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Abstract: Disturbances to forests are getting worse with climate change and urbanization. Assessing
the functionality of forest ecosystems is challenging because it requires not only a large amount of
input data but also comprehensive estimation indicator methods. The object of the evaluation index
of forest ecosystem restoration relies on the ecosystem function instead of the area. To develop the
appropriate index with ecological implications, we built the hybrid assessment approach including
ecosystem structure-function-habitat representatives. It was based on the Normalized Burn Ratio
(NBR) spectral indicator and combined with the local forest management inventory (LFMI), Landsat,
Light Detection and Ranging (LiDAR) data. The results of the visual interpretation of Google Earth’s
historical imagery showed that the total accuracy of the hybrid approach was 0.94. The output of
the hybrid model increased as the biodiversity index value increased. Furthermore, to solve the
multi-source data availability problem, the random forest model (R2 = 0.78, RMSE = 0.14) with
0.77 total accuracy was built to generate an annual recovery index. A random forest model based on
tree age is provided to simplify the hybrid approach while extending the results on time series. The
recovery index obtained by the random forest model could facilitate monitoring the forest recovery
rate of cold spots. The regional ecological recovery time could be predicted. These two results could
provide a scientific basis for forest managers to make more effective forest restoration plans. From
the perspective of space, it could ensure that the areas with slow recovery would be allocated enough
restoration resources. From the perspective of time, the implementation period of the closed forest
policy could also be estimated.

Keywords: subtropical forest restoration; recovery index; random forest; forest ecological function;
LandTrendr

1. Introduction

Natural disturbances are an integral part of ecosystem dynamics in forests around the
world [1]. Globally, 2.3 million square kilometers of forest were lost from 2000 to 2012 [2].
International organizations and national governments proposed ambitious targets for
restoring disturbed forest ecosystems. In 2022, China intended to embark on an extensive
initiative aiming at rehabilitating 33,000 square kilometers of land through afforestation
and grass planting. The goal of this initiative was to enhance the quality and resilience of
natural ecosystems, with a completion deadline set for the year 2030 [3]. Traditional forest
recovery assessment approaches focused on the historical structure and composition of tree
species at small regional scales (e.g., field plots). It required a large amount of investigation
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data which could meet the representative requirement. The landscape-level approach that
emphasized the recovery of ecosystem function could be more effective than traditional
approaches because of the objective of large regional improvements to ecosystem function
and resilience [4,5]. However, factors of successful forest ecosystem restoration include
social context, maximization of local livelihood and stakeholders’ interests, prioritization
of recovery treatments, and the economical recovery assessment method [6,7]. Therefore,
there are various assessment methods.

Nevertheless, forest managers do not collect full-cover forest monitoring data fre-
quently because it is a time-consuming task. For example, it takes years to collect, clean up,
and store the data obtained to update the local forest management inventory (LFMI) of the
137.14 Mha of forest in China. Therefore, China conducts a national forest resource inven-
tory (NFRI) every 5 years and a local forest management inventory (LFMI) every 10 years.
American Forest Inventory and Analysis (FIA) is updated every 5 to 10 years [8]. Based on
tree planting and records of disturbance occurrences, local forest managers updated the
attribute information of the surveys more regularly than the national department. How-
ever, the natural succession and other non-official disturbance activities were not recorded.
With the expansion of cities, forest disturbances and changes in ecosystem services from
human activities became frequent. More frequent human interference posed a problem in
research. The application of timely forest ecological monitoring on the trade-off between
forest restoration and forest product provision is necessary. The monitoring can be based
on multi-source data, including active and passive remote sensing data as well as field
investigation data.

