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Abstract: Remote sensing (RS) models can easily estimate the net primary productivity (NPP) on
a large scale. The majority of RS models try to couple the effects of temperature, water, stand age,
and CO2 concentration to attenuate the maximum light use efficiency (LUE) in the NPP models.
The water effect is considered the most unpredictable, significant, and challenging. Because the
stomata of alpine plants are less sensitive to limiting water vapor loss, the typically employed
atmospheric moisture deficit or canopy water content may be less sensitive in signaling water stress
on plant photosynthesis. This study introduces a soil moisture (SM) content index and an alpine
vegetation photosynthesis model (AVPM) to quantify the RS NPP for the alpine ecosystem over the
Three-River Headwaters (TRH) region. The SM content index was based on the minimum relative
humidity and maximum vapor pressure deficit during the noon, and the AVPM model was based
on the framework of a moderate resolution imaging spectroradiometer NPP (MOD17) model. A
case study was conducted in the TRH region, covering an area of approximately 36.3 × 104 km2.
The results demonstrated that the AVPM NPP greatly outperformed the MOD17 and had superior
accuracy. Compared with the MOD17, the average bias of the AVPM was −9.8 gCm−2yr−1, which
was reduced by 91.8%. The average mean absolute percent error was 57.0%, which was reduced
by 68.2%. The average Pearson’s correlation coefficient was 0.4809, which was improved by 30.0%.
The improvements in the NPP estimation were mainly attributed to the decreasing estimation of
the water stress coefficient on the NPP, which was considered the higher constraint of water impact
on plant photosynthesis. Therefore, the AVPM model is more accurate in estimating the NPP for
the alpine ecosystem. This is of great significance for accurately assessing the vegetation growth of
alpine ecosystems across the entire Qinghai–Tibet Plateau in the context of grassland degradation
and black soil beach management.

Keywords: remote sensing model; net primary productivity; maximum light use efficiency; soil
moisture limitation; Three-River Headwaters region

1. Introduction

The Three-River Headwaters (TRH) region, which is the source of the Yangtze River,
the Yellow River, and the Lantsang River, is located in the hinterland of the Qinghai–Tibet
Plateau (QTP) and is considered the “Water Tower of China” [1,2]. Alpine grassland
is dominant in the TRH region and has experienced severe degradation as a result of
human activity and climate change [3–6]. Net primary productivity (NPP), defined as the
difference between gross primary productivity (GPP) and maintenance respiration [7],
is the critical indicator to estimate vegetation growth conditions. Thus, it is of great
importance to use the NPP to accurately understand the vegetation growth conditions in
the TRH region.
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Satellite data provide remote sensing (RS) models with abundant information on
vegetation patterns and activities at high resolution, enabling easy NPP estimation on
a large scale [8–13]. Most RS models attempt to couple various effects (temperature,
water, stand age, CO2 concentration, etc.) as constraints to attenuate the potential light
use efficiency (LUE) to the actual LUE [10,14–16]. Meanwhile, water stress is considered
the most uncertain, important, and challenging [17–19], and numerous methods have
been defined to describe it. According to the pathway of water effect on vegetation
photosynthesis, these water stress methods can be grouped into the following three classes:
(1) on the stomatal conductance, e.g., the vapor pressure deficit (VPD) in the two-leaf
light use efficiency model and the MODerate resolution imaging spectroradiometer NPP
(MOD17) model [10,20]; (2) on the canopy water content, e.g., the land surface water
index (LSWI) in the vegetation photosynthesis model, the vegetation photosynthesis and
respiration model, and the photosynthetic capacity model [15,21,22]; (3) on the soil moisture
(SM) content, e.g., the RS soil moisture in the Carnegie-Ames-Stanford approach and the
physiological processes predicting growth model [23,24].

The VPD indicates the impact of stomatal conductance on plant photosynthesis. How-
ever, in alpine ecosystems, stomata are less sensitive to limiting water vapor loss [25–27].
Water deficiency at low altitudes causes plants to close their stomata, while at high altitudes
this phenomenon is not observed due to a greater relationship with net radiation [25–27].
Further, many studies have shown that VPD is insufficient to fully explore the spatiotem-
poral heterogeneity of water stress on plant photosynthesis [17,18,28]. Therefore, it is
difficult to directly using VPD to accurately indicate the water stress for alpine plants on
the QTP.

The LSWI is an RS index reflecting the impact of canopy water content on plant
photosynthesis. However, the instantaneous vegetation water status observed by RS cannot
determine whether the vegetation is really in a state of water shortage because the same
canopy water may be caused by stomatal closure due to a real water shortage or by high
soil moisture content with a large stomatal cycle for alpine plants [27]. Therefore, LSWI
cannot accurately reflect the real state of the water received by the photosynthesis of alpine
vegetation [17,29–31].

