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Despite the research on the responses of grassland vegetation to climate change
and topography has advance worldwide, the large-scale importance of these
parameters to grassland vegetation greening in arid regions across environmental
gradients is unclear. To address this, in this study, we applied MODIS Normalized
Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) data and trend analysis methods to measure
the spatial-temporal variation in grassland vegetation greening in central Eurasia.
Multiple regression models and hierarchical partitioning were used to quantify the
importance of climate [annual precipitation (AP), annual mean temperature
(AMT), relative humidity (RH)] and topography [elevation (ELE), aspect (ASP),
topographic position index (TPI)] to the NDVI. The results showed that there
was a significant increasing trend in the NDVI of meadows, but not other
grassland types, from 2000 to 2021 (3.3 x 10%/year, p < 0.05). Additionally,
the responses of the NDVI to climate and topography in deserts were positively
correlated with RH, AP, and ELE. Meanwhile, the dependence of NDVI on climate
and topography decreased with increasing RH. Under conditions of escalating
AMT and AP, RH and ELE independently contributed to explaining the NDVI.
However, RH may be the key determinant of long-term NDVI stabilization in arid
grassland. These findings underscore the significance of
vegetation—climate—topography feedback and can inform the development of
more comprehensive and effective climate mitigation and adaptation strategies.

climate, topography, NDVI, Xinjiang, grassland

1 Introduction

Grasslands cover approximately 40% of the terrestrial biosphere (Hufkens et al., 2016)
and provide abundant livestock products and diverse ecosystem services such as carbon
cycling, climate regulation, and maintenance of biological diversity (Knapp and Smith,
2001; Maestre et al., 2022). Grasslands are commonly found in arid and semi-arid regions
with an annual precipitation of at least 400 mm, and their existence is primarily attributed
to climate control (Bardgett et al,, 2021). Almost all grassland vegetation, which supports
multiple ecosystem functions, has experienced large fluctuations due to frequent climatic
and topographic changes over recent decades (Erdds et al., 2022).

Numerous studies have demonstrated that topography, an aggregate indicator of spatial
and physical characteristics, can dramatically affect vegetation structure and functioning;
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elevation, in particular, is frequently associated with alterations in
community composition (Fairbanks and McGwire, 2004; Hu and
Xia, 2019). Since the last century, temperate grasslands have
experienced warming and wetting, especially during extreme
weather events, the effects of which are uncertain (Sloat et al.,
2018; Styles et al,, 2018). One fundamental way through which
vegetation and variation in topography interact across all ecosystems
is through their marked effect on local temperature and moisture
availability, which can affect grassland vitality. However, their
interactive effects are complex and unclear and have been largely
ignored in these highly heterogeneous grasslands (Erdés et al., 2022).

The Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI), which is
computed from the difference between the reflectance of the near-
infrared (NIR) and red bands, is a commonly used measure for
evaluating the presence of healthy green vegetation in an observed
area (Dutta et al,, 2021). It has been effectively used in vegetation
dynamics monitoring (such as coverage, productivity, and
phenology) and the study of vegetation responses to climatic
changes at different scales during the past few years (Mao et al,
20125 Piao et al,, 2014). Additionally, this index is the primary input
for generating other geophysical products, such as the leaf area
index, evapotranspiration, and land cover classification (Cihlar et al.,
1991; Tiames et al., 2020).

On the other hand, topography plays a significant role in
modulating the effect of climate on grassland vegetation. It
affects local temperature and moisture availability, thereby
influencing the distribution and characteristics of grassland
ecosystems (Fang et al., 2005). Topographical factors, such as
slope orientation and aspect, can determine whether a region
supports  forested steppe-dominant  landscapes
(Lembrechts and Nijs, 2020). The presence of north-facing steep

areas or

hills in the Inner Asian steppe region is often associated with
forested areas, while south-facing hillsides promote the expansion
of temperate steppe vegetation (Dengler et al., 2014). Soil moisture
disparities resulting from topography further contribute to the
distribution of grassland types (Andrade Diaz et al, 2023;
Schrader Patton et al, 2023). Regions with better soil moisture,
such as north-facing aspects, typically support mountain meadows
or temperate meadow steppes, while south-facing hillsides with
higher temperatures and decreased soil moisture favor temperate
steppe expansion (Dunne et al, 2003). Additionally, specific
topographic features like ravines, erosion gullies, and depressions
can create microclimates with milder conditions and a greater
supply of soil water, thereby facilitating the occurrence of
meadows (Evans, 1960).

