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Abstract: This study analyzes, through remote sensing techniques and innovative clouding services,
the recent land use dynamics in the North-Roman littoral zone, an area where the latest development
has witnessed an important reconversion of purely rural areas to new residential and commercial
services. The survey area includes five municipalities and encompasses important infrastructure,
such as the “Leonardo Da Vinci” Airport and the harbor of Civitavecchia. The proximity to the
metropolis, supported by an efficient network of connections, has modified the urban and peri-urban
structure of these areas, which were formerly exclusively agricultural. Hereby, urban expansion has
been quantified by classifying Landsat satellite images using the cloud computing platform “Google
Earth Engine” (GEE). Landsat multispectral images from 1985 up to 2020 were used for the diachronic
analysis, with a five-yearly interval. In order to achieve a high accuracy of the final result, work
was carried out along the temporal dimension of the images, selecting specific time windows for the
creation of datasets, which were adjusted by the information related to the NDVI index variation
through time. This implementation showed interesting improvements in the model performance for
each year, suggesting the importance of the NDVI standard deviation parameter. The results showed
an increase in the overall accuracy, being from 90 to 97%, with improvements in distinguishing urban
surfaces from impervious surfaces. The final results highlighted a significant increase in the study
area of the “Urban” and “Woodland” classes over the 35-year time span that was considered, being
67.4 km2 and 70.4 km2, respectively. The accurate obtained results have allowed us to quantify and
understand the landscape transformations in the area of interest, with particular reference to the
dynamics of urban development.

Keywords: change detection; Google Earth Engine; satellite imagery; machine learning; remote
sensing; permeable areas

1. Introduction

Land cover change (LCc) mapping plays a crucial role in landscape and environmental
planning and restoration [1]. LCc analysis represents key information to understand
the relationship between human activities and environmental aspects [2,3]. Such studies
assume an important value in the context of increasing soil exploitation and sealing [4],
with alterations in the carbon cycle and a loss of ecosystem services [5]. According to the
United Nations report “World Urbanization Prospects” [6], urban areas grow by about
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20,000 football fields each day. Several groups, such as researchers, decision makers, and
stakeholders, have recently showed a growing interest in urban LCc dynamics [7]. In the
Italian context, the last decades have witnessed a process of strong urbanization, with the
transformation of large areas with an agricultural vocation into residential, commercial,
and industrial areas, leading to radical morphological and structural transformations [8].

A reliable tool for monitoring urban LCc dynamics is provided by remote sensing
(RS) [3,9,10], operated by the various constellations of satellites that spatially and temporally
cover vast portions of the Earth. Sexton et al. [11] processed an annual Landsat-based time
series to monitor the urban growth of the Washington, D.C.—Baltimore, MD, metropolitan
region. Hu and Ban [12] proposed an unsupervised algorithm to detect LCc in two large
urban areas of Toronto (Canada) and Beijing (China) using satellite SAR data. Appiah
et al. [13] proposed a satellite-based approach to analyze urban LCc in a peri-urban district
of Ghana. Christensen and Mc Cord [14] exploited Landsat and MODIS satellite data to
characterize China’s urbanization dynamics. Mertes et al. [15] performed a MODIS-based
time-series analysis that was coupled with enhanced vegetation index (EVI) observations
to map the urban expansion in Southeast Asia. Zhou et al. [16] presented a new global
urban change mapping approach based on night-time lights. Liu et al. [17] processed multi-
temporal Landsat time-series mapping of global urban land dynamics. Huang et al. [18]
used high-resolution commercial satellite WorldView images and deep learning algorithms
to classify urban land uses. Gbanie et al. [19] coupled Landsat and SPOT satellite images to
detect urban LCc trajectories in Sierra Leone. Reynolds et al. [20] used 20 years of Landsat-
based time series and spectral indices to monitor the annual urban LCc in northwest
Arkansas. Samal and Gedam [21] proposed an object-based image analysis approach to
map the LCc that was associated with the urbanization process using Landsat and Indian
remote sensing satellite multi-temporal images. Pandey et al. [22] processed a time series
of MODIS satellite images to study the urban growth dynamic that was associated with
agricultural land loss in India. Mahmoud and Divigalpitiya [23] processed 25 years of
Landsat-based time series to monitor the spatiotemporal variation of urban expansion
in an area in Egypt. Chai and Seto [24] mapped urban growth from Landsat time series
to highlight micro-urbanization in Nigeria and the Democratic Republic of the Congo.
These high-frequency temporal analyses need petabytes of data, commonly indicated by
the neologism “Big-Data.” Despite the large amount of data generated, optical satellite
RS is affected by numerous operational problems, mainly related to cloud cover and to a
considerable computational-time effort when trying to create a spatially and temporally
extended cloud-free mosaic. To confront these kinds of problems, two different solutions
are available. On one hand, there are cluster-based computing systems, which rely on the
use of several computers in co-operation and, on the other hand, there are cloud-based
computation platforms, which virtualize the infrastructures of supercomputers [25]. In
this context, the Google Earth Engine (GEE) cloud computing platform [26] represents an
effective benefit, through a user-friendly interface with the availability of numerous satellite
and ancillary data catalogues [27,28], as well as a set of already implemented algorithms.
It provides a viable and robust tool for pre- and post-processing of geospatial Big-Data,
integrating GIS spatial analysis and management functions.

Currently, the GEE is the most widely used platform for geospatial data process-
ing, and the number of academic publications is steadily increasing, with the main fo-
cus being on crop monitoring, water resources, and Land Use and Land Cover (LULC)
mapping [29,30]. According to the review of Yang et al. [31], most of the GEE papers con-
cern applications in areas of China, followed by the USA and Europe. In the specific Italian
context, the GEE has been used in the framework of archaeological site monitoring [32,33],
risk prevention and assessment [34], and crop and forest monitoring [35,36]. However,
there is a lack of studies on LCc and, more specifically, on urbanization processes and
dynamics. According to the review of Pérez-Cutillas et al. [37], the articles including urban-
ization analyses in the GEE environment are the least frequent, accounting for only 2% of all
published papers, according to the review of Kumar and Mutanga [29]. Goldblatt et al. [38]
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performed a pixel-based analysis in the GEE environment to monitor the urbanization
processes in India. Sengupta et al. [39] proposed a study using the GEE and Landsat-5
satellite images to detect trajectories of coastal land reclamation in nine deltaic megacities.
Zhang et al. [40] proposed a method that was based on Landsat-8 time series and vegetation
indices in the GEE environment to map urban areas in three cities in China. Using the
GEE code editor, Xue et al. [41] processed Landsat-5 and Landsat-8 time series to monitor
the urban expansion of the mining city of Datong (China). Carneiro et al. [41] proposed a
multi-source classification approach based on satellite images and the GEE environment to
map urban land in a study area in Brazil.

