervi-
ous surfaces on vegetation phenology only considers physical distance. However, in order
to comprehensively reflect the acclimation of vegetation to the changing urban environ-
ment, vegetation phenology changes in the UACY were analyzed from the perspective
of UI.



Forests 2023, 14, 2347 8 of 16

Forests 2023, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW  7  of  16 
 

 

Table 3. Mean values of vegetation phenology in different landforms. 

Terrain Types  SOS/Days  EOS/Days  LOS/Days 

plain  123.32  352.23  242.18 

plateau  126.93  353.13  231.55 

hills  122.49  349.89  231.68 

small undulating mountains  116.93  348.34  238.75 

medium undulating mountains  116.64  348.78  244.53 

large undulating mountains  110.76  339.30  245.90 

As we can see from Figure 3, during 2001–2020, the SOS advanced 0.87 days/year (p 

< 0.05) whereas the EOS was delayed 0.22 days/year (p > 0.05) in the plain area. The SOS 

advanced 0.56 days/year (p < 0.1) in the plateau area, whereas the EOS was delayed 0.47 

days/year on average (p > 0.05). In the hilly area, the SOS was delayed 0.14 days/year (p > 

0.05), and  the EOS was delayed 0.82 days/year (p < 0.05). The SOS and EOS were both 

delayed  in  the small undulating mountains, medium undulating mountains, and  large 

undulating mountains, with the SOS being delayed 0.10 days/year (p > 0.05) and the EOS 

being delayed 0.65 days/year (p < 0.1) in the small undulating mountains; the SOS being 

delayed 0.44 days/year (p > 0.05) and the EOS being delayed 0.71 days/year (p < 0.05) in 

the medium undulating mountains; and the SOS being delayed 0.58 days/year (p > 0.05) 

and the EOS being delayed 0.58 days/year (p > 0.05) in the large undulating mountains. In 

general, the SOS of the UACY exhibits a pattern of being delayed over 20 years when the 

topographic relief is more than 200 m, whereas the SOS advances when the topographic 

relief is less than 200 m. All terrain types’ EOSs showed a trend of being delayed during 

the past 20 years. 

 

Figure 3. Changes in SOS and EOS for different landforms from 2001 to 2020. Figure 3. Changes in SOS and EOS for different landforms from 2001 to 2020.

Forests 2023, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW  8  of  16 
 

 

3.2. Responses of Vegetation Phenology to Urban Expansion 

3.2.1. Trend of Vegetation Phenology on the Urban–Rural Gradient 

Figure 4 illustrates the change in vegetation phenology along the urban–rural gradi-

ent in the UACY. From 2001 to 2020, the SOS in urban areas was significantly earlier than 

that in suburban and rural areas, and in general, the further away from the urban center, 

the  later the SOS was. The SOS  is 90.06 ± 10.82 days  in urban areas, 118 ± 9.95 days  in 

suburban areas, and 118.64 ± 9.02 days in rural areas (Figure 4a). In the UACY, the urban 

region has the earliest EOS, whereas the EOS in the suburban area is intermediate between 

the urban area and rural areas. The EOS in the urban area is 332.02 ± 8.82 d, 345.51 ± 10.70 

days in the suburban area, and 346.40 ± 10.07 days in the rural area (Figure 4b). As can be 

seen from Figure 4c, the urban region of the UACY had a longer LOS than the suburban 

and rural areas, whereas the rural area’s LOS was between the urban and suburban areas. 

The LOS is 248.96 ± 13.94 days in urban areas, 238.45 ± 14.34 days in suburban areas, and 

239.40 ± 12.73 days in rural areas. The differences in land cover between urban, suburban, 

and  rural areas are significant. Urban areas are primarily characterized by  impervious 

surfaces, whereas rural areas consist of natural land surfaces and crops. Moreover, various 

regions exhibit distinct vegetation types, and different plant species have varying pheno-

logical patterns. These factors collectively contribute to the urban–rural disparities in the 

EOS and LOS. 

 

Figure 4. Changes in vegetation phenology in the urban and rural gradients of UACY, (a) changes 

in SOS in the urban–rural gradient, (b) changes in EOS in the urban–rural gradient, (c) changes in 

LOS  in  the urban–rural gradient,  (d)  land cover and different distance of buffers  in urban–rural 

gradient of UACY in 2018. 

