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Abstract: Vegetation dynamics in relation to climatic changes and anthropogenic activities is critical
for terrestrial ecosystem management. The objective of this study was to investigate spatiotemporal
change of vegetation and their driving forces during growing seasons (between April and October
and including the spring, summer and autumn) in the Tumen River Basin (TRB) using Normalized
Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) and climate data spanning from 2000 to 2015. A linear regression,
Pearson correlation coefficients and the residual trend (RESTREND) was applied for this study.
Our results demonstrate that vegetation increased during different periods of the growing season in
most of the areas of the TRB over 16 years. Our results demonstrate that vegetation increased during
different periods of the growing season in most of the areas of the TRB over 16 years; those in growing
season (spring, summer, and autumn) were characterized by the increase in rates by 0.0012/year,
0.0022/year, 0.0011/year, and 0.0019/year, respectively. Forested regions are characterized by the
largest increase (0.0021/year) in NDVI compared with other vegetation types across the entire
study area. The trends in NDVI across the study area were influenced by both climatic variations
and human disturbances. The human activities such as reforestation and agricultural practices are
the primary driver, greater than climatic factors, during growing season, including summer and
autumn. Temperature and precipitation has had a significant influence on NDVI in a limited area
(temp = 0.86%, p < 0.05 and precipitation = 1.93%, p < 0.05) during growing season. The significant
role of precipitation on NDVI change throughout growing season and the summer is larger than
that of temperature across the TRB, although the influence of the latter becomes most significant
during the spring and autumn. The RESTREND method shows that human activity during the
growing season, including the spring, summer, and autumn, have led to enhancements in NDVI
across more than 70% of the TRB over the last 16 years, with the most significant improvements seen
in forested land and farmland. At the same time, a significant reduction in residual (i.e., degraded
areas) NDVI values for different growing seasons had characterized farmland and urban land at
low altitudes. This study provides important background information regarding the influence of
human activities on land degradation and provides a scientific foundation for the development of
ecological restoration policies within the TRB. We found that the RESTREND method can be used to
detect human drivers of vegetation in the regions with semi-humid and humid monsoon, where the
significant correlation between NDVI and climatic factors exists.
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1. Introduction

Vegetation is the dominant component of terrestrial ecosystems on earth and plays a critical role
in energy exchange as well as water and biogeochemical cycles [1]. The land cover type is sensitive to
environmental changes that result mainly from climatic fluctuations and human activities. As a result,
understanding the factors underlying vegetation dynamics has been identified as a key issue in global
climate variability [2], particularly in terrestrial ecosystems [3].

Monitoring vegetation dynamics and identifying the forces that contribute to variation has become
a crucial issue in global climate variability research [4]. However, a limited number of studies to
date have been performed to monitor vegetation change and the responses of this land cover type
to climate at various spatial scales, including global [5], national [3,4], and provincial [6], as well
as on plateaus [7] and within basins [8,9]. All of these previous studies utilized the time series
Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) obtained from satellite remote sensing (RS); this index
is known to be significantly correlated with biomass, photosynthetic capacity, the leaf area index
(LAI), and net primary productivity (NPP) [10]. Studies have shown that vegetation activity gradually
increased globally between 1982 and 1990, especially in tropical regions including western Africa and
south-eastern Asia [11] as well as at northern high and middle latitudes, and in parts of the tropics
and subtropics between 1982 and 1998 [12]. In addition, significant relationships between NDVI and
indicators of climate have been used to demonstrate that vegetation changes are closely related to
variations in the latter [5,11]. Temperature and precipitation are the most significant factors influencing
changes in the NDVI [13]; trends in this index in northern mid and high latitudes are controlled by
increasing temperature while fluctuations in the semi-arid regions of the Southern Hemisphere are
due to decreasing precipitation [5]. Precipitation is known to be more important than temperature as
a climatic variable influencing changes in vegetation cover in arid and semi-arid regions [2,9,14], and it
has also been suggested that the relationship between the NDVI and temperature is more marked than
that between this index and precipitation in temperate monsoonal climate regions [15].

Previous studies in these regions have been based on satellite Remote Sensing (RS) data collected
by the Global Inventory Modeling and Mapping Studies (GIMMS), Satellite pour l’Observation de la
Terre (SPOT), and the Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) as this information
is known to be significantly correlated with biomass, photosynthetic capacity, LAI, and NPP [10].
Significantly, MODIS NDVI RS data have been widely applied in these studies addressing changes in
vegetation across different regional scales because of their high spatiotemporal resolution and wide
observational extent [16,17].