Abiotic factors can influence vegetation growth and then
indirectly impact the NDVI (Joiner et al., 2018; Sanz et al., 2021).
However, there is still no consensus on the relationship between
climatic factors and topographic features (Callaghan et al., 2020).
Large-scales studies covering a wide range of temperatures, moisture
levels, and elevations are particularly scarce (Callaghan et al., 2020;
Elsen et al., 2020). Typically, regions exhibiting high temperatures
and moisture levels possess greater soil moisture inputs, thereby
enhancing the NDVI. Paradoxically, NDVI values in the Mekong
River Basin are lower in areas characterized by higher temperatures
and moisture levels (Ouyang et al., 2020). This could primarily be
attributed to the increased soil respiration rates and heightened soil
moisture brought about by elevated temperatures, resulting in
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reduced oxygen levels with potential detrimental effects on the
NDVI (Fu and Sun, 2022). Understanding vegetation changes in
grasslands and their drivers is essential for comprehending the
trade-offs between grassland function relating to food security
and climate mitigation, as well as how grassland management
could be improved to meet global climate targets.

Currently, there is insufficient knowledge about the empirical
connections between climate, plants, soil, microbial physiological
traits, and NDVI. Here, we investigated the relative contribution of
climate [annual precipitation (AP), annual mean temperature
(AMT), and relative humidity (RH)] and topography [aspect
(ASP), elevation (ELE), and topography position index (TP)] to
grassland vegetation greening. We collected meteorologic,
topographic, and remote sensing data for different environmental
gradients in grasslands from 2000 to 2021 in Xinjiang, a central part
of the Eurasian and most arid region of China. We investigated
whether increased hydrothermal conditions have a positive effect on
grassland across environmental gradients and sought to identify the
important predictors of NDVTI variation. Understanding the changes
in grassland vegetation greening is critical for addressing climate
change-induced fluctuations in grassland vegetation.

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Study area

Xinjiang is an autonomous region in northwestern China,
situated at the intersection of Central and East Asia. It is the
largest province-level division in China, encompasses an
expansive area of over l.6million km® and is home to
approximately 25 million inhabitants. Geographically, Xinjiang
shares borders with a multitude of countries, including Russia,
Kazakhstan, Pakistan,

Afghanistan, and India. The majestic Karakoram, Kunlun, and

Mongolia,  Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan,
Tian Shan Mountain ranges dominate substantial sections of
Xinjiang’s borders, particularly in the western and southern
regions. The study area focuses on the southern desert and
northern marsh of Xinjiang (34°25'-48°10'N, 73°40'-96°18'E;
altitude: 173-8,052 m; Figure 1). Xinjiang is subject to a semiarid
or desert climate, as classified by the Képpen BSk or BWk climate
types, respectively (Rubel and Kottek, 2011). The region is
characterized by significant seasonal temperature fluctuations,
with harsh winters. In the summer, the Turpan Depression
frequently experiences some of the highest temperatures in the
country, surpassing 40°C. In the northernmost regions, where the
mountains reach their peak, winter temperatures routinely plummet
below —20°C. The dominant soils are desert soils, brown calcic soils,
chernozem, kastanozem, and saline-alkaline soils (Xie et al., 2007).
Natural grassland covers 3.95 x 107 ha, or 23.85% of the entire area
of Xinjiang (Sciences, 2001). The vegetation in this region is
primarily composed of perennial plants such as tussock grasses
(Agropyron cristatum, Festuca valesiaca, and Stipa spp.) and
Seriphidium  (Seriphidium  transiliense and S. borotalense).
According to China’s grassland classification standards, grassland
in Xinjiang is divided into 11 types-alpine desert, temperate steppe
desert, temperate desert, alpine steppe, temperate meadow steppe,
temperate steppe, temperate desert steppe, lowland meadow,
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FIGURE 1

Overview of the location of the study area. The impacts of climate change and topography on the vegetation of grasslands in Xinjiang in northwest

China were investigated; white on the map indicates non-grassland.

mountain meadow, alpine meadow, and marsh (Supplementary
Figure 58). The study area encompasses three primary grassland
types: meadow, steppe, and desert, as per the classification standards
outlined by China’s grassland classification system (Su, 1996).
Owing to the changeable climate and complex topography, the
three types of grasslands are staggered with each other from
north to south. The specific region of grassland is given by the
Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous Region Forestry and Grassland
Administration (Figure 1).

