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Abstract: The Loess Plateau is a typical ecologically sensitive area that can easily be perturbed by the
effects of human activities and global climate change. Therefore, it is necessary to develop tools to
monitor the environmental quality in the LP quickly and accurately. To reveal the spatio-temporal
changes in environmental quality in the LP from 2000 to 2020, we used the Moderate-Resolution
Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) products on the Google Earth Engine platform and constructed
the remote sensing ecological index (RSEI) through principal component analysis (PCA). Then, Sen–
Mann–Kendall methods were applied to determine the changing trend of the environmental quality
of the LP. Finally, natural and anthropogenic factors affecting the environmental quality were probed
using a geographical detector model. The results showed that: (1) the average RSEI values in 2000,
2010 and 2020 were 0.396, 0.468 and 0.511, respectively, displaying an upward trend from 2000 to 2020,
with a growth rate of 0.005 year−1. The overall environment quality was moderate (0.4–0.6). (2) In
terms of spatial distribution, the environmental quality was excellent in the southeast and poor in the
northwest of the LP. The areas with improved environmental quality (84.51%) were located in all the
counties, whereas the areas with degraded environmental quality (8.11%) occurred in the north and
southeast of the study area. (3) Greenness, heat, wetness, dryness and land use types were prominent
factors affecting RSEI throughout the study period; additionally, the total industrial gross domestic
product showed a growing influence. The contribution of multi-factor interaction was stronger than
that of single factors. The results will provide a reference and a new research perspective for local
environmental protection and regional planning.

Keywords: remote sensing ecological index; Google Earth Engine; trend analysis; geographic detector;
the Loess Plateau

1. Introduction

The eco-environment is defined as “the total amount and quality of water resources,
land resources, biological resources and climate resources that affect human survival and
development”, and it is an indispensable element for human survival [1]. However, the
acceleration of urbanization and the rapid growth of the population have caused the exces-
sive consumption of natural resources [2], leading to substantial ecosystem disturbances
at various scales [3]. This disturbance has seriously damaged the ecological balance and
has threatened human existence [4]. Therefore, the demand for environmental quality
assessments has gradually increased.

As an important ecological screen in Northwestern China, in recent years, the LP
has experienced a slew of environmental issues, including severe soil erosion, enormous
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environmental pressure and degraded ecosystem service function [5,6]. Thus, it is urgent
to implement environmental conservation measures that can protect this ecologically
fragile region. National environmental protection policies, large-scale land restoration
projects and ecological construction projects have been implemented in this region since
the 1970s [7]. For example, the Grain for Green Project was launched in 1999, aiming to
reduce soil erosion and desertification by converting 14.67 million hectares of farmland
to forest by 2010 (of which 4.4 million hectares were on land with a slope greater than
25◦) [6]. In 2006, the Chinese government carried out an essential national ecological
security strategic pattern construction plan—the national barrier zone [8]. This scheme
aimed to improve the stability of ecosystems and reduce environmental stress. In 2007, the
concept or idea of “ecological civilization” was further stressed by the Chinese government
and written into China’s “13th Five-year Plan” (2016–2020), promoting environmental
protection and restoration [9]. In 2018, the Chinese government issued a “Work Plan
of poverty Alleviation” aimed at developing an ecological industry [10]. Thus far, the
implementation of these actions has exerted a positive impact on environmental quality.
However, the LP is still one of the most ecologically fragile areas due to frequent natural
disasters [11]. In addition, the region is faced with long-term soil erosion, drought and water
shortage problems [12]. Therefore, scientific and efficient evaluation of the environmental
quality of the spatiotemporal evolution law has become an urgent issue in this region,
which is of great significance to environmental protection and sustainable development in
the LP.

