
Citation: Jiang, L.; Liu, B.; Yuan, Y.

Quantifying Vegetation Vulnerability

to Climate Variability in China.

Remote Sens. 2022, 14, 3491. https://

doi.org/10.3390/rs14143491

Academic Editors: Olena Dubovyk

and Tobias Landmann

Received: 26 May 2022

Accepted: 18 July 2022

Published: 21 July 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

remote sensing  

Article

Quantifying Vegetation Vulnerability to Climate Variability
in China
Liangliang Jiang 1,2, Bing Liu 3 and Ye Yuan 4,5,*

1 School of Geography and Tourism, Chongqing Normal University, Chongqing 401331, China;
jiang@cqnu.edu.cn

2 Chongqing Key Laboratory of GIS Application, Chongqing 401331, China
3 College of Chemistry, Chongqing Normal University, Chongqing 401331, China; 20200079@cqnu.edu.cn
4 State Key Laboratory of Desert and Oasis Ecology, Xinjiang Institute of Ecology and Geography,

Chinese Academy of Sciences, Urumqi 830011, China
5 Department of Geography, Ghent University, 9000 Ghent, Belgium
* Correspondence: yeyuan.rs@gmail.com

Abstract: Climate variability has profound effects on vegetation. Spatial distributions of vegetation
vulnerability that comprehensively consider vegetation sensitivity and resilience are not well under-
stood in China. Furthermore, the combination of cumulative climate effects and a one-month-lagged
autoregressive model represents an advance in the technical approach for calculating vegetation sen-
sitivity. In this study, the spatiotemporal characteristics of vegetation sensitivity to climate variability
and vegetation resilience were investigated at seasonal scales. Further analysis explored the spatial
distributions of vegetation vulnerability for different regions. The results showed that the spatial
distribution pattern of vegetation vulnerability exhibited spatial heterogeneity in China. In spring,
vegetation vulnerability values of approximately 0.9 were mainly distributed in northern Xinjiang
and northern Inner Mongolia, while low values were scattered in Yunnan Province and the central
region of East China. The highest proportion of severe vegetation vulnerability to climate variability
was observed in the subhumid zone (28.94%), followed by the arid zone (26.27%). In summer and
autumn, the proportions of severe vegetation vulnerability in the arid and humid zones were higher
than those in the other climate zones. Regarding different vegetation types, the highest proportions
of severe vegetation vulnerability were found in sparse vegetation in different seasons, while the
highest proportions of slight vegetation vulnerability were found in croplands in different seasons.
In addition, vegetation with high vulnerability is prone to change in Northeast and Southwest China.
Although ecological restoration projects have been implemented to increase vegetation cover in
northern China, low vegetation resilience and high vulnerability were observed in this region. Most
grasslands, which were mainly concentrated on the Qinghai–Tibet Plateau, had high vulnerability.
Vegetation areas with low resilience were likely to be degraded in this region. The areas with highly
vulnerable vegetation on the Qinghai–Tibet Plateau could function as warning signals of vegetation
degradation. Knowledge of spatial patterns of vegetation resilience and vegetation vulnerability will
help provide scientific guidance for regional environmental protection.

Keywords: vegetation sensitivity; vegetation resilience; vegetation vulnerability; China

1. Introduction

Global warming leads to an increase in extreme events, which cause spatially hetero-
geneous vegetation responses and impact the structure and function of ecosystems [1–3].
Furthermore, extreme weather events will become more frequent, and seasonal climate
changes will be more significant in the future [4,5]. Subsequently, the relationship be-
tween vegetation and climate will become more complicated [6–8]. Therefore, exploring the
responses of vegetation to climate fluctuations is necessary to develop adaptation strategies.
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Vegetation vulnerability to climate variability is emerging as a hot research topic.
A special report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) highlighted
the importance of studying vegetation responses to climate change from a vulnerability
perspective [9]. The concept of vegetation vulnerability combines the roles of climate
variability and vegetation dynamics [10,11]. More deeply investigating the process of
vegetation change in response to climate variation could improve the effectiveness of
adaptation strategies to control vegetation degradation [9]. Vegetation can self-regulate
under external disturbances. When the external disturbance exceeds the self-regulation
ability, the vegetation will develop towards another stable state (vegetation improvement or
vegetation degradation) [12,13]. Vegetation is sensitive to climate fluctuations, particularly
in subhumid and semiarid zones. Vegetation resilience is the key process of recovery that
cannot be ignored in vegetation variation research [14]. China has complex and diverse
climate types, including hyperarid zones and humid zones. The ecological environment is
fragile with obvious spatial differences [15,16]. Thus, quantifying vegetation vulnerability
to climate variability by comprehensively considering vegetation sensitivity (i.e., the degree
of vegetation change in response to climate variability) and engineering resilience (i.e., the
process of vegetation recovery following disturbance) is critical for protecting the ecological
environment in this region.

