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Abstract: The mining area in the Muli region, Qinghai Province, China, is an important source of water
and an ecological security barrier in the Qilian Mountains region and has a very important ecological
status. A series of ecological problems such as vegetation degradation and loss of biodiversity caused
by mining have attracted widespread attention. In this paper, we used Landsat secondary data from
2000 to 2021 from the Muli region to obtain the spatial and temporal distribution characteristics of the
vegetation in the Muli region by inversion of the fractional vegetation cover, above-ground biomass
and the land surface phenology to comprehensively analyze the ecological changes in the vegetation
in the Muli region. The results showed the following: (1) the above-ground biomass and cover of
grassland in the Muli region showed a decreasing trend between 2000 and 2021, with a particularly
pronounced decrease in grassland cover between 2009 and 2016; (2) the start of the vegetation growth
cycle, i.e., the beginning of the vegetation growing season (SOG) became more advanced, the end of
the vegetation growing season (EOG) was delayed, and the length of the growing cycle (LOG) became
longer for most of the vegetation in the Muli region; (3) the results of this comprehensive analysis
showed that the grassland in the Muli region showed dynamic changes with complex characteristics
from 2000 to 2021, and anthropogenic disturbances had some influence on ecological indicators
such as fractional vegetation cover and biomass. The extension of the vegetation growing season
might be related to climate change. Based on the results of this paper, it is recommended to utilize
biomass and fractional vegetation cover as indicators to assess the grass growth status of mining
sites. This study analyzed the spatial and temporal characteristics of grasslands in the Muli area with
several indicators, which will help relevant departments continue to improve and optimize ecological
restoration measures. In addition, this study provides a reference for achieving comprehensive
restoration of the ecological environment and ecological functions in mining areas.

Keywords: vegetation; Muli region; pixel dichotomy model; fractional vegetation cover; land surface
phenology; biomass

1. Introduction

Grasslands are not only the material basis for Tibetan livestock production, but also an
important part of the ecosystem, playing a role in nourishing water sources and maintaining
soil and water. The Muli region in Qinghai Province is the birthplace of the Daitong
River [1], an important tributary of the upper reaches of the Yellow River, and is also an
important part of the Qilian Mountains” water-conserving area and ecological security
barrier, with extremely important ecological status [2—4]. As a result of years of coal mining
activities, water, land, vegetation and other resources in the area have been damaged to
varying degrees [5], resulting in a series of ecological and environmental problems, such as
the degradation of grasslands and a decline in the water-covering function of the ecosystem,
which urgently need to be remediated and restored [6]. The impact of coal mining on the
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surrounding environment is not only an ecological issue that needs to be studied but is
also a major issue that affects the lives of herders [7]. In 2014, the state issued important
instructions to stop all pre-construction projects and mining practices at Muli mine and to
actively carry out comprehensive ecological and environmental remediation work [1,8]. In
2020, a comprehensive ecological and environmental remediation group was established to
scientifically implement ecological restoration of the Muli mine [9]. Therefore, there is an
urgent need to establish environmental monitoring of the grassland in and around the Muli
mine area to explain the temporal and spatial changes in the condition of the grassland
over a long period of time.

