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Abstract: Exploring the dynamics of soil erosion and identifying its driving mechanisms is key to
understanding soil erosion processes, particularly in karst areas. In this study, the RUSLE model,
optimized on the basis of rocky desertification factors, was used to estimate soil erosion in a karst
plateau gorge area in SW China. The spatial and temporal dynamics of soil erosion in the region over
the past 20 years were analyzed on the basis of slope units, while the relationship between soil erosion
and elevation, slope, fractional vegetation cover (FVC), karst rocky desertification (KRD), rainfall,
and land use cover/change (LUCC) was identified quantitatively by the geographical detector on the
basis of spatial heterogeneity. The results showed that: (1) The no erosion area decreased from 2000 to
2020, with the highest proportion of light to medium erosion and an increasing trend of soil erosion.
(2) Soil erosion conversion mainly occurred between no erosion, slight erosion, and light erosion.
(3) The hotspots of erosion occurred in high slope–low elevation and high slope–high elevation
units, while the coldspots of erosion occurred in low slope–low elevation units. (4) Soil erosion was
positively correlated with FVC and slope, and negatively correlated with KRD. (5) The dominant
factor of soil erosion changed from KRD-slope to LUCC-slope and finally to elevation-slope, while
the q value of rainfall-elevation had the most significant increase throughout the study period. This
study will help to advance the goal of sustainable development of soil and water conservation in
karst areas.

Keywords: karst soil erosion; topographical units; RUSLE; geographical detector; influencing factors

1. Introduction

Soil erosion is considered to be the greatest threat to land degradation, seriously
affecting terrestrial ecosystem security [1,2]. Soil erosion disrupts the soil agglomeration
structure [3], resulting in the redistribution of soil nutrients [4], which changes soil carbon
transport [5] and affects soil ecological service functions [6]. Soil erosion also reduces
soil resources, exacerbates the scarcity of land resources [3], affects vegetation growth [7]
and food security, and hinders sustainable socio-economic development [8]. To effectively
control soil erosion and its negative socio-environmental impacts, the formation process,
dynamic evolution, and hazards of soil erosion must be robustly assessed [9,10]. China is
one of the countries most severely affected by soil erosion in the world, especially in the
karst region of southwestern China [11]. Soil erosion leading to rock desertification has
become a major environmental disaster limiting people’s production and development [12].
In recent years, numerous studies have focused on soil erosion in karst areas, including
erosion processes, spatial and temporal evolution, driving mechanisms [13], dynamic
modeling [14], sensitivity evaluation [15], and control measures [16]. However, constrained
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by the highly heterogeneous geographical environment and complex erosion patterns [17],
many research methods are difficult to perform and apply in karst areas, and little is known
about soil erosion processes and drivers in karst areas. These analyses are fundamental
requirements for combating soil erosion, and in particular, understanding the long-term
dynamic evolution of soil erosion and its interactive drivers is essential for land managers
to assess soil erosion changes and formulate soil and water conservation policies.

With the increasing abundance of environmental data, scientists have developed sev-
eral mathematical models to emulate soil erosion processes at different spatial and temporal
scales on the basis of topographic, climatic, soil, land use, and vegetation cover data [18,19].
Among the existing erosion models, the RUSLE model [16], the SWAT model [20], and the
WEPP model [21] have been proven to be applicable at different spatial scales. They are
widely used in complex topographic units due to their simple structure and GIS compati-
bility [22], such as in the karst areas of southwest China [23] or Cuba [24]. However, many
studies have not considered the control of soil erosion by karst conditions and the direct
use of the RUSLE model may overestimate soil erosion in karst areas [25]. Karst landscapes
have a double-layer structure of surface and subsurface. Large exposures of carbonate rocks
on the surface alter surface runoff velocity and flow patterns and intercept sediment runoff;
secondary pore spaces are developed underground and contribute to the rapid transport
of runoff sediment. Dai found a correlation coefficient of −0.076 (p < 0.01) between soil
erosion and bedrock exposure on the basis of an artificially designed soil trough device
with a double-layer spatial structure and simulated rock desertification [26]. Gao and Wang
optimized the RUSLE model by introducing the rock desertification factor on this basis [23],
and the results showed that the simulation accuracy of the RUSLE model was significantly
improved after optimization. Therefore, this study used the RUSLE optimized to estimate
soil erosion in karst areas.

Appropriate study units are an important prerequisite for scientific spatial analysis. In
current soil erosion studies, the common study units are administrative units, grid units,
and geographical feature units. However, the assessment results based on these study
units are difficult to meet the requirements for fine-grained soil erosion assessment or
control, which may make it difficult to carry out accurate soil and water conservation
work. The slope cell, proposed by Carrara, is a topographic unit cut by a combination of
ridgelines, valley lines, terrace boundaries, and valley bottom boundaries [27]. Slope units
are constructed according to hydrological processes, ensuring maximum homogeneity
within the unit and maximum heterogeneity between different units [28], and are currently
widely used in the spatial distribution of landslides [29], sensitivity analysis [30], and
prediction studies [31], among others, with the slope unit being a more sophisticated
unit than traditional units. Compared with traditional units, the slope unit has higher
classification performance and more stable estimation coefficients, which better reflect the
actual geographical environment and reduce the uncertainty of control factors [32]. Using
slope units as a basis for analyzing soil erosion can help in the analysis of dominant factors
of soil erosion.

