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Abstract: Studies of the correlations of environmental factors with vegetation growth using remotely
sensed measurements are necessarily made against a background of biophysical and anthropogenic
factors, such as local fertility, microclimate, and the effects of human land use, in addition to
the factors of interest. This is an inevitable outcome of a natural (unplanned) design where the effects
of the factors of interest are confounded with other, often unknown factors, possibly rendering
the results inaccurate or poorly-constrained. The problems associated with a natural design would
be reduced if sites could be identified in which uncontrolled variables had no impact. However,
rarely are such sites known a priori. Here, a component of the net primary production (NPP) local
scaling (LNS) method was used to estimate the potential NPP in the absence of confounding factors.
Subsequent analyses of the effects of the selected environmental variables were carried out using
the potential NPP. The method was tested in relation to NPP along the transitional ecotone from
desert to semiarid conditions in the northern Negev, Israel. The effects of four environmental factors
were tested: precipitation, topography, land cover, and interannual variability. While precipitation
is generally the only environmental variable that is considered in drylands, the other factors were
found to be significant. The results provided unambiguous evidence of the value of the method.
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1. Introduction

In most studies of the environmental control of primary production, or any property [1],
environmental factors are selected and correlated with the property. This design is known as
a “natural experiment”, in contrast to one which conducts planned combinations of factors. Typically,
in a planned experiment, all combinations of the treatments are applied and the results analyzed with
some form of statistical analysis of variance. In remote sensing, however, normally, environmental
factors cannot be manipulated in this way (e.g., [2]). Not only may certain combinations of factors be
missing, but rarely do areas in which different levels of just one variable with a range of values exist.
Furthermore, many other factors, affect the productivity but cannot be included in the correlations
if they are unknown. The result of this constraint is that the correlations of environmental properties
with productivity are confounded by the effects of unknown factors.

In order to minimize this source of error, a component of the local NPP scaling method (LNS, [3])
was assessed. This method estimates the unconstrained, potential productivity for each value
of the target environmental variables, eliminating the unknown effects of the unknown factors.
LNS involves stratification of the study area using the variables to be investigated, followed
by an examination of the frequency distributions of the observed NPP (NPPobs) in each stratum.
A high percentile is selected above which the NPP is assumed to be at its potential (NPPpot), that is
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what would have occurred if uncontrolled variables had no influence. In this application, the aim was
to compare NPPobs and NPPpot.

The study was carried out in the northern margins of the Negev desert, across the ecotone
formed by the transition between barren desert to the south and semi-arid, vegetated land to the north
(Figure 1). Dryland ecosystems are important for many reasons, for example, they have emerged as
key drivers of variability in global land CO, uptake [4]. The Negev region is representative of drylands
in large areas of Western Asia and North Africa (WANA) which share the same physical environments,
including low precipitation and a similar range of soils and topography. Also, there are similarities
in land uses such as pastoralism, rain-fed and irrigated cropping, informal settlements, and some
urban and industrial areas. The Negev provides a convenient example of a dryland ecotone since
the width of the environmental gradient is approximately 80 km north to south, whereas, for example,
the same zone in parts of Niger extends over approximately 173 km and in Western Australia 632 km.
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Figure 1. The 80 X 80 km study area in the northern Negev, Israel, showing the gradient between
vegetated land (grey) in the north and barren desert (tan) in the south. The only rainfall stations making
routine measurements in and near the study area are ringed in red. Locations mentioned in the text are
shown. Isohyets (mm) were calculated from TRMM data (see Materials and Methods). Background
satellite image from Google Earth, inset map modified from Geolounge.

Precipitation in the northern Negev ranges approximately from 50 to 250 mm per year and aridity
from 0.203 to 0.124 [5]. In each year there is a brief period of rainfall followed by a more prolonged
dry period, but the totals vary strongly from year to year. The low rainfall totals are somewhat
alleviated by two factors; the climate is Mediterranean in which precipitation falls mostly in winter



Remote Sens. 2020, 12, 3581 3of16

when insolation and evapotranspiration are lowest [6] and, second, there is a significant input of water
in dew which can exceed rainfall in some places [7-10].

