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Abstract: Irrigation is crucial for crop cultivation and productivity. However, traditional methods
often waste water and energy due to neglecting soil and crop variations, leading to inefficient water
distribution and potential crop water stress. The crop water stress index (CWSI) has become a widely
accepted index for assessing plant water status. However, it is necessary to forecast the plant water
stress to estimate the quantity of water to irrigate. Deep learning (DL) models for water stress
forecasting have gained prominence in irrigation management to address these needs. In this paper,
we present a comparative study between two deep learning models, ConvLSTM and CNN-LSTM, for
water stress forecasting using remote sensing data. While these DL architectures have been previously
proposed and studied in various applications, our novelty lies in studying their effectiveness in
the field of water stress forecasting using time series of remote sensing images. The proposed
methodology involves meticulous preparation of time series data, where we calculate the crop water
stress index (CWSI) using Landsat 8 satellite imagery through Google Earth Engine. Subsequently,
we implemented and fine-tuned the hyperparameters of the ConvLSTM and CNN-LSTM models.
The same processes of model compilation, optimization of hyperparameters, and model training were
applied for the two architectures. A citrus farm in Morocco was chosen as a case study. The analysis
of the results reveals that the CNN-LSTM model excels over the ConvLSTM model for long sequences
(nine images) with an RMSE of 0.119 and 0.123, respectively, while ConvLSTM provides better results
for short sequences (three images) than CNN-LSTM with an RMSE of 0.153 and 0.187, respectively.

Keywords: water stress; arboriculture; CWSI; time series; forecasting; deep learning; remote sensing;
ConvLSTM; CNN-LSTM

1. Introduction

Water stress, stemming from inadequate water supply and decreased precipitation,
poses significant challenges to agricultural productivity, plant health, and environmental
sustainability [1,2]. Traditional irrigation practices often lead to excessive water usage and
inefficient distribution due to neglecting soil and crop variability [3]. To address these
challenges, plant water stress forecasting combined with the crop water stress index (CWSI)
has become an important tool for irrigation management, since this index is a widely
accepted indicator for quantifying plant water status [4-6]. It is calculated based on plant
temperature measurements and temperature baselines, enabling farmers to assess crop
water stress levels and make informed irrigation decisions. Numerous studies highlighted
the significance of CWSI in irrigation scheduling, demonstrating that maintaining specific
CWSI thresholds before irrigation can optimize yield and water conservation for various
crops [7].
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The use of the CWSI along with thermal information goes back to the 1960s, with
the introduction of infrared thermal sensors at ground level [8] and the development of
CWSI [5]. The CWSI has become the main indicator for assessing plant water status [9].
Additionally, applying it over large areas to detect water stress has gained momentum more
recently with the technological advancement and integration of high-resolution thermal
cameras on manned aerial vehicles [10].

Deep learning models have proven effectiveness in extracting complex patterns from
spatial and temporal data, making them appropriate for tasks like water stress forecast-
ing [11,12]. The long short-term memory (LSTM) network, a variant of recurrent neural
networks (RNNs), has demonstrated remarkable performance in time-series predictions by
overcoming the vanishing gradient problem faced by traditional RNNs [13,14].

The integration of LSTM with convolutional neural networks (CNNs) has gained
more interest due to their complementary strengths in handling spatial and temporal
information. Architectures such as convolutional LSTM (ConvLSTM) and CNN-LSTM have
shown promising results in diverse applications ranging from traffic pattern forecasting
and precipitation nowcasting [15,16] to agricultural tasks such as crop yield prediction,
classification, and mapping using satellite imagery [17-19].

Considering the alarming water stress situation in Morocco, the need for innovative
solutions to optimize agricultural water usage becomes imperative due to the importance of
agricultural activity, which is a key pillar of the Moroccan economy. The World Resources
Institute has recognized Morocco as one of the countries most affected by water stress, such
that by 2040, the level of water stress will reach 80%, which is too high for an agricultural
country for which agriculture consumes 73% of its water resources [20].

Considering these challenges, this article presents a comprehensive comparative study
of two interesting DL models that combine LSTM and CNN, ConvLSTM and CNN-LSTM,
for water stress forecasting. A citrus farm in Morocco was chosen as a case study:.

The remaining sections of this paper are organized as follows: Section 2 presents the
previous related studies that addressed the issue of evapotranspiration and crop water
stress using DL architectures. Section 3 gives an overview of the methodology adopted in
our study. Section 4 details the case study. In this section, we present the study area, the
data used, the implementation steps of the two DL models, ConvLSTM and CNN-LSTM,
and the validation approach. Section 5 presents the results and discussion. Section 6
concludes this paper.

2. Related Works

Table 1 lists the main studies that focused on the use of DL models to predict evapo-
transpiration. The studies presented in this table illustrate the application of several DL
architectures, such as LSTM (long short-term memory), ConvLSTM (convolutional LSTM),
and other variants, to specifically address the challenges of evapotranspiration.

Table 1. Overview of studies exclusively using deep learning models to predict evapotranspiration
and water stress.

Study Area and Type

Reference Method Used Object of Study Type of Inputs of Crops Studied Main Results
a?ﬁéi;ﬁjﬁ?}?;éﬁsg’ Conventional LSTM accuracy
ground data, and ’ LSTM: 7 climatic decreases with longer
[21] LSTM. ConvLSTM Evapotranspiration data from M ’ODIS zones. forecasts, while the univariate
’ Eta. FTa oroducts ConvLSTM: 4 ConvLSTM model excels in
P climatic zones. weekly spatiotemporal

