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Abstract. In many areas of the globe, the installation of artificial drains on naturally poorly
drained soils is a necessary part of farm management. Identifying the location of artificially
drained areas is an important step in achieving environmentally sustainable agricultural produc-
tion. However, in many regions, data on the presence or the distribution of artificial drainage
systems are rare. We outline an approach to identify artificially drained soils using Earth obser-
vation (EO) satellite imagery and digital elevation data. The method exploits the contrasting
phenology of grass during a peak growth stage to identify artificially drained and undrained
soils. Two machine-learning techniques, support vector machine and random forest, were tested.
Classification accuracy up to 91% was achieved using photointerpreted accuracy points using
higher resolution satellite imagery. Additional investigations would be required to establish
whether the drained conditions identified were a result of artificial drainage or from naturally
well-drained soils occurring within larger soil units. Herein, the Republic of Ireland is used as
a test case. Based on our findings, the area of artificially drained grassland within the study area
could be revised upward, with 44% (or ~345,000 ha) of pasture currently classed as “poorly
drained” identified as “artificially drained.” At one location, a change in the modeled drainage
condition at field level was demonstrated following drain installation. The presented method
demonstrates the ability of EO satellites to quickly and accurately map field drainage status
at farm management scales over a wide area. This has the potential to improve management
decisions at local scales, but also has implications in terms of national policy development and
regulation in areas such as water quality and climate change mitigation. © 2020 Society of Photo-
Optical Instrumentation Engineers (SPIE) [DOI: 10.1117/1.JRS.14.034508]

Keywords: Landsat; heavy soils; artificial drainage; grassland.
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1 Introduction

Farms situated on poorly drained (wet) mineral soils can be less agriculturally productive and
less environmentally sustainable than farms located on drained (drier) soils.! For example,
previous studies have demonstrated how pasture farms on poorly drained soils have reduced
grass growth and grass utilization, restricted access to fields for livestock and machine traffic,
and lowered stocking rates and yields.>* Sometimes referred to as “heavy” soils because they are
sticky and difficult to work, poorly drained mineral soils are characterized by low porosity and
compacted structure that reduces their ability to transport water. They can be found in lowland
settings over shallow water tables, or where groundwater exudes from surface seepage or
springs. Conversely, “drained” soils tend to have coarser texture (greater proportion of sand),

*Address all correspondence to Rob O’Hara, E-mail: rob.ohara@teagasc.ie
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higher porosity and are not disadvantaged in terms of landscape position or groundwater
breakout.

Heavy soils can be improved for intensive agricultural production by installing artificial
drainage (also referred to as field drainage or land drainage) to control groundwater levels
and/or improve soil permeability.’ If the correct type of system is installed and correctly main-
tained, it should provide an economic benefit with improved yields and greater access for live-
stock and machinery with less risk of soil compaction.® However, the installation of artificial
drainage can have significant negative environmental impacts. For example, artificial drainage is
a major source of nutrient enrichment of surface water and groundwater, compromising water
quality and destroying aquatic habitats.”® The drainage of heavy soils also has complex impacts
on greenhouse gases (GHG) emissions,”!” with drained soils potentially becoming a source!! or
a sink'? for atmospheric CO,, as well as potentially reducing nitrous oxide (N,O) emissions from
wet soils (denitrification).!* Functioning land drainage is an important indicator of intensive
agricultural management in some regions, with changes in drainage status and management
intensity over time a major source uncertainty in current GHG inventory accounting.'* Paul
et al.'®> demonstrated how better definition of artificially drained soils could improve the accuracy
of carbon emission budget estimates. However, without access to detailed maps of drained soils,
the authors had to assume all poorly drained soils below 200 m above sea level on slopes
< 12 deg had artificial drainage in place. Accurate spatial data on artificially drained soils also
have broader applications in agrometeorological forecasting'® or in modeling variability in grass
production.®!”

Globally, the extent of artificially drained soils is not well documented. Estimates suggest
that ~167 million hectars (ha) of (rain-fed) farmland has some form of artificial drainage in
place; however, few countries collect data on drained areas in any harmonized or systematic
way.'® General soil maps will often include a natural soil drainage classification based on field
observations of water table depth, soil wetness, landscape position, and soil morphological
characteristics.'” However, these maps are typically produced at a very coarse scale and do not
capture the high spatial and temporal heterogeneity of soil drainage regimes at the field level.
They cannot capture dynamic events, for example, where poorly drained soils have been arti-
ficially drained, where drains exist but no longer function correctly, or where wetland conditions
are being reinstated either through poor management or intentionally as a result of rewetting.

