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Abstract: The leaf area index (LAI) is a key crop biophysical variable influencing many vegetation
processes. Spatial LAI estimates are essential to develop and improve spatial modeling tools to moni-
tor vegetation conditions at large regional scales. Numerous optical remote sensing methods have
been explored to retrieve crop-specific LAI at a regional scale using satellite observations. However, a
major challenge is selecting a method that performance well under various conditions without local
scale calibration. As such, we assessed the performance of existing statistical and physical approaches,
developed based on parametric, non-parametric and radiative transfer model (RTM)-look-up-table
based inversion, using field observations from two geographically distant locations and Landsat 5,
7, and 8 satellite observations. These methods were implemented for corn and soybeans cultivated
at two locations in the U.S (i.e., Mead, Nebraska, and Bushland, Texas). The evaluation metrics
(i.e., Root Mean Square Error (RMSE), Mean Absolute Error (MAE), and Coefficient of Determination
(R2)) were used to study the performance of each method, and then the methods were ranked based
on these metrics. Our study showed that overall parametric methods outperformed other methods.
The RMSE (MAE) for the top five methods was less than 1.3 (0.95) for corn and 1.0 (0.8) for soybeans,
irrespective of location. Even though they outperformed, parametric methods exhibited inconsistency
in their performance. For instance, the SR_CA_cross method ranked 1 for corn, however, it performed
poorly for soybean (ranked 15). The non-parametric methods showed moderate accuracy partly due
to the availability of a smaller number of observations for training. The RTM-LUT inversion physical-
based approach was found to perform reasonably well RMSE (MAE) less than 1.5 (1.0) consistently
irrespective of location and crop, implying that this approach is more suitable for regional-scale
LAI estimation. The results of this study highlighted the drawbacks and advantages of available
optical remote sensing approaches to estimate LAI for corn and soybean crops using Landsat imagery.
These results are of interest for remote sensing and modeling communities developing spatial-scale
approaches to model and monitor agricultural vegetation.

Keywords: leaf area index; corn and soybean; empirical models; physical-based models; optical
remote sensing; Landsat

1. Introduction

Leaf area index (LAI), the total one-sided area of leaves per unit area of land, is a
fundamental crop parameter that determines the absorption rate of photosynthetic active
radiation (PAR) [1–4]. LAI also affects the exchange of water vapor, and near-surface climate
through influencing albedo [5,6]. Thus, LAI has been used to describe crop growth, water use,
carbon assimilation, and near surface climate variables. LAI is an essential intermediate state
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variable in process-based crop models and has considerable influence on the simulation of
other processes such as evapotranspiration and crop potential biomass [7–10].

Given that, LAI is strongly related to important plant biophysical processes, spatial
scale LAI estimates are essential for assessing crop conditions and potential yields at
regional to global scales [11]. Regional LAI estimates can be used in combination with
other descriptors and in process-based crop models to develop operational spatial crop
monitoring and forecasting tools. For instance, energy balance models (e.g., DisALEXI)
require LAI as an input for computing soil/canopy partitioning, and spatial LAI estimates
have been used to implement energy balance models at large spatial scales to produce
regional estimates of evapotranspiration [12].

Optical remote sensing observations have been widely explored to retrieve LAI at
various spatial scales ranging from field to global scale since they are cost-effective and
enable the acquiring of periodical observations in a timely manner [13–15]. There are pri-
marily two optical remote sensing approaches used for LAI estimation: (1) statistical-based
empirical approaches, and (2) radiative transfer model (RTM) based physical approaches.
Statistical-based approaches commonly rely on simple linear, polynomial, exponential, or
logarithmic models that relate field scale LAI measurements with spectral data [16–19].
To maximize the signal-to-noise ratio, various mathematical transformations have been
used in the development of parametric models to estimate LAI. The vegetative indices,
mathematical combination of two or more spectral bands, are most commonly used in the
parametric models, and some other transformations include bandwidth analysis and red
edge inflection point [16,20–26]. In addition, some studies have explored nonparametric
regression methods such as principal component analysis, partial least square regression
and neural networks [27–30]. The empirical models have been widely used, as they are
relatively simple, computationally efficient, and easy to implement at large spatial scale.
However, these models are often non-transferable to other sites characterized with different
environmental conditions or to other spectral data from different imagery. Further, the
performance of statistical models depends on quality and size of the in-situ data, and it is
often challenging to acquire robust and high-quality in-situ data to develop statistically
sound empirical models.