The study that is described in the present paper is an improvement of previous
work [4], further testing the potential of the new clouding tools that are available in this
updated version. In particular, the capabilities of the GEE and the availability of Landsat
imagery over a time span of about 40 years have been exploited to reconstruct the dynamics
of the LCc in the North-Roman littoral. Using GEE aggregation functions [42] on each
sampling year, it was possible to obtain a single cloud-free image composite, including
all of the satellite data that were acquired in a specific time frame. This made the effects
caused by randomness and seasonality less pronounced. In this specific case study, which
was aimed at identifying urban surfaces, achieving maximum accuracy in the results
was necessary, avoiding typical misclassifications due to the similarity between bare soils
and urban soils. The authors, therefore, proposed integrating datasets with information
related to the temporal variability of the pixels throughout the year, including the standard
deviation of the NDVI index.

Thanks to the availability of cloud-based tools, operating simultaneously on multiple
images that were organized in time series was possible. Such capability has allowed us to
discriminate more efficiently the unchanged elements as urban, compared to soil, where
changes during the year are related to water content or vegetation cover. Through machine
learning algorithms, it has been possible to classify the study area into different land-use
classes. Through diachronic analysis, we have evaluated the LCc, providing a significant
improvement to the previous studies in terms of time interval and span.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The study area (Figure 1) includes the following five municipalities that comprise
the northern coastal fringe of Rome, located along the coastline of the Tyrrhenian Sea:
Fiumicino, Ladispoli, Cerveteri, Santa Marinella, and Civitavecchia. They cover an area of
about 500 km2 along the N–S direction; starting from the south, with the municipality of
Fiumicino near to the outlet of the Tiber River, to the northern limit, with the municipality
of Civitavecchia bounded by the Mignone River. The area is mainly inside the boundary
of the Metropolitan City of Rome Capital, an important area characterized by long-term
landscape transformation [43].

The area comprises two distinct geomorphologic entities, a plain and a hilly sector. The
plain sector extends from the municipality of Cerveteri to the Tiber River. In this area, it was
necessary during the 20th Century to implement major land reclamation works [44] and,
currently, this area is still mainly agricultural, with large portions devoted to arable crops
in the northernmost area of the municipality of Fiumicino. The hilly sector is represented
by the foothills of the Tolfa Mountains, which rise behind the municipalities of Cerveteri,
Santa Marinella, and Civitavecchia. These areas, characterized by acid volcanism, are
mainly represented by volcanic domes of low elevation [45], with marked slopes making
them unsuitable for agricultural and urban purposes. Extensive coverage of Mediterranean
maquis and broadleaf is still characterized by a coppice with a twenty-year cycle [46].
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Figure 1. The geographic location of the five municipalities. In the bottom left: location of the survey
area in central Italy, the area of interest (AOI) is highlighted in yellow.

The study area also includes important infrastructures, such as the “Leonardo Da
Vinci” Airport (located in Fiumicino) and the harbor of Civitavecchia, which are connected
to each other and to the city of Rome by a highway (A-12), a consular road (Via Aurelia SS1),
and a railway (FL5 regional line), incentivizing urban development that is mainly linked to
commuter movement. There is also a significant presence of coastal urban settlements that
were built in the early 1970s to meet the demands of the seaside tourism sector linked to
the city of Rome.

A polygon of administrative boundaries of the investigated municipalities was used
for classification. We also considered a buffer of 20 m from the coastline, including the
harbor areas.

2.2. Satellite Data

The choice of Landsat satellite images is impacted by the availability of a wide tem-
poral coverage (1984–present) at a high and constant resolution (30 m). The images used
in the present study are derived from surface reflectance data from Landsat-5 TM (1985,
1990, and 1995), Landsat-7 (2000, 2005, and 2010), and Landsat-8 OLI (2015 and 2020). The
images have been imported as image collections in the GEE code editor. For each year of
study, the data from all images surveyed in the phase of maximum vegetative vigor (from
05/01 to 09/30) were masked from the cloud through the quality assessment band and
aggregated, resulting in a single median image using the reducer function of GEE. This time
window coincides with the summer period, characterized by low levels of cloudiness in
the survey area. Furthermore, this period falls in the deciduous trees’ maximum vegetative
vigor phenological phase, avoiding the misclassification of forested areas. Different dataset
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accuracies were then evaluated by testing the classifiers with only the reflectance bands as
the input (D1) and with the addition of two indices: NDVI (Equation (1)) [47] and SwiRed
(Equation (2)) [48] (D2). These indices were selected based on their ability to distinguish
between the macro-categories chosen for this study effectively.

NDVI =
NIR− RED
NIR + RED

(1)

SwiRed =
SWIR1− RED
SWIR1 + RED

(2)

Finally, the model was tested by adding the NDVI standard deviation data (D3),
calculated on a different image collection, based on the NDVI averages of each training
pixel over an entire year (01/01 to 12/31) (Table 1). To avoid errors in the parameter
calculation, the images with a cloud cover of more than 15% were removed from the
collection. Using the SimpleCloudScore algorithm in the GEE environment, all pixels with
cloud-likelihood scores were removed and >5 were masked.

Table 1. Composition of datasets used to train and validate the classification models.

D1 D2 D3

05/01 to 30/09
(median)

BLUE
GREEN

RED
NIR

SWIR1
SWIR2

BLUE
GREEN

RED
NIR

SWIR1
SWIR2

BLUE
GREEN

RED
NIR

SWIR1
SWIR2

05/01 to 30/09
(median)

NDVI
SwiRed

NDVI
SwiRed

01/01 to 31/12 NDVI
Standard Deviation

No. Variables 6 8 9

The hypothesis behind this parameter is related to the dynamism of agricultural land.
In general, any area that is not an impervious cultivated area will have significant variations
in NDVI throughout the year due to the tillage-crop cycle. In addition, bare lands not
covered with vegetation may undergo variation in NDVI and spectral behavior due to
varying water content throughout the year [49]. This parameter was therefore included
to assess possible improvements in the performance of the classifier. In particular, this
parameter was used to discriminate a stable surface area over time, such as urbanized
surfaces, from a dynamic matrix, such as soils, a recurring problem in remote sensing due
to the spectral similarity of these elements [50].

Therefore, the classifications reported here are no longer based on single images, but
on a multitude of pixel-based information (Table 2), which the GEE allows to operate on
the temporal dimension quickly and practically.