Remote sensing (RS) and in particular Earth observation (EO) satellites are increasingly used
to supplement conventional soil mapping techniques by providing spatially continuous data on
surface properties.”’ These data can be used to disaggregate existing coarse resolution soil
maps.?' Mapping soil drainage using EO data is based on the underlying principle that plants
growing under persistently wet conditions will display signs of abiotic stress (lower leaf biomass
and reduced photosynthetic activity) when compared with nonstressed plants.*? The effect on
individual plants can be detected at canopy level using multispectral EO imagery, and satellite
imagery has been used in the past to predict soil drainage or artificial drainage over wide areas
and to monitor vegetation recovery or agricultural improvement following drainage.”*~*® In other
cases, soil drainage class has been predicted using topographic or soil data covariates®’*® to
understand how the permanent landscape can influence soil drainage properties. EO and RS
data have also been used to map individual drainage systems at very high spatial resolution
using geophysical sensors>*>" or by optical or thermal imagery,*'*> but such are not currently
cost-effective over large geographical footprints. The spatially continuous nature of EO imagery
compared with traditional soil survey methods has often resulted in higher overall accuracy EO-
based maps being more accurate than conventional soil drainage maps when compared against
ground truth data.?** EO-based approaches can be constrained by the number of drainage
classes that can be adequately resolved and are usually more successful in defining extreme
classes®® or very broad drainage classes.>*

A range of image classification algorithms have been adopted to map soil drainage, including
decision trees, logistic modeling, neural networks, and discriminant analysis.”’%’z&34 There has
been an accelerated adoption of machine learning (ML) image classification in the last decade
driven by the need to process increasing volumes of EO data and facilitated by the wider
availability of ML algorithms through free and open source software.’’ For example,
Cho et al.*> mapped artificial drainage using ML and Google Earth Engine to predict artificial
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drainage (and its expansion over time) with an area of >10 million ha. Support vector machine
(SVM) and random forest (RF) are two popular ML algorithms for land cover mapping. SVM is
optimized for two-class data segmentation problems by identifying the broadest possible margin
(or optimal hyperplane) between two linearly separable classes.® On the other hand, RF is an
ensemble approach that assigns class labels based on the pooled results of randomly created
decision tree classifiers. The algorithm uses bootstrapped training data to develop individual
trees where each node split is on randomly selected predictor variables. This reduces the impor-
tance of individual trees or variables and reduces correlation between individual trees.’” Both
algorithms consistently achieve high overall accuracy and are shown to be quite robust with
limited training in comparative studies.*®

In this paper, we compare SVM and RF algorithms for mapping artificially drained heavy
soils under pasture in the Republic of Ireland using satellite imagery and topographic variables.
Initially, the two algorithms are compared for accuracy against photointerpreted validation points
from high-resolution satellite imagery. Subsequently, a comparison of interannual normalized
difference vegetation indices (NDVI) imagery is used to assess improvement following drainage
at a particular site. Additionally, the ML approach is assessed to determine whether it can detect
changes in drainage extent at field level following drain installation. This technique could be
deployed on similar soils to identify drained grassland in similar regions and has the potential to
optimize agricultural and environmental modeling in the range of research areas that can benefit
from more accurate estimation of drained heavy soils.

2 Materials and Methods

2.1 Study Area

The study area was heavy grassland soils in the border, midlands, and western (BMW) region of
the Republic of Ireland (Fig. 1). The total area of interest was 808,494 ha. Farm A was located
within this region. This was a 3-ha field on an intensively managed pasture farm that had a
groundwater drainage system installed in 2014 to reduce soil saturation and increase grass
growth.

Geographically, the physical characteristics of the region are mixed. A highland zone
stretches along much of the western seaboard. This gives way to a topographically diverse land-
scape in the east that is comprised of sediments and landforms deposited at the end of the last
Ice Age. Bedrock geology over the region is varied but is dominated by Carboniferous period
sedimentary rocks, particularly limestone, sandstone, and shale. Quaternary sediments are
largely comprised of fine textured glacial tills and glaciolacustrine deposits.*” Extensive tracts
of blanket bog and raised bog are present within the study area. Drumlin belts occur within the
region. These present a range of drainage characteristics, with the tops and sides typically well
drained while the interdrumlin areas are wetter.

Poor soil drainage is compounded by high annual rainfall (<800 to 2500 mm/year).
Precipitation is highly spatially variable, and is greatest in western coastal areas and upland
regions. Evapotranspiration is relatively stable in the study area (~400 to 450 mm/year).
The large volume of precipitation must, therefore, be recycled through drainage, either as surface
runoff or within the soil matrix. As the soils within the region tend to have low infiltration rates,
many remain waterlogged for prolonged periods and have developed histic, gleyic, or stagnic
characteristics that can significantly constrain agricultural production.’

Land drainage is a common treatment within the study area to make farming a profitable
enterprise. A previous analysis of land drainage grants issued to farms in the region in the period
from 1940 to 1986 suggested an average of 23% of farmland across the region had been poten-
tially drained within this period.*! Drainage projects have traditionally been managed privately,
with no legal requirement to register or map new drain locations. In the present day (and only
since 2011), land drainage schemes in the region have required screening by the Irish
Department of Agriculture only if they exceed 15 ha in area, or are expected to have a significant
environmental impact. Screening determines whether an environmental impact assessment is
required and it relates to new drainage operations, not the maintenance of existing drains.*?
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Fig. 1 Map of the study area with grassland on poorly drained soils indicated in the BMW region of
the Republic of Ireland. Location of farm A indicated.

Furthermore, the 15-ha criterion applies to the area of drains and their immediate vicinity. Most
farms in the region are small and fragmented holdings with the average farm size just ~27 ha.*?
Consequently, the majority of drainage schemes in the study area still occur without being
registered or recorded.