The fractional vegetation cover (FVC) reflects the occupation of the vegetation area
within an area, and grassland biomass is an important indicator of grassland growth
status and ecological environment evaluation [10]. These data reflect the growth status of
grassland in mining areas. Since the 1980s, scholars at home and abroad have conducted
extensive research to estimate grassland cover, biomass and phenological information
using remote sensing data [5]. Models for estimating above-ground biomass (AGB) of
grasslands, used at home and abroad, include a remote sensing statistical model, crop
growth model, grassland growth model and light energy utilization model, etc. [11]. Large-
scale grassland above-ground biomass studies use regression statistical models to show
the relationship between grassland above-ground biomass and remotely sensed data. For
example, Eisfelder et al. [12] estimated biomass in semi-arid areas using optical and radar
data, increasing the stability of a linear model constructed between indices of remotely
sensed products and measured biomass. This type of statistical method is simple to
operate and is reliable in terms of accuracy [13] but requires that remotely sensed data
be synchronized with measured data and that factors such as ground grass type are
fully considered. For the past three decades, Landsat images have been widely used
in above-ground biomass calculations [14]. This is due to the advantages of their free
downloadability, wide time range and high ground resolution. Zhao et al. [15] used a
gray scale coevolution matrix (GLCM) to develop AGB estimation models for different
scenes based on a stepwise regression analysis of Landsat spectral features and textures.
Furthermore, grassland vegetation cover is one of the most commonly used remote sensing
monitoring indicators to assess the ecological environment of grassland in mining areas.
There are three types of methods to estimate FVC by remote sensing means [16]: (1) methods
based on regression models [17]; (2) methods based on pure vegetation indices; and
(3) methods based on image element decomposition models [18]. The pixel dichotomy
method [19] has demonstrated good accuracy and high efficiency, and is widely used at
different scales. Land surface phenology (LSP) is an important indicator of the change
of phenology and the natural environment [20], and the application of remote sensing
as a means to obtain grassland phenology information is beneficial to achieve large scale
extraction [21]. At present, there are six commonly used methods [22]: sliding average
method, threshold method, fitting method, maximum slope method, principal component
analysis method and cumulative frequency method. Moderate-resolution imaging spectro-
radiometer (MODIS) are mounted on Terra and Aqua satellites, which have good temporal
resolution but low spatial resolution, and according to research data MODIS is the most
commonly used sensor in LSP research. In addition to MODIS images, other spectral
images such as SPOT, Landsat and Sentinel satellites are also widely used. Moreover,
many studies have used radar satellites such as the advanced land observing satellite
(ALOS) and ENVISAT-1 satellites; these images can be used directly for estimation and
monitoring or can be added to models to improve accuracy. With the development of high-
resolution satellite technology, remote sensing analysis technology has become more rapid,
accurate and convenient for calculating the growth conditions of grasslands in mining
and surrounding areas [23]. Globally, there are a large number of excellent results from
its application.

Coal mining areas are the most typical degraded ecosystems in the terrestrial ecological
biosphere. Mines and their associated landscapes take up areas that otherwise would be



Land 2022, 11,1733

30f15

grassland and also contribute to areas of unhealthy grassland. In addition, the flow of
water and the discharge of wastewater resulting from water usage in coal mining processes
exacerbate environmental problems [24]. Furthermore, poor surface soil quality, low soil
fertility and inadequate groundwater supply in mining subsidence areas may affect the
phenological period of vegetation [25].

To this end, this study used Landsat secondary remote sensing data from 2000 to
2021 in the Muli region to comprehensively evaluate and analyze the ecological changes in
vegetation in the study area over a long period of time by inversion of information on FVC,
AGB and LSP indicators around the Muli mining area, aiming to promote and improve the
development of ecological restoration theory in mining areas, provide monitoring methods
for other grassland mining areas, and also provide technical support and a scientific basis
for biodiversity conservation and management in the reclaimed land of fragile grassland
ecological zones.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Overview of the Study Area and Data Source
2.1.1. Overview of the Study Area

The study area was located in the Haixi Mongolian and Tibetan Autonomous Prefec-
ture and Haibei Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Qinghai Province, China, which belongs
to the headwaters of the Daitong River system. The administrative area of the study area
spans Tianjun, Gangcha and Qilian counties, including the Muli mining area and a part
of the Qinghai area at the southern foot of the Qilian Mountains. It had a total area of
2453.56 km? and the geographical location was between 98°53' and 99°47’ E longitude
and 37°49" and 38°19’ N latitude. The Muli mining area is the key monitoring area in this
study [26]. It is the largest coal mining area in Qinghai Province and the only coking coal
resource exploration area in Northwest China [1].

