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We present a global analysis of the changing face of vegetation persistence in savanna
ecosystems by boreal seasons. We utilized nearly 30 years of monthly normalized
difference vegetation index data in an innovative time-series approach and developed
associated statistical significance tests, making the application of continuous vegetation metrics both more rigorous and more useful to research. We found that 8,000,000–
11,000,000 km2 of savanna have experienced significant vegetation decline during
each season, while 20,000,000–23,000,000 km2 have experienced an increase in
vegetation persistence during each season, relative to the baseline period (1982–
1985). In addition, with the exception of the March–April–May season, which is
mixed, the pattern of significant vegetation persistence in the Northern Hemisphere
is almost exclusively positive, while it is negative in the Southern Hemisphere. This
finding highlights the increasing vulnerability of the Southern Hemisphere savanna
landscapes; either resulting from changing precipitation regimes (e.g., southern Africa)
or agricultural pressures and conversions (e.g., South America).
Keywords: savanna ecology; remote sensing; persistence; NDVI; vegetation dynamics

1. Introduction
The savanna biome, covering approximately a fifth of terrestrial areas (Sankaran et al.,
2005) including large percentages of Africa (65%), Australia (60%), and South America
(40%) (Huntley & Walker, 1982; Walker & Gillison, 1982), is of great ecological and
economic importance. Not only does this biome represent biodiversity hotspots, but
research has shown that they also sustain high levels of endemism (Barnard, Brown,
Jarvis, Robertson, & Van Rooyen, 1998), support large human and animal populations
(Happold, 1995; Scholes & Hall, 1996), display high levels of primary productivity when
compared to other ecoregions, and have a greater impact on the global carbon cycle than
previously appreciated (Houghton, 1996; Houghton, Hackler, & Lawrence, 1999; Ojima,
Valentine, Mosier, Parton, & Schimel, 1993; Scholes & Hall, 1996). Beyond their
ecological importance, these savanna biomes also contribute to the economic development
of many counties due to the large human–environment connection (Campbell, 1996;
Gambiza, 2001). The rich natural resources of savanna landscapes enable socioeconomic
development at both small and large scales, ranging from the local-scale extraction of
timber and grasses for fuel and building materials, to large-scale processes such as tourism
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and other economic industries (Gambiza, 2001). Due to the biological richness and heavy
human utilization of the landscape, an understanding of savanna landscape patterns and
persistence over time is required for proper management, especially as the vulnerability
and resilience of these biomes is in question under changing climate conditions.
Ecosystem resilience has emerged as a crosscutting theme in research on the human
dimension of global environmental change (Downing et al., 2000; Polsky, 2003).
Vulnerability is often characterized as a function of both a systems exposure/sensitivity
to a stress and its capacity to absorb or cope with the effects of stresses/shocks (Eakin &
Luers, 2006). Nonresilient systems may not be able to absorb changes or perturbations
while maintaining the same diversity and function, potentially leading to permanent state
changes (Eakin, Tucker, & Castellanos, 2006). Savanna landscapes have long been
considered stable systems, whose inherent properties consist of fluctuating landscape
composition around one or more steady states (Dublin, Sinclair, & McGlade, 1990,
Lamprey, 1983; Noy-Meir, 1975; Skarpe & Hester, 2008; Walker & Noy-Meir, 1982).
Such fluctuations can result in compositional changes from open savannas to woody
savannas or shrublands. The transition between states can be triggered by any of the
determinants of spatial heterogeneity, such as natural events (precipitation variability,
fire), or human utilization of the landscape. It is well noted in the literature that savanna
systems are known to be water- or disturbance-driven, with the former being more
important in drier regions and the latter in areas of higher precipitation (Campo-Bescós,
Muñoz-Carpena, Kaplan, et al., 2013; Campo-Bescós, Muñoz-Carpena, Southworth,
et al., 2013; Sankaran et al., 2005). When precipitation and associated soil moisture are
sufficient, disturbances drive the vegetation fractional cover. In the absence of disturbances such as repeated fires and clearing by humans or large herbivores, tree cover
increases at the expense of grass until limited by processes like species competition
(Scholes & Archer, 1997). The fraction of grasses at that point depends on the woody
vegetation growth and the growth opportunities offered by the environment (Scholes &
Archer, 1997). Recently, the stability of the savanna biome has received increasing
attention due to three major threats: bush encroachment, agricultural conversion, and
climate change.
Savanna ecosystems around the world have recently experienced a shift in vegetation
dynamics, as woody, shrub-like vegetation has become more prominent, and herbaceous
and tree cover has diminished (Ringrose, Matheson, Wolski, & Huntsman-Mapila, 2003).
It has been hypothesized that bush encroachment causes this slow proliferation of woody
plants (Bond, 2008; Hudak & Wessman, 1998). Encroachment progresses as more
individual woody stems recruit in an apparently random pattern across the landscape.
This process may result from coppicing, in which repeated felling occurs on the same
stump, allowing multiple shoots to regrow, or from the disturbance of rooting systems
causing normally single stemmed trees to become multi-stem shrubs. The resulting
vegetation is less biologically productive and less palatable for native herbivores
(Archer, Scifres, Bassham, & Maggio, 1988; Hudak & Wessman, 1998).
There are numerous species of encroachers, and the dominant one differs from region
to region, making this a physiological occurrence, rather than a specific one. The majority
of encroachers are noninvasive species, naturally occurring in the ecosystem, suggesting
that it is a change in environment that encourages an existing species to begin to dominate
the landscape. Encroaching species include multiple Acacia species (mellifera, tortilis,
erubescens), Dichrostachys cinerea, Grewia (e.g., Grewia flava), Mopane, and Terminalia
sericea (Moleele, Ringrose, Arnberg, Lunden, & Vanderpost, 2001, 2002). In North
America, native mesquite and creosote bush, accompanied by invasive African lovegrass,
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have invaded and replaced semiarid grasslands, resulting in the development of a completely new savanna ecosystem (Van Auken, 2000). In Australia, introduced Acacia
nilotica is a major invasive agent in the Northern territory indicating that woody invasives
can also cause shrub thickening (Brown & Carter, 1998). Whether the encroacher is a
broad or fine leaf species, the shrub cover is always low (below 2 m) and typically thorny
(Moleele et al., 2001, 2002; Skarpe, 1990a). In most cases, the encroachment of woody
species is attributable to human activity, such as overgrazing or use of fire (Acocks 1964,
1975; Archer, Schimel, & Holland, 1995; Hudak & Wessman, 1998; Madany & West,
1983, Noy-Meir, 1982; Skarpe, 1990b, 1992; Van Vegten, 1981, 1984; Walter, 1954).
Bush encroachment can occur over multiple temporal extents, dependent on the trigger of
vegetation structure change. Human-induced encroachment from overgrazing occurs over
decadal time scales (Hudak & Wessman, 1998), while natural sources of encroachment,
for example resulting from drought, result in relatively discrete episodes, often seasonal to
annual, in scale.
In terms of the resilience of savanna landscapes, climate change-induced events such
as droughts may exacerbate already complex states, pushing the system to cross-tipping
points. Under future climate change, these regions are projected to experience decreased
mean precipitation and greater precipitation variability. The noted correlation between
precipitation and patterns of savanna vegetation suggest that changes in vegetation should
also be expected (Cui, Gibbes, Southworth, & Waylen, 2013; Gibbes, Southworth,
Waylen, & Child, 2014). It has been suggested that the high coefficient of variation
(standard deviation/mean) at the arid end of the precipitation gradient is a determining
factor for growth of woody vegetation (Sankaran et al., 2005); therefore, the projected
climate would encourage the continued expansion of woody cover. Sankaran et al. (2005)
suggest that changes in precipitation considerably affect the distribution and dynamics of
savanna, potentially leading to changes in state or further bush encroachment. Since
savannas are anticipated to be among the ecosystems most sensitive to climate change
(Misselhorn, 2005; Walker, Anderies, Kinzig, & Ryan, 2006), a thorough understanding
of factors that structure savanna communities is necessary to guide mitigation efforts
(Sallu, Twyman, & Stringer, 2010; Sankaran et al., 2005; Twyman, 2001).
Superimposed over these gradual changes (woody encroachment and climate) is a suite
of temporally and geographically asymmetric historical, current, and future potential conversion of grasslands and savanna to pasture and cropland. The initial conversion of
grassland and savanna systems during the early and mid-twentieth century centered on
temperate systems in central Eurasia, North America, and southern Australia. Significant
areas of native tropical and subtropical grasslands in Australia and South America were
replaced by improved pastures, using mainly domesticated African grasses enhanced with
fertilizer application in the post-WWII period (McIvor, Guppy, & Probert, 2011; White,
Murray, & Rohweder, 2001). Tropical savanna clearing then expanded rapidly in South
America during the last part of the twentieth century (Grecchi, Gwyn, Bénié, Formaggio, &
Fahl, 2014; Romero-Ruiz, Flantua, Tansey, & Berrio, 2012), accompanied by planting of
huge areas of African grass pastures. Food demand, fertilizer availability, and markets for
multinational agribusiness point to potential major industrial-scale agricultural conversion
in Africa in the twenty-first century (Laurance, Sayer, & Cassman, 2014). African landscapes already contain a degree of fine-scale fragmentation evident in recent ecological
mapping (Ryan et al., 2015; Tchuente, De Jong, Roujean, Favier, & Mering, 2011) due to
long coexistence with human populations using shifting cultivation and livestock herding.
In savanna ecosystems, the use of remotely sensed data and associated techniques are
leading to a far better understanding of the vulnerability of these complex systems