With the advantages of convenient and low-cost data acquisition and continuous land
surface information coverage, remote sensing technology provides a new technical means
for studying environmental quality [13]. At present, environmental quality evaluation
models can be divided into two types. One type mainly applies a single ecological indi-
cator (Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) [14], Enhanced Vegetation Index
(EVI) [15], Land surface Temperature (LST) [16]) and is used more widely in the early stages.
Due to the complexity of natural systems, it is difficult to accurately and comprehensively
characterize the ecological status by only a single ecological indicator [17]. Therefore,
a model integrating multiple indicators to evaluate the ecological status was gradually
proposed. In 2006, the Ministry of Environmental Protection of China issued the Ecological
Environment Index (EI) in the Technical Specifications for Ecological Environment Status
Assessment (HJ/T192-2006), which has been widely used in the field of environmental
research. Francois et al. [18] combined NDVI and Microwave Polarization Difference
Index (MPDI) for monitoring the relative sensitivity of vegetation and desertification.
Khan et al. [19] integrated NDVI and LST for drought monitoring in Punjab, Pakistan,
based on 12 indicators, including average precipitation, altitude, biomass abundance index,
net primary productivity, and industrial wastewater discharge. Chang et al. [20] con-
structed a conceptual framework to quantitatively evaluate the environmental quality of
the upper reaches of the Hanjiang River in Shaanxi Province. However, the above methods
are greatly affected by subjective factors and are based mostly on annual statistical data,
meaning that they cannot be rapidly updated. Moreover, it is difficult to obtain detailed
characteristics of environmental quality on the basis of annual statistical data. Therefore,
Xu et al. [21] extracted greenness, heat, dryness and wetness indicators and constructed
a remote sensing ecological index (RSEI) based on principal component analysis (PCA).
These comprehensive evaluation methods mostly adopt the fuzzy evaluation method [22],
the analytic hierarchy process (AHP) [23] and PCA method. The fuzzy evaluation method
is mainly used to solve the problem of uncertain influencing factors, but relies on the
subjective judgment of the decision maker, making it difficult to consider the objectivity
of the actual problem [24]. Compared with the fuzzy evaluation method, AHP combines
qualitative judgment with quantitative inference, but it is still a semi-quantitative method,
which reduces the credibility of the results [25]. PCA can automatically allocate the weight
of each factor according to data characteristics, improving the reliability of the results.
Therefore, RSEI has been applied and verified at different regional scales due to its advan-
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tages of convenient index acquisition and strong reliability. For example, at the local scale,
Sukamal et al. [26] and Qureshi et al. [27] evaluated the environmental quality of Kolkata
City cluster in India and Gomishan wetland in Iran, respectively. At the regional scale,
Ji et al. [2] tracked a long time series of ecological condition changes in China based on RSEI.
However, traditional methods have low processing efficiency when facing a large region or
a large amount of data. As an effective tool for processing massive information, the Google
Earth Engine (GEE) cloud platform can efficiently access and process a large amount of data
sets, providing an effective way to solve this problem [28]. Yang et al. [29] used MODIS
product image sets to explore spatio-temporal changes of environmental quality based
on the GEE cloud platform and then comprehensively analyzed their relationship with
topographic environmental factors in the Yangtze River Basin from 2001 to 2019.

Trend analysis is also an important component of an environmental assessment. At
present, three main types of trend analysis approaches are adopted, namely linear re-
gression analysis, Theil-Sen slope estimation [30] and Mann–Kendall (MK) trend analy-
sis [31,32]. Although linear regression analysis is widely utilized, it is sensitive to numerical
distribution, which requires the data to conform to the normal distribution and has poor
resistance to outliers [33]. Theil–Sen slope estimation and MK analysis have good ro-
bustness and are not affected by outliers. Their combination could be used to analyze
the change trend of environmental quality and perform significant tests, which have cer-
tain advantages compared with simple linear regression [34], drawing the attention of
numerous researchers.

In recent years, the severe ecological issues of the LP have drawn widespread attention
from scholars. Lü et al. [35] studied the changes in ecosystem services such as water
regulation and soil conservation in the LP. Su et al. [8] combined meteorological, soil
and hydrological data to explore the spatio-temporal changes and driving forces of the
ecosystem in the LP region. Xiao et al. [36] carried out a comprehensive evaluation between
social economy and ecological environment based on the coupling coordination degree in
the LP. However, most previous studies have focused on ecosystem services, and although
some studies have examined ecosystem driving forces in the LP, the interaction between
natural and socioeconomic factors on environmental quality remains unclear. In addition, it
is necessary to study the optimal range of drivers of RSEI change in the LP, which can help
us identify the conditions needed for preserving the environment. Therefore, analyzing the
change trend and driving mechanism of environmental quality in the LP can provide the
scientific basis for the management of the environment.

In view of the above research background, this study aimed to: (1) calculate the
indicators NDVI, LST, Wetness (WET), and Normalized Differential Building–Soil Index
(NDBSI) to construct RSEI using the PCA method to analyze the spatio-temporal change
characteristics of environmental quality in the LP from 2000 to 2020, (2) analyze the areas
of improvement and degradation of environmental quality by using the Theil–Sen–MK
method, (3) and explore the driving mechanism of environmental quality change in the LP.

2. Study Area

The LP (Figure 1) is located in the northern part of central China (33◦43′N–41◦16′N,
100◦54′E–114◦33′E), covering the areas of Shanxi, Ningxia and parts of Shaanxi, Qinghai,
Henan and Gansu provinces and Inner Mongolia. It covers an area of 640,000 km2, ac-
counting for about 6.7% of China’s land area [36]. The terrain is high in the northwest and
low in the southeast, with an elevation of about 1500–2000 m. This region is dominated
by an arid and semi-arid climate with mean annual precipitation of 200–700 mm and an
annual average temperature ranging from 9 to 12 ◦C [37]. The precipitation gradually
decreases from southeast to northwest and is mostly concentrated from June to September.
Soil erosion leads to typical ecological fragility in LP.
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Figure 1. Location of the study area. A and B show an increase in vegetation after the Grain for Green
Project, while C and D show the expansion of cities in (a) and A and C are from Google Earth satellite
images in (b), and B and D are for subsequent analysis.