The Muli region has typical plateau alpine climate characteristics. The region is
located in the alpine zone with an average altitude of 4000m (as shown in Figure 1) and
is dominated by the plateau ice margin landform type. The vegetation in the Muli region
is perennial grasses and rhizomatous mosses with cold and drought tolerance as the
dominant population, which is a typical alpine vegetation type in the Tibetan Plateau, but
the community structure is simple and the resistance to human activities is weak [5].
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Figure 1. Digital elevation model (DEM) image map of the Muli region.
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2.1.2. Overview of the Data Source

The data required for this study include both satellite remote sensing data and ground-
truthing data. The remote sensing data were obtained using the secondary products of
Landsat 8, Landsat 7 and Landsat 5 with 30 m spatial resolution provided by the USGS
(https:/ /earthexplorer.usgs.gov (accessed on 3 July 2022)). The surface reflectance was
obtained by atmospheric correction based on the top-of-atmosphere reflectance product
for this level of data. The acquisition time and related parameters of Landsat remote
sensing images are shown in Table 1. A mechanical failure in the Landsat 7 scan line
corrector caused the image data of this satellite to show missing strips, and the strips
needed to be repaired by inserting landsat_gapfill during pre-processing. Given that the
vegetation growth in Qinghai Province is at its peak in summer [27], July-September was
chosen as the acquisition period for the remote sensing images in this study. Remote
sensing data were obtained from the study area using pre-processing techniques such
as cropping and mosaicking. The ground truth data were obtained from the monitoring
information of 13 stations of the Qinghai Province Natural Resources Comprehensive
Survey and Monitoring Institute. The ground monitoring data was based on different mine
locations, treatment measures and topography to select representative artificial grasslands
with large areas that were capable of continuous grass restoration effectiveness tracking
and monitoring. The total vegetation cover was measured using a multispectral cover
meter, and the sub-total cover was measured using the pinprick method and expressed as a
percentage. Biomass was measured using a 1m x 1m sample method with three replicates
per sample site. Herb yield measurement samples were set up at the prescribed points,
mowed flush with the ground according to plant species and weighed separately. The
monitoring date was July 2021, and the monitoring included above-ground biomass dry
weight and fresh weight, etc. Precipitation and temperature data were from the rp5.ru
weather data network (https://rp5.ru/ (accessed on 3 July 2022)), for the station Tianjun
County (37°11/, 102°48’), in the time period 2005-2021. The details of the data are shown in
Table 1.

Table 1. Information on the data used in the study.

Data Type Time of Data Wavelengths Used

B3: 0.630-0.690 pm
B4: 0.760-0.900 pm
B3: 0.630-0.690 um

Landat5-TM 2000-2012 (July-September)

Landsat 7-ETM+ 2013 (July-September) B4: 0.775-0.900 im
y 2014-2021 (July B4: 0.630-0.680 um
Landsat8-OLI ~September) B5: 0.845-0.885 um
B4: 0.620-0.670 um
MOD09GQ 2014-2021 B5: 0.841-0.876 im
Data type Data Sources
. e https:/ /rp5.ru/
Meteorological Data Precipitation from 2005-2021 (accessed on 3 July 2022)
. https:/ /rp5.ru/
Meteorological Data Temperature from 2005-2021 (accessed on 3 July 2022)
2.2. Methods

Based on the reflectance spectral characteristics of surface vegetation, vegetation infor-
mation is usually extracted using the reflectance of vegetation in the red and near-infrared
bands and other factors. Moreover, the surface vegetation index is obtained by combining
these bands, which usually contain more than 90% of the information about the vegetation.
Among them, the normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) [28] is considered to be
the best indicator for monitoring vegetation growth status and vegetation cover. The NDVI
can partially eliminate images of changing radiometric conditions related to solar altitude
angle, satellite observations, topography, clouds, shadows and atmospheric conditions after
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ratio processing. The index is more sensitive to changes in the soil background, which im-
proves the sensitivity of monitoring and is an important indicator of vegetation condition,
vegetation cover and other information. The NDVI is calculated by the following formula.

NDVI = ONIR — PRED (1)
PNIR + PRED

where pnjr and prep are the reflectance in the near-infrared and red bands, respectively.
NDVI data for the study area were obtained in the ENVI software using the band calculation
or NDVI calculation module.

2.2.1. The Fractional Vegetation Cover

The FVC is usually defined as the ratio of the vertical projection area of plants in
a certain territory to the area of that territory, and is an indicator of the occupation of
vegetation area or the richness of vegetation resources and the degree of greening achieved
in an area. Among the methods for estimating surface vegetation cover based on remote
sensing technology, the image dichotomy method is a common method [29].