By utilizing multiple data sources, forest managers could achieve refined manage-
ment of forests in terms of timing and location. Passive remote sensing provides the
large-scale monitoring of forest ecosystems, including the monitoring of canopy, physi-
ological status, above-ground biomass, etc. [9,10]. The active remote sensing data (e.g.,
Light Detection and Ranging (LiDAR) and Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR)) offered the
possibility to access structural data below the forest canopy [11]. These data could assist
managers in understanding functions and processes of forest ecosystems, and identified
potential risks to develop short and long-term management strategies [9]. The popular
approach to detect forest disturbance and restoration was to detect vegetation coverage
change through Landsat imageries [12–14]. Landsat can revisit the same location every
16 days, which means users can obtain about 22 images a year for free. Frequent visits
and medium resolution make it possible to detect short-term or small-scale vegetation
changes through multiple indices, such as spectral bands [15], vegetation indices [16],
tasseled cap transformations [17], or land cover [18]. Because of these advantages, the
forest recovery assessment algorithm based on Landsat images was invented and widely
used [19]. Landsat image-based algorithms mostly rely on different time-series-oriented
approaches, which use raster pixel as the basic analysis unit and select different spectral
variables as proxies to represent the disturbance and recovery, such as Continuous Degra-
dation Detection (CODED) [20], Landsat-based detection of trends in disturbance and
recovery (LandTrendr) [21], Multi-variate Time-series Disturbance Detection (MTDD) [22],
and Trajectory-Based Change Detection (TBCD). Each algorithm has its strengths and limi-
tations [23]. Adjusting different parameters for the various locations, aims, and methods
will improve the accuracy of the approach [24]. However, the recovery of forest ecosystems
detected by optical remote sensing images is the recovery of spectral information and lacks
ecological understanding. To assess the ecological and functional recovery of the ecosystem,
scholars integrated multiple-source data to construct the evaluation system, which was
composed of indicators that measure resilience. The evaluation system usually included the
spatial and temporal changes of the forest structure and composition (e.g., population, com-
munity characteristics, community composition, and etc.), biodiversity (e.g., arthropods,
birds, and plants), and biomass [25–30]. For example, Sankey et al. (2017) [31] integrated
LiDAR and hyperspectral images to classify plants and measure 3-dimensional canopy
structures at the level of individual species by the decision tree method. Johnson et al.
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(2015) combined LiDAR data with forest inventory data to estimate above-ground biomass
accurately [32]. Furthermore, with the development of remote sensing methods, Kennedy
et al. (2012) created the Recovery Indicator (RI) [33], which reflected the relative magnitude
of ecosystem recovery by the ratio of spectral values in the year of disturbance to those
five years later. All of these studies provided the basis for the accurate assessment of forest
ecology recovery at the large regional scale (e.g., basin, city, climate zone, etc.).

Optical remote sensing data (e.g., Landsat) provides a low-cost method for detecting
and assessing forest recovery in large regions due to Landsat’s moderate resolution (30 m),
which enables large areas of repeated data coverage. However, compared with LFMI data,
the improved RI index obtained from Landsat is the correction of the spectral metrics and
still lacks ecological implications. In addition, the increased cost of the use of active remote
sensing data from aerial photography (e.g., LiDAR data) and full-cover field data results in
infrequent data acquisition. It limits the requirement to detect changes of forest ecological
functions recovery over a long time. Most international organizations formulate forest
restoration strategies aimed at restoring a certain area of forest rather than considering the
function of the ecosystem. For example, United Nation planned to increase by 3% forest
area worldwide by 2030. Ark (a global initiative which was launched by a nonprofit
organization called One Tree Planted) is expected to recover 500 million ha of land by
2030. European Union Green Deal planned to plant 3 billion trees by 2030 [4]. There are
two reasons for this phenomenon. On one hand, the approach which is only based on
spectral indices to assess the forest ecological function and resilience couldn’t reflect the
real situation of the forest recovery. On the other hand, although there are methods to
evaluate the forest ecosystem recovery at the community and plot level [34–36], methods to
assess the forest ecological functions recovery at the regional scale are still insufficient [37].
Therefore, it’s urgent to integrate the strengths of multi-source data to develop methods
for assessing real recovery levels at the regional scale. The assessment results can be a
guidance to local forest managers in establishing appropriate management policies.

With these ideas in mind, we used multiple data sources, integrated spectral (NBR
from Landsat), structural (tree height and canopy closure from LiDAR data, community
structure type from LFMI data), functional (above-ground biomass (AGB) from LFMI data),
and habitat (naturalness from LFMI data) indicators to construct a hybrid approach for
assessing forest ecosystem recovery. Since the LiDAR and LFMI data were not always
available, we used the hybrid approach assessment results and the available independent
variables to build the model. This model was built by random forest (RF) algorithm and
aimed to correct the recovery values calculated by NBR only in the data-missing year.
Initial restorative forest, middle restorative forest, and restored forest can represent three
important nodes in the process of vegetation restoration. Accurate identification of these
three stages is the main objective of the hybrid approach in assessing recovery. It is a
challenging task to distinguish middle restorative forest from restored forest by spectral
index alone. We applied the hybrid approach to a subtropical forest where disturbances
were mainly driven by urban development and human activities. We aimed to assess the
temporal and spatial forest restoration at the fine scale support local forest managers to
make strategic policies. This study focused on answering the following scientific questions:
(1) Does the hybrid approach assess forest ecological function recovery accurately? (2) How
can the hybrid approach be applied to the refined spatiotemporal management of forests?
The results of this study were useful for understanding the relationship between the forest
recovery process and ecosystem service dynamics. They are crucial for local governments
trying to design ecological recovery and sustainable development policies.

