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Abstract: Specific energy prediction is critically important to enhance field performance of agri-
cultural implements. It enables optimal utilization of tractor power, reduced inefficiencies, and
identification of comprehensive inputs for designing energy-efficient implements. In this study, A
3-5-1 artificial neural network (ANN) model was developed to estimate specific energy requirement
of a vertical axis rotor type intra-row weeding tool. The depth of operation in soil bed, soil cone index,
and forward/implement speed ratio (u/v) were selected as the input variables. Soil bin investigations
were conducted using the vertical axis rotor (RVA), interfaced with draft, torque, speed sensors, and
data acquisition system to record dynamic forces employed during soil–tool interaction at ranges
of different operating parameters. The depth of operation (DO) had the maximum influence on
the specific energy requirement of the RVA, followed by the cone index (CI) and the u/v ratio. The
developed ANN model was able to predict the specific energy requirements of RVA at high accuracies
as indicated by high R2 (0.91), low RMSE (0.0197) and low MAE (0.0479). Findings highlight the
potential of the ANN as an efficient technique for modeling soil–tool interactions under specific
experimental conditions. Such estimations will eventually optimize and enhance the performance
efficiency of agricultural implements in the field.

Keywords: intra-row weeding; specific energy; artificial neural network; performance efficiency

1. Introduction

Energy is a valuable input in the realm of production agriculture. Availability of
adequate and appropriate energy supply, along with its effective and efficient utilization, is
essential for a cost-efficient agricultural production. Amongst the agricultural operations,
tillage (seed-bed preparation) consumes about 25% of available energy from the prime
mover equipment such as tractor. Importantly, fossil fuels account for 92% of this energy
supply [1–4]. Numerous studies have examined energy requirements of tractor-implement
systems under different operational conditions such as working depth, speed [4–8], soil
types, soil moisture, and compaction levels [9]. It has also been claimed that compared to
tillage, the intercultural operations such as weeding require more energy [10].

Mechanical weeding is still by far the most deployed method of weeding, although
traditionally, weeding tools were pulled by the draft animals and in modern times by
self-propelled or tractor machinery. These tools deploy mechanical energy/power derived
from chemical energy of the fuels from internal combustion engines to uproot, cut, and
bury the weeds. Mechanical weeding tools are intended to control weeds in both inter and
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intra-row regions around the crops. The inter-row weeds are those present between the
rows while intra-row weeds are the ones between the plants within the rows [11]. Com-
mercially available mechanical weeders can control the inter-row weeds as a standalone
operation; however, eradicating intra-row weeds is still a challenge and therefore they
are mostly controlled manually. Manual weed control has its own challenges of being
tedious, expensive, and inducive of health hazards. The biggest challenge against mechan-
ical weeding of intra-row weeds is avoiding plant damage. Prior studies have reported
around 33% of crop yield loss due to mechanical intra-row weeding operations [12–15].
The period of crop-weed competition is 4–5 weeks after plantation and is therefore the
instance when the first weeding is recommended, followed by second and third as the
need arises. Most importantly, inter-, and intra-row weeding operations are conducted
separately. All these frequencies of machinery operations for only weeding operations
demand excessive energy and cost requirements, and fossil fuel consumptions thereby
endangering production sustainability. In lieu of this situation, an intra-row weeding
system that is efficient in operation and results in minimal crop damage is desired. A
prototype of a vertical axis rotor weeder (RVA), to eradicate weeds by cutting, uprooting, or
mixing in soil was designed and developed.

A sensor-based vertical axis rotor (RVA) type weeder was developed that is simple in
design, offers easy attachment and detachment with a tractor. RVA has been suggested to
have low tractor draught requirements and losses from rolling resistance and wheel slips.
RVA is also a widely used equipment for secondary tillage operation [16–21]. Importantly,
vertical axis rotors do not produce tillage hardpans compared to power take-off (PTO)-
driven rotary tillers. Furthermore, the soil pulverization capacity of RVA can be adjusted by
adjusting the travel and angular speeds of the rotor [22–26].