Downloaded by [University of Florida] at 13:08 29 March 2016

10

J. Southworth et al.

(Sankaran et al., 2005), the landscape-level drivers of spatial patterns (Campo-Bescós,
Muñoz-Carpena, Kaplan, et al., 2013; Campo-Bescós, Muñoz-Carpena, Southworth,
et al., 2013), and the shocks incurred (Cui et al., 2013; Gibbes et al., 2014). Savanna
landscapes in the broadest sense are a dynamic middle ground between forest and grassland
ecosystems characterized by the major continental tree-grass systems in terms of four
climate-dependent states, with deterministically stable grassland and forest separated by
bi-stable low and high tree cover states (Staver, Archibald, & Levin, 2011). Understanding
the historic trends and persistence of vegetation across the past three decades will allow for
better future management of these complex systems. More specifically, it will allow us to
determine whether a particular region is stable over time, in terms of its vegetation cover
persistence, or whether it has changed significantly. This would then allow us to target
regions of change and then determine, via more fine-scaled analyses, potential causes and
management implications or decisions necessary to enhance or remediate the changes.
Methods utilized in this persistence-based approach can be viewed in more detail and
their theoretical basis discussed in detail in Waylen, Southworth, Gibbes, and Tsai (2014).

2. Data and methods
2.1. Study area
Although savanna landscapes are distributed worldwide, they vary in climatic condition,
composition, driving forces, and human footprint on the landscape (Cole, 1982; Huntley,
1982; Jeltsch, Weber, & Grimm, 2000). The spatial heterogeneity of the savanna landscapes has led researchers to further define the biome into classes based on vegetation
composition and climatic condition. Savanna landscapes are characterized by their distinct
vegetation patterns of a continuous herbaceous layer of C4 grasses (0.5–2.0 m tall) and
discontinuous tree cover (2.0–10.0 m tall; Huntley & Walker, 1982), with an occasional
intermediate layer of shrubs (Jeltsch et al., 2000). Though tree, grass, and shrub components occur across all savanna types, the proportions of each change rapidly over space
and through time. The herbaceous layer comprises three fundamental cover types: forbs,
annual grasses, and perennial grasses. Perennial grasses dominate, with a small proportion
of annual grasses in more arid savannas (Dahlberg, 2000). Though by definition the
grasses in savanna are continuous, in practice they are highly clumped (Gambiza, 2001;
Scholes & Archer, 1997). Woody vegetation consists of multiple species including the
genera Acacia, Terminalia, Mopane, Marula, and Dichrostachys in Africa; Eucalyptus,
Corymbia, Acacia, Terminalia, and Melaleuca in Australia (Prior, Eamus, & Bowman,
2003); and Vellozia, Qualia, Aspidosperma, Davilla, and Kielmeyera in South America
(Oliveira-FilhoA & Ratter, 2002). Across a savanna’s patchy landscape unique sets of
woody and herbaceous species either coexist or compete for key resources. The balance
between herbaceous and woody plants is dynamic, thus savanna landscapes consist of a
matrix of patches of different structural combinations (Whittaker, Morris, & Goodman,
1984). Models and hypotheses, such as the root niche separation hypothesis, and demographic bottleneck models have been put forth to understand the tree-grass coexistence in
savannas (Stott, 1991; Walker & Noy-Meir, 1982; Walter, 1971). Generally, grasses can
outcompete seedling trees for nutrients and water where their roots occur together.
However, if grasses are destroyed (e.g., by grazing), more water becomes available for
trees and shrubs (Knoop and Walker 1984), leading to changes in the landscape dynamics,
and an increase in woody vegetation (Skarpe, 1990b; Stuart-Hill & Tainton, 1989).
Mature trees have a marked competitive effect on grasses and on other trees, but grasses
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have little effect on trees once tree saplings exceed the height of the grass layer (Knoop &
Walker, 1984).
In general, savannas are highly seasonal ecosystems occurring within the tropics and
subtropics, mainly between 30° N–30° S. Within these zones, temperatures are high and
variability low, but precipitation regimes exhibit distinct wet and dry seasons. Intra-annual
variability often reflects the migration of the Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone and
localized convective events, while variability at the inter-annual scale is associated with
global scale drivers like the El Nino-Southern Oscillation. In this study, the World
Wildlife Fund (WWF) Biome map, based on the Olson et al. (2001) map of global
ecoregions, is used to distinguish global savanna ecosystems (WWF, 2014). The ecological land classification system developed by the WWF identifies 14 biomes, or major
habitat types, and 882 terrestrial ecoregions. We focus on those ecoregions that exhibit
distinct savanna characteristics, each being composed of grassland, shrubland, and woodland landscapes, as highlighted in Figure 1. Savanna landscapes occur on all continents
except for Antarctica, and their areas are shown in Table 1.
While most savanna systems occur within the tropics, the temperate grasslands,
savannas, and shrubland ecoregions span the subtropics and mid-latitudes. These temperate savanna areas cover portions of North America, South America, Asia, and Australia
(Figure 1). The temperate grassland landscapes are known as prairies in North America,
pampas in South America, and steppe in Asia (WWF) (Olson et al., 2001). A much
fragmented oak savanna ecotone lies between the prairie grassland and the eastern forests
in North America (McPherson, 1997). They differ from other grassland and savanna types
in their annual temperature regime and dominant species. Typically, grass and shrub