Due to the filterBound function, every image that partially or fully overlaps the study
area is included in the collection; thus, the number of images in a collection can vary
significantly due to the different orbits.



ISPRS Int. J. Geo-Inf. 2023, 12, 141 6 of 25

Table 2. Number of images in the collections for each year of sampling. The time span for the
reflectance band and indices ranges from 05/01 to 09/30 of each sampling year, while the standard
deviation of the NDVI was measured on all images (cloud cover < 15%) in the time span from 01/01
to 31/12 of the sampling year.

Year 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

05/01 to 09/30
(D1–D2–D3) 13 18 14 19 8 5 * 28 22

01/01 to 12/31
(NDVI st. Dev.) 11 17 16 19 12 6 25 36

* due to a shortage of images in 2010, the time span over which the medians for the spectral bands and indices
were calculated was extended from 04/15 to 10/15.

2.3. Classification

Figure 2 depicts the overall workflow implemented and used in order to carry out the
LCc analysis.

ISPRS Int. J. Geo-Inf. 2023, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 26 
 

 

(NDVI st. Dev.) 

* due to a shortage of images in 2010, the time span over which the medians for the spectral bands 
and indices were calculated was extended from 04/15 to 10/15. 

Due to the filterBound function, every image that partially or fully overlaps the study 
area is included in the collection; thus, the number of images in a collection can vary sig-
nificantly due to the different orbits. 

2.3. Classification 
Figure 2 depicts the overall workflow implemented and used in order to carry out 

the LCc analysis. 

 
Figure 2. Image classification workflow for LCc analysis in GEE. 

For the classification, considering the research goals, with a focus on urban expan-
sion, the following four main macro categories were defined: 
• Urban: artificial surfaces of various types, tiles and sheet metal roofs, asphalt roads, 

greenhouses, concrete, etc.; 
• Woodland: area with dense and tall vegetation; 
• Permeable Areas: non-impervious surface, bare soil, agricultural areas subjected to 

cyclical tillage, sparsely vegetated permeable areas, orchards, and seasonal or per-
manent crops. Considering the purposes of the present study, which focused on ur-
ban expansion, it was chosen to enclose all of those permeable areas that were purely 
agricultural, grazing lands, and wasteland in a single category; 

• Water Bodies: reservoirs and rivers. 
In the pixel-based stratified strategy, for each yearly median image, the sampling 

points were extracted as follows: n = 320 points were distributed for the macro classes 
“Urban”, “Woodland”, and “Permeable Areas”; and n = 25 for the class “Water Bodies”, 
with approximately 1000 sampling points for each year of sampling (approximately 8000 
sampling points in total), randomly selected on the AOI, to reduce spatial autocorrelation. 

Figure 2. Image classification workflow for LCc analysis in GEE.

For the classification, considering the research goals, with a focus on urban expansion,
the following four main macro categories were defined:

• Urban: artificial surfaces of various types, tiles and sheet metal roofs, asphalt roads,
greenhouses, concrete, etc.;

• Woodland: area with dense and tall vegetation;
• Permeable Areas: non-impervious surface, bare soil, agricultural areas subjected

to cyclical tillage, sparsely vegetated permeable areas, orchards, and seasonal or
permanent crops. Considering the purposes of the present study, which focused on
urban expansion, it was chosen to enclose all of those permeable areas that were purely
agricultural, grazing lands, and wasteland in a single category;

• Water Bodies: reservoirs and rivers.

In the pixel-based stratified strategy, for each yearly median image, the sampling
points were extracted as follows: n = 320 points were distributed for the macro classes “Ur-
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ban”, “Woodland”, and “Permeable Areas”; and n = 25 for the class “Water Bodies”, with
approximately 1000 sampling points for each year of sampling (approximately 8000 sam-
pling points in total), randomly selected on the AOI, to reduce spatial autocorrelation. The
limited amount of “Water Bodies” sampling points is due to the spatially limited presence
of this class in the survey area.

The sampling pixel points were chosen by integrating the historical images, land
knowledge (through visual interpretation), and different false-color combinations. The
samples were randomly divided, with 70% of the data used in training and 30% for valida-
tion, as a standard practice used in other similar work with satellite image classification [51]
and machine-learning models [52].

Due to the best effectiveness of the random forest (RF) [53] model, as already demon-
strated in similar studies [17,54,55], this classifier was chosen as a model for the subsequent
LCc analysis.

The RF classifier is an ensemble model that uses many classification trees to form a
forest. Each tree uses a different set of variables and observations for training using the
“bagging” technique (Bootstrap + Aggregation), reducing the risk of overfitting [56]. In the
GEE environment, it is possible to set several parameters, such as the number of decision
trees forming the forest, the minimum leaf population, the proportion of training data
used to create other trees, the randomization seed, and the number of variables used for
node splitting.

About one-third of the samples are not used by the decision tree in the Bootstrap
process. This sample is referred to as the Out-Of-Bag Error (OOBE), and its purpose is not
to train the model, but to evaluate its performance. The OOBE decreases as the number of
trees increases, until it stabilizes [57]. Another factor to be considered in the RF model is the
importance of the variables, in which the mean decrease can express in the Gini Coefficient
(MDGI) [58]. The MDGI indicates the importance of each variable in determining the node
root split. The greater this value, the greater the variable’s importance in the model.

The RF model was trained on 70% of the training data, with the number of decision
trees set to n = 100 and the mtry parameter (number of variables randomly sampled as
candidates at each split) set by default as the root square of the number of variables.
These thresholds have already been successfully used in other satellite image classification
works [42,59]. To evaluate the performance of the classifier and the suitability of the
parameters, the OOBE was analyzed.

The following methodological step was assessing the importance of the variables in the
classification process to understand the importance of each parameter in this classification
task. In addition, the NDVI standard deviation data were analyzed by extracting the values
of each pixel for each sample point collected. The data were exported to R, where the data
distribution and any significant differences between the averages of the single class were
analyzed through ANOVA and Tukey HDS (honestly significant difference) tests. ANOVA
is a statistical test used to analyze mean differences between three or more data groups,
while the Tukey HDS test compares all pairs of means. Our study used them to evaluate
statistically significant mean differences between pairs of values.

Finally, the classifications were exported to the QGIS environment for further process-
ing (sieving, graphical elaboration, etc.).

2.4. Accuracy Assessment

An accuracy analysis has been performed using 30% of the sample points as validation
points to compare the goodness of the obtained results of each classification algorithm
analyzed. The overall accuracy (OA), the user’s accuracy (UA), the producer’s accuracy
(PA), and the kappa coefficient (K) have been adopted as accuracy indicators.