So far, the responses of vegetation to climatic variability have been investigated on a
regional and global scale in previous studies, which has enhanced our knowledge of the
impact of climate change on vegetation growth [17–19]. When considering only short-term
changes in vegetation or states of vegetation at a certain time, the response of vegetation
to climate change cannot be accurately reflected. Vegetation can self-regulate under exter-
nal environmental interference. Thus, vegetation resilience should be monitored over a
certain period of time [20]. Currently, the concept of resilience can generally be defined
as ecological resilience and engineering resilience [20,21]. Engineering resilience can be
quantified by the autocorrelation model, which has become a popular method and has
been widely applied to measure engineering resilience in previous studies [20,22–24]. In
addition, the surface soil has a long “moisture memory” for previous precipitation, with
an average memory time of approximately 5.6 months [25]. Vegetation growth could be
affected by previous climatic variability [26–28]. Previous climatic conditions at a point
in time (the time-lag effect) and from a point time to the current time (cumulative effects)
should be considered to further understand the vegetation–climate interaction. However,
few studies have considered the cumulative and lagging impacts of climate on vegeta-
tion when monitoring vegetation sensitivity. Furthermore, deriving an understanding of
vegetation vulnerability by considering only resilience or sensitivity may be limited [10].
Due to variations in resilience and sensitivity, the responses of vegetation to the same
climate disturbance can differ. Thus, there is a strong need to assess vegetation vulnerabil-
ity by comprehensively considering vegetation sensitivity and resilience [29]. Vegetation
dynamics have been explored on a regional scale in previous studies [30–32]. Previous
studies reported that vegetation variation was related to vegetation vulnerability [1,24].
Few vegetation vulnerability studies considered changes in vegetation and many were
limited to understanding the impacts of vegetation vulnerability in space. Discussing vege-
tation change and vegetation vulnerability is critical to deeply understanding vegetation
dynamics. At the time scale, most previous studies quantified vegetation vulnerability
based only on annual analyses and ignored seasonal climate change. The main climatic
driver of vegetation change varies over time, and vegetation vulnerability to climate vari-
ability depends not only on the magnitude but also on the time of occurrence [33]. From a
spatial perspective, different vegetation types and different climate zones were affected
differently by climatic fluctuations. Vegetation vulnerability has been shown to be related
to vegetation coverage and wet conditions [1,34]. Therefore, considering the cumulative
and lagging impacts of climate, knowledge of vegetation vulnerability to climate variability
in relation to vegetation variation is needed to provide decision-making references for
ecological environment protection, especially in environmentally fragile areas.
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Large drylands occur in China and have a fragile ecological environment. In recent
decades, vegetation greening has been reported in previous studies [35,36]. Part of the
reason is that ecological restoration projects were implemented by the Chinese govern-
ment [37]. Vegetation vulnerability at the seasonal scale in China is ambiguous. Knowledge
of the spatial patterns of vegetation vulnerability will help provide scientific guidance
for regional environmental protection. Hence, vegetation vulnerability was investigated
based on the combination of vegetation resilience and sensitivity from 1982 to 2015 at
a seasonal scale in China. The distribution and degree of vegetation vulnerability were
compared for different regions in this study. The objectives of the study were to (1) quantify
vegetation sensitivity to climate variability by considering the cumulative and lagging
effects; (2) calculate vegetation resilience; and (3) explore spatial distributions of vegetation
vulnerability at the seasonal scale.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

China has a complex topography and is in the eastern part of Asia. The land area of
China covers 9.6 million km2 and its terrain gradually increases from east to west [38]. The
mountain ranges are mostly in the east–west and northeast directions, and mainly include
Altai, Tianshan, Kunlun, the Himalayas and other mountains (Figure 1a).

Figure 1. Topographic map with elevation (a) and distribution map of land cover types (b) in the
study area.

The climates in China are complex and diverse and they differ from region to re-
gion [39]. In the southeast region, the climate includes substantial rainfall and a semitrop-
ical summer. The northern and central regions are characterized by temperate summers
and cool winters, with continual rainfall. Hot and dry summers and cold harsh winters
are found in the northeast areas. Furthermore, monsoons cause large rain showers in the
summer from the eastern sea areas, while dry and cold winds in the winter come from
the high-latitude regions [40]. China has five climate zones: humid, subhumid, semiarid,
arid and hyperarid. The humid and subhumid zones are gathered in southern China,
accounting for 38.79% and 14.57%, respectively, while most northern regions are semiarid
(34.95%) and arid (10.27%) zones (Figure S1, Supplementary Material).