Figure 1.
data set.

Global savanna landscapes as defined by the WWF biome land cover classification
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Table 1.

J. Southworth et al.
Savanna types by continent (area in km2). Source: WWF (2014).
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Africa
Asia
North America
South America
Oceania
Australia
Europe
Total

Tropical and subtropical

Temperate

Flooded

Total

13,924,104
60,969
76,957
3,971,885
3042
2,124,489
–
20,161,447

–
3,769,389
3,095,420
1,622,555
53,372
575,514
977,442
10,093,693

560,435
260,417
25,997
243,196
–
–
–
1,090,045

14,484,539
4,090,776
3,198,374
5,837,637
56,414
2,700,004
977,442
31,345,186

species dominate and very few trees develop. These regions exhibit relatively low alpha,
beta, and gamma diversity (WWF, 2014) and have been significantly affected by agriculture and fire (via suppression or excessive burning).
The tropical and subtropical grassland, savanna, and shrubland ecoregions occur
widely across portions of southern Africa, northern Australia, and South America
(Figure 1). These savanna landscapes stretch across a large precipitation gradient and
include both arid and rainfall sufficient regions. A continuous layer of herbaceous
vegetation is common, with scattered tree and shrub cover, supporting some of the highest
levels of biodiversity in the world including large populations of mammals and other
fauna. The most intact assemblage of savanna landscapes stretches from the East African
Acacia savannas to the Zambezian savannas.
Within portions of these land cover types, unique small-scale hydrological features
exist that alter the vegetation structure and composition of the region. These areas,
classified as flooded grasslands and savannas, occur across regions of Africa, South
America, North America, and Asia, the better known of which include the Everglades,
Sahelian flooded savannas, and the Zambezian flooded savannas (Figure 1). These
regions, sometimes thought of as wetlands, are grassland dominant with interspersed
trees. Their greatest threats come from human activities (e.g., water diversion or channelization) and climate change.
2.2. Vegetation persistence analysis
Remote sensing technologies have developed sufficiently to produce the temporal
frequency of data required to adequately detect vegetation change (Lunetta, Johnson,
Lyon, & Crotwell, 2004; Lunetta, Knight, Ediriwickrema, Lyon, & Worthy, 2006),
particularly in the tightly coupled vegetation–climate interactions of savannas.
Monthly time series of vegetation indices from the Advanced Very High Resolution
Radiometer (AVHRR) – and the Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer
(MODIS) – now available from the early 1980s and 2000s, respectively, hold considerable promise for the large-scale quantification of complex vegetation–climate dynamics
and regional to global scale analyses of landscape change related to global environmental changes. Long-term temporal and spatial trends in vegetation (Lanfredi,
Simoniello, & Macchiato, 2004; Westman & O’Leary, 1986), in response to climate
variability and the documented climatic shift of the 1970s (Chavez, Ryan, Lluch-Cota,
& Ñiquen, 2003; Lanfredi et al., 2004; Nicholson, 2000), are quantified using a timeseries approach, more familiar in analyses of climate than landscapes. We combine the
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normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI), which discriminates well in savanna
regions (Gibbes, Adhikari, Rostant, Southworth, & Qiu, 2010; Ringrose, Matheson,
Tempest, & Boyle, 1990; Scanlon, Caylor, Manfreda, Levin, & Rodriguez-Iturbe, 2005;
Sekhwela & Yates, 2007; Thenkabail et al., 2004; Thomas & Twyman, 2004) with
analytical methods that allow both temporal and spatial specificity, at a scale unusual in
resilience or land change science. In addition, the real strength lies in the statistical
significance testing we applied and developed for these metrics, making continuous
vegetation metrics more useful as a management and research tool. For complete details
of the theoretical development and background of the persistence metrics, see Waylen
et al. (2014).
We utilized the newly available GIMMS3g NDVI data that were generated from
NOAA’s AVHRR in the framework of the Global Inventory Monitoring and Modeling
System (GIMMS) project at the NASA Goddard Space Flight Center. The data set spans
from July 1981 to December 2011, and has a spatial resolution of around 8 km, and a
temporal resolution of about 15 days. Despite the corrections and temporal compositing,
the GIMMS3g data still contain residual invalid measurements, well indicated by quality
flags. Any pixel with a time series having less than 80% high-quality data points (flag = 1
and flag = 2) through the whole time span was excluded from our analysis. For the time
points with ‘poor’ quality (flag > 2), we used a gap-filling procedure to interpolate the
NDVI values of these time points (Jin et al., 2013).
Monthly NDVI data compiled from biweekly GIMMS3g NDVI time series using
maximum value composite are aggregated to boreal seasons: DJF (winter) = December,
January, February; MAM (spring) = March, April, May; JJA (summer) = June, July,
August; SON (autumn) = September, October, November, as these allow for analysis
across major wet/dry and warmer/cooler periods, under conditions of grouped months
exhibiting similar patterns, rather than 12 monthly or 1 annual time step that makes no
sense across hemispheres or water years. These 3-month blocks, linked to boreal seasons
and therefore drivers of vegetation dynamics, are those used in global climatic studies,
allowing for comparability and are the best representation of seasons, regardless of
hemispheres and drivers or locational differences.
To detect inter-annual changes of NDVI in a spatially explicit manner, a simple metric,
directional persistence, or D, is computed and predetermined critical levels of statistical
significance applied to maps of the metric derived over the period of record (Waylen et al.,
2014 discuss this methodology and its development in detail). This measure, D, is the
cumulative direction of change over the time series relative to the fixed benchmark
observation of NDVI, during a sequence of observations of a particular month, j, and is
derived as
Dj ¼