2.2 Regional-scale digital elevation model
and meteorological data

The topographic data with a spatial resolution of 30-m were
obtained from the Geospatial Data Cloud of the Chinese Academy of
Sciences (https://www.gscloud.cn). SuperMap GIS 9D was used to
mosaic and mask, as well as to extract the elevation (ELE) and
calculate the aspect (ASP) and topographic position index (TPI).
The contribution of three climatic variables, namely, AP (mm), RH
(%), and AMT (°C), to grassland variability was quantified. The
study obtained these variables from 66 meteorological stations
across the study region, which were acquired from the China
Meteorological Data Service Center website (http://data.cma.cn/
en). First, a spatial interpolation technique was used to estimate

Frontiers in Environmental Science

climate variables for the period 2000-2021. The ANUSPLIN
software package was used to interpolated the site-level at a
resolution of 250-m (Parra and Monahan, 2008). The package
utilizes thin plate smoothing splines, a widely used for the
interpolation of climatic variables (McKenney et al., 2006). The
accuracy and reliability of the interpolated meteorological dataset
have been rigorously evaluated and demonstrated to be of high
quality (Mahony et al., 2017). Second, to obtain climate variables in
grassland sampling sites from 2000 to 2021, image data were
extracted using SuperMap GIS 9D.

2.3 Data on grassland vegetation greening

The study utilized vegetation greening datasets (NDVI)
produced by the MODIS instrument (MOD13Q1 product). The
datasets utilized in this study were obtained from the MODIS Terra
satellite sensor, providing a spatial resolution of 250 m. These
datasets were composited over a 16-day period. Pre-processed
MODIS NDVI images were downloaded from the NASA
database available at https://ladsweb.modaps.eosdis.nasa.gov. The
acquired NASA NDVI time series data spanning from 2000 to
2021 served as the fundamental dataset for analyzing the spatial and
temporal patterns of NDVI within the study areas. To mitigate
atmospheric effects and cloud contamination present in MODIS
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biweekly datasets, maximum value compositing (MVC) of daily data
was employed (Gutman, 1991). The resultant biweekly NDVI
datasets were in a band sequential (BSQ) image format. Image
processing software, namely, SuperMap GIS 9D and GEOWAY, was
employed to convert the images into raster grid format and extract
the specific study areas.

2.4 Statistical analysis

Pearson’s rank correlation coefficient was employed to
investigate relationship among interannual variability in AP, RH,
AMT, ASP, ELE, TPI, and NDVI for grassland. After log
transformation,
calculated for non-normally distributed variables. Correlations

Pearson’s rank correlation coefficients were
with p-values < 0.05 were considered significant. A pixel-based
analysis was performed to estimate vegetation trends on an annual
time series using the Mann-Kendall test (Mann, 1945). Mann-
Kendall statistics were computed to assess temporal trends for all
possible combinations of values at each pixel over time
(MauriceKendall, 1949). Subsequently, the NDVT time series data
were analyzed to estimate the temporal variations within the three
distinct grassland types, namely, meadow, steppe, and desert. We
used MATLAB 2020b software to perform the Mann-Kendall.
Random Forest classification was applied to determine pairwise
proximities and measure the similarities between data points
relation to the supervised task (Rhodes et al., 2023). “Random
Forest classification” is a method used to analyze data and make
predictions based on patterns. It works by creating a group of
decision trees that work together to classify or categorize data. In
this case, the Random Forest classification was used to find out how
similar or close different data points are to each other in relation to a
specific task that involves supervision or guidance (Speiser et al.,
2019). The pairwise proximities refer to comparing each pair of data
points to see how alike or different they are. This helps measure the
similarities between the data points based on the supervised task.
Overall, the Random Forest classification was used to find
similarities between data points by comparing them to each other
using a grouping of decision trees (Karabadji et al., 2023).

This study utilizes a machine-learning algorithm to enhance the
conventional classification and regression tree methods. The
algorithm was applied to identify the key factors that significantly
influence NDVI and multiple ecosystem functions. The importance
of environmental factors was assessed through 1,000 iterations of
10-fold cross-validation, implemented using the “rfcv” function
from the R package “randomForest,” with five repetitions
(Breiman, 2001). To conduct a comprehensive multi-model
comparison (MUM), we employed the “dredge” function from
the MuMIn package (Polley et al, 2012). This function
systematically generates all possible sub-models and ranks them
based on the corrected Akaike Information Criterion (AICc) values.
Model averaging was performed for the best models with a AAICc <
2 threshold, utilizing the “model.avg” function from the MuMIn
package. This process allowed us to obtain the most influential
predictor variables and their corresponding coefficients. To
determine the relative importance of predictors in driving NDVI,
we calculated the relative effect of parameter estimates for each
predictor compared to all parameter estimates in the model.
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Hierarchical partitioning (HP) was performed in R using
rdaccahp (Lai et al., 2022). To assess the direct and indirect
effects of climate change and livestock grazing on grassland and
evaluate their interaction, we employed piecewise structural
equation modeling (SEM) with the piecewiseSEM package
(Lefcheck, 2016). The flow chart for the methodology used is
shown in Figure 2.

