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Abstract: Grassland ecosystems are a significant part of the global ecosystem and support the
livelihoods of millions of people. The Inner Mongolia grassland is the largest temperate grassland in
the world, and an important ecological barrier for China, but due to human activities and climate
change it has been faced with an ecological crisis in recent years. In this study, a modified Carnegie-
Ames-Stanford approach (CASA) model based on the Google Earth Engine platform was used to
determine the net primary production (NPP) in the Inner Mongolia grassland from 2000 to 2020. The
results show that the average annual NPP of the Inner Mongolia grassland is 278.63 g C/m?, and
83.22% of the total area has shown an increasing trend during the study period. We also analyzed
the impact of land-use/cover change (LUCC) and climatic factors on NPP. We found that: (1) the
total area of grassland increased from 2000 to 2010 and then decreased from 2010 to 2020. During the
whole study period, although the grassland area increased slightly by 4728.69 km? because of LUCC,
the overall effect of LUCC on grassland NPP was negative, with a loss of 17.63 Tg C compared to an
increase of 16.38 Tg C. (2) The main meteorological factor affecting the NPP of the Inner Mongolia
grassland is precipitation, followed by sunshine duration and temperature. About 97.06% of the
grassland shows a positive correlation between NPP and precipitation. (3) The results for NPP and its
changing trends are not completely consistent in the long- and short-term study periods. Considering
the instability of grassland growth, it is necessary to take the periodic variation of precipitation into
account when studying NPP. These results could provide basic information for policy formulation

and scientific research into the ecological environment management of grassland areas in the future.

Keywords: net primary production; LUCC; remote sensing; CASA; Google Earth Engine; Inner
Mongolia

1. Introduction

Grassland ecosystems are one of the most important parts of the global land ecosystem,
covering nearly 25% of the land surface of the Earth, but they are sensitive to global
change [1,2]. Grassland ecosystems also play an important role in global carbon cycling,
holding 10% of the global carbon stocks [1,3,4]. Grasslands also provide a huge material
basis for human survival and support the livelihoods of over 1 billion people [5,6]. However,
due to the global population growth, many grasslands present a degradation trend [5,7].

China is a country with rich grassland resources, which account for about 40% of the
total land area in China [8,9]. Inner Mongolia has the second largest area of grassland and
the largest area of pasture in China, in which approximately 66% of the total area is coved
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by grassland [8,10,11]. The Inner Mongolia grassland is acknowledged as an important
barrier for the ecological environment in northern China [12]. However, grasslands are
fragile ecosystems, especially in arid and semi-arid locations [13-15]. The grassland degra-
dation in Inner Mongolia is now very serious, including both area reduction and growth
decline [11,16]. Two of the most important factors causing the grassland degradation are
climate change and human activities [11,13,17]. The study found that Inner Mongolia had
become warmer and drier during 1961-2012, with the rate of the global warming twice
as fast [18]. It was reported droughts usually occurred in spring when strong winds blow
away the surface soil easily [11], causing the degradation of grasslands. Moreover, many
studies concluded that the impact of human activities (e.g., overgrazing, reclamation of
grassland, mining, etc.) on desertification of grasslands intensified [19,20]. To slow down
the trend of environmental deterioration in northern China, the Chinese government has
launched several environmental restoration projects since 1999 [21], such as Grain to Green
Program (1999-2015), Rangeland Law (2003), Return Grazing Land to Grassland Program
(first round during 1999-2013, second round during 2014 to now), Beijing-Tianjin Sand
Source Control Engineering Project (first round during 2001-2010, second round during
2013-2022), Payments for Environmental Services (2001-2020), Subsidy and Incentive
System for Grassland Conservation (2011-2021), etc. [14,21-23].

With the repaid development of remote sensing technology and the gradual abundance
of data, remote sensing has been indicated as a powerful way to study the spatiotemporal
changes of earth ecosystems and their causes [24-27]. Net primary production (NPP)
and land-use/cover change (LUCC), as calculated based on remote sensing technology;,
have been widely applied to analyze the structural and functional health of different
ecosystems [28,29]. NPP refers to the net amount of new carbon absorbed by plants per unit
of time and space, which can reflect the plant growth and ecosystem health status [17,30].
Several evaluation models for NPP based on remote sensing data have been developed,
such as the Carnegie-Ames-Stanford approach (CASA) [31], the global production efficiency
model (GLO-PEM) [32], and the vegetation photosynthesis model (VPM) [33]. The CASA
model is the most popular approach, and has been widely applied [31,34]. Gao et al. [35]
analyzed the trend of grassland NPP changes in Northern Tibet from 1981 to 2004 and
found that the impact of regional climate change on NPP was more detrimental than
positive. Zhang et al. [36] evaluated the grassland NPP in the Eurasian Steppe for 2000
2014 and found that the main cause of degradation of grassland was climate change
in China, whereas human activities in Mongolia, while human activities promoted the
grassland recovery in Kazakh steppe regions. Zhao et al. [37] analyzed the influencing
factors for grassland NPP in Inner Mongolia, and their results showed that ecological
restoration projects have had a positive impact on grassland NPP.

Furthermore, monitoring land-use/cover change has been another important task
of remote sensing [38]. LUCC reflects the human activities that change the natural land
environment, which can profoundly affect climate, biogeochemistry, and biological diver-
sity [19,39]. Different anthropogenic activities, such as urban expansion and desertification
control, have different impacts on vegetation types. Combined with LUCC and NPP, Yang
et al. [26] found that the increase of urban and construction land has led to the decrease
of vegetation NPP in Anhui province in China. Wen et al. [40] thought urban expansion
significantly exacerbates the decline of the total NPP, especially in areas of rapid urban
expansion. However, some scholars also point out that human environmental policies are
beneficial to the ecological environment. According to the land use transfer matrix result,
a large area of cultivated land and deserts turned back to grassland, with better growth,
after several policies were vigorously implemented in Inner Mongolia [22,41]. Li et al. [28]
pointed that the conversion to grassland or forest increased the total NPP in Northern
China, which could increase the carbon sequestration capacity. Yang et al. [29] found the
total NPP in the Yangtze River basin in China increased 53887.51 GgC from 2001 to 2018
because of the positive combination effect of LUCC and climate change.
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With the advent of cloud computing technology, Google Earth Engine (GEE) has
become one of the most popular platforms for geospatial and big data analysis. GEE
provides massive computational capabilities for free, which makes it easy to analyze the
temporal and spatial variations at a large scale [42—44]. Many studies about land-use
and land-cover have been carried out through GEE [45-47]. Tassi et al. [46] compared
the object-based and pixel-based methods for Landsat 8 image classification in Maiella
National Park and found the object -based method was better. On a larger scale, Zhang
et al. [47] applied a local adaptive random forest model to perform a fine classification of
surface types at the global scale based on the Landsat 8 surface reflectance images on the
GEE platform, achieving an overall accuracy of 82.5%. Moreover, some studies applied
the GEE platform to monitor the spatial and temporal variation of NPP or gross primary
production (GPP). Yin et al. [48] developed a method to analyze the spatiotemporal change
of global forest NPP and its response to the El Nifio-Southern Oscillation with the GEE
platform. Zhang et al. [49] used the Coupled Carbon and Water model to estimate GPP in
the United States from 2001 to 2016 and found LUCC had a significantly greater negative
impact on GPP than climate change. In addition, remote sensing research based on the GEE
platform has been widely conducted, including evapotranspiration (ET) modeling [50-52],
shorelines extraction [53], flood monitoring [54], vegetation monitoring [55], urban remote
sensing [56,57], snow fluctuations monitoring [58], etc.

