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Featured Application: An integrated method was applied in this study to analyze the processes
of agricultural evolution. Our methods can be an exemplary for other agro-pastoral ecotone or
ecologically fragile area in other world’s regions, highlighting the application of an integrated
method for land-use change analysis.

Abstract: Assessing historical landscape change and its related land–use changes is necessary
for understanding agricultural evolution processes and their ecological effects. In our study,
the landscape patterns of paddy fields and dry farmland were studied using information obtained
from remote-sensing data. Land-use changes related to cultivated land were analyzed based on
transition probability index and trajectory computing method. Furthermore, the possible driving
force and water resource effect of cultivated land changes were discussed. The results indicated
that paddy field and dry farmland expanded by 56.99% and 10.92% in the West Songnen Plain,
respectively, compared with their own area in 1990. Trajectory analyses showed that dry farmland
was usually more stable than paddy field. Climate warming, wind speed reduction, population
growth, technological development, as well as land use policies all drove cultivated land changes.
The net water consumption of cultivated land showed an increased trend. To achieve the sustainable
development of land-system, optimizing land-use structure as well as configuration between water
and soil resources should be given more attention in the future.

Keywords: cultivated land change; land-use change; climate change; remote sensing; water resource;
Geographic Information System

1. Introduction

Land use and land cover change (LULCC) is widely regarded as a fundamental element and driving
force of global changes [1–3]. LULCC influences key functions of ecosystem services (ES), playing an
important role in global sustainability [4,5]. Human activities in the past decades have significantly
changed the global environment, primarily because of the transformation from natural ecosystems
(forest, grassland and wetland etc.) to agricultural land or developed area [6–10]. Human-induced
LULCC greatly affects global climate warming, carbon cycle, ES, and hydrological cycle [2,4,11].
Estimating the spatio–temporal characteristics of historical LULCC especially human-induced LULCC
quantitatively as a basic ecological process is of great significance for predicting future LULCC and
providing a decision–making basis for the sustainable use of land resources [7,12].

As one kind of transitional land-use type, the agro-pastoral ecotone transforms from livestock
grazing to farming, where land-use is diversified and undergoes land–use change more frequently [9,13].
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The agro-pastoral ecotone of Northern China, as an ecological fragile region, is quite vulnerable to
global changes and anthropogenic disturbances [13–15]. Anthropogenic disturbances including
over-reclamation, excessive grazing, over-cutting, and farmland abandonment has generated serious
environmental impacts in this region, especially the destruction of grassland ecosystem has constantly
drained ES [13,15,16]. Large-scale natural ecosystems especially grassland were reclaimed as cultivated
land promoting by population increase, climate change, and policy shifts in Northern China, leading to
continual changes of land-use distribution in the agro-pastoral ecotone [17,18]. Grassland in Northern
China plays a significant role in servicing social-economics of pasture and ecological development of
this region. With the encroachment of cultivated land on traditional pastoral areas, the landscape of
balanced pasture ecology has been destroyed [13,17]. Consequently, it is necessary to deeply understand
land-use pattern changes, especially the cultivated land expansion processes for future sustainability.

Cultivated land is strongly influenced by human activities [9]. Agricultural landscape stands for
the spatial distribution of cultivated land, influencing the stability, vulnerability and productivity of
cultivated land [19–21]. Assessing the historical landscape change and its related land-use changes is
necessary for understanding the agricultural evolution processes and its ecological, environmental
and water resource effects [21–24]. As an important type of cropland, paddy field serves over half of
the world’s population with approximately 15% of the world’s cropland [6]. Paddy field also shares
the attributes of wetlands as a kind of human–made wetlands [25–27]. Sharing both attributes of
wetlands and cropland, paddy field affects food security, carbon storage, water security, as well as
zoonotic infectious disease transmission [27–29]. Growing on flooded soil, paddy rice consumes a
large–amount of water resources, regardless of being irrigated or rainfed rice, which affects local
water scarcity [30,31]. Paddy rice planting contributed to more than 10% of global methane (CH4)
emissions [32–34]. In addition, paddy field is a significant habitat for waterfowl, affecting the spread
of disease such as avian influenza virus [27,35]. Considering the difference between paddy and dry
farmland [36,37], it is vital to monitor and analyze paddy and dry farmland distribution separately.
Studies have been monitoring paddy distribution maps at local, national and global scales [27,38].
Some studies also researched the mutual transformation between these two types of cultivated land.
However, few studies linked paddy and dry farmland to different land-use changes, especially in
agro-pastoral ecotone.

