remote sensing

Article

Within-Season Crop Identification by the Fusion of Spectral
Time-Series Data and Historical Crop Planting Data

Qun Wang !, Boli Yang !, Luchun Li !, Hongyi Liang !, Xiaolin Zhu 2

check for
updates

Citation: Wang, Q.; Yang, B.; Li, L.;
Liang, H.; Zhu, X,; Cao, R.
Within-Season Crop Identification by
the Fusion of Spectral Time-Series
Data and Historical Crop Planting
Data. Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 5043.
https:/ /doi.org/10.3390 /1515205043

Academic Editor: Mario Cunha

Received: 20 July 2023
Revised: 5 October 2023
Accepted: 11 October 2023
Published: 20 October 2023

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

and Ruyin Cao 1*

School of Resources and Environment, University of Electronic Science and Technology of China,
Chengdu 611731, China; 202121070117@std.uestc.edu.cn (Q.W.); berlinyoung@163.com (B.Y.);
202121070118@std.uestc.edu.cn (L.L.); 202221070116@std.uestc.edu.cn (H.L.)

Department of Land Surveying and Geo-Informatics, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University,
Hong Kong, China; xlzhu@polyu.edu.hk

*  Correspondence: cao.ruyin@uestc.edu.cn

Abstract: Crop mapping at an earlier time within the growing season benefits agricultural man-
agement. However, crop spectral information is very limited at the early crop phenological stages,
leading to difficulties for within-season crop identification. In this study, we proposed a deep
learning-based fusion method for crop mapping within the growing season, which first learned a
priori information (i.e., pre-season crop types) from historical crop planting data and then integrated
the a priori information with the satellite-derived crop types estimated from spectral times-series data.
We expect that preseason crop types provided by crop rotation patterns is an effective supplement
to spectral information to generate reliable crop maps in the early growing season. We tested the
proposed fusion method at three representative sites in the U.S. with different crop rotation intensities
and one site with cloudy weather conditions in the Sichuan Province of China. The experimental
results showed that the fusion method incorporated the strengths of pre-season crop type estimates
and the spectral-based crop type estimates and thus achieved higher crop classification accuracy
than the two estimates throughout the growing season. We found that pre-season crop estimates
had a higher accuracy in the scenarios with either nearly continuous planting or half-time planting
of the same crop. In addition, the historical crop type data strongly affected the performance of
pre-season crop estimates, suggesting that high-quality historical crop planting data are particularly
important for crop identification at earlier times in the growing season. Our study highlighted the
great potential for near real-time crop mapping through the fusion of spectral information and crop
rotation patterns.

Keywords: crop rotation; crop sequence; early-season crop classification; near real-time mapping

1. Introduction

The spatial distribution of crop types is important basic data for agricultural manage-
ment [1]. Acquiring these data at an earlier time benefits many agricultural activities, such
as crop irrigation and fertilization, crop yield and production forecasts, and arrangements
for crop harvest, storage, and transportation [2]. Currently, regional crop maps are usually
produced from satellite-based remote sensing images using different classification models.
For example, based on the decision tree model, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)
National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) employed moderate spatial resolution satel-
lite imagery to generate the annual crop-specific land cover products, which are referred to
as the Cropland Data Layer (CDL), across the continental U.S. for decades at a 30 m spatial
resolution [3]. The CDL data use many USDA Common Land Unit (CLU) datasets as
training samples and were reported to have a relatively high overall accuracy (85-95%) [4].
However, the CDL product usually cannot be acquired within the current growing season
and are released at a time that is several months after crop harvest, thus decreasing the
usefulness of this product for agricultural management [3,5]. For practical purposes, an
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increasing number of recent studies focused on generating crop type maps at an earlier
time before the growing season (i.e., pre-season) or within the growing season [2,5].

Crop spectral information is unavailable before the growing season. To realize pre-
season crop identification, the basic principle is to utilize crop type data from previous
years because sequence patterns in crop planting data (i.e., crop rotation) can be learned
from the historical data [6]. For this objective, some machine-learning models have been
proposed to recognize crop rotation patterns. Before the era of deep learning, Markov
approaches were mostly used for pre-season crop mapping [7-9]. The Markov chain model
assumes that the future state is regulated by the current state only and is not related to
previous states. As a result, crop types in some areas with complex rotation patterns may
not be reliably predicted by this model [9]. With the popularity of neural networks in recent
years, pre-season crop classifications employed various deep learning-based models, such
as a simple multilayer perception (MLP) [10] and a more complex deep neural network
using convolution operations to extract spatial features and a Long-Short Term Memory
(LSTM) for temporal analyses [11]. By applying the MLP-based model to the U.S. Corn
Belt, it obtained an averaged F1 score of about 0.8 for the pre-season classifications of corn
and soybean [10]. Logically, croplands with regular rotation patterns (e.g., corn-soybean
rotation in the Corn Belt) have higher accuracy for pre-season crop predictions. However, it
can be expected that unsatisfactory predictions could be obtained for the areas with diverse
crop sequences, such as North Dakota where many other crops are planted in addition to
corn and soybean [10].