Energy consumption during a farm operation is one of the most important considera-
tions for researchers, design engineers, and manufacturers when designing/developing
agricultural machinery. An optimal management of this energy consumption can optimize
fuel consumption and operation costs. This essentially requires design engineers/researchers
to have in-depth knowledge of computing specific energy requirements of the soil en-
gaging tool. The specific energy requirements of a soil-engaging tool can be influenced
by multiple factors, including the design and operational parameters of the tool and the
soil properties. These variables interact in an intricate manner, making the relationships
between the specific energy requirement and the input parameters complex and highly
non-linear in nature. In a nutshell, modeling specific energy requirements of a soil engaging
tool can be a very difficult process using traditional mathematical and statistical methods.
Advent of advanced computational and modelling techniques such as machine learning
can effectively demonstrate the underlying relationships between input parameters and
output as the specific energy. Among such techniques, an artificial neural network (ANN)
model was selected to quantify the relationships between specific energy requirement of a
soil-engaging tool and operational input parameters. ANN was selected for its superior
capability to universally approximate functions, generalizability, and robustness in han-
dling noisy or missing data [27,28]. ANN is well-suited for complex non-linear modelling
tasks, particularly when prior knowledge about the input–output relationship is lacking.
In the past, researchers have successfully implemented ANN models to quantify soil–tool
interactions [29,30].

The energy required to cut weeds and pass through the soil is dependent on design
and sharpness of the tool, soil moisture, soil texture, soil specific resistance or compaction
level, among others. Therefore, this study was designed to predict the specific energy
requirement of a power-operated vertical axis rotor (RVA) type intra-row weeding unit to
ultimately aid design and development of tractor-operated weeding tools that are optimal
in their power consumption during field operations.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Experimental Set-Up

The experimental set-up consisted of a vertical axis rotor (RVA)-based weeding pro-
totype unit, an indoor soil bin, soil processing trolley, linear speed transmission system,
brushless direct current (BLDC) controller motor, motor controller, tool carriers, load cells,
torque transducer, ground wheel with proximity sensor, cone penetrometer, computer, data
acquisition system (DAS) and control panel. The overall view of the soil bin facility used
for the testing of an intra-row weeding unit is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The overall view of the experimental laboratory setup (1. Soil bin; 2. Instrumented tool
carrier; 3. BLDC motor; 4. Torque transducer; 5. Load cells; 6. DC motor controller; 7. Hydraulic
cone penetrometer; 8. Soil processing trolley; 9. Rotavator; 10. Leveler and Soil compacter; 11. Data
acquisition; 12. Laptop computer).

Indoor soil bin was used to simulate variable but known soil conditions like in an
actual field. A soil processing trolley was used to prepare the test bed at different soil
compaction levels. A linear speed transmission system was used to operate the RVA unit
at different forward speeds of operation. The BLDC motor-controller unit was used to
control the rotational speed (revolution per minute, rpm) of the RVA unit about the vertical
axis. The tool carrier was used to mount the RVA unit along with a suite of sensors. The
load cells and torque transducer were used to measure draft and torque of the RVA unit
during operations, respectively. The ground wheel with a proximity sensor was used to
measure the forward speed of operation, while the hydraulic cone penetrometer was used
to measure the cone index (CI, hardness/resistance) of the soil bed. The data acquisition
system (DAS) attached to the computer was used to record the real-time data of all sensors
and transducers. A control panel was used to control the power supply and actuate all
the electrical/electronic equipment. Details of these components are explained in the
following sections.
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2.1.1. Vertical Axis Rotor Type Intra-Row Weeding Tool

A vertical axis rotor (RVA) was used to destroy the weeds by cutting, uprooting and
burying in the soil through the rotary action. The RVA was designed following the standard
methods and intra-row zone spacings [31,32]. The diameter of the developed RVA prototype
was selected as 120 mm with a thickness of 5 mm. The RVA was moved along the forward
direction of travel with rotational motion along the vertical axis as well as side translational
motion, perpendicular to the forward travel axis. A trapezoidal-shape tool was selected for
weeding operation with a 15◦ rake angle after extensive design testing [33]. The shape was
selected to ensure maximum weed mortality and efficient soil pulverization. Generally, the
depth requirement of the weeding operation varies from 20 to 40 mm within three to five
weeks after sowing; however, weeding beyond that period may require down to 60 mm of
depth. Keeping a 20 mm clearance from the rotor, a length of 80 mm for the cutting tools
was selected. High-carbon steel flats of a length of 80 mm, thickness of 3.5 mm and width
of 30 mm were selected for fabrication of the cutting tools. Finally, all these cutting tools
were mounted on the periphery of a mild steel (MS) ring as shown in Figure 2. The design
parameters of tools were calculated by considering required power, speed of operation,
RVA rpm, soil parameters, and the width of coverage.
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The trajectory of the working element of an RVA unit corresponds to a cycloid (Figure 3).
A rigid cutting tool of RVA describes the path of a cycloid when the axis of rotation is
perpendicular to the direction of the system’s travel [31]. The polar coordinates and the
length of soil slices are given in Equations (1) and (2) and discussed below.
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For the tool movement, the general equation for converting polar coordinates to
cartesian coordinates was used.