The ecological environment in China is fragile and has spatial heterogeneity [16,41].
Croplands and forest account for 22.40% and 18.14%, respectively, and are mainly dis-
tributed in the eastern region. Most western regions are dominated by grasslands and
no vegetation areas, which account for 31% and 18.56%, respectively. Sparse vegetation
(2.53%) is scattered throughout China. Moreover, 5.76% of the area being studied under-
went land-use changes during the study period (Figure 1b). Due to the intensification of
climate dynamics, monitoring vegetation vulnerability to climate variability through the
combination of vegetation resilience and sensitivity is emerging as a research hotspot.
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2.2. Data Sources

Normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) data, climate data, land-use data and
an aridity index (AI) dataset were used in the research. The detailed information of the
dataset is given in Table S1.

The NDVI can be used as a monitoring indicator of vegetation conditions [30]. The
NDVI dataset was provided by the global inventory modelling and mapping studies
(GIMMS) project and was originated from NOAA’s advanced very high-resolution ra-
diometer (AVHRR) data. The datasets cover from 1982 to 2015 and its spatial resolution and
temporal resolution are 8 km and 15 days, respectively. The maximum value composite
method was applied to acquire the monthly NDVI dataset.

The gridded monthly precipitation, temperature and surface solar radiation down-
wards data were obtained at a spatial resolution of 10 km from ERA5, which is a new
climate dataset produced by the European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts
(ECMWF). ERA5 provides monthly atmospheric, oceanic climate and land variables from
1982 to the present. Based on the data assimilation systems and advanced modelling,
many historical meteorological station observations were used to produce global gridded
climate data in ERA5. The original climatic variables were resampled to 8 km to match the
resolution of the NDVI dataset for further analysis by using bilinear interpolation.

The AI dataset was produced by Antonio Trabucco and Robert Zomer at a spatial
resolution of 1 km and was produced from the Worldclim dataset [42] (https://figshare.
com/ndownloader/files/14118800 accessed on 5 April 2022). The Worldclim dataset
originated from vast amounts of climate station observations. The AI dataset could quantify
the difference between potential evapotranspiration and precipitation availability. It was
used to divide climate zones in the study. The climate zone was categorized into the
following classes: humid (AI > 0.65), subhumid (0.5 < AI ≤ 0.65), semiarid (0.2 < AI ≤ 0.5),
arid (0.03 < AI ≤ 0.2) and hyperarid (AI < 0.03) [39].

Land-use data from 1992 to 2015 were provided by the European Space Agency (ESA)
and originated from AVHRR, SPOT and MERIS data (https://maps.elie.ucl.ac.be/CCI/
viewer/ accessed on 20 April 2022). They were highly precise because they utilized a
good quality control [43]. Constant vegetation types were identified to ensure statistical
comparability in the study. For further analysis, these two datasets were resampled to 8 km
to be consistent with the resolution of the NDVI dataset.

2.3. Methods
2.3.1. Vegetation Sensitivity Index

The vegetation sensitivity index (VSI) proposed by Seddon in 2016 is useful to quan-
titatively assess the sensitivity of vegetation to short-term climate variability [44]. The
growth of vegetation can be influenced by climate chronologically and accumulatively
over a period of time, forming cumulative climate effects [45–47]. By considering the
cumulative and lagging effects, a more robust understanding of the relationship between
climate change and vegetation dynamics can be achieved [48,49]. Thus, cumulative climate
effects were included when estimating the VSI.

To determine the cumulative effects of climatic factors (precipitation, temperature and
solar radiation) on vegetation growth, a linear regression was used between NDVI and
each climatic factor as follows:

NDVIt = a ∗∑k=j
k=0 PREt−k + b + εt (1)

NDVIt = a ∗∑k=j
k=0 TEMt−k + b + εt (2)

NDVIt = a ∗∑k=j
k=0 SRt−k + b + εt (3)

where a and b are the coefficients; k refers to the interval month relative to the current
month; t represents the variable at month t; and j is the cumulative duration. NDVIt is the

https://figshare.com/ndownloader/files/14118800
https://figshare.com/ndownloader/files/14118800
https://maps.elie.ucl.ac.be/CCI/viewer/
https://maps.elie.ucl.ac.be/CCI/viewer/
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NDVI values at month t. PRE, TEM, and SR refer to precipitation, temperature and solar
radiation, respectively. εt is random error.

The lagged time of vegetation response to climate at a monthly scale is generally
less than a quarter [50–52], while the influence of the time lag on the cumulative effect
is greater [48], thus, the maximum of the cumulative duration was determined to be 3,
that is, j ranges between 0 and 3 in this study. The cumulative duration (j) that has the
highest determination coefficient (R2) is regarded as the optimal cumulative length (n) for
vegetation responses to a climatic factor. Based on the optimal cumulative length (n), the
cumulative climate can be obtained as follows:

APREt = ∑i=n
i=0 PREt (4)

ATEMt = ∑i=n
i=0 TEMt (5)

ASRt = ∑i=n
i=0 SRt (6)

where APREt, ATEMt, and ASRt are the cumulative precipitation, temperature and solar
radiation, respectively. The analysis of the cumulative climate effect is based on the
vegetation growing season. According to previous studies, the vegetation growing season
is from April to October in China. The growing season can be divided into three seasons:
spring (April and May), summer (June to August), and autumn (September and October)
for the purposes of studying vegetation in China [53,54].