In the current growing season, crop type information is mainly estimated from satellite-
derived signals. There are two main types of methods based on either a single remote
sensing image or multitemporal images. The single image-based methods utilize spectral
characteristics and spatial textures in the image acquired during particular crop growth
stages [3,12]. At these key phenological stages, the target crop has distinctive spectral
information that can be recorded by satellite data and used to distinguish from other
crops [13,14]. For example, during the paddy rice transplanting period, the Land Surface
Water Index (LSWI) value of rice is higher than the Enhanced Vegetation Index (EVI) value;
this relationship has been used for mapping paddy rice within the growing season [15].
Canola can be identified in images acquired during the flowering period because of the
obvious flowering features [16]. Compared with other synchronous crops, the yellow or
yellow-green canola flowers exhibit a different reflectance spectrum from the green to red
wavelength [17,18]. Moreover, the occurrence of flowers decreases greenness vegetation
index, which has also been used to perform canola mapping in the middle reaches of the
Yangtze River in China [19]. In addition to optical remote sensing data, C-band synthetic
aperture radar (SAR) data provided by Sentinel-1 have proven effective for classifying
canola and winter wheat considering the higher backscattering coefficients for canola in its
silique mature period [20]. To extract classification features in particular phenological stages,
it is necessary to use satellite images acquired in the corresponding time window [21],
which is, however, difficult to fulfill in some scenarios. For example, severe weather
conditions occurring during the key phenological stage limits crop mapping from a single
optical image [22]. Moreover, crop phenology may vary greatly in a large region; thus, the
same crop type may exhibit different spectral characteristics in a single remote sensing
image, challenging crop identification by a single remote sensing image.

The multitemporal image-based methods classify crops by using multiple images, par-
ticularly time-series data [5,23]. Various models have been used to learn crop classification
features from time-series data, including dynamic time warping [24,25], random forest [20],
and artificial neural network models [27,28]. Cai et al. (2018) performed a within-season
crop classification experiment using the convolutional neural network (CNN) model [5].
The study first trained the CNN model with the historical crop samples from 2000 to 2013
in Champaign County of central Illinois and then classified the soybean and corn crops
in 2014, achieving an 95% overall accuracy at about the 200th day of the year (DOY). By
employing a random forest classifier trained with time-series Sentinel 1/2 imagery, You
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and Dong (2020) investigated the earliest identifiable time for paddy rice, soybean, and
corn in the Heilongjiang Province of China [29]. The three major crops were found to
reach a 90% overall accuracy at about 150 DOY (late transplanting stage of rice), 210 DOY
(early pod setting stage of soybean), and 200 DOY (early heading stage of corn). More
advanced recurrent neural network (RNN) models can learn classification features from
not only the data at the current time but also the previous sequences, which has proven to
be unique advantages to utilizing time-series data [30]. For example, as a variant of RNN,
the LSTM model was found to be effective for crop mapping based on multitemporal and
multispectral remote sensing data [31].

To acquire reliable crop spatial distributions at the earliest time, pre-season prediction
or within-season classification have their own advantages and disadvantages. On the one
hand, spectral information (e.g., time-series data) is rather limited in the early stage of the
growing season, resulting in difficulties in learning crucial classification features; on the
other hand, the performance of pre-season prediction is related to the specific croplands
with regular or irregular rotation patterns. Logically, for crop mapping in the early stage,
spectral information may play a role when pre-season prediction is unsatisfactory, and vice
versa. The complementation between pre-season prediction and within-season classifica-
tion inspires the fusion of time-series spectral data and historical crop planting data.