2. Materials and Methods

From the perspective of ecosystem structure-function-habitat, we chose three cate-
gories of indicators to develop forest ecosystem recovery indicators with ecological implica-
tions. Tree height, canopy closure, and community structure are classic indicators of forest
structure. AGB is chosen as a functional indicator. The naturalness represents the habitat of



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 2667 4 of 19

the forest ecosystem. We also calculated NBR which is the major spectural indicator of the
LandTrendr algorithm. The hybrid approach integrates the forest inventory, LiDAR, and
Landsat data.

The main goal of the hybrid approach was the precise estimation of forest ecosystem
recovery, especially in the middle restorative forest period. Therefore, firstly, 6 indicators
were selected to construct the multiple estimation model after the references search. The
weights of the indicators were calculated through the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP)
and Entropy Weight Method (EWM), which combined the subjective and objective weights
assignment methods. Secondly, we used visual interpretation and Google Earth images
to evaluate the performance of the model. Then, a biodiversity index representing the
resilience of forest ecosystem was constructed to verify its relationship with the output of
the hybrid model. Thirdly, since the application of the hybrid approach was limited by
the data availability, we used the RF algorithm to build the relationship between hybrid
method results and the 12 independent variables, which could be applied in the time series
results. Finally, we applied the hybrid model in the subtropical forest region to help local
forests to facilitate temporal and spatial refinement management (Figure 1).
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2.1. Study Area

Siming Mountain is located in eastern China (29◦32′–29◦59′N, 121◦0′–121◦25′E). Ele-
vation ranges from 10 to 976 m with a mean slope of 19◦. The mean annual temperature
is 11.8 ◦C and annual rainfall is 1970 mm. With a humid subtropical monsoon climate,
Siming Mountain is covered with subtropical evergreen broadleaf forests, most of which are
secondary forests (Figure 2). Most primary forests were altered into other forest types such
as spruce-fir mixed coniferous forests. Typical tree species distribute unevenly, including
Pinus massoniana, Cunninghamia lanceolata, Schima superba, and Cyclobalanopsis jenseniana.

Siming Mountain is the drinking water source of Ningbo city and plays an important
role in water conservation. Between 2010 and 2013, residents made huge profits from
cultivating ornamental tree seedlings. Driven by the profit, many tea gardens, bamboo
plantations, and broadleaf forests were replaced by seedling cultivation fields, which caught
forest managers’ attention. Seedlings are sold with a soil ball to prevent dehydration during
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transportation. This practice results in the stripping away of a substantial amount of topsoil,
leading to the loss of both nutrients and water conservation. Furthermore, the excessive
use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides without proper scientific management in seedling
cultivation results in water pollution. Therefore, seedling planting led to the loss of forest
cover and ecosystem services. To achieve sustainable development that balanced the need
for environmental protection with economic benefits, in 2013, the Ningbo city government
invested 110 million RMB to restore 2266 ha of forest.
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2.2. Multi-Source Spatial Database Development

The first type of data was field observation data. LFMI, which is the detailed and
accurate full-cover inventory, was conducted every 10 years (e.g., 2005 and 2015). With
the basic unit of the forest patch, the Ministry of Forestry of China issued a document that
included comprehensive and detailed regulations on the conditions for the division of forest
patches, survey content and methods, and the quality control procedures. LFMI data was
obtained by field observations, including graphical data and the corresponding attribute
database. The attribute database provided data on stands, tree height, diameter at breast
height (DBH), canopy closure, tree age, naturalness, community structure, tree number
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per ha, main tree species, understory height, understory coverage, and other factors. The
sampling accuracy was within 90% [38]. In terms of mean DBH, tree height, number
of trees, and patch area, the AGB was calculated through biomass allometric equations
(Figure S1). Please find the equation information in Table S1. The 242 trees with similar
DBH were collected, harvested, and weighed separately for each organ to obtain biomass
to construct the allometric equation (AGB = (0.079 × DBH2 × Height)0.9164) [39].

The second type of data was the passive remote sensing data, mainly Landsat images,
which were pre-processed by the Google Earth Engine platform. The Landsat images were
from June, 20th, to September, 20th in each year during 2000 to 2021. 107 images were
collected to calculate spectral parameters (e.g., NBR).

The third type of data was the active remote sensing data. The LiDAR data, which
penetrates vegetation to obtain three-dimensional information on the ground surface and
forest canopy, is an important technical tool for the accurate extraction of topography and
forest canopy height. The data was collected from March to April 2015, with a point density
of 4 pts/m2 and spatial resolution of 0.2 m. The aircraft is Y-12 with the flight altitude of
3000 m, the flight speed of 240 km/h, and scanning frequency of 340 kHz.

Finally, all data were converted to raster images with a resolution of 30 m using ArcGIS
10.2 and LiDAR 360. The images were uniformly adjusted to the WGS1984 coordinate
system and entered the multi-source vertical database.