n1
X

ti;j

i¼1

Vcrit < Vi;j : ti;j ¼ þ1
Vcrit > Vi;j : ti;j ¼ 1
where Vi,j is the monthly NDVI, in year i, month j. As an example, Vcrit is the critical
benchmark NDVI value for observations made in October (j = 10). A value of +1 is
assigned to ti,j when the pixel for that year and month records a value of NDVI greater
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than the critical observation, and −1 for observations less than. Theoretically, as NDVI is a
continuous variable bounded by −1 and +1, identical values of NDVI are impossible.
The seasonal baseline values are computed between 1982 and 1986 for comparison to
the 23 subsequent seasonal NDVI values. The selection of a baseline is necessary in any
sort of comparative study of this type. In this case, the baseline contains both the warm
phase event of 1982–1983 and the ensuing cold phase 1983–1986 (http://www.cpc.ncep.
noaa.gov/products/analysis_monitoring/ensostuff/ensoyears.shtml). Not all regions examined in this study experience an impact from ENSO, and those that do may experience
opposing signs of response; however, by taking a period that encompasses both the warm
and cold phases of ENSO, it is hoped that any such impacts will tend to be offsetting,
while providing as long a period as possible for subsequent analysis. This baseline also
represents the beginning of this time-series availability, and the post-1970s climatic shift
that occurred globally. Assessment of significant change from the NDVI baseline depends
upon the persistent occurrence of positive or negative scores over a number of years. This
sequence of scores can be summed to create an index of ‘directional persistence’, D,
which measures the stability or permanence of a change in NDVI that may indicate
changes in vegetation cover and/or vigor.
The significance and permanence of the change in NDVI, and by inference in
vegetation, may be measured by summing the scores from each year to form D. If change
occurs immediately and is uniformly persistent over the 23 years post the baseline period,
then D can have a maximum value of 23 or a minimum value of −23. One of the
innovations of this developed methodology is the associated statistical significance testing
of this continuous data product (often a limitation in the use of continuous vegetation
indices), which allows the determination of change at differing (and user controlled) levels
of significance. The approach gives pixel level significance for the entire landscape and its
theoretical basis and development can be read in full detail in Waylen et al. (2014).
Predetermined critical levels of statistical significance highlight the nature and areal extent
of major changes in the landscape, beyond that which might be expected at random, and
which are possibly indicative of degradation or other changes (see Waylen et al., 2014;
Gibbes et al., 2014; Tsai, Southworth, & Waylen, 2014; for more details). For 23 years of
record, the critical value of D (α = 0.025) is ±11 (Waylen et al., 2014). Therefore, in this
analysis, the aggregate direction of change must represent a minimum of 11 years of
unidirectional deviation of NDVI from the baseline or sufficient years to reach a sum of
±11 if some years have an opposite deviation. This analysis permits an objective identification of the persistence of changes in vegetation cover and vigor as measured by NDVI,
as an indicator of photosynthetic activity. In this study, the occurrence and persistence of
such changes is explored in global savanna systems across the last 28 years, highlighting
only those regions of statistically significant change using this novel and rigorous
approach to landscape study.

2.3. Savanna change: syndromes that relate to directional persistence
Savannas, grasslands, and shrublands have certain characteristic geographical locations,
vegetation properties, and are subject to distinct stresses and disturbances. These vast
areas also exhibit substantial natural inter- and intra-annual variation. The NDVI is a
specific indicator of photosynthetic activity. Therefore, it is reasonable to define the major
types of changes in vegetation cover and vigor, or syndromes, that can plausibly be linked
to a persistent increase or decrease in seasonal NDVI as defined by D.
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Significant net positive directional persistence (D > 11) could indicate
(a) Syndrome 1: woody thickening – thickening of woody components in natural
systems subject to change in grazing, fire, and climate interactions since this
results in more photosynthetically active canopy cover.
(b) Syndrome 2: increasing precipitation – increase in rainfall (frequency, amount,
distribution, etc.) since this increases amount and longevity of green foliage.
(c) Syndrome 3: conversion to improved pasture – conversion of native grasslands to
improved pastures with addition of fertilizer nutrients since introduced grasses,
either European/Mediterranean temperate or African tropical species, tend to have
higher photosynthetic responses and greener foliage with obligate N fertilizer
requirement.
(d) Syndrome 4: conversion to irrigated agriculture – clearing and development of
intensive irrigated cropping and center pivot systems since this results in localized
patches of vegetation cover with very high photosynthetic activity.
Significant negative directional persistence (D < −11) could indicate
(a) Syndrome 5: conversion to dryland agriculture – clearing of woody savanna
and conversion to dryland agriculture or dryland livestock production since
this removes woody photosynthetic canopy and changes landscape water
balances.
(b) Syndrome 6: decreasing precipitation – decreases in rainfall (frequency, amount,
distribution, etc.) since this reduces the amount and longevity of green foliage.
(c) Syndrome 7: overutilization of natural vegetation – desertification of natural
systems due to overutilization of forage and/or wood resources since this leads
to vegetation decline, reduced photosynthetic cover fractions, and higher bare
ground cover fractions.
2.4. Climatic data
Precipitation data (Willmott & Matsuura, 2001), representing an interpolated surface
based on precipitation stations from the Global Historical Climate Network and the
archive of Legates and Willmott (1990), characterize the principal driver of vegetation
growth. Monthly precipitation data spanning 1900–2010 have continental coverage
only. Using ArcGIS 10.2 we converted the netcdf of monthly precipitation bands to
gridded tiffs and used ArcGIS model builder to construct the mean from 1982 to 1986
and from 1987 to 2010 by summing the monthly data to yearly grids then determining
the mean of the years of interest. The change in mean annual precipitation between the
two periods is generated by taking simple differences in the raster calculator and is
thus a simple proxy for possible change in precipitation patterns globally to refer to
here. Note, however, that these data are given at an annual time step and compared to
seasonal change, and as such, statistical comparisons and one-to-one comparison is not
advisable.
3. Results
Figures 2–5 illustrate the value of D across the global grasslands and savannas. Pixels of
nonsignificant change (−11 to +11) are shown in beige, significant positive persistence is
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Figure 2. NDVI-based vegetation persistence analysis for MAM: March, April, May. Pixels of
nonsignificant change (−11 to +11) are shown in beige, significant positive persistence is shown in
green (maximum +23), and significant negative persistence in purple (minimum −23).