2.2 Datasets and Data Preprocessing

The datasets used for this study were Landsat 8 optical bands (bands 2 to 7) and terrain attributes
derived from a digital elevation model (DEM). All available Landsat 8 scenes covering the
region (orbital paths 206 to 209 and rows 21 to 23) acquired during April or May 2014 to
2016 were selected. A total of 46 images (13, 16, and 17 images from 2014, 2015, and 2016,
respectively). Spring images were chosen because unstressed grass canopies would be expected
to be growing vigorously during this period. Previous research indicated that grassland types and
grassland management systems in this region are most readily distinguishable in springtime
imagery.'* Satellite images were downloaded from the USGS Earth Explorer portal as Level
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1TP products (radiometrically calibrated and terrain corrected). These were processed to surface
reflectance using the LEDAPS algorithm.* Cloud and cloud shadow were removed using the
F-mask algorithm.*’ Individual scenes were subsequently combined into a single multitemporal
mosaic based on mean surface reflectance.

For the experiment at farm A, Landsat 8 was available for 2015 and 2016. Landsat 5 and
Landsat 7 images were used in 2010 (April) and 2013 (May) when Landsat 8 imagery was not
available. No images were available in 2014 due to extensive cloud cover over the target. Surface
reflectance for the Landsat 5 and 7 images was also calculated using LEDAPS to minimize any
inconsistencies in calculation of reflectance and reduce the potential for error in comparing
reflectance from the three different sensors.

Vegetation indices (VI) sensitive to chlorophyll production (NDVI) and leaf water content
[normalized difference water index (NDWI)] were used. These VI were chosen as they provide
valuable information about the density, health, and leaf water content of vegetation. NDVI and
NDWI are ubiquitous for most EO sensors and can be easily replicated with other sensors in
other regions. Previous mapping projects within the study area demonstrated the ability of VI,
and NDVI in particular, to distinguish contrasting grassland types.'* VI were created according

to their standard equations,*®*’ where
NIR — RED
NDVI = ——— (1)
NIR + RED
and
NDWI — NIR — SWIR @)
~ NIR + SWIR’

where RED (red), NIR, and SWIR are the red (band 4 0.64 to 0.67 ym), near-infrared
(band 5, 0.85 to 0.88 pum), and shortwave infrared (band 6, 1.57 to 1.65 um) bands, respectively,
of Landsat 8.

Terrain attributes were selected based on a review of agrometeorological influences within
the region*® and through a review of previous EO-based soil drainage mapping.*** Selected
attributes were chosen for their potential influence on surface, or near surface, hydrology.
They were included to assess whether including ancillary topographic data improved the
identification of artificially drained soils. Euclidean distance to drainage, distance along slope
to drainage, slope, aspect,* height above nearest drainage (HAND),*® and topographic wetness
index (TWI)°! were derived from a 20-m DEM (vertical accuracy £2.5 m). The DEM was
resampled (bilinear interpolation) to 30 m to match the spatial resolution of Landsat 8. The
source DEM was a national elevation model supplied by the national mapping agency. Terrain
attributes were created using sacGa Gis (v.4.1.0). Slope and aspect have a role in the magnitude and
direction of surface runoff. HAND normalizes topography according to local relative heights
above drainage networks. Distance to drainage quantifies how far surface runoff must travel
to an outlet. TWI is a function of local slope and specific contributing area that is used widely
to quantify topographical control on surface hydrological processes. HAND, Euclidean distance,
and distance along slope were used with national mapping vector data, which included surface
water (streams and rivers), lakes, and open drains.”®> The raster datasets were masked to
poorly drained mineral soil using an existing soil map.>® The conventional soil drainage classes
making up the poorly drained class used in this study are listed in Table 1. In the absence of
a national landcover dataset, grass land cover was masked using the coarse resolution CORINE
2012 land cover inventory.”* Building footprints and existing forestry stands within area were
masked using available vector datasets.’>>

2.3 Algorithm Choice and Parameterization

SVM and RF algorithms were available through R statistical software packages “el1071”
(v.1.6-8) and “randomForest” (v.4.6-12). Three parameters are required for SVM: kernel type,
kernel size y (to transform linearly inseparable data), and a penalization term C (which defines
the acceptable margin of error at class margins). The type of kernel used in this study was a radial
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Table 1 Conventional drainage descriptions making up the “poorly drained” class in the current
study. Based on Fealy et al.>®

Drainage class Description

Imperfectly drained Partly reduced (gray color with some gray-brown and brown)
below 30 cm with mottling. Above 30-cm natural colors
(gray-brown and brown) with or without mottling

Poorly drained Reduced gray throughout profile with many prominent mottles to
the surface or a definite reduced layer at any depth below 30 cm and
mottling to the surface

Very poorly drained Reduced gray or gray-blue throughout profile with few mottles allowable;
with or without organic surface layer

Table 2 Performance assessment of the effect of kernel type on SVM model accuracy (OA,
overall accuracy; K, kappa statistic; PA, producer accuracy; and UA, user accuracy).

