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Abstract: Evapotranspiration is an important part of the hydrological cycle, surface energy balance
and global climate system. Due to spatial heterogeneity, the trends in actual evapotranspiration (ET)
and its associated factors vary in different regions. Because direct measurements of ET are limited
over large areas, remote sensing provides an efficient method of ET spatial analysis, and standard
data products are available at the global scale. This study uses the monthly MOD16 ET dataset and
daily meteorological data to analyze the dynamic spatiotemporal changes in ET and its associated
factors in the Pearl River Basin (PRB) from 2000 to 2014. The results of the study are as follows.
(1) Over time and space, annual ET exhibited a slight increasing trend from 2000 to 2014, with an
average value of approximately 946.56 mm/a. ET considerably varied at the monthly and seasonal
scales, and in July displayed the highest monthly ET of approximately 119.57 mm, accounting for
36.37% of the annual ET. (2) ET displayed obvious spatial heterogeneity. Specifically, the west was a
low-ET region, and moderate and high ET values were interspersed in the central and eastern PRB.
Moreover, the rate of change of ET ranged from −13.99 mm/a to 12.81 mm/a in space, and 46.25%
of the basin exhibited an increasing trend. (3) Dynamic changes in ET were mainly associated with
temperature and relative humidity (RH). Additionally, energy-related elements and wind speed were
positively correlated with ET, and temperature was the most influential factor of ET in some months
(February–March and September–November). RH was the most important factor in other months
but negatively correlated with ET in June and July. Affected by the actual environmental condition,
qualitative changes were observed in the correlation between RH and ET in different months. The
positive and negative spatial correlations between ET and its associated factors changed in different
regions and in different months, and the changes mainly occurred from northwest to southwest.
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1. Introduction

Evapotranspiration (ET), including evaporation from the soil and water surface and the
transpiration of water through plant stomata, is a process of water conveyance from the underlying
surface to the atmosphere [1–4]. ET transmits 62% of the precipitation back to the atmosphere and
with precipitation, it can be used to assess regional wet and dry conditions [5]. Additionally, ET
significantly influences the land surface water balance. Notably, 60% of the radiation energy at the
surface is associated with ET, which is the main component of the regional surface energy, climate
system and water cycle [6]. Moreover, ET is a key factor used to estimate the amount of the water
available for ecological processes and agricultural irrigation [7]. Research on ET changes and responses
to climate change can improve the understanding of water cycle and energy balance processes, and an
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important content of water cycle, agricultural irrigation and climate change research under different
global change scenarios [8–11].

Because of the importance of ET, researchers around the world have extensively investigated ET
changes [8,12–16]. Generally, ET trends should increase in the context of global warming; however,
observations have shown that actual ET and pan ET have decreased, and this contrary phenomenon
is called the evaporation paradox [17]. Study showed the reference ET decreased in China in all
seasons from 1954 to 1993, with increases in the northeast and southwest and decreasing trends in the
northwest and southeast [8]. Another study showed annual ET exhibited a decreasing trend in most
areas east of 100◦ E in China from 1960 to 2002 and an increasing trend in the western and northern
parts of northeast China [18]. Cong suggested that pan ET in China decreased from 1956 to 1985 and
increased from 1986 to 2005 [19]. But reference evapotranspiration also showed increasing trend in
some regions such as in southern Iran, Spain, Poland, and the Loess Plateau in China [20–23]. These
results suggest that ET in different regions exhibits different trends.

Moreover, the main factors associated with ET will change due to the heterogeneity of different
regions [11,13,24–27]. Gong et al. suggested the humidity was the main factor that influenced reference
ET in the Yangtze River Basin [28]. Yang et al. postulated that radiation and wind speed were the main
factors associated with pan evaporation in China [29]. Another study found that relativity humidity,
temperature, shortwave radiation and wind speed were the main factors that affected reference ET
in the Hai River Basin [30]. Radiation was the most factor that most influenced the annual reference
ET in the West Liao River Basin, while the average temperature, maximum temperature and relative
humidity were the main factors in different seasons [26]. The response of ET to climate change varies
in different regions and at different time scales; therefore, extensive research is required to investigate
the factors related to ET in different regions and at different time scales [13,31–33].