In this study, we aimed to investigate the long-term soil erosion evolution patterns
in karst areas and the interaction of their driving forces. To achieve the objectives, the
following analyses were made: (1) simulation of soil erosion by the RUSLE model optimized
by the rocky desertification factor; (2) analysis of the long-term spatial and temporal
dynamic evolution pattern of soil erosion; (3) identification of the dominant and interacting
factors of soil erosion evolution. The results of the study can provide a scientific reference
for determining suitable soil erosion control schemes in karst areas, and this contribution
will also help to advance the sustainable development goals of soil and water conservation
in karst areas.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The karst zone of southwest China, centered on Guizhou, is the largest continuous
zone of karst and has the most typical and complex karst landscape in the world. The
study area (105◦34′59′ ′~105◦43′06′ ′ E, 25◦37′18′ ′~25◦42′37′ ′ N) was selected in southwest
Guizhou, south of Guanling County and north of Zhenfeng County, on both sides of the
Beipanjiang River Gorge, with a total area of 51.6197 km2 (Figure 1). The altitude range
of the area is between 443 and 1366 m a.s.l., which is a typical plateau canyon landform.
The region is under a dry and hot southern subtropical river valley climate, with warm
and dry winters and springs, and high temperatures and rain in summer and autumn [33].
Meteorological data show no significant increase or decrease in temperature or precipitation,
both varied within regular ranges from 2000 to 2020. The average annual temperature is
18.4 ◦C, and the average annual precipitation is 1100 mm, with May to October accounting
for more than 80% of the total annual precipitation. The lithology is mainly Middle Tertiary
limestone and dolomite, and the soil is calcareous [34].

Land 2022, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 3 of 19 
 

2. Materials and Methods 
2.1. Study Area 

The karst zone of southwest China, centered on Guizhou, is the largest continuous 
zone of karst and has the most typical and complex karst landscape in the world. The 
study area (105°34′59″~105°43′06″ E, 25°37′18″~25°42′37″ N) was selected in southwest 
Guizhou, south of Guanling County and north of Zhenfeng County, on both sides of the 
Beipanjiang River Gorge, with a total area of 51.6197 km2 (Figure 1). The altitude range of 
the area is between 443 and 1366 m a.s.l., which is a typical plateau canyon landform. The 
region is under a dry and hot southern subtropical river valley climate, with warm and 
dry winters and springs, and high temperatures and rain in summer and autumn [33]. 
Meteorological data show no significant increase or decrease in temperature or precipita-
tion, both varied within regular ranges from 2000 to 2020. The average annual tempera-
ture is 18.4 °C, and the average annual precipitation is 1100 mm, with May to October 
accounting for more than 80% of the total annual precipitation. The lithology is mainly 
Middle Tertiary limestone and dolomite, and the soil is calcareous [34]. 

The research region is characterized by a rocky desert landscape, with fragmented 
and shallow soils, being prone to soil erosion in the presence of water, and having an 
extremely fragile ecological environment. Coupled with extensive deforestation and agri-
cultural activities, the region has been caught in a vicious cycle of “environmental fragil-
ity–resource shortage-poverty, resource plunder–environmental degradation–further 
poverty” [35]. Since the beginning of the 21st century, the study area has been designated 
as a model area for the integrated management of karstic desertification ecology and en-
vironment, implementing natural restoration measures such as returning farmland to for-
est and grass. Therefore, the selected study area is typical, representative, and exemplary 
in the management of karst soil erosion. 

 
Figure 1. Location and elevation of the study area. Figure 1. Location and elevation of the study area.

The research region is characterized by a rocky desert landscape, with fragmented and
shallow soils, being prone to soil erosion in the presence of water, and having an extremely
fragile ecological environment. Coupled with extensive deforestation and agricultural
activities, the region has been caught in a vicious cycle of “environmental fragility–resource
shortage-poverty, resource plunder–environmental degradation–further poverty” [35].
Since the beginning of the 21st century, the study area has been designated as a model
area for the integrated management of karstic desertification ecology and environment,
implementing natural restoration measures such as returning farmland to forest and grass.
Therefore, the selected study area is typical, representative, and exemplary in the manage-
ment of karst soil erosion.
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2.2. Data

The data required for this study included remote sensing images, rainfall data, land
use data, topographic and geomorphological data, and soil type data. The consistency and
reliability of all data were strictly checked and controlled by the data production department.

(1) Remote sensing images and topographic data were obtained from the Geospatial
Data Cloud (http://www.gscloud.cn (accessed on 7 October 2020)), with a resolution of
30 m. Remote sensing images without clouds in the study area were selected as the data source.
(2) Rainfall data were obtained from the China Meteorological Data Network (http://data.cma.cn
(accessed on 15 October 2020)), using ArcGIS10.2 to spatially interpolate and rasterize the
rainfall dataset of the meteorological stations. (3) Land use data were obtained in two parts:
The data from 2000 and 2005 were obtained from remote sensing images as the source
data due to the long period and accuracy problems, and the initial land use data were
obtained through supervised classification and manual interpretation at a later stage. The
data from 2010 to 2020 were obtained through remote sensing image interpretation and
correction by the research team through long-term field investigation. (4) Soil type data
were obtained from the Resource and Environment Science and Data Centre of the Chinese
Academy of Sciences (http://www.resdc.cn (accessed on 15 October 2020)) and calibrated
concerning the 1:50,000 soil type map of Guizhou Province and the results of the team’s
field soil sample collection.