SVM
Artificially drained Poorly drained
n =920 OA K PA UA PA UA
Kernel RBF 0.838 0.65 0.674 0.893 0.946 0.814
Polynomial 0.836 0.64 0.671 0.893 0.946 0.812
Linear 0.826 0.62 0.659 0.871 0.936 0.806

basis function (RBF) kernel, which was found to have marginally better overall accuracy com-
pared with other available types (Table 2). The broad suitability of the RBF kernel to land cover
mapping has been reported in comparative studies.*! Two parameters are required for RF:
the number of variables to randomly sample at each split (ntree) and the total number of trees to
grow (mtry). Values for the mtry parameter were determined using the tuneRF function within R.
Optimal values were calculated for each model/training data combination and mtry values
were automatically updated for each new calculation. Out-of-the-box (OOB) error rate was
calculated for a range of ntree values from 101 to 2001 in incremental steps of 100. The lowest
OOB error rate (4.8%) was recorded at the default value. Lower ntree values had higher error
rates (>5.6%). The default ntree value (501) was used as a higher ntree value would have
increased computation time without reducing the error rate.

The RF algorithm also measures variable importance by calculating the mean decrease in
accuracy (MDA) as random variables are omitted (see Sec. 3.3). Each algorithm was trained
using three different levels of training with different combinations of variables (Table 3).
Initially, variable combinations were mixed to identify the relative importance of satellite obser-
vations and VI of conditions during the study period with terrain attributes of the permanent
landscape.

2.4 Training Data

Training data were based on higher spatial resolution satellite imagery (Google Earth). Both
algorithms were trained on a binary model of poorly drained and artificially drained classes.
Class labels were assigned through photointerpretation of high-resolution Google Earth images
that were available in 2014. Three independent sets of training pixels were created using
increasing numbers of pixels (60, 200, and 500 pixels) to test whether increasing pixel count
had an impact on the outcome. At each training point, an assessment of drainage regime
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Table 3 Variable combinations.

Model Variables

1 All variables Landsat 8, NDVI, NDWI, slope,
aspect, HAND, distance, and TWI

2 Landsat 8

3 Landsat 8 and NDVI

4 Landsat 8 and NDWI

5 Landsat 8, NDVI, and NDWI

6 NDVI, NDWI, slope, aspect, HAND, distance, and TWI

7 Landsat 8, slope, aspect, HAND, distance, TWI

8 NDVI, slope, aspect, HAND, distance, and TWI

9 NDWI, slope, aspect, HAND, distance, and TWI

10 Slope, aspect, HAND, distance, and TWI

(artificially drained or poorly drained) was made for a 30-m diameter buffer around each point
(corresponding to the approximate area of a Landsat 8 pixel). Visual assessment of this nature
favored the distinguishing of extreme drainage classes. If the drainage status at a point was
ambiguous or unclear it was disregarded. Areas with extensive growth of water-tolerant vegeta-
tion (reeds and rushes) (in >10% of the buffer area) or areas where low infiltration was observed
(water pooling at the surface) were classed as poorly drained. In contrast, artificially drained
areas had verdant growth with no indication or water tolerant plants or surface water (see Fig. 2).
Consideration was also made of surrounding conditions, for example, where surrounding
farm infrastructure indicated good overall management practices (e.g., fenced off walkways,
paddocks, and open ditches).

Fig. 2 Examples of drainage conditions used to train each model. Each square corresponds to
the area of a single Landsat 8 pixel on heavy soils.

m
T
0 30 60
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Fig. 3 Distribution of photointerpreted accuracy points.

2.5 Accuracy Assessment Dataset

High-resolution satellite imagery was also used as pseudoground truth to validate the map. Class
labels were assigned to 920 randomly sampled points distributed across the region (Fig. 3)
following the same method outlined in Sec. 2.4. A minimum distance of 30 m was maintained
between accuracy points and field boundaries and/or structures to reduce potential sources error
from mixed land cover or boundary shadow. Overall accuracy and producer/user accuracy (with
95% confidence intervals) were computed using an error matrix.’® Kappa statistics are also
reported. Relative accuracy between models are based on Z statistics and p values in the method
described by Rossiter.’’

3 Resulis

3.1 Spectral Properties for Poorly Drained and Artificially Drained Classes

Comparing the Landsat 8 spectral signals of training data for each drainage class, the artificially
drained class exhibited lower reflectance (greater absorption) at RED and SWIR wavelengths,
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Fig.4 Mean canopy reflectance for artificially drained and poorly drained classes using Landsat 8.
Abbreviations: arrows (indicating 95% confidence intervals) placed at each band center
wavelength.

with higher reflectance at the NIR wavelength (Fig. 4) This signal is consistent with greater
production of chlorophyll in healthy grass canopy. The relatively lower NIR reflectance and
higher SWIR reflectance signal in the poorly drained class was expected for canopy growing
under a persistent stress. The separation in reflectance between classes was lowest in the green
band and greatest at NIR wavelengths, but there were significant differences in mean reflectance
values at each of the Landsat 8 bands, suggesting each band had some information to provide on
canopy health and drainage status within the study area.

Anomalous growth patterns were compared for each drainage class by calculating month-on-
month differences in mean NDVI between February and November 2014 to 2016 (217 images in
total) (Fig. 5). There was a clear seasonal trend visible for each class. Each class exhibited pos-
itive, increasing NDVI values from March and April, peaking in May. The magnitude of increase
was greatest for the artificially drained class. Previous studies also reported a disparity in spring
grass yields on farms with contrasting drainage regimes.” A separation of classes was also
observed in summer with marginally higher values for the drained class. The trend was reversed
in the late summer period where higher values were observed for the poorly drained class during
August/September. The reversal possibly corresponds to higher volumes of soil moisture on
poorly drained soils offsetting the effect of drought on drained soils.

