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Abstract: Continuous evapotranspiration (ET) data with high spatial resolution are crucial for water
resources management in irrigated agricultural areas in arid regions. Many global ET products are
available now but with a coarse spatial resolution. Spatial-temporal fusion methods, such as the
spatial and temporal adaptive reflectance fusion model (STARFM), can help to downscale coarse
spatial resolution ET products. In this paper, the STARFM model is improved by incorporating the
temperature vegetation dryness index (TVDI) into the data fusion process, and we propose a spatial
and temporal adaptive evapotranspiration downscaling method (STAEDM). The modified method
STAEDM was applied to the 1 km SSEBOP ET product to derive a downscaled 30 m ET for irrigated
agricultural fields of Northwest China. The STAEDM exhibits a significant improvement compared
to the original STARFM method for downscaling SSEBOP ET on Landsat-unavailable dates, with
an increase in the squared correlation coefficients (r2) from 0.68 to 0.77 and a decrease in the root
mean square error (RMSE) from 10.28 mm/10 d to 8.48 mm/10 d. The ET based on the STAEDM
additionally preserves more spatial details than STARFM for heterogeneous agricultural fields and
can better capture the ET seasonal dynamics. The STAEDM ET can better capture the temporal
variation of 10-day ET during the whole crop growing season than SSEBOP.

Keywords: evapotranspiration; data fusion; STARFM; downscaling; TVDI; SSEBOP; remote sensing

1. Introduction

Agricultural irrigation water accounts for more than 80% of total water use in arid
regions, and most of the water used for agricultural irrigation returns to the atmosphere
in the form of evapotranspiration (ET) [1–3]. Therefore, accurate continuous monitoring
of crop ET is essential for water resource management and allocation. At present, many
continuous remote sensing ET products with global spatial coverage have been released,
such as MOD16 [4], SSEBOP [5], ETmonitor [6], and GLEAM [7]. However, their coarse
spatial resolution of 500 m (or even coarser) makes it challenging to meet the requirement
of water consumption monitoring in the fragmented land surface. Therefore, spatial
downscaling has become an attractive way to obtain continuous ET with high temporal
and spatial resolution.

Downscaling methods are mainly divided into two categories: statistical approaches
and spatio-temporal fusion approaches. Statistical downscaling methods conduct the
downscaling using geostatistical indices, such as albedo [8], land surface temperature
(LST) [9,10], and normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) [11–14]. Although statisti-
cal downscaling methods provide valuable means to improve the coarse resolution to finer
spatial resolution, they cannot simultaneously enhance their temporal resolution.
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Spatiotemporal fusion models use two or more images to obtain fine spatial reso-
lution images; thus, they can simultaneously improve spatial resolution and temporal
coverage [15–19]. Wang et al. [20] pointed out that the spatiotemporal fusion approach
shows a better performance compared to the statistical downscaling method. However, the
accuracy of algorithms is heavily dependent on the availability of low spatial resolution
pixels, which causes bias in simulation results in the case of heterogeneous landscapes [21].
In addition, spatiotemporal fusion models are not suitable for direct application to ET,
because ET changes drastically in a short period, and the spatiotemporal fusion model
lacks the underlying factors [22]. For example, Cammalleri et al. [23] showed that the
spatial and temporal adaptive reflectance fusion model (STARFM) algorithm cannot ac-
curately capture the change process of ET when the time span between the existing day
and the forecast day is long, because ET changes drastically during the fusion period.
Based on moderate-resolution imaging spectroradiometer (MODIS) and Landsat images,
Bai et al. [24] used the Enhance STARFM (ESTARFM) model to fuse the ET image in the
Jiefangzha area of Hetao irrigation area in Inner Mongolia. He believed that the ESTARFM
method makes it challenging to obtain continuous crop ET data during growing seasons
due to the two high resolution images (Landsat satellite revisit period is 16 days without
cloud and rain) demanding in ESTARFM. Yi et al. [25] used the STARFM model to fuse
the image in the middle reaches of Heihe River Basin based on advanced space-borne
thermal emission reflectance radiometer (ASTER) and MODIS satellite data. The results
showed that the STARFM model cannot simulate the ET spatial texture of farmland with
high spatial heterogeneity.

To solve the problem, efforts have been devoted to adding the underlying surface
information into the spatiotemporal fusion models so as to improve the spatiotemporal
downscaling of ET data. Wang et al. [22] proposed an improved ET fusion method (SAD-
FAET, the spatiotemporal adaptive data fusion algorithm for ET mapping) by introducing
soil moisture to the ESTARFM model. As it is more physically explainable, the SAD-
FAET performs better than ESTARFM compared with ground-based ET measurements.
Yi et al. [25] added the land cover component into the STARFM model, and the modified
STARFM additionally preserved more spatial details than the original STARFM for het-
erogeneous agricultural fields. Wang et al. [20] incorporated the land classification data
into STARFM and proposed a classification-based spatiotemporal adaptive fusion model
(CSAFM) to evaluate remotely sensed ET in an irrigated agricultural area with a complex
planting structure. They found that the proposed CSAFM model can significantly improve
the ET fusion accuracy in irrigated agricultural regions. As soil moisture and land cover
classification data have been successfully applied to the spatiotemporal fusion, a question
is whether there are some other indices that could improve the accuracy of data fusion.