Studies have shown that SM determines the ecosystem’s carbon sink [32,33], and
the SM rather than the stomatal conductance limits plant photosynthesis [34,35], par-
ticularly for the alpine ecosystem, where the root system is more developed than that
of low-altitude vegetation [27]. The effect of SM on the NPP has been estimated us-
ing a normalized method [36,37], a one-layer bucket method [38–40], a contextual
approach [41], a machine learning method [32], etc. These methods quantified the con-
straints on the NPP, probably by directly using SM. However, reliable and continuous
global or regional RS soil moisture products with relatively high resolution are currently
lacking [42–45].

The VPD is still the most commonly used index to quantify the impact of water
stress [46]. VPD can indicate the impact of water stress on plant photosynthesis from
stomatal conductance changes. It can also indicate the impact of soil moisture due to its close
relationship with adjacent atmospheric moisture [47]. However, this link is compromised
because it includes periods when the atmospheric indicators are independent of the soil
moisture. For example, at night, the temperature drops rapidly and the relative humidity
(RH) tends to be 100% due to the cooling temperature, while at the same time, the soil
moisture stays relatively stable without rapid changes [46]. The strongest link between
the atmosphere and the soil moisture is at noon under convective conditions with strong
vertical mixing and the influence of surface conditions on the atmosphere [46]. Thus,
using the atmospheric indicators during noon, which correspond to the maximum VPD
(VPDmax) and minimum relative humidities (RHmin), is better correlated with the soil
moisture conditions than their averages.

In light of this, the purpose of this work is to present a new, more accurate water stress
model based on the indication of soil moisture content compared with previous studies.
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The objectives of this paper are as follows: (a) to introduce a new model for measuring
water stress that describes the impact of water content as a function of RHmin and VPDmax;
(b) to build an alpine vegetation photosynthesis model (AVPM) under the framework of the
MOD17 NPP model and introduce the new water stress model to the AVPM; c) to perform
a spatio-temporal analysis of the NPP on the TRH region so that the grassland growth
status from 2001 to 2020 can be clearly quantified.

2. Study Area and Materials
2.1. Study Area

The study area is the Three-River Headwaters (TRH) region in Qinghai Province,
China. The TRH region ranges from 31◦39′ N to 37◦10′ N from south to north and from
89◦24′ E to 102◦27′ E from west to east (Figure 1). It covers an area of approximately
36.3 × 104 km2, with an average elevation of over 4000 m. Most areas of the TRH region are
characterized by a semiarid climate, with an annual precipitation range of 262.2~772.8 mm
and an annual temperature range of −5.6~3.8 ◦C. A proportion of 25% of the Yangtze River,
49% of the Yellow River, and 15% of the Lantsang River originate from this region, which
is, therefore, known as the “Water Tower of China” [48]. A proportion of 48% of the TRH
region is occupied by grasslands, mainly containing alpine meadows and alpine steppes [6].
Because of its important ecological functions for national security and regional sustainable
development, research on vegetation degradation, restoration, and attribution analysis has
been widely conducted in this field [22,49–54]. Therefore, in this paper, the TRH region is
selected as an instance to explore the water stress method that can be used to accurately
estimate the NPP.
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2.2. Datasets and Preprocessing
2.2.1. Satellite Data and Quality Control

The monthly specific humidity (SH) was obtained from the Famine Early Warning
Systems Network Land Data Assimilation System (FLDAS) (GES DISC, Greenbelt, MD,
USA) [55]. The maximum temperature (Tmax) and the minimum temperature (Tmin) at
a monthly scale were acquired from TerraClimate (TC) [56]. The remote sensing NDVI
(MOD13), LAI (MOD15), and NPP (MOD17) were obtained from the moderate resolution
imaging spectroradiometer (MODIS) (LAADS DAAC, Greenbelt, MD, USA) [11,56–59].
From 2001 to 2020, a total of 240 SH images, 240 Tmax images, 240 Tmin images, 460 MOD13
NDVI images, 917 MOD15 LAI images, and 20 MOD17 NPP images were selected in the
study area.

First, the daytime temperature (Tday) was calculated for each month using the follow-
ing equation [60]:

Tday = 0.509α+ β (1)

where α and β are calculated using Tmax and Tmin.

α =
Tmax − Tmin

2
(2)

β =
Tmax + Tmin

2
(3)

where Tmax is the maximum temperature and Tmin is the minimum temperature.
Then, the monthly minimum relative humidity (RHmin) was converted using the

following equation [60]:

RHmin =
0.263× P× SH

exp(17.67Tmax/(Tmax + 243.5))
(4)

where SH is the specific humidity, Tmax is the maximum temperature, and P is the air
pressure, which was calculated using the following equation [61]:

P = 101.3
(

293− 0.0065ele
293

)5.26
(5)

where P is the air pressure and ele is the elevation.
Secondly, the maximum vapor pressure deficit (VPDmax) was calculated using the

following equation [62]:

VPDmax = es(1− RHmin) (6)

es =
4098

[
0.6108 exp

(
17.27Tmax

Tmax+237.3

)]
(Tmax + 237.3)2 (7)

where es is the saturated vapor pressure, RHmin is the minimum relative humidity, and
Tmax is the maximum temperature.