3. Data and Methods
3.1. Data Sources and Processing

Based on GEE, MODIS products from May to October in 2000, 2010 and 2020 were
screened as the main remote sensing data to construct the RSEI. The specific description
of the products is shown in Table 1. The elevation data were from the Shuttle Radar
Topography Mission (SRTM) DEM with a spatial resolution of 30 m; the slope was extracted
from DEM. Socioeconomic statistics data were derived from Shanxi, Ningxia, Shaanxi,
Qinghai, Henan, Gansu and Inner Mongolia Statistical Yearbook 2000 to 2020, including the
gross industrial product (GDP) and the gross output value of agriculture, forestry, animal
husbandry and fishery. The population density data were from the World’s Population
Grid (GPWv4.11) data set (https://sedac.ciesin.columbia.edu (accessed on accessed on
16 March 2022)). The land use data of the LP in 2000, 2010 and 2020 were derived from
the GlobeLand30 maps (30 m) provided by the National Geomatics Centers of China
(http://www.globallandcover.com (accessed on accessed on 16 March 2022)).

Table 1. Indicators and data description.

Indicators Product Spatial
Resolution (m)

Temporal
Resolution (d)

Number of
Scenes Data Level Years

NDVI MOD13A1 500 16 30 L3 2000, 2010, 2020
LST MOD11A2 1000 8 61 L3 2000, 2010, 2020

WET/NDBSI MOD09A1 500 8 61 L2 2000, 2010, 2020

3.2. Research Methods

Figure 2 presents the framework of this study.

https://sedac.ciesin.columbia.edu
http://www.globallandcover.com
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3.2.1. Calculation of RSEI

(1) Normalized difference vegetation index

As an effective indicator to reflect vegetation growth, NDVI has been widely used to
monitor seasonal, interannual and long-term changes of vegetation structure, phenology
and biophysical parameters [38]. It can be calculated as [18]:

NDVI =
ρnir − ρred
ρnir + ρred

(1)

where ρnir, ρred denote the reflectance of the near-infrared (NIR1) and red bands in MODIS
data, respectively.

(2) LST

LST is an important indicator affecting vegetation growth and environmental change [39].
It was acquired from MOD11A2 by converting daytime surface temperature data into
actual surface temperature on the GEE using the following formula:

LST = 0.02×DN− 273.15 (2)

where DN is the gray value of land surface temperature.

(3) Wetness

The wetness indicator (WET) obtained from the MOD09A1 product based on tasseled
cap transformation effectively reflects the humidity status of vegetation, water and soil [40],
and the formula is expressed as [41]:

WET = 0.1147ρred + 0.2489ρnir1 + 0.2408ρblue + 0.3132ρgreen − 0.3122ρnir2 − 0.6416ρswir1 − 0.5087ρswir2 (3)

where ρred, ρnir1, ρblue, ρgreen, ρnir2, ρswir1, and ρswir2 denote the reflectance of the red,
NIR1, blue, green, NIR2, short-wavelength infrared 1 (SWIR1), and SWIR2 bands in the
MODIS data, respectively.
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(4) Normalized differential build-up and bare soil index

The NDBSI, which reflects the damage to natural landscapes caused by the rapid
expansion of building land and bare soil exposure, is computed by the Index-based Built-
up Index (IBI) [42] and Soil Index (SI) [43]. The calculation formula of each indicator is
expressed as [42,43]:

NDBSI =
IBI + SI

2
(4)

SI =
(ρswir1 + ρred)− (ρnir + ρblue)

(ρswir1 + ρred) + (ρnir + ρblue)
(5)

IBI =

2 ρswir1
ρswir1+ρnir

− [ ρnir
ρnir+ρred

+
ρgreen

ρgreen+ρswir1
]

2 ρswir1
ρswir1+ρnir

+ [ ρnir
ρnir+ρred

+
ρgreen

ρgreen+ρswir1
]

(6)

where ρswir1, ρred, ρnir, ρblue, and ρgreen denote the reflectance of SWIR1, red, NIR, blue,
and green bands in the MODIS data, respectively.

(5) Normalization of the Measures

Due to the different units and numerical range of each indicator, the four indicators
were normalized using the following formula:

NIi =
Ii − Imin

Imax − Imin
(7)

where NIi represents the normalized value of an indicator, Ii denotes the index value, Imin
and Imax correspond to the minimum and maximum values, respectively.

The four indicators NDVI, LST, WET, and NDBSI were used to represent greenness,
heat, wetness, and dryness, respectively. The above indicators were coupled by PCA; then,
PC1 was used to build the RSEI:

RSEI0 = 1− PC1[ f (NDVI, LST, WET, NDBSI)] (8)

In addition, RSEI was normalized based on RSEI0 according to Equation (7).

3.2.2. RSEI Trend Analysis

Theil–Sen Median, a robust linear non-parametric method, does not need data to
conform to a specific distribution and removes the interference of outliers. It has become an
important method for evaluating the trend of long-term series [34]. The calculation formula
is [30]:

β = median
RSEIj − RSEIi

j− i
, 2000� i ≤ j ≤ 2020 (9)

where RSEIi, RSEIj represent RSEI values at year i and j, respectively. When β > 0, there is
an improvement trend. When β < 0, there is a degradation trend.

