| agriculture

Communication

Phone App to Perform Quality Control of Pesticide Spray
Applications in Field Crops

Christian Nansen 1*(), Gabriel Del Villar 2, Alexander Recalde 2, Elvis Alvarado 2 and Krishna Chennapragada 2

check for

updates
Citation: Nansen, C.; Villar, G.D.;
Recalde, A.; Alvarado, E.;
Chennapragada, K. Phone App to
Perform Quality Control of Pesticide
Spray Applications in Field Crops.
Agriculture 2021, 11, 916. https://
doi.org/10.3390/agriculture11100916

Academic Editor:

Francesco Marinello

Received: 17 August 2021
Accepted: 22 September 2021
Published: 24 September 2021

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral
with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2021 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

Department of Entomology and Nematology, University of California, Davis, CA 95616, USA
Department of Computer Science, University of California, Davis, CA 95616, USA;
gdelvillar@ucdavis.edu (G.D.V.); arecalde@ucdavis.edu (A.R.); elvalv@ucdavis.edu (E.A.);
kchenna@ucdavis.edu (K.C.)

*  Correspondence: chrnansen@ucdavis.edu; Tel.: +1-530-752-2728

Abstract: It has been recognized for decades that low and inconsistent spray coverages of pesticide
applications represent a major challenge to successful and sustainable crop protection. Deployment
of water-sensitive spray cards combined with image analysis can provide valuable and quantitative
insight into spray coverage. Herein we provide description of a novel and freely available smartphone
app, “Smart Spray”, for both iOS and Android smart devices (i0S and Google app stores). More
specifically, we provide a theoretical description of spray coverage, and we describe how Smart Spray
and similar image-processing software packages can be used as decision support tools and quality
control for pesticide spray applications. Performance assessment of the underlying pixel classification
algorithm is presented, and we detail practical recommendations on how to use Smart Spray to
maximize accuracy and consistency of spray coverage predictions. Smart Spray was developed
as part of ongoing efforts to: (1) maximize the performance of pesticide sprays, (2) minimize pest-
induced yield loss and to potentially reduce the amount of pesticide used, (2) reduce the risk of
target pests developing pesticide resistance, (3) reduce the risk of spray drift, and (4) optimize spray
application costs by introducing a quality control.

Keywords: spray coverage; decision support tools; pesticide applications; spray performance;
smartphone apps

1. Introduction

Conventional (synthetic) and organic pesticides are applied to manage pests (insects,
weeds, nematodes, diseases, etc.) in virtually all agricultural field cropping systems.
Most commonly, pesticides are applied as liquid formulations with either tractor-mounted
ground rigs or manned airplanes around time of planting, or to canopies of an established
crop, such as strawberry plants (Figure 1a). In recent years, pesticide spray applications
with unmanned actuating drone systems have also become commercially available, and
are used in a wide range of cropping systems, especially in East Asia [1-3]. Drone-based
pesticide spray applications typically involve considerably lower spray volumes than
tractor-mounted spray applications [2]. Spray volume and average spray droplet size are
generally correlated, and it is widely accepted that small spray droplets are less likely to
penetrate deeply into crop canopies compared to larger spray droplets. Thus, with all else
equal, the use of small spray volumes (and therefore also small droplets of spray) may
increase the risk of low and inconsistent spray coverage.
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Figure 1. Typical ground rig pesticide application to strawberry crop (a). Water-sensitive spray card
placed in vertical position in strawberry canopy (b). Small blue dots represent spray droplets and
can be used to estimate pesticide spray coverage.