3.2 Algorithm Performance

Full accuracy metrics for each iteration of model/training data are presented in Table 4.
SVM performed strongly, with overall accuracies of 86.9% [84.7%, 89.1%], 89.6% [87.7%,

91.6%], and 87.3% [85.1%, 89.4%] at each respective training level. However, RF consistently

achieved higher accuracies. At the lowest number of training points (60 pixels) per class,
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Fig. 5 Monthly differences in mean NDVI over a typical growing season (2014 to 2016) for arti-
ficially drained and poorly drained classes.
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Table 4 Accuracy assessment for each algorithm (SVM and RF) by models at different levels of

training data.

SVM RF
Artificially Poorly Artificially Poorly
drained drained drained drained
Model ~ OA K PA UA PA ua  OA K PA UA PA UA
60 training points
1 83.37 0.64 953 80.55 6549 90.26 90.76 0.78 94.1 928 8297 8577
2 85.65 0.68 95.62 83.61 69.34 90.64 88.04 0.72 94 88.82 7591 86.14
3 86.96 0.71 9587 853 71.68 91.01 913 079 94.14 9357 845 8577
4 86.1 0.69 9581 84.07 70.03 91.01 89.13 0.75 94.38 90.05 78.11 86.89
5 86.63 0.7 96.01 84.69 7093 91.39 9141 079 94.15 93.72 84.81 8577
6 80.54 0.59 95.75 7596 6095 91.76 8891 0.74 93.11 91.12 79.36 83.52
7 7565 0.5 9554 6891 5479 9213 88.15 0.73 9474 8821 7532 88.01
8 7859 0.54 9419 7443 5866 8876 88.15 0.72 9356 8943 76.69 85.02
9 7565 05 9497 6937 5485 91.01 8272 061 9288 81.93 657 8464
10 5211 0.12 79.34 441 34.47 7191 5098 0.06 74.88 46.55 32.1 61.8
200 training points
1 85.54 0.67 95.14 83.92 69.48 8951 912 079 93.87 9372 847 85.02
2 88.91 0.72 9193 925 8137 80.15 9054 0.77 934 9326 83.58 839
3 89.67 0.75 9279 9265 82.09 824 9098 0.78 93.85 9342 84.07 85.02
4 88.26 0.72 9212 9121 79.12 809 89.78 0.75 9347 92.04 8123 84.27
5 89.13 0.74 93.68 90.81 79.09 85.02 91.09 0.78 93.86 9357 84.39 85.02
6 82.83 0.62 93.19 81.78 6571 8539 8837 0.73 91.17 89.13 76.43 86.52
7 85.76 0.67 93.79 856 7093 86.14 8837 0.73 94.17 89.13 76.49 86.52
8 825 0.61 9241 8208 6559 8352 8826 072 9445 8867 759 87.27
9 79.35 0.55 92.01 77.64 6043 8352 8543 0.67 93.18 8576 70.85 84.64
10 53.48 0.06 73.68 536 3191 53.18 5793 0.08 74.18 6248 33.78 46.82
500 training points
1 83.37 0.64 9529 80.55 6549 90.26 88.15 0.73 94.74 8821 7532 88.01
2 86.3 0.69 9453 856 7143 88.01 8804 072 9276 902 7754 8277
3 87.07 0.71 9525 86.06 7242 89.51 89.02 0.74 9452 89.74 77.67 87.27
4 87.28 0.71 9527 86.37 7287 8951 862 0.68 9326 86.83 7244 84.64
5 8717 0.71 9557 8591 7231 9026 88.7 074 9478 8891 76,55 88.01
6 85.0 0.67 951 83.15 6848 89.51 8772 0.72 9455 87.75 7452 87.64
7 83.48 0.64 95.14 80.86 6575 89.89 8728 0.7 9281 8891 7551 83.15
8 8435 0.65 935 83.77 6836 8577 875 071 9424 87.75 7436 86.89
9 81.09 0.58 92.84 7948 62.88 85.02 8239 061 9361 807 6471 86.52
10 49.24 0.03 7291 4533 3054 588 50.87 0.05 7354 48.09 3124 57.68

OA, overall accuracy (%); K, kappa statistic; PA, producer accuracy (%); and UA, user accuracy (%). Highest

OA highlighted in bold.

Journal of Applied Remote Sensing 034508-10

Jul-Sep 2020 « Vol. 14(3)



O’Hara et al.: Identifying artificially drained pasture soils using machine learning. . .

Random forest (model 5) N Random forest (model 5) A

[ Extent of artificially drained grassland A - Extent of pooriy dreined grssland

Proportion of soils
by drainage class

[ Atificially drained

55°0'0"N

I [ Poorly drained

55°0'0"N

Leitrim.