The objectives of this study are to: (1) present an improved STARFM fusion method,
the spatial and temporal adaptive evapotranspiration downscaling method (STAEDM),
by combining the temperature vegetation dryness index (TVDI) statistical downscaling
method with STARFM, for downscaling the SSEBOP ET product from 1 km to 30 m in the
agricultural area in the middle reaches of the Heihe River Basin; (2) compare STAEDM
with original STARFM method using in situ observations and reference Landsat images;
and (3) assess the STAEDM ET in terms of temporal variation with SSEBOP and in situ
observations. Section 2 describes the study area and data used in this paper. Section 3
presents detailed descriptions of STAEDM. The validation of ET based on STAEDM across
various land cover types is presented in Section 4. Discussion and conclusions are presented
in Sections 5 and 6.

2. Materials
2.1. Study Area

The study area is located in an oasis–desert heterogeneity region in the middle reaches
of the Heihe River Basin (HRB) (Figure 1). HRB is located in the interior of the continent and
is characterized by a temperate continental dry climate with an annual mean air temperature



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 5411 3 of 19

of 6.53 ◦C, an annual precipitation 139.7 mm, an annual mean relative humidity 58.1%,
and a wind speed 1.5 m/s during the period of 2013–2018. The altitude in HRB ranges
between 1450 and 2000 m, and the potential yearly evaporation ranges from 1200 mm to
1800 mm [26]. The case study area is a 30 km × 30 km square area (between longitude
100.3◦ to 100.7◦E and latitude 38.7◦ to 39.0◦N) centered by irrigated croplands (60%). There
were five meteorological and flux observation sites (i.e., Daman, Zhangye, Huazhaizi,
Shenshawo, and Bajitan) in the area. The land surfaces of these five sites are corn, wetland,
desert steppe, desert, and Gobi, respectively (Figure 1). The farmland irrigation area in the
study area consumes considerable agricultural water, and the irrigation water comes from
the Heihe River and groundwater. During the period of crop growth, there are 4–5 periods
of irrigation every year.
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Figure 1. Land cover of the study area and observation sites.

2.2. Satellite Data
2.2.1. Landsat

Landsat 7 (Enhanced Thematic Mapper, ETM+) and Landsat 8 (Operational Land
Imager, OLI, and Thermal Infrared Sensor, TIRS) Collection 2 Level 2 products were
downloaded from USGS (http://glovis.usgs.gov/) (accessed on 10 October 2022). The
products were already atmospherically corrected and geometrically corrected by USGS.
To make full use of Landsat 7 images, gaps caused by the malfunction of the Scan Line
Corrector were filled using a triangulation algorithm based on the ENVI 5.3 software [27].
According to the quality of images over the study area during 2013–2018, 89 Landsat
7/8 images with clear sky were selected. The numbers of images with less than 5% cloud
cover in every month during the study period are summarized below (Table 1). The
Collection 2 Level 2 LST products of Landsat 7 and 8 retrieved with a single-channel
algorithm [28] were used in this paper.

2.2.2. SSEBOP ET Product

The SSEBOP ET product is generated utilizing the Simplified Surface Energy Balance
approach, which requires a combination of meteorological and satellite data as inputs [5].
The meteorological data were obtained from the parameter-elevation regressions on inde-
pendent slopes model, while the satellite data were acquired from MODIS [5]. Previous
studies show that the SSEBOP ET product has a better performance than other ET products
in arid areas [29–31]. Yin et al. [30] compared SSEBOP with eight coarse resolution ET
products in the Yellow River Basin, and showed that SSEBOP had a better performance than
other products (such as MOD16A2). Ayyad et al. [31] evaluated SSEBOP and MOD16A2
in Egypt and demonstrated the higher precision of SSEBOP. The SSEBOP parameteriza-

http://glovis.usgs.gov/
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tion is special due to the predefined seasonally dynamic boundary conditions, which is
unique for each pixel of the “hot/dry” and “cold/wet” reference points. The 1 km SSE-
BOP ET dataset has a 10-day temporal resolution, covering the period from 2000 to the
present. For this study, data from March to November from 2013 to 2018 were utilized. The
data were downloaded from USGS (https://earlywarning.usgs.gov/ssebop) (accessed on
10 October 2022).

Table 1. The number of Landsat images.

Month 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

March 2 3 1 2 2 1
April 3 1 2 1 1 1
May 1 1 0 2 1 0
June 2 0 1 2 2 1
July 2 2 0 1 1 1

August 1 3 3 1 1 0
September 0 2 3 2 1 2

October 3 2 2 3 2 4
November 3 2 1 3 4 1

2.3. Observations

The study area contains five long-term continuous observations, i.e., Daman, Zhangye,
Huazhaizi, Shenshawo, and Bajitan. The underlying surfaces of these five sites are corn,
wetland, desert steppe, desert, and Gobi, respectively. The field observation system of the
HiWATER (Heihe Watershed Allied Telemetry Experimental Research) mainly includes an
automatic weather station (AWS), and an eddy covariance (EC) (https://data.tpdc.ac.cn/
en) (accessed on 11 October 2022) [26].