The West Songnen Plain, which is located in the central part of Northeast China, is an important
food and agricultural base of China [39]. Located in the agro-pastoral ecotone, land-use change is quite
frequent in the West Songnen Plain [17,40]. Under the effect of global climate warming and human
disturbance, cultivated land has spread continuously while the natural ecosystem especially grassland
has been shrinking and fragmented in this region in recent decades [17]. Much attention has been
paid to land-use pattern, wetland loss, grassland fragmentation, lake and reservoir changes and the
influence of these changes on ES in this area [17,40–42]. However, previous studies analyzed cultivated
land as a whole and did not separate paddy field and dry farmland distribution. Therefore, studies
regarding landscape change of paddy/dry farmland and linking paddy/dry farmland changes to other
land-use changes are lacking. The objectives of this study were to (1) characterize the landscape pattern
of paddy field and dry farmland during 1990–2015 in the West Songnen Plain, (2) explore land-use
changes related to different cultivated land types (paddy field and dry farmland) using transition
cumulative transition probability and trajectory computing method from 1990 to 2015, and (3) to
discuss possible causes of cultivated land change in the West Songnen Plain since 1990.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

This study selects the West Songnen Plain, which is located in the agro-pastoral ecotone, as the
study area (Figure 1). Including 14 counties, it covers an area of about 7.1 million ha [42]. The study
area has a temperate semi-arid monsoon climate, which has four obvious seasons. Spring is dry,
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less rainfall, and windy while summer has intensive rainfall and high temperature [17]. There is less
rainfall in autumn and winter. The average annual temperature varies between 2 and 5.6 ◦C [41].
The precipitation in the West Songnen Plain ranges between 500 and 650 mm while the evaporation
varies from 1500 to 1900 mm. Additionally, the precipitation mainly concentrated from mid-June to
mid-August. The frost-free days of the West Songnen Plain vary from 130 to 165 days. Water resources
of the West Songnen are relatively rich, including the Songhua River, Nenjiang River, Tao’er River
and Huolin River, which provide facilities for agricultural planting [42]. The main crop types in this
area include maize, rice and soybean. Haplic Chernozem, Haplic Kastanozem and Eutric Vertisol are
widely distributed in the West Songneng Plain. The Quaternary sediment ranges from 50 to 100 mm
in the study area. The upper levels consist of alluvial and lacustrine loess-like sandy clay and silty
sand while the central level consists of lacustrine silty clay. The lower levels consist of lacustrine sand
and gravel. A large area of natural landscape, such as grassland and marsh, has been transformed to
cultivated land in this region in recent decades [17,40].
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Figure 1. Location map of the West Songnen Plain which includes 14 counties.

2.2. Data Preprocessing

According to our previous work [21,43,44], land-use maps in the West Songnen Plain for four
periods, 1990, 2000, 2010, and 2015, were developed. Land-use maps in 1990, 2000 and 2010 were



Appl. Sci. 2020, 10, 5065 4 of 16

obtained from China’s land-use data in previous publications. Additionally, we updated the data to
2015 according to the same methodology published in previous papers. Landsat Thematic Mapper (TM)
images were applied to map land-use patterns in 1990, 2000, and 2010 while Landsat-8 Operational
Land Imager (OLI) images were used to update the land-use map in 2015. The resolution of both TM
and OLI images is 30 m.

