
remote sensing  

Article

The Ongoing Greening in Southwest China despite Severe
Droughts and Drying Trends

Xin Chen 1, Tiexi Chen 1,*, Qingyun Yan 2 , Jiangtao Cai 1, Renjie Guo 1, Miaoni Gao 1, Xueqiong Wei 1,
Shengjie Zhou 1, Chaofan Li 1 and Yong Xie 1

����������
�������

Citation: Chen, X.; Chen, T.; Yan, Q.;

Cai, J.; Guo, R.; Gao, M.; Wei, X.;

Zhou, S.; Li, C.; Xie, Y. The Ongoing

Greening in Southwest China despite

Severe Droughts and Drying Trends.

Remote Sens. 2021, 13, 3374. https://

doi.org/10.3390/rs13173374

Academic Editors: Frédéric Frappart,

Lei Fan, Xiuzhi Chen, Yongxian Su

and Yuanwei Qin

Received: 11 July 2021

Accepted: 22 August 2021

Published: 25 August 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

1 Collaborative Innovation Center on Forecast and Evaluation of Meteorological Disaster, School of
Geographical Sciences, Nanjing University of Information Science & Technology, Nanjing 210044, China;
20191210002@nuist.edu.cn (X.C.); 20191210001@nuist.edu.cn (J.C.); 20201210003@nuist.edu.cn (R.G.);
gaomn@nuist.edu.cn (M.G.); xueqiong.wei@nuist.edu.cn (X.W.); 20181210015@nuist.edu.cn (S.Z.);
lcf@nuist.edu.cn (C.L.); xieyong@nuist.edu.cn (Y.X.)

2 School of Remote Sensing and Geomatics Engineering, Nanjing University of Information Science &
Technology, Nanjing 210044, China; 003257@nuist.edu.cn

* Correspondence: txchen@nuist.edu.cn

Abstract: Vegetation greening, which refers to the interannual increasing trends of vegetation green-
ness, has been widely found on the regional to global scale. Meanwhile, climate extremes, especially
several drought, significantly damage vegetation. The Southwest China (SWC) region experienced
massive drought from 2009 to 2012, which severely damaged vegetation and had a huge impact on
agricultural systems and life. However, whether these extremes have significantly influenced long-
term (multiple decades) vegetation change is unclear. Using the latest remote sensing-based records,
including leaf area index (LAI) and gross primary productivity (GPP) for 1982–2016 and enhanced
vegetation index (EVI) for 2001–2019, drought events of 2009–2012 only leveled off the greening
(increasing in vegetation indices and GPP) temporally and long-term greening was maintained.
Meanwhile, drying trends were found to unexpectedly coexist with greening.

Keywords: drought events; drying trend; greening; land management

1. Introduction

As an important part of the terrestrial ecosystem, vegetation absorbs CO2 through
photosynthesis and fixes it on organic matter, which slows the enhancement of global CO2
and plays an important role in the global carbon cycle and climate change [1–3]. In recent
years, as indicated by remote sensing observations, the positive trends of vegetation indices
over decades—known as greening—has been widely reported, from the regional to global
scale [4–6]. The main driving factors of global greening are the effects of CO2 fertilization,
nitrogen deposition, climate change, and land management [5,7].

Extreme climate events, especially drought, have adverse effects on the stability
of terrestrial ecosystems, resulting in a decline in vegetation indices and productivity;
they could even reverse the greening to browning in some cases [8–10]. The frequency
and intensity of extreme drought events have exhibited generally increasing trends with
global warming based on historical records and future projections [11–13]. Some previous
studies have explored the impact of extreme drought events on vegetation. A very serious
vegetation damage phenomenon was found in the entire tropical region of South America
in 2010. Compared with 2008, the net primary productivity of the Amazon Forest area in
2010 dropped by an average of 7% [14]. Multiple carbon cycle models showed that during
2011–2012, the net ecosystem productivity was −0.24 PgC/year and −0.17 PgC/year
in North America, that is, due to the impact of extreme drought, the area had become
a carbon source during this period [15]. In southern China, due to the drought and
high temperatures in the summer of 2013, the terrestrial carbon sink in July and August
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decreased by 101.54 Tg C, which accounted for about 50% of the net carbon sink in the
terrestrial ecosystem in China [16].