The image element dichotomous model assumes that the image element consists of
only two components: the vegetated ground surface and the unvegetated ground surface.
The spectral information obtained is linearly synthesized from these two component factors,
and the proportion of their respective areas in the image element is the weight of each
factor, where the percentage of the vegetated surface in the image element is the weight of
each factor, and where the percentage of the vegetated surface in the image element is the
vegetation cover of the image element. This model can be used to estimate the grass cover.
The expression for vegetation cover is:

NDVI — NDVIsorr
NDVIygc — NDVIsorr

FVC = 2
where FVC is the fractional vegetation cover, NDVIsoy, is the minimum NDVI value
among all image elements of the image, i.e., the NDVI value of bare soil, and NDVIygg
is the maximum NDVI value among all image elements, i.e., the NDVI value of the pure
vegetation image elements.

Referring to a study by Wu et al. [30], the value of 0.5% cumulative frequency of NDVI
was taken as the reference value of NDVIspyr,, and the value of 99.5% cumulative frequency
was taken as the reference value of NDVIys and brought into the equation to estimate the
vegetation cover of the mining area of the Muli coalfield. The value domain interval was
[0, 1], and the closer the value was to 1, the higher the vegetation cover was. Vegetation
cover 0-0.2 was classified as bare soil, 0.2-0.5 was classified as a low vegetation-cover area,
0.5-0.75 was classified as a medium vegetation-cover area, and 0.75-1.0 was classified as a
high vegetation-cover area.

2.2.2. Biomass Estimation

The AGB of grassland is a key indicator of the growth of grassland, used to evaluate
the regenerative capacity of ecosystems, the health of grassland ecosystems and the sus-
tainable use of grassland resources [31]. Remote sensing modeling was used to estimate
the grassland biomass in the project area using the measured data from sample sites and
remote sensing data obtained from the survey. Exponential, linear, logarithmic and polyno-
mial calculation models were developed using the vegetation index NDVI with the actual
measured data of the grassland in the Muli mine area [32,33]. The accuracy of the model
estimation depends on the quality of ground sampling data. The collected data need to
be checked and standardized before modeling, and the abnormal data in the sample data
need to be removed according to the actual grassland characteristics to ensure the accuracy
and reliability of the data. The accuracy of the AGB inversion model was verified by
cross-validation method, and the validation coefficients of the model included correlation
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coefficient R, coefficient of determination RZ, root mean square error (RMSEP), etc. Finally,
the optimal and most accurate model was selected to estimate the above-ground biomass
of grassland in the Muli mining area using the following equation:

y = —6015.89x 4 3934.75 (3)
where y is the AGB of the grass in kg/hm? and x is the NDVI value corresponding to it.

2.2.3. Land Surface Phenology Estimation

Land surface phenology (LSP) is the study of seasonal patterns in plant phenophases
based on time series from vegetation indices (VI) or biophysical variables derived from
satellite data [34]. It has played an essential role in monitoring the response of terrestrial
ecosystems to environmental changes and has been used on local to global scales [35].
In order to comprehensively estimate the interannual variability of grassland phenology
within the mine area since ecological restoration, a phenology inversion method based
on remote sensing data was used [36]. Since the growth cycle of grassland plants in the
mine area is generally short, the temporal resolution of remote sensing images should
have a significant impact on the theoretical accuracy of the inversion, therefore, the 250 m
resolution, daily averaged MODIS/MOD09GQ ground reflectance products were used as
the main data in this study [37]. The NDVT for the period 2014-2021 was first calculated.
The NDVI time series were smoothed and fit based on a logistic regression model using an
annual unit [38,39]. Finally, the curvature rate of change method was used to determine
the start of the growing season (SOG), the end of the growing season (EOG) and the length
of the growing season (LOG) for each image element. The variation patterns of these
parameters were evaluated using a linear regression model.