3.2.2. Responses of Vegetation Phenology to UI 

According to the urban–rural gradient method, the analysis of the impact of imper-

vious surfaces on vegetation phenology only considers physical distance. However, in or-

der to comprehensively reflect the acclimation of vegetation to the changing urban envi-

ronment, vegetation phenology changes in the UACY were analyzed from the perspective 

of UI. 

Figure 4. Changes in vegetation phenology in the urban and rural gradients of UACY, (a) changes in
SOS in the urban–rural gradient, (b) changes in EOS in the urban–rural gradient, (c) changes in LOS
in the urban–rural gradient, (d) land cover and different distance of buffers in urban–rural gradient
of UACY in 2018.
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For various cities, the district in the UACY where municipal administration is located
was chosen as the study object. The response of vegetation phenology to ISA is shown
in Figure 5. It is clear that various cities have varied vegetation phenology responses to
ISA. Except for Honghe, the expansion of impervious surfaces in other cities has generally
caused the SOS to advance, although Honghe had both an advanced and a delayed trend,
which may be related to its topography (Figure 5a). Overall, the EOSs in five cities had a
delayed trend, but the EOS in Chuxiong was advanced (Figure 5b), whereas the trend of
the LOS also showed a bidirectional tendency (Figure 5c), which calls for further analysis.
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Figure 5. Scatter plot of ISA change and vegetation phenology change.

We reduced the data grid’s scale for statistics to 900 m in order to conduct a more
thorough trend analysis. We calculated the UI for each year and divided it into 10 categories
according to the proportion at equal intervals. Subsequently, we counted vegetation
phenology parameters in each category, and the results are shown in Figure 6. It can be
seen that there are differences in the response of different vegetation phenology parameters
to ISA, and all three phenology parameters responded significantly to UI. With an increase
in UI, the SOS and EOS are significantly advanced and the LOS is significantly lengthened.
Specifically, for every 10% increase in UI, the SOS advanced by 5.77 d (R2 = 0.96, p < 0.05),
the EOS advanced by 2.30 d (R2 = 0.83, p < 0.05), and the LOS extended by 2.59 d (R2 = 0.87,
p < 0.05).
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Figure 6. Responses of vegetation phenology to ISA in UACY from 2001 to 2020, “×” is the mean
value, different colors represent different ISAs that match the values on the axis, (a) the responses of
SOS to ISA, (b) the responses of EOS to ISA, (c) the responses of LOS to ISA.

3.2.3. Responses of Vegetation Phenology to Population

Figure 7 depicts the responses of vegetation phenology to population. The SOS in
the basic no-man’s land is the earliest (110.83 days), and then it becomes delayed with
population growth. The SOS in the moderate concentration zone is the latest (125.40 days),
and it advances from the moderate concentration zone to the concentration core zone.
The EOS is the earliest (333.69 days) in the extreme sparse area, becomes delayed with
population growth, and is the latest (348.12 days) in the moderate concentration zone. Like
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the SOS, the EOS also shows a trend of advancement from the moderate concentration zone
to the concentration core zone. However, LOS responds differently to population growth
than the SOS and EOS. The LOS in the basic no-man’s land is the longest (245.72 days),
and as the population increases, the LOS shortens, with the relatively sparse area having
the shortest LOS (217.53 days). Starting from the relatively sparse area, the LOS shows a
general trend of lengthening with increasing population.
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In summary, urban–rural differences, impervious surface expansion, and population
density all have an impact on vegetation phenology in the UACY. Figure 8 shows the
incidence of these three factors on vegetation phenology in the UACY.