ERDAS and ArcGIS software were applied to process data in our study. Landsat TM/OLI
images obtained from June to October were chosen to identify different land-use types because
plants in the West Songnen Plain grow vigorously during this period. The standard false color
composition which combine bands 4 (Red), 3 (Green), 2 (Blue) for TM images and 5 (Red), 4 (Green),
3 (Blue) for OLI images, respectively, was applied to produce the original images for interpretation.
The standard coordinate and projection system, the Beijing 1954 Krasovsky_Albers projection, was used
to keep consistency of all spatial data. The primary method to acquire land-use patterns in different
periods is visual interpretation which digitizes remote-sensing images after geometric rectification and
ortho-rectification [21]. Geometric rectification of related remote-sensing images was done based on
ground control points, with the Root Mean Squared (RMS) Error less than 1.5 pixels (45 m). In this
study, the smallest mapping unit and the minimum edge are larger than 6 × 6 pixels (3.24 ha) and
4 pixels (120 m), respectively. Additionally, land-use vector outlines were drawn through comparing
images between two years to identify real land–use changes in order to decrease the errors resulting
from post-classification comparison.

Standard quality control was used to ensure the accuracy of the land-use data. Interpreting
samples were produced by field surveys before interpretation of remote-sensing images. Then,
interpreters were trained uniformly to recognize remote-sensing image characteristics of various
land-use categories. After interpretation, the accuracy was mainly checked by verification points
generated by substantial field survey photos and Google Earth images. In addition, we selected the
verification points randomly at a ratio of 10%. Unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) were also used to
carry out field surveys in 2015. UAV can fly to places that are difficult for humans to reach such as
marshy wetlands. Therefore, it is very helpful for field surveys. UAV photos have a resolution of
5–6 m when our UAV flies to 200 m. The overall accuracy of the six first-level classes was larger than
94.3%, and that of the 25 land-use sub-classes was larger than 91.2% [21]. We used the same first-level
classification system as Liu et al. [21]. The difference is that we separated paddy and dry farmland to
analyze cultivated land changes. Considering the wide distribution of marshy wetlands in the study
area, we separated marshy wetland from unused land to analyze land-use changes.

2.3. Indicators/Methods for Assesing the Land Use and Land Cover Changes

2.3.1. Spatiotemporal Changes

We used two indices (Annual Change Area and Annual Change Rate) to analyze historical
cultivated land changes [45] as follows:

CA = (Ab −Aa)/T × 100%

CR =
(Ab −Aa)/Aa

T
× 100% (1)

where CA and CR are the annual change area (ha/y) and change rate (CR,%/y), respectively. Aa and Ab
stand for the area of different land–use types at the time A and time B, respectively, and T represent the
interval years.

The gravity centroid index of Equations (2) and (3) is used to represent the spatial movement of
land–use [25]:

X =
∑

n
i=1(Cti×Xi)/

∑
n
i=1Cti, (2)

Y =
∑

n
i=1(Cti×Yi)/

∑
n
i=1Cti, (3)
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where X and Y represent the longitude and latitude of the gravity center, respectively; Cti is the area of
the ith patch while n stands for the patch number of different land–use categories.

Cumulative transition probabilities Pi j were used to describe the intensities of various land–use
change categories:

pi j= (
∑

n
i=1

St
i j

ST
) × 100%, (4)

where i and j are different land–use categories; St
i j is the area transformed from land–use type i to j

from time t to t + 1; and ST is the whole area of the West Songnen Plain.

2.3.2. Landscape Pattern

Considering the relative complexity of landscape pattern, multiple indices were chosen to
identify the landscape pattern changes of cultivated land by Fragstats 4.2 software. Mean area (MA),
largest patch index (LPI), patch density (PD) were used to analyze space configuration characteristics
while other indices including patch cohesion (COHESION), splitting (SPLIT), and aggregation (AI)
were used to illustrate aggregation characteristics of cultivated land.

2.3.3. Change Trajectory

Codes Yi Equation (5) was used to represent different change trajectories:

Yi = (G1)i × 10n−1 + (G2)i × 10n−2 + · · · (Gn)i × 10n−n (5)

where (G1)i and n represent different land-use category codes of polygon i and the number of time
periods, respectively. In this study, paddy field and dry farmland are represented by code 1 and code
2, respectively. Additionally, forest, grassland, water, settlement, marsh, and other unused land are
represented by codes 3-8, respectively. Taking code “4222” as an example, it represents “Grassland–Dry
farmland–Dry farmland–Dry farmland”.