Physically based approaches are developed based on the radiative transfer models
(RTMs). The RTMs are built on physical principles of photon transport through vegetation,
and simulate canopy reflectance using leaf biophysical characteristics, soil background, and
viewing and illumination geometry [31–35]. Since these approaches rely on the vegetation
biophysical and biochemical properties, in situ data is not required, and these models are
found to be adapted to various conditions. However, their retrieval performance varies
widely based on specified input parameters (e.g., leaf angle distribution, soil background
reflectance), and inversion approach. For instance, the MOD15 LAI algorithm uses broad
crop (e.g., broadleaf crops) categories to parametrize the 3D radiative transfer model [36].
As such, MOD15 LAI tends to underperform when compared with measured crop-specific
LAI on agricultural sites [37]. There are typically three types of inversion approaches
including Look-Up Tables (LUT), machine learning algorithms (e.g., Neural Networks,
Support Vector Machine) and iterative optimization [38–43]. Each of these inversion
approaches has tradeoffs. For example, LUT approaches are simple to execute, and may
yield better LAI estimates but are computationally very intensive, while machine learning
algorithms are relatively efficient but may compromise the accuracy of LAI estimates. These
approaches are usually ill-posed, which means a numerical solution may not result in stable
and accurate inversion performance [38,44].

To take advantage of both statistical and physically based approaches, a hybrid ap-
proach has been introduced [45,46]. Regression models for LAI estimation using the
calibration of RTMs were developed [16]. Unlike in the statistical approaches where spec-
tral imagery-based vegetative indices and in-situ LAI measurements are used to develop
predictive equations, hybrid approaches use simulated canopy reflectance by RTM under a
range of LAI values, and develop predictive models using simulated reflectance-based veg-
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etative indices and LAI values used to simulate canopy reflectance. Since these approaches
are independent of in-situ observations, they are expected to perform well irrespective of
location. However, a misrepresentation of model parameters often leads to uncertainties
in RTM simulations, which in turn may have negative impacts on the performance of
hybrid approaches.

There are several review research studies on LAI estimation using remote sensing [47–52].
These studies show the importance, limitations, and strategies to improve the accuracy of each of
these methods [49,53–55]. Most of these studies focused on forest cover, and very few reviewed
the existing LAI estimation methods for cropland using optical remote sensing including
multispectral, hyperspectral and LiDAR [47,52]. All of the existing studies focused on reviewing
existing studies and underscoring the advantages and limitations of current approaches. For
example, Liu [52] highlighted the technical issues such as the curse of dimensionality and
ill-posed problems in hyperspectral remote sensing-based crop LAI estimation. None of these
review studies compared different methods of LAI estimation using field observations and
satellite remote sensing data.

Considering the presence of various options for LAI estimation and respective advan-
tages and limitations, it is important to assess their performance under various geographical
conditions, different cropping systems and with different spectral data. Even though there
are many optical methods that exist, the major challenge is to select an appropriate ap-
proach that performs well when implementing large regional scales using satellite imagery.
Local calibration of a particular LAI method may not help improve the prediction skill
when implemented at large regional scale since considerable differences in climate, soil, and
geographical conditions are expected. Further, the research that provides the transferability
of existing methods of LAI estimation for different crops is not present. Therefore, the over-
all objective of this study is to assess the performance of available optical remote sensing
approaches, without calibration to local conditions, to estimate LAI for corn and soybean
cultivated under different geographical and management conditions using satellite imagery.
We choose corn and soybeans in this study because they are major cropping systems in the
U.S and worldwide. Further, we selected two geographically distant locations in the U.S:
Mead, NE and Bushland, TX, and used Landsat five, seven, and eight satellite observations,
and evaluated different empirical (i.e., parametric linear or exponential regression models
and non-parametric machine learning algorithms) and physical based approaches (LUT-
based inversion, and hybrid RTM-empirical) to estimate LAI of irrigated and non-irrigated
corn and soybeans cultivated at these locations.

2. Data Used
2.1. Study Sites and Field Observations

Field measurements of LAI collected from three AmeriFlux sites near Mead, Nebraska
(NE) and four lysimeter field sites in Bushland, Texas (TX) were used in this study to assess
the performance of LAI models and to quantify their transferability (Figure 1).

The three field sites near Mead, NE have been maintained by the University of
Nebraska–Lincoln as part of the AmeriFlux network (https://ameriflux.lbl.gov/, accessed
on 10 March 2022) ever since 2001 (Figure 1a). Having a humid continental climate, these
Mead sites stay humid throughout the year without dry seasons, although winters are
severe and summers are hot. The mean annual temperature at these sites is 10.07 ◦C and the
mean annual precipitation is 790.37 mm (https://ameriflux.lbl.gov/sites/siteinfo/US-Ne1,
accessed on 1 September 2022). The soils are deep silty clay loam consisting of Tomek,
Yutan, Filbert, and Filmore soil series. Irrigated with a center pivot system, the Mead sites
have been planted with corn-soybean rotation for ten years under no-till, prior to the data
collection at 2001. The field sites were tilled just before 2001 planting and applied with
phosphorus and potassium fertilizers including the leftover residues. After each harvest, a
nitrogen fertilizer is mixed on the residue. From 2001 to 2016, both Sites 2 and 3 continued
with corn-soybean rotation, while only corn was planted in Site1 (Table 1). In addition,

https://ameriflux.lbl.gov/
https://ameriflux.lbl.gov/sites/siteinfo/US-Ne1
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Sites 1 and 2 are consistently irrigated, while Site 3 is rainfed. At all three sites, green LAI
measurements were taken using a leaf area meter (Model LI-3100, Li-Cor).
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Figure 1. Location of field sites: (a) three AmeriFlux sites in Mead, NE; (b) four USDA lysimeter field
sites in Bushland, TX.