The correlations of four environmental factors with net primary production (NPP) were calculated:
precipitation (P); land cover and land use (L); topography (T); and interannual variation (V) of NPP.
This last property was included since it can be a critical factor affecting vegetation independent
of precipitation [11,12] but is not captured in long-term, climatological statistics. To detect interannual
differences in other factors, the year of observation (Y) was included. Note that the names and
abbreviations of the variables used are capitalized throughout the text to indicate they are defined
classes, not simply descriptive. The significance of each of the environmental variables in relation to
NPP was examined using multiple linear regressions to isolate effects of individual variables and their
component categories in the presence of variation of all four factors.

Asinmost sparsely populated arid areas, there is a paucity of continuous, long-term environmental
measurements. For the Negev, there were few suitable, existing data sets and so they were developed
for this study using other, available sources. It is not uncommon for environmental factors to
affect NPP in different ways at more than one spatial scale, for example, precipitation is relevant
at both climatological and local scales. The scale of interest in this study was approximately 1 ha,
so NPP was calculated from Landsat 30 X 30 m data.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

The study region was an 80 X 80 km area in the northern Negev (Figure 1). Some types of land
cover or land use were not of interest, including informal habitation, urban, buildings, water bodies,
and rivers. These were excluded using the land cover map developed in this study. Narrow, low-order
drainage systems and associated riparian strips that are the result of runoff were masked by coincidences
of flat, well-vegetated, narrow, linear areas. Elevations >600 m above sea level were also excluded
because of their local, orographic rainfall patterns. A one-pixel buffer was added to each masked
feature to reduce the effects of inaccuracies in the land use maps and radiometric contamination
by neighboring pixels.

2.2. Environmental Factors

Maps of the environmental factors were developed as part of the study since existing data do not
show these features or scales are too coarse. Other, potentially important variables, such as local soils
could not be included owing to a lack of spatially continuous data or adequate resolution.

2.2.1. Precipitation (P)

In the absence of a more appropriate measures for plant available water, total annual precipitation
was used. Unfortunately, there are only two Israel Meteorological Service rainfall stations in the study
area and a third 12km to the south (Figure 1). While rainfall has been measured in additional
sites, none had records for the entire study period. Clearly, so few stations were inadequate to
map precipitation. Therefore, annual totals were estimated by summation of daily Tropical Rainfall
Measuring Mission (TRMM) 3B42 data [13] for each of 10 years (2000-2009). TRMM data have
0.25° x 0.25° (28 km at the study site) resolution which was rescaled to 30 m using cubic convolution.
It should be noted, however, that TRMM does not include dew, which can be a significant source of soil
moisture. Ten classes differing by 50 mm were defined.

2.2.2. Land Cover and Land Use (L)

A land cover map was created using multitemporal Landsat data, combined with land-use maps
to capture features that are not spectrally distinct. Long-term climate records of rainfall in southern
Israel were used as surrogates for the dates of three stages in the growing season: pre-onset, peak,
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and post-winter. Landsat 7 ETM+ channel 3 (630-690 nm) and 4 (775-900 nm) surface reflectance data
for the three seasons in three years (2001, 2002, 2003) were classified with an ISODATA unsupervised
classifier, set to a maximum standard deviation of 1.0, minimum cluster size of a single pixel, maximum
of 1000 iterations, and a threshold change between iterations of 5.0%. Five classes were produced,
subsequently found to relate to perennial vegetation on soil, shrubs on dark soil, exposed dark/red
soil, sandy sheet soils, and bare/rocky surfaces. Finally, the five classes were combined with land-use
maps [14,15] using a decision tree classifier. Small classes of less than 500 pixels were fused with
the most similar, larger class, to make 10 land cover classes.

2.2.3. Topography (T)

Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (SRTM) elevation data with 30 m postings and finer than
10 m vertical resolution were used to map slope and aspect. Slope was divided into three ranges: flat
(<1%); shallow (1-10%); and steep (>10%). Aspect was divided into two classes, N (270°-44°) and
S (45°-269°). Slope and aspect were then combined into five overall topography classes: flat; N-facing
and shallow; N-facing and steep; S-facing and shallow; S-facing and steep.

2.2.4. Interannual Variation (V)

The standard deviation of NPP in each Landsat pixel was calculated and averaged for the 11 years
of the study. Five equal interval classes were defined.