For tool 1, n = 1, the position is given by:
Xo = 0,
Yo = r.
The parametric equation of a cycloid during motion at the time interval t is given by

x = v × t + r × cosωt,
y = r × sinωt.

(1)

Contours of the cut soil slices are limited by two cycloids made by two cutting units
operating in succession. The length of soil slices (L) can be calculated as

L =
v
u

(
2× π × r

z

)
, (2)

where r is the outer radius of the working set (mm); v is the forward speed of travel of the
tool (ms−1); ω is the angular speed of the cutting tool set; ωt is the angle of rotation during
the measurement time period t; u is the peripheral speed of the cutting tool (ms−1); z refers
to the number of tools operating in one plane of cutting. The length of soil slices depends
on speed ratio (u/v); the higher the ratio, the shorter the cut soil slice. Therefore, the speed
ratio (u/v) was also selected in experimental evaluations of RVA.

2.1.2. Indoor Soil Bin and Processing Unit

A soil bin with dimensions of 23.5 m × 1.37 m × 1.5 m (length × width × depth)
was filled with sandy clay loam soil. The soil was taxonomically grouped under Oxyaquic
haplustalf (order Alfisol) and it had an angle of internal friction of 22◦ with particle density
of 2.65 × 103 kg m−3. Mild steel angle iron track (size: 90 × 90 × 5 mm3) was plotted along
both sides of the soil bin with the side rails (125 × 65 × 5 mm3) with a ‘C’ cross section.
The width between the two side rails was 1.37 m. Thus, the movement of soil processing
and implement trolley was easily accomplished in the soil bin. The soil processing trolley
was used to prepare soil test beds at different compaction levels. The soil processing
trolley mainly consists of a hydraulic compacting roller, rotary tiller, and a leveler tool. Soil
leveler and compacting roller were used for soil leveling and maintaining compactions.
The moisture level of soil was maintained with the help of a water sprinkler, and moisture
content was noted for each trial. A 3-phase, 1445 rpm, 3.73 kW-capacity induction motor
was used to operate the rotary tiller attachment of the soil processing trolley through pulley
and V-belt drive (1:3 and 1:1.5 ratio). An independent drive mechanism was provided
for forward and backward movement of the soil processing trolley. The entire operating
system was controlled by a control panel placed outside the soil bin.

2.1.3. Weeding Tool Carrier

A rectangular frame/tool carrier of MS channels of 70 × 40 × 5 mm was developed
for testing the RVA weeding mechanism. The frame dimensions were 1500 × 610 mm to
accommodate all the components pertaining to power transmission and movement of the
carrier. The tool carrier was mounted on eight MS rollers (four vertical and four horizontal)
to drive the carrier on the bin rails managing load and side thrusts. A sliding rectangular
frame of 1220 mm in length and 510 mm in width was fabricated using an MS C-section of
50 × 50 mm for mounting the RVA unit, a DC motor, a torque transducer, load cells and the
gear unit. The depth of RVA tools was controlled by moving a pipe slider up and down the
tool frame. Rotational power to the RVA shaft in a concurrent mode was provided through
the pulley-belt drive system from the DC motor (0.5 kW and 1400 rpm) with rpm control
placed on top of the main frame. A compact spur gear box of a 5:1 reduction ratio was
used between motor and rotor units. The actual speed of operation was measured using
the proximity sensor mounted on a peg type round metallic wheel. The tool carrier was
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attached to the soil processing trolley for forward and backward motion like a tractor in
the field.

2.2. Instrumentation and Measurement of Inputs and Response Parameters

The soil bed uniformity was tested using the soil cone index (CI) and moisture level
measurements before the experiment. The real time travel speed and dynamic force of RVA
such as draft, torque and specific energy were also measured with the help of a proximity
sensor, a load cell, and a torque transducer, and pertaining responses were recorded in
real time using an eight-channel Spider-8 data acquisition system (DAS, HBM QuantumX
MX840A, Darmstadt, Germany).