As part of assessing the performance of pesticide applications, water-sensitive spray
cards may be deployed prior to application, and image analyses of spray cards provide
quantitative data on spray coverage (Figure 1b). Several image processing software pack-
ages are available (including: Snap Card, Droplet Scan®, Swath Kit®, Deposit Scan, Image
J, and Drop Vision®-Ag) and have been compared [4]. The combination of deploying
water-sensitive spray cards and image analysis of spray cards can provide valuable and
quantitative insight into spray coverage and can therefore be used as quality control of
spray applications. However, few of these image processing software packages are freely
available, and few can be operated via built-in cameras in smartphones and tablets (most
require external scanning devices). This article describes how quantitative data on spray
coverage can be easily acquired with “Smart Spray”—a novel and freely available app for
iOS and Android tablets and smart phones. Smart Spray represents a further development
of an existing and freely available phone app (both iOS and Android versions), Snap Card,
which has been described in a separate article [5]. By September 2021, Snap Card had been
downloaded more than 10,000 times [6]. Tutorial videos on how to use Smart Spray are
available online [7]. Smart Spray was developed and is being promoted as part of ongoing
efforts to: (1) maximize the performance of pesticide sprays, to minimize pest-induced yield
loss and to potentially reduce the amount of pesticide used, (2) reduce the risk of target
pests developing pesticide resistance, (3) reduce the risk of spray drift, and (4) optimize
spray application costs by introducing a quality control.

2. Spray Coverage

“Spray deposition” or “spray coverage” of a liquid pesticide application refers to the
ground area or leaf surface to which pesticide formulations are applied. In field crops in
the US, a standard pesticide application with tractor-mounted ground rigs is 20 gallons
per acre, which equals 193.5 L per ha or about 20 mL per m?. Pesticide applications with
drones involve considerably lower spray volumes [2]. Pesticide formulations are typically
applied with nozzles delivering average droplet diameters ranging from 50-600 pum. It
was considered beyond the scope of this article to describe important aspects affecting
spray coverage, such as: flow rate, nozzle type, spray volume, and tank pressure nozzles.
However, to briefly interpret effects of spray volumes and droplet sizes, we present some
simple calculations of what we refer to as “potential spray coverage”. These simple
calculations are based on two important assumptions: (1) that there is zero evaporation
and drift, so the entire volume being delivered during spray applications is deposited
onto the ground and crop surface, and (2) that distribution of droplets is perfectly uniform
with zero overlap of droplets as they are deposited. Thus, calculations of potential spray
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coverage represent the highest possible spray coverage to achieve based on spray volume
and droplet size.

“Droplet volume (um?)” denotes the volume of a single droplet when measured in
um?3. “Droplet volume (mL)” denotes the volume of a single droplet when measured in mL.
“Droplets in 20 mL” denotes the total number of droplets in 20 mL (which is the amount
of spray formulation commonly applied to 1 m? during insecticide applications to field
crops). “One droplet area (m?)” denotes the circle area of a single droplet when measured
in m?. “Total droplet area (m?)” denotes “One droplet area” multiplied by the “Droplets in
20 mL” and is therefore a measurement of the circular area of all droplets. “Spray coverage
(%)” denotes the “Total droplet area (m?)” as percentage of 1 m?, and it is an estimate of
the potential spray coverage.