The differences in regional phenology at different distances from urban areas are
shown in Figure 8a,b. The SOS difference in the urban–rural gradient of UACY remains
stable, as shown by the modest shift in ∆SOS. The difference in the EOS is similarly not
particularly large, with the exception of 2001 and 2005. The impact of UI on vegetation
phenology is shown in Figure 8c,d. In the past 20 years, with the increase in UI, vegetation
phenology has changed significantly, especially the SOS. When ∆ISA ≥ 40%, the SOS
advances with increasing urbanization, and the impact of UI on the EOS is not as significant
as on the SOS. When ∆ISA ≥ 60%, the EOS advances with the strengthening of urban-
ization, but the advancement is not as large as that of the SOS. For the same ∆ISA, when
∆ISA ≥ 40%, the impact of UI on the SOS is stronger than the on the EOS (∆SOS > ∆EOS).
The impact of population on vegetation phenology is shown in Figure 8e,f. From 2001 to
2015, with the increase in population, the SOS was delayed, but the delayed trend gradually
weakened with increasing years. In 2020, when ∆POP < 400 person/km2, the impact of
population on the SOS does not show an obvious advanced trend, which was specifically
manifested in that when ∆POP increases, the changes in ∆SOS gradually decrease. When
∆POP ≥ 400 person/km2, the SOS lengthened with the increase in population, and when
the population density increased to a certain level, its impact on SOS gradually disappeared.
The impact of population on the EOS is different from that on the SOS. In 2001, changes in
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population density caused the EOS to be delayed, but from 2005 to 2020, with the increase
in ∆POP, the EOS advanced.
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Figure 8. Impact of urbanization on vegetation phenology in UACY from 2001 to 2020, (a,b) the
phenological difference of the urban–rural gradient, (c,d) impact of UI on vegetation phenology,
(e,f) impact of population on vegetation phenology.

Overall, the impact of UI on vegetation phenology is more significant than that of the
urban–rural gradient and population, and the impact on SOS is more significant than EOS.

3.3. Analysis of the Impact of the Altitude Gradient on Vegetation Phenology in UACY

The landscape of the UACY is tectonically complicated, in contrast to the plain cities,
and most regions are at a higher altitude. In order to analyze the impact of altitude on
urban vegetation phenology, the district where municipal governments are located in
the UACY was taken as the study object, whose altitude ranges from 134 to 2877 m. An
altitude gradient was built from 1000 to 2500 m at 100 m intervals in consideration of urban
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expansion, so as to analyze the response of vegetation phenology to UI on the altitude
gradient. The results are shown in Figure 9.
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Figure 9. Response of vegetation phenology to UI on the altitude gradient in UACY from 2001 to
2020, (a) responses of SOS to UI on the altitude gradient, (b) responses of EOS to UI on the altitude
gradient, (c) responses of LOS to UI on the altitude gradient.

When ∆ISA = 10%, and the altitude is <1200 m, ISA expansion causes the SOS to
be delayed. At altitudes within 1200–1700 m, ISA expansion causes the SOS to be ad-
vanced, and at altitudes >1900 m, ISA expansion also causes the SOS to be advanced. The
tendency of the advancement became more and more pronounced with the increase in
altitude. In contrast, the EOS was delayed at altitudes <1500 m, and the change showed a
fluctuating trend at altitudes >1500 m. At altitudes <2400 m, the expansion of ISA resulted
in a shortening of the LOS, and at altitudes >2400 m, the expansion of ISA resulted in a
prolonged LOS. When ∆ISA = 50%, ISA expansion mainly results in the advancement of
SOS, and the effect is most significant at altitudes of 2300–2400 m. At the same time, the
expansion of ISA mainly results in the advancement of the EOS, but the EOS was delayed
at altitudes of 1400–1700 m. The expansion of ISA causes the shortening of the LOS, but
the LOS is lengthened at altitudes of 1600–2000 m. When ∆ISA = 100%, the expansion of
ISA caused the SOS and EOS to advance, but the SOS and EOS were delayed in areas with
an altitude of 1100–1200 m. At altitudes >1300 m, the impact of ISA on the SOS and EOS
gradually weakened with the increase in altitude. The expansion of ISA mainly results in
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the lengthening of the LOS, which was the most significant in the region of 1100–1200 m
altitude, and the impact was gradually weakened with an increase in altitude.

