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Abstract: The delineation of management zones is one of the ways to enable the spatially differenti-
ated management of plots using precision agriculture tools. Over the years, the spatial variability
of data collected from soil and plant sampling started to be replaced by data collected by proximal
and orbital sensors. As a result, the variety and volume of data have increased considerably, making
it necessary to use advanced computational tools, such as machine learning, for data analysis and
decision-making support. This paper presents a methodology used to establish management zones
(MZ) in precision agriculture by analyzing data obtained from soil sampling, proximal sensors and
orbital sensors, in experiments carried out in four plots featuring soybean–cotton and soybean–corn
crops, in Mato Grosso and Paraná states, Brazil. Four procedures were evaluated, using different
input data sets for the MZ delineation: (I) soil attributes, including clay content, apparent electrical
conductivity or fertility, along with elevation, yield maps and vegetation indices (VIs) captured
during the peak crop biomass period; (II) soil attributes in conjunction with VIs demonstrating
strong correlations; (III) solely VIs exhibiting robust correlation with soil attributes and yield; (IV)
VIs selected via random forests to identify the importance of the variable for estimating yield. The
results showed that the VIs derived from satellite images could effectively replace other types of data.
For plots where the natural spatial variability can be easily identified, all procedures favor obtaining
MZ maps that allow reductions of 40% to 70% in yield variance, justifying their use. On the other
hand, in plots with low natural spatial variability and that do not have reliable yield maps, different
data sets used as input do not help in obtaining feasible MZ maps. For areas where anthropogenic
activities with spatially differentiated treatment are already present, the exclusive use of VIs for the
delineation of MZs must be carried out with reservations.

Keywords: precision agriculture; machine learning; spatial variability

1. Introduction

The natural spatial variability of soil and crop attributes within an agricultural plot
can be identified from data collected by different types of sensing, which include proximal,
orbital, invasive or non-invasive methods. Several studies in the literature indicate that
maps of attributes associated with soil genesis, such as texture and electrical conductivity;

AgriEngineering 2023, 5, 1481–1497. https://doi.org/10.3390/agriengineering5030092 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/agriengineering

https://doi.org/10.3390/agriengineering5030092
https://doi.org/10.3390/agriengineering5030092
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/agriengineering
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2237-1315
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1336-8958
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8341-3203
https://doi.org/10.3390/agriengineering5030092
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/agriengineering
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/agriengineering5030092?type=check_update&version=1


AgriEngineering 2023, 5 1482

indicators plant growth and development, such as vegetation indices extracted from im-
ages; and yield maps themselves are the main sources of information for identifying this
variability [1–3]. Nonetheless, caution must be exercised when using data collected during
periods marked by spatially differentiated interventions within the field. This is because
this type of data may no longer reflect the natural variability of the crop.

By analyzing individual factors, we can create maps for specific interventions at
varying rates in the field. Yield maps can then be generated to determine NPK (nitrogen,
phosphorus and potassium) application for the next season based on plant export rates [4].
Soil texture and electrical conductivity maps can aid in planting operations by providing
insight into the appropriate seed populations for different areas [5]. Additionally, maps
based on vegetation indices (VI) have been used as inputs for the development of models
for estimating yield in crops such as corn [6] and sugarcane [7].

The concept of management zones (MZs) has emerged as a means to identify the
various factors that can limit crop yield in an integrated manner. MZs are subdivisions of
a plot into smaller areas, enabling the recognition of distinct regions with varying yield
potentials, often requiring tailored treatments [8]. The primary definitions of MZs in the
literature suggest that, once defined, these subdivisions should remain consistent over
time and, as such, must be delineated using data that reflect the crop’s natural spatial
variability [9]. Therefore, they become highly specialized sub-plots that enable the farmers
to make goal-oriented decisions.

Despite MZ maps being a simplified approach for spatially differentiated plot manage-
ment, their acquisition is not straightforward. Usually, the farmer does not have a precise
and time-stable delineation. Thus, attributes that can indicate the natural spatial variability
of the crop, such as those already mentioned, are of great importance in this process. The
MZ delineation process requires the use of more complex methodologies than those used
to create application maps. In this case, we should consider multivariate analysis tools that
allow us to identify a data-driven natural spatial variability of the crop. In this context,
unsupervised machine learning algorithms, such as clustering, have been widely used [8].