Most recently, Johnson and Mueller (2021) [32] explored the within-season crop map-
ping in 50 counties of the U.S. by training a random forest model with both multispectral
time-series images and archival land cover (CDL) data. This pioneering research highlights
the improvements in crop mapping by adding spectral information to a pre-season predic-
tion model as the growing season progresses. Although the fusion strategy is promising
for accurate and timely crop mapping, several questions are still unclear and need to be
explored. First, we expect that better crop classifications can always be produced through
the fusion of multispectral data and archival land cover data. However, the previous fusion
method using the two types of data as the inputs into a random forest model performed
worse than pre-season predictions in the early stages of the growing season (see Figure 4
in [32]), suggesting the necessity of developing a more robust fusion method. Second,
the performance of pre-season predictions depends on historical crop planting patterns.
What kinds of planting patterns are most preferred for pre-season prediction? Moreover,
classification errors are inevitable in the historical crop planting data. Such errors may be
more serious in some regions without the release of crop planting data by official channels
(e.g., China). Therefore, we need to further explore the impact of historical crop planting
data error on the performance of the fusion method.

To address the above issues, in this study, we developed a deep learning-based
fusion method to combine spectral times-series data with historical crop planting data
for within-season crop identification. The effectiveness of the new method was tested at
three representative sites in the U.S. with different crop rotation intensities and one site
with cloudy weather conditions in southwest China. Because the three test sites in U.S.
have corresponding historical CDL data, we further performed simulation experiments to
investigate the influence of crop rotation patterns and historical crop planting data errors
on the fusion method.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. The Proposed Fusion Method to Integrate Spectral Times-Series Data with Historical Crop
Planting Data

To fully utilize historical planting information and improve within-season crop identi-
fication, we proposed a deep learning-based model for early crop identification. In general,
we employed the one-dimensional Convolutional Neural Network (1D-CNN) module to
extract spectral temporal features from remote sensing time-series data and used the Long
Short-Term Memory (LSTM) module to extract planting rotation features from historical
planting data. The extracted features were then fused by a Multi-Layer Perceptron (MLP)
module to generate crop type outputs (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The neural network structure of the proposed within-season crop identification model.

Specifically, the structure of the ID-CNN module includes an inception module, 2 con-
volutional layers, and 2 fully connected layers. The inception module can simultaneously
obtain spectral features at different time scales and concatenate these features along the
same dimension before passing them to the next convolutional layer. To reduce the number
of model training parameters and speed up computation, a max-pooling layer with a
window size of 2 was added after the first convolutional layer. The first fully connected
layer receives the feature information collected by the previous convolutional layer in the
form of one-dimensional data, and its size is determined by the dimensions and size of the
input data. The second fully connected layer contains a number of neurons corresponding
to the number of crop types to be identified. After being processed by the Softmax activa-
tion function, the discrete probability values of different crop types for each pixel can be
obtained (i.e., soft output).

The LSTM module consists of a Bidirectional LSTM (Bi-LSTM) and two fully connected
layers. The Bi-LSTM consists of a forward LSTM (processing the input sequence in its
original order) and a backward LSTM (processing the input sequence in reverse order) for
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feature extraction. The outputs of the two LSTMs are then concatenated to form the final
output feature. This allows the Bi-LSTM to extract richer and deeper temporal features
from both directions of the time series [33]. We determined the number of LSTM layers
to be 3 and the dimension of hidden features to be 60 through tuning and validation. The
fully connected layer received the hidden state feature vector from the Bi-LSTM layer, and
after being activated by the Softmax function, it produces a soft output result.

The MLP module uses the feature information obtained by concatenating the discrete
probability outputs from 1D-CNN and LSTM along the same dimension as the input data.
Its network structure includes 1 input layer, 2 hidden layers, and 1 output layer. The
number of nodes in the input layer is the sum of the outputs of the first two modules,
while the number of nodes in output layer corresponds to the total number of crop types
to be classified. We tested several candidate values and determined the dimensions of
the two hidden layer neurons to be 256 and 64 by considering a balance between model
performance and the storage and time costs of the model.

We followed previous studies in using dropout and L2 regularization techniques in
the 1D-CNN, LSTM, and MLP. We adopted the Adam optimizer in the model training.
The initial learning rate was set to be 0.001, the weight decay rate was set to be 1 x 1074,
and the learning rate adaptive adjustment function was used to dynamically update the
learning rate to accelerate model convergence. The cross-entropy loss function was used as
the loss function. The proposed model was implemented in the open-source Pytorch deep
learning framework.

