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HIGHLIGHTS GRAPHICAL ABSTRACT

The spatio-temporal variations of hy-
drological variables in the “Chinese Hydrological factors in the Three-River Source Region
Water Tower” were analyzed by multi-
ple remote sensing data.
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vegetation growth in the TRSR. However, the quantitative changes in the water budget and their impacts on the
vegetation in the TRSR are poorly understood. In this study, the spatial-temporal changes in the hydrological var-
iables and the normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) during 2003-2014 were investigated using multi-

Editor: Ouyang Wei Ple sate.llite data and a remote sensing energy balance model. The.results indicated tha.t precipitatipn showed an

increasing trend at a rate of 14.0 mm 10 a~ !, and evapotranspiration (ET) showed a slight decreasing trend. The
Keywords: GRACE-derived total water storage (TWS) change presented a significant increasing trend at a rate of
Tibetan Plateau 35.1 mm a~ .. The change in groundwater (GW) which showed an increasing trend at a rate of 18.5 mma~",
Three-River Source Region was estimated by water budget. The time lag of the GRACE-TWS that was influenced by precipitation was
Hydrological variations more obviously than was the GLDAS-SM (Soil Moisture) change. The vegetation in the TRSR was greening during
Water budget the study period, and the accumulation of the NDVI increased rapidly after 2008. The effect of total TWS and

Normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) GLDAS-SM on vegetation was considerably more than that the effects of other factors in this region. It was con-

cluded that the hydrological cycle had obviously changed and that more soil water was transferred into the GW
since the aquiclude changed due to climate warming. The increasing area and number of lakes and the thickening
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of the active layer in the permafrost area led to the greater infiltration of surface water into the groundwater,
which resulted in increased water storage.

© 2018 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

The Tibetan Plateau (TP), also called the “Asian Water Tower”, is the
highest and most extensive plateau in the world. More than one-sixth of
the global population relies on the water supply from the TP (Immerzeel
et al,, 2010). With an abundant distribution of glaciers and permafrost,
the TP is considered as one of the most sensitive areas to climate change
in the world and the hydrological implications of climate change on the
TP have become a global concern (Kang et al., 2010). Previous studies
have indicated that the hydrological cycle in the TP has intensified and
accelerated under recent climate change, which has also induced
changes in the water balance (Huntington, 2006; Yang et al., 2011;
Xue et al.,, 2013; Zhang et al., 20164, 2016b). The hydrological control
on the behavior of vegetation is obviously (Lewis et al., 2011). The TP
is the most extensive alpine ecosystem in the world, and water is the
primary resource limits vegetation activity; additionally, both climate
change and hydrological variations have profound and significant im-
pacts on vegetation changes in the TP (Piao et al.,, 2012; Gao et al,,
2013; Zhang et al., 20164, 2016b; Wang et al., 2016a, 2016b). Therefore,
the research on hydrological variations and their influences on vegeta-
tion have been a key issue; furthermore, this information is helpful
not only for understanding how the hydrological cycle responds to the
climate change, but also for the evaluating the ecological environment
and the management of water resources in alpine regions.

The Three-River Source Region (TRSR), which lies in the hinterland
of the TP, constitutes an important part of the TP. As the “Chinese
Water Tower”, approximately 49% of the total water volume of the Yel-
low River, 15% of the volume of the Lantsang River, and a considerable
amount of the volume of the Yangtze River volume originates from
the TRSR (Xu et al., 2016). The region is a mosaic transition zone of sea-
sonal frozen ground and areas of discontinuous and continuous perma-
frost (Luo et al.,, 2016). The TRSR has experienced significant climate
warming in recent decades, and some permafrost has already degraded
or disappeared (Liang et al.,, 2013; Cheng and Jin, 2013). Previous stud-
ies have indicated that regional climate change and permafrost degra-
dation has altered the water balance at the regional scale (Yang et al.,
2004; Ye et al., 2009; Woo et al., 2008; Gao et al., 2016), and variations
in hydrology directly influenced vegetation (Roach et al.,, 2011; Jennifer
etal.,, 2012; Walvoord et al., 2012). However, most research has focused
on the trends of individual hydro-meteorological parameters in the
TRSR. For example, Zhang et al. (2011) found that the discharge in the
TRSR decreased, and no significant changes in precipitation occurred
during 1965-2004. The evapotranspiration (ET) in the TRSR signifi-
cantly decreased at a rate of 0.91 mm a~! from 1980 to 2012, as calcu-
lated by the Penman-Monteith method (Wang et al., 2016a, 2016b).
Other studies have focused on the relationships between climatological
elements and runoff and ET in the TRSR. These results were all based on
the analysis of point observations. The spatial-temporal quantitative
changes in the water budget and the resulting impacts on the vegetation
in the TRSR are still poorly understood. Conventional hydrological and
climatic indicators, such as temperature and precipitation, have also
been used to examine the hydrological control on vegetation by
means of the normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) in the
TRSR (Hu et al., 2011; Xu et al., 2011). However, other components in
the water cycle, such as changes in the terrestrial water storage
(TWS), which includes changes in the soil water content and ground-
water (GW), have been neglected. The main reason for this exclusion
is that the monitoring of regional-scale changes in TWS change has
been extremely limited, especially in remote areas. The change in
TWS is essential for understanding a wide range of hydrological,

climatological, and ecological processes. In summary, the spatial-
temporal changes in hydrological variables, e.g., precipitation, ET,
TWS, soil water content and GW, have seldom been simultaneously
discussed in the TRSR, specifically in terms of how hydrological varia-
tions impact vegetation.