2.3. The Multi-Source Hybrid Approach
2.3.1. Multi-Estimation Indicator System

Multi-source data were used to represent forest recovery. Firstly, we used 30 m
grid to calculate the information entropy of all indicators (NBR, disturbance index, tree
height, canopy closure, leaf area index, naturalness, type of community structure, above-
ground biomass, and eluvial horizon thickness) in pre-experiments to select the appropriate
indicators (Table S2). The information entropy measures the uncertainty of signals in
information sources [40]. The lower the information entropy, the more information it can
provide. Six indicators (NBR, tree height, canopy density, naturalness, community structure
type, and above-ground biomass) with low information entropy were left from three types
of data. Secondly, the AHP and EWM were used to calculate the weights of the indicators,
respectively. The weights obtained by AHP and EWM, to a certain extent, overcame the
disadvantages of the single weighting method alone. The arithmetic average of the two
weight methods was calculated (Table 1). Lastly, the recovery value (RV) of the hybrid
approach was calculated in terms of the multi-assessment indicator system.

Categorical and numerical indicators are used in forestry surveys to describe the state
of the ecosystem. According to Forestry Survey Specification Manual, there are three grades
of naturalness and community structure [41]. To quantify categorical indicators, we defined
the correspondence between category and value (Table S3). For example, 0.165 for type III,
0.495 for type II and 0.83 for type I of naturalness.

Table 1. Evaluation index system of hybrid approach for forest ecological recovery based on multi-
source data.

Criterion Layer Indicator Layer (±) Data Source Units AHP
Weight

Entropy
Weight

Combination
Weight

Spectrum NBR (+) Landsat / 0.030 0.016 0.023

Structure
Tree height (+) Airborne LiDAR m 0.141 0.143 0.142

Canopy density (+) Airborne LiDAR / 0.080 0.130 0.105
Habitat Naturalness (+) LFMI / 0.229 0.273 0.251

Function
Community structure type (+) LFMI / 0.432 0.164 0.298

Above-ground biomass (+) LFMI t/ha 0.088 0.274 0.181

PS:+/− represents the positive or negative indicator for Min-max standardization method. The positive indicator
means the more the better vice versa.
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The comprehensive recovery indicator of the hybrid approach was calculated after the
standardization of all indicator values.

RV = ∑n
j=1 YjWcj (1)

where RV is the comprehensive recovery indicator; Yj is the standardized value of the jth
indicator; Wcj is the arithmetic averages of weights of AHP and EWM methods of the jth
indicator.

2.3.2. Weights Calculation

AHP proposed by Saaty (2008) is a weight matrix system that can be used to determine
the subjective weight of each indicator [42]. Local forestry experts compare all indicators
in pairs in yaahp software to determine the relative importance. The EWM effectively
avoids subjective interference in the weight-setting process and makes the results relatively
objective [43].

(1) Standardization of indicators: the positive and negative indicators should be
identified.

yij =

{
x−xmin

xmax−xmin
for positive indicators

xmax−x
xmax−xmin

for negative indicators
(2)

where yij is the normalized value and x is the original value. xmax and xmin mean the
maximum and minimum values of the indicators respectively.

(2) Indicator weights were calculated as the following equation.

Hj = −
∑n

i=1 Yij ln Yij

ln n
(3)

Yij =
yij

∑n
i=1 yij

(4)

wej =
1−Hj

∑n
j=1
(
1−Hj

) (5)

where Hj is the information entropy value.

2.4. Performance Assessment

Since it was difficult to identify the spatial pattern of the restored area with the 30
m resolution map, in order to obtain a better display the recovered values in each pixel
were smoothed into 300 m spatial resolution hexagonal pixels. The hexagonal pixel value
represented the mean value of the region. Next, since the LiDAR data and LFMI data were
acquired in 2015, we presented historical images from Google Earth (25 cm resolution) in
2015 to illustrate the 15 regions with the greatest differences. The RV and RF results of
3722 pixels (30 m) were used for visual interpretation based on historical Google Earth
imagery to build the confusion matrix (CM) for assessing the accuracy of the approaches.
The CM visualizes and summarizes the performance of the classification algorithm [44].
The column in the matrix represents the true recovery information, where the value is the
pixel number. The producer’s accuracy (PA), user’s accuracy (UA), overall accuracy (OA),
and Kappa coefficient were calculated from the confusion matrix.

PA is the number of reference sites classified accurately divided by the total number
of reference sites for that class.

PA =
Xij

X+i
(6)

where Xij is the number in row i and column j; X+i is the sum of the column i.
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UA is the proportion of the number of correctly classified pixels for a particular class
of total pixels in that class.