Although these studies have obtained valuable results through the use of remote
sensing, there is still a lack of systemic analyses of the quantity and quality change of the
grassland ecosystem in Inner Mongolia. Meanwhile, there is still a lack of NPP estimation
cases based on the CASA model on the GEE platform. Since the grassland ecosystem is sen-
sitive and changeable in Inner Mongolia, it is of great significance to quantitatively analyze
the grassland NPP and LUCC using long time-series data, and to assess the influence of
LUCC and meteorological factors on NPP. The findings of such an analysis could provide
data support for government to formulate or change the sustainable development policies.
Therefore, the specific objectives of this study were:

(1) toanalyze the LUCC spatiotemporal process in Inner Mongolia every 11 years from
2000 to 2020, and especially the change of grassland.

(2) to estimate the Inner Mongolia grassland NPP and its spatiotemporal change every
year for 2000-2020.

(3) toevaluate the influence of LUCC and meteorological factors on the spatiotemporal
change of grassland NPP.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. The background information for the
study area, data sources, and research method is provided in Section 2. In Section 3,
the results of the LUCC processing, the grassland NPP estimation, and the influence of
LUCC and meteorological factors on NPP are provided and discussed in sequence. In
Section 4, the NPP response to LUCC and meteorological factors, and the importance and
uncertainties in this study will be discussed. Our conclusions are given in Section 5.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

Inner Mongolia, from 37°24'N to 53°23'N and 97°12'E to 126°04’E, with a total cover-
age of 1.183 million km?, is located in the northern part of China (Figure 1a). Most of Inner
Mongolia belongs to the continental monsoon climate zone. Due to the Greater Khingan
Range and the Yinshan Mountains (Figure 1b), there exists a huge difference in the altitude
in Inner Mongolia, high in the west and low in the east, which significantly affects the
distribution of hydrothermal resources [59]. The annual mean temperature ranges from
—1 to 10 °C and shows an increasing trend from north-east to south-west. Annual total
precipitation is in the range of 100-500 mm, decreasing from east to west and concentrated
in summer. There is abundant sunshine in most areas, which lasts more than 2700 h every
year. Due to the large range of longitude and latitude, six major vegetation types are found
from east to west, which are coniferous forest, deciduous broadleaf forest, meadow steppe,
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typical steppe, desert steppe, and desert. Inner Mongolia represents a great resource of
forest and grassland and is an important animal husbandry base for China. However, the
Inner Mongolia terrestrial ecosystem is fragile, and is greatly affected by climate change
and human activities [59].
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Figure 1. (a) Land cover and (b) digital elevation model of Inner Mongolia in 2020.
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2.2. Data Sources

In order to quickly pre-process the huge remote sensing images of the study area from
2000 to 2020, we selected GEE as the main research platform. The normalized difference
vegetation index (NDVI) data, meteorological data, land-cover data, and NPP observation
data were applied in this study, as listed in Table 1.

Table 1. Description of data used in this study.

Date Type Date Name Time Provider
Every 16 days from .
MOD13Q1 Google Earth Engine by
NDVI data FEbruar&Zc(l)OO t(f) 2020 NASA LP DAAC at the
very 0 days trom USGS EROS Cent:
MYDI13Q1 July 2002 to 2020 enter
Meteorological data rgceimi[t);’:iiiﬂ:; d Monthly from 2000 China Meteorological
& precib L to 2020 Data Service Center
sunshine duration
Land-cover data GlobeLand30 2000, 2010, 2020 China National
Geomatics Center
Lawrence Berkeley
NPP observation FLUXNET2015 Monthly from 2007 National Laboratory
to 2009 and 2011
data (USA)
Institute of Geographic
. Monthly from 2004 Sciences and Natural
ChinaFLUX to 2008 Resources Research

(China)

2.2.1. NDVI Data

The NDVI data were derived from the MOD13Q1 and MYD13Q1 products on the GEE
platform from 2000 to 2020. These two products are produced from Moderate Resolution
Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) data by NASA’s Land Processes Distributed Active
Archive Center (LP DAAC) at the USGS EROS Center [60,61]. The NDVI data have a
temporal resolution of 16 days and a spatial resolution of 250 m. We first used the quality
bands (SummaryQA) to remove the influence of cloud-, snow-, and ice-based pixels for
each image. Secondly, since there were three or four remote sensing images for each month
(since the Aqua satellite was not launch yet, before July 2002, there is only MOD13Q1 data
from Terra satellite, with one or two images each month), the maximum-value composite
(MVC) procedure was applied to transfer the 16-day NDVI data to monthly data. Moreover,
we re-projected the NDVI data to Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) 49 N Projection
based on the WGS-84 datum and extracted the data for the research area through the use
of the Inner Mongolia administrative boundary vector file.

2.2.2. Meteorological Data

The meteorological data used to estimate NPP in this study were the monthly mean
temperature, total precipitation, and total sunshine duration data from 2000 to 2020.
These data were obtained from 92 meteorological stations, including 39 stations in In-
ner Mongolia and 53 stations in surrounding provinces within 100 km. The original
meteorological data were downloaded from the China Meteorological Data Service Center
(http://data.cma.cn/, accessed on 28 January 2021). Missing data were filled by the aver-
age data of the same period before and after the year. Gaussian kriging interpolation was
performed to interpolate the monthly meteorological data to a spatial resolution of 250 m
based on the same projection as the remote sensing images on the GEE platform.

2.2.3. Land-Cover Data

The distribution of vegetation types reflects the long-term evolution of the ecological
environment under the influence of climate change and human activities [62]. In the
CASA model, the maximum light use efficiency (LUE) is determined by the different
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vegetation types. GlobeLand30 data, published by Chen et al. [63], were applied in this
study, including the V2000, V2010, and V2020 images. GlobeLand30 includes 10 land cover
classes in total, namely cultivated land, forest, grassland, shrubland, wetland, water bodies,
tundra, artificial surface, bare land, perennial snow and ice. In this study, we only take the
land-cover type of grassland as the subject of this study. The grassland land-cover type in
the GlobeLand30 is defined as the lands covered by natural grass with cover density over
10%, including prairies, meadow steppes, alpine grasslands, desert steppes, and lawns.
The overall accuracy of all three GlobeLand30 images has been reported to exceed 80% [64],
which could meet the needs of this study.

