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Abstract: We train and compare the performance of two different machine learning algorithms to
learn changes in winter wheat production for fields from the southwest of Sweden. As input to these
algorithms, we use cloud-penetrating Sentinel-1 polarimetry radar data together with respective
field topography and local weather over four different years. We note that all of the input data were
freely available. During training, we used information on winter wheat production over the fields
of interest which was available from participating farmers. The two machine learning models we
trained are the Light Gradient-Boosting Machine and a Feed-forward Neural Network. Our results
show that Sentinel-1 data contain valuable information which can be used for training to predict
winter wheat yield once two important steps are taken: performing a critical transformation of each
pixel in the images to align it to the training data and then following up with despeckling treatment.
Using this approach, we were able to achieve a top root mean square error of 0.75 tons per hectare and
a top accuracy of 86% using a k-fold method with k = 5. More importantly, however, we established
that Sentinel-1 data alone are sufficient to predict yield with an average root mean square error of
0.89 tons per hectare, making this method feasible to employ worldwide.

Keywords: precision agriculture; Sentinel-1 SAR; machine learning; yield prediction; despeckling

1. Introduction

Precision agriculture is the practice of using science and technology to improve farming
in order to achieve the best outcome possible. More specifically, this means that we want to
maximize yield while sustaining the long-term health of the soil and incurring the smallest
possible impact on the environment. In particular, this is performed by using technology to
collect information about the local variations within fields to adapt the use of fertilizers,
seeds, crop nutrients, plant protection, and much more [1].

Most modern precision agriculture practices can be divided into the following three
phases [2]: (a) data collection, (b) data analysis, and (c) operational application. Data col-
lection can include collecting soil samples for analyses or using unmanned aerial vehicles
(UAVs) such as drones or satellites with remote sensing devices. Modern farming machin-
ery, such as combine harvesters, also contribute by collecting data about local variations in
yield. Analysis, the second phase, commonly consists of employing mathematical models
or machine learning models. The work detailed in this article mainly contributes to this
phase of precision agriculture. The third phase, operational application, consists of using
the obtained knowledge in order to improve yield, minimize environmental impact, or
simply save money.

One approach in crop yield forecasting is to create some type of crop growth model.
A crop growth model provides a relationship between a crop and its environment. Such a
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model is mostly used to estimate crop yield from physiological processes, such as crop man-
agement, weather, soil, etc., taking place in the surrounding crop environment. Typically
crop growth models are developed based on simulations of important crop characteristics
such as the leaf area index (LAI) as well as the evapotranspiration (ET) or the fraction
of absorbed photosynthetically active radiation (fAPAR). LAI is directly linked to crop
canopy development which naturally affects light interception and photosynthesis, while
ET reflects the available water to support crop growth. Furthermore, fARAR indicates the
fraction of photosynthetically active radiation absorbed by the canopy. The importance of
fARAR lies in the fact that it is able to quantify the amount of energy that a crop receives
from sunlight, which is a key factor for photosynthesis and, ultimately, crop growth [3]. In
a review study of agricultural practices in [4], the authors describe that a “major limitation
of crop growth models is the lack of spatial information on the actual conditions of each
field or region”. A more extensive list of shortcomings is provided in [5], where the
authors state that “the main limitations of crop growth models are the cost of obtaining
the necessary input data to run the model, the lack of spatial information”, and “the input
data quality”.

In many locations, such as the one in our study in southwest Sweden, optical sensors
are not useful since cloud coverage is persistent through large parts of the crop growing
season. Instead, synthetic aperture radar (SAR) has some advantages over optical sensors
since they are not affected by atmospheric conditions and can therefore monitor the status
of crops not only during the day but even during the night. Furthermore, SAR sensors can
even penetrate canopies [3]. Such sensors do not suffer from the well-known saturation
phenomenon of optical sensors when crops such as winter wheat reach medium to high
canopy cover. It has been shown [3-6], for instance, that LAI and biomass could be
estimated at medium to high canopy cover from such sensors since they have strong
penetration capabilities. This was another reason we examined SAR as an input in our
study for winter wheat yield.

Our effort in this work will not be to directly model quantities such as LAI, ET, or
fARAR, which has been performed before in many studies, but instead examine whether
it is possible for the proposed machine learning methods to fit a full end-to-end model in
order to ascertain crop yield directly. We, therefore, bypass the crop growth model.

We will specifically investigate the possibilities of using two different ML models to
predict winter wheat harvest on fields in the region of Skéne, in southwest Sweden, mainly
with radar backscatter data from Sentinel-1 satellites. The two machine learning models
we trained are the Light Gradient-Boosting Machine and a Feed-forward Neural Network.

Based on this main goal, several research questions are considered, such as (a) is
there valuable information within Sentinel data in order for the ML model to accurately
forecast harvests, (b) is there a benefit in including Sentinel-1 indices [7,8] as input data,
and (c) can supplemental data such as weather, topology classification, and elevation affect
the performance?

As input, we mainly use Sentinel-1 radar backscatter data. We furthermore also
test how progressively extending these data with weather, topology classification of the
terrain, and/or elevation can improve the resulting harvest forecasting accuracy. In order
to ascertain accuracy but also to be able to train our ML algorithms, we collected harvest
data for winter wheat fields in Skane, Sweden, during the years 2017, 2018, 2019, and 2020.
We evaluate our results under a number of performance measures, such as the root mean
square errot, accuracy, and Fl-score.

