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Abstract The effects of land cover in different regions of
China on summer climate are studied by lagged correlation
analysis using NOAAlAVHRR normalized difference vegeta
tion index (NDVI) data for the period of 1981-1994 and
temperature, precipitation data of 160 meteorological sta
tions in China. The results show that the correlation coeffi
cients between NDVI in previous season and summer pre
cipitation are positive in most regions of China, and the
lagged correlations show a significant difference between
regions. The stronger correlations between NDVI in previous
winter and precipitation in summer occur in Central China
and the Tibetan Plateau, and the correlations between spring
NDVI and summer precipitation in the eastern arid/semi
arid region and the Tibetan Plateau are more significant.
Vegetation changes have more sensitive feedback effects on
climate in the three regions (eastern arid/semi-arid region,
Central China and Tibetan Plateau). The lagged correlations
between NDVI and precipitation suggest that, on interannual
time scales, land cover affects summer precipitation to a
certain extent. The correlations between NDVI in previous
season and summer temperature show more complex, and
the lagged responses of temperature to vegetation are weaker
compared with precipitation, and they are possibly related
to the global warming which partly cover up the correla
tions.
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The effects of climate change on terrestrial ecosys
tem and its feedback are crucial in studies of global
change, and one of research focuses is climate change
related to land use/cover change. The feedbacks of vege
tation to climate, at regional scales, are mostly investi
gated by observation, dynamical and theoretical analy
ses[I-3] and model studies to typical location or vegetation
type (for example, studies of Amazon deforestation). The
results of case studies cannot be extended to other regions,
and even inconsistent conclusions are given in different
case studies. The interactions between land and atmos
phere in dynamical and theoretical analyses are simplified,
so the regional differences of the responses of climate to
vegetation are difficult to distinguish, but it is very im
portant to discern and understand unambiguously them.
At the same time, based on a series of land surface pa
rameters which can be directly observed and basic physi
cal concepts and theories, land surface process models
such as BATS[41, SiB[51, LSM[6] including parameterization
schemes of radiation, momentum, water and heat ex-
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change on vegetation cover surface and water and heat
processes in soil have been developed. These models can
simulate energy, water and momentum flux in the
soil-vegetation-atmosphere system, and one of hot re
search spotS[7-12] is: land surface process model with good
simulation capacity coupled with the general circulation
model or the regional climate model is used to study the
feedback effects of land cover on the climate system. But
the physical processes of the current models are far from
complete and the parameterization schemes of land sur
face models need to be further improved, especially the
responses of climate to vegetation cannot be truly repro
duced using these models because the relation between
vegetation and atmosphere is not completely coupling and
the interannual varieties of the responses of climate to
land cover cannot be given in current models. Are ob
served data helpful for solving these problems? After the
1990s, the long-time and large-scale satellite data sets
represented by pathfinder data sets developed by the earth
observation system project in NASA and NOAA are inte
grated. Many researchers investigated the responses of
vegetation to climate change utilizing remote sensing
data[13-171, but they are rarely used to study the impact of
vegetation cover on climate. These satellite data can be an
attractive tool for studying the feedback effects of vegeta
tion.

The feedbacks of vegetation change could accelerate
or restrain climate change, and the study of the effects of
land cover on the climate system will be helpful for un
derstanding the mechanism of climate change and the
summer climate prediction in China. The effects of vege
tation on climate in different regions in China are system
atically investigated by using NOAAlAVHRR NDVI data
for the period of 1981-1994 and temperature, precipita
tion data of 160 stations from China Meteorological Ad
ministration in the report.