2.3. Land Capability Classes

In order to reveal the effects of the selected environmental factors on NPP, areas that were
minimally affected by other factors were identified. This was performed using the Local NPP Scaling
method [3] in which Land Capability Classes (LCCs) were created by selecting areas in which all four
environmental variables were in the same range. This segmentation is based on the concept of land
units, a fundamental component in landscape ecology [16,17]. Each variable was divided into different
numbers of classes: P 10; T 5; C 10; and V 4 (Table 1). These were then combined by intersection. Thus,
the theoretical number of unique LCCs was 2000 for each of 11 years. However, not all combinations
occurred, and LCCs with <500 pixels were fused with their most similar class, resulting in a total
of 343 x 11 years = 3773. Analyses were conducted on LCC values as well as their individual,
constituent pixels.

Table 1. Percentage of pixels in the classes of each independent variable. Note differences in the number
of classes between the four variables and some empty land cover classes.

Category L P T A\
1 24% 3%  12%  43%
2 23% 4%  29%  39%
3 12% 6%  17%  15%
4 15% 6%  28% 4%
5 0%  10%  14%

6 0%  10%
7 0%  15%
8 6%  18%
9 4%  19%
10 17% 9%

2.4. Net Primary Production

NDVI was calculated using Landsat 5 ETM+ bands 3 (630-690 nm) and 4 (750 to 900 nm).
Two scenes were needed to cover the study area (Path 174, Rows 38 & 39). A slight mismatch
at the boundary (<10 pixels) was filled with the averages of pixels either side. Growing-season
total NDVI was converted to NPP by regression with NPP from MODIS MOD17A3 [18].



Remote Sens. 2020, 12, 3581 50f 16

This MODIS product has 1 km? resolution—approximately 11 times coarser than Landsat—and
therefore finer differences were obtained by interpolation. Furthermore, MOD17A3 does not cover
all the study area, so the calibration had to be made at the northern margin of the Landsat data.
The observed NPP measured using Landsat is referred to as “NPPobs” throughout the text.

Landsat is not ideal since the 8-day gap between satellite overpasses and data losses caused
by clouds and haze that can result in missed parts of a growing season: this was especially problematic
owing to the brevity of the growing season in the drier areas. Therefore, a single, best quality, Landsat
acquisition nearest to the peak of the growing season was used for each year, the date determined
from daily MODIS MOD17A3 NDVI data. Clearly, a single measurement cannot provide annual totals,
and so the errors of using single Landsat scenes were examined by comparison with annual totals
derived from MODIS and other parameters of the growing season.

2.5. Regression of NPP on Environmental Variables

Regressions were calculated for each of the environmental (independent) variables individually.
Two additional regressions were included that combined all the variables and all except precipitation,
in the expectation that precipitation would be the principal independent variable and would dominate
a combined regression. The significance of each individual and combined regressions were assessed
with the regression F statistic and the proportion of the variance accounted for with r2. The significances
of the individual classes within each categorical independent variable were then examined using
the regression coefficients.

2.6. Summary of Processing Steps

The steps from raw satellite and environmental data inputs to the final products—the difference
between NPPpot and NPPobs, regression of NPPpot on environmental variables and the analysis
of regression coefficients—are summarized in Figure 2.

I Inputs 5. Environmental data 1
| = Precipitation (quantitative) |
I = Land cover (qualitative)

1. Landsat. = Topography (qualitative) |
| Calculate NDVI for all years. = Interannual variability of NPP(qualitative) I
-.______1______________i.________

2. Calibrate NDVI with MODIS NPP Mean 6. Map Land Capability Classes (LCCs) by intersection
of all yrs. of classes of environmental variables
3. Remove high outliers H 7. Overlay NPPcbs maps with LCCs

i

A 4 8. Estimate NPPpot from 80™ percentile of the
4. Calculate mean NPPobs - of all yrs. =¥ frequency distribution of NPPobs pixels in each LCC
and year

—-—am o EE o o O O O EE e O e S e e . —
A 4

Products

‘ 9. Map of difference of NPPobs and NPPpot |

10. Multiple regression of NPPpot on environmental variables

!