In addition, climatic parameters (temperature and precipitation), environmental protection
policies and management strategies, human activities, and ecological construction projects are all
also major factors leading to changes in vegetation dynamics [18]. For example, environmental
protection policies can cause increases in vegetation cover as the conversion of croplands to forests
alter plant productivity. This effect was discussed by Li et al. (2012) [19] who detected human-induced
vegetation changes in the Xilingol grassland of Inner Mongolia, China. Evans and Geerken (2004) [20]
were the first to advocate use of the residual trend (RESTREND) method to distinguish vegetation
degradation due to climatic factors from human activities [21]; this study was carried out based on
comparisons between Advanced Very High Resolution Radiometer (AVHRR) NDVI and rainfall data
in Syria. The RESTREND method identifies the human driver of vegetation dynamics by analyzing
trends in the residuals between observed and predicted NDVI values assuming that this index is
positively correlated with climate variability. This approach has therefore been widely applied in
a variety of research studies to identify the human drivers of vegetation dynamics in arid and semi-arid
regions [22]. Results have demonstrated that the RESTREND method can be applied with confidence
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to effectively differentiate the effects of climate and human activities on the NDVI. He et al. (2015) [21]
used it to differentiate human-induced drivers from climatic drivers of grassland degradation in the
Liao River Basin, China. The result showed that this method is highly applicable in semi-arid and
semi-humid regions by using the relationships between NDVI and temperature and precipitation.

The TRB consists of the region surrounding the Tumen River that forms the border between the
China, Russia and Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPR Korea). The surrounds of this river basin,
referred to as the Tuman Gang in the DPR Korea, is characterized by a typical temperate monsoonal
climate zone with four seasons, spring, summer, autumn, and winter. However, the mechanisms and
driving forces that underlie vegetation changes within the TRB remain poorly understood. In this
context, determining the nature of these dynamics using MODIS NDVI will provide an important
basis for future scientific studies within the TRB.

The main goals of this study are to explore spatiotemporal variations in the NDVI within the TRB
as well as the forces driving these changes by considering the combined effects of climate variability
and human activities on vegetation dynamics in growing seasons between 2000 and 2015. Vegetation
changes within the growing season (between April and October) must include data from the spring,
summer, and autumn seasons if we are to obtain a deeper understanding of vegetation dynamics.
Thus, the specific objectives of this research were to: (1) quantify trends in the NDVI during both the
growing season and the rest of the year at the basin scale using MODIS 13Q1 (Level 3 Product) data
that encompasses the period between 2000 and 2015; (2) investigate the relationship between seasonal
NDVI changes, temperature, and precipitation; and (3) apply the RESTREND method to differentiate
human-induced and climatic drivers of vegetation degradation within the basin.

2. Study Area and Data Sources

2.1. Study Area

The TRB encompasses an area of 35,732 km2 that ranges in latitude between 40◦86′ N and 44◦32′ N
and between 127◦70′ E and 132◦09′ E in longitude (Figure 1a). This basin is a trans-boundary river
basin in Northeast Asia that comprises the international boundaries between China, DPR Korea,
and Russia [23]. A total 525 km long, the Tumen River originates from the eastern foot of mountains in
Mt. Paektu on the DPR Korean side [24] and enters into the east sea of DPR Korea; there are many
tributaries flowing into this river. The TRB is characterized by a typical temperate monsoon climate
zone [24] and has a mean annual precipitation between 400 mm and 650 mm, and average, maximum,
and minimum temperatures between 2 ◦C and 6 ◦C, between 34 ◦C and 38 ◦C, and between −34 ◦C
and −23 ◦C, respectively [23]. Approximately 70% of the rainfall within the TRB occurs between June
and September [25]. The elevation across the TRB increases from east to west and from north to south
(Figure 1b) and includes plains and mountains. The major vegetation types across this region are forest
land, cropland, and grassland (Figure 1c).



Sustainability 2017, 9, 2350 4 of 19

Figure 1. The location (a), altitude and meteorological station (b), and vegetation types (c) of the
study area. In (b), meteorological station (1) indicates the station from the China Meteorological Data
Interchange Platform; station (2) is the station of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA) National Centers for Environmental Information database.

2.2. Data Sources

A MODIS 16-day composite NDVI dataset at 250 m spatial resolution (i.e., the MOD13Q1
product [26] was used for this study. These data are freely available at http://modis.gsfc.nasa.gov/
spanning from 2000 to 2015, and are titled H27V04 for this study area. A total of 368 NDVI data were
first clipped and subsequently re-projected to an Albers equal-area projection by standard output
projection parameters with the WGS84 datum using the MODIS re-projection Tool (MRT) downloaded
from the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) website. The TIMESAT software
was used to remove the noise in NDVI time series datasets by applying a Savitzky-Golay filter [27]
which provided a simplified least-squares-fit convolution for smoothing and computing derivatives
of a set of consecutive values [28]. Finally, the vegetation growing season (i.e., between April and
October) was divided into spring (April and May), summer (between June and August), and autumn
(September and October) [29]. Pixels with a mean growing season NDVI less than 0.05 were masked
out from this study as they represent non-vegetated areas including deserts and water bodies [3];
these regions are irrelevant to our discussion of vegetation status.