The GlobeLand30 is published in a spatial resolution of 30 m under the UTM pro-
jection system on its official website by the China National Geomatics Center (http:
//www.globallandcover.com/, accessed on 24 January 2021). In order to match the spatial
resolution of the NDVI data, the sliced images were first mosaiced into one complete
image, and then resampled to 250 m by the majority method in ArcGIS 10.4 (ESRI, West
Redlands, CA, USA). In order to analyze the long-term sequence changes of the grassland
NPP in Inner Mongolia, we merged the grassland types in the GlobeLand30 for three
period images.

2.2.4. NPP Observation Data

In this work, the estimated NPP by CASA model was verified through the observed
NPP based on FLUXNET2015 datasets (https://fluxnet.org/data/fluxnet2015-dataset, ac-
cessed on 24 August 2021) and ChinaFLUX datasets (http:/ /www.chinaflux.org/, accessed
on 30 October 2021), hosted at the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory (Berkeley,
CA, USA) and Institute of Geographic Sciences and Natural Resources Research (Beijing,
China), respectively. FLUXNET2015 and ChinaFLUX datasets contains the gross primary
production (GPP) [65,66], which could be converted into the NPP value by multiplying the
ratio of NPP/GPP at 0.55 [67]. The observed GPP data from four flux sites located in Inner
Mongolia during different periods were applied in this study. The details of the flux sites
are given in Table 2.

Table 2. Description of FLUXNET sites in Inner Mongolia.

Site ID Site Name Time Land Use Type  Latitude Longitude
CN-Du2 Duolun 2007-2008 Grassland 42.05N 116.28E
Grassland
Duolun
CN-Du3 Degraded 2009 Grassland 42.06N 116.28E
Meadow
CN-Sw2 Siziwang Grazed 2011 Grassland 41.79N 111.90E
NMG Inner Mongolia 2004-2008 Grassland 43.33N 116.40E

2.3. Research Method

This study mainly aimed to assess the long time series of grassland NPP in Inner
Mongolia based on the CASA model. The analysis of LUCC, the changing trends of NPP,
and its correlation with climatic factors were combined to study the spatial and temporal
variation of grasslands in Inner Mongolia. The flowchart of the main methods is shown in
Figure 2.
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Figure 2. The flowchart of CASA model and NPP analysis methods in this study.

2.3.1. Estimation of NPP Based on the CASA Model

In this study, the evaluation of NPP based on the CASA model was completed on the
GEE platform. The CASA model, which is a satellite-based NPP model, is based on the
theory of LUE. It uses absorbed photosynthetically active radiation (APAR) and LUE to
estimate NPP at the time step of a month [31,68]. The main CASA equation is:

NPP(x,t) = APAR(x,t) x LUE(x, t) 1)

where NPP(x,t), APAR(x,t), and LUE(x, t) are the NPP, APAR, and LUE at grid position
x in month t, respectively. The units of the first two parameters are gC-m~—2-month ™! and
MJ-m~2-month !, respectively. APAR is determined jointly by the total solar radiation and
the characteristics of the vegetation itself, and can be calculated as:

APAR(x,t) = 0.5 x SOL(x,t) x FPAR(x, 1) ©)

where the constant 0.5 is the proportion of solar radiation which can be absorbed by plants
(i-e., 0.38-0.71 um). SOL(x, t) is the total surface solar radiation, which can be estimated by
the relationship between the sunshine duration and solar radiation at grid position x in
month ¢ (unit: M]~m’2~month71). For details of the calculation method for SOL, we refer
the reader to Pang et al. [69] and Wu et al. [70]. FPAR(x, t) is the fraction of APAR absorbed
by the plant canopy at grid position x in month ¢, which has a good linear correlation with
NDVI [71,72]. The formula for FPAR is:

FPAR(x,t) = NppHE by in  (FPARyay — FPAR i) + FPAR i 3)

where NDVI(x, t) is the NDVI value at grid position x in month . NDV 1,5, and NDVIL,,;,,
represent the maximum and minimum NDVI values of grassland, respectively. To reduce
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the influence of extreme values, we used 95% and 5% in the NDVI histogram as the
maximum and minimum of each vegetation type. FPAR;;sx and FPAR,,;, are constants,
with values of 0.001 and 0.95, respectively.

In real conditions, the LUE is not only determined by the vegetation itself, but also by
the influence of environmental factors, such as temperature, moisture, and other factors [68].
The formula for LUE is:

LUE(x,t) = Te1(x, 1) X Tep(x,t) X We(x, ) X LUE 4 4)

where T, (x,t) and Typ(x, t) are the temperature stress coefficients to depress the LUE,
which can be derived by the optimum temperature and the temperature difference between
the monthly temperature and the optimum temperature at grid position x in month t.
We(x,t) is the moisture stress coefficient at grid position x in month f, which can be
calculated by the precipitation and temperature data [31,68]. LUE;;4y is the maximum LUE
of grassland under ideal environmental conditions (unit: gC-MJ™!). According to Zhu
et al. [72], we set 0.589 as the LUE,,x of grassland under a classification accuracy of 85%.

2.3.2. Analysis of the NPP Change Volatility and Trends

The coefficient of variation (CV) of NPP can reflect the interannual volatility of the
grassland growth status. The calculation of the CV was conducted on the GEE platform, of
which the formula is expressed as follows:

\/ 75 2, (NPR—NPP)’ -

CV = NPP

where CV is the CV of NPP; n was 21 in this study because of the years from 2000 to 2020;
i is the index of years; NPP; is the value of NPP in the i-th year; and NPP is the average
NPP from 2000 to 2020.

The ordinary least squares (OLS) method was selected to estimate the linear trend of
NPP over the long time series, which can reflect the change trend of grassland NPP [13]. The
OLS method also was completed on the GEE platform. The formula for OLS is expressed
as follows:
nx YLy ix NPP— (YL, i) x (L, NPP;)

nxEy 2= (T i)

where 0 s is the linear trend of NPP, and the other parameters are the same as above.

Theil-Sen median trend analysis, combined with the Mann-Kendall (MK) test, can be
applied to analyze long time series of vegetation indicators, and reflect the change trends
of each pixel in a time series [73-75]. Theil-Sen median trend analysis is free from the
interference of outliers. The Theil-Sen median trend analysis and MK test were conducted
in Python 3, using pyMannKendall open-source software [76]. The detailed formulae are
expressed as follows:

(6)

fors =

NPP;—NPP;

Ors = median( =

), 2000 < i < j < 2020 @)
where 075 is the Theil-Sen median result; and NPP; and NPP; represent the NPP in the
years of i and j, respectively.

The MK test, which a non-parametric statistical test, is widely applied to measure the
significance of Theil-Sen median trends [77,78]. It has also been used to analyze vegetation
growth trends over long time series [75,79].

The MK statistic, i.e., Z, is defined as follows:

S=L§5>0
s(5)

Z = flx) = 0, S=0 ®)
S+1 5<0
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where )
n— n
S= Y Y sgn(NPP,— NPP) )
i=1 j=i+1
1, NPP;—NPP; >0
Sgn(NPPj—NPPZ') = 0, NPP]'—NPPl' =0 (10)
—1, NPP;—NPP; <0

5(S) = M=l 2ets) (11)

where NPP; and NPP; represent the same as above, 1 is the length of the time series, and
sgn is a sign function. The Z statistic value ranges from —oo to +c0, and |Z| > uy_,/»
reflects whether the long time series shows significance at the level of . In this study,
we set & = 0.05, so that uy_, /» = ugg7s = 1.96. The NPP change trends were reclassified
into four classes, according to the detected change trend and its significance test result, as
shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Rules for the trend classification of NPP change.