Table 1. Years and sites of corn and soybean growing at the AmeriFlux sites, Mead, NE between 2001
and 2016.

Year Site 1 Site 2 Site 3

2001 Corn Corn Corn
2002 Corn Soybean Soybean
2003 Corn Corn Corn
2004 Corn Soybean Soybean
2005 Corn Corn Corn
2006 Corn Soybean Soybean
2007 Corn Corn Corn
2008 Corn Soybean Soybean
2009 Corn Corn Corn
2010 Corn Corn Soybean
2011 Corn Corn Corn
2012 Corn Corn Soybean
2013 Corn Corn Corn
2014 Corn Soybean Soybean
2015 Corn Corn Corn
2016 Corn Soybean Soybean

The research field (about 0.2 km2 in total) near Bushland, TX is located at the Conser-
vation and Production Research Laboratory (CPRL) of the USDA Agricultural Research
Service (Figure 1b). This field is further separated into four square field sites identified as
NE, SE, NW, and SW, with a weighting lysimeter set up in the center of each field. Different
from the humid Mead sites, the Bushland sites have a semi-arid temperate climate with
large diurnal and daily variability of temperature [56]. The Pullman clay loam (a fine,
mixed, superactive, thermic Torrertic Paleustoll) is the major soil type in the study sites.
We obtained green LAI observations collected, using the electronic leaf area meter (Delta-T
Devices Ltd., Cambridge, UK), from 1995 to 2010 for the four sites in this study. Corn,
soybean, cotton, winter wheat, sorghum, and sunflower were planted during the entire
data collection period with rotations. Specifically, we focused on the sites and years in
which corn and soybean were grown as listed in Table 2 for assessment.
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Table 2. Years and sites of corn and soybean growing at the USDA Lysimeter sites, Bushland, TX
between 1995 and 2010.

Year NE SE NW SW

1995 - - Irrigated soybean Irrigated soybean
2003 Irrigated soybean Irrigated soybean - -
2004 Irrigated soybean Irrigated soybean - -
2006 Irrigated corn - - -
2007 - Irrigated corn - -
2010 - - Dryland soybean Dryland soybean

2.2. Remote Sensing Datasets

Landsat 5 Thematic Mapper (TM), Landsat 7 Enhanced Thematic Mapper Plus (ETM+),
and Landsat 8 Operational Land Imager (OLI) data were used to estimate crop LAI in
this study for both Bushland and Mead sites. We collected Level-2 Surface Reflectance
products generated through Landsat Ecosystem Disturbance Adaptive Processing System
(LEDAPS) [57] and Landsat Surface Reflectance Code (LaSRC) [58] systems distributed by
U.S. Geological Service (USGS). All available Landsat tiles covering the field sites during
the years of field data collection were downloaded. The details were summarized in Table 3.

Table 3. Summary of Landsat Level-2 surface reflectance data used in this study.

Sites Spatial Resolution Sensors WRS2 Tiles

Mead, NE 30 m
Landsat 5 TM,

Landsat 7 ETM+,
Landsat 8 OLI

Path 28 Row 31

Bushland, TX 30 m Landsat 5 TM,
Landsat 7 ETM+

Path 30 Row 36,
Path 31 Row 35,
Path 31 Row 36

2.3. Landsat Data Preparation

For both Mead and Bushland sites, we predefined a processing region of 1000 × 1000
30-m pixels (9 km2) centered at the field sites for Landsat data. Prior to LAI modeling,
we first masked out the cloud and cloud shadow pixels based on the Quality Assessment
(QA) band provided by the Level-2 product. We then adopted a gap-filling algorithm [59]
developed for Landsat time series data to fill the scan-line corrector (SLC) gaps in ETM+
data acquired after 2003 and the masked cloud/shadow pixels for all Landsat imagery.

We further applied the locally estimated scatterplot smoothing (LOESS) algorithm to
reduce the impacts of temporal gaps and noises on time series Landsat data. We extracted
the yearly time series values of each surface reflectance and spectral index for each field
plot separately. For each year and each field plot, we used the LOESS algorithm with a
smoothing factor of 0.25 for fitting each surface reflectance and index by day of the year.
The smoothed data were then used to estimate LAI values with different types of methods
as described in Section 3 below.