Daily climate data (i.e., temperature and precipitation) from a total of 21 meteorological stations
in and around the TRB available for the period of 2000 to 2015 were obtained from different sources.
Climate data for the Chinese region of the TRB were downloaded from the China Meteorological
Data Interchange Platform (http://data.cma.cn/), while those for the DPR Korea and Russia were
extracted from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) National Centers for
Environmental Information database (http://www.noaa.gov/). Monthly mean temperature and total
precipitation values were compiled from daily climate data using the MATLAB software. Further,
as topography is a key factor impacting both temperature and precipitation, multiple linear regression
models were applied based on the relationship between climate and topographic factors to determine
monthly mean temperature and accumulated precipitation across the entire study period at a grid
cell resolution of 250 m × 250 m [9]. Longitude, latitude, elevation and distance from the nearest
coastline were selected as temperature-related topographic factors in multiple linear regression models,
while the same set of variables plus slope and slope direction from Digital Elevation Model (DEM)
data were utilized as precipitation-related topographic factors.

An open-access Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (SRTM) 30 m-resolution DEM was downloaded
from the US Geological Survey Earth Resources Observation Systems data center. These DEM data

http://modis.gsfc.nasa.gov/
http://data.cma.cn/
http://www.noaa.gov/
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were then re-sampled to grid cells with a resolution of 250 m × 250 m using the ArcGIS software in
order to be consistent with MODIS NDVI pixels, before being used to define the boundary of the TRB.
This DEM was also used to generate longitude, latitude, elevation, slope and slope direction in ArcGIS
software. A 2010 vegetation map was generated from a Landsat TM5 satellite image (encompassing
the row/paths 114/30, 115/30, 115/31, 116/30, and 116/31). This map comprised forested land
(i.e., needle-leaved forest, broadleaf and mixed forest), dropland (paddy and dryland), grassland
(tropical grassland), and other land (urban and barren land) (Figure 1c). In first step, a total 129
of ground-reference data for different land covers was collected by visual inspection from Google
Earth images. Next, pre-processing stages include radiometric correction (Radiometric calibration
and Flash atmospheric correction), image cutting and image mosaic within same season. All satellite
imageries were classified into five land cover types by applying the Support Vector Machines (SVM)
classification method [17] in the ENVI 5.1 software. Finally, the overall classification accuracy was
85.89%, with corresponding kappa coefficients of 0.86.

3. Methods

3.1. Linear Regression Model (LRM)

A LRM was applied in this study to analyze the trends in growing season NDVI as well as climatic
factors between 2000 and 2015. Jiapaer et al. (2015) [6] and Lian et al. (2017) [30] used this method to
monitor vegetation change trends in Xinjiang and in Part of the Agro-Pastoral Transitional Zone in
Inner Mongolia of China, respectively. Thus, the smallest power-function linear regression equation
proposed by previous studies was applied for each pixel, as follows:

Slope =
n×∑n

i=1 XiYi −∑n
i=1 Xi∑n

i=1 Yi

n×∑n
i=1 Xi

2 − (∑n
i=1 Xi)

2 (1)

In this expression, Slope refers to the trend in vegetation dynamics, and n is the cumulative
number of years in the study period. Yi and Xi are the values of the dependent and independent
variables in the ith year, respectively. In general, these variables tend to increase if Slope is greater than
zero, but decrease if the opposite is the case.

The significant nature of any trends was assessed using F statistics [31] for each pixel via
programming in the MATLAB R2014a software [32]. Five distinct levels of variation [33] were
recognized in this study encompassing a highly significant reduction (i.e., slope < 0; p < 0.01),
a significant reduction (i.e., slope < 0, 0.01 < p < 0.05), no significant change (i.e., p > 0.05), a significant
increase (i.e., slope > 0, 0.01 < p < 0.05), and a highly significantly increase (i.e., slope > 0, p < 0.01).

3.2. Pearson Correlation Analysis

The Pearson correlation coefficient was utilized in this study to determine the effects of climatic
factors on NDVI changes over the period between 2000 and 2015. This approach has been widely
applied to analysis the correlation between climate factors and NDVI changes [34–38] as well as the
relationships between tree growth and NDVI [39] to know vegetation dynamics, as follows:

rxy =
∑n

i=1
[(

xi − X
)(

yi −Y
)]√

∑
(

xi − X
)2

∑n
i=1
(
yi −Y

)2
(2)

In this expression, rxy is the correlation coefficient between x and y, while x refers to the NDVI,
y is the temperature or precipitation, n denotes the sample number, and X and Y are the average values
of x and y, respectively. A t-test [38] was performed at each pixel and a p-value less than 0.05 was
considered statistically significant for the purposes of this research.
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3.3. The RESTREND Analysis

The RESTREND analysis was performed to understand the factors underlying changes in the
NDVI except for climatic factors in this study. This approach is one of the most reliable trend
analysis methods that can be utilized to disentangle the effects of climate from human-accelerated land
degradation [40], when assuming that the climatic factor is the only driver in NDVI change [21]. It is
well known that changes in vegetation are strongly influenced by climatic factors and human activities
such as ecological restoration practices (seasonal cropping patterns, tree plantation and reducing
deforestation); of these, temperature and precipitation exert a major influence but if significant climatic
effects can be removed from long-term trends in the NDVI, land degradation induced by human
activities can be distinguished more effectively within a study area [41,42].