In this study, the water balance and vegetation factors were ana-
lyzed using multiple satellite observations and a land surface model to
unravel and quantify the spatial-temporal relationships among the cli-
matological, hydrological and vegetation dynamics in the TRSR. The
specific analyses the following: (1) changes in GW from 2003 to 2014
were estimated and evaluated using the GRACE satellite data and the
Global Land Data Assimilation System (GLDAS) data using the water
balance method. (2) The ET was estimated using the surface energy bal-
ance system (SEBS). (3) spatial-temporal variations in the hydrological
variables and NDVI were analyzed. (4) The variation in the water cycle,
i.e., the major determining factor influencing the vegetation, and the in-
fluence of permafrost on changes in the TWS in the TRSR were
discussed. The purpose of this study was to reveal the changes in the
water budget in a cryospheric region and to assess how the vegetation
responds to changes in the hydrological conditions.

2. Study area

The TRSR, which is the source region of the Yangtze River, the Yellow
River and the Lantsang River, is located in the central part of the TP
(31°39’-36°16’N, 89°24'-102°23'E). The average elevation is 4200 m
(rang: 3217-6575 m). The region has an area of 30.2 x 10* km? and in-
cludes the sub-regions of the individual sources of the Yangtze,
Yellow, and Lantsang rivers, which cover 13.0 x 104, 11.8 x 10%, and
5.4 x 10* km?, respectively, and accounting for 43.2%, 39%, and 17.8%
of the area, respectively. The average water flow out of the region is
1022.3 m® s! (Hu et al,, 2011). The annual rainfall in the region is
498.9 mm, and the average annual temperature in the TRSR is 0.64 °C.
Approximately 75% of the total precipitation occurs from June to Sep-
tember. The TRSR has a typical continental plateau climate, with strong
radiation and cold, dry, and large diurnal variation in temperature
(Wang et al., 20164, 2016b). Most of the vegetation is alpine grassland
and alpine steppe, and four types of permafrost are present in
the TRSR: continuous permafrost, seasonal permafrost, island perma-
frost, and patchy permafrost, which encompass areas of 16.2 x 10%,
12.0 x 10% 1.1 x 10 and 0.9 x 10* km?, respectively (Fig. 1).

3. Dataset and methods
3.1. Dataset

3.1.1. Meteorological data

There are 18 national meteorological stations in the TRSR (Fig. 1),
monthly temperature data from 2003 to 2014 were obtained from the
National Climate Centre of China (http://ncc.cma.gov.cn). Other meteo-
rological data used for the calculation of ET is downloaded from
European Center for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts (ECMWF).

3.1.2. GRACE data

The TWS change is a key variable in the hydrological cycle. The Grav-
ity Recovery and Climate Experiment (GRACE) satellite has provided
data that can be used for analyzing the changes in TWS (Rodell et al.,
2004; Syed et al., 2008; Yang et al., 2013; Strassberg et al., 2014; Cao
et al., 2015; Long et al.,, 2016; Deng and Chen, 2016). In this study, the
GRACE data were obtained from the University of Texas Center for
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Fig. 1. Location of the Three-River Source Region (a), distributions of permafrost and meteorological stations in the study area (b).

Space Research (CSR) and can be freely downloaded from the GRACE
Tellus website (http://grace.csr.nasa.gov/data/get-data/). We used the
monthly time series of TWS for the period from 2003 to 2014. The
data are presented spatially in 1° x 1° grid cells.

3.1.3. Soil and snow water content data

In this study, the data for soil moisture content and snow water
equivalent came from the Global Land Data Assimilation System
(GLDAS) Noah land surface model (http://disc.sci.gsfc.nasa.gov/
services/grads-gds/gldas), which includes four-layer soil water contents
for a soil depth of 2 m. The GLDAS data used here did not include GW
but did include soil moisture (SM) and snow water equivalent (SWE);
therefore, in addition to any errors in the model or observations, a dif-
ference from the GRACE-TWS changes can be expected. Additionally,
the Greenland ice sheet areas have been masked out, as GLDAS does
not currently feature a dynamic ice model; therefore simulated values
over ice covered regions are not realistic (Rodell et al., 2004). The
GLDAS data have a spatial resolution of 1° x 1° grid cells which is

consistent with the GRACE data. We used the monthly time series
from GLDAS for the period ranging from 2003 to 2014.

3.1.4. Normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) data

Moderate-resolution imaging spectroradiometer (MODIS) NDVI
data from 2003 to 2014 were used to characterize changes in vegeta-
tion. The MODIS vegetation data (MOD13Q1, version-5) (Solano et al.,
2010) was downloaded from the USGS (United States Geological Sur-
vey) website. Global MOD13Q1 data is provided every 16 days as a
gridded level-3 product. The data was processed by image resampling
with a spatial resolution of 0.1° x 0.1° (Wang et al., 2016a, 2016b).
The growing season (May-September) of each year were extracted to
analyze the changing trend of vegetation.

