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Abstract: China has implemented strict policies for protecting cultivated land, and the Chinese
government has focused on the non-grain production (NGP) of cultivated land. This study aimed
to analyze the spatial evolution law of grain-producing cultivated land (GPCL) in China between
2000 and 2018, explore the mechanism of GPCL, and simulate the spatial characteristics of GPCL in
2036. We used the Geographic Information System (GIS) and a patch-generating land-use simula-
tion model, a new model that proposes a land expansion analysis strategy by improving previous
rule-mining methods. China’s grain production rate (GPrate) shows a gradual upward trend be-
tween 2000 (36.98%) and 2018 (47.18%). The mutual conversion of GPCL and non-grain-producing
cultivated land (NGPCL) are the primary transfer types. The evolution of GPCL is driven by cli-
matic, economic, and social factors, of which population density is the most important factor. GPCL
expansion patches are distributed in densely populated, economically developed, and warm and
humid plain areas. Further, the simulation results showed that the GPrate in 2036 is estimated to
be 41.39%, with GPCL transfer-in significantly exceeding the amount transferred out. Our results
further cultivated land evolution-associated research and provide a basis for formulating scientific
land-use policies for cultivated land protection for other countries.

Keywords: China; cultivated land; grain production; spatial evolution; driving mechanism

1. Introduction

As a large agricultural country, China uses less than 9% of the world’s arable land to
feed 20% of the world’s population [1]. Cultivated land is the primary driver of food pro-
duction, and China has always implemented a strict policy of cultivated land protection [2].
Recently, China has experienced rapid urbanization, thereby exhausting a large amount of
cultivated land resources and converting them to construction land [3]. Simultaneously,
the internal utilization mode of cultivated land has also undergone changes, and non-grain
production (NGP) is attracting significant attention from the Chinese government [4].

Grain-producing cultivated land (GPCL) is transformed into non-grain-producing
cultivated land (NGPCL), exempting cultivated land from food production and thereby
posing great challenges to China’s food security [5]. Previous studies on the evolution of
cultivated land have primarily studied the (1) extraction, spatiotemporal evolution, and
driving mechanism of cultivated land based on remote sensing and GIS [6–8]; (2) relation-
ship between cultivated land change and food production, urbanization, population, and
terrain slope based on statistical and econometric models [9–11]; and (3) quality of culti-
vated land and its influencing factors, as well as the impact of long-term farming methods
on the ecological environment and soil, based on experimental science [12,13]. However,
most related studies have discussed the transformation process of cultivated land and its
reasons as a whole, while ignoring the internal differences impacting the transformation
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of cultivated land. There are still gaps in the knowledge concerning the transformation
of the internal utilization mode of cultivated land and its driving mechanism, especially
the evolution of cultivated land for different crops. By studying the evolution process and
mechanism of GPCL, the internal reasons for the evolution and differentiation of cultivated
land at a larger scale will be better understood.

Currently, several models for predicting land-use changes exist, such as cellular
automata (CA), a framework for simulating land-use transitions and their impacts, and
future land-use simulation (FLUS) models [14–17]. However, existing studies lack a flexible
mechanism for dealing with multi-type land use patch changes to simulate fine-scale
land-use changes, which restricts their application in practical planning and land policy
formulation. In this study, our technical implementation of land-use change prediction is
based on a new model, the Patch-generating land-use simulation (PLUS) model. Unlike
other models, this model proposes a new land expansion analysis strategy by improving
previous rule mining methods, such as transfer analysis strategy or pattern analysis strategy.
In addition, the PLUS model retains the advantages of existing models, avoiding the need
to analyze transformation types that grow exponentially with the number of categories,
and the ability to analyze land-use change mechanisms over a certain period of time. The
PLUS model has been shown to be a more efficient model that provides more accurate
simulation results [18].

Thus, we aimed to (1) map and analyze the evolution of GPCL in China, (2) explore
the driving mechanism of the evolution of GPCL, and (3) evaluate the future GPCL based
on the PLUS model. We comprehensively analyzed the evolution of NGPCL and GPCL in
China and enriched scientific knowledge of cultivated land evolution to provide a basis for
making rational policies for cultivated land use while demonstrating the idea of cultivated
land protection for other countries at the same stage of development.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Patch-Generating Land-Use Simulation (PLUS) Model and Simulation Process

PLUS is a patch generation land-use change simulation model based on raster data.
This model: (1) enables better excavation of the inducements of various land-use changes by
applying a new analysis strategy; (2) contains a novel multi-class seed growth mechanism
that can better simulate multi-class land use patch-level changes; and (3) coupled with
multi-objective optimization algorithms, provides simulation results that can better support
planning policies to achieve sustainable development.