O1s Z NPP Change Trend
>0 > 1.96 Significantly improved
>0 <1.96 Insignificantly improved
<0 > 1.96 Significantly degraded
<0 <1.96 Insignificantly degraded

2.3.3. Analysis of the Main Influencing Factors

The correlation coefficient and partial correlation coefficient methods were applied
in this study to analyze the influencing factors of NPP, which were calculated on the
GEE platform. The partial correlation coefficient can assess the relationship between
variables a4 and b, while eliminating the impact of other influencing factors on the complex
relationship [80,81]. The partial correlation coefficient can be calculated as follows:

Rape—Rug xR
R — ab,c ad,c bd,c
P 0 R ) < (R ) 12

Ryp—Rac xR

R — ab ac be

[lh,C /(1—Racz)><(1_Rbcz) (13)

Zznzl [(ﬂi—ﬁ) X (bl—E)]

VI (a—a)x 0 (bi=D)
where R, .4 represents the second-order partial correlation coefficient of variables 2 and
b, with ¢ and d acting as the control variables; R, . represents the partial correlation
coefficient of variables a and b, with c acting as the control variable; R,;, represents the

Pearson correlation coefficient between variables a and b; and @ and b are the mean values
of the two variables.

Ry = > (14)

3. Results
3.1. Characteristics and Variation of LUCC in Inner Mongolia

As the LUCC matrix (Table 4) shows, grassland is the dominant land-use type (46.88%
of the total area in 2020) in Inner Mongolia, followed by bare land, cultivated land, and
forest (24.99%, 13.52%, and 11.81% in 2020, respectively). These four land-use types covered
97.20% of the total area of Inner Mongolia in 2020. During the study period, the LUCC in
11.80% of the total area (136,322.38 kmz) changed. From 2000 to 2020, the area of cultivated
land increased the most (9,461.19 km?), followed by artificial surfaces (7,208.50 km?),
grassland (4,728.69 km?), shrubland (3,965.25 km?), and forest (755.94 km?), while the areas
of water (205.50 kmz), wetland (1,959.31 km?), and bare land (23,954.75 km?) reduced.
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Table 4. Transition matrices for the land-use/land-cover change in 2000-2010, 20102020, and 2000-2020 in Inner Mongolia

(unit: km?).
2010
Cultivated Forest Grassland Shrubland Wetland Water Artificial Bare Total Losses
Land Area Surfaces Land
C“i;‘}‘l’gted 13491269 55444 9,813.00 11431 92.88 207.63 1024.88 79.50 14679931  11,886.63
Forest 233.81 126,442.06 8964.25 20.25 14.75 27.75 463 0.31 135,707.81 9265.75
Grassland 5173.50 8753.63 512,974.56 4750.00 596.31 364.50 1090.56 3288.31 536,991.38  24,016.81
Shrubland 8.69 299.38 515.94 1337.81 2.75 2.19 1.50 96.13 2,264.38 926.56
2000 Wetland 391.75 111.75 1861.81 52.69 4621.56 441.06 12.31 238.69 7731.63 3110.06
Water area 246.13 66.19 1018.06 14.38 632.69 3835.81 8.88 316.69 6138.81 2303.00
f;ftr‘ff;‘ezl 517.50 9.88 397.44 6.19 5.94 8.31 6336.44 16.25 7297.94 961.50
Bare land 80.25 0.69 15,733.63 38.00 48.00 237.63 99.38 29647588 31271344  16,237.56
Total 141,564.31  136,238.00  551,278.69 6333.63 6014.88 5124.88 8578.56 300,511.75
Gains 6651.63 9795.94 38,304.13 4995.81 1393.31 1289.06 2242.13 4035.88
Change —5235.00 530.19 14,287.31 4069.25 —1716.75  —1013.94 1280.63 —12,201.69
2020
Cultivated Forest Grassland Shrubland  Wetland Water Artificial Bare Land Total Losses
Land Area Surfaces
C“};“‘I’Smd 126,092.94 611.06 10,865.88 62.31 96.00 328.81 3299.88 207.44 141,564.31 1547138
Forest 892.38 128,634.81 6405.00 108.06 19.94 71.69 86.38 19.75 136,238.00 7603.19
Grassland 26,495.25 7067.31 502,358.50 685.56 1665.44 719.25 3482.19 8805.19 551,278.69  48,920.19
Shrubland 299.38 109.13 397.25 5255.88 10.94 11.38 107.69 142.00 6333.63 1077.75
2010 Wetland 229.56 6.25 1280.88 2.44 3586.38 494.50 66.75 348.13 6014.88 2428.50
Water area 229.94 20.63 341.63 1.81 271.81 3929.94 16.19 312.94 5124.88 1194.94
‘:l‘;;‘ff;‘:sl 1040.25 1331 391.63 14.88 1.50 11.31 7065.94 39.75 8578.56 1512.63
Bare land 980.81 1.25 19,679.31 98.69 120.31 366.44 381.44 27888350  300,511.75  21,628.25
Total 156,260.50  136,463.75  541,720.06 6229.63 5772.31 5933.31 14,506.44  288,758.69
Gains 30,167.56 7828.94 39,361.56 973.75 2185.94 2003.38 7440.50 9875.19
Change 14,696.19 225.75 —9558.63 —104.00 —242.56 808.44 5927.88 —11,753.06
2020
2000 to 2020 Cultivated Forest Grassland Shrubland Wetland Water Artificial Bare Land Total Losses
Land Area Surfaces
C“i:r‘l’sted 126,460.88 738.81 14,918.88 118.44 159.06 343.94 3872.25 187.06 146,799.31  20,338.44
Forest 688.81 123,179.88  11,613.56 50.44 20.75 64.94 74.94 14.50 135,707.81  12,527.94
Grassland 26,130.44 12,131.13  477,849.56 4862.81 1545.69 739.50 4181.69 9550.56 536,991.38  59,141.81
Shrubland 83.63 251.25 706.94 1003.56 50.69 13.25 11.38 143.69 2264.38 1260.81
2000 Wetland 644.31 91.63 2519.75 46.63 3,224.25 475.19 82.13 647.75 7731.63 4507.38
Water area 309.13 52.69 582.44 10.56 654.31 4070.50 33.69 425.50 6138.81 2068.31
‘;‘l‘:ff;‘;l 967.06 17.31 44238 15.06 2.88 12.06 5792.63 4856 7297.94 1505.31
Bare land 976.25 1.06 33,086.56 122.13 114.69 213.94 457.75 277,741.06  312,71344 3497238
Total 156,26050  136,463.75  541,720.06 6229.63 5772.31 5,933.31 14,506.44  288,758.69
Gains 29,799.63 13,283.88 63,870.50 5226.06 2,548.06 1862.81 8713.81 11,017.63
Change 9461.19 755.94 4728.69 3965.25 —1,959.31 —205.50 7208.50 —23,954.75

However, there were certain differences in the LUCC between the first 11 years and
the second 11 years. From 2000 to 2010, the area of cultivated land and water decreased
(by 5,235.00 and 1013.94 km?, respectively), while they showed a pattern of growth during
2010-2020 (by 14,696.19 and 808.44 km?, respectively). The area of grassland and shrubland
increased from 2000 to 2010 (by 14,287.31 and 4069.25 km?, respectively), while the area
of grassland decreased during 2010-2020 (by 9558.63 and 104.00 km?, respectively). The
change trends of forest, wetland, artificial area, and bare land remained the same during
the two periods.