69,439 h\aL

Sligh

2 % Monaghan
29233ha

N\ 61,278 ha

54°0'0"N
54°0'0"N

Louth
Westmeath
Nesumealh 14675 ha
Galway <
86,806 ha

53°0'0"N
53°0'0"N

* Labels show the area (hectares) 26,463 ha

of the initial study area per county. Km Km
The pie charts indicate what proportion T [ |
per county is artificially drained. (a) 0 25 50 (b)

10°0'0"W 9°0'0"W 8°0'0"W 7°0'0"W 6°0'0"W 10°0'0"W 9°0'0"W 8°0'0"W 7°0'0"W 6°0'0"W

Fig. 6 (a) Extent and distribution of artificially drained soils in the study area and (b) revised poorly
drained soils in the study area.

the model with the highest overall accuracy {91.4% (95% CI [89.6%, 93.2%])} was an RF
classification of Landsat 8 optical bands NDVI and NDWI (model 5 in Table 3). Using this
model, 44% (345,000 ha) of the initial study area (~808,495 ha) was classed as artificially
drained. These were areas where grass canopy showed no indication of persistent stress
[Fig. 6(a)]. The corresponding extent of the poorly drained class is illustrated in Fig. 6(b).
At 200 training samples, an RF model applied to all spectral and topographical layers achieved
an overall accuracy of 91.1% (95% CI [89.2%, 92.9%]) (model 1 in Table 3). At 500 training
samples, an RF model applied to Landsat bands and NDVI had an overall accuracy of 89.0%
(95% CI [87.0%, 91.0%]) (model 3 in Table 3).

Outcomes at each level of training between algorithms were compared using a two-tailed,
binomial z-score test. There was a significant difference (z = 3.08, p = 0.002) in overall
accuracy between RF and SVM algorithms at the lowest level of training. Although there was
a marginal decrease in overall accuracy using 500 training pixels for both algorithms, there
was no significant difference in accuracy between algorithms at 200 and 500 training pixels,
respectively (z =1.03, p =0.3 and z=1.15, p =0.2). The decrease in accuracy using
500 training pixels was unexpected and was probably caused by an unidentified change in land
cover or land use between the date of acquisition of the high-resolution satellite imagery and
the Landsat images used for the study.

3.3 Variable Importance

Variable importance was based on the MDA function within the RF algorithm (Fig. 7). The
spectral band with the greatest influence on map accuracy was NIR (Landsat 8 band 5).
The VI (NDVI and NDWI) were also key variables. Both use NIR in their calculation.
Individually, however, the two SWIR bands ranked low in overall importance. Terrain attributes
had a minor impact on overall model accuracy, but elevation, aspect, and Euclidean distance to
drainage were among the highest-ranking terrain attributes where included.

3.4 Observing Changes in Drainage Class Following Drain Installation

Following drain installation at farm A in 2014, increases to minimum, mean and maximum
NDVI values were observed. Mean and maximum NDVI increased during the following
spring (2015) (Table 5). The difference between mean NDVI in 2013 and 2015 was significant
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Fig. 7 Variable importance derived from RF MDA function.

Table 5 Descriptive statistics for spring NDVI values from
farm A before and after drain installation.

Year Min Max Mean Standard deviation
2010 0.651 0.815 0.729 0.04
2011 No data available (cloud cover)
2012 No data available (cloud cover)
2013 0.713 0.866 0.798 0.04
2014 No data available (cloud cover)
Drainage installed July/August
2015 0.685 0.914 0.849 0.09
2016 0.759 0.936 0.864 0.05

[#(32) = 7.695, p < 0.0001]. There was an initial drop in minimum NDVI values in 2015, pos-
sibly as a result of groundworks at the site where bare earth was exposed. Minimum NDVI
values increased in 2016 relative to each of the previous years. Difference in mean NDVI for
pre-2014 imagery and post-2014 imagery were statistically significantly [#(32) = 5.166,
p < 0.0001]. The improvements in mean, minimum, and maximum values for amalgamated
imagery before and after 2014 are visible in Fig. 8. The improvement in overall NDVI metrics
was matched by concomitant increases in the area of the field characterized as artificially drained

NDVI
0.8 0.9 1.0
1

0.7

© _|
o

Maximum
—— Mean
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Fig. 8 Increases to minimum, mean, and maximum NDVI values at farm A following drain instal-
lation. The graph aggregates available image data into two groups before and after 2014.
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by the RF algorithm. In 2010, the drained proportion of the field classed was 0.72 ha (25% of the
area). Following drainage, this had increased to 1.8 ha (58%) in 2015 and 2.1 ha in 2016 (68%).

4 Discussion

4.1 Extent of Atrtificially Drained Grassland

Identifying current or dynamic drainage regimes at the field scale is challenging and not typically
possible using traditional soil mapping approaches. Our method has shown how larger soil map
units can be spatially disaggregated using EO imagery to identify discreet areas of artificially
drained heavy soils at a farm management scale. The approach has a straightforward implemen-
tation based on the effect of soil saturation on grass yields” and photosynthetic activity*” that can
be observed using freely available EO imagery without the need for additional covariates.

Using RF, ~44% (345,000 ha) of the initial study area of 808,494 ha could be reclassified as
artificially drained. This is the first time that the extent of drained heavy soils has been mapped in
a consistent way across the region. Estimates of drained area for the current study and the earlier
assessments are presented in Table 6. It is difficult to directly compare the accuracy of this model
with earlier approaches as they are based on different criteria. Bruton and Convery*' compiled
drainage estimates using records of drainage grants. They reported the average area of drained
farmland per county was 23% versus 44% for the current study. Although the area predicted in
the current study was greater than that suggested by Bruton and Convery, there was similarity
in the overall ranking of drained areas. Counties reporting the highest (Laois, Offaly, and
Westmeath), and lowest (Sligo and Leitrim) area of drained land in each study were identical.
Mockler et al.>® assumed land drainage on all poorly drained soils below 200-m above sea level
on slopes <12 deg, which represented 55% of the farmland in the region. This same approach
was adopted by Paul et al.!* Again, there was similarity between the predicted areas per county,
but there was a large over prediction of drained area for some counties.