The meteorological data measured by each AWS for calculating ET included air
temperature (◦C), humidity (%), and air pressure (hPa). These variables were measured
at 10-min intervals and interpolated with a resolution of 30 m by 30 m using the inverse
distance weighted method. This process was carried out by the R 4.3.0 software to generate
gridded spatial data.

The height of the EC tower at each site was 4.5 m, the sampling frequency was 10 Hz,
and the observation interval was 30 min. The latent heat flux observations were processed
with outlier value elimination, delay time correction, coordinate rotation, frequency re-
sponse correction, ultrasonic virtual temperature correction, and density correction. In
order to match the temporal scale of SSEBOP ET product, the latent heat flux was processed
from 30 min to 10-day composite ET observations (mm/10 d). The missing data were
interpolated using a linear interpolation method.

3. Methods

A schematic overview of the STAEDM (spatial and temporal adaptive evapotranspi-
ration downscaling method) framework for retrieving high spatial-temporal resolution
ET is illustrated in Figure 2. The process consists of three stages. The first stage involves
generating 30-m instantaneous ET data using Landsat satellite images and subsequently
upscaling the instantaneous ET into 10-day upscaled results on Landsat over-pass dates (t0,
a 10-day period including the Landsat instantaneous over-pass time). The second stage
is downscaling 10-day SSEBOP ET from 1 km to 30 m based on the TVDI computed with
Landsat images. The third stage is generating 10-day 30 m ET by combining the 10-day
upscaling Landsat ET on t0 and 30-m STARFM ET based on TVDI downscaling results
(TVDI-based STARFM) on Landsat-unavailable dates (tk, a 10-day period when no Landsat
data are available).

https://earlywarning.usgs.gov/ssebop
https://data.tpdc.ac.cn/en
https://data.tpdc.ac.cn/en
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10-day period including the Landsat instantaneous over-pass time, tk is a 10-day period excluding
the Landsat instantaneous over-pass time).

3.1. Generating 30-m Resolution Remote Sensing Evapotranspiration Data

At stage 1, we needed to choose a one-source ET model to calculate instantaneous
Landsat ET to match the SSEBOP ET product (the combination of vegetation transpira-
tion and soil evaporation). The WAPT model [32] was chosen for utilization because it
demonstrated superior performance compared to other models in the study area. WAPT is
a robust physical satellite-based wind speed avoiding Priestley–Taylor algorithm based
on a wind-independent theoretical trapezoidal space. It has a good performance in the
study area, with the squared correlation coefficients (r2) between Landsat instant latent
flux and observed instant flux data being 0.95 [32]. The input of WAPT comprises Landsat
albedo, emissivity, and NDVI, which are derived using the method of Liang et al. [33],
Sobrino et al. [34], and Tucker [35], respectively. Then, we upscaled the instantaneous ET
images to daily ET using the constant solar radiation ratio method [36,37]. Tang et al. [38]
showed that in Northern China, the constant solar radiation ratio method performs better
in upscaling ET from the instantaneous to diurnal scale than other three temporal upscaling
methods. The daily ET was further upscaled into a 10-day upscaling Landsat ET using the
reference evapotranspiration method from Delogu et al. [39]. This method has been tested
in our study area and displays better performance than other temporal upscaling methods
in terms of reconstructing ET on days when satellite data are unavailable [40].

3.2. Downscaling SSEBOP Coarse ET Statistically Based on TVDI

At stage 2, the statistical downscaling method based on TVDI was applied to SSEBOP
to convert 1 km ET into 30 m. TVDI was calculated based on the LST/NDVI triangular
feature space [41] using Landsat images. In the triangle feature space, the dry edge
represents the driest soil humid condition and smallest ET, and the wet edge represents the
wettest soil condition and biggest ET (potential ET).
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The formula for computing TVDI is as follows:

TVDI =
(LST − LSTmin)

(LST max − LSTmin)
=

LST − (a 2+b2 × NDVI)
(a 1+b1 × NDVI) − (a 2+b2 × NDVI)

(1)

where LST is the land surface temperature; LSTmax and LSTmin are the LST/NDVI trian-
gular feature space’s dry and wet edges, respectively. a1 and b1 are the fitting coefficients
of the dry edge equation, whereas a2 and b2 are the fitting coefficients of the wet edge
equation. Assuming that there is a linear relationship between ET and TVDI, a simple
linear model of TVDI and ET is established:

ET = α+ β TVDI (2)

where the parameters α and β are obtained by the least square method.
The statistical downscaling method based on TVDI is performed in the following

procedure: (1) resample Landsat LST and NDVI from 30 m to 1 km, and calculate the TVDI
index at the 1 km resolution; (2) construct the linear model between SSEBOP ET and TVDI
at 1 km resolution by sliding window (after applying several trials, we found the sliding
window size 7× 7 was the best) on t0; (3) construct the linear model between SSEBOP ET on
tk and Landsat TVDI on t0 using SSEBOP/Landsat pairs based on the nearest date selection
method [42]; (4) calculate TVDI based on Landsat NDVI and LST at 30 m resolution; and
(5) apply the linear fitting equation to Landsat 30 m TVDI for obtaining 30 m downscaled
ET data.