In general, the land-use change in Inner Mongolia during the study period mainly
focused on the conversion between grassland and cultivated land, forest, and bare land.
During 2000-2010, about 9813.00 km? of cultivated land changed into grassland, with
5173.50 km? of grassland changed into cultivated land. During 2010-2020, the shifts
between cultivated land and grassland were more intense, and far more grassland was
changed into cultivated land (26,495.25 kmz) than changed from cultivated land
(10,865.88 km?). Furthermore, the shift between forest and grassland remained in rel-
ative balance during the study period, ranging from 6405.00 to 8964.25 km?. In addition,
the trend of change from bare land into grassland was significant in these two periods.
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The area of bare land changed into grassland was nearly five times (15,733.63 km?) that of
grassland changed into bare land (3288.31 km?) during 2000-2010. In the second 11-year
period, the ratio was again more than 2, at about 19,679.31 and 8805.19 km?, respectively.
From the spatial characteristics of the LUCC conversion process shown in Figure 3,
it can be seen that the change of grassland shows spatial heterogeneity. During the first
11 years, grassland areas showed a net increase of 14,287.31 km? (2.66%). The new grass-
land was mainly transformed from bare land in the city of Bayannur, cultivated land
in south Xilingol League, and forest along the Great Hinggan Mountains. The losses of
grassland mainly took place to the south of the city of Baotou, where it was transformed
into shrubland, and in the Great Hinggan Mountains, where it was transformed into forest.
There was also 5173.50 km? of grassland changed into cultivated land, which took place
scattered throughout Inner Mongolia. During the second 11 years, although the total area
of grassland decreased by 9558.63 km? (1.73%), there was still 19,679.31 km? of bare land
that was converted into grassland, which took place mostly in north Xilingol League and
to the north of the city of Ulangab. Furthermore, 10,865.88 km? of cultivated land changed
into grassland, which took place mainly in central Inner Mongolia and the city of Chifeng.
However, a large amount of grassland was changed into cultivated land in eastern Inner
Mongolia, especially to the east of the city of Chifeng, around the city of Tongliao, and
to the west of the city of Hulun Buir. Furthermore, 7067.31 km? of grassland changed
into forest, which took place mainly in the Great Hinggan Mountains, and 8805.19 km? of
grassland degenerated into bare land, which took place mainly in western Inner Mongolia.
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Figure 3. Land-use change in Inner Mongolia related to grassland during: (a) 2000-2010; (b) 2010-2020; and (c) 2000-2020.
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3.2. Spatial and Temporal Distribution of Grassland NPP in Inner Mongolia
3.2.1. Validation of the NPP Calculation

The estimated NPP by CASA model was verified through the observed NPP of four
FLUXNET sites from the FLUXNET2015 datasets and ChinaFLUX datasets, located in Inner
Mongolia during the growth seasons over 2004 to 2009 and 2011. As shown in Figure 4,
the estimated NPP presents a high correlation with the observed NPP, with a regression
coefficient of 0.64 (p < 0.001) and root mean square error (RMSE) of 24.31 ¢ C/m?, which
represents that the modified CASA model has a high precision and could meet the accuracy
requirements in this study.

140

y =0.9668x + 13.5610
R*=0.6374
p <0.001

120
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0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140
Observed Measured NPP (g C/m?)

Figure 4. Comparison of the monthly estimated NPP with observed NPP.

3.2.2. Characteristics of the Grassland NPP Distribution

The temporally averaged NPP in the study area over the 21 years is 278.63 g C/m?, and
the NPP shows an increasing trend from south-west to north-east, as shown in Figure 5. The
eastern part of Inner Mongolia has the highest NPP, followed by central Inner Mongolia,
while western Inner Mongolia has the lowest productivity. As shown in Figure 6, the
statistical results for the average NPP show that the NPP in most areas is between 100 and
400 g C/m?, accounting for 58.74%. There are also a few grassland areas which have an
NPP of more than 600 g C/m?, accounting for 3.98%. The total NPP in Inner Mongolia
grassland is 169.72 Tg C (1 Tg = 10'? g) for each year.

Figure 7 shows the spatial distribution of the CV of the NPP distribution during
the study period, for which the average CV of the NPP in the study area is 0.26. There
is significant spatial heterogeneity in the temporal variation of NPP over the 21 years.
Areas with high CV values are mainly distributed in the north of the Greater Khingan
Range/Yinshan Mountains and north-west Inner Mongolia, while the grassland NPP in
eastern Inner Mongolia shows little interannual change.
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Figure 5. Spatial distribution of the average NPP in the Inner Mongolia grassland during 2000-2020.
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Figure 6. Area proportion of the different NPP distribution intervals.

3.2.3. The Change Trend Distribution of Grassland NPP

The relationships between the interannual fluctuations of grassland NPP and mete-
orological factors in Inner Mongolia from 2000 to 2020 are shown in Figure 8. The NPP
ranges from 246.15 g C/m? in 2001 to 323.96 g C/m? in 2013. The change trend obtained
by the OLS method shows a slight increasing trend of 2.43 g C/(m?-yr) (p < 0.01), and
that obtained by the Theil-Sen method shows a slight increasing trend of 2.16 g C/(m?-yr)
(p <0.05). In general, the NPP of the Inner Mongolia grassland gradually improved from
2000 to 2020.
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Figure 7. Coefficient of variation of NPP in the Inner Mongolia grassland during 2000-2020.
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Figure 8. Interannual change trends of grassland NPP and meteorological factors obtained by the

OLS method for the Inner Mongolia grassland.

From an overall perspective, as shown in Figure 8, the highest grassland NPP appeared
in 2013, when there was adequate precipitation, suitably low temperatures, and abundant
sunshine. The other periods of higher NPP were in 2012, 2018, 2019, and 2020, when the
climatic conditions were better than average. The lowest grassland NPP was in 2001, when
there was a lack of precipitation. The other years of lower NPP were 2000, 2007, and 2016.
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Extreme weather conditions occurred in these years, i.e., drought, high temperature, and
lack of sunlight, respectively.

Although the growth trend of grassland NPP from 2000 to 2020 passes the significance
test, the growth of NPP was not continuous and showed temporal heterogeneity (Table 5).
From 2000 to 2010, the growth rate of grassland NPP was slower and more unstable,
with opposite change trends obtained by the two methods, while the growth rate during
2010-2020 was faster.