3. Crop LAI Estimation Methods

We summarized the commonly used LAI retrieval methods into two broad categories
for transferability assessment based on the literature review in this manuscript: (1) empirical
models and (2) physical-based models. The first category refers to the empirical models
developed using field observations as the training data, while models within the second
category are derived from simulated datasets generated from canopy radiative transfer
models such as PROSAIL [60,61]. The empirical models were further categorized into
(1) parametric equations such as linear or exponential regression models, and (2) non-
parametric models developed from machine learning algorithms. We considered three
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types of physical-based approaches categorized based on LAI retrieval strategies: (1) RTM-
parametric modeling, (2) RTM-non-parametric modeling and (3) RTM-LUT-based inversion.
The methods evaluated in this study and the workflow of the assessment were summarized
in Figure 2.
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3.1. Empirical Modeling Methods
3.1.1. Parametric Equations

Estimating LAI values based on their empirical relationships with spectral vegetation
indices has been the most widely used method for large-scale LAI retrieval with opti-
cal remote sensing data, due to its computational efficiency and easiness [18,62]. Most
vegetation indices (VIs) utilized in LAI retrieval are derived from surface reflectance of
near-infrared (NIR) and red bands, such as the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index
(NDVI), Enhanced Vegetation Index (EVI), and Green Atmospherically Resistant Vegetation
Index (GARVI) [62]. Hyperspectral indices have also been frequently utilized to estimate
the LAI of different crop types in precision agriculture practices [52]. Although they are
often found to result in LAI estimates with higher accuracy due to their finer spectral
resolutions, their applications in monitoring the spatial-temporal distribution of LAI are
largely limited by hyperspectral data availability.

We reviewed existing literature that documented parametric empirical methods (Table
S1) developed based on various VIs (Table 4) and selected those that provide empirical
equations for LAI estimation for individual crops or crops in general from highly cited
literature. The VIs used here are NDVI, green NDVI (gNDVI), Simple Ratio (SR), Reduced
SR (RSR), EVI, GARVI, Wide Dynamic Range Vegetation Index (WDRVI), green WDRVI
(gWDRVI), and Green Chlorophyll Index (Clgreen). If available, we used more than one
empirical equation developed using a specific vegetative index for estimating LAI for a
given crop. Since Viña et al. [62] did not explicitly mention the value of the weighting
coefficient α used in their manuscript, we used both 0.1 and 0.2 as α as to calculate
WDRVI and to model LAI with the corresponding equation in this study (identified as
WDRVI_Ne1_Viña and WDRVI_Ne2_Viña respectively), considering the range of 0.1–0.2
for α [63]. After identifying the equations to use, we then calculated each VI and applied
the selected equations to estimate LAI values for crops cultivated at both Bushland and
Mead sites. For the years with field observations, we retrieved LAI values using Landsat
data for the entire year.



Remote Sens. 2022, 14, 5301 7 of 19

Table 4. Details of vegetation indices used in empirical parametric equations.

Index Formula References

NDVI ρNIR−ρRed
ρNIR+ρRed

[64]

gNDVI ρNIR−ρGreen
ρNIR+ρGreen

[65]

SR ρNIR
ρRed

[66]

RSR ρNIR
ρRed
×
(

1− ρSWIR−ρSWIRmin
ρSWIRmax−ρSWIRmin

)
[67]

EVI 2.5×(ρNIR−ρRed)
ρNIR+6×ρRed−7.5×ρBlue+1

[68]

GARVI ρNIR−[ρGreen−(ρBlue−ρRed)]
ρNIR+[ρGreen−(ρBlue−ρRed)]

[65]

WDRVI α×ρNIR−ρRed
α×ρNIR+ρRed

[63]

gWDRVI α×ρNIR−ρGreen
α×ρNIR+ρGreen

+ 1−α
1+α

[63]

Clgreen
ρNIR
ρGreen

− 1 [69]

3.1.2. Non-Parametric Models

Existing studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of non-parametric models in esti-
mating LAI from optical spectral information using machine learning algorithms [70–72].
Specifically, Neural Networks (NN), Random Forest (RF), and Support Vector Machine
(SVM) are among the most commonly applied methods. Different from parametric equa-
tions, these models are not developed under assumptions of input variable distribution or
autocorrelation [73].

We followed the model settings based on existing literature as listed in Table 5. Since
there are no available explicit formats of these models, we trained them using in-situ data
collected at Mead sites and validated the models with field data from the Bushland sites.
Surface reflectance from all eight bands of Landsat was used as input parameters for model
training and validation. As in both sites, LAI data are only available for corn and soybean,
we simply assessed the transferability of non-parametric methods for these two crop types.

Table 5. Pure empirical non-parametric models used in this study.