The VSI can be calculated as [55]:

VSI = ∑(TEMw ∗ TEMsen + PREw ∗ PREsen + SRw ∗ SRsen) (7)

where TEMsen, PREsen and SRsen are the metrics of vegetation sensitivity to temperature,
precipitation, and solar radiation, respectively, and TEMw, PREw and SRw represent the
weighted coefficients for each sensitivity to the climatic factors.

Considering memory effects, the weighted coefficients were extracted based on a
one-month-lagged autoregressive model, which combined climate change and one-month-
lagged vegetation anomalies to monitor areas with strong vegetation coupling to climate
anomalies. Hypothesized ecological tolerance limits were used to determine the relative
importance of different climatic drivers for vegetation change, which represents a major
advancement from previous studies. Furthermore, we introduced the cumulative climate
effects in this study:

NDVIt = α ∗ NDVIt−1 + β ∗ APREt + γ ∗ ATEMt + δ ∗ ASRt + εt (8)

where NDVIt and NDVIt−1 are the NDVI values at month t and t − 1, respectively; α,
β, γ, and δ are the regression coefficients; and εt is the residual error. To eliminate the
impact of colinearity, a principal components regression was utilized to quantify the relative
importance (TEMw, PREw and SRw) of the three climatic factors.

The sensitivity metrics were estimated from the variances in the NDVI, APRE, ATEM
and ASR time series. For each variable, a quadratic model was first applied to fit the
mean–variance relationship, and the residual of the fit model was then standardized to
between 0 and 100 to determine variability. The log10-transformed ratios between the NDVI
variability and the variability of the climate variables (PRE, TEM, and SR) were regarded
as the sensitivity metrics (PREsen, TEMsen, and SRsen). The detailed flow can be described
by Seddon et al. [55].

2.3.2. Resilience Index

Several studies have suggested that the autocorrelation model can be used as measures
of vegetation resilience [20,22,24,56]. Smith et al. [56] demonstrated that the vegetation
recovery rates from disturbances can be closely approximated from the vegetation change
features in terms of the autocorrelation model. Thus, the resilience index (RI) was estimated
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using the temporal autocorrelation (TAC) of the NDVI time series. The seasonal RI was
estimated using TAC of the seasonal NDVI time series, which were composed of months for
each season in all years. In order to obtain an accurate estimation of TAC, the seasonal NDVI
time series were first decomposed with seasonal-trend decomposition using Loess [57] to
remove the long-term trends and periodic patterns. The following formula can be used to
estimate the TAC [58]:

zt = ρ ∗ zt−1 + τt (9)

where zt stands for the remainder of the NDVI time series after removing the long-term
trends and periodic patterns; and ρ is the value of TAC. Highly autocorrelated events (high
TAC) represent a slow recovery rate (low resilience); thus, the metric of resilience can be
expressed as follows [29]:

RI = 1− ρ (10)

where RI is the resilience index.

2.3.3. Vegetation Vulnerability Index

The vegetation vulnerability index (VI) was incorporated in this study by compre-
hensively considering vegetation sensitivity and resilience. VI was determined by the
following equation:

VI =
√

VSI/(1 + RI) (11)

where VI refers to the vegetation vulnerability index, and VSI and RI are the vegetation
sensitivity index and vegetation resilience index, respectively.

2.3.4. Sen’s Slope

The change trends in seasonal climatic factors were calculated by Theil–Sen’s estimator
in the study. The time series is defined as xt = (x1, x2, · · · , xn). The slope coefficient of
each pixel was estimated by the following equation (Gocic and Trajkovic, 2013):

β = Median
xj − xi

j− i
f or all i = 1, · · · , N; 1 < j < i < n (12)

where β is the slope coefficient of the time series change. i and j represent the estimate of
the trend magnitude. If β < 0, a decreasing trend was observed in the time series. If β > 0,
an increasing trend was identified in the time series.