Finally, all 8- and 16-day data were composited to a monthly scale by the maximum
value composite (MVC) technique [63] for fitting the monthly AVPM NPP. The MVC
technique aimed to select the maximum value of each period in order to minimize the
effects of atmospheric and residual clouds [63].

All of the above data and data processing were conducted using the JavaScript pro-
gramming language (Netscape, Mountain View, CA, USA) based on the Google Earth
Engine platform (https://code.earthengine.google.com/, accessed on 7 November 2022).

https://code.earthengine.google.com/
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2.2.2. DEM Data

The digital elevation model (DEM) data with a spatial resolution of 90 m were down-
loaded from the Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (SRTM) database (http://srtm.csi.cgiar.
org/, accessed on 7 November 2022, CGIAR-CSI, Montpellier, France). The SRTM DEM is
the most popular and highest-quality terrain data, consistently covering a large proportion
of the global surface [64,65].

2.2.3. Validation Data

(1) Aboveground fresh weight and NPP
The aboveground fresh weight was derived from the Qinghai Forestry and Grass-

land Administration (QFGA) (https://lcj.qinghai.gov.cn/, Xining, China, accessed on 7
November 2022). The monitoring sites were determined by the grid sampling method.
The monitoring was performed during the peak growth period in the summer. The area
of each monitoring site was not less than 1 km2, and 3 to 6 sample plots were selected at
equal intervals for each monitoring site. The distance between the sample plots was about
250 m. The sample area of each plot was set to 1 m × 1 m and 2 m × 2 m, respectively, for
grassland and shrubland. In accordance with this principle, about 225 monitoring sites
were arranged for each year from 2012 to 2019.

The aboveground plant samples were cut and averaged as field aboveground fresh
weight. The aboveground samples of each plot were cut, and their average was taken as
the aboveground fresh weight of this monitoring site. Then, the aboveground fresh weight
was converted to aboveground biomass (AGB).

The conversion coefficient between the aboveground fresh weight and the AGB was
obtained from the field survey data of the research group from 2017 to 2018. First, the
research group obtained the fresh weight of 11 sampling sites in 2017 and 12 sampling sites
in 2018 using the same sampling method. Second, the aboveground fresh samples were
dried at a thermostat of 65 ◦C until the weight remained stable; the weight was recorded as
AGB. Then, the conversion coefficient between the aboveground fresh weight and the AGB
was calculated, and the fresh weight of QFGA to AGB was converted using this coefficient.
In this way, a total of 1793 AGB records were obtained from 2012 to 2019.

Yearly and point-based outlier detection was first conducted for the NPP data using
boxplots [66] as follows:

Q1 − k(IQR) < xi < Q3 + k(IQR) (8)

where IQR is the difference between the upper quantile (Q3) and the lower quantile (Q1), k
is 1.5, and xi is the reasonable data range. When the measured data were out of the xi, they
were considered outliers or extreme values and were excluded. After the outlier detection,
a total of 1527 AGB records remained.

For deciduous grasses, AGB is generally considered comparable to aboveground NPP
(ANPP); therefore, the ANPP can be calculated using the following equation [67]:

ANPP = AGB×Ca (9)

While the belowground biomass data are missing for the sample, the belowground
NPP (BNPP) was converted using the following method [68]:

BNPP = (AGB×Ca)×
(

R
S
× Cb

Ca
× t
)

(10)

t = 0.0009×AGB + 0.25 (11)

where AGB is the aboveground biomass, R/S is the root and shoot ratio, Cb is 1.43, Ca is
0.37 for the grassland, representing the carbon content below and above the ground, and t
is the root turnover, indicating the ratio of root growth or death to the total biomass per
unit time, which is correlated with the aboveground biomass.

http://srtm.csi.cgiar.org/
http://srtm.csi.cgiar.org/
https://lcj.qinghai.gov.cn/
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In total, the field sampling NPP was calculated using the following equation:

NPP = ANPP + BNPP (12)

(2) Soil water data
This paper collected ground-measured soil moisture data from the Qinghai Meteo-

rological Bureau (http://qh.cma.gov.cn/, Xining, China, accessed on 7 November 2022).
The observation dataset consisted of the Guide station and the Tuotuo River station in the
study area from 2014 to 2017. Each station recorded the gravimetric water 2 to 3 times every
month, and the observation time was 2:00 pm. The observation data included the following
three soil layers: 0–10 cm, 10–20 cm, and 20–30 cm. Considering that the SM assessments for
an alpine terrain typically cover the top 15 cm of the profile [27], the average soil moisture
of 0–20 cm for each record was calculated, and a monthly scale synthesis was performed.

3. Methodology
3.1. NPP Estimation
3.1.1. Model Description

This study proposed an alpine vegetation photosynthetic model (AVPM) to estimate
the net primary productivity. This model improved the water stressor part of the MOD17
model [11,69]. The AVPM NPP was calculated using the following equation:

NPP = GPP− Ra (13)

where NPP is the net primary productivity (gCm−2month−1), GPP is the gross primary
productivity (gCm−2month−1), and Ra is the automatic respiration (gCm−2month−1).