3.2. Methods
3.2.1. Method of GRACE retrieved TWS change

This study used GRACE Level-2 RLO5 data from the University of
Texas Center for Space Research. The current surface mass change data
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are based on the RLO5 spherical harmonics with an order of 60. The at-
mospheric pressure/mass changes were removed, and the Cyq coeffi-
cients were replaced with the solutions from Satellite Laser Ranging
(Cheng et al., 2011). Glacial isostatic adjustment (GIA) correction has
been applied (Geruo et al., 2013). Correlated noises (N-S stripes) were
removed from coefficients using a fifth-order polynomial that was fitted
as a function for each odd or even set for a given order (Swenson and
Wabhr, 2006). Finally, a Gaussian averaging filter with a smoothing ra-
dius of 300 km was applied to calculate the TWS changes. These proc-
essed spherical harmonic coefficients were transformed into gridded
data with 1-degree bins in the land grids. The global grids composed
of 1-arc-degree water equivalent mass change were calculated by:

B\ 1) ‘;jfez 3 Wiy sin(@)
W =0 m=0
X [ACyy (t) cos(mN) + ASyy, (£) sin(mA)] (1)
(Ir/ac)*
Wi= exp|, n(2) (2)

where Ah is the height of water equivalent (mm), Py, is the normalized
Legendre polynomials, C,(t) and S;,(t) are the normalized time-
varying Stokes spherical harmonic geopotential coefficients, a, is the
Earth's mean radius, r is the spatial radius, k; are Love numbers, e is the
Earth's mean density, 3,, is the water density, t is the time, ¢ and A are
latitude and longitude, respectively.

Due to the sampling and post-processing of the GRACE observations,
the surface mass variations that occur at small spatial scales tend to be
attenuated. Therefore, the GRACE data should multiply the land data
by the provided scaling grid. The scaling grid is a set of scaling coeffi-
cients, one for each 1-degree bin of the land grids, and the scaling coef-
ficients are intended to restore much of the energy removed by the de-
striping, the Gaussian filter, and the degree-60 filter to the land grids
(Landerer and Swenson, 2012).

3.2.2. ET from a remote sensing energy balance model

The monthly ET for 2000-2014 was delivered by using a recent en-
hanced surface energy balance system (SEBS) algorithm and MODIS sat-
ellite data (Chen et al.,, 20144, 2014b, 2014c). The model was driven by
remote sensing land surface temperature data and meteorological data.
The ET was estimated using an energy balance method and aerody-
namic parameterization formulas (Su, 2002; Chen et al., 2013). Evalua-
tions showed that the revised model delivered better performance over
bare soil, short canopy and snow cover on the Tibetan Plateau (Chen
et al., 2013). The monthly mean land surface temperature (Chen et al.,
2017) and the monthly mean air temperature, wind speed, pressure,
and solar radiation were used to run the energy balance model at a
monthly time step. The monthly mean sensible heat flux was derived
from the difference between the monthly mean land surface tempera-
ture and the air temperature by using Monin—Obukhov similarity the-
ory (Chen et al., 2014a, 2014b, 2014c). The monthly mean latent heat
flux or ET was then estimated as the residual after the retrieval of the
monthly mean net radiation and sensible heat (Chen et al., 2014a,
2014b, 2014c).

3.2.3. Estimation of GW using the water balance equation

The GRACE-observed data represents the total TWS changes
(GRACE-TWS), including GW, snow, soil moisture, surface water and
canopy water changes. The land surface total water storage is the sum-
mation of the snow, soil moisture, surface water, and canopy water from
the GLDAS data. Therefore, the GW can be obtained after subtracting the
GLDAS surface total water storage from the TWS derived from GRACE
(Rodell et al., 2009; Jin and Feng, 2013). Previous studies found a good
agreement between the GRACE estimated variations and the in situ ob-
served groundwater variations (Feng et al., 2013; Chen et al., 2014a,

2014b, 2014c; Xiao et al,, 2015; Long et al., 2016). The equation can be
expressed as:

AGW = ATWScgace —ASM—ASWE (4)

where AGW is the groundwater change, ATWSgracg can be retrieved
from the GRACE data, ASM and ASWE are the soil water content and
snow water equivalent, respectively, which can be simulated from
land surface hydrological models, herein, GLDAS.

3.2.4. Data masking for the study area

The spatial resolution of the GRACE/GLDAS data and the estimated
GW are 1° x 1° with a regular grid shape. However, the TRSR does not
have a regular shape that matches with the grids of the data. Thus, the
area from the intersection of GRACE/GLDAS and GW grid with the
TRSR area was estimated. The intersection area represents the amount
of area in the grid. Additionally, a weight was given to the region area
to mask the GRACE/GLDAS and GW grid. The weight and estimation of
GRACE/GLDAS and GW are followed by:

Wi = g
i
S (v @)
VN — i=1

A

where W; is the weight of grid i; g; is the area of the region in grid i with
the GRACE/GLDAS data and GW grid; g; is the area of the 1° x 1° GRACE/
GLDAS and GW grid cell; Vy is the value of data for the entire region for
month N; v; is the value the data of grid i; A is the total area of the TRSR;
and n is the number of the GRACE/GLDAS and GW grids.

3.2.5. Spatial trends of hydrological variables and NDVI

A univariate linear regression method was used to analyze the spa-
tial trends in the hydrological variables and NDVI, which used the
time and factors as the independent and dependent variables, respec-
tively (Wang et al.,, 2011). The slope of the linear regression was used
to illustrate the trend. We calculated the inter-annual slope using the
following equation:

12x S ixa—(S2) (S @)
12 % 21121 i — (211:21 i)z

slope =

)

where slope is the trend, g; is the value of annual hydrological variables
or NDVI in each grid, and i represents the year, e.g., 2003 was the first
year, 2004 was the second year, and so on. A positive slope indicates
an increasing trend, and a negative slope indicates a decreasing trend.