For average droplet sizes of 200 um or larger applied to bare ground, potential spray
coverage is about 16% (Table 1). However, the crop canopy adds to the surface area per m?
of a crop field and therefore reduces potential spray coverage. As an example, a crop canopy
may consist of six plants per m? with an average of 20 leaves. Individual leaves may have an
average surface area of 50 cm?. If so (remembering that leaves have two sides, adaxial and
abaxial), canopy surface area amounts to 1.2 m?, so the total surface equals 2.2 m? (ground
and canopy surface) and the potential spray coverage equals 7.3% (16%/2.2 m?). Although
virtually impossible to quantify under real-world spray applications, it is inconceivable
that a given spray application is performed with zero evaporation and spray drift, and
that droplets do not merge while airborne or immediately after being deposited. Thus,
spray applications of 193.5 L per ha (20 gallons per acre) with nozzles delivering average
droplet sizes near 200 pm or larger into an average size crop canopy (around 1.2 m? leaf
surface area per m?) should not be expected to produce average spray coverages exceeding
5%. Portions of crop canopies closest to and facing spray nozzles will likely receive much
higher spray coverage, while other portions of crop canopies (i.e., underside of leaves
when applications are sprayed from above) have little or no spray coverage. Individual
growers and their stakeholder organizations recognize the importance and challenges
associated with obtaining high and consistent pesticide spray coverages. Obviously, issues
and challenges associated with maximization of spray coverage increase with the size of
crops and the density of their respective canopies. Achieving high and consistent pesticide
spray coverage against spider mites (Tetranychus spp.) in the bottom canopy portions
of tasseling maize plants (>1.5 m in height) or in mature walnut or almond orchards
(>4 m in height and each tree with canopies >4 m in diameter) presents examples of
such challenges. A 30-year-old quote summarizes the challenge well [8]: “Considering
only a small fraction of pesticidal sprays reaches the target, more attention needs to be
placed on developing techniques which increase crop canopy penetration. Quantification
of where pesticides are going is clearly going to be emphasized by EPA [Environmental
Protection Agency] as a mandatory process for all future registrants”. Unfortunately,
most research into pesticide spray applications focuses mainly on what to apply, and less
on how to apply pesticides with the highest likelihood of successful pest management.
Furthermore, pesticide spray applications are performed under varying weather conditions,
applied by different spray applicators, and conducted with different types of spraying
equipment. Thus, inconsistency of pesticide spray applications should be recognized as a
major challenge regarding effective and sustainable field crop protection.
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Table 1. Potential spray coverage based on average droplet diameter.

Average Droplet Diameter (um)

50

100 200 300 400 500 600

Volume of single
droplet (um?)
Volume of single
droplet (mL)
Droplets in 20 mL
Area of single
droplet (m?)

Total droplet area
(m?)

Spray coverage (%)

6.55 x 10% 5.24 x 10° 419 x 100 1.40 x 107 3.35 x 107 6.54 x 107 1.13 x 108

655x 1078 524 x1077 419x107°® 140x107° 335x107° 654x10° 1.13x10°*
3.06 x 108 3.82 x 107 477 x 10° 1.43 x 106 5.97 x 10° 3.06 x 10° 1.77 x 10°
196 x 1072  785x107? 314x10% 707x108% 126x107 196x10~7 2.83x 1077

0.599 0.300 0.150 0.101 0.075 0.060 0.050

59.9

30.0 15.0 10.1 7.5 6.0 5.0

3. Possible Consequences of Low and Inconsistent Pesticide Spray Coverages

Low and inconsistent spray coverages cause concerns about the immediate perfor-
mance of pesticide applications, and poor results are referred to as “spray failures”, which
may trigger a need for repetition of spray applications. Such repetitions represent addi-
tional costs to growers and are also sometimes hampered by legal constraints, as many
pesticides may only be applied a certain number of times each growing season and/or have
restrictions on minimum time between repeated spray applications. In addition, it must be
recognized that, in the case of arthropod pests, low and inconsistent spray coverages imply
that pest individuals are essentially offered a choice between foliage with and without
insecticide. In large and dense crop canopies there may be considerable range, with some
portions of the canopy having very high spray coverage, while other portions are virtually
insecticide-free. Thus, under the assumption that arthropod pest individuals can associate
tactile and/or olfactory cues with a given insecticide (and therefore with the risk of being
killed), they may avoid portions of crop canopies in which they would become exposed to
lethal dosages of insecticides. Such “behavioral resistance” (avoidance of insecticide) has
been documented in multiple, and very different, insecticide-pest systems [9-15], and it
is formally defined as: “Resistant insects may detector recognize a danger and avoid the
toxin. Insects may simply stop feeding if they come across certain insecticides, or leave the
area where spraying occurred (for instance, they may move to the underside of a sprayed
leaf, move deeper in the crop canopy or fly away from the target area).” [16]. Finally, there
are reasons to be concerned about possible links between low and inconsistent insecticide
spray coverage and the long-term risk of physiological resistance evolution in target pest
populations of insects, weeds, and other pests [17-20]. Inconsistent and low spray cover-
age is of particular concern when contact insecticides are applied, but it may also be of
relevance to the long-term performance of systemic and translaminar insecticides [21].