2.2. Study Area

The proposed fusion method for within-season crop mapping was evaluated in three
counties (Wapello, Seward, and Griggs) in the U.S. and one cloudy region in Sichuan
Province of China (Figure 2). Wapello and Seward are located in the central plain of the U.S.
with a more regular crop planting structure. By counting the number of different crop types
for individual pixels, we found that more than 90% of crop pixels have less than 3 crop
types during the past 11 years (2008-2018) in the two counties. Griggs is located in North
Dakota and has a more complex planting structure, with only about 60% of crop pixels
having less than 3 crops during 2008-2018. According to the CDL data, we determined
four types (corn, soybean, alfalfa, and other crops) in Wapello and Seward, and in Griggs,
one more crop type (spring wheat) was included.

Sichuan Province is one of the main breadbaskets in China. The Sichuan testing site is
located in Chengdu Plain and covers about 100 x 100 km?, with winter wheat and canola
as the main spring crops (planted in October of previous year and harvested in June of the
current year). The proposed fusion method was used to identify winter wheat and canola
in 2021 at this site. Due to the lack of historical planting maps, we used a random forest
model to generate the classification maps for 2014-2020 based on the 16-day composite
Landsat-8 image set, where the training data were collected from visual interpretation of
the high-resolution Google images. The classification results of the historical planting maps
during 2014-2020 was also evaluated using visual interpretation samples and was found
to have F1 score values of approximately 0.9 for winter wheat and canola identifications
(Figure S1). The testing samples in 2021 were generated from both field investigations and
visual interpretation. Figure 2 shows the spatial distribution of all testing samples at the
Sichuan testing site.
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Figure 2. The fusion of spectral time-series data and historical planting data for within-season crop
mapping was evaluated in three counties in the U.S. (left) and one cloudy region in Sichuan Province
in southwest China (right). At the Sichuan site, we show the spatial distribution of all testing samples
generated by both ground collection and visual interpretation.

2.3. Data and Preprocessing

In the three countries of the United States, we considered three types of spectral
time-series data in the Harmonized Landsat Sentinel-2 (HLS) dataset, including the L30
(Landsat data only), S30 (Sentinel data only), and HLS time-series data [34]. The data
tile index numbers corresponding to the geographical locations of the Wapello, Seward,
and Griggs countries are 15TWEF, 14TPL, and 14TNT, respectively. We also calculated the
Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) data for the three spectral time-series data.
The original spectral time-series data were preprocessed as follows: we first generated
8-day average composited data after removing all data contaminated by snow and clouds;
we then retained the time-series data with the percentages of valid values in the composited
time series exceeding 80%; finally, the missing values in the composited time series were
filled by linear interpolation. Therefore, in total, there are 45 data points per year in
the spectral time-series data. The CDL data for the three countries from 2008 to 2020
were collected from the official USDA and NASA Agricultural Statistics Service website
(https:/ /nassgeodata.gmu.edu/CropScape/, accessed on 10 December 2020). The CDL
data in 2020 were used as the reference maps to evaluate the performance of the proposed
fusion method.

At the Sichuan testing site, HLS data were unavailable and we used the 8-day com-
posite Sentinel-2 image set. We tested the proposed fusion model by classifying canola
and winter wheat in 2021. The fusion model was trained using the samples from visual
interpretation of previous years and the classification results of 2021 were evaluated against
the samples from both the visual interpretation and field investigations. The field inves-
tigations were conducted during 25-29 March in 2021. For the number of the evaluation
samples, please refer to Table 1.
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Table 1. The number of evaluation samples at the Sichuan site in 2021.

Acquisition Method Canola Winter Wheat Othe.r Total
Vegetation
Field investigation 110 151 93 354
Visual interpretation 140 122 123 385
Total 250 273 216 739

2.4. Experiments

The objectives of this study are to explore the following issues: (1) How does the new
fusion method perform? (2) What kinds of crop rotation patterns are most preferred for
pre-season prediction? (3) What is the influence of historical crop planting data errors
on pre-season predictions and the fusion method? Three experiments were conducted
to answer these questions. In the first experiment, we investigated the performance of
crop classifications as the growing season progressed using different types of spectral time-
series data (see Section 3.1). In the second experiment, we used crop planting frequency
in previous years to describe crop rotation patterns and analyzed their relationship with
pre-season predictions (see Section 3.2). In the third experiment, we simulated different
percentages of classification errors in the historical crop planting data and analyzed the
impact on the performance of the fusion method (see Section 3.3). These experiments were
only conducted at the three U.S. testing sites. This is because the experiments using crop
rotation patterns and historical crop planting data errors need high-quality historical crop
planting data, which is only available at the U.S. sites. At the Sichuan testing site, we
performed an application of the fusion method because near real-time crop mapping is
more challenging in cloudy areas (see Section 3.4).