However, the phenomenon of greening on a global scale has been widely reported.
A rising question is that although the destructive effects of these drought events on vegeta-
tion in the short-term are obvious, do they have a significant impact on long-term changes?

In Southwest China (SWC), severe drought events that occurred between 2009 and
2012 had a very large impact on the region’s ecosystems [17–19]. Due to the severity of
the drought, a numbers of studies investigated the meteorological mechanism, intensity,
extent, and duration of the drought; and the destruction in vegetation, the economy and
society. As far as the ecosystem is concerned, this damage is all-round, including cropland
and natural vegetation.

At present, nearly 10 years have passed since the drought events, and long-term
vegetation records can be used to describe the subsequent vegetation development in the
area. Therefore, the objective of this study is to answer the rising question: will drought
events affect long-term vegetation trends? If not, what are the factors dominating the trend
of vegetation greening in the area? In the following context, we will identify the severity of
drought events in different areas of SWC from 2009 to 2012 and the changes in dryness and
wetness in SWC, compare the response of vegetation to drought events and the impact of
drought events on long-term vegetation trends, and investigate the main driving factors
that affect vegetation trends in SWC.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

Southwest China usually includes Sichuan, Yunnan, Guizhou, Guangxi, and Chongqing,
covering an area of approximately 1.37 million km2, accounting for approximately 14.3% of
the China’s land territory (Figure 1a). SWC is close to the Qinghai–Tibet Plateau, and the
altitude gradually increases from southeast to northwest. The area is affected by the summer
monsoon where rain and heat occur at the same time, the annual precipitation reaches about
1100 mm, and the peaks all appear in July (Figure 1c,d). The main vegetation types in this
area are cropland, forest, and grassland. In order to reduce the influence of altitude on
temperature and precipitation so as to better analyze the response of vegetation, we selected
areas with an altitude of <3000 m as the study area [20].

Figure 1. Cont.
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Figure 1. Altitude, land cover, and climatic conditions of SWC. (a) Altitude; (b) land cover types, 1–6 represent cropland,
forest, grassland, water, built–up land, and unused land, respectively; (c,d) seasonal cycles of monthly temperature and
precipitation during 1982–2019. The curved lines indicate the monthly averages, with standard deviations indicated by the
shaded grey areas.

2.2. Vegetation Data

Previous studies have proposed various indicators to characterize vegetation based on
remote sensing data; these indicators have different ecological significance [21,22]. In this
study, LAI, EVI, and GPP are used to characterize vegetation coverage, vegetation green-
ness, and vegetation productivity; detailed information of the original data is shown in
Table 1. The LAI data came from the Global Agricultural Monitoring System (GIMMS)
LAI3g, which was based on GIMMS NDVI3g and artificial neural network model inver-
sion [23]. Due to its high accuracy and long coverage time, it is widely used in various
research works. EVI was obtained from the Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiome-
ter (MODIS) Terra MOD13C2 product; the use of this data is mainly based on the following
two considerations: (1) Compared with NDVI, EVI can solve the problem that NDVI may
be saturated in densely-vegetated areas to a certain extent, the vegetation coverage in the
study area is high, and saturation of NDVI may occur; (2) one of the purposes of this
research is to explore the impact of drought events on long-term vegetation trends. A major
drought in SWC occurred from 2009 to 2012. The vegetation change trend after drought
events is particularly important, and EVI products continue to be updated, so that we
can explore the changes in vegetation after 2012. The GPP came from the GPP product
developed by Zheng et al. (2020) [24]; the dataset was based on the revised EC–LUE model,
and took into account some environmental factors, such as the CO2 fertilization effect, the
difference between sunlit leaves and shaded leaves.

Table 1. Detailed information of the original data representing vegetation indicators in this study.

Dataset Source Spatial Resolution Temporal Resolution Temporal Coverage

LAI GIMMS-LAI3g 1/12 degree half a month 1982–2016
EVI MOD13C2 0.05 degree month 2000–present
GPP Revised EC-LUE model 0.05 degree 8d 1982–2017

The time ranges of vegetation datasets used in this study were LAI (1982–2016),
EVI (2000–2019), and GPP (1982–2016). All vegetation data were resampled to 0.5 degrees
and the time resolution was unified to a monthly scale to meet time and space consistency.