UA =
Xij

Xi+
(7)

where Xij is the number in row i and column j; Xi+ is the sum of the row i.
Overall Accuracy (OA) is the ratio of the total number of correctly classified pixels to

the total number of pixels.

OA =
∑n

i=1 Xij

N
(8)

where n is the number of rows or columns; Xij is the number in row i and column j; and N
is the sum of all pixels. The Kappa coefficient is another overall measure of the accuracy
of a classification product. It separates the “chance” and “certain” factors and evaluates
whether the classification is better than a random classification or not. The negative value
indicates a worse classification than random classification. The positive value around 1
indicates a significantly better classification than random classification.

Kappa =
N ∑n

i=1 Xij −∑n
i=1 Xi+X+i

N2 −∑n
i=1(Xi+X+i)

(9)

P0 =
∑n

i=1 xii

N
(10)

Pe =
∑n

i=1 xi+x+i

N2 (11)

where P0 is OA. Pe indicates the proportion of pixels that are correctly classified by chance.
Xi+ is the sum of all numbers in the row i. N is the total number of pixels.

In addition, the biodiversity recovery value (BRV) was set to represent forest ecosystem
resilience. Tree and shrub species richness, as indicators to characterize forest biodiver-
sity, reflect the level of forest ecological functions [45]. Therefore, the number of tree
species, the understory height, and the understory coverage from LFMI data were used for
calculating BRV.

BRV = ∑3
1

yj

3
(12)

where BRV is biodiversity recovery value; yj is the standardized value of the jth indicator.
The weight of the three indicators is set to one third.

2.5. Forest Ecological Recovery Assessment Model Based on RF

Random forest, which has excellent computational speed and reliable results, generates
multiple decision trees using randomly selected training samples and output the variable
importance [46,47]. Moreover, the RF also has good application results in predicting forest
recovery [48]. In the pre-experiment, 23 spectral indices were selected as the independent
variables of the RF method. We excluded indices with low importance values (e.g., blue,
TCB, swir1, SAVI, TCD, NBR, DVI, nir, PVI, and green). The 12 indices with high importance
were selected as the independent variable for the actual input of the RF (Table 2). ArcGIS
Pro 2.8.0 was used with default parameters. Based on raster data of the year 2015, 50% of
the pixels were randomly selected as training data and the remaining 50% were used as
validation data. The model performance was assessed using the coefficient of determination
(R2) and root mean square error (RMSE) metrics [49].
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Table 2. Variables description of the RF.

Dependent
Variable Independent Variable Equation References Data Sources

RV

Disturbance Index (DI) DI = Br − (Gr + Wr) Br is the normalised tassel cap brightness. Gr and Wr is
greenness and humidity. [13]

Landsat

Tasseled Cap Angle (TCA)

TCA = arctan TCG
TCB

Landsat5:
TCB = 0.3037(Blue) − 0.2793(Green) − 0.4743(Red) + 0.5585(NIR) −

0.5082(SWIR1) − 0.1863(SWIR2)
Landsat8:

TCB = 0.0528(Blue) − 0.1153(Green) − 0.2225(Red) + 0.3372(NIR) −
0.6440(SWIR1) − 0.6364(SWIR2)

[50]
[51–54]

Simple ratio vegetation index
(SR) SR = NIR/R [55]

swir2 / /

Normalized Difference
Vegetation Index (NDVI) NDVI = NIR − R

NIR + R [56]

Tasseled Cap Wetness (TCW)

Landsat5:
TCW = 0.0.1509(Blue) + 0.1973(Green) + 0.3279(Red) + 0.3406(NIR) −

0.7112(SWIR1) − 0.4572(SWIR2)
Landsat8:

TCW = 0.2311(Blue) + 0.1700(Green) + 0.1048(Red) − 0.4790(NIR) −
0.5847(SWIR1) − 0.5142(SWIR2)

[51–54]

Tasseled Cap Greenness
(TCG)

Landsat5:
TCG =− 0.2848(Blue) − 0.2435(Green) − 0.54363(Red) + 0.7243(NIR) −

0.0840(SWIR1) − 0.1800(SWIR2)
Landsat8:

TCG = −0.2056(Blue) − 0.2319(Green) − 0.3802(Red) + 0.8246(NIR) −
0.0102(SWIR1) − 0.2264(SWIR2)

Bare soil index (BI) (SWIR + R) − (NIR + B)
(SWIR + R) + (NIR + B)

[57]

Red / /

Elevation / /

LFMISlope / /

Age of tree / /

2.6. The Forest Refines Management Application of the Hybrid Approach

Detecting abnormal disturbant areas and calculating the rate of forest recovery in different
areas helps maximize the benefits of local stakeholders in the forest recovery process. It
helps (relevant authorities) achieve scientific forest management and efficient use of forest
resources [6]. To obtain the annual area of forest loss, we used the LandTrendr algorithm to
locate the annual area of deforestation and then subtracted the annual area of forest recovery
from the hybrid approach. By comparing the areas of forest loss every year, we detected the
time and location of the abnormal deforestation. The recovery rate of the pixels in a given year
was calculated by subtracting the recovery values of the previous year. Finally, local spatial
statistics (e.g., local Getis Gi* for hot and cold spot detection) were used to determine where
the long-term spectral recovery rate was significantly slower than that of other regions.