The Mann–Kendall test was applied to test the significant change trends in seasonal
NDVI and climatic factors. xi (i =1,2, . . . n) refers to the yearly value. The Mann–Kendall
test statistic S is defined by the following formula [59,60]:

S =
n−1

∑
k=1

n

∑
i=k+1

sign(xi − xk) i = 1, 2, · · · , n (13)

sign
(
xj − xk

)
=


1 i f xj − xk > 0
0 i f xj − xk = 0
−1 i f xj − xk < 0

(14)

The variable statistics were computed as follows:

Var(S) =
n(n− 1)(2n + 5)−∑m

i=1 ti(ti − 1)(2ti + 5)
18

(15)
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where ti represents the ties’ number of extent i, and n and m are the number of years and
tied groups, respectively. The standard normal test statistic ZS is calculated as follows:

ZS =


S−1√
Var(S)

i f S > 0

0 i f S = 0
S+1√
Var(S)

i f S < 0
(16)

In this study, significance levels α = 0.05 were selected to judge the significance of
the change trend. If |ZS| ≥ 1.96, the significance of the change trend was judged at a 5%
significance level.

3. Results
3.1. Quantifying Vegetation Sensitivity to Climate Variability

The spatial distributions of vegetation sensitivity were calculated at the seasonal scale,
as shown in Figure 2. In spring, high VSI values were distributed in Northeast China, while
low values were concentrated in the central region of East China. In summer, most regions
showed low VSI values, while higher values were scattered in the humid zone in Southeast
China. The distribution patterns of vegetation sensitivity in autumn were remarkably
similar to those in summer. Notably, relatively high values were mostly concentrated in
the humid zone of Southwest China. When the whole growing season was considered,
high VSI values were observed in the humid and subhumid zones of the southwestern and
northeastern regions, while low values were distributed in the semiarid area in the north.

Figure 2. Spatial distributions of vegetation sensitivity in different seasons. (a) Spring. (b) Summer.
(c) Autumn. (d) Growing season.

3.2. Quantifying Vegetation Resilience to Climate Variability

The spatial distributions of vegetation resilience for different seasons are shown in
Figure 3. In spring, the vegetation had high resilience in South China and low resilience in
the semiarid area in the north. RI values of approximately 0 were mainly distributed in
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the arid zone of northeastern China. The distribution patterns of vegetation resilience in
summer were remarkably similar to those in spring. Notably, we found that relatively low
values were mostly concentrated in the central region of the northern and oasis regions
of Xinjiang Province. The vegetation in the north had higher resilience in autumn than
in summer. When the whole growing season was considered, low values of RI were
distributed in the hyperarid areas and semiarid areas in the north, while high values were
observed in the southern region. Overall, the spatial distribution pattern of vegetation
resilience presented obvious spatial variation in China.

Figure 3. Spatial distributions of vegetation resilience for different seasons. (a) Spring. (b) Summer.
(c) Autumn. (d) Growing season.

Frequency distributions of VSI and RI for different regions are shown in Figure 4. As
climate zones become more humid, vegetation resilience increases in different seasons.
The magnitude of the vegetation resilience in the humid zone was approximately 0.75.
However, the vegetation resilience in the hyperarid zone was higher than that in the arid
zone. In contrast, there was little difference in the vegetation sensitivity in different climate
zones. The vegetation in the humid zone in summer and autumn was most sensitive to
climate change and had higher VSI values, while the semiarid and hyperarid zones had
lower values, particular in autumn.

Regarding different vegetation types, as the vegetation coverage increased, vegetation
resilience increased in different seasons. The highest values (approximately 0.75) of RI
were observed for forests, while sparse vegetation had lower values (approximately 0.4),
particularly in spring and summer. For vegetation sensitivity, the overall impacts of
climate change on vegetation varied little among vegetation types. Notably, we found
relatively high VSI values for forests in most seasons, while lower values were detected
for croplands in different seasons. In general, vegetation sensitivity was less spatially
heterogeneous than vegetation resilience. Higher vegetation sensitivity was observed in
the humid zone, especially for forests. Vegetation resilience exhibited obvious associations
with dry conditions and vegetation coverage. With the increase in vegetation coverage and
the decrease in dry degree, the amplitude of vegetation resilience gradually increased.
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Figure 4. Box plot of vegetation sensitivity and resilience to climate variability for different regions.

3.3. Spatial Distributions of Vegetation Vulnerability at the Seasonal Scale

The spatial distributions of vegetation vulnerability in different seasons are shown
in Figure 5. In spring, high values of the VI were found in North China. VI values of ap-
proximately 0.9 were mainly distributed in northern Xinjiang and northern Inner Mongolia,
while low values were scattered in Yunnan province and the central region of East China. In
summer, vegetation vulnerability in the arid region of northern China was alleviated; how-
ever, the area of higher vegetation vulnerability increased in Southwest China compared
with spring. In autumn, the distribution patterns of vegetation vulnerability in North China
were remarkably similar to those in spring. However, the vegetation in Southwest China
had a higher vulnerability in autumn than in spring. When the whole growing season was
considered, high VI values were observed in the northern and southwestern regions, while
low VI values were distributed in the central region of East China. Overall, the distribution
pattern of vegetation vulnerability exhibited spatial heterogeneity in China.