The PLUS model comprises a (1) land expansion analysis strategy that extracts the
various types of land use expansion part between two phases of land-use change; then,
sampling from the increased part, the random forest algorithm is used to mine the factors
of various types of land use expansion and driving forces one by one. The development
probability and the contribution of driving factors to the expansion of various types of
land use during this period can thus be obtained. This avoids conversion types that
grow exponentially with the number of analyzed categories and retains the model for a
certain period of time and the ability to analyze mechanisms of land-use change with better
interpretability; (2) cellular automata (CA) model: combined with random seed generation
and a threshold-decreasing mechanism, the PLUS model can dynamically simulate the
automatic generation of patches in space and time under the constraint of a development
probability [15,18].

In this study, we extracted data on the expansion of various types of land between 2000
and 2018 and used the random forest algorithm to obtain their development probabilities.
We then used the CA model based on multi-type random patch seeds to predict the future
landscape. First, according to the actual situation and the availability of data, 11 driving
factors from three categories (natural factors, socio-economic factors, and accessibility)
were selected. After rasterization, they were unified into the same projected coordinate
system and spaced as the land cover data resolution. Secondly, the development probability
of each land use type was obtained using the Land Use Expansion Analysis Strategy (LEAS)
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module. Finally, combined with relevant parameters, such as the number of target pixels of
various types of land in the future, transfer cost matrix, probability of random patch seeds,
and neighborhood factors, the CA model based on multiple types of random patch seeds
simulated land-use change in 2036. In this study, the Markov model was used to forecast
the demand for future landscape types. Based on the existing data, the trial-and-error
method was used to repeatedly debug each parameter, and the Kappa coefficient and figure
of merit (FOM) coefficient were selected to evaluate the accuracy of the simulation results.
The Kappa coefficient and FOM coefficient were 0.812 and 0.152, respectively, indicating
that the simulation results of the PLUS model were accurate.

2.2. Variable Description
2.2.1. Measurement of GPrate

According to the official document of the Chinese government, “Opinions on prevent-
ing the non-grain production of cultivated land and stabilizing grain production”, which
includes the grain crops rice, wheat, and corn, the GPrate is calculated as follows:

GPrate = L/(C × I) × 100% (1)

where L is the sum of the area of wheat, corn, and rice, C is the cultivated land area, and I
is the multiple cropping index.

2.2.2. Drive Factor Determination

The change in cultivated land use is very complex and has non-linear characteristics.
Different study areas and periods have different degrees of influence on driving factors, and
the selection of driving factors affects the accuracy of spatial simulation models to a certain
extent. Therefore, their selection should be based on the principles of comprehensiveness,
data availability, and quantification. We comprehensively considered driving factors
selected by previous researchers [19–22] and selected 11 factors in 3 categories (Table 1):
climate and environmental factors, socioeconomic factors, and accessibility factors. Climate
and environmental factors include elevation, slope, annual average temperature, annual
precipitation, and potential evaporation; socioeconomic factors include population density
and gross domestic product (GDP); accessibility factors include distance from expressways,
railways, urban roads, and water systems. A few drivers for each category have been
discussed below:

1. Slope: The gentler the slope, the greater the tendency to experience land-use change,
regardless of the type of change. The transition of land use from agricultural land to
urban and vice versa is more likely to occur on land with lower slopes [23,24].

2. Elevation: The difference in altitude distribution will affect the growth and environ-
ment of crops. The effect of elevation on land-use change is particularly obvious in
areas with rough terrain and peaked altitude differences [25,26].

3. Population density: Labor productivity is the driving force for urban construction and
development. In the process of urbanization, a large portion of the rural population
drift to cities, and high population-density areas are often areas where construction
land is rapidly expanding. Therefore, high population density becomes an increasingly
attractive factor for the further development of a city [27,28].