Although the clustering process is pivotal in delineating MZs, it requires pre-processing
the data intended for cluster identification, which will ultimately contribute to the creation
of potential MZs. In addition to employing conventional statistical tools, such as histogram
analysis to detect and exclude anomalous values, it is necessary to ensure that the attributes
are available in the same spatial grid. To standardize the grid, spatial interpolation algo-
rithms like the inverse distance weighted (IDW) and the kriging geostatistical algorithm are
typically used. The work of Santos and Saraiva [10] established a reference model for the
process of MZ delineation, which comprises five key steps. The first step is data collection,
which requires defining data type and determining appropriate sampling methods and
strategies. The second step involves data filtering, during which samples with positioning
errors or spurious values should be excluded. The third step is the data selection, which
consists of grid standardization, normalizing attributes and removing redundant ones.
Next, data clustering analysis using appropriate algorithms is performed. Finally, the last
step is evaluating the maps using statistical tools to help the user to choose the best map
that meets their expectations regarding operating procedures.

Considering the process reported above, Reyes et al. [11] delineated management
zones for a corn experimental plot combining soil fertility, texture and electrical conductivity
attributes, in addition to VIs collected in three different periods of the crop cycle. The results
obtained showed the need to subdivide a plot with considerable spatial variability and
the impacts that this subdivision can cause in increasing crop yield. Similarly, Ali et al. [3]
included in this set of attributes average yield values obtained over seven years in a cereal
crop. The results showed that the merging soil data, vegetation indices and yield resulted
in two management zones (with high and low yield) having a high correlation with the
attributes used to obtain them. Georgi et al. [12] developed a methodology based only
on remote sensing data for the delineation of management zones when field data are not
available. The proposed method offers a quick result, particularly if yield maps are not
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available. Therefore, some limitations were observed, such as the need to exclude images
due to clouds in critical periods of the crop. The exclusive use of VIs for delineating
management zones can also be observed in more recent works. Leo et al. [13] used NDVI
data from the RapidEye satellite to delineate MZs for a model that simulates obtaining
the best nitrogen application rates for cotton plots. The results showed that, although
the obtained MZs are consistent with the NDVI, soil variability within the zones is still
high. Maia et al. [14] evaluated the ability of the Vis’ NDVI and EVI2 to delineate MZs
in sugarcane crops, regarding different phenological stages of the crop. As a result, the
authors identified that EVI2 values from sugarcane aged from 180 to 240 days in the rainy
season are the most appropriate attributes for delineating MZs in sugarcane. Finally, with a
focus on the analysis of clustering algorithms, Gavioli et al. [8] performed experiments in
three areas of soybean production using 17 different algorithms. Although some algorithms
performed better than others considering statistical tests, the results did not indicate that
these could be considered optimal for any culture or dataset used as input.

This paper presents a data-driven methodology for delineating MZs with varying yield
potentials in the soybean–corn and soybean–cotton farm production. The methodology
was applied to three plots with soybean and cotton crops, and one plot with soybean
and corn crops. In contrast to the existing literature, this study conducted experiments in
plots with diverse crop rotations during both winter and summer seasons. In addition,
different combinations of vegetation indices were used exclusively, collectively and in
substitution for soil and crop attributes collected in the field. The results indicate that
most of the scenarios studied showed significant reduction in the yield variance when the
MZs are considered, in comparison with the yield variance observed for the whole plot
(without considering the MZs subdivision). For these scenarios, the application of inputs
with specific rates for each MZ can be recommended to improve the management of inputs,
providing greater profit to the farmer at the end of the cycle.

2. Materials and Methods

This section describes the experimental plots, types of collected data and computa-
tional and statistical tools used in this experiment.