The Mann–Kendall (MK) test was used to perform the significance test. The statistical
value Z was calculated as [31,32]:

S = ∑n−1
i=1 ∑n

j=i+1 sign
(
RSEIj − RSEIi

)
(10)

sign(RSEIj − RSEIi) =


+1 RSEIj − RSEIi>0
0 RSEIj − RSEIi = 0
−1 RSEIj − RSEIi<0

(11)

Z =


(S− 1)/

√
var(S) S>0

0 S = 0
(S+1)/

√
var(S) S<0

(12)
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where var is the variance, and n is the length of time series. In this paper, the significance
test was carried out at the significance level ∝= 0.05. When |Z| > 1.96, the trend is
significant; otherwise, it is non-significant.

3.2.3. Analysis of Driving Forces Based on Geographic Detector

The geographic detector model is a statistical method used to detect the spatial het-
erogeneity of the dependent variable Y and to reveal the driving forces behind it [44]. It
mainly includes factor detector, risk detector, ecological detector and interaction detector.
This study used the factor detector to quantify the influence of independent variable X on
the spatial distribution of RSEI, which can be expressed by the q value. The calculation
formula is as follows [44]:

q = 1− ∑L
h=1 Nhσ

2
h

Nσ2 (13)

where q measures the explanatory power of driving factors on RSEI; q ∈ [0, 1]. A larger q
value indicates a more powerful influence of the factor on RSEI. L represents the stratifi-
cation of the dependent variable RSEI or factor X; Nh, δ2

h denote the number of units and
variance of layer h, respectively; N, σ2 represent the number of units and variance of the
study, respectively.

The risk detector was used to examine whether there was a significant difference in
the mean value of attributes between two sub-regions with the t statistic. The interaction
detection was used to identify the interaction of different influencing factors on RSEI.
Natural factors and terrain conditions are always the basic factors affecting environmental
quality [45]. In addition, local land-use and land-cover change play a key role in ecological
change [46]. Thus, land use types, elevation and slope were used as natural factors.
Studies have confirmed that human activities such as inappropriate land use lead to serious
ecological problems [47], and the impact of economic development and population growth
on the environment cannot be ignored [47,48]. Population and GDP are important human
disturbance factors [49]. Considering the availability, representativeness and credibility of
indicators, population density, GDP and gross output value of agriculture, forestry, animal
husbandry and fishery at district or county levels were selected as socio-economic factors.
Xia et al. [50] revealed the NDVI, LST, WET and NDBSI factors for the changes in the RSEI.
Therefore, it is necessary to study the influence of these factors as model factors on RSEI in
our study (Table 2). Following, 9000 sampling points at 3 × 3 km were randomly generated
using ArcGIS10.6. Then, the corresponding attribute values of the RSEI and factors were
read into the geo-detector software. The natural breakpoint method was selected to divide
the factors into groups and to classify the data according to their intrinsic properties,
reducing the variance within groups and increasing the variance between groups [51].

Table 2. Driving factors of environmental quality.

Factor Types Driving Factors Factor
Symbols Unit Type

Numbers

Socioeconomic
factors

Population density X1 people/ km2 8
Gross domestic product

(GDP) X2 Hundred million
yuan 10

Gross output value of
farming, forest,

animal husbandry and fishery
X3 Hundred million

yuan 10

Natural
Factors

Land use types X4 — 9
Elevation X5 m 8

Slope X6 ◦ 8

Model
factors

NDVI X7 — 8
LST X8 — 8
WET X9 — 8

NDBSI X10 — 8
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4. Results
4.1. Spatio-Temporal Variations Analysis of RSEI
4.1.1. PCA Analysis of RSEI Indicators

In this paper, the RSEI from 2000 to 2020 in the LP was constructed through the PCA
on the GEE platform. The contribution rate of the first principal component (PC1) reached
86.81%, 89.09% and 87.57% in 2000, 2010 and 2020, respectively, indicating that PC1 had
concentrated the most characteristic information of the four indicators (Table 3). Thus, it
was reasonable to construct RSEI using PC1, which expressed the regional environmental
quality. In PC1, the eigenvalues of NDVI and WET were positive, indicating that they had
positive ecological benefits. In contrast, the NDBSI and LST were negative, indicating that
they had negative ecological benefits, which was consistent with the actual situation.

Table 3. Results of principal component (PC) analysis.