Figure 3. NDVI-based vegetation persistence analysis for JJA: June, July, August. Pixels of
nonsignificant change (−11 to +11) are shown in beige, significant positive persistence is shown
in green (maximum +23), and significant negative persistence in purple (minimum −23).

shown in green, and significant negative persistence in purple. Numbers of significant
pixels are tabulated by continent and season, expressed as the proportion of savanna
landscapes, by type, undergoing significant directional change (both positive and negative), as illustrated in Tables 2–8.

3.1. MAM: March, April, May (boreal spring)
There are moderate changes in D throughout most savanna regions for MAM (Figure 2).
Significant positive values for D are found in Brazil, Paraguay, Botswana, Tanzania,
Romania, Georgia, and Kazakhstan. There are few areas of significantly negative D values
in portions of Argentina, Angola, North America, the Sudan and Chad. There appear to be
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Figure 4. NDVI-based vegetation persistence analysis for SON: September, October, November.
Pixels of nonsignificant change (−11 to +11) are shown in beige, significant positive persistence is
shown in green (maximum +23), and significant negative persistence in purple (minimum −23).

Figure 5. NDVI-based vegetation persistence analysis for DJF: December, January, February.
Pixels of nonsignificant change (−11 to +11) are shown in beige, significant positive persistence
is shown in green (maximum +23), and significant negative persistence in purple (minimum −23).

no major differences between the Northern and Southern Hemispheres for this period,
although these hemispheres do differ in the other three seasons analyzed.

3.2. JJA: June, July, August (boreal summer)
The geographical patterns of D are more distinct and clumped across for the JJA period
(Figure 3). Areas with negative D values are more extensive and more pixels are
statistically significant than in MAM period (Figure 2). Southern Hemisphere locations
(Argentina, Australia, and Angola, Horn of Africa) all show negative D values. By
contrast, boreal locations, the temperate savannas of North America and Russia, along
with northern sub-Saharan Africa, all show positive D values. In general, there is a global
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Global patterns of NDVI vegetation persistence for all savanna types and across seasons.
Tropical and subtropical

Percentage
significantly
Months
negative
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MAM
JJA
SON
DJF

5.6
14.7
23.9
6.0

Temperate

Flooded

Percentage
significantly
positive

Percentage
significantly
negative

Percentage
significantly
positive

Percentage
significantly
negative

Percentage
significantly
positive

27.4
15.0
12.4
26.8

4.4
6.6
11.8
45.2

25.3
30.8
22.7
11.8

6.2
8.3
27.9
46.8

39.0
23.1
13.8
23.9

Table 3. Patterns of percentage changes in NDVI vegetation persistence for African savanna types
across all seasons.
Tropical and subtropical

Flooded

Percentage
Percentage
Percentage
Percentage
Months significantly negative significantly positive significantly negative significantly positive
MAM
JJA
SON
DJF

28.1
23.8
24.7
19.5

47.3
52.9
55.6
53.9

13.0
11.5
23.8
13.9

50.6
56.4
45.3
57.4

Table 4. Patterns of percentage changes in NDVI vegetation persistence for Asia’s savanna landscapes across all seasons.
Tropical and subtropical
Percentage
significantly
Months
negative
MAM
JJA
SON
DJF

0.6
8.0
0.2
1.2

Temperate

Flooded

Percentage
significantly
positive

Percentage
significantly
negative

Percentage
significantly
positive

Percentage
significantly
negative

Percentage
significantly
positive

44.0
8.4
26.9
28.4

2.4
3.8
2.2
20.9

34.0
34.2
29.8
6.1

9.0
9.8
5.6
34.3

15.2
29.8
25.1
3.7

pattern of positive D values in the Northern Hemisphere, and negative D values in the
Southern Hemisphere for the JJA period (Figure 3).

3.3. SON: September, October, November (boreal autumn)
The values of D for the SON period (Figure 4) generally reflect those of JJA (Figure 3),
but with more pronounced positive persistence over the northern sub-Saharan region. The
same Southern Hemisphere locations show consistent negative D values. As for the JJA
period, the global pattern of D values is generally positive for the Northern Hemisphere,
and generally negative in the Southern Hemisphere (Figure 4).
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Table 5. Patterns of percentage changes in NDVI persistence across North and South America
across all seasons.
Tropical and subtropical

Months
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Flooded

Percentage
significantly
negative

Percentage
significantly
positive

Percentage
significantly
negative

Percentage
significantly
positive

Percentage
significantly
negative

Percentage
significantly
positive

0.75
8.5
0.0
4.0

49.8
10.7
54.6
30.8

6.0
2.6
1.0
7.5

20.0
35.9
49.7
22.4

14.4
27.9
2.5
2.0

16.0
35.3
49.6
47.8

31.6
14.6
10.6
29.8

8.6
28.0
16.1
10.7

12.2
5.5
4.5
14.8

2.5
5.9
24.3
1.3

52.5
14.4
6.8
34.1

North America
MAM
JJA
SON
DJF
South America
MAM
JJA
SON
DJF

Table 6.

Temperate

4.0
12.3
22.5
4.3

Patterns of percentage changes in NDVI persistence for Australia across all seasons.
Tropical and subtropical

Temperate

Percentage
Percentage
Percentage
Percentage
Months significantly negative significantly positive significantly negative significantly positive
MAM
JJA
SON
DJF

2.8
17.2
27.6
2.6

13.5
4.7
2.2
14.3

7.9
12.5
17.3
19.2

6.1
14.1
7.5
7.9

Table 7. Patterns of percentage changes in NDVI persistence for Oceania
(commonly associated with Australia) across all seasons.
Temperate
Months

Percentage significantly
negative

Percentage significantly
positive

MAM
JJA
SON
DJF

5.6
4.4
5.8
7.5

9.2
12.3
15.4
10.8

3.4. DJF: December, January, February (boreal winter)
The value of D was mostly positive for the DJF period, with only limited regions of
negative values (Figure 5). The few areas of negative D values were once again regions of
Argentina, highlighting that this region exhibits a persistent negative change in D compared to the baseline period, no matter what season is studied. The temperate savanna
regions across Russia also exhibited negative D values. The sub-Saharan region along
with some regions of southern Africa, Brazil, and the temperate savanna regions of North
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Table 8. Patterns of percentage changes in NDVI persistence for European
savanna ecosystems across all seasons.
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Temperate
Months