(MYD16A2; 8-day,

500 m). forecasts
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Table 1. Cont.
. Study Area and Type .
Reference Method Used Object of Study Type of Inputs of Crops Studied Main Results
. . LSTM models with key
Major meteorological . b . 1
and inputs enable precise daily
ETa forecasts for ground-measured LSTM: 7 climatic ETa for.ecasts for short. and
short (1, 3, and 7 input variables and zones medium terms, while
[22] LSTM, ConvLSTM d T .- univariate ConvLSTM
ays) and medium long ConvLSTM: 4 .
. - . models achieve accurate
(30 days) time scales. evapotranspiration climatic zones. .
(ETa) time series data wgelfly spatiotemporal
from (MODIS). predictions at the watershed
scale.
LSTM models performed
better for short-term
LSTM. nonlinear Prediction of Daily measurements evapotranspiration prediction
autor,e rossive short-term ahead related to net 1.Cypress Swamp, in Florida’s subtropical
23] netwo%k with actual radiation (R), sensible southern Florida. climate, while NARX models
) exogenous inputs evapotranspiration heat flux (H), relative 2. Kobeh Valley, outperformed LSTM models
g(N ARX) P }9(1_7 daps) humidity (RH), air central Nevada. in Nevada’s semi-arid
’ y8): temperature (Tair). conditions, with variable
impacts from
exogenous factors.
Daily air temperature Three weather The ConvLSTM hybrid model
(maximum, stations at exhibited the smallest errors
1D-CNN ETo predict on a daily minimum, and Harrington, North in ETo forecasts, with RMSE
[24] ConvL.STM time scale over a average values), solar Cape, and Saint values of 0.64 mm/day for
seven-day period. radiation, relative Peters, all located on ~ Harrington, 0.62 mm/day for
humidity, wind Prince Edward North Cape, and
speed. Island, Canada. 0.70 mm/day for Saint Peters.
MODIS satellite
Predict ETo over a dataset. Ground data CNN-GRU hybrid model
period of several (scientific Murray Darlin outperformed the reference
[25] CNN-GRU weeks (week 1 to information for Basin iny Aus traliga models like LSTM and GRU
week 4), on a daily landowners). ’ in terms of ETo forecast
scale. Synoptic-scale accuracy.
climate indices.
Pr:ecé;itelr(:?eOf Climatic data: mean
evapotranspiration temperature, CNN-1D explanatory model
maximum formed 1 11 than th
CNN-1D with an (ETO) over a temperature performed less well than the
multi-stage period L ’ . black box models (LSTM and
explanatory structure, . minimum Four stations on the .
[26] into the future. The . . GRU) on most stations. The
an LSTM network, o temperature, Malaysian peninsula. ; .
and a GRU network aim is to explore recipitation, relative GRU models, in particular
’ different modeling P h fmi di ,win d with the MIMO forecasting
approaches to spee dt};olar strategy, performed best.
improve long-term Ir) di ,ti 0
ETO prediction. acation.
Accurate estimation ~ Climatic data include
of reference daily data on
evapotranspiration maximum CNN-LSTM and Conv-LSTM
an temperature (Tmax), rid models outperforme
(ETO) and p (T hybrid model perf d
comparison of minimum existing empirical models
ConvL.STM proposed hybrid temperature (Tmin), =~ Two climate stations based on temperature and
[27] CNN-LSTM models with wind speed at 2 m in India: Ludhiana radiation (such as Hargreaves,

empirical models
based on temperature
and radiation, such
as Hargreaves,
Makkink, and
Ritchie.

(U2), solar radiation
(Rs), relative
humidity (Rh), vapor
pressure (Vp), and
hours of sunshine
(Ssh).

and Amritsar.

Makkink, and Ritchie) in
terms of performance for
estimating reference
evapotranspiration (ETO0).
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Table 1. Cont.

. Study Area and Type .
Reference Method Used Object of Study Type of Inputs of Crops Studied Main Results
Short-term forecast (1
to 7 days) of daily
reference
evapotranspiration .
(ET0) and Three meteorological The hybrltfi Bi-LSTM model,
comparison of the variables: maximum three weather outperforms both the
Hybrid bidirectional P . ’ stations located in the  adjusted Hargreaves-Samani
forecasting temperature, L .
[28] long-term memory S semi-arid region of (HS) method and the general
- performance of the minimum .o . . .
(Bi-LSTM). . . central Ningxia, Bi-LSTM model in short-term
Bi-LSTM hybrid temperature, and . .
. ) . China. ETO forecasting at selected
model with the sunshine duration. .
. weather stations.
Hargreaves—-Samani
(HS) method and the
Penman-Monteith
(PM) method.
Design of a
multi-stage hybrid
predictive model Use of daily data The hybrid
using the long extracted from MEMD-Boruta-LSTM model
short-term memory NASA’s GIOVANNI showed the best performance
neural network (Goddard Online in terms of relative root mean
Multi-stage dee (LSTM) coupled with Interactive square error (<17%), absolute
1 stage deep multivariate Visualization and Gatton, Fordsdale, percentage bias (<12.5%),
earning hybrid .. . . . _
[29] model (MEMD-— empirical mode Analysis Cairns, Queensland, and Kling-Gupta efficiency
Boruta-LSTM) decomposition Infrastructure) and Australia. (>0.89%) compared with
’ (MEMD) and SILO (Scientific competing reference models
Boruta—-random Information for such as MEMD-Boruta—-DNN,
forest (Boruta) Landowners) MEMD-Boruta-DT,

algorithms for
forecasting
evapotranspiration
(ET).

repositories over the
2003-2011 period.

stand-alone LSTM, DNN, and
DT for all study sites.

The utilization of data such as atmospheric variables in addition to soil moisture

leads to satisfactory predictions of evapotranspiration (ETa). The LSTM model stands out
particularly in utilizing this type of data, showcasing a remarkable capacity for making
short- and medium-term predictions. However, it is noteworthy that the precision of
LSTM models slightly decreases with an increase in the forecast horizon. Additionally,
a crucial aspect links the models” performances to atmospheric data and their respective
climatic conditions. This is especially relevant in the case of Reference [23], where the
LSTM model outperforms the NARX model when using data from areas with subtropical
climates, while for data originating from semi-arid climate zones, the NARX model exhibits
better performance. This demonstrates that the utilization of the model heavily depends
on the project’s objectives and the type of data used.

Upon closer examination of emerging research trends, it becomes evident that the
usage of hybrid models holds a significant place. This inclination toward hybrid models
stems from their inherent ability to combine the strengths and features of different architec-
tures, often resulting in improved performance compared to traditional models. The study
in [25] is particularly enlightening in this regard. It highlights the potency of a specific
hybrid model, the CNN-GRU, in comparison to simpler approaches like LSTM and GRU.
This analysis showcases that the integration of features and elements from multiple models,
such as convolutions and recurrent gates, can provide substantial added value in terms of
performance and precision [25].