Vegetation vulnerability can be categorized as slight vegetation vulnerability (0≤ VI < 0.3),
moderate vegetation vulnerability (0.3 ≤ VI < 0.6) and severe vegetation vulnerability
(0.6 ≤ VI < 0.9). A comparison of the percentages of vegetation vulnerability classes in
different regions is shown in Figure 6. The percentages of moderate vegetation vulnerability
were higher than those of the other vegetation vulnerability classes in all the vegetation
types and climate zones. Comparing the different climate zones in spring, the proportion of
moderate vegetation vulnerability was highest in the humid zone (73.83%), followed by the
hyperarid zone (69.73%), whereas the highest proportion of severe vegetation vulnerability
was observed in the subhumid zone (28.94%), followed by the arid zone (26.27%). The
hyperarid zone had the highest proportion of slight vegetation vulnerability at 16.91%.
In summer, the proportions of severe vegetation vulnerability in the arid (30.17%) and
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humid zones (23.23%) were higher than those in the other climate zones, while the opposite
pattern was observed for moderate vegetation vulnerability. In autumn, large proportions
of severe vegetation vulnerability were observed in the humid and arid zones at 23.31% and
18.63%, respectively, and the hyperarid zone had the highest proportion of slight vegetation
vulnerability at 12.27%. Throughout the growing season, severe vegetation vulnerability in
the humid and arid zones accounted for 22.83% and 24.85% of the vulnerability categories,
respectively. In contrast, the semiarid zone exhibited more areas with slight vegetation
vulnerability (10.85%). Furthermore, we found that the hyperarid zone had a higher
percentage of moderate vegetation vulnerability (77.25%) than the other zones.

Figure 5. Spatial distributions of vegetation vulnerability in different seasons. (a) Spring. (b) Summer.
(c) Autumn. (d) Growing season.

Regarding the different vegetation types, the highest proportions of severe vegetation
vulnerability were found in sparse vegetation in different seasons, while the highest pro-
portions of slight vegetation vulnerability were found in croplands in different seasons. In
spring, the highest proportion of severe vegetation vulnerability was identified in sparse
vegetation, at 34.63%, followed by forests (24.21%). In contrast, croplands exhibited more
areas with slight vegetation vulnerability (13.30%). In summer, sparse vegetation and
grasslands had high proportions of severe vegetation vulnerability at 28.10% and 23.93%,
respectively. Croplands had the highest proportion of slight vegetation vulnerability at
13.72%. The percentages of the vegetation vulnerability classes in autumn were remarkably
similar to those in summer. For the whole growing season, the proportion of severe vegeta-
tion vulnerability in sparse vegetation (31.38%) was higher than that in the other vegetation
types. The proportion of slight vegetation vulnerability in croplands was 11.06%, which
was higher than that in the other vegetation types. Overall, the proportions of severe vege-
tation vulnerability decreased in the following order: sparse vegetation, forests, grasslands
and croplands. The differences in vegetation changes in different regions are obvious.
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Figure 6. The percentages of vegetation vulnerability classes in different regions.

4. Discussion
4.1. Vegetation Sensitivity to Different Climatic Factors

Vegetation growth is typically triggered by the comprehensive influences of different
climatic factors [29]. The combination of cumulative climate effects and a one-month-
lagged autoregressive model represents an advance in the approach applied in this study to
identify the relative importance of different climatic factors for driving vegetation change.
Vegetation sensitivity to different climatic factors was identified for different seasons in
this study (Figure S2, Supplementary Material). Vegetation sensitivity to different climatic
factors differed temporally and spatially. A seasonal shift in climate influence on vegetation
was detected in China. In spring, temperature was the dominant climate factor that affected
vegetation dynamics in most regions, which is consistent with previous studies [33,61].
Spring warming could extend the growing season to stimulate vegetation growth [62].
Then, the influence of temperature on vegetation gradually weakened during the sub-
sequent seasons (Figure S2, Supplementary Material). Moreover, vegetation sensitivity
to precipitation and solar radiation increased in summer and autumn. Previous studies
also reported similar shifts in the importance of climatic factors to vegetation [33,63]. The
strengthened influence of precipitation in summer was triggered by increased vegetation
evapotranspiration [30]. The increased impact of solar radiation in autumn was attributed
to delayed autumn phenology. Insolation could delay leaf fall in the autumn and extend
the growing season [64].