3 Results

3.1 Spatial and temporal variation in
environmental factors and
vegetation greening

Grassland NDVI values displayed high spatial heterogeneity in
Xinjiang. Areas with a high NDVI (>0.6) constituting 17.2% of the
entire land area, were predominantly found in the mountainous
regions located in the northern and central parts. In the central
regions, 34.9% of the grassland NDVI was in the 0.3-0.6 range, while
47.9% of the north basin had a low (<0.3) NDVI (Figures 3A-C).

The NDVI of grasslands displayed an overall increasing trend in
Xinjiang (Figure 3J). By the Mann-Kendall trend test, regions
exhibiting upward trends comprised more than 20% of the
overall area, while those with a significantly increased NDVI
(9.5%) were distributed in the central mountainous region (Tian
Shan Mountains). Moreover, it is noteworthy that a considerable
portion, 10.7% of the studied area exhibited a declining trend.
Intriguingly, only a minuscule 1.1% of the region demonstrated
an immensely significant increased trend in NDVI. This noteworthy
trend was primarily observed in the northern sector, with sporadic
occurrences also noted in the southern portion of the grassland
(Figures 3D-F). We found a spatially and temporally distinct
relationship between environmental factors and the NDVI in
Xinjiang grassland from 2000 to 2021 (Figures 3A-F, J). During
the designated study period, diverse distributions of NDVI were
observed across various grassland types (Figures 3D-F). Notably, the
NDVI of the meadow exhibited a substantial and statistically
significant upward trend (3.3 x 107%/year, R* = 0.56, p < 0.05),
while those of steppe (3.0 x 10~/year, R* = 0.04) and desert (2.8 x
107*/year, R*> = 0.06) showed no significant trend (Figures 3A-C).

Moreover, spatial variation in climate and topography was found in
both the horizontal and vertical dimensions. Horizontally, the AP in
meadow, steppe, and desert was significantly higher toward the north
than in the south (p < 0.05), and was also higher in the west than in the
east (Supplementary Figure S1; Supplementary Table S8). On a vertical
scale, there was a significant difference in AP between mountains and
plains (p < 0.05), with the central portion of the Tian Shan Mountain
range being considerably wetter than the meadow and steppe plains
(Supplementary Figures SIA, B). RH exhibited comparable spatial
variability and displayed a significant increase in both the
mountainous and flat regions to the north compared with that in
the south (Supplementary Figure S2). Meadows had a higher RH
(78.04%) than deserts and steppes, and the higher RH meadows
occur in the central Tian Shan Mountains (Supplementary Figure S2).

The AMT exhibited a spatial pattern opposite to that of AP and
RH, with the greatest increase being observed in the southern plains,
while a slight reduction was detected in the meadows of the center of
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Meadow

200 400

FIGURE 3

Desert

\ A

2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020
Year Year

800 km

Spatial and temporal variation of climatic factors and vegetation greening in different grassland types between 2000 and 2021 in Xinjiang. (A—C) The
spatial distribution of the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI). (D—F) The NDVI trend of meadow, steppe, and desert, respectively. The white
areas were excluded from the assessment because the focus of this study was limited to natural grassland. (G—J) Interannual climate factors and NDVI

variation in different grassland types from 2000 to 2021.

the Tian Shan Mountain range (Supplementary Figure S3A). In
deserts, however, warming was more pronounced in the northern
basin (Supplementary Figure S3C). AP, AMT, and RH also varied
from 2000 to 2021, exhibiting an upward trend in grasslands
(Figure 3G). Over the past 21 years, the AP increased by an
average of 2.06 mm, with the maximum (247.60 mm) occurring
in 2016, exceeding the 21-year average precipitation of 105.52 mm
(Supplementary Table S1). Although RH is positively correlated
with AP, its variation was negligible, and the highest value was
recorded in 2017 (60.74%). Additionally, there was a slight increase
in the AMT, amounting to 0.12°C, from 2000 to 2021
(Supplementary Table S1).