| 11. Analysis of coefficients of regressions I-

Figure 2. Schematic diagram of data processing steps. Boxes 1 and 5 show the data inputs and boxes
9 to 11 the products used in the analyses.
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3. Results
3.1. Environmental Variables

3.1.1. Precipitation (P)

The 11-year average precipitation had a predominant N to S gradient, from >200 to <30 mm
(Figure 1). This was somewhat modified in the NE—presumably an orographic effect of the greater
elevation of the southern tip of the Judean hills. The mean N-S gradient in the TRMM map was 3 mm/km,
somewhat lower than Goldreich [19] (5 mm/km). While the annual precipitation of the TRMM grid
cells values varied between years, it is important for this study to note that, in each year, their relative
values and geographical patterns were very similar. The TRMM-derived isohyets were similar to data
at individual stations in the study area [19,20].

3.1.2. Land Cover and Land Use (L)

There was a strong correlation of land cover with the precipitation gradient (Figure 3), but large
areas of other surfaces complicated this pattern. The zonal pattern is obvious at the lower resolution
(Figure 3a), but at higher resolutions (Figure 3b—d) many finer scale variations were evident.

Figure 3. Land cover and land use map from classification of multitemporal Landsat data and land use
maps. (a) Entire study area (see Figure 1 for scale); (b) dunes on the Halutza sand sheet; (c) topographic
variation; (d) local variation in vegetation cover; (e) dense forest, savannization, and dryland farming.
Color codes: red, perennial vegetation and towns; blue, sandy vegetated; cyan, exposed dark, red soils,
hilly drainage; dark green, sand sheet; light green, dryland agriculture; and yellow, bare/rocky surfaces.
A digital file of this image is available from the corresponding author.

3.1.3. Topography (T)

The SRTM90 analysis indicated a gradient across the study area, dividing the coastal plain to
the NW from more broken terrain, particularly to the SE at the edge of the Jordan valley. Large differences
in slopes generally increased from NE to SW. Aspect had strong, fine-scale variation throughout.
There were some slight regional patterns in which W aspects were more frequent in the west and
E aspects in the east. At the finest scale, features such as dunes were detected (Figure 3b).
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3.1.4. Inter-Annual Variation (V)

Variability increased from S to N, correlated with the gradient of low rainfall in the desert
to the higher rainfall area in the N. The greatest variability was on cultivated land in the NW,
where land cleared between crops and intermittent irrigation probably caused by extreme variation
in vegetation cover.

3.2. Land Capability Classification

The map of land capability classes (LCCs) was strongly influenced by the coherence of the precipitation
zones. Different values of the other environmental variables were generally scattered over the entire
study area. Most LCCs consisted of several, spatially-separated polygons. There were 45 LCCs after
fusion of smaller classes.

3.3. Landsat Measurements of Annual NPP

In each year the dates of the Landsat acquisitions were different - from day 19 to 141. However,
they captured most aspects of the spatial variation in MOD13Q1 NPP. Landsat NDVI and peak
daily MOD13Q1 NPP (Figure 4) were linearly related. The main differences were in the regression
constants, while the coefficients were more stable across years (Figure 4), indicating that the relative
NPP values within years were more constant in spite of differences in actual values of individual years.
Since the purpose of this study was to make spatial comparisons, the interannual differences were
of less consequence. Nevertheless, the patterns of NPP may have changed with seasons, so interannual
geographic comparisons may sometimes have been inaccurate.

04 ‘ 7 V- Lehavim pasture
V,/' & -w--mmme- Pasture south of Shaqib al-Salam and Nevatim
7 O ..o Havat MaShash military area
"V L] Pasture between Hura and Nevatim
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Figure 4. Comparison of the annual sum of NDVI from MODIS MOD13Q1 with the single-day, per year
Landsat values.

3.4. NPP of Study Area

3.4.1. Geographical

The 12-year mean NPPobs (Figure 5a) shows the anticipated strong influence of the pattern
of rainfall (Figure 1). There were distinct geographical variations associated with differences in land
surface conditions and human utilization [21]. The NPP of the 45 LCCs were low in the arid S and
high in the N where there was cultivation, irrigation and fertilized fields. The strongest relationship
with precipitation was in the middle range of values, as expected, since the lowest was largely
in the arid S region and the highest in the more limited part of the study area in the N.
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Figure 5. NPP of the study area from Landsat. (a) NPPobs direct from Landsat data; (b) potential
NPP (NPPpot); (c) difference between NPPobs and NPPpot. Means for 2001-2010 and 2012, all in
gCm~2 yr~!. Large area masked at the S margin was caused by unknown category in the NGI land use
map. Digital files of these images are available from the corresponding author.