2.2.1. Soil Hardness

A hydraulically operated cone penetrometer (strain gauge, full bridge 350 Ω, 100 kg
load carrying capacity) was used to measure the cone index (CI), i.e., soil strength and
hardness down to a 150 mm depth from the soil surface as per the procedures detailed in
the ASABE Standards S313.3 [34]. Technically, CI is defined as the force per unit base area
required to insert a cone-shaped probe into the soil at a steady rate (30 mms−1). The CI
probe had a 323 mm2 of base area and a 30◦ cone angle. A circular shaft with a 15.6 mm
diameter was attached to the CI probe and a ring transducer of 10 kN capacity. The ring
transducer converted the actual measured force into an electrical signal and then back to
actual force. The ring transducer was equipped with a strain gauge Wheatstone bridge
circuit with each gauge of 120 Ω resistance. It was calibrated prior to force measurements.
The depth of cone penetration was measured using a rotary potentiometer mounted on a
rack-pinion arrangement. The DAS was connected to both the Wheatstone bridge circuit of
the ring transducer and the potentiometer. An excitation voltage of 5-volt DC was provided
by DAS to the ring transducer [35]. The ring transducer was calibrated by gradually
increasing and decreasing the compressive force using dead weights and recording the
corresponding output voltage. The CI was recorded before testing the RVA from 10 different
locations, 1 m apart along the soil bin to ensure the soil bed uniformity. The soil preparation
and compaction measurement procedure was repeated until the selected CI values were
achieved for the soil bed.

The soil was prepared down to a depth of 0.5 m and for moisture of 10–12% db. A
time-domain-reflectometer moisture probe was used to measure the moisture content of
the soil at 10 different locations, 1 m apart in the soil bin. The corresponding soil moisture
values were recorded and converted to dry weight basis.

2.2.2. Forward Speed

The actual forward speed of operation was measured by using an inductive type
proximity sensor (10–30 V, 15 mm PNP) interfaced with DAS. The peg type ground wheel
consisted of a disc on which eight metal strips were attached to generate the pulse from
proximity sensor [36]. Counting the total number of metal bids in a given time, the
proximity sensor calculated instantaneous forward speed of operation from Equation (3):

v =
n× π × d

8× t
, (3)

where v is actual speed of operational (ms−1); d is the diameter of the ground wheel (m);
and n is the number of metal bids detected in t seconds.

2.2.3. Draft Force

Cylindrical load cells (Novatech Measurements Limited, East Sussex, UK; F214) were
used for measuring the draft force encountered by the rotary tool (RVA) during operation.
The rated output of load cells was 1.2 mV/V, the bridge resistance was 350 Ω and the
excitation voltage was 10 V. A couple of these load cells were mounted on a single-point
dynamometer one end of which was connected to the tool carrier and the other end to
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the soil processing trolley. These load cells were also calibrated to identify the sensitivity
and linearity in force measurements at different loads. The draft and drawbar power
requirements of the developed prototype were calculated using Equations (4) and (5):

D = H1 + H2, (4)

DP = D × v, (5)

where D is the draft force (N); H1 and H2 are the horizontal components of pull forces (N)
measured by load cells 1 and 2, DP is the drawbar power (kW); v is the actual forward
speed of operation (ms−1).

2.2.4. Torque

A torque transducer (capacity: 200 Nm for rotational speeds up to 10,000 min−1,
rotational speed measurements up to 3000 min−1, HBM Germany, T20WN) was used to
determine the torque requirement of the RVA during static as well as dynamic state about
the vertical axis at different operating conditions. It also measures rotational speeds or
angles of rotation for the turning of static machine parts. The torque transducer unit was
horizontally mounted between the prime mover (0.373 kW DC controller motor) and the
reduction gearbox that connected to the vertical axis rotor weeding tool. This arrangement
is critical to identify continuous dynamic torque requirements. The torque transducer was
calibrated prior to deployment and the data were recorded via DAS onto the computer.

2.3. Experimental Design, Data Collection, and Initial Analysis

In this study, speed ratio (u/v), depth of operation (DO), and CI were selected as
independent parameters, and the specific energy (SPE) requirement as the dependent
parameter. The SPE of the system was calculated from the measured draft and torque
(Equation (6)) which is the ratio of equivalent power to the actual field productivity of the
implement [24,30,37,38].