In Xinjiang, the ELE of grasslands is generally higher in the
south than in the north. In this study, the grassland distribution
ranged from 6,323 m at its highest point in steppe on the west side of
the Kunlun Mountains to —121 m at its lowest point, which was in
the Turpan Basin (Supplementary Figure S4; Supplementary Table
52). The grassland area was divided into nine ASPs from south to
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north according to the orientation of the hillside (Supplementary
Figure S5). North was the most common ASP in the three grassland
types (meadow: 22.82%, steppe: 21.75%, desert: 22.27%), followed by
south (meadow: 17.83%, steppe: 16.64%, desert: 17.10%); flat aspect
accounted for <2% of the total grassland area (Supplementary Table
S3). The TPI showed marked variation in mountains. The TPI value
ranged from 1,127 in the Kunlun Mountains to —748 in the Tian
Shan
Supplementary Table S2).

Mountains (Supplementary Figure S6;

3.2 The relationship of topography and
climate with vegetation greening

The three grassland types exhibited a highly heterogeneous spatial
distribution in our study areas, as illustrated by the radar plots in
Figure 4. The highest ELE and NDVI values were found in the wettest
meadows. Meanwhile, the driest deserts were distributed in areas with
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FIGURE 4
(A) Radar plots representing the relationship between grassland vegetation greening and environmental factors. (B—D) Pearson correlations

between climate, topography and vegetation greening. Red and blue color indicate a positive and negative relationship. (E—G) The importance ranking of
features obtained from random forest analysis across various grasslands. (B,E) Meadow, (C,F) steppe, and (D,G) desert. Climatic factors include annual
mean precipitation (AP, mm), relative humidity (RH, %), and annual mean temperature (AMT, °C); topography includes elevation (ELE, m), aspect
(ASP), and topography position index (TPI).

the highest AMT and more complex and variable topography (both ~ Notably, our data suggested that different vegetation types across
ASP and TPI exhibit their maximum values in desert), while steppes  environmental gradients exhibit varying sensitivities to climatic and
were distributed in areas lying between deserts and meadows (Figure 4).  topographic factors. Through Pearson’s correlations, we observed a
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FIGURE 5

The importance of climate and topography on Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) variation. Multiple rank regression revealed the
relative importance of the most important predictors of NDVI variation in (A) meadow, (B) steppe, and (C) desert. The standardized regression coefficients
of the models along with their associated 95% confidence intervals are shown for each predictor. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. The bar graphs show
the relative importance of each group of predictors, expressed as the percentage of the explained variance. Climatic factors include annual
precipitation (AP, mm), relative humidity (RH, %), and annual mean temperature (AMT, °C); topography includes elevation (ELE, m), aspect (ASP), and

topography position index (TPI).

positive correlation between NDVI and AP, RH, and ELE, while AMT
on NDVI varied depending on the specific vegetation type and
topographical characteristics, resulting in both positive and negative
effects (Supplementary Figure S7). To assess the impact of different
environmental factors on the different grasslands, we applied ten-fold
cross-validation and random forest classification in our study regions to
determine the important predictors of changes in the NDVI. Based on
the outcomes of the ten-fold cross-validation (Supplementary Table 54),
it has been determined that only 4 out of the 6 variables are required to
elucidate the variations observed in NDVI throughout this study.
Consequently, through the implementation of random forests, the
4 explanatory variables possessing the highest levels of significance
were diligently chosen for further investigation and analysis (RH, ELE,
AP, and AMT) (Figure 4; Supplementary Table S4). The most
important variables were found to be RH and ELE, especially in
steppe and meadow. In these two grassland types, the importance of
different climatic and topographic factors differed across our datasets.
In addition to ELE and RH, AP and AMT were the major
environmental factors affecting the NDVI in meadows and steppes
(Figures 4A, B, E). In deserts, partial dependency plot analysis indicated
that a higher NDVI was associated with higher AMT, RH, and AP,
while ELE had a greater effect on the other grassland types (Figures 4C,
F). Accordingly, the analysis results from the random forest model
indicated that both RH and ELE emerged as the most influential
predictors (Figure 4), and climate (AP and AMT) was the most
driver of NDVI 4;
Supplementary Table S4).