3. Results

3.1. Spatiotemporal Changes of Cultivated Land

3.1.1. Cultivated Land Evolution Process

The evolution of the structure of the cultivated land from 1990 to 2015 in the West Songnen Plain
is shown in Figure 2. Over the last 25 years, cultivated land increased from 3,175,947 ha in 1990
to 3,807,719 ha in 2015, increasing by 19.89% (about 631,772 ha). Among which, paddy field and
dry farmland expanded by 56.99% and 10.92%, respectively, compared with their own area in 1990.
The area of paddy field showed a continuously rising trend since 1990 while dry farmland showed an
increasing trend during 1990–2010 and a decreasing trend from 2010 to 2015. The proportion of paddy
to cultivated land increased from 6.35% to 12.32% while that of dry farmland decreased from 93.65%
to 87.68%.
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Figure 2. The evolution of the structure of the cultivated land from 1990 to 2015.

Figure 3 describes the spatial distribution of land-use pattern in four time-intervals (1990, 2000,
2010, 2015) in the study area, indicating an expansion trend of cultivated land, especially the northward
movement of paddy field in the past 25 years. The paddy rice planting has moved to the northernmost
part of the Songnen Plain in the study period. It can also be intuitively seen that the proportion of
cultivated land is quite large.
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3.1.2. Change Area and Rate

The average CA and CR per year of cultivated land in different time periods are described in
Table 1. In the first stage (1990–2000), paddy field and dry farmland all showed increasing trends.
In the second stage (2000–2010), the growth rate of paddy field and dry farmland has slowed down.
In the third stage (2010–2015), the area of paddy field increased while that of dry farmland decreased.
In detail, cultivated land area expanded by 48,032.89 ha/y with a change rate of 1.51%/y from 1900 to
2000, which was the largest among three time periods. Since 2000, cultivated land area still showed
an increased trend but the increasing speed became slower. Paddy area continued to increase in the
study period. The change rate of paddy field decreased first and then increased in the last 25 years.
The CA and CR of dry farmland showed a decreasing trend in the study periods. During 2010–2015,
the change area of dry farmland reached −15,810.98 ha/y, with a change rate of −0.46 %/y.

Table 1. Change area and change rate of cultivated land during different time periods.

Time
Periods

Cultivated Land Paddy Dry Farmland

CA(ha/y) CR(%/y) CA(ha/y) CR(%/y) CA(ha/y) CR(%/y)

1990−2000 48,032.89 1.51 11,543.22 5.72 36,489.67 1.23
2000−2010 11,762.21 0.32 3905.64 1.23 7856.57 0.24
2010−2015 6764.26 0.18 22,575.24 6.34 −15,810.98 −0.46

3.1.3. Landscape Pattern

The spatial configuration characteristic of paddy and dry farmland are shown in Table 2 by the
PD, LPI, and MA indices. For paddy field, the PD index indicated a declining trend while LPI index
and MA showed an increasing trend during the study period. In detail, PD always indicated a growth
trend while LPI increased during 1990–2010 and then decreased slightly from 2010 to 2015. MA showed
a fluctuant upward trend, with a slight decline in 2010. For dry farmland, PD decreased in 1990–2000,
with a slight increase in 2000–2010 and 2010–2015. LPI index of dry farmland grew from 1990 to 2000
and decreased since 2000. MA index showed an increasing trend during 1990–2010, especially during
1990–2000, and then indicated a declining trend during 2010–2015.
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Table 2. The indices (PD, LPI and MA) applied to describe the patch features of paddy and dry farmland.

Type Time PD LPI MA

Paddy

1990 0.0526 0.3154 54.0416
2000 0.0061 0.673 734.314
2010 0.0069 0.6741 722.6863
2015 0.0082 0.6691 804.7028

Dry farmland

1990 0.1948 9.2081 215.1724
2000 0.0331 12.9321 1419.6731
2010 0.0332 10.4613 1450.6182
2015 0.0367 10.3458 1282.0991

Notes: PD and LPI represent patch density and largest patch index, respectively. MA means Mean Area.