Year Indicators PC1 PC2 PC3 PC4

2000 NDVI 0.6274 0.4617 0.4051 −0.4785
LST −0.3535 −0.4160 0.8203 −0.1703
WET 0.4513 −0.7636 −0.2704 −0.3740

NDBSI −0.5269 0.1747 −0.2996 −0.7759
Eigenvalue 0.0691 0.0053 0.0040 0.0012

Percent eigenvalue (%) 86.8091 6.6583 5.0251 1.5075
2010 NDVI 0.5772 0.4744 −0.3917 −0.5368

LST −0.3362 0.7206 0.5867 −0.1528
WET 0.4248 −0.4377 0.6717 −0.4203

NDBSI −0.6109 −0.2527 −0.2259 −0.7154
Eigenvalue 0.0866 0.0048 0.0042 0.0016

Percent eigenvalue (%) 89.0947 4.9383 4.3210 1.6461
2020 NDVI 0.6089 0.1932 0.5865 −0.4977

LST −0.3496 0.9141 −0.0931 −0.1826
WET 0.4286 −0.0013 −0.8003 −0.4191

NDBSI −0.5684 −0.3563 0.0820 −0.7370
Eigenvalue 0.0782 0.0054 0.0042 0.0015

Percent eigenvalue (%) 87.5700 6.0470 4.7032 1.6797

Figure 3 reflects the interannual variation trend of the regional averages of each
indicator. NDVI and WET showed a fluctuating upward trend, but NDBSI and LST
followed the opposite trend. To be specific, the lowest and highest NDVI values occurred in
2000 (0.327) and 2020 (0.477), respectively, with an increase of 0.15. The lowest and highest
LST values were in 2012 (27.126 ◦C) and 2000 (30.056 ◦C), respectively, with a change rate
of 7.385% from 2000 to 2020. The WET mean for the LP varied for different years, and
it increased by 7.170%. Meanwhile, the NDBSI had the largest change percentage, with
a decrease of 95.778%. Moreover, RSEI showed a fluctuating upward trend from 0.396
to 0.522, which showed an increasing trend of 0.005 (year−1). On the whole, the four
indicators played a positive role on RSEI, which is consistent with the change trend of RSEI
in the LP.

4.1.2. Spatiotemporal Changes of RSEI in the LP

In order to quantitatively analyze the ecological status in the LP, RSEI was divided
into five classes at 0.2 intervals, representing poor (0–0.2), fair (0.2–0.4), moderate (0.4–0.6),
good (0.6–0.8) and excellent (0.8–1) [52]. The environmental quality of the LP gradually
improved from northwest to southeast (Figure 4), showing a spatial pattern of “excellent in
the southeast and poor in the northwest”.
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In terms of the spatial distribution of RSEI, the areas with poor and fair levels, which
were mainly distributed in the northwest, such as northern Inner Mongolia, Ningxia, Gansu,
Shaanxi, decreased significantly. In contrast, the areas with good and excellent levels, which
were located in the southeast of the study area, mostly around southern Henan, Shanxi and
Shaanxi, increased significantly. This is mainly because the main vegetation types in the
southeast are warm-temperate deciduous forest, while the northwest of the study area is
mainly grassland and desert steppe, which have worse ecological self-regulation ability
than the southeast LP.

In terms of the ratio of each RSEI class, the area with poor and fair ecological levels
decreased by 160,800 km2, while the area with good and excellent ecological levels increased
by 139,100 km2. In addition, the overall environmental quality was primarily at the fair
level, with an area proportion of 41.74%. In 2010 and 2020, the RSEI was mainly at the
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moderate level, accounting for 36.00% and 35.88% of the total area. The environmental
quality reached the optimal level in 2020.

4.1.3. RSEI Transfer Analysis

Figures 5 and 6 reveal the changes of environmental quality at different levels in the
LP from 2000 to 2020, when the proportion of the poor and fair levels decreased, while the
good and excellent levels expanded. Among these, about 35,310 and 190 km2 of poor levels
was transformed into fair and moderate levels, respectively. In addition, 29,700 km2 of good
RSEI was converted to excellent level. From 2010 to 2020, the area of good and excellent
levels continued to expand, while poor, fair and moderate levels decreased. Approximately
21,700 km2 of poor level was converted to fair level, while fair level was mainly converted
into moderate (58,500 km2) and poor level (5600 km2). During this period, the expansion
of good level was mainly from moderate (68,000 km2) and excellent level (2100 km2). At
the same time, some of the excellent levels were converted to moderate levels.
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By comparing the changes of RSEI transfer from 2000 to 2010 and from 2010 to 2020,
the improved regions of RSEI were larger than the degraded regions. The improved areas
were in the southeast of the study area, such as the south of Shaanxi and Henan, while the
degraded areas were in the north of Gansu and the northwest of Ningxia. The no change
area was mainly in the middle of the LP.
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4.2. Trend Analysis of RSEI and Its Indicators in the LP

The Sen–Mann–Kendall method was used to detect the long-term change trend of
RSEI. Figure 7a–d present the change trend of NDVI, LST, WET and NDBSI indicators. The
improved area of NDVI and WET accounted for more than 90% and 60%, respectively,
which was widely distributed in the LP. Both of them had a positive impact on RSEI.
However, LST and NDBSI had a negative impact, accounting for more than 70% of the LP.
The WET and NDVI with positive benefits remarkably increased, while the LST and NDBSI
with negative benefits decreased significantly, leading to the promotion of RSEI, which was
consistent with Figure 7e.
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Approximately 7.38% of the regional RSEI remained stable, mainly in northern Inner
Mongolia, northern Ningxia and southern Shaanxi (Figure 7e). The majority (84.51%) of
the regional environmental quality in the LP was improved. In other words, the areas with
significant improvement were widely distributed in all counties, and slight improvements
were mostly distributed in Inner Mongolia, northern Gansu, northern Ningxia and eastern
Shanxi. The areas of degradation were very small, accounting for only 8.11%, which
occurred in the north and southeast of the study area.