The recovery duration of ecological functions of individual pixels was estimated through
the space-for-time substitution method. The age of the trees recorded in the LFMI data, which
was used as the number of recovery years on the site, was the independent variable. We
used a variety of equations to fit the data in advance, and the logistic equation reflected the
optimal coefficient of determination (R2). The mean value of the hybrid approach with the
same recovery years was the dependent variable of the logistic equation. The logistic equation
was fitted to predict the distribution of forest recovery value in Siming Mountain from 2022 to
2050, assuming that areas with similar forestry policy will not be disturbed by deforestation.
To estimate the minimum time for forest ecological recovery to reach a steady state at the
regional scale, the one-way ANOVA test was used in different years. We hypothesized that
the year could be used as the end of the forest control policy when RV values didn’t show a
significant difference compared to the RV values in the subsequent years at 0.05 significance
level. Please find the flowchart (Figure S2) to help understand this process.
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3. Result
3.1. The Performance of the Hybrid Approach
3.1.1. Forest Recovery Mapping

The regions could be classified based on RV. Regions with RV less than 0.33, including
regions A to E, exhibited a lack of vegetation cover or are characterized by seasonal crops.
Regions with RV greater than or equal to 0.33 but less than 0.66, including regions F to J,
were classified as middle restorative forest, and displayed moderate vegetation cover as
well as significant human disturbance. On the other hand, areas with RV greater than or
equal to 0.66 were classified into restored forest, specifically regions K to O, exhibiting trees
greater than 2.6 m in height and canopy density greater than 0.32 in terms of LFMI, with
three vegetation layers and minimal human disturbance (Figure 3). The results showed
that the hybrid approach well identify the recovery process of the forests well.
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Figure 3. Distribution of forest recovery values for hybrid approach. (a,b) showed the RV magnitude
and distribution of hybrid approach at the 30 m and 300 m resolution pixel, respectively. (c) showed
the three stages of recovery including initial restorative forest, middle restorative forest, and restored
forest. The latitudes and longitudes of the 15 images were the location of the center points.
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3.1.2. Accuracy Assessment Based on Visual Interpretation

The results of the CM showed that the OA of the hybrid approach was 0.94. The PAs of
the three recovery stages of the hybrid approach achieved at least 0.93. The hybrid approach
has high UA in the initial restorative and restored forest areas. The hybrid approach was
accurate in identifying initial restorative, middle restorative, and restored forest stages of
recovery (Table 3). The accuracy of RF was lower performance than the hybrid approach.

Table 3. Recovery value error matrixs.

Validation Samples Pixel Number in RV Value Ranges Total Pixel
Number

Production
Accuracy (PA)

Overall
Accuracy (OA)

Kappa
Coefficient(0–0.33] (0.33–0.66] (0.66–1.67]

Hybrid
approach

Initial restorative forest 1779 83 24 1886 0.94

0.94 0.89
Middle restorative forest 10 341 1 352 0.97

Restored forest 32 72 1380 1484 0.93
Total 1821 496 1405 3722

User accuracy (UA) 0.98 0.69 0.98

Random
forest

algorithm

Initial restorative forest 1704 182 0 1886 0.90

0.77 0.64
Middle restorative forest 34 309 9 352 0.88

Restored forest 76 538 870 1484 0.59
Total 1814 1029 879 3722

User accuracy (UA) 0.94 0.30 0.99

3.1.3. The Relationship between RV and Biodiversity Index

The determination coefficient of the fitting equations of RV and BRV is 0.57. The RV
increased with the BRV increased. The pixels with the RV around 0.25 and 0.75 were more
aggregated along the 1:1 line than those with RV around 0.50 (Figure 4).
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3.2. The RF Correction Model Performance

The tree age (Importance value (IV) = 0.67) was the key variable in improving the pre-
diction accuracy of the RF model, followed by slope degree (IV = 0.05), SR (IV = 0.05), and
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NDVI (IV = 0.05). The order of the other variables was DI (IV = 0.01) and TCA (IV = 0.01)
< swir2 (IV = 0.02), TCW (IV = 0.02), and TCG (IV = 0.02) < BI (IV = 0.03) and Red (IV = 0.03)
< Elevation (IV = 0.04). The R2 and RMSE of the RF model were 0.78 and 0.14, respectively
(Figure 5). The UA of RF is greater than 0.90 in the recovery value range of (0–0.33] and
(0.66–1.67] (Table 3).
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3.3. The Application of the Hybrid Approach
3.3.1. Spatio-Temporal Refinement Management Applications