SPE =

(
Pr

µr
+

Pd
µd

)
× 10

v× w
, (6)

where SPE is specific energy (kWh ha−1); Pr is rotational power (kW); µr is transmission
efficiency of the rotational motor (assumed to be 0.80); Pd is drawbar power (kW); µd is
transmission efficiency of the drawbar motor (assumed to be 0.80); v is actual forward
speed (km h−1); w is tilled width (m). The weeding tool was tested at three levels of
speed ratios (SR: 1.7, 2.2, 3), three depths of operation (DO: 20, 40, 60 mm), three levels of
cone Index (CI: 300, 400, 500 ± 25 kPa) and in three replicates. For the type of soil–tool
interaction study presented here, a full factorial design (FFD) experiment was formulated
as it is regarded as a highly robust and widely adopted approach for studying main and
interaction effects of independent factors on the response as well as using combinations
of those input factors for predictive purposes [24,25]. Given three typical conditions of
CI, u/v ratio, and DO in the field, a total of 27 combinations were possible. Nonetheless,
trials at those 27 input combinations were replicated thrice to obtain 81 datasets that were
averaged to 27 datasets for further analysis in the study. The soil bin laboratory experiment
is shown in Figure 4. After data collection, initial analysis of variance was conducted to
determine the significance of the main and interaction effects of the input parameters on
draft, torque and specific energy using the Statistical Package in the Social Sciences (SPSS
Inc., Chicago, IL, USA, 1999) at a 5% significance.
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2.4. Neural Network Modelling of Specific Energy Requirements

A multilayer feed-forward artificial neural network (ANN) model was used to predict
SPE requirement of the rotary weeding unit [28,39]. The model inputs included DO (mm),
CI (kPa), and u/v ratio. The trials generated a total of 81 sets of data that were averaged
and divided into training (70%) and testing groups (30%). The ANN architecture in this
study consisted of three layers of interconnected neurons: the input layer, the hidden layers,
and the output layer (Figure 5). The network outputs were obtained by applying activation
functions, denoted as fh (.) and fo (.), to the weighted sum of inputs from the previous layer.
The mathematical expression for the kth network output was defined using Equation (7).

yk = fo

[
Nh

∑
j=1

Wjk· f h

(
Ni

∑
i=1

Wijxi + (bh)j

)
+(b o)k

]
, (7)

where yk is the kth output variable; xi is the ith input variable; fh and fo are the activa-
tion functions in the hidden and the output layers, respectively. i, j, and k denote the
input layer, the hidden layer, and the output layer neurons, respectively, and are given as
i = 1, 2 . . . Ni; j = 1, 2 . . . Nh and k = 1, 2 . . . No. Wij represents the connection weight
between the ith input neuron and the jth hidden neuron. Wjk represents the connection
weight between the jth hidden neuron and the kth output neuron. (bh)j denotes the bias for
the jth neuron in the hidden layer and (b o)k is the bias for the kth neuron in the output layer.
The entire modeling was implemented on a MATLAB R2014b package. An iterative trial
and error approach was used to fine-tune the model configuration for optimal neurons. The
number of neurons in the input and output layers was determined based on the respective
input and output parameters. Consequently, the input layer consisted of three neurons,
while the output layer had one neuron. To determine the optimal number of neurons in the
hidden layer, a range of one to seven neurons was tested. The criterion for selecting the
optimal configuration was based on the minimum mean squared error (MSE). By iteratively
evaluating different configurations, it was determined that the hidden layer should have
five neurons. Hence, the resulting optimal neuron configuration for the ANN model was
3-5-1. The log-sigmoid transfer function (logsig) was used as the activation function in
the hidden layer (Equation (8)). For the output layer, the linear transfer function (purelin)
was utilized (Equation (9)). The topology of the developed ANN is visually represented
in Figure 5. To expedite the training process and ensure fair treatment of all variables
during model training, experimental data were normalized using a linear transformation
(Equation (10)) [40] within a standardized range of 0.1–0.9 before training.