The paper is organized as follows. We begin by describing the state of the art in
Section 2. This is then followed by Section 3, where data processing and methods employed
are explained. This section also includes information about the filtering of speckle noise
introduced by the Sentinel-1 satellite. Furthermore, information about harvest and auxiliary
data can be found in Sections 3.4 and 3.5. These sections are then followed by the Results
Section 4 and, finally, the Discussion and Conclusions Sections 5 and 6, respectively.
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2. State of the Art and Challenges

The Sentinel-1 mission consists of two (Sentinel-1B, one of the twin satellites, has been
out of service since December 2021 due to a power supply malfunction and, therefore, data
may be limited after this date) polar-orbiting satellites [9] which are part of the Copernicus
initiative of the European Radar Observatory. The polar orbit of the satellites results in
higher revisit frequencies further away from the equator. The satellites are to operate day
and night to enable imaging of the Earth’s surface, regardless of weather, through the use
of a C-band Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR) [10].

Sentinel-1 data are available as level-0, level-1, or level-2 products. Level-0 products
are based on the raw signals received directly from the satellite. Level-1 products are
produced from the level-0 products through the satellite instrument processing facility into
Ground Range Detected (GRD) or Single Look Complex (SLC) byproducts. Most users
make use of such level-1 products. We chose the level-1 GRD byproducts in this study
mainly due to the fact that they can reduce the impact of speckle noise [9] in the data, as
we describe in more detail later in Section 3.

It has been shown [11] that continuous monitoring of the development of the pheno-
logical stages, such as emergence, closure, and height, is possible through GRD Sentinel-1
data for several crops such as sugar beet, potato, maize, wheat, and English ryegrass.
Comparing the time series of the radar backscatter with hydrometeorological data and
field measurements, it was shown in [11] that data from Sentinel-1 do capture information
about biomass changes and moisture (including to use the VH/VV ratio to reduce the
influence of soil moisture). The VH/VV ratio is sensitive on an agriculture operative level
to the increase in fresh biomass during the plant growth stages and to the decrease during
senescence as the water content decreases.

Many studies [5,6] have successfully shown that, indeed, SAR-type data can be used
to reliably monitor important parameters determining growth in crops. Recently, ref. [3]
showed how LAl for instance, can be reliably estimated from SAR images in order to
produce a crop model for rice yield estimation. These SAR images were obtained from
the COSMO-Sky-Med satellite. For example, in the case of sugar beet [5], radar data
can be used to monitor the emergence and closure of the canopy, as well as estimate the
crop height and biomass throughout the growing season. Similarly, for potato crops [4],
radar data can be used to monitor canopy closure, as well as detect changes in biomass
and moisture content. For maize and wheat, radar data can be used to monitor crop
growth and development, as well as estimate biomass and yield. In the case of English
ryegrass [5], radar data can be used to estimate grass height and biomass. Specifically, for
winter wheat in the Netherlands, [11] could closely match all phenological stages: tillering,
stem elongation, booting, heading, flowering, fruit development, ripening, and harvesting,
to Sentinel-1 VV and VH backscatter data.

The ability to use Sentinel-1 data to detect important winter wheat phenological phases,
including monitor yield, was also investigated in a study from Lebanon [12]. Temporal
variations of the Sentinel-1 backscatter were analyzed as a function of phenological phases
(germination, heading, and soft dough) and harvesting dates. It was shown there that the
variations of the Sentinel-1 data could be used to estimate the dates of these important
phases. The authors also investigated how the different polarization (VH, VV) and the
ratio VV/VH with different incidence angles could be used to predict the important dates.
These results also strengthened the findings in [7,8], which showed that the VH/VV
ratio is important in accessing soil moisture. Works [13,14] discuss the importance of
correctly handling the variations in Sentinel-1 incident angles for any Radiative Transfer
(RT)-based model. Similarly, Refs. [15,16] studied the possibilities of using a temporal
profile and regression analysis of Sentinel-1 data to continuously monitor the phenological
development of barley and wheat.

In a relevant study from the region of Skane in Sweden, Sentinel-2 satellite imagery
was combined with local weather data, national soil databases, and local farmer data to
train a Light Gradient Boosting Machine to predict winter wheat yield with an accuracy



Agriculture 2023, 13, 813

40f19

of 82% [17]. Other metrics for regression were also reported by the authors. However,
these were used for training and not testing the models. As a result, their findings are
not comparable with the results we present here, which come exclusively from testing
against new data. Furthermore, the authors present one downside of using Sentinel-2
optical imagery—its dependence on cloud-free conditions to not block the imagery.

3. Data Processing and Methods

Sentinel-1 is a radar imaging satellite that can provide information about the Earth’s
surface regardless of weather conditions or daylight. This makes it an ideal tool for
monitoring agricultural crops over time. The radar signal emitted by Sentinel-1 interacts
with the crops and provides information about their physical characteristics, such as height
and structure. This information can be used to monitor the growth and development
of crops throughout the season, allowing farmers and agronomists to make informed
decisions about irrigation, fertilization, and pest management. With Sentinel-1 data, it is
possible to measure the backscatter, or the amount of radar energy reflected back to the
satellite from the Earth’s surface. This backscatter signal can be used to derive several
biophysical parameters related to vegetation, such as vegetation water content, biomass,
and vegetation height.