Furthermore, after analyzing Table 1, we observe that DL models show a slight
superiority over machine learning models, as is the case in [30]. In addition, both DL
and machine learning (ML) models outperform the empirical methods. However, there
are situations where deep learning models perform slightly better. This confirms that the
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choice of the appropriate model depends on the data available and the objectives of this
study. In conclusion, DL models remain the best performers overall.

In line with these observations, the importance of spatiotemporal forecasting is evident
in anticipating future events by considering different temporal and spatial dimensions.
This approach is crucial in several fields such as health, natural resource management, and
natural event management as well as in the agricultural sector, which heavily depends
on environmental variations. Providing accurate, clear, and spatially well-represented
forecast allows for decision-makers to make informed decisions and develop strategies
to better anticipate the consequences of phenomena that vary spatiotemporally. With the
advancement of remote sensing techniques, several phenomena have become mapped over
large geographical areas and with very high resolution (LULC, change detection, sea level
variation, urban growth, etc.). Remote sensing images provide rich information thanks to
their continuous representation and multispectral bands. Several DL architectures have
been developed to perform spatiotemporal forecasting of different phenomena based on
remote sensing images. Among the most robust models, we find (ConvLSTM) and the
hybrid model CNN-LSTM. Authors in [31] demonstrated the robustness and high accuracy
of ConvLSTM in their forecasts of NDVI values in diversified locations. With an RMSE
obtained of 0.0798 for the NDVI forecasts in soybean fields, ConvLSTM outperformed the
best configuration for the parametric growth model of soybean (PCGM), which recorded a
higher RMSE of 0.0992 for the same fields. The architecture of ConvLSTM, based on convo-
lutional neural networks, is particularly suitable for the input and output of image data.
Unlike RNNs, ConvLSTM simplifies the integration process and is efficient for accurately
predicting images of varying sizes, even with a reduced training data size. In other research,
the ConvLSTM showed high performance in a study conducted by [32] in the South and
East China Seas to forecast significant wave height (SWH). The results showed that ConvL-
STM could be applied with great precision and efficiency. For more complex forecasts, such
as the El Nifio-Southern Oscillation (ENSO), which is identified by the El Nifio oceanic
index (ONI) and characterized by sea surface temperature (SST), the complexity of this
model lies in its characterization based on SST anomalies in the tropical Pacific. For this
problem, ConvLSTM-RM was developed [33]. This hybrid model combines convolutional
LSTM and a rolling mechanism to solve the spatiotemporal forecasting problem of ENSO.
Over multiple time intervals, the model outperformed the other tested methods.

In the context of spatiotemporal forecasting of evapotranspiration, there are fewer
studies using raster data and the ConvLSTM. In a study presented by [21], ConvLSTM was
effectively used for evapotranspiration predictions using MODIS sensor data. However,
it is essential to note that ConvLSTM is not the only beneficial model for spatiotemporal
forecasting. Other LSTM-based architectures such as CNN-LSTM and Stack-LSTM have
yielded positive results. The study presented in [34] compared three forecasting LSTM
models based on Sentinel-1 image time series, and they found that ConvLSTM was not
recommended when image sizes and sequence lengths increased. Although the CNN-
LSTM and Stack-LSTM models gave good results, their processing time was significantly
higher than that of ConvLSTM due to the convolution operations used. These results
highlight the need to carefully consider the specific requirements of a given task when
choosing between different LSTM-based architectures.

This work provides an in-depth look at the performance, advantages, and limitations of
ConvLSTM and CNN-LSTM models when applied to crop water stress in agriculture. Our
focus is to describe the full pipeline of implementing these two DL models that encompasses
data preprocessing, hyperparameters finetuning, model training, and forecasting. In
addition, we proceed to a comprehensive comparison of the performance of these two DL
models to assess their efficiency.

3. Methodology

The proposed methodology consists, first of all, in preparing a dataset allowing for the
exploitation of DL models for the forecasting of crop water stress. This dataset was created
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using the Google Earth Engine platform, capturing a time series of images classified by
using the crop water stress index (CWSI) during the period from 2015 to 2023. The imagery
dataset comprises 50 Landsat 8 images of the study area, each collected at 2-month intervals.
The data preprocessing phase started with the conversion of these GEOTIFF format images
into numerical matrices with the NPY extension, enabling seamless data loading, sequence
preparation, and the division of the dataset into training and test sets. After that, the two
models were implemented. The fine tuning, training, and comparative analysis of the two
models, ConvLSTM and CNN-LSTM, were carried out to assess their relevance in crop
water stress forecasting. Figure 1 illustrates the proposed methodology encompassing data
preparation and preprocessing, model configuration, training, and comparison.

Input Band 4

Input Band 5

Calculating
NDVI

Top of
Input Band 10 atmospheric
spectral
radiance

Conversions
of radians to
at-sensor
temperature

Calculating
proportion of
vegetation Pv

Determination
of ground
emissivity

v

Calculating
LST

|

4

—

Calculating
CWSI

y

Time series
Data

A

Data
preprocessing

- J

Y

Divide Data
into Training
and Test Sets

approche 1 approche 2

Setup Setup
CNNLSTM ConvLSTM
Model Model
Architecture Architecture

- Train
Z
rain CNNLSTM CONVLSTM
Model
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Evaluate and
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Figure 1. A flowchart visualizing the comprehensive methodology adopted.
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This description highlights the main steps and underlying logic of the process, while
further details are provided in the following section.

4. Case Study
4.1. Study Area

The study area for this research is an irrigated citrus farm, known as Ourgha Farm,
situated in the Khnichet rural commune in the Sidi Kacem province of western Morocco,
part of the Rabat-Salé-Kénitra region (Figure 2). The geographic coordinates of the farm
are 34°26'44.769" N latitude and 5°41'30.117” W longitude. Ourgha Farm covers an area
of approximately 500 hectares and is divided into several parcels that feature a variety
of citrus species. Irrigation at the farm is primarily drip-based, facilitated by rainfall and
the nearby Ourgha River. The region experiences a semi-arid Mediterranean climate with
average winter temperatures of 12.5 °C, summer temperatures of 25.2 °C, and an average
annual precipitation of 685 mm, as per ORMVAG data. In the Khnichet commune, irrigated
areas account for 41% of the total area.

Atlantic Ocean

(m)

0 100000 200000 400000
—~J L 1 1 1 J

Figure 2. Geographical location and delimitation of the “Ourgha” farm in Morocco.