4. Water-Sensitive Spray Cards to Quantify Spray Coverage

Water-sensitive spray cards are coated with bromoethyl blue [22-24], and in re-
action with water they turn brown/blue/purple depending on the size of the water
droplets (Figures 1b and 2). Under experimental conditions, water-sensitive spray cards
provide highly accurate predictions of volumetric flow rate and mass of water applied dur-
ing spray applications [25-27]. Furthermore, several studies describe methods based
on image analysis of data from water-sensitive spray cards to quantify spray cover-
ages [4,28-36]. Water-sensitive spray cards have been used to obtain quantitative data on
spray coverage/deposition in field crop studies of pesticide applications with manned
airplanes [22,37-39], unmanned drones [2,40], and tractor-mounted ground rigs [37,39,40].
A recent study confirmed that water-sensitive spray cards can be used to obtain spray
coverage data in the strawberry canopy, and also identified nozzle height above the canopy,
spray volume, and pressure as important factors that affect spray coverage [41]. In addition,
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there are numerous studies in which water-sensitive spray cards have been used to describe
spray coverages in orchard crops [2,42-45].

Figure 2. Water-sensitive spray cards with distinct blue spray droplets (a,b). Distinct droplets
scattered in a range of diameters typically result from pesticide spray applications performed with
large-droplet nozzles and/or under low relative humidity conditions. Less discrete spray droplets,
which may appear as blue-gray shading (c¢,d). Such blue-gray haze may result from pesticide spray
applications with very small-droplet nozzles, but most commonly it is due to high relative humidity
conditions (in which case blue-gray haze should be excluded from spray coverage estimate).

Under favorable spray application conditions, i.e., high temperature, low wind, and
low ambient relative humidity, spray coverage patterns on water-sensitive spray cards
typically show a clear distinction between blue/purple spray droplets and the background
(yellow spray card) (Figure 2a,b). Due to a clear contrast between the water-sensitive spray
card and spray droplets, calculations of spray coverage are highly repeatable. However,
Figure 2c,d show how water-sensitive spray cards sometimes turn blue-gray with less
distinct spray droplets. It is our practical field experience that such blue-gray hazing
of water-sensitive spray cards is not uncommon. At least two scenarios may cause this
phenomenon: (1) Spray applications were performed with nozzles delivering very fine
droplets (similar to mist). If so, a grayish color response should be considered a direct effect
of spray application and should therefore be included in calculations of spray coverage.
(2) Spray applications were performed under high-humidity environmental conditions, so
grayish color responses may be considered an artefact and therefore to be excluded from
estimates of spray coverage. Another important challenge associated with the interpretation
of spray coverage based on water-sensitive spray cards is spray card saturation; this leads
to pixels turning dark blue or purple (Figure 2d). Such intensely colored pixels may be
actual spray droplets, or they may be the result of run-off from a leaf or from a clip used to
mount water-sensitive spray cards within crop canopies. In these and similar situations,
estimates of spray coverages may require that certain portions of spray cards are excluded.
In Smart Spray, this is accomplished through the cropping of images of water-sensitive
spray cards, so that background and unwanted portions of spray cards do not contribute
to calculations of spray coverage.