A range of previous studies have applied the RESTREND method to quantitatively determine how
human activities have influenced vegetation growth [21,22,31,40–43]. He et al. (2015) [21] had cleared
that this method is highly applicable in semi-arid and semi-humid regions, when assuming that both
temperature and precipitation influence a change in the NDVI; thus, this method was selected to isolate
the contributions of precipitation and temperature to vegetation change from those due to human
influence. Annual average NDVI, temperature, and total precipitation data of raster type for growing
season periods between 2000 and 2015 were therefore applied. Climate data were logarithmically
transformed to fulfill the assumptions of normal distribution [44]. In the first place, a multiple linear
regression between observed NDVI and climatic factors (i.e., precipitation and temperature) was
applied for each pixel and the statistically significant regression equation (p < 0.05) with the highest R2

was selected to predict the effects of NDVI change on climate. Secondly, residuals between observed
and predicted NDVI values from the regression model were calculated for each pixel and residual
trends were analyzed in order to detect slopes with respect to time via linear regression. A significant
(p < 0.05) positive slope is therefore indicative of human influence perhaps attributable to conservation
or reforestation efforts, while a significant negative slope denotes negative anthropogenic disturbance
between 2000 and 2015 [43]. In this step, the significance level (p < 0.05) was tested by F test. Linear
trends in the NDVI and climatic variables, Pearson correlation coefficients, and residual trends were
calculated for each pixel using the MATLAB R2014a software in this study.

4. Results

4.1. Temporal and Spatial Trends in Growing Season NDVI

4.1.1. Temporal Trends in NDVI and Climatic Factors

The results of this study revealed that inter-annual linear variation in the NDVI and climatic
variables (i.e., temperature and precipitation) for the TRB are different and heterogeneous depending
on time during the growing season between 2000 and 2015 (Figure 2).

Data shows that fluctuations in the NDVI are manifested differently in different time periods
of growing season, and that trends in this index have tended to increase throughout this period.
Thus, the trends in the NDVI changed in the spring, summer, and autumn at rates of 0.0022/year
(R2 = 0.081, p = 0.286), 0.0011/year (R2 = 0.282, p < 0.05), and 0.0019/year (R2 = 0.139, p = 0.155),
respectively. These data show that the NDVI during the summer increased at the most significant rate,
and that this trend encapsulated the smallest rise compared with the spring and autumn, while trends
during these later two seasons were not significant. The trend in the NDVI during the growing season
was characterized by a significant increase at an annual average rate of 0.0012/year (R2 = 0.45, p < 0.01);
during the 2015 growing season this index increased to its highest mean level (0.699) throughout the
whole study period, while the smallest annual mean NDVI value (0.65) was recorded in 2000.

Climatic trends recorded within the TRB demonstrate that mean temperature in growing
season, spring and summer, decreased at the mean slopes of −0.015 ◦C/year, −0.035 ◦C/year,
and −0.021 ◦C/year, respectively. In contrast, the mean autumn temperature has increased over
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the time period of this study at a mean rate of change of 0.014 ◦C/year, while precipitation change has
remained inconsistent and heterogeneous throughout all periods of the growing season. Nevertheless,
the largest reduction in precipitation was recorded in the autumn during the study period, at a rate
of −1.06 mm/year, while trends in both climatic variables were not statistically significant (p > 0.05)
across all the time periods of the growing season between 2000 and 2015.
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Figure 2. Inter-annual variations in mean NDVI during the growing season and at different time phases
of growing season over the last 16 years within the TRB: (a) growing season; (b) spring; (c) summer;
and (d) autumn.

4.1.2. Spatial Variations in Seasonal NDVI

The spatial distribution of the mean NDVI in growing season of the study area between 2000 and
2015 is exposed by Figure 3. The mean NDVI greater than 0.75 was mainly distributed in northern and
southern sections of the study area, which is mainly forested area. Mean NDVI in most of the forested
area showed values between 0.65 and 0.75. In the water body area, the mean NDVI value of growing
season was less than 0.1. Except for water area, the minimum value of mean NDVI appeared in other
land regions, which was between 0.1 and 0.35. In the Chinese region of the study area, mean NDVI
exhibited a maximum value of 0.678. The DPR Korea region of the TRB showed a minimum value of
0.633 and the value in the Russia region of the TRB was 0.675.

