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Modelling dry season deciduousness in Mexican Yucatán forest using
MODIS EVI data (2000–2011)

Nicholas Cubaa*, John Rogana, Zachary Christmanb, Christopher A. Williamsa, Laura
C. Schneiderc, Deborah Lawrenced and Marco Millonesa

aClark Graduate School of Geography, Clark University, Worcester, MA 01610, USA; bDepartment
of Geography and Environment, Rowan University, Glassboro, NJ 08028, USA; cDepartment of
Geography, Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey, Piscataway, NJ 08854, USA; dDepartment
of Environmental Sciences, University of Virginia, Charlottesville, VA 22904–4123, USA

This study maps interannual variation in the spatial extent of deciduousness in the dry
tropical forests of the southern Yucatán (Mexico) from 2000 to 2011 using seasonal
variability thresholds based on Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer
(MODIS) Enhanced Vegetation Index (EVI) data and relates deciduousness to pre-
cipitation- and temperature-derived climate variables using linear regressions. The
annual occurrence of deciduousness is most frequently observed in forests located in
a regional rain shadow at moderate elevations. Regression results suggest that decid-
uousness is more strongly associated with atypically hot conditions (+2°C; R2 = 0.44)
than with atypically dry conditions (R2 = 0.19), in contrast to other phenological
processes (e.g. leaf growth, peak productivity) driven primarily by precipitation.

Keywords: phenology; deciduousness; MODIS

1. Introduction

Although much attention has been paid to the condition of moist tropical forests since the
speed of forest conversion became appreciated in the late twentieth century (Myers 1984;
Skole and Tucker 1993), fewer studies have addressed deforestation and degradation of
deciduous or semi-deciduous dry tropical forests (Mooney, Bullock, and Medina 1995;
Pennington, Prado, and Pendry 2000). This disparity is significant given that dry tropical
forests comprise 42% of all tropical forests (Murphy and Lugo 1986; Janzen 1988) and
harbour large numbers of endemic species (Ceballos and Brown 1995; Trejo and Dirzo
2000). The dry tropical forests of the Yucatán region are the last remaining frontier forest
tracts in Mexico and are subject to competing tensions of habitat conservation versus
economic development (Turner, Geoghegan, and Foster 2004). Changes to the intensity
and spatial extent of the seasonal phenomenon of deciduous leaf drop, referred to here as
deciduous phenology, have the potential to determine future wildlife habitat quality, soil
composition, and energy transfer in the region (Holbrook, Whitbeck, and Mooney 1995;
Lawrence 2005). The importance of phenology as a regional determinant of ecosystem
functioning may increase as high regional rates of deforestation observed from 1960 to
1993 have declined on account of forest conservation and reduced in-migration of human
populations (Turner, Geoghegan, and Foster 2004; Rueda 2010). Furthermore, this phe-
nology may be altered with a changing climate.
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Dry tropical forests are defined globally by annual precipitation of 250–2000 mm
during a wet season of 4–9 months (Murphy and Lugo 1995). Many tree species in dry
tropical forests exhibit deciduous leaf abscission, a behavioural adaptation to avoid
negative leaf carbon balance and desiccation of stem tissue (Borchert 1994; Holbrook,
Whitbeck, and Mooney 1995). The temporal and spatial variability in deciduous intensity
can be substantial, ranging from 25% to 100% of leaves lost in a single dry season per
unit area (Lawrence 2005). Local physiological characteristics of organisms, species, and
life-forms and regional environmental factors such as elevation, temperature, and the
magnitude and seasonal distribution of precipitation have all been identified as factors
that potentially determine the timing, location, and amount of deciduous leaf loss
(Whigham et al. 1990; Borchert 1994; Holbrook, Whitbeck, and Mooney 1995). Still,
the relative importance of the physiological and environmental drivers of deciduousness
has been observed to vary among different dry tropical forest ecosystems (Holbrook,
Whitbeck, and Mooney 1995; Zhang et al. 2005) and different temporal extents
(Whigham et al. 1990).

The mechanisms through which climate and weather conditions lead to dry tropical
deciduousness are understood only broadly. Water availability to dry tropical forest
vegetation is mediated by the amount of precipitation over recent weeks or months, the
regularity of precipitation events, and the rate of water runoff and soil drainage (Whigham
et al. 1990; Condit et al. 2000; Chapin, Matson, and Mooney 2002). Water drains quickly
through the permeable, karstic soils of the Yucatán (Querejeta et al. 2007), and water
availability may be expected to correlate strongly with the amount and frequency of recent
precipitation (Whigham et al. 1990). High daytime surface temperature increases the
water potential difference between tree roots and atmosphere as well as potential evapo-
transpiration, resulting in greater water loss through leaf stomata and from the soil
(Chapin, Matson, and Mooney 2002). The relationship between temperature and phenol-
ogy in dry tropical forests is typically viewed as secondary to the relationship between
precipitation and phenology because temperature, unlike precipitation, is not a defining
characteristic of the biome (Mooney, Bullock, and Medina 1995), and the influence of
temperature on dry tropical deciduous phenology has not been analysed at the regional
scale. Finally, physiological characteristics of vegetation related to absorbing and holding
water (e.g. the extent and depth of root systems, regulation of stomata, cell elasticity)
determine the degree to which low water availability constitutes plant water stress and
introduce spatial variability in the relationship between environmental conditions and
deciduousness (Mooney, Bullock, and Medina 1995; Borchert 1999; Chapin, Matson,
and Mooney 2002).