f h(x) =
1

(1 + e−x)
, 0 ≤ fh(x) ≤ 1, (8)
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f o(x) = x,−∞ ≤ fo(x) ≤ +∞, (9)

xn = 0.1 + 0.8×
(

xo − xmin
xmax − xmin

)
, (10)

where xn and xo are the normalized and the original values of the input parameters,
and xmax and xmin are the maximum and the minimum values of the input parameters,
respectively. During model training, network weights and biases were chosen based on
the training dataset by employing the Levenberg–Marquardt backpropagation learning
algorithm. To ensure optimal convergence, the maximum number of epochs was set at
1000, while the minimum performance gradient was set at 10−7. Additionally, a damping
factor (µ) of 0.001 was applied, and the training process was monitored with a maximum
of 6 validation checks before termination. The model underwent rigorous trial and error
adjustments to fine-tune the network connection weights, minimizing the mean squared
error (MSE) between the predicted and target values of SPE. ANN has been known to
perform reliably and robustly even with smaller datasets; for this reason, it was selected for
SPE estimations in this study.
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To assess the performance of the ANN model, the coefficient of determination (R2),
root mean square error (RMSE), and mean absolute error (MAE) were used as evaluation
metrics [41,42]. These parameters were calculated using Equations (11)–(13):

R2 =
∑N

i=1
(
Oi −O

)
×
(
Pi − P

)√
∑N

i=1
(
Oi −O

)2 ×∑N
i=1
(
Pi − P

)2
, (11)

RMSE =

√
∑N

i=1(Oi − Pi)
2

N
, (12)

MAE =
1
N

N

∑
i=1
|Oi − Pi|, (13)

where N is the number of observations, Oi is the observed values, Pi is the predicted values,
and the overhead bar (e.g., O) denotes the mean of the variable.
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3. Results
3.1. Effect of Operating Parameters on Specific Energy of RVA

It can be seen from Table 1 that the individual effects of depths, CI, and u/v and their
interactions on the specific energy (SPE) were significant with an adjusted R2 of 0.95, a
standard deviation of 0.049 and a coefficient of variation of 12.05%. It can also be identified
that the depth of operation (N-way ANOVA, F2,80 = 363.5, p < 0.0001) had the highest
impact on SPE followed by CI (F2,80 = 183.19, p < 0.0001) and u/v (F2,80 = 3.72, p < 0.05).
It is also clear from the ANOVA table that there was a significant effect of CI on SPE. It
can also be seen from this table that CI has higher effect than u/v on SPE. This could be
attributed to the volume of soil handled associated with increased operation depth of RVA.
The variation of SPE at different operational parameters is shown in Figure 6.

Table 1. Analysis of variance formulated for specific energy of vertical axis rotor (RVA).

Source Sum of Squares Degrees of Freedom Mean Square F-Value p-Value

Model 2.74 26 0.11 44.18 <0.0001
A: Depth 1.74 2 0.87 363.50 <0.0001

B: Cone index 0.88 2 0.44 183.19 <0.0001
C: u/v 0.013 2 0.0065 3.72 0.03065
A × B 0.055 4 0.0138 5.76 0.0006
A × C 0.025 4 0.00633 2.65 0.0429
B × C 0.020 4 0.00489 2.05 0.1004

A × B × C 0.019 8 0.002385 1.00 0.4484
Error 0.13 54 0.002389

Total 2.87 80
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3.1.1. Effect of Depth

The results of FFD ANOVA indicate that variation in SPE was dependent on DO
(F2,80 = 363.5, p < 0.0001). As also observed in Figure 7, the SPE of RVA unit increased with
the increase in DO. During the trials, the mean SPE required by RVA was in the ranges
of 0.061 to 0.87 kWh ha−1. As the DO increased from 20 to 60 mm, SPE increased from
0.19 to 0.45 (SE: ±0.048) kWh ha−1, 0.24 to 0.60 (SE: ±0.053) kWh ha−1, and 0.33 to 0.69
(SE: ±0.059) kWh ha−1 at CIs of 300, 400 and 500 kPa, respectively, at the lowest u/v
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ratio of 1.7, while at the highest u/v ratio of 3, when the DO increased from 20 to 60 mm,
SPE increased from 0.084 to 0.41 (SE: ±0.037) kWh ha−1 for CIs of 300 kPa, 0.21 to 0.65
(SE: ±0.063) kWh ha−1 for CI of 400 kPa, and 0.34 to 0.73 (SE: ±0.11) kWh ha−1 for CI of
500 kPa. As the DO was increased during the trials, SPE increased by 60–70%.
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3.1.2. Effect of Cone index