2.1. Experimental Plots

The experiments to validate the proposed methodology in this paper were carried
out in four agricultural plots situated in different regions. The first two plots (A and B),
consist of production areas totaling 202 and 267 hectares, respectively, and are used for
the cultivation of annual crops. Specifically, soybeans are grown as the first crop during
the summer, followed by cotton as the second crop during the winter. These plots are
located at the Tucunaré Farm, in Sapezal, Mato Grosso, Brazil, with central geographic
coordinates of 12◦59′22′′ S (latitude) and 58◦45′51′′ W (longitude). Plot C, located at the
Tanguro Farm, in Querência, Mato Grosso, Brazil, with central geographic coordinates of
12◦34′12′′ S (latitude) and 52◦12′48′′ W (longitude), has a plot of 156 hectares and shares
the same configuration of annual crops and growing seasons as plots A and B. Lastly, plot
D spans an area of 195 hectares and is used for the cultivation of annual crops, namely
soybeans during the summer and corn during the winter. It is situated at Cachoeira Farm,
in Arapongas, Parana, Brazil, with central geographic coordinates of 23◦25′12′′ S (latitude)
and 51◦25′31′′ (longitude). Figure 1 shows a general location map of the experimental plots,
and Figure 2 shows terrestrial images of two of the experimental plots used in this work,
considering the phenological stages of flower buds (cotton) and bolting (corn).

2.2. Data Sets

Soil parameter datasets, elevation and historical yield attributes were acquired for all
plots, using both proximal sensing and soil sampling. Table 1 describes some information
about these attributes.
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Table 1. Attributes collected with proximal sensing and soil sampling for plots A, B, C and D.

Plot A

Attribute Source * Samples/ha Spatial Int. ** Mean *** SD ****

Clay (%) Soil Sampling 1 Kriging 47.6 18.7

Elevation (m) Harvest GPS 785 IDW 555.5 9.6

Cotton Yield-2019
(ton/ha) Harvest Monitor 785 IDW 3.94 0.80

Cotton Yield-2020
(ton/ha) Harvest Monitor 595 IDW 4.23 0.70

Soybean Yield-2021
(ton/ha) Harvest Monitor 20 IDW 3.76 0.32

Soybean
Yield-2022
(ton/ha)

Harvest Monitor 28 IDW 0.97 0.25

Plot B

Attribute Source * Samples/ha Spatial Int. ** Mean *** SD ****

Clay (%) Soil Sampling 1 Kriging 39.5 11.9

Elevation (m) Harvest GPS 762 IDW 558.9 6.9

Cotton Yield-2019
(ton/ha) Harvest Monitor 762 IDW 4.62 0.91

Cotton Yield-2020
(ton/ha) Harvest Monitor 714 IDW 5.51 1.57

Soybean
Yield-2021(ton/ha) Harvest Monitor 14 IDW 3.38 0.79

Soybean
Yield-2022
(ton/ha)

Harvest Monitor 34 IDW 3.05 1.12

Plot C

Attribute Source * Samples/ha Spatial Int. ** Mean *** SD ****

Clay (%) Soil Sampling 5 Kriging 45.9 1.30

Potassium (x) Soil Sampling 5 Kriging 0.14 0.03

Cotton Yield-2022
(ton/ha) Harvest Monitor 530 IDW 6.98 1.91

Plot D

Attribute Source * Samples/ha Spatial Int. ** Mean *** SD ****

ECa (0–50 cm) SoilXplorer Sensor 326 Kriging 61.5 9.49

Soybean Yield
(2022) (ton/ha) Harvest Monitor 1265 Kriging 4.0 0.43

Corn Yield (2022)
(ton/ha) Harvest Monitor 1265 Kriging 7.6 1.15

Elevation (m) GPS Combine
Harvest Monitor 1265 Kriging 632 16

* Source: source sensor or process used for data acquisition. ** Spatial Int.: interpolation algorithm used to
standardize the spatial grid of the attribute (IDW: inverse distance weighting). *** Mean: mean of the attribute
after spatial interpolation. **** SD: standard deviation of the attribute after spatial interpolation.

The attributes displayed in Table 1 were collected by sensors or processes performed
directly in the field by each farm technical team. To achieve the number of samples per
hectare, mean and standard deviation described in Table 1, the data underwent filtering
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processes to eliminate outliers, based on individual histogram analyses. Afterward, the
spatial grids of all attributes were standardized to match the Sentinel-2 satellite grid
(10 m/pixel). Images were collected using this grid to generate vegetation indices, which
were also used as attributes and are described in Section 2.2. To standardize the grid, a
kriging algorithm was used in attributes with few sampling densities, but with spatial
dependence, while attributes with high sample density were standardized using the inverse
distance weighting (IDW) method. For plots A, B and D, with the aim of mitigating distinct
climatic events that may occur throughout the crop cycles, average yield maps were
obtained regarding the two crops cultivated in each plot. The individual yield maps have
the same measurement unit (ton/ha), but with different orders of magnitude regarding
the different cultures. In this way, the individual yield maps were all standardized with
values in (–1, 1) interval before obtaining the average yield maps. Thereby, for each plot, a
single attribute of average yield was used, except for field C, which had only a cotton yield
map in 2022.