Increases in the extent, duration, and intensity of deciduousness may lessen the
effectiveness of local conservation efforts in Yucatán dry forests by restricting local faunal
habitat quality (Bohlman 2010) and affecting floral species assemblages by altering
nutrient inputs (e.g. N, P) to the soil (Condit et al. 2000, 2004; Lawrence 2005;
Bohlman 2010). Seasonal and interannual phenological variations affect the habitat ranges
of fauna such as the white-lipped peccary (Tayassu pecari) (Reyna-Hurtado, Rojas-Flores
and Tanner, 2009) and the white-nosed coati (Nasua narica) (Valenzuela and Ceballos
2000) by limiting available food sources. Deciduousness also transfers organic matter
from tree canopies to soils, potentially priming soil decomposition and ultimately trans-
mitting carbon to the atmosphere (Vitousek and Sanford 1986; Chapin, Matson, and
Mooney 2002). A thinner canopy facilitates foraging by pollinator species (e.g. stingless
bee, Trigona fulviventris) and increases understory insolation, enabling the growth poten-
tial of understory vegetation (Hartshorn 1988; Chapin, Matson, and Mooney 2002) and
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leading to drier ground fuels and increased wildfire susceptibility (Nepstad et al. 1995).
Increased knowledge of interannual variability in the spatial extent and intensity of
deciduousness and of the relationship between environmental conditions and deciduous-
ness allows more accurate forecasting of impacts related to ongoing conservation efforts,
or to wildfire risk, in the region.

This article is motivated by the need to characterize temporal and spatial trends and
variability of dry season deciduousness in the Mexican Yucatán Peninsula and to examine
the degree to which climate variables influence deciduousness. The specific objectives are
as follows:

(1) Map the spatiotemporal variability of deciduous phenology using image metrics
derived from monthly 1 × 1 km2 Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer
(MODIS) Enhanced Vegetation Index (EVI) data (MOD13A3) captured from
2000 to 2011 and characterize the environmental conditions on which the extent
of deciduousness depends.

(2) Assess the environmental conditions associated with deciduousness through
examination of spatial and temporal variability in the relationship between climate
variables and vegetation phenology using linear regressions of monthly EVI data
against data derived from monthly Tropical Rainfall Measuring Mission (TRMM)
34B3 precipitation (0.25 × 0.25 degrees) and monthly MOD11C3 Land Surface
Temperature (LST) (0.05 × 0.05 degrees).

1.1. Background: remote sensing of vegetation phenology

Over the last decade, the practice of monitoring vegetation phenology at landscape or at
regional scales has become popular due in large part to the maturation of land remote
sensing (Ustin 2004) and the increased availability of ground monitoring systems
(Richardson et al. 2007). This practice, referred to as ‘land surface phenology,’ relies on
remote sensing instruments (e.g. NOAA AVHRR, MODIS) that capture imagery at a
moderate spatial resolution (i.e. from 100 × 100 to 1000 × 1000 m2) to monitor the
amount of photosynthetically productive vegetation over broad areas and to derive metrics
and dates of interest related to plant life cycles (Morisette et al. 2009; de Beurs and
Henebry 2010). Numerous phenological studies have developed metrics, thresholds or
data-derived frameworks that rely on remotely sensed proxies of vegetation to examine
phenological patterns over a spatially continuous, broad scale (Tateishi and Ebata 2004;
Xiao et al. 2006; Ito et al. 2008; Swain et al. 2011).

A number of studies have investigated phenological variability in dry tropical or
subtropical forest to relate deciduousness to proximal environmental conditions
(Table 1). Xiao et al. (2006) measured the timing of peak EVI, value of peak EVI, start
of dry season, and end of dry season in the Amazon basin in 2002 to examine the
potential climatic drivers of phenology. EVI peaks were detected during the late dry
season and early wet season, suggesting that solar irradiation may be the primary driver of
phenology in a large portion of Amazon evergreen forests. Park (2010) measured spatial
variability in the value and date of peak greenness using Normalized Difference
Vegetation Index (NDVI), EVI and the temporal distribution of precipitation in the
tropical Hawaiian ecosystems and found that the timing of peak greenness occurred
during the dry season for forests that received high annual rainfall (>3000 mm/year)
and during the wet season for forests that received low annual rainfall. Additionally,
variability of phenology across forest types has been investigated in subtropical
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ecosystems. Ito et al. (2008) used 1 × 1 km2 advanced very high resolution radiometer
(AVHRR) NDVI data to map the amount of photosynthetically active canopy in a
Cambodian dry tropical forest between May 2001 and April 2002. By breaking annual
trends of NDVI into a series of best-fit harmonic curves, the work distinguished deciduous
forest from non-deciduous forest locations on the basis of the number of local EVI
minima in the annual phenological cycle and further classified deciduous forests accord-
ing to the part of the annual cycle during which they exhibit deciduousness (Ito et al.
2008).