Annual mean change trends in the NDVI across all time periods of the growing season were
analyzed in each pixel to evaluate the spatial heterogeneity in seasonal trends of this index over the
16-year period in this study. Thus, p-values for each growing season pixel were computed (Figure 4).
In this analysis, areas that are characterized by significant negative trends are considered to be degraded
while those characterized by significant positive trends are considered to be improved. Results show
that the NDVI across different seasons has increased in large areas of the TRB; the increased areas in
growing season, spring, summer and autumn were 84.6%, 78.3%, 72.2% and 77.9% of the whole area,
respectively. The NDVI trend during spring and autumn season increased strongly in forested land,
but during the summer season it appeared mainly in cropland area. However, decreasing trends in
the spring, summer, and autumn seasons were primarily seen in eastern and southern areas, as well
as in the center and northeastern section of the study area at the same time, where the altitudinal
gradient tends to be lower (Figure 4b–d). Significant increases in the NDVI during the spring were
mainly concentrated in the northern section of the study area, while increases in the summer occurred
in the central part of the TRB, and autumnal increases tended to take place in northwestern and
southwestern areas. Data show that increases in the NDVI tend to be widespread across most areas
of the TRB throughout the entire growing season, even though reductions also occurred in partial
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regions of the eastern, center and southern area of the basin (Figure 4a). The mean rate of NDVI change
across the whole TRB was 0.0017/year; results show that approximately 36.93% of the total basin area
experienced a significant increase in this index (p < 0.05) at a mean rate of 0.0032/year (noted in areas
where this rate significantly increased). Positive trends in NDVI dominated the western regions of the
study area, while values for this index in 2.65% of the TRB significantly decreased (p < 0.05) at a mean
rate of change of −0.0052/year. This decrease is mainly characteristic of the southwestern and central
east regions of the TRB.

Figure 3. Annual mean NDVI for growing season over 16 years.

The results of this analysis revealed the percentage of areas within the TRB that have exhibited
highly significant (p < 0.01) and significant (p < 0.05 and p > 0.01) trends in NDVI at seasonal scales
over the last 16 years (Table 1). Highly significant changes in the NDVI (p < 0.01) during the summer
were largest, as 1.39% of the areas considered in this study were characterized by highly significant
decreases, and 9.51% were characterized by highly significant increases, which are mainly cropland
regions. Values for the NDVI in autumn exhibited the smallest significant reductions, with just 0.55%
of areas highly significant and 0.85% significant; autumn also exhibited the largest significant increases
in this index (20.13% of areas with p < 0.05) compared with the spring and summer NDVI trends.

Changes in growing season NDVI across different vegetation types were then analyzed in order to
develop an enhanced understanding of relevant patterns. Table 2 illustrates changes in mean growing
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season NDVI for different vegetation types across the regions of the TRB in all three countries over the
last 16 years.

These results show that NDVI values varied across all vegetation types, in all areas of the TRB
(a mean change trend in the Chinese area is 0.002/year; in Korean and Russian parts the trends are
similar at 0.0015/year), and that increases were all greater than 0.001/year. Indeed, increases in this
index for most vegetation types within China are marked; the mean rate of increase for growing season
NDVI for forested land is the fastest in all three countries compared to other land-use types. These rates
of change were 0.0027/year, 0.0017/year, and 0.0016/year for the Chinese, Korean, and Russian TRB
regions, respectively, and were also the fastest increases compared to other vegetation types for the
whole region over the 16 years of this study. Other land use types such as urban and barren land
exhibited the smallest rates of NDVI increase throughout the growing season as values of 0.0011/year,
0.0012/year, and 0.0013/year were recorded for the Korean, Chinese, and Russian regions of the TRB,
respectively. This land use type was also characterized by the lowest rate of change (0.0012/year)
throughout the whole study area. The positive NDVI change in urban and barren land indicates
dynamics of the ecosystems and good ecological restoration.
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Table 1. Area statistics describing significant NDVI trends at the seasonal scale over 16 years.

Change Categories Growing Season (%) Spring (%) Summer (%) Autumn (%)

Highly significant decrease 1.49 1.21 1.39 0.55
Significant decrease 1.16 1.37 1.62 0.85
Significant increase 16.12 7.45 9.40 12.33

Highly significant increase 20.81 3.11 9.51 7.80

Table 2. Trends of mean growing season NDVI over the last 16 years for different vegetation types.

Vegetation Types China (year−1) DPR Korea (year−1) Russia (year−1) TRB (year−1)

Forested land 0.0027 0.0017 0.0016 0.0021
Cropland 0.0021 0.0015 0.0015 0.0017
Grassland 0.0019 0.0016 0.0015 0.0016

Other (urban and barren land) 0.0012 0.0011 0.0013 0.0012
mean 0.0020 0.0015 0.0015 0.0017

4.1.3. Seasonal Climatic Trends in Spatial Variability

The spatial distribution of seasonal climatic trends between 2000 and 2015 are summarized in
Figure 5; these data show that seasonal temperature and precipitation do not coincide well with one
another. Significant trends in temperature and precipitation throughout all seasons were not detected
for 16 years in the TRB.

Figure 5. The spatial distribution of climatic trends within the TRB (i.e., temperature, T, and precipitation, P)
during different growing season time periods between 2000 and 2015: Growing indicates growing season.