Models Sites Crop Types Settings References

SVM Italy, Austria Multiple types Linear kernel function,
least square [74]

NN Northeastern
China Corn

Back-propagation
algorithm for minimizing

misfit function
[75]

RF Italy, Austria Multiple types
Number of trees = 500
Number of input var at

each split = 2
[74]

3.2. Physical-Based Methods

We examined the aforementioned retrieval methods derived based on a simulated
dataset from RTMs. For parametric equations extracted with physical-based models, we
extracted existing equations from the literature to assess their performance and stability in
retrieving LAI values at different regions. Different from parametric equations, neither non-
parametric models nor LUT-inversion output are explicitly available from existing literature.
We then derived simulated datasets with the coupling of the PROSPECT and SAIL model,
also known as PROSAIL [41], to evaluate the performance of non-parametric models and
the LUT-inversion method at both field sites. Coupling a leaf optical properties model
PROSPECT and a canopy bidirectional reflectance model SAIL (Scattering by Arbitrary
Inclined Leaves), PROSAIL has the capability to physically describe the spectral and
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direction properties of vegetation canopy in terms of leaf biochemistry characteristics and
canopy architecture [61]. It has been widely utilized in retrieving the bidirectional surface
reflectance spectrum of multiple crop types for effective estimation of crop LAI [43,76–78].
Thus, in this manuscript, we adopted the PROSAIL model to generate simulated LUTs for
training non-parametric models and LUT-based inversion methods.

We first generated crop canopy realizations for each crop type involved in this study
using LUTs with 100,000 cases of canopy variable combination as suggested by Richter
et al. [77]. We defined the range and distribution of the major parameters for PROSPECT
and SAILH models to establish the LUTs based on previous studies (Table 6). Parameters
describing the solar and sensor positions in the SAILH model, including solar zenith angle,
view zenith angle, and solar-sensor azimuth angle, were determined separately for Mead
and Bushland sites based on the metadata file for the corresponding Landsat tiles.

Table 6. Parametric settings for the PROSAIL model in this study.

Model Parameters Abbr. Units Ranges Distribution

PROSPECT

Leaf structure index N Unitless 1–2.5 Uniform

Leaf chlorophyll content Cab µg/cm2 10–80 Gaussian
(µ:45, σ:20)

Leaf dry matter content Cm g/cm2 0.001–0.03 Uniform

Leaf water content Cw cm 0.002–0.05 Uniform

Brown pigments content Cbp Unitless 0–2 Uniform

Leaf carotenoid content Car µg/cm2 0–16 Uniform

SAILH

Leaf area index LAI m2/m2 0.1–7 Gaussian

Hot spot parameter SL Unitless 0.05–1 Uniform

Soil reflectance factor ρS Unitless 0–1 Uniform

Solar zenith angle θS Degree Based on Landsat data
acquisition conditions

3.2.1. Physical-Based Parametric Equations

Different from purely empirical equations, physical-based parametric models have
been developed with VIs computed using simulated reflectance based on RTMs such as
PROSAIL to estimate crop LAI in different regions [43,79,80]. Similar to Section 3.1.1, we
identified a list of empirical equations (Table S2) developed based on PROSAIL with a
variety of spectral indices (Table 7) for crop LAI retrieval from existing literature. These VIs
are Renormalized Difference Vegetation Index (RDVI), Optimized Soil Adjusted Vegetation
Index (OSAVI), Modified Soil Adjusted Vegetation Index (MSAVI), Modified Triangular
Vegetation Index (MTVI), and Spectral Polygon Vegetation Index (SPVI). Since the formulas
of these developed models are explicitly available, we calculated each of the indices and
then applied them to retrieve LAI with Landsat data for transferability assessment.

Table 7. Details of additional vegetation indices used in physical-based parametric equations.

Index Formula References

RDVI ρNIR−ρRed√
ρNIR+ρRed

[81]

OSAVI (1 + 0.16)× ρNIR−ρRed
ρNIR+ρRed+0.16 [82]

MSAVI 1
2 ×

[
2× ρNIR + 1−

√
(2× ρNIR + 1)2 − 8× (ρNIR − ρRed)

]
[83]

MTVI1 1.2× [1.2× (ρNIR − ρGreen)− 2.5× (ρRed − ρGreen)] [79]

MTVI2 1.5×[1.2×(ρNIR−ρGreen)−2.5×(ρRed−ρGreen)]√
(2×ρNIR+1)2−(6×ρNIR−5×√ρRed)−0.5

[79]

SPVI 0.4× 3.7× (ρNIR − ρRed)− 1.2× |ρRed − ρGreen| [84]
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3.2.2. Physical-Based Non-Parametric Models

Non-parametric models such as SVM, NN and RF have also been integrated with
physical-based models for LAI retrieval [70,75,85–87]. Simulated datasets generated from
RTMs such as PROSAIL function as the data source for non-parametric model training. We
explored commonly used machine learning algorithms (i.e., NN, RF, and SVM) to train the
physical-based models for mead sites. We followed the same settings of the three algorithms
as we used in Section 3.1.2. Then we implemented trained models over Bushland sites
using Landsat surface reflectance data to assess their performance. The performance was
evaluated using in-situ data at Bushland.