2.3. Methods
2.3.1. RUSLE Model

The RUSLE model is a modified version of the Universal Loss Equation (USLE). Due
to its simple structure and ease of operation, scholars worldwide widely use it to estimate
soil erosion. Its equation is as follows:

A = R × K × L × S × C × P (1)

where A is the average annual soil erosion (t·ha−1·a−1), which means the average annual
soil loss from fine gully or inter-gully erosion on slopes caused by rainfall and runoff.
R is the rainfall erosivity factor (MJ·mm·ha−1·h−1·a−1), K is the soil erodibility factor
(t·ha·h·MJ−1·mm−1·ha−1), L is the slope length factor (dimensionless), S is the slope gradi-
ent factor (dimensionless), C is the vegetation cover and management factor (dimension-
less), and P is the soil and water conservation measures factor (dimensionless).

Gao modified the RUSLE model based on the correlation coefficients between exposed
bedrock and surface sediments [23], with the following expressions:

A = (1 − 0.0762 × α) R × K × L × S × C × P (2)

where α is a correction factor whose value is determined by the average of the bedrock ex-
posure rates for the different rocky desertification classes (Table 1). Different equations were
chosen to simulate soil erosion depending on the lithology of the study area. Equation (1)
was selected for non-karst regions, and Equation (2) was selected to simulate soil erosion in
karst regions.

Table 1. α values for different karst rocky desertification classes.

Rocky Desertification None Potential Light Moderate High Severe

Bedrock exposure rate (%) 20< 20–30 30–50 50–70 70–90 >90
α 10 25 40 60 80 90

http://www.gscloud.cn
http://data.cma.cn
http://www.resdc.cn
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The K factor is a measure of soil erosion resistance and reflects the sensitivity of the
soil to erosion. The K factor is calculated using the erosion-productivity impact calculator
(EPIC) model (Equation (3)) developed by Williams [36].

K =
{

0.2 + 0.3 exp
[
0.0256SAN

(
1− SIL

100

)]}(
SIL

CLA+SIL

)0.3[
1.0− 0.25C

C+exp(3.72−2.95)

][
1.0− 0.7SN1

SN1+exp(−5.51+22.9SN1)

] (3)

where K is the soil erodibility factor in t·hm2·h·MJ−1·mm−1·hm−2. SAN is the sand
content; SIL is the silt content; CLA is the clay content; C is the organic carbon content,
SN1 = 1− SAN/100.

The R factor is the driving force behind soil erosion and reflects the potential for soil
loss through precipitation. As there are no weather stations in the study area, the nearest
weather station to the study area was selected and the R factor for the study area was
obtained by interpolation using the rainfall erosion equation (Equation (4)) created by
Arnoldus [37]. The equation is as follows:

R = ∑12
i=1 1.735 ∗ 10[1.5∗log (

P2
i
P )−0.8188] (4)

where R is the rainfall erosion factor, Pi is the monthly rainfall (mm), and P is the annual
rainfall (mm).

The L factor and S factor are closely related to topography and accumulated flow, and
L factor and S factor together reflect the influence of topographic features on soil erosion.
LS represents the ratio of soil loss on a given slope length and gradient to soil loss on
a typical slope in a standard runoff plot, all other things being equal, and the LS value
is proportional to soil loss, playing an accelerating role in soil erosion [38]. We chose to
calculate the L factor [39] and S factor [40] by applying the formulae to the soil and rocky
mountainous areas of southwest China as follows:

L =

(
λ

22.13

)m
(5)

m =
β

β + 1
(6)

β = (sinθ/0.0896)/[3 ∗ (sinθ)0.8 + 0.56] (7)

S =


10.80 ∗ sinθ + 0.03 (θ < 5◦)

16.80 ∗ sinθ − 0.50 ( 5◦ ≤ θ ≤ 10◦)
20.204 ∗ sinθ − 1.2404 (10◦ ≤ θ > 25◦)

29.585 ∗ sinθ − 5.6079 (θ>25◦)

(8)

where λ is the sum of the slope lengths in the horizontal direction, m is the slope length
factor, β is a factor related to the slope value, and θ is the slope angle extracted on the basis
of the digital elevation.

C factor refers to the ratio of soil loss under a particular crop or vegetation cover to
that of continuous recreational land after cultivation, all other factors being equal, and
this factor measures the inhibitory effect of vegetation cover and management on soil
erosion [41,42]. Currently, there are two forms for obtaining C factor values, equation
calculation and assigning values on the basis of land use type. In this paper, the formula
created by Durigon [43] was chosen to calculate the C value as follows:

C =
−NDVI + 1

2
(9)

where NDVI is the normalized vegetation index, calculated from the near-infrared band
and visible red band in remote sensing imagery.
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P factor refers to the ratio of soil erosion with soil conservation measures to soil erosion
with down-slope planting, and its value is distributed between 0 and 1. When p = 1, it means
that no water conservation measures are taken in the unit area; when p = 0, it means that
no soil erosion will theoretically occur in the unit area, such as water bodies, construction
sites, etc. The p-values were obtained by summarizing the results of previous authors in
the karst region of southern China [23,44,45]. The results are presented in the Table 2.

Table 2. Land use types and p-value.