The temperature changes can be characterized by a range of different spatial trends across all
seasons (Figure 5). These variables are increased, for example, during the growing season including
into the summer in some parts of the Russian TRB, decreased in other areas, and the decrease trend in
growing season, spring and summer remained high across the eastern to western region of the study
area. At the same time, data shows that spring temperature has decreased over the whole study area
and the rate of reduction remained mainly small across the western to eastern regions of the study
area. However, temperature in the autumn increased over whole study area, and a large increase was
observed from the northern to southern areas of the TRB.
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The precipitation changes also show the different spatial trends across all seasons (Figure 5).
Precipitation during the growing season is characterized by a marked increase in the southwestern
area of the basin, although this mainly decreased in most areas and was especially marked from the
west to the east across the study area. Increasing spring and summer precipitation levels mainly
occurred in high-altitude areas in the southwest of the study area, mirrored by a decreasing trend that
predominated in low-altitude regions of the northeast. Autumn is mostly characterized by a reduction
in precipitation across most areas, a trend that is especially marked in western to northeastern
low-altitude parts of the TRB.

4.2. The Effects of Climate Variability on the NDVI

The effects of climate variability on NDVI trend during different periods of the growing
season were explored. Thus, as discussed, the relationship between NDVI and climatic factors
from 2000 to 2015 were investigated using Pearson correlation coefficients. It is noteworthy that
previous studies to address changes in vegetation have demonstrated close relationships with climatic
variations at global or regional scale [45]; temperature and precipitation are known to be the most
significant factors influencing variation in the NDVI. Correlation coefficients between the NDVI and
temperature and precipitation were calculated for each pixel to determine spatial correlation between
variables (i.e., the effects of temperature and precipitation) within the TRB between 2000 and 2015
(Figures 6 and 7). As noted above, a significant correlation between the NDVI and a climatic variable
was accepted when the relevant p-value exceeded the 95% confident interval.

The results of these comparisons show that the overall proportion of positive correlations with
respect to NDVI was greater than that for negative correlations throughout the growing season over the
16 years evaluated in this study (Figure 6a). Correlations between NDVI and temperature in the spring
and autumn were positive across a large proportion of the TRB and this positive correlation in the
summer was lower than in either spring or autumn seasons. The corresponding area of positive TRB
correlations in the spring and autumn seasons were 97.81% (68.59% significant) and 83.69% (16.86%
significant), respectively, while this positive correlation occurs in 52.85% (significant for 2.31%) of the
region in the summer. These data clearly indicate that temperature and the NDVI are closely related
to one another within the TRB. Indeed, temperature appears to be the dominant factor influencing
vegetation growth within the TRB to a greater and more significant extent in the spring and autumn.

The results of this study highlight a positive correlation between the NDVI and temperature
throughout the growing season in 54.06% of the study area, and that this is significantly correlated
in 0.86% of the region. This outcome suggests that temperature influences the growth of vegetation
throughout the TRB during the whole growing season, but at a low level of significance. Figure 7
highlights the distribution pattern of correlation coefficients between seasonal mean NDVI and
total precipitation.

Data show that both positive and negative correlations between the NDVI and precipitation
during the growing season as well as in the summer and autumn coexisted across the study area
between 2000 and 2015. A positive correlation between NDVI and summer precipitation characterizes
62.25% of the TRB, of which 3.64% is significant (p < 0.05). A significant positive correlation is seen
mostly in the western areas of the TRB, while in the autumn, such a correlation between NDVI and
precipitation occurs in 66.2% (significant in 3.8%) of the study area, mainly in the northern TRB.
In contrast, values for the spring tend to be negatively correlated across most of the area, encompassing
90.62% (significantly negative in 11.92%) of the total TRB area. Results also show that an area of 45.46%
of the TRB (significantly correlated in 1.93%) is positively correlated with precipitation throughout
the entire growing season, concentrated mainly in low-altitude regions of cropland and around them.
These results imply that the significant role of precipitation to NDVI change during the growing
season and the summer is larger than that of temperature within the TRB. In addition, the impact of
temperature on NDVI changes during the spring and autumn is greater than that of precipitation.
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4.3. Trends in the Influence of Human Activities during the Growing Season over the Last 16 Years

A range of environmental protection initiatives including human activities and ecological
restoration have also contributed to changes in the NDVI within the TRB in addition to temperature and
precipitation. This means that regions where no significant positive correlation between this index and
climatic factors is present can be influenced by anthropogenic effects [18,31]. A significant decreasing
trend in residuals indicates the human-induced vegetation degradation [20,22]. Thus, an analysis of
residual NDVI values that are not explained by climatic change over time can provide additional
information on the land degradation process [40]. Human-induced vegetation changes in regions that
are characterized by significant negative or positive trends in the residual NDVI at p-value less than
0.05 were evaluated using the RESTREND method incorporating mean temperature and cumulative
precipitation. This was done at the level of individual pixels across the study area as NDVI changes
are positively correlated with both temperature and precipitation in the TRB, and so p-values based
on an F test were calculated in each case. Finally, in order to map significant changes in the NDVI
as a result of human activity, residual and p-value maps were overlapped with one another for the
growing season and for other times throughout the year. Significant changes in residual NDVI due to
human activities at different times throughout the growing seasons are shown in Figure 8. The figure on
the left and right rows (1 and 2) in Figure 8 shows the associations between climate and anthropogenic
factors in these regions during different seasons, respectively in the study area.