4.2. Data

Data used in the research were procured from the Landsat 8 Collection 2 Tier 1 DN
value series, which represents scaled, calibrated at-sensor radiance. These are high-quality
Landsat scenes deemed suitable for time-series processing analysis. The data, part of
Tier 1, includes Level-1 Precision Terrain (L1TP) processed data, characterized by reliable
radiometry and intercalibration across different Landsat sensors. The georegistration of
Tier 1 scenes maintains consistent accuracy within prescribed tolerances (<12 m root mean
square error (RMSE)). This consistency ensures that all Tier 1 Landsat data, regardless of the
sensor, are intercalibrated across the full collection. Data were retrieved and computations
were executed using Google Earth Engine.

To classify Landsat 8 images using the crop water stress index (CWSI), the process
involves several key steps. First, the top-of-atmosphere (TOA) spectral radiance of the
thermal band (Band 10) must be calculated, using specific formulas provided by the USGS.

LA =ML * Qcal + AL 1)

Once the pixel numeric values are converted to radiance, the thermal infrared sensor
(TIRS) band data needs to be further processed to obtain the brightness temperature (BT)
values as shown in Figure 3.
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BT = K2 * In[(K1/LA) + 1] — 273.15 )

12.5 13.5

Figure 3. Brightness temperature (BT) values in Celsius.

Next, the red and near-infrared bands of Landsat are employed to compute the
normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) as shown in Figure 4.

NDVI calculation is essential as it is used to assess the proportion of vegetation (PV),
crucial for determining soil emissivity based on NDVI, calculated vegetation proportion,
and emissivity values for soil and vegetation.

g = €0iPo+e;(1—P)+C;  ;02< NDVI<05 3)
£y, +C; ; NDVI> 0.5

The emissivity values obtained were &, = 0.9863 and &; = 09668 for vegetation and
soil, respectively [35,36].
The NDVI is computed using the following formula [37]:

_ (NIR—R)
NDVI = (NIRTR) 4)
| .
0.5 0.8
]

| O

Figure 4. Normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) values.

To calculate the proportion of vegetation (Py), we follow the method outlined in [38].
This approach suggests utilizing the NDVI values for vegetation (NDVIy) and soil (NDV I5)
in a global context [39]. The calculation is performed using the following formula:

P, = (NDVI—NDVI,)/(NDVI, + NDVI, ) ®)

The land surface temperature (LST), measured in degrees Celsius, is then calculated by
adjusting the spectral radiance to the sensor brightness temperature (BT) based on spectral
emissivity (Figure 5).
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LST = BT (6)

(e [0

12.5 13.5

Figure 5. Land surface temperature (LST) values.

The final step in this approach involves calculating the CWSI, as shown in Figure 6,
using the canopy temperature obtained from the calculated LST, along with temperatures
from hot and cold pixels.

_ (CT-CTy)
CWSI = e — 1 @)
0 1
T

Figure 6. Crop water stress index (CWSI) values.

CT represents the canopy temperature obtained from the computed land surface
temperature (LST). CTy and CT¢ denote the temperatures derived from warm and cold
pixels, respectively.

After validating the classification of images using the CWSI, the next step is to down-
load a time series of classified images from 2015 to 2023, with a 2-month interval, from the
Google Earth Engine platform. These images will be used to train and validate ConvLSTM
and CNN-LSTM models.

In the data transformation and format conversion process, the initial step involves
reading the crop water stress index images in our working environment. We utilize the
“ReadAsArray()” function in the GDAL library to convert these 50 images in GEOTIFF
format into matrices with the NPY extension, making the data compatible with the Numpy
library. These matrices have dimensions (M, N, Channels), where “M” and “N” represent
the rows and columns, respectively, while “Channels” signifies the image bands. In our
case, the images are M = N = 18 with CHANNELS = 1, as we are working with a single
index, crop water stress index, with values ranging from 0 to 1.

After obtaining the NPY matrices, we address “NaN” values by replacing them with
the nearest neighbor pixel value, as water stress tends to vary in a continuous manner. We
then proceed to load the data in NPY in a NumPy array representing CWSI time series
with dimensions [Total_Data, M, N, Channels].
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Next, we prepare sequences for our deep learning models, ConvLSTM and CNN-
LSTM, which involve predicting the next image in a sequence from a given input sequence.
These sequences are organized meticulously, creating two tensors: “Input_All” and “Out-
put_AlL” The former has dimensions (Number_Sequence, sequence_length, height, width,
channels), where “Number_Sequence” represents the total number of sequences and “se-
quence_length” denotes the number of images in each sequence. The latter, “Output_All,”
has dimensions (Number_Output, height, width, channels), with “Number_Output” repre-
senting the number of forecasted images.

Following sequence preparation, we divide the data into training and validation sets,
allocating 80% for training and 20% for validation. This division is required for model
evaluation, preventing overfitting, and ensuring generalization to unseen data.

Lastly, we conduct various tests to determine optimal model configurations. Different
numbers of consecutive images per sequence were tested (3, 6, and 9), maintaining a
consistent 2-month temporal interval between images. These tests help us understand how
the lookback time impacts model performance and thus fine-tune the models for more
accurate water stress forecasting.

4.3. CNN-LSTM Model Setup

The first adopted model is based on the CNN-LSTM architecture (Figure 7). This
model was used to process sequences of 2D images while effectively capturing spatial and
temporal relationships. This CNN-LSTM architecture comprises multiple components that
collaboratively achieve this complex task. The LSTM layer is used to capture the temporal
dependencies in sequential data.