3.3. Generating ET with STARFM

At stage 3, The Landsat ET from stage 1 and downscaled SSEBOP ET from stage 2 were
input into the STARFM model to predict ET. Note that STARFM is widely used and requires
only one high-resolution image, thereby reducing the duration of image data acquisition.
This characteristic makes it highly suitable for ET fusion, as ET changes drastically within a
short period of time. The following steps were performed:

(1) Select the Landsat/SSEBOP pairs for inputs
A pair of Landsat/downscaled SSEBOP 30 m ET for t0 and a 30 m downscaled SSEBOP

ET for tk were selected as the inputs of the STARFM model. The Landsat/downscaled
SSEBOP pairs were from the step 3 of stage 2.

(2) Use moving window to search for similar pixels
The pixels in the moving window were classified according to land cover types. The

size of the moving window w was defined as 13 by comparing the fusion ET accuracy of
different window sizes. Based on the STARFM [15], the classification result was used to
select similar pixels (i.e., the same land cover type with the central pixel).

(3) Construct the weight function for similar pixels
Based on the STARFM [15], the weight function Wijk was composed of ET difference

Sijk, temporal difference Tijk, and spatial distance Dijk. The expression of the weight
function is:

Wijk =
(

1/Cijk

)
/∑W

i=1 ∑W
j=1 ∑n

k=1

(
1/Cijk

)
(3)

Cijk = ln
(

Sijk × B + 1
)
× ln

(
Tijk × B + 1

)
×Dijk (4)

B is a scale factor (equal to 10,000 based on STARFM [15]).

Sijk = |L(xi, yi, t0)−M(xi, yi, t0)| (5)

where L represents Landsat-based ET data with 30 m spatial resolution, M represents
downscaled 30 m SSEBOP ET data, where (xi, yi) is a given pixel location for both Landsat
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and SSEBOP images. The smaller ET difference Sijk indicates the closer ET values between
Landsat and SSEBOP pixels.

Tijk = |M(xi, yi, tk)−M(xi, yi, t0)| (6)

The smaller temporal difference Tijk represents the smaller difference of SSEBOP ET
values from t0 to tk.

Dijk = 1 + dijk/A (7)

where A equals to w/2. The size of the relative distance Dijk varies with the w, from 1
to [1 + (1/

√
2) × (w/A)], and the expression of Dijk is as follows:

dijk =
√
(xW/2 − xi)

2 +
(
yW/2 − yi

)2 (8)

where
(
xW/2, yW/2

)
is the position of the central pixel in moving window at date t0. The

smaller Dijk indicates the closer distance between
(
xW/2, yW/2

)
and (xi, yi).

(4) Calculate ET at the predicted central pixels
Expression of the ET value of the central pixel is as follows:

L
(
xw/2, yW/2, tk

)
=

W

∑
i=1

W

∑
j=1

n

∑
k=1

Wijk ×
(

M
(

xi, yj, tk

)
+ L

(
xi, yj, t0

)
−M

(
xi, yj, t0

))
(9)

where L
(
xw/2, yW/2, tk

)
represents the central pixel of the moving window for the Landsat

ET prediction, M
(

xi, yj, tk

)
is the value of the SSEBOP pixel on the prediction date, and

L
(

xi, yj, t0

)
and M

(
xi, yj, t0

)
are the ET values of the Landsat and SSEBOP pixels of the

base pair images. Wijk is the weight of similar pixels in the moving window, which is
calculated by step (3). Wijk determines the contribution of each similar pixel to the predicted
ET value of the central pixel.

(5) Produce 10-day 30 m ET
The TVDI-based STARFM 30 m ET on tk was generated through above steps (1) (2) (3) (4),

and the 10-day upscaling Landsat ET on t0 was obtained by stage 1. The 10-day 30 m ET
was composed of the aforementioned two sets of data.

4. Results
4.1. The Performance of Landsat ET and SSEBOP Evapotranspiration Data

The Landsat ET data at 89 dates were produced with the WAPT algorithm using cloud-
free Landsat images from 2013 to 2018, and daily ET were upscaled to 10-day data using
the temporal upscale method. The 10-day upscaling Landsat ET and SSEBOP ET were
evaluated using the observed ET data at five sites (corn, wetland, desert steppe, desert, and
Gobi). The scatterplots comparing the satellite-based ET data (SSEBOP ET and Landsat ET)
with observations from flux tower measurements were presented in Figure 3. Performance
metrics of SSEBOP ET and Landsat ET data were listed in Table 2. The statistical metrics
included r2, Nash–Sutcliffe efficiency coefficient (NASH), mean bias error (MBE), and root
mean square error (RMSE).

The Landsat ET and SSEBOP ET were in good agreement with the observations. The
Landsat ET data had a higher accuracy (r2 = 0.85) than SSEBOP ET (r2 = 0.70) due to the
finer spatial resolution of remote sensing images and refined evapotranspiration estimation
algorithm WAPT.
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Figure 3. Comparison of remote sensing estimated ET data and observed ET at the five sites with
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Table 2. Performance measures of Landsat ET and SSEBOP ET data.