2.5. Accuracy Assessment

The crop classification accuracy was evaluated using the Kappa and F1 score indices.
The Kappa index was calculated from the confusion matrix and was used for the evaluation
of multi-classes classification. The F1 score index was used to evaluate the performance of
crop identification for a specific single crop type.

3. Results
3.1. Performance of Crop Classifications as the Growing Season Progresses

We investigated the performance of crop classifications as the growing season pro-
gressed at the three U.S. sites using the proposed method and the random forests model.
Each panel in Figure 3 shows the crop classification results obtained with the historical
CDL data (CDL-based), spectral time-series data (spectral-based), and the fusion method
(fusion-based). For the spectral data, we also considered L30, S30, and HLS data, referred
to as L30-based, S30-based, and HLS-based, respectively. In general, the spectral-based clas-
sification accuracy was relatively low in the early periods of the year and greatly increased
after the sowing dates of corn and soybean between late April and early June, reaching
a stable maximum Kappa value in the middle of July (193-209 DOY) in the Wapello and
Seward counties and at a later time (225-241 DOY) in Griggs County. The proposed method
achieved a slightly higher accuracy than the random forest model in terms of the spectral-
based classification. With regard to the performance of the CDL-based predictions, they
had a higher accuracy in Wapello and Seward where crop planting sequences are more
regular, but it was unsatisfactory with a Kappa value of about 0.4 in Griggs, owing to
the more complex planting structure (Figure 2) and sudden decreases in planting areas in
2020 in this county. Interestingly, the CDL-based predictions (Kappa = 0.83) were always
better than the spectral-based estimates throughout the growing season in Wapello. The
proposed method and the random forest model achieved similar performances in terms of
the CDL-based classifications.
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Figure 3. The performance of crop classification using the proposed fusion method (left) and the
random forest model (right) at the three U.S. sites. In each panel, we show the kappa values for
the CDL-based, spectral-based (L30, S30, or HLS), and the fusion-based crop classifications as the
growing season progresses.

For the proposed method, the fusion-based classification results outperformed that
of the CDL-based and the spectral-based estimates by incorporating the strengths of the
two estimates. In the early periods with limited spectral features, the fusion-based results
were comparable to the CDL-based estimates, and the results were further improved in
the later periods with the increase in performance of the spectral-based estimates. In
contrast, the fusion-based performance of the random forest model was unstable, and it
was greatly affected by the poor spectral-based performance in the early periods. This
unstable performance was also observed in the results of Johnson and Mueller (2021) [32],
which are explained in depth in the discussion section. Due to the unsatisfactory results
of the random forest model, due to space limitations, we only used the proposed fusion
method in the following analyses.

The results from the three remote sensing datasets (L30, S30, and HLS) show similar
performances in the later periods of the year but differences in the early periods (Figure 3).
In Seward, an obviously drop was observed in the Kappa values of the L30-based classi-
fication between 145 and 193 DOY, whereas this abnormal change was not found in that
of the S30-based classification. Nominally, S30 time-series data may be less affected by
weather conditions because S30 observations are made more frequently than those of L30.
We thus investigated the image cloud coverage during this period (145-193 DOY) in each
year for L30 and S30 (Figure 4). We indeed observed more serious cloud contamination
in L30 images in 2020 compared with other years, and interestingly, we also observed
obviously higher cloud coverage in S30 images in 2017. Because cloud-contaminated values
were filled by the linear interpolation of the time-series data, the different degrees of cloud
coverage may lead to the difference in spectral features between the training and testing
datasets, which could explain the observed inconsistency between the two datasets. To
confirm this explanation, we conducted a reciprocal experiment, in which crop types in
2018 were estimated by using L30 (or S30) images in 2017 and 2020 as the training data,
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respectively. As we expected, when using the 2020 data as training data, the L30 classifi-
cation results showed abnormal fluctuations, while the S30 classification results did not.
At the same time, when using the 2017 data as training data, the S30 classification results
showed abnormal fluctuations, while the L30 classification results did not (Figure 5). This
experiment suggests the importance of ensuring consistency in spectral features between
the training and testing datasets, particularly for crop classification in the early season.

L30 dataset S30 dataset
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Figure 4. The cloud coverage (mean and standard deviation) in the L30 and S30 images acquired
during the period (145-193 DOY) at the Seward site in each year.
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Figure 5. The performance of spectral-based (L30 or S30) crop classification at the Seward site using
the data from different years as the training data.