Three indices were applied to describe the aggregation features of paddy and dry farmland as is
shown in Table 3. Larger values of COHESION and AI represent more aggregation, while a smaller
value of SPLIT represents more aggregation. For paddy field, COHESION and AI index indicated
a growth trend while SPLIT index showed a downward trend during the study period. In detail,
AI showed a growth trend all the time while COHESION showed a slight decreased trend during
2000–2010 and indicated an increasing trend during other periods. SPLIT showed a decreased trend.
The changes of these indices indicated that paddy in the West Songnen plain have become aggregated
since 1990. For dry farmland, the changes of these indices are not as regular as paddy field. In general,
COHESION and AI index indicated a growth trend while SPLIT index indicated a downward trend
during the study period. COHESION increased in 1990–2000, with a slight growth in 2000–2010 and a
slight decline 2010–2015. AI index of dry farmland increased from 1990 to 2010 and decreased since
2010. SPLIT index showed a decreasing trend during 1990–2000 and then showed an increasing trend
during 2000–2015. Dry farmland in the West Songnen plain have become aggregated since 1990, but not
as obvious as paddy. Dry farmland aggregated first and then was split slightly.

Table 3. The indices (COHESION, SPLIT, and AI) applied to describe the aggregation features of paddy
and dry farmland.

Type Time COHESION SPLIT AI

Paddy

1990 99.3257 36,869.8887 96.1885
2000 99.5731 12,089.1395 97.7839
2010 99.5598 12,070.067 97.8907
2015 99.6665 5762.8674 97.9792

Dry farmland

1990 99.9077 70.1782 97.3831
2000 99.9354 44.0645 97.9354
2010 99.93 52.7664 97.9605
2015 99.9274 55.9848 97.9052

Notes: COHESION and SPLIT represent patch cohesion and splitting, respectively. AI means aggregation.

3.1.4. Changes in Gravity Center

The changes in gravity centers of paddy and dry farmland from 1990 to 2015 are displayed in Table 4.
Paddy field transferred from (45.97◦ N, 124.01◦ E) in 1990 to (46.11◦ N, 123.88◦ E) in 2015 while dry
farmland moved from (45.97◦ N, 124.01◦ E) to (46.11◦ N, 123.88◦ E) during 1990–2015. The gravity
centers of paddy have moved northwestward while dry farmland has moved southwestward since
1990 in the West Songnen Plain.
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Table 4. Historical changes in gravity centers location.

Type Time Longitude (E) Latitude (N)

Paddy

1990 124.01 45.97
2000 123.96 45.9
2010 123.97 46.02
2015 123.88 46.11

Dry farmland

1990 123.81 45.61
2000 123.75 45.61
2010 123.74 45.62
2015 123.75 45.6

The migration distance and speed of gravity center of cultivated land were calculated as shown
in Table 5. The migration distance and speed of paddy was much larger than that of dry farmland
in different periods. For example, the migration distance was 13.37 km and the speed was 1.34 km/a
for paddy during 2000–2010 while that of dry farmland were 4.04 km and 0.40 km/a, respectively.
The migration speed for both paddy and dry farmland showed an increasing trend since 1990,
especially for paddy.

Table 5. Historical changes in migration distance and speed of gravity center.

Type Time Distance (km) Speed (km/a)

1990−2000 8.69 0.87
Paddy 2000−2010 13.37 1.34

2010−2015 12.18 2.44

1990−2000 1.56 0.16
Dry farmland 2000−2010 4.04 0.40

2010−2015 2.36 0.47

3.2. Land Use Changes Related to Cultivated Land

3.2.1. Change Trajectory

In our study, the initials of different land use categories were adopted to stand for different types
to better illustrate cultivated land trajectories. For instance, “F” and “G” were applied to take the place
of “forest” and “grassland”, respectively.

For dry farmland, the percentage of unchanged dry farmland is the largest. In detail, “DDDD”,
namely “Dry farmland–Dry farmland–Dry farmland–Dry farmland”, occupied the largest percentage
of land-use changes related to dry farmland changes (74.46%), following by “GDDD” (9.02%), namely
“Grassland–Dry farmland–Dry farmland–Dry farmland”, and “UDDD” (1.95%), namely “Other unused
land–Dry farmland–Dry farmland–Dry farmland ”.