4. Results
4.1. Annual distributions of hydrological factors

Fig. 2 shows the seasonal distributions of precipitation, ET, GRACE-
TWS change, GLDAS-SM (soil moisture) change and GW change in the
TRSR during 2003-2014. The precipitation and ET mirrored each other
fairly well, with both variables exhibiting higher values during the sum-
mer and lower values during the winter. In the TRSR, increases in the
GRACE-TWS were concentrated mainly from June to December, and
negative values were observed during other months. The peaks of the
GRACE-TWS change was 33.6 mm in September, and the lowest value
reached in April with a seasonal amplitude of —19.3 mm. Conversely,
the SM simulated by GLDAS showed positive values from January to
July and in October, but the values were negative during the other
months; furthermore, the maximum and minimum value were
15.2 mm (June) and —1.4 mm (December), respectively. Generally,
the GRACE-TWS change was higher in summer and autumn and lower
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Fig. 2. Monthly distributions of averaged hydrological factors ((a) precipitation; (b) ET; (c) GRACE-TWS change; (d) GLDAS-SM change; (e) GW change and (f) P-E) in the TRSR during

2003-2014.

in winter and spring. Precipitation was relatively lower in winter and
spring, and the water flow out of the TRSR was predominantly in the
forms of ET and discharge which led the TWS in a state of loss. The
monthly GW change calculated by GRACE-GLDAS and GRACE-TWS
change showed similar seasonal cycles but were distinct in terms of pre-
cipitation and ET. It was clear that the water was mainly stored as SM
from January to July, but then a change occurred, and water was stored
as GW change from July to December in the TRSR. The relatively more
abundant rainfall in July contributed to a higher magnitude to GLDAS-
SM change and GW change in the study area. The differences between
the monthly precipitation and the monthly ET were high from June to
September and low in the winter and spring (Fig. 2f).

4.2. Annual spatial distributions of hydrological factors in the TRSR

The spatial distributions of the average annual precipitation, ET,
GRACE-TWS change, GLDAS-SM change and GW change in the SRTR
are shown in Fig. 3a-e, respectively, for the period of 2003-2014. The
values of annual average precipitation, ET, GRACE-TWS change,
GLDAS-SM change and GW change were 498.9 mm, 111.8 mm,
76.3 mm, 78.6 mm and —2.3 mm, respectively. The total TWS change
represented in a state of gain; however, the GW change represented a
state of loss from 2003 to 2014. Additionally, precipitation was higher
in the eastern part of the SRTR than in the western part of the SRTR.
The spatial distribution of ET was consistent with that of precipitation.
There were differences between the spatial distributions of GRACE-
TWS change and precipitation, which indicated that the distribution of
TWS change was not only influenced by precipitation, but also may
have been affected by the types of underlying surfaces

(i.e., permafrost and lakes). The GRACE-TWS change was in a state of
surplus in most regions with continuous permafrost areas (Figs. 1b
and 3c). There were numerous and quite large thawed ponds, lakes,
and drained thawed-lake basins in the areas of continuous permafrost
in the SRTR (Zhang et al.,, 2017). The development and growth of lakes
was related to the thermal processes at the ice-wedge intersections,
the permafrost thawing with subsidence of the ground surface, and
the increased thickness of the active layer (Muskett and Romanovsky,
2011). Beneath these lakes, the talik that was previously unfrozen soil
developed into a closed talik, and the lateral and vertical extents of
the talik depended on the internal structure of the permafrost and the
temperature regime at the ground surface. A talik can become an open
talik and serve as an aquifer and this leads to increases of the TWS in
this area. The GLDAS-SM change showed the highest gains in the
west, while the lowest value occurred in the east; moreover, most of
the middle part of the SRTR was in a state of loss. However, the positive
changes in GW were mainly concentrated in the middle of the SRTR.

4.3. Time series analysis of temperature and hydrological variables

The time series of the temperature and hydrological components
showed distinct annual fluctuations in the TRSR during the period of
2003-2014 (Fig. 4). The temperature increased with the annual fluctu-
ations from 2003 to 2014. The average temperature rate of increase rate
was 0.11 °C 10 a~ ! in the TRSR. Compared with the trend before 2010, a
rapid decrease in the annual mean temperature occurred after 2010.
The annual precipitation increased with fluctuations from 2003 to
2014 in the TRSR. The average precipitation rate of increase was
14.0 mm 10 a~'. A rapid increase in the annual mean precipitation


Image of Fig. 2

M. Xu et al. / Science of the Total Environment 639 (2018) 1220-1232 1225

o0 w<.9-'e (a) el w#»s (b)
P &
z » pa = =g~ r,
o o - \ - n:
“ . ] & % ]
z ; z 3 f
13 g
a & a - el ™ [
- _— N
Annual precipitation(mm) - 0B To 20 0w Annual ET(mm) 0% 2 0
Z Z
o o -
& | 200 300 400 500 600 700 800 900 =l 0 100 200 300 400 500 600 700
90°E 92°E 94°E 96°E 98°E 100°E 102°E 90°E 92°E 94°E 96°E 98°E 100°E 102°E
Z N Z N
&1 e © | & . (d)
= ) " !\M -
% %
o o
- - \\\"M
o - o -
o o
o o
| Annual GRACE (mm) | Annual GLDAS (mm) XM\Q
Z | m.-150--100 [150-150 Z | - -700 - -400 Eo-soo
2 E3-100-0 150 - 200 = L fometers 2 [E23-400 - -200 500 - 1000 " 7 Kiometers
C [So-s0  E200-250 e > | CJ200-0 MM 1000 - 1700 S
90° E 92°E 94° E 96° E 98° E 100° E 102° E 90° E 92°E 94° E 96° E 98° E 100° E 102° E
Z N
Y g (@)
o
z
o
o
z
o
| Annual 6W (mm)
Z | . -1500--1000C_]0 - 200 ometers
27 E3-1000 - -500 [ 200 - 400 0 \H oz 30w
[ [J-500-0 NN 200-250