Otherwise, Figure 9 shows the associations between climate and anthropogenic factors for
different vegetation types, which was selected randomly.

Results show that areas characterized by both significant negative and positive residual trends
coexisted in the study area over 16 years (Figure 8 and Table 3).

In entire study area, trends in residual NDVI for the growing season as well as for the spring,
summer, and autumn increased at averages of 0.0012/year, 0.0024/year, 0.0009/year, and 0.0022/year,
respectively, over 16 years. This result means that human activities continue to have an enhanced
influence on NDVI across all seasons even though areas characterized by a significant positive change
in Russia had lower values than in China and DPR Korea. Data also indicate a more marked effect
of human activities on vegetation regeneration in these latter regions than in Russia and highlight
the fact that anthropogenic vegetation regeneration in the autumn and spring was more significant
than in the summer (Table 3). Regions that were significantly enhanced by this process were mainly
forested land (in spring and autumn) and farmland (in summer) (e.g., Figure 9). While significant
reductions in NDVI residuals (i.e., degradation areas) in spring and summer were more intensive than
that in autumn. A significant reduction throughout the growing and other seasons tended to occur
adjacent to farmland and urban land in the Korean and Chinese sectors of the TRB (e.g., Figure 9).
The significantly negative trend was seen in the Korean region compared to the other seasons.
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5. Discussion

It is generally acknowledged that since the 1980s vegetation greenness has tended to increase at
both global and continental scales [46]. The growing season NDVI increased continuously during the
period 2001–2012, in China [3]. The data presented in this paper show that within the TRB, values for
the NDVI in the whole growing season as well as the spring, summer, and autumn have tended to
significantly increase overall, encompassing 36.93%, 10.56%, 18.91%, and 20.13% of the whole area,
respectively, over the last 16 years. Spring NDVI exhibited the fastest increase at 0.0022/year in the
TRB. That was also found in previous studies; in eastern China previous studies have reported that
the fastest increase in NDVI has occurred in spring over the last two decades of the 20th century [47].
NDVI change trend greatly differs by vegetation type [48]. In our study, area, NDVI trend in spring
and autumn increased strongly in forested land, but the was a significantly increased trend in summer
NDVI, which occurred mainly in cropland area (Figure 4).

The use of multiple LRMs based on relationships between climatic and other topographic factors
have proved useful in areas of mountainous terrain [9] and can be utilized to further describe the
spatial distribution of temperature and precipitation within the TRB.

Climate is one of the most important factors controlling plant growth globally; a closely correlated
relationship between weather variables and vegetation growth has been captured in previous
studies [29,47–49] and is consistent with present results. However, previous research results [8] showed
that the vegetation growth was variously and significantly affected by temperature or precipitation in
different periods. In our study area, both temperature and precipitation have differently influenced
on NDVI increases in every season; the impact of temperature on NDVI change during the spring
and autumn has been higher than precipitation within the TRB. Spring temperature and spring
NDVI had a strong significant positive correlation in comparison with other seasons, especially in
the forested area (Figure 6b). This is consistent with the results of Zhang et al. (2013) [47], in the
semi-humid to humid areas of eastern China during the period 1982–2006. It might be that most of the
existing vegetation types could be sensitive to spring temperature. Autumn temperature and NDVI
had also a high positive correlation in the most of the TRB. Autumn is a pleasant season with cool
climate in the study area, and the raising temperature in this season played positive role in NDVI
growth and the lengthening of growing season. For precipitation, the influence of precipitation on
variations of this index during the growing season and summer has been more significant than that of
temperature. Autumn precipitation had also a positive relationship, with the significant area of 3.8%.
Therefore, the growing season NDVI in the study area was primarily affected by autumn and summer
precipitation, rather than that by spring. In contrast, the precipitation in spring showed a negative
correlation with the NDVI in most of the TRB area. The lower relative precipitation during this season
might have a small contribution towards NDVI variation. Temperature and other socio-economic
variables, such as human activities (e.g., reforestation and agricultural practices), contributed more
than precipitation of the study area within past 16-year scenarios (Figures 6, 7b and 8b). That might be
a reason that it shows a negative correlation with precipitation. These results show that the overall
growth of this index across the whole growing season was not significantly affected by these climatic
variables when the whole TRB region is taken into account. This result suggests that vegetation change
cannot be fully explained by climatic factors in the entire TRB region, in addition to temperature and
precipitation, environmental protection initiatives including anthropogenic activities and ecological
restoration have also contributed to NDVI changes especially in regions where significant positive
correlations with climatic factors were not recovered [18,31].