Percentage significantly
negative

Percentage significantly
positive

MAM
JJA
SON
DJF

0.5
0.8
0.6
10.4

51.3
48.2
40.1
22.8

America again exhibit the same positive D values highlighted for the JJA and SON
periods.
In general, the geographical patterns of vegetation change as indicated by positive
or negative D are echoed across seasonal periods (Figures 2–5), but also highlight
some specific regional differences in positive and negative vegetation persistence over
the last 23 years. Even within a region contrasting patterns can be seen side by side.
This analysis provides a unique view of vegetation cover change in savanna regions
globally. Overall, a generally positive pattern of vegetation persistence in the Northern
Hemisphere, and generally negative pattern of vegetation persistence in the Southern
Hemisphere does appear for all periods aside from MAM, representing a significant
global occurrence.
3.5. Relationship between vegetation persistence and overall shifts in mean annual
precipitation
A likely natural cause of large-scale changes in vegetation in savanna biomes is change in
precipitation (Botta, Viovy, Ciais, Friedlingstein, & Monfray, 2000; Campo-Bescós,
Muñoz-Carpena, Kaplan, et al., 2013; Campo-Bescós, Muñoz-Carpena, Southworth,
et al., 2013; Chidumayo, 2001; Dye & Walker, 1987; Prins & Loth, 1988; Scholes &
Archer, 1997; Scholes et al., 2002). Although here we use annual precipitation over a
calendar year, which would divide the austral summer rainy season, this has little effect on
the calculation and comparisons of the means in the two time periods (1982–1986 and
1987–2010). Caution should, however, be employed when relating annual precipitation
totals to season persistence measures. Given that precipitation regimes in most savanna
regions are dominated by the summer maximum, and mean annual totals provide a
reasonable, easily computed, proxy for seasonal totals, this simple comparison between
global vegetation persistence and general trends in precipitation over these time periods
seemed appropriate. Therefore, changes in mean annual precipitation over this same time
period are calculated over the limits of the savanna biomes (Figure 6) to compare to the
trends visible in the vegetation persistence analyses (Figures 2–5).
One immediately striking result is that of the positive persistence of NDVI, that is,
greening, in the northern sub-Saharan region in Africa, which may correspond to this
increasing trend of precipitation also found in some southern African countries (Figure 6,
compared to Figures 2–5). The temperate savanna regions have differing trends across
seasons, and in the Russian versus North American regions, but both areas coincide with
regions of declining precipitation, perhaps explaining the negative vegetation persistence
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Figure 6. Changes in precipitation for the global savanna regions, from the 1980s to present.
Results are shown as differences from 1982–1986 compared to 1987–2010.

patterns in the Northern Hemisphere DJF (boreal winter) and MAM (boreal spring)
seasons (Figure 6 compared to Figures 2 and 5). Northeastern regions of Australia also
experienced decreasing precipitation across this period, compared to northern Australia,
which experienced increased precipitation, and again this probably explains these overall
positive and negative vegetation persistence patterns we see here (Figure 6, compared to
Figures 2–5). Brazil has areas of positive vegetation persistence, which have coincided
with declining precipitation and so does not seem to follow this trend. Argentina does
show significant decline in precipitation, but not always in areas coinciding with negative
persistence.
Precipitation is not the only driver of vegetation change in savanna regions, just
the most obvious for such a broad study as is presented here. Other possible causes
of negative NDVI persistence may relate to conversion of savanna regions to dryland
agriculture or livestock production and desertification, again often in association
with agricultural practices, such as overgrazing. In both Brazil and Argentina,
conversion of land cover to intensive agricultural systems is probably a major
contributing factor to these overall trends in vegetation persistence over time and
season (especially as relates to agricultural production systems). Other climatic
variables, such as temperature (Campo-Bescós, Muñoz-Carpena, Kaplan, et al.,
2013), have also been found to be important drivers, as have fire, herbivory, and
of course, humans (Bond, 2008; Furley, Proctor, & Ratter, 1992; House, Archer,
Breshears, & Scholes, 2003; Jeltsch et al., 2000; Owen-Smith & Cooper, 1987;
Trollope, 1982; Young & Solbrig, 1993). This preliminary analysis does show
symmetry between the overall patterns of positive and negative vegetation persistence and precipitation changes over this time period. In addition, areas of increasing
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agricultural intensification and production systems also stand out clearly, indicating
further study of such important biomes is greatly needed.
3.6. Patterns of vegetation persistence by biome and savanna and grassland type
In this study, we presented a global analysis of almost 30 years of the changing face of
vegetation persistence in savanna ecosystems. In our analysis of significant persistence
patterns, we found that 8,000,000–11,000,000 km2 of savanna and grassland experienced
negative vegetation persistence during each season, while 20,000,000–23,000,000 km2
underwent positive vegetation persistence during each season. While traditional land
change analyses would lead us to assume that a negative pattern denotes loss of habitat,
and positive persistence, a gain, in this case, we may instead be measuring the transition
between fluctuating states of vegetation cover. As was discussed in Section 2.3, a positive
pattern of vegetation persistence could be a result of increasing precipitation, but could
also be due to thickening of woody growth (bush encroachment), or to conversions of
native savanna and grassland to agricultural production systems using irrigation, nonnative grass species, and fertilizers. Likewise, a pattern of negative vegetation persistence
relative to the baseline conditions may relate to decreasing precipitation resulting in a
decrease in biomass or may be the result of such processes as dryland agriculture or
livestock conversion or desertification. Thus, the impact of savanna vegetation change, as
a result of different drivers, such as precipitation, land conversion, etc., may produce
divergent responses, depending on the region, and this broader scale analysis cannot
determine these more local-scale drivers. Additional work is needed in these regions in
order to focus in on the drivers of change, and therefore possible management or policies
that may help. This broader focus allows us to compare savanna regions globally, address
their change in vegetation persistence since the eighties, and to highlight areas in need of
more focused research.
3.6.1. Africa
In Africa, savannas are represented by both the tropical and subtropical, comprising a total of
13,924,104 km2, and the flooded savannas of the Zambezi and Sahel (Figure 1 and Table 1).
We saw that in both of these savanna types a larger proportion experienced significant
positive vegetation persistence, in all seasons, than significant negative persistence patterns
(Table 3). These differences in proportions ranged from twice as much area experiencing
positive vegetation persistence as negative – in flooded savannas in SON, the cool dry season
in much of African savannas – to five times as much during JJA (Table 3). When we examine
the precipitation changes taking place over the same time period on these landscapes
(Figure 6), it suggests that the majority of this dramatic positive vegetation persistence
may be driven by increased precipitation, largely in the northern sub-Saharan band, where
wetter trending precipitation and SON positive vegetation persistence patterns are contemporaneous. Interestingly, in other seasons (DJF, MAM, JJA), a higher proportion of the
flooded savanna (more than half of the total area) experienced significant positive vegetation
persistence than the tropical and subtropical, and a lower proportion of negative vegetation
persistence. This points to different dynamics occurring in the flooded savannas, whose
spatial configuration means they experienced both an increase in precipitation (further north),
and decreasing precipitation trends (in Eastern Africa). Overall in the African savannas, the
negative vegetation persistence locales, most obviously visible in SON (Figure 4), correspond to areas with decreasing trends in precipitation (Figure 6).
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3.6.2. Asia
The Asian savannas comprise all three types, spanning a large geographic range, despite
being patchily distributed across latitude. We saw that the tropical and subtropical
savannas had significant positive vegetation persistence patterns across larger proportions
than those with negative vegetation persistence patterns, in three seasons. In JJA, positive
persistence declined to roughly 8% of the area, while negative persistence climbed to
roughly 8% of the area. The temperate savannas of Asia experienced a mix of positive and
negative significant persistence, with upward of 30% of the area showing positive
persistence in three seasons, with a corresponding 2–4% of the area experiencing negative
persistence during those seasons, except in DJF, this reversed, such that 20% of the area
experienced negative persistence, while only 6% experienced positive. This likely reflects
the seasonality of temperate boreal winter across a large proportion of the savannas. The
flooded savannas showed a similar, but more balanced signal of positive and negative
persistence in SON, MAM, and JJA, with a similar switch in DJF. Taken as a whole, this
suggests that the impact of DJF on temperate and flooded savannas in Asia contributes to
negative persistence, but that overall there is a greater proportion of area experiencing
positive vegetation persistence.
The precipitation patterns for Asian savannas show a tendency toward wetter trends in
the more temperate regions, with a drying trend in the tropical and subtropical parts; the
wetter trends likely swamp out signals of drying in the temperate areas, while the tropical
and subtropical savannas are likely experiencing a mix of dynamics. As with most global
savanna landscapes, there is a strong human–environment connection across Asian
savannas. Human-induced pressures on these systems range from massive irrigation
schemes (likely to result in positive vegetation persistence patterns), to grazing pressure
on rangelands (Lioubimtseva, Cole, Adams, & Kapustin, 2005) (likely to result in
negative vegetation persistence). Overall, we see through this analysis and the literature
that in Asian savannas the human footprint is leading to changes in vegetation dynamics
and local- to regional-scale biophysical changes, including modifying surface albedo,
alterations in the water exchange and nutrient cycle, and most well-noted, the desertification crisis in the Aral Sea area (Lioubimtseva et al., 2005).