2.2.4. Methodology for Trend Change Analysis

One-dimensional linear regression analysis modelled trends in the maximum vegeta-
tion cover for each year from 2000 to 2021 on a per image element basis, calculated as

n n o n
nx Y ixG-Yiy G

Gslope = = n lznl = (4)

nx Y i - <z i)

i=1 i=1

where 6y, is the trend slope, 7 is the number of years in the monitoring time period and
C; is the annual maximum vegetation cover in year i. A negative slope indicates a decrease
in FVC, while the opposite indicates an increase in FVC.

3. Results
3.1. Change in Coverage

Since 2003, a number of enterprises had gradually exploited mineral resources in a
large area in the Muli coalfield, and in 2010, the Qinghai provincial government responded
to the national policy to comprehensively regulate and rectify the Muli coalfield. A compar-
ative analysis of the change in coverage from 2000 to 2021 is presented in Figure 2 which
shows the change in FVC of the Muli region.

Figure 2 shows the change in land cover every two to three years from 2000 to 2021, and
the analysis examines the change in FVC classes in the region over 20 years. The percentages
of vegetation cover area for each class are shown in Table 2. From Figure 2 and Table 1, it
can be seen that from 2000 to 2006, the bare soil area increased, the percentage of medium
vegetation-cover area decreased, and the bare soil around the mine area was more obvious;
from 2006 to 2009, the bare soil area decreased slightly and the high vegetation-cover
area decreased; from 2009 to 2016, the bare soil and low vegetation-cover area increased
sharply, with bare soil area increasing by 1.5 percentage points, the low vegetation-cover
area increasing by 2.9 percentage points, and high vegetation-cover area clearly trending
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downward, decreasing by 7.1 percentage points; from 2016 to 2021, the bare soil area
decreased significantly, while planted cover and high vegetation cover trended upward.

I+

2000 year 2002 year 2004 year
2006 year 2008 year 2010 year
2012 year 2014 year 2016 year
FvC
| ]o.00-0.20
[ Jo.20-0.50
B 0.50 - 0.75
o100
(U T Tk
2019 year 2021 year 0510 20 30 40

Figure 2. Changes in the coverage of the Muli region between 2000 and 2021.

Table 2. Percentage area statistics of vegetation cover at all levels from 2000 to 2021.

Year Bare Soil Low Vegetation Medium Vegetation High Vegetation
Coverage Coverage Coverage

2000 0.169 0.128 0.205 0.498

2006 0.175 0.127 0.175 0.522

2009 0.156 0.130 0.271 0.443

2016 0.171 0.159 0.299 0.372

2021 0.090 0.149 0.302 0.398
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Overall, the area of bare soil and low vegetation cover before 2016 is on the rise, and
the area of medium to high vegetation cover continues to decline. The situation changes by
2021, the mine area shows a more obvious effect from the implementation of vegetation
restoration after 2020, and the ecological environment of the Muli region has improved.

As can be seen in Figure 3, the decline in FVC is more pronounced close to the mine
site. Since 2003, mining has led to significant degradation of the vegetation area. The areas
of declining and rising vegetation cover trends are comparable throughout the study area,
with slightly more declining trends. The red areas should focus on vegetation growth in the
context of field conditions. According to Table 2, the grassland area changed significantly
between about 2009 and 2016, with a sharp increase in mining damage. Therefore, further
analysis of land cover trends from 2009 to 2016 (Figure 4), compared to Figure 3, shows a
significant increase in the slope of FVC change, with a larger area of red areas with a decline
of —0.019-—0.004, which is consistent with the change in FVC as reflected in Table 2.

T

Slope

I 0.070 - -0.020

I 0.020 - -0.004

[ ]-0.001 - 0.000

I 0. 000 - 0.084 K

Figure 3. Slope of FVC in the Muli region from 2000-2021.

s

Slope
B 0. 020- -0.004
[ ]-0.001 - 0.00
ML km
[ 0.00 - 0.024 o 4 8 16 2 ®

Figure 4. Slope of FVC in the Muli region from 2010-2016.
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3.2. Changes in Biomass

In this study, based on the ground-measured data and Landsat data in 2021, various
statistical models (exponential, linear, logarithmic, polynomial, etc.) were selected for the
integration of the vegetation index NDVI with the ground-measured grassland, and the
accuracy of the above-ground biomass inversion model was verified by cross-validation
methods. The verification coefficients included correlation coefficient, coefficient of de-
termination, root mean square error, etc. Finally, the optimal exact model was selected to
calculate the above-ground biomass of the grassland in the Muli region. The annual mean
change of above-ground biomass of the grassland in the Muli region of Qinghai province
from 2000-2021 is shown in Figure 5.