Specifically, the Sentinel-1 satellites use a single C-band SAR instrument operating
with a center frequency of 5.405 GHz and dual polarization [10]. C-band radar is radar using
the frequency ranges of 4.0 to 8.0 GHz, and is the portion of the electromagnetic spectrum
allocated for commercial telecommunications via satellites, designated by the Institute of
Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) [18]. SAR is an imaging radar commonly found
on moving platforms, such as aircraft or satellites, which is able to produce high-resolution
imagery with relatively small physical antennas. SAR works by transmitting a series of
microwave signals and recording the backscatter from the Earth’s surface [19]. Normally,
to achieve high-resolution imagery, a large aperture antenna is required for stationary
radars. However, with a small moving antenna, successively recorded radar echoes may be
processed and combined, giving the effect of a larger synthetic antenna aperture (hence the
name) [18]. An advantage of SAR radar compared to optical imagery is the ability to operate
regardless of weather conditions. Satellites using optical imagery are greatly impaired
by clouds covering the target area [17]. The polarization of the radar can be horizontal
(H) or vertical (V), and relates to the polarization of the transmitted or received signal.
Different targets on the Earth’s surface have distinct polarization signatures. The signatures
reflect each polarization with different intensities of the target. For example, forest canopy
backscatters have different polarization properties than sea surface backscatters [10].

Sentinel-1 satellites have four acquisition modes, with Interferometric Wide (IW)
swath being the main acquisition mode over land and three different product levels, with
Level-1 being the most commonly used for end users [10]. IW mode supports VH and VV
polarization with the highest resolution of 10.0 m [9]. However, the best resolution we
managed to download from Sentinel Hub was 11.0 m. According to ESA, IW swath is the
recommended main operational mode, as it avoids conflicts, preserves revisit performance,
decreases operational costs, and builds up a consistent long-term archive of data [10]. We
used the Ground Range Detected (GRD) product, which contains the detected amplitude
from the SAR data and uses a multi-look feature to reduce the impact of speckling.

Additional processing of the Level-1 product, such as orthorectification and radiomet-
ric calibration (Figure 1), is needed for the SAR data to be able to measure true distance
in the imagery and to convert digital numbers into physical units [20]. Undergoing or-
thorectification will allow us to correct images for topographic relief, camera tilt, and lens
distortion. Furthermore, a Digital Elevation Model is used as a 3D representation of the
terrain’s surface [9]. The result is imagery that can measure true distances.

Since Sentinel-1 operates in the C-band radio waves from other applications, e.g.,
missile guidance can interfere with the originally transmitted signal from the satellite,
causing radio frequency interference (RFI) [19]. An example of how RFI typically looks in
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the resulting backscatter can be seen in Figure 2. Some regions had particular issues with
RFI, with up to ~30% of images being distorted. Separating the part of the backscatter with
RFI can be difficult, due to the values not being NaN or infinity. Instead, we employ the
Sentinel-1 toolbox [10], where the data will be annotated with a flag at the source if they
contain RFI, which we then identify and remove using the eo-learn python package.

0
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300
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o 100 200 300 400 0 100 200 300 400

Figure 1. Typical level-1 SAR backscatter, VH (left), and VV polarization (right), with orthorectifica-
tion and radiometric calibration.

0 100 200 00 400

Figure 2. An example of Sentinel-1 data altered by RFI. VV band (left) is not influenced. VV band
(right), however, is heavily affected by RFL

3.1. Study Area

The area of study was the region of Skéne in the southwest of Sweden (Figure 3), where
a number of fields participating in this study cultivating winter wheat are located. The
number of winter wheat fields from which the ground truth yield data were gathered was
49, 31, 132, and 88 for the years 2017, 2018, 2019, and 2020, respectively. The distribution of
field sizes had a mean of 20 Hectares and a median of 14 Hectares.
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Geographic overview and data sampling locations
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Figure 3. A geographical overview of the data. The left figure shows the locations of the fields in
southwest Sweden. The figure to the right shows the same region where the green tiles represent the
regions/patches of Sentinel-1 data downloaded. These patches were selected in order to cover all
the fields.

3.2. Sentinel-1 Data

The Sentinel-1 data were captured with acquisition mode IW swath, Level-1 product,
GRD, resolution 11 x 11 m?Z, with added orthorectification, and radiometric calibration over
fields in Skane (Figure 3) for a chosen time period over the years of interest. The years of
interest were 2017, 2018, 2019, and 2020 and the chosen time period for the input data was
April 1st until the end of July (Figure 4). We selected these years due to the free availability
of satellite data.

During that time period, we were able to obtain 2-3 input data contributions from
Sentinel-1 each week. We also note that this contribution was possible to obtain regardless
of the type of weather. However, due to the occurrence of RFI, we decided to only choose a
single sample each week—the first sample during that week, which produced VH and VV
band values without RFI. It was possible to obtain such an RFI clean sample for the vast
majority of the chosen time period. In general, we only retained a single contribution per
week from each of our three input data sources (Sentinel-1, weather, or topography).

Sentinel-1 & Weather
data acquisition

period

April 1 July 31 Harvest
Mid september

v

Figure 4. The Sentinel-1 and weather data were collected from the first of April until the end of July.
This end date is approximately a month before harvest, which for winter wheat typically occurs in
mid-September in Sweden. In general, however, we only retained a single contribution per week from
each of our three input data sources (Sentinel-1, weather, or topography). For Sentinel-1, this was
performed by selecting the first RFI-free image from that week. For weather, the daily measurements
were accumulated over the whole week.

3.3. Filtering Speckle Noise

Sentinel satellites based on SAR technology have the ability to penetrate clouds and
collect data at all hours of the day. SAR data, however, come with some drawbacks.
One serious drawback is that SAR can be affected by speckle noise (Figure 5), which must
be removed before the data can be interpreted by machine learning models. Speckle noise is
a result of a physical limitation of SAR technology, and occurs when multiple radio waves
are reflected back to the satellite from a single-resolution cell on the ground. This noise
is modeled as a product of that underlying reflectivity. Many noise reduction methods,
however, are based on the assumption of additive noise and cannot be applied to clean
such speckle noise data.
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A new ML-based approach for despeckling SAR data called SAR2SAR was recently
developed in [21]. This method is an extension of an earlier idea called Noise2Noise [22] and
uses self-supervised learning with the ability to restore noisy data without ever seeing clean
examples. This approach is an improvement over traditional methods, such as Gaussian,
median, or Lee filters [9,21], which usually distort the images and cause information loss.