Researchers have used many methods to estimate ET in different regions [34–36]. Traditional
methods rely on observation data from pan ET, energy balance Bowen ratio systems, eddy
covariance measurements, large aperture scintillators, the crop factor method or ET calculation
formulas [2,12,37–40]. Although using the metrological data and interpolation methods can give
a long-term ET, affected by the number, spatial distribution, and heterogeneity of observation stations,
the regional accuracy of high-resolution spatial ET is difficult to assess [41,42]. With the development
of new technologies, remote sensing can cover extensive regions and provide high-resolution
information [43–46]. Based on the Landsat, Advanced Very High Resolution Radiometer, Moderate
Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) and other types of remote sensing images, the
surface energy balance model, temperature plant index, and other estimation methods have been
developed [43,47,48], these can give a high-resolution ET spatial change in a large region.

Based on the Penman–Monteith model, Mu used MODIS data and meteorological data to produce
the official ET product of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA): MOD16
ET [49,50]. This dataset provides eight-day, monthly and annual intervals of ET for global vegetated
land areas at a 1-km2 resolution, and reliable data can be conveniently obtained free of charge for
ET studies in different region of the world [10,51]. Numerous researchers have used these data for
studies in different regions [52,53]. Notably, the MOD16 ET dataset performs well in forest areas and
can estimate ET with reasonable accuracy [54]. Additionally, the MOD16 ET dataset perform best in
studies of sites located in temperate and humid climates [10]. Wu et al. used the MOD16 ET to study
the characteristics of land surface ET in the Poyang Lake Basin [55]; He et al. investigated surface ET
in Shanxi Province based on the MOD16 product [56]; and Li et al. used the MOD16 ET to analyze the
drought condition in Hainan Province [57]. Overall, based on the MOD16 product, many ET studies
have been completed in the midwestern region of China, but few studies have been conducted in
southern China.

The Pearl River is the third largest river and with the second highest flow in China. Due to its
location in a region of land and sea intersection in Southeast Asia, it is impacted by the South China Sea
monsoon and tropical cyclones. Additionally, the basin receives considerable rainfall with an uneven
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spatial distribution. Although basin rainfall has increased in the past half century, accompanied by
increased temperatures and ET changes, drought has occurred, resulting in complex changes in the
hydrological regime of the basin [58,59]. The hydrologic process in the Pearl River and its tributaries
has a major influence on the Pearl River Delta region downstream, and one tributary—Dongjiang
River—is the drinking water source for Shenzhen City and Hong Kong. Notably, 80% of Hong
Kong’s drinking water comes from the Dongjiang River [60]. Moreover, the Pearl River Delta region
is an important economic development zone that accounts for almost 10% of the Chinese Gross
Domestic Product (GDP). Therefore, research on the dynamic spatiotemporal changes in ET and the
associated influential factors in the Pearl River Basin (PRB) is important and of practical significance
for socioeconomic development, water security and agriculture safety in the basin. Such information
provides a reference for studies of hydrological scenarios and changes in flood and water resources in
a low latitude sea-land interchange zone in the context of global warming [61,62].

Water cycle in the PRB had significant meanings in south China and gives reference information
for the water cycle research in the PRB. So, based on the MOD16 ET dataset and daily meteorological
data, this study investigated the dynamic spatiotemporal changes in ET in the PRB at the annual and
monthly scales, the relationship between ET and its influential factors from 2000 to 2014.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

The PRB is located in southern China between 102◦14′ E and 115◦53′ E, 21◦31′ N and 27◦0′ N,
and it includes parts of Yunan Province, Guizhou Province, Guangxi Province, Guangdong Province,
Hunan Province, Jiangxi Province and Vietnam. The maximum elevation in the basin is approximately
2933 m, and the basin area is approximately 45.57 × 104 km2. Additionally, the main tributaries
include the Xijiang River, Beijiang River and Dongjiang River (Figure 1). The basin terrain is complex,
with elevation gradually increasing from east to west. The southeastern region is a coastal area, and
the northern region is mountainous. Western is the Yunan–Guizhou Plateau. The basin is mainly
divided into three parts from west to east: the Yunan–Guizhou Plateau, the Guangdong, Guaongxi
hills and the Pearl River Delta. The PRB is located in tropical and subtropical monsoon climate zones.
Specifically, the multiannual average temperature varies between 14 and 22 ◦C, and the annual average
precipitation is approximately 1525.10 mm and concentrated between April and September, when 80%
of the annual precipitation occurs [63].
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2.2. Data

Study data include regional monthly MOD16 ET data and daily meteorological data from 2000
to 2014.

ET data were from the monthly MOD16 ET dataset (1KM resolution) obtained from the Numerical
Terra Dynamic Simulation Group website (http://www.ntsg.umt.edu/project/mod16). This dataset
provides global surface ET estimates based on MODIS remote sensing data and meteorological data.