2.3. Vegetation Indices Data Sets

The enhanced vegetation index (EVI) [15] and the normalized difference vegetation
index (NDVI) [16] are widely used in the literature to identify the spatial variability of
agricultural areas [17]. In a preliminary work regarding VI time series, we identified that for
soybean–cotton production systems, the EVI obtained in the peak period of crop biomass
can better display the spatial variability of the plot in comparison with the commonly used
NDVI. On the other hand, for soybean–corn production systems, the NDVI proved to be
more suitable, especially when consolidated maps are obtained separately for the summer
and winter periods. Therefore, for plots A and B, the VI attributes were average maps
of EVI collected from Sentinel-2 for four different dates, corresponding to the vegetative
peak of each cotton or soybean cycle where yield maps were available. For plot C, an
EVI map obtained in a specific biomass peak date was used, as there was only one yield
map available for it. For plot D, we used average maps of the NDVI (37 images in the
period of December 2018 to February 2022) separately for the winter and summer periods.
Following the same strategy that was conducted for the yield maps, for A, B and D plots,
the consolidation of VIs into average maps was an attempt to reduce the effects caused
by climatic differences between crop cycles. In this case, because the indices already have
normalized values and are in the same order of magnitude in all cases, standardization was
not necessary to obtain the average yield maps. These average maps were obtained from
the Google Earth Engine (GEE) platform.

We also acquired consolidated images from the GEE platform for the period of 2018 to
2022 for the four plots, which included 12 vegetation indices (VIs) commonly used in the
literature. These indices can indicate soil and crop variations considering parameters such
as water availability, senescence, chlorophyll content and biomass, among others. For this
operation, we developed a GEE script in JavaScript language for the GEE Code Editor. This
script was designed to handle the large Sentinel-2 satellite database, selecting only images
that are free of clouds and shadows and are contained within the studied plots. Regarding
the abovementioned period, were obtained 111, 111, 140 and 80 cloud-free images for plots
A, B, C and D, respectively. From all images, the 12 desired VIs are calculated, and the
script generated four new times series (one for each plot) of 12 band-images containing the
values for each VI in each band. Finally, the script obtained the max value at each pixel
for each band (or VI) and constructed a consolidated image for each plot. Table 2 displays
the acquired indices, along with their corresponding formula, for Sentinel-2 and the main
reference in the literature.

Consolidated images of each plot, which contains the 12 VIs described in Table 2, were
used in various ways according to the proposed procedure. In one of these procedures, VIs
with the highest linear correlation (R) average with the other 11 VIs (Table 3) were used to
replace crop-related attributes, such as average yield and average VI obtained individually
at the peak of the evaluated seasons (EVI or NDVI).
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Table 2. VIs collected from GEE.

Acronym Name Formula * Reference

NDVI Normalized Difference
Vegetation Index (NIR − R)/(NIR+R) [16]

RVI Ratio Vegetation Index NIR/R [18]

PSRI Plant Senescence Reflectance Index (R − G)/RE [19]

GNDVI
Green Normalized

Difference Vegetation
Index

(NIR − G)/(NIR+G) [20]

TVI Triangular Vegetation Index 0.5 × (120 × (NIR − G) − 200 × (R − G)) [21]

CVI Chlorophyll Vegetation Index (NIR × R)/(G2) [22]

CIG Chlorophyll Index—Green (NIR/G) − 1 [23]

CIRE Chlorophyll Index—Red Edge (NIR/RE) − 1 [23]

DVI Difference Vegetation
Index NIR-RE [24]

NDRE Normalized Difference Red Edge
Index (NIR-RE)/(NIR+RE) [25]

EVI Enhanced Vegetation
Index 2.5 × (NIR − R)/(NIR+6 × R − 7.5 × B+1) [15]

SAVI Soil-Adjusted Vegetation Index (NIR − R)/(NIR+R+0.428) × (1.428) [26]

* Formula acronyms: NIR (near infrared band); R (red band); RE (red edge band); G (green band); B (blue band).