The potential bio-climatic drivers of phenology are frequently examined in land
surface phenology studies, and linear regressions are typically employed to describe the
strength and significance of relationships between deciduousness and its potential drivers.
The relative and absolute impact of individual drivers and the temporal scales at which
their impact can be detected have been seen to vary across ecosystem type. Tateishi and
Ebata (2004) analysed global phenological patterns from 1982 to 2000 using 8 × 8 km2

NOAA AVHRR data and 0.5 × 0.5 degree Climate Research Unit LST data and observed
a negative relationship between NDVI and LST in subtropical areas of Central America,
though strong positive correlation was seen between temperature and NDVI in other
tropical forest ecosystems. Hwang et al. (2011) examined the effect of topographic
controls on the timing of phenological events in a hilly, forested watershed in North
Carolina, USA, using MODIS 250 × 250 m2 NDVI and Leaf Area Index (LAI) products
and found that elevation, aspect and solar irradiance potential had substantial and sig-
nificant explanatory power with respect to the timing of leaf growth and senescence.
Anderson et al. (2011) found MODIS EVI to be sensitive to changes in the forest canopy
in the southern Amazon for both vegetation growth and senescence, but did not observe a
significant relationship between EVI and precipitation, although rainfall in the study area
was highly spatially variable (1200–2750 mm/year) and seasonally concentrated.

Two ground studies of deciduousness in the Yucatán examined the relationship
between the timing and amount of deciduousness and contextual factors such as pre-
cipitation and forest age. Lawrence (2005) examined litterfall at three sites near the
Calakmul Biosphere Reserve, of various successional states, in the southern Yucatán
along a precipitation gradient during the historically wet 1999 season (see location of
sites in Figure 1). Lawrence (2005) observed the highest variability of litterfall (greatest
relative peak in leaf loss, related to the degree of deciduousness) in the older and drier
forest sites. The onset of deciduousness occurred earlier in forests that received greater
annual rainfall, indicating that vegetation experienced water stress. Later onset of decid-
uousness in forests that received less annual rainfall indicated that forests were able to
tolerate periods of low water availability. Whigham et al. (1990) monitored the relation-
ship between litterfall and precipitation at a site in Quintana Roo during years 1984–1987
(see Figure 1). Whigham et al. (1990) observed significant correlation between annual
precipitation and mass of litterfall, and the results suggest that vegetation at the study site
could experience 1–2 months of little to no precipitation before exhibiting deciduousness,
but that interannual variation in the total amount of annual precipitation did trigger
significant change in the mass of litterfall. These two studies demonstrate that factors
such as forest age, average annual precipitation and frequency of precipitation events
influence the deciduous response to precipitation at the plot scale in the Yucatán. High
spatial and interannual variability of deciduousness and its relationship to climate are
observed within a relatively small study area. Similar factors may play a role observable at
a coarser larger spatial scale (1 × 1 km2) across the region.
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In contrast to other land surface phenology studies that have investigated dry
tropical forests over one or two annual cycles, this article makes use of the complete
available MODIS data series, capturing phenology over 11 annual cycles from 2000 to
2011, a comparatively long temporal extent that allows examination of substantial
interannual variability in deciduousness. Also, a methodology specifically designed to
examine the phenomenon of deciduousness, distinct from other phenological processes,
is employed.

2. Methodology

2.1. Study area

This article examines dry season deciduousness within a 42,500 km2 area in the Mexican
Yucatán region, approximately 200 km north–south and extending 275 km inland west
from the Caribbean coast to cover portions of the states Quintana Roo and Campeche
(Figure 1). For the period of observation 2000–2011, the regional mean annual tempera-
ture was 27 °C and the mean precipitation ranged from 750 to 1350 mm/year. Rainfall
exhibits a seasonal pattern, with a wet season from June to October and a dry season from
November to May (Lawrence 2005). The eastern, near-coastal areas of the southern
Yucatán receive higher annual precipitation (~1500 mm/year) than upland areas to the
west (~1000 mm/year), and movement of weather systems typically follows an ESE to

Figure 1. The Mexican Yucatán Peninsula, with study area indicated in red. Circle markers show
approximate location of litter measurement by Lawrence (2005). Triangle marker shows the location
of litter measurement by Whigham et al. (1990).

6 N. Cuba et al.
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WNW path (Márdero and Silvia, 2011). For upland areas in the western part of the study
area in the period 1965–2000, average annual precipitation in the wet season decreased to
4.63 mm/year (−0.6% per year, 22.1% total decline over period), and average annual
precipitation in the dry season decreased to 0.35 mm/year (−0.3% per year, 12.8% total
decline over period) (Márdero and Silvia, 2011). Regional topography is characterized by
low slope areas along the coast and rolling limestone hills, interspersed with large solution
sinks and seasonally inundated, short stature forest, referred to as bajos, located farther
inland. A number of forest subtypes exist within the region, distinguished on the basis of
their stature, topography and the tendency of common tree species to exhibit deciduous-
ness (Pérez-Salicrup 2004). These types include selva baja (4–8 m stature, irregularly
inundated), selva subcaducafolia (6–12 m, upland semi-deciduous), selva mediana (12–
25 m, upland semi-evergreen), and selva alta (25 + m, upland semi-evergreen) (Schmook
et al. 2011).

The region contains two federally protected reserves: Sian Ka’an Reserve on the
Caribbean coast of Quintana Roo and the inland Calakmul Biosphere Reserve (in
Campeche and Quintana Roo), both part of the Mesoamerican Biological Corridor
(MBC), which runs along a north-south precipitation gradient connecting a series of
reserves from southern Mexico to Panama (Vester et al. 2007). Deciduousness in the
study area shows part of the broad-scale response of Central American forests to climatic
trends and variability (Condit et al. 2000), exhibited by trees that predictably shed leaves
seasonally and by trees that shed leaves only facultatively in times of substantial water
stress. Tree species typical of mature forest in the study area include Brosimum alicastrum
(ramón), Thouinia canescens, Bursera simaruba and Manilkara zapota (L.) (Pérez-
Salicrup 2004).