4.3. Relationship between Land Use Change and RSEI

Land use/land cover (LULC) changes are the most basic and prominent landscape
features describing the impact of human disturbance on the earth surface [51]. Thus, the
impact of LULC on RSEI was thoroughly analyzed by combing land use maps of the
LP in the past 20 years (Figure 8). As can be seen from Figure 8 and Table 4, the region
experienced dramatic land use changes during 2000–2020, with increases in forest, water
and construction land, and a shrinking of farmland, grassland and unused land. The
highest and lowest forest percentages were found in 2020 (16.90%) and 2000 (15.45%),
and the increase rate from 2000 to 2010 (1.16%) was greater than that from 2010 to 2020
(0.29%), which had a positive effect on the RSEI. Construction land was mostly located in
the southeastern part of the study area. However, the increase rate of construction land
from 2010 to 2020 (1.77%) was higher than that from 2000 to 2010 (0.50%), which had a
negative effect on the RSEI. The contribution of NDVI was higher than that of NDBSI in
PC1 (Table 3), suggesting that the improvement rate of RSEI from 2000 to 2010 was higher
than that from 2010 to 2020. Both farmland and grassland areas decreased and mainly
turned into forest and construction land (Figure 8). The overall changes of unused land
and waters were not obvious, which was consistent with previous studies [37,53,54].
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Table 4. Statistical results of different land types in the LP (2000–2020).

Land Use Types
Proportion of the Corresponding Area

2000 2010 2020

Farmland 40.02% 39.33% 38.95%
Forest 15.45% 16.61% 16.90%

Grassland 38.04% 37.04% 35.45%
Waters 0.69% 0.76% 0.91%
Unused 3.93% 3.89% 3.65%

Construction 1.87% 2.37% 4.14%

Figure 9 presents the RSEI mean values of different land use types. The mean RSEI
differed by land-use classes; moreover, the RSEI of all land-use types have improved on the
whole, indicating a trend of continuous environmental improvement in the past 20 years in
this region. Past studies have shown that vegetation can effectively reduce soil erosivity
and help increase the resistance and carrying capacity of the environment [5]. Therefore,
forest areas provide favorable ecological conditions. As can be seen from Table 3, NDBSI
had a negative effect on RSEI, indicating that construction and unused land contributed
to lowering the environmental quality. In summary, while vegetation is closely related
to the overall environmental quality, human activities accelerate the transformation and
change of LULC and ultimately degrade environmental quality. Therefore, to improve
the environment in the future, continuous forest restoration is essential, and land consoli-
dation should be strengthened to optimize the balance between urban construction and
sustainable development.
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4.4. Analysis of Driving Mechanism of RSEI
4.4.1. Single-Factor Detection Results

Model factors (NDVI, LST, WET and NDBSI) are closely related to natural factors such as
rainfall and temperature; therefore, rainfall and temperature were not considered among the
natural factors. Table 5 shows the factor detection results of the geographical detector model.
The p values of all factors in the LP in 2000, 2010 and 2020 were all 0, indicating that the
selected factors had a significant impact on the spatial distribution of RSEI in the LP. In terms of
model factors, the explanatory power of NDVI and NDBSI on RSEI was higher than Wet and
LST. In 2000, the order of the influence degree of socio-economic and natural factors on RSEI
was as follows: X4 (0.2447) > X6 (0.1718) > X3 (0.1284) > X2 (0.0947) > X1 (0.0946) > X5 (0.0880).
Land use types had the greatest impact on RSEI, followed by slope, indicating that natural
factors had a more significant impact on RSEI than socioeconomic factors. However,
in this period, economic development was slow, and agriculture and husbandry were
the main economic source; thus, the explanatory power of X3 was higher than X2. In
2010, the land use types factor was still the main factor driving RSEI, and GDP was the
second most influencing factor, which indicated that the influence of GDP significantly
increased, with a value of 0.265. In 2020, the order of explanatory power was as follows:
X2 (0.3161) > X4 (0.2937) > X6 (0.2420) > X3 (0.1366) > X5 (0.0642) > X1 (0.0175). At this time,
GDP had the greatest explanatory power on RSEI, followed by land use types, indicating
that with rapid socioeconomic development, the driving force of social factors strengthened
and became a key factor affecting the RSEI. It was found that population density and
elevation had the least effect on RSEI, while other factors had varying effects on RSEI in the
study area.
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Table 5. Influence of factors on RSEI between 2000 and 2020.