The hybrid approach result could be used to identify the regional abnormal distur-
bance of human activities (Table 4). The result showed that the area of disturbance in the
study area was almost lower than 200 ha per year from 2001 to 2009. The area of disturbance
grew significantly from 2009 to 2012 and reached the highest value in 2011 (460.17 ha) and
2012 (411.00 ha). From 2013 to 2018, the disturbance area was significantly reduced. After
2019, the area of disturbance gradually rebounded, although it did not exceed 200 ha.

Table 4. Forest disturbance areas change from 2001–2021.

Year Loss Area of Forest (ha) Year Loss Area of Forest (ha)

2001 166.21 2012 441.00
2002 23.40 2013 225.45
2003 154.70 2014 131.76
2004 123.66 2015 114.03
2005 204.75 2016 83.79
2006 97.56 2017 83.70
2007 162.24 2018 48.24
2008 93.51 2019 109.08
2009 157.23 2020 183.60
2010 243.72 2021 164.34
2011 460.17
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We demonstrated the cold spots for recovery rate from 2001 to 2020 (Figure 6). The
results showed the cold spot cluster of forest recovery in the southern part of Siming
Mountain, which was the public welfare forest. The mean elevation of this area was 723 m,
much higher than the average elevation of 338 m in the study area. The mean slope degree
was 41◦, higher than the mean value of 19◦. The thickness of the soil A layer, which was
divided into thick (>80 cm), medium (40–79 cm), and thin (<40 cm) classes, was all less
than 40 cm.
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3.3.2. Temporal Refinement Applications

The hybrid approach result could help design the deadline of the strict policy. R2 of
the space-for-time substitution logistic equation (Figure 7a) was 0.90. The logistic curve
represented three different stages of forest recovery. The first stage was from 0 to 10 years,
which could be called the preparation period. During this period, the recovery was
relatively stable. The second stage was from 10 to 20 years. This was the critical period of
forest recovery, which was the fastest. The third stage was from 20 to 50 years, when the
forest recovery gradually stabilized. We used the logistic equation to predict the recovery
situation after 2022 (Figure 7b). The result showed that under the ideal situation without
the disturbances or extreme weather, the study area would continue to recover significantly
from 2022 to 2044 but start to recover insignificantly after 2045 and become stable. It
suggested that the government could possibly adjust the strict policy in 2044.
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4. Discussion
4.1. The Hybrid Model Accuracy

Our results showed that multi-source data and the recovery value of the hybrid
method were able to provide reliable refined temporal and spatial information on the
recovery of forest ecology in the pixel and regional scales. In general, scholars proposed
considering both the multispectral metrics of the post-disturbance and spatial structural
characteristics for improving the forest recovery detection accuracy [24,58,59]. The hybrid
method was constructed based on the structure–function–habitat three aspects which
reflected the ecological meaning and overcame the disadvantage of the fast recovery rate
of the spectral index. High-resolution historical imagery from Google Earth can be used
to verify the state of forest restoration [60]. Our validation results showed that the hybrid
approach was accurate in detecting forest recovery. Shrub species richness and tree species
richness are often selected as indicators to characterize forest biodiversity [45]. This is
because areas with more tree species tend to have higher levels of ecosystem services [61,62].
For example, scholars found that tree species richness showed a positive hump-shaped
relationship with multiple ecosystem services (e.g., production of biomass, soil carbon
storage, berry production, and game production potential) [61]. Moreover, shrub species
play an important role in providing ecosystem function, especially in arid sand dune
ecosystems [63]. The index consists of the number of tree species and the number of shrubs
and herbs, and increases with the increase in the RV value constructed by the hybrid model.
This means that the hybrid model based on structure–function–habitat also has the ability
to characterize the biodiversity of forest ecosystems. Therefore, the hybrid model brings
new ideas to sustainable forest management.