T T T
90° E 92°E 94° E

T T
96° E 98°E

T T
100° E 102°E

Fig. 3. Spatial distribution of average annual ((a) precipitation, (b) ET, (c) GRACE-TWS change, (d) GLDAS-SM change and (e) GW change) in the TRSR during 2003-2014.

occurred after 2006. The annual ET decreased at arate of 3.3 mm 10a~ .

The previous study indicated that decreases in net radiation, wind
speed, and actual vapor pressure had positive effects in terms of decreas-
ing ET (Wang et al., 2016a, 2016b). Both GRACE-TWS and GLDAS-SM
showed increasing trends during 2003-2014, at rates of 35.1 mma~!
and 16.6 mm a~ !, respectively. During 2003-2014, the GW showed an
increasing trend at a rate of 18.5 mm a~!, which suggested that more
water was stored underground. It has become rather clear, that during
the study period, the GW was stable before 2009, but it experienced a
significant increase afterwards. The largest yearly GW depletion oc-
curred in 2009. These results suggested that the increase in GRACE-
TWS mainly consisted of increases in GLDAS-SM and GW in the SRTR.
The four seasons were defined as spring (March to May), summer
(June to August), autumn (September to November) and winter (De-
cember to February). The seasonal analysis results indicated that there
were seasonal differences in the hydrological variations in the TRSR dur-
ing the 12-year study period (Fig. 5). The precipitation showed increas-
ing trends in spring, summer and autumn, and it had a slightly negative
anomaly in winter. The highest and lowest positive trends occurred in
autumn (8.3 mm 10 a~') and summer (1.4 mm 10 a~ '), respectively.
The ET showed a slight increasing trend in spring (1 mm 10 a~!) and
autumn (0.5 mm 10 a~ '), and a slight decreasing trend in summer

(—3.7mm 10 a~ ') and winter (—1.1 mm 10 a—!). The GRACE-TWS
change had a positive anomaly in all four seasons, with the highest
and lowest positive trends occurring in autumn (10.5 mm a~!) and
summer (7.6 mm a~!), respectively. The increasing GLDAS-SM change
ranged from 1.0mma~! to 7.9 mma~', and the lowest and highest pos-
itive trends occurred in autumn and spring, respectively. The increasing
magnitudes of the GW change trend were 0.6 mma~', 6.5 mma',
6.6 mma~! and 4.8 mm a~! for spring, summer, autumn, and winter,
respectively. Fig. 5 presents the trend of GW change that exhibited a
variation that fluctuated with season, producing a “saddle shape”, and
the GLDAS-SM change showed a converse shape with the state of the
GW. These results suggested that the process of water migration was
from the soil water content to the GW during these seasonal alterna-
tions. The seasonal trend of the hydrological variation indicated that
the capacity of water storage in the SRTR increased in recent years, espe-
cially in summer, and more water was stored in the study area.

4.4, Spatial annual trend of hydrological variables in the TRSR
The trends of the hydrological variables were calculated using

Eq. (5). The overall results revealed that the annual precipitation in-
creased over most of the TRSR during 2003-2014 (Fig. 6a). The highest


Image of Fig. 3

M. Xu et al. / Science of the Total Environment 639 (2018) 1220-1232

30

—— Linear

(b) —eo— Precipitation

o

w

=]
T

h

p—

=
T

y = 1.4045x - 2321.9

Precipitation (mm)
oS
O
=]
‘l

R?=10.0717
_‘50 1 1 1 1 1 1
2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014
400
(d) —e— GRACE
300

TWS (mm)
g

1 1 1 1 1

[l

[~

[=]

~N
\g\_

\J‘s

N‘ o

é
S .
[+-] \-

2010 2012 2014

-100 |

200

250 - (f) —— GRACE-GLDAS —— Linear
~ 150 |
g sl /'\\
t A 1 1 —1 1 1
F -s500p2 /zoo 2006 200 2012 2014
T
z 150 ¢ y = 18.469x - 37097
- R?=0.2809
O 250 |

-350

Fig. 4. Temporal variability of temperature (a) and hydrological variables ((b) precipitation; (c) ET; (d) GRACE-TWS change; (e) GLDAS-SM change and (f) GW change) in the TRSR during

1226
1.2
y=0.0109x - 21.276
| @ R?=0.0178
~ 08
&)
<
g 0.6 |
g
= 0.4 [
b
S 02}
= —e— Temperature Linear
0 1 1 1 1 1 1
2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014
140 (C) ——ET —— Linear
120
~ -
E 100 |
b= y=-0.3273x + 769.23
M R?= 0.0294
80 -
60 1 1 1 1 1 1
2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014
400
() ——GLDAS  —— Linear
300
200 |
;:':/ 100
\m ! L 1 L 1
z 00—
= 2002 ‘\Z(!L 200 08 2010 2012 2014
-100
vy = 16.606x - 33275
-200 R>=0.1855
-300
2003-2014.
12
H PN E N GRACE B GLDAS B GW
10
8
Q
=
E 6
E 4
2
=
) I II
o | mM_ m 1 | | L
=
Spring Summer Autumn Winter
-2