2.2. Data

MODIS EVI and climate variables

Monthly EVI image composites from MODIS product MOD13A3 (1 × 1 km2) were
compiled in an 11-year time series (2000–2011) to map the spatial and temporal varia-
bility of deciduous phenology (Table 2). The product is a monthly maximum value
composite of observations made from the Terra platform that are geometrically corrected
and distributed in a sinusoidal projection (Justice et al. 1998). Image compositing reduces
the impact of cloud cover, low sun angle or other sources of atmospheric scattering such
as smoke (Huete et al. 2002; Schaaf et al. 2002). Annual periods began in June to coincide
with the typical start of wet season and to completely capture annual periods of vegetation
senescence and deciduous leaf loss.

A time series of precipitation was derived from the TRMM product 3B43, the highest
available spatial resolution remotely sensed estimates of global precipitation (Immerzeel,
Rutten, and Droogers 2009), that are distributed as monthly composites of average hourly
precipitation at a spatial resolution of 0.25 × 0.25 degrees (~28 × 28 km2) (Huffman et al.
2007). A 1-month temporally lagged time series and a time series of average monthly
rainfall over the preceding 3 months (after Whigham et al. 1990) were derived from the
TRMM time series to account for potential stored subsurface water. The data were
downscaled to 1 km using a nearest neighbour resampling method. LSTdata were derived
from the MODIS 5.6 × 5.6 km2 Terra product MOD11C3, monthly composites of average
daytime temperature (Wan and Li 1997; Wan et al. 2004) that were downscaled to
1 × 1 km2 using a nearest neighbour resampling method.
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Landsat data

To assess the validity of MODIS-based indicators of deciduousness, reference maps of the
spatial distribution of deciduousness were created from Landsat imagery. Three decid-
uousness maps derived from Landsat TM and ETM+ images from the dry season in 2009
(path/row 20/47) indicate areas of deciduous forest in the western area of the study area.
Data were captured on 16 February 2009, 4 March 2009, and 5 April 2009, during the dry
season of a year, that is typical with respect to annual EVI variability in the total series
(Figure 2). These three binary maps delineated the spatial extent of deciduousness based
on the thresholds derived from Kauth–Thomas greenness and wetness (Kauth and Thomas
1976), were produced using the Mahalanobis Typicality algorithm (Foody 2002;
Hernandez et al. 2008), and were validated using ground reference data (see Christman
et al., forthcoming).

Environmental variables

A 90 × 90 m2 spatial resolution digital elevation model from the Shuttle Radar
Topographic Mission (SRTM) (Farr et al. 2007) was used to assess the effect of topo-
graphy on deciduousness (Hwang et al. 2011). A 30 × 30 m2 spatial resolution Landsat-
derived land cover map corresponding to 2010 was used to mask out non-forested land
from analysis. The map was created using Landsat TM and ETM+ images from two
scenes, path/row 19/47 (captured 9 August 2010) and 20/47 (captured 10 January 2012),
and covers nearly the entire study area.

2.2. Methods

Phenology and climate

Temporal profiles for EVI, LST and TRMM precipitation data are presented for data
averaged over three regions: the entire study area and two 5 × 5 pixel forested target areas

Figure 2. Seasonal deciduousness map created using a Mahalanobis Typicality threshold for
deciduousness in three Landsat TM and ETM+ scenes from 2009 (16 February, 4 March, and
5 April).

GIScience & Remote Sensing 9

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
la

rk
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

],
 [

N
ic

ho
la

s 
C

ub
a]

 a
t 0

8:
19

 1
6 

A
pr

il 
20

13
 



(~21.5 km2). One of these 5 × 5 pixel areas exhibited strong and spatially clustered
deciduousness in the 2009 dry season Landsat imagery, while the other area exhibited a
negligible amount of deciduousness. Both target areas were chosen opportunistically to
represent typical climate conditions in deciduous and non-deciduous forests. Temporal
profiles of EVI and climate variables extracted in these two locations allow the character-
ization of vegetation and climate in deciduous and non-deciduous forests within the study
area.

Characterization of deciduousness

Each pixel of the MODIS EVI data product contains a high number of individual trees
that vary in the degree to which they exhibit deciduousness. Binary MODIS-based
Deciduousness Dominance maps indicate which pixels comprised mostly of deciduous
vegetation and were created for each year of the study. Deciduous vegetation was
determined to be dominant in pixels where the annual range of EVI was greater than
50% of the annual maximum EVI (White and Nemani 2006):

Dominance of Deciduousnessyear IF:

0:5 <
ðmax EVIyear �min EVIyearÞ

max EVIyear
(1)

The threshold of 0.5 was chosen because it yielded a Dominance of Deciduousness
map that corresponded strongly to the Landsat-based map of deciduousness for the 2009
dry season. When the accuracy of the 2009 Dominance of Deciduousness map was
assessed using the Landsat-based deciduousness map as reference, agreement was demon-
strated with an overall accuracy of 89% and with user’s and producer’s accuracies of 66%
and 67%, respectively, for the presence of deciduousness class. The use of alternative
thresholds to determine areas of deciduous dominance did not produce maps that corre-
sponded as closely with the Landsat map of deciduousness.