As the climate zones became drier, the vegetation became more sensitive to pre-
cipitation throughout the growing season, especially in spring and summer (Figure S3,
Supplementary Material). The arid zone was characterized by a low soil moisture content
and a high surface evapotranspiration. Vegetation growth in these regions was controlled
by water availability. Precipitation was a main driver affecting vegetation changes under
dry conditions, especially for sparse vegetation, which was mainly distributed in arid
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regions [65]. Furthermore, the early growth stage of vegetation has a low tolerance for dry
spells [66]. The higher weights of precipitation in spring and summer were distributed
in the dry zone and found in sparse vegetation (Figure S3, Supplementary Material). In
contrast, abundant precipitation was observed in humid areas, and the water storage
capacity of soil in humid areas was higher than that in arid areas [67,68]. Thus, vegetation
in humid areas was less sensitive to precipitation than vegetation in other areas (Figure S3,
Supplementary Material). In addition, as the climate zone became more humid, the influ-
ence of solar radiation on vegetation became stronger. Solar radiation is the main source of
energy for vegetation growth on Earth. Solar radiation could affect all aspects of vegetation
growth and development with light sum, heat and morphological effects [69]. Compared
with the dry areas of Northwest China, the humid regions had lower solar radiation, and
vegetation growth in these regions was more affected by solar radiation than by precipita-
tion and temperature (Figure S3, Supplementary Material), which is consistent with the
findings of previous studies [48,70]. Subsequently, most forests are concentrated in humid
regions, and higher percentages of dominant effects by solar radiation were observed in
the growing season (Figure S3, Supplementary Material). However, although a warming
climate in dry regions is beneficial to vegetation growth, elevated temperatures can greatly
increase vegetation evapotranspiration and respiration, which leads to water stress and
limits vegetation growth [70]. Thus, high weights of precipitation and temperature were
observed in dry regions (Figure S3, Supplementary Material).

4.2. The Driver of Vegetation Resilience

Vegetation has the ability to self-regulate and return to its original state after external
disturbances [12,13]. Vegetation resilience is a key process that cannot be ignored in vege-
tation dynamics monitoring. Our study revealed that vegetation resilience varied across
space for different seasons (Figure 3). Vegetation resilience gradually increased with the
increase in the humidity of the climate zone (Figure 4), which was consistent with previous
findings [34,71]. In humid regions, high vegetation coverage and species richness could
enhance vegetation resilience. Vegetation showed high resistance to climate fluctuations [1].
Furthermore, high precipitation resulted in high water availability for vegetation growth in
these regions, and vegetation could quickly recover from external disturbance. Previous
studies also observed that vegetation resilience was related to regional precipitation. The
surface soil has a long “moisture memory” for previous precipitation, which is conducive
to the improvement in vegetation resilience [17,25]. Thus, high vegetation resilience was
found in the southeast humid region (Figure 3).

In contrast, most dry regions underwent droughts, and vegetation growth was limited
by water resources, especially in summer [72,73]. Thus, as the climatic zone became drier,
lower vegetation resilience was observed in China (Figure 4). In addition, vegetation
became more resilient in all seasons as vegetation coverage increased. Sparse vegetation
is mainly distributed in drylands and is less resistant to drought, resulting in an increase
in desertification risk [74,75]. Forests were more resilient than sparse vegetation. These
results support the idea that high vegetation coverage can provide strong protection against
external interference, leading to high resilience [29,76].

4.3. Response of Vegetation Changes to Vegetation Vulnerability

Vegetation could adapt to the influence of climate change with certain limits. If the
influence exceeds these certain limits, vegetation can shift to another stable state [12,21].
We found that 7.29% of the total land area was categorized as experiencing vegetation
decrease, with these areas scattered in Northeast and Southwest China throughout the
growing season (Figure S4, Supplementary Material). Moreover, high vegetation vulnera-
bility values were observed in the northeastern and southwestern regions. In other words,
vegetation with high vulnerability is prone to change in these regions [34]. The spatial
distribution of the change trend in precipitation is displayed in Figure S5. A significant
decrease in precipitation is detected in Northeast China in the subhumid zone (Figure S5,



Remote Sens. 2022, 14, 3491 13 of 17

Supplementary Material) and a significant decrease in vegetation was observed in these
regions (Figure S4, Supplementary Material), particularly in the regions with low vulnera-
bility. In contrast, a significant vegetation increase was detected in the central region of the
north and oasis areas of Xinjiang Province (Figure S4, Supplementary Material). As pre-
sented in Figures S6 and S7, significant increasing trends in temperature and solar radiation
were observed in these regions. Increased temperature and solar radiation were beneficial
for vegetation growth in the subhumid and semiarid zones [69]. In addition, ecological
restoration projects have been implemented by the Chinese government to reduce soil
erosion and increase vegetation cover in northern China [37]. However, the resilience and
vulnerability of artificially managed vegetation are lower than those of natural vegeta-
tion [77]. Therefore, vegetation had low resilience and vulnerability and was improved in
northern China (Figures 3 and 5 and Figure S4, Supplementary Material).