Input data b

Convolutional Flatten and g
Layer Dropout }:){ LSTM Layer M Output Layer }:# Compile Model ’

43 sequences
N=9

consecutive

images
(18*18)

— —
TimeDistributed ; dense layer -
> (Conv2D) Flatten layer 128 LSTM units 18 * 18 units -»{ Nadam optimizer

Reshape

(18 % Loss function &

Metrics

dropout layer
0.2

kernel_regularizer

12(0.01) '-ayfg ;

> 8 filters

GridSearch:
> kernel size (3, 3) | Training
hyperparameters

activation
function (ELU)

—»{ Same Padding

Figure 7. Illustration of the proposed CNN-LSTM neural network architecture.

e Input Data:

The proposed model requires a sequence of 2D images with a dimension18 x 18 pixels
representing CWSI vegetation index. The “None” dimension in the input shape accom-
modates variable sequence lengths. This input consists of 43 sequences, each containing 9
18 x 18 pixel grayscale consecutive images.

e  Convolutional Layer:

The initial step involves the application of a convolutional neural network (CNN) to
each image within the sequence with an exponential linear unit (ELU) activation function
to capture relevant information from the images. An ELU activation has been found to
mitigate issues like vanishing gradients during training. One key aspect that distinguishes
our approach is the use of “same” padding during the convolutional operation. Padding
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involves adding extra pixels to the edges of the images before applying convolutions.
“Same” padding ensures that the output spatial dimensions (height and width) after
the convolution operation remain the same as the input dimensions. This is crucial for
maintaining congruence between the different images within a sequence and preserving
their spatial relationships.

e  Flatten and Dropout:

Following the convolutional layer, a flatten layer to each output feature map is applied.
The flatten layer reshapes the multi-dimensional feature maps into a one-dimensional
vector. This transformation turns the 3D tensor into a 1D vector for each time step. In our
case, the original input consists of images with dimensions 18 * 18 * 1 (width * height *
channels). After applying the flatten layer, which reshapes the data, each of these images is
converted into a 1D vector of length 18 * 18 * 1 = 324. To counter overfitting, we introduced
a dropout layer. Overfitting occurs when a neural network becomes too specialized in the
training data, performing well on it but struggling with new, unseen data. The dropout
layer helps alleviate this by strategically deactivating a portion of the units (neurons) within
the flattened vectors. During training, for each update, a random subset of these units is
temporarily “dropped out” or ignored, along with their connections. This prevents the
network from becoming overly reliant on specific neurons and encourages it to learn more
robust and generalized features.

e LSTM Layer:

Long short-term memory recurrent networks (LSTMs) were developed to overcome
the vanishing and exploding gradient issues faced by standard recurrent neural networks
(RNN’s) as layers increase [40]. LSTMs, equipped with three gates—forget, input, and
output—have the capability to retain and manage sequential data (Figure 8). The forget
gate, determined by a sigmoid function, selectively discards or retains information based
on its weight, crucially impacting the memory retention process. Meanwhile, the input gate,
composed of sigmoid and tanh layers, updates the LSTM model’s memory by combining
the previous hidden state and the current input. This updated memory state, influenced
by both forget and input gates, is calculated using a specific equation. Finally, the output
gate, employing a sigmoid layer, determines which part of the memory contributes to the
output, producing the final output at each time step [40].

h,
AR
Ci1 =@ ; > C;
tanh |
@ _anh
he-1 = > h,
o
X¢

Figure 8. The Long Short-Term Memory (LSTM) architecture.

Central to our architecture is the LSTM layer. This pivotal layer assimilates sequences
of flattened vectors as input, utilizing its memory cells to effectively capture and learn
intrinsic temporal dependencies in sequential data. With 128 LSTM units, this layer strate-
gically employs input, forget, and output gates as explained previously. By doing so, the
layer becomes adept at capturing intricate, long-term dependencies that span across the
entire sequence of data. To ensure that our model generalizes well and does not become
overly tailored to the training data, we introduce a technique known as L2 regularization to
the LSTM kernel. L2 regularization operates by adding a penalty term to the loss function
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of the model to reduce the risk of overfitting. This penalty term is proportional to the
square of the magnitudes of the weights in the LSTM kernel.

e  Output Layer:

The output layer of our architecture is designed to provide meaningful forecasting
based on the processed data. This layer consists of two key components: a dense layer with
dimensions 18 x 18 and a reshaped layer that transforms the output into the desired format
of 18 x 18 x 1. The dense layer is a fully connected layer that takes the representations
learned from the preceding layers and maps them to the desired output shape of 18 x 18.
Following the dense layer, we incorporate the reshape layer to reformat the output. The
dense layer produces a 1D vector of length 18 * 18 = 324. However, since our ultimate goal
is to generate images with dimensions 18 x 18 x 1, we use the reshape layer to transform
this vector back into a 2D grid with the desired channel depth of 1. This reshaping process
maintains the spatial arrangement of the data, ensuring that the output is consistent with
the original image dimensions.

e  Compile Model:

We compile our architecture using the Nadam optimizer and a set of metrics, encom-
passing mean squared error (MSE), root mean squared error (RMSE), and mean absolute
error (MAE). The Nadam optimizer combines the benefits of Nesterov accelerated gradi-
ent (NAG) and adaptive moment estimation (Adam) algorithms. It incorporates NAG to
enhance gradient-based updates and Adam to adaptively adjust learning rates for differ-
ent parameters. This optimizer aims to provide efficient convergence during training by
effectively handling the optimization process.

e  Optimization of Hyperparameters and Model Training:

To optimize the hyperparameters of the CNN-LSTM model, a semi-automatic ap-
proach was adopted. Initially, we determined the appropriate ranges for each hyperparam-
eter using our prior knowledge and preliminary experiments. The ranges of hyperparame-
ters chosen for CNN-LSTM were the following:

- Sequences length: 3, 6, and 9 images.
- Activation function: ELU.

- Epoch: 10, 30.

- Learning rate: 1074,1073,1072, 10~ L.
- Batch size: 1, 10.

- Filters: 8, 32.

Then, the GridSearch algorithm was used to choose the best combination of hyperpa-
rameters. The cross-validation process applied is k-fold with a value of k equal to 3. Once
the hyperparameters had been semi-automatically adjusted, we trained the CNN-LSTM
model with CWSI spatiotemporal images to forecast subsequent images.

4.4. ConvLSTM Model Setup

We employed ConvLSTM architecture (Figure 9), a sophisticated neural network
model, to process 2D image sequences in such a way as to efficiently capture spatial and
temporal relationships. This comprehensive architecture integrates various components
that work in concert to accomplish this complex task. At the heart of the architecture is the
ConvLSTM layer, a powerful innovation for modeling spatial and temporal dependencies
in sequential data.
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Figure 9. Illustration of the proposed ConvLSTM neural network architecture.