The 11 annual binary MODIS Dominance of Deciduousness maps were aggregated to
produce a single Frequency of Deciduousness map that shows the per-pixel frequency of
observed deciduousness during the study period. Aggregated Dominance of
Deciduousness data were simplified to four frequency classes, which show areas where
deciduousness dominance was a recurrent seasonal phenomenon, where it was an occa-
sional response to atypical conditions, and where it rarely or never occurred. The
Frequency of Deciduousness classes show the following:

● Areas that were never observed to be deciduous dominant
● Areas that were observed to be low-frequency deciduous dominant (deciduous

dominance in 1–2 years)
● Areas that were observed to be moderate-frequency deciduous dominant (deciduous

dominance in 3–4 years), and
● Areas that were observed to be high-frequency deciduous dominant (deciduous

dominance in 5 or more years).

Frequency of Deciduousness classes were delineated in this way to ensure that they are of
a sufficiently large spatial extent, are of comparable size, and serve as areas over which
representative summary statistics of vegetative vigour and climate variables could be
extracted.

10 N. Cuba et al.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
la

rk
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

],
 [

N
ic

ho
la

s 
C

ub
a]

 a
t 0

8:
19

 1
6 

A
pr

il 
20

13
 



Deseasoning data

The process of deseasoning, also referred to as climatological standardization, standar-
dizes the value of an observation with respect to the set of all observations from the same
month in all years of the time series. This reduces serial correlation in the time series and
highlights periods of unusually high or low amounts of photosynthetically active vegeta-
tion, temperature or precipitation. To calculate deseasoned values (standardized anoma-
lies) for each time and pixel, the mean monthly value in the time series for each month
was subtracted from each year’s observed value in that month and divided by the standard
deviation for the set of observations in that month, in all years of the time series
(Nicholson and Entekhabi 1987):

EVI Deseasonedð Þpixel; month; year¼
EVIpixel; month; year � μEVIpixel; month; series

σEVIpixel; month; series
(2)

Deseasoned time series of EVI, precipitation and LST were used as variables in one part
of the regression analysis. In the remaining regressions, non-deseasoned time series were
used, in which each observed monthly pixel value was differenced from the total series
pixel mean value.

Linear regression

A number of univariate and multivariate linear regression models (ordinary least
squares) were performed to estimate the best-fit linear model to describe the effect
of environmental conditions on EVI and to measure the phenological variability in
EVI that can be explained by select temperature- and precipitation-derived climate
variables. These regression models varied with respect to the pre-processing of
analysed time series (i.e. deseasoned/non-deseasoned), the temporal domain of input
data, and the climate variable or variables examined. For univariate regressions, R2

was used as a measure of significance, and for bivariate regressions, adjusted R2 was
used. The resulting set of regression equations distinguishes the environmental condi-
tions associated with deciduousness from those associated with other phenological
change (e.g. leaf growth), indicates the distinct spatial distributions of both seasonal
and facultative deciduousness, and suggests the relative importance of individual
climate variables as drivers of deciduousness.

The first model used non-deseasoned EVI to demonstrate the link between greenness
and seasonal variation of precipitation or temperature and is referred to as the seasonal
variability regression. Univariate linear regressions examined relationships between EVI
(dependent variable) and one of the following independent variables: same-month LST,
same-month precipitation, 1-month-lagged precipitation and total precipitation over the
same and preceding 2 months. Lagged LST variables were examined, but did not correlate
as strongly with EVI as same-month LST. A multivariate linear regression examined the
relationship between EVI and both same-month LST and the most significant precipita-
tion-derived variable.

The second model uses deseasoned EVI to examine the impact on greenness of short-
term periods in which observed precipitation or temperature varies from observed mean
values from 2000 to 2011. This model is referred to as the interannual variability
regression, in reference to the climatological deseasoning of the data used. Univariate
linear regressions examined deseasoned EVI (dependent variable) and one of the

GIScience & Remote Sensing 11

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
la

rk
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

],
 [

N
ic

ho
la

s 
C

ub
a]

 a
t 0

8:
19

 1
6 

A
pr

il 
20

13
 



independent variables: same-month LST (deseasoned), same-month precipitation (desea-
soned), 1-month-lagged precipitation (deseasoned) and total precipitation over the current
and preceding 2 months (deseasoned). A multivariate linear regression examined the
relationship between deseasoned EVI and both deseasoned same-month LST and the
most significant precipitation-derived variable.

Seasonal variability and interannual variability regressions were run for two tempo-
rally different sets of observations. The first set includes all monthly observations from
June 2000 to May 2011 (N = 132), and the results of these regressions characterize the full
range of regional vegetation behaviour including growth, maturity, senescence and decid-
uousness. This set of regressions will be referred to as the total-time-series regressions.
The second set of data includes only observations from the dry season months January
through May from the year 2001 to 2011 (N = 55). This period was observed by Lawrence
at three ground sites in the central part of the study area (Figure 1) to contain the times of
peak leaf litter loss (~75% of total annual litter), and the results of regressions that
analyses only dry season observations offer refined characterization of the drivers of
deciduousness. This set of regressions will be referred to as the dry-season-only
regressions.