3.2.3. LUT-Based Inversion

The same simulated dataset generated by the PROSAIL model in Section 3.2.2 was
used for the LUT-based inversion method. For each pixel, we applied a widely used cost
function that calculates the root mean square error (RMSE) of all surface reflectance bands
between the measured and the LUT values [77,88,89] to estimate the LAI values based on
the corresponding LUT. The cost function is defined using the following equation:

RMSE =

√√√√ 1
nλ

nλ

∑
i=1

(
ρi

measure − ρi
LUT

)2 (1)

We then calculated the RMSE value for each combination in the LUT for each pixel. To
avoid the ill-posed issue in the inversion of RTMs, we determined the final LAI value for a
certain pixel by averaging all the LAI values with 10% of the smallest RMSE value in the
last step.

3.3. Accuracy Assessment

After retrieving LAI values for both Mead and Bushland sites using the methods
described above, we further assessed their accuracy through assessing their performance at
each site using statistical metrics. Many metrics for assessing the accuracy of a predictive
models have been studied and used [90–92] and Root Mean Squared Error (RMSE), Mean
Absolute Error (MAE), and R-squared (R2) are the most common among them. Therefore,
these three commonly used statistical metrics are considered in this study. The R2 is the
relative metric that measures the variation between predicted and observed datasets, where,
RMSE and MAE present the error components [93]. RMSE, MAE, and R2 were computed
using observed and estimated LAI values using models. The models were then ranked
based on the weighted average of these evaluation metrics. Since RMSE and MAE consider
differences in predicted and observed values and quantify the error, they were given more
weights (0.4 for each one) compared to R2 (0.2 weight) as it is a relative metric. Since Mead
and Bushland sites represent different irrigation and climate conditions, we calculated
three metrics at each site separately to assess the performance of each method at both sites.
Further, the performance of each method was examined based on crop type, irrigation
practices, and study locations.

4. Results
4.1. Variability in LAI Observations

Field observations used in this study showed considerable variation in LAI values,
reflecting changes in crop type and irrigation practices (Figure 3). Irrespective of location,
corn LAI values were higher with maximum LAI values ranging from 5–7 depending on
location and irrigation management. Soybean maximum LAI values ranged from 4.5–5.6,
approximately 15% lower than corn. Under irrigation practice, LAI values were about 23%
higher compared to non-irrigation practices. Bushland LAI values were slightly higher even
though values were not significant at the p < 0.05 level. This was against our expectations
because the growing conditions are drier in Bushland expecting lower LAI values compared
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to the Mead site. This slight discrepancy could be attributed to measurement errors, which
may influence the performance of LAI retrieval methods.
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4.2. Empirical Approaches

Total of seventeen empirical parametric methods for LAI estimation were evaluated
which are based on nine vegetation indices as listed in Table 4 and for different locations.
Most of the studied methods performed, irrespective of the location, reasonably well for
both corn and soybean with R2 values greater than 0.80. Similarly, more than 85% of
methods resulted in estimates with RMSE values less than 2 with average RMSE values
of 1.73 and 1.56 for corn and soybean, respectively. However, the performance varies
considerably among the methods depending on various factors such as location, crop type,
and spectral bands used in the development of methods.

For instance, overall, when considering both corn and soybean LAI estimates, methods
performed slightly better at Mead sites (average RMSE = 1.60 and MAE = 1.25) than at
Bushland sites (average RMSE = 1.69 and MAE = 1.32). This could be partly because of
possible discrepancies in LAI observations at Bushland sites. The average RMSE (MAE)
values for corn and soybeans LAI estimates at Mead sites were 1.63 (1.28) and 1.56 (1.22),
respectively, while at Bushland sites, the average RMSE (MAE) values were 1.83 (1.39)
and 1.55 (1.25) for corn and soybeans, respectively. These results indicated that methods
outperformed for corn at Mead sites, and for soybeans, a significant difference was not
noticed in the performance. Overall, the empirical parametric methods achieved top
five ranks (i.e., WDRVI_Ne2_Viña, gWDRVI_Ne_NR, SR_Ne_NR, Clgreen_Ne_NR, and
SR_CA_Kross) for corn at Mead site (Table S4) whereas only one method is in the top five
ranks (i.e., SR_CA_Kross) at Bushland site. The lower performance of parametric methods
for corn at Bushland could be attributed to the lower number of LAI observations for corn.
These methods secured all five top ranks for soybeans at the Bushland site (Table S5). The
better performance for soybean at Bushland in part, could be due to a higher number of
LAI observations.