Then, the GPP was estimated based on the LUE theory, suggested by Monteith [70], as
follows:

GPP = PAR× FPAR× 0.45× ε (14)

where PAR is the total incident solar radiation (MJ m−2month−1) and FPAR accounts for
the fraction intercepted by PAR (0~1). The constant 0.45 represents that approximately
half of the PAR was useful for photosynthesis and ε is the radiation efficiency coefficient
(gC/MJ).

PAR is calculated as being equal to the solar shortwave radiation from the sun. FPAR
measures the available radiation in the photosynthetically active wavelengths that are
absorbed by the plant canopy. FPAR is calculated using the following equation [71]:

FPAR = APAR/PAR ≈ NDVI (15)

where PAR is the total incident solar radiation, APAR is the activated PAR, and NDVI is the
normalized difference vegetation index, which directly quantifies absorbed FPAR (ranging
from 0 to 1).

Temperature and water are two indicators that attenuate εmax to ε using the following
equation:

ε = εmax × f(T)× f(W) (16)

where f(T) and f(W) represent the ecophysiological constraints of temperature and soil
moisture on εmax. The equation of f(W) refers to Section 3.1.2. The f(T) is a simple linear
function with the temperature [71] as follows:

f(T) =


0, if Tmin ≤ Tmmin

Tmin−Tmmin
Tmmax−Tmmin

, if Tmmax > Tmin > Tmmin

1, if Tmin ≥ Tmmin

(17)

where Tmin is the minimum temperature, Tmmax is the maximum temperature, at which
ε = 0.0, and Tmmin is the minimum temperature, at which ε = εmax.

http://qh.cma.gov.cn/
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The light use efficiency (LUE) is the ratio of the latent chemical energy contained
in the dry matter produced to the photosynthetic active radiant energy per unit area
within the same period [72]. MOD17 considers 11 different vegetation types and defines
their LUE as a range of 0.604~1.259 gC/MJ. For more detailed parameters, refer to
MOD17 [71].

Automatic respiration includes maintenance respiration and growth respiration. The
former relates to the maintenance respiration coefficient of each tissue and organ [73,74],
and the latter depends on the amount and tissue type of plant tissue [73–75]. The equation
is as follows [71]:

Ra =
N

∑
i=1

Rm, i + Rg (18)

where Ra represents the auto respiration, Rm, i is the maintenance respiration, i is an index
for the different plant components, and Rg is the growth respiration. The different allocation
patterns between the ecosystems are likely to modify the maintenance respiration coefficient
of the whole plant; therefore, it seems better to consider a different maintenance coefficient
for each organ [73,74].

Rm,i = Mirm,iQ
(T−Tb)/10
10 (19)

where Mi is the biomass of different plant tissues, rm,i is the maintenance respiration
coefficient for the tissue i, Q10 is the temperature sensitivity factor, T is the air temperature,
and Tb is the base temperature. These allometric relationships were derived from an
extensive literature review and incorporated the same parameters as those used in the
BIOME-BGC ecosystem process models (Running and Hunt 1993; White et al., 2000).

The Rg was linearly correlated with the NPP [71].

Rg = 0.25×NPP (20)

Then, Equation (13) can be calculated as follows:

NPP = GPP− Rm − Rg = GPP− Rm − 0.25×NPP (21)

Further,
NPP = 0.8× (GPP− Rm) When GPP− Rm ≥ 0 (22)

NPP = 0 When GPP− Rm < 0 (23)

3.1.2. The Improved Water Stress in the AVPM Model

The relative humidity and vapor pressure deficit are two indicators of atmospheric
demand that are closely correlated with soil moisture. The strongest link between the
atmosphere and the soil moisture is at noon under convective conditions with strong
vertical mixing [46]. Therefore, using the atmospheric indicators during noon (generally
corresponding to the maximum temperature) is better than using their averages. In this
paper, under the assumption that the soil moisture condition is linearly correlated with
the RHmin and considering that the RHmin is lower than the expected water stress at high
VPDmax and higher than the expected water stress at low VPDmax [46], the impact of
water stress on photosynthesis is quantified as the exponential function of RHmin and
VPDmax.

f(W) = RHVPDmax
min (24)

where VPDmax is the vapor pressure deficit at noon and RHmin is the minimum relative
humidity at noon.
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3.1.3. Model Validation

To assess the performance and certify the improvement of the AVPM, this paper
validated the AVPM and MOD17 per year from 2012 to 2019. Three indices were com-
puted, including bias, mean absolute percent error (MAPE), and Pearson’s correlation
coefficient (r). The bias measures how a modeled value deviates from the observed value
(Equation (25)). MAPE is the mean absolute percent error of the prediction errors, which
explains how concentrated the data are around the observed data (Equation (26)). The r
was bounded with its value ranging from −1.0 to 1.0, which provides some information
about the interannual variation or the consistency of variation between the simulated and
observed NPP values (Equation (27)). The equations are as follows:

Bias =
1
n ∑n

i=1(y i−xi) (25)

MAPE =
1
n ∑n

i=1 |y i−xi| × 100 (26)

r =
∑n

i=1(xi − x)(yi − y)√
∑n

i=1(xi − x)2 ∑n
i=1(yi − y)2

(27)

where n is the number of samples, xi and yi represents the observed and estimated values,
and i is the serial number ranging from 1 to n.