For all regression types, the per-pixel coefficients of determination (R2) for each
univariate linear regression were spatially averaged over the total study area and over
each category extent in the Frequency of Deciduous Dominance map. Per-pixel signifi-
cance was calculated using an analysis of variance F-statistic test for the two univariate
regressions that explain EVI using temperature and using the best performing precipita-
tion-derived independent variable. Maps are presented of per-pixel significance at the 1%
and 0.1% level (Vincent et al. 2004). The Durbin–Watson statistical test was used to test
each univariate regression for first-order serial auto-correlation at probability 0.01 (Durbin
and Watson 1951). Subsequently, a multivariate linear regression that explains EVI using
temperature and the best performing precipitation-derived independent variable is per-
formed, and per-pixel adjusted coefficients of determination (adjusted R2) are presented as
maps and spatially averaged over the same extents as the univariate regression R2.

3. Results

3.1. Phenology and climate

A profile of EVI for the period 2000–2011, spatially averaged over the total study area,
displays a clear seasonal pattern (Figure 3). The annual mean EVI is 0.53 and exhibits
little interannual variability (interannual standard deviation = 0.010, 1.9% of the mean)
but a greater amount of within year varitation (monthly standard deviations range from
0.05 to 0.07). Similar patterns with respect to seasonal and interannual variability are
observed for temperature. The annual mean temperature is 26.2°C, with an interannual
standard deviation of 0.4°C (0.15% of the mean) and monthly standard deviations ranging
from 2.1°C to 3°C. Precipitation displays relatively high interannual variability in addition
to seasonal variability. For the period 2000–2011, mean total annual precipitation is
1139 mm, with substantial and interannual variability (interannual standard devia-
tion = 238 mm, 20.9% of the mean). Substantially, higher total annual precipitation is
observed in the first half of the study than in the second half: mean total annual rainfall is
1352 mm for the years 2000–2005 and 949 mm for the years 2007–2011 (Table 3).

For the same period at the deciduous forest 5 × 5 pixel target area, the vegetation and
climate profiles observed resemble those from the total study area, but exhibit an even

12 N. Cuba et al.
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stronger seasonal pattern (Figure 3). The deciduous forest target location has a substan-
tially lower mean annual minimum EVI, lower total precipitation and higher temperature
relative to the total study area (Figure 3). The same temporal distribution of precipitation
is observed in the deciduous forest target area, with earlier years exhibiting greater total
precipitation than the later years.

The non-deciduous forest 5 × 5 pixel target location exhibits climate seasonality that
strongly resembles the pattern seen throughout the study area, but vegetation vigour
exhibits relatively little seasonality (Figure 3). The non-deciduous forest target area has
a lower mean annual minimum LST, and higher total precipitation, than either the
deciduous target area or the total study area (Figure 3). The low canopy vegetation
seasonality of this target area is reflected in the relationship between mean annual
minimum EVI and mean annual maximum EVI. Relative to mean annual maximum
EVI, mean annual minimum EVI is 24% lower, compared with a figure of 50% for the
deciduous target area and 29% for the total study area.

3.2. Characterization Of Deciduousness

The annual spatial extent of deciduous dominance in the study area ranged from a low of
1709 km2 in 2007 to a high of 6366 km2 in 2006 (4.7% to 17.5% of forests in the study
area). After temporal aggregation into frequency of deciduous dominance classes,
18,875 km2 (52%) exhibited deciduous dominance in no years, 11,159 km2 (31%)
exhibited deciduous dominance in 1–2 years, 3772 km2 (10%) exhibited deciduous
dominance in 3–4 years, and 2566 km2 (7%) exhibited deciduous dominance in 5 or
more years (Figure 4). Locations that exhibit frequent deciduous dominance are spatially
concentrated in the north-west of the study area, in and along the north-west border of the

Figure 3. Temporal profile of monthly EVI, TRMM precipitation and MODIS land surface
temperature spatially averaged over the entire study area (left) and in two ~21.5 km2 deciduous
and non-deciduous target areas (right).
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Calakmul Biosphere Reserve. Although there is no significant local spatial correlation
between per-pixel elevation and annual EVI seasonality (r = 0.03), the location of forests
that exhibit frequent deciduous dominance relative to regional topography suggests that
the local elevational maxima may influence forest behaviour through their effect on
weather patterns moving through the region, creating a rain shadow to the west (Figure 4).

3.3. Relating climate and deciduousness

Seasonal variability

The seasonal variability regressions, which utilized non-deseasoned vegetation and cli-
mate time series, detected relatively strong correspondence between vegetation and pre-
cipitation throughout the study area (Table 4).

For total-time-series univariate regressions, total precipitation over the same and
preceding 2 months was the independent climate variable that correlated most strongly
with EVI, followed by 1-month-lagged precipitation, same-month LST and same-month
precipitation. For all univariate regressions, model fit is greater (higher R2) in areas of
higher frequency of deciduous dominance than in areas that are rarely or never deciduous
dominant. Stronger correspondence in areas of higher deciduous dominance is most
pronounced with the same-month LST-independent variable, which explains nearly as
much variability of EVI as total precipitation over the same and preceding 2 months in
forests that were deciduous dominant in 5 or more years. The Durbin–Watson statistic for
the EVI and the same-month LST univariate regression indicated substantial areas of
positive residual correlation (d = 1.08, spatial standard deviation = 0.24), but this was the
only regression, for any variable over either temporal period, where significant serial
correlation was indicated. Maps of per-pixel significance indicate that the relationships
between EVI and total precipitation aggregated over the same and preceding 2 months and
between EVI and same-month LST were significant (p = 0.001) over nearly the entire
study area (98% of study area for both), although the significance of the EVI and same-

Figure 4. Spatial distribution of frequency of deciduousness (years out of 11) map for the study
area. Locations of frequent deciduous dominance are concentrated in the northwest of the study area
to the immediate northwest of regional uplands.
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month LST relationship is likely overestimated because of serial correlation of residuals
(Figure 5). Spatially averaged over the study area, the adjusted R2 of the multivariate
linear regression that explained EVI using total precipitation over the same and preceding
2 months and same-month LST from all months is 0.34, though it is 0.57 in areas that
exhibited deciduous dominance in 5 or more years (Figure 6 and Table 4).