Year Socioeconomic Factors Natural Factors Model Factors

Factors X1 X2 X3 X4 X5 X6 X7 X8 X9 X10

2000 q 0.0108 0.0947 0.1284 0.2447 0.0880 0.1718 0.7990 0.6366 0.7288 0.7987
p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

2010 q 0.0150 0.2654 0.1288 0.2855 0.0807 0.2011 0.8188 0.6559 0.7637 0.8477
p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

2020 q 0.0175 0.3161 0.1366 0.2937 0.0642 0.2420 0.8279 0.6356 0.7596 0.8357
p 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

4.4.2. Multi-Factor Detection Results

The interaction results of ten factors are shown in Figure 10. There was a significant
double synergistic or nonlinear enhancement effect between all the factors, indicating
that the interaction of any two factors can enhance the explanatory power of the spatial
differentiation of RSEI than one factor. In 2000, the interaction of NDVI and WET was
the greatest, with a q value of 0.88. In 2010 and 2020, the interaction between NDVI and
NDBSI reached 0.89 and 0.90, respectively. The interactions between NDBSI and slope, and
between land-use types and elevation were relatively strong. Model factors and natural
factors were found to be decisive factors affecting RSEI, as they could strongly explain the
differentiation of RSEI. Additionally, for population density and elevation with a weak
explanatory power of a single factor, the explanatory power was significantly enhanced
after acting together with other influencing factors. For example, in 2020, the maximum
explanatory power of population density and elevation was 0.06, while the interaction
influence with other factors was between 0.16 and 0.86. This shows that the RSEI in the LP
was the combined result of multiple factors.
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4.4.3. Optimal Ranges and Tipping Points of Factors Influencing RSEI

Mean RSEI had minima and maxima of 0.45 and 0.58, respectively, when X1
ranged from 0–57.9 and 373–737 people/km2 (Figure 11a). Furthermore, lower X2
(2790–3970 hundred million yuan), X3 (222–287 hundred million yuan), X4 (80–90),
X5 (1310–1420 m), and X6 (0.66–1.42) ranges resulted in lower NDVI values (0.31, 0.37,
0.2, 0.42, and 0.38, respectively;) (Figure 11b–f). In addition, X7 and X9 showed that RSEI
increased (0.84 and 0.78) with an increase in greenness and wetness (Figure 11g,i). Finally,
X8 (0.75–0.99) and X10 (0.72–0.84) ranges indicated that RSEI decreased with an increase in
heat and dryness (Figure 11h,j).
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5. Discussion
5.1. Process of Ecological Restoration in the LP

In order to deeply understand the impact of economic development and environmental
protection policies on RSEI, A, B, C and D in Figure 1 were analyzed. Figure 12 shows the
RSEI distribution and RSEI variation curves in the four regions during the past 20 years.

The significant improvement of RSEI of A and B is inseparable from the implementa-
tion of regional policies in the LP. Environmental management in the LP can be divided into
the following stages: (1) From the 1950s to the 1970s, the mode of slope management, with
the joint management of gullies and slopes, was initiated. Afforestation, terraced fields and
large-scale dams were implemented to control soil erosion, increase grain production and
intercept sediment. (2) From the 1980s to the 1990s, comprehensive management of small
watersheds and three-north shelterbelt construction were carried out [55,56]. A compre-
hensive soil and water loss control system was formed by actualizing a series of projects,
such as constructing a shelterbelt system, constantly optimizing farmland structure, and
implementing soil and water conservation measures such as furrow and ridge cultivation
and contour cultivation. (3) Since 2000, farmland to forest and grassland conversion, slope
farmland renovation and land building from ditches were implemented to reduce soil
erosion on degraded farmland and steep slopes through forest or grassland covering and
saline land reformation [57]. (4) In 2016, the Shaanxi region of the LP was listed as one
of the first national pilot projects for environmental protection aiming to coordinate land
consolidation and at remediation of soil pollution, water protection and regional ecosystem
comprehensive management. (5) At the end of 2018, the Ministry of Water Resources of
People’s Republic of China approved the Comprehensive Management Plan for Fixing
Ditches and Preserving Tableland in the LP Gully Region (2015–2025). The plan aims to
control the watershed area of 2829.77 km2, protect the plateau area of 1348.23 km2 and treat
8968 eroded ditches. Since the implementation of the above series of policies, the forest
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coverage rate in the study area has increased by 12% to 31.9% [58]. At the same time, the
afforestation protection area of Mu Us sandy land has reached to 2.24 million hectares due
to the implementation of the three-north shelterbelt project [5]. This effectively prevented
the expansion of sand and was conducive to the improvement of ecosystem function [59].
By 2015, soil protection measures such as contour tillage, barrage, plastic film mulching
and straw mulching were fulfilled to prevent and control soil erosion [60]. As a result,
the sediment transported from the LP to the middle reaches of the Yellow River dropped
sharply from 1.6 billion tons to 140 million tons [47] and average soil erosion decreased
from 47.37 to 18.77 t/hm2 [58], reducing ecological vulnerability. Figure 1A (right) also
confirms the ecological benefits brought by the above policies, showing that a large amount
of cultivated land was converted to vegetation.
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The RSEI of Figure 1C,D shows a trend of decline due to the concentration of pop-
ulation and high urbanization in these regions. In addition, the implementation of the
National New Urbanization Plan (China Central Government portal, 2014) has accelerated
the economic development level of most cities in the LP [36]. Combined with Figure 1D, it
can be seen that economic improvement was accompanied by urban expansion, which had
a negative impact on RSEI.