Figure 6 shows the performance of the main crop type identification using the S30
images. Combining the CDL-based with spectral-based classification generated a higher
accuracy for corn and soybean identifications at the Wapello and Seward sites. For example,
the fusion-based F1 score of corn reached above 0.85 at about 177 DOY at the two sites.
For Griggs, the CDL-based, spectral-based, and fusion-based F1 scores showed similar
change patterns as the other two sites; however, the CDL-based F1 scores of corn were
much lower than that of soybean and spring wheat. We investigated the planting areas for
different crop types from 2016 to 2020 in Griggs and found a substantial decrease in the
corn planting area in 2020 (Figure 7), which may account for the CDL-based F1 scores of
corn being less than 0.2.

The comparisons between the crop classification maps and the reference CDL data
are shown in Figure 8. Although the spatial patterns between the CDL-based classification
and the reference maps are relatively consistent at the Wapello and Seward sites, the
enlarged views of local areas show confusion errors among corn, soybean, and other crops
(indicated by red boxes in Figure 8). With the inclusion of spectral information within the
growing season, some crop fields with incorrect labels in the CDL-based classification were
corrected in the fusion-based classification at 177 DOY (see the corresponding red boxes).
More satisfactory results were obtained at the end of the year. In Griggs, consistent with
the quantitative assessments, the CDL-based classification obviously overestimated the
corn planting areas. This overestimation was corrected to some extent in the fusion-based
classification as the growing season progressed.
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Figure 6. The performance of proposed fusion method in main crop type identification at the three
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Figure 7. The planting areas of corn, soybean, and spring wheat at the Griggs site in each year.

3.2. Impact of Historical Crop Planting Pattern on Pre-Season Crop Classification

We first tested the performance of CDL-based crop classification using different num-
bers of years of CDL data prior to 2020. The results show that corn—soybean rotation
patterns can be learned from approximately 5-6 years of historical CDL data, thus reaching
a stable performance (Figure 9). We further used crop planting frequency as a surrogate to
quantify crop rotation patterns. Specifically, we analyzed the number of times that corn
and soybean were planted in the past 4, 6, 8, and 11 years before 2020. Pixels from the
three sites were combined in this analysis. Both corn and soybean showed obviously better
identification accuracy with two planting frequencies: continuous planting or planting in
about half of the number of years (Figure 10). For example, higher F1 scores occur when
identical crops were planted in 3 and 6 years in the past 6 years, and in 5-6 years and
9-11 years in the past 11 years.
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(or soybean) were planted in the past (e.g., four years in the first panel).

3.3. Impact of Historical Crop Planting Data Errors on Crop Identification

As reported in previous studies, the CDL data provided by USDA have a relatively
high overall accuracy (85-95%) [35]. However, such CDL data were not released in many
other countries of the world, implying that the historical planting data must be produced
by individual users when applying the fusion method. Classification errors may be higher
in these produced data. Therefore, we need to explore whether and to what extent the
classification error of historical CDL data affects the performance of CDL-based, spectral-
based, and fusion-based classifications. For this objective, we performed a simulation
experiment by simulating classification errors in the historical CDL data at the three U.S.
sites. To simulate different levels of classification errors, 10% (or 30%) pixels in the historical
CDL dataset of each year were randomly labeled as the other crop types. For example,
corn pixels in Wapello in a given year were mislabeled as soybean or other crops. The
experimental results show that the CDL-based classification accuracy obviously decreased
under the scenarios with simulated classification errors, whereas classification errors had
less of an effect on the performance of spectral-based classification (Figure 11). In Wapello,
the CDL-based Kappa values decreased from 0.83 to 0.80 (10% random error) and 0.74
(30% random error) and in Seward, the values decreased from 0.63 to 0.61 (10% random
error) and 0.56 (30% random error). The decreases are smaller in Griggs due to the low
CDL-based classification accuracy. The performance of fusion-based classification was
also affected by simulated classification error, especially in the early periods. The soft
classification probabilities of the CLD-based and spectral-based results are combined using
the weights trained by the MLP module; thus, improper weights may be obtained using
the training dataset with incorrect crop type labels, which accounts for the decreases in
the fusion-based performance. This experiment highlights the necessity of high-quality
historical crop planting data for pre- and within-season crop identification.
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Figure 11. The performance of crop classification through the crop season under different scenarios
with simulated different levels of error (10% and 30%) in the historical CDL datasets.