Despeckling with the SAR2SAR approach has its own challenges. For the method
to work, we discovered that the data for both distributions, our raw Sentinel-1 data and
the data which the original SAR2SAR model was trained upon, must match. If the data
match, then transfer learning will be possible. We resolved this by developing a transform
T(x, p) which, given a polarization p, aligns each pixel x in a given image X to match,
distribution-wise, the original training data of the SAR2SAR model,

T(x,p) = {2010&7(50 242 Mp=VH | ¥ bens2). 1)
20log, (50-10x+2) if p=VV

The main reason for the two different definitions of the transformation T in (1) is that
the underlying distributions are different depending on whether the polarization p is VH
or VV. The proposed transformation further ensures that the result can never be zero, which
also helps to avoid issues when working with satellite indices. (We used b = 1.8, but all
values for b € [1.5,2] produce similarly good results).

WH band befor

especk
g

WV band after despeckling
&

N o e -
o

>

Figure 5. Images for VV and VH polarizations before and after applying the transformation and
despeckling. The process may have caused some loss of sharpness, but it is generally a significant
improvement compared to more traditional speckle filtering techniques [9].

3.4. Yield Data

The raw yield data are automatically gathered by combine harvesters and consists of
discrete yield values in space and time. The raw data were collected from fields of different
sizes, ranging from small fields of 1 hectare up to large fields of 180 hectares. This raw data,
however, must be further aggregated and cleaned before it can be used for training the
machine learning (ML) algorithms. We created a grid that summarizes the yield within
grid blocks with areas of 50 x 50 m?. All the data points within a 25 m radius of the center
coordinate of each grid block were averaged in order to produce a single average yield
value, in tons per hectare, for this grid block (Figure 6). These center grid coordinates will
also be used as guidelines in terms of how to put together the training data as well. This
allows consistency during data collection but, most importantly, avoids any possible issues
with data leakage [23] during the training of the ML algorithms later. Data leakage occurs
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when information from one data point overlaps another data point. By choosing grids that
are 50 m apart and have centers with a 25 m distance, as can be seen in the middle part of
Figure 6, we guarantee that there will be no overlap or duplicated information in our data.

As can be seen in Figure 7, the amount of yield data varied significantly over each of
the years chosen in this study, as did the number of participating fields.

Raw harvest data Resampled harvest data

Figure 6. Illustration of the unevenly distributed points in the raw yield data and how they were
resampled into a 50 x 50 m? grid.

Number of datapoints in harvest data (50m grid)

8000 4

&
=

# Datapoints
&
=
[=]

2000 4

2018 2019
Bear

Figure 7. Winter wheat yield data available for training for each of the study years under the chosen
50 x 50 m? grid. The number of fields where the above data were obtained during the years 2017,
2018, 2019, and 2020 were 49, 31, 132, and 88, respectively.

3.5. Auxiliary Data

To further improve the predictions, we also enriched the Sentinel-1 training data
with other auxiliary data (see Table 1). These data are grouped into three main categories:
weather, elevation, and topographical classification. The weather data were obtained from
a collection of joined Swedish public databases (The public databases used were Lantmet,
Trafikverket, Fieldsense, and partly SMHI) containing historical weather data. Since the
density of weather stations is much lower than the density of yield data, we only sampled
from the closest weather station for each field. Since we used a weekly timescale, we
decided to resample the daily weather data into accumulated weekly weather data in order
to follow the time range of the other data in our collection (Figure 4). The elevation data
were obtained from Skogsstyerlsen [24], which was collected with laser scanners attached
to airplanes. The topographic classification was created by feeding the elevation data to
the Grass GIS geomorphon algorithm [25]. All such auxiliary training data will be used in
a successive fashion in order to understand the benefits, if any, to the model due to their
incremental inclusion.
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Table 1. Description of auxiliary training data used.

Feature Description

Weather Time series of solar irradiance, precipitation, wind speed, temper-
ature, and humidity.

Elevation Single measurement of elevation above sea level at each coordinate.

Topographic classification ~ Topographic terrain classification by Grass GIS geomorphon algo-
rithm encoded with one hot encoding.

3.6. Models

In this work, we employ two different machine learning approaches: the light gradient
boosting machine (LGBM) and the Feed-forward Neural Network (FNN).

The LGBM is a machine learning model based on decision trees that belong to a family
of Gradient Boosting Decision Tree (GBDT) models [26]. LGBM utilizes Gradient-based
One-Side Sampling and Exclusive Feature bundling (EFB). As a result, the model learns
to exclude a significant proportion of data with small gradients, which is a particularly
useful aid when the feature importance is unknown. Furthermore, EFB bundles mutually
exclusive features together to decrease the number of features and results in speeding up
the training process with almost no loss in accuracy. The default hyperparameters [27]
were used unless explicitly stated otherwise. Additionally, LGBM provides built-in support
for extracting feature importance. We use this capability under the default LGBM "split"
setting to uncover information about which of the input data features are most important
towards the result, predicting yield.