Regarding the different vegetation types, croplands were mainly distributed in South-
east China (Figure 1b). Temperature and solar radiation were the dominant climatic
factors affecting vegetation dynamics in this region [78,79]. Simultaneously, temperature
and solar radiation presented significant upward trends in summer (Figures S6 and S7,
Supplementary Material). Thus, vegetation areas with low resilience and high vulnera-
bility were likely to improve. Moreover, croplands were susceptible to human activities.
Artificially managed croplands had low vulnerability and vegetation greenness increased
significantly. Thus, the highest proportions of slight vegetation vulnerability were ob-
served for croplands in different seasons (Figure 6). Most of the grasslands, which were
mainly concentrated on the Qinghai–Tibet Plateau, underwent a significant vegetation
decrease. Vegetation areas with a low vulnerability were likely to be degraded in this
region (Figure S4, Supplementary Material). The vegetation areas with a low resilience in
this region could function as warning signals of vegetation degradation.

5. Conclusions

In summary, the spatiotemporal characteristics of vegetation sensitivity and vegetation
resilience were investigated at seasonal scales. Afterwards, vegetation vulnerability was
studied through a combination of vegetation resilience and sensitivity. The main results are
summarized as follows:

(1) The spatial distribution of vegetation sensitivity and resilience had obvious differences
in China. In spring, high sensitivity and low resilience to climate variability were
observed in Northeast China. In summer, most regions had low VSI values, while
relatively low values of RI were mostly concentrated in the central area of the northern
and oasis regions of Xinjiang Province. In autumn, high RI values of approximately
0.75 were mostly concentrated in the humid zone of Southwest China. Regarding the
different vegetation types, sparse vegetation had lower values of RI (approximately
0.4) and the highest values (approximately 0.75) of RI were observed for forests,
particularly in spring and summer.

(2) The distribution pattern of vegetation vulnerability exhibited spatial heterogeneity
in China. In spring, VI values of approximately 0.9 were mainly distributed in
Northern Xinjiang and Northern Inner Mongolia, while low values were scattered in
Yunnan province and the central region of East China. In summer, the area of higher
vegetation vulnerability increased in Southwest China compared with that in spring.
The distribution patterns of vegetation vulnerability in North China were remarkably
similar to those in spring.

(3) The percentages of vegetation vulnerability classes were compared for different areas.
In spring, the highest proportion of severe vegetation vulnerability was observed in
the subhumid zone (28.94%), followed by the arid zone (26.27%). In summer and au-
tumn, the proportions of severe vegetation vulnerability in the arid and humid zones
were higher than those in the other climate zones. Among the different vegetation
types, the highest proportions of severe vegetation vulnerability were found in sparse
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vegetation in different seasons, while the highest proportions of slight vegetation
vulnerability were found in croplands in different seasons.

(4) Vegetation with high vulnerability is prone to change in Northeast and Southwest
China. Although ecological restoration projects have been implemented to increase
vegetation cover in northern China, low vegetation resilience and high vulnerability
were identified in this region. Vegetation areas with high vulnerability on the Qinghai–
Tibet Plateau could function as warning signals of vegetation degradation. Most
grasslands, which were mainly concentrated on the Qinghai–Tibet Plateau, had high
vulnerability. Vegetation areas with high vulnerability were likely to be degraded in
this region.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/
10.3390/rs14143491/s1, Figure S1: Distribution map of climate zones in China. Figure S2: RGB
composite of the climate weights for different seasons (red: temperature; green: solar radiation; blue:
precipitation). (a) Spring. (b) Summer. (c) Autumn. (d) Growing season. Tem: temperature; Pre:
precipitation; Solar: solar radiation. The climate weights were calculated based on an autoregressive
model, which was introduced in Section 2.3.1. Figure S3: The percentages of dominant climatic
factors affecting vegetation growth in different regions. The dominant climatic factors were extracted
based on the weighted coefficients, which was introduced in Section 2.3.1. The relative importance
of the three climatic factors was quantified by a principal components regression. The highest
weighted coefficient for climatic factor in Equation 8 was considered as the dominant climatic factor.
Figure S4: Spatial distribution of the change trend in NDVI and change classification in vegetation
for different seasons. The change trend in NDVI can be reclassified into three classes (vegetation
degradation, vegetation improvement and stable area) according to the Mann-Kendall test. Significant
changes (|ZS| ≥ 1.96) were categorized as vegetation degradation or vegetation improvement, while
insignificant changes (|ZS| < 1.96) were reclassified as stable areas. VD: significant vegetation
decrease; VI: significant vegetation increase; SA: stable area. Figure S5: Spatial distribution of the
change trend in precipitation for different seasons. The black spots represent significant changes in
precipitation. Figure S6: Spatial distribution of the change trend in temperature for different seasons.
The black spots represent significant changes in temperature. Figure S7: Spatial distribution of the
change trend in solar radiation for different seasons. The black spots represent significant changes in
solar radiation. Table S1: Detailed information about datasets.
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