2.3. Meteorological Data

The main climatic factors that affect vegetation changes generally include temperature,
precipitation, and radiation [7]. The focus of this study is to explore the impact of drought
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events on vegetation and radiation is usually highly correlated with temperature and
precipitation. Therefore, this study chose hydrothermal conditions as the climate indicators.
The temperature and precipitation data were derived from datasets developed by the China
Meteorological Administration and the National Meteorological Information Center based
on observational data (https://data.cma.cn, accessed on 23 March 2021); spatial resolution
is 0.5 degrees, the time resolution is on a monthly scale, and the time range is 1982–2019.

2.4. Land Management and Land Use Data

In addition to the significant impact of climate change on vegetation, some previous
studies have also explained the positive impact of land management on vegetation [25,26].
Land management involves many aspects, including ecological engineering, economic man-
agement of natural vegetation, as well as selection of seeds, irrigation, fertilization, and pes-
ticides. At present, there is no high-quality dataset that characterizes land management
with continuous time and space; therefore, we selected agricultural and forestry data
released by the National Bureau of Statistics of China to express the impact of land manage-
ment. These data include the sown area of crops, crop yield and output value, consumption
of pesticide and fertilizer, total power of agricultural machinery, total afforestation area,
artificial afforestation, and forest area in SWC. Among them, the agricultural data are from
2006 (or 2001) to 2019, and the forestry data are from 2004 to 2019. In addition to the data
released by the National Bureau of Statistics of China, we also used the national 1 km
multi-temporal land use status database developed by the Data Center for Resources and
Environmental Sciences, Chinese Academy of Sciences (RESDC) (http://www.resdc.cn/,
accessed on 22 March 2021), which includes 1980, 1990, 1995, 2000, 2005, 2010, and 2015.
The main land cover types are cropland (paddy field and dry field), forest, grassland, wa-
ter body, built–up land, and unused land (Figure 1b). This dataset was based on the visual
interpretation of remote sensing satellite images and can be used to study the long-term
change status of land use to better attribute the driving factors of vegetation change in
SWC. We resampled the land use data to 0.5 degrees, and the value of each pixel represents
the area (km2) of a certain cover type.

2.5. Standardized Precipitation Evapotranspiration Index (SPEI)

SPEI is an extension of the Standardized Precipitation Index (SPI). The design takes
into account the impact of temperature on drought. Therefore, SPEI is calculated from
precipitation and potential evapotranspiration in a certain period of time. A positive value
means wet, and a negative value means dry; SPEI can be calculated in a time range of
1–48 months like SPI [27].

In this study, we calculated six-month scale SPEI (SPEI06) from 1982 to 2019, based
on temperature and precipitation data to indicate the dry and wet conditions in SWC [28].
Two threshold methods were used to identify the severity of drought events in different
regions from 2009 to 2012 [29]—the first was to divide the monthly drought situation
into no drought (SPEI > −0.5), slight drought (−1.5 < SPEI < −0.5), and heavy drought
(SPEI < −1.5), and then counted each pixel. The number of months of the three drought
conditions indicates the severity of the drought. The second was to apply cumulations with
threshold −0.5 on each pixel during these 48 months (SPEIcum), and then the region was
categorized into three subregions: no drought region where SPEIcum < −24; slight drought
region where −48 < SPEIcum < −24; heavy drought region where SPEIcum < −48.

2.6. Residual Trend Method

The residual trend analysis usually is used to distinguish the vegetation change
caused by human activities and climate change [30,31]. First, through multiple correlation
regression analysis, the fitted relationship between the vegetation indictors and climate
factors were established. It is suggested that the changes in the residuals are caused by
human activities. When the change trend of the residual is not significant, the vegetation
change in the area is considered to be caused by climate change only. When the change

https://data.cma.cn
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trend of the residual is significant, it is considered that in addition to climate change, human
activities may also have a greater impact on vegetation change in the area (a positive value
indicates a positive impact, and a negative value indicates negative impact). It is worth
noting that the residual trend method is only applicable to pixels where the climate factor
is significantly correlated with vegetation indictors (R2 > 0.3, p < 0.05).

2.7. Analysis Process

In order to analyze the impact of drought events on long-term vegetation trends,
four key points of the time series were set to perform segmentation analysis, including
start (based on the data length), 2008 (before the drought), 2012 (end of the drought), and
the final year of the time series. Therefore, the specific time is LAI (1982–2008, 1982–2012,
1982–2016), EVI (2000–2008, 2000–2012, 2000–2019), and GPP (1982–2008, 1982–2012,
1982–2016).