Land Use Arable
Land

Garden
Land

Wood
Land

Shrub
Land

Grass
Land

Bare
Land

Construction
Land Water Bare

Rock

p-value 0.4 0.7 1 1 1 1 0 0 0

2.3.2. Geographical Detector

The geographical detector is a statistical method that allows for the exploration of
spatial dissimilarity and its drivers [46]. The principle of the geographical detector is
based on the idea that if the independent variable has a significant effect on the dependent
variable, then there should be some similarity in the spatial distribution of the two [47].
It consists of four models, namely, factor detector, interaction detector, risk detector, and
ecological detector. In this paper, we analyzed the spatial heterogeneity with the factor
detector, interaction detector, and risk detector.

The factor detector detects the extent to which the independent variable can explain
the spatial divergence of the dependent variable, and the q value can measure the extent of
explanation with the following expression:

q = 1− SSW
SST

(10)

SSW = ∑L
h=1 Nhσ2

h , SST = Nσ2 (11)

where h = 1,2,..., L is the partition of the independent and dependent variables; Nh and
N are the number of cells in stratum h and all partitions; σ2

h and σ2 are the variances of
the dependent variables in stratum h and all partitions. SSW and SST are the sum of the
within-stratum variances and the total variance of all partitions, respectively. q has a value
of [0,1], with larger values indicating that the independent variable explains more of the
dependent variable.

The interaction detector can be used to detect the interaction between factors XS, i.e.,
the change in the degree of explanation of the dependent variable Y when X1 and X2 act
together. The principle is to calculate the q values of X1 and X2 separately, then to calculate
the new layer q(X1 ∩ X2) values by superimposing the X1 and X2 layers and comparing
them among the three. The comparison between the two factors can be divided into the
following results: non-linearly diminished, one-factor non-linearly diminished, two-factor
enhanced, independent, and non-linearly enhanced.

The risk detector can be used to count the mean values of attributes between sub-
regions of a single factor and to determine whether the heterogeneity between sub-regions
is significant. The mean attribute results are expressed as numerical data, while whether
the means are significantly different is expressed as ‘N/Y’ binary data.

2.3.3. Slope Units

The slope cell delineation method based on the principle of curvature-based watershed
segmentation [48] proceeds as follows (Figure 2).
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3. Results
3.1. Spatial and Temporal Dynamics of Soil Erosion

The research region contains both karstic and non-karstic areas. Therefore, the ratio-
nalized RUSLE model was used to estimate soil erosion in karst areas, and the conventional
RUSLE model was used for soil erosion in non-karst areas. Soil erosions in the study area
were 6.11, 9.35, 7.49, and 8.88 t·ha−1·a−1 in 2000, 2005, 2010, 2015, and 2020, respectively.
This result was close to the average soil erosion in the Beipanjiang basin for the last 20 years
published in the Guizhou Water Resources Bulletin (http://mwr.guizhou.gov.cn/ (accessed
on 28 October 2020)) of 5.29 t·ha−1·a−1.

On the basis of the Standards for Classification and Gradation of Soil Erosion (SL190-
2007) issued by the Ministry of Water Resources of the People’s Republic of China, soil
erosion in the study area was classified into seven classes: no erosion (construction land, wa-
ter, and exposed bedrock), slight, light, medium, strong, very strong, and severe (Figure 3).
The no erosion zone was the most widespread, accounting for approximately 50% of the
total area, and was mainly located in the central, western, and north-western parts of the
study area. Starting in 2010, there was a significant decrease in no erosion in the west
and north-west, with no erosion mainly in the central region. This was followed by slight
erosion and light erosion, accounting for about 40% of the total area, which was more
evenly distributed in the study area. Medium erosion and strong erosion were less frequent
and were mainly distributed along the southeastern edge, northwestern edge, and northern
edge of the study area. Very strong and severe erosion accounted for less than 1% of the
study area, with almost no extreme or severe erosion occurring in the research region.

http://mwr.guizhou.gov.cn/
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Figure 3. Spatial and temporal characteristics of soil erosion in 2000–2020.

As shown in Table 3, regional soil erosion fluctuated and increased during the study
period, with the highest percentage of light and medium soil erosion overall, and the most
extensive area with no erosion and light erosion. The ratio of different intensities of erosion
showed an increase in medium, strong, and very strong erosion, with the greatest increase
in intensity and extreme intensity in 2005, with 23.39% and 8.77% increases, respectively,
compared to 2000. The amount of light erosion decreased, especially by 31.2% in 2005,
compared to 2000. The area of no erosion showed the greatest variation in the different
intensities of erosion, with a general trend of increasing and then decreasing; the area of no
erosion increased by 7.26% from 2000 to 2005, while it decreased by 21.28% from 2005 to
2020. Unlike the erosion-free area, the erosion area ratio generally tended to increase at all
other intensities over the study period. In addition, we found that in 2005, the area without
erosion was the most extensive, while the total soil erosion was the highest, with medium
and strong erosion accounting for more than 60% of the total regional erosion, and the area
with strong erosion increased by 3.72% compared to 2000.

Table 3. The proportion of soil erosion characteristics.