There are 114 meteorological stations in and around the basin. All of the meteorological data
were acquired from China’s ground climatological daily dataset (V3.0) provided by the China National
Meteorological Information Center (http://data.cma.cn/). After the data were assessed, stations with
missing data for more than 60 continuous days were eliminated. Thus, this study used high-quality
meteorological data from 57 meteorological stations in the basin and 43 stations near the basin.
These 100 stations provided data for six meteorological elements at the daily scale. These elements
include daily maximum temperature (Tmax), average temperature (Tavg), daily minimum temperature
(Tmin), wind speed (V), relative humidity (RH) and sunshine hours (n). Anomalous values were
corrected based on the data from adjacent days, and this process does not influence trends in long-term
meteorological data.

Regional runoff data using the statistical data in the PRB water resource report released by the
Pearl River Water Resources Commission of the Ministry of Water Resources, China (http://www.
pearlwater.gov.cn/xxcx/szygg/).

2.3. Analysis Method

2.3.1. Data Processing

To research the spatial correlation between ET and its associated factors, the spatial distributions
of meteorological variables should be determined. Kriging and Inverse Distance Weighted (IDW) are
popular spatial interpolation methods that have been used in many studies [64]. We selected ordinary
kriging with spherical variogram (Ks), ordinary kriging with exponential variograms (Ke), universal
kriging with linear drift variograms (Kl) and IDW to analyze the monthly interpolation results of
Tmax, Tavg, Tmin and RH in ArcGIS software. We choose 60 stations for interpolation, and the other
40 stations were used to verify the interpolation results.

Then, we used SPSS software to complete the correlation calculations between interpolated and
observed values of Tmax, Tavg, Tmin and RH at the 40 stations in one random month of each year from
2000 to 2014. The results indicated that Ks provided the highest correlation coefficient values (Table 1).
Therefore, we chose Ks to interpolate the monthly Tmin and RH values from the 100 stations. Finally,
we produced the regional monthly spatial distributions of Tmin and RH at a 1-km grid resolution,
which is the same spatial resolution as MOD16 ET, from 2000 to 2014 in the PRB. And, in this article,
all of the average values of different elements were an arithmetical mean from the all grids (1 km
resolution) of the whole basin.

Table 1. Correlation coefficients between the interpolation results and observed data.

Factors

Methods
Ks Ke Kl IDW

Tmax 0.999 0.985 0.983 0.984
Tavg 1.000 0.986 0.986 0.986
Tmin 1.000 0.987 0.986 0.986
RH 0.976 0.848 0.848 0.839

http://www.ntsg.umt.edu/project/mod16
http://data.cma.cn/
http://www.pearlwater.gov.cn/xxcx/szygg/
http://www.pearlwater.gov.cn/xxcx/szygg/
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2.3.2. Data Verification

The study extracted the monthly ET in PRB from 2000 to 2014 based on the MOD16. In order
to ensure the accuracy and correct of the data, this article using the water balance method to test its
effectiveness, obtained the regional ET change data by the regional water balance.

Q = P− ET× A− ∆S (1)

Q—runoff (109 ×m3); P—regional precipitation (109 ×m3); A—basin area (km2); ∆S—dynamic
change of the regional store water, mainly the ground water and lake, ignore under the annual scale
situation. After verification, the correlation between calculate Q (Qcalc) and observation Q (Qob)
about 0.89 (Figure 2), these data had a high consistency, verified the ET can meet the needs of the ET
spatial-temporal distribution research in PRB.
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Figure 2. Relation between observed runoff Qob and runoff calculated from water balance
equation Qcalc.

2.3.3. Trend Analysis

MOD16 ET was used to produce a spatial ET distribution, and each pixel was based on 15 years
of data from 2000 to 2014. Using Sen’s slope (2) and the pixel values in each year, the 15-year accuracy
change trend value in each pixel (1 km × 1 km) in the PRB was calculated in ArcGIS software. In
addition, the trend in each pixel was combined to determine the overall spatial ET trend in the PRB.
The aforementioned equation is as follows [65]:

SLOPE =

N ×
N
∑

k=1
k× ETk −

N
∑

k=1
k

N
∑

k=1
ETk

N ×
N
∑

k=1
k2 − (

N
∑

k=1
k)

2 (2)

where N is the research period (15 years from 2000 to 2014), k is the year number (1 through 15), and
ETk is the ET value of a pixel in year k. If the slope is greater than 0, ET increases in the pixel, and a
slope less than 0 reflect the opposing trend. Sen’s slope also using for the trend detection of different
associated factors.