We calculated the trend before the drought (BDT), the trend after the drought (ADT),
and the long-term trend (LTT) over the whole period, respectively. We used LTT minus
BDT and ADT to represent the impact of drought on long-term vegetation trends, and ADT
minus BDT to represent the short-term impact of drought on vegetation. If the drought in
2009–2012 had a serious impact on vegetation and even caused death, ADT-BDT should be
a negative value, and the lower the negative value, the more serious the impact. Similarly,
LTT-ADT expresses vegetation restoration after drought and LTT-BDT judges whether
vegetation has recovered to the level before drought. The flowchart of this study is shown
in Figure 2.

Figure 2. The flow chart of this study.

3. Results
3.1. Drought Events and Changes in Dryness and Wetness in SWC

Figure 3 shows the temperature and precipitation anomalies in SWC from 2009 to 2012.
During 2009–2012, except for parts of the southeast, temperature of SWC was significantly
higher than the multi-year averages. Although the precipitation may have certain inter-
annual fluctuations, during 2009–2012, almost all areas showed obvious negative anomalies,
and the negative anomalies in some areas even reached less than −200 mm, which indicates
that the entire study area might have suffered varying degrees of drought from 2009 to
2012. Therefore, the drought situation in the entire study area needs further evaluation;
Figure 4 shows the results where SPEI identifies drought. The two threshold methods
showed similar drought spatial patterns. The heaviest drought areas were concentrated in
the central part; heavy drought occurred for more than 15 months in four years, which was
mainly caused by a combination of low precipitation and high temperature. In some areas
of the southwest and east, slight drought occurred for about half of the four years. The
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area where drought was not recognized were concentrated in the north and southeast;
these areas had abundant precipitation during the four years of drought. At the same time,
except for parts of the southeast, we also found a drying trend in most of SWC (Figure 5).
The negative value of the SPEI trend accounted for 69.8% of the entire study area, which
was mainly due to the increase in temperature and the decrease in precipitation in SWC in
recent years.

Figure 3. The temperature and precipitation anomalies from 2009 to 2012, compared to the average of 1982–2019, (a) the
average temperature anomalies, (b) total precipitation anomalies.

Figure 4. The drought situation identified by SPEI06 in SWC from 2009 to 2012; (a–c) are the drought situations identified
by the first threshold method, indicating the number of months with no drought, slight drought, and heavy drought,
respectively; (d) is the SPEI06 value of the second threshold method; (e) is the severity of drought—red, green, and blue
indicate heavy drought, slight drought, and no drought, respectively.
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Figure 5. Climate change, dry and wet changes in SWC from 1982 to 2019. (a,d) show temperature change, (b,e) show
precipitation change, (c,f) show SPEI change. Red is the change trend before drought (BDT), blue is the change trend after
drought (ADT), and green is the long-term trend (LTT).

3.2. The Impact of Drought Events on Vegetation in SWC from 2009 to 2012

Different degrees of drought have obvious differences in the impact of vegetation.
In heavy drought areas, ADT showed a different degree of decline, compared to BDT
for the three vegetation indicators (Table 2 and Figure 6); and the change trends of LAI,
EVI, and GPP decreased by 2.5 × 10−3 m2/m2, 1.2 × 10−3, 3.09 gC/m2, respectively.
In terms of long-term trends, drought events had not changed the greening trend of
vegetation. The anomalies of LAI, EVI, and GPP after 2012 were 0.0629 m2/m2, 0.0187, and
70.86 gC/m2, respectively. In other words, drought events in the SWC affected the growth
of vegetation only during the drought period, but had little impact on the long-term trend.
In slightly arid areas, for LAI and EVI, after a slight decrease in ADT, LTT quickly recovered
to the pre-drought level. In contrast, the recovery of GPP is not obvious. This may be
related to the changes in solar radiation in the area. In the GPP algorithm by Zheng et al.,
solar radiation as the dominant influence significantly affects GPP. For areas where drought
had not occurred, vegetation greening was more obvious. The LTT of LAI and EVI was
significantly higher than that of BDT, which indicates that the areas were experiencing
continuous greening.