Table 3. Linear correlation (R) average of a specific VI with the other VIs from the consolidated image
of each experimental plot.

VI Plot A Plot B Plot C Plot D

NDVI 0.553 0.585 0.451 0.469
RVI 0.526 0.149 0.425 0.346
PSRI 0.294 0.196 0.438 0.030

GNDVI 0.640 0.616 0.518 0.418
TVI 0.659 0.641 0.533 0.527
CVI 0.659 0.641 −0.125 0.527
CIG 0.660 0.637 0.533 0.528

CIRE 0.302 0.225 0.313 0.231
DVI 0.302 0.255 0.313 0.231

NDRE 0.318 0.353 0.030 0.053
EVI 0.668 0.644 0.521 0.525

SAVI 0.587 0.611 0.534 0.485

2.4. Delineation of Management Zones

Once the attributes are defined for each experimental area, the next step is to select
an unsupervised machine learning algorithm that can suggest the subdivision of each
studied plot into MZ, based on the extracted knowledge from the data. According to the
literature, k-means and its variations [7] are widely recognized as the most commonly used
algorithm for this task. However, some features of these algorithms, such as the need for a
pre-defined number of MZs to be acquired and the random allocation of initial centroids,
may lead to undesirable and constrained results. Considering these concerns, the X-means
algorithm [27], a hierarchical variant of k-means, was selected for this application. Unlike
traditional k-means clustering, X-means allows for optional parameters to be specified,
such as a minimum and a maximum value for the desired number of clusters (or MZs). As
a result, X-means can estimate the optimal number of clusters for the dataset, based on
statistical criteria.
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2.5. Yield Variance Reduction

Historical maps of yield variability are essential for managing crops regarding the spa-
tial variation, especially when no variable rate interventions have been implemented [28].
Therefore, delineating MZ maps is only meaningful if they can reduce yield variance. In
this paper, the effectiveness of the MZ maps is evaluated by the percentage of variance
reduction (VR), given in Equation (1), applied on the historical yield data [29]:

VR =

(
1− ∑c

i=1 Wi×Vmzi
V f ield

)
× 100 (1)

where c represents the number of MZs, Wi represents the proportion of the area of i-th
MZ area in relation to the total area, Vmzi represents the variance of data in the i-th MZ,
and Vfield represents the variance of data in the entire area of the plot. When considering
the average yield of a plot and its subdivision into MZ, this index shows the percentage
reduction yield variance achieved by using MZ, as compared to treating the entire plot as a
single zone.

Due to the subjectivity involved in defining what minimum value of VR would be
acceptable for the farmer to consider the division of a plot into MZs, this measure was used
only with the objective of making comparisons of the potential of the attributes used in
different procedures and in different plots for the delineation of MZs.

2.6. Attribute Selection Procedures for MZ Delineation

Four procedures related to the selection of attributes for the delineation of MZs are
proposed and evaluated. The availability of certain attributes in certain plots provided the
selection of different attributes for different plots even regarding the same procedure. In
procedure 1, this includes soil attributes—clay content maps obtained by soil sampling
(0–20 cm depth) for plots A, B and C, potassium rate in the soil for plot C, and apparent soil
electrical conductivity (ECa) map for plot D; historical yield maps obtained by yield monitor
mounted in the harvesters; and mean VI map generated from individual peak vegetative
maps corresponding to the crop cycles of the provided yield maps (EVI for plots A, B and
C and NDVI for plot D). In procedure 2, soil attributes are kept and, for each plot, two to
four VIs having the highest linear correlation (R) with other VIs were selected, according
to Table 3. In procedure 3, VIs are selected from the consolidated images described in
Section 2.3 that achieved the highest linear correlation (R) with each attribute selected in
procedure 1. Finally, in procedure 4, VIs are selected by %IncMSE and IncNodePurity,
which are importance measures provided in the outputs of the random forest algorithm [30].
In this case, a standard model containing 501 trees (to avoid draws) and a subdivision of
the dataset into 70% for training and 30% for testing was used for the four experimental
plots. Pearson’s correlation (R) was used for all linear correlation evaluations.