Table 5. Growth trend of grassland NPP in the different periods based on the two-tailed significance
test method.

OLS Method Theil-Sen Method
Stu;iyye;’lglod Growth Rate Value Growth Rate Value
(g C/(m?2-yr)) P (g C/m2-yr)) P
2000-2010 0.27 0.85 —-0.47 1.00
2010-2020 3.14 0.22 2.55 0.28
2000-2020 243 <0.01 2.16 <0.05

In order to better clarify the spatial and temporal variation of grassland NPP in Inner
Mongolia, the different time series of grassland NPP were analyzed by the use of the
Theil-Sen method in this study. As shown in Figure 9e,f, there was a positive annual NPP
growth tendency in most areas in the Inner Mongolia grassland from 2000 to 2020. About
83.22% of the total grassland showed an increasing trend for NPP, of which 32.28% showed
significant growth at the p-value of 0.05. The grassland areas that showed significant
growth are mainly distributed in east Ordos, south Chifeng, south Tongliao, and Hinggan.
At the same time, about 16.78% of the total area presented a decreasing trend for NPP,
which took place mainly in west Xilingol and north Chifeng, but most of this change
(93.24%) was not significant.

In order to show more details of the short-term changes, the spatial and temporal
variation of grassland NPP in the first 11 years and the second 11 years was also compared
in this study. Figure 9a,b shows the results for 2000-2010. The changes of most of the
grassland do not pass the significance test at a p-value of 0.05. About 44.85% of the
grassland showed an insignificant increasing trend for NPP during this period, which took
place mainly in west Ordos, middle Xilingol, and west Hulun Buir. Another 43.91% of the
grassland showed an insignificant decreasing trend for NPP, which took place mainly in
Baotou, Ulanqgab, south-west Xilingol, and along both sides of the Greater Khingan Range.
Only 8.08% of the grassland showed a significant growth trend for NPP, which took place
mostly in east Ordos, while 3.16% showed a significant decrease, which took place mostly
along the Greater Khingan Range. Figure 9¢,d shows the results for 2010-2020. Compared
with the first 11 years, the spatial distribution of the change trend of NPP changed to a
certain extent, and more grassland (72.34%) showed an increasing trend for NPP. About
13.36% of the total area passed the significance test, which occurred mainly in east Ordos,
south Chifeng, and south Tongliao. These three places maintained a significant growth
trend from 2000 to 2010 and 2010 to 2020. Furthermore, the area of grassland NPP decline
greatly reduced during this period, with less than 1% of the grassland showing a significant
decreasing trend. The grassland NPP growth status greatly improved in Xilingol and along
the Greater Khingan Range.
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Figure 9. Spatial distribution of the slope of grassland NPP obtained by the Theil-Sen method (a,c,e) (unit: g C/(m?-yr))
and its significance by the MK test (b,d,f) (« = 0.05) in Inner Mongolia during the different periods.

3.3. Influence of LUCC on the Change of Grassland NPP in Inner Mongolia

Human activities obviously affect LUCC, which in turn influences the growth of
vegetation and its NPP. The research by Liu et al. [82] showed that the global urbanization-
induced decrease in global NPP offset 30% of the climate-driven increase over the same
period. In this study, we applied the LUCC of 2000, 2010, and 2020 as a mask to extract
the grassland NPP in the corresponding range, to analyze the influence of LUCC on the
change of grassland NPP.

As Figure 10 shows, the grassland NPP maintained an increasing trend in 2000, 2010,
and 2020. The average NPP increased from 250.28 g C/m? in 2000 to 257.13 g C/m? in 2010,
and then to 303.25 g C/ m? in 2020. The total NPP in Inner Mongolia was 134.40, 141.75,
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and 164.28 Tg C in 2000, 2010, and 2020, respectively. In terms of the spatial distribution,
the area of medium-level NPP (200-400 g C/m?) increased from 2000 to 2020, accounting
for 32.62%, 36.59%, and 37.47% in 2000, 2010, and 2020, respectively, which was obvious
in north Xilingol, Chifeng, and Tongliao. This indicates that the area of grassland with
medium to high quality has increased.
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Figure 10. Spatial distribution map for NPP in the Inner Mongolia grassland based on LUCC in (a) 2000, (b) 2010, and (c)
2020. (d) The change of grassland NPP.

From the perspective of the different LUCC changes (Table 6), the different types of
LUCC conversion had various effects on the grassland NPP. From 2000 to 2010, 24016.81 km?
of grassland was transferred to other land-use types, causing a loss of 8.29 Tg C in NPP,
while 38,304.13 km? changed to grassland, bringing an addition of about 9.65 Tg C in NPP.
Although in terms of area, the grassland area increased, but the average NPP of the lost
grassland (345.23 g C/m?) was higher than that of the added grassland (251.91 g C/m?).
Taking the conversion between bare land and grassland as an example, from 2000 to 2010,
grassland changing from bare land accounted for 15,733.63 km?, bringing 0.74 Tg C in NPP.
Although grassland changing to bare land only accounted for 3288.31 km?, it caused a loss
of 0.35 Tg C in NPP. This shows that although the lost grassland was a lesser area, the
quality was good, while the added grassland was a greater area, but the quality was poor.
From 2010 to 2020, the area of lost grassland increased (48,920.19 km? and 14.96 Tg C NPP)
and was more than the area of added grassland (39,361.56 km? and 10.73 Tg C NPP). As a
result of human reclamation, a large area of grassland, i.e., 26,495.25 km? (54.16% of the
total lost area), was converted into cultivated land, which led to a loss of 8.36 Tg C in NPP.
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During this period, the average NPP of grassland changed to bare land was 100.72 g C/m?,
and the average NPP of grassland changed from bare land was 82.48 g C/m?. In general,
the quality difference between the new and lost grassland still existed, but there was some
improvement compared with the period of 2000-2010. However, the total area of grassland
decreased during 2010-2020.

Table 6. Changes of grassland NPP in Inner Mongolia based on the different land-use changes during 2000-2010, 2010-2020,

and 2000-2020.

2000-2010 2010-2020 2000-2020
LUCC Area Total NPP Average NPP Area Total NPP Average NPP Area Total NPP Average NPP
(km?) (Tg Q) (g C/m?) (km?) (Tg Q) (g C/m?) (km?) (Tg Q) (g C/m?)
Total area of lost 24,016.81 8.29 345.23 48,920.19 14.96 305.79 59,141.81 17.63 298.16
grassland
Grassm“‘};;’ dcult“’ated 5173.50 1.77 342,51 26,495.25 8.36 315.49 26,130.44 7.41 283.39
Grassland to bare land 3288.31 0.35 105.47 8805.19 0.89 100.72 9550.56 0.97 101.87
Grassland to forest 8753.63 5.06 578.19 7067.31 418 590.83 12,131.13 7.04 580.32
Grassland to others 6801.38 111 163.41 6552.44 1.54 234.71 11,329.69 2.22 195.58
Total area of new 38,304.13 9.65 25191 39,361.56 10.73 27255 63,870.50 1638 256.40
grassland
C““jé‘ngafgd to 9813.00 3.24 330.65 10,865.88 449 412.76 14,918.88 6.02 403.38
Bare land to grassland 15,733.63 0.74 46.94 19,679.31 1.62 82.48 33,086.56 2.32 69.97
Forest to grassland 8964.25 496 553.08 6405.00 3.89 606.86 11,613.56 6.94 597.87
Others to grassland 3793.25 0.71 186.70 2411.38 073 304.05 4251.50 1.10 258.75

Overall, from 2000 to 2020, 59,141.81 km? of grassland was changed into other land-
use types, resulting in a loss of 17.63 Tg C in NPP. As a comparison, 63870.50 km? of other
land-use type changed into grassland, but this led to an addition of only 16.38 Tg C in NPP.
In total, 26130.44 km? grassland (44.18% of the total lost area) of high quality changed into
cultivated land, for which the average NPP was 283.38 g C/m?. A further 33,086.56 km?
of bare land changed into grassland (51.80% of the total added area), with a poor average
NPP of 69.97 g C/m?.