Table 2. The trend before the drought (BDT), after the drought (ADT), and the long-term trend (LTT)
of vegetation indicators.

Area LAI Annual EVI Annual GPP Annual

Heavy
drought

1982–2016 0.0043 ** 2000–2019 0.0027 ** 1982–2016 5.69 **
1982–2008 0.0069 ** 2000–2008 0.0032 ** 1982–2008 9.18 **
1982–2012 0.0044 ** 2000–2012 0.0020 ** 1982–2012 6.09 **

Slight
drought

1982–2016 0.0084 ** 2000–2019 0.0034 ** 1982–2016 4.92 **
1982–2008 0.0074 ** 2000–2008 0.0035 ** 1982–2008 6.26 **
1982–2012 0.0067 ** 2000–2012 0.0030 ** 1982–2012 4.45 **

Drought-
free

1982–2016 0.0118 ** 2000–2019 0.0039 ** 1982–2016 1.68 *
1982–2008 0.0086 ** 2000–2008 0.0035 ** 1982–2008 1.28
1982–2012 0.0093 ** 2000–2012 0.0033 ** 1982–2012 0.49

Note: ** indicates p < 0.01 and * indicates p < 0.05.
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Figure 6. Annual change trend of vegetation indictors: the gray shaded part is the drought period, (a–c) are the annual
change trends in the heavy drought area, (d–f) are the annual change trends in the slight drought area, and (g–i) are the
annual change trends in the drought-free area; red is the change trend before drought (BDT), blue is the change trend after
drought (ADT), and green is the long-term trend (LTT).

Figure 7 shows the spatial change trend of LAI, EVI, and GPP. Similar to the annual
changes, vegetation greening was evident throughout SWC. There was a positive trend in
88.7% of pixels in LAI and 97.1% of pixels in EVI. In addition, GPP also showed an increase
trend, with a positive value accounting for about 77.4%. During the drought period,
the increase trends of LAI, EVI, and GPP decreased in a large area, which indicates that the
growth of vegetation has been damaged to a certain extent, so that it affected the change
trend of vegetation during this period. The increasing area was mainly concentrated in the
southeast, where no obvious drought was found (Figure 4). By comparing LTT and BDT,
it could be found that the effects of drought on the long-term vegetation trends in different
regions were not consistent. There was a very obvious negative value for LAI in the west,
but there was no impact in the east. EVI and GPP were more consistent, except for the
southeast part; they all showed obvious negative values, and these areas had experienced
different degrees of drought. After the drought, the vegetation quickly recovered. Except
for some pixels in the southwest, the LTT in most areas was higher than the ADT in three
vegetation indicators.

In summary, although the SWC has experienced four years of drought events, the
long-term vegetation trends have not been significantly affected. Compared with BDT, the
LTT of LAI, EVI, and GPP might drop slightly in different regions, but from the perspective
of annual change trend, the vegetation was still greening.
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Figure 7. The spatial change trend of LAI, EVI, and GPP in SWC. (a1–a4), (b1–b4), and (c1–c4) represent the spatial change
trend of LAI, EVI, and GPP, respectively; (a1,b1,c1) are LTT, (a2,b2,c2) are the difference between LTT and BDT; (a3,b3,c3)
are the difference between LTT and ADT, and (a4,b4,c4) are the difference between ADT and BDT.

3.3. The Impact of Land Management on Vegetation in SWC

Since 2000, SWC has experienced highly obvious agricultural intensive production
(Figure 8); this was mainly manifested in the massive use of pesticides and fertilizers
and the rapid increase in the total power of agricultural machinery, which increased by
22%, 33%, and 154% from 2001 to 2019, respectively. At the same time, the sown area,
crop yield, and crop output value increased by 11%, 16%, and 345% from 2006 to 2019,
respectively. China has been implementing several ambitious plans in recent years to
protect and expand forests and reduce soil erosion. It can also be clearly seen from the
relevant statistical data that since 2004, the annual afforestation area in the SWC was
between 0.5 and 2.5 million hm2, most of which were artificial forests. During the 15 years
from 2004 to 2019, the forest area in SWC increased by nearly 1000 hm2.