3.6.3. North America
Both North and South America contain all three types of savanna. We see a proportional
majority of positive vegetation persistence, across all seasons, comprising up to 55% of
the area undergoing positive significant vegetation persistence (Table 5). In North
America, we see negative persistence occurring at appreciable proportions exceeding
10%, in the flooded savannas in MAM and JJA. These flooded savannas include those
along the southern US coastal regions – the Everglades and the Texas coast. In the past
30 years, these areas have undergone large-scale management alterations from channelizing rivers (followed by large-scale protection and restoration), which likely influenced the
vegetation patterns and capacity to respond to precipitation regime alterations. The North
American temperate grasslands and oak savannas – the prairies – have experienced patchy
wetter and slightly drier trends in precipitation over the study period, which suggests that
the significantly positive persistence across 1/5th to one half of its area is consistent.
Much of the patchy pattern of higher vegetation persistence evident in the Great Plains,
especially in JJA, may be indicative of expanded irrigated cropping and dryland corn
expansion at the expense of land previously in the Conservation Reserve Program. Prairie
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ecoregions in the United States continue to be threatened by anthropogenic land conversion to agriculture, cattle grazing, and sprawl.
3.6.4. South America
In South America, the lowest proportions of positive vegetation persistence across the
three savanna types occurred in SON. There was a marked increase in the percentage of
the tropical, subtropical, and flooded savannas experiencing negative vegetation persistence. In the South American savannas, there is clear geographic segregation of the
temperate savannas and the tropical/flooded. The temperate savannas – the pampas –
cover a large swath of Argentina, extending through Uruguay, and into southern Brazil,
and are large, fertile lowland plains. The southern portion is semiarid, and moving
northward, gives way to semi-humid and warmer climes. This southern savanna portion
of South America has experienced trends toward more precipitation to the west and south,
but tending toward decreasing precipitation in the east and north. The lower latitudes
mean that we see a peak area of negative vegetation persistence patterns in boreal summer
(JJA), similar to that seen in the Asian plains in boreal winter. The relatively low
proportion of areas showing significant directionality in other seasons suggests that this
is a rather stable savanna system across this time period of study (i.e., since the early
1980s). However, it is important to note that the Argentine pampas is important to
agriculture, as it is highly fertile cropland, and is increasingly being used to graze cattle;
in addition, it provides fantastic vineyard land around Buenos Aires. Since it is primarily a
fire-governed system, which suppresses tree growth, there is high potential for this land to
be transformed toward a bush encroachment state if fire suppression is favored for cattle
ranching and farming (Bond, 2008; Bond & Keeley, 2005; Mayer & Khalyani, 2011;
Sheuyange, Oba, & Weladji, 2005).
The tropical/flooded savannas of continental South America occur in the central and
north, flanking the Amazon region. These areas have experienced declining precipitation,
showing some of the most extreme alterations in precipitation over the study period
(Figure 6). The predominant pattern is toward greater proportions of the area experiencing
positive vegetation persistence, but with substantial (>20%) negative persistence also
evident in SON, suggesting that this region is susceptible to climate shifts that are subtly
reflected in different seasons.
3.6.5. Australia
In Australia, home to both the tropical, subtropical, and temperate savannas, we saw that
the northern tropical savannas experienced some of the larger trends toward wetter
climates over the study period, yet it experienced some of the lower proportions of area
undergoing significant directional vegetation change over the study period (Table 7). The
largest was seen in SON, with negative persistence over 27% of the savanna area,
comparable in proportion to the tropical and subtropical savanna areas of both Africa
and South America, hinting at a global trend in tropical savanna vegetation patterns in
SON, over this study period. Australia and Oceania both contain temperate savannas,
which underwent some directional vegetation change over the study period, but neither
exhibited this across substantial proportions (all lower than 20%), nor with pronounced
seasonality (Tables 6 and 7). At a broad scale, the temperate savannas of Australia and
Oceania did not experience marked changes in precipitation trends, except the southwestern coast of New Zealand, which has become drier over the study period (Figure 6).
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New Zealand is particularly vulnerable to the effects of climate change, in the form of
increasing temperatures, due to the absence of aerosolized sulfates in the South Pacific
(Zheng, Basher, & Thompson, 1997). Its annual temperature increase is measured to be
approximately twice that of the global norm, so it is perhaps not surprising that the
precipitation patterns on the Southern coast are in line with a rapidly warming landscape.
This suggests that the temperate grasslands of the South Island of New Zealand are highly
vulnerable, while exhibiting considerable resilience over the past 30 years.