4.2. Implications of Assessment Results

This study proposed a comprehensive RV index that reflects the forest ecosystem
function by selecting ecological indicators. The index could accurately distinguish the
recovery of initial restorative forest, middle restorative forest, and forest. It also has a
wide range of ecological implications. By comparing the LFMI data from 2005 and 2015,
residents preferred to convert the tea gardens, bamboo forests, and even the forest into
the land used for seedling plantations. This expansion of the seedling industry led to an
unusual trend of deforestation. Since the local forestry administration launched a strict
no-deforestation policy in 2013, the disturbed area of forests in Siming Mountain decreased
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significantly from 2013 to 2018. Therefore, the RV index addressed the major problem for
forestry management in Siming Mountain, which was the detection of vegetation changes
resulting from the expansion of the seedling cultivation fields. There were three main
policies for controlling the expansion of seedling cultivation fields. The first policy one
was to prohibit the planting of seedlings in forested areas with a slope degree larger than
25 degrees and a soil thickness of less than 30 cm. The second policy was to clear seedling
cultivation fields in public welfare forests. The third policy was to carry out forest ecological
recovery projects in disturbed areas between 2013 and 2018. The comprehensive RV index
proposed in this study could identify and assess in a timely manner whether seedling
cultivation fields had been converted to woodlands with the policy requirements through
annual monitoring of the disturbance area. It also guided the managers to prevent the
rebound of seedling cultivation field expansion. At the same time, it could discover the
regions with slow recovery rates and causal factors. The results provided scientific support
for the managers to carry out ecological recovery projects.

The result of the hybrid approach solved the local forest management problem by esti-
mating the restorative process of the disturbed forest. It helped to scientifically determine
the policy implementation period. In forest recovery, it takes a long time to recover the
ecological functions with a stable and redundant structure and community for achieving a
high resilience ability. The results can provide managers with a reasonable assessment of
the economic pressures and benefits associated with recovery. The solution to this problem
was crucial, because the key components that determine forest restoration include the
social context and economic pressure, in addition to ensuring the tree survival rate and
controlling the factors that disturbed forests [64]. Since the study area Siming Mountain
involved one municipal and four district forest management agencies, it was not sufficient
for local managers to know only about the forest recovery condition in their own areas.
The ecosystem services of interest varied from region to region. Assessing the distribution
and recovery of forest ecosystem functions in the whole region facilitates a better allocation
of different resources. The focus on the ecological integrity of the forest at the landscape
level ensured the different forest ecosystem service functions (e.g., water conservation).

4.3. Strengths and Limitations

The advantage of the hybrid approach was the continuous monitoring of the changes
in forest ecological functions in the large region with relatively low cost and human input.
Large-scale regional studies might not always have access to LiDAR and LFMI data. In such
cases, the random forest algorithm can be used to fit RV values by supplementing NBR val-
ues and tree age to obtain the recovery assessment for years without LiDAR and LFMI data.
We comprehensively used the advantages of various data sources including the long-term
and large-area data availability of Landsat, the comprehensiveness of forest resource survey
data content, and the high accuracy of Lidar data on forest structure parameter detection.
Furthermore, the results met the requirements of the forest management department for
spatio-temporal refinement management, including the detection of historical areas of
disturbances, the discovery of forest recovery rate, and the length of time that the forest
returned to the stable state.

The selection of indicators for the hybrid approach can be further improved by the
indices that reflect the functionality of the forest in detail, such as plant area density and
“plant” area index [65]. When we estimated the length of the recovery time in the study
area, the influences of the climate (e.g., drought) and the artificial management practices
were not considered. The research showed that the forest recovery would slow down
1–3 years after the drought in China, especially the artificial forest recovered faster than the
natural forest [66]. However, the study suggested that although the management practices
contributed to the recovery of forest structure in a temperate forest, forest still recovered
well from disturbances without human intervention [67].
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5. Conclusions

Accurately assessing forest ecosystem recovery in a large region required the integra-
tion of data from multiple sources. Integrating indicators of forest structure and function,
besides spectral indicators, significantly improved the accuracy of forest recovery assess-
ments. The naturalness and community structure data from LFMI, tree height, and canopy
density data from LiDAR provided information on the structure, function, and habitat
of the forest. The visual interpretation of Google Earth imagery showed that the hybrid
approach was able to accurately distinguish different stages of restoration. The biodiversity
index constructed using the number of tree species and shrub and herbaceous coverage as
information sources increased with the increase in the hybrid approach results. It showed
that the hybrid model could evaluate forest restoration from the aspect of the ecological
function of the forest ecosystem.

The tree age was the most crucial factor contributing to the hybrid approach assessment
results through the RF model. From the perspective of the application of spatio-temporal-
refined management, the hybrid approach made it possible to detect the annual loss of
forest area due to the expansion of the seedling fields. Moreover, the spatial and temporal
distribution of forest recovery rates provided the basis for detecting areas with slow
recovery rates and improving the efficiency of ecological recovery projects in conjunction
with recovery goals. The space-for-time substitution approach was used to build the
predictive model by fitting the recovery values calculated from the hybrid approach and
the age of trees through the logistic equation. The model predicted the time it would take
for forests to recover to a stable state and provided the scientific data support for the design
of the duration time required to implement ecological restoration policies.
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information about the plots; Table S2. Alternative parameters and information entropy; Table S3.
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