3.2. NPP Trend in the TRH Region

The Theil–Sen median, known as the Sen’s slope estimation (senSlope), was used to
compute the NPP’s changing trends. This method is a robust nonparametric statistical
trend analysis method, usually used in combination with the Mann-Kendall (MK) test.
The senSlope tests the trend of a long-term series, and the MK indicates the significance
of the trend [76–78]. The method has a strong ability to resist outliers and has a solid
statistical theoretical basis for the test of the significance level, making the results scientific
and credible. The equation of senSlope can be written as follows:

SNPP = Median
(

NPPj−NPPi

j− i

)
(28)

where SNPP indicates the NPP’s changing trends, i and j represent the time series (2001 ≤
i ≤ j ≤ 2020), NPPi and NPPj indicate the NPP values of years i and j, respectively.
The NPP trends are divided into the following three cases by the threshold method:
(1) SNPP > 0 means an increasing NPP trend, (2) SNPP = 0 represents a stable NPP
trend, and (3) SNPP < 0 means a decreasing NPP trend.

The Hurst (H) analysis was used to indicate the long-term sustainability of the NPP
trends [79]. This method is an effective statistical approach for quantitatively describing
the long-term dependence of a time series and can be used to explore the persistence of a
time series. The Hurst (H) can be computed using the following equation:

R(τ)
S(τ)

= (cτ)H (29)

where R(τ) is the range of the first τ cumulative deviations from the mean, S(τ) is the series
of the first τ standard deviation, τ is the observation period, and c is a constant.

The H value ranges from 0 to 1.0. When 0 < H < 0.5, it means that the time series has
anti-persistence, illustrating a negative consistency of the time series in the future. When
0.5 < H < 1, it indicates that the series has persistence, meaning that the trend observed
during the study period will continue. When H = 0.5, it indicates that the changing trend
of the time series is unrelated to that of the study period [79].
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4. Results
4.1. Accuracy Assessment

The results showed that the AVPM had higher accuracy and significantly outper-
formed the MOD17 from 2012 to 2019. The AVPM significantly reduced the bias and made
the fluctuation of the estimated NPP closer to the field sampling data. The average bias of
the MOD17 was 120.2 gCm−2yr−1, and the average bias of the AVPM was−9.8 gCm−2yr−1,
which was reduced by 91.8%. The AVPM significantly reduced the MAPE, and the degree
to which the estimated NPP deviates from the field sampling value was greatly reduced.
The average MAPE of the MOD17 was 179.0%, and the average MAPE of the AVPM was
57.0%, which was reduced by 68.2%. Further, the AVPM improved the correlation between
the observed and estimated data. The average r of the MOD17 was 0.3698, and the average
r of the AVPM was 0.4809, which was improved by 30.0% (Table 1).

Table 1. Accuracy assessment of the AVPM model and MOD17 NPP from 2012 to 2019 and their bias,
MAPE, and r, respectively. MAPE: mean absolute percent error; r: Pearson’s correlation coefficient;
AVPM: alpine vegetation photosynthesis model.

Year
Bias (gCm−2yr−1) MAPE (%) r

n
MOD17 AVPM MOD17 AVPM MOD17 AVPM

2012 103.3 8.1 146.4 56.2 0.4550 0.5793 189
2013 91.9 −27.7 149.9 49.7 0.5195 0.5982 188
2014 72.7 −18.8 135.5 54.7 0.4274 0.5325 194
2015 112.3 −20.6 178.5 51.0 0.3134 0.4600 199
2016 178.8 −0.7 256.6 56.3 0.4466 0.5207 199
2017 146.5 −5.4 202.6 54.0 0.3260 0.3709 196
2018 126.8 10.8 181.0 76.3 0.3618 0.4491 178
2019 127.1 −23.6 177.3 59.0 0.4091 0.4661 184

Average 120.2 −9.8 179.0 57.0 0.3698 0.4809 1527

The AVPM improved the year-to-year generalization of the model’s estimation. The
maximum bias of the MOD17 was 178.8 gCm−2yr−1. The minimum bias of the MOD17
was 72.7 gCm−2yr−1. The difference was 106.1 gCm−2yr−1, while the maximum bias of
the AVPM was 10.8 gCm−2yr−1. The minimum bias of the AVPM was −27.7 gCm−2yr−1.
The difference was 38.5 gCm−2yr−1. The different range of the AVPM was only 36.3% of
the MOD17. The maximum MAPE of the MOD17 was 256.6%. The minimum MAPE of
the MOD17 was 135.5%, and the difference was 121.1%, while the maximum MAPE of the
AVPM was 76.3%. The minimum MAPE of the AVPM was 49.7%, and the difference was
26.6%. The difference range of the AVPM was 19.6% of the MOD17. The maximum r of
the MOD17 was 0.6195. The minimum r of the MOD17 was 0.3134, and the difference was
0.2061, while the maximum r of the AVPM was 0.5982. The minimum r of the AVPM was
0.3709, and the difference was 0.2273, which was similar to the MOD17 (Figure 2).
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(r) from 2012 to 2019 for the MOD17 and AVPM. The black arrows indicate the variation range of the
MOD17’s accuracy index. The red arrows indicate the variation range of the AVPM’s accuracy index.
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4.2. Spatio-Temporal Distribution