The OA, given as a percentage, is obtained by the ratio between the correctly classified
pixels and the total pixel number [60]. The UA and PA refer to the classification accuracy
calculated for each class. The UA is given by the ratio between the correctly classified pixel
and the total pixels of a determinate class. The PA is calculated as the ratio between the
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correctly classified pixels and the number of pixels selected as validation for a determinate
class [61].

Another metric used to assess the accuracy of different models is Cohen’s kappa
coefficient (K) [62]. This index commonly assesses the agreement between predicted and
observed categorical variables, such as land cover classes. This index ranges between −1
and +1, representing, respectively, the minimum and maximum agreement limits between
the observed and predicted variables by the model. K values above 0.8 indicate a very good
agreement between the predicted and observed variables.

As suggested by Momeni et al. [63], to compare the accuracies between different
models and datasets using the same ground truth points, the McNemar test can be used. The
McNemar test [64] is a non-parametric test that does not assume the normality of the data.
It provides a chi-square test statistic (z) and its p-value, which allows the determination
of a significant difference between the proportions of correctly and incorrectly classified
pixels between the two models [65]. This study compared several datasets (D1-D2-D3) with
the same ground truth for each sampling year. To apply the McNemar test (Equation (3)),
the confusion matrices of each classifier were decomposed in correctly and incorrectly
classified pixels; this results in comparing the two classifiers from a 2 × 2 contingency
matrix, as follows:

z =
b− c√
b− c

(3)

where b is the number of samples correctly classified by model 1, but misclassified by
model 2, while c represents the number of samples correctly classified by model 2, but
misclassified by model 1.

The accuracy assessment has been performed in the GEE environment using the
already implemented accuracy function.

2.5. Land Cover Change (LCc) Analysis

The land cover change analysis was processed in the GEE. The classification maps pro-
duced in aster format for the overall time interval considered (1985–2020) were compared
using logical function. As for urban expansion, logical functions were operated on each
image based on the property of temporal irreversibility, evaluating changes in the urban
areas that remain stable over time, referring to the last year considered in the diachronic
analysis (2020).

3. Results
3.1. Model Accuracies

Tables 3–5 shows the OA, UA, PA, and K values for each sampling year and dataset
for Landsat-5 (Table 3), Landsat-7 (Table 4), and Landsat-8 (Table 5).

Comparing the different accuracies of the datasets that were obtained from Landsat-5,
D3 always shows a higher accuracy in terms of the OA and K; however, when comparing
D1 and D2, both accuracies and K are variable. Regarding the PA and UA, we can see
that D3 shows improvements, mainly in the classification of Permeable Lands and Urban
classifications.

The accuracy differences are significant for D3 compared to D2 and D1 for 1985 and
1990, while the differences between the datasets in 1995 are not significant.

The classifiers show a high accuracy of results in general, with the OA ranging from
0.89 to 0.95.

Concerning the datasets that were obtained via Landsat-7, D3 shows a better perfor-
mance than D1 and D2, in terms of both the OA and the K. In particular, when comparing
D3 with D1 and D2, important improvements in terms of both the PA and the UA can be
observed for the Urban and Permeable Lands classifications.

These differences between the datasets are significant, except for that between D2 and
D3 for 2000 and 2005, and between D1 and D3 in 2005. Among the datasets for 2010, there
are no statistical differences in accuracy.
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The results generally show high accuracy, with the OA ranging from 0.88 to 0.95.
Comparing the results of the different datasets that were obtained from Landsat-8, D3

always produces higher OA and K. In particular, it shows a higher accuracy in the Urban
and Permeable Land classifications. The best performance of the D3 compared to the D1
and D2 datasets is statistically relevant (Table 6) and results in a very high OA (96%–97%).

Table 3. Accuracy metrics of the different datasets derived from Landsat-5.

1985 Urban Woodland Permeable L. Water B. OA K

D1
UA 0.86 0.96 0.85 1

0.89 0.84PA 0.87 0.95 0.85 1

D2
UA 0.88 0.94 0.85 1

0.89 0.84PA 0.85 0.98 0.85 1

D3
UA 0.96 0.99 0.9 1

0.95 0.92PA 0.91 0.98 0.95 1
1990 Urban Woodland Permeable L. Water B. OA K

D1
UA 0.95 0.93 0.75 1

0.87 0.8PA 0.87 0.81 0.91 1

D2
UA 0.94 0.92 0.86 1

0.91 0.87PA 0.95 0.92 0.86 0.8

D3
UA 0.99 0.94 0.92 1

0.95 0.92PA 0.99 0.94 0.92 1
1995 Urban Woodland Permeable L. Water B. OA K

D1
UA 0.93 0.88 0.86 1

0.89 0.84PA 0.97 0.9 0.8 0.83

D2
UA 0.93 0.88 0.78 0.88

0.86 0.8PA 0.9 0.86 0.83 0.8

D3
UA 0.97 0.81 0.9 1

0.9 0.85PA 0.95 0.95 0.85 0.8

Table 4. Accuracy metrics of the different datasets derived from Landsat-7.

2000 Urban Woodland Permeable L. Water B. OA K

D1
UA 0.94 0.91 0.9 1

0.92 0.87PA 0.91 0.99 0.85 1

D2
UA 0.97 0.91 0.8 1

0.9 0.87PA 0.85 0.91 0.89 1

D3
UA 0.99 0.95 0.91 1

0.95 0.92PA 0.95 0.96 0.94 1
2005 Urban Woodland Permeable L. Water B. OA K

D1
UA 0.92 0.95 0.77 1

0.88 0.85PA 0.85 0.89 0.89 1

D2
UA 0.96 0.96 0.83 1

0.91 0.88PA 0.88 0.9 0.94 1

D3
UA 0.98 0.99 0.9 1

0.95 0.93PA 0.95 0.92 0.98 1
2010 Urban Woodland Permeable L. Water B. OA K

D1
UA 0.95 0.95 0.83 1

0.91 0.88PA 0.91 0.87 0.92 1

D2
UA 0.96 0.94 0.87 0.91

0.92 0.89PA 0.91 0.93 0.91 1

D3
UA 0.99 0.94 0.85 0.84

0.93 0.92PA 0.98 0.89 0.9 1
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Table 5. Accuracy metrics of the different datasets derived from Landsat-8.