The geographical distribution of NPPobs (Figure 5a) and NPPpot (Figure 5b) were similar over
much of the drier part of the study area. However, in the N, there were substantial differences
(Figure 5c), where NPPpot was much higher than NPPobs, associated with more intense land use [21].

3.4.2. Significance of Environmental Variables

All regressions on NPPpot were more significant than on NPPobs (Table 2), at both the individual
pixel (Table 2a) and the land capability class (LCC) level (Table 2b). For the pixel and LCC levels,
the multiple regressions including all variables but omitting P of both NPPobs and NPPpot, were very
slightly more significant than with P included. Amongst the regressions on individual explanatory
variables, V had the highest significance in both NPPpot and NPPobs—from 1.57 to 4.84 times.
At both the pixel and LCC levels, the ranking of significance of independent variables were the same,
except for L at the pixel level. T and Y had by far the lowest significance in both levels.

Table 2. Multiple regression results for NPPobs and NPPpot on seven combinations of environmental
(independent) variables, together and singly, and for both the pixel (a), and land capability (b) classes.
Higher F values show that a regression model provided a better fit to the NPP data than a model without
the independent variable. Probability values were all significant at the 0.01% level (indicated by ***).
12 indicates the proportion of variation of the dependent variable that the regressions explain. Ranking
of F and 12 is by magnitude, from highest to lowest. Variable names: V—Variation; P—Precipitation;
L—Land cover; T—Topography; Y—Year of observation.

Independent

(a) Variable(s) F FRank Probability r? r? Rank
NPPobs = f(V)  2.52 x 107 1 0.536 3
NPPobs = f(P)  1.44 x 107 2 0.180 5
NPPobs = f(L)  7.41 x 10° 3 0.404 4
NPPobs =
3.96 x 10° 4 ok 0.581 2
Pixel level ~ OCServed  gv) f(p) £()
(NPPObS) NPPobs = 6
*343%

FY)LEP)£T)AY) 3.86 x 10 5 0.585 1
NPPobs = f(T)  3.91 x 10° 6 0.023 6
NPPobs = f(Y)  7.37 x 10° 7 0.011 7

Average 7.99 x 10° 0.331
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Table 2. Cont.

(a) II\I;:;I; (;':;Sé I)lt F FRank Probability r? r?> Rank
NPPpot = f(V)  9.83 x 107 1 0.818 3
NPPpot = f(P)  2.03 x 107 2 0.237 5
NPPpot = f(L)  1.84 x 107 3 0.866 2
NPPpot =
‘ Potential  fy) f(ll';) ) 18x10 4 0.870 1
Pixel level P\
(NPPpot) NPPpot =
1.72 x 107 5 0.612 4
f(Y) £(P) £(T) £(V)
NPPpot = f(T)  6.72 x 10° 6 0.039 6
NPPpot = f(Y)  7.85 x 10* 7 otk 0.012 7
Average 2.48 x 107 0.493
Independent o 2 2
(b) Variable(s) F FRank Probability r r“ Rank
NPPobs = f(V)  2.29 x 103 1 0.645 3
NPPobs = f(P)  1.05 x 10° 2 0.218 5
NPPobs = f(L)  6.13 x 102 3 0.796 1
NPPobs =
Observed (v, f(‘;))sfm 6.00 x 102 4 0.785 2
(NPPobs) N ppgps - :
EEx
FY),£P)AT). V) 2.87 x 10 5 0.313 4
NPPobs = f(T)  1.60 x 102 6 0.037 6
Land NPPobs = f(Y)  3.00 x 10° 7 ok 0.002 7
Capability Average 6.94 x 10? 0.399
level NPPpot = f(V) ~ 3.31 x 103 1 0.725 3
(LCO NPPpot = f(P) ~ 9.53 x 102 2 0.202 5
NPPpOt = 2 A%
' FY),£P)AT). V) 7.92 x 10 3 0.834 1
Potential NPPpot =
(NPPpot) ¢y f(ll';) £T) 7.86 x 102 4 0.827 2
NPPpot = f(L)  3.22 x 102 5 0.338 4
NPPpot = f(Y)  1.10 x 10 6 0.027 6
NPPpot = f(T)  6.00 x 10° 7 0.005 7
Average 8.84 x 107 0.423