CI had a significant effect on SPE (F2,80 = 183.19, p < 0.0001). The interaction of DO
and CI affected SPE requirements (F4,80 = 5.76, p = 0.0006). Figure 7 shows SPE to increase
with the increase in CI. As CI was increased from 300-500 kPa, SPE increased from 0.19 to
0.33 (SE: ±0.06) kWh ha−1, 0.12 to 0.30 (SE: ±0.05) kWh ha−1, and 0.08 to 0.26 (SE: ±0.03)
kWh ha−1 at u/v ratios of 1.7, 2.2, and 3, respectively, at the lowest DO of 20 mm. When CI
was increased from 300 to 500 kPa, SPE increased from 0.44 to 0.73 (SE: ±0.11) kWh ha−1

for the u/v ratio of 1.7, from 0.41 to 0.70 (SE: ±0.03) kWh ha−1 for the u/v ratio of 2.2, and
from 0.37 to 0.66 (SE: ±0.07) kWh ha−1 for the u/v ratio of 3 for the highest DO of 60 mm.

3.1.3. Effect of u/v Ratio

The speed ratio u/v had a significant effect on SPE (F2,80 = 3.72, p = 0.03065) along
with the interaction effect of the u/v ratio and DO (F4,80 = 2.65, p = 0.0429). SPE decreased
in the ranges of 35 to 10% when the u/v ratio increased from 1.7 to 2.2. The variation of SPE
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with the u/v ratio at different DOs and CIs is shown in Figure 7. Increasing the u/v ratio
from 1.7 to 2.2 resulted in SPE requirements between ranges of 0.19 to 0.08 kWh ha−1, 0.31
to 0.24 kWh ha−1, and 0.44 to 0.32 kWh ha−1 at DOs of 20, 40, and 60 mm, respectively,
and CI of 300, while when the u/v ratio changed from 1.7 to 3, SPE decreased from 0.35 to
0.30 kWh ha−1, 0.55 to 0.49 kWh ha−1 and 0.73 to 0.69 kWh ha−1 at selected DO ranges
and soil CI of 500 kPa.

3.2. Performance of ANN for Specific Energy Requirement Prediction

A neural network model with a 3-5-1 architecture was formulated to predict specific
energy requirements of RVA using three independent variables: DO, CI, and the u/v ratio
and Levenberg–Marquardt back-propagation learning. Figure 8a shows the training state
of formulated ANN, providing insights into the variation in performance gradient, the
Levenberg’s damping factor (µ), and the validation check numbers. Notably, the gradient
value impressively reduced to 0.0010525 by the 10th epoch, with the µ factor reached
1 × 10−5 at the same epoch. In order to prevent any potential overfitting, the network
training was wisely terminated at the 10th epoch, following six validation checks, subse-
quent to achieving the best validation performance at Epoch 4. As shown in Figure 8b, the
best validation performance was obtained at the fourth epoch that yielded the lowest MSE
of 0.0024612. The regression plots in Figure 9 depict consistency between the predicted
and actual SPE requirements from the ANN deployed in this study on training, validation,
test, and overall experimental datasets. The correlation coefficients (R) were consistently
high, i.e., 0.98666, 0.96029, 0.99294, and 0.97721 for training, testing, validation, and overall
datasets, respectively, signifying higher model prediction accuracy.
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4. Discussion
4.1. Effect of Input Parameters on Specific Energy

SPE increased in the ranges of 0.19 to 0.69 kWh ha−1 at the lowest test range of the
u/v ratio and CI, and from 0.34 to 0.73 kWh ha−1 for the highest range of the u/v ratio and
CI, when DO varied from 20 to 60 mm, respectively. The effect was caused by the increased
soil strength brought on by increased DO and the tool interacting with a larger volume
of soil, also causing larger draft forces being measured. This was evident in a study by
Sahu and Raheman [43] where the draft force increased with the increased forward speed
as well as the DO. In this study, SPE also increased with the increase in CI (from 0.44 to
0.73 kWh ha−1 for the u/v ratio of 1.7, from 0.41 to 0.70 kWh ha−1 for the u/v ratio of
2.2, and from 0.37 to 0.66 (SE: ±0.07) kWh ha−1 for the u/v ratio of 3 at the highest DO
of 60 mm). This was due to the increase in draft force as the CI increased; since SPE is
the function of the draft and torque, it also increased [29,44–50]. A previous study also
reported that the draft force requirements of active and passive tillage equipment increased
with the increase in CI, u/v ratio, DO, and width of implementation. While the torque
requirements only increased when the implement width and CI increased, it decreased
with the increase in the u/v ratio and DO [50]. The effect of the u/v ratio and its interaction
with DO significantly impacted SPE requirements. When the u/v ratio increased from
1.7 to 2.2, SPE reduced by 35 to 10%. This could be explained by increased accelerating
forces due to the rise in u/v which increased draft forces, thereby increasing forces on the
soil-engaging tool surface [51,52]. A prior study reported that forward-speed standalone
did not significantly impact SPE of tillage implements [30], although it did increase drawbar
power requirements as observed in this study.