For dry-season-only univariate regressions, same-month LST was the independent
climate variable that correlated most strongly with EVI, followed by total precipitation
over the same and preceding 2 months, 1-month-lagged precipitation and same-month
precipitation. Higher R2 values are associated with areas of higher frequency of deciduous
dominance for the univariate regressions involving same-month LST and 1-month-lagged
precipitation, but this association is not clear for the regressions involving total precipita-
tion over the same and preceding 2 months and same-month precipitation. Maps of per-
pixel significance show that the relationship between EVI and same-month LST is
significant (p = 0.001) in 63% of the total study area and in over 90% of forests that
exhibited deciduous dominance in 3–4 or in 5 or more years. The relationship between
EVI and total precipitation over the same and preceding 2 months was significant in only
26% of the study area, and the spatial extent of significance varied little with frequency of
deciduous dominance. Spatially averaged over the study area, the adjusted R2 of the
multivariate linear regression that explained EVI using total precipitation over the same
and preceding 2 months and same-month LST from dry season months is 0.33 and is 0.53
in areas that exhibited deciduous dominance in 5 or more years.

Interannual variability

The interannual variability regressions, which utilized deseasoned vegetation and climate
time series, commonly indicated weaker correlations between deseasoned EVI and desea-
soned precipitation and temperature than were observed in the seasonal variability regres-
sions (Table 5).

Table 4. Seasonal variability regression results, for both total-time-series and dry-season-only
regressions.

mean-normalized time series
dep. Variable: EVI

SEASONAL VARIABILITY

Multivariate Regression
(Adj.R2)

lst0 + precip 012

Univariate Regressions (R2)

precip 0 precip 1 precip 012 lst0

Total Time Series (N=132)
Total Study Area 0.13 0.19 0.28 0.18 0.34
Never Decid. Dom. 0.11 0.16 0.23 0.12 0.27
1–2 yrs. Decid. Dom. 0.12 0.20 0.29 0.20 0.36
3–4 yrs. Decid. Dom. 0.17 0.26 0.38 0.13 0.50
5+ yrs. Decid. Dom. 0.19 0.28 0.42 0.39 0.57

Jan-May Only (N=55)
Total Study Area 0.05 0.11 0.13 0.27 0.33
Never Decid. Dom. 0.05 0.08 0.12 0.20 0.25
1–2 yrs. Decid. Dom. 0.06 0.12 0.14 0.30 0.38
3–4 yrs. Decid. Dom. 0.05 0.15 0.15 0.39 0.47
5+ yrs. Decid. Dom. 0.05 0.19 0.15 0.45 0.53

Notes: Variable names are abbreviated: precip0 = same month precipitation; precip1 = 1-month-lagged precipita-
tion; precip012 = total precipitation in same and preceding 2 months; lst0 = same month land surface
temperature.
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For total-time-series univariate regressions, same-month LST (deseasoned) was the
independent climate variable that correlated most strongly with EVI (deseasoned), while
precipitation-derived independent variables (deseasoned) showed weak correlation with
EVI (deseasoned). As with the seasonal variability regressions, R2 values are higher in
areas of higher frequency of deciduous dominance than in areas that are rarely or never
deciduous dominant. The relationship between EVI (deseasoned) and both same-month
LST (deseasoned) and total precipitation over the same and preceding 2 months (desea-
soned) is significant (p = 0.001) in a smaller portion of the study area (23–45%), but for
both independent variables, a high percentage of frequently deciduous dominant areas was
significant (56–93%) (Figure 5). A multivariate linear regression that explained EVI
(deseasoned) using total precipitation over the same and preceding 2 months (deseasoned)
and same-month LST (deseasoned) from all months explained only approximately 10% of
the variance in deseasoned EVI over the study area (adjusted R2 of 0.10).

Dry-season-only univariate regressions showed similar patterns to the total-time-series
interannual variability regressions, but a much higher correlation between EVI (desea-
soned) and same-month LST (deseasoned) were observed (R2 = 0.24 over study area, 0.40
in areas of deciduous dominance in 5 or more years). Relationships between EVI
(deseasoned) and precipitation-derived independent variables were weak, but the EVI
(deseasoned)/same-month LST (deseasoned) regression was significant in 50% of the
study area and in over 90% of forests in the highest two frequency of deciduous
dominance classes (Figure 5). A multivariate linear regression that explained EVI (desea-
soned) using total precipitation over the same and preceding 2 months (deseasoned) and

Figure 5. ANOVA significance (p = 0.001) of multivariate regressions explaining EVI using same-
month temperature and total precipitation in same month and prior 2 months.
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same-month LST (deseasoned) from dry season months showed little improvement in
explanatory power relative to the univariate regression involving same-month LST
(deseasoned).