5. Pixel Classification to Quantify Pesticide Spray Coverages

Spray coverage may be assessed qualitatively based on visual inspection of water-
sensitive spray cards (i.e., available Teejet® [46]). However, to maximize consistency and to
obtain quantitative estimates of spray coverage, image processing software packages are
needed, and several are available [4]. More recently, “Smart Spray” has been developed
and is freely available in iOS and Google app stores. When smartphone apps are used
to quantify spray coverage, color values of individual pixels are interpreted as level of
spray coverage, and pixels are classified based on established color values in each of the
three color channels (red, green, and blue). In Smart Spray, pixels are classified into four
main classes: (1) B = Background (water-sensitive spray card), (2) S = Small droplets,
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(3) L = Large droplets, and (4) H = Humidity [blue-gray haze with no clear droplets, which
most commonly does not represent spray application (see Figure 2¢,d)].
Equation (1): Spray coverage

(%) = (S + L + H (include/exclude)) x 100/(B + S + L + H) 1)

Thus, in Smart Spray, the user is given the option to include/exclude pixels in the “hu-
midity” main class as representing either actual spray or background. Humidity-induced
coloring of water-sensitive spray cards is of particular concern when spray applications
are performed under humid ambient conditions (i.e., at night and /or in tropical regions).
The risk and degree of humidity-induced coloring of water-sensitive spray cards are deter-
mined by a combination of ambient humidity and exposure time. It was considered beyond
the scope of this article to provide specific details on relative effects of different ambient
humidity conditions. However, users of Smart Spray concerned about humidity-induced
coloring are advised to deploy additional spray cards outside the crop being sprayed, as
such spray cards can be used as reference cards (to quantify the effect of ambient humidity).

To take into account slight variations in the coloring of water-sensitive spray cards
due to different manufacturers, age (and storage conditions) of the spray cards, projection
angle of images of the spray cards, distance between smart-device and spray card, and
light conditions during imaging of the spray cards—we subdivided each of the four main
classes of pixels (Table 2).

Table 2. Average values in color channels for main classes of pixels on water-sensitive spray cards.

Color Channel
Main Class Red Green Blue Code
Background 229 196 44
Background 243 225 97
Small droplet 52 33 29 34211D
Small droplet 64 42 61 402A3D
Large droplet 37 8 89 250859
Large droplet 46 4 172 2E04AC
Humidity 109 94 35 6D5E23
Humidity 158 151 82 9E9752

Average color values for each channel (red, green, and blue) are based on 8-bit data (0-255) from a training data
set of approximately 2000 pixels. Actual average color of each of the eight subclasses is visualized in the far-right
column with the accompanying internationally recognized code for each color [47].

Average color values in each of the eight subclasses were based on averaging pixel
data from approximately 2000 pixels from these eight subclasses, and this data set was
used as training data. The training data represented water-sensitive spray cards deployed
under a range of environmental conditions and obtained from field studies with a wide
range of commercial spray rigs. In R v3.6.1 (The R Foundation for Statistical Computing,
Vienna, Austria), we used the packages “MASS” and “caret”, to classify training data pixels
based on linear discriminant analysis, (LDA) [48]. In the LDA, we used reflectance values
in the three color channels (red, green, and blue), the total sum of the three color channels
(red + green + blue), and four color channel ratios:

e  Blue channel/sum of three color channels
e  Green channel/sum of three color channels
e Red channel/sum of three color channels

e Red channel/green channel

Thus, in total, LDA classification of pixels was based on eight explanatory variables.
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6. Classification Performance of Spray Coverage

Based on 10-fold cross-validation, the LDA classification of pixels was associated with
an overall accuracy of 97%. More specifically, both background and humidity classes were
classified with 100% accuracy, while 7.5% of small droplet pixels were misclassified as
humidity, and 0.7% of pixels from small droplets were misclassified as large droplets. As a
sensitivity analysis of the LDA classification, we examined the effects of adding 10-50%
experimental stochastic noise to average values in the three color channels (Figure 3).

a 100, — b 100 -
‘TIEE
60 1 60 |
40 40 |
20 20 |
0 ‘ ‘ : ‘ ‘ 0 ‘ : : ‘
10 20 30 40 50

10 20 30 40 50

Included stochastic noise to reflectance values (%) Included stochastic noise to reflectance values (%)

Percentage (%)
Percentage (%)