significant variation  (Figure

3.3 The dominant determinants of
vegetation greening in different grasslands

Based on the four most important environmental factors (RH,

ELE, AP, and AMT) predicted by the random forest model, we
further quantitatively analyzed the impact of those environmental
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factors on the NDVI. Analysis based on multivariable stepwise
regression and the analytic hierarchy process revealed significant
relationships between environmental factors and changes in
grassland vegetation (Figure 5; Supplementary Table S5). The
that  best the NDVI included
topography, and interaction predictors (Supplementary Table S5).
Within the selected AIC threshold (AAICc < 2), only one model,
namely, Model 1(Supplementary Table S5) demonstrated a

model explained climate,

substantial degree of explanatory power in accounting for the
majority of the variance observed in NDVI (meadow: R* = 0.688,
steppe: R> = 0.648, desert: R* = 0.648; Figure 5). Variation in the
NDVI among grassland types was most significantly linked with
environmental factors. Model-averaged coefficients were estimated
from the six best-candidate models (Supplementary Tables S5, S6).
Meanwhile, we also considered the interaction between climate and
topography because the NDVTs of the various grasslands are always
associated with different topographical and climatic contexts
(Supplementary Table S4). The results of MUM, HP, and SEM
collectively showed that the dominant drivers of grassland NDVI
differed among environmental gradients (Figures 4, 5). For the
moistest meadows, the MUM and HP results revealed that
interaction between ELE and RH played an important role in
regulating the NDVT across the study area. RH x ELE explained
42.45% of the spatial variability observed in the NDVI (Figure 5A).
SEM analysis also demonstrated that the NDVI was primarily and
directly affected by ELE and RH, with a standardized direct effect of
0.57 and 0.23, respectively (Figure 6A).

Like meadow, HP results showed that RH x ELE explained a
much higher proportion (23.36%) of the variation in the NDVI than
ELE (10.41%) or RH (14.68%) alone in steppe (Figure 5B). SEM
analysis also confirmed the important role of climatic and
topographical factors in NDVI variation, showing that with
increasing ELE, greater amounts of AP exert a negative effect on
the NDVI (-0.24) (Figure 6B). AP and ELE jointly explained 13.77%
of the spatial variation in the NDVI (Figures 4B, 6B). In contrast, in
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FIGURE 6

Path diagram for structural equation models (SEM) relating to the influence of climate and grazing variables on vegetation greening in the three
grassland types [(A) Meadow, (B) Steppe, (C) Desert]. Climatic factors include annual precipitation (AP, mm), relative humidity (RH, %), and annual mean

temperature (AMT, °C); topography includes elevation (ELE, m).

arid deserts, an increase in the AMT generally had a direct negative
effect on the NDVI (Figure 6C). Furthermore, AP and RH both
significantly increased the NDVI (AP: 14.42% and RH: 15.49%)
(Figure 5C); with increasing ELE, greater AP levels decreased the
NDVI (-0.35), whereas RH x ELE increased NDVI (Figure 6C).

4 Discussion and conclusion

Through the utilization of bibliography, long-term observations,

and various statistical methodologies, we conducted a
comprehensive assessment of the temporal and spatial patterns as
well as the primary factors influencing the greening of grassland
vegetation across environmental gradients in Xinjiang. We found
increased temperature and precipitation have resulted in an increase
in NDVI within the grasslands of Xinjiang, specifically in the
mountain meadows (Figure 3). Besides, there is a relatively close
relationship of climate in arid grasslands compared to wet grasslands
(desert: 47.24% vs. meadow: 28.09%; Figures 5A, C). This
phenomenon might be caused by rise in atmospheric CO»; CO,
has been identified as a significant factor contributing to various
environmental changes. One notable effect is the reduction in
precipitation sensitivity, which is observed globally due to the
decreased leaf-level transpiration caused by elevated CO, levels,
especially in regions with high moisture content. However, it is
important to note that in arid regions, this reduction in leaf-level
transpiration is counterbalanced at the canopy scale by a substantial
proportional increase in leaf area. This phenomenon underscores
the complexity of CO,-induced impacts on transpiration and
highlights the need for further

ecosystems (Zhang et al., 2022). We also observed that the main

investigation in dryland
drivers changed with environmental gradients: AMT and AP
dominantly regulated the NDVI of arid grassland, while
interaction between RH and ELE played a more important role
in all grasslands. Despite the significant relationships with ASP and
TPI, they did not enter the final SEM. These results indicate that
microclimate due to changes in topography is not an important
factor for vegetation characteristics as previous studies reported
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(Burnett and Anderson, 2019; Ferreira and Duarte, 2019). Instead, it
is possible that other biotic and abiotic factors, such as RH and ELE,
may play a more significant role in influencing the development and
persistence of vegetation greening across the grasslands of Xinjiang.