2015 Urban Woodland Permeable L. Water B. OA K

D1
UA 0.95 0.94 0.85 1

0.92 0.88PA 0.9 0.96 0.86 1

D2
UA 0.92 0.92 0.83 0.8

0.9 0.85PA 0.9 0.94 0.82 1

D3
UA 1 0.94 0.95 1

0.96 0.94PA 0.99 0.96 0.93 1
2020 Urban Woodland Permeable L. Water B. OA K

D1
UA 0.95 0.93 0.89 1

0.92 0.9PA 0.93 0.93 0.9 1

D2
UA 0.9 0.98 0.88 1

0.92 0.9PA 0.93 0.95 0.9 0.87

D3
UA 0.96 0.96 0.97 1

0.97 0.96PA 1 0.98 0.95 0.85

Table 6. McNemar test (only p-value) on differences in accuracy between pairs of classifiers based on
the different datasets for each year. The values in bold indicate statistically significant differences
with p < 0.05.

1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

D1-D2 0.96 0.19 0.36 0.43 0.21 0.77 0.5 1
D1-D3 <0.05 <0.05 089 0.2 <0.05 0.76 <0.05 <0.05
D2-D3 <0.05 <0.05 0.2 <0.05 0.05 0.76 <0.05 <0.05

After evaluating the accuracies of each dataset for each sampling year, it was decided
to use the models with the highest OA for the final classifications.

3.2. RF Performance

Based on other similar works [51,66], the RF classifier was set with n = 100 trees and
the default mtry as the square root of the number of variables.

Table 7 shows the OOBE value for each model. A low error can be observed for D3 in
each sampling year, with the maximum error in 1995.

Table 7. The OOBE of RF models in each sampling year.

Year 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

D1 0.091 0.098 0.118 0.094 0.082 0.110 0.098 0.082

D2 0.085 0.096 0.116 0.083 0.082 0.078 0.078 0.064

D3 0.066 0.066 0.081 0.054 0.054 0.06 0.045 0.048

Figure 3 shows that the most significant variable within the RF model for all of the sen-
sors and sampling years is the STDDEV variable, which represents the standard deviation
of the NDVI index. Concerning the NDVI and the SwiRed indices, their importance within
the RF models, relative to the individual reflectance bands, is slightly higher in the models
that were derived from Landsat-5 and Landsat-8. In contrast, no discernible differences are
apparent in the models that were derived from Landsat-7. Generally, the importance of the
individual reflectance bands within the models is heterogeneous, but never exceeds that of
the STDDEV.
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3.3. NDVI Standard Deviation

Analyzing the values of NDVI standard deviation at all of the sampling points for
each sampling year, sensor, and class, it is evident that the data averages differ significantly
between the classes. The maximum values are observed in the Permeable Lands (PL) class,
as shown in Figure 4 and Table 8.

ISPRS Int. J. Geo-Inf. 2023, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 26 
 

 

 
Figure 4. Density plot of the NDVI standard deviation parameter, the data referring to all sampling 
points in each sampling year. 

Table 8. Tukey HDS on NDVI standard deviation of all sampling pixels in each year. The table 
shows the difference (Diff.) between the mean values of the classes, lwr and upr show the lower and 
upper limits of the confidence intervals, respectively, and p-value shows the adjusted p-value for 
the tests. Values in bold show p-value < 0.05. 

 Diff. Lwr Upr p-Value 
UR-PL −0.164 −0.166 −0.161 9.67 × 10-12 
WB-PL −0.093 −0.100 −0.086 9.67 × 10-12 
WL-PL −0.085 −0.087 −0.082 9.67 × 10-12 
WB-UR 0.070 0.063 0.077 9.67 × 10-12  
WL-UR 0.079 0.076 0.081 9.67 × 10-12  
WL-WB 0.008 0.001 0.015 0.078 

 
Figure 5. Quantile Plot of the residuals for the ANOVA model. The plot shows the distribution of 
the residuals of the ANOVA model compared to the normal distribution. 

3.4. Classification 
The land cover classifications that were obtained through the RF algorithm on the D3 

datasets (Figures 6 and 7) show the evolution of the landscape over the examined time 
span. 

Figure 4. Density plot of the NDVI standard deviation parameter, the data referring to all sampling
points in each sampling year.



ISPRS Int. J. Geo-Inf. 2023, 12, 141 12 of 25

Table 8. Tukey HDS on NDVI standard deviation of all sampling pixels in each year. The table shows
the difference (Diff.) between the mean values of the classes, lwr and upr show the lower and upper
limits of the confidence intervals, respectively, and p-value shows the adjusted p-value for the tests.
Values in bold show p-value < 0.05.

Diff. Lwr Upr p-Value
UR-PL −0.164 −0.166 −0.161 9.67 × 10−12

WB-PL −0.093 −0.100 −0.086 9.67 × 10−12

WL-PL −0.085 −0.087 −0.082 9.67 × 10−12

WB-UR 0.070 0.063 0.077 9.67 × 10−12

WL-UR 0.079 0.076 0.081 9.67 × 10−12

WL-WB 0.008 0.001 0.015 0.078

The most substantial average difference is between the Urban (UR) and the PL classes.
Although the differences in this parameter between the Woodland (WL) and the Water
Bodies (WB) classes are small and statistically insignificant (Table 8), both of them exhibit
significant differences with the PL and UR classes, displaying average values that fall
between the UR and the PL class averages.

The analysis of the data distribution (Figure 4) reveals a degree of overlap between
the Permeable Lands (PL) and the Urban (UR) classes and the Water Bodies (WB) and the
Woodland (WL) classes. This finding is supported by Figure 5, which demonstrates a slight
deviation from the normal distribution of the error, implying the presence of a subset with
pronounced values of the NDVI standard deviation.

ISPRS Int. J. Geo-Inf. 2023, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 26 
 

 

 
Figure 4. Density plot of the NDVI standard deviation parameter, the data referring to all sampling 
points in each sampling year. 

Table 8. Tukey HDS on NDVI standard deviation of all sampling pixels in each year. The table 
shows the difference (Diff.) between the mean values of the classes, lwr and upr show the lower and 
upper limits of the confidence intervals, respectively, and p-value shows the adjusted p-value for 
the tests. Values in bold show p-value < 0.05. 

 Diff. Lwr Upr p-Value 
UR-PL −0.164 −0.166 −0.161 9.67 × 10-12 
WB-PL −0.093 −0.100 −0.086 9.67 × 10-12 
WL-PL −0.085 −0.087 −0.082 9.67 × 10-12 
WB-UR 0.070 0.063 0.077 9.67 × 10-12  
WL-UR 0.079 0.076 0.081 9.67 × 10-12  
WL-WB 0.008 0.001 0.015 0.078 

 
Figure 5. Quantile Plot of the residuals for the ANOVA model. The plot shows the distribution of 
the residuals of the ANOVA model compared to the normal distribution. 