Nonparametric statistical analyses, the Mann–Kendall (MK) trend test was used to detect the
temporal significant ET changes, and using Python and ArcGIS soft completed the significant test of
each grid. MK has been widely used to access the significance of trends in hydro-meteorological time
series [20]. The Mann–Kendall test was calculated as follows Equations (3)–(6) [20,66,67]:
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N is the number of each grid’s data—it’s the research period (15 years from 2000 to 2014) in this
article. xj and xk are the sequential data values of each grid; ti is the number of ties of extent m. Z is the
standardized Mann–Kendall statistics. Positive values of Z indicate increasing trends, while negative
values of Z show decreasing trends. When |Z| ≥ Z1−α/2, the null hypothesis was rejected. We set
significance levels at α = 0.01, 0.05 and 0.1.

2.3.4. Correlation Analysis

First, the temporal correlation between annual ET and its meteorological factors was analyzed in
SPSS software based on the annual average ET and meteorological factors at the basin scale.

Second, spatial correlation between ET and meteorological factors was performed to discuss the
dynamic spatiotemporal changes in ET in the PRB due to different meteorological factors. This study
used the correlation coefficient calculation shown in Formula (7) completed the spatial correlation
analysis of ET and meteorological factors at the pixel scale using ArcGIS software [68]:

Rxy =

N
∑

k=1

[
(xk − x)

(
ETk − ET

)]
√

N
∑

k=1
(xk − x)2 N

∑
k=1

(
ETk − ET

)2
(7)

where Rxy is the correlation coefficient of the two variables (x and y); N is the length of the research
period (15 years from 2000 to 2014); k is the year number (1 through 15); x is the raster-based
interpolation result of the monthly meteorological variable (e.g., Tmin, RH, etc.); y is the raster-based
monthly ET in the PRB; x and ET are the raster-based monthly averaged interpolation results of
meteorological factors and ET in the PRB for each pixel.

3. Results

3.1. Temporal Change in Evapotranspiration (ET) in the Pearl River Basin (PRB)

Figure 3 shows the fluctuation in annual ET from 2000 to 2014. Notably, ET varies from 925.19 mm
to 987.71 mm, a slight increasing trend, with an annual average of 946.56 mm/a. ET was low between
2000 and 2002 and dramatically increased in 2003 to a maximum value of approximately 987.71 mm.
Then, ET decreased after 2007, with a minimum of approximately 925.19 mm in 2010. 2007 and 2013
were years with high values, with a slight decrease in 2014. Although ET exhibited many rapid changes
during the study period, the overall floating range does not exceed 5% of the mean annual ET.
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Seasonal ET variations are shown in Figure 4. Spring and winter ET displayed slight decreasing
trends, while summer and autumn ET exhibited slight increasing trends. Spring ET exhibited an
increasing trend from 2000 to 2003, with a maximum in 2003 of approximately 251.67 mm, exceeding
the average by 7.65%. The minimum spring ET of approximately 217.42 mm occurred in 2011. The
summer ET trend differed from the spring ET trend with considerable variation. The first low value
in 2001 was approximately 332.30 mm, which was 96.53% of the average value. Then, the summer
ET increased to a maximum of 362.39 mm in 2007 before decreasing to a minimum of approximately
329.01 mm in 2014. The autumn ET exhibited an obvious increasing trend, changing from 233.48 mm
to 257.22 mm between 2000 and 2005. After 2005, ET decreased, with a low value of approximately
238.75 mm in 2010. Then, autumn ET increased to 255.91 mm in 2014. Winter ET exhibited a decreasing
trend with large fluctuations, including a peak value of approximately 129.23 mm in 2003 and a
minimum value of approximately 112.65 mm in 2008.
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Figure 4. Variation in seasonal ET in the PRB.

The distribution of monthly ET in the PRB has a certain regularity change (Table 2), increasing
from January to July and decreasing after July. January exhibited the lowest ET of approximately
39.05 mm, and the highest ET of approximately 119.57 mm occurred in July. Additionally, ET is greater
than 100 mm from June to September and decreases to 39.37 mm in December. Seasonally, the average
ET is approximately 233.79 mm, 344.25 mm, 245.38 mm, 123.12 mm in spring (March–May), summer
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(June–August), autumn (September–November) and winter (December–February), respectively.
Summer had the highest seasonal ET, more than 2.80 times that in winter and 36.37% of the yearly ET.

Table 2. Monthly variation in ET in the PRB (mm).