Land Cover
SSEBOP ET Landsat ET

r2 NASH MBE
(mm/10 d)

RMSE
(mm/10 d) r2 NASH MBE

(mm/10 d)
RMSE

(mm/10 d)

Wetland 0.65 0.46 −8.86 16.1 0.87 0.87 1.01 8.04
Corn 0.68 0.49 −4.76 12.23 0.85 0.83 −1.18 7.38

Desert steppe 0.51 0.19 −1.1 9.16 0.47 0.12 −5.23 9.35
Gobi 0.57 −0.01 −0.46 5.36 0.54 0.48 1.35 4.22

Desert 0.28 −0.31 −2.69 7.56 0.33 0.27 −1.33 5.59

We can see from Table 2 that SSEBOP ET has a better accuracy at vegetable sites
(wetland and corn) than non-vegetable sites (desert steppe, Gobi, and desert). For example,
the r2 values of SSEBOP ET in wetland and corn were 0.65 and 0.68, respectively. The r2

values of SSEBOP ET in desert steppe, Gobi, and desert sites were lower than the vegetable
sites. Some researchers also found that SSEBOP ET shows a stronger correlation at vegetable
sites (such as agriculture and grass) than at non-vegetable sites (such as barren) [43,44]. It
is related to the worse performance of the input data (MOD11A2 LST product) of SSEBOP
at non-vegetable sites than vegetable sites [5,45]; the lower LST precision decreases the
accuracy of SSEBOP ET at non-vegetable sites.

Landsat ET also had better accuracy at vegetable sites than non-vegetable sites. The
RMSE values of Landsat ET at vegetable sites (8.04 and 7.38 for wetland and corn, respec-
tively) exhibited lower magnitudes than non-vegetable sites. It is related to the WAPT
model, which has a better performance in vegetable sites [32]. The primary reason for the
WAPT accuracy difference is the precision of net radiation estimations varied between veg-
etation and non-vegetation surfaces. Compared with SSEBOP ET, the accuracy of Landsat
ET was higher at vegetable sites (e.g., for the r2 value in wetland, 0.87 compared with 0.65,
respectively) but was as good as SSEBOP at non-vegetable sites.

4.2. Assessing the Performance of Statistical Downscaling Method Using TVDI

To compare the TVDI-based statistical downscaling ET, we employed LST and NDVI
to explore the impact of different indices on downscaling results. Different downscaling
results in the third dekad of June and the second dekad of September in 2016 are shown in
the Figures 4 and 5.
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Figure 4. Spatial pattern of maps in the 3rd dekad of June 2016 from (a) SSEBOP ET, (b) Landsat
ET, (c) downscaling ET by NDVI, (d) downscaling ET by NDVI and LST, and (e) downscaling ET by
TVDI. The frequency distribution curves of maps from (f) SSEBOP ET, (h) downscaling ET by NDVI,
(i) downscaling ET by NDVI and LST, and (j) downscaling ET by TVDI are colored by blue. The
frequency distribution curve of map from (g) Landsat ET are colored by orange. The orange curves
shown by (f), (h), (i) and (j), respectively are the same as those shown by (g). The black rectangle in
(b) is magnified in Figure 8a.
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Figure 5. Spatial pattern of maps in the 2nd dekad of September, 2016 from (a) SSEBOP ET,
(b) Landsat ET, (c) downscaling ET by NDVI, (d) downscaling ET by NDVI and LST, and (e) down-
scaling ET by TVDI. The frequency distribution curves of maps from (f) SSEBOP ET, (h) downscaling
ET by NDVI, (i) downscaling ET by NDVI and LST, and (j) downscaling ET by TVDI are colored
by blue. The frequency distribution curve of map from (g) Landsat ET are colored by orange. The
orange curves shown by (f), (h), (i) and (j), respectively are the same as those shown by (g). The black
rectangle in (b) is magnified in Figure 8d.

The downscaled results of various indices exhibited significant discrepancies when
compared to the reference Landsat ET data (Figures 4b and 5b), with the TVDI-based
statistical downscaled ET proving to be the optimal choice. The downscaled ET based on
NDVI was underestimated in wetland and waters (Figures 4c and 5c), which is related to
the inappropriate fitting equations in these land covers due to the NDVI values less than 0.
Compared to Landsat ET, downscaled ET based on NDVI + LST had a closer spatial pattern
than that based on NDVI, possibly because NDVI can only reveal the general land cover
distribution pattern but cannot explain the temporal variations of ET in complex underlying
surfaces, whereas LST can compensate such a deficiency. However, downscaled ET data
based on NDVI + LST also had underestimation in wetland and waters. Downscaling
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ET based on TVDI had better similarity in spatial pattern to Landsat ET than NDVI and
NDVI + LST, as shown in Figures 4 and 5. For example, in the third dekad of June 2016,
the mean value of downscaling ET based on TVDI (37.35 mm/10 d) was closer to that of
the Landsat ET reference image (37.15 mm/10 d) than that based on NDVI and NDVI +
LST (33.81 mm/10 d, 35.55 mm/10 d, respectively). In mid-September, all downscaling
methods underestimated the ET. TVDI downscaling had a slightly closer mean value than
other downscaling methods. This can be attributed to the unreasonably low ET values of
SSEBOP in September.