The other machine learning method we employ is the FNN, which is the quintessential
deep learning model mimicking a network of neurons in the brain (hence neural network)
by a cyclic-directed graph of nodes [28]. When designing an FNN, the depth and width of
the hidden layers, activation functions, and regularization need to be considered [28-31].
We decided to have a depth of 6 hidden layers with a width that varies depending on the
number of features, n £, as follows:

¢ Hidden Layer 1 width := max
¢ Hidden Layer 2 width := max
e Hidden Layer 3 width :=max (2-n iz 200);

e  Hidden Layer 4 width := min (max (0.5 - 17, 50),200);

*  Hidden Layer 5 width := min (max (0.2 - n¢,20),50).

For each hidden layer, we employ a Rectified Linear Unit (ReLU) activation func-
tion. The output layer was always a single node with linear activation, as this was a
regression problem. We chose an Adams gradient descent optimizer with default hyperpa-
rameters [32], as tests have shown that this is a good optimizer when used with adaptive
learning rates [30]. We implemented a mean squared error loss function. A maximum
of 50 epochs were used, with an early stopping scheme monitoring the validation loss
with 10 epochs of patience used to regularize and stop overfitting. The validation set was
randomly picked to be 10% of the training set, and the batch size was 32. No further tuning
of the networks was considered.

The reason for considering the above two models is that we would like to compare
how a classic yet simple FNN model would compare against a very powerful decision tree
model such as the LGMB.

5-17,500);
3 - 117, 300);

N~~~

3.7. Metrics

To evaluate our machine learning models, we use classic metrics such as the root
mean squared error (RMSE), accuracy (Acc.), and weighted F1-score (F1), whose details can
be found in [33]. We provide the equations also in Appendix A for completeness. These
metrics can be used for both regression and classification tasks [34]. Yield prediction is a
regression problem but can be reformulated as a classification problem by rounding yield
values [17]. This will also allow us to somewhat compare how Sentinel-1 performs against
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Sentinel-2 for yield prediction for winter wheat. For a detailed description of how the
rounding was performed, please see Appendix B.

3.8. Resolutions and Sampling

Our dataset is created from a total of 49, 31, 132, and 88 fields for the years 2017,
2018, 2019, and 2020, respectively, (Figure 7). Some such fields were located next to each
other, while some other fields were far apart, as can also be seen in Figure 4. We trained a
different algorithm for each data year. Therefore, for each such year, we randomly split the
corresponding data into training and testing sets at a ratio of 80:20.

When creating these datasets, we had to take the different resolutions (Figure 8) of
the data into account. The yield data had a lower resolution (50 x 50 m?) compared to
Sentinel-1 (11 x 11 m?), topography (10 x 10 m?), and elevation data (10 x 10 m?).

50

50x50 <«— Harvest

Elevation
Topography = 10x10

()€ Data point

11x11 <«— Sentinel

Figure 8. Visualization of the mismatch in resolution between the yield, Sentinel-1, topography, and
elevation data. The lowest resolution was given by the yield data, where each data point summarizes
yield within a 50 x 50 m? area. The satellite data had a finer resolution of 11 x 11 m?2, while the
topography and elevation data shared a resolution of 10 x 10 m?. This resolution difference was the
reason for introducing grid sampling instead of just sampling the nearest data point in space.

To better examine possible effects due to the mismatching resolutions, two different
sampling approaches were adopted when creating the feature vectors: nearest and grid
sampling. For given longitude and latitude coordinates, nearest sampling simply ignored
the resolution mismatch and picked a single sample nearest in space for each of the different
features: Sentinel-1, topography, and elevation. For grid sampling, a neighborhood of data
points was picked to form a 3-by-3 grid. The data point closest in space was the center
point. From the center point, all neighboring data points in directions north, northeast,
east, southeast, south, southwest, west, and northwest (8 additional data points) were
added. In the result section, we will use ¥ to signify the sampling method and resolution:
Y € {G-50,N-50} where G = grid, N = nearest, and the number 50 signifies the grid
resolution in meters.

3.9. Datasets and Feature Vectors

To better understand the benefits of the inclusion of different features, we created six
smaller datasets which can be seen in Table 2. This allows us to evaluate the benefits of
each dataset as we successively add them to our training data. This gives us an easy way to
compare the relative importance of each data source. The purpose of the random feature
vector seen in Table 2 was to have a baseline for comparison purposes.



Agriculture 2023, 13, 813

11 of 19

Table 2. List of different features used in this study and their sizes. Also, note that a random feature
is included as a control to uncover a baseline for comparisons.

Feature Type Description #Features #Features
X (Nearest)  (Grid)
VH-VV Processed and min—-max normalized VHand VV bands 32 288
Weather Weekly accumulated or averaged temperature, solar 85 -
radiation intensity, precipitation, wind speed, and hu-
midity percentage.

Topography  One hot encoded topographical classification of terrain 10 90
Elevation Min-max normalized elevation above sea level 1 9
Random Random samples from U(0,1) 32 -

All Combining  VH-VV,  Weather, Topography, 128 472

and Elevation

4. Results

One of the first questions which we consider in this work is whether a machine
learning model can learn to predict yield from Sentinel-1 data. To address this ques-
tion, we evaluated the RMSE for the G-50 grid as we incrementally increased the size of
the VH-VV data. For this test, we chose to train the LGBM model with a 5-fold cross-
validation scheme. The hyperparameters for the LGBM model were set at their default
values [27] of 2000 boosted trees. Furthermore, an Early Stopping scheme with patience
(stopping_rounds) of 200 boosting iterations was used to prevent overfitting. We present
the RMSE on the test data (20% of the dataset) in Figure 9 as we incrementally increase the
total size of the data. These results answer our question conclusively since the RMSE is
gradually decreasing. There is information in the Sentinel-1 data that our algorithm is able
to learn. We discuss this finding from a wider perspective again later in Section 5 below.