In order to reduce the uncertainty caused by statistical data, RESDC was used to
describe land-use changes in SWC. From 1980 to 2015, the land use of the entire study area
was mainly divided into two stages (Figure 9). Before 2000, the main manifestations were
the decrease in cropland and forest and the increase of grassland. Cropland and forest
decreased by 1274 km2 and 2376 km2, respectively, and grassland increased by 3102 km2.
From a spatial perspective, the increase in grassland was largely due to the decrease in
forest. After 2000, forests increased, cropland and grassland decreased, cropland decreased
by 6211 km2, grassland decreased by 2099 km2, forest increased by 1017 km2, and forest
expansion mainly came from cropland and grassland. Although the area of cropland
decreased significantly after 2000, the sown area of croplands showed an increasing trend,
which may be due to the impact of multiple cropping [25].
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Figure 8. Agricultural and forestry changes in SWC. (a–f) are agricultural changes, which are crop sown area, crop yield,
crop output value, pesticide use, fertilizer use, total power of agricultural machinery, (g–i) are forestry changes, which are
total afforestation area, artificial afforestation area, and forest area, respectively.

Figure 9. Land-use change in SWC, (a1–a3) is land use change from 1980 to 2000, (b1–b3) is land use change from 2000 to
2015. (a1,b1) are cropland, (a2,b2) are forest, and (a3,b3) are grassland.

In addition, we also identified the impact of human activities through the residual
trend mothed (Figure 10). Be it for LAI, EVI, or GPP, there were positive trends in SWC,
and positive pixel values accounted for 27%, 37%, and 19% of the entire study area,
respectively, which indicates that the impact of human activities on vegetation in the entire
study area is very significant, and the impact of human activities may be even greater
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after 2000 (the number of positive pixels in EVI is significantly more than that in LAI).
In summary, be it statistical data, satellite data, or the statistical method, it is recognized
that the entire study area has experienced a very wide range of human activities and the
positive impact of land management on vegetation.

 

4 

 Figure 10. The annual trend regression residuals of vegetation indicators, temperature, and precipitation. (a–c) represent
LAI, EVI, and GPP respectively; all pixels that do not meet the prerequisites (R2 > 0.3, p < 0.05) and the residuals that are not
significant have been removed.

4. Discussion

Drought events in SWC from 2009 to 2012 have been widely reported in previous
studies. Vegetation was damaged during this period, which is also reflected in our research.
Some previous studies used different drought indices to quantify the severity of these
drought events in different regions of SWC and also showed the same spatial pattern as this
study, which emphasized the necessity of subregional research on the impact of drought
events on vegetation [17,32].

When the temperature is higher than the optimal temperature for vegetation growth,
it may reduce the photosynthesis and carbon sequestration capacity of the vegetation [33].
During drought events, LAI, EVI, and GPP all have a clear decrease trend in drought
areas, but comparing LTT and ADT, it can be found that the greening of vegetation
recovers quickly after drought events. Generally speaking, moisture and temperature
conditions after drought are the key factors that affect the time of vegetation restoration.
Humid conditions will further accelerate vegetation restoration, while drought conditions
will prolong vegetation restoration [34,35]. In addition, some recent studies have shown
that the global drying trend has affected the growth of vegetation. After 2000, most of
the global vegetation has experienced a transition from greening to browning (greening
slows down) [36,37]. However, we found an interesting phenomenon in our research;
while experiencing drought events, a very obvious drying trend was found throughout
SWC—vegetation continued to green and productivity also significantly increased. Long-
term vegetation trends only had a slight impact in heavy drought areas, and basically no
impact in slight drought areas. In other words, the vegetation quickly recovered to the pre-
drought level after the drought event (Figure 11I). This may be the result of the joint effect
of climate change and human activities. Partial correlation analysis shows that temperature
is the main driving factor for vegetation greening in the SWC (Table 3), which means that
although SWC is undergoing a drying process, precipitation still meets the vegetation’s
growth needs. For areas where there is no limit of water, climate warming stimulates the
growth of vegetation by extending the growing season and promoting photosynthesis in
summer [38]; a similar study took place in the Amazon forest. Due to the increase in solar
radiation, the extreme drought in 2015/2016 did not affect the greenness of the vegetation.
There even was an increase in greening rate—21.6% of the forest experienced a rise [39].
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Figure 11. Recovery of vegetation after drought events: I—most of the vegetation was restored; II—only partial vegetation
was restored; and III—very little vegetation was restored.