In summary, the choice of downscaling indices is crucial to the accuracy of downscaling
ET, and the combined indices of NDVI and LST are more suitable for downscaling ET than
a single factor. Downscaled ET based on the TVDI performs the best in terms of the spatial
pattern and the mean values compared to the reference Landsat ET, possibly because TVDI
is a better representation of the non-linear relationship based on the triangular feature
space between the ET and LST/NDVI than establishing a linear relationship between ET
and NDVI alone, or between ET and LST + NDVI jointly.

4.3. Spatial Characteristics of TVDI-Based STARFM ET

In this section, to analyze the spatial quality of TVDI-based STARFM results, the origi-
nal STARFM ET based on the nearest neighbor resampling downscaling results (resampled
STARFM) were calculated for comparison (Figures 6 and 7).
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Figure 6. Spatial pattern of ET maps in the 3rd dekad of June, 2016 from (a) resampled STARFM, and
(b) TVDI-based STARFM models. And frequency distribution curves of ET maps from (c) resampled
STARFM, and (d) TVDI-based STARFM models are colored by blue. The frequency distribution
curves of ET maps from Landsat are colored by orange. The ET is predicted by the Landsat/SSEBOP
ET pairs in the 1st dekad of July 2016. The black rectangle in (a) is magnified in Figure 8b, and the
black rectangle in (b) is magnified in Figure 8c.

Compared with the reference Landsat ET (Figures 4b and 5b), TVDI-based STARFM
had a closer ET spatial distribution than the resampled STARFM in summer and autumn.
Resampled STARFM had mosaics in the prediction ET result, whereas TVDI-based STARFM
can eliminate the mosaic effect of ET results. Compared with the ET image predicted by
resampled STARFM, the result produced by the TVDI-based STARFM had a more precise
description of the fragmentation region because the resampled data used in STARFM
cannot reflect the heterogeneity of ET within the SSEBOP pixel. TVDI-based STARFM
results can better predict the spatial texture of Landsat ET than resampled STARFM. The
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TVDI-based STARFM prediction exhibited a higher similarity in the relative frequency of
ET values to the Landsat ET image (Figure 4g) than that of resampled STARFM. Compared
with the image predicted by resampled STARFM, the standard deviations of TVDI-based
STARFM results were lower (e.g., 16.26 mm/10 d of resampled STARFM compared with
15.28 mm/10 d of TVDI-based STARFM in the third dekad of June).
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Figure 7. Spatial pattern of ET maps in the 2nd dekad of September 2016 from (a) resampled
STARFM, and (b) TVDI-based STARFM models. And frequency distribution curves of ET maps from
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distribution curves of ET maps from Landsat are colored by orange. The ET is predicted by the
Landsat/SSEBOP ET pairs in the 1st dekad of October 2016. The black rectangle in (a) is magnified in
Figure 8e, and the black rectangle in (b) is magnified in Figure 8f.

A surface with strong heterogeneity (including woodland, farmland, and human
construction land) was selected to further compare the spatial distribution of ET results
produced by resampled STARFM and TVDI-based STARFM models. Figure 8 showed the
magnified view of ET maps in the rectangle of Figures 4–7. For the spatial distribution of
reference Landsat ET (Figure 8a,d), the woodland is in the middle, surrounded by farmland,
resulted in the higher ET in the surrounding areas and the lower ET in the central region
during the growth period of crops (late-June and mid-September). This spatial distribution
can be clearly seen from the TVDI-based STARFM prediction results (Figure 8c,f), and ET
from TVDI-based STARFM has a closer spatial texture to the reference Landsat ET than
resampled STARFM. It is difficult to distinguish built-up land (road) and woodland in the
middle of the picture from the resampled STARFM predictions (Figure 8). We attribute
these differences to the TVDI adding to the downscaling ET results of TVDI-based STARFM.

4.4. Assessing the Performance of TVDI-Based STARFM ET on Sites

In order to further investigate the accuracy of TVDI-based STARFM ET, observations
from five sites (wetland, corn, Gobi, desert, and desert steppe) were used for comparison,
as shown in Figure 9 and Table 3. The 89 Landsat/downscaled SSEBOP ET pairs on Landsat
over-pass dates and 73 downscaled SSEBOP ET images on Landsat-unavailable dates were
utilized as inputs for the STARFM, resulting in 73 downscaled TVDI-based STARFM ET on
Landsat-unavailable dates. Similarly, an additional set of 73 downscaling ET was produced
from the resampled STARFM model.
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Figure 8. Magnified view of ET in different dates. (a,d) from Landsat ET, (b,e) from the resampled
STARFM model, and (c,f) from the TVDI-based STARFM model. (a–c) in the 3rd dekad of June and
(d–f) on the 2nd dekad of September 2016.
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Figure 9. Scatterplot of the observed ET and downscaled ET by TVDI-based STARFM (in orange)
and resampled STARFM (in blue) on Landsat-unavailable dates for the wetland (a), corn (b), desert
steppe (c), Gobi (d), and desert (e). r2 values of resampled and TVDI-based STARFM ET in the plot
are colored by blue and orange, respectively.