4.1 Unneglectable role of climate and
topography in vegetation greening
at meadows

Meadow are considered azonal grasslands, and the natural
conditions of the environmental gradients where they are located
favor vegetation growth to a certain extent (Janisova et al., 2011). In
our study period, in meadow located in the moistest area, the NDVI
was more closely associated with RH and ELE (p < 0.05), with RH x
ELE explaining 42.45% of the spatial variance in NDVI values
(Figures 3A, 4A); additionally, as the RH and ELE increased, the
meadow NDVT also increased, and this effect was significant (3.3 x
10*/year, R* = 0.56, p < 0.05; Figure 3A). This can be explained by
the fact that water use efficiency is enhanced with increasing RH,
which can lead to higher rates of leaf-level photosynthesis and a
decrease in transpiration, resulting in higher NDVI values
(Cernusak and Cheesman, 2015). Boosting leaf-level water use
efficiency promotes ecosystem health, driving vegetation growth
and soil moisture, particularly in water-scarce areas. It paves the way
for sustainable ecosystem management and increases the ecosystem
NDVI as well as soil moisture availability (Wolf et al, 2016).
Previous modeling studies have suggested that indirect effects
play a much more important role in arid regions than in humid
ones because they can be amplified due to differences in vegetation
(Wang et al., 2014; Fatichi et al., 2016).

Furthermore, aside from hydrothermal conditions, other
environmental factors also significantly influence the NDVI
Limited vegetation greening in these regions is due to constraints
like light, nutrient availability, sink strength, and plant carbon
allocation (Zhang et al, 2022). Generally, higher elevations
benefit from warming and increased humidity, supporting
herbaceous plant growth such as Carex breviculmis and C.

frontiersin.org


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/environmental-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2023.1324742

Xun et al.

alatauensis. However, excessive rainfall decouples transpiration and
precipitation, reducing vegetation’s reliance on precipitation and
increasing resilience to climate variations (Zhang et al., 2023). The
varying strengths of indirect environmental gradients, particularly
hydrothermal conditions, contribute to differences in vegetation’s
dependence on precipitation along dryness gradients (Alkama
et al.,, 2022).

The minimalistic model employed in this study provides a
hydrological perspective to explain the observed phenomena,
namely, for wetter meadows, where energy availability is the
primary limiting factor, increasing the RH essentially decreases
transpiration and the degree of NDVI dependency on other
environmental factors. This response is also supported by the
similar trends observed in global wetter grasslands for drylands
and non-drylands (Higgins et al, 2023). Furthermore, it is
important to consider additional factors such as soil texture,
rooting depth, water table depth, precipitation seasonality, and
stomatal sensitivity to RH. These factors influence ecosystem
their
interaction with ELE requires further investigation. Additionally,
although the trends in RH and ELE may not fully elucidate the
contrasting global-scale NDVI trends, they do play a significant role

water availability and precipitation sensitivity, and

in regulating local water availability. Therefore, studying the
interplay between RH, ELE, and NDVI variation at local scales
contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of ecosystem
dynamics and water availability dynamics.

4.2 The regulatory effects of climatic and
topographic controls on steppe and desert
vegetation greening

Despite plant growth is affected by both water availability and
temperature, in temperate grasslands, our results indicated that RH had
a stronger regulatory influence on the spatiotemporal pattern of NDVI
(Figures 5B, C). The fact that the major water sources of the inland
steppes and deserts in Xinjiang are brought in by the moist westerly
Atlantic air masses explains why the NDVI of both relatively arid
grasslands generally decreased from the northwest to the southeast in
Central Eurasia, except for the eastern edge that experiences the
influenced of the western North Pacific monsoon. This effect of
topography was reported to result in higher precipitation in the
windward slope of the Tian Shan mountain range (Schiemann et al,
2008), which supported the relatively high NDVT in steppes in the west/
northwest of the mountains observed in our study (Figure 3B). Since the
late 1990s, the temperature and precipitation in Xinjiang have increased
significantly, possibly due to protracted El Nifio episodes (He et al,
2020; Zhang et al,, 2021). This change in climate explains why steppe
and desert NDVTs in the arid areas of our study grasslands increased,
but not significantly (steppe: 3.0 x 10~*/year, R = 0.04; desert: 2.8 X 107/
year, R* = 0.06) in the 2000s (Figure 3G). This phenomenon was also
found in five Central Asian grasslands; approximately 14% of the region
exhibited a notable and substantial decline in NDVI, with only 5%
seeing an increase in the NDVT increase due to drought, which can be
identified as the primary factor causing vegetation degradation in this
area during the 2000s (Zhang et al.,, 2016).