3.4. Classification 
The land cover classifications that were obtained through the RF algorithm on the D3 

datasets (Figures 6 and 7) show the evolution of the landscape over the examined time 
span. 

Figure 5. Quantile Plot of the residuals for the ANOVA model. The plot shows the distribution of the
residuals of the ANOVA model compared to the normal distribution.

3.4. Classification

The land cover classifications that were obtained through the RF algorithm on the D3
datasets (Figures 6 and 7) show the evolution of the landscape over the examined time span.

The presence of a widespread wooded area in the inner hilly margins can be observed,
growing over the years. Important expansions are also appreciable in the “Urban” classifi-
cation class, with consolidation and expansion of historical centers being more accentuated
in the areas that are close to the coast and generally in the proximity of the major roads
and rail axis. This can be deduced from a constant reduction in ”Permeable Land” areas,
mainly within the municipalities of Cerveteri, Ladispoli, and Fiumicino. No water bodies
of a significant extent were detected in the surveyed areas.
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3.5. Land Cover Change 1985 ÷ 2020

Based on the classifications that have been described in the previous section, and
evaluating the changes in all of the land use classes, maps of the LCc were produced
(Figures 8–11), with particular reference to urban expansion dynamics (Figures 12–14),
for each sampling year. From 1985, the LC changes to the “Urban” class were considered
to be stable in all of the subsequent classifications, until 2020, once they were detected.
Other changes that were detected for the “Urban” class (i.e., from “Urban” to any of the
other LC class) were considered to be a misclassification. Considering the dynamic of
urban expansion and the geometric resolution of the Landsat images, a reverse trend from
“Urban” to other classes has to be considered unlikely.
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The LCc analysis (Table 9) shows a significant increase in the study area of the “Urban”
and “Woodland” classes over the 35 years that were considered, at the expense of the
“Permeable Areas” class, followed by the less marked LCc transitions from “Woodland”
to “Permeable Areas” and to “Urban”, and from “Urban” to “Permeable Areas.” Changes
related to the “Water Bodies” class were less significant, due to their small extension. In
this case, the LCc detected was mainly related the construction of the Civitavecchia tourist
harbor and expanding the main harbor dock.

Table 9. Land cover transition matrix during the analyzed time span (1985 ÷ 2020). Areas in km2.

LC Transitions
1985–2020 Urban Permeable

Areas Woodland Water Bodies

Urban - 11.5 1.2 <0.5
Permeable

Areas 67.4 - 70.4

Woodland 2 11.9 - <0.5
Water Bodies 0.5 <0.5 <0.5 -
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The LCc map shown in Figure 8 shows an evident change in the areas close to the
historical centers of the municipalities that were considered, with an expansion of dense
urban areas near the transportation network. Overall, such a change to “Urban” is more
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marked in the flat areas and those closer to the coastline. The urban sprawl phenomena can
be observed in the inland areas, especially in the municipalities of Cerveteri and Fiumicino.

Significant reforestation processes can be observed in the inland hilly areas, especially
in the northernmost areas of the municipalities of Civitavecchia and Santa Marinella, and
more widely in the hinterland of the municipalities of Cerveteri and Fiumicino. There are
a few changes from the “Urban” to the “Permeable Areas” class, especially in the plain
between Cerveteri and Fiumicino.

Focusing on Civitavecchia and Santa Marinella (Figure 9) municipalities, a significant
urbanization process has been detected in these areas at the expense of the “Permeable
Areas” class, especially nearby to the coastline and along the “Aurelia” (SS1) consular road.
A significant development of the built environment in the northernmost part of the Civi-
tavecchia urban center can be noticed, resulting in a dense industrial agglomeration. The
urbanization process has also characterized the municipality’s inner part and the suburbs,
with the construction of a hospital and new residential neighborhoods, respectively. On
the other hand, in the hinterland’s hilly areas, widespread reforestation processes can be
noticed, with a significant development of the “Woodland” class at the expense of the
“Permeable Areas” class, especially in the high-slope areas. The sprawling phenomena in
the hilly hinterland are mainly related to isolated residential settlements.

In Cerveteri and Ladispoli (Figure 10), an important expansion of urban centers beside
the main transportation lines (road and railway) can be observed, with a dense expansion
of a mixed urban–industrial zone in the proximity of the Ladispoli railway station. An
important urban expansion can be noticed in the minor villages of the two municipalities
that have been mentioned above (Marina di Cerveteri and Marina di San Nicola), with
newly built-up areas of an exclusively residential type. An intense, sprawling phenomenon
can be observed in the hinterland zones and far from the inhabited centers, involving flat
areas with an agricultural vocation. At the same time, an increase in the “Woodland” areas
can be appreciated, involving the internal areas in a widespread manner. There are no
major land use changes in the marginal areas, with large areas being covered by vegetation.

In the Fiumicino area (Figure 11), significant urbanization processes can be noticed at
the expense of the “Permeable Areas” class, especially in the coastal residential zones (Fre-
gene and Focene) and in the areas close to “Leonardo Da Vinci” Airport. Here, significant
urbanization phenomena are linked to the development of both industrial and residential
areas. Moreover, meaningful sprawling processes can be observed in the areas behind
the historic center of Fiumicino. However, the area still keeps an extended zone with an
agricultural vocation, falling in the village of Maccarese, with vast agricultural areas that
are devoted to arable crops.

3.6. Spatio-Temporal Urban Expansion

Focusing on the spatio-temporal urban expansion, the following figures show the
dynamic that was observed and mapped in the municipalities of Civitavecchia and Santa
Marinella (Figure 12), Cerveteri and Ladispoli (Figure 13), and the Fiumicino area (Figure 14).

4. Discussions

The results showed excellent classifier accuracies in identifying the macro categories
that were under investigation, with overall accuracies ranging from 0.86 to 0.97.

Compared to classifications using only reflectance bands, integrating indices such as
NDVI and SwiRed led to a slight increase in accuracy, which was not statistically significant.
However, the performance of the classifiers was significantly improved by adding the
NDVI standard deviation as a variable, calculated on a separate collection of images based
on the variability of this index for each pixel throughout the years.