2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

Erosion
Ratio

Area
Ratio

Erosion
Ratio

Area
Ratio

Erosion
Ratio

Area
Ratio

Erosion
Ratio

Area
Ratio

Erosion
Ratio

Area
Ratio

No erosion 0% 59.12% 0% 66.38% 0% 46.29% 0% 45.37% 0% 45.10%
Slight 3.39% 8.04% 0.94% 3.58% 4.81% 13.84% 5.06% 14.24% 3.34% 11.29%
Light 54.99% 25.58% 23.79% 15.15% 48.20% 30.18% 50.81% 31.43% 45.61% 31.72%

Medium 36.64% 6.80% 37.36% 9.77% 38.75% 8.71% 36.72% 8.08% 40.16% 10.38%
Strong 3.80% 0.40% 27.19% 4.12% 6.85% 0.90% 6.27% 0.80% 8.93% 1.37%

Very strong 0.86% 0.05% 9.63% 0.96% 0.80% 0.06% 0.92% 0.06% 1.42% 0.13%
Severe 0.32% 0.01% 1.09% 0.04% 0.59% 0.02% 0.22% 0.01% 0.54% 0.02%

Total soil erosion
(t·a−1) 327,735.00 501,600.55 410,090.06 401,732.04 475,961.02

3.2. Regional Differentiation Based on Different Slope Units

The study area was divided into 2491 slope units on the basis of hydrological processes
(Figure 4). The minimum cell size was 1.17 × 102 m2, while the maximum cell size was
9.72 × 104 m2 with an average cell size of 2.07 × 104 m2.
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3.2.1. Soil Erosion Class Transfer Based on Slope Units

The mean soil erosion values in terms of slope units are available in six classes:
no erosion, slight, mild, medium, strong, and very strong. To further understand the
quantitative changes in soil erosion in the region, we produced soil erosion grade transfer
maps for four time periods: 2000–2005, 2005–2010, 2010–2015, and 2015–2020 (Figure 5).
The result shows that the transfer in soil erosion levels during the study period occurred
mainly between no erosion, slight erosion, and light erosion, with medium, strong, and
very strong erosion remaining relatively stable. We found that 17.5% and 9.8% of no
erosion changed to slight and light erosion, respectively, during 2000–2005. Slight erosion
converted mainly to no erosion and light erosion by 18.66% and 31.9%, respectively. From
2005 to 2010, 37.87% and 24.56% of no erosion transformed to minor and minor erosion,
respectively. Slight and medium erosion moved mainly to light erosion, with 27.81% and
71.65% transfers, respectively. Soil erosion transferred in a similar direction for both the
2010–2015 and 2015–2020 periods. The soil erosion classes were relatively stable, except for
some of the slight erosion transferring to light erosion, with soil erosion transition occurring
mainly between the same soil erosion grade.
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3.2.2. Hotspot Analysis Based on Different Types of Slope Units

We used a slope of 25◦ and an elevation of 896 m as the distinction. If the slope was
less than or equal to 25◦, then it was defined as low slope, and otherwise as high slope.
An elevation less than or equal to 896 m was defined as low elevation, otherwise as high
elevation. The slope units were divided into four unit types: low slope–low elevation,
low slope–high elevation, high slope–low elevation, and high slope–high elevation. The
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four unit types were overlaid with the results of the soil erosion hotspot analysis as shown
in Figure 6. The result shows that the hotspots of erosion remained relatively stable and
the erosion coldspots decreased significantly during the study period. In general, erosion
hotspots were mainly located in the high slope–low elevation and high slope–high elevation
units along the northern, north-western, and south-eastern edges of the study area, with
a few erosion hotspots also located in the high slope–high elevation units in the south.
Coldspot areas of erosion were mainly found in the central and western low slope–low
elevation units. From 2000 to 2020, the erosion coldspots decreased from the central and
western low slope–low elevation units to the central low slope–low elevation units, and the
erosion cold point confidence level decreased from 95% to 90%.
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3.3. Quantitative Attribution of Soil Erosion Variability

The mean values of soil erosion and the dominant values of the environmental factors
within each cell were assigned to the corresponding cell. The contribution of each environ-
mental factor to soil erosion (q) was quantified with the help of the geographical detector,
and the results showed significant (p < 0.05) confidence in the q values for all factors.

3.3.1. Soil Erosion Risk Analysis

The risk detector of the geographical detector can detect potential relationships be-
tween factor variation and soil erosion risk by analyzing the mean soil erosion values for
each interval within the factor. As shown in Figure 7, the differences in soil erosion risk
under each factor sub-interval were significant. There was no significant pattern in the
mean soil erosion values within the rainfall intervals, and the differences in soil erosion
risk were not significant. Soil erosion risk increased with increasing vegetation cover, but
the trend of increasing soil erosion risk decreased after the vegetation cover exceeded 80%,
and the maximum soil erosion value did not exceed 15 t·ha−1·a−1. The risk of soil erosion
increased and then decreased with increasing altitude. When the elevation was below
1170 m a.s.l., the risk of soil erosion increased as elevation increased. When the elevation
was higher than 1170 m a.s.l., the risk of soil erosion decreased as the elevation increased.
Soil erosion risk was graded between different land use zones, with soil erosion risk ranked
as grassland > wood land > utilized land > water > arable land > construction land. The
risk of soil erosion gradually changed from high to low from no rocky desertification to
heavy rocky desertification. The average soil erosion was 11.76 t·ha−1·a−1 in areas without
rocky desertification and 6.46 t·ha−1·a−1 in areas with heavy rocky desertification. The soil



Land 2022, 11, 1134 11 of 18

erosion risk increased with slope, and the growth of increase in soil erosion risk increased
when the slope increased, with a maximum value of 38.57 t·ha−1·a−1.
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3.3.2. Single-Factor Analysis