C— Background == Humidity ==sm Small droplets === | arge droplets

c 100 d 100
80 80 |
60 60 |
40 - 40 -
20 - 20 -
0 - T T T 0
10 20 30 40 50 10 20 30 40 50

Included stochastic noise to reflectance values (%) Included stochastic noise to reflectance values (%)

Percentage (%)
Percentage (%)

Figure 3. Sensitivity analysis of pixel classifications of the main classes Background (a), Humidity
(b), Small droplets (c), and Large droplets (d). We added the following levels of stochastic noise:
+10%, +20%, £30%, £40%, and £50% to color values, and quantified to what extent the addition of
noise reduced classification accuracy.

For instance, and as seen in Table 2, the color value in the blue channel for the first
“Background” subclass = 44. Including £10% stochastic noise in that color value meant the
new color value would be between 39.6 and 48.8 (44 £ 4.4). Using average color values for
all eight subclasses, we generated 1000 simulations for each of the five levels of stochastic
noise, and determined accuracies of LDA classifications of the approximate pixels. Thus,
this sensitivity analysis allowed us to quantify the robustness of the LDA classification by
characterizing the association between added noise and classification accuracy.

Regarding the main class of background (Figure 3a), it can be seen that 5-10% of pixels
were misclassified (mainly as humidity), when 40% or 50% noise was added. Regarding the
main class of humidity (Figure 3b), addition of stochastic noise mainly led to pixels being
misclassified as background, and misclassifications exceeded 30% when the level of added
stochastic noise exceeded 40%. Regarding the main class of small droplets (Figure 3c),
addition of stochastic noise exceeding 30% led to pixels being misclassified as humidity
or background. Regarding the main class of large droplets (Figure 3d), addition of up to
50% stochastic noise caused only minor misclassification of pixels (misclassified as small
droplets), which indicated that this main class was very robust. Overall, the sensitivity
analysis showed that all four main classes were associated with a low percentage of
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misclassified pixels, as long as stochastic noise levels were below 30%. However, we
demonstrated that the main classes, background and humidity, were somewhat sensitive to
reciprocal misclassification. We also showed that the main class of small droplets was the
most sensitive of the four main classes and somewhat sensitive to misclassification as either
background or humidity. The main class of large droplets was found to be very robust, and
misclassification was mainly of pixels being considered to represent small droplets and
therefore not a major concern.

7. Effect of Light Conditions on Spray Coverage Estimates

Cameras in tablets and smart phones vary in terms of spatial resolution and have
different automated and proprietary algorithms to process data into color representations
of pixels. Consequently, an object imaged with two different smart devices but under
the exact same conditions may yield slightly different results (pixel values). Another
complication with automated and device-specific image processing and analyses is that
light conditions may profoundly affect image quality and pixel values. In other words,
imaging of the same water-sensitive spray card under different light conditions (but with
constant projection angle and distance between smart device and spray card) may yield
different predictions of spray coverage.

Figure 4 shows how the main classes, background and humidity, were especially
sensitive to light conditions, while the sum of small and large droplet percentages remained
fairly consistent across light conditions. In order to quantify the effects of light conditions,
Smart Spray was tested by generating spray coverage estimates of the same 20 water-
sensitive spray cards on a white background (as shown in Figure 4a) and with images taken
of each water-sensitive spray card under four different light conditions: (1) inside without
direct sun light and no artificial light, (2) inside with direct sun light and no artificial
light, (3) inside an open garage (no direct sunlight and simulating shade), and (4) outside
with direct sunlight. With 20 water-sensitive spray cards, four lighting scenarios, and two
Smart Spray versions (i0OS and Android), a total of 160 spray coverage estimates were
generated. During imaging of water-sensitive spray cards, we avoided shadows and glare.
We used the rcorr function in the Hmisc package in R to produce correlation matrices and
examine the significance of pairwise Spearman correlations for all four main classes of
pixels (background, humidity, and small and large droplets) (Table 3).