—— biomass (kg hm?)
—&— precipitation (mm)
—o— Temperature (°C)

10 15

3300

-7 F12

3000 ~

2700

2400

2100

T T T T T T T T T T
2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022
year

Figure 5. 2000-2021 Annual average scatter diagram of AGB in the Muli region.

The scatter plot (Figure 5) shows a slow trend in the annual mean above-ground
biomass of the Murray mine site, with an overall increase and then decrease from 2000 to
2010, with a slight ebb and flow after 2010 and an overall slow decrease. Between 2000 and
2005, biomass decreased and then increased, with an increase from 2019 to 2020.

The growing season average precipitation and temperature data for Tianjun County
from 2005 to 2021 were plotted. According to information from meteorological stations, the
trend of biomass change (Figure 5) is similar to the trend of precipitation (blue curve) and
does not match or even oppose the trend of temperature change (red curve.) From 2010 to
2012, biomass increased with higher rainfall and decreased with lower rainfall after 2020.

The spatial pattern of above-ground biomass of grassland in the Muli region is shown
in Figure 6, with the highest fresh grass yield of 4494 kg /hm? and the lowest of 1240 kg /hm?.
A total of 73.9% of the grassland area was within 2000-3000 kg/hm?, which was the highest
yield range in the area. Grassland with fresh grass yield in the range of 3000~ 4000 kg /hm?
accounted for 23.2% of the area, and grassland with fresh grass yield in the range of
1000-2000 kg /hm? accounted for 2.8% of the area. Grassland with fresh grass yield in the
range of 4000-5000 kg/hm? accounted for only 0.01% of the area. As can be seen from
Figure 7, biomass increased significantly around the mine area between 2000 and 2021,
while biomass generally decreased in other areas.

3.3. Phenology Changes

Figure 8 shows the spatial distribution of mean SOG (expressed as daily ordinate
DOY) in the Muli region from 2014 to 2021 and the annual SOG change rate in the Murray
mine area from 2014 to 2021. The figure shows that about 60% of the grassland SOG
occurred in April and May (91-148 DOY), and about 40% of the grassland vegetation only
started to grow in June. In terms of spatial distribution, the SOG was generally earlier in
the southeast region than in the west and northwest. As shown in Figure 9, 75.5% of the



Land 2022, 11,1733

10 of 15

regional vegetation showed an early start to the growth cycle, with large spatial variability
in the rate of change of advancement, with most of the regions’ rate of change lying between
0 and 10 days/year.

I+

Stope

agiEm

Figure 6. Average value of AGB in grassland in the Muli region from 2000 to 2021.
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Figure 7. Trends in AGB in the Muli region from 2000 to 2021.

Figure 10 shows a plot of the mean vegetation EOG (expressed as daily ordinate
DOY) from 2014 to 2021 in the Muli region, and Figure 11 shows the annual rate of change
in vegetation EOG from 2014 to 2021 for the Murray Mine. Approximately 20% of the
vegetation growth cycle on the mine site ended before mid-October (< 279 DOY), with
the earliest even ending growth in mid-July. Most grassland vegetation ends its growth
activity in mid to late October (280 < EOG < 294). In terms of spatial distribution, grassland
vegetation that ended growth later was scattered and concentrated on the southeastern side
of the mine. The annual rate of change shows that 73.7% of the grassland area vegetation
had a trend of delayed EOG, with interannual rates of change concentrated between
—10-5 days/year.

Figure 12 shows the distribution of mean LOG values from 2014 to 2021 for the Muli
region, and Figure 13 shows the annual rate of change of LOG from 2014 to 2021 for the
Muli region. The mean vegetation LOG values in the study area ranged from 71-161 days,
with longer grass growth cycles in the east and south. Comparing the trends in SOG and
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EOQG, it is clear that most (~80%) of the grassland vegetation within the mine area has
become longer in LOG as a result of the overall trend of delayed EOG and earlier SOG. The
lengthening rates were concentrated between 0-10 days/year.