4. Distance from various traffic arteries: Accessibility is an important factor affecting
land use. It can be expressed as the ease in displacing from a starting point to a speci-
fied destination and is usually expressed by indicators such as the distance between
the starting point and destination, travel cost, and time [29–31]. Advanced acces-
sibility conditions are the driving force for investing, accelerating the construction
of urban infrastructure, and attracting agricultural and industrial enterprises. Land
use transits quickly to urban, alongside major transportation arteries, forming linear
towns, thereby connecting urban areas.
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Table 1. Driver Indicators.

Code Variable Data Type Spatial Resolution

Climatic and environmental factors
PET Potential Evaporation Raster 1 km

PREL Annual Precipitation Raster 1 km
SLOP Slope Raster 30 m

TEM Annual Mean
Temperature Raster 1 km

DEM Elevation Raster 30 m
Accessibility factors

HWD distance to highway Raster 1 km
RWD distance to railway Raster 1 km
WD distance to city road Raster 1 km
RVD distance to river Raster 1 km

Socioeconomic factors
POP Population Raster 1 km
GDP GDP Raster 1 km

2.3. Data Source

Data on land use, population density, GDP, elevation, aspect, and slope were obtained
from the Chinese Academy of Sciences Resource and Environment Science Data Center
(https://www.resdc.cn/, accessed on 16 March 2022). Annual precipitation and average
temperature spatial interpolation datasets were obtained from the National Earth System
Science Data Center (http://www.geodata.cn/, accessed on 16 March 2022). Road traffic
data was obtained from the National Geographic Information Resource Directory Service
System (https://www.webmap.cn/main.do?method=index, accessed on 16 March 2022).

The 2000–2018 annual spatial distribution data of China’s three major crops, wheat,
rice, and corn, with a resolution of 1 km, was obtained from the study by Luo et al. [32]; the
data is shared at https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/jbs44b2hrk/2 (accessed on
16 March 2022). The multiple cropping index data was obtained from a study by Liu et al. [33];
the data is shared at https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.14099402 (accessed on 16 March 2022).
This dataset released the global, 250-m resolution annual multi-cropping index distribution
map. All data were unified at a resolution of 1 km × 1 km.

3. Results
3.1. Spatial Evolution

The distribution map revealed that GPCL is mainly distributed in eastern China
(Table 2, Figure 1). From 2000 to 2018, GPCL gradually spatially expanded to the northeast,
and this spatial distribution was relatively stable.

Table 2. GPrate for nine agricultural sub-regions.

Agricultural Zoning 2000 2005 2010 2015 2018

Northeast Plain 29.10 32.65 45.98 54.32 59.26
Northern arid and semi-arid 18.65 19.77 24.21 29.31 27.15

Huanghuaihai Plain 44.36 42.50 44.55 46.61 52.72
Loess Plateau Region 24.23 23.86 28.04 30.51 27.91
Qinghai-Tibet Plateau 16.80 10.65 11.54 11.76 10.02

Middle and lower reaches of the
Yangtze River 53.36 54.93 58.90 62.55 63.46

Sichuan Basin and surrounding areas 33.40 32.31 32.82 32.77 31.62
Yunnan-Guizhou Plateau 38.96 39.98 40.10 51.58 47.28

Southern Region 50.13 45.90 43.07 64.95 49.93
Nationwide 36.98 37.35 41.60 46.93 47.18

https://www.resdc.cn/
http://www.geodata.cn/
https://www.webmap.cn/main.do?method=index
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/jbs44b2hrk/2
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.14099402
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Figure 1. Spatiotemporal distribution of grain-producing cultivated land (GPCL) and non-grain-
producing cultivated land (NGPCL) in China from 2000 to 2018.

Moreover, China’s GPrate demonstrates a gradually increasing trend from 36.98%
in 2000 to 47.18% in 2018. Apart from the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau, which experienced a
drastic drop in GPrate from 16.80% to 10.02%, the Sichuan Basin and its surrounding
areas experienced a slight drop in GPrate from 33.40% to 31.62%, and the Southern Region
remained basically stable (from 50.13% to 49.93%). The GPrate of the other regions increased
in varying degrees. Among them, the Northeast Plain increased the most, from 29.10%
to 59.26%.
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In the metastatic map of GPCL from 2000 to 2018 (Figure 2), the spatial variation
of GPCL is more intense. The GPCL that has remained unchanged for 18 years spans
2.71 × 107 ha and is mainly distributed in Huanghuaihai Plain. The transferred GPCL was
3.91 × 107 ha in the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River, Sichuan Basin and
surrounding areas, and the Southern Region. The transferred GPCL was 5.65 × 107 ha,
with the largest distribution in the Northeast Plain and the rest of the eastern regions. Thus,
in the past 18 years, the inflow of GPCL is greater than its outflow, showing an increase
of 1.74 × 107 ha. From the perspective of the type of transfer, we primarily observed the
internal transformation of cultivated land, which is the mutual transformation of GPCL and
NGPCL. In the past 18 years, 65.48% of the total transfer volume of GPCL was transferred
to NGPCL, accounting for 51.23% of the increased area of NGPCL. Among the transfer
types of GPCL, 52.33% of the transfers are attributed to NGPCL.
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Figure 2. Grain-producing cultivated land (GPCL) changes from 2000 to 2018.