From 2001 to 2020, the NPP of the alpine meadow was significantly higher than
that of the alpine steppe, and the inter-annual fluctuation of the alpine meadow was
smaller than that of the alpine steppe. The annual average NPP of the alpine meadow
was 82.5 gCm−2yr−1, ranging from 60.1 gCm−2yr−1 to 105.6 gCm−2yr−1, and the coef-
ficient of variation (CV) was 13.2%. The annual average NPP of the alpine steppe was
41.1 gCm−2yr−1, ranging from 26.4 gCm−2yr−1 to 56.7 gCm−2yr−1, and the CV was 17.6%.
Further, the spatial heterogeneity of the alpine steppe was significantly higher than that of
the alpine meadow. The average CV of the alpine steppe was 82.4%, ranging from 67.8%
to 88.6%. The average CV of the alpine meadow was 43.7%, ranging from 41.8% to 50.6%
(Figure 3).

The NPP in the TRH region showed an increasing trend in the time series, and the rate
of increase in the alpine steppe was slightly higher than that in the alpine meadow. In 2000,
the estimated NPP of the alpine meadow was 60.8 gCm−2yr−1. By 2020, the estimated NPP
of the alpine meadow was 93.6 gCm−2yr−1, with an average annual increase rate of 1.64
gCm−2yr−1 (p < 0.05). In 2000, the estimated NPP of the alpine steppe was 37.0 gCm−2yr−1,
and by 2020, the estimated NPP of the alpine steppe was 61.5 gCm−2yr−1, with an average
annual increase rate of 1.72 gCm−2yr−1 (p < 0.05).
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To illustrate the spatial distribution of the estimated NPP, this paper performed the
average NPP of the whole TRH region from 2001 to 2020 (Figure 4a). To illustrate the
spatial distribution trend of the estimated NPP, this paper calculated the average NPP and
standard deviation values along the latitude and longitude (Figure 4(a1,a2)). To illustrate
the distribution gathering area of the estimated NPP, this paper plotted the area within
each basic unit with 20 gCm−2yr−1 as the step size (Figure 4(a3)). To view the changing
trend of the NPP in the past 20 years pixel by pixel, the changing trend of the estimated
time series NPP was drawn by combining the senSlope and MK (Figure 4b). At the same
time, to explore whether the changing trend is persistent, this paper drew the changing
character of the estimated time series NPP based on the change trend map and combined it
with the Hurst index (Figure 4c).

The estimated NPP had a large spatial difference. The minimum NPP value was
0.10 gCm−2yr−1, the maximum NPP value was 287.6 gCm−2yr−1, and the average NPP
value was 77.0 gCm−2yr−1 (Figure 4a). With 20 gCm−2yr−1 as the step size, after dividing
the whole TRH region into eight classes, there was little area difference within each basic



Agronomy 2023, 13, 431 11 of 18

unit. The largest area was the second class, with an area of 6.9 × 104 km2, accounting for
17.85%; the smallest area was the seventh class, with an area of 3.1 × 104 km2, accounting
for 8.18%. The remaining six classes had a little area difference, ranging from 4.0 × 104 km2

to 5.6 × 104 km2. Within each class, there was a dominant land use type. The first class
was mainly distributed in the westernmost part of the TRH region, which was mainly
occupied by alpine vegetation (Circles av1, av2, av3, and av4 in Figure 4a). The second
and third classes were mainly distributed in the midwest, north, and northeast, which
were mainly occupied by alpine steppe (Circles as1., as2., and as3 in Figure 4a). The fifth
to seventh classes were mainly distributed in the central, southern, and southeast, which
were dominated by alpine meadows (Circles am1. and am2. in Figure 4a). The spatial
orientation of the eighth class was relatively consistent with that of the seventh class, which
was mainly occupied by alpine shrubs (Circles ash1. and ash2. in Figure 4a).

Agronomy 2023, 13, 431 12 of 18 
 

 

 
Figure 4. Distribution of the net primary productivity (NPP) and its changing trend in the Three-
River Headwaters region, including (a) the average NPP from 2001 to 2020, av: alpine vegetation, 
as: alpine steppe, am: alpine meadow, ash: alpine shrub land; (a1) the area percentage correspond-
ing to the eight classes in the (a); (a2) the average NPP and its one standard deviation (SD) along the 
longitude; (a3) the average NPP and its SD along the latitude; (b) the changing trend of NPP from 
2001 to 2020; (c) the changing characteristics of the NPP from 2001 to 2020. 