Elevation, rainfall, slope, fractional vegetation cover (FVC), karst rocky desertification
(KRD), and land use cover/change (LUCC) were analyzed by the geographic detector. As
shown in Figure 8, the overall contribution of the six individual factors to soil erosion
results during the study period was slope > LUCC > KRD > FVC > rainfall > elevation,
but there were minor differences between years. The q value of KRD gradually decreased
but also contributed to the spatial diversity of soil erosion only less than slope and LUCC.
In 2000, the q value for KRD was 0.15, which was only lower than the slope. From 2005
onwards, the contribution of KRD to soil erosion results was lower than that of LUCC.
LUCC was the environmental factor that had the greatest influence on soil erosion results
apart from the slope, with a relatively stable q value. From 2000 to 2005, the q value for
FVC decreased from 0.1 to 0.03. Moreover, from 2005 to 2020, the q value for FVC increased
from 0.03 to 0.05. The contribution of rainfall to soil erosion results in the study area was
low, but in individual years, it had an important influence. For example, the q value for
rainfall in 2020 was as high as 0.08, contributing more to the soil erosion results than LUCC,
KRD, and FVC. The effect of elevation alone on soil erosion results was not significant.

Land 2022, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 19 
 

 
Figure 8. Single-factor trends. 

3.3.3. Factor Interaction Analysis 
The interaction results showed a decreasing trend in the q values of the interaction 

of KRD with the other four factors, except the slope factor. Their contribution to the spatial 
divergence of soil erosion gradually decreased. The interaction of rainfall with slope, ele-
vation, and LUCC, which had a very low q value, increased the q value significantly and 
had a weaker and stronger effect on the spatial variation of soil erosion. The interactions 
of both LUCC-slope and vegetation-slope also gradually increased. In 2000 and 2005, the 
interactions of KRD-slope, elevation-slope, and rainfall-slope were the main influencing 
factors on the spatial variation of soil erosion. However, from 2010 to 2020, the interaction 
of slope-KRD was not significant and was replaced by slope-LUCC. The factor combina-
tions with the highest q values in each period and the most significant increase in q values 
compared to the sum of the q values of the single factors were selected and are shown in 
Figure 9. X1 was the sum of the q values of the two factors and X2 was the q value after 
the factor interaction. The dominant factor influencing soil erosion varied between years. 
The years 2000 and 2005 were KRD-slope, explaining 60% and 49% of the spatial distribu-
tion of soil erosion, respectively. The year 2010 was for LUCC-slope, with a q value of 0.64. 
Meanwhile, the years 2015 and 2020 were for elevation-slope, and the q values after the 
interaction were higher than the sum of the single factors. In comparison with the sum of 
the q values of the individual factors, the q value of the interaction between elevation and 
rainfall increased most significantly throughout the whole period. 

 
Figure 9. Factor interaction variation. X1 is the sum of the two-factor q values. X2 is the q value of 
the interaction of the two-factor. 

Figure 8. Single-factor trends.



Land 2022, 11, 1134 12 of 18

3.3.3. Factor Interaction Analysis

The interaction results showed a decreasing trend in the q values of the interaction of
KRD with the other four factors, except the slope factor. Their contribution to the spatial
divergence of soil erosion gradually decreased. The interaction of rainfall with slope,
elevation, and LUCC, which had a very low q value, increased the q value significantly and
had a weaker and stronger effect on the spatial variation of soil erosion. The interactions
of both LUCC-slope and vegetation-slope also gradually increased. In 2000 and 2005, the
interactions of KRD-slope, elevation-slope, and rainfall-slope were the main influencing
factors on the spatial variation of soil erosion. However, from 2010 to 2020, the interaction of
slope-KRD was not significant and was replaced by slope-LUCC. The factor combinations
with the highest q values in each period and the most significant increase in q values
compared to the sum of the q values of the single factors were selected and are shown in
Figure 9. X1 was the sum of the q values of the two factors and X2 was the q value after the
factor interaction. The dominant factor influencing soil erosion varied between years. The
years 2000 and 2005 were KRD-slope, explaining 60% and 49% of the spatial distribution
of soil erosion, respectively. The year 2010 was for LUCC-slope, with a q value of 0.64.
Meanwhile, the years 2015 and 2020 were for elevation-slope, and the q values after the
interaction were higher than the sum of the single factors. In comparison with the sum of
the q values of the individual factors, the q value of the interaction between elevation and
rainfall increased most significantly throughout the whole period.
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4. Discussion

Soil erosion processes and driving mechanisms in karst areas are not yet understood
due to the special karst structure and complex erosion patterns. Most of the existing
modeling studies do not take into account the grade of rocky desertification, leading to
large errors in results. In addition, the current soil erosion results based on administrative
divisions and raster networks can hardly meet the requirements of refined soil erosion
control. In this study, soil erosion in karst areas was estimated using an optimized RUSLE
model with the karst rocky desertification factor. On this basis, the spatial and temporal
dynamics of soil erosion in the study area in the last two decades were studied on the basis
of slope units, while the soil erosion driving factors were quantitatively identified with the
geographic detector.