This auxiliary variable leads to higher OA and K and is more important within the
RF model, simultaneously reducing the OOB. In particular, this index seems to accurately
differentiate between stable urban surfaces and soils that exhibit more dynamic spectral
behavior during the year. Notably, this parameter shows a certain degree of similarity in
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the pixels that were composed of soil, tall vegetation, and water. It is reasonable to assume
that some of the pixels that were composed of deciduous forests may exhibit a specific
variation in NDVI throughout the year, and the shallow water basins in the area may be
affected by eutrophication phenomena. However, other variables, such as the median
NDVI and SwiRed during the summer, can counterbalance this similarity in the RF model.

Despite the excellent accuracies that have been obtained, there are some limitations
to consider in our methodology. The first concerns the use of specific indices, i.e., many
indices in the literature for distinguishing urban areas were not evaluated and could lead to
even higher accuracies. Another limitation is related to image composition. Although the
GEE allows for masking and reducing images by mitigating the bias caused by cloud cover,
some mainly cloudy periods could lead to a loss of information at specific phenological
stages. For example, weather variability can lead to different vegetation responses in sparse
areas and farmland. In addition, the choice of time windows for all of the datasets is in the
function of the AOI, where snow cover is sporadic, vegetation cover is homogeneous in
terms of diversity, and there are no particularly rocky or shaded areas. Thus, it is essential
in future developments to establish specific time windows in order to evaluate changes in
specific indices, depending on the spatial and radiometric resolution of the sensors and,
obviously, on the purposes of the work.

Concerning the LCc analysis, in the study area that was characterized by a formerly
agricultural vocation, an important expansion of artificial surfaces can be observed in the
1985–2020 time span, mainly affecting the flat areas, alongside the main roads and the
railway, with a greater intensity in correspondence in the road junctions and the railway
stations (Figure 8). The urbanization process was already in progress in the early years that
were analyzed here, with significant densification between 1985 and 1995 involving all of
the historic urban centers along the coastline. Here, an extensive “littoralization” process
has happened. Initially, it was mainly linked to the pressure from the development of beach
tourism, as in many other Italian coastal areas [67,68]. Then, it was replaced by another
typology of use of the same areas, represented by the stable residence of owners or lodgers.

Considering the urban expansion, minor changes can be observed within Civitavec-
chia’s urban center, which existed and consolidated before the surveyed period (Figure 12).
However, a progressive expansion over time of industrial and commercial hubs has oc-
curred in the area behind the harbor; moreover, near the highway junction, the construction
of a hospital and major residential neighborhoods can be noticed. Such expansion can be
observed along the coastline, which is related to the construction of a tourist port between
1985 and 1990 and the enlargement of the main harbor. The municipality of Santa Marinella
has been affected by a phenomenon of urban consolidation, in which it is possible to notice
a compaction of the urban texture during the 1985–1990 time interval. After this period, it
has kept an unchanged urban layout in the subsequent years (Figure 12).

Important built-up expansions of the residential type can also be noticed in the mu-
nicipalities of Ladispoli (“Cerreto” district) and Cerveteri (“Tyrsenia” district), developing
beyond the historical aggregate and especially along the following major commute routes
(Figure 13): the Rome–Civitavecchia railway line (FL5), Via Aurelia (SS1), and the A-12
motorway, which guarantee a fast connection with Rome and de facto make the four
municipalities “residential” extensions of the capital [4]. The municipality of Ladispoli
and the village of Marina di Cerveteri show the phenomena of urban consolidation in the
1985–1990 time interval, while the only relevant urban built-up area that was detected
after 1990 is represented by the expansion of the “Cerreto” district of Ladispoli between
1990 and 1995. Then, in the area closest to the highway junction, the construction of a
hospital and an industrial zone, with new man-made structures and warehouses, can be
noticed. Overall, the municipality of Cerveteri shows a slight expansion outside of the
urban center, mainly in the direction along the A-12 highway, represented by the “Tyrsenia”
neighborhood. Recent sprawling phenomena can be observed in these two municipalities’
peripheral areas.
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In particular, urban evolution can be observed in typical seaside districts, such as
Marina di Cerveteri and Santa Severa, which modified their functionality. In the 1970s
and 1980s, they were characterized by a floating population (temporary rents for summer
vacations), whilst from the late 1990s, the commuters, benefiting from transportation connec-
tions, started to rent the dwellings there, as has typically happened in many metropolitan
areas [69].

In the Fiumicino area (Figure 14), a major expansion of artificial surfaces in the inner-
most areas and along the “Roma—Fiumicino” highway can be noticed. Such expansion is a
mix of industrial and commercial areas, aggregates in many cases, and large residential
settlements far from the main urban center, which remains unchanged, except for a few
scattered residential zones that built up in the early 1990s. Finally, the expansion of the
airport area can be observed through the years, with a gradual growth of the surrounding
artificial surfaces (Figure 14).

Thus, the northern (Civitavecchia) and the southern (Fiumicino) parts of the investi-
gated area can be associated with a similar dynamic. The largest expansions of artificial
surfaces after 1995 are mainly related to the construction of extended industrial and com-
mercial areas. This trend can be linked to the development of the main infrastructures
(such as the “Leonardo Da Vinci” Airport and the Civitavecchia Harbor) and the ex novo
construction of large malls (“Parco Leonardo” and “Da Vinci Market” near Fiumicino and
“La Scaglia” near Civitavecchia) surrounded by a mixed zone with industrial activities (e.g.,
warehouses) and new residential neighborhoods close to major roads.

Urban sprawl has occurred mainly at the expense of permeable areas, represented by
all of the zones with an agricultural vocation or, a potential one, which can negatively im-
pact ecosystem services. Moreover, significant reforestation processes have been identified
at the expense of the agricultural areas in the more inaccessible hilly zones. This is probably
due to the reduced pressure on the wooded areas, which were once intensively exploited for
livestock farming, agriculture, and silviculture. This trend aligns with the findings of other
studies that have been conducted in the same area [70,71]. Those activities generally result
in a clear degradation of areas that were once mainly devoted to the fruitful orchard- and
vineyard-based cropping systems, and now are affected by strong fragmentation processes
that are to be ascribed to the intense, sprawling phenomena. However, extensive coverage
of agricultural land in the “Maccarese plain” is still present, and it is possible to observe
the widespread phenomena of “Land Concentration” [72,73], with large parcel systems
devoted to arable monoculture.

As reported in Table 9, a significant extension of areas that were classified as “Urban”
in 1985 were subsequently classified as “Permeable Areas” in 2020. This finding can be ex-
plained by some rural modifications and dynamics related to specific agricultural activities.
In particular, a progressive dismantlement of greenhouses and covers for crop protection
(i.e., tunnels) has occurred in the study area over the years. Those areas were originally
(1985) classified as “Urban” (scilicet as artificial surfaces). Due to the transformations that
have been mentioned above of rural activities, those areas were later (2020) classified as
“Permeable.” However, misclassifications may have influenced the LCc results, since the
data represent a direct comparison between the two classifications.