2.7. Methodology Summary

Figure 3 shows a flowchart with the steps for executing the MZ delineation regarding
the four different procedures performed in each experimental plot. Attributes collected
in the field (Field Attributes DS) are in vector format, while attributes related to VI (VI
attributes DS) are in raster format and obtained directly from GEE platform. The VI
attributes are then converted to vector format, and the field attributes are standardized to
the spatial grid of them (in this case, 10 m/pixel). With all attributes standardized and in
vector format, linear correlations (R) are performed between field attributes and VIs, and
between the VIs themselves, to meet the requirements of the four procedures described
in item 2.6. Then, the delineation of potential MZs is performed separately regarding the
four subsets of attributes. Finally, for each obtained MZ map, VR is calculated regarding
the historical yield of the plot. With the exception of obtaining the time series of the VIs
(performed on the GEE platform), the other steps are performed by scripts developed
in R language.
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Figure 3. Steps related to data collection and dataset generation (DS), data cleaning, standardization
of spatial grids, MZ delineation and identification of VR for each MZ map presented for each
experimental plot.

3. Results

This section presents the results for the proposed four procedures using different
datasets to generate potential MZ maps by X-means clustering analysis, as described in
Section 2. Different soil attributes (clay content, ECa and potassium) were used for each
plot according to their availability as provided by the farm technical team.

3.1. Procedure 1: MZs Using Field Data and Peak-Biomass VIs

Table 4 shows the results obtained by the X-means clustering algorithm using field
data and VI means in the crop’s peak biomass phase of each season.

Table 4. MZs obtained from clustering analysis using field data and VI means in the crop’s peak-
biomass phase (procedure 1). The X-axes and Y-axes of each map display, respectively, longitude and
latitude coordinates in meters, considering specific reference systems for each plot (UTM Zone 21S
for plots A and B, UTM Zone 22S for plots C and D).

Plot Attributes MZ Map * Av. Yield Map VR (%)

A
Clay

* Av. Yield
* Av. EVI
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Table 4. Cont.
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In plots A and B, the application of identical input attributes resulted in the generation
of MZ maps with differing numbers of MZs (three for A and two for B) and elevated VR
values. In the case of plot C, characterized by low natural variability, particularly in terms
of clay content, a soil chemical attribute was incorporated into the analysis. This addition
aimed to introduce an anthropic chemical variability parameter, resulting in a significantly
reduced yield VR. In plot D, which exhibits the greatest slope variability among the four
plots, elevation and ECa attributes demonstrated their capacity to replace the role of the
attribute clay content, yielding a relatively favorable yield VR.

3.2. Procedure 2: MZs Using Well-Correlated VIs and Soil Attributes

Table 5 shows the results obtained by the X-means clustering algorithm using the
soil plot attributes and VIs that are well correlated with each other, obtained from the
consolidated image for each plot.

Applying this procedure, the use of VIs along with clay content resulted in minimal
changes both visually and in yield VR aspects within the MZ maps of plot A. In contrast,
plot B exhibited a map divided into four MZs. One of these zones maintained the charac-
terization of a low-average-yield area, while the other three were significantly influenced
by clay content variations in a region marked by low yield variability. For plot C, even
with the omission of the soil potassium map, the incorporation of VIs (EVI, SAVI, CIG and
TVI) highlighted an MZ potentially associated with potassium deficiency (MZ1), resulting
in an augmented yield VR compared to procedure 1. Meanwhile, for plot D, the exclu-
sion of the average yield map introduced adjustments in MZ2, expanding its boundary
towards the more productive region and increasing yield VR when contrasted with the
previous procedure.
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Table 5. MZs obtained from clustering using soil field attributes and well-correlated VIs that are well
correlated with each other (procedure 2). The X-axes and Y-axes of each map display, respectively,
longitude and latitude coordinates in meters, considering specific reference systems for each plot
(UTM Zone 21S for plots A and B, UTM Zone 22S for plots C and D).

Plot Attributes MZ Map * Av. Yield Map VR (%)

A
Clay
EVI
CVI
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3.3. Procedure 3: MZs Using VIs Replacing Field Data

Table 6 presents the results obtained from the X-means clustering algorithm, where
each attribute gathered in the field was substituted with the corresponding VI possessing
the highest linear correlation (R) with it. In some cases, the same VI exhibited a higher R
value in correlation with multiple attributes. Consequently, the VI was incorporated only
once as an input attribute for the clustering analysis.