1 Data and method

The monthly NDVI data with 10 by 10 spatial reso
lution from the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric
Administration!Advanced Very High Resolution Radi
ometer (NOAAlAVHRR), for the period from July 1981
to September 1994, are used in the study. The corrections
of the NDVI data were performed using the Maximum
Value Composite (MVC) method and so on in American
Earth Resources Observation system. The NDVI is de
fined as

NDVI = (Ch2-Chl)/(Ch2+Chl),

where ChI and Ch2 represent the visible and near-infrared
channel reflectances (0.58-0.68 flm and 0.725-1.1 0
flm), respectively. The NDVI is closely related to many
parameters such as fraction of absorbed photosyntheti
cally active radiation (FPAR), chlorophyll content, leaf
area index (LAI), fractional vegetation cover and evapo-
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Fig. 1. Distribution of meteorological stations and classification of
climatic regions. 1, Northeast China; 2, eastern arid/semi-arid region; 3,
western arid/semi-arid region; 4, North China; 5, Central China; 6, South
China; 7, Southwest China; 8, Tibetan Plateau.

transpiration rate[18-20].
Monthly mean temperature and monthly precipita

tion of 160 weather stations in China used are obtained
from China Meteorological Administration, for the period
of 1951-2000.

The study domain is divided into 8 climatic re
gions[21] in China: Northeast China, eastern arid/semi-arid
region, western arid/semi-arid region, North China, Cen
tral China, South China, Southwest China and Tibetan
Plateau (Fig. 1). Then, the correlation coefficients be
tween monthly NDVI in previous winter (December,
January and February) and in spring (March, April and
May) and temperature, precipitation in summer (June, July
and August) are calculated to investigate the lagged re
sponses of climate to vegetation ecosystems.

2 Results

The correlation coefficients between NDVI in pre
vious winter and rain in summer are displayed in Table 1,
and are positive in most of eight regions in China (Fig. 2).
The lagged correlations over Central China and the Ti
betan Plateau are significant at 90% confidence level, and
these imply that vegetation change in previous winter ex
erts stronger influence on summer precipitation in the two
regions. But NDVI in previous winter and temperature
have more complex correlations, with negative correlation
coefficients in the western arid/semi-arid region, Tibetan
Plateau and Central China and positive correlations in
other five regions (Table 1).

The relations between spring NDVI and summer
precipitation (Table 2, Fig. 3) are the same as between
NDVI in previous winter and summer rain, with positive
correlations in most climatic regions. Among the eight
regions, the strongest correlation appears in the Tibetan
Plateau (significant above 99% confidence level), and the

correlation coefficient in eastern arid/semi-arid region is
significant at 95% confidence level. These show the
stronger responses of summer precipitation to spring
NDVI occur in the two regions. The lagged correlation
coefficients are a little weak over Southwest China, west
ern arid/semi-arid region and Central China, and weaker
over Northeast China, North China and South China.
There are negative correlations between spring NDVI and
summer temperature over western arid/semi-arid region
and the Tibetan Plateau, and positive over other regions
(Table 2).

Fig. 4 shows the relation between NDVI and climate.
Obviously, the effects of NDVI in previous winter and
spring on summer precipitation are positive, but the ef
fects on summer temperature show relatively complicated,
and there is a negative relationship between two parame
ters when NDVI is less than 0.15, and a positive relation
ship when NDVI is more than 0.15 on the whole.

All in all, the feedback effects of vegetation on cli
mate are further proved by analyzing the lagged correla
tions between NDVI in previous season and summer cli
mate. There are positive correlations between NDVI in
previous season and summer precipitation in most regions
in China, and these suggest that, the vegetation cover in
creases (NDVI in previous winter and spring becomes
large), summer precipitation will increase. At the same
time, the feedback effects have obvious regional character.
The region in which the correlation coefficient between
NDVI in previous season and precipitation is significant
at 90% confidence level is defined as a sensitive region,
and there are three sensitive regions (Tibetan Plateau,
eastern arid/semi-arid region and Central China) of the
impact of vegetation on climate especially precipitation in
China. The strong correlation in the Tibetan Plateau is
possibly related to the feedback mechanism of vegeta
tion-snow-albedo because NDVI indirectly reflects the
snow change in winter and spring to some extent. If the
impact of snow is not considered, among the eight cli
matic regions in China, the most sensitive response of
climate especially precipitation to vegetation change oc
curs in eastern arid/semi-arid region (northern part of
China), and this implies that the destruction of vegetation
cover in the region will lead to stronger response of cli
mate. Fu et al. [22] stated that there is a transitional zone of
climate and ecosystem over the northern part of China,
and the climate could be more sensitive to vegetation
changes here. The effects of vegetation on climate could
be little over some regions. For example, the correlation
coefficients between NDVI in previous winter and spring
and summer precipitation are 0.066 and -0.040 in North
east China, respectively. We also note that there is a com
plex relationship between NDVI in previous season and
summer temperature possibly due to the impact of human
activities.
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Table I Correlation coefficients between NOVI in previous winter and summer precipitation, temperature