3.2. Driving Mechanism

From 2000 to 2018, the factors driving the changes in China’s GPCL can be attributed
to socio-economic factors, such as population (POP), GDP, and accessibility, as well as
natural environmental factors, such as slope, elevation, precipitation, and temperature. As
demonstrated in Figure 3, the main drivers of GPCL expansion are POP, elevation (DEM),
GDP, annual mean temperature (TEM), and annual precipitation (PREL).
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Figure 3. Expansion contribution factors of (A) non-grain producing cultivated land (NGPCL) and
(B) grain-producing cultivated land (GPCL).

On studying the GPCL expansion area and the five driving factors (Figure 4), we
found that GPCL expansion patches are distributed in densely populated, economically
developed, warm and humid plain areas. From the analysis of the individual factors
influencing NGPCL, the top five driving factors were found to be population (POP), slope
(SLOP), annual precipitation (PREL), distance to city road (WD), and DEM. We found that
POP was the main factor affecting their expansion regardless of GPCL or NGPCL. China’s
rapid urbanization has led to a large-scale population shift from rural to urban areas, with
far-reaching impacts on China’s food production. To a certain extent, the evolution of the
spatial pattern of GPCL and NGPCL is a result of China’s urbanization and continuous
adaptation to the natural environment.

3.3. Patch Prediction

The patch simulation results showed that the spatial distribution of cultivated land
predicted in 2036 is more consistent than that in 2018, and the GPrate in 2036 is predicted
to be 41.39%. Analysis of the GPCL transfer map from 2018 to 2036 (Figure 5) revealed that
the amount of transfer-in (9.72 × 106 ha) is significantly greater than the amount of transfer
out (1.78 × 106 ha), with the unchanged and newly added GPCL being 8.18 × 107 ha and
7.94 × 106 ha concentrated in the Northeast Plain and Huanghuaihai Plain, respectively.
From the perspective of transfer types, transfer can be primarily attributed to the mutual
conversion of GPCL and NGPCL. The transferred GPCL primarily changed to NGPCL,
accounting for 88.77%, and the transferred GPCL from NGPCL accounted for 75.55%.
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Figure 4. Superposition of grain-producing cultivated land (GPCL) expanding plaques and major
contributors. (A) Superposition of grain-producing cultivated land (GPCL) expanding plaques and
DEM. (B) Superposition of grain-producing cultivated land (GPCL) expanding plaques and GDP.
(C) Superposition of grain-producing cultivated land (GPCL) expanding plaques and population
(POP). (D) Superposition of grain-producing cultivated land (GPCL) expanding plaques and annual
precipitation (PREL). (E) Superposition of grain-producing cultivated land (GPCL) expanding plaques
and annual mean temperature (TEM).
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4. Discussion and Policy Implications
4.1. Bottom Line of GPrate as a Deciding Factor in the Production Use of Cultivated Land

Guaranteeing the production of food rations, especially the three major staple crops,
is the bottom line for the development of a country with a large population, such as
China [34]. The Chinese government attaches great importance to food security and
emphasizes the implementation of the strictest farmland protection policies. Studying how
much food should be grown on arable land in order to ensure food security is of prime
importance [3,35]. Our study reveals that from 2000 to 2018, China’s GPrate gradually
increased from 36.98% to 47.18%, and the predicted value in 2036 was 41.39%, indicating
that approximately 50% of the GPrate meet the needs of food production, and it is clear
that cultivated land must be used to produce the three major crops. The remaining 50%
of the cultivated land can be developed for multi-purpose functions and engaged in the
development of other industries, such as cash crops or forest fruits [36].