LGBM Regressor 5-fold evalutation, 2019 FMN Regressor 5-fold evalutation, 2019

— cubic int.pol. 150 — cubic int.pol.

135

cross-validation RMSE
—
=
=]
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-
o
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Figure 9. The regression RMSE decreased as the size of the dataset increased, with grid G-50 and input
VH-VV from Sentinel-1. This result indicates that the Sentinel-1 data contain valuable information for
predicting 2019 yield. Results from LGBM (left) and FNN model (right).

Reconstructing and comparing the predicted yield distributions with the true yield
distributions gives another insight into how well a model performs. Using the data
from 2017 to 2020, the LGBM model with G-50, and the All feature vector, we obtain the
distributions shown in Figures 10-13. The predicted distributions are similar in shape,
mean, and variance to the true distribution of the yield for that year. The predicted
distributions shown in Figures 10-13 are based solely on testing data, and the right figures
are based on the training data. The height difference on the y-axis is due to the size
difference between the training (80%) and test (20%) datasets. From the Figures, we can see
that the yield distribution is non-stationary and varies significantly from year to year.



Agriculture 2023, 13, 813

12 0of 19

# coordinates

= 8 & 85 3 =1

Figure 10. The predicted yield distribution for 2017 (left), obtained using an LGBM model with
grid G-50 and input “All features”, closely matched the true yield distribution (right). The model
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Figure 11. The predicted yield distribution for 2018 (left), obtained using an LGBM model with
grid G-50 and input “All features”, closely matched the true yield distribution (right). The model
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Figure 12. The predicted yield distribution for 2019 (left), obtained using an LGBM model with
grid G-50 and input “All features”, closely matched the true yield distribution (right). The model
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Figure 13. The predicted yield distribution for 2020 (left), obtained using an LGBM model with
grid G-50 and input “All features”, closely matched the true yield distribution (right). The model
accurately captured the shape, mean, and variance of the true distribution for this year.
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More detailed overall results, broken down by year, model, feature vector X, and grid
type ¥ € {G-50,N-50}, are shown in Table 3. We note that the best score of 0.75 RMSE
was achieved using G-50 with the LGBM model for yield data from 2018. However, we
see that the N-50 results of 0.76 were not far behind. In general, we observe that by using
Grid sampling instead of Nearest sampling, we obtain a ~1.3% increase in performance.
There are, however, also configurations for which the sampling methods perform the same.
Another general trend is that the VH-VV feature vector scores the best out of the feature
vectors containing data from one single source. We note also that the VH-VV feature
vector was also close in score to the All feature vector, having only an ~8% decrease in
performance. The other individual feature vectors scored, in general, worse. Specifically,
the next best feature vector was weather, followed by elevation, and then, in last place,
topography, which performed worst of all the individual feature vectors for our models.
Furthermore, the results in Table 3 clearly show that the LGBM model outperforms the
FNN model in all aspects. This is also mainly the reason for using the LGBM model for
most of the other comparisons and results presented in this work.

Table 3. RMSE for each year, model, feature vector, sampling method, and resolution. The LGBM
model outperforms the FNN model in all cases. There seems to be a slight advantage to using Grid
sampling. Note that weather is not presented with the Grid sampling method, since we only sample
from one weather station per field.

2017 2018 2019 2020
Y X LGBM FNN LGBM FNN LGBM FNN LGBM FNN
G-50 All 0.80 1.09 0.75 087 093 1.07  1.08 1.37
VH-VV 0.85 112 0.81 087 1.01 1.15 1.20 1.47

Topography ~ 1.35 147 151 158  1.82 190 267 2.77
Elevation =~ 1.23 133 126 136  1.68 185 245 2.70

N-50  All 0.81 105 076 0.87 093 113 1.09 1.37
VH-VV 0.86 112 081 0.88  1.04 112 125 1.53
Weather 1.08 129 111 139 134 152 1.66 2.05
Topography ~ 1.32 140 149 157 1.80 184 264 267
Elevation =~ 1.24 133 129 135 175 183 254 2.68

To better understand and evaluate performance by the LGBM model, we also present
the classification scores separately for each year in Table 4. See Appendix B for the method-
ology followed to convert regression values to classes. Based on the results in this table,
we see, for instance, that ~83% of the predictions are within a maximum error of € =1
ton/hectare in 2017.

Table 4. Classification accuracy and F-1 score based on varying error tolerance, € in tons/hectare,
based on the LGBM model trained with ¥ = G-50 and x = All features. Note that the performance
increases significantly between € € [0.5,1.0].

2017 2018 2019 2020
€ Acc. F-1 Acc. F-1 Acc. F-1 Acc. F-1
0.50 056 055 0.60 059 050 050 044 044
0.75 0.72 071 0.76 0.76 067 067 0.60 0.60
1.00 0.83 0.82 0.86 086 079 078 0.72 072
1.25 090 089 091 091 08 086 0.80 0.79
1.50 094 093 095 094 091 091 0.86 0.86

To put the findings from Tables 3 and 4 into perspective, we also computed the
equivalent results from the control, random feature, using the N-50 grid. We found an
average RMSE of 1.89, an average accuracy of 45.5%, and an average F1 score of 37%.
Comparing the results in Table 3, we observe that the average RMSE for the random
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data increased by a factor of ~2.12 compared to the top average RMSE of 0.89 tons per
hectare (over all years). Similarly, for the average accuracy and average F1-score, we saw
a decrease of about 43.1% and 53.5%, respectively, when compared with the respective
average accuracy and Fl-score from that table.