NOVI in previous winter

Northeast
Eastern Western

Southwest Tibetan
China

arid/semi- arid/semi- North China Central China South China
China Plateau

arid region arid region
Summer precipitation III

0.066 0.308 0.0156 0.077 0.556a
) -0.087 0.337 0.568a

)
corresponding region
Summer temperature III

0.194 0.288 -0.359 0.388 -0.448 0.284 0.273 -0.242
corresponding region

a) Significant at 90% confidence level.
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Fig. 2. Interannual variations in NOVI in previous winter and summer precipitation in eight climatic regions of China.

3 Discussion and conclusion

The responses of climate to vegetation cover in dif
ferent regions of China are analyzed by using NOAA!
AVHRR NDVI for the period of 1981-1994 and tem
perature, precipitation of 160 meteorological stations, and
we verify that when NDVI in previous winter or spring
increases, summer precipitation will increase in most re-

Chinese Science Bulletin Vol. 48 NO.4 February 2003

gions, but summer temperature shows complex changes.
At the same time, we note:

(l) The lagged correlations between NDVI and sum
mer climate present obvious regional differences. The
Tibetan Plateau, eastern arid/semi-arid region, Central
China are three sensitive regions of the feedback effects of
vegetation on climate especially precipitation, these sug
gest more sensitive roles of vegetation changes in summer
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Fig. 3. Interannual variations in spring NOVI and summer precipitation in eight regions of China.

Table 2 Correlation coefficients between spring NOVI and summer precipitation, temperature

Spring NOVI

Northeast
Eastern Western

North Central South Southwest Tibetan
arid/semi- arid/semi-

China
arid region arid region

China China China China Plateau

Summer precipitation in
- 0.040 0.630a

) 0.389 0.063 0.156 -0.014 0.474 0.762b
)

corresponding region
Summer temperature in

0.176 0.198 -0.366 0.193 0.228 0.369 0.204 -0.237
corresponding region

a) Significant at 95% confidence level; b) at 99%.

climate in the three regions.
(2) The response of temperature to NDVI is weaker

compared with precipitation, and this is possibly due to
human activities such as the greenhouse gas emissions
which cover up the correlations with temperature to some
extent.

(3) The lagged response time of climate to vegeta
tion cover could be 1-2 season(s).

The above results are very preliminary, and the more
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reliable results will be given using a longer NDVI time
series in the near future. NDVI cannot completely repre
sent vegetation changes though it is a very efficacious
method today. Further works depend on profoundly un
derstanding the impact of human activities on vegetation,
climate and their relation. Based on removing human ac
tivities influence, the lagged correlations between the
natural variations of vegetation and climate should be
further studied.
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NOVI in previous winter

However, the above results offer new evidence for
the effects of land cover in China on summer climate, and
give regional differences of the impacts (the three sensi
tive regions for the impact of vegetation in previous sea
son on climate especially precipitation are proved). Our
results are helpful for how to improve vegetation condi
tions in China, how to orderly convert agricultural land
for forest and pasture in light of local natural conditions
and realize ecological and environmental benefits.
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