Three non-parametric approaches SVM, NN, and RF showed moderate accuracy and
the average RMSE (MAE) was 1.60 (1.25) and 1.31 (1.07) for corn and soybeans, respectively.
The average R2 was ~0.83 for both crops with considerably low variation depending on the
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methods and the locations. The methods were found somewhat more accurate for soybeans.
Overall, SVM was ranked three, and NN was ranked four for corn at Bushland, however,
the smaller number of observations at Bushland for corn does not effectively support this
outcome. Further, these non-parametric methods need to be assessed using an abundant
number of observed data to fulfill its requirement to appropriately train the models.

4.3. Physical Approaches

We analyzed physical methods, which were based on RTMs such as PROSAIL. The
parametric methods in this approach use vegetation indices. The average RMSE, MAE,
and R2 were 1.96, 1.48, and 0.79 for corn, and 1.49, 1.17, and 0.81 for soybeans, respectively.
The agreement between the measured and the estimated LAI was relatively accurate for
soybeans. Considering the location, these methods performed well at Mead with an average
RMSE (MAE) of 1.58 (1.25) compared to the Bushland site with an average RMSE (MAE) of
1.87 (1.41). The physical parametric methods achieved the top five ranks for soybeans at
Mead compared to all the methods considered in this study. The EVI2_CA_Liu performed
most effectively overall for soybeans at both locations with 0.88, 0.70, and 0.87 of average
RMSE, MAE, and R2 (Table S6), respectively. Similarly, SPVI outperformed corn at Bushland
with RMSE, MAE, and R2 equal to 0.93, 0.77, and 0.91, respectively (Table S6). These
physical parametric methods utilize biophysical, biochemical, and spectral characteristics
of the crop canopy. The use of vegetation indices deals with the selective spectral bands
that implicitly characterize the crop properties and makes it most sophisticated among the
other methods.

Similar to empirical non-parametric, three methods were used here based on SVM,
NN, and RF with the PROSAIL model. The site-independent average RMSE and MAE
were observed less for soybeans (1.27 and 0.99) than corn (1.63 and 1.20). However, the
R2 was higher in corn (0.79) than in soybeans (0.76). The model performed well at Mead
(average RMSE = 1.31 and MAE = 0.98) because of the sufficient number of LAI data points,
which drives the accuracy of the non-parametric methods. The average RMSE (MAE) at
Bushland was 1.59 (1.21). Among these three methods, RF was ranked top for corn and
NN for soybean, however, the overall rank was comparatively poor.

We further investigated the LUT inversion of the PROSAIL model to invert LAI based
on the broadband spectral reflectance and cost function. This approach was more accurate
for soybean (RMSE = 1.07, MAE = 0.82 and R2 = 0.81) than corn (RMSE = 1.32, MAE = 1.0
and R2 = 0.86). The accuracy at the Mead (RMSE = 0.96 and MAE = 0.80) was comparatively
higher than Bushland sites (RMSE = 1.43 and MAE = 1.02). Based on the overall comparison,
this method holds reasonably moderate ranks (up to 15) for both crops (Tables S6 and S7).

4.4. Overall Performance

The overall ranking of LAI estimation methods for corn and soybeans is presented in
Figure 4. The top five methods are highlighted inside the red dashed box. It shows that the
parametric methods (either from empirical or physical) were most effective in estimating
the LAI close to the actual for both crops. By analyzing the variation of RMSE, MAE, and R2

of different empirical and physical methods, it is found that the SR and EVI-based empirical
and physical methods performed most accurately for corn and soybeans, respectively.

The RMSE (MAE) for top five methods were less than 1.3 (0.95) for corn and 1.0
(0.8) for soybeans. Overall, the variation in RMSE and MAE was higher than R2, which
supports our assumptions behind assigning low weightage to R2. The top five vegeta-
tion indices to estimate LAI for corn were RSR[Red, NIR and SWIR] [67], OSAVI[NIR, Red] [82],
MTVI2[NIR, Green and Red] [79], gNDVI[NIR, Green] [65], and SPVI[NIR, Green and Red] [84]. Simi-
larly, for soybeans, the top five methods were EVI2[NIR, Red, Blue] [68], CIgreen[NIR, Green] [69],
gWDRVI[NIR, Green] [63], and OSAVI[NIR, Red] [82].
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We examined the scatterplots of top-ranking methods for both crop types. For corn,
the estimated LAI values tend to be lower than observed based on the overall comparison
results at Mead sites, except for those modeled by the SR-based and NDVI-based equa-
tions derived by Kross et al. [19] (Figure 5a). However, the LAI estimation values at the
Bushland sites results show an overall underestimation pattern irrespective of methods.
For soybean, the overall estimated LAI values using top-ranking methods are comparable
with field measurements at Mead sites, with no obvious overestimation or underestimation
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(Figure 4b). Similar to the results for corn, the underestimation still exists for soybean LAI
estimation methods for all selected methods at Bushland sites (Figure 5b), indicating the
limitation of applying existing LAI methods between different types of regions.
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5. Discussion