5. Discussion 
This study proposed an AVPM model to calculate the NPP. This model introduced a 

new indicator to quantify the impact of water stress (f(W)) on plant photosynthesis under 
the framework of the MOD17. This model was applied in the TRH region and showed 
good performance and indicated a lower bias, lower MAPE, and higher r than the MOD17. 
The average bias of the AVPM was −9.8 gCm−2yr−1, which was reduced by 91.8% compared 
to the MOD17. The average MAPE of the AVPM was 57.0%, which was reduced by 68.2% 
compared to the MOD17. The average r of the AVPM was 0.4809, which was improved 
by 30.0% compared to the MOD17. The method showed better year-to-year generalization 
than the MOD17. From 2012 to 2019, the bias difference of the AVPM was 38.5 gCm−2yr−1, 
which was 36.3% of the MOD17. The MAPE difference of the AVPM was 26.6%, which 
was 19.6% of the MOD17. The r difference of the AVPM was 0.2273, which was similar to 
the MOD17. 

Two aspects could be used to account for the improvements of f(W) in the AVPM 
method. First, there was a significantly improved correlation between the soil gravimetric 
water content (GWC) and the AVPM f(W). Second, there was a significant correlation 
between the GWC and the two indicators (RH୫୧୬, VPD୫ୟ୶) used in the AVPM f(W). To 

Figure 4. Distribution of the net primary productivity (NPP) and its changing trend in the Three-River
Headwaters region, including (a) the average NPP from 2001 to 2020, av: alpine vegetation, as: alpine
steppe, am: alpine meadow, ash: alpine shrub land; (a1) the area percentage corresponding to the
eight classes in the (a); (a2) the average NPP and its one standard deviation (SD) along the longitude;
(a3) the average NPP and its SD along the latitude; (b) the changing trend of NPP from 2001 to 2020;
(c) the changing characteristics of the NPP from 2001 to 2020.
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The spatial distribution of the NPP had a certain trend, which was lower in the north,
higher in the south, lower in the west, and higher in the east. From west to east, the
average NPP increased from 18.3 gCm−2yr−1 to 177.0 gCm−2yr−1. From north to south,
the average NPP increased from 17.7 gCm−2yr−1 to 181.9 gCm−2yr−1. The estimated
NPP had greater spatial variability in the east to west direction than in the north to south
direction (Figure 4(a1,a2)). From west to east, the CV was 48.15%, while from north to
south, the CV was 32.7% (Figure 4(a1,a2)).

From 2001 to 2020, the estimated NPP had improved or remained stable in most
areas of the TRH region. Among them, the significantly increased area was 1.2 × 105 km2,
accounting for 32.1% of the total area. The slightly increased area was 1.9 × 105 km2,
accounting for 50.14% of the total area. The stable area was 5.7 × 104 km2, accounting
for 14.84% of the total area (Figure 4b). The distribution of the increasing trend had a
certain degree of aggregation, while the decreasing trend was relatively scattered. The
significant increase was mainly concentrated on the eastern and northern sides. The slight
increase was mainly concentrated on the midwestern side, and the stable one was mainly
concentrated on the western side. The decrease was relatively scattered on the western
side.

Although there was an increasing trend in most of the TRH region, it was uncertain
whether most of the increasing trends would continue. Statistically, a total of 3.4 × 105 km2

of the changing trend was uncertain, accounting for 89.8%; 9.3 × 103 km2 of the vegetation
will keep the significantly increasing trend, accounting for 2.4%; only 8.4 × 103 km2 of
the vegetation would continue to increase slightly, accounting for 2.2% of the total area
(Figure 4c). The distribution of the NPP’s changing characteristics was scattered, and only
the “persistently remain stable” was mainly concentrated on the western side.

5. Discussion

This study proposed an AVPM model to calculate the NPP. This model introduced a
new indicator to quantify the impact of water stress (f(W)) on plant photosynthesis under
the framework of the MOD17. This model was applied in the TRH region and showed good
performance and indicated a lower bias, lower MAPE, and higher r than the MOD17. The
average bias of the AVPM was −9.8 gCm−2yr−1, which was reduced by 91.8% compared
to the MOD17. The average MAPE of the AVPM was 57.0%, which was reduced by 68.2%
compared to the MOD17. The average r of the AVPM was 0.4809, which was improved by
30.0% compared to the MOD17. The method showed better year-to-year generalization
than the MOD17. From 2012 to 2019, the bias difference of the AVPM was 38.5 gCm−2yr−1,
which was 36.3% of the MOD17. The MAPE difference of the AVPM was 26.6%, which was
19.6% of the MOD17. The r difference of the AVPM was 0.2273, which was similar to the
MOD17.

Two aspects could be used to account for the improvements of f(W) in the AVPM
method. First, there was a significantly improved correlation between the soil gravimetric
water content (GWC) and the AVPM f(W). Second, there was a significant correlation be-
tween the GWC and the two indicators (RHmin, VPDmax) used in the AVPM f(W). To argue
this issue, this paper performed two time-series analyses at the Guide station (Figure 5a,c,e)
and the Tuotuo River station (Figure 5b,d,f). To plot these two-time series, this paper
collected 36 specific humidity (SH) images from the FLDAS dataset, 36 minimum temper-
ature (Tmin) images, and 36 maximum temperature (Tmax) images from the TerraClimate
dataset from 2014 to 2017 and calculated their RHmin (Figure 5a,b), VPDmax, and VPDday
(Figure 5c,d), respectively, based on the equations in this paper (Figure 5e,f).