~
~

T
’

Spray Coverage Percentage Spray Coverage Percentage Spray Coverage Percentage Spray Coverage Percentage
73% 58% 87% 67%

Card Humidity Small Large Card Humidity Small Large Card Humidity Small Large Card Humidity Small Large

27%  45%  26% 1% 2% 2% 12% 4% 13%  54% 33% 1% 33%  43%  22% 3%

- - B B

Humidity Filter Humidity Filter Humidiy Filter Humidity Filter

Associate Card with Prediction Below Associate Card with Prediction Below Associate Card with Prediction Below Associate Card with Prediction Below

Figure 4. Effects of light conditions on spray coverage estimates. A water-sensitive spray card (a) was analyzed (i0S version

of Smart Spray) under four different light regimes: inside without direct sun light and no artificial light (b), inside with

direct sun light and no artificial light (c), inside an open garage (no direct sunlight and simulating shade) (d), and outside

with direct sunlight (e).

All correlations were highly significant (p-value < 0.001), therefore suggesting a con-
siderable robustness of pixel classifications to light conditions and user-specific factors
(Table 3). All correlations with the Android version exceeded 0.88, while two correlations
with the iOS version (highlighted in bold in Table 3) were below 0.80. Both of these lowest
correlations involved data acquired outside under shade, and they were associated with
the main class of humidity.
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Table 3. Experimental testing of effects of light conditions.

Device Condition1  Condition2  Background Small Large Humidity Average
Android In_shade In_light 0.987 0.984 0.955 0.897 0.975
Android In_shade Out_shade 0.974 0.995 0.986 0.880 0.985
Android In_light Out_shade 0.992 0.993 0.959 0.968 0.981
Android In_shade Out_light 0.990 0.988 0.985 0.909 0.988
Android In_light Out_light 0.991 0.996 0.970 0.970 0.986
Android Out_shade Out_light 0.982 0.994 0.986 0.962 0.987

i0S In_shade In_light 0.990 0.962 0.990 0.986 0.981
iOS In_shade Out_shade 0.939 0.964 0.995 0.802 0.966
i0S In_light Out_shade 0.962 0.985 0.998 0.782 0.982
i0S In_shade Out_light 0.991 0.986 0.987 0.969 0.988
iOS In_light Out_light 0.986 0.982 0.999 0.985 0.989
i0S Out_shade Out_light 0.927 0.972 0.996 0.729 0.965
Android 0.986 0.992 0.974 0.931 0.984
iOS 0.966 0.975 0.994 0.876 0.978
Total 0.976 0.983 0.984 0.903 0.981

8. Use and Practical Recommendations Regarding Smart Spray

Tutorial videos on how to use Smart Spray are available online [7]. It is important to
highlight that water-sensitive spray cards react to humidity, which means that they have
limited use under highly humid environmental conditions. Smart Spray includes a “hu-
midity filter” to partially correct for this issue, but it is unlikely to yield meaningful results
under high ambient humidity conditions. During spray applications, 2-3 “control” or
“reference” spray cards may be placed outside the crop being sprayed to estimate humidity-
induced gray-coloration of water-sensitive spray cards, and thereby used to “calibrate”
spray coverage estimates. Water-sensitive spray cards should be imaged while on top of a
white background to minimize the influence of light conditions and device-specific color
correction features. Users should attempt to standardize distance and projection angle of
the water-sensitive spray cards being imaged. A minimum of 10 water-sensitive spray
cards should be deployed within a crop field, so that it is possible to identify representative
trends in spray coverage estimates. It is important to standardize the placement of spray
cards in crop canopies. This is particularly important in large and dense crops, such as
orchard trees, fully grown corn, or sugar cane. Standardization of spray card placement
includes ensuring both a vertical position in the canopy and a consistent depth within the
crop canopy (near the center or periphery of individual plants). It also concerns whether
to place water-sensitive spray cards so that they all face upwards or downwards. Finally,
it may include standardization of whether water-sensitive spray cards face towards or
away from the moving tractor, airplane, or drone. Alternatively, water-sensitive spray
cards may be placed in pairs, one in horizontal position (yellow side facing upwards) and
one in vertical position. Essentially, the placement of water-sensitive spray cards should
be standardized as much as possible, as spray card placement in crop canopies greatly
influences estimates of spray coverage.