In order to uncover the role that each of the input features played towards producing
these results, we made use of the feature importance library [33], which is already built-in
for LGBM models. We present these results in Table A2 in Appendix D. The full results,
including plots, can be found in this project’s GitHub repository [35]. To summarize
the results over all years, we see that the despeckled Sentinel-1 VH and VV band at
around week 19 to 25 is always among the top five most important features. We also see
height consistently showing up among the top 10 most important features. Weather and
topographical classification is significantly less important and shows up around place 30,
with an importance score almost a magnitude smaller than the Sentinel-1 and height data.
We discuss these results further in the following section.

5. Discussion

One would expect that the performance of a machine learning model would improve
with more data. This is because the data are assumed to have a pattern that the model can
learn from. If this is not the case, it suggests that there is nothing in the data that algorithms
can learn or that the data contain other errors, such as, for instance, RFI. We saw in Figure 9
a decrease in the RMSE for both models tested as we increased the dataset size, implying
that the Sentinel-1 data we collected indeed contain valuable information for winter wheat
yield prediction.

The LGBM model was shown to be sufficiently powerful for yield prediction and
outperformed the FNN model in all aspects, achieving better performance and significantly
faster training times. For example, running a 5-fold iteration with LGBM using the data
from 2017 and the G50 feature vector took 2.4 s, while the same set-up with FNN took 37.7 s
(~16 slower). The LGBM model was further able to capture the varying yield distributions
for each year studied, mimicking the shape, mean, and variance of the true yield. The
model also includes built-in feature importance methods [26] for quickly finding the most
important features contributing to the result, while the FNN model does not. We also tested
simpler models, such as linear and logistic regression (results not presented here). These
simpler models, however, failed to reach the performance of the LGBM model.

We have shown how grouping the raw yield data into bins which are laid out in a grid
pattern gives a simple way to construct a dataset suitable for training a yield prediction
model, and is useful for controlling potential data leakage. We obtained a barely significant
RMSE decrease when using grid sampling compared to just using the center pixel at each
yield data point. This shows that we do not add much information when we include the
neighboring pixels, which could explain why we are not seeing a more significant RMSE
decrease. The local spatial correlations of despeckled SAR data, therefore, must be high
and not add much new information to the learning process. The first law of geography
states, “Everything is related to everything else. However, near things are more related
than distant things” [36]. One way to further understand such phenomena would be to
consider spatial-cross-validated training methods.

We found that the Sentinel-1 data contain three fundamental problems which need
to be addressed before any data processing and learning occurs. These problems relate to
missing data, speckle noise, and radio frequency interference (RFI). We have presented
solutions for two of these issues. We addressed the missing data by only using one sample
per week. We also construct a transformation that allows us to apply the SAR2SAR method
in order to then remove most of the speckle noise while still retaining a high sharpness
in the image. We noticed that with our transformation and SAR2SAR despeckling, we
obtained an accuracy increase of 10-15% depending on the dataset. We also tried to address
the third issue, the RFI, by constructing a simple RFI filter consisting of morphological
operations. However, this did not increase our performance, and we concluded, therefore,
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that a more sophisticated filtering algorithm would be needed to more effectively remove
RFI. We, therefore, leave this task as future work.

Topographic classification may not be a useful feature, at least not in the way it was
utilized in this project, where the classification was represented through one-hot encoding.
Similarly, weather data were found to have a low feature importance score, which seems
counter-intuitive since the weather is commonly known to be an important feature for
crop development. A possible explanation for this low feature importance score, however,
is that the Sentinel-1 data are correlated with the moisture content of crops, which also
depends on weather conditions [11].

6. Conclusions

We have presented a general machine learning modeling approach to predicting winter
wheat yield using primarily SAR data from Sentinel-1. More importantly, we have shown
that Sentinel-1 Interferometric Wide Swath data contain valuable information for predicting
winter wheat yield. In summary, we found that by implementing despeckling for the
Sentinel-1 data and combining them with all other features, the LGBM model reached
an average RMSE of 0.89 tons per hectare, an average accuracy of 80%, and an average
F1-score of 79.5%.

We tried to further assist the models during their training by also including some of the
typical SAR satellite indices such as RVI and Ratio [37]. However, these extra indices did
not help to improve the model performance, and as a result, we do not include them here.

We propose three extensions of our work to reach the main goal of operational use
of the models. The first extension relates to using a convolutional neural network-based
model in order for spatial correlation to be naturally taken into account by the model.
We have shown that these correlations are important and should be leveraged. To create
images as input data to the model, one can use n-by-n samples from the coordinate-wise
yield grid and their respective Sentinel-1 data. The second extension relates to combining
Sentinel-1 SAR backscatter with Sentinel-2 optical imagery, since it is possible that the two
different types of imagery can contain mutually exclusive information important for yield
prediction. The final extension relates to testing the generality of our approach for other
crops. For example, we noted that changes in the rapeseed fields next to the winter wheat
fields in Skane were reflected rather well in the Sentinel-1 SAR backscatter time series.