1 values indicated that the regressions on NPPpot all accounted for a higher proportion of variation
than for NPPobs, both at the pixel and LCC levels. The ranking of 12 values, although almost the same
for NPPobs and NPPpot at both the pixel and LCC levels, differed from the F ranking.

3.4.3. Significance of Categories within Environmental Variables

The significances of the individual levels within each independent variable are indicated by their
regression coefficients and probabilities of significance (Tables 3 and 4).

At the pixel level, all independent variable categories made significant contributions to
their regressions. In the combined regression and the combined with P omitted, the categories
that made large contributions were V, especially categories V3 and V4, and to a slightly lesser extent
L8 (planted forest). The L categories L2 (cultivation in the N) and L9 (bushes in dry valleys throughout)
were moderately large. V2 was also large, so all V categories made big contributions to the overall
regressions. Some coefficients were negative: T2 and T4 (low slope to N and S); L3 (sand sheet);
and in six of the Y years.
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Table 3. Coefficient values for each category of regressions on NPPpot at the pixel level. Values represent the mean change in the response given a one unit

change in each category of the independent variable. The larger the coefficient the greater the explanatory power of the category. Negative values indicate inverse
relationships. Probability values were all significant at the 0.01% level (indicated by ***). Dark fill—coefficients >1000; medium fill—100-999; no fill—<100. All were

highly significant.

Regression Coefficients and Significance

Variables and Their Categories in All All Except Variation Topography Land Cover  Precipitation Year
Pixel Level Regressions Precipitation
Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P
Intercept 219 | 42+ | 33 -~ [GESN -+ | 623 3439 | —3s4  -1121I0EON 1962
Variation 2 543 ok 623 ok 776 ot
Variation 3 ok ok ok
Variation 4 ok o ok
Topography 2 -39 . —40 o —543 ot
Topography 3 63 o 39 i - o
Topography 4 -39 ot —34 ot —431 ot
Topography 5 78 o 54 g o
Land Cover 2 386 o 391 o o
Land Cover 3 -130 o -75 o 210 o
Land Cover 4 8 o 82 o 383 o
Land Cover 8 o ok - ek
Land Cover 9 433 o 485 o 769 o
Land Cover 10 -1 o —66 o -52 o
Precipitation 40 ok 233 ok
Year 2002 -10 ok -10 ok -10 o
Year 2003 83 A 83 o 83 A
Year 2004 =37 o =37 o =37 o
Year 2005 128 e 128 xax 128 o
Year 2006 -196 ok -196 xax -196 e
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Regression Coefficients and Significance

Variables and Their Categories in All All Except Variation Topography Land Cover  Precipitation Year
Pixel Level Regressions Precipitation

Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P
Year 2007 60 ok 60 oax 60 ok
Year 2008 -132 ok -132 o -132 ok
Year 2009 -221 e -221 o -221 o
Year 2010 —-209 o -209 o —-209 e
Year 2012 236 o 236 e 236 o

Table 4. Coefficient values for each category of regressions on NPPpot at the LCC level. Values represent the mean change in the response given a one unit
change in each category of the independent variable. The larger the coefficient the greater the explanatory power of the category. Negative values indicate inverse
relationships. Coefficients at the 0.01% probability level are indicated with 3 stars (««+) and those not significant at the 5% level by NS. Dark fill—coefficients >1000;

medium fill—100-999; no fill—<100.