Fig. 5. Seasonal hydrological variations in the TRSR during 2003-2014.

increasing trend in annual precipitation was concentrated in the area
with continuous permafrost, where the annual precipitation was
lower. However, the annual precipitation decreased in a small portion
of the eastern TRSR as well as in middle and western parts of the
study area. The ET showed a decreasing trend in the eastern part of
the TRSR, and it increased in most parts of the middle and western
study area. There was a positive trend for GRACE-TWS in most parts of
the TRSR, and the trend decreased from the west to the east and from
the north to the south. The GLDAS-SM showed a decreasing trend for
most parts of the TRSR, especially in the area with continuous perma-
frost. The increasing trend in GLDAS-SM mainly appeared in the periph-
eral regions of the study area, and the soil became drier overall. The
distribution of the spatial trend for GW contrasted with that from
GLDAS-SM. The GW in most parts of the TRSR showed an increasing
trend. As seen, the spatial distribution of the increasing trend in
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precipitation was consistent with the GRACE-TWS and GW, but
contrasted with that of GLDAS-SM. However, the changes in precipita-
tion and ET were far below those for GRACE-TWS, GLDAS-SM and GW.
The results indicated that more water was stored in the TRSR during
2003-2014, and more soil water has been transported into GW since
the aquiclude changed due to global warming.

4.5. Spatial-temporal variations of NDVI in the TRSR

Surface vegetation is a sensitive indicator of the hydrological cycle,
and previous studies have indicated the importance of hydrological con-
trol on vegetation behavior (Ye et al,, 2012; Shen et al., 2015). Based on
the MODIS NDVI data for the TRSR from 2003 to 2014, this study sys-
tematically analyzed the temporal change pattern and accumulative
NDVI during the annual growing seasons (Fig. 7a). The results indicated
that the vegetation in the TRSR was greening between 2003 and 2014.
The linear trend estimation method showed that the NDVI increased
from 2003 to 2014 at a rate of 0.03 decade ™. This is consistent with a
previous study that showed a positive trend from 1982 to 2010
(Zhang et al., 2010). The annual accumulated NDVI anomalies in the
TRSR indicated that the changes in NDVI varied in the different periods
(Fig. 7b). The accumulated NDVI anomalies decreased rapidly from

2003 to 2008 and increased rapidly from 2008 to 2014. The annual
mean NDVI and the variation trend of the NDVI in the TRSR during
2003-2014 are shown in Fig. 8. The spatial patterns of the NDVI in the
growing season were heterogeneous. Most areas with an NDVI < 0.2
were found in the north-western part of the TRSR; additionally, the
areas with 0.2 < NDVI < 0.6 were located in the middle of the TRSR,
and the areas with an NDVI > 0.6 were in the south-eastern area. The
spatial distribution of the NDVI was seen to be quite relative in terms
of the climate and hydrological variations. The trend of the NDVI indi-
cated that 90% of the TRSR areas had a positive annual variation rate,
while the negative rate found in the other areas corresponded to de-
graded vegetation. The areas where vegetation was worsening were lo-
cated in parts of the eastern, southern, and western TRSR.

5. Discussions
5.1. The interactions among hydrological variables

Precipitation is the key variable in the water budget, and it is also the
most influential factor that affects interactions among the hydrological

cycle (Gao et al., 2014). There is a lag time from when the water is intro-
duced as rainfall to when it becomes surface water and groundwater. In
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most hydrological forecasting, the lag time is typically described empir-
ically using total precipitation that is in hydrological balance
(Thompson et al., 2011). The different monthly time lags of the
GRACE-TWS and GLDAS-SM responses to precipitation and the P-ET
(subtract ET from precipitation) were analyzed in the TRSR. The results
indicated that the GRACE-TWS change anomalies were highly related to
precipitation over a time-lag of 2 months, i.e., the monthly total TWS
was strongly influenced by the precipitation that occurred two months
earlier (Fig. 9a). The co-relationships between the monthly precipita-
tion and the GLDAS-SM change were more complicated; specifically,
this relationship was poorly positively correlated over a 0-month lag
and was strongly negatively correlated over a 3-month lag (Fig. 9a).
These results suggested that more precipitation would lead to more
GRACE-TWS changes when precipitation preceded GRACE-TWS
changes by 2 months; in contrast, it would induce less GLDAS-SM
change when precipitation preceded it by 3 months. The result of P-ET
showed a positive correlation with GRACE-TWS change over a 0-
month lag; however, these two variables had the highest negative cor-
relation over a 4-month lag. The highest correlation between GLDAS-
SM change and P-E was obtained over a 2-month lag. In the TRSR, the
time lag of the GRACE-TWS change that was influenced by precipitation
was more obvious than was the GLDAS-SM change in the TRSR. No con-
sistent changes in correlation between hydrological variables were
found with the increase in the time-lag.

The correlation between the annual GRACE-TWS change, the
GLDAS-SM change and the precipitation were calculated in the TRSR
(Fig. 10). The changes in annual precipitation were more highly related
to changes in the GLDAS-SM than to changes in the GRACE-TWS
(Fig. 10a and b), with correlation coefficients of 0.570 and 0.372, respec-
tively. The GLDAS-SM was primary driven by precipitation variations,
increased precipitation led to increased soil water during 2003-2014.
However, the annual GRACE-TWS change was more dependent on the
P-ET. The GLDAS-SM change had a weaker correlation with the P-ET.
The changes in annual GLDAS-SM had a positive correlation with the
changes in GRACE-TWS, as more soil water content often meant more

total TWS. Therefore, the annual precipitation had the greatest impact
on the surface water (GLDAS-SM). The annual precipitation and ET af-
fected the total water storage change (GRACE-TWS) which also
responded to GLDAS-SM change in the TRSR.