For consistent use of Smart Spray across smart-device versions and light conditions,
the recommendation is to acquire spray card data after placing water-sensitive spray cards
on top of a white background, and to acquire card data inside (i.e., inside a vehicle) or
outside under direct sunlight. If water-sensitive spray cards are analyzed in locations
with limited direct sunlight (i.e., cloudy weather), we recommend data acquisitions from
water-sensitive spray cards inside without direct sunlight. If a user needs to specifically
estimate humidity coverage and uses the iOS version, we recommend acquiring data from
water-sensitive spray cards either outside under sunlight or inside without direct sunlight.
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9. Final Comments

For decades, concerns about spray coverage have been highlighted as a major chal-
lenge and an impediment to the implementation of effective and sustainable pest manage-
ment. Deployment of water-sensitive spray cards, combined with quantitative assessments
of spray coverage, may provide partial insight into ways to optimize the likelihood of
higher and more consistent pesticide spray applications. For several years a number of im-
age processing software packages have been available and used to quantify spray coverage
based on water-sensitive spray cards. However, most of them require external scanners
and are therefore less practical under field conditions. We recognize that data acquired
from water-sensitive spray cards have limitations, but, in combination with image-based
classification from in-built cameras, we argue that their usefulness far exceeds their short-
comings. Furthermore, challenges associated with meaningful interpretation of data from
water-sensitive spray cards underscore the need for consistent and automated decision
support tools. The fact that water-sensitive spray cards are readily available and easy to
use (especially when spray coverage can be estimated in real-time with apps, such as Smart
Spray), and can be purchased at a fraction of the cost of pesticide spray applications, these
spray cards can be used in combination with other sources of quantitative data in important
ways: (1) to maximize the performance of pesticide sprays, (2) to minimize pest-induced
yield loss and potentially reduce the amount of pesticide used, (3) to reduce the risk of
target pests developing pesticide resistance, (4) to reduce the risk of spray drift, and (5) to
optimize spray application costs by introducing a quality control.

In future studies, we plan to develop additional features of Smart Spray, so that the
app can be used to predict spray coverages based on spray settings, canopy characteristics,
and weather conditions. We envision Smart Spray being used by researchers to compare
spray coverages when pesticide spray applications are performed in different commercial
cropping systems, and/or when different spray nozzles or other types of spray equipment
are tested experimentally. If decision support tools such as Smart Spray become more
widely adopted by growers, it may be possible to influence pesticide companies to provide
more specific and quantitative information and recommendations on pesticide labels. As a
representative example, the Syngenta Chess® label states the following under 5.3 General
Directions, b) Equipment [49]: “Use suitable atomising equipment (hydraulic nozzles
or rotary atomisers) that will produce the desired droplet size and coverage but which
will ensure the minimum loss of product either through endodrift (within target field) or
exodrift (outside target field).”. Such language is found on virtually all pesticide labels.
Obvious and important questions related to this statement on the label are: What is meant
by “suitable atomising equipment”, and how to ensure “minimum loss of product”? Under
the assumption of quantitative spray coverage data being readily available, the Syngenta
Chess® label could state that applications of this insecticide should be performed in such
a way that spray coverage exceeds a certain threshold, such as 5% or 10%, based on an
average of data acquired from 10-15 water-sensitive spray cards. Moreover, we argue that
Smart Spray and similar decision support tools may lead to significant improvements to
experimental studies of pesticide spray applications. In addition, these decision support
tools may enable agricultural extension services and pesticide manufacturers to provide
more precise and quantitative recommendations about quality control and the appropriate
spraying of pesticides.
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