To aid further work, we provide in a GitHub repository [35] the python algorithm,
which was used to produce the findings and results discussed in this article.
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

ML Machine learning
Mg Magnesium
pH Potential of hydrogen

CO, Carbon dioxide

CaCO3; Calcium carbonate

NIR Near infrared

SWIR Shortwave infrared

RGB Red green blue

NDVI  Normalized difference vegetation index
NDWI  Normalized difference water index
LGBM  Light gradient boosting model

SHAP  Shapley values

RMSE  Residual mean square error

Appendix A. Definition of Metrics

Let y; be the ground truth measurement from the yield data, §j; be the predicted value,
TP/FP be True/False positive, and TN/FN be True/False negative. Then, the metrics
used are defined as follows:

1y TP + TN
RMSE = _ 0.2 A _
" i;(% ]/z) ccuracy TP TN TFPFN
Precision = L Fl-score — 2 Precision - Recall
~ TP+FP 7 Precision + Recall
TP
Recall = TP EN

Appendix B. Creating Classes from RMSE

An important problem to consider when rounding to the nearest integer to create
classes is that close prediction in yield might produce different classes and vice versa. For
example, say the true yield was 6.51 (rounded to 7) tons and that the predicted yield was
6.49 (rounded to 6). The prediction would then be very close and an excellent estimation,
but still be counted as an incorrect classification. In contrast, an objectively worse prediction,
say 7.49 (rounded to 7), would be counted as a correct classification, even though there is a
significantly larger error. This issue is due to the task of yield prediction fundamentally
being a regression task and not a classification task. Hence, just rounding to the nearest
integer skews the results and should not be used.

A better way of rounding would be to take the RMSE into account. For instance, we
want RMSE predictions that are within some error tolerance, €, to be assigned the same class
as the true yield. To do this, we start by creating our classes. We will use the non-negative
integers as our classes, i.e., 0, 1, 2, etc., which is what the authors did in the study using
Sentinel-2 [17]. Now, given that the true yield and predicted yield are within some error, we
want both to belong to the same class. Let us illustrate this with an example. Given that the
error tolerance is € = 0.5, the true yield is 10.7, and the predicted yield is 10.3, we see that
the absolute value of the difference will be |10.7 — 10.3| = 0.4 < 0.5 = €. Because the value
is within the error tolerance, this will be a correct classification. How should we round to
make this the case? If we blindly rounded to the nearest integer, we would have true yield
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class 11 and predicted yield class 10. We instead perform the following: If the prediction
is within the tolerance, set the prediction to the same class as the true yield regardless of
rounding, i.e., 10.3 is set to 11 in our example. Note that, for the true yield, we always
perform integer rounding. It is just the predicted yield that needs extra attention. Another
example, given that the error tolerance is € = 0.5, the true yield is 10.7, and the predicted is
11.4, we see that the absolute value of the difference will be [10.7 —11.4| = 0.7 > 0.5 = €.
The value is not within the error tolerance, and as such, the rounding needs to be performed
so they do not share the same class. Here, we see another issue that needs special attention.
If we just rounded both numbers independently, then we would obtain 11 as the true yield
class and predicted yield class. Therefore, we added extra conditions in our code to handle
this. The code checked first if the prediction was within the error tolerance, and if it was
not, then we rounded both independently to classes. If the prediction was not within the
error tolerance and the true and predicted yield were rounded to the same class, then
the predicted yield was changed to a class above or below the true yield. In the previous
example, because the predicted yield was 11.4 > 10.7, the class was changed from 11 to
12. If the predicted yield was lower, then the class would instead have been 10. Note that
this alters the notion of a clearly defined class, but is what we found to be the best way to
handle the issues by just rounding to the nearest integer. Unless otherwise stated, we will
use the same default value of € = 0.5 as authors in [17] for our classification results.

Appendix C. Results Using Linear Regression

In the table below, we show the results using a simple Linear Regression (LR) model
on our data for all years, Table Al. The value of « in the table is 4948928042 due to the LR
model not converging.

Table A1. Comparisons of RMSE results based on simple Linear Regression and data from all years.

2017 2018 2019 2020

Y X LR LR LR LR
G-50 All 099 085 1.08 131
VH-VV 112 091 123 174

Topography 135 150 180 2.65
Elevation 130 133 175 264

N-50 All 093 083 1.08 1.28
VH-VV 1.08 08 126 172
Weather o 1.13 134 1.66

Topography 132 148 180 2.64
Elevation 1.30 138 181 265

Appendix D. Feature Importance Scores

In Table A2 below, we show the feature importance scores given by the model. A higher
number indicates that the feature is more important. The features listed are topographical
height denoted as “height” as well as the signal type (vv or vh) and finally, from which
week each signal was obtained. As an example, therefore, vv-week-23 denotes the vv
Sentinel-1 signal data received from week 23. It is interesting to note that either vv or vh
Sentinel-1 data from week 20 and up to week 24 seemed to be very important in producing
the resulting yield predictions regardless of year. Please refer to the project’s GitHub
repository for complete results and related plots [35].
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Table A2. Comparisons of feature importance scores over different years.

2017 2018 2019 2020

Feature Score Feature Score Feature Score Feature Score

vv-week-23 1633 vh-week-21 1299 vh-week-21 1866 vv-week-24 1747
vh-week-24 1169 vv-week-22 1291 vh-week-19 1457 vh-week-15 1596
vv-week-19 1054 vv-week-27 1201 vv-week-17 1444 vh-week-16 1592
vh-week-15 1039 vh-week-25 1191 vh-week-14 1416 height 1591
vh-week-14 1028 vv-week-26 1155 vv-week-24 1408 vv-week-26 1562
vv-week-29 1019 vh-week-22 1090 vv-week-14 1273 vh-week-20 1500

height 980 vv-week-21 1026 vv-week-22 1227 vh-week-28 1493
vv-week-22 974 height 1006 vh-week-26 1213 vh-week-14 1483
vv-week-14 948 vh-week-28 1006 vh-week-20 1198 vv-week-14 1437
vv-week-24 934 vv-week-29 1002 vv-week-16 1163 vv-week-27 1430
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