Input data: Identical to the input data utilized in the CNN-LSTM model.
ConvLSTM2D:

The ConvLSTM2D layer (convolutional long short-term memory 2D) combines the
advantages of LSTM (long short-term memory) networks and convolution layers to process
2D sequential data (Figure 10). This layer is commonly used in image or video sequence
processing tasks, where both spatial and temporal information is important. The following
hyperparameters must be considered for the ConvLSTM2D Layer:

Number of filters: Defines the number of filters used to extract features from the input
data. The higher the number of filters, the more complex features the layer can learn, but it
can also make the model more complex.

Kernel size: Specifies the size of the convolutional filters that are applied to the
sequential input.

Padding.

Return sequences: In our model, this hyperparameter is set to false, meaning that the
ConvLSTM2D layer produces a single output for each input sequence.

The ConvLSTM2D layer applies 2D convolution filters to recognize specific patterns,
such as edges, textures, or other visual structures. In parallel with convolution operations,
the ConvLSTM2D layer uses LSTM memory mechanisms to capture long-term sequential
dependencies in the data. LSTMs are recurrent neural networks that store important
information about past sequences and use it to influence the current output. This enables
the model to consider the history of images in each sequence as follows:

Current input (x¢): In ConvLSTM2D, x; represents the sequence image at time position
t in the input sequence.

Previous hidden state (h;_1): h;_j represents the hidden state at time position t—1. At
the start of the sequence, hy_; is usually initialized to a fixed value. At each subsequent
time step, h; is updated according to the current input (x¢) and the previous hidden state
(h¢_1) using LSTM memory mechanisms as explained for CNN-LSTM architecture.

LSTM mechanisms: The ConvLSTM2D layer uses LSTM memory mechanisms to
combine x; and h;_; and calculate hy, the hidden state at time position t. These mechanisms
include gates (forget gate, input gate, and output gate) that regulate the flow of information
in the LSTM unit. These gates enable the model to decide what information is important to
retain and what to forget about the hidden state.

Output (ht): Once h; has been calculated, it is used to generate the output of the
ConvLSTM2D layer at this time step. The dimensions of h;_1 are batch size, height, width,
and channels.

This process is repeated for each time step in the sequence, where x; represents the
image at that step and h{— is the state calculated from the previous step. This allows



Technologies 2024, 12, 77

14 of 23

for the model to take into account the evolution of the image sequence over time, and to
capture long-term sequential dependencies in the data.

ConvLSTM N

((l»l» (_(”

J‘llr

(1-1)

Figure 10. ConvLSTM architecture.

e Conv2D:

The Conv2D layer is a two-dimensional convolution layer used mainly after the
ConvLSTM2D layer, as it plays an essential role in processing the information extracted
by the ConvLSTM2D layer at each time step of the sequence. It applies 2D convolution
operations to the hidden state h; produced by the ConvLSTM2D layer. These convolution
operations enable further exploration of the spatial characteristics of the hidden state,
identifying important patterns and structures. In our case, the Conv2D layer produces an
output that is an 18 * 18 image with a single channel that corresponds to a shape (18, 18, 1)
representing the forecasted image.

e  Compile Model, Optimization of Hyperparameters, and Model Training;:

The same processes of model compilation, optimization of hyperparameters, and
model training used in the CNN-LSTM were applied to the ConvLSTM architecture. The
ranges of hyperparameters chosen for ConvLSTM are the following:

- Sequences length: 3, 6 and 9 images.

- Activation function: tanh.

- Epoch: 10, 20, 1000, 1500, 2000.

- Learning rate: 1075,107%,1073,1072, 10~ .
- Batch size: 1, 10.

- Filters: 32.

Similarly to CNN-LSTM, the cross-validation process applied for ConvLSTM is k-fold
with a value of k equal to 3.

4.5. Validation of CNN-LSTM and ConvLSTM Models

To validate the proposed CNN-LSTM and ConvLSTM models, we adopted an inte-
grated approach combining quantitative measurements with visual assessments to ensure
the robustness of our forecasting. We used several well-established performance metrics,
including the following;:

Mean square error (MSE): The loss function MSE measures the average squared
prediction error between the observed y; and forecasted values §j. A low MSE implies a

low error.

MSE = %le(yi —9)2 ®)
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Root mean square error (RMSE): Another loss function is the RMSE, which defines the
square root of the average squared prediction error between the observed and forecasted
values. A smaller RMSE value implies a lower error.

RMSE = VMSE = \/ % Yo i - )2 ©)

Mean absolute error (MAE): A loss function that computes the prediction error be-
tween the observed and forecasted values. A small average deviation value of the AME
is desired.

1 N .
MAE = 55} 5=y lyi = 9] (10)

These indicators enable us to quantify precisely and systematically the deviation
between the values predicted by our models and the actual values. This quantitative
approach gives us a comprehensive overview of our models’ performance in terms of
accuracy and ability to capture complex spatiotemporal variations.

In parallel, we perform visual validation by visually comparing the predicted images
generated by our two models with the corresponding real images. This visual evaluation
enables us to assess the quality and qualitative adequacy of our model forecasting in
relation to observed reality. It also enables us to detect any inconsistencies or errors that
might not be captured by quantitative measurements alone.

By combining the quantitative and visual methods, we achieve a holistic understand-
ing of our models’ performance in forecasting water stress. This approach enables us to
better grasp the advantages and limitations of the CNN-LSTM and ConvLSTM models in
modeling complex spatiotemporal patterns and producing accurate forecasts. Ultimately,
this validation methodology reinforces confidence in the ability of our models to deliver
reliable and meaningful results for CWSI-based water stress forecasting.

5. Results and Discussion
5.1. Results Overview

To summarize the results of this study, we compiled a summary table showing the best
performances obtained for each scenario, in terms of optimal hyperparameters, together
with the corresponding RMSE, MSE, and MAE values. This table provides an overview of
the significant improvements brought about by semi-automatic hyperparameter tuning
compared to the initial configurations. In addition, for a more concrete visualization of the
effectiveness of our models, we included graphs representing the training and validation
curves for each scenario. These curves highlight the convergence of the training and
generalization capabilities of the models across the different iterations, providing a visual
understanding of their performance.

The results for ConvLSTM and CNN-LSTM are presented in Tables 2 and 3:

Table 2. Summary of best ConvLSTM model performance and hyperparameters.