Month 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

ET 39.05 44.71 59.95 76.00 97.84 107.85 119.57 116.82 106.34 84.36 54.68 39.37

3.2. Spatial Distribution of the ET in the PRB

The spatial change in ET in the PRB exhibited significant spatial heterogeneity (Figure 5).
Specifically, the western region was mainly characterized by low ET, and the distributions in the
central and eastern regions were characterized by moderate and high values. Because no ET data were
available for water and building areas in the MODIS data series, these areas are denoted as “No data”
in this study and account for 1.57% of the basin. In addition, ET in the PRB was divided into four
intervals: 338.27–700 mm, 700–900 mm, 900–1100 mm and 1100–1665.10 mm.
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The 338.27–700 mm class was mainly distributed in the high-elevation region between Gejiu
and Liupanshui and accounted for approximately 6.66% of the total basin area. The second interval
(700–900 mm) accounted for approximately 35.98% of the total basin area and was distributed in the
west of Wangmo, the central region around Guiping and Liuzhou and Pearl River Delta. Additionally,
the 900–1100 mm class accounted for a large proportion of approximately 29.62% of the basin and
exhibited a distribution around the second interval region. In addition, 26.17% of the basin was
classified as 1100–1665.10 mm of ET, with the highest value mainly distributed near Longhzou, Baise,
Wuzhou and Heyuan.

Monthly ET exhibited obvious spatial change. As shown in Figure 6, ET was low from January to
March at mainly under 60 mm. However, ET was approximately 90 mm near Longzhou, Nanning,
Wuzhou and Heyuan and gradually increased from south to north. In April, a new region of high ET
was observed near Fengshan in the central portion of the region based on the previous distribution
pattern. From May to September, the lowest ET values were observed west of Gejiu, Guangnan
and Huishui. In the remainder of the region, ET averaged approximately 120 mm, and the highest
monthly ET was approximately 206.95 mm. The central area, including Nanning, Liuzhou and Guiping,
exhibited moderate values. ET decreased from the north to south from October to December, and the
areas near Longzhou, Wuzhou and Heyuan exhibited the slowest decreases and had the highest ET
values. The high-elevation western region displayed the lowest ET in each month.
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3.3. Spatial Change Trend in ET in the PRB

The annual spatial change in ET was calculated from 2000 to 2014 at the pixel scale using
ArcGIS (Figure 7). Notably, 53.75% of the basin exhibited a decreasing trend. Decreasing trends
were observed west of Gejiu and Liupanshui in the western basin, near Baise and Naning in the
southwestern region, and north of Liuzhou, Qingyuan and Shaoguan. The highest decreasing rate was
approximately 13.39 mm/a. Conversely, 46.25% of the region displayed an increasing trend, with the
highest increasing rate of approximately 12.81 mm/a.

Seasonal ET exhibited different spatial changes in the PRB (Figure 7). Slope trend result showed
the rate of change of spring ET varied from −3.50 mm/a to 3.23 mm/a, and most regions exhibited
decreasing trends. Specifically, only 39.02% of the study area exhibited an increasing trend, and these
increases were mainly distributed to the west of Hechi, Wuzhou and Heyuan. The rate of change of
summer ET varied from −5.03 mm/a to 4.73 mm/a, and 54.17% of the basin exhibited an increasing
trend. The rate of change of autumn ET ranged from−5.12 mm/a to 3.56 mm/a, with increasing trends
in approximately 64.95% of the basin. Winter ET exhibited a small change ranging from −2.48 mm/a
to 2.12 mm/a, and only 27.07% of the basin exhibited an increasing trend. These increases were mainly
distributed to the east of Anshun, north of Xingyi and Hechi, and south of Guangnan, as well as in the
Pearl River Delta area.

The MK test showed almost 90% region of the basin had no significance change in yearly and
seasonal ET. There only have 0.88% region showed significance decreasing, 0.83% region showed
increasing change in 0.01 level of the yearly ET change trend; 2% and 3.14% in 0.05 level. Seasonal ET
change, decreasing or increasing trend in 0.01 significance level all distributed less than the 1% region,
excluding the 3.47% region, which showed an increasing trend in winter. The 7.17% region, which is
mainly distributed in the middle region of the basin, showed an increasing trend in 0.05 significance
level in winter, with less than the 4% region in other seasons showed decreasing or increasing trend in
0.05 significance level.
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3.4. ET Factors in the PRB

ET is the product of the collective effects of regional surface environment conditions and climatic
conditions. In this study, six factors were selected to discuss the effects of meteorological factors on ET.
The results showed that meteorological factors have different change trends and different influences
on ET changes in different months (Table 3). Temperature showed an increasing trend except for in
winter; RH decreased for almost the whole year; V showed an increasing trend during the whole year;
n showed an increase in the summer. The energy-related elements, such as temperature and sunshine
hours, had the largest effects on ET from February to April and from August to October. Additionally,
meteorological factors did not significantly influence ET in May; RH had the most notable influence on
ET from June to July, exhibiting a very significant negative correlation. The effects of energy-related
elements on ET gradually decreased from November to January; RH exhibited an increasing effect on
ET, and exhibited very significant positive correlations with ET. V and n had significant effects on ET
in January, June and July, respectively. The effect of RH on ET considerably varied, with a positive
correlation from February to May, negative correlation from June to October, very significant negative
correlation in June and July, and a very significant positive correlation from November to January.