Regression Coefficients and Significance

Variables and Their Categories in All All Except Variation Topography Land Cover  Precipitation Year
LCC Level Regressions Precipitation
Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P
Intercept 196 503 967 v~ [NUGEN 9o m 388
Variation 2 614 o 709 o 967 Ex
Variation 3 ok o o
Variation 4 rk o ok
Topography 2 —42 NS -55 NS 10 NS
Topography 3 22 NS 4 NS —250 **
Topography 4 —46 NS —54 NS 46 NS
Topography 5 69 NS 58 NS 174 *
Land Cover 2 273 o 302 o - o
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Regression Coefficients and Significance

Variables and Their Categories in All All Except Variation Topography Land Cover  Precipitation Year
LCC Level Regressions Precipitation
Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P Coef P
Land Cover 3 —48 NS -15 NS —264 i
Land Cover 4 -22 NS 31 NS 151 *
Land Cover 8 ok e - e
Land Cover 9 314 ok 390 e 207 *
Land Cover 10 17 NS 2 NS -123 *
Precipitation 57 ok 263 ok
Year 2002 -56 NS -56 NS -56 NS
Year 2003 90 * 90 * 90 NS
Year 2004 -94 * -94 * -94 NS
Year 2005 167 xHE 167 wxE 167 NS
Year 2006 —445 xHE —445 wxE —445 xHE
Year 2007 -69 NS -69 NS -69 NS
Year 2008 -273 xHE -273 wxE -273 **
Year 2009 —441 xHE —441 wxE —441 xHE
Year 2010 —403 xHE —403 ook —403 xHx
Year 2012 304 xHE 304 ook 304 **




Remote Sens. 2020, 12, 3581 13 of 16

In the regressions on individual independent variables, those with higher coefficients
in the combined regressions were also very high alone; to which were added T3 and T5 (steep
N and S) and L2 (cultivated in the N). Other categories that were moderately large were the remainder
of T classes (T2, T4), and the remainder of the L classes (L3, L4, L9) with the exception of L10 (colluvium).
Most negative coefficients in the combined regressions were also negative in the individual ones.
Individual years (Y) oscillated between negative and positive values.

At the LCC level, as at the pixel level, there were large coefficients for V, especially categories
V3 and V4, and to a lesser extent L2 and L8. Among the moderate values other similarities with
the pixel level were in V2, T3, T5, L2, L9, P, and Y2005, 2006, and 2008-2012. L10 was added to
the moderate coefficients but was smaller in the pixel level. Each variable apart from V had one
or more insignificant coefficients. The main difference between the pixel and LCC levels was the
number of insignificant coefficients, 72 in the pixel and 25 in the LCC level.

4. Discussion

4.1. Methodology

The aim of calculation of NPPpot from the observed satellite data was to avoid the uncertainties
caused by confounding with unknown environmental and other factors. Alternative methods
for establishing NPPpot are possible, for example [22] used a water balance model. That approach
has the advantage of excluding any confounding variables since it uses only external weather data.
However, derivations of NPPpot that are more complex than the light use efficiency model in MOD17A3
(used here for calibration of Landsat) are limited by the availability of the model inputs. For example,
a candidate model might be Biome-BGC [23], however it requires approximately 44 input variables
and the same number of parameters—quite unrealistic for remotely-sensed, spatially continuous
studies. Even the much simpler water balance model [22] requires detailed weather data but these
ground data are often inadequate, for example in the Negev study area (6400 km?) there were only two
meteorological stations.

The accuracy of the estimation of NPPpot using LNS could be affected by various factors.
An unavoidable one is when an LCC contains no pixels at the potential, in which case there would
be an underestimation. Some significant enhancements of the technique are possible. For example,
homogeneity of environmental factors within each LCC is a basic requirement and this could be
improved with better land capability classification, for example, by using more independent variables,
higher spatial resolution remote sensing, and some newly developed remote sensing techniques [4].

An important drawback in this study of the Negev is the low temporal repeat frequency of Landsat
data, which could not capture the full progress of the growing season and therefore could be poor
estimates of values for the entire growing seasons, especially since the season can last only for weeks
in some of the more arid areas. The different stages of the growing seasons at which the Landsat
data were available meant that the data were better suited to comparisons of responses of NPP to
environmental factors at the time of the acquisition rather than entire growing seasons. Techniques
exist, such as STARFM [24], that match sensors of different frequencies and resolutions, but there
were inadequate data to apply such methods in this study. Temporal frequencies of multispectral
remote sensing data are improving with newer sensors, for example, the Landsat-Sentinel-2 virtual
constellation [25]. This combination has frequencies of about 2.9 days and similar spatial resolution to
Landsat [26]. Sentinel-2 data started in 2015, but do not yet provide an adequate time-series to resolve
the large inter-annual variations in drylands.