Table 3. Performance measures of the downscaled ET by TVDI-based STARFM and resampled
STARFM on Landsat-unavailable dates.

Land Cover
Resampled STARFM TVDI-Based STARFM

NASH MBE
(mm/10 d)

RMSE
(mm/10 d) NASH MBE

(mm/10 d)
RMSE

(mm/10 d)

Wetland 0.66 −1.69 12.37 0.79 −1.49 9.62
Corn 0.59 −1.6 10.28 0.72 −1.88 8.48

Desert steppe −0.08 −4.11 10.52 0.09 −3.04 9.66
Gobi −4.45 6.11 10.71 −3.84 7.24 10.09

Desert −0.86 −0.74 8.99 −0.39 −0.74 7.76

Overall, the performance of TVDI-based STARFM ET was better than resampled
STARFM ET for all underlying surfaces. The ET estimated by TVDI-based STARFM
was more closely matched to the observations (1:1 line) than that of resampled STARFM
(Figure 9). For example, the r2 value in the wetland for TVDI-based STARFM ET was
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higher than resampled STARFM (0.80 compared with 0.68, Figure 9a). This is because of
the consideration of underlying surface parameters (TVDI) for the TVDI-based STARFM
model. Resampled STARFM directly uses resampled SSEBOP data as the input, which
makes it difficult to reflect the ET characteristics of wet and arid underlying surfaces.
Compared to resampled STARFM, the TVDI-based STARFM model could better capture
the ET differences among various underlying surfaces.

The TVDI-based STARFM ET demonstrated significant variations across different
underlying surfaces, exhibiting higher accuracy at vegetable surfaces (NASH of 0.72 on
corn) than non-vegetable surfaces (NASH of 0.09 on desert steppe). This can be attributed
to the higher accuracy of the input data (downscaled SSEBOP and Landsat ET) at vegetable
sites than non-vegetable sites. In addition, the accuracy of TVDI-based STARFM ET was
higher than that of resampled STARFM ET in all sites, particularly in the vegetable sites.
For example, the RMSE differences between TVDI-based STARFM and resampled STARFM
ET were 2.75 and 0.62 mm/10 d in the wetland and Gobi sites, respectively (Table 3).
This shows that the accuracy of TVDI-based STARFM is significantly improved compared
with resampled STARFM in high vegetation coverage areas. Incorporating TVDI into the
STARFM algorithm can significantly enhance the accuracy of ET fusion for vegetation-
covered surfaces.

4.5. Temporal Variation of 10-day 30 m ET

The 10-day 30 m STAEDM ET was compared with SSEBOP ET in spatial distribution
variation to evaluate the performance in capturing temporal dynamics (Figure 10). In
addition, STAEDM ET was further compared with observations from 2013 to 2018 under
five different land covers (Figure 11). Overall, the STAEDM ET could better capture the
dynamics of the actual ET than SSEBOP.
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During the growing season in 2016 (May, June, July, August, and September), STAEDM
ET can display the complete crop growth process in heterogeneous agricultural areas
compared with SSEBOP ET (Figure 10). The ET values for cropland were clearly larger than
surrounding deserts during the whole growing season. In May, only wetland and areas
where crops start to grow have the highest ET, and the values can reach 50 mm/10 d. In
June, with the accelerated growth of crops, the water consumption from crop ET increased,
so the area with ET values exceeding 50 mm/10 d expanded. In July, the ET value of the
study area reached the maximum over the year, showing a typical spatial distribution
pattern with higher values on the farmland and lower values over the desert. In mid-
August, the spatial distribution was similar to that in mid-July, but the ET value began to
decline. For example, the ET value from farmland dropped from about 60 mm/10 d in
mid-July to 40–50 mm/10 d in mid-August. In September, from the STAEDM ET spatial
distribution map, we can still see the clear outline of the farmland. As the temperature
dropped and the crops were harvested in September, the ET value of farmland decreased
rapidly to about 20 mm/10 d. These results demonstrate that the STAEDM downscaling
model has the potential to produce long-term high spatial resolution ET results.

As shown in Figure 11, STAEDM can well capture the seasonal variation of ET in
wetland. In spring, STAEDM ET has a close value with observations, while SSEBOP gener-
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ally underestimates the ET values. In summer, when observed ET exceeds 60 mm/10 d,
STAEDM ET is in closer agreement with observations than SSEBOP ET.

In corn land, STAEDM ET has a closer variation to the observations in spring and
autumn than SSEBOP. The ET observation sharply rises under the low precipitation due
to spring irrigation. STAEDM ET can better reflect spring irrigation than SSEBOP and is
similar to the variation of observations. For example, in April 2014, there was little rainfall,
but evapotranspiration increased sharply, which was caused by spring irrigation in early
April. In summer, due to the frequent irrigation events, the observed ET has a much more
complex variation than spring. Both STAEDM and SSEBOP fail to capture the irrigation
events of summer accurately. Lei et al. [46] also revealed the limitations of remote sensing
ET in detecting frequent irrigation. Due to the decrease of irrigation in autumn, STAEDM
can follow the observed ET variation well.