First, there was a significant correlation between the two indicators (RHmin and
VPDmax) and the GWC at these two stations. The correlations between the AVPM VPDmax
and the GWC were significantly correlated at the Guide station (r = −0.42, p < 0.01, n = 25)
and significantly correlated at the Tuotuo River station (r = −0.35, p < 0.01, n = 27). The
correlations between the RHmin and the GWC were moderately significant at the Guide
station (r = 0.46, p < 0.05, n = 25) and moderately significant at the Tuotuo River station



Agronomy 2023, 13, 431 13 of 18

(r = 0.39, p < 0.05, n = 27). The correlations between the MOD17 VPDday and the GWC
were weakly significant at the Guide station (r = 0.37, p < 0.1, n = 25) and not significant
at the Tuotuo River station (r = 0.17, p > 0.1, n = 27). Although the weak significance
was presented in the Guide station, the larger the VPD, the lower the GWC should be.
Therefore, the positive correlation (r > 0) could only indicate that the representation of
VPDday was worse (Figure 5a–d). The correlation between the VPDday and the GWC was
low because the correlation between the VPDday and the GWC was compromised during
the low-temperature period, as discussed in the Introduction.
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Figure 5. Patterns of minimum relative humidity (RHmin), soil gravimetric water content (GWC),
vapor pressure deficit (VPD), daytime VPD (VPDday), maximum VPD (VPDmax), MOD17 water
stress (mf(W)), and AVPM water stress (af(W)) during 2014–2017 at Guide station (a,c,e) and Tuotuo
River station (b,d,f).
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Second, there was a significant correlation between the AVPM f(W) and the GWC at
these two sites. The AVPM f(W) and the GWC were significantly correlated at the Guide
station (r = 0.62, p < 0.01, n = 25) and significantly correlated at the Tuotuo River station
(r = 0.65, p < 0.01, n = 27). The correlations between the MOD17 f(W) and the GWC were
not significant at the Guide station (r = 0.02, p > 0.1, n = 25) and not significant at the Tuotuo
River station (r = 0.11, p > 0.1, n = 27). The correlation between the MOD17 f(W) and
the GWC was low because the threshold of VPDdmin is too large for the TRH region. The
VPDdmin was 650 Pa and the VPDdmax was 4300 Pa, while the VPDday at the Guide and
Tuotuo River stations was generally lower than that of the VPDdmin in the MOD17 around
the year. When calculating the normalized VPDday, the estimated f(W) was nearly 1.0 for
the majority of the time (Figure 5e,f). This means that the vegetation growth in the TRH
region was not limited by water stress; however, this was contrary to many recent related
studies [5,67,80–84].

In the future, the model needs to improve the resolution of the derived RS data due
to spatial heterogeneity. Two approaches are feasible to improve the RS resolution, which
are as follows: (1) using an RS dataset with higher spatial resolution, such as Sentinel
and Landsat; unfortunately, they need complex preprocessing when used for a time series
because of the wedge-shaped gaps of Landsat 7 [85–87]; (2) conducting data fusion of
different sensors, such as MODIS and Landsat or MODIS and Sentinel, to improve the
spatial resolution of time-series RS datasets and reduce the impact of mixed pixels [88–91].

6. Conclusions

This paper developed an alpine vegetation photosynthesis model for estimating the
net primary productivity under the framework of the MOD17. This model introduced
a soil moisture content index, which used the exponential function of minimum relative
humidity and maximum vapor pressure deficit to estimate the impact of water on plant
photosynthesis. Using NDVI, LAI, solar radiation, specific humidity, maximum and min-
imum temperatures, land use, and elevation, the net primary productivity of the TRH
region from 2012 to 2019 was estimated. The results showed the AVPM had higher accuracy
and significantly outperformed the MOD17. Compared with the MOD17, the average bias
of the AVPM was −9.8 gCm−2yr−1, which was reduced by 91.8%; the average MAPE was
57.0%, which was reduced by 68.2%; the average r was 0.4809, which was improved by
30.0%. The improvement in the NPP estimation was mainly attributed to the decreasing
estimation of the water stress coefficient on the NPP, which was considered the higher
constraint of water impact on plant photosynthesis. Therefore, the newly introduced model
can accurately estimate the NPP in the TRH region. This is of great help for assessing the
vegetation growth conditions of alpine ecosystems against the background of grassland
degradation and black soil beach management. However, limited by RS resolution, the
growth conditions of small-plot artificial grassland cannot be accurately estimated, which
is important to quantify the effectiveness of black soil beach management. Therefore, in
follow-up research, the model needs to improve the resolution of the derived RS data due
to spatial heterogeneity, which is of great importance for the assessment of the growth
condition of small plots of artificial grassland.
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