Table 6 County-by-county assessment of artificially drained area based on current study and
previous research.

Bruton and
Initial area Current study Convery Mocker et al.
Grassland Farmland Farmland
Poorly drained Poorly Artificially artificially artificially artificially
pasture (ha) drained (ha) drained (ha) drained (%) drained (%) drained (%)
Cavan 119,848 67,965 51,813 43 26 84
Donegal 109,475 72,066 39,206 36 24 73
Galway 86,806 48,300 38,459 44 22 36
Laois 56,463 21,679 33,445 59 37 53
Leitrim 69,439 51,678 16,552 24 13 89
Longford 26,042 12,162 12,700 49 17 49
Louth 14,675 7987 6455 43 19 38
Mayo 97,098 65,230 33,228 34 24 52
Monaghan 61,278 30,363 31,022 50 25 60
Offaly 35,371 12,527 23,117 65 31 48
Roscommon 82,873 38,265 46,134 56 15 61
Sligo 29,233 18,137 9,611 33 13 45
Westmeath 19,893 9,005 11,388 57 31 27

Journal of Applied Remote Sensing 034508-13 Jul-Sep 2020 « Vol. 14(3)



O’Hara et al.: Identifying artificially drained pasture soils using machine learning. ..

This overstates the significance of drain flow as a hydrological pathway in agricultural catch-
ments in these counties, potentially inflating estimates of nutrient losses or GHG emissions from
agricultural lands in these areas. The current study has not identified specific drainage types
within the mapped area, though higher resolution EO techniques could be applied to that prob-
lem, for example, using low-altitude RS to identify thermal or spectral anomalies surrounding
buried pipes.’! Additional investigations are required to establish with certainty that the drained
conditions identified through this method are a result of artificial drainage, or whether some are
naturally draining soils within poorly drained soil units. An elaboration of this approach that
could prove beneficial would be to consider the contrasting canopy reflectance over different
seasons. As suggested by Fig. 4, drainage class could be distinguished in the later summer period
when periods of droughts were less impactful on poorly drained soils.

It was necessary to use CORINE land cover data despite the known issues with this dataset in
this region (coarse spatial resolution versus highly fragmented landscape).'* The spatial reso-
lution of the underlying land cover dataset will have included nongrass landcover. Every effort
was made to mask nongrass landcover with available spatial datasets, but some nongrass classes
will remain. Changes to land cover/land use will also have occurred over the period of the study.
Most importantly, artificial drainage may have been installed in some areas. But changes in
landcover also occurred. Afforestation records indicated ~9700 ha of new forestry was planted
in the study area between 2014 and 2016.%° Construction figures suggested >3000 new rural
housing units were built in the same period.*” Assuming the change in landcover in both of these
cases was from poorly drained grassland, then 1.2% of the initial study underwent landcover
change within the three years of the study. These changes would introduce a small amount of
error into the overall result.

4.2 Variable Importance

The variables with the greatest impact on model accuracy were NDVI and the NIR band,
followed by NDWI, blue, and red bands. The importance of NIR, blue, and red bands is not
surprising. Grass growing without an underlying stress will preferentially absorb light at blue
and red wavelengths to power photosynthesis and consequently reflect a higher proportion of
NIR. NIR and NDVI were important in previous studies.”* SWIR bands have also proven useful
in the previous studies over bare soils*® but were less important in this study. Other sensors with
different spectral resolutions would have different variable amounts of importance. For example,
the three red-edge bands (~0.68 to 0.74 um) on Sentinel 2 would be expected to have increased
sensitivity to canopy chlorophyll content.®! Hyperspectral data have also been quite successful in
distinguishing saturation and drainage class over several wavelengths.®*®* Terrain attributes had
little overall impact on accuracy, and when used without additional spectral data performed very
poorly (see results for model 10 in Table 4). However, where included, elevation, aspect, and
distance to drainage were consistently among the highest-ranking variables. Elevation, aspect
influence of precipitation volume, and incoming solar radiation impact soil temperature, soil
moisture content, and the number of degree days.*® Elevation was important in the previous
studies.’**® Slope had the lowest importance of all variables despite being used widely in the
previous studies.*>®*

4.3 Observed Changes Following Drain Installation

Identifying changes in drainage conditions over time, for example, as drainage regime improves
or deteriorates, is critical for monitoring changes in land management that may impact the
wider environment. The experiment at farm A demonstrated how multitemporal satellite
imagery observed changes in drainage status within a 3-ha field following drainage. At farm A,
the increase in mean NDVI in the years after 2014 are consistent with the removal of underlying
stress and concomitant improvement in primary production. The increase in NDVI in 2016
was remarkable considering the region experienced record-breaking volumes of rainfall
throughout the winter of 2015/16, which resulted in extensive waterlogging of soils that lasted
for several weeks and depressed NDVI values over the region until midsummer 2016.%
Improved growth characterized by increasing NDVI following drainage was observed by
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Kobryn et al.,”> who used Landsat 7 NDVI to map the areas surrounding deep drains that

benefited from improved soil conditions.