The changes in monthly ET and the correlations between ET and different factors suggest that
temperature was the main factor that influenced ET from February to May and September to November.
Moreover, Tmin had the highest correlation coefficient, and RH exhibited a high correlation coefficient
with ET. Therefore, Tmin and RH are chosen as the meteorological factors that indicate ET spatial
changes, and a pixel-scale analysis of spatial changes in the correlation coefficient was performed.

The correlation coefficient between ET and Tmin exhibited obvious spatial changes (Figure 8).
In spring, a negative correlation region can be initially observed in the western region, and it then
expands to the east and from north to south. In summer, the negative correlation region reaches
its largest extent, with low correlation coefficients mainly distributed in the southern portion of the
region. Moreover, the negative correlation region retreated to the north and west from the south in July.
In autumn, positive correlations exhibited an increased distribution, and the correlation coefficient
exhibited an increasing trend. Positive correlations were distributed throughout the basin in October
and November, and the associated correlation coefficients were high. In winter, the negative correlation
region appeared in the northwest and expanded.
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Table 3. Meteorological factors trend (T) and correlation coefficients (R) with ET in the PRB.

Month

Factors Tmax Tavg Tmin RH V n

T R T R T R T R T R T R

January −0.79 0.16 −1.48 0.30 −1.58 0.60 * −0.99 0.70 ** 0.20 0.65 ** −0.89 0.52 *
February 0.40 0.73 ** 0.20 0.77 ** 0.00 0.79 ** −1.58 0.24 1.68 −0.05 0.40 0.48

March 0.10 0.49 0.00 0.62 * −0.20 0.72 ** −1.48 0.43 1.09 −0.01 0.00 0.32
April −0.49 0.50 −0.40 0.63 * 0.10 0.73 ** −0.20 0.21 0.40 0.51 −0.79 0.28
May 0.20 0.16 0.30 0.25 0.59 0.30 0.00 0.35 2.38 −0.05 −0.79 −0.16
June 0.89 0.53 * 0.79 0.35 1.09 −0.04 −0.79 −0.64 ** 1.39 0.22 −0.69 0.71 **
July 0.59 0.45 0.40 0.50 1.39 0.40 −0.79 −0.66 ** 2.08 0.46 0.20 0.45

August 1.58 0.50 0.99 0.52 * 0.10 0.52 * −2.38 −0.50 3.17 0.22 1.48 0.22
September 0.69 0.64 * 0.79 0.67 ** 1.68 0.67 ** 0.30 −0.06 2.97 −0.02 0.10 0.26

October 1.09 0.80 ** 0.30 0.79 ** 0.00 0.66 ** −1.78 −0.10 1.09 −0.34 1.48 0.20
November −0.40 0.60 * 1.19 0.87 ** 1.78 0.90 ** 0.79 0.72 ** 1.39 −0.24 −1.09 −0.40
December −1.58 0.35 −1.48 0.61 * −0.89 0.69 ** −1.29 0.88 ** 1.29 0.02 −0.30 −0.37

Notes: ** indicates significance at the 0.01 probability level; * indicates significance at the 0.05 probability level; Tmax:
maximum temperature; Tavg: average temperature; Tmin: minimum temperature; RH: relative humidity; V: wind
speed; n: sunshine hours.Water 2017, 9, 832  11 of 18 
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(Tmin) in the PRB.