3.4. An Application of the Fusion Method at the Sichuan Site

We used the proposed fusion method to identify canola and winter wheat at the
Sichuan site. Among the test samples in the year 2021, some were collected from ground
investigations (354 samples) and others were collected from the visual interpretation of high-
resolution images on Google Earth (385 samples). The results show that the change patterns
of the CDL-based, spectral-based, and fusion-based accuracies at this site are similar to
those observed at the three U.S. sites (Figure 12). The spectral-based F1 scores first increased
as the growing season progressed and then exceeded the fixed CDL-based values. The
fusion-based estimate incorporates the strengths of the CDL-based and spectral-based
estimates and generated higher F1 scores throughout the growing season. Interestingly, we
observed obvious differences for canola identification when using different test datasets
for the evaluations (upper panels in Figure 12). The spectral-based F1 scores for canola
based only on ground test samples are much smaller than the values evaluated with all
test samples (0.73 vs. 0.84 at the end of the season), whereas the CDL-based F1 scores did
not exhibit such differences between the two test datasets. These observations imply that
there are obvious variations in canola identification accuracy across space, which may be
attributed to the occurrence of cloud contamination during the flowering periods of canola
at some locations. To verify this speculation, we calculated the Sentinel-2 image cloud
coverage at the locations of the ground samples and visual interpretation samples. As we
expected, there was an obviously higher cloud coverage for the locations of the ground
samples during the important flowering periods (the range of the black dashed line in
Figure S2), thus greatly decreasing the canola identification accuracy at these locations.
For more accurate evaluations, it is necessary to collect more test samples under various
conditions (e.g., variations in cloud coverage, crop phenology, and crop variety), although
sample collection is time-consuming and labor-intensive.
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Figure 12. The performance values of canola and winter wheat identifications throughout the crop
season at the Sichuan site. The F1 scores are calculated using only the samples collected on the
ground (right panels) or using both the ground samples and the samples collected from the visual
interpretation of high-resolution images on Google Earth (left panels).

4. Discussion

Crop types (e.g., corn and soybean) across the U.S. Corn Belt can be predicted from
historical crop rotation patterns before the growing season [10]. As the growing season
progresses, it is possible to perform the within-season crop identification for corn and
soybean from time-series spectral information [5]. Inspired by the respective strengths of
CDL-based and spectral-based crop classification, Johnson and Mueller (2021) proposed an
innovative idea to integrate both CDL and spectral time-series data into a random forest
model for within-season crop classification in the U.S. [32]. This study further clarified
several important issues in the fusion of CDL-based and spectral-based crop classifications.

First, as one component of the fusion model, CDL-based crop classification is obviously
more suitable for the areas with regular crop rotations (e.g., Wapello in Figure 9). However,
how can we determine regular or irregular crop rotation patterns and their corresponding
effect on the CDL-based classification? We found that the crop planting frequency in the past
years may be a simple surrogate to estimate the CDL-based classification performance at
the pixel level. A higher accuracy was observed for the pixels with either nearly continuous
planting or half-time planting of the same crop (Figure 10). This finding may be explained
by the common rotation patterns in the central U.S., such as the corn-soybean, corn-alfalfa,
and soybean—spring wheat rotations [36]. At the testing site in Sichuan, historical planting
data are also effective for the pre-season prediction of canola and winter wheat, with F1
scores above 0.7 (Figure 12). Although it is appealing to acquire a reasonable-looking
predictive crop map at the beginning of year, this study found great uncertainties in
the CDL-based predictions in two scenarios. One scenario is abnormal changes in crop
planting structures. For example, although the planting conditions in the testing year 2020
were relatively normal across the U.S. Corn Belt, abnormal changes in crop planting areas
still existed in some local areas, such as the Griggs site tested in this study, resulting in
poor performance of CDL-based classification (Figure 9). In the abnormal year 2019 with
heavy springtime precipitation in several states (e.g., lowa and Illinois), corn planting was
reported to be severely abandoned or the corn was switched with other crops [35]. It can be
expected that crop distribution in 2019 cannot be reliably predicted from the historical CDL
datasets. To quantify such an influence, we conducted an additional experiment to identify
corn in Dekalb, a county located in Illinois, using 2018 and 2019 as the testing years. The
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results confirmed that the CDL-based F1 score for corn in 2019 decreased by about 10%
compared with that in 2018 (Figure 13). Therefore, care should be taken for the CDL-based
classification when weather anomalies occur or agricultural policy changes. The other
scenario causing uncertainties in the CDL-based predictions is the use of archival land
cover datasets with relatively serious classification errors. The experiment with simulated
crop label errors suggests that high-quality historical crop planting data are particularly
important for the CDL-based predictions, which greatly affect crop mapping at earlier
times in the growing season (Figure 11). We need more crop distribution data with rigorous
precision in countries outside of the U.S. [37].
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Figure 13. The performance of CDL-based, S30-based, and fusion-based classifications for corn in the
Dekalb County (located in Illinois) using the years 2018 and 2019 as the testing data.