Unfortunately, extensive cloud covers over farm A in the years on either side of 2014 required
additional Landsat sensors to be used to complete the temporal series over the target at sufficient
resolution. The marginally different sensor configurations between Landsat-5, -7, and -8 may
have had some impact on the differences in NDVI between years. Despite this risk, it was
necessary to use alternative sensors to monitor changes in NDVI within the field a at similar
resolution to Landsat 8.

Although not specifically tested here, it is possible that deterioration in drainage status could
also monitored, for example, where growth is impeded where drains stop functioning, or where
formerly drained lands are reverting to wetlands, either through poor management or through
intentional rewetting. Linking an EO-based model of land drainage extent and drainage function
to soil moisture deficit (SMD) could have important implications for agrometereological
modeling. Currently in Ireland, SMD is modeled by the national meteorological service from
synoptic weather data and soil/terrain properties for three drainage classes (well drained, mod-
erately drained, and poorly drained).'® Integrating an up-to-date EO-based map of artificially
drained soils could improve the current model, which is the existing SMD model, giving more
precise spatial and temporal characterization of land drainage at farm management scale, sup-
porting on-farm decision making for grass growth and utilization,’ trafficability, and fertilizer
management.*®

4.4 Misclassification Error

Cloud masking of the initial Landsat 8 scenes created mosaics with extensive areas of missing
data. There was less data available in these areas to calculate mean reflectance over the study
period. Mean pixel values derived from fewer contributing images are potentially susceptible to
antecedent meteorological conditions at the time of acquisition. For example, drained areas
may appear poorly drained where the days preceding image acquisition were unusually wet.
Similarly, poorly drained areas could appear to be drained if there has been a prolonged dry
spell. Figure 9 illustrates how the number of contributing images possible influenced model
accuracy. Misclassification error was greatest where there were fewer numbers of contributing
images. At farm A, it was not possible to create multitemporal mosaics and single-date acquis-
itions were used. As we can see from the regional study, this will have increased the possibility of
error in estimating drainage extent in all years.

Missing data as a result of cloud cover are unavoidable in the study area where cloud cover is
frequently extensive. This presents considerable challenges for mapping land cover using
optical sensors such as Landsat 8. At farm A, data from previous Landsat missions still in
orbit were used to fill the in gaps, but as noted above, this can be problematic where there are
different radiometric configurations, narrower bandwidths, and different wavelength centers.
Such differences can lead to potentially significant differences in surface reflectance that
propagate into band ratios or spectral indices.®” The same principle applies to integrating

— Misclassified points

14 16

10 12
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8

No. images

Fig. 9 A decrease in misclassification error was observed where the number of images contrib-
uting to the final mosaic increased.
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Sentinel 2 imagery. Coarser resolution imagery from MODIS or Sentinel 3 imagery could be
used to produce a more complete time series and would likely introduce further error due to the
nature of the landscape in the region.'* For more precise mapping, drones carrying multispectral
sensors could map individual fields or farms at very high resolution. Drones are already used in
some regions for mapping individual drainage systems for assessment of drain function.’!

5 Conclusions

Accurate mapping of field drainage is essential to inform specific farm management decisions,
national policy, and accounting in areas such as surface water quality and GHG emission esti-
mates. This paper presents an EO-based method using multitemporal, multispectral Landsat 8
imagery to map artificially drained pasture on heavy soils by disaggregating larger soil drainage
units from an existing soil map.

The key findings of this study were that artificially drained pasture on heavy soils could be
distinguished in Landsat 8 images by lower reflectance of red and SWIR wavelengths and
higher reflectance at NIR wavelengths. Furthermore, differences in the rate of grass growth for
artificially drained soils were demonstrated using monthly increases in mean NDVI, where
the magnitude of increase in NDVI in April/May was greatest on artificially drained soils
(see Fig. 5).

In overall classification accuracy, RF outperformed SVM at each respective training level.
The difference in accuracy between algorithms was significant (p = 0.002) at the lowest level of
training, but not when further training pixels were introduced (p = 0.3 and p = 0.2 at 200 and
500 training pixels, respectively). The model with highest overall accuracy {91.4% (95% CI
[89.6%, 93.2%])} was an RF classification of Landsat 8 optical bands and the two VI with
60 training pixels per class. Using this model, 44% (345,000 ha) of the initial study area was
reclassed as artificially drained. Classification accuracy was related to the number of images
contributing to the multitemporal mosaic.

At farm A, improved mean NDVI values were observed following installation of field drains
in 2014 (p < 0.0001). An improvement in overall NDVI metrics (mean, minimum, and maxi-
mum) was mirrored by concomitant increases in the area of field characterized as artificially
drained from 0.72 ha (25% of area) in 2010 to 2.1 ha (68%) in 2016. This approach has potential
for providing mapping current local drainage conditions, which are a significant source of uncer-
tainty in hydrological modeling or GHG estimations.'* The described method can be extended to
cover pasture or other crops on drained mineral and peat soils as a means of identifying hotspots
for diffuse nutrient loss, for more precise accounting of GHG emissions, or for identifying
degrading agricultural land. Although this study has shown that the combination of EO and
ML is a feasible approach for mapping artificially drained areas, additional field observations
validating the presence of artificial drainage would be desirable to confirm that the observed
conditions are a result of artificial drainage and not from other soil or environmental factors.
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