Sequences  Activation

Length Function Epoch Learning Rate  Batch Size Filters Loss Evolution Metrics
Loss evolution
n MSE: 0.0151
9 tanh 3000 0.00001 20 32 LR RMSE: 0.123

MAE: 0.101
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Table 2. Cont.

Sequences  Activation

Length Function Epoch Learning Rate ~ Batch Size Filters Loss Evolution Metrics

Loss evolution

MSE: 0.023
RMSE: 0.152
MAE: 0. 122

6 tanh 1000 0.0001 20 32 §

o 200 00 600 800 1000

Loss evolution

MSE: 0.023
RMSE: 0.153
MAE: 0.121

3 tanh 950 0.0001 20 32

The best result achieved with an RMSE of 0.124 at a sequence length of nine images
and its corresponding output image (Figure 11):

10

12

14

16

00 25 50 75 100 125 150 17.5 00 25 50 75 100 125 150 17.5

(a) (b)

Figure 11. (a) Forecasted CWSI image by ConvLSTM of 24 April 2023; (b) actual CWSI Image of
24 April 2023.

A visual comparison of the forecasted CWSI by ConvLSTM (Figure 11a) with the actual
CWESI image (Figure 11b) shows that the general spatial pattern of water stress distribution is
well captured. In addition, the forecasted CWSI image exhibits a more uniform distribution of
CWESI values, whereas the actual image shows more localized variations and hotspots. This
comparison suggests that while the ConvLSTM model can effectively capture the overall
spatial pattern, the forecasting of finer nuances and complexities of the real-world data is more
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challenging. As detailed in Section 5.2, quantitative metrics could provide a comprehensive
assessment of the performance of ConvLSTM in forecasting the CWSL

Table 3. Summary of best CNN-LSTM model performance and hyperparameters.

Sequences  Activation

Length Function Epoch Learning Rate  Batch Size Filters Loss Evolution Metrics

Loss evolution

MSE =0.014
RMSE=0.119
MAE = 0.098

9 elu 30 0.001 10 8

MSE = 0.025
RMSE = 0.159
MAE = 0.126

6 elu 30 0.001 10 8

MSE = 0.034
RMSE = 0.187
MAE = 0.155

3 elu 30 0.001 10 8

The best result achieved with an RMSE of 0.119 at a sequence length of nine images
and its corresponding output (Figure 12):

0.0 2.5 5.0 75 10.0 125 15.0 175 0.0 2.5 5.0 7.5 10.0 125 150 175

(a) (b)

Figure 12. (a) Forecasted CWSI image by ConvLSTM of 24 April 2023; (b) actual CWSI Image of
24 April 2023.
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Similarly to ConvLSTM, the CNN-LSTM model was able to forecast the general spatial
pattern of water stress distribution (Figure 12.a) compared to the actual CWSI image
(Figure 12.b). However, the CWSI forecasted with CNN-LSTM presents less smoothness
compared to ConvLSTM. Additionally, the CNN-LSTM model appears to overestimate
the extent of high stress regions compared to the actual data. Section 5.2 provides more
insights on the performance of ConvLSTM and CNN-LSTM based on quantitative metrics.

Based on the results presented in Tables 2 and 3, a comparison of the best forecast
model for CNN-LSTM and ConvLSTM is presented in Table 4.

Table 4. Comparison of the best forecast results for each model.

Sequence Length Loss Evolution Metrics
z .
& MSE = 0.014
3 9 Fow RMSE = 0.119
Z 01s MAE = 0098
@)

o H 10 15 20 25 £
Epochs

Loss evolution

- \ MSE: 0.0151
9 \ RMSE: 0.123
| MAE: 0.101

ConvLSTM

o 500 1000 1500 2000 2500 3000
Epochs

The analysis of MSE, RMSE, and MAE obtained from using CNN-LSTM and ConvL-
STM models to predict water stress shows that the CNN-LSTM model displays a slightly
lower value than the ConvLSTM model. Both models demonstrate similar good perfor-
mance with a slightly better performance of CNN-LSTM in terms of accuracy. In the next
section, a more in-depth comparison between CNN-LSTM and ConvLSTM is presented.

5.2. Comparison of CNN-LSTM and ConvLSTM for CWSI Forecasting

As we are comparing two different models for forecasting spatiotemporal prediction of
water stress, accuracy is not the only criterion to consider assessing the model’s reliability.

e  Complexity and processing time:

As the results of Table 5 clearly show, the ConvLSTM model requires considerably
more time to train, regardless of the scenario chosen (whether three, six, or nine images per
sequence). This observation underlines the intrinsic complexity of the ConvLSTM model,
as well as the sensitivity of its performance to the specific hyperparameters associated
with it.

To illustrate the difference in training times, let us consider the scenario of nine images
per sequence. The ConvLSTM model requires 3000 epochs to achieve satisfactory results,
while the CNN-LSTM achieves the equivalent performance in just 30 epochs. This disparity
in training time between the two models underlines the importance of considering time
constraints when choosing a model. Hence, the computational time demand could be
a major drawback of ConvLSTM, especially when fast training is imperative. On the
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other hand, the CNN-LSTM may prove more suitable for applications where training time
efficiency is crucial.

Table 5. The training time for each model in the different scenarios.

Training Time

Sequence Length CNN-LSTM ConvLSTM
3 3 min 8 min
6 3 min 9 min
9 3 min 17 min

e  Smoothness of forecasted images:

In this section, we consider the CNN-LSTM and ConvLSTM Models that were trained
on a sequence of nine images because they present the best metrics.

The ConvLSTM model generates an image with a certain homogeneity in the variations
of CWSI values, while the images produced by CNN-LSTM display more pronounced
variations between pixels. This observation could be interpreted as follows:

The image generated by ConvLSTM seems to smooth out CWSI variations, thus
creating some spatial continuity. Although this may be beneficial in contexts where real
data exhibit gentle variations, it may not correspond to the reality of our study, where stress
hydric variations are more pronounced.

More pronounced variations in pixel values are present in images forecasted by CNN-
LSTM. These variations could result from its greater sensitivity to local changes and specific
environmental features. Even though these variations may appear less smooth visually,
they might better reflect the actual fluctuations in stress hydric levels, especially when real
data exhibit rapid changes and significant variations between pixels.