In non-vegetable surfaces, the seasonal variation of ET is mainly influenced by precip-
itation. When there is no rainfall, the ET value is very low, usually less than 10 mm/10 d
(Figure 11). With rainfall, both SSEBOP and STAEDM ET values increase sharply. The
increase of STAEDM ET is similar to the variation of observations. Note that the rainfall
data from the corn station was applied to the five sites due to the limited size of the study
area and the discontinuity of rainfall data from other stations.

5. Discussion
5.1. Novelty of STAEDM

Remote sensing ET data with a spatial resolution of 30 m or even finer is demanded
for agricultural water resource management; however, the spatial resolution of available
remote sensing ET products is too rough [4–7]. STAEDM has the potential to produce long-
term ET results with 30 m resolution, which might be valuable for precise management of
agricultural water consumption.

The STAEDM is a spatial-temporal fusion model combined with the TVDI land surface
factor. TVDI can reflect moisture conditions, and it has a strong correlation with ET. Adding
the TVDI into the STARFM model can enhance the spatial resolution of coarse ET images,
thereby significantly improving the spatial texture and accuracy of STARFM downscaling
results.

The STAEDM results have a closer agreement with the observations and exhibit a clear
spatial texture. This shows that the proposed downscaling framework is feasible in the
middle reaches of the Heihe River Basin. In the future, the method can be applied over
large areas or basins for ET estimation. This study used the SSEBOP product as the input
of STAEDM, generating the downscaled ET of 30 m resolution. Incorporating other coarse
resolution ET products into the proposed downscaling framework deserves to be explored
in the future.

5.2. Challenges of STAEDM

The TVDI plays an essential role in the downscaling framework. In this study, TVDI
was empirically calculated based on dry and wet edges of triangle feature space. The
triangle feature space was established by the scatterplot between LST and NDVI. The
precision of TVDI is constrained by the calculation method of the dry and wet edges. The
empirical method used in this paper depends on the satellite image size. The image should
provide a wide range of soil wetness and fractional vegetation cover conditions, which is
often difficult to ensure. In addition, NDVI has a saturation phenomenon in high vegetation
coverage, which limits the accuracy of TVDI. The application of TVDI in areas of dense
vegetation needs further investigation.

The possible solution to the first limitation is using theoretical trapezoidal feature
space to replace empirical triangle feature space to calculate TVDI in the area without a
wide range of vegetation coverage. The dry and wet edges in theoretical trapezoidal feature
space can be determined on a pixel basis, and it is not affected by the vegetation coverage
of the image [47–49]. The second limitation can be addressed using improved vegetation
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parameters instead of NDVI to establish feature space in dense vegetation areas, such as
enhanced vegetation index (EVI) [50]. Using an enhanced TVDI factor may further improve
the performance of downscaling results.

This study used the SSEBOP ET product that combines evaporation and transpiration.
Other ET products that provide separate estimations for soil evaporation, transpiration,
and interception, such as GLEAM, can also be incorporated into the STAEDM framework.
Accordingly, multi-source ET models should be employed to match the ET products [51–54].

Although the proposed schemes were evaluated over the arid area, they should be
further evaluated over different regions to examine how they work. Our future research
will incorporate an extensive examination of the sensitivity of this approach by applying it
to other areas considering climate and environmental variabilities.

6. Conclusions

The spatial resolution of most available remote sensing ET products is too coarse to
be applied to fragmented farmland. A feasible way to obtain ET data of higher spatial
resolution is downscaling. In this paper, we propose a spatial and temporal adaptive
evapotranspiration downscaling method (STAEDM) to downscale the SSEBOP product
from 1 km to 30 m ET. The STAEDM involves three stages: (1) generating Landsat ET on
Landsat-available dates; (2) statistically downscaling SSEBOP ET based on the temperature
vegetation dryness index (TVDI); and (3) generating TVDI-based spatial and temporal
adaptive reflectance fusion model (STARFM) ET on Landsat-unavailable dates. Our method
incorporates the TVDI into the STARFM, thereby enhancing the accuracy of downscaled
ET compared to the original STARFM.

Based on the results, the following conclusions can be drawn. (1) The Landsat ET
data have a higher precision (r2 = 0.85) than SSEBOP ET (r2 = 0.70) due to the finer
spatial resolution of remote sensing images and refined evapotranspiration estimation
algorithm WAPT. (2) The choice of downscaling indices is crucial to the accuracy of ET,
and downscaled ET based on the TVDI performs better than NDVI and NDVI + LST.
(3) TVDI-based STARFM exhibits a higher level of spatial accuracy than resampled STARFM
when compared with the reference Landsat ET. Additionally, TVDI-based STARFM has
a higher accuracy than resampled STARFM when compared with observation data from
in situ stations (e.g., r2 of 0.77 vs. 0.68 on the corn site). (4) The STAEDM ET could better
capture the dynamics of the of 10-day ET than SSEBOP compared with observations.
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