Future convection activities in the equatorial Pacific could
intensify El Nifio events, leading to droughts in central Eurasia
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and threatening its steppe and desert ecosystems (Ding et al., 2022).
Meanwhile, IPCC climate simulations predict a 10%-30% increase
in warm nights and precipitation in Eurasia throughout the 21st
century (IPCC, 2023). Although quantifying the exact effects of
climate change is challenging, future precipitation changes could
significantly impact the dynamics and heterogeneity of Xinjiang’s
desert NDVI. Grasslands across different environments exhibit
distinct NDVI
Consequently, future climate change may induce vegetation

patterns and sensitivities to precipitation.
succession in the grasslands studied, leading to substantial
uncertainties in NDVI dynamics within the steppe and desert
regions (Figures 4, 5).

Xinjiang has experienced one of the most rapid temperatures
increases globally since the 1980s, with a rate ranging from 0.36°C to
0.42°C per decade (He et al., 2020). The warming trend observed in
recent years is projected to persist throughout the 21st century,
potentially surpassing the global average rate (Huber and Knutti,
2014). In our study, higher NDVIs in deserts were found to be
positively correlated with AMT (Figure 4G), the main reason being
that temperature changes can affect the length of the growing season
(Mohletal., 2022). Furthermore, it is important to note that with the
increase in evapotranspiration, the aridity of the steppes and deserts
may be further exacerbated by the warming effects. Additionally, the
rising temperatures pose a significant threat to the sustainability of
the mountain glaciers found in the Pamir and Tian Shan regions.
These glaciers serve as crucial water sources during the summer
months for numerous grassland ecosystems in Central Eurasia.
Specifically, the riparian shrubs, which exhibit relatively high
coverage, are of particular concern as they are predominantly
located at the western and north-western foot of the Tian Shan
Mountains. It is imperative to address these environmental changes
to ensure the long-term viability of these ecosystems (Sorg
et al.,, 2012).

4.3 Potential uncertainties in the considered
drivers of vegetation greening

Although we have convincingly demonstrated the pivotal role
play by climate and topography in regulating grassland vegetation
greening across environmental gradients, there were some
uncertainties associated with the auxiliary variables employed to
elucidate the spatial pattern of the NDVI. First, meteorological data
after 2000 was selected for analysis, which might not reflect actual
long-term climate change across the study area. However, based on
continuous measurements obtained from the China Meteorological
Administration, some studies have shown abrupt changes in
temperature and precipitation series after 2000 (He et al., 2020).
Additionally, the quality of remote sensing data has improved
significantly since 2000. Accordingly, to ensure accuracy in our
analysis, we chose data from the 21st century. Moreover, although
the aridity index is often used to analyze vegetation changes, the RH
data used in this study can represent the comprehensive effects of
AP and AMT. And because they are derived from actual monitoring
data, they may more accurately reflect the microclimates associated
with topography complexity (Waterhouse, 1950).

Second, nomadic pastoralism is a form of pastoralism in which
livestock are herded to search for new pastures. In Xinjiang, a
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traditionally nomadic area, vertical transhumant pastoralism is one
of the most enduring and successful prosperous ecological strategies,
suggesting that vegetation can adapt to the original grazing intensity
even without grazing exclusion practices (Frachetti et al., 2017).
Consequently, the impact of livestock grazing on grassland
vegetation was not considered in this study.

Third, China’s grassland classification in Xinjiang consists of 11 types
(Supplementary Figure S8). For this study, we categorized them into three
main types based on environmental gradients to analyze grassland
responses to climate change. Future studies should prioritize assessing
hydrothermal conditions across different grassland types in Xinjiang.

4.4 Conclusion

In conclusion, our findings, derived from a comprehensive
analysis encompassing large-scale investigation and model
simulation, we observed that the contribution of the interaction
between climate and topography to the NDVI in different
environmental gradients reached up to 60% across Xinjiang
grasslands, highlighting the critical role it plays in representing
vegetation greening stabilization. We also found that the dominant
factors regulating NDVI were grassland type-dependent, namely,
the effects of AP weakened with increased ELE in wetter meadows,
whereas the influence of RH strengthened with increasing ELE in
arid deserts. Future studies should incorporate the differential
regulatory effects of ELE and RH on the NDVI to reduce
uncertainties in forecasting vegetation greening dynamics. Our
findings also suggest that RH may be the crucial factor in
regulating long-term stabilization of NDVI in arid grassland
(steppe and desert), with the potential to mitigate the putative

positive NDVI-climate feedback under a changing climate.
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