5.2. Impacts of temperature and hydrological variables on NDVI

Climate has an inevitable impact on the growth environment and on
the condition of vegetation (Chen et al.,, 20144, 2014b, 2014c). Conven-
tional hydrological indicators, such as precipitation and soil moisture,
have been widely used to examine the hydrological controls on terres-
trial ecosystems (Ye et al., 2012; Shen et al., 2015). To further under-
stand the impacts of temperature and hydrological variables on NDVI
during the growing season, we examined the relationships between
NDVI and temperature and four hydrological variables (precipitation,
ET, GRACE-TWS change and GLDAS-SM change) in the TRSR for the pe-
riod from 2003 to 2014 (Table 1). The average NDVI of the growing sea-
son in the TRSR was significantly correlated with the summer
temperature; however, it was only very weakly correlated with the
temperature in other seasons. The results suggested that the response
of vegetation to temperature in high-cold regions was likely to be
more intense under climate warming. The spring precipitation was pos-
itively correlated with the NDVI, which reached a confidence level of
99%. Spring precipitation may not directly support vegetation growth
in the current season (as reflected by the NDVI), but the relationship
was affected by the time lag of the response of vegetation to precipita-
tion. The ET did not show an obvious relationship with the NDVI. The
NDVI was significantly positively correlated with the GRACE-TWS
change and GLDAS-SM change during the growing season (except for
autumn), and the highest values occurred in winter and summer, re-
spectively. This result can be explained by the fact that the GRACE-
TWS in winter provided sufficient water storage for the growth of veg-
etation during the growing season, and the roots of the vegetation were
strongly dependent on surface soil moisture conditions in summer,
which provided the water available for plants. The relationships be-
tween NDVI and precipitation were much weaker than those between
NDVI and GRACE-TWS change and GLDAS-SM change. This result indi-
cated that seasonal variability in surface greenness over the TRSR was
also controlled by changes in other hydrological conditions, and
GRACE-TWS change and GLDAS-SM change appeared to be better hy-
drological indicators for explaining variability in vegetation dynamics
than was precipitation. This result is reasonable because precipitation
provides only an indirect measure of water availability for plant growth.
Spring precipitation and summer temperature were the limiting condi-
tions affecting vegetation growth, and precipitation was more influen-
tial than temperature. However, the effects of total TWS change and
GLDAS-SM change on vegetation were more pronounced than were
other factors in this region.

5.3. Effects of permafrost on hydrological regime

The distribution of permafrost is extensive in the TRSR, and these
areas are highly sensitive to temperature change. Significant soil
warming was detected during 1981-2014, at rates of 0.71 °C 10 a™!
for surface soils (0 cm), 0.48 °C 10 a~!' for shallow layer soils
(5-20 cm) and 0.42 °C 10 a~! for deep layer soils (40-320 cm) (Luo
et al., 2016). Due to the influence of climate warming, permafrost has
been degrading extensively, with marked spatial-temporal variability
over the last 30 years (Cheng and Jin, 2013). The number of permafrost
thawing days and the thickening of the permafrost active layer have in-
creased (Yang et al., 2010; Song et al., 2018). In the cold regions, the hy-
drological regimes are closely related with permafrost conditions, such
as the extent of permafrost and the thermal characteristics; additionally,
the hydrological regimes are controlled by the distribution of frozen
ground and taliks as well as by the freeze-thaw processes of aquifers
(White et al., 2007; Ye et al., 2009; Song et al., 2018). As a special
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regional aquitard, permafrost affected the spatial-temporal hydraulic
connection between the groundwater and surface water, and it played
adecisive role in the formation of groundwater, the transport processes,
and the pattern of distribution of groundwater and its pathways
(Lemieux et al., 2008; Woo et al., 2008). Thin permafrost had greater
impacts on ice formation during the freezing season and greater impacts
on the baseflows during the thawing season, and the mutual influences
of groundwater and surface waters were significant in the permafrost
regions (Zhang et al., 2008; Gao et al., 2016; Qin et al., 2017). The active
soil thawing in the upper 60-cm soil contributed to the increase in dis-
charge; however, the increase in thawing depth in soil layers deeper
than 60 cm led to a decrease in surface runoff and slowed in the reces-
sion process (Wang et al., 2009). The supra-permafrost groundwater
discharge decreased exponentially with active layer frozen processes
during autumn runoff recession; in contrast, the ratio of groundwater
discharge to total discharge and the direct surface discharge coefficient
simultaneously increased (Wang et al., 2012, 2017). Ground warming
led to higher permeability and wetter aquifers in the permafrost. The in-
crease and thickening of the active layer could lead to the greater infil-
tration of surface water into the groundwater, resulting in increased
water storage.