For paddy field (Table 6), “PPPP”, namely “Paddy–Paddy–Paddy–Paddy ”, occupied the largest
percentage of land use changes related to paddy changes (30.32%), followed by “2111” (9.39%), namely
“Dry farmland–Paddy–Paddy–Paddy ”, and “MPPP” (7.17%), namely “Marsh–Paddy–Paddy–Paddy”.

Table 6. Proportion of different kinds of change trajectories (paddy and dry farmland).

Type Unchanged One-Step Two-Step Three-Step

Paddy 30.32% 51.87% 17.07% 0.14%
Dry farmland 74.46% 22.26% 2.58% 0.25%

Trajectory changes are classified as four types according to their steps, namely, unchanged,
one-step, two-step and three-step changes. One-step changes accounted for the largest percentage
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(51.87%), followed by unchanged types (30.32%) and two-step changes (17.07%). Twenty-seven
categories were contained in the one-step change types, including the conversion from marsh, dry
farmland and grassland to paddy field (Table S1 in the Supplementary Materials). In addition,
the transformation from unused land to paddy field also accounted for certain percentage such as
“UPPP” (Unused land–Paddy–Paddy–Paddy) and “UUPP” (Unused land–Unused land–Paddy–Paddy).
The transformation from unused land to paddy mostly indicated the conversion from saline-alkali
land to paddy. Fifty-four categories and nine categories were included in two-step and three-step
changes, respectively. For instance, the two-step change “GDDP” (Grassland–Dry farmland–Dry
farmland–Paddy) means the transformation from grassland to dry farmland, and then from dry
farmland to paddy field.

Unchanged types accounted for the largest percentage (74.46%), followed by one-step types
(22.26%) and two-step changes (2.58%). The percentage of unchanged types of dry farmland (74.46%)
was much larger than that of paddy field (30.32%) while percentage of one-step changes of dry farmland
was much smaller than that of paddy field (Table 6). Paddy fields need more water resources to
survive their life than dry farmland. Therefore, dry farmland is usually more stable than paddy
field. Thirty-two types were included in the one-step change types of dry farmland, including the
transformation between grassland/marsh/paddy/unused land and dry farmland (Table S2 in the
Supplementary Materials). The transformation from unused land to dry farmland such as “UDDD”
(Unused land–Dry farmland–Dry farmland–Dry farmland) and “UUDD” (Unused land–Unused
land–Dry farmland–Dry farmland) mostly indicated d the transformation from saline-alkali land to dry
farmland. The number of two-step changes and three-step changes of dry farmland was much smaller
than that of paddy field, mostly because dry farmland was usually more stable than paddy field.

3.2.2. Cumulative Transition Probability

Cumulative transition probability of different land-use types was calculated by formula 4. Results
(Table 7) indicated that Pij between paddy and other land-use categories was 0.89% (from paddy to
other categories) and 4.65% (from other categories to paddy) of the total area, respectively, while that
of dry farmland was 4.73% (from dry farmland to other types) and 9.86% (from other types to dry
farmland), respectively. The dry farmland gain accounted for the largest percentage (9.86%), following
by the transformation from grassland to other land-use categories and from dry farmland to other
land-use categories. Table 7 indicated that paddy expansion mainly contributed by dry farmland
(about 52.66% of the transformation from other land-use categories to paddy), followed by marsh and
grassland. Dry farmland had the greatest contribution to paddy decrease (about 84.45%). The mutual
transformation between two cultivated land types was the dominant land-use categories of cultivated
land conversions.

Table 7. Cumulative transition probability of different land-use change types (unit: %).

Type Paddy Dry Forest Grassland Water Settlement Marsh Unused Total

Paddy - 0.75 0.00 0.05 0.01 0.02 0.04 0.00 0.89
Dry

farmland 2.45 - 1.35 0.34 0.06 0.21 0.25 0.07 4.73

Forest 0.01 0.79 - 0.09 0.00 0.01 0.03 0.01 0.94
Grassland 0.68 6.04 0.85 - 0.08 0.06 0.86 1.15 9.73
Water 0.05 0.24 0.01 0.27 - 0.00 1.17 0.74 2.49

Settlement 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 - 0.00 0.00 0.01
Marsh 1.31 0.87 0.01 0.88 0.33 0.01 - 0.44 3.86