4.2. Modeling Specific Energy Requirements Using ANN

As shown in Figure 8b, the best validation performance of ANN was obtained at the
fourth epoch that yielded the lowest MSE. The weights and biases associated with this
performance were selected as the final model weights and biases. Although the model
training continued until the 10th epoch, as long as the validation error decreased, the
training phase was terminated after six consecutive iterations due to an increase in the
validation error after the fourth epoch. This was implemented to prevent overfitting.
However, the training performance curve did not indicate any overfitting as long as the
test and validation curves showed similar trends, which indicates that the training process
was robust. The ANN model training exhibited a remarkably high level of regression
(R2 train = 0.9735, Table 2), indicating a strong agreement between the observed and
predicted specific energy values. Those values suggest accounting for at least 97% of
the variability in specific energy values by the developed ANN model. Similarly, high
agreement evident in the testing dataset (R2 value of 0.9114) suggests that the developed
ANN model could account for approximately 91% of the variations at low error and high
efficiency in measured specific energy values, even when applied to new independent data
(Table 2). This also indicates the generalizability of the developed ANN model. Other
studies that have deployed ANN for modeling complex soil–tool interactions [53,54] have
also reported ANN to be advantageous for offering fast, precise, and reliable computation
of multivariable, nonlinear, and complex relationships relative to mathematical and other
conventional numerical methods. This is very well conformed in Figure 10 that illustrates
very close alignment between specific energy values measured during experiments and
those predicted by the ANN model for each trial in this study. The study by Roul et al. [29]
predicted draft forces on a tillage implement using a 5-9-1 ANN model where prediction
errors were below 6.5% compared to the standard mathematical equation that estimated
draft forces at errors over 30%. Similarly, a 4-6-2 ANN model was used for predicting
traction performance and the MSE error was 2.55 × 10−12 [53]. Although the dataset size
was relatively smaller, ANN has been well reported to perform reliably and robustly with
smaller datasets [55–60]. The next step will be the implementation of the SPE prediction
model under various field and vegetation conditions. The developed model and approach
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could be instrumental for the manufacturers and design engineers of machinery systems in
simulating the designs of soil-interacting tools for operations such as tillage and weeding,
among others. Most importantly, such simulation will guide manufacturers to develop
matching implements for the tractors to ensure high fuel efficiency, optimal performance,
and high crop productivity.

Table 2. Statistical measures of the ANN model performance in training and testing phases.

Statistical Parameters Training Phase Testing Phase

R2 0.9735 0.91139
RMSE 0.00614 0.01974
MAE 0.02247 0.047913
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5. Conclusions

An artificial neural network modelling approach was used to predict the specific
energy (SPE) requirements of a power operated vertical axis rotor (RVA) type intra-row
weeding tool. The depth of operation (DO), cone index (CI), and u/v ratio were considered
as the model inputs. The DO had maximum influence on the SPE requirement of the
RVA (F-stat: 363.50), followed by the CI (F-stat: 183.19) and the u/v ratio (F-stat: 3.72).
A 3-5–1 neural network model was found capable of accurately predicting the specific
energy requirement of RVA unit under varying operating conditions as indicated by high
R2 (0.9735), low RMSE (0.00614) and low MAE (0.0225) for the training phase, as well as
for the testing phase (R2: 0.9114, RMSE: 0.0197, MAE: 0.0479) on an independent trial
dataset. In the soil bin conditions, the chosen factors of DO, CI, and u/v and their levels
possibly cover all typical operating conditions which would contribute to suffice reliability
of the ANN-based SPE estimations. Importantly, such an estimation approach will guide
manufacturers and design engineers to develop matching implements for the tractors and
operating conditions to ensure high performance efficiency and crop productivity. Other
AI-based modelling techniques such as FIS (Fuzzy Inference System) and ANFIS (Adaptive
Neuro-Fuzzy Inference System) will also be employed in future studies to improve the
accuracies of SPE predictions. Extensive field trials on different soil types and vegetation
conditions will be conducted hereafter.
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