4.1. Spatial and Temporal Dynamics of Karst Soil Erosion

Understanding the dynamic evolution of soil erosion is not only the basis and pre-
requisite for the prevention and control of soil erosion but also has great significance in
the conservation of soil resources and ecological restoration. In this study, the erosion
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area of the study area was mainly no erosion or light erosion, while medium erosion and
strong erosion were less. It differs from Guizhou as a whole, which is predominantly
light to medium. This difference may be influenced by the level of rocky desertification
development at different study scales. The limited erodible soil sources in the medium-
intensity rocky desertification area constrain the development of soil erosion. There is
a need for small-scale studies in karst areas with highly heterogeneous geography, and
the results of these studies are important in tailoring soil and water conservation efforts to
local conditions. The no erosion area decreased during the study period, with the highest
proportion of light to medium erosion. The reduction of no erosion area was the ecological
restoration effect of the national implementation of the comprehensive rocky desertifica-
tion management project [49]. The highest percentage of light to medium erosion shows
that controlling light to medium erosion is the key to effectively managing soil erosion
in the region. The high proportion of light erosion is mainly due to the large proportion
of light erosion areas, and it is recommended to reduce unreasonable human actions to
allow the natural ecosystem to repair itself. The small area of moderate erosion or high
erosion required soil and water conservation measures to maintain the stability of the soil
in the area.

Soil erosion fluctuated and increased in the last two decades, unlike the findings of
some karst areas where soil erosion had been decreasing. This difference might reflect
the unreasonable human activities in the early part of the research area and the good
management effect of the later management project. Soil erosion tended to increase, but
the natural ecosystem developed benignly. The area was ecologically fragile and had low
agricultural productivity. In the early years, people plundered land resources, causing
massive soil loss, and eventually there was not even soil left to erode. In the later period,
with the rocky desertification control project, soil resources gradually recovered. The
highest soil erosion in 2005 was related to the high number of heavy rainfall events in
that year. Extreme precipitation is often considered to be an important factor influencing
erosion processes. Soil erosion under extreme precipitation conditions may account for the
majority of annual soil erosion [50]. This is also confirmed on the basis of the proportion of
sediment produced during the 3 and 10 largest erosion events [51].

The conversion in soil erosion classes over the whole period occurred mainly between
no erosion, slight erosion, and light erosion. The conversion from no erosion to slight
erosion and light erosion was related to the decrease in the area of rock desertification and
the increase in eroded soil sources as described above. The reciprocal transfer between
slight and light erosion may have been influenced by long-term rocky desertification
management projects. The high slope unit is a susceptible area for soil erosion, and the local
government should coordinate with multiple departments to implement the following to
restore agricultural land to forest, alleviate the ecological carrying capacity, and reduce soil
erosion. The erosion cold spot areas occurred in the low slope-low elevation unit, mainly
because the soil resources were lost due to unreasonable human activities in the early years,
and it was difficult to restore the soil resources in the short term. The progression of the
erosion cold spot confidence level from 95% to 90% is evidence of the effectiveness of
ecological restoration over time. In the case of meeting human needs, it is appropriate to
convert the low-slope units into terraces; strengthen agroforestry cultivation [52], which
can increase the harvested area of arable land [53]; and meet living needs while enhancing
water and soil conservation measures.

4.2. Soil Erosion Impact Driver Analysis

Determining the driving factors of soil erosion helps to elucidate the driving mech-
anisms behind changes in soil erosion and is a key link for researchers to formulate soil
protection policies scientifically and rationally. In the new form of synergistic economic
and ecological development, the driving mechanism of soil erosion in karst areas has
also changed.
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The risk detector indicates that there is no trend correlation between rainfall intervals
and soil erosion. Rainfall heterogeneity is not significant at small scales, and spatial
heterogeneity of soil erosion is mainly influenced by other factors. Soil erosion in karst
tends to increase with increasing vegetation cover but does not exceed a maximum of
15 t·ha−1-a−1. Erodible soil sources are extremely limited in exposed karst areas and
increase with increasing vegetation cover. With 80% vegetation cover, the erosive power
of rainfall and runoff on the soil is significantly reduced. The risk of soil erosion becomes
less after an altitude of more than 1170 m a.s.l. and is related to the extent of human
activity. Middle- and low-altitude areas are rich in water and heat resources and have
a significant impact on soil erosion due to the concentration of human activities [54].
Higher altitudes have limited hydrothermal conditions and constrained human activities,
which do not have a significant impact on soil erosion. Other studies have found that
soil erosion in cropland > grassland > woodland. However, in this research area, it is
grassland > woodland > cropland [54]. The plant roots formed a root–soil compound with
the surrounding soil, which reduced soil erosion [55]. The low risk of soil erosion on arable
land is due to the significant loss of soil resources caused by early over-farming. Despite
recent efforts to combat soil erosion, soil resources in karst areas are difficult to recover in
the short term [56]. The risk of soil erosion on arable land may appear to be low. However,
once soil erosion has occurred on arable land, it would become a serious threat to the
security of agricultural production. The gradual restoration of arable soil resources and
the reduction of soil erosion from arable land should be the long-term goal of soil and
water conservation work. The intensity of rocky desertification is negatively correlated
with the risk of soil erosion. Similarly, a low risk of soil erosion does not mean a low hazard.
On the contrary, the risk of erosion is much higher than that of light rocky desertification.
Long-term natural restoration measures such as returning farmland to forests and grasses
also aim to control soil erosion in areas of mild rocky desertification and to restore soil
resources in areas of intense rocky desertification. Soil erosion risk is positively correlated
with slope, and the higher the slope, the greater the increase in soil erosion risk. It is
recommended to increase the vegetation cover on steep slopes to improve the stability of
the soil.