In plots A and B, two distinct MZs were defined, delineating regions with yields both
below and above the average, yielding VR values around 40%. Plot C exhibited a pattern
similar to the previous procedure, yielding a comparable VR, but with the addition of one
more MZ. Clustering analysis was not performed in plot D, because the VIs presented very
low linear correlation (below 0.3) with respect to all field attributes available.
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Table 6. MZs obtained using VIs replacing field data in input dataset (procedure 3). The X-axes and
Y-axes of each map display, respectively, longitude and latitude coordinates in meters, considering
specific reference systems for each plot (UTM Zone 21S for plots A and B, UTM Zone 22S for plot C).

Plot Attributes MZ Map * Av. Yield Map VR (%)

A GNDVI
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3.4. Procedure 4: MZs Using VIs Selected by Variable Importance Model

Table 7 shows the results obtained by the X-means clustering algorithm using VIs
that were considered paramount to estimate the yield for each plot, according to statistical
measures provided by random forest models. In this case, only VIs with very high %IncMSE
and IncNodePurity were selected for each plot.

In this case, plot A was divided into four MZs, one of which distinctly represents
the contour lines resulting from anthropic activities performed by agricultural machinery.
Nonetheless, the yield VR remained notably high (close to 50%). In plot B, the MZ outcome
consistently delineated two highly distinct zones, signifying a substantial advancement over
the prior procedure. These distinct zones align remarkably well with the corresponding
yield map. Plot C showed a satisfactory level of consistency, with two MZs exhibiting
enhanced spatial distinction. However, the yield VR within these MZs remained quite low,
measuring less than 1%. In contrast, in plot D, the exclusive use of VIs to delineate MZs
significantly decreased the yield VR (here and in the previous procedure) in comparison
with procedures 1 and 2. For a comprehensive overview, Table 8 presents the average
values of the normalized yield map for each MZ configuration.

Negative values displayed in Table 7 mean yields below the entire plot average value
and positive above.
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Table 7. MZs using VIs selected by variable importance model (procedure 4). The X-axes and Y-axes
of each map display, respectively, longitude and latitude coordinates in meters, considering specific
reference systems for each plot (UTM Zone 21S for plots A and B, UTM Zone 22S for plots C and D).

Plot Attributes MZ Map * Av. Yield Map VR (%)

A

SAVI
PSRI

NDRE
GNDVI
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Table 8. Average normalized crop yield values (normalized between−1 and 1) for each MZ delineated
by the four dataset input procedures.

Plot A Plot B Plot C Plot D

Procedure MZ1 MZ2 MZ3 MZ4 MZ1 MZ2 MZ3 MZ4 MZ1 MZ2 MZ3 MZ4 MZ1 MZ2

1 0 −0.2 0.1 - −0.2 0.0 - - −0.008 0.003 - - 0.2 −0.2
2 0 −0.2 0.1 - 0.0 −0.2 0.1 0.0 0.02 0.0 −0.04 0.2 −01
3 −0.2 0 - - 0.0 −0.2 - - 0.0 0.01 −0.02 −0.07 - -
4 −0.1 −0.2 0.0 0.1 0.0 −0.2 - - 0.0 −0.03 - - 0.05 −0.06
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4. Discussion

The results obtained through the application of various procedures aimed at delin-
eating MZs, involving diverse attribute sets for each plot (encompassing soil parameters,
topographic data, yield maps and vegetation indices), have yielded distinct insights into
the spatial variability of each plot. For both plots A and B, a degree of stability is evident
despite inherent variability. This stability is facilitated by the quality of the yield maps,
which enable the clear identification of contiguous regions displaying varying yields across
their respective areas. Notably, both plots exhibited a significant influence of clay content
when utilizing procedures 1 and 2. Introducing procedure 3, which exclusively employs
VIs as input attributes, yielded well-delineated MZ maps characterized by high yield VR
values. The exception was procedure 4, which provided an MZ map representing anthropic
actions—a common outcome when utilizing VIs. In this instance, consolidating a single
image from a 4-year time series contributes to this feature, although the exclusion of pixels
assigned to it could notably enhance yield VR. Upon examining the average normalized
yield for each MZ in plots A and B (Table 8), substantial differences were evident across all
procedures. Average yield values ranged from 20% below to 10% above the overall plot’s
average yield.