In addition, considering the seasonal conditions and the phenological phases of vege-
tation and crops, mixed areas (cultivated/shrublands) increased in the peri-urban zones,
which, at the beginning of the 1990s, were mainly covered with ploughed soil for arable
crops. These areas were progressively transformed because of urban sprawling. These
border zones show an LC mixture, where the gardens and the residual farmland areas
are not clearly distinguishable, similarly to the locally fragmented pastures, which are
often abandoned [74]. In this latter case, observing a contained re-naturalization process
is also possible, especially in the most inaccessible areas. This trend, also observed in
other studies in the same or similar areas [75,76], can lead to the disappearance of the rural
landscape heritage.
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Hydraulic works and infrastructures have also contributed to the land transformation
of the study area. Clay-rich soils characterize the plain of Cerveteri and Ladispoli, which
was once covered by broadleaf forests and marshes. During the 1950s, the reclamation of
swamped areas began and, consequently, many areas were converted to agricultural uses.
Then, the expansion of the cultivated areas was mainly related to the realization of the
“Consorzio di Bonifica Litorale Nord” aqueduct (www.consorziobonificalitoralenord.it—
last accessed: 13 May 2022), which has served the countryside areas of Cerveteri and
Ladispoli since 2002, both for domestic (garden irrigation) and agricultural uses. This has
favored the introduction of water-demanding crops to exploit the arable land, such as
maize and cucurbitaceous. At the same time, such water availability has guaranteed an
adequate supply to orchards and vineyards. Some small oases (such as Macchiatonda, Palo,
and Torre Flavia) are the residuals of those pre-existing natural areas, currently classified as
special protection areas according to regional legislation [77].

Finally, as described in the previous section, an increase in woodland has been de-
tected. The woods are in the innermost and hilly zones of the study area, in which the
morphological and pedological conditions have drastically limited the agricultural exploita-
tion or, more in general, the land use modifications. Moreover, other environmental or
archaeological constraints have indirectly preserved the wooded areas. Illustrative of this
is the forest expansion near the archaeological site of the Etruscan Necropolis of Bandi-
taccia [78], especially after 2004, when it was inscribed in the UNESCO World Heritage
List (WHL).

As an ending point, it is worth highlighting how the free clod-platform environment
allows worldwide dissemination of the results, favoring the participation of researchers,
decision makers, and local communities [79].

5. Conclusions

Regarding the methodology, it has been shown that, for the classification of land
use into macro categories, the standard deviation of the NDVI variable, when tailored
to the specific context, can significantly improve model accuracies, notably in discrimi-
nating urban surfaces from dynamic surfaces such as agricultural soils and, generally, all
pervious surfaces.

The authors propose evaluating the use of variables related to indices variation in
specific time intervals. This can be carried out quickly and effectively using cloud platforms
that manage vast amounts of geospatial data. Although this work focuses on urban areas
expansion, it is interesting to note a possible extension of this methodology to more detailed
classifications, using variations in specific temporal ranges of multiple indices. The high
accuracy of the results has made it possible to highlight significant changes in land use,
following well-defined patterns.

Compared with other available datasets, such as the Copernicus Urban Atlas (https:
//land.copernicus.eu/local/urban-atlas, accessed on 18 March 2023), the peculiarity of the
approach that has been described in the present article lies in better spatial and temporal
resolutions. Specifically, it has been possible to process and analyze a well-defined temporal
range of 40 years, while the availability of the Urban Atlas data is more limited in terms
of the temporal intervals that are available (2006, 2012, and 2018). Considering the spatial
resolution, the minimum mapping unit (MMU) of the Urban Atlas is 0.25 ha for urban
classes and 1 ha for rural classes. On the contrary, the Landsat spatial resolution of 0.09 ha
has allowed for a more effective analysis of the urban sprawl phenomenon within the study
area. Nevertheless, it is worth considering the availability of CORINE data as potential
reference for validating the classifications.

The LCc were mapped and analyzed in the area that was located in the coastal area
between Civitavecchia and Rome. We focused on the medium-sized Civitavecchia and
four other small-sized municipalities (Santa Marinella, Cerveteri, Ladispoli, and Fiumicino)
that, in a few decades, have shown a relevant urban expansion and have largely increased
their population (by doubling their inhabitants).

www.consorziobonificalitoralenord.it
https://land.copernicus.eu/local/urban-atlas
https://land.copernicus.eu/local/urban-atlas
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In the case study that has been discussed in the present paper, it has been possible to
confirm the presence of a landscape dynamic that is common to many Italian suburban
realities; areas that were once devoted to typically rural activities, respectful of the natural
cycles and times, are now transformed de facto into suburbs of large cities that are suitably
connected each other, thus incentivizing a residential use related to commuting.

Such an urbanization phenomenon seems to have peaked before the 2000s, with a
consolidation of urban cores. At the same time, in the subsequent years, the development of
artificial areas was mainly related to services, with the expansion of the main infrastructures
and the construction of facilities (e.g., hospitals and large shopping malls) to meet the needs
of the growing population.

Within this framework, a loss of the purely rural functionality of these areas is evident,
along with non-negligible reforestation in areas that are less suitable for urban development
and phenomena of concentrated urbanization and sprawling in the surrounding countryside.

The land degradation neutrality goals (SDGs 15) for 2030 seem far from being achieved;
however, better knowledge and comprehension of the soil consumption dynamic could
help local and regional administration to deal with this. New tools and data availability
become powerful instruments to effectively monitor policy goals on a smaller temporal
scale and increase the awareness of how important it is to protect soil from imperviousness
and abandonment processes. Soil and environmental protection policies that were focused
on natural parks or specially protected areas failed to manage the zones outside of the
protected ones and avoided the soil consumption processes.

In future developments, novel approaches and techniques will be investigated and
implemented in order to improve the classification of mixed areas (especially in those
zones where sparse urbanization permeates agricultural/natural areas). This will allow
us to overcome the limitations that have been mentioned above, which were observed
during the study described here. To this end, high spatial/spectral resolution images,
jointly with spectral mixture techniques and texture analysis, can adequately support
the abovementioned goals. Moreover, integrating different data, such as SAR and night-
time light sensors, can lead to better classification performances. This could result in a
more detailed classification, for example, between deciduous and evergreen forests or to
distinguish certain types of artificial coverage.
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