It is important to note that relying solely on visualization as a validation criterion is
not sufficient. To obtain a comprehensive evaluation of the quality of predictions from both
models, it is essential to consider quantitative performance metrics, especially the RMSE.
While the image generated by ConvLSTM may show some continuity in CWSI variations
between pixels, it is noteworthy that the RMSE of the image generated by CNN-LSTM is
lower than that of ConvLSTM (in a sequence of nine images). This indicates that, from
a numerical perspective, CNN-LSTM’s predictions align more closely with actual stress
hydric values than those of ConvLSTM. This smaller value in RMSE for CNN-LSTM can
be interpreted as a better quantitative fit with real data, despite the more pronounced
visual variations we observed in the predicted image. Thus, it is possible that CNN-LSTM
accurately captures rapid changes and fluctuations in stress hydric levels, which is crucial
for many real-time forecasting applications.

e  Accuracy of the models:

It is essential to compare the performance of the CNN-LSTM and ConvLSTM models
in different scenarios, as shown in Table 6, for assessing their effectiveness in forecasting
spatiotemporal water stress. It is important to note that results vary according to the
scenario, particularly the number of images included in each sequence.

Table 6. Table of metrics for the two models in the three scenarios.

Metrics
Sequence Length CNN-LSTM ConvLSTM
MSE = 0.034 MSE = 0.023
3 RMSE = 0.187 RMSE = 0.153
MAE = 0.155 MAE =0.121
MSE = 0.025 MSE = 0.023
6 RMSE = 0.159 RMSE = 0.152

MAE = 0.126 MAE =0.122
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Table 6. Cont.

Metrics
Sequence Length CNN-LSTM ConvLSTM
MSE = 0.014 MSE = 0.0151
9 RMSE =0.119 RMSE = 0.123
MAE = 0.098 MAE =0.101

In the scenario with three images per sequence, we observe that ConvLSTM displays
slightly higher accuracy than CNN-LSTM. This means that in situations where sequences
are shorter, ConvLSTM can better capture water stress trends.

However, when the number of images per sequence is increased to six, the performance
of both models becomes comparable, with neither showing a clear superiority. This suggests
that for sequences of moderate length, both models can be used with similar results.

The most interesting scenario is that with nine images per sequence, where CNN-LSTM
shows a clear improvement in accuracy over ConvLSTM. This indicates that for longer
sequences, with more temporal data, CNN-LSTM can better model complex variations in
water stress.

Ultimately, the choice between CNN-LSTM and ConvLSTM will depend on the specific
needs of your application and usage scenario. When working with short sequences, Con-
vLSTM may be preferable. However, for longer sequences and more accurate water stress
predictions, CNN-LSTM seems to be the optimal choice. This analysis highlights the impor-
tance of considering sequence length when choosing a model for water stress forecasting.

5.3. Discussion

The results obtained in this study highlight the effectiveness of hybrid DL models,
particularly ConvLSTM and CNN-LSTM, for spatiotemporal forecasting of crop water
stress using remote sensing data. These findings align with previous studies and contribute
to the scientific advancements that underscore the potential of DL architectures in crop
water stress forecasting.

Consistent with the observations of [21-23], our study reinforces the superiority
of deep learning models over traditional machine learning approaches in handling the
complex spatiotemporal patterns present in remote sensing data. The ability of ConvLSTM
and CNN-LSTM to capture both spatial and temporal dependencies within the data has
proven advantageous for accurate forecasting of crop water stress.

Our results corroborate the findings of [24], who demonstrated the potential of deep
learning models in evapotranspiration estimation using satellite imagery. However, our
study extends these findings by exploring the comparative performance of two specific deep
learning architectures, ConvLSTM and CNN-LSTV, in a spatiotemporal forecasting context.

While both models exhibited promising performance, the CNN-LSTM architecture
demonstrated a slight edge in overall accuracy, aligning with the observations of [41] on
the efficacy of convolutional neural networks in processing raster data. This advantage can
be attributed to the CNN-LSTM'’s ability to capture localized variations and rapid changes
in crop water stress, as evident from the visual analysis of the forecasted images.

Notably, our findings regarding the computational efficiency of the CNN-LSTM model,
particularly for longer sequences, are consistent with the literature on the computational
demands of deep learning models [21]. This highlights the trade-off between model
complexity and computational resources, a consideration that should guide model selection
based on the specific application and resource constraints.

It is worth acknowledging that our study aligns with the research gap identified in the
literature, where the incorporation of satellite images into deep learning-based evapotran-
spiration and water stress forecasting has been underrepresented. By leveraging remote
sensing data and exploring the comparative performance of two advanced deep learning
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architectures, our work contributes to bridging this gap and advancing our understanding
of the use of deep learning in irrigation applications.

6. Conclusions

In conclusion, addressing crop water stress in agriculture is critical for ensuring global
food security and sustainable resource management. Our research highlights the critical
importance of accurate water stress forecasting in mitigating the detrimental effects on crop
growth, yield, and quality. By leveraging technological advancements, particularly deep
learning techniques and satellite imagery data, we can enhance water management prac-
tices. Through the utilization of ConvLSTM and CNN-LSTM models, we have contributed
to the integration of innovative tools for crop water stress forecasting. Our exclusive re-
liance on satellite imagery data enables near-real-time monitoring over large agricultural
areas, empowering farmers with valuable decision-making support.

This study reveals the complexity of forecasting water stress in a spatiotemporal
context. Model performance depends on factors such as sequence length and data com-
plexity. On one hand, the length of image sequences can have a significant impact on the
model performance. LSTM models, such as ConvLSTM, are designed to capture short-
term temporal dependencies. In scenarios with short sequences (such as three images
per sequence), ConvLSTM has an advantage, as it can better manage these dependencies.
However, when sequence length increases (as with nine frames per sequence), CNN-LSTM,
which combines convolution layers with LSTMs, can better capture complex patterns in
the data. On the other hand, the characteristics of real data can vary in complexity. Hence,
in scenarios where the data are less complex and have simple patterns, ConvLSTM may
be more appropriate as it tends to smooth out variations. However, in scenarios where
data exhibit more variations, CNN-LSTM performs better due to its ability to capture local
details and rapid changes in crop water stress. Understanding the impact of these factors is
important to adapt the model accordingly to obtain optimal results.

In essence, our research underscores the importance of technological innovation in
addressing crop water stress challenges, offering hope for more efficient water management,
enhanced food security, and a sustainable agricultural future.
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