Figure 8. SOG average in the Muli region from 2014 to 2021.

Figure 9. (a) SOG annual rate of change; (b) change rates of grassland SOG in the Muli region from
2014 to 2021.

Figure 10. EOG average in the Muli region from 2014 to 2021.
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Figure 11. (a) EOG annual rate of change; (b) change rates of grassland EOG in the Muli region from
2014 to 2021.

Figure 12. LOG average in the Muli region from 2014 to 2021.

Figure 13. (a) LOG annual rate of change; (b) change rates of grassland LOG in the Muli region from
2014 to 2021.
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4. Discussion

In this paper, a long time series of remote sensing monitoring of grass cover, biomass
and phenological parameters was analyzed to investigate the ecological changes in the
grass since the mining and remediation of the Muli region in Qinghai Province. Using
the advantages of easy access to remote sensing data, short time period and low labor
cost, remote sensing images of grassland from 2000 to 2021 were obtained by using the
image dichotomy method, establishing regression models and the curvature rate of change
method. Annual, average rate of change maps were obtained using slope analysis [40,41].
For the data processing, the workload of downloading and processing the remote sensing
data for the long time series was large, therefore, programming batch processing saved
time and greatly improved the processing efficiency.

In modeling above-ground biomass estimation in grasslands, using Landsat’s NDVI
products with ground monitoring data to construct biomass estimation models can reason-
ably invert surface vegetation conditions to some extent [42], however, increasing the area
and number of stations is required to improve the accuracy and reliability of the estimation
results [43].

Except for a more pronounced decline in biomass from 2009 to 2016, the overall declin-
ing trend is slow, which is related to the longer growing period of the grassland. Studies
globally have shown that temperature and growing period are significantly, positively
correlated [44]. The main environmental impacts caused by mining are changes in soil strat-
ification, reduction in biodiversity and changes in ecosystem structure and function [45].
Such impacts are not significant in the results of this study. In order to distinguish the
role of anthropogenic and natural factors on grassland ecosystems, meteorological factors,
elevation, slope and population density should also be taken into account for a comprehen-
sive analysis of the dominant factors [46]. Therefore, the changes in grassland cover and
biomass due to mining in Qinghai are not comprehensive or rigorous.

5. Conclusions

The long-term growth of grassland in the Muli region and the restoration of the mine
vegetation were monitored comprehensively by remote sensing monitoring and other
technical means. The ecological damage caused by mining production and exploitation
in the Muli region in Qinghai Province from 2000 to 2021 resulted in a slow decline
in the overall above-ground biomass of the grassland, which rebounded in 2021 after
the ecological restoration work was carried out. The analysis of meteorological data
indicated that biomass in the Muli region was more influenced by precipitation and less by
temperature. The land cover of the Muli region declined significantly from 2009 to 2016.
Combined with the timing of mining, the production activities in the mine area from 2009
to 2016 caused particularly serious damage to grassland vegetation, with a sharp increase
in the area of bare soil and low vegetation cover, and a clear, decreasing trend in the area
of high-vegetation cover. The grassland in and around the mine area showed complex
dynamic changes in characteristics from 2000 to 2021, and the impact of anthropogenic
disturbances on ecological indicators such as cover, and biomass cannot be ignored. In
conclusion, FVC is an important indicator of ecological degradation or restoration in mining
areas and can effectively assess the condition and quality of ecological environment in the
region. The soil in the open pit mine has a low ability to retain water and soil and lacks
microorganisms and organic matter, which is not conducive to plant growth. Furthermore,
AGB is also an effective factor for assessing the restoration status of a mine [47]. LSP has a
more complex response relationship to the mine compared with the above two indicators,
and it is difficult to obtain the impact of the mine on the ecology of grassland directly.

On the basis of the first results of ecological restoration measures, if subsequent
ecological restoration measures are optimized and supervision is increased, it is expected
that the ecological environment and ecological functions of the mine area will be restored
and that the vulnerability of the ecological environment of the Muli region will be reduced.
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