3.4. Correlation between Grassland NPP and Meteorological Factors

Meteorological factors, i.e., precipitation, temperature, and sunshine duration, are
important factors affecting grassland NPP [83]. Figure 11 shows the map of the average
meteorological factors in Inner Mongolia from 2000 to 2020. In order to investigate the
main climatic driving factors for grassland NPP in Inner Mongolia during 2000-2020, the
spatial distribution of the correlation coefficients and partial correlation coefficients was
considered in this study.
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Figure 11. Map of (a) the total annual precipitation, (b) average annual temperature, (c) total annual sunshine hours in
Inner Mongolia from 2000 to 2020.

As shown in Figure 12a,b, a positive correlation between grassland NPP and pre-
cipitation is seen in 97.06% of the total area. When removing the influence of the other
meteorological factors, about 98.58% of the total shows a positive relationship. Thus, pre-
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cipitation is the main factor affecting grassland growth in Inner Mongolia. According to
the statistics, 70.59% of the grassland area has a higher partial correlation coefficient than
correlation coefficient, which indicates that there is a lack of precipitation in most areas
of the Inner Mongolia grassland. Thus, an increase in precipitation can greatly promote
the growth of the grassland and increase the NPP. The areas with high partial correlation
coefficients are distributed in east Ordos, north Xilingol, and west Hulun Buir. The cor-
relation in the south side of the Greater Khingan Range is lower than that in the north
side. However, the precipitation is generally sufficient in the south side, and when the
precipitation is sufficient, the grassland NPP can be affected by the other meteorological
factors, and the effect of precipitation is weakened.
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Figure 12. Spatial distribution of the correlation coefficients and partial correlation coefficients between grassland NPP and
precipitation (a,b), temperature (c,d), and sunshine duration (e f) in Inner Mongolia during 2000-2020.

For temperature, the correlation between NPP and temperature is not consistent in
spatial distribution, as shown in Figure 12¢,d. About 61.80% of the total grassland area
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shows a negative correlation with temperature, and only 7.59% of the total grassland
area shows a positive correlation coefficient of greater than 0.3. The areas with negative
correlation are mainly concentrated in the north side of the Greater Khingan Range. When
the influence of precipitation and sunshine duration is controlled, 79.19% of the total
grassland area shows a certain improvement in the positive correlation between NPP and
temperature, mostly in the north side of the Greater Khingan Range. Although Inner
Mongolia is located at high latitudes, a higher temperature would cause more evaporation
in arid areas with little precipitation, which would then make the natural environment
more disadvantageous for the growth of grassland. In contrast, in the south side of the
Greater Khingan Range, due to the humid climatic conditions, the warmer environment, to
a certain degree, is conducive to the increase of NPP.

The correlation between NPP and sunshine duration also shows spatial heterogeneity
(Figure 12e,f) and most areas are weakly correlated. The proportion of grassland NPP
showing positive correlation and negative correlation with sunshine duration is 51.18%
and 48.82%, respectively. Only 6.34% of the grassland has a negative correlation of greater
than 0.3, and 10.93% has a positive correlation of greater than 0.3. However, the partial
correlation is positive in most grassland areas, accounting for 87.41%, with 47.66% of the
total grassland having a positive correlation of greater than 0.3. A small amount of negative
partial correlation is found in west Xilingol and west Inner Mongolia. Due to the arid
climate in Inner Mongolia, the sunshine leads to increased soil water evaporation, which
affects the growth of the grassland. In addition, the sunshine time might be less affected by
the undulating terrain in Inner Mongpolia than precipitation and temperature, and there is
no obvious difference in the correlation and partial correlation between the two sides of
the Greater Khingan Range.

In general, at the scale of a single year, precipitation has the most obvious effect on
grassland NPP in Inner Mongolia. Most of the grassland shows a strong positive correlation
between NPP and precipitation. The second factor is the length of sunshine duration,
showing a relatively weak positive correlation. The third factor is temperature. The
influence of temperature is different on the different sides of the Greater Khingan Range.

4. Discussion
4.1. Uncertainty Analysis

According to the validation result, the correlation coefficient between the estimated
NPP and the observed NPP from FLUXNET2015 and ChinaFLUX was 0.64. FLUXNET
provides the monthly observed data, but grasslands in arid regions tend to have low NPP
by month, which resulted in NPP values generally in the low value region. In the meantime,
the number of FLUXNET stations is limited. Moreover, it was reported that the spatial
scale of remote sensing images has an impact on the estimation of GPP/NPP [84]. Limited
to the spatial resolution, the NPP for a pixel represents an area of 250 x 250 m?, which
impacts the accuracy verification result. The published estimation results for grassland
NPP in Inner Mongolia were used to verify the estimated NPP in this work (Table 7). The
estimation results obtained in this study are close to those of the previous studies, that is,
the results reported in this paper are reliable and could be utilized for future research.

Table 7. Comparison with other NPP estimation results.

Average Yearly NPP Growth Rate . NPP Model or
Research Case (g C/m?) (g C/(m2-yn) Time Range Data Sources
Zhu et al. [85] Around 250 - 2002 CASA
Mu et al. [86] 281.30 0.33 2001-2010 CASA
Jin et al. [10] 271.10 4.36 2001-2015 CASA
Ranged from 81.21 to MODIS
Zhao et al. [37] 365.53 453 2000-2014 MOD17A3

This study 278.63 243 2000-2020 CASA
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For the uncertainties, the maximum light use efficiency LUE;;x in this work refers to
the work of Zhu et al. [72]. In the original CASA model, the maximum light use efficiency
LUE 4 was assigned a fixed value, 0.389 gC-M]_1 [31]. Since the value of LUE;,; has a
great influence on the estimated NPP, its value is controversial [31,87]. Some research tried
to modify the value of LUE,,;x based on field sampling data [10,88]. In future research,
LUE 4 should be modified using more flux measurement sites.