3.6.6. Europe
The European temperate savannas experienced significant positive vegetation persistence
over a greater proportion of area than negative, in every season, with a peak in MAM, as
expected (Table 8). The overwhelming signal of positive vegetation persistence corresponds to wetter trends in precipitation over the study period, and may also signal
increasing protection for these landscapes, or indicate human conversion to more productive agricultural systems (i.e., increasing vegetation cover through use of irrigation and
fertilizers).

4. Conclusions
This study focuses on the current status of vegetation cover in global savanna ecosystems,
utilizing a monthly time series of remotely sensed data and a rigorous methodological
framework, which monitors persistence of the original vegetation state. As such, it
depends upon a baseline established by the initial years of the available archive of
imagery to define the signal associated with the ‘original’ state. In this study, the data
timeline starts in 1982. This postdates the temperate savanna and grassland conversions to
agriculture, and much of the development of tropical grass pastures, as well as the origins
of woody encroachment in Australia, Southern United States, and parts of Africa.
However, it coincides with rapid conversion of savannas in Brazil, and tracks the rapid
changes in economies in Africa that increase potential for land use change, and rapid rise
in atmospheric CO2 concentration that favors woody plants, leading to increasing manifestations of climate change.
With the exception of MAM, which is mixed, the pattern of vegetation persistence in
the Northern Hemisphere is almost exclusively positive, and in the Southern Hemisphere
is negative. This is a significant finding, and perhaps highlights the increasing vulnerability of the Southern Hemisphere savanna landscapes over the past 30 years, either from
changing precipitation regimes, for example, southern Africa, or agricultural pressures and
conversions, for example, South America. The goal of this research was to provide an
overview of global savanna systems, and, in order to understand all the drivers and
dynamics at the necessary spatial and temporal scale, more in-depth case study work is
needed. We have highlighted some significant patterns in vegetation cover persistence
since the baseline period, here presented as persistence of NDVI since the mid-1980s, and
helped highlight regions of seemingly increasing system resilience, and those of increased
vulnerability. Increasingly, threats to savanna landscapes and other drivers of change link
to bush encroachment, climate induced changes, the growing human population, and the
need to feed this increasing population. Savanna regions throughout the world are areas of
crop growth, and hence land conversions, across this time period. Additionally, the
significant decrease in annual precipitation globally during this same period of study
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(1982–1986 compared to 1987–2010) highlights how important precipitation is as a driver
of these ecosystems.
This research used directional persistence analysis to identify areas with significant
change in the global savanna systems and to facilitate a more detailed understanding of
such ecosystems. We did this by expanding change analysis beyond trend detection, to
include identification of changes that are different from what might be expected at
random. One significant contribution of this research is the testing of this rigorous
approach to the study of vegetation globally, especially in association with the development of tools to measure statistical significance of the persistence metric, at a pixel level
(Waylen et al., 2014). Comparing to other trend detection methods appearing in the
literature such as Mann–Kendall test, Seasonal Trend Analysis, and Breaks for Additive
Seasonal and Trend, the proposed metric is easily calculated and fairly easy to test,
without recourse to particularly high-powered statistical methods (De Jong, Verbesselt,
Zeileis, & Schaepman, 2013; Eastman, Sangermano, Machado, Rogan, & Anyamba,
2013; Waylen et al., 2014). In addition, the use of linear regression analysis for estimating
trends in NDVI time series is simple, but it often violates statistical assumptions such as
the independence of observations, due to temporal autocorrelation or homogeneity (Forkel
et al., 2013). Many studies have calculated trends based on annual time steps from
annually or seasonally aggregated values. However, this paper detected vegetation persistence patterns, compared to a baseline period, for four seasons in global savanna landscapes, which is helpful to ascertain which season contributes more to annual change. The
newly available AVHRR GIMMS NDVI data from 1981 to 2011 has been used for localto global-scale vegetation time-series studies as can be seen from the special issue of the
journal Remote Sensing: ‘Monitoring Global Vegetation with AVHRR NDVI3g Data
(1981–2011)’. This data set has proven compatible with Terra MODIS NDVI data,
which is considered an improvement over AVHRR-derived NDVI product (Fensholt &
Proud, 2012). Savanna systems do not fall within the areas such as equatorial areas
(broadleaved, evergreen forest), Arctic areas (sparse herbaceous or sparse shrub cover),
and arid areas (herbaceous cover), where larger differences were found between MODIS
NDVI and GIMMS3g NDVI data (Fensholt & Proud, 2012). Our persistence analysis
supports vegetation dynamics research findings at broader scales. For example, we find
evidence to support the increase in net primary production in North America, Western
Europe, and China, which was dominantly driven by climate change, as an increase in air
temperature and precipitation, elevated solar radiation, and the lengthening of the growing
season (Myneni, Keeling, Tucker, Asrar, & Nemani, 1997; Nemani et al., 2003), the
greening trend in African Sahel during the past 30 years as a result of the increase in
precipitation (Fensholt et al., 2012, 2013), and the universal decrease in net primary
productivity in southern Africa (Zhu & Southworth, 2013), which in our analyses are seen
as significant positive and negative vegetation persistence patterns.
This research provides a firm foundation for more in-depth analyses and highlights the
utility of this time series-based remote sensing approach. Traditional approaches utilizing land
cover classifications would be unable to differentiate such global patterns and would only
highlight conversion of systems across the study period. This directional persistence, D, can be
utilized to understand dynamics and highlight areas of vulnerability based on the patterns of
positive and negative vegetation persistence over time. In addition, the user can assign
statistical significance, at a pixel scale, for the persistence measure D. Such a rigorous and
innovative approach is a useful contribution to the study of vegetated systems globally and sets
the stage for more in-depth work on regional and local drivers, and threats to these systems.
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