4. Discussion

(1) Impact of landform on vegetation phenology

The results of this study suggest that SOS is greatly influenced by landform, with
a topographic relief of 200 m as the dividing line, landform has a segmental impact on
the SOS. The influences of light, temperature and water conditions, which are primary
factors controlling vegetation phenology, have a substantial influence on vegetation phe-
nology [50]. As altitude increases, there is a corresponding drop in temperature and air
pressure. Additionally, ultraviolet radiation becomes comparatively stronger, while light
intensity becomes somewhat diminished. The growth cycle of plants may be prolonged by
the low temperature, delaying the SOS. A lower air pressure could affect the boiling point
of water and the process of gas exchange in plant tissues, which would affect the growth of
plants [51].

(2) Impact of impervious expansion on vegetation phenology

Impervious surfaces profoundly affect the regional hydrological cycle and energy
balance as urbanization grows [52]. Impervious surfaces not only inhibit continuous
gas exchange in the atmosphere–plant–soil system, but they also have an influence on
important physiological activities in plants such as photosynthesis, respiration, and tran-
spiration [53]. This study explored the impact of urbanization on vegetation phenology
from the perspective of urban and rural gradient, UI, and population density. The results
showed that UI had the greatest impact on vegetation phenology and a stronger impact
on SOS. From 2009 to 2018, the increase in impervious surface area in the UACY exceeded
80 km2/a [42]. Impervious surfaces have a high heat storage capacity and weak evapora-
tion capacity, which impede the transport of air flow, resulting in the warming of a city [54].
Specifically, for every 1% increase in ISA, the temperature of the city rises by approximately
0.0219 ◦C [55]. Our study showed that for every 10% increase in UI, the SOS advances
by 5.77 days, and the LOS lengthens by 2.59 days, this may be attributed to the increase
in temperature.

In terms of spatial pattern, urban areas in Kunming, as the most urbanized area in the
UACY, have the earliest SOS. This is due to the fact that vegetation phenology is closely
related to light. It has been shown that changes in the natural cycle of light can have an
impact on vegetation phenology [56]. According to Zheng et al., the substantial growth
and extension of artificial light at night during urbanization disturbs the natural light cycle
and leads to an early SOS [57]. Urbanization not only expands impervious surfaces in the
2D direction, but also in the 3D direction (i.e., increases in the height of buildings), which
creates substantial ground shadow [58]. The alteration in light conditions in the vicinity of
vegetation results in a consequential influence on the growth of vegetation.

Furthermore, our study showed that vegetation subjected to drought stress and water
stress enters dormancy earlier, resulting in an advancement of the EOS by around 2.30 days.
The phenomenon described may be attributed to the expansion of impervious surfaces,
leading to turbulent processes that are more intense, moving surface water vapor higher,
and increasing surface evaporation, which in turn causes a decrease in surface water vapor.
Long term, this process takes the form of the “Urban Dry Island” (UDI) [59]. Impervious
surfaces reduce soil permeability, making it difficult for precipitation to penetrate the soil
quickly, resulting in water loss and increasing water stress for plants [60].

Changes in vegetation phenology are the result of multiple factors [61,62], and our
findings offer essential details to evaluate the influence of urbanization on vegetation
phenology [19,63]. Ecological factors, such as light, temperature, water and nutrients, have
changed to varying extents in special metropolitan environments. In the future, ecological
process models could be used to explain the mechanism of the impact of urbanization on
vegetation phenology.
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5. Conclusions

Understanding changes in vegetation phenology and its response to urbanization in
urban agglomerations in mountain plateaus is of great significance for promoting regional
environmental protection and economic development. In this study, we explored the spatial
and temporal patterns of vegetation phenology and its response to urbanization in the
UACY based on MODIS-EVI, impervious surface, population density, and topography
data. We obtained the following findings: (1) The SOS is greatly affected by landform, with
a topographic relief of 200 m as the dividing line, and landform has a segmental impact
on the SOS. (2) UI has a more significant impact on vegetation phenology as with each
10% increase in UI, the SOS advanced 5.77 d, the EOS advanced 2.30 days, and the LOS
lengthened 2.59 days. (3) In the process of urbanization, the expansion of impervious
surfaces is the main factor affecting change in vegetation phenology. This study offers a
quantitative basis for the impact of impervious surface expansion on vegetation phenology
in plateau and mountainous urban agglomerations. However, the change in vegetation
phenology is the result of multiple factors. In the future, ecological process models could
be used to explain the mechanism of the impact of urbanization on vegetation phenology.
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