Unused 0.15 1.16 0.19 0.95 0.17 0.06 0.82 - 3.51
Total 4.65 9.86 2.42 2.58 0.66 0.38 3.18 2.42

Note: unused mean other unused land.
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4. Discussion

4.1. Cultivated Land Changes Greatly Affect Landscape Patterns

Agricultural activities have greatly affected local land-use patterns. In the West Songnen
Plain, the percentage of cultivated land contributed to about half (53.66% in 2015) of the whole
area. Agricultural land expansion could be associated with depletion of other important natural
resources such as wetland, grassland and forestland, leading to the change of land-use and
landscape patterns. Previous studies also indicated that natural landscape such as grassland
and marshland all indicated a downward trend in the study area [17,18,40,41]. Wang et al.
found that approximately 64% of grassland in 1954 was removed by 2000 and pointed out that
agricultural activity was one of the main drivers of grassland loss [17]. Our trajectory analysis
also captured the conversion from grassland to dry farmland (e.g., “Grassland–Dry farmland–Dry
farmland–Dry farmland” and “Grassland–Grassland–Dry farmland–Dry farmland”) and paddy field
(e.g., “Grassland–Paddy–Paddy–Paddy” and “Grassland–Grassland–Paddy–Paddy”). Marshland
in the West Songnen Plain showed shrinkage and fragmentation characteristic since the mid-1950s,
which had a relationship with climate change, population growth, economic development and
government policies [40]. This study captured the conversion from marshland to cultivated land such
as “Marsh–Paddy–Paddy–Paddy”, indicating that agricultural activity promoted marshland loss to
some extent in the study area. Previous studies in other study area also clarified that agricultural
cultivation was one of the dominant reasons for marshland loss [40,41].

It should be noticed that cultivated land abandonment also accounted for a certain proportion
with the acceleration of urban expansion. Labor force attracted from agricultural activities to other
economic activities is one reason for cultivated land abandonment. Therefore, historical land-use
change trajectories could be used for future policy decision to promote the sustainability of land-use.
Facing the intensification of land degradation globally, it is necessary to optimize future land-use
structure to achieve green development.

4.2. Driving Force of Cultivated Land Changes

Significant climate warming since the 1950s in the Northeast China has been reported in previous
studies [38,44,46]. Previous studies reported increasing yearly temperature and decreasing wind
speed in the West Songnen Plain [17,40], which were favorable for agricultural activities especially
paddy planting. Population increase and technological development also provided great convenience
for agricultural activities [17]. The population in the West Songnen Plain showed an increasing
trend since the 1950s, making agricultural expansion easier. Technological development including
modern agricultural machinery, water conservancy projects, cold–tolerant seed of rice have provided
convenience for large-scale reclamation and the northward movement of rice cultivation [38,42].

On the West Songnen Plain, shifts in land-use policies also played an important role in the progress
of cultivated land changes. At the beginning of the 1980s, the Chinese government reformed the
land tenure policy and introduced a system of household contract responsibility, in which land-use
rights were granted to individuals [18]. Under the encouragement of government, farmers reclaimed
a large area of grassland, marshland and sandy land for cultivated land. In 1992, market economy
was adopted in China [17]. Due to the higher price of rice than other crop such as maize and wheat,
more paddy field was reclaimed in the West Songneng Plain, resulting in the conversion from grassland,
marshland, and saline-alkali land to paddy field to some extent [18]. Additionally, more cultivated
land was reclaimed by local farmers to obtain economic returns. During 1992–1995, the “to promote
dry farmland to paddy” policy was implemented in the Northeast China [38]. Under this new policy,
a large-area of paddy appeared at the expense of dry farmland loss. For example, trajectory code
“DPPP” (Dry farmland–Paddy–Paddy–Paddy), “DDPP” (Dry farmland–Dry farmland–Paddy–Paddy)
and “DDDP” (Dry farmland–Dry farmland–Dry farmland–Paddy) indicated the changes from dry
farmland to paddy. Irrigation projects also contributed cultivated land changes in the West Songnen
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Plain. The number of reservoirs with areas larger than 1 km2 in the West Songneng Plain increased
from 79 in 1990 to 152 in 2013, which provided great convenience for agricultural irrigation [47]. Some
dams were also established to improve irrigation conditions. Some ecological restoration policies
nationally or locally also influenced cultivated land changes such as “Grain for Green” and ”Wetland
restoration” [44]. On one hand, these policies promoted the conversion from agricultural land to
grassland/wetland. On the other hand, they reduced the transformation from natural resources to
agricultural land.