In order to distinguish human-induced vegetation changes from those driven by climate
variability, the RESTREND analysis has been used widely in a lot of studies [19–22]. He et al. (2015) [21]
used the RESTREND method to distinguish grassland degradation due to climatic variations from
that caused by human activities in semi-arid and semi-humid regions. The TRB can be characterized
as semi-humid or humid [24,25] which differs depending on the season. The results of this study
show that RESTREND analysis utilizing temperature and precipitation was effective for the division of
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climatic and human drivers of vegetation degradation across the TRB because growth in the NDVI as
a result of climate characterizes this region. Results show that human-induced vegetation regeneration
in the spring and autumn was larger than in the summer season in the entire TRB and the human
effects on vegetation duration in spring and summer were stronger than that in autumn. The results
from different seasons indicate that human activities have a significant positive influence on vegetation
changes over the same period, especially in Chinese and Korean parts of the basin (Figure 8). Ecological
restoration programming, such as afforestation or reforestation was the major human activity in these
regions, which was more intense in the Chinese region of the basin than in the Korean part. For instance,
human-induced vegetation growth in spring and autumn mainly appeared in forested areas, which is
mainly in the Chinese area of the TRB, and a large area of cropland was positively influenced by
human activities in summer, while the degraded areas were mostly seen in, or near to, farmland
and urban land in the lower-altitude sectors of the basin. Previous studies have also demonstrated
increases in farmland area as well as reductions in forested land and grassland due to concomitant
increases in human activity in some regions of the TRB over the last 30 years [50]. This is likely to
be a significant cause of land degradation, because of anthropogenic factors such as urbanization,
agricultural activities and road construction.

This study focused only on changes in NDVI trends and their relationship with climate variability
and human activities across the entire basin. Thus, the effects of these factors on vegetation changes at
the level of different foliage types were not considered and regional differences in the forces driving
NDVI change at the level of different countries were also not taken into account. The RESTREND
method estimates other factors than climate factors, including a human-induced influence of vegetation
changes. Excluding climatic factors, vegetation degradation could result from a number of sources
such as natural disturbances (e.g., severe droughts or floods) and human activities (e.g., deforestation,
agriculture, urbanization, and land reclamation). Natural disturbances mainly cause short-lived
changes, however, while human activities tend to lead to more abrupt perturbations [51], a further
issue which was not explored in this research. Thus, there are still some challenges for future studies
to quantitatively analyze the types of human factors and natural disturbances. Random Forest
(RF) method was used to estimate quantitative relationships between ground-based RWI, climate,
and phenological metrics derived from NDVI time series in the latest research [39]. It is a multivariate
non-parametric regression method based on a machine learning algorithms. It needs sampling data
for training. In our study, we used only the relationships between NDVI and climate variability,
due to limitation of relevant observation data. In order to estimate quantitatively the various driving
forces on vegetation dynamics, collection of sampling data and application of RF method is required,
which needs further study in the future.

6. Conclusions

Linear regression in combination with Pearson correlation and residual trend analyses were
applied in this study to evaluate the driving forces in vegetation dynamics during the growing season
and at different encapsulated time periods between 2000 and 2015. The results of this study revealed
clear spatial patterns of increasing and decreasing vegetation cover across the TRB within the growing
season over a period of 16 years. Although increases in vegetation characterize most of the TRB,
both significant increases and decreases in the NDVI during different periods of the growing season
were also seen in parts of China and DPR Korea over the course of the study period. The forested area
showed the largest significant increasing trend, with an average increment of 0.0021/year over the
entire basin area. Mean temperature of the growing season across the whole basin as well as the spring
and summer has decreased at mean rates of −0.015 ◦C/year, −0.035 ◦C/year, and −0.021 ◦C/year,
respectively. Similarly, mean autumn temperature has increased at a mean rate of 0.014 ◦C/year,
while annual total precipitation has decreased over all periods of the growing season. However, these
trends in both temperature and precipitation were not statistically significant in any of the seasons.

Both climatic factors and human activities are responsible for seasonal variations in vegetation
change within the TRB. However, human activities’ influence on vegetation change was a more
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dominant factor than climate variability in growing season as well as in summer and autumn. Among
climatic factors, precipitation has played a more significant role in increasing NDVI values during
the growing season and summer, eclipsing the effect of temperature. In contrast, the influence of
temperature on NDVI changes during the spring and autumn has been higher than precipitation.
These results clearly indicate that the role of these two climatic variables change depending on the
season. Areas of vegetation degradation due to human activities seen during the growing season and
throughout the other seasons tested in this study tend to occur adjacent to farmland and urban land
with the Korean and Chinese regions of this basin. The summertime is characterized by a larger and
more significant amount of vegetation degradation by human activities than the spring and autumn,
encompassing 3.28% of the whole basin area. The results of our study showed that the RESTREND
method can be used in similar regions to our study area. We hope that the results of this study offer
important baseline data for the environmental protection of the TRB.
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