The correlation between RH and ET exhibited obvious spatiotemporal variation and a slight
contrast to the Tmin distribution (Figure 9). The positive correlation region gradually shrank from east
to south, and the negative correlation region expanded from north to south in spring. In summer,
negative correlations were distributed throughout the basin, excluding the high-elevation western
region. In autumn, the positive correlation region expanded to Nanning, Liuzhou and Guiping in the
central region, and positive correlations were mainly observed in the western portion of the basin in
November. Most regions in the basin displayed positive correlations in winter, and the region with the
highest positive correlation coefficient shifted from east to west. Overall, positive correlations were
mainly distributed in the west, and the negative correlation region expanded from east to northwest,
with the broadest distribution in July. Then, positive correlations expanded from the west, the negative
correlation region shrank.
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4. Discussion

4.1. Analysis of Temporal Changes in ET

Based on the MOD16 ET dataset, we analyzed the correlation between ET and its associated
factors in the PRB from 2000 to 2014, as shown in Figure 10.
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ET was stable at the start of the study period and then rapidly increased from 2000 to 2003. Tmax,
Tavg and Tmin displayed stable increasing trends from 2000 to 2003; Tavg and n increased by 0.65 ◦C
and 0.56 h, respectively. These results reflect an increase in the basin energy, which in turn increased
ET. Additionally, V increased 0.18 m/s, got 1.77 mm/s in 2003 and was a driver of the ET increase. The
increases in temperature and V, decrease in RH in 2003 significantly influenced ET from 2000 to 2003.
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Then, a trough appeared from 2004 to 2006. In this period, Tmax exhibited a continuous decreasing
trend and reached a minimum in 2005. Tavg also exhibited a trough period, n and V decreased during
this period. The decreases in n and temperature decreased the available energy in the basin, thereby
reducing the ET capacity. The n in June and July in 2007 increased by 0.92 h and 0.6 h, respectively,
and ET was highest in June and July. These increases in n increased the energy available for ET and
caused ET to increase. From 2007 to 2011, the decreases in the temperature and energy caused ET to
decrease. In addition, Tmax, Tavg and Tmin decreased to minimums in 2011 and caused ET to enter a
trough period. The increase in ET from 2011 to 2014 exhibited a close relation with the temperature
increase. Moreover, the decrease in V and increases in RH and p caused ET to decrease in 2014.

Overall, trends of ET result from the combined effects of different meteorological factors. During
the study period from 2000 to 2014, the energy elements (Tmax, Tavg, n) and RH exhibited decreasing
trend while V increasing. V exhibited an increasing trend in the PRB from 2000 to 2014, which is
consistent with previous research in Southwest China [69]. An analogous positive correlation between
ET and V was also observed in the Changjiang catchment [64]. Slight increasing trends of ET were a
combined result with increasing V and decreasing RH.

In addition, seasonal ET exhibited obvious changes and a close relation to climate in different
months. The increases in radiation and temperature were driving forces of the spring ET increase. The
temperature reached a maximum in summer, and the high radiation energy provided more energy
for ET. Although, rainfall is mainly distributed in summer, the high summer temperatures lead to the
highest seasonal ET. With the temperature decrease in autumn, ET also exhibited a decreasing trend.
Winter displayed the lowest temperature, and energy limited the ET, resulting in the lowest seasonal
ET. As well, the trend of each month ET was also the combined result of the change of the factors.
Especially, the multiply result of trend of almost all factors and correlation coefficient gave a positive
trend of the ET from April to September, then ET showed an increasing trend in summer and autumn
from 2000 to 2014.

4.2. Analysis of the Spatial Distribution of ET

The underlying surface of the PRB is complex and diverse. The terrain is mainly divided into the
Yunnan–Guizhou Plateau, the Guangdong–Guangxi hills and the Pearl River Delta. The weather is
affected by the southwest monsoon and southeast monsoon, and the distribution of regional vegetation
types is complicated [70]. The elevation in the west region is almost 3000 m, and the elevation is low
in the east. These differences influenced the decreasing temperature trend from east to west and the
significant reduction in energy sources. In addition, due to the high elevation in the west and lower
vegetation cover than that in the east, the ET of vegetation in the western region is relatively low, and
ET in the western region is lower than that in the eastern region. The low ET in Nanning, Liuzhou and
Guiping are closely related to small areas of vegetation coverage and small distributions of forestland
in the region [71]. The highest ET of greater than 1100 mm was mainly distributed in the southern
region and near the equator. In these areas, ET exhibited close relations with n.

4.3. Analysis of the ET Factors

Based on the above analysis of the correlations between meteorological factors and ET in the
PRB, temperature is the main factor that influences ET, but temperature is not always the most
important factor in a given month or season. In spring, which is characterized by rising temperatures,
ET increased, and the correlation coefficient exhibited an increasing trend. Although temperature
increased, the temperature was relatively low, so ET was low. Tmin has an important effect on the
temperature threshold at which evaporation begins and the factors that influence ET. Therefore, Tmin