On the other hand, there are numerous and large thawed ponds,
lakes, and drained thawed-lake basins in the TRSR (Lei et al., 2014).
These lakes mainly reside in the thick ice-rich continuous permafrost
zone (Fig. 1). The development and growth of lakes is related to the
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thermal processes that occur at the ice-wedge intersections, the perma-
frost thawing with subsidence of the ground surface, and the increased
thickness of the active layer (Muskett and Romanovsky, 2011). Over
time, small ponds have merged into large lakes and some drained
when thermo-erosion and bank undercutting caused a breach (Hinkel
et al., 2003, 2005). Beneath such lakes, the talik that was previously un-
frozen soil developed into a closed talik, and the lateral and vertical ex-
tents of a talik depend on the internal structure of the permafrost and on

Table 1
Relationships between NDVI of growing season and seasonal temperature and hydrolog-
ical variables in the TRSR.

Spring  Summer Autumn Winter Annual
Growing season Temperature 0.226 0671 0.127 0.001 0415
NDVI Precipitation  0.672" 0.422 0213 0220  0.567"
ET 0450  0.087 0.039 0.039  0.240
GRACE-TWS 0.552" 0545 0384  0.750"" 0.638"
GLDAS-SM  0.614" 0726 0440  0.674" 0.692""

* 95% confidence level.
** 99% confidence level.

the temperature regime at the ground surface (Yoshikawa and
Hinzman, 2003). Eventually, the talik became an open talik and served
as an aquifer, whereby lake water drained and became subsurface
groundwater; this process increased the water storage within or in
some cases below the permafrost. This indicated that surface water
was being recruited for subsurface groundwater storage and that the
groundwater residence time was increasing. Additionally, water storage
increased, and this was supported by the increase in the number and
area of thawed bogs, ponds, and lakes. Research has indicated that the
number of lakes has been increasing in the continuous permafrost
zone in the study area (Lei et al., 2014). The findings of the present
study regarding GW changes in the TRSR during 2003-2014 are consis-
tent with these observations.

6. Conclusions
In this study, the hydrological variations and their impacts on vege-

tation were investigated in the TRSR during the period of 2003-2014.
The main conclusions are as follows:
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(1) The precipitation showed an increasing trend at a rate of
14.0 mm 10 a~ !, and ET showed a slight decreasing trend. The
GRACE-TWS variations presented an increasing trend at a rate
of 35.1 mm a~', and the GW change showed an increasing
trend at a rate of 18.5 mm a~ .. The hydrological cycle has obvi-
ously changed. More water was stored in the TRSR, and more
soil water has been transported into GW since the aquiclude
changed. More precipitation would lead to more GRACE-TWS
changes when precipitation preceded GRACE-TWS changes by
2 months, it would induce less GLDAS-SM change when precipi-
tation preceded it by 3 months. The time lag of the GRACE-TWS
change that was influenced by precipitation was more obvious
than that of the GLDAS-SM change. No consistent changes in
the correlation between the hydrological variables were found
with the increase in the time-lag.

The annual precipitation had the greatest impact on the surface
water (GLDAS-SM). The annual precipitation and ET affected
the total water storage change (GRACE-TWS) which also
responded to GLDAS-SM change in the TRSR. Precipitation was
relatively lower in winter and spring, and the water flow out of
the TRSR was predominantly in the forms of ET and discharge
which led the TWS in a state of loss. The GRACE-TWS change
was generally higher in summer and autumn and lower in winter
and spring. The water was mainly stored as SM from January to
July, and it was stored as GW from July to December in the
TRSR. The spatial distribution of ET was consistent with that of
precipitation. The distribution of TWS change was not only influ-
enced by precipitation, but also may be affected by the type of the
underlying surface (permafrost and lakes).

The vegetation in the TRSR was greening between 2003 and
2014. The spatial distribution of the NDVI was seen to be quite
relative in terms of the climate and hydrological variations. The
trend of the NDVI indicated that 90% of the TRSR areas had a pos-
itive annual variation rate, while the negative rate found in the
other areas corresponded to degraded vegetation. The areas
where vegetation was worsening were located in parts of the
eastern, southern, and western TRSR. Spring precipitation and
summer temperature were the conditions that limited the
growth of vegetation growth, and that precipitation was more
important than temperature. However, the effect of the total
TWS change and GLDAS-SM change on vegetation was consider-
ably greater than the effects of other factors in this region.

As a special regional aquitard, ground warming led to higher per-
meability and wetter aquifers in the permafrost of the TRSR. Per-
mafrost affected the spatial-temporal hydraulic connection
between the groundwater and surface water, and it played a de-
cisive role in the formation of groundwater, the transport pro-
cesses, and the pattern of distribution of groundwater and its
pathways. The increase and thickening of the active layer can
lead to the greater infiltration of surface water into the ground-
water, which can result in increased water storage. On the
other hand, water storage may have increased due to the in-
crease in the number and area of thawed bogs, ponds, and
lakes in the study area. The GRACE-TWS data can be used to in-
vestigate the effects of permafrost on hydrology over the cold re-
gions under the influence of climate change.
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The TWS change, including surface water, snow and ice, soil mois-
ture, and groundwater, is essential for understanding a wide range of
hydrological, climatological, and ecological processes and it is important
for water resource management. In situ monitoring of regional-scale
TWS change is extremely limited, especially in remote alpine areas. Tra-
ditional remote sensing satellites and models can be used to detect or
simulated surface soil moisture to depths of only tens of centimeters,
and the spatial distribution of field stations for verification purposes is
poor. However, the GRACE satellite can compensate for such

disadvantages. The GRACE-derived TWS change considers all hydrolog-
ical components for regional-to-global coverage, which offers a new op-
portunity for understanding of regional hydrology, especially
interactions and impacts of hydrological changes.
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