5.2. Major Drivers of RSEI

RSEI change is a complex process affected by both natural and anthropogenic factors,
which is consistent with the conclusion of past reports [49]. Our results showed that model
factors explained most changes of RSEI in the LP, followed by natural factors such as land
use types and slope. As for socioeconomic factors, the explanatory power of GDP gradually
increased on the RSEI. Su et al. [53] reached a similar conclusion when studying the effects
of climate change and land-use change in the LP. The GDP and per capita GDP continued
to grow during this period, with annual growth rates of 15.23% and 14.30% [5]. Excessive
economic development and population growth were accompanied by increased demand
for construction land, which occupied nearby farmland, expanded the scope of industrial
activities, and increased disturbance increasing environmental pressure [61]. Therefore,
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this phenomenon is an important reason for the continuous enhancement of their influence
on RSEI in the later period (Table 5). In the early period, owing to the underdeveloped
economy, most of farmers’ income came from agricultural production activities. Although
the arable land area was decreasing (Table 4), the progress of farming methods and the
improvement of agricultural machinery promoted agricultural income in the later period. In
addition, the planting of high-quality grasslands reduced the negative impact of a grazing
ban on animal husbandry. Therefore, the gross output values of agriculture, forestry, animal
husbandry and fishery also explain most of the variation in RSEI.

Our results showed that land use change was an important factor affecting RSEI,
and vegetation was the main land use mode in the LP, accounting for more than 54%
of the area. Furthermore, as an important component of the ecosystem, vegetation is
connected with the atmosphere, water and carbon cycle and other natural processes; thus,
it has an important impact on monitoring the changes of the ecosystem [62]. In addition,
Mehri et al. [63] reported that vegetation played an important role in soil texture. Moreover,
wetness promotes climate regulation and the water cycle of land, and affects evaporation
and vegetation growth collaborating with LST [2,64]. Therefore, it has become the primary
influencing factor on RSEI. At the same time, slope was also the main driving factor, partly
because a steeper slope accelerates the runoff of a large amount of sediment and organic
matter, resulting in lower erosion resistance [65].

5.3. Limitations and Future Work

Only four indicators were considered in the present study, and the impact of the
economy and air pollution on the environment were ignored. In addition, low resolution
MODIS data used in this paper prevent a detailed expression of the characteristics of
environmental quality. High-resolution images and new indicators will be introduced in
our subsequent research to comprehensively and elaborately evaluate the environmental
quality in this region. Considering that the driving factors of RSEI were analyzed by county
and district, and the economic conditions of each county and district are different, future
research will fully consider the regional differences and further analyze and explore the
socioeconomic influencing factors of ecological quality. Additionally, in the future, we will
forecast environmental quality based on functional regression models [66].

6. Conclusions

Based on the GEE platform and MODIS data, environmental quality in the LP from
2000 to 2020 was comprehensively evaluated, and a geographical model was used to
explore driving forces of environmental quality from three aspects involving socioeconomic
factors, natural factors and model factors. The results showed that: Firstly, the contribution
rates of PC1 were more than 86%, demonstrating that RSEI could be applicable on a large
scale. In addition, average RSEI values for 2000, 2010 and 2020 were 0.396, 0.468 and
0.511, respectively, showing an overall upward trend with a growth rate of 29.04%, which
indicated that over the past 20 years, the environmental quality in the LP significantly
improved. Secondly, in the past 20 years, the areas with poor and fair RSEI levels continued
to decrease (160,800 km2), mainly in the northern region of the LP, including Inner Mongolia
and Ningxia. At the same time, areas with good and excellent RSEI levels significantly
increased (139,100 km2) in the southern LP, such as in Henan, Shanxi and southern Shaanxi.
Thirdly, from 2000 to 2020, 84.51% of the RSEI in the LP improved in all counties and
districts. The degraded regions (8.11%) were mainly located in the north and southeast of
the LP. The stable regions were mostly distributed in vast areas of northern Inner Mongolia,
northern Ningxia and southern Shaanxi. Finally, single factor detection analysis showed
that model and natural factors were the leading factors influencing the spatial–temporal
distribution of RSEI. Among socioeconomic factors, GDP had an increasing explanatory
power. The contribution of multi-factor interaction was stronger than that of a single factor.
The explanatory powers of model factors were relatively stronger. Furthermore, the study
results provided optimal ranges and tipping points of drivers that RSEI dynamics in the LP.
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