The results from plot C across all evaluated procedures indicate that the MZ maps have
minimal impact on reducing yield variance. This suggests that none of these procedures
should be adopted. Although soil texture data was unavailable for this plot, on-site visual
inspections revealed limited variation in soil color and elevation, signifying low natural
spatial variability. The low yield VR values could also result from the utilization of a single,
low-quality yield map. Plots spanning 200 ha or more are typically harvested using multiple
harvesters, and variations in sensor calibration can introduce noise and inaccuracies in
yield maps. Hence, meticulous calibration of all yield sensors becomes essential. As a
result, the combination of plot C’s low spatial variability and the noisy yield map likely
contributed to the low yield VR values and the minimized normalized average yield values
across all MZs and evaluated procedures (ranging from −7% to +2%, as shown in Table 8).
In plots like this, other factors must be investigated, such as soil fertility parameters or
pest infestation problems that might be causing low yields in specific plot regions. In plot
C’s particular case, a soil potassium deficiency in its central area was identified though
soil fertility analysis in grip. The MZ map generated using the soil potassium map as an
input attribute (Table 1) highlights this issue. Calculating MZ yield VR by incorporating
the soil potassium map instead of the yield map (procedure 1), increased VR to 67% (data
not shown).

Finally, for plot D, the incorporation of consolidated VIs significantly reduced yield
VR in procedures 2, 3 and 4. Unlike the others, plot D possesses substantial topographical
variability and is located in a region with notably distinct climate in comparison to plots
A, B and C. Additionally, this plot has been utilized over the years by the farmer for
experimenting with various soybean and corn cultivars in small sections. As a result, these
procedures appear to hinder the establishment of consolidated VIs over extended periods.
Therefore, the use of average VIs per season, like the NDVI values during winter and
summer (as employed in procedure 1), appears more fitting for this plot. This observation
is further supported by the variations in MZ normalized yields detailed in Table 8. In
procedure 1, where field data and VIs were solely utilized for the specific season under
study, the yield differences between the two MZs amounted to 40% (20% above average for
MZ1 and 20% below average for MZ2). As VI data consolidated over an extended period
were employed, the separation level between the MZs diminished, resulting in a mere 11%
difference between them in procedure 4. Additionally, the utilization of different cultivars
for the same crop, as reported for plot D, can also exert an influence on the results.
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5. Conclusions

This paper presented the results of a study that utilized a management zones (MZs)
methodology for soybean–corn and soybean–cotton production systems to delineate zones
based on different types of soil and crop attributes. Specifically, we examined the use
of vegetation indices (VIs) as a substitute for field attributes, as they are easier to collect.
Leveraging the efficiency of the Google Earth Engine (GEE) platform, we harnessed its
capabilities to source and consolidate large-scale VI data.

While field data remain crucial for accurate MZ delineation, our findings and ensuing
discussion highlight that proficient MZ maps can indeed be generated solely by relying
on vegetation indices. Nevertheless, possessing prior knowledge of field experiments is
imperative, as it directly influences the stability of VIs across the entire time series. In this
context, we filtered the time series of area-specific images based solely on the presence or
absence of clouds. Notably, this methodology does not require a balanced count per season
due to the higher cloud incidence in summer compared to winter. Consequently, a greater
number of images depicting cotton (plots A, B and C), and corn (plot D) cultivation were
available compared to soybean. Another relevant issue is effectiveness of the VIs used,
which are better suited for representing crop variability than soil variability.

Upon analyzing the results across all four plots, it becomes evident that VIs can ef-
fectively function as exclusive input attributes for MZ delineation in scenarios lacking
significant variations in soil texture and external factors that may introduce crop variability,
such as interventions involving variable rates. For upcoming works, meticulous attention
should be given to the methodology used for filtering time series images. This is crucial
to ensure a balanced distribution of images for each crop. Furthermore, a priority should
be placed on exploring VIs that better capture soil variability, serving as substitutes for
attributes like soil electrical conductivity and clay content. This endeavor involves identify-
ing temporal windows during which the soil is exposed to enhance the efficacy of filtering
time series of images.

Another aspect that requires attention is the stability of MZs once they are defined. In
scenarios where MZ maps guide interventions involving variable rates, adhering to the
established limits is a common practice. Thus, vegetation index maps at future dates might
exhibit anthropic variability, potentially making their use impractical when adjustments to
MZ delineation are needed. In such cases, alternatives like proximal sensing to assess soil
and crop variability should be considered.
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