4.2. LUCC and the NPP Response to LUCC

In this study, we analyzed the LUCC in Inner Mongolia and its effect on the grassland
NPP in 2000, 2010, and 2020. The grassland area increased by 2.66% from 2000 to 2010,
and then decreased by 1.73% from 2010 to 2020. Hu and Batu [22] found grassland of a
low quality developed to a higher quality in Inner Mongolia from 1990 to 2015 based on
their LUCC analysis result for dense grassland, moderate grassland, and sparse grassland.
Tong et al. [89] quantitatively monitored the land use changes in Inner Mongolia and
found the area of high- and moderate-coverage grassland decreased while the area of
low-coverage grassland increased during 2000-2015. Li et al. [90] also found that the
area change trend of high- and low-coverage grassland is opposite during 2000-2012. In
this study, we found the main outflow (59,141.81 km? in total) was grassland turned into
cultivated land (26,130.44 kmz), and the main inflow (63,870.50 km? in total) was from
bare land to grassland (33,086.56 km?) over the 21 years. These above studies suggest that
the combined effects of climate change and human activities caused the NPP frequent
changes, so that both long and short time series of monitoring are required. Notably, it
has been widely reported that the ecological environment of the Mu Us Desert in Ordos
has been greatly improved because of a series of ecological restoration policies in the past
decades [91,92], which is consistent with our results. Therefore, the impact of human
activities on grasslands quality has both positive and negative effects.

Although more land changed into grassland, the NPP of the increased grassland was
lower than that of the lost grassland. In total, the NPP loss caused by LUCC was greater
than the NPP growth caused by LUCC, at 17.63 and 16.38 Tg C, respectively. If the increase
of grassland NPP caused by climatic factors is considered, the NPP loss caused by human
activities (mainly reclaiming grassland) would be even greater. Although people have
made great efforts to make the bare land green and turn it into grassland, the quality of
these new grassland areas is on the low side. Thus, it is also important to protect the
existing grassland from reclamation and desertification. Moreover, to explore the quality of
grass, the higher time resolution and finer-grained vegetation types should be included in
the future. All grassland ecosystem management projects should be evaluated by quality
indices, such as NPP, and not just the area.

4.3. NPP Response to the Meteorological Factors

The correlation coefficient spatial distribution map (Figure 12) shows that precipitation
was the main factor for grassland NPP in Inner Mongolia from 2000 to 2020, with which
97.06% of the total grassland showed a positive relationship. Most studies suggest that
the precipitation is the most important meteorological factor which affected the change
of grassland NPP in Inner Mongolia [41,83,86,93], which is consistent with the conclusion
of our research. The increase of precipitation over the last 20 years has contributed to the
overall increase in grassland NPP. The grassland NPP shows a negative correlation with
temperature in the water-deficient area while the relationship will turn into positive when
the water is enough.

Moreover, the correlation coefficients between precipitation and NPP in the north and
south of the Greater Khingan Range have a certain difference of the strength. Combined
with Figure 7, the changes of NPP in the different sides of the Greater Khingan Range are
different significantly. For the two sides of the mountains, the differences in water and
heat resources have a greater impact on grassland growth. In addition, as Wu et al. [94]
summarized, human activities such as mining and reclamation had the most obvious
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impact on grassland NPP in west Xilingol during 2000-2018. More human activities can
also weaken the response of grassland to meteorological factors, such as in the south side
of the Greater Khingan Range.

Guo et al. [93] found that different grassland species had different responses to mete-
orological factors. Moreover, there is a time-lag in the response of vegetation to climatic
factors [95], which is difficult to find on the annual scale. Thus, the changes of NPP in
response to meteorological factors should be further analyzed on finer and longer time
series data. In addition, the periodic law of meteorological factors should be taken into
account, considering the high sensitivity of grassland to meteorological factors, especially
for precipitation, which can avoid the inconsistent conclusion over a different study period.

4.4. Importance of the Segmented Long Time Series Study and GEE

As shown in Table 5, the trend of NPP was inconsistent over the two periods by
Theil-Sen method. The different results and their significance between the two periods
show that the change trend of grassland NPP over a short period of time might not be
reliable. The change trend can be easily disturbed by one year of unusual increase or
decrease and is determined by the selection of the start and end points. Furthermore, some
short-term sudden changes may also be of interest, and should not be overlooked. The
same situation also existed in the spatial distribution of NPP changes. For example, as
shown in Figure 9, in west Hulun Buir, although there was no obvious decline in the area of
grassland NPP at the scale of 21 years, different regions showed decreasing trends during
the different periods (2000-2010 or 2010-2020). In other words, the grassland NPP decline
in west Hulun Buir has not been stopped, but it has shifted within the region. However,
it is difficult to find such a phenomenon in a long time series directly. Thus, it is of great
importance to undertake trend research at an appropriate time scale, with both long and
short time series, in order to find more comprehensive details of the NPP change trends. In
this paper, not only was the long time series of 21 years (from 2000 to 2020) analyzed, but
we also divided the long time series into two 11-year periods (from 2000 to 2010 and from
2010 to 2020) as short time series.

A large amount of remote sensing data and computational power are required for
the long time series and large-scale spatiotemporal monitoring. In this study, the quantity
and quality of the grassland in Inner Mongolia were evaluated by LUCC and NPP based
on the GEE platform. The high-performance computing power and rich image resources
of the GEE platform can be used for the long-term research of NPP in Inner Mongolia.
The observed data from meteorological stations were applied in this study. However, the
observation data from meteorological stations cannot be accessed conveniently for a larger
scale study (e.g., a continental or global scale). Thus, for better and extensive monitoring of
ecosystem growth changes, it may be easier and quicker to adopt the massive amount of
remote sensing data and meteorological images available on the GEE platform [52,58].

5. Conclusions

The Inner Mongolia grassland is an important ecological barrier in northern China and
the largest animal husbandry and dairy product base in China. It is of great importance to
make a detailed analysis of the spatiotemporal change of the grassland in Inner Mongolia,
to help formulate grassland management policies in the future. We applied the CASA
model, combined with MODIS NDV], the GlobeLand30 land-use type, and meteorological
data based on the GEE platform, to evaluate the grassland NPP in Inner Mongolia during
2000-2020.

The results showed that the average grassland NPP was 278.63 g C/m? and the
growth trend was 2.43 g C/(m?-yr) by the OLS method. Especially, the NPP of grassland
in east Ordos and the south side of the Greater Khingan Range showed sustained and
significant growth. Moreover, the grassland area increased during 2000-2010 and then
decreased during 2010-2020. Although the total area of grassland increased during the
whole study period, the NPP loss caused by LUCC was greater than the NPP growth
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caused by LUCC. Precipitation is the most important meteorological factor affecting the
grassland NPP, followed by sunshine duration and temperature, and there is a positive
relationship between NPP and precipitation in most grassland.

Our result shows the grassland ecosystem in Inner Mongolia improved, overall,
during 2000-2020, but more attention should be paid to the reclamation of grassland and
preventing new grassland from desertification again. Moreover, for future studies on
grassland NPP, the periodic variation of precipitation could be taken into account. For
other land-cover types, both long time series study and short time series change analysis
should be considered for the spatio-temporal study of the NPP. The specific time series
change should refer to its main impact factors. The remote sensing cloud computing
platform like GEE could help with long time series monitoring of ecosystems.
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