4. Discussion

Temporal profiles of EVI, TRMM precipitation and MODIS LST averaged over the total
study area display a clear seasonal pattern. Substantially less interannual variability is
observed for annual maximum EVI than for annual minimum EVI, supporting the use of
annual maximum EVI to normalize the metric used to indicate deciduous dominance. LST
displays a distinct seasonal temporal pattern (highs in dry season, lows in wet season)
with little interannual variability. Although precipitation also displays a seasonal temporal
pattern, the magnitude of precipitation in a given month varies widely from year to year.
Profiles for both the deciduous and non-deciduous forest target locations show a similar
seasonal pattern for precipitation and temperature, but the differences in EVI over time are
striking. As expected, the range of observed EVI in the non-deciduous forest is relatively
small, and seasonal cycles are difficult to distinguish. In contrast, minimum annual EVI in
the deciduous forest typically occurs in April or May and is a value approximately half of
annual maximum EVI. This pattern indicates that deciduous and non-deciduous forests
experience similar seasonal patterns of environmental conditions, but the spatial

Figure 6. Spatial distribution of adjusted R2 values for multivariate regressions explaining EVI
using same-month temperature and total precipitation in same month and prior 2 months. Legend is
scaled to the observed maximum and minimum adjusted R2 values.
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variability in the seasonal range of EVI is due to varying levels of vegetation sensitivity to
relatively warm or dry conditions, on the order of approximately 2°C and 100 mm/year
for temperature and precipitation, respectively (Figure 3; Lawrence 2005; Schmook et al.
2011).

Deciduous dominance was not observed in over half of the study area and was
observed in 5 or more years in less than a tenth of the study area. The locations in
which deciduousness is a spatially dominant, vegetative response are concentrated in the
north-west of the study area. These locations are slightly warmer and drier than forests in
the east, closer to the Caribbean Sea. Frequent deciduous dominance shows a spatial
relationship to regional topography, with frequently deciduous forests concentrated in
areas with west/north-west aspect (Figure 4). Weather systems typically move from east to
west in the southern Yucatán, and the area of concentrated deciduous dominance falls in a
topographic rain shadow that may not be adequately captured by the spatially coarse
precipitation data (~28 × 28 km). Use of the Frequency of Deciduous Dominance map to
extract regression statistics indicates the specific climate–vegetation relationships asso-
ciated with deciduousness.

The difference in R2 values between the total-time-series and dry-season-only sets of
seasonal variability regressions suggest that the environmental conditions that govern
overall vegetation phenology are different from those that directly influence dry season
deciduousness. For the total-time-series seasonal variability regressions, total precipitation
over the same and preceding 2 months is seen to be the most significant independent
variable as a predictor of EVI, and the observed significance of same-month LST is likely
to be inflated by serial correlation of residuals. The observed strong relationship between
total precipitation over the same and preceding 2 months and EVI comports with the
findings of Whigham et al. (1990) and the expectations of Lawrence (2005). In contrast to
the relative strength of independent climate variables observed in total-time-series regres-
sions, for dry-season-only seasonal variability regressions, same-month LST clearly
explains EVI better than total precipitation over the same and preceding 2 months, and
the difference in performance is greater in forests that typically exhibit deciduousness. The
association between dry-season EVI and dry-season precipitation is no stronger in decid-
uous forest than in non-deciduous forest, a finding that has likely implications for the
effect of deciduous litter on forest fires in the region, the number and size of which is
observed to correlate strongly with dry-season precipitation.

Both the total-time-series and dry-season-only interannual variability regressions
indicate that atypically low EVI (deseasoned) is more strongly explained by atypically
high same-month LST (deseasoned) than by atypically low total precipitation over the
same and preceding 2 months (deseasoned) (Figure 6). The absolute difference in
explanatory power does differ substantially between the total-time-series and dry-sea-
son-only regressions, with dry-season-only same-month LST (deseasoned) explaining an
average of 24% of EVI (deseasoned) variability in the study area and around 40% of EVI
(deseasoned) variability in forests that were frequently deciduous.

5. Conclusion

This study mapped the phenomenon of deciduousness in the southern Yucatán and
described the typical environmental conditions in which it is observed. Areas of deciduous
dominance are characterized by warmer temperatures (~2°C) and lower precipitation
(~100 mm/year) than those seen in non-deciduous forests, and the areas of the most
frequent deciduous dominance appear to be concentrated in a regional rain shadow. In
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regressions on seasonal data, accumulated precipitation over the same and preceding 2
months is more closely tied to the full-year phenological cycle of vegetation, whereas
temperature is a stronger determinant of the intensity of dry season deciduousness. The
effect of higher temperatures on water potential difference and potential evaporation is not
specific to the study area, and future studies of deciduousness should examine the
phenomenon in relation to this environmental variable. Additionally, regressions on
interannual variability indicate that vegetative vigour is sensitive at all times to atypically
high temperature, but that this sensitivity is heightened during the dry season months.

Future research into dry season deciduousness in the region should examine decid-
uousness at finer spatial scales to further constrain the conditions with which the phenom-
enon coincides and to more clearly demonstrate the mechanisms driving deciduousness.
Finer temporal scale data series could also be leveraged to examine the impact of
environmental conditions on the timing of phenological events. Finally, exploration of
the roles of forest age and past land use in complementing or compounding the influence
of environmental conditions in prompting deciduousness has the potential to account for
additional variability in deciduousness that is not explained by environmental conditions
alone.
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