Table 3. Partial correlation between temperature, precipitation, and vegetation indicators in
three periods.

LAI-T R EVI-T R GPP-T R

1982–2016 0.72 ** 2000–2019 0.55 * 1982–2016 0.69 **
1982–2008 0.58 ** 2000–2008 0.27 1982–2008 0.62 **
1982–2012 0.63 ** 2000–2012 0.04 1982–2012 0.61 **

LAI-P R EVI-P R GPP-P R

1982–2016 0.21 2000–2019 0.41 1982–2016 0.56 **
1982–2008 −0.02 2000–2008 0.16 1982–2008 0.46 *
1982–2012 −0.13 2000–2012 −0.3 1982–2012 0.41 *

Note: ** indicates significant correlation (p < 0.01), * indicates significant correlation (p < 0.05).

The vegetation restoration time depends on the severity of the drought, the climatic
conditions after the drought, and so on. Although climate change is an important driving
factor for vegetation greening, only relying on the effects of climate change after experienc-
ing severe drought events may not show vegetation restoration (Figure 11II or Figure 11III);
thus, we believe that land management is another important factor in the rapid restoration
of vegetation in this area after drought. The SWC has experienced extensive land-use
changes, which will also cause changes in vegetation. A previous study showed that
large-scale ecological projects in SWC have led to a broad increase in the leaf area index
and above-ground biomass, which is in sharp contrast to the negative trends found in
the ecosystem model simulation without human influence [40]. Similar studies have also
shown that China and India contributed more than one-third of the observed net increase
in global green leaf area through land management [25]. Similar to these studies, the role of
land management in this area is very significant. Pesticides, fertilizers, and the total power
of machinery has increased significantly, which has brought about a rapid increase in crop
yields and crop output values. At the same time, the afforestation project in this area has
continued for many years. The residual analysis also shows that human activities in SWC
have a very significant positive impact on vegetation, which further shows the positive
impact of land management on vegetation growth.

To sum up, despite the drought event and continuous drying, the greening of SWC
continues. On the one hand, when the drought threshold is not reached, the precipitation
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in this region meets the growth needs of vegetation, and climate warming further promotes
greening. On the other hand, land management has also contributed a lot to the vegetation
greening in SWC. This has not been quantified in our research. This is mainly due to
the lack of land management data sets, but related statistical data, remote sensing data,
and residual trend methods all show the positive impact of land management.

Finally, it needs to be emphasized that the temperature of SWC has increased year by
year (0.031 ◦C/year) in recent years. Although climate warming in semi-humid areas will
still promote vegetation greening and productivity before reaching the drought threshold,
it may also increase the saturated vapor pressure of the atmosphere, resulting in a decrease
in relative humidity. It is worth noting whether the continued dryness of SWC in the future
will lead to a change in the trend of vegetation greening.

5. Conclusions

In this paper, we conducted a study in Southwest China (SWC), which experienced
severe drought events during 2009–2012, to investigate if drought events affect long-term
vegetation trends. We used LAI, EVI, and GPP to characterize the growth of vegetation,
and explored the impact of drought events on long-term vegetation trends. The drought
events in 2009–2012 did cause synchronous obvious damage to vegetation. By the end
of the drought events in 2012, the vegetation greening trend showed a certain degree of
decline, compared to the period before the droughts. However, on studying the latest
records, it was noted that the vegetation quickly recovered after the droughts, and the
long-term trends of vegetation indicators have basically returned to the level before the
droughts. In addition, an unexpected phenomenon was discovered—that drying trends
coexist with greening.

Partial correlation analysis shows that climate warming is one of the driving factors
for vegetation greening in SWC. In addition, human activities in this area are extensive,
which act as another potential driver of greening. The consumption of pesticides, fertilizers,
and agricultural machinery has gradually increased, followed by yield and output value.
The rapid growth and continuous forestry projects have gradually increased forest area
in SWC. Satellite-based land cover changes and residual trend methods have also been
confirmed at this point. In other words, climate warming and human activities (especially
land management) are the main drivers for the rapid restoration of vegetation after severe
drought. As a consequence, there is ongoing greening in Southwest China, despite severe
droughts in 2009–2012 and long-term drying trends. However, one thing to pay attention
to is whether the vegetation in SWC will change from green to brown due to the continuous
drying trend.
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