Second, spectral-based crop classification is recognized as a good complement to
pre-season predictions, providing very useful classification features particularly during
the growth of corn and soybean through July [32]. Indeed, the F1 scores of corn and
soybean for the spectral-based results exceeded those for the CDL-based predictions at
the Wapello and Seward sites at the end of July (Figure 6). At the Griggs site, however, a
similar pattern occurred one month earlier, owing to the less reliable CDL-based prediction.
For the within-season spectral-based classification, we followed previous studies and did
not used the within-season training data [5]. From a practical perspective, such a treatment
is appealing given the difficulty in collecting training samples during the early growing
season. Furthermore, the experiments also suggest the importance of consistency between
training and testing data for spectral-based classification. The inconsistency in image
cloud coverage between years substantially decreased the spectral-based classification
performance (Figure 5). This influence may be particularly severe when some key spectral
features are obscured, such as the canola flowering features at the Sichuan site due to higher
cloud coverage during the flowering period in 2021 (Figure S2). Moreover, interannual
variations in crop phenology also lead to inconsistencies between training and testing data.
To improve the transferability of training data, time-series composited data with wider
time windows (e.g., monthly composited) were suggested by previous studies. However,
the wide-window composited strategy obviously decreases the timeliness of within-season
crop classification. By integrating CDL-based prediction, the fusion-based classification
was less sensitive to interannual inconsistencies and had a more stable performance at fine
temporal scales (8-day).

Third, the proposed fusion method better incorporated the CDL-based and the spectral-
based estimates compared to the random forest model adopted by Johnson and Mueller
(2021). In the early periods of the growing season, we observed that the random for-
est model was greatly affected by the poor performance of spectral-based classification
(Figure 3), which is consistent with the results in Johnson and Mueller (2021) (Figure 4 in
their study) and may be explained as follows. The random forest classifier consists of many
single decision trees. Each decision tree is trained by randomly selecting a given number of
feature variables (m) from all feature variables (M; M > m) as well as a given number of
samples from the entire training dataset. Each tree can generate a classification, i.e., we can
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say that the tree “votes” for that class. The forest normally determines the final classification
as the one with the most votes from all trees [38]. Obviously, the ensemble learning strategy
is unsuccessful when more than half of trees give an incorrect classification. This situation
may be encountered in the early periods because more of the less useful spectral feature
variables are selected by the trees, leading to the poor performance of each individual tree.
Different from the feature fusion in the random forest model (i.e., at the feature-level), the
proposed method directly fuses the CLD-based and spectral-based estimates (i.e., at the
decision-level). The weights for the soft classification probabilities of the two estimates are
determined by training an MLP module. The importance of spectral features varies as the
growing season progresses and thus results in greater uncertainties in feature-level fusion,
implying that the decision-level fusion strategy may be more suitable for within-season
crop classification.

5. Conclusions

The challenge for within-season crop identification is the limited crop spectral in-
formation at early crop phenological stages. To address this issue, we proposed a deep
learning-based fusion method to integrate the crop type estimates from crop spectral in-
formation with the estimates provided by crop rotation patterns. We aimed to answer the
following three questions: (1) Is there a useful fusion method to generate reliable crop type
estimates throughout the growing season? (2) What kinds of crop planting patterns are
the most preferred for pre-season prediction? (3) How does classification errors in the
historical crop planting data affect within-season crop identification? The experimental
results showed that the crop planting patterns with either nearly continuous planting or
half-time planting of the same crop can generate more accurate pre-season crop predictions.
Moreover, pre-season crop predictions are greatly affected by the accuracy of the historical
crop planting data. The crop classification results achieved by the proposed fusion method
are comparable to the estimates based on crop rotation patterns in the early growing season
and can be further improved as the growing season progresses because of the inclusion of
more crop spectral information, thus producing reliable classification results throughout
the entire growing season. Our study highlighted the great potential for real-time crop
mapping through the fusion of spectral information and crop rotation patterns.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://
www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/rs15205043 /s1, Figure S1: The classification results of the historical
planting maps at the Sichuan testing site; Figure S2: The cloud coverage conditions for ground sample
points and all sample points during the 2020-2021 crop growing season at the Sichuan site.
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