The factor detector shows that slope explains 60% of the spatial variation in soil
erosion. Effective measures to control soil erosion for different slopes can solve most
of the soil problems. Some studies have found that sediment is mainly from sloping
land [57], suggesting that sloping land above 25◦ should be converted to woodland. We
recommend that conversion of land use be accompanied by the establishment of soil
erosion protection zones because soils in disturbed soils are highly susceptible to erosion
and soils in karst areas are difficult to recover effectively in the short term. The q value
between LUCC and KRD gradually decreases but still plays a major role in the spatial
differentiation of soil erosion. It can be seen that the impact of KRD and LUCC on soil
erosion is far-reaching and long-lasting. Both karst rock desertification and soil erosion are
closely related to human activities. Effectively improving people’s production and living
standards is also an important means of combating soil erosion. The role of vegetation
cover in soil erosion shows a decreasing and then increasing trend, indicating that the rocky
desertification control project in the last 20 years has achieved remarkable results. With
continued ecological management, we infer that the role of vegetation cover will outweigh
that of rocky desertification and land use in the coming decades. The insignificant effect of
rainfall and elevation alone on regional soil erosion is related to the small scale of the study.

The results of the interaction of the factors show that the q value increases significantly
after the interaction such as slope-rainfall and LUCC-rainfall. Rainfall is a direct driver
of soil erosion occurrence and an important influencing factor for soil erosion [58]. The
weak influence of rainfall alone in this study is mainly restricted by the scale of the study.
The interaction of slope and rainfall increases the flow rate of the slope surface created
by rainfall, intensifying scour and increasing erosion. Land use destroys the natural soil
structure and weakens the soil’s resistance to erosion. Land use also disturbs stable slope
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flow, which in combination with rainfall increases soil erosion. During the study period,
the dominant factor in soil erosion changed from KRD-slope to LUCC-slope, and finally
to elevation-slope. From 2000 to 2005, karst rocky desertification was very serious and
was second only to slope in its impact on soil erosion, so the interaction of KRD and slope
was the dominant factor in soil erosion. As the area of rocky desertification decreased, the
influence of KRD diminished. Therefore, the dominant factor became LUCC-slope. In the
course of long-term natural ecological restoration, the land use structure is optimized and
the dominant factor changes again to elevation-slope. In comparison with the sum of the
q values of the individual factors, the q values of the interaction between elevation-rainfall
increased most significantly throughout the study period. The study area is a typical
plateau valley landscape with a relative elevation difference of 923 m. Differences in
altitude provide a potential energetic base for rainfall runoff and therefore increase the
ability to erode the soil [59].

4.3. Challenges and Perspectives

The RUSLE model, based on the elements of topography, soil, and vegetation, can
simulate regional soil erosion effectively. However, the model should be modified according
to the actual environment. Considering the unique rocky desertification phenomenon in
the karst area, the RUSLE model with the introduction of rocky desertification factors was
chosen for an attempt. However, there are still shortcomings and further research needs
to be strengthened. Factors such as data accuracy, the algorithm of each factor within
the model, and the karst environment all add to the uncertainty of the model simulation
and subsequent analysis. In this paper, the results of RUSLE calculations for the rocky
desertification factors introduced due to data limitations could not be compared with the
results of field surveys. To reduce the uncertainty of RUSLE models in karst areas, the
following aspects should receive attention in future studies. Firstly, the study of soil erosion
should be analyzed dynamically with local economies, national strategies [60], and climate
change [61]. Secondly, there are biases in the results of each factor of the RUSLE model due
to different algorithms, and different sets of equations have been developed by scholars in
different regions [62]. Analysis of equation factor algorithms should be strengthened in
future research to select the most appropriate algorithm for the study area. Finally, there
are both surface loss and subsurface leakage in karst areas, and future research could focus
on subsurface leakage.

5. Conclusions

This paper used a modified RUSLE model to estimate soil erosion in the karst plateau-
gorge area over the past 20 years. The spatial and temporal evolution of soil erosion was
quantified on the basis of slope units, and the influence of single and interactive factors on
soil erosion was investigated using the geographical detector.

Soil erosion determined on the basis of slope units can more accurately reflect soil
erosion in the actual environment and provide better decision support for regional erosion
control and management. In 2000–2020, regional soil erosion showed an increasing trend.
The results of this study further confirm the significant effect of the regional perennial
rocky desertification control project. Soil erosion is serious in the high slope–low elevation
and high slope–high elevation units, and relevant authorities should pay more attention to
these areas to improve soil erosion control.

The contribution of the six factors to soil erosion fluctuates, but in the last 20 years, the
pattern was slope > LUCC > KRD > FVC > rainfall > elevation. Slope played a dominant
role in soil erosion differentiation on the karst plateau, while rock desertification and land
use, which are closely related to human activities, also had a stronger influence on soil
erosion. The influence of multiple factors on soil erosion is significantly stronger than
that of single factors, and the dominant interaction factor varies with changes in rock
desertification and land use. The dominant combination of soil erosion changed from
KRD-slope (2000,2005) to LUCC-slope (2010) and finally to elevation-slope (2015, 2020). On
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the basis of this study, we recommend adjusting unreasonable human activities, insisting
on natural restoration measures such as returning farmland to forest, and at the same time
establishing soil consolidation projects for areas where the soil is gradually recovering.
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