4.3. Water Resource Effect Caused by Cultivated Land Changes

Based on cultivated land area and water consumption per unit area, the water consumption of
cultivated land in different period was calculated in our study. The values of water consumption per
unit area of paddy field and dry farmland in the study area were sourced from Wu et al. [48]. Results
indicated that net water consumption of cultivated land increased from 529,048.97 m3/km2 in 1990 to
775,852.29 m3/km2 in 2015, mostly contributed by paddy expansion (Table 8). Water consumption of
paddy field increased from 151,328.68 m3/km2 in 1990 to 351,852.24 m3/km2 in 2015 while that of dry
farmland increased from 377,720.29 m3/km2 in 1990 to 424,000.05 m3/km2.

Table 8. Water consumption of cultivated land in different period (Unit: m3/km2).

Type Paddy Field Dry Farmland Total

1990 15,1328.68 37,7720.29 52,9048.97
2000 23,7902.81 42,4062.18 66,1964.99
2010 26,7195.10 43,4040.03 70,1235.12
2015 35,1852.24 42,4000.05 77,5852.29

Dry farmland is still the dominant landscape in the West Songneng Plain. However, the area
growth of paddy field in the past cannot be ignored. The water consumption per unit area of paddy field
is about six times that of dry farmland. Paddy expansion has brought considerable pressure on water
resources. Studies have indicated that yearly precipitation decreased by 14.7 mm per decade during
1950–2000 [17] and cultivated land expansion has brought drought in the West Songnen Plain [49].
More large dams and reservoirs have been constructed in the West Songnen Plain to irrigate cultivated
land in recent decades [47,50]. These dams and reservoirs increased the food yield while also caused
serious land salinization and alkalinization in the study area [18,51]. For example, the building of
Xingfu Dam in early 1970s was the main reason for rapid increase of salinized land from 1954 to
1975 in the northern part of Da’an County, which is located in the middle of the Songnen Plain [51].
Agricultural crops usually consume a lot of water resources, especially rice which grows on flooded
soil, leading to an effect on regional water security. In this study, our results also indicated that
agricultural expansion caused an increase in water consumption by 529,048.97 m3/km2 in the West
Songnen Plain. For future sustainability, irrigation mechanisms should be standardized and water
use efficiency should be improved based on cultivated land distribution. In the future, according to
evaluation of regional water and land carrying capacity comprehensively, the rational configuration of
water and soil resources should be carried out to achieve ecological and sustainable development.

5. Conclusions

Time series Landsat images were used in our study to characterize the agricultural evolution
processes from 1990 to 2015. Our results reveal a rapid increase in cultivated land, especially paddy
field expansion, in the West Songnen Plain. An integrated method was applied in our study to
analyze the spatiotemporal changes of agricultural land. Paddy and dry farmland were separated
from cultivated land to better understand the processes of agricultural evolution. The water resource
effect of agricultural expansion was also analyzed and discussed to describe its ecological effect.
Results indicate that cultivated land changes greatly affect landscape patterns and water resources.
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Located in the agro-pastoral ecotone, the West Songnen Plain is a typical ecologically fragile area.
Therefore, although our results are specific to the West Songnen Plain, our methods can be an exemplary
for other agro-pastoral ecotone or ecologically fragile areas in other regions worldwide, highlighting
the application of an integrated method for land-use change analysis. Agriculture could also affect the
biogeochemical processes, regional climate as well as carbon recycling. In this study, we only discussed
water resource effects. Future studies should also pay attention to other ecological effects. Additionally,
optimizing future land-use structure and configuring water and soil resources in areas with rapid
agricultural expansion are necessary and urgent to achieve green and sustainable development.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2076-3417/10/15/5065/s1,
Table S1: Trajectory changes of paddy field (>0.02%), 1990–2015., Table S2: Trajectory changes of dry farmland
(>0.02%), 1990–2015.
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