The NIR was the most commonly used spectral band in vegetation indices. The
effectiveness of NIR towards LAI estimation has been highlighted in several studies [94,95].
Vegetation indices are saturated in the dense canopy and the NIR band is very useful in LAI
estimation in such conditions [94,96]. RSR vegetation index uses the SWIR band, which
has been found in many studies to be more sensitive than other bands for LAI estimation
of tall crops such as corn and sorghum and for forest areas [97–100]. Our results are in
general agreement with the above findings. In non-parametric methods, the number of
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observations to train the model is most important. Due to a lack of observations, the
overall results of non-parametric methods showed low accuracy in this study. The methods
used here were found most accurate depending on the spectral indices, crop types, and
location. However, the variation in the performance can be explained by the number of
LAI observations available at both sites.

Even though the physical-based LUT approach did not perform as well as some of
the empirical methods, it was found to perform consistently reasonably well for both corn
and soybean at both locations. The RMSE value is less than 1.5 irrespective of crop and
location, and it stood in the top 10 and 20 methods for corn and soybean at both locations,
respectively. On the other hand, we found a large variation in the performance of empirical
approaches depending on location and crop. For instance, the SR_CA_cross method ranked
1 for corn, however, it performed poorly for soybean (ranked 15).

Previous studies demonstrated that red-edge plays a key role in estimating LAI. The
inclusion of reflectance in a red-edge band in the development of models was shown to
improve the prediction skill of LAI estimation [101]. In this study, we did not include
red-edge based approaches since Landsat satellites did not have a red edge band. Sentinel-
2A has red edge band but data is not available for the years we have LAI observations.
Similarly, microwave data has been explored to retrieve crop-specific LAI using various
approaches (e.g., the water cloud model) [102]. The cloud-penetrating ability of microwave
satellites will allow us to have more frequent satellite observations and seasonal LAI
estimates at the high temporal resolution, which improves characterizing seasonal crop
growth dynamics. Given the benefits of the red-edge band and microwave data, our
future studies will focus on understanding the performance of the red-edge band and
microwave-based LAI estimation approaches.

6. Conclusions

Regional scale crop type LAI estimates are required to develop and improve mod-
eling tools to monitor crop conditions at a large spatial scale. Since there are numerous
approaches available to estimate LAI, selecting an appropriate approach that can perform
well irrespective of various conditions without calibration is a major challenge. Therefore,
we assessed the performance of existing approaches to estimate LAI at two geographically
distant locations. Some general conclusions from our study include

1. The performance of LAI estimation methods varied based on the method used, veg-
etation indices, crop types and location, and the number of observations of LAI
to evaluate or train the methods. Overall, parametric methods were found to be
more effective to estimate LAI of the corn crop and at Mead site with less than 2.0
RMSE in most of the methods but showed greater variation in performance among
the locations.

2. After analyzing the RMSE, MAE, and R2 of different empirical and physical methods,
it is found that the estimation accuracy of SR and EVI-based empirical and physical
methods were higher than other methods considered in this study for corn and
soybeans, respectively. These two were followed by vegetation indices such as OSAVI,
MTVI2, gNDVI, and SPVI for corn and CIgreen, gWDRVI, and OSAVI for soybeans.

3. The LUT-inversion physical approach performed reasonably well consistently irre-
spective of location and crop even though the performance was as good as some
empirical methods. The consistency in its performance across locations for both crops
is the advantage of the LUT-inversion approach over other methods and this approach
is more suitable at regional scale LAI estimation.

4. Since spectral data at red edge region and SAR microwave data are available, and
they are found to be promising to estimate crop-specific LAI, future studies will focus
on evaluating methods based on red edge spectral data and SAR.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/rs14215301/s1, Table S1. Empirical parametric models selected
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in this study to predict LAI. Model names were primarily identified by VIs and study regions. Here
we used acronyms of states or countries to represent the study regions. For the equations using same
VIs and regions, we further added the surname of the first author to distinguish the model. Table S2.
Physical-based parametric equations used in this study. Table S3. Approaches used to measure LAI
and remote sensing data used to develop empirical relationships. Table S4. Statistical summary
for corn at Mead and Bushland sites using empirical approaches. Table S5. Statistical summary for
soybean at Mead and Bushland sites using empirical approaches. Table S6. Statistical summary
for corn at Mead and Bushland sites using physical approaches. Table S7. Statistical summary for
soybean at Mead and Bushland sites using physical approaches. References [18,19,43,62,72,79,80,103]
are cited in the supplementary materials.
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