exhibited a very significant correlation with ET and was the most important factor that influenced ET.
In addition, RH displayed positive correlation with ET along with the statics in the Haihe River Basin,
Songnen Plain, Loess Plateau [72–74], and this result was different than those of other studies [15,75].
In summer, p increased and temperatures were high, but temperature and energy was the highest in
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the year, and were not the limit factors of ET; the associated correlation coefficients exhibited decreasing
trends. As p increased, RH also increased and reduces the pressure difference between the surface of
the leaf and the atmosphere, had a negative effect on ET. Thus, RH and p were the controlling factors
of ET. In autumn, as p and RH decreased, temperature became the main influential factor. Notably,
temperatures remained high, and Tavg, rather than Tmin, was the main controlling factor of ET. In
addition, the temperature and RH decreased slower in the east than in the west, and the positive
correlation between RH and ET increased from west to east. In winter, with the decreasing temperature
trend, the importance of energy slightly declined, and the correlation with RH slightly increased.
In addition, as Tavg increased in February, the correlation coefficient exhibited an increasing trend.

RH is a sensitive factor to ET [76]. Physically, RH had negative correlation with ET [40], especially
with the reference and potential evapotranspiration [5,64,77,78]. In this study, the correlation coefficient
between monthly RH and ET exhibited different quality correlations. It related to the water supply in
different months. From the results from this study, we found RH had a negative correlation with ET
from May to October. These months almost had 80% of the yearly precipitation [63]. The abundant
precipitation caused high RH, made the air already close to saturation, and less additional water could
be stored [40], so RH showed a negative correlation with ET. In the other months, lower precipitation
caused lower water supply and lower RH; combined with the lower temperature in these months, ET
showed a lower value. So, RH showed positive correlation with ET in statistics. The different water
supply conditions in the region also cause the spatial distribution of a different quality correlation
between RH and ET. The calculations of transpiration based on surface conductance in MOD16 ET and
the correlation calculate by statistical also had an effect on the correlation. Positive correlations were
also found between RH and ET in other regions [72–74]. Physically, RH had a negative correlation with
ET, but in different regions; RH may show different quality correlation with ET under different actual
environment water supply conditions. So, changes in correlation between variables including RH and
ET require further research on the statistics result, physical basis and actual environment condition.
The temporal correlations between ET and meteorological factors at annual and monthly scales and
the spatial correlation at the pixel scale suggest that the changes in ET are closely related to climate
change and significant impacted by spatial heterogeneity [64].

At the interannual scale, ET changes are typically affected by the energy terms, such as
temperature and n. At the monthly scale, temperature, RH and n exhibited obvious effects on
ET. The changes in ET and meteorological factors were obvious due to different climatic conditions in
different months. The climatic conditions in different regions, which have unique spatial, elevation,
latitude and terrain conditions, result in different controlling factors of ET in different regions at the
same time. The spatial variations in influential factors and temporal changes in climatic conditions
had different effects on ET based on different thresholds associated with different spatiotemporal
conditions. Therefore, changes in ET over large, complex areas should be studied under different
temporal and spatial conditions, and studies should focus on how changes in spatiotemporal factors
influence ET [77].

5. Conclusions

Based on the MOD16 ET dataset, monthly ET data from the PRB, and meteorological data from
100 stations from 2000 to 2014, the spatiotemporal changes in ET and its associated factors were
analyzed. The results indicate the following conclusions:

(1) ET fluctuated and slightly increased from 2000 to 2014, with a maximum of approximately 987.71
mm in 2003 and minimum of approximately 925.19 mm in 2010. Over time and space, annual
ET averaged approximately 946.56 mm/a. ET exhibited slight decreasing trends in spring and
winter and slight increasing trends in summer and autumn. Specifically, the maximum ET of
approximately 344.25 mm occurred in summer, was 2.80 times the winter ET, and accounted
36.37% of the annual ET. Moreover, monthly ET displayed a certain regularity change.
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(2) The spatial ET distribution in the PRB exhibited obvious spatial heterogeneity. Notably, the
west was generally a low-value region, and the central and eastern regions exhibited a mix of
moderate and high values. Longzhou, Baise, Wuzhou and Heyuan were the four centers of high
ET. Additionally, annual ET varied from −13.9 mm/a to 12.81 mm/a, and 46.25% of the basin
exhibited an increasing trend.

(3) The factors that influenced ET varied in different regions and at different times. Annual
ET was mainly affected by the temperature, while monthly ET was mainly affected by the
temperature (February–March and September–November) and RH. In addition, affected by the
actual environmental condition, the quality of the correlation between RH and ET varied in
different months and regions. The spatial variations in ET and its associated factors are affected
by the complex effects of climatic conditions that vary at different elevations and latitudes and
under different topographic conditions.
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