4.2. Evolution Process of GPCL as a Result of the Natural Adaptation of China’s Agricultural
Production Layout and as a Response to China’s Urbanization Development

For two decades, China’s economy and society have developed rapidly, and China’s
grain production pattern has also undergone rapid changes. We demonstrated that the
evolution of GPCL is driven by natural, economic, and social factors, of which popu-
lation density was the most important factor, consistent with the conclusions of other
studies [21,22,37]. China’s urbanization rate is increasing rapidly, with a large number of
the rural population drifting to cities. The per capita arable land area in different regions
has also changed significantly, and the transformation of GPCL and NGPCL is more obvi-
ous. The evolution process of GPCL is the natural adaptation result of China’s agricultural
production layout and is also a response to China’s urbanization. One can predict that
the spatial pattern of GPCL is relatively stable, and there will be no major changes in the
pattern in the future.

4.3. Large Reserve of GPCL Backup Resources of China from NGPCL Allows Planning and Issue of
Land Use Policies in the Future

The current NGP has aroused great concern in the government, especially regarding
the “zero tolerance” attitude towards the conversion of GPCL to NGPCL [38]. Our study
revealed that a large number of NGPCL is expected to get converted to GPCL in the future
owing to a large number of NGPCL transforming into GPCL under strict restrictions in
the future. At the same time, some researchers have demonstrated that in the future, as
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a large number of rural homesteads will be withdrawn into cultivated land [39], China’s
GPCL may further increase. This requires the government to further strengthen planning,
introduce reasonable land-use policies, conduct scientific research and judgment on the
evolution of GPCL, and ensure China’s food security [40].

4.4. Policy Implications

1. Implementation of the action plan for the mapping of arable land: in the entire county,
comprehensive mapping and investigation should be conducted to determine the
type, area, and distribution of NGPCL, accurately determine the distribution of GPCL
in space, and accurately analyze the spatial position.

2. Construction of NGPCL withdrawal account: The management platform for the
withdrawal of NGPCL and data information has been set up in the entire province to
strengthen on-the-spot verification, grasp the actual situation, and ensure the validity
and accuracy of the survey data.

3. Formulating regional implementation plans for cultivated land: According to the com-
prising factors and the difficulty of withdrawal of NGPCL, the zoning plan of NGPCL
shall be drawn up, and according to the plan, the withdrawal plan and timetable shall
be drawn up to provide specific guidance for the withdrawal of NGPCL.

4.5. Limitation

This study was conducted on a national scale. It is worth noting that land use decisions
are usually finer than the 1-km grid applied here, and the results will need to be described
in more detail in the future by further taking small areas as research scales. It should
be pointed out that, due to the scale and length of the study, the model assumes that
temperature and precipitation are constant in the simulation of future evolution. With the
complex changes in the global climate in the future, more complex models can be used in
the future, with more variable models considered for further research.

5. Conclusions

We analyzed the spatial evolution law of GPCL in China from 2000 to 2018, then
explored the driving mechanisms of GPCL, and finally simulated the spatial characteristics
of GPCL in 2036. The following conclusions were drawn:

1. China’s GPrate has shown a gradually increasing trend, rising from 36.98% in 2000 to
47.18% in 2018. The transfer map of GPCL revealed that a GPCL of 2.71 × 107 ha has
remained unchanged for 18 years, and the amount of transfer-in is greater than that
of transfer-out, with an increase of 1.74 × 107 ha. The main transfer observed was the
mutual conversion of GPCL and NGPCL. Concerning the transfer volume, 65.48% of
GPCL were transferred to NGPCL, and among the transfer types of GPCL, NGPCL
accounted for 52.33%.

2. The evolution of GPCL is driven by natural (such as climate), economic, and social
factors, of which population density is the most important factor. The main drivers
of GPCL expansion are POP, DEM, GDP, TEM, and PREL. GPCL expansion patches
are distributed in densely populated, economically developed, warm, and humid
plain areas.

3. The simulation results showed that the GPrate in 2036 is estimated to be 41.39%.
From 2018 to 2036, the amount of GPCL transfer-in is significantly greater than the
amount transferred out. The unchanged GPCL was 8.18 × 107 ha, the transfer-out
was 1.78 × 106 ha, the transfer-in was 9.72 × 106 ha, and the newly added GPCL was
7.94 × 106 ha, mainly from the conversion of NGPCL.
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