4.2. NPP of Cover Types

The maps of NPP indicated that there was a range of NPPpot from 0 to 500 gm~2 yr~! (Figure 5).
The highest in was in the Aleppo pine plantations in the N on the edge of the Judean hills, also in irrigated
fields in the NW and scattered small areas of irrigation in the desert. The extensive woodlands planted
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in the JNF savannization program varied in NPP, presumably because areas are continuing to be added
where the NPP can be expected to initially drop with removal of native vegetation creating bare ground,
and thereafter a slow regrowth towards the long-term, low NPPpot typical of disturbed land. Overall,
most of the land in the drier areas had low NPPpot, lowest for colluvium, followed by rock and sand.
The precipitation gradient was NE to SW but the NPPpot gradient was from NW to SE. This pattern
correlates with the locations of more fertile soils and average but not the highest precipitation
in the NE of the study area. However, one aspect of precipitation that could not be addressed
in this study was dewfall, which has been noted to contribute 48% of the annual precipitation
in one site in the study area [27] and as much as 63% of soil moisture used by some plant species [28].
Overall, NPPpot was approximately 50% lower on steep compared with shallow slopes, but there
were no consistent differences between N and S aspects. Slopes that receive higher insolation
in this region are known to have different vegetation and to affect production [29]. Furthermore, dew is
correlated with slope and aspect [9] and may account for some of the effects of the T variable.
Interannual variation (V) in NPPpot was greater in the wetter sites where P was highest.
A correlation of V with P, although low (r? = 0.2) was highly significant. This correlation led to higher
levels of significance in regressions that included V as well as P (Tables 2—4). Since V is mainly a result
of interannual variation in P, it could therefore be used as an indicator of variation over a representative
run of years. An advantage would be that, since V is measured for each 30 m pixel, it could provide
a much finer geographical resolution of ground water status than precipitation from TRMM (28 km).

4.3. Regional C Sequestration

Independent measurements of NPP relevant to southern Israel were obtained by analysis of two
available field reports [30,31] and also two global maps [18,32] (Table 5). The NPPpot values calculated
in the present study were in the same range. Non-forest was somewhat lower, possibly because
the present study included a large area of desert. Differences may also have been partly a result
of the higher resolution of Landsat which allowed much greater discrimination of fine variations
in the environment.

Table 5. Comparison of potential NPP (NPPpot) found in this study with four independent reports.
Adjustments were made to the reported values by partition of total productivities into tree and non-tree
components for those that did not distinguished the two, and conversion from biomass to carbon units.

Source Nor};lll())rest Forest (f) Other Ratio (f/nf)
[30] 205 425 2.1
[32] 54 146 200 2.7
[31] 50 230 4.6
[18] 100 286 29
Average 102 272 2.3
This study (NPPpot) 40 300 7.5

Several studies have suggested that grasslands may be carbon sinks or near equilibrium, and often
shift between sources in drought years and sinks in other years (e.g., [33]). However, respiration
was not measured here, so NEP was not available. Very low values of NPPpot occurred in some
years which, coupled with the presence of perennial species which have a strong respiration demand,
could easily result in carbon losses. Overall, our findings indicate that NPP was strongly linked to
both climate and land surface characteristics. The high degree of local variability we found in the area
challenges interpretations of environmental controls at broader scales [4].

5. Conclusions

The comparison of methods for correlation of remotely-sensed observations of observed NPP and
estimated potential NPP with specific environmental controlling factors demonstrated that there was
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an improvement when the individual pixel values were replaced with the potential NPP that would
occur in the absence of other, unmeasured—often unknown—factors. For example, the comparison
of regressions of observed and potential NPP on environmental variables (Tables 2—4) indicated a very
large improvement. For pixel-scale regressions, F ranged from 2.52 x 107 to 7.37 x 10* (average
7.90 x 10°) and for the LCC scale, 2285 to 3 (average 884)—all highly significant. The application
of this method to the northern Negev refined the relationships of precipitation, land cover, topography,
and interannual variation with NPP. The anticipated dominance of precipitation was confirmed,
but was shown to be qualified by the other, more local factors, especially interannual variation.
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